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A Note on Texts

in the interest of readability, modemized the spelling and
texts with the exception of those places
where the sense or meter is directly affected and the furthgr ex-
ception of Spenser's poetry. Given Spenser’s attempt to caI:t. th@;
glow of antiquity upon his work, it seemed perverse to ro it o
that genuine antiquity that time has conferred upon it.

I have,
punctuation of all the

Introduction

My subject is self-fashioning from More to Shakespeare; my start-
ing point is quite simply that in sixteenth-century England there
were both selves and a sense that they could be fashioned. Of
course, there is some absurdity in so bald a pronouncement of the
obvious: after all, there are always selves—a sense of personal
order, a characteristic mode of address to the world, a structure of
bounded desires—and always some elements of deliberate shap-
ing in the formation and expression of identity. One need only
think of Chaucer’s extraordinarily subtle and wry manipulations
of persona to grasp that what I propose to examine does not sud-
denly spring up from nowhere when 1499 becomes 1500.
Moreover, there is considerable empirical evidence that there may
well have been less autonomy in self-fashioning in the sixteenth
century than before, that family, state, and religious institutions
impose a more rigid and far-reaching discipline upon their
middle-class and aristocratic subjects. Autonomy is an issue but
not the sole or even the central issue: the power to impose a shape
upon oneself is an aspect of the more general power to control
identity—that of others at least as often as one’s own.

What is central is the perception—as old in academic writing as
Burckhardt and Michelet—that there is in the early modern period
2 change in the intellectual, social, psychological, and aesthetic
structures that govern the generation of identities. This change is
difficult to characterize in our usual ways because it is not only
complex but resolutely dialectical. If we say that there is a new
ntress on the executive power of the will, we must say that there is
the most sustained and relentless assault upon the will; if we say
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that there is a new social mobility, we must say that there is a new
assertion of power by both family and state to determine all
movement within the society; if we say that there is a heightened
awareness of the existence of alternative modes of social, theologi-
cal, and psycho]ogical organization, we must say that there is a
new dedication to the imposition of control upon those modes and
ultimately to the destruction of alternatives.
Perhaps the simplest observation we can make is that in the
sixteenth century there appears to be an increased self-
consciousness about the fashioning of human identity as a ma-
nipulable, artful process. Such self-consciousness had been wide-
spread among the elite in the classical world, but Christianity
brought a growing suspicion of man’s power to shape identity:
“Hands off yourself,”” Augustine declared. “Try to build up your-
self, and you build a ruin."”! This view was not the only one
available in succeeding centuries, but it was influential, and a
powerful alternative began to be fully articulated only in the early
modern period. When in 1589 Spenser writes that the general in-
tention and meaning that he has “fashioned’” in The Facrie Queene
is “to fashion a gentleman,” or when he has his knight Calidore
declare that “in each mans self . ... [ Itis, to fashion his owne lyfes
estate,”” or when he tells his beloved in one of the Amoretti, “"You
frame my thoughts, and fashion me within,” 2 he is drawing upon
the special connotations for his period of the verb fashion, a word
that does not occur at all in Chaucer’s poetry. As a term for the
action or process of making, for particular features or appearance,
for a distinct style or pattern, the word had been long in use, but it
is in the sixteenth century that fashion seems to come into wide
currency as a way of designating the forming of a self. This form-
ing may be understood quite literally as the imposition upon a
person of physical form—"Did not one fashion us in the womb?”
Job asks in the King James Bible,? while, following the frequent
injunctions to “fashion” children, midwives in the period at-
tempted to mold the skulls of the newborn into the proper shape.*
But, more significantly for our purposes, fashioning may suggest
the achievement of a less tangible shape: a distinctive personality,
a characteristic address to the world, a consistent mode of per-
ceiving and behaving. As we might expect, the recurrent model
for this latter fashioning is Christ. Those whom God in his fore-
knowledge has called, Tyndale translates the epistle to the Romans,
he “fashioned unto the shape of his son” (8:29), and thus the true
Christian, Tyndale writes in the Obedience, "“feeleth. .. him self
. altered and fashioned like unto Christ.” “We are exhorted,”
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Archbishop Sandys remarks in a sermon, “to fashion ourselves
.I'nccording to that similitude and likeness which is in him,” while
in the 1557 Geneva translation of the New Testament we r:.ead that
F.hrist ““was disfigured to fashion us, he died for our life.” If Christ
is the ultimate model, he is not even in the New Testament the
only one: “In all things,” Paul tells the Corinthians, in Tyndale’s
translation, “I fashioned my self to all men to save at the least way
ﬁ.nn:le” (1 Cor. 9:22). This principle of adaptation is obviously not
Iinuted to the propagation of the Gospel: in Richard Taverner’s
Garden of Wisdom (1539), for example, we are told that whoever
d-‘csires to be conversant with public affairs, “must.. . fashion
hlmself to the manners of men,”® and this counsel is tirelessly
reiterated.

Thus separated from the imitation of Christ—a separation that
can, as we shall see, give rise to considerable anxiety—self-
htshlqnmg acquires a new range of meanings: it describes the
practice of parents and teachers; it is linked to manners or de-
meanor, particularly that of the elite; it may suggest hypocrisy or
deception, an adherence to mere outward ceremony; it suggests
representation of one’s nature or intention in speech or actions.
And with representation we return to literature, or rather we may
grasp that self-fashioning derives its interest precisely from the
lact that it functions without regard for a sharp distinction be-
tween literature and social life. It invariably crosses the bound-
aries between the creation of literary characters, the shaping of
one’s own identity, the experience of being molded by forces out-
side one:’s control, the attempt to fashion other selves. Such
boundaries may, to be sure, be strictly observed in criticism, just
i we may distinguish between literary and behavioral styles, but
in doing so we pay a high price, for we begin to lose a sense of the
r.nmplex interactions of meaning in a given culture, We wall off
literary symbolism from the symbolic structures operative
elsewhere, as if art alone were a human creation, as if humans
:!';t‘ITISE:VES were not, in Clifford Geertz’s phrase, cultural ar-
thacts.

“There is no such thing as a human nature independent of cul-
lure,” Geertz writes, meaning by culture not primarily “complexes
ol concrete behavior patterns—customs, usages, traditions, habit
¢lusters”—but rather ““a set of control mechanisms—plans, reci-
pes, rules, instructions...—for the governing of behavior.””
Self-fashioning is in effect the Renaissance version of these control
I'I'Il'(i'l'lﬂl'liEimS, the cultural system of meanings that creates specific
individuals by governing the passage from abstract potential to
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concrete historical embodiment. Literature functions within this
system in three interlocking ways: as a manifestation of the con-
crete behavior of its particular author, as itself the expression of
the codes by which behavior is shaped, and as a reflection upon
those codes. The interpretive practice that 1 have attempted to
exemplify in the essays that fallow must concern itself wi
three of these functions. If interpretation limits itself to the be-
havior of the author, it becomes literary biography (in either a
conventionally historical or psychoanalytic mode) and risks losing
a sense of the larger networks of meaning in which both the author
and his works participate. If, alternatively, literature is viewed
exclusively as the expression of social rules and instructions, it
risks being absorbed entirely into an ideological superstructure.
Marx himself vigorously resisted this functional absorption of art,
and subsequent Marxist aesthetics, for all its power and sophisti-
cation, has never satisfactorily resolved the theoretical problems
raised in the Grundrisse and elsewhere.® Finally, if literature is
seen only as a detached reflection upon the prevailing behavioral
codes, a view from a safe distance, we drastically diminish our
grasp of art’s concrete functions in relation to individuals and to
institutions, both of which shrink into an obligatory “*historical
background’” that adds little to our understanding. We drift back
cultureless,

unversal human essence Or, alternatively as a self-regarding, au-
ed to social

life. Self-fashioning then becomes a subject only for sociology,

toward a conception of art as addressed to a timeless,
tonomous, closed system—in either case, art as Opos

literature for literary criticism.

I have attempted instead to practice a more cultural or an-
thropological criticism—if by “anthropological”” here we think of
interpretive studies of culture by Geertz, James Boon, Mary
Douglas, Jean Duvignaud, Paul Rabinow, Victor Turner,
others.® These figures do not enlist themselves under a single ban-
ner, still less do they share a single scientific method, but they
have in common the conviction that men are born “‘unfinished
animals,” that the facts of life are less artless than they look, that
both particular cultures and the observers of these cultures are
inevitably drawn to a metaphorical grasp of reality, that an-
to the me-
chanics of customs and institutions than to the interpretive con-
structions the members of a society apply to their experiences. A
literary criticism that has affinities to this practice must be con-
scious of its own status as interpretation and intent upon under-
standing literature as a part of the system of signs that constitutes
a given culture; its proper goal, however difficult to realize, is a

thropological interpretation must address itself less
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poetics of culture. Such an approach is necessarily a balancing
act—correcting each of the functional perspectives I sketched in
the prf?ceding paragraph against the others—and necessarily im-
pure: its central concerns prevent it from permanently sealing off
one type of discourse from another or decisively separating works
of art from the minds and lives of their creators and their audi-
vnc.es.. I remain concerned, to be sure, with the implications of
artistic representation as a distinct human activity—Shakespeare’s
-..ieplction in Othello of his hero’s self-construction and destruction
is not simply identical to those patterns of self-fashioning and
self-cancellation that I explore in the careers of several of my
.ulth(?rs——but the way to explore these implications lies neither in
denying any relation between the play and social life nor in
.!_fﬁrming that the latter is the “thing itself,” free from interpreta-
Imn..SociaJ actions are themselves always embedded in systems of
pgl?hc signification, always grasped, even by their makers, in acts
‘ft interpretation, while the words that constitute the works of
I_nvrature that we discuss here are by their very nature the man-
If;est assurance of a similar embeddedness. Language, like other
sign systems, is a collective construction; our interpretive task
!1'1u5't l?e to grasp more sensitively the consequences of this fact by
investigating both the social presence to the world of the literary
text and the social presénce of the world in the literary text. The
hl_ierary text remains the central object of my attention in this study
of self-fashioning in part because, as 1 hope these chapters will
demonstrate, great art is an extraordinarily sensitive register of the
mm.plef struggles and harmonies of culture and in part because
by inclination and training, whatever interpretive powers I pos:
sess are released by the resonances of literature. I should add that
if rult.ural poetics is conscious of its status as interpretation, this
consciousness must extend to an acceptance of the impossibility of
fully reconstructing and reentering the culture of the sixteenth cen-
tury, of leaving behind one’s own situation: it is everywhere evi-
dent in this book that the questions I ask of my material and
indeed the very nature of this material are shaped by the questions
| ask of myself. .
| do not shrink from these impurities—they are the price and
perhaps among the virtues of this approach—but I have tried to
compensate for the indeterminacy and incompleteness they gen-
erate ‘by constantly returning to particular lives and particular
situations, to the material necessities and social pressures that
men and women daily confronted, and to a small number of res-
onant texts. Each of these texts is viewed as the focal point for
converging lines of force in sixteenth-century culture; their
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significance for us is not that we may see through them to under-
lying and prior historical principles but rather that we may inter-
pret the interplay of their symbolic structures with those perceiv-
able in the careers of their authors and in the larger social world as
constituting a single, complex process of self-fashioning and,
through this interpretation, come closer to understanding how
literary and social identities were formed in this culture. That is,
we are able to achieve a concrete apprehension of the conse-
quences for human expression—for the “1"—of a specific form of
power, power at once localized in particular institutions—the
court, the church, the colonial administration, the patriarchal
family—and diffused in ideological structures of meaning,
characteristic modes of expression, recurrent narrative patterns.
Inevitably, the resonance and centrality we find in our small
group of texts and their authors is our invention and the similar,
cumulative inventions of others. Itis we who enlist them in a kind
of historical drama, and we need such a drama in part because
compulsive readers of literature tend to see the world through
literary models and in part because our own lives—quite apart
from professional deformation—are saturated with experience
artfully shaped.®If we constantly use devices of selection and
shaping in accounting for our lives, if we insist upon the im-
portance of certain “turning points’’ and “crises’” or, in Freud’s
famous modern instance, seize upon the plot of a Sophoclean
tragedy to characterize our shared “family romance,” then itis not
surprising that we engage ina similar narrative selection when we
reflect upon our shared historical origins. In attempting to glimpse
the formation of identity in the English Renaissance, we cannot
rest content with statistical tables, nor are we patient enough to
tell over a thousand stories, each with its slight variants. The
problem is not only lack of patience but a sense of hopelessness:
after a thousand, there would be another thousand, then another,
and it is not at all clear that we would be closer to the understand-
ing we seek. So from the thousands, we seize upon a handful of
arresting figures who seem to contain within themselves much of
what we need, who both reward intense, individual attention and
promise access to larger cultural patterns.

That they do so is not, I think, entirely our own critical inven-
tion: such at least is one of the enabling presumptions of this
book. We respond to a quality, even a willed or partially willed
quality, in the figures themselves, who are, we assume by analogy
to ourselves, engaged in their own acts of selectiori and shaping
and who seem to drive themselves toward the most sensitive re-
gions of their culture, to express and even, by design, to embody
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ibts dominant satisfactions and anxieties. Among artists the will to
: }f th.e culhfre § voice—to create the abstract and brief chronicles of
e élme—xs a commonplace, but the same will may extend be-
y;mt a(;'t. Or rather, for the early sixteenth century, art does not
g t:.;gn to autonomy; thg written word is self-consciously embed-
y\? clln specific cor:nmumties, life situations, structures of power
) e do not have dlrlect access to these figures or their shared qu-
tEre, but the operative condition of all human understanding—of
: e SPE'ECh of our cont('em;'uoraries as well as of the writings of the
ead—is that.we have indirect access or at least that we experience
our constructions as the lived equivalent of such access
ﬁg‘il\r;i Ssl:;uldhnote ;n the circumstances of the sixteenth-century
n whom this study focuses a common f
help to explain their sensitivi W
: ensitivity as writers to the ot
identity: they all embody, i i
tit Y. in one form or another f
mobility. In most of the ca i i Ui
i ses, this mobility is social a
: . ; nd eco-
Es:;u:. Mnre,. the son of a reasonably successful London lawyer
= th;ngsu ihkymgfl;-.t, Speaker of the House of Commons Chancel]o;
of Lancaster, Steward of Cambridge Un', i .
_ iversi
gnally Lord Chancellor of England, the 'confidfnt of Hem'?: ’\?II[‘IC?
T};e?ser,c the son of a modest free journeyman of the Merc_han;
Scrﬁborg_ ompany, beccz_m.es a substantial colonial landowner de-
;. C:rk’l*r-ltio:\);{al documents as “‘a gentleman dwelling in the county
5§int M, ’ arlowe, the son of a shoemaker and parish clerk of
Universj::;y s, Canterbury, receives degrees from Cambridge
—a more modest ascent, to be sur
. ’ : e, but an ascent
Eevtirthfless, Sh‘akespeare, the son of a prosperous glover, is able
agrm e c;se of his career to acquire, on his father’s behalf, a coat of
o stzrclt n:(i::dl:;lly Ct[he second largest house in Stratford. All of these
e-class men moved out of a narrowly ci i
social sphere and into a realm th sl
cial at brought them in close con
tact
:\;;l:ﬂt;e ggw::rfltiand the great. All were in a position as well, we
L add, to know with some intimac ' i l
: : y those with no
s:ltatus tdor eduf:af.ltlon' at all. With Tyndale, we have to do nioxf:;
rap;:al .mobﬂl_ty, in the conventional sociological sense, but
B e; “};1;}815: lug;lrloy chggid geographical and ideological nr;obil«
; ge m Catholic priest to Protestant, f
t : m . , from
i;igu::}t:stershne of his successful yeoman farmer family to Lonc;:::
é en to Continental exile, from ob i
e al exile, 0 scurity to the dangerous
g heretic. Finally, with Wyatt, wh i
ame ) . x se family had
risen in status and wealth only i ' i .
y in the precedin i
have the restless mobility— in 1 SeneraHhO“’ e
o ity—France, Italy, Spain, Flanders—of the

The six writers | consider here then are all displaced in
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inherited social world, and they all

manifest in powerful and influential form aspects of Renaissance
self-fashioning. But the aspects are by no means the same. Indeed
my organization in this book depends upon the perception of two
radical antitheses, each of which gives way toa complex third term
in which the opposition is reiterated and transformed: the conflict
between More and Tyndale is reconceived in the figure of Wyatt,
that between Spenser and Marlowe in the figure of Shakespeare.
Wyatt does not raise the opposition of More and Tyndale to a
higher level, though his self-fashioning s profoundly affected by
the consequences of that opposition; Shakespeare does not resolve
the aesthetic and moral conflict inherent in the works of Spenser
and Marlowe, though his theater is enigmatically engaged in both
positions. Rather Wyatt and Shakespeare express in literary works
more powerful than any produced by their contemporaries the
historical pressure of an unresolved and continuing conflict.
Moreover, the issues raised at the theological level in the works of
More and Tyndale are recapitulated at the secular level in the
works of Spenser and Marlowe, while Shakespeare explores in
Othello and elsewhere the male sexual anxieties—the fear of be-
trayal, the suspension and release of aggression, the intimations of
complicity in one’s own torment—voiced in Wyatt's lyrics.
We may posit a direction enacted by these figures in relation to
power: for the first triad, a shift from the Church to the Book
to the absolutist state; for the second triad, a shift from celebration
to rebellion to subversive submission. Similarly, we may posita di-
rection enacted by the works of literature in relation to society: a
shift from absorption by community, religious faith, or diplomacy
toward the establishment of literary creation as a profession in its
own right. But we must recognize that such approximate and
schematic chartings are of limited value. The closer we approach
the figures and their works, the less they appear as convenient
counters in a grand historical scheme. A series of shifting, unsta-
ble pressures is met with a wide range of discursive and behav-
joral responses, inventions, and counterpressures.

There is no such thing as a single ““history of the self’’ in the
sixteenth century, except as the product of our need to reduce the
intricacies of complex and creative beings to safe and controllable
order. This book will not advance any comprehensive “explana-
tion”” of English Renaissance celf-fashioning; each of the chapters
is intended to stand alone as an exploration whose contours are
shaped by our grasp of the specific situation of the author or text.
We may, however, conclude by noting a set of governing con-

significant ways from a stable,
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ditions common to i
. . most instances of self-fashioni
. . ashioning—wh
1;‘ a;t(l};?rs ;hems'elves or of their characters—exam?ned h::':f?r 2
. 1.ﬁemrehc.) t]he figures inherits a title, an ancient family trach:r_ion
%4 iden;t ;C(ic ast:it;s that might have rooted personal identity in
( n or caste. With the i i
allzo.f these writers are middle-class e S
abso!tftli fegshlomng for s.uch figures involyes submission to an
se[f_ch{j wer o.r authority situated at le@st partially outside thé
i o; a ‘s{;‘am gd boctk,. an institution such as church, court
his. [ mi tlary administration. Marlowe is an excepti;Jn bu’:
ming hostility to hierarchic i 4
al
seg, ssome of the force of submission e
CEi‘;edeli-fas?mmng is achieved in relation to somethin r
o z alien, strange, or hostile. This threatening Ogthgreh
diqmvéregvag?, w:tcg, adulteress, traitor, Antichrist—must be
S or invented in order to be att
e . attacked and destroyed.
unforme;l(:ill]-lls pt?rcelved by the authority either as that fv\rhich is
negaﬁve i daotlc (t.he absence of order) or that which is false or
e emonic parody ?f order). Since accounts of the
o :Sv?tatblyhtodorgamze and thematize it, the chaotic
/ into the demonic, and ’
5 . , consequently t ien i
-.;rayos constn;mted as a distorted image of the c;utht:u*}i’t e
.6. wl;e man'’s authority is another man’s alien "
; en one authorit i i .
g y or alien is destroyed, another takes its
7. There is alwa
7. Ther ys more than one i
alien in existence at a given time MR s WO bR U
8. If b ' ‘ali
de areo;rl}t: g:: authon'ty and the alien are located outside the self
e Sme?:Snize tlmf1 e;cperienced as inward necessities sc;
n an i '
it estruction are always already inter-
9., Self-fashioning i
o efai.‘a.l'uon-ln_g isalways, though not exclusively, in language
= .powm gene{'ated to attack the alien in the name of th.
{.]m i dtgf is c1131';‘.;‘1t.b::ted in excess and threatens the authority it seti
i end. Hence self-fashioning always involves some experi
g hreat, some effacement or undermining, some loss of Se]?-
o tex:; tl;lp t’chese 0b§ewation5, before we turn to the rich live'
Helf_faShiDn.a exemplify and complicate them, we may say thai
ol ing occurs at the point of encounter between an au-
S ﬁfllj ;n alien, that what is produced in this encounter par
. oth the authority and the alien that is marked for attli:ck—

and hence that an i i
. any achieved identity alwa ins within i
the signs of its own subversion or ltc):ss e A W



At the Table of the Great:
More's Self-Fashioning
and Self-Cancellation

A Part of His Own"

A dinner party at Cardinal Wolsey's. Years later, in the Tower,
More recalled the occasion and refashioned it in A Dialogue of
Comfort Against Trittilation as a “merry tale,’" one of those sly jokes
that interlace his most serious work. The story reaches back to a
past that, in the gathering darkness of 1534, might well have
seemed to More almost mythical, back before the collapse of his
career, the collapse of his whole world. Perhaps as important, it
reaches back to a time before More had decided to embark upon
his career. He pictures himself as an ambitious, clever young man,
vager to make a good impression, but at the same time an out-
sider: in his fictionalized version, he is a Hungarian visitor to
Germany. The vainglorious prelate—transparently Wolsey—had
that day made an oration so splendid in his own estimation that he
sat as if on thorns until he could hear it commended by his guests.
Alter casting about in vain for a discreet way of introducing the
subject, lhe cardinal finally asked bluntly what the company
thought of his oration. Eating and conversation came to an abrupt
Halt: “Every man was fallen in so deep a study for the finding of
fime exquisite praise.””! Then one by one in order, each guest
brought forth his Aattering speech, When the young More had
played his part, he felt confident that he had acquitted himself
well, the more so in that he was to be followed by an ignorant
priest. Bul the priest—a “wily fox"—far surpassed him in the craft
ol flattery, and both in turn were bested by the last to speak, a
“pood ancient heonorable: flatterer’” who, when he saw that he
could not exceed the elaborate compliments already produced,
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CHAPTEE ONI

spoke not a word. “‘but as he that were ravished untl::u haET]iwa;fi
i wonder i and eloquence that my Lor
with the wonder of the wisdom an e o
i i 2 ., fetched] a long sig
had uttered in that oration, he fet [i.e:, fe
Eiclf 'a: toh' from the bottom of his breast, n_nd held up ;:!kcrth
hands, and lifted up his head, and cast up his eyes into the welkin,
t (215-16): . _ )
H“;:rl[:.:];mg of More is in this little story! The jibes at the Jgr.mlr
ant priest who #could speak no Latin at all” _am? at the.rn: 1;
worldly cardinal are the last sparks of that humanist mdégr:]?;a:: ;d
i hared with Erasmus an
clerical abuses that he once s ; . e
i i f bitter anti-Prolestant polenics.
somehow survived fifteen years o ; 5
i i senificance for More of the dinner
The setting recalls the rich sign ce | o fi
iety both in its foolish vanity
party, emblem of human society b e . b
‘e orecious moments of communion. Above s L,k DA
l’t:tfnr: of social comedy links the story to l:viu::re s lifelong l::ucu;:E
tion with the games people play. T’t:lehpa}-’slc;l!a:hg;?;fﬂ;z; : ;E‘;: if_i =
-« the satisfaction of self-love, played by lools W .
:?ht:ni iﬁey be continually praised all about as thﬂn.tgg aEI the wro!r:l:;l
id nothi: i but ever sit and sing sanc
did nothing else day nor night, | :
i h and powerful have the
tis sauctus upon them'” (212). T}}e ric i 1
i:ii;ns to ren!izep;his fantasy: in their "pleaa:ant frenzy’’ they hire
atterers who do nothing but sing their praises.
m‘ltfllii: is the distillation of More's long carger in 'ch.e dapgegaus,
glitte.ring world of Renaissance politics, the essence of his 0 15::
vation of king and cardinal: bloated vanity, ravenous appe 1&
folly. The spectacle at once repelled and fascinated him; he cou
nevelr bring himself simply to renounce the world in ha::nl},:ri 1:;};
i . contrary, | imself into a consumm
 enation. On the contrary, he made h”.nse. :
3:1%1—('::;?1.1] performer: fmmf modest beginnings 1:11] tI"uE:ii ea.;l}r 1-:93?:
; i s d Chancellor Morton, o
oung page in the household of Lor i .
:Lii-:a}f:les agf l;afr, diplomacy, parliamentary politics, and c:;uét;hl?
brought More in 1529, as Wolsey's successor, to t!_m Lor -, :L:J |
cellorship, the highest office in the realm.‘T!"ten, asE.t' to con lrrlz;t‘un
of his darkest reflections on power and pn-.r_l]ege, E:us own positi i
uickly deteriorated beneath the pressure of the. king's divorce, !
I?.-in}r 1532, attempting to save himself, More TEElgnE‘d the chanceé
lorship on the pretext of ill health, but 11E.W;E- toa lmpe:‘ta;;fz?a]
) yisi i [ Jested retirement. 5
too visible to be granted a silent, unmo T ’
igns‘libscrihe to the Oath of Supremacy—that 1s, to racknm;rleﬁgi_
that the king was Supreme Head of the Church in Englan m_
bm.ught him in 1534 to the Tower and, on A July 1535, to the

seaffold. 1 ‘ T
This chapter will deseribe the complex interplay in More's life
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and writings of self-fashioning and self-cancellation, the crafting
of a public role and the profound desire to escape from the identity
so crafted, and [ propose that we keep in our minds the image of
More sitting at the table of the great in a peculiar moed of ambi-
tion, ironic amusement, curiosity, and revulsion. It is as if he were
watching the enactment of a fiction, and he is equally struck by the
unreality of the whole performance and by its immense power to
impose itself upon the world. This is, in fact, one of the central
perceptions of the Dialogue of Comfort, repeated again and again in
an endless variety of guises. No sooner is one fantasy laid to rest
than another pops up to be grappled with in turn and defeated,
until the whole world, the great body of man’s longings, anxieties,
and goals, shimmers like a mirage, compelling, tenacious, and
utterly unreal.

Bul why should men submit to fantasies that will not nourish or
sustain them? In part, More’s answer is power, whose guintessen-
tial sign is the ability to impose one's fictions upon the world: the
more outrageous the fiction, the more impressive the manifesta-
tion of power. The vain cardinal may be in the grip of madness,
but he can compel others to enter the madness and reinforce it. 5o
ton, a generation earlier, Richard 11T cast his ruthless seizure of the
throne in the guise of an elaborate process of offer, refusal, re-
newed offer, and reluctant acceptance. The point is not that any-
one is deceived by the charade, but that everyone is forced either
to participate in it or lo watch it silently. In a brilliant passage of
his History of Richard [1I, More imagines the talk among the com-
mon people who have just witnessed the sinister farce. They mar-
vel at the whole performance, since no one could be expected to be
taken in by it, but thien, as one of them observes, “men must
sometime for the manner sake not be aknowen what they knaw.”?
After all, a bishop goes through a similar charade at his consecra-
tion, though everyone knows he has paid for his office. And
likewise, at a play, everyone may know that the man playing sul-

tan is, in fact, a cobbler, buat if anyone is foolish enough to “call
hiim by his own name while he standeth in his majesty, one of his.
tormentors might hap to break his head.”

And so they said that these matters be king's games, as
it were stage plays, and for the more part played upon
scaffolds. In which poor men be but the lookers-on.
And they that wise be will meddle no farther. For they
that sometime step up and play with them, when they

cannot play their parts, they disorder the play and do
themselves no good. (81)
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To try to break through the fiction is dan‘ger?u&—onﬁ can have
one's head broken. To try to take'a part of one's Owr, to stzp ;P
and play with them,” is equally dangerous. On the one I:zar: o i ?
great have the means: to enforce their Eiubun?le, thea.mcal cere
monies of pride; on the other, those ceremonies are usually per-
minously, on scaffolds. :
fn?;f?fr :.realth -anﬁl force are the props on w.hich such ceremonies
are based, why should the great bother with the masguerade at
all? More's observation that few, if any, among the _peﬁa@ers or
the audience are taken in by the elabm.;ate pI_‘EEErISEFI:J!:!VIEllEES a
purely political explanation such as btrlachmv_ellh. desr_rlbmgt sn;l-u:
lar rituals, provides. For Machiavelli, the prince l;rnhg:’-tges‘m ¢ le
ceptions for one very clear reason: to survive. B stiocespi
prince must be “a great feigner and dlssemb{e_r: and men are }*_:D
simple and so ready to obey present necessihies, that onE fn::l o
deceives will always find those who allow l-i-}cmselves to be de-
ceived.”? The observation hovers characteristically between cyni-
cism and revolt, cold counsel and satite, but at least there 1s n[:ﬂi
ane layer of deception: strip off thai-.l.?}rer and you reach the nake
realities of appetite and fear. The initiated observer can always see
beneath the surface and understand how appearances are manip-
the cunning prince. | .
uti:aefﬂzfe. appuaranfe]: have amore pmb_rle-rnati::al refal:mnshfi tg
reality. His is a world in which everyone 1s p'L'ﬂfﬂ'Lllnd]y.Eﬂmmli e
to upholding conventions in which no one b:elieves. somehow
belief has ceased to be necessary, The cunw.lr-znkmns Ser(ENG evi-
dent human purpose, not even deceit, yet kII‘l:g and bufhup cannot
live without them. Strip off the layer of lheamcil.dcluﬁmn and yott
reach nothing at all. That is why Machiavelli's wc_rrld SGGT,? h:n
much more accessible than More’s lo the inquinng intellect: My
intenton being to write something of use to those who unfdci-:j;
stand, it appears to me more proper to go to l.hE rr:_al truth ubtu
matier than to its imagination; and many have imagined repu F‘:’
and principalities which have never been geen or known o ::I:lts
in reality; for how we live is so far removed from how we ni:_:uE ! T;:;
live, that he who abandons what is done for wrhat oug .t [{e]
done, will rather learn to bring about his own ruin than hISIFrEE'r
arvation” (56). There are spiraling ironies in this famous passage
from The Prince, but the vertigo is arrested by a FES&]?HE'L_E CoIT-
mitment ta life in this world and by a hard, steady Eﬂﬂfld_ﬁnl:'l: that
it is possible to penetrate “to the real truth of the matter.
More, of course, could glaim with even grealer Fﬂﬂlldﬁ_!l"l.;‘.‘i.‘ lu.
know the “real truth,” but his was a truth of an entirely different
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order, capable of canceling, but not clorifying, human politics. In
neither of his great political works, the History of Richard 11l and
Litopia, does he invoke this ultimate religious truth as a decisive
explanation: in the former, he writes a historical narrative in im-
itation of classical models; in the latter, he illuminates contempo-
rary politics with the light not of his faith but of his imagination,
inventing ene of those republics “which have never been seen or
known to exist in reality.” His work then has neither the cold
clarity of eynicism nor the confident purposefulness of providen-
tial history showing God unfold his great plan through the agency
of second causes. For Machiavelli and the providential historian
alike,; lhe political world is transparent; for Maore, it is opaque.
And his great faith, his sense of the absolute truth, seems only to
have increased that opacity, by rendering political life essentially
ahsurd,

More did, to be sure, spend much of his career acting as if

Parliament, the Privy Council, the law courts, and the royal court
were anything but absurd, as if his own considerable gift for com-
promise, subtle maneuver, and partial reform might well con-
tribute to a rational amelioration of social life and a comfortable
position for himself and his family. The tragic drama of his end
may obscure for us his remarkable ability to survive and flourish
for decades in perilous political waters. After all, the survival rate
for those closest to Henry VI roughly resembles the actuarial
record of the First Politburo, More could scarcely have succeeded
for as long as he did had his response to power consisted merely of
remarking its absurdity. He was evidently a canny judge of human
motives, possessed a firm grasp of the complex network of mate-
rial interests that underlay the intricate formalities of Tudor gov-
vrament, and knew well how to make his own place within these
lormalities. The actual texture of his long public life is thick with
the ceremonies of power. And yel when he tries to explain why
the great bother with these ceremonies, why they stage elaborate
[heatrical rituals, he concludes ultimately not in a sense of rational
caleulalion but in a sense of the absurd: because they are mad,
possessed by “fond fantasies,” incapable of distinguishing be-
tween truthiand fiction, It is not only Machiavellian calculation but
liumanist reform that finds its limits in this madness: political life
connot be resolved into underlying forces, cannot be treated as a
pode that the initiated understand and manipulate, because it is
lundamentally insane, its practitioners in the grip of “[renzies.”
And it is not only political life, in the narrow sense, that is so
udged. but the great bady of man's social relations.
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CHAPTER ONE

To understand More, we must take this haunting perception of
universal madness very seriously, not; in other words, simply :E.?E
thetorical device or conventional turn of phrgse. but as a c;:r*.llk
and enduring response to existence. It is a response he :share ,like
so much else; with Erasmus, whose Praise of ‘FnHy s its supfeme
and definitive expression. But The Prarse njf Folly is-a dang*.fn:ll_.:s:
tool for exploiting More’s response ta life, in part becausfu of the
fundamental differences between Erasmils and More (the urm:l{' a
dissatisfied monk, impatient with cnnﬁne[nent: the latter ar tlt;s—
satisfied layman, impatient with liberty), it part because of the
success and familiarity of Erasmus’s great work. Only when we
pass from the confidence, fexibility, and L"]"_lilml'l of the ht_zr?ry
masterpiece to the nervous instability over whuih it triumphe : Lt:::;_
we feel how disturbing as a lived experience 15 the sense 0 j'
absurd, how it marked for More a pmfm:lnd alienation 'Emmﬁ]l[ﬁt
society; from the greater part of his acquaintance; from hlrn_se ’ 5
is as if, in the midst of intensely valued altnchm,‘-.‘nts to Family i
friends, he carried within himself the perspective of the Lon 0
Charterhouse in which he had lived, without vow, f_nr four y:;-lm,t
a perspective from which not enly the ceremanies m--thﬁt grea uf
most of his own involvements seemed to him marw::festattcns o
limitless folly. *‘1 assure thee, on my faith,""he Eoldlhls dﬂughterhtr}[
his cell in the Tower, “if it had not been J.Zl._'J]‘ my wife and you'l al
be my children, whom I accompt the chief part of my cl't?r.ge.
would not have failed long ere this to have closed myself in as

it a room—and straiter too. "4 o
str;'l».-:l:-:I'L*'u-:ﬂif:nn for More should not be permitted to efface 319;1;?;
turbing estrangement of this summary utterance f‘t t he Eﬂb I.c{u 11“
life. To be sure, More is responding in a qltamctens:_t}caﬂyr ri ; a !
and one might say witty way to the hmrﬂg:le conditions in w1w:
he found himself: he consoles his griew_nng‘ daughtfer l-r.}r t1.;;15;
forming the suffering inflicted upon him into a g:_ft, in e .E;&
making his destiny his choice. (And mu:l:eed_that destEnFIWHSJnht
very real sense his choice, though not a I.'.‘I.'IG'IFE he .'?clpire y auh gr

to make.) But there is-more than cnmfurlE agams{tnhu ation he L;:

in his words to Margaret, More gives voice toa I!.Feim'l..g thrfgiz uI_.L.
contempt for a world reduced in his mind tu'n_mdnesﬁ, a rm::; tllﬂuf

not only of all the pride, cruelty, and amb:*fwn of men, o

mitich that he himself seemed to cherish, a desire to escap® I ] .

fastness of a cell. In part, this attitude should no qnubt be Lr‘ace 1

less to qualities peculiar to More than to Ifhe style of late me 1:dvai.l

culture with its intense shiver of revulsion againsl the wor
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nonetheless embraced.® Bul our knowledge of More's participa-
tion in a larger cultural mood should not diminish our sensitivity
lo its actual effect in his life and writings.

To grasp the precise character of what 1 have called Maore's es-
trangement, we might compare it with the mood evoked by Hal-
bein’s famous work “The Ambassadors” (see frontispiece), painted
in London two years before More's execution. Jean de Dinteville,
seigneur de Polisy and Francis I's ambassador to the English court,
and his friend Georges de Selve, shortly to be bishop of Lavaur,
stand at either side of a two-shelved table! They are young, suc-
cessful men, whose impressively wide-ranging interests and ac-
tomplishments are elegantly recorded by the objects scattered
with careful casualness on the table: celestial and terrestrial
plobes, sundials, guadrants and other instruments of asbronomy
and geometry, alute, a case of flutes, a German book of arithmetic,
kept open by a square, and an open German hymn book, an
whaose pages may be seen part of Luther’s translation of the “Yeni
Ureator Spiritus” and his “Shortened Version of the Ten Com-
mandments.” The hymn book suggests more, of course, than the
interest in music that is elsewhere indicated; its presence in the
portrait of two impertant Catholic statesmen may signal the
Irench king's attempt, by cynically advancing the Lutheran cause
in England, to further tension between Henry VIII and the em-
peror Charles V, or, alternatively, it may mark that momenl in
Furopean history in which it still seemed possible to cultivated
men of good will that the Catholic Church and the Reformers could
ineet on common ground and resolve their differences. If More
lind once harbored such a hope, the moment for him was long
st ®

[inteville and Selve are depicted in the context of the highest
hopes and achievements of their age. The abjects on the table
botween them, set off splendidly by the rich Turkish cloth and the
vrduisite mosaic pavement, represent a mastery of the Quad-
rivium, that portion of the Seven Liberal Arts comprising Musie,
Arithmetic, Geometry, and Astronomy, while a mastery of the
Trvium—Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric—is implied by the very
profession of the two figures,” They are thus in possession of the
Iitruments—hoth literal and symbolic—by which men bring the
world into focus, represent it in proper perspective. Indeed, in
addition to their significance as emblems of the Liberal Arts, the
ubjeets on the table virtually conslitute a series of textbook illus-
tiations for a manual on the art of perspective.® The Renaissance
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invested this art with far more than technical 51gn1ﬁc¢mrc: f::
Meoplatonism in particular, the pawer to map, mirror, o 'anPAe,
sent the world bore witness to the spark of the divine in 1:“ e
Ficino writes, "'Since man has abserved the cm:ier af the ea‘::r Es,
when they move, whither they proceed and with what 1me‘au : i;_
and what they produce, who ccuI: d.:.“{t:h:; ;nt?‘r; ii:ii:'? :ﬁ.snd
i st the same genids as the Autho
t:ifc?::mg deny that mga n ¢ould somehow also make the hea;e::.
could he only obtain the instruments and thfe heavenly ma : r:} u:f
since even now he makes thent, r_ﬂ"u:lu'g]'l of a different material,
ill with a very similar order.”*
5“;}}:; terrusi-riﬁl and celestial spheres, the sﬂ.-._rurr:‘l z-:nd th[i hao_k,;};z
stale and the church, Protestantism and C:nt!mi_icu;m, lhe l].'l.!lI'I e
measurer of all things and the mingd as unifying force, tde ar 5" e
the sciences, the power of images and the power of wor ;—; s
conjoined then in Holbein's painting am:ll mlegratf:ld ;n_ a 3(! rﬁé.m
intricate as the pavement. And yel slmjhmg Across the pathfm i;
intruding upon these complex harmonies .a“d dlgru.p;mﬁ ; --he;;j
the extraordinary armm{:‘rp!];i[: reprr:s-:n;::l::;; ;:-Fbl.ll:i ; sat }:; .;eme;-
i ntally, the skull is an unr E
?Llf;;::uir:i of tge 1:15'151"1!&n[.r,[;‘L dunljl,f from t:;; ]ilr'DPET position at the
ide = painting i5.if suddenly reveaied. .
ﬁlc'i;hzf:l‘:;tﬁ?s—heag is most obyiously a ‘Frrnvyra dssplellj,r of ;l—l;};
bein’s virtuosity, elsewhere manifested in l'us._ ﬂlmden n??scit o
complex network of surfaces on the geometrical instrumen 'g:,rhmle
it aléo bears a more integral relation F.:- the C‘Dmpusltmnr.ﬂss aHEmrE ;
In a major study of the Ip;ainting led ;j,ts r;i?jle;?ahﬁgn .]_'p;:onch nﬂ
abserved that Dinteville's cap 15 ado B S
ich is engraved a silver skull, and -:cmctudgd that the ambassa
gjrlﬂlL::tLli'lgw adopted the :ieath'snhuac_l as his perﬁqnal badc%c r:;
devise. 2 This theory is plausible, but it should not FE mzr:ﬂ_
suggest toe ornamental a function for elelmenjcs r:hat, _;, ? m;lku“ Y
perience of the painting, are far more disquieting. 1hie s e
devise is at once a gesture of selfwndommelnt anfi 2 gesture 0 =
cancellation. Death may be reduced on Dmtr.wﬂ.hz‘s caE tf :{. iasﬁ_
ionable piece of jewelry, an unhancemenrt of the self, Il.1 h :licn
duetion seems as much mocked as confirmed by the large

presence that has intruded into this supremely civilized world of

human achievement.'® The anamorphic 1:Ilr,'-a‘th“s—heau:lb d];i:ﬂﬁ ’iulji;t—
self another discordant element in the painbing: _the r:w ;n srd E
of the lute, an emblematic play upon th.u very-idea'o lf:u:ﬂ t.he
Together these suggesta subtle but powerful countercurrel

ilinti ident intellectual
farces of harmony, reconciliation, and confident intellectus
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achievement embodied elsewhere in the picture’s pbjects and fig-
ures. None of these anlitypes is immediately visible—the orna-
mental skull and broken string reveal themselves only to the
closest scrutiny, only, thal is, if one abandons the large, encom-
passing view of the painting and approaches the canvas with such
myopic closeness that the whole gives way to a mass of individual
details. To see the large death’s-head requires a still more radical
abandonment of what we take to be “normal’ vision; we must
theow the entire painting out of perspective in order to bring into
perspective what our usual mode of perception cannot com-
prehend.

Dreath's presence in Holbein's painting is at once more elusive
and more disturbing than the conventional representations of
death in late medieval art, In the familiar fransi tombs, for exam-
ple, the putrescent, worm-eaten corpse on the bottom level may be
said to mock the figure above, dressed in robes of high office.!*
But the mockery affirms the viewer's understanding of the relation
between life and death, indeed simplifies that understanding. In
lhis sense, the transi tombs, for all their horrible imagery, are
expressions of a certain kind of confidence: the confidence of a
clear perception of things, a willingness to contemplate the inewvit-
able future of the flesh without mystification or concealment. We
ran see the body both invits dignity and in its disgrace. In The
Ambassadors,” such clear, steady sight is impossible; death is
affirmed not in its power to destroy the flesh, oras is familiar from
late medieval literature, in its power to horrify and causeé unbear-
able pain, but in its uncanny inaccessibility and absence. What is
iunseen or perceived as only a blur is far more disquieting than
what may be faced boldly and directly, particularly when the lim-
[tutions of vision are grasped as strictural, the consequence more
uf the nature of perception than of the imidity of the perceiver,

The anamorphic skull casts a shadow on the elegant floor—the
shadow of the shadow of death, Hervey neatly calls it—and thus
demonstrates its substantiality, but the shadow falls in a different
direction from those cast by the ambassadors or the objects on the
lable' " Its presence is thus at once affirmed and denied; if it can
become visible to us, when we take up the appropriate position at
the angle of the painting, it is manifestly not accessible to the
ligures in the painting (in the sense that the books and in-
itrumentsare assumed to be accessible). To be sure, Dinteville has
Wis silver death’s-liead brooch, but we feel far more the in-
thmmensurability belween this ormament and the skull on the
Hoor than their accord. And this incommensurability is confirmed
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b the fact thal we must distort and, in essence, Effﬂj:E the figlf:E".i
i: order to see the skull. That this Effacempigt is mnwr:g;}'-t:fa: 1-:0;2
Lind ‘of di i i f Holbein's maste :
felt as a kind of death—is a function o T
i i bute to the world, that
entational techniques that pay tril 3
;E:ff; the surfaces and textures of things, ]:hat ‘Cele'l;:;'arte rlr;1atr1hz
jects i i nothing
s to the objects of his making, For there is 10
ri?;iiin; Ishal {s not the product of human fashigming—no [Euw_e;i
fm lapdog, no distant landscape glimpsed :hm;:gzﬁilzens;; :;: =
[ h are present only
dow. The heavensand the eart , | biEee e
: i ts of the globemaker’'s
ment and representation; the dbp?c )
fgai:z only when one takes leave of this world—quite H.terally
tak.es leave by walking away fram the front of Ihekcaljwns-—thal E;EE
o single ali i skull. The skull expresses the
the sinele alien object, the hkLt]]l
Eaer;tieihat the E‘;viewer has, in effect, htms:eIfE brought abautf}:y
changing his perspective, by withdrawing his ﬁaae f;‘f:m lhelllt%-
inti iz, the skull implies, reality-
of the painting. For that gaze is, t. ! Aty
LL‘I:'iEfErdng' 'Eri thout it, the objects 50 Icvmgfly nfpr:_-sentedf ;;1 [;hs:;
ing st iali i ew feat away
ming substantiality vanish. Ta rm:we a few ‘ B!
?fjnlul Eﬂl‘llEmplﬂﬂBnﬂf the painting is to efface eve rything within
it, to bring death into the waorld. __ _
: [ ?‘l"i‘\rE sgpuken of the skull as alien and mhl.Lman,_ b1:;tu-d£ !ftc: nl;
{telf an ironic distorti it is the one object in the p
tself an ironic distortion, foritis i . : .
ltl::t is at once human and completely nattral :1” :‘:he :nmsg hq[ :;::35[
A the faces and ha
untouched by artifice. There are, t0 be sure, '
the sense of pose as
Dinteville and Selve, and yet so strong 18 ense o
i icts k f all the objects in the
Holbein depicts them that they seem, O :
painting, tl'r:: most artificially crafted. ;‘h-a{ po;hesstha; cf;:iﬁ:ﬁfr
ili : in. the hands,
impenetrability that suggests, in ihe 1 .
][Lriianed casualness counseled by Castiglione and, in thr.? f acs.;ls,
the masking counseled by Machiavelli, 7 The skull then is virtua fy
unique in its inaccessibility to the power of human shapm;g i; ;
firmed everywhere else in the painting; it is the sole occupant o
category that nonetheless counterpoises all of the other objects.

Yet paradu:-:iu:ally this skull, emblem of that which resists and

putlasts artifice, is treated -aesthetically wi1t‘h Ehe maost SPECT:EEI
display of the painter’s ingenuity am:l‘ skill, just as pa}? D.men'f
the death’s-head, emblem of the negation of human a; xevfeqmm;
is w_nrh by Dinteville as a fashionable omament, a b? 1gec: k o
akin to the Order of Saint Michael he wears around his neck.

offect of these paradoxes is to resist any clear location of reality in

the painting, to question the very concept of ‘Imcatahle reality IL;IPI:;J-_I.
which we conventionally rely in our mappings of the w_url ' 1'.;
subordinate the sign systems we 50 confidently use to a large
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doubl. Holbein fuses a radical questioning of the status of the
world with 'a radical questioning of the status of ark For the
painling insists, passionately and profoundly, on the repre-
sentational power of art, its central role in man’s apprehension
nnd control of reality, even asit insists, with uncanny persuasive-
ess, an the ficdonal character of that entire so-called reality and
thee art that pretends to represent it. In the context of our normal
relationship to a painting—indeed in the context of the physical
slance we conventionally assume before any object we have cho-
win to perceive—the marginal position is an eccentric flight of
{ancy, virtually a non-place; just as the skull exists in a non-place.
i relation to all the other objects Holbein depicts. But to enter this
nun-place is to alter everything in the painting and to render im-
possi ble'a simple return to normal visien. OF course, we do returm
il reassume that perspective that seems lo “zive” us the world,
but we do so in a slate of estrangemenl. In the same artistic
Iioment, the moment of passage from Lhe center of the painting Lo
he periphery, life Is effaced by death, representation by arlifice.
he non-place that is lhe place of the skull has reached out and
iiched phenomenal reality, infecling il with its own alienation.
ean de Dinteville and Georges de Selve, so present to us in their
Almost hallucinatory substantiality, are revealed to be pigments on
I:I*I'i'll.'ht!d canvas, anillusionist’s trick, They who seem to be pres-
Wil before us exist nowhere, exist then in ulopia,
For 1 justity this long discussion of “The Ambassadors” an the
found that it plunges us, with the sensuous immediacy and
Mmultaneity that only a painting can achieve, into the full com-
;pl-.*mt}f of More's estrangement and the richness of his art. The
world of Dinteville and Selve was More’s world; with e image
Biefore us of the table laden with books and instruments, we may
fecall Raper’s account of the period during which More was, in
Ilin's phrase, Henry VIII's “"pet humanist.” “When he had done
Wix own devotions,” Roper writes, the king would send for More
“Inte his iraverse, and there somelime in matters of astronomy,
guronnetry, divinity, and such other faculties, and sometimes of his
Wit ld by alfaires, tositand confer with him. And otherwhile would
e In the night have him up into his leads, there for to consider
wilh hin the diversities, courses, motions, and operations of the
Ptary and planets.” '* The conclusion of the aneedole in Roper is
Winderlully revealing: finding himself increasingly lrapped by
Qhene flallering royal attentions, More “began thereupon some-
What Lo dissemble his nature,” in other words, to become a bore,
until his company was no longer so much in demand. If this scems
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to lead us away from Holbein's ambassadors, presumably vying
for the king's attention, it is only because More had in supreme
measure those skills of rhetoric and learning that a Dinteville would
have assiduously cultivated.

It is not, however, the Frepch humanists whom More most re-
sembles but the genius who painted them (and indeed we may
speculate that the magnificent achievement of Holbein's portraits
of More and his family owes something to the special bond of
understanding that we are lrying lo sketeh here), If More's inter-
ests embraced astronomy, music, rhetoric, geometry, geography;
and arithmetic, he was also profoundly capable of withdrawing
from these interests, altering his perspective in such a way as to
unsettle any underlying assumptions upon which all these
methods of ordering and measuring the world were based. More
important still, this engagement and detachment do not occupy!
two separate, successive moments in More's career—an early in-
volvement in the world, followed by disillusionment and with-
drawal, for example, or even a more complex round of alternating
states—bul rather are closely bound up with each other through-
out his life, while in his greatest works, they are fused with the
intensity and power we have encountered in the Holbein paint-
ing. This is above all true, of course, of Utopia, whose subtle.
displacements, distortions, and shifts of perspective are the closest.
equivalent in Renaissance prose to the anamorphic virtuosity of
Holbein's art. Like "“The Ambassadors,” Ulopia presents two dis-
tinct worlds that occupy the same textual space while insisting’
upon the impassibility of their doing so. We can neither separate
them entirely nor bring them into accord, so that the intellectual
gratification of radical discontinuity is as impossible to achieve as
the pleasure of wholly integrated form. We are constantly tan-
talized by the resemblances between England and Utopia—
analogous lo Dinteville's death's-head brooch in relation to the
skull—and as constantly frustrated by the abyss that divides them;
and no sooner do we confidently take the measure of the abyss
than we perceive a new element thal seems to establish the un-
mistakable link between them: This is more than a case of “likein)
some ways, unlike in others,” as if we had two distinct objects that
we could hold up to each other and compare, for the two worlds in
Utopin occupy the same space and are in an essentially unstable
relationship to each other. The division of the work into twe books!
is, in this regard, like one of More's straight-faced jokes, for it
invites us to éstablish a simple vrder of contrast that the work
Frustrates: Utopia and Its analogues inhabil the world of book |
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just as England inhabits the world of book I1. Similarly, the persona
More and Hythlodaeus sit in the same garden and converse with
each other, but as in Holbein's painting, they cast shadows in
different directions and are, in cricial respects, necessarily blind
to each other.

This disquieting internal rupture—this sense within the general
frame of the wark of incompatible perspectives between which the
reader restlessly moves—is mirrored at virtually every level of the
text, from its largest units of design to its smallest verbal details.
Elizabeth McCuicheon has recently called attention to the signifi-
cance of the latter in a fine discussion of More's extranrdinarily
frequent use of litotes, a rhetorical figure “in which a thing is
affirmed by stating the negative of its opposite.”1* More's use of
the figure, she writes, bespeaks “a tendency to see more than one
side to a question”’; more important, for our purposes, it compels a
mental movement, a psychological passage from one point to
another and back again.?” This restless shifting of perspective is, |
would suggest, the close equivalent at the verbal level to the visual
technique of anamorphosis, whose etymology itself suggesis a
back-and-forth movement, a constant forming and re-formin £

It would obviously take us too long, even were it in our Fower,
Lo explicate in detail all of Utopia’s anamorphic techniques, but,
beyond litotes, we may point to the network of linkages and con-
tradictions worked out with mandarin complexity by Louis Marin
In his recent Utopignes. Marin demonstrates, with at least partial
iuccess, that there are in the smooth surface of Utopian life a series
of half-hidden ruptures, ruptures betrayed by subtle in-
consistencies and contradictions in topography, economic ex-
change, the exercise of power, concepts of criminality, and the
uses of violence. These ruptures, according to Marin, reveal the
presence in the work of the half-effaced signs of its own produc-
tion, the presence of those socichistorical forces to which Utopia
nwes its existence and which it is designed to render invisible, In
the midst of Utopian deseription—timeless, immabile, syn-
vhronic, maplike—there survive traces of narrative that mark in
the finished product the hidden processes by which it was pro-
dueed. These brief, fragmentary narrative enclaves destray the
structural integrity of the description, tear the canvas, writes
Marin, on which the best government is depicted.! But where
Marin would speak of a canvas torn, I would speak, at least in most
ol the instances he analyzes, of a subtle anamorphic art that con-
stantly questions its own status and the status of the world it
pretends to represent. That is, Marin seems to underestimate
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More's self-consciousness, a self-consciousness for once the match
of ils Gallic counterparts, If there exist highly significant “blind
spots” in Utopin—for example, an urban design that does not seem
to allow for the centralized exercise of power that the system
nevertheless calls for—they exist like the great, central blind spot
in Holbein's ""Ambassadors”: as the object of the arlist's pro-
found, playful attention:

This playfulness—so easily acknowledged and ignored—
deserves special emphasis, for it occupiesa central role in both the
painting and the book. The arts of mapmaking, caleulation, -and
measurement that figure so prominently in “The Ambassadors”
and Utapia have important practical functions in everyday life, but
they are present here as reqreation, the elegant play of dislin-
guished and serious men. This play is not conceived by humanists
as an escape from the serious, but as a mode of civility, an en-
hancement of specifically human powers. As such, the globes and
compasses, along with the lute and flutes, sit without contradic-
tion next to the book of merchant's arithmetic, on the one hand,
and the book of divine worship, on the other, just as the mock
alphabet and maps of Utopia are bound up—literally and
figuratively—with a searching inquiry into the sources of human
misery and the possibilities of human government, The distorted
skull in Holbein's painting, for all the grimness of its imagery, is
itself an invitation to the viewer to play, while the reader of Ufopia
is invited to enter a carefully demarcated playground that pos-
sesses nonetheless a riddling relation to the world outside.** That

the playfulness in “The Ambassadors” focuses on a skull suggests:

that the anamorphic technique may derive in part at least from
medieval methods of meditation, particularly the concentration
upon an object—frequently the death’s-head—that enables one ta
lose the world, to perceive the vanity of human life and the illu-

sory quality of reality.? One might argue that Holbein's painting.

signals the decay of such methods, a loss of intensity that can only,

be partially recuperated through illusionist tricks, but if so, one

must conclude that this decay released a magnificent aesthetic
byproduct. And while Lilopia too may owe something to medita-
tive technique, detached from its original purpose, one would be

hard pressed from More's works to conclude that the technique

was in decay.

In almost all his writings, More returns again and again to the

unsettling of man's sense of reality, the questioning of his in-
struments of measurement ang representation, the demonstration
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of blind spots in his field of vision, In the Dialogue of Comfort,
Antony challenges Vincent to prove that he is awake and naot
merely dreaming that he is awake, or dreaming that he has been
challenged to prove his wakefulness; or dreaming that he has re-
sponded to this challenge by moving his limbs or talking ration-
ally, or dreaming that he is merrily deseribing such a dream to his
[riends, ar dreaming that he has finally appealed beyond body and
words to the unshakable conviction in his soul Lhat he is awake.
Mone of Vincent’s responses does anything to arrest the vertigi-
nous fall into an infinite regress of self-mirroring dreams; as with
similar games played by Nicholas of Cusa, the mind is driven at
once to an acknowledgment of the conjectural status of all its aper-
ations and to a profession of faith.! In these arguments, Antony
wiys, we must appeal finally to “the Scripture of God" and “the
common faith of Christ's Catholic Church.’* 25 This faith is not, it
should be neted, an answer to the speculalions about sleep and
witking; rather it may more fairly be said to license those specula-
tions, to transtorm into play thoughts that might otherwise lead,
s More implies, to snicide or heresy.,

We may recall at this pointan object in Holbein's painting that
until now we barely noted: the crucifix only half visible at the
pxtreme edge of the curtain, This sign is not impervious to
vlfacement—after all, it"is turned into'a blur, along with every-
thing else, when the skull is brought into focus—yet it may be saicd
1o possess a certain cultic imperviousness to the corrosive effects
ol anamorphosis. In this sense, the marginal presence of the
vrucifix—symbol of life redeemed from death—sanctions the mar-
pinal presence of the skull—emblem of death lurking beneath life.

Similarly, Antony's faith is theoretically susceptible to the charge
ul being a dream, but More refuses to carry the argument that far,

lor it is precisely faith that invites the speculation even as it closes

ulf the infinite regress. But is there any guarantee of this im-

perviousness to anamorphic subversion? Not, | think, within the
[ulnting or the text themselves: any assurance must be imposed
ftom without, by an individual or by an interpretive commumnity
with an interest in establishing a fixed point beyond the ceaseless
wiclllation of irreconcilable perspectives. Holbein’s painting

Heems deliberately ambiguous aboul the ultimate origin of this

awurance: both the Catholic Church and Lutheran faith are in-
vioked, and we might note thal his earlier woodcut series on the
[Jance of Death was printed, within the space of a few years, by
hoth Catholic and Protestant printers in Lyons,?® More's Diglogue

2
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af Comfort, by contrast, is not at all ambiguous: Antony's assur-
ance rests not upon the feeling faith of the individual, but upon
the power exercised jointly by the sacred text and by the institu-
tion that controls interpretation of that text. The daring of Utopia 15
to be gauged by the extreme marginality of the Seripture of God
and the common faith of Christ’s Catholic Church: in defense of
Utopian principles, Hythlodaeus several times invokes the “doe-
trine’” and “au Ehnrit_r,—'” of Christ, but the institutional implications
of this authority are unspoken. Like Holbein, More had partially
pulled the curtain in front of the crucifix. 7

What uniles Ufopig—enigmatic in its relation to the wltimate
authority of the Church—and the Diaglogiwe of Comfort—
unambiguously committed to that authority—is More's lifelong
interest in the ironies that arise from man's confident belief in
illusions. The dreamer who insists that he isawake isonly one of a
network of such ironies that we may trace all the way back to the
pageant verses More composed in his youth. “0ld and young,
man and Wonan, el and poor, prince and page,’”’ he ‘writes
characteristically in the unfinished Four Lgst Things (1522), “all the
while we live in this world, we be bul prisoners, and wilhin a sure
prison, oul of which (here can no man escape,” butf few of us have
ever glimpsed the walls, and we strut about as though we 'were
free. Or again, “all our whole life is but a sickness never curable,
but as ong uncurable canker, with continual swaddling and plas-
tering, botched up to live as long as we may, and in conclusion
undoubtedly to die of the same sickness, and though there never
came other” 2% lbut few of us understand our condition, and we
strut about as though we were in health;

We find the same vision expressed in almost the same words in
More's early epigrams and again, near the end of his life; in the
Dialogue of Comfort: they clearly represent a sustained and re-
peated impulse loward the unsettling of reality. And in their deep

disillusionment, they are the foundation of his famous humor

whaose most characteristic mode is the porirayal of men entangled
in their own fantasies:

If ye shouldest perceiye that one were earnestly proud
of the wearing of a gay golden gown, while the losel
playeth the lord in a stage play, wouldest ye not laugh
at his folly, considering that ye are very sure, that when
the play is-done; he shall go wall a knave in his old
coat? Now ye thinkest thy self wise enough while ye art
proud in 'thy players garment, and forgettest that when
thy play is done, yve shalt go forth as pooras he. Nor ye
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rememberest not that thy pageant may happen to be
done as spon as his.®!

The theatrical metaphor was More's favorite, and for good rea-
son: it is the point in which the disparate and seemingly dis-
continuous aspects of his existence come together, touch, and res-
onate. For the stage as emblem of human existence combines, as
it were, the competing perspectives of Holbeins painting: the
thealer pays tribute to a world that it loves—or at the least that it
cannot live without—even as it exposes that world as a fiction,
More uses theatrical imagery to depict a world living out rituals in
which it has ceased fully to believe, to display the folly of human
pretensions, to evoke the great leveling power of Death, who
strips the king of his rich robes and reduces him at last to the same
state as the poorest beggar. The metaphor has a leveling effect
even without the invocation of death, for to conceive of kingship
s a dramatic part, an expensive costume and some well-rehearsed

lines, is potentially ‘at least to demystify it, to reduce its sacral

symbolism to tinsel. The dangerous implications of this de-
mystification can be seén gquite clearly in More's epigram “On the
King and the Peasant.” A forest-bred peasant comes to town and
uires a royal procession. When the crowd roars out “Lang live the
king!" and with rapt expressions gazes up at the ruler, the peasant
valls out, “Where is the king? Where is the king?”

And one of the bystanders replied, “There he is, the
one mounted high on thal horse over there.” The peas-
ant said, “Is that the king? I think you are fooling me.
He seems lo me to' be a man in an embroidered gar-
ment." 3%

From hereitis only one step to the revolutionary outrage of fjohn
full or at the least to the bitter anger of More's own fichonal
character, Raphael Hythlodaeus, inveighing against the con-
#piracy of the rich, But far more often in More's works the theatri-

vl metaphor turms inward, expressing his tragicomic perception
ol life lived at a perpetual remaove from reality, All men are caught
Upr in receding layers of fantasy: the spectator laughs or is angry to
W another pride himself on a mere fiction, while he himself is no

Al o player, no less entrameled in fantasy. More's sense of human

absurdity then at once leads him to social criticism and under-
mines that criticism, enabling him to ridicule the ideology of the
powerful but severely limiting the practical consequences of that
Fldioule. Revolution, as Marme anderstood, can have no traffic with
iner intimations'of unreality.

v
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It would be a mislake, however, to leave the discussion of the
theatrical metaphor in More at the level of his inner life, for the
metaphor corresponds quite closely to the actual theatricalization
of public life in the society dominated by Henry VIILand Cardinal
Wolsey. Henry's taste for lavish dress, ceremonial banquets,
pageantry, masque, and festivity astonished his contemporardes
and profoundly affected their conception of power. More's
humorous sketch of the pompous reyal procession is far surpassed
in extraordinary elaboration by contemporary accounts of the
king, accounts that almaost always sound like broad parody and
almost never are. Even Henry's vigorous and imposing bulk is
fairly lost beneath the sheer mass of stuff—jewels, feathers, yards
of rich cloths—with which he bedecked himself; there is nothing
in our culture outside the most opulent operatic productions or
atavisms like Siena's Palio to suggest even faintly this frantic pas-
sion for dressing up:

The second night were diverse strangers of Maximilian
the Emperor's court and ambassadors of Spain with the
king at supper; when they had supped, the king willed
them to go into the queen’s chamber, who so did. And
in the mean season, the king with 15 others appareled
in Almain [German] jackets of crimson and purple
satin, with long quartered sleeves, with hose of the
same suit, their bonnets of white velvet, wrapped in flat
pold of damask, with visors and white plumes, came in
with a mummery, and after a certain time that they had
played with the queen and the strangers, they de-
parted. Then suddenly entered 6 minstrels, richly ap-
pareled, playing on their instruments, and then fol-
lowed 14 persons gentlemen, all appareled in yeilow
satin, cul like Almains, bearing torches. Alter them
came 6 disguised in white satin and green, embrai-
dered and set with letters and castles of fine gold in
bullion; the garments were of strange fashion, with also
strange cuts, every cut knil with points of fine gold and
tassels of the same, their hose cul and tied in likewise,
their bonnets of cloth of silver, wound with gold. Firsl
of these 6 was the King. ... Then part of the gentlemen
bearing torches departed and shortly retumed, after
whom came in 6 ladies appareled in garments of crim-
son satin embroidered and traversed with cloth of gold,
cutin pomegranates and yokes, stringed after the fash-
ion of Spain. Then the said 6 men danced with these 6
ladies; and after that they had danced a season, the
ladies took off the men’s visors, whereby they were
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known: Whereol the queen and the strangers much
praised the king, and ended the pastime. ™!

It is important to quote such accounts at length (and this is only
a small fragment) in order to convey the amazing elaborateness of
this “mummery,” the staggering opulence, the attention to delail,
the sheer energy invested by participants and observers alike. We
have come to expect impressionism in accounis of grand pageants;
on the contrary, the chronicler and his audience revel in detail, in
knowing precisely what kinds of cloth were used, what color,
what cut. We think of elegance as allied to simplicity, a minimiz-
ing of means; on the contrary, Henry and his court wvalued
superabundance, variety, intricacy, and overpowering insistence
on cost. The more conspicuous the consumption the better: the
king's fingers “were one mass of jewelled rings,” wrote the Vene-
tian ambassador, *and around his neck he wore a gold collar from
which hung a diamond as big as a walnut.”32 This is not, of
course, simply self-indulgence, though it is certainly that; display
shades inte diplomacy, amorous dalliance into high politics. But it
would be a mistake to pass too quickly to the social, pelitical, or
diplomatic uses we may discover in this behavior; to do so is to
lose the sense of colossal waste, of inexhaustible appetite; of power
utterly materialized inclothes and jewels. If we attend patiently
to the multihued silks, damasks, and sarcenets, to the masques,
tourneys, and banquets, to the wvelvet forest created within
thie palace and the golden palace created within the velvel forest,
we find ourselves observing a realm of matter so rich, detailed,
and intense that it becomes unreal before our eyes, like a seascape
beneath a brilliant sun. We achieve then for a momen| an intima-
Hon of the warld that More observed in the early sixteenth century
and found theatrically mad.

More did not simply judge this world; he participated in it as
an actor among the rest—if the theatrical metaphor expresses lis
inner sense of alienation and his observation of the behavior of the
preat, it also expresses his own mode of engagement in society.
I'hat mode began early; in-a well-known passage of his Life of
Muore, William Roper recalls-that as a boy in Cardinal Morton's
househoeld Maore distinguished himsell by his extemporaneous
performances: "Though he was young of yvears, yvet would he at
Clhiristmas-tide suddenly sometimes step in among the players,
and never studying for the matter, make a part of his own there
presently among them, which made the lookers-on more sport
thian all the players beside.”?* This youthful talent is, as Roper

249
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understood, brilliantly evocative in its manifestation of dazzling
rhetorical facility and its striking anticipation of the later career, a
career in which More was at once enmeshed in a larger drama and
yet never the mere reciter of lines anyone else had written. Yet
somewhere behind Roper's wards, in our mind if not in his, lies
Mare's own comment on the danger of such playing in the king's
games: ‘"For they that sometime step up and play with them, when
they cannot play their parts, they disorder the play and do them-
self no good.”” More was always aware of the tension thal underlny
the seemingly effortless performance, and the mingling of this
tension with his evident delight makes his self-consciousnessas a
player both compelling and elusive.

Certainly some of More’s most fervent admirers were mystified
and even embarrassed by his participation in what he calls the
“stage plays” of the great, embarrassed particularly b;f hI:s awn
professed theatricality. Thus when Nicholas Harpsfield in his Mar-
ian biography—hagiography rather—of More retells the anecdote
of the dinner party at Cardinal Wolsey’s, he is clearly uncomfort-
able at the part More cast for himself in his own version, the part
of a willing but somewhat second-rate flatterer. After quoting
More’s account, Harpsfield hastens to repair what he evidently
perceives as cracks in the saint’s image:

In this vainglorious pageant of my Lord Cardinal,
though, as it appeareth, Sir Thomas Mors was in a
manner forced, contrary to his sober and well-known
madest nature, to play a part to accommodate himself
somewhat to the players in this foolish, fond stage play,
yet | doubt nothing, if his answer were certainly
known, he played no other part than might beseem his
grave, modest person, and kept himself within reason-
able bounds, and yielded none other than competent
praise. For in very deed the oration was not to be dis-
praised or disliked. But, as we began to say, whether i}
were for that, as it is not unlikely, that Sir Thomas More
would not magnify all the Cardinal's doings and say-
ings above the stars...or for some other causes, hie
never entirely and from the heart loved him.#

In three sentences, More's complex irony, his self-conscious
playing in the cardinal's pageant, vanishes: first he is forced,
against his modest nature, to play a part, then the part is none
other than that same modest nature, then the part entirely van-
ishes in the simple expression of just and reasonable praise, finally
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even this praise dissolves, and More emerges as a resolute plain-
speaker who incurs the cardinal’s secret dislike by refusing to
Aatter him,

Harpsfield’s embarrassment is comical, but it is not merely
sgueamish: it reflects, in its own way, the peculiar ambivalence
thal we have already encounlered in More's response to the world,
ambivalence signaled by the variety of meanings that attach to his
use af the theatrical metaphor. More’s mode of being is, after all,
genuinely perplexing and uncomfortable, the more so in the con-
text of early sixteenth-century England, where it represents
something quite exceptional. For his life seems nothing less than
this: the invention of a disturbingly unfamiliar form of conscious-
ness, tense, ironic, witty, poised between engagement and de-
tachment, and above all, fully aware of its own status as an inven-
tion. These elements may be perceived in the lives of others who
preceded him, but scattered. isolated; in More, they are self-
consciously integrated and set in motion both in literary discourse
and in the actual secial world. Indeed, a distinction between text
and lived reality such as may be implied by the close of the preced-
ing sentence is precisely abrogated by More’s mode of existence,
For one consequence of life lived as histrionic impravisation is that
the category of the real merges with that of the fictive; the histori-
il More 15 a narrative fiction: To make a part of one’s own, to live
one's life as a character thrust into a play, constantly renewing
oneself extemporaneously and forever aware of one's own
unreality—such was More's condition, such, one might say, his
project. Small wonder that Harpsfield felt uncomfortable!

What is haunting about such a project is the perpetual self-
titlexiveness it demands, and, with this self-reflexiveness, per-
petual selt-estrangement, More is committed to asking himself at
all times "What would "More” say aboul this?" and to ask such a
fuestion implies the possibility of other identities unfulfilled by
the particular role that he is in the act of projecting. From this, the
jreculiar shadows that hover about him throughout his career, not
unly the shadow of the designing conscipusness manipulating the
sk but the shadow of other selves, crouched in the darkness,
Ulicasionally a shaft of light catches one of these for an instant, as
when More tells Margarel that, had it not been for his family, he
would long ago have shut himself in-a narrow cell, or when he
wiites about his distracting engagements in the letter to Peter
Lilles that prefaces Litopin:

I am constantly engaged in legal business, either
pleading or hearing, either giving an award as arbiter

il
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or deciding a case as judge. 1 pay a visit of courtesy o
one man and go on business to another. 1 devote almaost
the whole day in public to other men's affairs and the
remainder 1o my own. I leave to myself, that is to
learning, nothing at all. ‘
EW'heE | have g1'12-'curmﬂ.-||:l home, T must h:ll_k with my
wife, chat with my children, and confer with my ser-
vants. All this activity I count as business when it must
be done—and it must be unless you want to be a
stranger in your own home.?*

There is always, it seems, a srreal” selfF—humanistic sirh_nlar I:rr.
monk—buried or neglected, and More's nature is such that one
suspects that, had he pursued wholeheartedly one of these other
identities, he would have continued to feel the same way. For
there is behind these shadowy selves still another, darker Shﬂdt:lw.'
the dream of a cancellation of identity itself, an end to all im-
provisation, an escape from narrative. The dream, as 1 sha[ﬁ argue,
is played aut in Utgpia, and its consequence 15 that More's la_fe: and
not simply his public life in the law court or the royal anflmtr_ush-a.—
tion but his private life in his household or among his friends,
seems canposed, made up. 1f we may believe Roper, this quality
extended even to his choice of a wife: More, the story goes, loved
the second daughter of Master Colt, bul when he considered 'l'Eat
the elder daughter would be shamed by being passed over, he , of
a certain pity framed his fancy towards her, and soon after n‘l:ﬂl‘ﬂl?.‘d
her” (199). A family myth perhaps, but there 1s ?‘{111?]'?-' ev]denqe
glsewhere, including More's own eloguent testimony in hlﬁ
letter to Giles, for his willingness to “frame hts 1E£rn-:y.
“Although . .. because of a certain unique pers_picnﬂty in },ruu:
make-tp you are accustomed to dissent sharply from the crowd,
Erasmiis writes to More in the preface to Praise of Folly, “at the
came time because of your incredibly affable and easy ways }’pﬁ
can play the man of all hours with all men, and enjoy doing s0.

More “is not offended even by professed clowns,” Erasmus Lells-

Ulrich von Hutten some years later, “as he adapts himself with
marvelous dexterity to the tastes of all; while with ladies generally:
and even with his wife, his conversation is made up of humour
and playfulness.” _ ) .l
This protean adaptability is closely linked to More's gunstan.l_
recourse in his writing to the hypathetical situation. This is, to be

sure, one of the characteristic devices of the lawyer and rhetori-

cian, but in its pervasiveness and intensity it seems much more
f LA FE i T - .
than a device for More. Suppose that,” “what if,” “put the case
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that,” “picture,” “imagine™—his mind works brilliantly and, it
seems, inevitably in this mode?” Certainly More's enemies were
highly aware of his penchant for fictions: “Mr. More hath so long
used his figures of poetry,” writes Tyndale, “that (I suppose)
when he erreth most, he now by the reason of long custom be-
lieveth himself that le saith most true." 8 For Tyndale, poetry is
synenymous: with lying; it is a term of abuse: O poet, without
shamel!” His one voncession to a richer meaning is to allow: that
More may have been taken in by his own falsehoods. But for
More, as we have seen, fictions have a far more complex and
elusive function. He does not, it should be stressed, simply
eiclude Tyndale’s meaning; he has a powerful sense both of the
way men use the “figures of poetry’ tolie and of the way men gel
entangled in their own fabrications. But then he makes up a partof
lis own and plays it alongside the other actors. And if this self-
fashioning is the mark of an alienation that extends fo his own life,
private as well as public, it is also, as Erasmus’s tribute makes
wlear, the source of much that is-delightful, inventive, and energe-
tic in More. The hypothetical situations and histrionic im-
provisations are; after all, manifestations of that brilliant playful-
ness that issued in Ulopia,

Litapia

topia offers the profoundest commentary on those aspects of
More's life that we have heen discussing; it is at once the perfect
uxpression of his self-conscious role-playing and an intense
meditation upon its limitations. Af the heart of this meditation is
(Ihe characterof Raphael Hythlodaeus and his relation to the “More™
who appears in the work as both presenter (or recorder) and
vharacter. Hythlodaeus, in effect, represents all that More de-
liherately excluded from the personality he created and played; he
in the sign of More's awareness of his own self-creation, hence his
nwn incompleteness,

The poignancy of this sense of incompleteness is heightened by
e fact that More presents himself in Utopia in all of his cir-
Aumstantial reality. The “I" of the work is a man tied in a hundred
ways to his particular lime and place, to his offices, re-
sponsibilities, family and friends. Rarely before had a work
vreated so successful an illusion of reality; with a few deft strokes
More evokes a whole world of busy men immersed in their
viteers: Cuthbert Tunstal, whom the king 'has just created Master
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of the Rolls to everyone's immense satisfaction'’; the burgomaster
of Bruges, "a figure of magnilicence”; Georges de Themsecke,
provost of Cassel, “a man not only trained in eloquence but a
natural orator”; Peter Giles, “a native of Antwerp, an henorable
man of high position in his home town.” And at the center of this
group is Thomas More, “citizen and sheriff of the famous city of
Great Britain, London,” the king's “orator” in certain complex
negoliations in the Netherlands. This iz a man linked to other
men, a man with a well-defined, widely acknowledged public
identity, and that identity is further substantiated in the furry of
Jetters and commendations that preface the work. Erasmus to John
Froben, William Budé to Thomas Lupset, Peter Giles to Jerome
Busleyden, John Desmiarais of Cassel to Peter Giles, Busleyden o
More, More to Giles—the letters establish More in the midst of a
d.istinguished community of Northern European humanists, men
who know Mare personally or by reputation and who discuss his
work among themselves in that special personal spirit one reserves
for the books of friends. ™
One notable effect of this circumstantiality is to heighten the
realism that attaches to Hythlodaeus and his account of his travels,
a realism that More and his friends have fun with in their maps,
vocabulary, and selemn pedantry. Bul there are other effects as
well. Into this mutual admiration society of successful men erupts
a figure who does not fit, who steadfastly refuses to fit, If
Hythloda¢us seems real to us, rubbing elbows as he does with
well-known historical personages, he seems, by the same token,
the very embodiment of the stranger, “a man of advanced years,
with sunburnt cauntenance and long beard and cloak hanging
carelessly from his shoulder” (49). And More deliberately renders
this strangeness more striking, even in the midst of his careful
realism, by immediately identifying Hythlodaeus with the fabul-
ous and imaginary. As Hythlodaeus establishes himself with ever
greater power in the conversation with More and Giles, a process
takes place that is the very opposite of heightened realism.
Thomas More, the solid, middle-aged, smiling public man, is, as it
were, fictionalized by his relationship to the stranger. More's
Jcute sense in his life of being "More,” a made-up figure played as
on a stage; is manifested directly in his becaming just that: Morus,
a character in an imaginary dialogue. And in a moment of quite
extraprdinary -self-consciousness and irony, Morus and Hyth-
lodaeus discuss precisely this process of fictionalization.
The context of this discussion is the debate on the question af
state service. Hythlodaeus fatly rejects Peter Giles’s suggestion
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that, as an enlightened and eloquent man, he “attach himself to
some king.” Nothing, he objects, could be more frustrating or
l'unhi, and to prove his case, he imagines himself in the council of
the He::tch king, arguing for peace where everyone clse is war-
mongering, advising the king to amend his own indolence and
Arrogance whgre everyone else is busy puffing them up, warring
the i::mg to adjust his expenses to his revenues where rmrerj,rnne
EI:RE: is counseling him to pillage his people. “To sum it all up, if I
t_r:ed to obtrude these and like ideas on men inclined to the GF: 30~
site way of thinking, to what deaf ears should I tell the tale!** {é?}.
Mnnlls is forced to grant Hythlodaeus's point, but he counters by
arguing that it is mere foolishness to thrust radical ideas upon
individuals who cannot possibly be expected to accept them or

Bver| mnﬁi‘de.r them seriously. There is no room for academic phi-
losophy with rulers,

but there is another philosophy, more practi
statesmen, which knows its st};gi, adaptspita;itlicfcz tr;'nj;
play in hand, and performs its role neatly and appropri-
Elr;cel},r, This is the philosophy which you must employ
- tImrwx_se we have the situation in which a comedy of
Plautus is being performed and the household slaves
are _ma.kmg trivial jokes al one another and then ym.hl
come on the stage in a philosopher’s attire and recite
the passage from the Ocfavia where Seneca is disputin
with Nero, Would it not have been preferable to take E
part without waords than by reciting something in-
appropriate to make a hodgepodge of comedy and
tragedy? You would have spoiled and upset the actual
play rl:r_i,r !::rrmging in irrelevant matter—even if your
contribution would have been superior in itself. What-
ever play is being performed, perform it as best you
can, and do not upset it all simply because you think of
another which has more interest. (99)

Hythlodaeus, the fictional character, speaks for directness, for
whit we wonld ‘now call authenticity; Marus, the “re: " nimn
dpinks for submission to fiction, for aci:ummnda’ll:inn to the play a;
hand. Indeed, Morus tries to reduce Hythlodaeus’s authenticit
Ttsield tn1:| part, in this context a particularly ridiculous and inr’Ilr
dppropriate part. To insist upon reciting one’s stiff-necked and
salenin lines regardless of the other characters is to make oneself
both absurd and ineffectual; the man who wishes to contribute to
the betterment of society learns how to adapt himself. H}'thloﬂaeus
in reply, rejects the implication that he too is merely pIayiné-
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a part and argues that the accommodation to fictions (fabulae)
Morus counsels is tantamount to the telling of lies (falsa), cor-
ruption all the more dangerous for being cloaked as public service.
Not only will nothing good be accomplished in the public realm,
but the would-be virtuous councillor will lose his liberty and be-
come, in effect, an actor in-the prince's play, a play that is both
sinister and insane.

This debate, with its self-conscious recollections of Plato and
Seneca, is a literary set-piece, as Ufopia’s early readers wioiild have
recognized, but it also represents a real and pressing problem,
both in More’s personal life and in his culture, There are periods
in which the relation between intellectuals and power is re-
defined, in which the old forms have decayed and new forms have
yet to be developed, The Renaissance was such a period: as in-
tellectuals emerged from the Church inte an independent lay
status, they had to reconceive their relation to power and particu-
larly to the increasing power of the royal courts. For mosl, not
surprisingly, this simply meant an eager, blind rush into the ser-
vice of the prince; as Hamlet says of Rosencranz and Guildenstern,
they did make love to this employment. But there was also a sub-
stantial and serious exploration of the implications of such em-
ployment, its responsibilities and dangers, and a few men like
Pico della Mirandola and Erasmus hesitated, resisted, and
cautioned, Mare, at once ambitious and deeply influenced by both
Pico and Erasmus, was, as it were, poised al the center of these
issues. As he wrote book | of Ufopra, he was trying to decide the
extent of his commitment to the service of Henry VIII, a decision
which he well knew would shape the course of his life.*" And at
stake, as I have suggested, was not simply his career but his whole
sense of himself, the dialectic between his engagement in the
world as-a character he had fashioned for himself and his percep-
tion of such role-playing as unreal and insane.

In the debate that opens Ltopia then, More isolates, on the one

hand, his public self and, on the other, all within him that is.

excluded from this carefully crafted identity; calls the former
Morus and the latter Hythlodaeus and permits them to fight it oul.
Gradually, the positions become clearer, until, in the exchange we
have just discussed, the fundamental, irreconcilable opposition is
expressed and the debate nears its climax. And it is at this point
that we hear once again, after a long hiatus, of Utopia and learn,

far the first time, its central innovation: the aboelition of privale

property. What is the relation between this new theme—Utopian
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communism—and the extended argument that has preceded it?
|.H. Hexter, the most astute studen! of the structure of More's work,
has argued precisely that there is no relation, that this is one of the
points at which we may perceive More slitching together pieces
that he wrote quite independently and that represent “two differ-
ent and separate sets of intention.”*! For Hexter, Hythlodaeus's
praise of Utopian communism at the close of book [ is simply a
convenient structural device, a formal bridge to book II. The eu-
logy of the Utopian community of all things does function in
this way, but I would suggest that it serves a deeper purpose: it is,
exactly as it appears to be, the climax of book I, a debate not
simply over public service but over one’s whole mode of being,

Communism is Hythlodaeus's radical response to the role-
playing which More both argued for and embodied. Against the
“philosophy .. .which knows its stage,” he offers an un-
compromising vision of root-and-branch changes in the structure
of sodiety and hence in the structure of the individual, Like Marx's
early Ecattomic and Philosophical. Manuscripis, More's work pro-
pounds communism less as a coherent econamic program than as
1 weapon against certain tendencies in human nature: selfishness
and pride, lo be sure, butalso that complex, self-conscious, theat-
rical accommodation te the world which we recognize as a
characteristic mode ofsmodern individuality. Ulopia then is not
only a brilliantattack on the social and economic injustices of early
sixteenth-century England but a work of profound self-crilicism,
directed at the identity More had fashioned for himself and that he
would play for increasing amounts of his time, should he accept the
proffered royal appointment. It is not that More turns against him-
sellin self-disgust; rather he sees his mode of being as a deliberale
stratagem against the evils of his ime. And through Hythlodaeus,
he permits  himself both lo question the effectiveness of the
dtratagem and to imagine a radical altermative,

The heart of this alternative 15 an uncompromising rejection of
private property: “It appears to me,” Hythlodaeus states flatly,
“that wherever you have private property and all men measure all
things by cash values, there it is scarcely possible for a common-
wealth lo have justice or prosperity—unless you think justice
exists where all the best things flow into the hands of the worst
titizens or prosperity prevails where all is divided among very
few™ (103). At a stroke, Hylhlodaeus dismisses the claborate
ideology of status and custom that provided a time-honored jus-
titication for the unequal distributions of wealth in society. Indeed
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he scarcely has to attack this ideology because no one in the work
rises to defend it. When Morus objects to communism; he does so
on the grounds that it impoverishes the commonwealth and ig-
nores human psychology—"Life cannot be satisfactory where all
things are common’’ (107)—not that it violates the privileges of the
feudal nobility. 4 If the middle-class More cannot rest easy with
his own carefully fashioned social identity, he will not, at the same
time, allow an identity to be given fully formed by an exalted
name and title, The pretensions of the social hierarchy to embody
a “mataral’ moral order are ridiculed in Ufopia, There is no re-
biittal even when, at the work's end, Hythlodaeus carries his ver-
sion of contemparary society to its extreme conclusion: “When 1
consider and turn over in my mind the state of all commonwealths
flourishing anywhere today, so help me Gad, | can see nothing
else than a kind of conspiracy of the rich, who are aiming at their
own interests under the name and title of the commonwealth”
(241],

All measures that aim at reform and stop short of a complete
abolition of private property are inadequate: “There is no
hope ...of a cure and a return to a healthy condition as long as
each individual is master of his own praperty. Nay, while you are
intent upon the cure of one part, you make worse the malady of
the other parts. Thus, the healing of the ane member reciprocally
breeds the disease of the other as long as nothing can 5o be added
ta bne as not to be taken away from another” (105-7). Without the
communal ownership of property, every man is set against every
other man, for it is impossible to possess anything without
wresting it somehow from the possession of another.*® The re-
sulting competitiveness is reflected in the rancorous debates
Hythlodasus describes; it is as if even ideas were possessed as
private property, each man fiercely defending his own. In such a
spciety, individuals are isolated, unattached save where their ma-
terial interests chance to coincide, while at the same time there is
no true independence; all value depends npon the admiration or
envy excited by what is displayed and consumed. Men become
acutely sensitive to all they are permitting others to see and all that
they are concealing within themselves. Even the few virtnous men
who wish lo have no part in the competition must develop the
same sensitivity; after all, this is just what Morus counsels
Hythladaeus to do. By implication then, private ownership of
property is causally linked in Utopia to private ownership of self;
what €. B, Macpherson' calls “possessive. individualism';* to
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abwolish private property is to render such self-conscious individu-
ality obsolete. .
'Utopian institutions are cunningly designed to reduce the scope
of Ilhe ero; avenues of self-aggrandizement are blocked, in-
dividuation is sharply limited. In a society based on private prop-
crty, all things are acquired at the expense of someone else; the
pleasure of possession is, at least in part, the knowledge that
someone else desires and does not possess what you do. In Utopia,
pride of possession and pride of place are obliterated, Clothes “are
ol one and the same pattern throughout the island and down the
centuries” (127); the capes worn over these clothes are “of one
volor throughout the island and that the natural color’” (133), Food
I5 divided equally, and meals are taken in commaon, The houses,
il three stories high, “are set together in a long row, continuous
through the block and faced by a corresponding one’” (121); lest
inyone become personally attached to one of these identical
huildings, “every ten years they actually exchange their very
hn.mes by lot” (121). Presumably, few Utopians notice the change.
I'here is no place in Utopia then for the dazzling extravagance,
Ihe sumptuous waste that fascinated and repelled More; no
Waolsey or Henry VIl could indulge his inexhaustible appetite and
swell with the immense accumulation of possessions, If the king
und cardinal seemed larger than life, it was because they were just
that, unnaturally bloated with the labaors, the very lives, of others.
It Utopia, occupations that cater to luxury or licentiotisness are
eliminated, so that not only is there an abundance of necessary
peads but no man may be said either to labor in the service of
anather's will or merely to consume the labor of another, Virtually
all men work; every thirty families annually choose an official
valled a syphogrant, whose “chief and almest...only func-
flon . .. is to manage and provide that no one sit idle, but that each
npply himself industriously to his trade” (127). The syphugrnﬁls
themselves, though legally exempted from work, take no advan-
Lo of this privilege. Occupations are distributed equitably, and
the worst tasks—those that degrade or deaden a person—are per-
lurmed by slaves. This latter feature is chilling, but then More has
auked himself questions that the writers of such fantasies almost
fever ask: who slaughters the meat? who disposes of the filth? If
Litupia is designed to reduce the size of the ego, to eliminate the
possibility of a Henry VIILand to obviate the necessity of a More
Il s equally designed to prevent the existence of a class of la.bnren;
leduced to the condition of animals. The syphogrants .pmvide that
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no one sit idle, but they also provide that no citizen be "wganed

like a beast of burden with constant toil from early morning till late

at night.”” Such wretchedness, observes Hythlodaeus, “is worse

than the lot of slaves, and yet it is almost everywhere the life of

workingmen—except for the Utopians™ (127}

The Utopian workday of six hours is astonishingly short by the

standards set in Tudor statutes;** we could argue tlhen that, far
from discouraging individuation, Utopian ir:;sptutmns- aren-:i:-

signed to permit its greatest possible flou i ﬁhmg: After all, “t e

constitution of their commonwealth looks in the firsl pln::.e to this
sole object: that for all the citizens, as far as the public needs
permil, as much time as pessible should be withdrawn from the
service of the body and devoted to the f:eedorp e?md ‘r.ull-u re of the
mind!’ (135). Such a goal, unbounded by distinctions of class,
caste, or sex, is genuinely radical, But here we encounter a cmFJat
characteristic of Utopia: the steady constriction of an initially lim-
itless freedom. The English translation accurately renders the
svntactic movement of the original: “The intervals bﬂlwean‘ the
hdcmrs of work, sleep, and food are left to every nmn_’s discretion,
not to waste in revelry or idleness, but to devote the time free from
work to some other occupation according to taste” (127-29). These
occupations turn out to be two in number: atten_u#zmue at1pre4:1a\fm
publi¢ lectures or, “as is the case wilh many mmc?s ‘:.ﬁfh_lch dm ot
reach the level for any of the higher intellectual disciplines,” vol-
untary continuation of the regular labor. The endless day ]:Jr».a;i
scribed by the Statute of Artificers'® is scarcely himge_r than tha

envisaged here, though one should add that there is, after supper,

an hour's tecreation, in the summer in the gardens, in the winter

in the dining halls. . )

Similarly, the account of Utopian travel begins with almost un-
limited license and ends with almost total restriction. A citizen can
go where he chooses . . . provided he has a letter fmn? the governor
granting him leave to travel and fixing the date t.jrl" his return. (For
travel within the territory belonging to his own city, he needs only,
the consent of his wife and father.) Wherever he goes, he mu;t
continue to practice his trade. These regulations are nol tg bc'.
taken lightly: 'If any person gives himself leave to sh:ajq.r out qf |.'I..T.E||-
\erritorial limits and is caught without the governor's certificate,
he is treated with contempt, brought back as a runaway, and se-
verely punished. A rash repetition of the offense entails the
sentence of slavery” (147).47 o §

The pattern is repeated again and again in Hythlodaeus’s ac-
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count: freedoms are heralded, only to shrink in the course bf the
description. The cause is nat cynicism: rather prohibitions are
placed solely on what the Litopians take ta be unnatural behavior.
I'resumably, it is only from a corrupt point of view—one tainted
by individualily, a thirst for variety and novelty, a conviction that
each. person possesses his: existence as a piece of private
property—that what remains after the unnatural has been weeded
out seems hopelessly thin and limited. The Utopians believe quite
otherwise, and they take pains to reduce sharply the number of
points of reference by which men mark themselves off from each
other. Indeed, even the larger units of differentiation within soci-
ety are obliterated. The uniformity of dress strikes out not only
ngainst vanity but against the elaborate distinctions of rank and
wccupation that were reflected (and legally regulated) in Tudor
dress. Even so basic a distinction as cily versus country is elimi-
nated; all men and women are trained in agriculture and spend at
least seme years farming. A reader of a work like Fernand
Braudel's The Mediterransan and the Mediterranean World in the Age
af Philip the Second will appreciate how deep and fundamental are
the network of distinctions that the Utopians thus overturn; he
will appreciate loo how radical is More's vision of national uni-
formity: “The island contains fifty-four city-states, all spacious
and magnificent, identieal in language, traditions, customs, and
laws. They are similar also in layout and everywhere, as far as the
nature of the group permits; similar even in appearance.... The
person who knows one of their cities will know them all” (113-17).
More dreams here of sweeping away the centuries-old aceumula-
ton of local and particular culture, marked seemingly indelibly in

il the varieties of dress, speech, architecture, behavior. And we

iy perceive this dream—as men have always perceived it in ils

tocurrent forms through the centuries—in two quite different

ways: on the one hand, as the sweeping away of the clutter of

penerations, all that resists improvement and justice, all the stub-

iy insularity, selfishness,; and invidious distinctions that make

lil¢ unbearable for the great mass of mankind; on the other hand,

i a failure to appreciate the opacity of social existence, to grasp

thiot men thrive on particularity and variety, to understand: thal

undless sameness destroys the individual.

Bt then the destruction of the individual as a: private and self-
regarding entity isa positive goal in Utopia; at the least, the ways
i which a person could constitute himself as a being distinct from
thiose wround him are radically reducied. As we have seen, More's
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sense of his own distinct identity is compounded of a highly social
role, fashioned from his participation in a complex set of inter-
locking corporate bodies—law, parliament, court, city, church,
family—and a secret reserve, a sense of a life elsewhere, un-
realized in public performance. Utopia cancels such an identity by
eliminating, among other things, most of the highly particularized
corporate categories in which a man could locate himself and by
means of which he could say,”T am this and not thal.’” There re-
main, to be sure, hierarchical distinctions between the sexes and
between the generations—"Wives wait on their husbands, chil-
dren on their parents, and generally the younger on their elders”
(137)—but even these are carefully designed to prevent a high
degree of particularization.

[f, as Hexter has persuasively argued, Utopia is founded on
patriarchal familism,*® it is important to grasp what elements of
the early modern family the Utopians reflect and what elements
are noticeably missing. In Utopia, marriage is the rule, even for
priests (thereby eliminating concubinage as a widespread, if
somewhat disreputable, alternative); adultery 15 punished “by the
strictest form of slavery” and, in the case of a second offense, by
death (191); mothers nurse their own offspring (a practice that
even the urgent counsel of Renaissance physicians could not bring
about for the middle and upper classes);*” families lodge together;
hushands discipline their wives, parents their children. Sectarian
religious rites, as distinct from the common worship of Mithras,
take place in the home, and even confession is a family affair:
“\Wives fall down at the feet of their husbands, children at the feet
of their parents” (233). For Lawrence Stone, Utopia gives ideal
expression to the “rise of the nuclear family in early modermn En-
gland” and the decline of other, competing affective bonds:
“Where Plato’s ideal had involved the deslruction pf the family,
that of More involved the destruction of all other social units.”

At the same time, we must remember that the sick are cared for

not in the home but in hospitals; that houses do not reflect the,
individual identity of the families that inhabit them; that “though
nobody is forbidden to dine at home, yet no one does it willingly

since the practice is considered not decent [lonestun | and since it
i5 foolish to take the trouble of preparing an inferior dinner when

an excellent and sumptuous one is ready at hand in the hall nearby’
(141}, The strictly enforced monogamy and sexual exclusiveness
are not necessarily signs of the emotional intensity of the marriage
hond; the reason thaf Utopians punish extramarital intercourse so
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severely, Hythlodaeus reports, “is their foreknowledge that, un-
less persons are carefully restrained from promiscuous inter-
course, few will unite in married love, in which state a whole life
must be spent with one companion and all the troubles incidental
to it must be patiently borne” (187). And lest such an explanation
seem to place a high value on sexual pleasure, we are told that the
Utopians classify intercourse, along with defecation and scratch-
ing, as an agreeable but decidedly low form of pleasure:s! “If a
person thinks that his felicity consists in this kind of pleasure, he
must admit that he will be in the greatest happiness if his lot
happens to be a life which is spent in perpetual hunger, thirst

itching, eating, drinking, scratching, and rubbing. Who does nﬂ;:
e ﬂ}al: such a life is not only disgusting but wretched?” {177}
Utepian marriage ther does nol strive for a deep affective union
between husband and wife based upon their sexual intimacy; the
latter serves the interest of generation, which in turn serves the
general interest of the community rather than the particular inter-

est of the family. A belief in inherited family characteristics, such

as was widespread in the Renaissance and survives to our own

time, would be counter to the Utopian commitment to human

malleability and interchangeability, and hence there is no con-

cern for a family “line’” or for the purity of the “bload.” No house-

Iln;:[tl:i may have fewer than ten or more than sixteen adults: “This

limit is easily observed by transferring those who exceed the

number in larger families into thase that are under the prescribed

number™ (137},

Above all, there is no family inheritance, no transfer of prop-
vrty in marriage, no sense of the family fortune: For the most part
cach child is brought up “in his father’s eraft, for which most have
i I'lr.?l'!..]l";‘ll inclination” (127}, but this is merely a practical con-
venience: “If anyone is attracted to another t:ccupafinn, he-is
trinsferred by adoption to a family pursuing that craft for which
he ha..a a liking" (127). Without patrimony, there is no need for
planning, no sense of the family’s future across the generations,
Such planning is not an incidental feature of family life in More’s
age but, according to Natalie Davis, one of its central and defining
CONCETNS: '

5nmu want merely to pass on the family’s patrimony as
intact as possible to those of the next generation who
will stand for the house or its name in the father’s line.
Others want to enhance that patrimeny; still others
want to create a patrimony if'it does not already exist.
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And what is being planned for here is not merely lands,
cattle, houses, barns, pensions, rents, offices, work-
shops, looms, masterships, partnerships, and_:share:a,
but also occupations or careers and the marriages of
children. These, too, must be designed so as to main-
tain, and perhaps increase, the family’s store and rep-
ulation *?

Not one of these characteristic features survives in Utopia, where
family strategies are entirely subsumed under state Etl:ntr:giES‘. If
Utu‘pfa is founded on the institution of the fam.th.- that institution
bears only partial resemblance to the actual families of early mod-
ern Europe. .
Morte has, in effect, imagined a split in the family as he w::ru:Id
have known it, s0 as to preserve its disciplinary power while dis-
carding its exclusiveness and particularity. Children kneel at the
feet of their parents, as the adult More, Chancellor of Engl?nt?.
still knelt publicly ta réceive his father's blessing, but the family is
not permitted to develop a grasp of its own identity and property
in itself, a sense of the “arrow’” of its fortunes in historical ime.
It is no accident that Hythlodaeus does not give us the name of a
single Utopian except, of course, Utopus himself; it is difficult to
think. even in this most patriarchal of societies, of the Fath:zris
name being passed on as the property of his heirs, just s il'is
difficult to think of individual Utopians. The problem with en-
visaging such distinct; named individuals is not simply that More
has used the family to eliminate the dense network of corporate
bodies that once differentiated man and then used communism o
eliminate the individuating power of the family, but th-?a_t he has
greatly restricted any sense of personal inwardness that mi ght have
compensated for the effacement of differencesin the social world.
Even pleasure, which would seem irreducibly pcrﬁfmai Em-'ﬂ ﬁl}b—
jective, is understood by the Utopians to be an entirely ohjective
phenomencn. To be sure, they profess to value pleasure very
highly: “They seem fo lean more than they should,” I-Iyi.hl:gdaeus
says gravely, “to the school that espouses pleasure as the nbject b.?
which to define either the whole or the chief part of human happi-
ness'’” (161). But here again, what at first seems to be a limitless
vista turns out to be something less. The Utopians do not embrace
every kind of pleasure, but only “good and decent” pleasure. }n-
deed, as in Plato; such virtuous pleasure is all that is held to exigt;
other sensations may be perceived as pleasurable, but such per-
ceptions are illusory. What then of the enjoyment that a person
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may feel in the course of unacceptable pursuits? The Utopians are
unimpressed by the testimony of the senses: “The enjoyment does
not arise from the nature of the thing itsell but from their own
perverse habit. The latter failing makes them take what is bitter for
sweet, just as pregnant women by their vitiated taste suppose
pitch and tallow sweeter than honey. Yel it is impossible for any
man’s judgment, depraved either by disease or by habit, to change
the nature of pleasure any more than that of anything else” (173).
There are a limited number of pleasures then, and these may be
ranked hierarchically. Pleasure is something located gntside men;
indeed there is scarcely any inside.

With this drastic diminution of self-differentiation and private
inwardness, we approach the heart of More's strategy of imagined
self-cancellation in Wiopia, for his engagement in the world in-
volved precisely the maintaining of a calculated distance between
his public persona and his inner self. How else could he have satat
Waolsey's table? How could he make his way in a world he per-
teived as insane and riddled with vicious injustice? Even in his
own family he kept back a part of himself from all except, perhaps,
his daughter Margaret. His whole identity depended upon the
vxistence of a private retreat; his silences were filled with un-
vxpressed judgments, inner thoughts. 1tis nol surprising to find
that in the 1520s Maore quite literally constructed such a retreat for
himself. Not only was his house in Chelsea a place sel apart from
the scenes of More's publiclife, but, as Roper tells us, “because he
was desirous for godly purppse sometime to be solitary, and
sequester himself from worldly company, a good distance from his
mansion house builded he a place called the New Building,
wherein there was a chapel, a ibrary, and a gallery’ (221). Here,
alone from morning to evening, More spent his Fridays “in devout
prayers and spiritual exercises.” In A Dialogue of Comfort, Anthony,

More's spokesman, counsels such a retreat as a weapon against
pride:

Lethim also choose himsell some secrel solitary place in
his own house, as far from noise and company as he
conveniently can, and thither let him some Hme secretly
resort alone, imagining himself as one going out of the
warld even straight unto the giving up his reckoning
unto God of his sinful living, Then let him there before
an altar or some pitiful image of Christ’s bitter pas-
sion. .. kneel down or (all prostrate as at the feet of
dlmighty Cod, verily bélieving him to be there invisibly
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present as without any doubt he is. There let him open
his heart to God, and confess his faults such ashe can call
to mind, and pray God forgiveness. (242-43)

There can be little doubt that this is an account of More's own
practice, ) ,
Medilative withdrawal or informal confession was not,i of
course, unique to More; in the early fifteenth century, we find
Saint Bernardine of Siena exhorting his hearers lo retire to some
closet and look unto themselves, and this cbunsel}s fréqfuenﬂy
repeated.®* As the public, civic world made increasing clmms. omn
men's lives, so, correspondingly, men turned in upon themselves,
sought privacy, withdrew for privileged moments from urjl::an pres-
sures.®s This dialectic of engagement and detachment is among
those forces that generated the intense ind_ivi::[uahfy that, since
Burckhardt, has been recognized as one of the legacies of Fhe Re-
raissance. Burckhardt, to be sure, viewed such individuality as a
largely secular phenomenon, but it now seems clear that l:n::tlh
secular and religious impulses contributed to the same psychic
structure, Thus if More piously urges a frequent retreat to “some
secreb solitary place,” so does Montaigne, lhm{gh his ret_reat 15
detached from explicitly religious content and infused with the
spirit of ethical stoicism:
A man that is able may have wives, children, goods,
and chiefly health, but not so tie himself unto them that
his felicity depend on them. We should reserve a
storehouse for ourselves, what need scever chance;
altogether ours, and wholly free, wherein we may
hoard up and establish our true liberty and principal
retreat and solitariness, wherein we must go alone to
ourselves, take our ordinary entertainment, and so pri-
vately that no acquaintance or communication of any
strange thing may therein find place: tl_'ue_re to discourse,
to meditate and laugh, as, without wife, WItl‘I.PLFl chil-
dren and goods, without train or servants, that if by any
occasion they be lost, it seem not strange to us to pass it
over; we have a mind moving and turning in itself; it
may keep itself company.%

The word Florio translates as 'storehouse'’ is ﬂr'r;'tr'f—burf_f_iqu_f',;
literally a room behind the shop; the word conjures up a world ot
negotium, in effect a world of private property. LF_MDI‘I.EE.IE{HE‘C{JU'TI“
sels a retreal from this world, he is, at the same lime, assuming its
existence; that is, his sense of self is inseparable from his sense ol
the bordigue and all it represents. We are returned forcefully to

At the Table of the Great

More's insight in Utopiq that there is an essential relationship
between private property and private selves. Significantly, in
Utopia, there are no arriére-boutiques because there are no
froutiques to begin with.57 The public realm stretches aut into all
spaces, physical and psychic. Withdrawal into a “secret solitary
place” within one’s home is rendered quite literally impossible by
the design of the houses: “Every home has not only a doorinto the
street but a back door into the garden. What is more, folding
doors, easily opened by hand and then closing of themselves, give
admission to anyone. As a result, nothing is private property
anywhere” (121). The original is even maore ta the point: ita nihil
Hsquiam privati est, “thus nothing is private anywhere,”

This psychological remodeling provides at least a partial answer
to the charges that Morus had leveled against communism: that
men would not work if they could not keep the products of their
labor for themselves or if they could rely on the labor of others;
that, in times of want, there would be continual bloodshed and
riot, exacerbated by the inevitable breakdown of the authority of
magistrates or respect for their office—"for how there can be any
place for these among men who are all on the same level I cannot
even conceive” (107). Such arguments assume a selfishness that is
canceled by the Utopian reduction of the self, In place of the anx-
lous striving of the individual, the Utopians share a powerful
sense of relatedness: ““The whole island is like a single family”
(140). The close attention to occupations, resources; defense, and
planning for the future that More excludes from the individual
Utopian family is reinstated at the level of the entire community.
Respect for magistrates (who are called “fathers’” [195]) is sus-
thined not by the unequal distribution of wealth but by each
man’s absorption into the community and indoctrination in its
pitriarchal values: disorder is checked not by fines or seizure of
property but chiefly by shaming.

In the vast literature on Utopia, the extremely important role of
shame seems to have been neglected, perhaps because readers are
struck so powerfully by the penal institution of slavery. A citizen
il Lltopia can be enslaved for committing “heinous crimes,”
traveling without leave (second offense), templing anather to an
lmpure act, insisting too vehemently upon religious views, and
vommitting adultery, (One may also choose to accompany into
slavery a spouse found guilty of adultery.) Certai nly by sixteenth-
tentury standards—and by our own—this is a remarkably short
list of punishable offenses, and the absence of the death penalty
would have seemed then, as it does to millions now, a dangerons
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sign of weakness. Granted fhat there can be_m:i crimes against
property, there remain the innumerable minar uffens:.es that, ;::1_1]1:T
side Utopia, are adjudicated in court. But in Utopia the1 whole
judicial system is radically simplified: ?he Iega? profession, in
which Mare founded his public identity, is nonexistent, and there
are very few laws. Social control is maintained in large part by the
intense communal pressure of honor and blame:

[f anyone should prefer to devote this |_f?EE! time {0 his
trade. . . he is not hindered; in fact, he is even praised
as useful to the commonwealth, (129)

Though nobody is ferbidden to dine at home, yet no
one does it willingly since the practice is considered nol

decent. (141)

[If illness or death prevent a mother from nursing her
child, there are many volunteer wet-nurses,| since
everybody praises this kind of pity, (143)

If any person gives himself leave to stray oul of his
territorial limits and is caught without the governor's
certificate, he is treated with contempt. (147)

[In the case of premarital intercourse, not only is the
couple severely punished, but] both father and mother
of the family in whose house the offense was committed
incur great disgrace as having been neglectful in doing
their duties. (187)

To great men who have done conspicuous service to
their country they set up in the market place statues to
stand as a record of noble exploits and, at the same
time, to have the glory of forefathers serve their de-
scendents as a spur and stimulus to virtue. (193)

If the women are anxious to accompany their hgsbands
on military service, not only do they not forbid them
bt actually encourage them and incite them by expres-
sions of praise. ... It is the greatest reproach for a hus-
band to return without his wife or for a sen to come
back having lost his father. (209-11)

|A person who believes that the soul perishes with the
body or thal the world is a mere sport of chance] is
tendered no honor, is entrusted with no office, and is
put in charge of ho fanction. He is universally regarded
as of a sluggish and low disposition. (223)

At the Takle of the Greai

It is above all in their famous use of precious metals and gems
that the Utopians manifest their full reliance on shame as a method
of social control. Out of gold and silver they make chamber pots
and other “humble vessels,” as well as the chains and solid fetters
they put on their slaves. Those who bear “‘the stigma of disgrace”
for some erime have “gold ornaments hanging around their necks,
and, as a last touch, a gold crown binding their temples” (153). As
a result, of course, gold and silver become “a mark of ill fame.”
Similarly, pearls, diamonds, and rubies are used to adorn little
children; “when they have grown somewhat older and perceive
that only children use such toys, they lay them aside, not by any
order of their parents, but through their own feeling of shame, just
as our own children, when they grow up, throw away their mar-
bles, rattles, and dolls” (153), This Utopian practice i5 the occasion
for the memorable story of the Anemolian ambassadors who arrive
in Utopia decked out in their costly garments and are assumed by
the common people to be slaves or clowns, After seeing the con-
tempt in which Utopians hold gold and jewels, the ambassadors
are “crestfallen and for shame put away all the finery with which
they had made themselves haughtily conspicuous” (157). The
fantasy must have had a particular piquancy for More, who was
serving at the time as royal ambassador: he manages, at a stroke,
lo metamorphose the king into a despised slave and to devalue the
role that he himself had taken in the king’s service.

As the experience of the Anemolian ambassadors suggests,
ilavery functions not only as a penal and economic institution but
25 an extreme form of shaming. > The slave’s shame is a significant
part of his punishment and serves as well as a deterrent to others.
Maletactors are not executed or shut away from public view but
forced to do nasty or demeaning work under the gaze of all. The
public quality of Utopian space renders this gaze inescapable, for
ordinary citizens as well as slaves. Being seen is central to the
vxperience of shame (and, for that matter, of praise), and thus
Utapia is constructed so that one is always under observation. In
the dining halls, the syphogrants and priests sit in the middle of
the first table, “which is the highest place and which allows them
to have the whole company in view” (143). Old and yOung are
seated together, so that “the grave and reverent behavior of the old
may restrain the younger people from mischievous freedom in
word and gesture, since nothing can be done or said at table which
vicapes the notice of the old present on every side” (143}, Simi-
larly, at the religious observances, the heads of the households are
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seated where they may overlook their families; “every gesture of
everyone abroad is observed by those whose authority and disci-
pline govern them at home' (235). Those homes, as we have seen,
have no locks on any of the doors, and there are, in addition, no
hiding places in the community at large: “Nowhere is there any
license to waste ime, nowhere any pretext to evade work—mno
wine shop, no alehouse, no brothel anywhere, no opportunity for
corruption, no lurking hole, no secret meeting place. On the con-
trary, being under the eyes of all, people are bound either to be
performing the usual labor or to be enjoying their leisure in a
fashion not without decency" (147).
The danger of a social system that depends so heavily upon the
constant surveillance of its members is that there are inevitably
moments in which physical abservation simply fails. Since honer
is only lost in the disapproving gaze of others, the absence of the
threat of shame would seem to license acts af robbery and wvio-
lence.®* The Utopians correct for this problem by inculcating ‘a
belief in a constant, invisible surveillance. Even if a man should
find a rare moment of privacy in this society where there is noth-
ing but public space, he would be pursued by the sense of being ob-
served and hence by the threat of shame. For the Utopians believe
that the dead “move about among the living and are witnesses of
their words and actions,” and this belief keeps men “front any
secret dishonorable deed’ (225). Honor and shame being social
evaluations, they participate, as J. G. Peristiany observes, in “the
nature of soctal sanctions: the mare monolithie the jury, the more
trenchant the judgment.”*" The extension of surveillance to the
dead in pffect renders the jury supremely monolithic and always in
BesS100,

There is a further problem in an ethos of honor and shame that
should be noted: the inequality of rules. In societies organized
around a code of honor, the code normally applies only to those
who are worthy of it. “A single system of values of honour,™
writes Pierre Bourdieu, “establishes two opposing sets of riiles of
conduct—on the one hand that which governs relationships b=
hween kinsmen and in general all personal relationships that cons
form to the same pattern as those between kinsmen; and an the
other hand, that which is valid in one's relationships with strangs
ers.' 81 We may see this double standard at work in Utopian
foreign relations, where behavior is sanctioned that would be sgs
verely punished at home, but within Utopian society the opposis
tion 1s collapsed by extending the family to the entire island: all

Af the Table of the Grel

Utopians (with the exception of slaves) are considered kins
and hence share the same interest in the preservation of hunLn: %
In thpia then the greatest moral force in men'’s lives is res elr:t
for public opinion. Citizens are drawn toward virtue by the E‘.ﬂ
pect of honor, the highest honor being rewarded to ”thz ve pbe:;
among the good,” the priests (229), Convyersely, to be expcged to
ridicule or disgrace—to be laden with gold ornaments or to be
reg;rdedb “as of a sluggish and low disposition”—is felt to b
tr:nf ::;mﬂi{;? the pressure is enough to ensure a high level of social
. In J:tt:*epmg with our general conception of his character and
situalion, we may ask ourselves what a culture shaped by the force
of shame and honor might have canceled or effaced in Mur&'i
existence, The answer, [ think, is guil, by which I mean pangs of
ucmacmnce,t the‘inner conviclion of sinl'ﬁfness, the nn\ciouI: Eﬁf’ﬂ'{_’—
ness of having violated a law or distanced oneself frn;rr God e A
we sf}all see, such feelings are by no means entirely Eliminaied u:
Utopia, but the coercive power of public opinion—the collective
|m'lgrm=_:nt ::rlf the community, perceived as an objective; external
fact—diminishes the logical necessity for a med‘mnism:nf snci;ﬂ
tontrol pperating within the inner recesses of an individual con-
iCiousness such as More’s own. There are many signs in More's
life of a pawerful sense of guilt and sinfulness, whose mas:c strik-
ing outward manifestations are the hair shirt he secretly wore and
the flagellation he secretly practiced to mortify his flesh. Both of
these penitential practices reflect the siructure we hﬂve.cnmr: ta
txpect: a public equability, good humor, and self-possession con-
vealing private suffering and judgment. i
It. would  be misleading, [ think, to interpret this self-
pinishment as a consequence of personal pati‘mlogﬁ areven exclu-
nli.ruljt- as the attempted expiation of an iﬁsuppnrtﬂb!e gﬁilt Th
jiractices were widespread in the perind—-—e;.ren Waolsey uwnéd nE
lwer than three hair shirts, though there is no evidence that hz
dctually wore any of them®—and they were conceived as acts of
remembrance and almsgiving as well as expiation. But th‘érc ;:a
b little question that More did experience intense and wstnineg
jnuilt feelings: quite apart from any deeper psvchological roots, his
whole mode: of life, with its mingled accommodation and ;*ésisl

hnnee to the world, would have called such feelings into being, and

[hey would have been confirmed by the religious ideal of purity
”hlll .h" never eschewed. We may recall that the young More had
Iranslated a letter in which Pico della Mirandola writes that “a
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perfect man should abstain, not only from un!awful pleasure, but
leo from lawful, to the end that he may altogether wholly have his
mind into heavenward and the more purely intend unto the con-
tentplation of heavenly things.” And in the Life of Pico that More
tranislated, it is reported that “he many days (and namely ﬂml,r.e
days which represent unto us the passian and death that F.’hnsl
stiffered for our sake) beat and scourged his own flesh in the
vemembrance of that great benefit and for cleansing of his old
offenses.” ™ .

When, at the end of his life, More prays “To know mine pwn
vility and wretchedness,” he expresses a lifelong pereeption of his
condition, ritualized in such practices as self-scourging and the
daily recitation of the Seven Penitential Psalms.57 Tulthese sym-
bolic acknowledgments of guilt, we may add the longing tor con-
finement that More voiced at the end of his life, and we may
speculate that in 1516, at the turning point in his career, he may
have felt with particular intensity the distance that separ?ted him
from the monastic life he had rejected. With its 1.'hE!:l1‘EttCEl| cele-
bration of pleasure and its partial displacement of guilt by sljmmg,
Utopia was at least in part a response to this deep current in his
life, a dream of relief.

The strong emphasis in Utopia on shame and communal 5:3.1.*
idarity may have represented as well More's response to certain,

slements he perceived as dangerous in the religious climate of h.ls
time. Protestantism obviously did not spring up from nowhere in

1517: Luther's crisis of guilt was symptomatic of a far broader
cultural crisis, as the events of the 15205 and ‘30s make ahund-ant‘ly.
clear. Again and again we encounter the same pattern: grave spir-
itual anxiety, an intense fecling of being in a fal%e or ?mful.
relationship to God, a despairing sense of the impossibility of
redemption despite scrupulous ritual observance, 5u&'1;ien]'.}!:-
transformed into inner conviction of salvation through faith in:
God's love. Luther's brilliant exposition of this pattern became, ujr?
course, a model, but only because it spoke so powerfully to the
vehological and spiritual state already in existence.
Psg:dﬂm‘sgnhm 'spirirfml anxieties were contained and consoled i:-;'.;
the tenets and practices of the Catholic Church, ‘b_ut by ‘]SIIF:- e
may have already seenample evidence of the cnndltfun tha!- would
be literally brought home to him several years later in the figure af
his son-in-law, William Roper, According to Harpsfield, Roper
was a Lutheran when he married Margaret More in 1521. The “fall
into heresy” began when a “scruple” of Roper's conscience. Wik
not assuaged by the outward observances of the faith; hisanxisty

Al the Table of te Gréat

grew and was finally laid to rest by the conviction that “faith only
did justify,” that “only belief should be sufficient.” % OF course,
this experience took place some years after More wrote Utopia; in
1516 More had almost certainly never heard of Luther. But it would
not have taken a miraculous prescience on More's part to be sensi-
tive to those elements that emerged shortly thereafter at the centet
of the psychological experience of those who were drawn to Prot-
estantism;, And if we may credit More with such sensitivity, we
may observe that in emphasizing shame rather than gui[t_ as a
social force, Utopia would diminish the possibility of that
peychological experience by teducing the inner life and
strengthening communal consciousness.

Such reflections may help us to understand how More, who was
to become a staunch persecutor of heresy and an undeviating
apologist for Catholic erthodoxy, could have conceived for Utepia
what was, in the early sixteenth century, a radical policy of reli-
gious toleration. The Utopians believe that no one should suffoer
for his religion, that everyone should be free to follow the doctrine
of his choice and to attempt to persuade others of the truth of this
doctrine, provided that such attempts remain modest and non-
violent. If this allows a lassitude of belief beyond that permitted in
any Renaissance European state and far beyond More's own stib-
sequent poliey, it is the Ibgical consequence of a saciety designed
to reduce the scope of the inner life: the Utopians concern them-
selves far more with what men do than with what they believe. In
Utopia that which is nol manifested in public behavior has litile
claim to existence and hence is not the serious concemn of the
community.

There are, to be sure, restrictions placed on the policy of
loleration—here too the broad vista tumns out to have its
bounds—but these restrictions are attributed to moral rather than
dogmatic considerations: the Utopians believe that he who denies
the existence of divine providence and the immortality of the soul
will inevitably seek to evade the public laws “or to break them by
Violence in order to serve his own private desires’” (223). Dog-
matism inevitably enters into this conviction, for there can be no
empirical basis for such certainty about the cunsequEncéﬁ of un-
helief, but significantly the dogmatism is virtually hidden from
thee Utopians themselves: they see themselves not as imposing the
tenets of a particular religious faith but rather as defending the
public interest against private desires. Characteristically, they
defend this interest not by threats and torture—the: standard
Furapean treatment—but by the withdrawal of honor, public
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office, and the right to argue in the presence of the common
people. In short, the nonbeliever is shamed.

We may add that Utopin as a whole acts upon its readers pre-

cisely through the ethos of shame; in R. W, Chambers’s well-
known formulation, “The underlying thought of Utopia always is,
With nothing save Reason to guide theny, the Utopians do this; and yet
wwe Christinn Englishnen, we Cheistims Enropeans.. 167 Each
particular feature of Utopian life holds up to scorn a .complemen-
tary negative feature in the ordinary world and demonstrates how
the abuse of corruption or distortion could be blocked. Utopian
shame opposes the undesirable development of inwardness.
through guilt, as its communism opposes the development of a
sense of self-ownership; beth are viewed as traps or nightmares.
Marx too, it might be observed, saw guilt and private ownership’
as forces imprisoning men, but not before they had liberated men
from other, prior forces; they in turn would have to be destroyed,
but they were necessary, indeed inevitable elements in the process
of human emancipation, More does not see history in this way; he
wishes. as it were, ta stop modern history before it starts, even as,
he wishes to cancel his own identity.

Having come this far, we must quickly qualify our last state-
ment, as we must qualify almost everything we say about More.
We must remind ourselves that “Hythlodaeus” means “Well=
learned in nonsense,’”” that More deliberately introduces comic.
and ironic elements that distance his fantasy from himself and his
readers, and that More remains ambivalent about many of his
most intensely felt perceptions. If Lifopia is, as | have argued, a
work of profound self-criticism, the expression of a longing fort
salf-cancellation; that self has remarkable sustaining power, The
imagined existence of Utopia may function as a reproach to &
corrupt social order; it may signal the limitations of the usual
accommodation to power and property, it may expose the process
whereby the established order of things lays claim to reality i’cse!'ﬁ
and denies the possibility of alternatives, but Utopia is always an
imagined existence and vulnerable to the doubts and ironies and
civilized demurrals of its creator: The work is, after all, an express
sion of More’s inner life, the life that it dreams of engineering out
of existence, The more intense and plausible the dream, the morg
profound its confirmation of precisely the inner life thal engen-
dered it. And if this confirmation is a maddening tribute to the
power of that vicious existence thal Utopia would pbliterate if it
could, it is at the sarme lime a pleasing reassurance that the (antasy
of self-annihilation may be indulged in playfully withoul real loss.

At the Tabie of the Grent

We may recall that More finally decided o accept the royal ap-
polntment, J:h_af he had a strong streak of personal ambition and a
{‘nn?]?lmc involvement in the world of competitive enterprize and
;?uhtu: compromise. Significantly, whenin 1516, in a letter to
_i:rasnn:is, he records a playful daydream about Utopia, he imag-
ines himself not as a nameless citizen, attending early morning
lectures and plying his useful trade, but as a great prince: ‘“You
have no idea how thrilled I-am; | feel so expanded, and I hold my
head high. For in my daydreams | have been marked out by my
Utopians to be their king forever; I can see myself now marching
along, crowned with a diadem of wheat, very ;L-riking in my Fran-
viscan frock, carrying a handful of wheat as my sacred scepter
thronged by a distinguished retinue of Amautotians, and, wiﬂ-l
this huge entourage, giving audience to foreign ambassadors and
?Jm'ermgns,"‘-"“ The ego that was to have shrunk to nothing has
instead swollen, if only in jest, to heroic size, and we are reminded
that far from being effaced by his creation, More was made famous
by it. The fame is no accident, thrust upon him, as Roper wishes
s to believe was the case with all his worldly successes; More
himself conceived the flattering tributes to his genius that ;cl:r.rm-
pimmd the text, and he asked Erasmus, to whom he had entrusted
his work for publication, to supply recommendations not only by
scholars but especially by statesmen. 5%

Moreover, within Utopia itself, and particularly in Utopian reli-
pion, there are important elements that seem to cul across the
a‘unmlmnal ethos of shame and honor. Thus we would expect the
Utopians, with their prizing of health and comfort, to treat asceti-
cism with derision, but their spirit of ridicule pulls up short before
the sect called the Buthrescae, who undertake the most miserable
t.lf;kE, eschew all sexual activity, abstain from meat, and entirely
reject the pleasures of this life. “The more that these men put
themselves in the position of slaves”—that is, the more they as-
sume the stigmata of shame—"the maore are they honored by all”
227). Hythlodaeus is quite conscious of the anomaly: “If the
| By ! threscae|] based upon arguments from reason their preference of
celibacy to matrimony and of a hard life to a comfortable one, they
would laugh them to scorn. Now, however, since they say thu.::y are
prompted by religion, they look up to and reverence them'' (227).

Shame and honorare not, of course; abrogated here butrather are
reversed. Elsewhere, however, there are signs that a quite dif-
ferent ethos operates in Utopia alongside the dominant one.
Criminals, for example, have their sentences lightened or remitted
only “if they show such repentance as testifies that they are more
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sorry for their sin [peccatun] than for their punishment” _{1‘-:!1_’1. The
distinction shows a surprising concern for an inner state, a con-
cern evidently based on a theological and intentional, mthf:r than
purely behavioral, conception of crime. Indeed, despite their mas-
tery of techniques to regulate behavior, the Utopians have little
faith in the social basis of morality; they see to it, Hythlodaeus
reports, that their children pay attention at religious services, lest
they ““spend in childish foolery the time in which they ought to be
conceiving a religious fear towards the gods, the greatest and
almost the only stimulus to the practice of virtues™ (235),

One would have thought that there were stimuli enough—
massive, constant, relentless inducements to virtue—without the
_aﬂditiun of “religious fear,” but the Utopians believe Dthemise;
Shame is a very important part of the enforcement of conformity,
but it is not trusted to work alone: The full complement of dis-
ciplinary forces may be seen quite clearly in the account of priestly
admonition: It is counted a great disgrace for a man ta be sumi-
moned or rebuked by them as not being of upright life. It is th_eu'
function to give advice or admenition, but to check and punish
offenders belongs ta the governorand the other civil officials. The
priests, however, do exclude from divine services persons w_hun?
they find to be unusually bad. There is almost no punishment
which is mare dreaded: they incur very great disgrace and arg
tortured by a secret fear of religion” (227-29). The public disgrace
of excommunication is reinfarced by a secret fear which is, in turm,
reinforced by the threat of physical punishment: “Even their
bodies will not long go scot-free, If they do not demonstrate to the
priests their speedy repentance, they are seized and p‘umsh.ed by
the senate for their impiety” (229). It is here; in this crushing of
impiety, that all the coercive powers of Utopian society—shame,

guilt, and bodily harm—come together, And the form of their

union, in this commonwealth celebrated for its tolerance, is the
precise form of the operation of the Holy Inquisition: excommuini-

cation, public shaming, the attempt to awaken guilt, the gﬂm:
transfer of the unrepentant sinner from the religious to the secular’

arm.™

At a moment like this; we realize how tenuous is the balance of
forces in Lltopia—intellectual ambition and sglf-effacement;

Christian humanism and realpolitik, radicalism and the craving.
for order, reforming zeal and detached irony, confidence in human

power and misanthropy, expansiveness and the longing for strigl
confinement, Utopin does not reconcile these forces, nor does 11
organize them into a coherent, avetarching opposition, a clear
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choice. Rather, it functons as a playground in which a shifting
series of apparently incompatible impulses can find intense ex-
pression without flying apart or turning violently on each other.
Of course, within the work there is a powerful sense of opposing
positions—all discussions of Ltopin, including the present one, in-
variably acknowledge this feature—but the formal design and the
known details of composition have tended to obscure the fact that
the work's most vital antinomies are expressed in the same artistic
moments. More's act of self-fashioning is precisely an act of self-
cancellation, just as his most daringly iconoclastic fantasy ex-
presses his most insistent desire for absolute order.

More brings together then a near-chios of conflicting psycho-
logical, secial, and religious pressures and fashions them into a
vision that seems at once utterly clear and utterly elusive. I have
spoken of the place where this vision occurs as a playground:
More's term for it is a fibellus, a handbook, For the paradoxical
inity of Utopin depends in large part upoen the physical existence
of the book, upon the reduction in its printed pages of the con-
flicting moments of composition to the timeless uniformity of me-
chanical reproduction, upon its effacement of the hand of the au-
thor so as to permit his reintroducbon as a fictional character;
upon its collapse of the fabulous and the mimetic into the poker-
faced neutrality of movable type. And beyond the physical exis-
lence of the book, Winpia depends upon the simple eircumstance—
su obvious as to bevirtually Invisible—that there are not two forms
ol language, one referential and the other nonreferential, one for
truth and the other for fiction. Morus and Hythlodaeus speak the
same language; England and Utopia are present by virtue of a
single methodology of representation. If this circumstance licenses
the realistic description of “no-place,” it licenses at the same time
the perception that we encountered with “The Ambassadors,”
namely that the reality we assume in our daily existence is alsoa
construction, as is the identity we deploy in our relations with
power.

More felt himself, as [ have argued, to bea supremely con-
structed self, and he devised his libellus as an exploration of the
conditions of this construction,and the possibility of its undoing.
But if he imagines the dismantling of the structure of his
identity—the transformation of the family, the abolition of private
property and private space, the displacement of guilt by shame—
he will not, and indeed cannot, finally cancel that identity.
For all its anamorphic strangeness, Utopia is not, as we have
just seen, absolulely other, and More's undoeing of himself is not
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represented as a chaotic dissemination of the energies so nguﬂy
sttuictired in his life but rather as a more intense and mannlzthfc
structuring, If Thomas More is not present in this new order, his
very absence is paradoxically a deep expression of his sense of
himself, for, as we have seen, his self-fashioning rests upon his
perception of all that it excludes, all that lies in perpetual darkness,
all that is known only as absence.

Our reading of Utopia has shuttled back and forth bel.:we'en the
postulate of More's self-fashioning and the postulate of his self-
cancellation; both are simultaneously present, but as -.a:nlth Hol-
bein's painting, interpretation depends upon one’s posttion at a
given moment in relation to the work. If, for over four hundred
vears, criticism has, more often than not, consisted of att:_amptc_d
seizures of the libellus—for the Church, the British Empire, l:l'fe
Revolution, oreven Liberal Democracy—it is both because Utopia
insists that any interpretation depends upon the reader’s position
and because the stakes seem surprisingly high. The struggle is not
merely over an isolated work of genius but overa whole culture.

“The Whole Corps of Christendom”

Utapia appears almost timeless, reaching effortlessly back to Plata
and forward to our own age, but its existence is nonetheless the

result of a daring grasp of a single propitious moment: five years

sarlier or later More could not have written it. OF course, all great
works of art strike us in just this way, but with Utapia the sub-
sequent events were so epochal that we may look Iaas:lf. on 1516 a5
an almost magical year, equivalent, in its way, to 1788 in France oy

1913 in the whole of Burope: Certainly, if we chart in Mt:'!re'S life
and writings the subsequent course of the elements fused in

Litopia, we discover a virtual disintegration:

Thus we may recognize essential aspects of Hythlodaeus in the

vicious pratraits More draws of Luther and Tyndale. The reform-

ers, for More, are desperate and isolated fanatics, wildly flailing:
out at the familiar, time-honored institutions and beliefs. Failing:
to find everything perfect and all men good, they flatly condemn:
the whole existing order of things, And in the name of what do
they do so? In the name of a completely imaginary church that they

alone have seen, that they alone insist is real. This church has no
place for the familiar, ineradicable vices af mankind; il i*; ol
course, without blemish, without so much as the possibility of
blemish. Hythlodaeus’s steadlast confidence, his dismissal of aill
objections, his scathing, prophetic yoice become by 1523 Luther’s
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liysterical and intolerant certainty. Hythlodaeus's argument from
his experience of Utopia—"You should have been with me in
Utopia and personally seen their marners and customs as [ did”
(107)—becomes in More's parody Luther's comical and demonic
insistence on the truth of his calling:

"By what reason, father, do you prove that you alone
must be believed?” '

Ta this he retirns this cause: “Because | am certain,”
he says, “that I have my teachings from heaven.”

Apain we ask: “By what reason are you certain that
you have your teachings from heaven?”

“Because God has seized me unawares,” he says,
“and carried me into the midst of these turmoils.”

Again therefore we demand: “How do you know that
God has seized you?”

“Because | am certain,’” he says, “that my teaching is
from God.”

“How do you know that?”’

“Because God has seized me.”

"Hew do you know this?”

“Because | am certain,”

“How are you certain?”

“Because | know,"

“But how do yat know?”

“Because | am cerlain,’'™

Certainty about that which does not exist becomes for More the
viry emblem of what is maddening and satanic about the heretics,
Luther's power over the unsuspecting, who long for a release from
an uncertair; imperfect, and guilt-ridden existence, derives from
his unserupulous understanding that, in the absence of reality, the
mere forms of reality will suffice. He has grasped that the con-
ventional techniques of representation may be employed in the
service of that which cannot frulfy be represented because it does
nol and cannot exist. Fle has then mastered not only the dogmatic
confidence of Hythlodaeus but the aesthetic cunning of Hyth-
lodaeus's creator.

At a point in the Responsio ad Luthernm in which More is re-
iterating his endless challenge to Luther to bring forward his in-
vigible church, the marginal gloss, by More or by his publisher,
Kichard Pynson, mocks, Eamt fartasse widit in Viopia—"Perhaps he
lins seen it in Utopia.”™ How revealing and melanchaoly this sar-

casnt is: by 1523, Utopia could be invoked not as an image of the
ideal commonwealth but as an image of a madman’s fantasy. It
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could be invoked with precisely the ridicule and contempt that
Protestant polemicists would use against More. Thus the Protes-
tant martyrologist John Foxe, rebutting More's assertion that the
heretic Bilney abjured before his death, indignantly asks, “And
how is this proved? By three or four mighty arguments—as big as
mill-posts, fetched out of Utopia, from whence thou must know,
reader, can come no fictions, but all fine poetry.”7?

In all of his controversial literature, More responds to the Prol-
estant charge that the Catholics worship idols of their own making
with the countercharge, tirelessly repeated, that the heretics have
constructed an imaginary world and have come to believe in it, or
at least to claim that they believe in it: It is impossible, More
writes in the Dialogue Concerning Heresies, to dispute with the
heretics: “"When their hearts are once fired upon their blind affec-
tions, a man may with as much fruit preach o a post, as reason
with them to the contrary. For they nothing ponder what is rea-
sonably spoken to them, but whereto their fond affection in-
clineth, that thing they lean to, and that they believe, or at the least
wise that way they walk and say they believe it. For in good [aith,
that they do belieye in deed, their matters be so mad that [ believe
it not.” ™ Protestant belief, for More, is canstantly revealed to be
something else: madness, effrontery, blindness, hypocrisy, de-
monic possession, buffoonery, lying.

More's wavering on the status of heretical “belief” may look
incidental—the effect of haste or rhetorical striving for effect—but
it is in fact central to an understanding of his bitter turn against
the Utopian mode. For belief—not so much the precise doctrines
held but the experience of holding them—is, with the assistance of
the Holy Ghost, constitutive of religious truth itself. That is; for
More, conviction does not follow upon an objective assessment of
the facts but is the prior condition for establishing those facts.
Thus far, More may sound surprisingly like Luther, for whom
faith alone is the path to redemption. But for Luther, faith is an
illumination received by the individual in direct communion with
God; for More, belief is a soctal phenomenan, the shared convie-
tion of the community, the consensus fidelium, Individual convic-
tion, no matter how intensely held, no matter how carefully but-
tressed by apparently irrefutable “evidence,” is, if it conflicts with
the common consensus, at best irrelevant, at worst criminal or
mad. Thus in conducting his argument with Tyndale, More does
riot hesitate to ignore Erasmus’s text of the Bible, despite its evi-
dent scholarly authority, when its readings threaten to conflict
wilh the consensus. And Erasmus himself would be hardpressed
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to object to More's procedure, since he shared the same funua-
mental canception of belief. 7%

Now it should be stressed that for More consensual belief is
constitutive only of religious truth; its force over men's minds is
no less powerful elsewhere, but in realms apart from what is
essential to man's salvation, consensual belief can constitute
mearting, that is, it can determine what men consider real, but it
cannot constitute truth. Thus in such realms, reality, however
powerfully felt, can always be shown to exclude other meanings;
one can always construct, at least in imagination, a counterreality.
All configurations are not thereby collapsed into a single, undif-
ferentiated mass: judgments are possible, even necessary, but ab-
solute certainty—the certainty one may possess concerning those
doctrines essential to salvation—is not. Of course, some rash indi-
viduals within any given reality-construction will always be per-
suaded that theirs is the only conceivable reality; the wise man,
however, will understand that, in matters apart from the truth of
the faith, he must always live with doubt, with the nagging con-
sciousness of distortion and indeterminacy, with the silent sub-
versiveness of anamorphosis.

Only the timeless, universal truth of religious belief will admit
ta no subversion, no countertruths, for it is guaranteed by what
More lakes as the irrefutable fact that the Holy Spirit would not
have allowed his flock to be in mortal error for over fifteen
hundred years.™ The essence of God's promise then lies in the
continuity of the solid, public consensus of Christian men and
women through the cenluries; the sign of the covenant is precisely
that the church is known and visible. Christian faith dwells in the
light ol public knowledge, ot in the dark, hidden récesses of the
Individual soul or in the “na place” of an invisible church: “The
church is as Saint Paul saith, the pillar and the foot or ground, that
is to say the sure strength or fastening of the truth. And this
church must be that known Catholic Church of which from age to
dge the scripture hath been received, and the peaple taught and
not a church unknown of only good men or elects only, in which is
neither preacher nor people assembled to preach unto, nor sacra-
ments ministered by any man as a minister of that unknown
church, nor people of an unknown church to minister them unto
among whom can be no such assembly for no'man ‘can knoiv
where to call another, nor how to know another if they came to
gather by hap. 77

In the “unknown® church of the heretics, men are isolated and
adrift, cut off from the past, from the ceremonies and preaching
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that confirm the faith, from fellow believers. Indeed, More asks
Luther, should a Turk wish to become a Christian, where would
he go to learn the faith? and who would distinguish for him the
orthodox teacher from the heretic? Without the prop of the known,
acknowledged church, everything is radically uncertain, not
merely for the hypothetical Turk but for the ordinary Christian:
“From this church you must learn about the mass, if you wish lo
speak correctly about the mass. Otherwise you will be borne about
in doubt and uncertainty by every wind of doctrine, and you will
reduce everything to doubt.” 7 Luther was, of course, hardly the
apostle of radical doubt, and it is difficult to locate in this period
instances of the gnawing uncertainty More claims that the Re-
formers spawned. Even those who passed back and forth several
times between Catholicism and Protestantism seem to have expe-
rienced not corrosive skepticism but successive and incompatible
states of certainty, But More does not need actual instances of
uncertainty; the specter of interpretive anarchy needs to be in-
voked as much to stabilize his own position as to attack another's.
Mot only order and security, but truth itself for More is to be found
only in the visible community of believers; trth apart from com-
munity, truth that resides solely in the secret conviction of the
heart, is a dangerous illusion that must be destroyed.

[f in the 1520s Hythlodaeus is transformed into a dangerous
heresiarch, Utopia itsell isnot entirely reconceived as the invisible
church about which he raves. Rather it is split: its nonexistence is
bequeathed to Luther and company, while its massive communal
solidarity becomes the consensus of the Catholic Church. As Uto-
pian society is designed to efface the individual, swelling with
self-importance or nursing a private reserve of judgment, so the
Church as More represents it vehemently opposes those who dare
to set themselves off from the community and to lay claim to'a
private truth. Luther, More charges, “persuades everyone that
nothing is anywhere cerfain but that each one believes at his ownt
risk,”” and the consequence is interpretative anarchy: “Despising
the authority of the whole church, despising the holy fathers and
the doctors and all the-ancient interpreters, each one will interpret
sacred scripture according to his own understanding and form for
Himself whatever faith he chooses. For since Luther has made each
‘person the judge of Peter and also of Paul, each person may mount
the tribunal in his own heart and judge both men: here Paul speaks
well, here badly. Here Peter teaches rightly, here he teaches
wrongly.”?" This situation seems to More self-evidently mon-
strous, and he repeatedly provides his readers with models of
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the correct response to authority and traditior: “The whole church
of Christ for more than a thousand years past tells you this [that
water shauld be poured into the wine]. Whatever her spouse has
inspired in her for so long a ime surely must be so, however much
a new heretic may now deny and contemn it." 80
The bedrock conviction of Christ’s sustaining presence in his
visible church saves More from the drastic implications of his
conception of belief, or rather it allows him to play intensely and
ironically with those implications without, however, sliding to-
w:-lrd: a final, vertiginous centerlessness. In AlL GF Fhe-works of
religious controversy, any intimation that reality is not given but
rather constructed by the shared convictions and institutions of
men Idepe-nds upon the certain existence of a sole; ultimate com-
munity, the Catholic Church. When the consensus fidelium is
threatened, the possibility of playful, subversive fantasy—what
we have called the playground—is virtually destroyed. There are
Lo I::-e sure, lattered remnants in the merry tales and in the masks h;
which More réemains attached, but, as More himself seems to ac-
knowledge, the essential spirit is gone.®! It was once possible for
EmsmusJ in The Praise of Folly, to “jest upon the abuses” of saints’
images, holy relics, and the like, “after the mannier of the dysours
li.e., jester’s] part in a play,...yet hath Tyndale by erroneous
books in setting forth Luther’s pestilent heresies, so envenomed
the hearts of lewdly disposed persons that men can not almost
now speak of such things in so much as a play, but that such evil
hearers wax a great deal the worse.”%2 If The Praise of Folly or
certain of his own works were translated into English, More
writes, he would help to burn them with his own hands.*3
We may be virtually certain that Lifopia would have been con-
signed to the holocaust, for its jests upon abuses, its playful explo-
ration of alternative structures, its daring mobility are precisely
the qualities More now finds dangerous. If we'wish to understand
the fate of Wtopia in More's own thought after 1516, we must
continually remind ourselves that for More, as for Erasmus, the
consensus of the faithful, embodied in the visible church, is “the
principle of intelligibility itself.”* By tndermining that con-
sensus, by fostering discord, doubt, and individual judgment, the
Reformers threaten for More the very possibility of a final haven of
meaning and hence deprive him of that license for subversive play
on which he once relied. Utopia has not vanished; ratiter, the
pstrangement embedded in More's work, the perception that re-
ality 15 a construction and identity, a mask, suddenly bids fair to
engulf everything. And this engulfment heralds not a higher,
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more rational order but the collapse of society itselt: “The people
would neither be ruled by laws nor obey rulers, nor listen to doe-
tors, but would be so free and unbridled, . . . that no ene would be
forced, nor commanded, nor counselled, nor taught anything, nor
would anyone venerate the saints.”” The specter of anarchy—"not
only will the papacy notendure but also royal power, anid supreme
magistracy, and the consulate and every administrative office
whatever will fall into ruin and the people will be without a ruler,
without law and order.”8—must be checked by the secular

authorities who should, in their interest, repress the heretics with-

“grievous punishment.” The passion for social justice, the convic-
tion that pride and private property are causally linked, the daring
attack on “the conspiracy of the rich” give way to the demand for
discipline and the extirpation of dissent.

If this shift marks the immense, melancholy distance that sepa-
rates Ltopia from the works of religious controversy, we must rec-

ognize that More's faith in a' single, unchallengeable religious:

congensus remains a constant, largely invisible in the earlier work,
massively visible in the later, There is no moment in More's work
in which he grants that there could be a counterconsensus in reli-
gion, for were he to do so, he would in effect abandon his faith.
The Utopians, to be sure, cheerfully declare that they are prepared
to accepl a superior faith, should they ever encounter one, but this

flexibility does not signal More’s acceptance of the principle that

the religious consensus—and hence, religious truth—could

change, still less that there should be a kind of competitive

marketplace of doctrines: The Ulopian attilude is More's
Cockayne-like fantasy of a people for whom conversion to the
truth faith would be no trauma, a fantasy-akin to that indulged in
by Christopher Columbus on 12 October 1492.% No wonder that
we are told of a prelate who burned with the desire to be named
apostle to the Utopians: they would be a blissfully easy assign-

ment. "After they had heard from vs,” reports Hythlodaeus, “the

name of Christ, His teaching, His characler, His miracles, and the
no less wonderful constancy of the many martyrs whose blood

freely shed had drawn so many nations far and wide into their

fellowship, you would not believe how readily disposed they, too,
were tojoin it, whether through the rather mysterious inspiration
of God or because they thought it nearest to that belief which has
the widest prevalence among them” (219). There is no question of
Christianity being absorbed by the Utapian cult of Mithras; rather
the Utopians will in time join the fellowship of the Catholic faithful.

When Luther challenges the consensus, when he charges that
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the pope is the Antichrist and that the doctrinal unity of the
Church is maintained by persecuting the authentic faithful, More
responds, as he must, with horror. He resists even the notion that
the Protestants actually believe their false doctrines, since belief
constitutes truth and the consensus must be immune from rift;
instead, as we have seen, he argues that the herelics are either
mad or diabolically willful, As a whole class, the controversial
writings of the Catholics and Protestanls alike are, as E. M. Cioran
says of early Christian apologetics, “‘a series of libels camouflaged
as treatises,” 7 but we should not for this reason discount the
personal intensity of More's rhetorical violence: “For as long as
your reverend paternity will be determined to tell these shameless
lies, others will be permitted, on behalfof his English majesty, to
throw back into your paternity’s shitty mouth, truly the shit-pool
of all shit, all the nuck and shit which your damnable rotlenness
has vomited up, and to empty out all the sewers and privies onto
your crown." ®F This is the taw voice of hatred, halred that would
pladly kill what it perceives as demonic. We may sense the hatred
even in passages that display more of More's characteristic irony
ind control:

If our father Tyndale had been in paradise in the stead
of our father Adam, he should never have needed any
serpent or woman either to tempt him to eat the apple
of the tree of knowledge. For when God had forbade
him' the eating thereol upon pain of death, as he for-
biddeth us lechery upon pain of damnation: then
would he have searched for the cause of the command-
ment. And when his wit would have founden none
because the flesh had there no need of taming: then
would he have eaten on a good pace, and have thought
that God almighty had but played the wanton with
him, and would not be angry with him for an apple and
so would he by his own rule of searching have found
out as much mischief as the woman and the serpent and
the devil and all.¥?

The woman, the serpent, and the devil—an ascending triad of
wickedness—are all collapsed into Tyndale who is cast, in a mini-
nture satirical drama, as father Adam. But the identification of the
heretic with all that is most alien—the feminine, the bestial, and
the demonic—is not perhaps the deepest source of More's vio-
lence. More has recast as hateful, as deserving extermination,
some of the qualities of mind we most associate with the author of
Litopig, To search for causes, Lo question the given, to rely on one's
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awn probing “wit” are now manilest signs of evil, evil that must
be ridiculed in print and persecuted remarselessly by both church
and state. OF course, neither in Wiopia nor in Riclrard 11 nor in the
letters to Martin Dorp, Edward Lee, and the Monk, John Batman-
som, did Mare ever intend to use his intelligence to question God's
authority, but as Hythlodasus's story of the ignorant, zealous friar
in Cardinal Morton’s entourage suggests, More well understood in
1516 that his wit and independence might strike some careless or
bigoted observers as heterodox and that the blanket appeal to
religious authority could be used to stifle all challenging thought:
“We have a papal bull,” the enraged friar shouts, “by which all
who scoff at us dare éexcommunicated!™ (85). Now in his attacks on
the Refarmers it is More, voicing the rage of threatened orthodoxy,
who invokes excommunication, and he strikes out at a demonic
version of himself.

Just as Utopia is split between the heretics’ “unknown church*
and the consgnsus [Tdelinm, so More is split: the garden in which
Morus and Hythlodaeus once talked together has been destroyed.
The part of More's identity that refused to be swept up in the
opinions of the multitude, that culbivated a stubbornly in-
dependent and ironic judgment of human affairs, that regarded
the stage plays of the great as madness or evil—the part given
expression in Hythlodaeus—is transformed into the heretic's isola-
tion, stubbernness, and galling insistence upon his right to judge.
And what of Morus? what of the More who accommodated himself
to those stage plays and attempted to influence state policy from
within the circle of power? He may be glimpsed, in part, in the
theatrical flexibility manifested by the writer of those hundreds
upon hundreds of pages of polemics, in the ability to shift vaices
to suit the particular scene: patient with the perplexed, vialent
with the violent, solemnly intellectual, savagely mocking, coarsely
popular, or gently funny. He may be seen slill more clearly in the
kKing's pood servant, heightening as Lord Chancellor the persecu-
tion of heretics, keeping discretely silent in the face of abuses he
could not prevent, participating tactfully, if G, R. Elton is correct,
ina circumspect but perilous internal oppesition to roval policies
that threatened the liberties of the Church ™

As More knew from the beginning, there were dangerous po-
tential conflicts inherent in such a part, for the flexible, realistic
adwviser to the national monarch was also the man who believed
that all coherence ultimately derived from the universal Catholic
Church. As long as the national and international authorities were
laked in wneasy unlon, orat leas) not working in opposition, he
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could function, but when they drifted toward increasingly bitter
conflict over the issue of the king’s divorce and royal supremacy,
More was put into an impossible position, Hall's Chiranicle gives
us a glimpse of Morus in extremity, straining almaost to the break-
ing point that “philosophy, more practical for statesmen, which
knows its stage, adapts itself to the play in hand, and performs its
role neatly and apprapriately.” The stage in question was parlia-
ment, the role presenter of the opinions in favor of Henry's di-
vorce that had been obtained from continental universities. This
was a command performance, and More neatly and appropriately
complied, “not showing,” Roper writes, “of what mind himself
was therein.”"! More’s closing words to the Commons, after the
reading of the learned opinions, suggest both his extraordinary
skill at fashioning his part and the difficulty of his moral and
political situation: “Now you of this Common House may report
in your countries what you have seen and heard and then all men
shall openly perceive that the King hath not attempted this matier
of will or pleasure, as some strangers report, but only for the
discharge of his conscience and surety of the succession of his
realm: This is the cause of pur repair hither to you, and now we
will depart.”2 The general impression is that the Lord Chancellor
supparts his master's position, but, considered closely, the words
say [ar less: not only does More refrain from personally affirming
the justice of the king's position, he does not even quite endorse
the king's claim to be acting on the basis of religious scruple and
national policy. The little speech is a minor masterpiece of eva-
sion, but it leads one to recall Hythlodaeus's skeptical response to
the obliquus ductus, the “indirect approach,” that Morus had coun-
seled: to the extent that one praises evil policies, one furthers
them; to the extent that one praises them faintly, one risks being
“counted a spy and almost a traitor” (103).

Such is the fate of Morus, such the extent to which accommoda-
tion has been stretched. This extreme theatrical improvisation at
the very center of power, this tense, cunning suppression of his
true beliefs could not be long sustained, either at the level of
politics or at the level of More’s own soul. On 16 May 1532 More
resigned his office and attempted to withdraw into the fastness of
4 quiet, private life, but the public identity with its national and
International stature could not be:so easily shed. In the letters he
wrote during the months preceding his arrest and imprisonment,
we may watch More desperately trying to sustain that blend of
compliance and inner counsel that he had fashioned throughout
his career. Thusin an extraordinary letter to Cromwell on 5 March
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1534 More disclaims any competence to pass judgment or even {o
comment on the issues involved in the marriage to Anne Boleyn:
“Sp am | he thal among other his Grace's faithful subjeats, his
Highness being in possession of his marriage and this noble
woman really anointed Queen, neither murmur at it nor dispule
upon it, nor never did nor will, but without any other mar}nermed-
dling of the matter amony his other faithful subjects faithfully pray
to God for his Grace and hers both, long to live and well and their
noble issue too, in such wise as may be to the pleasure of God,
honor and surety to themself, rest, peace, wealth, and profit unto
this noble realm.”*

Obviously, More was willing to ge very far indeed to accommo-
date himself to the play at hand; in his great Marian edition of
More’s Collected Works, his nephew William Rastell quietly omit-
ted this passage from the letter. But this and similar concessions
are not an aberrant and desperate response to intolerable pressure;
they are the climax of a life-stralegy, the maintenance, as we have
put it, of a calculated distance between the public personn and the
inner selk, .

It is supremely appropriate that the heart of More's legal posi-
tion in his last months was the right to remain silent. On 13 April
1534 he was summoned to Lambeth and shown the Act of Succes—
sion and the conjoined Qath of Supremacy. The former renounced
Henry's marriage with Catherine, declared that the king's mar-
ringe with Anne Boleyn was ‘'consonant to the laws of Almighty
God,” and established that Henry's heirs of that marriage alone
were to be successors to the crawn; the latter in effect affirmed that
the king was the Supreme Head on earth of the Church in En-
gland. More declared himself prepared to swear to the succession,
but he refused the Oath of Supremacy and also refused to give a
reason for his refusal. For refusing the oath he was imprisoned
and, on 1 Jaly 1535, brought to trail on charges of treason. In his
defense, he declared that “for this my silence neither your law nor
any law in the world is able justly and righily to punish me,“%
The prosecution did not concede this argument, but they did in-
directly acknowledge its force by producing, in the form fal
Richard Rich’s testimony, evidence—almost certainly perjured—
that More had in fact broken his silence and spoken treasonous
words against the king's supremacy.

When in Utapia More imagines the effacement of what I have
called his life strategy, he imagines a state that would reduce 1he
inner life to a cipher and hence would have no interest in oaths;
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the modern state, by contrast, accepts the inner life of each indi-
vidual but demands that it be rendered discursive. From the
viewpoint of the prosecution, More was hiding essential tes-
timony (as to his affirmation or denial of the ocath) within himself;
his silence then “is a sure token and demonstration of a nature
maligning against the statute.’" More responds with what Cham-
bers calls “*his great plea f(or the liberty of silence”; “I assure you,”
he declares, ““that I have not hitherto to this hour disclosed and
opened my conscience and mind to any person living in all the
world. "% More appeals, in effect, to his profound isclation and
estrangement, o the concealment of his innermost thoughts; he
promises to maintain that estrangement until death.

But from this extreme position of outward compliance and in-
ward sileice, this sense of conscience as something walled up
within the individual, More proceeds, even before he decisively
breaks his silence in the wake of the verdict against him, to work
his way toward the opposite stance: On the subject of the primacy
of the pope, the same letter to Cromwell continues, “I nothing
meddle in the matter.”” But he recalls that his initial reservations
about papal supremacy were overcome by the king's own argu-
ments and those of others, and from here he passes to the hear! of
the consensual position: “And therefore sith all Christendom is
one corps, | cannol perceive how any member thereof may with-
oul the common assent of the body depart from the common
head. " With this “one corps,” with this single Christian world
and its “common head,” goes a supreme, universal authority to
declare those truths that must be believed and obeyed; an author-
ity that “ought to be taken for undoublable, or else were there in
nothing no certainty, but through Christendom upon every man's
atfectionate reason, all things might be brought from day to day to
continual ruffle and confusion,”

"Or else were there in nothing no certainty’’—here after the ac-
commaodation to practical realities and the clever rhetorical argu-
ments and the politic silence, we reach the belief that More will
not underany circumstances alter or suspend. To do so would be
to render his whole world meaningless, to plunge into a chaos of
uncertainty. “l am not then bounden,” he writes several weeks
later from his cell in the Tower, “to change m ¥ conscience and
confirm it to the council of one realm, against the general council
of Christendom.”"7 Indeed, in the las| letters, More's conscience
comes lo be identified more and more powerfully and directly
with this communal selidarity, as if the final weeks had burned
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away all that stood between his intimate sense of himself and the
great consensus of Christendom with which he longed to merge.
At the end when he speaks of his consciznee, he speaks at once of
his:innermaost being and his participation in the community, the
communion, of all true Christians, past, present, and future, in the
visible body of the Catholic Church.

But, of course, thal visibility was increasingly a matter of doubt
in England in the 15305 Al least as early as 1531, with the submis-
sion of the clergy a: the Convocation of Canterbury to Henry's
claim to supremacy “as far as the law of God permits,” the “one
corps’” of Christendom began to recede from view. By the time of
More's imprisonment in the Tower, on 17 April 1534, its existence
was far more an affirmation of religious beliel than a recognized,
tangible, institutional presence. More's appeals to the consensus
do not express doubt—if anything, they are more serene and con-
fident in the late writings than in the strident works of
controversy—Dbut they are appeals to something seen with the eyes
of faith.

In June 1535, Thomas Cromwell asked More how he distin-
zuished between the Church’s right to demand a precise answer to:
the questior of papal supremacy and the King's right to demand a
precise answer to the gquestion of royal supremacy—""they were as
well burned for the denying of that as they be beheaded for the
denying of this.” More replied by differentiating between a local
law and “the whole corps of Chnstendom.”"® But in the mid-
1530s, England was scarcely an isolated, local problem; and con-
sensus is proclaimed in the face of a drastic and manifesl dis-
integration of consensus. Where, the skeptic may ask, is the single,
universal body of all Christian believers to be seen? _

Precisely at this peint we may recall Hythlodaeus's reply to the
skeptical Morus: “You should have been with me in Utopia and

personally seen their manners and customs as 1 did" (107). For in

his growing isolation—even among the religious orders very few
refused their assent—More in effect recovers that part of himself
that he had consigned to the heretics. True, he had never wavered

from his adherence to the consensus, but when he held powerand
seemed, as he pul it to Roper, “to sit upon the mountains treading

heretics under our feet like ants,”"* this adherence scarcely had a
visionary character. Now he spoke, at the peril of his life, for a
community no more visible in England than the “unknowr
church” he had mocked. The Catholic Church, to be sure, was
highly visible elsewhere—Rome was not, after all, the mythical
Amanrotum—but More's sense of the Church had never resled
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exclusively on Rome. He could appeal, of course, to the unity of
the “holy saints in heaven,” but this appeal only heightens the
sense that to affirm in 1535 the essential singleness of the “whole
corps of Christendom® was to affirm that which ordinary, earthly
vision could not see.

It is tempting to argue that at the end Hythlodaeus, metamor-
phosed for long, bitter years into the hateful parodies of Luther and
Tyndale, returns to his original form and displaces Morus: just as
Hythlodaeus had predicted, the adaptable, well-meaning servant
of the prince has been ruined, his strategy of tactful performance
exposed as hopelessly inadequate. But has Morus been so utterly
routed? More's writing and behavior in his final months suggests
that here loo he is adapting himself to the play in hand, though the
play is a more solemn and fearful one than any in which he had
ever performed. If one remembers Mare for his upholding unto
death of the Catholic Church as the sole principle of intelligibility
and certainty, one also remembers him for his remarkable ironic
humor in the face of horror, for the insistent infusion of his dis-
tinctive personality into apparently impersonal procedures of
state, for the innumerable ways he contrived to signal the on-
going process of his adaptation to the role thrust upon him.

More had long canditioned himself, I have argued, to ask him-
sell on all public occasions, “What would "More’ say about this?”’
and he relies deeply upon this conditioning throughout the final
months. His humor is, no doubt, a spontaneaus expression of his
personality, but it is also something more deliberately fashioned,
a4 we can perhaps mosl clearly perceive at these moments in
which the jests seem forced.!™ As a strategy, humor could hardly
save More's life, but it could fulfill an overlapping series of im-
portant functions. It was the expression of an oblique resistance to
authority. The unsympathetic Hall speaks of More's ceaseless
“taunting and mocking,” '™ and while this scems too negative a
response, it is true to the authentic element of aggression in the
lesting, It is, moreover, a sign of More's embodiment of a cultural
ideal: a posture of nonchalance, disiivoltira, atthe imminent pros-
pect of death. This attitude may reflect in part the influence of
stoicism on Renaissance humanism, in part the bourgeois adop-
tion of an aristocratic ethos, but its deepest roots lie in religious
faith: merriment was the manifest sign of that certainty More's
beliefs conferred upon him,!'%? Finally, More’s humor is a way of
mastering the terror of his situation, a terror that can be gauged by
enduring a delailed account of the execution of the Carthusian
manks. And he had to face not only the physical horror but, in the
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weeks preceding his trial, the ease with which he could obtain his
release. Thus when his daughter Margaret wrote to urge him to
take the oath, More first responded with an anguished expression
of “‘deadly grief,” then in the subsequent weeks contrived to deal
with such exchanges with characteristic irony: he dubs Margaret
“Mistress Eve” and likens her to an actress in a play. '™

Humaor was not More's only response to fear, nor his only way of
marking the complex distance that separated him from the mar-
tyr's role he simultanepusly resisted and embraced. The most
moving and personal moments of the Tower Works are those in
which More reflects not upon the heroic martyr who “rushes forth
eagerly to his death,”” but upon the martyr who “creeps out hesi-
tantly and fearfully, '™ Whoever is “ulterly crushed by feelings of
amdety and . . . tortured by the féar that he may yield to despair,”’
More writes in the De Iristitis, must meditale upon Christ's suf-
ferings in the Garden; we may recall that at the end of his grief-
stricken letter to Margaret, before the irony masked over the naked
anguish, More prayed for the grace “devoutly to resort prostrate
unto the remembrance of that bitter agony, which our Savior suf-
fered before his passion-at the Mount.” "5 In the Hmorous martyr
then, the martyr who must struggle to accommodate himsell to his
part, Mere depicts: himself. The merriment performed for the
world 1s on the other side of an intense anxiety that is also per-
formed. As the merriment is a sign of certainty, so paradoxically is
the fear, for it signalled his humble resistance to a martyrdom that
could only then be thrust upon him by God. In a moving reversal
of expectations, Mare imagines not that he is reenacting Jesuss
part, imitating Christ, but rather that with supreme generosity
Christ has rehearsed the part that More must now play: “For here
he will see the loving shepherd lifting the weak lamb on his,
shoulders, playing the same role as he himself does, expressing,
his very own feelings, and for this reason: so that anyone who
later feels himself disturbed by similar feelings might take courage
and not think that he must despair.”” "

At such a momentas this, Mare's role-playing, that highly com-
plex consciousness of fashioning himself that marked his intense
individuality, is absorbed into a larger totality, into the total life of
Christ, into the total institution that claims to be the guardian of
that life’s meaning. This merger explains, | think, a very odd
quality of the Tower Works, namely, their mysterious passage
from intensely personal meditation to what appéars to be dry,
tedious élaborations of scholastic theelogy, "7 These elabaraliong
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of the words of Aquinas or Gerson are the voice of the total in-
stitution in which More longed all his life to be absorbed, just as
the fearful meditations and the humor are the voice of his ironic,
camplex sense of self; though we may still mark the differences
between them, the two voices are no longer opposed. In the Tower
Works, in his cell, and at last in his death, More once again
brought together in dialogue Morus and Hythlodaeus, aspects of
his identity and his culture that had for so long been violently
sundered, Bul now it is not in a garden that they converse; they
triumph and are destroyed together on a scaffold.
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In 1531 a lawyer named James Bainham, son of a G'ioucestt:rshi.m:
knight, was accused of heresy, arrested, and taken from the Mid-
dle Temple to Lord Chancellor More’s house in Chelsea, where he
was detained while More tried to persuade him to abjure his Prot-
estant beliefs. The failure of this attempt called forth sterner mea-
sures until, after torture and the threat of execution, Bainham)
finally did abjure, paying a £20 fine to the king and standingasa
penitent before the priest during the Sunday sermon at Paul’s:
Cross. But scarcely a month after his release, according to John
Foxe, Bainham regretted his abjuration “and was never quiet in.
mind and conscierice until the time he had uttered his fall toall his
acquaintance, and asked God and all the world forgiveness, before
the congregation in those days, in a warehouse in Bow lane.”!' On/
the following Sunday, Bainham came openly to Saint Austin’s
church, stood up “with the New Testament in his hand in English
and the Obedience of a Christian Man in his bosom,” and, weeps
ing, declared to the congregants that he had denied God. He
prayed the people to forgive him, exhorted them to beware his
own weakness to die rather than to do as he had done, “for ha
would not feel such a hell again as he did feel, for all the world's
apod.” He was, of course, signing his own death warrant, which'
he sealed with letters to the bishop of London and others. He was
promptly arrested and, after reexamination, burned at the stake as
a relapsed heretic,

More’s role in this grim story reflects his hatred of heresy and
his direct engagement in a campaign fo eradicate it. He was surely
niot the sadistic inquisitor of “The Book of Martyrs™—Foxe has
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him whipping Bainham at a tree in his garden—but he was just as
surely not the sweet soul conjured up by those who speak
admiringly of More's “hearty, loving labor for the man’s amend-
ment.”* Behind this labor lay a threat the Lord Chancellor fully
endorsed: ““to thieves, murderers and heretics grievous,'" he wrote
in his own epitaph.? “Now the spirit of error and lying,” Mare
concludes venemously of one Protestant martyr, “hath taken his
wretched soul with him straight from the shore fire to the fire
everlasting.” The spiritual violence here enables us to understand
how More's Chelsea—for Erasmus, “Plalo’s Academy on a Chris-
tian footing”; for R. W. Chambers, “this small patriarchal,
monastic Utopia'—could funchon, for brief periods, as a prison
house;® This disturbing fact shatters that careful separation of
public and private to which More himself, as'we have seen, clung
as long as he could,

The immediate occasion for this shattering was More's high
office—the judicial functions of the chancellorship and More's de-
termination to use his position to war against heresy. But the
public and private spheres were always interlocked, even when
More himself most struggled to keep them apart: the private life
made possible the public by making it morally bearable; the public
life defined the private by giving it a reason to exist. From William
Roper's early biography®to Roberl Bolt's Man for All Seasons, we
have been led to picture Chelsea as a kind of ideal suburb—a
magical haven of wit, humanism, and familial tenderness. When,
in Roper's superb account, More, under arrest, bids Farewell to his
family, he “pulled the wicket after him and shut them all from
him™:® we have passed poignantly from the enclosed, loving,
domestic retreat to the murderous world of Tudor power. This
sense of Chelsea is by no means a mere myth: More had, [ have
argued, a stake in building a high wall between his public en-
pagements and his private existence. But the intense pressure of
the 1520s and ‘30s rendered that separation increasingly tenuous:
after all, it was in effect what transpired in the chapel of New
Building—that retreat within a refreat, that place of conscience
and solitude—that led to More's arrest, trial, and execution. At the
end, as we have seen, More's innermost private conscience had
become precisely his public adherence to the known, visible con-
sensus of the Catholic Church.

The wicket that allowed More to pass between carefully de-
marcated worlds allowed others to pass as well; if Chelsea was a
suburban retreat, it was one to which the Lord Chancellor brought
home pressing business in the person of the accasional heretical
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prisoner. To James Bainham, More's house musl have seemed
anything but a haven from the world. As we have tried to grasp
the principles governing More's self-fashioning, so we musl turn
now o the shaping of the identities of those he so much loathed.
Here again, as we shall see, identity is achieved al the intersection
of an abselute autherity and a demonic Other, but the authority
has shifted from the visible church to the book. This investment of
power in the book has; 1 hope to demonstrate, important conse-
quences both for self-fashioning and for the way we read.
Neither Bainham's beliefs nor his ultimate fate are particularly
unusual. He had fead works by the English Lutherans, Tyndale,
Frith, and Joye and “never saw any error’” in them; he affirmed
that “Christ's body is not chewed with teeth, but received by
faith"; he did not believe in praying to departed saints, thought
that Saint Paul would have condemned the doctrine of purgatory
as heretical, doubted the necessity of confession to a priest, and
believed that repentance alone was sufficient for God's forgive-
ness. Though More found him a chatterer—*Bainham the iangler,’ i
he calls him®—the record of his interrogations shows him rather cir-
cumspect: he denied, for example, havmg said that “he had as lief
to pray to Joan his wife, as to our lady,” pleaded ignorance on such:

issues as psychopannychism, and was careful to frame most of his.

answers in the words of Scripture. What rivets our interest in the
case, almost lost in the great mass of Foxe's famous work, is the
critical role taken, at the height of the drama of abjuration and

relapse, by the printed book,
To understand the role of the book we must understand the

drama itself, and the key lo such understanding is a recognition of

its dialectical structure: Bainham'’s actions after his release were
generated directly and systematically by the constituent elements
of the process that led to his abjuration. That process consisted of

a progressive revelation of power, a movement from the private to
the public, from rational discourse to intolerable pressure, from

civil conversation to humiliation and violence, I'is as if we were

watching the stripping away of masks from the face of powert a
conversation with Thomas More at Chelsea gave way to im-

prisonment within his house, then transfer to the Tower, then
interrogations, the rack and the threat of burning, then the signing

of the bill of abjuration and final public disgrace.

This disclosure of the force that always underlies even the most
apparently calm and benign discourse of the authorities is one af
the recurrent motifs in early Protestant accounts of persecution,
Subtle arguments over finely drawn theological points are taken
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with the utmost seriousness by both heretic and inquisitor, as if
they were engaged in an academic disputation, but these are in
fact shadow arguments -as in a ritual or a play, for actual persua-
sion is ol of the question: the heretic will either abjure for fear of
punishment or stand firm and be punished. Protestant historiog-
raphy insists thal recourse to violence did not always characterize
the Church’s relation to dissent; Augustine and Jerome, Foxe de-
clares, relied only on the strength of intellect to contend with
heresy, and such was their learning and eloquence that they easily
prevailed; “but in their place; there is such posterity crept in, as
which, with mere power and violence, do for the most part defend
that which they cannot judge or discern. when they are not able to
accomplish the matter by learning.”#

Protestants described and seem to have experienced the in-
quisitorial process as a kind of demonic theater; the long scenes of
doctrinal debate have to be played out, with each of the actors
performing his preordained part, until the inevitable epiphany of
“mere power and violence.” Thus in the Lollard William Thorpe's
account of his examination in 1407, the authorities, interrogating
him in detail on each of his heretical positions, hecome in-
creasingly enraged by his refusal to submit, until the archbishop
of Canterbury—"striking with his hand fiercely upon a
cupboard”—threatens to*have him imprisoned like a thief. When
this histrionic outburst fails to break Thorpe’s will, the show of
violence increases until the heretic takes refuge in silence: “And
then, I'was rebuked, scomed, and menaced on 'Ever_',r side; and yet,
after this, divers persons cried upon me to kneel down and submit
me; but I stood still, and spake no word. And then there was
spoken of me and to me many great words; and | stood, and heard
them menace, curse, and scorn me: but I said nothing.”" A long
tradition of suffering for the faith lies behind this eloquent silence,
a tradition reaching back to Christ’s own initial silence before
Caiaphas: “And the chief priest arose and said to him: answerest
thou nothing? how is it that these bear witness against thee? but
Jesus held his peace” (Matt. 26:29-31)."" Caught in a terrifying
situalion and facing the rage of the great and powerful, the heretic
William Thorpe, like the imprisonied Thomas More, found refuge
in an identification with Christ: “And the men that stood about
lesus mocked him and smote him and blindfolded him and smote
his face' (Luke 22:37-39), This identification lies deeper than liter-
ary artifice, pastoral consolation, or religious doctrine, though it
partakes of all three; it marks, as we have seen with More, a
simultaneous affirmation and effacement of personal identity.
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The sense of the inquisitorial process as theater culminates in a
revelation of the ultimate roles, the truth in which all partial repre-
sentations find their meaning and ground. Christ's suffering con-
stitutes more than a powerful similitude to the suffering of the
heretic; it is the latter’s underlying reality, and hence identifica-
tHon is as much somatic as metaphoric. The point is waorth stress-
ing, since the Protestant emphasis on fmward grace tends to
obscure the implication of the body and hence to render public

behavior incomprehensible or irrelevant. Christ is present not
only in the mind of William Thorpe but in hissituation; to put the:
malter somewhat differently, the outward physical compulsion of
the authorities is overmastered by an inward compulsion that is

no less physical. We may see this countercompulsion, this somatic
imitation of Christ, most clearly in another account of a heresy
investigation, that of 5ir John Oldcastle, Lord Cobham, who led an
abortive Lollard rebellion in 1414. Near the close of the interroga-

tion, one of the inguisitors asked Oldcastle if he would worship!

images and, more particularly, the Cross of Christ:

"Where is 1t?" said the lord Cobham:

The friar said: “I put you the case, Sir, that it were
here, even now before you.—The lord Cobham. an-
swered; “This is a.great wise man, to put me an eamnast
question of a thing, and yet he himself knoweth not
where the thing itself is. Yet once again | ask you, What
worship [ should do unto it?"”

A elerk said unte him: “Suchi worship as Paul
speaketh of, and that is this; God forbid that [ should
joy, bt only in the cross of Jesus Christ.—Then said
the lord Cobham; and spread his arms abroad: "This is
the very cross, yea, and so much better than your cross
of wood, in that it was created of God, yet will not | seek
to have il worshipped.”!!

In his Goya-like gesture, Oldeastle at once identifies himself with

Christ on the cross and carefully avoids either a blasphemons

self-exaltation ora celebration of images. The physical gesture is
both an expression of his faith and a condemnation of the in-
quisitorial procedure. It is a brilliant piece of histrionic {ms«
provisation, identifyving his lormentors with the tormentors ol
‘Christ and transforming his situation into a symbolic reenactment
of the crucifixion. '
Oldeastle, like William Thorpe or, indeed, like any individual or
group confronting a hostile insfitution thal possesses wvastly
superior force, has recourse to the weapon of the powerless: the
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seizure of symbolic initiative. He may be crushed, but his martyr-
dom will only confirm his construction of reality, for the very
success of the dominant institution is exposed as a sign not of its
rightness but of the power of the Antichrist. We may argue, of
course, that such a symbolic victory is trivial—in 1419, after elud-
ing the authorities for several years, Oldcastle was “hanged up
there by the middle, in chains of iron, and so consumed alive in
the fire"*—but though large numbers of individuals may be dealt
with in this fashion, il/is only in a concentration camp that a
monopoly of violence alone is sufficient to control a whole society.
The Catholic Church had neither the will nor the technical means
to create such a world; like all significant and durable human
institutions, it relied for its preservation and reproduction upon a
thick network of symbolic bonds as well as an apparatus of repres-
sion. Against the symbolic initiatives of the heretics, the Church
opposed not only violence but its own powerful symbolism, and
vet the final recourse to force undermined this symbolism even
a5 it seemed to confirm its power. For each public exercise of
violence, each torture and burning, could suggest to onlookers
that the Church ultimately depended not upon its truth but upon
ils power. 12

It Foxe's immensely influential “Book of Martyrs—more prop-
erly, Acts and Monuntents(1563)—dwelt lovingly upon scenes of
horror, if it insisted again and again that beneath the institutions
and symbolic language of the Catholic Church lay “mere power
and violence,” it was not because of a private fixation nor even
primarily because of the rhetorical capital in unmerited suffering,
but because the revelation of such violence attacked that con-
sensual unity for which More went to the scaffold. A consensus
held together by threats of torture and the stake is no consensus at
all. Catholic authorities for their own part denied that they were
trying to compel belief and insisted that the heretic could anly
teturn to the Hoely Mother Church “purely and unfeignedly.”
When a heretic like James Bainham agreed to submit—and it was
o obtain such submission that the Church directed all its
efforts—he had to declare in the bill of abjuration that he “volun-
tarily, as a true penitent person” abjured his heresies. The prose-
cution of heresy then—as is inevitable in the prosecution of
thought-crime—combined extreme duress with the insistence on
the purely voluntary character of the penitent’s act.™ And, to be
sure, the prisoner did have a certain grim freedom: he could
chpose to return to the “truth’” or to embrace the stake.

Itis the authorities themselves, both secular and religious, who
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adamantly insist that they have no power over the heretic’s soul;
as Augustine had argued, credere non potest honto nisi volens, “Man
cannot believe against his will.” But Augustine had also v._vﬁtl:en_.
Quae peior mors animae quam libertas erroris? “What death is worse
for the soul than the liberty to err?” and this conviction was
strengthened by the urgent determination to preyent the infection
of others.'s If power does not extend to the soul, it may be exer-
cised upon the body; indeed secular power is essentially the abil-
ity to perform certain operations upon the body; to remove it from
one place to another, to confine it, to cause it extreme pain, to
reduce it to ashes. The conviction that the soul is entirely separate
from the body licenses the exercise of such power, while the exer-

cise of such power helps to produce the conviction that the soul is
entirely separate from the body. For it is preeminently when the

Church is involved in the corporal discipline of an unwilling sub-

ject (as opposed, that is, to a willing penitent) that it invokes the:
aid of the secular arm and hence reserves to itself the cure of thes

soul, while consigning to the state the punishment of the body:

And il is preeminently when his body is subjected to torment that

the obstinate heretic is most suffused with the conviction that his
soul is inviolable. To this extent the exercise of power—af violencs
or the threat of violence, in this world or the next—confirms far

both inquisitor and heretic the separateness and incorporeality of

the soul.

Michel Foucault has carried this argument to its extreme;
¢claiming that the soul is not, as Christian theology holds, born
guilty and punishable, but rather is engendered by the very pras
cess of punishment, surveillance, discipline, and constraint. % I
this is loo radical a reduction, it is nonetheless clear in a case like
James Bainham's that the object of the authorities’ inquiry—the
state of the heretic’s soul—is itself significantly shaped by suchl
inquiries, performed throughout the course of his life from earligst
childhood. The individual conscience as a fertile field of knowls
edge is at least in parl the product of a complex operation af
power—af watching, lraining, comecting, questioning, confesa=
ing. And in the case of a heretic, the threat of punishment that
underlies this operalion, always present if anly in a veiled, syms
bolic, or allegonized form, is at last completaly realized, for thi
edification nol enly of the victim but of the enlire community.
Hence the publicity of a punishment that in a later age would take!
place, if al all, in a dank cellar gr behind barbed wire: in tha
Church’s symbolic system, as opposed to the heretic’s, the rack
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and the fire are at once foretaste and confirmation of those other-
worldly tortures that were sculpted in stone, painted in vivid col-
ors, described in rich thetorical detail, “'From the short fire to the
fire everlasting.” The heretic is enrolled in a virtual theater of tor-
ments; early editions of Foxe's work include a woodcut of
Bainham standing on a stage before the congregation at Paul's
Cross and helding a faggot of wood and a candle, symbols of the
fate he has ayerted by means of his penitence.?

This public ceremony is the climax of a procedure designed to
assure that the external performance of abjuration before the
community reflects a sincere inner repentance; the authorities are
by no means anly interested in a public show undertaken to save
nne's skin. Their object 1s knowledge of the genuineness of the
heretic’s return to the truth, in token whereof Bainham had to
swear an path to the articles of abjuration and to sign and kiss the
boak in'which these articles were recorded. It is the cross of power
that it can only know the inner state it has brought into being
through outer gestures; even as it asserts the incorporeality of the
soul, it must accept a physical sign. The act of kissing the book is a
sign devised to assure that the physical has indeed given way to
the spiritual, for the book’s physical existence is only the carrier of
its incorporeal meaning, while in the kiss, whose erotic quality
seems to contradict any eharge of compulsion, the soul itself is
conceived lo be present. t®

In the month following his release, Bainham reenacted the ele-
ments of the process of abjuration, only turning them inside out.
Where before he had been free in mind while under extreme
physical duress, now he was free in body while under extreme
mental or spiritual duress. Indeed, Bainham seems to have experi-
unced this condition not as an inner conflict but as an external
jiressure, weighing upon his conscience: “If I should not return
apain unto the truth,” he said, holding the New Testament in his
hand, “this word of God would darmn me both body and soul at
the day of judgment™ (4:702). Instead of the Catholic Church and
the state then, God himself and his revealed word threaten
Bainham with torments. The close parallel is not accidental, for
Bainham conceives of the Catholiec Church as a demonic parody of
the true church; “there were two churches,” he told his inquisitors
it the first interrogation, “the church of Christ militant, and the
thurch af Antichrist; and ... this church of Antichrist may and
doth err; but the church of Christ doth not” (4:699). We have
already encountered this conception of a demonic church in More:

81




CHAPFPTER TWO

neither side could resist invoking it, for it had both powerful
doctrinal precedent and psychic force, but it was dangerously re-
versible.!” And there was a danger beyond reversibility: its effect
here was to force Bainham to repeat the actions of his oppressor on'
himself in order to translate them from the realm of Antichrist to
the realm of Christ militant, to restore their true signiﬁcnnce.

Thus he could not achieve quiet in mind and conscience simply
by dismissing the actions of the Catholic Church as a horrible
injustice or even by repenting inwardly. Since his abjuration had
had a public as well as an inner aspect, so tod his return to God
would have to be performed publicly. Had not Christ said,
“whosoever shall deny me before men, him will [ also deny before
my Father which is in heaven' (Matt, 10:33)? Bainham ‘had lo
affirny Christ before men as he had denied him before men. At
first, he “uttered his fall to all his acquaintance,” but apparently he
felt this informal confession—the equivalent of the early informal
interrogation—to be incomplete. He then appeared before the
Protestant congregation, the Brethren, and asked their forgiveness
and God's.? In the symmetry of Bainham's symbolic acts, this
confession to the group of fellow believers, meeting secretly in the
warehouse, was the equivalent to the formal interrogation in the
Tower.

As the Tower interrogation was situated between the relative
privacy of More's Chelsea and the full publicity of Paul's Cross,
Bainham’s discourse with the heretical congregation linked his
private anguish and his decisive public appearance at Saint Aus-—
tin’s Church. Indeed the meeting at Bow Lane seems to have
given Bainham the strength to pass from one to the other. Hunted,
contacting each other with code words and covert signs, meeting
secretly in warehouses and private rooms, reading together froml
prohibited books, the Brethren seem to have been profoundly
energized by their sense of community. Individually, they could:
be treated as the madmen and fools that More, in the optimism af
his hatred, called them; together they possessed the strength to,
unsettle the immense weight, the vast equilibrium, of the Cathalic
establishment. The pages of Foxe and Tyndale are full of thisen
ergy; just as the voluminons controversial writings of More® angl
haunted by a terrible weariness, by a sense of grinding labar
through sleepless nights.

As the name Brethren suggests, members of the-early Protestanl
proups were charged with intense familial emotion toward one

another: “For so did we not only call one another,” writes Antany

Palaber, “but were in deed one to the other,” 2! Dalaber, who as o
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student at Oxford in 1528 fell afoul of the clerical anthorities, has
left a particularly vivid account of this emotion in an unfinished
memoir printed by Foxe. His natural brother, a “rank Papist” and
““the mast mortal enemy that ever I'had for the Gospel's sake,” is
supplanted by his adopted brothers in Christ whose perils he
shares: “Then kneeled we both down together on our knees, lift-
ing up our hearts and hands to God, our heavenly Father, . .. and
then we embraced, and kissed the one the other, the tears so
abundantly flowing out from both our eyes, that we all bewet both
our faces, and scarcely for sorrow could we speak one to the other;
and so he departed from me” (5:423), Dalaber finds in the move-
ment not only new brothers but a new father, his teacher John
Clark: “He came to me, and took me up in his arms, kissed me, the
tears trickling down from his eyes, and said unto me: ... from
henceforth forever take me for your father, and I will take you for
my son in Christ” (5:427). The fellow believers were thus bound to
each other in passionate rituals of kinship, and the new family was
a bridge between individual experience and the alien, largely
Catholic, public world.

It was as a member of such a group then that Bainham made his
confession before the canventicle in the warehouse in Bow Lane, If
this confession, like his earlier informal expressions of remorse,
left him unsatisfied, if the*act of repentance was still incomplele,
the support of the group apparently gave him the immense, reck-
less courage needed to take the next and decisive step: the public
confession at Saint Austin's, where he testified not to his brothers
and sisters in Christ but to an indifferent and possibly hostile
community. Only in standing before such an audience and “de-
claring openly, with weeping tears, that he had denied God’”
could Bainharm annul the denial at Paul's Cross and find the release,
the “quiet,” that had eluded him. His model perhaps was Saint
Peter, who thrice denied Christ, wept bitterly at his weakness,
and went on to fulfill his calling, That calling, according to legend,
included martyrdom, and it certainly appears that Bainham sought
such a fate. At the least, he must have known what was likely to
happen, but he was compelled to act as he did.22 [t is as if only by
embracing the stake—as Foxe reports he did at the end—could he
annul the kiss that had confirmed his abjuration.

This sense of compulsion in Bainham's behavior may lead one
plausibly to Freud's concept of undaing what has been done—"un-
geschehenmachen™ or, literally, “making unhappened.” Undo-
ing. writes Freud, “is; as it were, negative magic, and endeavours,
by means of motor symbolism, to ‘blow away’ not merely the
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consequences of some event (or experience or impression) but the
event itself.” 2 Such a notion can help us understand the elements
of ritual expiation, annulment, and above all symmetry at work in
the heretic’s relapse: each separate phase of the polliting process
of abjuration must be blown away by a comresponding sy}-nbc:-]ic
act of undoeing. But Freud’s “nepative magic’” 15 uncomscious, a
neurotic defense against impulses that threaten the structures of
the conscious mind and hence must be repressed; to invoke ndo-
ing as an explanation rather than an analog seems to me mislead-
ing.?* The dangers of such a reduction are exemplified by a recent
psychohistorical study that, while it does not discuss undoing,
does characterize the Tudor martyrs as “compulsive neurobics’
taking “the self-willed, self-inflicted path of suicide” rather than
the self-preserving path of “cooperation with the magistrates.”=%
The Reformers’ bitter denials that they were seeking death by~
refusing to embrace orthodoxy are dismissed as defensive re—
ductions of guilt. But are there then ever moments in which a man
may legitimately determine, in order to save his soul, not to coops
erate wilh the magistrates, even if execution is the certain conse=
quence? Is to be chained to a stake and bumed to death so un-J
mistakably “suicide”’? The aclions of a man like Bainham were no
neurotic symptoms in the midsl of a presumptively sane saciety,|
but symbalic actions fully understood by both friends and|
enemies and explicable in terms of a complex theological and!
political system. This does not, of course, obviate the possible
functioning of “unconscious” forces, but it does suggest that thess
forces were organized and given expression by a fully consciotsg
public discourse. And this discourse is manifested most concretely
in the case of Bainham and dozens like him in the crucial
significance of the printed book. _
At Saint Austin’s, it will be recalled, Bainham stood up “wrill)
the New Testament in his hand in English and the Obedience al 3
Christian Man in his bosom." It is hard to tell if there i5 one Boo
here or twa, for “the Obedience of a Christian Man'* may reler kg
Bainham's inner stale or to Tyndale’s book of the same name;
which Bainham ewned and may have carried nex! to his heart. Thy
ambiguity here is felicitous, for Tyndale’s manual, which he srols
in exile, probably in Worms, in 1527, is precisely designed to b
absorbed: one should not, in principle, be ablé to say where Ih
book stops and identity hegins. This absorplion of the book #
once provides a way of being in the world and shapes the reader’
inner life; Christian cbedience is simultaneously a form of actia
and an internal stale. Such fashioning of action and identity

The Word of God e tie Age of Medhanionl Reproduction

essential because in breaking images, radical Protestanis have re-
jected a central Catholic mode of generating inward reflecion—
recall More's advice to meditate in private “before an altar or some
pitiful image of Christ’s bitter passion”—while in abandoning
formal auricular confession, they have rejected the primary Cath-
olic mode of maintaining the obedience of the Christian man by
ordering this inward reflection. Since the momentous decree of
the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, Omnis ntrinsque sexus, which
commanded yearly confession, there had arisen a vast literature
for contessors and penitents detailing a complex methodology for
the examination and formal cleansing of conscience.?® It is this
systematic, institutionalized form of self-scrutiny in the service of
discipline ‘and consolation that caused the young Augustinian
monk Martin Luther such anguish and is violently rejected by
virtually every reformer. “‘Shrift in the ear,” writes Tyndale in the

\Obedivnice, "is verily a work of Satan.”27

Because of subsequent developments, we associate Protes-
tantism with a still more intense self-scrutiny, the alternately an-
puished and jovful self-reflection of Bunyan's Grace Abounding or
Fox's Joumal, But significantly, among the early Protestants we
find almost no formal autobiography and remarkably little private,
personal lestimony.2® The kind of self-consciousness voiced in
these forms, the sense ofsbeing set apart from the world and of
taking a stance toward it, the endless, daily discursiveness of later
penerations, is only in the process of being shaped, while the
tradilional methodology for the examination of conscience and the
ritual forgiveness of sin by virtue of the Church’s power of the
kirys have been bitterly renounced. There is a powerful ideology of
Inwardness bul few sustained expressions of inwardness that may
dlond apart from the hated institutional structure. What we find
then in the early sixteenth century is a crucial moment of passage

Irom one mode of interiority to another. Tyndale's Obedience of a

Ultvistian Man is located at this liminal moment; in his book and
the others of its type, we may walch the fashioning of the Protes-
lant discourse of self out of conflicting impulses: rage against au-
thority and identification with authority, hatred of the father and
ardlent longing for union with the father, confidence in eneself and
A anxipus sense of weakness-and sinfulness, justificaton and
prailt.

A spiritual guide;, written by hand for a family or circle of
Iiends, a manuseript patiently copied for a monastic library, a
saint’s life lovingly recorded in a private collection—all of these
Have o certain innate intimacy and presence: they possess, in
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Walter Benjamin's term, an aura linking them te a ritual fanction
or, at the least, to a particular, specific human community.?? We
are accustomed to believe that print culture moved away from that
presence, lost that aura: after all, there is no longer the visible sign
of the recording hand, the sense of unique production, Print is; in
these terms, a form of depersonalization. But we must balance this
perspective with that afforded by Tyndale’s work: that in the early
period of print culture the book could have a special kind of pres-
ence that perhaps no manuscript ever had. For with the rejection
of formal auricular confession and the power of the keys, works
like Tyndale's are, in effect, among the primary sources of self-
fashioning. In the symmetry of unmaking and displacement, they
occupy the structural position of the confessional manual, but they
refuse the institutional framework that seems to have controlled
the experience or at least the representation of interiority in the
Middle Ages. That framework insisted that interiority be sub-
ordinated to an intimate verbal transaction, that it be embedded in
a ritual of confession and absolution within the visible fabric of
the Church. Tyndale's Obedience and similar Proleslant guides to®
the inner life have no such end in view; the printed word does not
serve the spoken, but has a kind of absoluteness, integrity, and!
finality. Distance from the scribal hand, production in relalively
large quantities, mechanisms of distribution (ar distant from the
author and prinler, refusal of subordination to a ritualized verhal,.
trangactian, the very lack of aura—all that we may call the abstracts
tiess of Lhe early Prolestant printed book—give it an intensity, @
shaping power, an elemenl of compulsion lhat the late medieval’
manuals of confession never had.?"
Works like the Obedience difler as well from the printed or, o
thal matter, manuscripl accounts of Lhe inner life In the next cens
fury. In sevenleenth-century spintual autobiopraphy, lhe inner
life 15 reprvesenied in oubward discourse; that is, Lhe reader ens
counters the record of events that have already transpired, thal
have been regislered and brought from the darkness within to thi
clear light of Lthe page. In the parly sixteenth century there is not
yet so clearly a fluid, conlinuous inner voice—a dramatic
monologue—to be recorded. The words on Lhe page in The Obedl=
ence of @ Christian Man are aspecls af the inner lile, awkward angl
elaquent, hali-lormed, coming into existence. These words are naf
carried oul into the light but are destined for the opposile proceas)
they will be studied, absorbed, internalized, colored by o
thousand personal hislorics. ! is as if for a boef momenl we s
the thing itsell, not represented bul presented 1n its original and

The Werd of God in the Age of Mechanieal Reproducton

originating form, The phenomenon 1 describe—this presence in
the written word of identity—has its last brilliant flowering in the
essays of Montaigne and, by transference from secript back to
voice, in the soliloquies of Hamlet, words that claim not access to
the inner life but existence as the inner life. And the characteristic
of these words—as opposed to modern attempts to record the dis-
course of interiority—is their public character; the apparent im-
personality of their rhetorical structure, their performative mode.
If the revelation of Hamlel’s innermost thoughts is a highly formal
guaestto on the problem of being and nenbeing, delivered in direct
address to an enormous, outdoor, public assembly, we may
understand some of the force of this peculiar convention by re-
calling works like the Obedicnce whose apparently impersonal
rhetoric fashioned their readers’ most intimate sense of them-
selves.

James Bainham had every reason to cluteh the Obediency to his
bosom as he stood up at Saint Austin’s, He had abjured, but the
book spoke directly lo the humiliation, the “fall” as he called it,

that he had undergone: “If any man clean against his heart (but

overcome with the weakness of the flesh), for fear of persecution,
have denied, as Peter did, or have delivered his boolk, or put it
away secretly; let him (if he repent) come again, and take better
hold, and not despair” (143-44). He was casting himself into the
hands of his enemies, but the boak told him that tribulation for
righteousness was a blessing, a gift that God who “worketh back-
ward” only gives to his elect: “If God promise riches, the way
thereto is poverty, Whom he loveth, him he chasteneth: whom he
exalteth, he casteth down: whom he saveth, he damneth first. He
bringeth no man to heaven, excepl he send him to hell first. If he
promise life, he slayeth first: when he buildeth, he casteth all
down first. He is no patcher; he cannot build on another man's
foundation” (135);*' Mare's attack seems at its most odious when
he charges that Tyndale’s books killed men; the killing was done
by the state More served and in defense of the church More
loved. 32 But there is truth in the charge that the Obedience virtually
produced a heretic like Bainham. He was a creature of the book.

The shaping power of the Obedience may be seen as an extreme
version of the less drastic but widespread influence exerted in the
period by conduct manuals of which the most famous are
Machiavelli's Prince (1513) and Castiglione's Courtier (1528). Tyn-
dale himsell ‘may have translated Erasmus’s important contri-
bulion to the genre, the Enxcliftidion militis Christiani (1501).2* That
the most significant and enduring works of this kind appeared
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But it would be a mistake to imagine that Tyndale wrote the
Obedience to please or reassure Henry VIII; two years later the
reformer did not hesitate to write and publish The Practice of Pre-
lates, a work that opposed the royal divorce and won the king's
lasting enmity.®® The extremity, the violence, of his vision of
obedience reflects other motives. As a rebel against the Catholic
Church, Tyndale, like virtually all the early reformers, needs to see
that Church as profoundly disobedient; he constructs a universe
in which all men are locked into a rigid code of obedience, a code
utterly beyond their control or volition, fixed by God himself; and
then observes, angrily and triumphantly, that there is no place in
this universe for the Catholic Church. Any claim the Church might
make for men's obedience is a competitive claim, an attempt to
divert obedience due elsewhere; and the Church compounds this
crime by failing itself to obey its rulers, the temporal princes.

Tyndale juxtaposes then a call for violent disobedience to the
Church and a call for absolute submission to the king. Such is the
individual’s relation to the great, patriarchal institutions of the
world: one father must be destroyed; the other exalted to supreme
temporal authority. In the individual’s relation to God, the split is
resolved by the transformation of rebellion into proper boldness
and of submission into proper observance: “Let a child have never
so merciful a father,” Tyndale writes in the Exposition of [ fohn
(1513), ““yet if he break his father's commandments, though he be
not under damnation, yet he is ever chid and rebuked and now
and then lashed with the rod: by the reason whereof he is never
bold in his father’s presence. But the child that keepeth his father’s
commandments is sure of him self and bold in his father's pres-
ence lo speak and ask what he will."*" It is precisely in strict
obedience to God that men become “sure of themselves,”” and this
assurance contrasts with the groveling idolatry Tyndale claims that
the Catholic Church desires from its members.

The Obedience sets out to expose and dismantle those false
practices—superstitious ceremonies, factitious sacraments, con-
fession, the worship of saints, monasticism, typology, clerical
celibacy, purgatory, indulgences, excommunication—that con-
stiftute the means by which the Church transforms good Christians
into abject idolaters. If some Catholic practices bear a curious re-
semblance to true doctrine and observance, it is because they have
been cunningly designed to do so. The preaching of God's word
inevitably involves an attack on the Church’s perversion of that
word: “It is impossible to preach Christ, except thou preach
against Antichrist” (185). For though both Christ's teachings and
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the Catholic Church’s abuses are easy, according to Tyndale, for all
to grasp, nevertheless, as the contemporary embodiment of Anti-
christ, the Church has the uncanny power to simulate certain
aspects of authentic Christian faith, to construct a holy mask suf-
ficiently convincing to deceive the unenlightened, to petform as in
a theater the truth that it should actually embody. This histrionic
power is one of the marks of Antichrist and a source of his endur-
ing power: “his nature is (when he is uttered and overcome with
the word of God) to go out of the play for a season and to disguise
himself, and then to come in again with a new name and a rew
raiment.”?" Such masquerading is, of course, antithetical to the
true nature of God, for “Christ is not hypocrite” who “playeth a
part in a play and representeth a person of state which he is not.”
He “is always that his name signifieth: he is ever a saver.”’4!

The Obedience must strip away the Antichrist's mask, but the
task is difficult, for the Church is a vast, devious, international
conspiracy, with tentacles reaching everywhere from the poorest
hamlets to the council chambers of the great: “In every parish have
they spies, and in every great man’s house, and in every tavern
and alehouse. And through confession know they all secrets, so
that no man may open his mouth to rebuke whatsoever they do,
but that he shall be shortly made a heretic. In all councils is one of
them; yea, the most part and chief rulers of the councils are of
them: but of their council is no man” (191). All classes have been
dupes and victims of the Church, from the peasant who believes
that a few mumbled Latin verses will make his corn grow better to
the gentleman who must support an army of clerical drones. The
false shepherds do not overlook a shred of the fleece: “The parson
sheareth, the vicar shaveth, the parish priest polleth, the friar
scrapeth, and the pardoner pareth; we lack but a butcher to pull off
the skin” (238). And the greatest dupes are the kings, “nothing
now-a-days, but even hangmen unto the pope and bishops, to kill
whomsoever they condemn without any more ado” (242).

What begins as a doctrine of obedience ends as ruthless criti-
cism; it is as if the former makes the latter possible, by assuring a
firm ground on which to stand, boundaries within which to con-
tain violent anger, The more rigid, harsh, and absolute the law of
obedience, the more far-reaching and daring the attack on the
corruptions of authority. Having exalted fathers to the status of
domestic gods, Tyndale can turn around and write, of the
churchmen: “And when they cry, “Fathers, fathers,” remember
that it were the fathers that blinded and robbed the whole world,
and brought us into this captivity, wherein these enforce to keep
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us still. Furthermore, as they of the old time are fathers to us, so0
shall these foul monsters be fathers to them that come after us; and
the hypocrites that follow us will cry of these and of their doings,
“Fathers, fathers,” as these cry “Fathers, fathers,” of them that are
past” (324). Having similarly exalted kings, Tyndale can attack
them as either tyrants or mere shadows; combining both charges,
and with a sly glance at Henry's title “'Defender of the Faith” he
can urge them not to let the pope any longer make them so drunk
with vain names and other baubles, “as it were puppetry for chil-
dren,” that they will bankrupt their realms and murder their
people “for defending of our holy father’s tyranny™ (204-5). For all
his vehemence, however, Tyndale's attack is bounded by the
order that enables it to exist: he will denounce the Church and
expose kings and emperors as corrupt tools, he will long for God to
come like a thief in the night and destroy the great ones of the
earth, but he will not exhort the people to act for themselves. He is
no Thomas Miintzer at the head of a revolutionary party; the
commaons are urged to take patience and suffer the abuses under
which they groan. Violent anger has been released only, it seems,
to be swallowed up again. But not completely.

Historians frequently divide early Protestants into conservatives
and radicals, with Tyndale placed squarely among the former, as a

preacher of passive obedience.?? But such a distinction, though

virtually inevitable, may be misleading, for even in the Obedi-
ence’s opening catalogue of ineluctable authorities, there is a sub-
tle yet highly significant shift when we reach “The Obedience of
Subjects unto Kings, Princes, and Rulers.” We expect a further
discourse on obedience; we hear instead of the necessity of subi-
mission. And there is a great difference, as James Bainham could
testify. For there are certain extreme situations in which a man
must disobey the king, even as the king is exhorted to disobey the
pope and to break those vows which were unlawful to begin with.
These are situations in which a man has been commanded to
perform an action or express a belief directly contrary to the law of
God and the faith of Christ. Such cases compel dissent, thaugh the
individual so compelled must at the same time bear paliently and
without resistance the full punishment meted out by the authority
he has disobeyed. He must, that is, act as James Bainham acted.
The Obedience, as More quickly pointed out, is in fact a guide to
disobedience of church and state.#?

Such disobedience is not, of course, a rejection of the principle
of authority but is obedience to a higher authority at whose com-
mand all lesser restraints fall away: “Jacob robbed Laban his
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uncle; Moses robbed the Egyptians; and Abraham is about to slay
and burn his own son; and all are holy works, because they are
wrought in faith at God’s commandments. To steal, rob, and mur-
der are no holy works before worldly people, but unto them that
have their trust in God: they are holy when God commandeth
them."”** Thomas More was not alone in expressing horror at the
queasy possibilities opened by this view. In the absence of a visi-
ble church, how is a man to be sure of his position—sure enough,
that is, to take the far less spectacular but still drastic steps that led
a man like Bainham to the stake? There did not exist in the early
sixteenth century, after all, a coherent ideology of dissent: the
medieval past bore wikness to innumerable conspiracies, re-
bellions, jacqueries, heresies, millennial outbursts, but provided
no principle of negation, If the movements led by Wycliffe and
Hus offered the glimmerings of such an ideoclogy, these move-
ments were certainly not sufficient by themselves to sustain dis-
obedience; the Obedience scarcely alludes to the Lollards, and it
would take Foxe's massive rewriting of history in the middle de-
cades of the sixteenth century to establish a “tradition’ of resis-
tance to illegitimate spiritual authority, Tyndale does not seek to
set up a vanguard party that will make the necessary decisions nor
to ally himself with a discontented social class or status group;
such developments, insefar as they happen at all, begin consid-
erably later in the century and do not assume clear form until the
following century.** What Tyndale seeks is rather a principle pow-
erful enough to uphold individuals in daring acts of dissent
against overwhelming spiritual and political authority and to sus-
tain these individuals during the sufferings that would follow
such acts.

For Tyndale, this principle is found in the other book James
Bainham held in his hand at Saint Austin’s Church: the Bible,
freed of the Church’s false hermeneutics, translated into the ver-
nacular, printed in quantities large enough for all men to possess
or at least have access to a copy. The vernacular Bible, to which
Tyndale devoted his life, was one of the principles of the earlier
heretical movements, but neither technology nor the individual
conscience had been fully prepared; now it was possible to put
into the hands of literate and at least make accessible to illiterate
believers an infallible rule by which to judge the words and deeds
of those who set themselves up as absolute authorities: “Foras-
much now as thou partly seest the falsehood of our prelates, how
all their study is to deceive us and to keep us in darkness, to sit as
gods in our consciences, and handle us at their pleasure, and to
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lead us whither they lust; therefore I read thee, get thee to God's
word, and thereby try all doctrine, and against that receive noth-
ing’”’ (324). “Get thee to God’s word”: so Tyndale voices that
fetishism of Scripture preached by all of the early Protestants.
More, defending the position of the Catholic Church, argued that
we are bound “not only to believe against our own reason the
points that God shewed us in Scripture; but also that God teacheth
his church without Seripture against our own mind also.”** We
are bound, Tyndale countered, “to look in the Scripture, whether
our fathers have done right or wrong, and ought to believe noth-
ing without a reason of the Scripture and authority of God'’s word"”
330).

{ A:Ireadcr who took this counsel to heart and looked into the
English New Testament of 1525 could learn almost the whole of the
heretical creed from the prologue and glosses. Following Luther,
Tyndale dwells on man'’s utter worthlessness, the bondage of his
will: ““The devil is our lord, and our ruler, our head, governor, our
prince, yea, and our god. And our will 1s locked and knit faster
unto the will of the devil, than could an hundred thousand chains
bind a man unto a post. . .. Whatsoever we do, think, or imagine,
is abominable in the sight of God.”*? This depravity is not the
consequence of the observable behavior of particular individuals
but rather the condition of existence; a human fetus is equally
abominable: By nature, through the fall of Adam, are we the
children of wrath, heirs of the vengeance of God by birth, yea, and
from our conception. And we have our fellowship with the
damned devils, under the power of darkness and rule of Satan,

while we are yet in our mother's wombs.. .. And as an adder, a

toad, or a snake, is hated of man, not for the evil that it hath done,
but for the poison that is in it, and hurt which it cannot but do: 50
are we hated of God, for that natural poison, which is conceived
and born with us, before we do any outward evil” (14).

This vision of human loathsomeness is proclaimed, of course,
only to be redeemed by the glad tidings: Christ ““hath fought with
sin, with death, and the devil, and overcome them; whereby all
men that were in bondage to sin, wounded with death, overcome
of the devil, are, without their own merits or deservings, loosed,
justified, restored to life and saved, brought to liberty and rec-
onciled unto the favour of God, and set at one with him again*
(9). Man has been driven to desperation by the law in order to be

saved by the gospel; hearing and believing this news, a Christian

“rannot but be glad, and laugh from the low bottom of his heart”
(9). This joyful redemption comes only through man's faith in
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Christ’s sacrifice and not through good works: “By faith are we
saved only” (15) declares Tyndale’s prologue, echoing Luther's
famous sola fide.

When he turned from this prologue to the text itself, the reader
found ample confirmation of the Reformer's doctrines. Maore
likened Tyndale's translation to “poisoned bread” and counted
over a thousand “faults” in it; he was surely correct in pointing
out the Lutheran intent behind the use of “congregation’ instead
of “church,” “love” instead of “charity,’” “senior’” instead of
“priest,” “knowledge’ instead of "'confession,” and so on.*® And
the subversiveness of the translation was heightened by the sim-
ple fact that charges like More's could be so plausibly reversed and
the Vulgate exposed as a partisan, partial translation, slanted to
favor the interests of the Catholic Church. The success of this
reversal may be gauged by the decree of the Council of Trent,
dated 8 April 1546, which ordains that “the Vulgate approved
through long usage during so many centuries be held authentic in
public lectures, disputations, preachings and exposition, and that
nobody dare or presume to reject it under any pretext.”** An un-
spoken assumption over centuries that the Vulgate was the au-
thentic version is one thing; a decree to that effect is quite another.
The Protestant translators had forced the Church into the declara-
tion that the “authentie” version was to be preferred in all in-
stances to the original. By contrast, Tyndale could, in the prologue
to the 1525 New Testament, exhort “those that are better seen in
the tongues than I, and that have better gifts of grace, to interpret
the sense of the Scripture” to mend the translation wherever
necessary. "

The printing of the English Mew Testament in 1525 marked for
men like Bainham a turning point in human history: God once
more spoke directly to men, “The truth of holy Scripture,”
Bainham declared at his first interrogation, “was never, these
eight hundred years past, so plainly and expressly declared unto
the people, as it hath been within these six years” (698). Bainham
himself had no need of a vernacular translation to understand
Scripture; according to Foxe, he was learned in both Latin and
Greek. The issue then is not his own personal access to the Bible; a
text in English and in print rather than script are for the Reformers
keys to the repossession of God’s word by the Christian people. The
vernacular wrests the Bible from the hands of the priests, and the
printing press assures that this liberation of the word is irrevers-
ible. For manuscript copies of the New Testament alone, even
copies prepared by a competent scriptorium, were necessarily
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time-consuming to make and hence both costly and scarce. By
seizing and destroying such manuscripts, the authorities v.:nuid
seriously impede the dissemination of God's word. But printed
books were quite another matter. When in 1529 More went to
Antwerp with his friend Cuthbert Tunstall, the bishop of Lon-
don, the latter bought up and burned as many copies of Tyn-
dale’s New Testament and other heretical works as he could find,
but this was a pre-Gutenberg strategy. The money Tunstall spent
for the books only helped Tyndale to hasten the production of the
second edition of his translation, which appeared in 1534.5!

The word of God in the age of mechanical reproduction—fifty
thousand copies by the time of Tyndale’s death—has a new, direct
force: “All mercy that is shewed there is a promise unto thee, _if
thou turn to God. And all vengeance and wrath shewed there is
threatened to thee, if thou be stubborn and resist. And this learn-
ing and comfort shalt thou evermore find in the plain text an‘d
literal sense.”5? “The plain text and literal sense’’; translation is
not the imposition of an intermediary between God's word Iar}d
man but just the opposite—the tearing aside of a veil of deceit in
order to present the text in full immediacy. If God's word was to be
experienced by more than a handful of clerks as an unmediated
address to the soul, then the language of the Bible could only be
the vernacular. Even for a man well trained in Latin, the English
Scriptures spoke to the heart in a way the Vulgate never could; the
vernacular was the unself-conscious language of the inner man.*3
Bainham’s interrogators offered him the embrace of the Holy
Mother Church—*the bosom of his mother was open for him"
(700), they told him. The Reformers offered a different.intimaqr,
the intimacy not of the institution, imaged as the nurturing female
body, but of the book, imaged, in terms displaced from that EH:d;,f,
as self, food, and protection: *'As thou readest,” Tyndale writes in
the Prologue to Genesis, “‘think that every syllable pertaineth to
thine own self, and suck out the pith of the Scripture, and arm
thyself against all assaults 3 !

The power of the English Bible was at its height precisely in the
years when copies were publicly burned by the authuritiesl, :.-.rhren
readers put their lives in danger to read it.5% By their opposition to
vernacular translation, by seeing to it that not a single English
Bible had been produced since the invention of printing, the
Catholic authorities in England vastly heightened the impact of
Tyndale’s work. Only those who had been brought up to think of
the Bible as a Latin work could experience the full shock of the
voice of God speaking to them in English from its pages. Add to
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this the threat of persecution, and the effect must have seemed
overpowering, almost irresistible, This is surely one of the reasons
why, during a brief period, Protestantism in England could sur-
vive and spread without any significant institutional framewaork,
on the force of the word. When Tyndale writes of arming oneself
with the syllables of Scripture or Bainham speaks of his fear that
this word of God—pointing to the book in his hand—would damn
him, we must take them at very close to the literal meaning: the
printed English New Testament is, above all, & form of power. It is
invested with the ability to control, guide, discipline, console,
exalt, and punish that the Church had arrogated to itself for cen-
turies. And lest this be thought inflated rhetoric, let us recall that
James Bainham simply could not live with the pain of what he took
to be his betrayal of the book; he preferred death.

Bainham is by no means unique. Of the numerous comparable
instances, we may recall Latimer’s moving account of Thomas Bil-
ney, who had abjured in 1527 and done public penance—"borne
his faggot”—at Paul’s Cross. Upon his return to Cambridge, Bil-
ney “had such conflict within himself'” that his friends were afraid
to leave him by himself; day and night they attempted to comfort
him, but no comfort would serve, *“As for the comfortable places in
Seripture, to bring them unto him it was as though a man would
run him through the heart with a sword.”’5® After two years of such
pain, he went to Norfolk, began again to preach Lutheran teach-
ings, and was arrested as a relapsed heretic, According to Foxe,
while awaiting execution Bilney thrust his hand into the flame of a
candle, recalling as he did so a passage from Isaiah: “When thou
walkest in the fire, it shall not burn thee, and the flame shall not
kindle upon thee, for I am the Lord thy God, the holy One of
Israel.”s7 Where the Scripture had literally tormented Bilney after
abjuration, it now shields him from agony. At the end, as More
relates, Bilney was taken “and Tyndale’s books with him too, and
both two burned together,” with “more profit unto his soul,”
More adds, than had he “lived longer and after died in his bed." 5%

These and other testimonials to the magical power of the Word
are the extreme expressions of a far more pervasive influence that
would make the English Bible, when its dissemination became a
matter of national policy, by far the single most significant book in
the language. Access to the Bible was a decisive force behind the
extraordinary spread of literacy to the masses, so that by the mid-
dle of the seventeenth century perhaps as many as 60 percent of
men in the larger towns of the South and at least 30 percent in the
country as a whole could read.®* By royal command, reiterated in a
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proclamation in 1541, “Bibles containing the Old and New Testa-
ment in the English tongue” were “'ta be fixed and set up openly in
every of the said parish churches” so that “every of the King's
majesty’s loving subjects” might read in the Scriptures.® Tm-
mediately after the proclamation, William Malden tells us, “divers
poor men in the town of Chelmsford in the county of Essex
...brought the New Testament of Jesus Christ, and on 5Sun-
days did sit reading in [the] lower end of the Church, and many
would flock about them to hear the reading.”®! Indeed, interest
was sufficiently popular and intense for a 1538 Declaration to wam
the unlearned against engaging in biblical exegesis “in your open
Taverns or Alehouses,” an admonition, as one scholar notes, no
doubt honored more in the breach.5? Over two hundred editions
of the Holy Scriptures were produced between 1521 and 1600, 480
between 1601 and 1700; by the early eighteenth century, well over
500,000 copies of the Bible, by conservative esdimate, had been
printed, Tyndale had unleashed an immense force.

This force receives its supreme literary tribute more than a cen-
tury after Tyndale’s death in the works of Bunyan. According to
Grace Abounding, particular biblical passages had an obsessional
force in Bunyan'’s life, hammering at his mind, striking him across
the face, pursuing him relentlessly: “Now about a week or fﬂrt_nighl:
after this, I was much followed by this scripture, Simon, Simon;
iehiold, Satan hatlh desired to have you, Luk. 22, 31. And sometimes
it would sound so loud within me, yea, and as it were eall s0
strongly after me, that once above all the rest, | turned my head
over my shoulder, thinking verily that some man had behind me
called to me...."5 Texts “tear and rend” his soul, “touch” him,
“seize’” him, “fall like a hot thunder-bolt” upon his conscience;
and even the consoling visitations have something violent about
them: “And as [ was thus before the Lord, that Scripture fastned
on my heart, O man, great is thy Faith, Matt. 15.28, even as if one
had clapt me on the back” (65). A massive cultural investment of
power in the book culminates in this uncanny, uncontrollable
presence.

That it is Bunyan, imprisoned for preaching without the per=
mission of the authorities, who testifies to this presence reminds
us that once they had displaced Catholicism, the Protestants had
to reinforce and control the power of God’s word with more obvi-
ously physical punishments and with the whole apparatus of pa-
triarchal family, church, school, and state. But in the first years the
power was almost uniquely present in the book itself. “The Lord
began to work for his Church,” writes Foxe, “not with sword and
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target to subdue His exalted adversary, but with printing, writing

and reading.... How many printing presses there be in the
world, so many blockhouses there be against the high castle of St
Angelo, so that either the pope must abolish knowledge and
printing or printing at length will root him out.” &

The Bible has displaced the consensus fidelium as the principle of
intelligibility and the justification of all action: “Without God's
word do nothing’ (330).%% The authority of God's word is assured
by the inner experience of God's word; the true interpretation of
Secripture is made possible by the feeling faith of the believer, 56
More, like all Catholic apologists, argued that we are bound “to
give diligent hearing, firm credence, and faithful obedience to the
Church of Christ concerning the sense and understanding of holy
Seripture, not doubting but since he hath commanded his sheep to
be fed, he hath provided for them wholesome meat and true doc-
trine.”"? If we waver in this acceptance of the Church’s her-
meneutic authority, we will be plunged into uncertainty and
doubt, for how else can we know that the Scripture comes from
God? Tyndale's most eloquent and radical reply to this question
came three years after the Obedience, in his Answer to Sir Thomas
More's Dialogue: “Who taught the eagles to spy out their prey?
Even so the children of God spy out their Father; and Christ's elect
spy out their Lord, and trace out the paths of his feet, and follow;
yea, though he go upon the plain and liquid water, which will
receive no step, and yet there they find out his foot.”®8 In re-
sponse, More tried, with several jokes, to dissipate the force of this
vision and, more seriously, to expose its violence; the Scripture is
the heretics’ prey, “to spoil and kill and devour it as they list, even
by the special inspiration of God.”%" But Tyndale fully intended
the violence of his metaphors; a Christian does not need elaborate
training to understand God’s word; he seizes upon it, by instinct,
for his very survival.

Tyndale thus is able to reject the mediation of the Church and its
tradition; the individual has sufficient means within his own con-
science to grasp the truth of God's word as revealed in Scripture.
In response to this challenge, Catholic apologists tend to affirm an
increasingly external authority, but it is important to note that the
sharp opposition which thus emerged is historically misleading.
For, as we have seen, it is precisely the Church that had, over
several centuries, slowly developed and enriched the inner life of
the individual, as a locus of its power, a means of discipline and
consolation. Reformers like Tyndale are attempting, in effect, a
seizure of power.
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With the 1525 translation of the New Testament and the 1530
translation of the Pentateuch—the first five books of the Old
Testament—Tyndale took what he felt were the essential steps
toward this seizure that he, of course, conceived as the triumph of
God's word. But even in 1525 he recognized that a reading alone,
without any instruction as to how to read the Bible, might not be
sufficient. Most of his subsequent writings may be understood as
attempts to provide such instruction and to clear away im-
pediments; for Tyndale all human enterprises rest ultimately on
the fate of reading. Thus, in its long concluding sections, the Obedi-
gice turns from an analysis of the responsibilities of rulers and
subjects to an attack on the four-fold method of scriptural inter-
pretation, an attack mounted in the name of what Tyndale calls
“the literal sense.” Tyndale’s notion of the literal sense by no
means amounts to a coherent theory of interpretation; more often
than not it is merely a stick to beat a reading he dislikes. But it
reflected and no doubt strengthened certain tendencies that
proved immensely influential not only in the reading of Scripture
but in the reading and writing of imaginative literature in this
period and beyond. In the first place, and perhaps most important,
Tyndale's “literal sense” is the expression of a powerful confidetice:
it is easy to understand Scripture, its meaning lies directly in front
of us, competing interpretations are perverse mystifications. There
is no need of advanced degrees, the mastery of difficult languages,
the juggling of arcane symbolisms, prodigious memory, an ex-
pensive library; the truth is as accessible to a shoemaker as to a
theologian, perhaps more accessible, for the latter has been
poisoned by popish sophistry.

Secondly, the stress on the literal sense means that one should
avoid, wherever possible, looking behind the words of the Scrip-
ture for some hidden, mystical meaning. Paul’s words in 2 Corin-
thians 3, “The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life,”” do not refer
to the literal and spiritual sense of Scripture, but to the contrast of
the law and the gospel. There is no division between the literal
and spiritual sense, for “God is a Spirit”; “His literal sense is
spiritual, and all his words are spiritual” (309). To understand the
significance of Tyndale’s position here, we can compare it to
Erasmus’s discussion of Scripture in the Enchiridion. The whole
Bible, he writes, including the Gospel, has both a flesh and a
spirit, and it is our task to despise the former and search out the
latter, The “plain sense’” is worthless; only the “mystery” deserves
our reverent attention, Indeed if you take at face value the stories
of Adam formed of moist clay or Eve plucked out of the rib, or the
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talking serpent, you might just as well “sing of the image of clay
made by Prometheus, or of fire stolen from heaven by subtlety and
put into the image to give life to the clay.””™ And if Erasmus thus
struggles rather poignantly with the palpably fictional appearance
of certain books of the Bible, with the disturbing resemblance to
pagan myths of origin, he struggles equally with the purely his-
torical appearance of other books: “What difference is there
whether thou read the book of Kings or of the Judges in the Old
Testament, or else the history of Titus Livyus, so thou have respect
ta the allegory nere nother [i.e., if you look at the veiled meaning
in neither]? For in the one, that is to say Titus Livyus, be many
things which would amend the common manners; in the other be
some things, yea, ungodly as they seem at the first looking on,
which also if they be understood superficially should hurt good
manners’ (147). The solution to the problem is to discard “the rind
or outer part” of Scripture and nourish oneself on the allegory.
One cannot uncover these mysteries by means of one's own mind,
but only by a “known and certain craft” which is taught in works
like the Pseudo-Dionysius’s De divinus nominibus. Erasmus may
have preached a simple “philosophy of Christ,” available to fools
and wise men alike, but the place to acquire this philosophy was
clearly not the literal sense of the Bible,

By contrast, Tyndale dnsists, as we have seen, that the most
readily accessible sense of Scripture is always the heart of the
meaning: *'There is no story nor gest, seem it never so simple or so
vile unto the world, but that thou shalt find therein spirit and life
and edifying in the literal sense” (319). Even he is forced to ac-
knowledge that the Scripture uses “proverbs, similitudes, riddles,
or allegories, as all other speeches do,” but the meaning of these
devices "is ever the literal sense’” (304). From the examples he
proceeds to give, it appears that by the “literal sense” here Tyn-
dale means a clear, moral lesson or principle of faith that is openly
stated elsewhere in the Bible. Allegorical interpretation is permis-
sible if it is a self-conscious and provisional process, with no in-
herent claim to truth: “allegories are no sense of the Scripture, but
free things besides the Scripture, and altogether in the liberty of
the Spirit” (305). By themselves, “allegories prove nothing’” and
can make no more claim upon our faith than any fiction: ““if I could
not prove with an open text that which the allegory doth express,
then were the allegory a thing to be jested at, and of no greater
value than a tale of Robin Hood” (306), Allegory, along with the
related forms of similitude, example, and figure, are not used to
express a dark mystery but rather to heighten the effect upon the
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reader, for such indirect or metaphorical speech “doth print a
thing much deeper in the wits of a man than doth a I?Iainrspeak—
ing, and leaveth behind him as it were a sting to prick him for-
ward, and to awake him withal” (306). I

The third major effect of Tyndale’s insistence on the 'l1ter:fl
sense’’ follows directly from this view: an emphasis on the ::i:etﬂrr-
cal nature of Scripture. Nowhere is the influence of humanism on
the early Protestants clearer. The Bible is not a vast ne_rwurk of
occult signs but a divine work of persuasion, dremgned to
strengthen the reader’s faith and to deter him fTDH:L evil. Thf;,s, for
example, the reader should concern himself less wqh I:l'I:E ultmmi:e,
abstract significance of a word than with its function in a partic-
ular, highly specific context: ** A serpent thurethr Chr.:st"m one
place, and the devil in another; and a lion d::rth_ 11!1“_21.-'-"[?!;‘ (208).
The meaning of key words is established not l?}r II‘ESEItuhUnﬂl def-
inition but by the reader’s grasp of context: “if this wm:d congre-
gition were a more general term than this word f.imrrth, 1? hurteth
l‘nut, for the circumstance doth ever declare what thing is meant
thereby.”” More replies that if this is so, Tyndale may h‘ansta’!:e any
word as he wishes: “For so he may translate the world into a
football if he join therewith certain circumstances, an.d. say l‘l‘l.ls
round rolling football that men walk upon anc_i }ah1p5 sail upon, in
the people whereof there is no rest nor stabll{ty, and so forth a
great long tale; with such circumstances he might as I say make
any word understanden as it like himself, whatsoever the word
before signified of itself.” 7!

In the contraversial works this argument leads only to a re-
affirmation of familiar positions: for Tyndale, a wiiiipgness to
have his translation improved upon by others, provided they
submit themselves to God’s word; for More, a conviction that
“good Christian men,” perceiving the heretical intent of the
translation, should “abhor and burn up his books and likers of
them with them.”’ 2 But the effect on the translation itself :’_}f Tyn-
dale’s interest in “circumstance” and in rhetorical power 15 more
significant; it is reflected in the clarity of the narrative, its Impres-
sive coherence, its commitment to the constant engaging of the
reader’s ready understanding:

The elder brother was in the field, and wlhen he came
and drew nigh to the house, he heard minstrelsy and
dancing and called one of his servants and asked what
those things meant, And he said unto him: thy brother
is come, and thy father had killed the fatted calf, be-
cause he hath received him safe and sound. And he was
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angry, and would not go in. Then came his father out
and entreated him. He answered and said to his father:
Lo these many years have I done thee service, neither
break at any time thy commandment, and yet gavest
thou me never so much as a kid to make merry with my
lovers: but as scon as this thy son was come, which
hath devoured thy goods with harlots, thou hast for his
pleasure killed the fatted calf. And he said unto him:
Son, thou was ever with me, and all that [ have is thine:

it was meet that we should make merry and be glad: for
this thy brother was dead and is alive again: and was
lost, and is found, (Luke 15:25-32)73

Our familiarity with the Authorized Version, which, as always,
follows Tyndale quite closely, may inhibit our grasp of Tyn-
dale’s remarkable advance in simple, loving eloguence—in “open-
ness'—over the Wycliffite translations. The second Wycliffite
version, for example, renders the close of verse 29, “and thou
never gave to me a kid: that I with my friends should have
eat.” The Authorized Version loses in intensity what it gains in
accuracy: “and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make
merry with my friends.”

Tyndale’s interest in “circumstance” is reflected still more
closely in his conviction that the reader must be sensitive to the
natural order of a text, even one that does not tell a story, and must
not jumble the beginning and the end, God’s word cannot be cut
and spliced; to do so, indeed, can be dangerous, as Tyndale, fol-
lowing Luther, explains in the Prologue to Romans. The “unquiet,
busy, and high-climbing” spirit that rushes to chapters 9-11 of
Paul’s epistle in the hope of understanding predestination runs
the risk of falling into despair. Only when the reader has fully
experienced the meaning of the first seven chapters is he ready for
the eighth, which, in turn, is the necessary introduction to those
that follow: ““After that, when thou art come to the eighth chapter,
and art under the cross and suffering of tribulation, the necessity of
predestination will wax sweet, and thou shalt well feel how pre-
cious a thing it is. For except thou have born the cross of adversity
and temptation, and hast felt thyself brought unto the very brim of
desperation, yea, and unto hell-gates, thou canst never meddle
with the sentence of predestination without thine own harm, and
without secret wrath and grudging inwardly against God; for
otherwise it shall not be possible for thee to think that God is
righteous and just.”™ The order of the reading experience is all-
important; the chapters have been arranged rhetorically to pro-
duce essential psychological effects which are at the same time
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doctrinal truths. There is a kind of historicity and narrativity buill
into the experience of faith through the act of reading: by follow-
ing the text in its proper sequence, the reader reenacts in his own
spirit the passage from the Old Testament to the New, from the
law that kills to God’s free gift of grace.

This sense of necessary sequence marks much of Tyndale’s
prose and distinguishes it sharply from More's. The Confutation of
Tyndale's Answer, as More acknowledges in responding lo his
enemies, is almost unreadable; the brethren, he writes in the
Apology, complain that his work is too long “and therefore tedious
to read.” More justifies this elaphantine text on the paradoxical
ground that many of his readers would grow weary in the attempt
to read a long book, “and therefore have [ taken the more pain
upon every chapter, to the intent that they shall not need to read
over any chapter but one, and that it shall not force greatly which
one throughout all the book.” There is no need to read the bock
through or to read its chapters in sequence; More's goal rather is to
compile an encyclopedia of antiheretical arguments, but a strange
kind of encyclopedia, since its ultimate aim is to be unnecessary,
unread: ‘Now he that will therefgre read any one chapter, either at
adventure, or else some chosen piece in which himself had
weened [i.e., thought] that his evangelical father Tyndale had said
wonderful well, . .. when he shall in that chapter as [ am sure he
shall, find his holy prophet plainly proved a fool, he may be soon
eased of any further labor. For then hath he good cause to cast him

quite off, and never meddle more with him, and then shall he

never need to read more of my book neither, and so shall he make
it short enough.” 7™
It is crucially important for More to demolish the texts of the

Reformers, while not crucially important to put his own text in

their place. Hence the odd sense of the disposability of More's

discourse; his work longs to disappear, to cede place to multiple

voices, lo tradition and ultimately to the institution as the living
expression of the Christian consensus. More’s commitment to the
disappearance of his text paradoxically commits him to an endless
text, Fle cannot allow his controversial works Lo possess form,
because form would grant to the heretics a narrative coherence, a
“free-standing’’ perspective that More denies.

If More’s controversial writings want to be absorbed back inta
the community, Tyndale's can perhaps be thought to cede place
too, but only to another, superior, and finally irreducible text.
Where in More the text must always give way to the institution
that lies behind it and controls interpretation, in Tyndale the tex)
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strives to establish itself beyond interpretation as the personal
history of the individual reader: “Then go to and read the stories
of the Bible for thy learning and comfort, and see every thing
practised before thine eyes; for according to those ensamples shall
it go with thee and all men until the world’s end.”7* The rhetorical
force of the Bible depends upon the reader’s grasp of the stories in
their full narrative power and upon the presentuess of the lan-
guage. Where the first Wycliffite translation had striven for the
literal sense in an almost totemic way—that is, preserving the
Latin word order at the expense of English syntax—Tyndale fol-
lows Wycliffe’s disciple, John Purvey, in the attempt to render
Scripture in what the latter called “open” English.”” The more
“open’ the text, the less dependent upon an institutional inter-
pretation.

More himself, we should add, did not object to the rhetorical
force of Tyndale's translation, nor did he or the clerical authorities
oppose on principle an English Bible, But approval of such a proj-
ect, they argued, would have to wait until the heresy was crushed
and the authority of the Church reaffirmed. Tyndale’s Bible was
hateful to More not because it was in English but because its
“false” translations and its glosses lured men to their destruction,
while Tyndale himself watched from the safety of the Continent,
After all, unlike many of those who were shaped by The Obedience
of a Christian Man, Tyndale did not passively suffer the conse-
quences of disobedience; at every point in his career when his
views threatened to bring down upon him the rage of authority,
he chose to move in search of less constraining, less menacing
circumstances where he could pursue his work. In 1523, running
afoul of his clerical superiors in Little Sodbury where, on leaving
the university, he had gone to teach, Tyndale did not simply sub-
mit. “When [ came before the chancellor [af the Gloucestershire
diocese],” he bitterly recalls, “he threatened me grievously, and
reviled me, and rated me as though I had been a dog.” In the midst
of this humiliation, Tyndale remembered that the bishop of Lon-
don had been praised for his learning: “Then thought 1, if I might
come to this man's service, 1 were happy. And so I gat me to
London,”™ And when the bishop of London, More's friend
Tunstall, refused to help, Tyndale betook himself into exile, from
whence he flooded England with his words and the words of
Scripture. How did he reconcile his social ethic and his actions?

The answer seems to lie in his reply to Cromwell’s agent,
Stephen Vaughan, who tried to persiade him to return to En-
gland, submit himself “to the obedience and good order of the
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world,”” and trust in the king’s mercy. "'l assure you,” Vaughan
reports Tyndale as saying, “if it would stand with the King’s most
gracious pleasure to grant only a bare text of the Scripture to be put
forth among his people, like as is put forth among the subjects of
the Emperor in these parts, and of other Christian princes, be it of
the translation of what person soever shall please his Majesty, 1
shall immediately make faithful promise never to write more, nor
abide two days in these parts after the same; but immediately to
repair into his realm, and there most humbly submit myself at the
feet of his Royal Majesty, offering my body to suffer what pain or
torture, yea, what death his Grace will, so that this be obtained.”™
The mission of putting forth the Scripture in the vernacular has
priority over everything else in his life including his social ethic;
let such a translation freely circulate and he will, in effect, cease to
exist, He will fall silent, he will die. And in a sense his own life, as
something autonomous, something he possessed, had already
ceased to exist. It had been fully absorbed in his great project.
According to a plausible if suspiciously prophetic account in
Foxe, Tyndale first expressed that project at the height of an argu-
ment with a learned divine who had declared, “We were better to
be without God’s laws than the Pope’s.”” Tyndale replied, “I defy
the Pope and all his laws. If God spare my life, ere many years I
will cause a boy that driveth the plough shall know more of the
Scripture than thou doest.’"#® The words are strikingly reminiscent
of the hope Erasmus expressed in 1516 in the Paraclesis, the preface

to his Greek and Latin edition of the New Testament: "'l disagree

very much with those who are unwilling that Holy Scripture,
translated into the vulgar tongue be read by the uneducated. ... |
would that even the lowliest women read the Gospels and the
Pauline Epistles. And I would that they were translated into all
languages so that they could be read and understood not enly by
Scots and Irish but alsa by Turks and Saracens. . . . Would that, as
a result, the farmer sing some portion of them at the plow, the
weaver hum some parts of them to the movement of his shuttle,
the traveller lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of
this kind!"’#! Tyndale may indeed have conceived his project from
this vision of Erasmus; have we not just witnessed the way a
man'’s whole sense of himself may be shaped by another’s words?
But we must also note the vast difference between Erasmus’s
“Would that” and Tyndale’s “I will cause,” a difference com-
pounded of the intertwining conflicts between generations, tem-
peraments, and cultures. What Erasmus is willing to express as a
wish, Tyndale puts as his personal mission,
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The mission is conceived in anger and rebellion and expressed
with a considerable sense of self-importance. I defy the Fope,
and all his laws,” the obscure, powerless country priest grandly
declares, and the inflated sense of personal significance carries
over to the vaunt that follows. We may glimpse this egotism
throughout his subsequent career, in his stinging attacks on the
character and competence of his fellow workers William Roy and
George Joye, in his increasing defensiveness about the validity of
his own translation; but, significantly, all of its manifestations are
closely related to his mission as translator. Though he insists on
the interiority of faith, we have at the end of his work very little
sense of his presence, of personal suffering and redemption. The
most intimate anecdote in his wrilings is the account of his un-
successful attempt to acquire Tunstall’'s patronage for the long
labor of translation. Tyndale published the 1525 New Testament
anonymously and claims that he would have continued this
practice—for Christ “exhorteth men (Matt. 6) to do their good
deeds secretly”—had he not been compelled to distinguish his
own work from the scurrilous work of his former associate Roye, %2
Unlike Luther, Tyndale never gives us a sense of inner depth, of
the powerful imprint of his own experience, of the effect of others
upon his conscicusness; what he gives us is a voice, the voice of
the English Bible. Our sense of supreme eloquence in English is
still largely derived from Tyndale—attempts at sublimity in our
language tend {o be imitations, most often unconscious and fre-
quently inept, of the style of the English Bible—and he seems to
have accomplished this remarkable achievement by transforming
his whole self into that voice,

Tyndale's is a life lived as a projeck. When, in a letter of advice
and comfort to John Frith, he reflects on his own career, he thinks
exclusively of his relationship to God's Word: 1 call God to record
against the day we shall appear before our Lord Jesus, to give a
reckoning of our doings, that I never altered one syllable of God's
Word against my conscience, nor would this day, if all that is in
the earth, whether it be pleasure, honour, or riches, might be
given me.”" % Having made this assertion and disturbed perhaps
by its element of pride, he follows, a few sentences later, with an
unconvincing expression of humility: “God hath made me evil-
favoured in this world, and without grace in the sight of men,
speechless and rude, dull and slow-witted.”” This little exercise in
self-denigration does not matter; his ego is fully realized in the
work as translator. It is of this work that he still thinks at the close
of his life.
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In 1535 Tyndale, who was living with an English merchant in
Antwerp, was lured from the safety of his house by one Henry
Phillips, a treacherous Englishman who claimed to be a fellow
Protestant, and betrayed into the hands of the Catholic au-
thorities.®* Accused of heresy, Tyndale was imprisoned for over a
year, awaiting his trial, at Vilvorde Castle, near Brussels. From
this period of imprisonment, there survives a Latin letter he wrote
to the governor of the castle; the prisoner requests warmer clothes,
but, above all, he continues, “I beg and beseech your clemency to
be urgent with the commissary, that he will kindly permit me to
have my Hebrew Bible, Hebrew Grammar, and Hebrew Dictio-
nary, that I may pass my time in that study.”"®* As Bainham seems
to have thought of himself as Saint Peter, Tyndale quite possibly is
thinking here of Saint Paul, who asked, in his second epistle to
Timothy, for his “cloak. ..and the books, but specially the parch-
ment” (2 Tim. 4:13).

It is not known if Tyndale's request for books was granted. In
August, 1536, he was convicted of heresy and degraded from the
priesthood. The ceremony of degradation recalls those theatrical
rites of undoing with which this chapter began: the bishops sat on
a high platform either in church or in the town square, and the
priest condemned to be unhallowed was led, dressed in clerical
vestments, before them. He was made to kneel. “His hands were
scraped with a knife or a piece of glass, as a symbol of the loss of

the anointing oil; the bread and the wine were placed in his hands

and then taken away; and lastly his vestments were stripped from
him one by one, and he was clothed in the garments of a
layman.”® Tyndale was then turned over to the secular au-
thorities, who condemned him to be strangled and burned. The
sentence was carried out in October 1536. It must, I think, have
been to the need for a vernacular Bible, for which he labored all his
adult life, that Tyndale was referring when at the stake he cried
with a fervent zeal and a loud voice, “Lord, open the King of En-
gland's eyes!”#?

More and Tyndale were profoundly divided. More's literary
interests were despised by Tyndale; the Catholic Church loved by
the one was regarded by the other as the very Antichrist; the cultic
observances More prized as an integral part of his communion
with the body of Christendom seemed to Tyndale a vicious fraud.
Tyndale’s English Bible appeared to More a cunning piece of
heretical propaganda, the attack on purgatory a satanic device [o
torment poor souls, the doctrine of justification by faith alone a
mere cloak for worldly transgressions, Tyndale thought More a
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cruel and venal politician who had sold his services to the highest
bidder; More thought Tyndale an immoral madman. There can
scarcely be any doubt that More would have worked actively to
bring about the execution of T}rndale as he had worked actively to
bring about his capture; there is little question that Tyndale would
have celebrated More's execution as a blow struck against an agent
of the Antichrist. With his famous genius for friendships, and
brilliant wit, his complex balance between council chamber and
cloister, law court and scholar’s study, Patliament and family,
More's life seems richer and fuller than Tyndale’s, wholly given
over to the single-minded pursuit of the English Scripture. But
eleven months after Tyndale’s death, the English Bible—
essentially Tyndale’s Bible—was legally authorized in an England
whose king had been declared Supreme Head of the national
church.

For all the viclent division, however, there are certain signi-
ficant similarities between More and Tyndale. Though he was
comfortable with ceremony and defended it in print, the heart of
More’s faith was not ritual practice but a spirit of communion that
manifested itself at once in inner assurance and a virtuous life. For
his part, Tyndale, though deeply influenced by Luther, was never
completely at home in Lutheran theology and, it has been argued,
in the course of his career moved steadily away from it. He did
not, to be sure, soften his hatred of the Catholic Church, but his
increasing commitment to the law, to morality as the fulfillment of
the contract between God and man, led him surprisingly close to
the position of Catholics like More or Colet.®® The movement may
be illustrated by a characteristic example of the changes Tyndale
made between the Prologue to the 1525 New Testament and 1530
revision of that prologue printed separately as The Pathway to the
Scriplure. Men of right faith, he writes, “have delectation in the
law (notwithstanding that they cannot fulfill it [as they would] far
their weakness); and they abhor whatsoever the law forbiddeth,
though they cannot [always] avoid it.”’5* The words in brackets
were added in 1531 and radically change the meaning: the first
version More would have abhorred as heretical, the second he
might almost himself have written.

The link here between the two enemies, Catholic and Reformer,
is humanism. More, to be sure, came to feel very uneasy about his
own and Erasmus’s early works, while Tyndale harshly condemns
“all the moral virtue of Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates” as pride
abominable to God. All the same, both men continue throughout
their careers to be deeply influenced by the Christian humanists’
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preoccupation with right living. It is better to will the good tITar:l to
know the truth,” Petrarch had written,”® and this conviction
makes itself felt even in the midst of intense theological con-
troversies.

At the same time, More and Tyndale share certain ambiguous
feelings about even virtuous and moral living in the world. This is
easier to see in More, with his sense of the way good men may be
manipulated and his still deeper sense—Augustinian in
character—of a fundamental chasm between the city of man and
the city of God. This chasm makes even the most virtuous man
fulfilling his duties to the best of his ability seem like an actor on a
stage, lifelike but nevertheless at a fundamental distance from re-
ality. Tyndale seems far removed from this sensibility; but, in fact,
no sooner has he woven his hierarchy of authorities, each or-
dained by God and standing in the place of God, than he begins to
unravel it again, until it vanishes altogether: “In Christ there is
neither father nor son, neither master nor servant, neither hus-
band nor wife, neither king nor subject: but the father is the son's
self, and the son the father's own self; and the king is the subject’s
own self, and the subject is the king’s own self; and so forth. [ am
thou thyself, and thou are I myself, and can be no nearer of kin®
(Obedience, 296). Of course, such a total collapse of identity is only
“in Christ”’; in the temporal world, the distinctions still hold. But
this neat resolution is more apparent than real, because, after all,
Christ and the temporal world are not simple opposites. Christ
had a historical reality, on which Tyndale insists; we pray to him,
and try to fulfill his commands in this world; the man who thinks
that his order and the world’s order are entirely separate and dis-
tinct is foolish or evil or bath. What then is the relationship be=
tween the utterly sanctified roles—father, master, king—and the
obliteration of these roles? Precisely none. At times, social iden-
tities seem as fixed and inflexible as granite; at times, they shim-
mer like a mirage.

This ambiguity deepens when we consider the complex dialectic
of external manifestation and inner conviction in Tyndale, a di-
alectic already glimpsed in the story of Bainham, On the one hand,
all that matters is the justifying faith; on the other, that faith in-
evitably and irresistibly blossoms in works in the world. The abs
sence of such works is a clear sign that the faith is merely feigned
or imagined, but by themselves works are worthless, no matter
how virtuous they may appear in the world’s eyes. To be sure,
most often in Protestant writings, these “works” divide thems
selves into two quite different categories: the works of the hypas
crites tend to be cultic observances—prodigious numbers of Ave

The Word of God in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction

Marias recited or candles burned or fasts undertaken—while the
works of the elect tend to be acts of kindness or generosity or
compassion. But the distinction is by no means absolute or reli-
able; Tyndale goes oul of his way to condemn the classical moral
virtues when pursued for their own sake and to assert that actions
which seem worthless or evil in the world's eyes—even robbery
and murder-—may in fact be the fulfillment of God's command-
ments and the manifestation of true faith,

This position, which horrified More, paradoxically provides the
setting for the deepest link between himself and Tyndale, for it
drives Tyndale to an intense need for something external to him-
self in which he could totally merge his identity. We have already
seen how More was drawn to such a merger, which he charac-
teristically conceived as an identification with an institution or
consensus. Tyndale, of course, defied the existing church, reviled
monasticism, and ridiculed Utopia, but he committed himself
with passionate totalism to God's Word as manifested in the Bible.
Human actions by themselves are always problematical; they must
constantly be referred to an inner state that must, nonetheless, be
experienced as the irresistible operation of a force outside the self,
indeed alien to the self. The man of faith is seized, destroyed, and
made new by God’s Word. He gives up his resistance, his irony,
his sense of his own shaping powers, and experiences instead the
absolute certainty of a total commitment, a binding, irrevocable
covenant,

For Tyndale, the Mosaic law, with the exception of certain cultic
practices, formed the very core of this covenant which the New
Testament enabled man to fulfill. And this contract was equally
binding on God and man: all scriptural promises, Tyndale writes
in the prologue to the 1534 Pentateuch, “include a convenant: that
is, God bindeth himself to fulfill that merey unto thee only if thou
wilt endeavour thyself to keep his laws,"""? The Bible then is the
point of absolute, unwavering contact between God and man, the
written assurance that God will not be arbitrary, the guarantee
that human destiny is not ruled merely by chance, cunning, or
force, It provides for Tyndale what the Church provides for More:
not simply a point of vantage but a means to absorb the am-
biguities of identity, the individual’s mingled egotism and self-
Ipathing, into a larger, redeeming certainty. For More, to be sure,
the assurance rests in an institution, while for Tyndale it restsin a
sacred text illuminated by faith, bul both achieve guaranteed ac-
cess to a truth that lies beyond individual or social construction,
beyond doubt or rebellion,

The spiritual violence that marks this achievement in both More
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and Tyndale no doubt reflects the harsh temper of the age and the
conviction that the immortal souls of thousands of fellow Chris-
tians hung in the balance, but it may also be viewed in the context
of the urgent need to discipline certain impulses highly charac-
teristic of each of them. The appeal of the total institution to Mare
is in direct proportion to all the elements in his personality and
career that pull against such an institution: his complex subversive
irony, his sense of role-playing, his playful imagination. These
elements are not crushed in More's later career, but they are split
and reorganized, transformed and absorbed so that it takes a
scholarly effort to recognize the author of Ltopia in the author of
the Confutation. There is no comparable shift in Tyndale, and C. 5.
Lewis car: even speak of “the beautiful, cheerful integration” of
his world.”? But though it is quite true that Tyndale utterly denies
the medieval distinction between religion and secular life that
continued to haunt More, Tyndale’s rebelliousness, rejection of
institubons, and fierce independence exist more in nervous
alliance than cheerful integration with his affirmation of the ab-
solute authority of the Bible, If he seems at moments to set himself
against the whole established order of things, if he exalts “'sure
feeling” over “historical faith,” if he asserts that “the kingdom of
heaven is within us,”%? he is saved from the most disturbing and
radical implications of such positions by his sense of the inflexible
and external compulsion of the law, the absolute othermness of God's
word.

He is saved too from the imagination. For just as More charged
that the Protestants had fashioned an unreal church out of their
own fevered imagination, Tyndale characteristically reverses the
charge and asserts that at the heart of the Catholic Church—which
at first seems too alien and external to man—there is nothing else
than man's own imagination idolatrously worshiped. The same
Church that forbids laymen to read Scripture in their own lan-
guage permits them to read “Robin Hood, and Bevis of Hampton,
Hercules, Hector, and Troilus, with a thousand histories and fa-
bles of love and wantonness, and of ribaldry, as filthy as heart can
think.”” % The same Church that conspires against the saving faith
of Christ enjoins its members “to build an abbey of thine own
imagination, trusting to be saved by the feigned works of hypo-
crites.”?5 The Church is comfortable with such corruptions, since
its own essence is fiction. As soon as they acquired worldly power,
the spirituality “gave themselves only unto poetry, and shut up
the Scripture.”*® The mass, penance, confession to a priest, pur-
gatory, indulgences, all are works of the human imagination
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tricked out to appear divine. Thus in choosing More, the pope and
his agents ““did well to choose a poet to be their defender.””7 But
ultimately, all the mummery and poetry will be brought low, for
nothing, Tyndale writes in the Obedience, “bringeth the wrath of
God so soon and so sore on a man, as the idolatry of his awn
imagination’ (292).

To a reader whao believes, as I do, that all religious practices and
beliefs are the product of the human imagination, these charges
have a melancholy and desperate sound. It is as if the great crisis
in the Church had forced into the consciousness of Catholics and
Protestants alike the wrenching possibility that their theological
system was a fictional construction; that the whole, vast edifice of
church and state rested on certain imaginary postulates; that social
hierarchy, the distribution of property, sexual and political order
bore no guaranteed corresondence to the actual structure of the
cosmos. “God is not man’s imagination,” Tyndale declared, but
there was a time when such a declaration would have seemed
unnecessary and absurd. To be sure, this is spoken against the
Catholics; it is their faith that is damnable idolatry, just as More
charged that it was the Protestant church that was to be found only
in the realm of man’s imagination. But the extreme violence on
both sides exists precisely so as to deny the contaminating pres-
ence of the imagination—of human making—in one’s own beliefs.
Only by destroying the other will one assure the absolute reality
and necessity of the order to which one has submitted oneself and
hence fully justify this submission,

Tyndale in the Obedience and elsewhere saw the existing church
as a conspiracy of the rich against the poor, the educated against
the ignorant, the priestly caste against the laymen. More in Utopia
saw the existing state as organized, respectable robbery, “'a kind
of conspiracy of the rich, who are aiming at their own interests
under the name and title of the commonwealth.” Between them,
they undermined the two great pillars of the European social order
from feudal times, exposing their pretensions to divine sanction as
mere ideology, ridiculing their attempts at mystification, insisting
on their human origin and their material interests. If we stand
back for a moment from the fierce quarrel between More and Tyn-
dale and view them together, they suggest a radical and momen-
tous social crisis: the disintegration of the stable world order, the
desacramentalization of church and state, the subversive percep-
tion of the role of the mind, and specifically the imagination, in
the creation of oppressive institutions. Sharing these perceptions,
4 God-haunted revolulionary like Thomas Miintzer will respond
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by attempting to destroy both church and state, to liberate men
from their oppressors and usher in the ITIluEnl'LT'I.Iﬂ:!_: More and
Tyndale, on the contrary, both search ever more insistently for a
new basis of control, more powerful and total than the one they
have helped to undermine. They seek to order their own lives and
with them the physical and spiritual lives of alli men. They strug-
gle, in the words of Saint Paul, to cast down “imaginations, anﬁ
every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge be God

and to bring “into captivity every thought to thf: obedience of
Christ” (2 Cor. 10:3-5). Both More and Tyndale die in the attempt.

Power, Sexuality, and
Inwardness in Wyatt’'s Poetry

ﬂ'

There is no translation that is not at the same time an interpreta-
tion. This conviction, stamped indelibly in the mind by the fact
that men went to the stake in the early sixteenth century over the
rendering of certain Greek and Latin words into English, lies at the
heart of virtually all of Wyatt's translations, never more so than in
his version of the penitential psalms—the traditional grouping of
psalms 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143—that were, in the climate of
the 1530s and '40s, essentially and unavoidably controversial.?
Rejecting the relatively mild formulations of his major contempo-
rary sources, Wyatt captures the authentic voice of early English
Protestantism, its mingled humility and militancy, its desire to
submit without intermediary directly to God's will, and above all
its inwardness.? Where the Vulgate still clearly speaks at the close
of the 51st psalm of a historical Zion and Jerusalem, where John
Fisher, the martyred Catholic bishop of Rochester whose de-
votional work Wyatt had before him, speaks of the “heavenly city
of the Church Triumphant,” Wyatt speaks, in words of his own
invention, of “Inward Sion, the Sion of the ghost” and of the
“heart’s Jerusalem.””* He thus heightens the significance of the
psalmist’s refusal to offer outward sacrifices, a refusal grounded on
the conviction that God “delightest not in no such gloze | Of out-
ward deed as men dream and devise' (498-99), The last clause is
also Wyatt’s addition and serves to distinguish, in the manner of
Tyndale and Luther, between the idolatrous worship of the prod-
ucts of the human imagination and the true inwardness of faith.*

My initial purpose in this chapter will be to examine the extent

to which the intense inwardness Wyatt voices in the penitential
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psalms is brought into being by the forces sketched in the pre-
ceding chapter. Unlike More, Wyatt has no supreme consensiis,
set apart from royal power and made visible in an enduring in-
stitution, thal absorbs into itself all individual voices and confers
ultimate meaning on human lives. But unlike Tyndale, Wyatt does
not give himself over entirely to the Word: theological self-
fashioning—the power of the book over identity—cannot be long
separated from secular self-fashioning—the power of sexual and
political struggles at court. The church in England has become an
adjunct of the state, and a discussion of Wyatt's psalms will be
drawn irresistibly from the presentation of the self in the court of
God to the presentation of the self in the court of Henry VIII, that
is, to the court lyrics. With these and the satires, we move de-
cisively away from the religious context that governed inwardness
in More and Tyndale. Indeed it is likely that even in the prasence
of God, Wyatt casts a nervous glance at the king; the two irascible
autocrats seem, in any case, to bear a striking resemblance to each
ather.

We must not, however, pass too quickly to a sense of the im-
mediate occasion, biographical or more broadly historical, of
Wryatt's poetry, even in its most intimate moments. Though Wyatt
gives it both a personal and markedly Protestant cast, the inward-
ness of the penitential psalms is by no means either his own in-
novation or the invention of the early sixteenth-century Reform-
ers. It is embedded in the poems themselves, which are among the
most influential expressions of soul-sickness in the Judeo-
Christian tradition. They speak of stain and cleansing, guilt and
redemption; they address a God who “desirest truth in the inward
parts' (51:6); they cry out from isolation and persecution and ex-
press an intimate longing, fear, and trust. Inwardness, to be sure,
is not their only dimension: they express an intense fear of physi-
cal assault, unmerited when it comes from malicious enemies, all
too justified when it comes from God. But the body’s pain is in-
separable from the pain of the “heart”: an insupportable dread, a
sense of worthlessness and insignificance, a tormenting awareness
of having ruptured a personal bond essential to life itself,
Likewise, there are expressions of a communal, indeed specifically
national character, particularly at the close of psalm 130, but the
concerns of the whole society are reached only by way of the

individual; the primordial penitential experience takes place at the

level of the isolated, suffering soul. This soul may be said, of
course, to embody humanity as a whole, but such represenlative
status only heightens the importance of the individual.® The
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psalms enact not a communal confession of sin, a guilt born by the
entire community and purged by a shared ritual of absolution, but
an unmistakably personal crisis of consciousness. It is the individ-
ual, cut off from his kinsmen and followers, who acknowledges his
fault and suffers divine chastisement. And if this chastisement
bears eloquent wiiness to the otherness of God before whom and
agamst whom one has sinned, it is felt at the same time as the lash
of conscience, the secret sense of guiltin the innermost reaches of
one’s being,®

Taken together, as they appear to have been for centuries, the
penitential psalms seem to express not only powerful states of
defilement, sin, and guilt and the complementary longing for
cleansing, forgiveness, and redemption but a movement, a
psychological and moral pattern, which other men can
experience—reenact—in their own lives. The movement may be
likened to the course of an illness in which the initial onslaught is
followed by a brief remission, then succeeded by progressively
graver assaults and remissions until an intense crisis is EXperi-
enced and passed, whereupon the disease slowly wanes. Each of
the psalms thus expresses a version of the whole, but in graded
degrees of intensity and elaboration; the mavement is at once
repetitive and linear. Such considerations have far more than for-
mal, aesthetic importance, for these poems bear a powerful func-
tional significance from a very early date; they constitute, in effect,
a dynamic mold, one of the models by which men organize their
experience. As the Church’s penitential system develops, this
pattern becomes institutionalized, prescriptive. Thus in a canon
from the monk Regino's Ecclesiastical Discipline (ca. 906), the
bishap is instructed to lead the penitents into the church, where
“prostrate upon the floor, he shall chant with tears, together with
all the clergy, the seven penitential psalms, for their absolution.?
Al this point, penance still reflects the wholly public character of
the system of forgiveness and reconciliation that characterizes the
early Middle Ages; the inwardness of the psalms is not thereby
canceled, but it is absorbed into a ritual that marks the entry of the
penitent, once and for all, into a formal social category, with rigid
obligations and severe disabilities that continue until death. By
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, this system had
been largely replaced by the momentously different penitential
practice that we glimpsed in the previous chapter: a system that
called for regular, individualized, and “private” confession to a
priest. The privacy should not be overemphasized: the con-
fessional box was a mid-sixteenth-century innovation, and, until
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its widespread use, confession was relatively open and would
have been audible (and no doubt interesting) to those waiting
their turn to confess. But at least in comparison with the earlier
period, the confession of the High Middle Ages is profoundly
private in the sense of its intense interest in the inward state of the
individual penitent, a state that must be repeatedly and con-
vincingly rendered in discourse, narrated to the priest. The
Church’s concern for the penitent’s willingness to perform over-
whelming disciplinary exercises gives way to a concern for the
sincerity of the penitent’s confrition, which now becomes the cen-
tral part of the sacrament of penance.®

The seven psalms take their place in this new system not only as
a ritual practice—part of the penitent's public “satisfaction”—but,
more significantly, as a guide to a desired spiritual condition.
Accordingly, the psalms’ traditional attribution to King David is
insisted upon with increasing elaboration of details; David comes
to function as a kind of model penitent whom the worshiper can
imitate. _

The poems’ formal characteristics as a group—their fusion of the
cyclical and the linear, their passage through anguish and drfead_ lo
consolation and security—are now seen clearly as a depiction of
the penitent's spiritual progress, one that must be repeated on 4
regular basis. The recitation that in the tenth century marked a
decisive, unrepeatable act becomes by the early sixteenth century
the daily practice of a pious layman like Thomas More. This is not
to say that the psalms have now become a strictly psychological
expression, the representation of a particular cast of mind at @
moment of crisis. Such a perception of psychological processes 18
indeed possible, almost inevitable by the late Middle Ages, but
even when there is a lengthy discussion of the character of David,
as in Fisher's commentary, the psychological is carefully subs
ordinated to the doctrinal. Everywhere in the seven psalms, Fisher
sees injunctions of the proper threefold method of doing penance:
contrition, confession, and satisfaction. The three stages, he com-
ments, may be likened to the erasure of writing: with each step the
marks are further effaced until the paper is once again perfectly
clear. And the “paper” in question is not simply the mind of the
penitent: he may ‘feel” cleansed after contrition and confession,
but there remains in the soul ““a certain taxation or duty’” that must
be satisfied with pain in this life or in purgatory.”

Luther, Calvin, and Zwingh all attacked this threefold penance;

though they disagreed about the eéxtent to which any confession to 2
a minister of God’s ward was to be allowed, Tyndale, as we have:
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seen, carried this attack to England, asserting that confession was
the key to the Church’'s spy network and hence a mainstay of its
corrupt power. But the Protestant assault did not extend to the
inwardness fostered by the penitential system or to psvchological
models like the penitential psalms. On the contrary, contrition
becomes for Luther still more the essence of repentance, precisely
because the insitutional role in absolution—the power of the
keys—has been cast away. The presence of Protestant ideology in
Whyall’s version of the penitential psalms, in the lines we have
quoted and elsewhere, may be likened (as I have already
suggested in another context) to a seizure of power, a coup carried
out in the very heart of the individual. At stake, as Luther
suggested in his commentary on the 51st psalm, was virtually the
whole doctrine of the Reformed faith: the nature of sin, repen-
tance, grace, justification, and worship.1?

Thus the inwardness of these poems can in no way be conceived
as Wyatt's private affair, any more than can the controver-
sial writings of More and Tyndale. The intensely personal
moment—the withdrawal into the darkness of the self, the an-
guished acknowledgment of festering guilt, the solitary straining
for reconciliation with God—is intertwined with the great public
crisis of the period, with religious doctrine and the nature of
power.!'! The consequence for the penitential psalms as poetry is
that now more than ever the text does not respect aesthetic limits,
indeed is scarcely even “‘poetry” in the sense in which we usually
use the term: that is, rhythmical language formally marked off
from the ordinary, practical functions of discourse. To be sure, the
penitential psalms are decisively marked off from the everyday;
they are, after all, sacred, but their sacredness only intensifies the
insistence upon the interpenetration of text and reader, and by
“reader” we must include as the first and most important instance
Wyatt himself in his psychological and spiritual particularity. This
particularity had always been implicit in the psalms, we have
argued, even in the Church’s institutional framework: a man
“shall not confess another man’s trespass,” Fisher comments, *‘but
only his own." 12 5till, the sacrament of penance directed attention
toward the consoling and disciplining power of the Church. With
the rejection of the penitential system, as we have already seen in
the case of Bainham, the book assumes a still greater compulsion
and intimacy. The penitential psalms must be experienced as ex-
pressions of the reader’s own consciousness: the distance between
reader and text is effaced and the poems absorbed into the reader’s
inner life, which is in turn the legitimate object of both secular and
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religious power. And if this conception seems to exalt the reader
(or the translator), such exaltation is sharply tempered by the fact
that here, as with Tyndale's Obedience, the reader is virtually
created by the text he absorbs. In Wyatt, as in Tyndale, translation
is the supreme expression of this paradoxical relationship, for the
translator at once pays homage to the original text and transtorms
it into the representation of his own voice and culture.'?

Discussions not only of the penitential psalms but of virtually all
of Wyait's poetry have generally reflected either the belief that
Wyatt inherited an inert mass of clichés and, by virtue of his
intense individuality, managed at his best to infuse this frozen
material with warmth and life, or the belief that his poetry exem-
plified “the clash between a desperate personal need and the im-
personal and ceremonial forms which such needs assumed in the
court of Henry VIII.”* Such views posit an opposition between
the constraining, repressive force of literary and social convention
and the vivifying force of personality, emotional need,
honesty—an opposition that seems to me a romantic misreading
of the early sixteenth century. I would suggest that there is no
privileged sphere of individuality in Wyatt, set off from linguistic
convention, from social pressure, from the shaping force of reli-
gious and political power. Wyatt may complain about the abuses
of the court, he may declare his independence from a corrupting
sexual or political entanglement, but he always does so from
within a context governed by the essential values of domination
and submission, the values of a system of power that has an ab-
solute monarch as head of both church and state. For all his impulse
to negate, Wyalt cannot fashion himself in opposition to power
and the conventions power deploys; on the contrary, those con-
ventions are precisely what constitute Wyatt's self-fashioning. If
as a poet Wyatt seems to be set off from his contemporaries, it is
not because he managed to burst through imprisoning clichés, but
because in this aspect of a cultural competition he proved himself
a superior performer. Far from struggling against the supposed
anonymity of received forms, Wyatt seems to me to have been
almost incapable of both genuine anonymity and detachment from
received forms. He could, of course, play with masks—the transla-
tions are all a kind of elaborate masking—but the masks are part of*
the social game in which he is fully implicated as a competing
player. They do not permit an authentic detachment.

It is in the light of such a general conception of Wyaltt's self-
fashioning, 1 suggest, that we must understand his attempt to
“dramatize’” the penitential psalms by berrowing from Aretino
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the “historical” prologues that set the poems in the context of a
notorious abuse of power, King David's adultery with Bathsheba
and his responsibility for the death of her husband Uriah. The
psalms are conceived as dramatic soliloquies, David's anguished
response to the prophet Nathan's denunciations, and it would first
appear that such a setting would have the opposite effect from the
one [ have described: that is, the historical framework would seem
to distance the poems from both poet and reader by insisting upan
the local and particular circumstances of their original composi-
tion. But the dramatic setting—which is handled awkwardly and,
fur_the modern reader, lends little but histrionic vulgarity to the
entire sequence—seems [0 have appealed to Wyatt precisely be-
cause it embeds the poems firmly in a world of royal power he
inhabited. That is, we must conceive the drama not as a perfor-
mance that takes place behind a proscenium arch that frames and
isolates the represented action but as an interlude that is thrust in
among the ordinary lives of the beholders.

If, as H, ‘A. Mason suggests, Wyatt wrote the work in 1538,
when he was imprisoned and nearly executed in the aftermath of
the fall of Anne Boleyn, the invocation of David may glance, slyly
and indirectly, at Henry VIII himself. Instead of behaving with
self-righteous and murderous indignation, the king should emu-
late David—the implicatibn would run—and repent his own scan-
dalous abuse of power in the service of his lust. In Wryatt's psalms,
wrote Surrey, “Rulers may see in a mirror clear / The bitter fruit of
false concupiscence.”!s The setting, if this reading is accurate,
provided Wyatt not only with a mirror to hold up to the king—
something akin to the parable Nathan first uses to awaken David’s
conscience—but with a mask to protect himself against the king's
wrath, for the Tudor monarch bore scant resemblance to the king
of Israel, and it would have been fatal for a subject to point his
finger directly at him and say, “Thou art the man.” As Morus and
Hythlodaeus both grasped, anything short of abject flattery had to
be put to the autocratic ruler with tactful indirection; the principle
was stated memorably by Sir Walter Ralegh when asked why he
chose to write about the ancient past rather than his own times:
“whosoever in writing a modern History, shall follow truth too
near the heels, it may haply strike out his teeth,” 1 As if to protect
his teeth, Wyatt’s mask in the psalms is of double thickness: not
only is the moral drawn from the life of the biblical ruler, but the
setting is a translation from the Italian. The implied reflection
upon Henry VIII has what government spokesmen now call
“deniability.”
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Quite apart from these considerations of self-preservation, the
allusion to the king, if present at all (and the dating of Wyatt's
poetry remains uncertain), seems to me subordinated to interests
at once more personal and more general. Wyatt's poetic individu-
ality is not something uncovered, disclosed as by the lifting of a
veil, but something put on, created by the brilliant assimilation of
literary materials. In the case of the psalms, those materials focus
particular attention on the interplay of power and desire: by using
the Bathsheba story as the context for the entire sequence, the
Renaissance in effect sexualizes what in the original is a broader
expression of sinfulness and anxiety. The speaker of the
psalms—the voice seems unmistakably Wyatt's, the condition his
own—is surrounded by enemies who conspire against him, but
his worst enemies are the “mermaids’ within himself, his senses,
who have contrived to “usurp a power in all excess” and who must
be forced “by constraint” to “Obey the rule that reason shall ex-
press’” (175). Under the “tyranny of sin,” the poet has been en-
trained into ““filthiness,” his “entrails infect with fervent sore”
(353).17 Where the Vulgate describes the psalmist’s nightly grief as
an aspect of that misery which he begs the Lord to heal, Wyatt and
his contemporary sources describe it as a kind of prophylactic
discipline:

By nightly plaints, instead of pleasures old,
I wash my bed with tears continual,
To dull my sight that it be never bold
To stir my heart again to such a fall.
(148-51)

As a result of this discipline, and with the help of God, the poet
can “stop his ears” to the mermaids’ songs and block the sensual
tempters from reaching his fortified heart. The repentant David,
we are told in the prologue to psalm 39, is now “Inflamed
with far more hot affect | Of God than he was erst of Bersabe”
(317-18),

This transference of “hot affect” from mistress to the Lord is at
the center of Wyatt’s rendering of the penitential psalms, and the
force of the transformation of desire is intensified by the fact that
God is present not only as merciful friend but as stern judge:

O Lord, I dread, and that I did not dread
I me repent, and evermore desire

Thee, thee to dread.
(B3-85)

To love God is to love the smiter, the punisher whose heavy hand
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was so “increased” upon him both day and night, in Wyatt's
elaboration of psalm 32,

‘ ! and held my heart in press
With pricking thoughts bereaving me my rest,
That withered is my lustiness away.
(246-48)

The tuming of eros from Bathsheba to God, the transformation of
desire from “filth” to worship, is effected through submission to
domination:

I, lo, from mine error
Am plunged up, as horse out of the mire
With stroke of spur: such is thy hand on me,
That in my flesh for terror of thy ire
Is not one point of firm stability,
Nor in my bones there is no steadfastmess:
Such is my dread of mutability.

(333-39)

[t is not until we reach the phrase “with stroke of spur” that we
realize that the peculiar expression “Am plunged up” is a full
passive; it captures with uncanny accuracy the paradoxical act of
rising beneath and becai$e of immense downward pressure. This
ascent through the acceptance of domination from on high is for
Wyatt the quintessential penitential experience.!®

Submission to domination is, as we have seen, at the center of
Tyndale’s Lutheran politics and theology. In Wyatt's psalms we
encounter one of the psychological aspects of this ideology: sexu-
T1]1 ty in its natural, that is sinful, state is aggressive and predalory;
in its redeemed state, passive. Sexual aggression—that which
motivated David's abuse of power—is transferred entirely to the
isphere of transcendent power, where it serves to bring about pen-
itence.

If the penitential experience is marked by a loss of “firm stabil-
ity,” a sense that the body has no “steadfastness,” the pain of this
uncertainty—as the language implies, this impotence—is welcome
insofar as it leads to a higher stability and firmness grounded
outside the body. The goal, to reverse one of the tenets of
phenomenology, is to lose the body as our “point of view on the
world, the place where the spirit takes on a certain physical and
historical situation.” " This centrality of the body, a given of mod-
£rn consciousness, is seen as unbearable, at once vulnerable to
mutability and presumptuously independent: the senses must be
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checked, the body not permitted to be our central human expres-
sion in the world.?” By the time he composed his translations of
the psalms, Wyatt had encountered the Inquisition and endured
two imprisonments, the latter extremely perilous. In 1536 from his
cell in the Tower, he appears to have watched the execution of
Anne Boleyn: “The bell-tower showed me such sight / That in my
head sticks day and night.”?! In the late 1530s, Wyatt wrote to his
son of the “thousand dangers and hazards, enmities, hatreds,
prisonments, despites, and indignations” he had faced, and his
father had endured the same: if “the grace of God that the fear of
God always kept with him, had not been, the changes of this
troublesome world that he was in had long ago overwhelmed him.
This preserved him in prison from the hands of the tyrant [Richard
[11] that could find in his heart to see him racked, from two years
and more prisonment in Scotland, in Irons and Stocks, from the
danger of sudden changes and commotions.”*? The son to whom
this brief family chronicle was written was beheaded for treason
by Queen Mary.

In such a world, an obsession with “steadfastness’”” and a mis-
trust of the body are hardly surprising. The psalms at once re-
produce the experience of power, by celebrating a crushing dis-
ciplinary force, and transfer this experience to a “higher” level,
where the spirit is secured from the vulnerability of the body. The
victim of both the homage to secular power and its lranscendence
is the body as the perceiving center of human existence. Re-
pentence entails an assault upon the primacy of perception, an
assault signaled by David's withdrawal from the world of light—
the world in which his senses are kindled by the vision of “Bar-
sabe the bright"—to the cave “wherein he might him hide/
Fleeing the light, as in prison or grave” (61-62). The first psalms
are sung in total darkness, relieved midway through the sequence
by a mysterious beam of divine light that pierces the cave striking
the harp and, by reflection, David’s eyes, “Surprised with joy by
penance of the heart” (316). This is the light not of bodily but of
spiritual perception, a distinction underscored by the fact that
David stares “as in a trance” upon the ground and, still more, by
the frequent descriptions of David’s prone or kneeling position—
his humble abandonment of the upright posture that establishes
human beings in perceptual opposition to the world of objects.®
The body itself must be reduced from the presumptuous indepen-
dence of the perceiver to the status of an object in the world, gazed
upon by the creator as by a jailor. Imprisonment (and we should
recall that Wyatt probably translated the psalms just after his re-
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lease from the Tower) becomes not an object of fearful contempla-
tion but a metaphor for the state of grace.

The psalmist thus pleads with God, “Do not from me turn thy
merciful face,” and Wyatt adds, revealingly, “Unto my self leaving
my government” (543-44). To be left alone, unregarded and self-
governing, is far worse than to be punished, for as in Tyndale or,
more familiarly, in Donne’s Holy Sonnets, identity is achieved in
moments of chastisement: “For thou didst lift me up to throw me
down, [ To teach me how to know myself again’ (575-76).>* Self-
knowledge—and the second line here is Wryatlt's own—is achieved
by submitting the body to discipline, a conception that accorded
well with Renaissance child-rearing and educational practices.
The sequence closes with a clear indication that his prayers have
been answered, that identity has been established outside of him-
self, beyond his own live bodily being: “For thine am I. thy ser-
vant aye most bound” (775). The phrase “aye most bound,” the
assurance of eternal domination, is Wyatt's addition and responds
to his intense “dread of muta bility,” his longing for “steadfast-
ness.” At moments the poet conceives of sin as bondage (341-44)
and hence penitence as liberation, but his most persistent wish is
for a state of perpetual bound servitude to God:

The greatest comfort that [ can pretend

Is that the children of thy servants dear,
That in thy word are got, shall without end
Before thy face be stablished all in fere.

(625-31)

The final phrase, again Wyatt’s addition, plays on the now archaic
sense of “fere’” as “companion” as well as the obvious “fear’’: a
Fummuni ty is finally fashioned out of dread, a congregation locked
into the desired domination. To be “stablished”—bounded and
unchanging, all avenues of escape blocked off, forever under the
gaze of the Lord—is to be saved from the radical instability that is
the poel’s fears and hence to approach the timelessness of God:
“thou thyself the self remainest well / That thou was erst, and shalt
thy years extend’’ (625-26).

The goal of steadfastness or boundedness was, as we have seer,
central to the careers of both More and Tyndale; it is for both
Catholic and Protestant the response to a crisis in political and
%piri tual authority. Wyalt's penitential psalms offer us an almost
formulaic reduction of the historical, psychological, and literary
forces that we have repeatedly encountered: power over sexuality
produces inwardness. In other words, the inner life expressed in the




126

CHAPTER THREE

penitential psalms owes its existence to a wrathful God's power
over sexuality; before the Lord’s anger was stirred up by “filthy
life,” David was blind to his own inwardness, an inwardness he is
now driven to render in speech, Hence divine power over adulter-
ous sexuality produces penitential inwardness. The imposition of
secular power has its place in the production of penitential
inwardness as well, particularly if the impetus behind Wyalt's
translation was the king's violent wrath against his adulterous
wife and her alleged lovers.

Each of the terms of the formula we have extracted from the
psalms represents a rich interaction of meanings. David's abuse of
his political power—the monopoly of legitimate force that enables
him to send Uriah to his death—is the result of the sensual usur-
pation of reason’s power within him. This ursurpation in turn is
an aspect of the war between sin and faith in which God is in-
voked as a merciful ally against the feared enemy, but God is at the
same time the threatening, wrathful judge whom men must fear
and to whom they must submit. The proper mode of relation to
this divine power is directly linked to the struggle between Cath-
olicism and Protestantism, and hence to the temporal as well as
spiritual power of the Church. As even this brief sketch should
make clear, not only is the term power itself multivalent but it
insistently involves the other multivalent terms sexualily and
inwardness. Sexuality is both the sinful desire that must be resisted
and the “hot affect’” to God, both the rebellious longing to gratify
the senses and the passionate, tearful craving for self-abasement
and submission. Inwardness is a psychological state (and hence
subjective) and a spiritual condition (and hence objective); it
bespeaks withdrawal and yet is insistently public, for we
may only encounter a discursive inwardness, one dependent
not only upon language but upon an audience. Indeed it is
precisely this audience, in the figure of God as ultimate
reader, who has brought the psalms into being by the pres-
sure of his hand, and so we are returned from inwardness to
divine power. The overarching effect of the penitential psalms as
poetry (insofar as they succeed at all) is to insist upon the inter-
dependence of categories which, in ordinary discourse, have an
illusory distinctness. The poems express a single, unified process
which we may describe in religious terms as penitence or in
psychological terms as loving submission to domination. And
Wyatt attempts to convey this process by fashioning a new poetic
technique, introducing ferzq rima into English and, as important,
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forging a language sufficiently forceful and subtle to represent the

fusion of power, sexuality, and inwardness.

This sense of an intimate relationship between Wyatt's poetry
and the forces that shape his identity may be confirmed by exam-
ining his other terza rima poems, the satires. Like the psalms, the
satires appear to have been written in the wake of a personal
crisis, quite possibly the same crisis: in 1536, following a quarrel
with the Duke of Suffolk and coincident with the arrest of Anne
Boleyn and her alleged lovers, Wyatt was imprisoned in the
Tower, from which, after several anxious weeks, he was released
with the command to return home to Allington Castle and learn,
under his father's eye, “to address him better.””?5 Both sets of
poems then may jointly represent his response to this command, a
struggle to clear himself of the entanglements that had nearly
brought him to the scaffold and to achieve a new mode of “ad-
dress.” Both invoke the pressure of power; both turn in revulsion
from the allurements of lust; both depict retreat from the locus of
corruption to safer ground, in the psalms a “dark Cave,” in the
satires “Kent and Christendom.” The psalms express, as one critic
notes, certain aspects of the secular stoic doctrine of the satires: the
longing for steadfastness, ““firm stability,” wholeness and integ-
rity. The satires, for their part, have at moments a homiletical
fervor that links them td the psalms.?® In both, through the experi-
ence of power the poet discovers his true voice.

: But if the similarities between the two sets of poems are suf-
licient to suggest that they both emerged from the same or at least
highly similar circumstances, the differences between them are
too great to be bridged with a single term, such as “Christian
stoicism"; rather, they seem to represent alternative and even
competing modes of self-fashioning. We may recall Thomas More
in 1516, tormn between those versions of himself that he calls
Hythlodaeus and Morus; in just such a spirit, Wyatt may have
represented to himself in poetry contrasting ways of facing his
circumstances and shaping his identity. Thus though both the
psalms and the satires self-consciously give voice to a “true’” self,
stripped of falsification and corruption, we encounter two distinct
versions, the former produced by submiission, the latter by negation,
Where the psalmist longs to be utterly bound by God's will, to
accept eternal domination, the satirist discovers himself in the act
of saying no. Where the psalmist prays, Do me to know what way
thou wilt [ bend’ (760), the satirist lists all that he cannot do—*1
cannot frame my tongue to feign,” “I cannot crouch nor kneel,” 1
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cannot with my work complain and moan,” 'l cannot speak and
look a saint,” and so on for dozens of verses—until he bursts forth
in a general cry of negation: “I cannaot, [; no, no, it will not be.!"27
Of course, though distinct, submission and negation are not
necessarily incompatible; we have already seen them yoked in a
powerful ideological form in Tyndale’s Obedience, a work that may
well have influenced Wyatt's inwardness. The attack on the cor-
ruptions of the great is carefully qualified by the satirist's denial
that he scorns or mocks “The power of them to whom fortune hath
lent | Charge over us, of Right, to strike the stroke” (“Mine Own
John Poins,” 8-9), while the psalmist’s turn to God presupposes
something like the satirist’s rejection of the court. Yet already in
Tyndale, submission and negation pull tensely against each other;
in Wyatt's psalms and satires they appear to strain toward oppos-
ing expressions.?*

Where David pleads with God not to run away, “Unto my self
leaving my government,” the speaker of the second satire, “My
Mother’s Maids,” counsels self-possession;

Then seek no more out of thy self to find
The thing that thou hast sought so long before,
For thou shalt feel it sitting in thy mind.
(97-99)

Where the psalms are solitary expressions of anguish, sinfulness,
and faith, the satires are confident, moralizing, and self-justifying
conversations with friends. Where the psalms long for an end to
the isolated self by means of submission to God’s domination, the
satires call for retrenchment, renunciation of the longing for power
and wealth, acceptance of limitation in the name of freedom and
security. The psalms represent an attempt to break away from
enveloping corruption by means of a radical reformation of the
self, a plunge into the intense emotions of dread, love, and willing
servitude. The satires counsel a retreat from anxiety; the individ-
ual does not seek to be driven or possessed or crushed but to be
steadfast and independent, He grants the right of rulers “To strike
the stroke,” but then quickly turns to his own integrity, un-
touched by any outward force, incapable of compromise, hypoc-
risy and doubleness. This “self-content,” a value far from the
spirit of the psalms, is the key to a mastery over the accidents of
existerice, the answer to the restlessness, anxiety, and posing of
court society. The goal of the satires is not as in More to find the
institutional guarantee of certainty nor as in Tyndale to reach un-
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mediated union with the Word; the goal is to take control of one's
life by finding within oneself a sustaining center.

The worst pain that the satirist can ask God to visit upon the
fools he attacks in “My Mother's Maids” is that “looking back-
ward"” they may see the bright figure of virtue and, “whilst they
clasp their lusts in arms across,” “fret inward for losing such a
loss.” That is, illicit desire is dismissed not, as in the psalms,
because it is mortally sinful and arouses the wrath of a jealous
God, but because sexual pleasure is inevitably disappointing;:

Live in delight even as thy lust would
And thou shalt find when lust doth most thee please
It irketh straight and by itself doth fade.

("My Mother's Maids,"” 81-83)%

This is the closest Wyatt comes in the satires to the Stoic’s out-
right rejection of the body epitomized in Seneca’s flat pronounce-
ment: “Refusal to be influenced by one’s body assures one’s free-
dom.”30 Accordingly, “My Mother’'s Maids” comes closest to
Seneca’s conviction that it is possible to live invulnerable in the
midst of viciousness and depravity. Elsewhere Wyatt suggests
either that the individual must condemn court corruption and ac-
cept the consequences or, alternatively, withdraw to the country
simplicity and spareness depicted so delightfully in “Mine Own
John Poins®:

This maketh me at home to hunt and hawk
And in foul weather at my book to sit.
In frost and snow then with my bow to stalk
No man doth mark whereso [ ride or go;
In lusty leas at liberty [ walk.
(B0-84)

This simplicity is both a life style and a literary style, a conjunc-
tion captured most perfectly perhaps in the deliberately proverbial
flatness of “But here 1 am in Kent and Christendom.” This is
spoken in contrast not only to the foreign countries where as dip-
lomat he would have had to practice ““Rather than to be, outwardly
to seem™ (92) but to the London where as courtier he would have
had to call the crow a swan and the lion a coward, praise flattery as
eloquence and cruelty as justice. “Mine Own John Poins”’ bitterly
assails that divorce between the tongue and the heart which is the
constant lament of humanists throughout the sixteenth century.
The great enemy is hypocrisy, the ability to feign and play parts:

124




130

CHAFTER THREE

My Poins, | cannot frame my tongue to feign,
To cloak the truth for praise, without desert,

Of them that list all vice for to retain.
(19-21})

As the long catalog that follows makes clear, most of the vices that
the satirist attacks involve what Jiirgen Habermas has called “dis-
torted communication—self-censorship, deceit, false reverence,
mystification, inversion—and the strength of the attack lies in its
recognition of the essential link between language and power.
When speech enters the milieu of the court, it is inevi tably per-
verted; indeed, its perversion is precisely the privilege and the
achievement of power which is, as Habermas claims, itself a form
of distorted communication.?! The satires on court abuses written
later in the sixteenth century almost always have recourse to an
idealized version of court life, a proper use of power usually lo-
cated in the figure of the queen and a handful of “perfect” court-
iers. It is against this visionary model that particular m:ices are
measured, so that the very attack upon deviations bears witness (o
the triumph of normative court ideology.?® In Wyatt, by contrast,
the essence of power is to prevent a clear grasp of norms of any
kind by compelling a systematic perversion of standards:

And he that dieth for hunger of the gold
Call him Alexander, and say that Pan
Passeth Apolle in music manifold,
Praise Sir Thopas for a noble tale

And scorn the story that the knight told.
{*Mine Own John Poins,” 47-51)

What is lost in this topsy-turvy world is not only a grasp of the
nature of virtue and truth but an understanding of the self; these,
the satire suggests, can only be achieved elsewhere, at a safe dis-
tance from power. Wyatt makes his forced retirement seem a noble
attempt to purge himself of that cynical role-playing in whi.ch he
and his poetry had been involved by virtue of participation in the
intrigues of court and diplomacy, an attempt to cleanse his speech
of its Machiavellian manipulation of appearances. He will discover
himself not through the exercise of protean powers of self-
transformation, but through a grasp of all that he cannot do, all
that his nature will not permit him to learn. And in its clarity and
leanness his poetry will be a model of undistorted communication,
exemplified by that intimate exchange with a close friend that
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must have made the form of the verse epistle particularly appeal-
ing to him, Wyatt forges for himself a blend of a conversational
directness and moral earnestness that enables him to pass grace-
fully from the lively retelling of a fable—

“Peep,” quoth the other, “Sister, I am here,”

“Peace,” quoth the towny mouse, “why speakest thou so
loud?"'—

to exalted reflections on its moral:

Alas! my Poins, how men do seek the best
And find the worse, by error as they stray!
And no marvel, when sight is so oppressed
And blind the guide.
(“My Mather's Maids,’" 70-73)

The poetic voice here and the values expressed are familiar from
the hundreds of similar performances in the centuries that fol-
lowed; this is the classic voice of what Courthope in 1897 called
with perfect precision “an English gentleman conversant with af-
fairs.”3* Like all such successful models, this voice gradually came
to seem inevitable, natural, an object in reality; in Wyatt we may
witness one of the crucial moments in its invention. And the pur-
pose it serves is lo free the speaker from any implication in the
world he attacks; unlike the court lyrics, here he stands safely
apart, in firm moral rectitude. Having withdrawn from the court to
the country, Wyatt achieves a sense of self-confidence and self-
content, of integrity and invulnerability.

Until recently the satires were Wyatt's most admired poems:
Warton speaks of “these spirited and manly reflections,”” written
“with the honest indignation of an independent philosopher, and
the freedom and pleasantly of Horace,” Nott of their “force and
dignity,” Courthope of their “strength of individual feeling,” and
Tillyard of their “air of unaffected self-expression.” In their
energetic expression of a confident wholeness and independence,
they reflected and helped to shape a powerful, enduring sentiment
among the English gentry, a sentiment that found its full poetic
flowering in the Horatian imitations of the eighteenth century. But
it is important to understand how much of the self is left out of this
self-presentation, how tightly the nexus of power, sexuality, and
inwardness has been reined in.

What is left to express in this “unaffected self-expression”?
Inwardness is eloquently praised—
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Then seek no more out of thyself to find
The thing that thou hast sought so long before,
For thou shalt feel it sitting in thy mind—
(“My Mother's Maids,” 97-99)

but is defined almost entirely negatively. The satirist claims to
have a center in his life from which he speaks with secure assur-
ance, but he pays for this claim in the coldness that lurks beneath
the surface energy, the stiffening that seems to preclude the possi-
bility of full emotional life. Sexuality has diminished to nothing:
the satirist defines himself by his attack on sexual viciousness in
the court and his stoic dismissal of the pursuit of pleasure. Power
18 denounced as the very essence of corruption: the satirist defines
himself by his distance from the pursuit of power and wealth,
There is, to be sure, both money and social standing associated
with the speaker—hunting and hawking, servants, land on which
to walk and ride “at liberty”—but he is not at all implicated in the
processes by which this wealth is secured. We may remind our-
selves that the estate to which the poet retreats from power is the
reward for royal service and that the pleasant acres are swelled
with confiscated monastic lands. We may point out the ironic con-
nection between the comfortable means evoked by the phrase "My
mother's maids” and the grinding rural poverty so eloquently de-
picted in the fable of the country mouse and the town mouse; we
may observe that the high moral tone of the fable’s close counsels
an acceptance of wretchedness that is not, after all, the condition
of the speaker but of those nameless men and women who suppart
him; we may conclude that the probity and rectitude, the con-
fident individuality, the honest indignation of the speaker feed
upon what Raymond Williams eloquently calls the “brief and ach-
ing lives of the permanently cheated.”?5 But we do so only by
standing outside the poems and questioning their fundamental
assumptions dabout the world. To be sure, in “Mine Own John
Poins® the poet qualifies his delighted celebration of rural liberty
by noting that “a clog doth hang yet at my heel” (86), but the
nature of this clog is left unclear and the acknowledgment of ils
existence is immediately followed by a denial that it constitutes a
genuine constraint: “No force for that, for it is ordered so, [ That |
may leap both hedge and dike full well” (87-88). For the briefest
moment we glimpse an unpleasant answer to the question with
which the poem has begun—"The cause why that homeward I me
draw”’: the poet’s country freedom is in fact a kind of house arrest.
But the thought is dispelled with the image of the gentleman
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leaping across boundaries, though a lingering reservation sur-
vives in "t is ordered so.”

Only in “A Spending Hand,” which may have been written
later than the first two sabires, is there somewhat more than a
perfunctory acknowledgment of the limiting conditions of the
rural life and the voice Wyatt has fashioned to praise it. The poem
combines the preoccupations of the other satires: it pillories the
duplicities of court life—

In word alone to make thy language sweet,
And of the deed yet do not as thou says—
(38-39)

while it exposes the self-deception by which Sir Francis Brian
thinks he can successfully combine a career as courtier and dip-
lomat with an “honest name’ and a “free tongue.” Yet the cele-
bration of country rectitude that we might have expected is instead
both lightly travestied in the speaker’s own encomium—*"drink
good ale so nappy for the nonce, | Feed thyself fat and heap up
pound by pound”—and vigorously attacked in Brian's reply: “For
swine s0 groans/In sty and chaw the turds moulded on the
ground.” For Wyatt's Brian, the rural retreat is nothing more than
bestial sloth, no better than the life of idle monks: **So sacks of dirt
be filled up in the cloistér.” Against this excremental existence,
Brian holds up the ideal of service: “’Yet will I serve my prince, my
lord and thine.” This is the ideal Wyatt himself inherited from his
father, the self-conception of his profession and indeed of his
whole social class. This is the principle they repeatedly invoke to
explain to others and above all to themselves their difficult, anx-
lous careers, to make moral sense out of apparent moral chaos, to
ward off the claims of competing conceptions of service, such as
those embraced by More or Tyndale. This is, in one line of mono-
syllabic verse, the justification of an entire existence.

At the comparable moment in book 1 of Utopie, Hythlodaeus
confronts Peter Giles with what service to the prince entails in the
real world: the inevitable and progressive corruption of one's own
moral position in pandering to the debased will and pleasure of
the ruler. Wyatt here mounts a similar attack by pretending to
instruct his friend in the duplicitous arts of advancement at court:
if you want to succeed, say one thing and do another, pander to
the rich, court wealthy old widows, sell your sister or daughter,
and so forth.

‘We"—the implied intimate audience constituted by the poem,
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the audience that assumes Brian's place as recipient of the mock
advice—do not take the cynical counsel at face value; we know for
a certainty that the pose is a “thrifty jest,” a pointed dramatic
irony that heightens rather than undermines the speaker’s integ-
rity. How we know this is more difficult to say with precision—we
assume that Wyatt is not deliberately exposing his own degrada-
tion, we assume that such advice, if seriously intended, would not
be committed to paper and that the terms of moral capitulation
would be softened, we assume from the model of Horace's satire
on legacy hunters or from mock encomia that Wyatt is working in
a familiar satiric tradition. And the close of the poem supports
these assumptions: the corrupt, worldly proverbs are invoked to
be rejected. The rejection, however, only leads back to the
unsatisfactory state with which the poem began: to trot still up
and down and never rest, running day and night from realm to
realm, wearing oneself out to no apparent purpose. To be sure, by
the poem’s end, this choice is given a certain dignity, the dignity
of honest poverty and the acceptance of occasional adversity for
speaking the truth. Yet this ethos of selfless, loyal service—the
ethos of Lear's noble and true-hearted Kent—seems in Wyatt's
poem pallid and abstract, an ideal that can be voiced only by
guarding it from all contact with lived experience.

To accept the “free tongue’” that the poem celebrates in its last
lines as anything more than a hopeless fantasy is to forget every-
thing that the preceding lines have implied: that the corruptions
listed with such bitter energy are not those of isolated individuals
but of a whole system, that they constitute the rules of the game. It
is precisely such a forgetting that the poem seems to demand, and
this may be only the extremest instance of that ideological
obscuring of unpleasant contradictions or qualifications that we
have already witnessed in the first two satires. Wyatt and his peers
need to view themselves in a favorable light, to fashion their im-
ages as independent, courageous, freedom-loving gentlemen who
condemn the viciousness of others, the craven “beasts” who cheat
and lie and curry favor, Having rejected the praise of rural retreat,
“A Spending Hand" has no alternative but to uphold a vague ideal
of service to a prince whose court has been vigorously con-
demned.

But A Spending Hand" offers at least one indication that Wyalt
is quite conscious of the forgetting: the choice of Francis Brian as
the cantemner of cynical advice and the spokesman for the values
of godliness and an honest name. These are the very last things the
historical Francis Brian possessed or represented: wit, bravery,
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and the ability to survive, yes, but not an honest name. Already by
1519 he had earned notoriety by riding, in company that included
the king of France himself, “daily disguised through Paris,
throwing eggs, stones and other foolish trifles at the people”;3*
Brian was evidently the kind of man a king would take along when
he felt the urge to amuse himself in this fashion. His was a career
of conniving, betrayal, politic marriage, sycophancy, and pan-
dering. Though Wyatt's poem seems quite deliberately to avoid
turning its satire against Brian, more than one of the vices it
ratalogues bear an uncanny resemblance to well-known incidents
in Brian's life.?7 There is no explicit internal evidence for an ironic
reversal, an exposure of his unscrupulous boon companion as a
mock honest man (just as the speaker had pretended to be a mock
corrupt man), but some such thought must at least have crossed
Wyatt’'s mind. At a minimum, any contemporary reader of the
poem would have had to be dimly conscious of the work of forget-
ting that he had to undertake to make Brian the spokesman for
honesty. The effect of this consciousness is to raise a faint but
significant uneasiness about the comfortable stance of gentle-
manly rectitude, to signal the potential deviousness of this appar-
ently straightforward discourse, Power, with its distorting influ-
ence, was supposed to be “out there,” the object of high-minded
contempt, but the satirist himself stands on morally uncertain
ground—his position may be itself a kind of pose taken in
response to the dictates of power. Men like Brian—and possibly
Wyatt himself—find it diplomatically useful to assume a rough
honesty and incorruptibility, an air of satirical truth-telling. It is as
if Wyatt felt compelled to acknowledge the distance between this
stance and reality, to deflect this acknowledgment from himself
onte a blatant timeserver like Brian, and then to deflect it further
by presenting Brian as an honest man. What should be solid and
unambiguous—the poetic alternative to the duplicity of the
court—threatens to crack apart, and if the reader hastens to repair
the cracks, by excluding as “irrelevant” what he knows about
Brian, there remains an unsettling awareness of having done so.
But why should Wyatt have risked subverting his own moral
authority? The answer seems to lie in the force of his extraordinary
intelligence, in the need to give vent in however indirect a form to
his perception of his situation. More accurately, the poetry itself
constitutes this perception—the penitential psalms and the satires
are, by virtue of their poetic mode, enactments of Wyatt's condi-
tion, functional registers of his relation to the world. The force of
Wyatt's poetry consists precisely in its full, painful engagement in
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the anxieties, bad faith, and betrayals of his career, even as the
poetry is written to serve the ends of that career. The point is
worth stressing because of the tendency to read back into the
Renaissance the modern notion—not wholly adequate even for
our own period in which art has far more autonomy—that poetic
technique is developed entirely for its own sake out of a dis-
interested aesthetic concern for form and apart from both personal
interests and the general interests of the culture as a whole. No
doubt Wyatt was fascinated with literary form and may have been,
in Patricia Thomson’s phrase, a “born experimenter.’3 “The En-
glish language was rough and its verses worthless,” wrote John
Leland in a Latin elegy. “Now, learned Wyatt, it has had the
benefit of your file.”3* For Puttenham, in the 1580s, Wyatt and
Surrey “were the two chieftains, who having travelled into [taly,
and there tasted the sweet and stately measure and style of the
Italian Poesy . . ., greatly polished our rude and homely manner of
vulgar Poesy, from that it had been before, and for that cause may
justly be said the first reformers of our English metre and style.'"4¢
But as Puttenham’s whole work makes clear, this manner of
“courtly making’” is not at all set apart from the dominant social
and political concerns of the culture; “while the Arte of English
Poesie is ostensibly a treatise on poetry,” a perceptive critic has
recently noted, “'it is at the same time one of the most signiﬁcapt
arts of conduct of the Elizabethan age.””*! Wryalt's poeiry 1s, in
effect, a species of conduct.

To be sure, the court of Henry VIII has been frequently invoked
in discussions of Wyatt's poetry, but, more often than not, for the
purpose of dismissing any claims the poetry might make to be
taken seriously:

Wyatt, like the other court writers, was merely supply-
ing material for social occasions. Consequently, the
study of these poems belongs to sociology rather than to
literature, (H. A. Mason)*?

The whole scene comes before us. ... We are having a
little music after supper. In that atmosphere all the
confessional or autobiographical tone of the songs falls
away. (C. 5. Lewis)®?

But is this really what it meant to write from within the
court? Entertainments in the court of Henry VIII were perhaps
less lighthearted than Lewis's charming account suggests; con-
versation with the king himself must have been like small talk
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with Stalin. And Mason's sense of the trivializing force of “sacial
occasion” may likewise be misleading.** Certainly when we con-
sider even the relatively slight lyrics in the Devonshire MS, we
find very little verse that is merely “occasional” (in the sense of
those lines still turned out by the poet laureate on the occasion of
the queen’s birthday), On the contrary, however much these
poems impress us as entertainments, fashioned to be read or sung
in a sophisticated group of courtiers and ladies, they convince us
at the same time that the poet has a stake in them, though the
precise nature of that stake may be obscure. Indeed it is precisely
their blend of playfulness and danger that marks them as the
product of the court; we must imagine a game in which idealism
and cynicism, aggression and vulnerability, self-revelation and
hypocrisy are tensely conjoined. The game seems often childish,
the stakes are enormous and, on occasion, fatal: we would do well
to reread The Charterhouse of Parma or to recall More’s sense that
the great and powerful of his time were madmen performing plays
on a scaffold.

Wyalt is a master of this game. He rehearses the familiar tropes
and stale paradoxes, parades the appropriate proverbs and turns
of phrase, assumes the expected poses, and yet convinces us again
and again of the reality of his pain and disillusionment. It is as if
the daring of the game consisted in freighting fragile artifice with
an unexpected weight of passion. And though Wyatt seems to
have had this daring in greater measure than his contemporaries,
he was by no means alone: the poems only make sense in a society
of competing players. The aggression, anxiety, and vulgarity in-
herent in all such competitions are, on occasion, undisguised, as
in the following lyric that cannot be atrributed with certainty to
Wyall but is clearly a product of the world in which his poems
were writien:

To wet your eye withouten tear,

And in good health to feign disease,
That you thereby mine eye might blear,
Therewith your friends to please;

And though ye think ye need not fear,
Yet so ye cannot me appease;

But as you list, feign, flatter, or gloze,
You shall not win if [ do lose.

Prate and paint and spare not,
Ye know [ can me wreak;
And if so be ye care not,
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Be sure | do not reck:

And though ye swear it were not,

| can both swear and speak;

By god and by the cross,

If I have the mock, ye shall have the loss.?*

The poem derives its effect from convincing us that the menace is
real, that its moments of roughness and irregularity and ohscurity
are the result of its embeddedness in a specific, highly charged
situation. That situation is a tense sexual struggle, and the lines
suggest moves and countermoves that express themselves in a kind
of intimate shorthand. Thus the rather obscure exchange, " And if
so'be ye care not, / Be sure I do not reck,” seems to say, "If you are
indifferent to my power to wreak revenge on you—because you do
not think me capable of it or because you are counting on my
restraint and even my own self-interest—you should understand
first, that 1 do not care about your indifference and second, that I
am reckless, that is, I do not care, finally, how badly 1 am hurt in
the revelations that will come out so long as you are hurt even
more badly.”*® The poet does not shrink in the slightest from the
Full nastiness of this menace: “You shall not win if I do lose.”

C. 5. Lewis writes that when he starts to take the voice and
implied sexual relationships in such poems seriously, his sym-
pathy deserts his own sex: “I feel how very disagreeable it must be
for a woman to have a lover like Wyatt.” Still, Lewis continues, “I
know this reaction to be unjust; it comes from using the songs as
they were not meant to be used.”" But the notion that these are
merely after-dinner entertainments, distanced and generalized to
the point of anonymity, does not really lay to rest the perceptions
Lewis so acutely voices only to disavow. As with the penitential
psalms, personal intensity and inwardness, the felt reality of ex-
pressed relationships, is not diminished by literary convention
but rather created bul il.

The conventions of lyric poetry from the nineteenth century to

the present lead us to demand as proof of experiential stringency

in art a certain self-conscious opposition to the dominant culture
and a high degree of particularity; neither was a requirement of the
early sixteenth century. On the contrary, the sense of social com-
pulsion is precisely what gives lyrics like “To Wet Your Eye” their
force. The fact that such lyrics are called forth by an entire social
ambiance, that they are its most familiar and characteristic expres-
sions, does not mean that the expressions are thereby trivialized.
Melancholy was fashionable in the late sixteenth century, as was
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hysteria in the late nineteenth: neither condition was any the less
intense or “real’” for being the manifestation of a cultural norm, as
much “sociosis” as “neurosis.”** So too, in the wake of the dis-
mantling of the cult of the Virgin, in the absence of a fully artic-
ulated celebration of married love, in a cultural milieu dominated
by a ruthless despot and pervaded by intrigue and envy, it may
not surprise us that court entertainments habitually express dis-
illusionment, frustration, menace, hostility to the very women
who are courted, and craving for a security that erotic love cannot
offer. The frequency of such expressions, their conventionality, is
here the virtual assurance of their lived reality. It is only if one is
convinced that poetry emanates spontaneously from an inviolable
core of subjectivity and has no significant relation to power that
one could conelude, with Mason, that the conventionality of the
court lyrics is proof that there is in them “not the slightest trace of
poelic activity.”** We must grasp instead that in helping to create
the subjectivity they express, these poems are the secular equiv-
alent of the penitential psalms. Wyatt and the other court poets are
as much written by their conventional lyrics as writers of them.

Wyatt’s poetic technique, his fasioning of a powerfully expres-
sive idiom, is inseparably linked to his participation in the court.
His language is a tool, a weapon, in a dangerous contest, as the
poet of “To Wet Your Eye? is intensely aware:

And though ye swear it were not,

[ can both swear and speak;

By god and by the cross,

If 1 have the mock, ye shall have the loss.

The poet’s ability to swear and speak more forcefully and persua-
sively than his mistress is the heart of his power, the power to
hurt her more terribly than she can hurt him, and the poem not
only affirms this power but attempts to embody it, This accounts
for the curious fusion of recklessness and calculation in the final
lines: "By god and by the cross” is at once an impulsive exclama-
tion of anger, a solemn oath to strengthen the force of the threat
that follows, and a measured display of that ability to swear that
he has just affirmed. As such, it is true to its status as a line in a
poem: recklessness in poetry is always calculated recklessness.
And caleulated recklessness, as Machiavelli observed, is one of the
essential techniques for sexual and political survival.

It is not only the ambiance of the English court that should be
invoked here but the methods and ethos of that other world in
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which Wyatt and many of his fellow poets were engaged, Renais-
sance diplomacy. “You shall not win if I do lose” is a time-
honored diplomatic maneuver, “perfected” in the nuclear dip-
lomacy of our age, and this sense of sexual relations as diplomacy
extends throughout the poem: masking and unmasking, alliances
and appeasement, the threat of losing face (to “have the mock”)
and the counterthreat of reprisal. To be sure, there is nothing in
this poem that had to come from diplomacy, but the overlapping
of themes, here and in many poems by Wyatt and his circle, is
striking. 5"

In 1527 Wyatt accompanied 5ir John Russell's embassy to the
papal court of Clement VII, scheming futilely as the imperial
troops, virtually beyond the control of their own officers, ad-
vanced toward Rome. The twenty-four-year-old Englishman
glimpsed a world that still seems, in Ralegh’s phrase, to glow and
shine like rotten wood, a world of treachery, sophistication, and
boundless corruption, It is above all a world in which poiver seems
to be man's supreme product and goal, power directly linked, as
always, to wealth, status, and the monopoly of viclence, but also
thought of as something quite independent, a possession to be
wrested from another, an object of intellectual interest, a con-
summate manifestation of human energy. This energy is con-
ceived in remarkably personal terms; it is the emanation of the
emperor, king, prince, or condottiere in his concrete individuality.
This is perhaps why the physical presence of the European
tulers—the actual body of Henry VIII, Wolsey, Francis I, Charles
V—impresses us intensely for the first time during this period.
The ruler's social identity seems to be absorbed into his personal
being; his power, for all its dependance upon loyal troops, mer-
chant fleets, treasuries, natural resources, seems to breathe forth
from his body. This too is perhaps why the punishment of rebels
and traitors in the period becomes so much more protractedly and
agonizingly brutal. The fairly straightforward executions, if we
may so term them, of the Middle Ages become virtuoso perfor-
mances of torture, as if the physical torment of the traitor had to
correspond fully to the incorporation of power in the body of the
prince. Finally, this is perhaps why power and sexuality seem so
closely intertwined, manifestations of the same energy of the
body. Rebels were castrated, their sexual organs burned before
their eyes, prior to execution. Conversely, the prince’s sexual acts
were affairs of state.3!

Power, conceived in these personal and physical terms, is not
only the ability to levy taxes or raise an army but the ability to
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enforce submission, manifested in those signs of secular
worship—bowing, kneeling, kissing of rings—that European rul-
ers increasingly insist upon. If these signs always have an air of
fiction about them—and indeed in England they become in-
creasingly fantastic until they reach the aesthetic mania of the
court of Charles I—so much the better, because, as we have ar-
gued, one of the highest achievements of power is to impose
fictions upon the world and one of its supreme pleasures is to
enforce the acceptance of fictions that are known to be fictions,
As a diplomat for most of his adult life, Wyatt was engaged at
once in the assertion of his master's power (and hence the imposi-
tion of his fictions) and in the attempt to weaken and resist the
competing power of other rulers. The two functions are insepar-
able, at least in this period, for the Renaissance seems to have
conceived of diplomacy as it conceived of trade: it posited a se-
verely limited substance (power or wealth) and hence assumed
that the gain of one party is inevitably the loss of the other. “To
think of exchange as advantageous to both parties,” Louis Du-
mont has recently observed, “represented a basic change and sig-
nalled the advent of economics.”’52 The earlier model of exchange,
I would argue, permeated the consciousness of Wyatt and the
other male poets of his circle, and helped shape not only political
but sexual relations, so that a failure in love is like the rupture of a
trealy and a consequent loss of power, while even an erotic
triumph seems most often to be achieved at the expense of one or
the other of the lovers, as well as of a third party. “I love an other,"
Wyatt writes in a moment of stark simplicity, “and thus I hate
myself.”5* Any expression of need or dependence or longing is
thus perceived as a significant defeat; the characteristic male as
well as national dream is for an unshakable selE-sufficiency that
would render all relations with others superfluous: *“I am as [ am
and so will I be.” 5% But such a hard, indifferent identity—in con-
flict, after all, with the Protestant conviction of man’s utter
helplessness—cannot be sustained; even its few expressions are
tinged with anxious defiance or calculating regard for those
opinions that are supposedly being scorned. The single self, the
affirmation of wholeness or stoic apathy or quiet of mind, is a
rhetorical construct designed to enhance the speaker's power,
allay his fear, disguise his need. The man's singleness is played off
against the woman's doubleness—the fear that she embodies a
destructive mutability, that she wears a mask, that she must not
under any circumstances be trusted, that she inevitably repays
love with betrayal. The woman is that which is essentially foreign
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to the man, yet the man is irresistably drawn into relations with
her; hence the need for the diplomat’s art.

Diplomacy then, along with courtiership, seems to have in-
fluenced Whyatt's conception of the essential function of discourse
which he grasped as a shifting, often devious series of strategic
maneuvers designed to enhance the power of the speaker, or
rather of the party whom the speaker represents, at the expense of
the power of some other party. The distinction between the
speaker and the power he represents is worth emphasizing, for it
is reproduced at the level of court poetry; that is, the poem itself is
a kind of agent, sent forth to perform the bidding of its master.
The poem is clearly not the direct expression of its author's
mind—it is shaped by the complex aesthetic and social niles of
literary production and possesses a certain leeway that ordinary
speech does not normally possess. But it is governed by its over-
arching purpose which is to enhance its creator’s personal posi-
tion, to manifest and augment his power. We may note, in this
regard, that Renaissance diplomacy is distinguished by its
abandonment of the customary medieval phrases about an ambas-
sador’s office, phrases thalt defined the position in terms of the
“public good,” the “general welfare,” the “commonwealth of
Christendom,” and the “pursuit of peace.” When, in the late
fifteenth century, the Venetian Ermolao Barbaro writes of dip=
lomacy, he states quite simply, “The first duty of an ambassador 1§
exactly the same as that of any other servant of a government, that
is, to do, say, advise and think whatever may best serve the prege
ervation and aggrandizement of his own state.”’5> Wyatt's poetry
serves a comparable function in relation to his position at court;
and even at a distance from the court, in the psalms and satires, it
is above all power that shapes his poetic discourse.

A court lyric, to be sure, may be considered apart from iy
creator and its immediate context: it finds its way into commaons
place books, is set to music, and circulated outside the court, is
included in anthologies and quoted in handbooks on the art ol
poetry. And, after all, we know little enough about the precise
circumstances of these poems, many of which have come to us
without clear attribution, since appearance in print was some:
thing courtiers actively avoided. But if we grasp the extent o
which Wyatt and others like him were defined by their relation ta
power, the extent to which they were at once attracted and s
pelled by Henry VIII and the world he represented, we grasp mois
readily in their poetry the heightened awareness of techniques ol
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self-presentation and concealment. As ambassador, courtier, and
poet, Wyatt seems to have self-consciously cultivated a bluff man-
ner and a taste for homely proverbs, cultivated, that is, a manner
that denies its own cunning. We may recall More's comparable
diplomatic masquerading—"full of craft and subtlety,” his foreign
rivals reported, concealed “’by smooth speech and calm expression
in the English way.”5® As his dispatches to Henry VIII and
Cromwell show, Wyatt developed a fine sensitivity to such
nuances of feigning, to the deviously indignant denial of devious-
ness, to plausible lies and passionate insincerity:

And for the other part that they [the emperor's diplo-
mats] be about the clearing of their purposes with
France, | suppose the conclusion of that clearing will be
but cloudy. And that they would set out some appear-
ance thereof to win time; for I cannot see that it should be
for their purpose if they thought that clearing should
come to conclusion to tell it me, unless they would have
it hindered rather than furthered, for so they take that we
would, or else to see if thereby we would make to them
any offer with declaring whereof they might recom-
pense the Frenchmen with the like, But in sum, they
of the court that dare a little more liberally speak with
their friends make here a mock unto the Frenchmen.5?

This sensitivity to doubleness, this sense of discourse as a cal-
culated series of deceptive moves, this constant apprehension of
betrayal and mockery, is familiar to any reader of Wryatt’'s
lyrical expressions of disillusionment in love: the poet either
realizes in the bitter aftermath of betrayal that he has been
duped or vows, on the basis of his experience, never to be duped
again. The relation between this erotic disillusionment and
Wyatt's experience of deception in diplomatic service and the
court is clearest in a poem like "What ‘vaileth Trith":

What “vaileth truth? or, by it, to take pain?
To strive by steadfastness, for to attain,
To be just, and true: and flee from doubleness:
Sithens all alike, where ruleth craftiness,
Rewarded is both false, and plain.
Soonest he speedeth, that most can fain;
True meaning heart is had in disdain.
Against deceit and doubleness

What 'vaileth truth?
Deceived is he by crafty train
That meaneth no guile and doth remain
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Within the trap, without redress,

But for to lave, lo, such a mistress,

Whose cruelty nothing can refrain,
What 'vaileth truth?

50 completely are the realms of love and power interchangeable
that it is not until the last lines that we know that Wyatt is writing
abeut his mistress at all. Indeed the revelation of this interchange-
ability is the heart of the reader’s experience, for we are induced to
read the poem as a brooding reflection on career, rule, and reward
until the close jars us into connecting the disillusioned perception
of power with the disillusioned perception of love.5®

Even the formal skill involved in the structuring of such a lyric
may derive in part from diplomacy, for beyond imparting a
sensitivity to doubleness, Wyatt’s ambassadorial experience
shaped his consciousness of calculated effect, above all through
the manipulation of language in the game of power. In 1540, for
example, Wyatt was instructed to call the emperor Charles V an
“ingrate” for his refusal to hand over a Welshman in his train;
Robert Brancetour, whom Henry VIII wanted arrested for treason
and brought to England. According to the account Wyatt sent to
the king, Charles was (understandably) incensed at the charge:

“For | would ye know I am not Ingrate and if the king
your master hath done me a good turn, I have done him
as good or better. And I take it 50 that T can not be
toward him Ingrate. The inferior may be Ingrate to the
greater, and the term is scant sufferable between like.
But peradventure because the language is not your nat-
ural tongue ye may mistake the term.”

“5ir,” quod [, “I do not know that I misdo in using
the term that I'am commanded.”

“Then,” quod he, “I tell it you to th’end your master
know it, and ye how to utter his commandment.”*

“Nor 1 see not,” quod I, “sir, under your supporta-
tion that that term should infer prejudice to your great-
ness. And though yourself, sir, excuseth me by the
tongue, yet I can not render that term in my tongue into
the French tongue by any other term which | know also
to descend out of the Latin, and in the original it hath
no such relation to lesserness or greaterness of persons.
Although | know it be not so meant to charge your
majesty in so evil part that you should so be moved
thereby." 5%

Once the word “ingrate” is used, the focus of attention shifts
from Brancetour to what Mattingly calls the “chief burden” of the
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Renaissance diplomat, “maintaining the dignity of his master's
crown in the eternal wrangle over precedence.” " And the nuances
of language are the heart of this wrangle: Wyatt grasps immediately
that the emperor's seemingly gracious allowance of a possible
mistake in translation is a slight, a move to regain the ini-
tiative. There is, as bath emperor and ambassador know, some-
thing outlandish about English: “Nobody in the sixteenth cen-
tury,” writes Mattingly, “except an Englishman was expected to
speak English, not even the perfect ambassador.’ 51 Wyatt re-
sponds with a clever mixture of firmness, pedantry, and qualifica-
tion, so that, as he tells it at least, he comes close to “winning"’ this
little encounter. But, we should add, Brancetour was not handed
over, ™2

In this anecdote we not only see again the intimate relation in
Wyatt's experience between language and power, the subtle
engagement of words in the struggle to dominate, but we glimpse
too the central place of translation. Once again criticism has
treated Wiyatt's remarkable translations as a purely literary affair,
whereas in fact their very existence almost certainly depends on
his ambassadorial experience. [ am speaking not simply of Wyatt's
intimate acquaintance, through living abroad, with French and
Italian culture, but with the context of that acquaintance. His ex-
perience, as we have justseen, made Wyatt highly conscious of
the potential shifts in meaning as words pass from one language to
another, and this sensitivity intersects with an acute awareness of
the way conventions of courtesy and friendliness may conceal
hostility and aggression, on the one hand, or weakness and anx-
iety, on the other. The effects of this subtle art of implication are
felt most powerfully in Wyatt's brilliant translation of Petrarch’s
“Una candida cerva’:

Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind,
But as for me, alas, I may no more:

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore.

[ am of them that farthest cometh behind.
Yet may I by no means my wearied mind
Draw from the Deer: but as she fleeth afore,
Fainting I follow. I leave off therefore,

Since in a net I seek to hold the wind.

Who list her hunt [ put him out of doubt,
As well as | may spend his time in vain:
And, graven with Diamonds, in letters plain
There is written her fair neck round about:
Noli me tangere, for Caesar's I am,

And wild for to hold though I seem tame.
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Whratt's debt to Petrarch is clear, but so is his deliberate and
careful refashioning of the original poem, his transformation of
transcendental idealism into exhauston and bitterness. Petrarch's
pictorialism is discarded, as is his loving attention to time, place,
and season; the mystical vision becomes the hunt; the focus shifts
from the longed-for object in its exquisite landscape to the mind of
the poet. Petrarch depicts an experience of illumination and loss;
Wyaltt an attempt at renunciation; the former is alone with his
unattainable beloved, the latter withdraws from a crowd of hunt-
ers. Petrarch’s sonnet ends with the poet’s fall into the water and
the disappearance of the hind; Wyatt’s with the inscription on the
diamond collar, and this collar, emblematic in Petrarch of the be-
loved’s unattainability, her absolute freedom in and for God,
seems in Wyatt a sign of her possession by one vastly more power-
ful than the poet. “Caesar’s [ am” is the cold assertion that expli-
cates the string of earlier assertions around which the poem is
structured: “I know where is an hind,” 'l may no more,” “I leave
off therefore,” “I put him out of doubt.” The intimation of power
spreads backward like a stain through the preceding lines, so that
the whole poem comes to be colored by it.

So rooted does “Whoso List” seem in the cynical realities of
court intrigue that critics have confidently identified the hind as
Anne Boleyn, who is rumored to have been Wyatt's mistress be-
fore she became the possession of Caesar, Henry VIII. This
identification is plausible—it follows, after all, from the
embeddedness of Wyatt's verse in the politics of the court—but
stated thus baldly it seems to me to diminish the effect of the
poem, an effect that depends on the poet’s immense power of
implication, a power heightened, as [ have argued, by Wyatt's am-
bassadorial experience. The poem’s brilliance is linked precisely
with its restraint and suggestiveness.®® There is, in fact, nothing
in the poem that is unequivocally about worldly power and ap-
propriation; even the words “Caesar’s [ am’ may refer, as they do
in Petrarch, to the motto inscribed on the collars of the emperor’s
hinds so that they would be left alone and thence, by the con-
ventional symbolic exchange, to the hind’s dedication to God.
They do not suggest this transcendental meaning, but that they do
not is purely by implication. The poem seems suspended between
transcendentalism and cynicism, and the decisive movement in
one direction or the other is left to the reader.

This reliance on implication may above all else be simply pru-
dence; it would have been suicidal folly to write directly about the
loss of Anne Boleyn to Henry. But it results in a richness of res-
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onance that seems more than a mere side effect. The whole poem
is caught up in a series of suspensions, or alternately, in passages
from one state to another. The poet has not withdrawn from the
hunt; rather he is in the act of trying to disengage himself. Thus
the poem opens on a note of detachment and superiority belied by
the “alas,” as if a carefully plotted show of cool indifference were
undermined by an involuntary expression of grief. The poet then
places himself among those “that farthest cometh behind,” only to
reveal that this knowledge of his position, this consciousness of
his own weariness and the emptiness and vanity of the effort, is to
no avail; e cannot detach himself and fully renounce the hunt. No
sooner does he acknowledge this inability—"Fainting I
follow"—than he affirms, in the same line, his renunciation: “I
leave off therefore.” There seem to be two separate, indeed op-
posing intentions held in tense juxtaposition. As if recognizing
this impasse, atline 10 the poet writes as if he were beginning the
poem over again, this time not to attempt a clear disengagement of
himself from the hunt but a clear statement of its hopelessness, its
“vanity.” The reader is left with the impression that, despite the
poet’s attempts at decisiveness, he never quite “leaves off,” that
he is incapable of fully drawing his mind from the “deer’”: the
poem itself bears witness to his continued obsession even as it
records the attempt to disengage himself from it.

And it is not only the poet who is suspended or in passage: just
at the point that the hind seems most wild, as free and untouch-
able as the wind, she is revealed by her diamond collar as tame,
and just at the point that she seems most tame, she is revealed as
most wild, The collar which is the manifest sign of her tameness is
at the same time the manifest sign of her wildness. The phrase
“wild for to hold” is richly suggestive: at the simplest level, it
means “impossible to grasp,” as the proverb of trying to hold the
wind in a net had earlier suggested. The hind is unconfined and
uncontrollable; she moves freely without restraint, subject only to
her own will. But here, as in other poems by Wyatt, we find the
proverb invoked only to be complicated and qualified. “Wild”
suggests not only elusiveness but the uncanny menace associated
with the medieval tradition of the wild man or wild woman: a
being who has fallen away from a state of tameness or civilization
to the savage condition of animal, a creature dissolute, licentious,
and potentially violent, living outside the bounds of human con-
vention, living outside human bonds. This figure is the focus for
some of the deepest fears of medieval and Renaissance culture, for
wildness exposes the tenupusness and artificiality of society's
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elaborate codes and challenges the stable order imposed upaon
sexuality, sustenance, and government. The wild man or woman
represents the radically alien being, unassimilated and unknow-
able, 5

“Wild” in this sense signals danger and thus crystallizes that
transformation of the hunter into the hunted subtly implied in the
poet’s inability to draw his wearied mind from the deer. The
danger lies not enly in the hind’s own wildness—her irresistible
yet unattainable beauty, her otherness—but in the power of
“Caesar'’: it is;, paradoxically, within the power of the ruler to
confer wildness. And, by a further paradox, this wildness is a form
of protection for the hind; the collar stops the hunt, transforms the
hind from prey to pet or possession. The deer seems tame, and
this seeming tameness protects her wildness,

This subtle play on the sense of "wild" is the climax of Wyatt's
powers of implication; while remaining ambiguous and elusive, it
compels a profound reevaluation of all the preceding terms, above
all rendering it impossible to take noli me tangere in its original
religious context. That context is evoked only to be violated, so
that the reader experiences the wrenching transformation of the
sacred to the profane which is the essence of Wyatt's treatment of
Petrarch. Petrarch’s wessun mi tocchi clearly recalls not only
Caesar’s protected hinds but John 20:15-17, the apparition of Jesus
to Mary Magdalene at the sepulcher. “Jesus saith unto her,
Woman, why weepest thou? whom seekest thou? She, supposing
him to be the gardener, saith unto him, Sir, if thou have borne
him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take him
away. Jesus saith unto her, Mary. She turned herself, and saith
unto him, Rabboni; which is to say, Master. Jesus saith unto her,
Touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to my Father.” This is the
quintessential moment of suspension, of poise between states of
being, evoked by Petrarch as the key to his own moment of vision,
with its wondrous sense of presence and distance, joy and loss.

In Wyatt, the allusion, made even stronger by the direct quota-
tion of the Vulgate, is bitterly ironic, and the spiraling ironies
seemn to embrace the whole scholastic theory of the nature of
Christ's body as he appeared to Mary and the disciples after his
death. According to this theory, Christ’s Glorified Body, as it was
called, has four qualities, qualities which are at least implicitly
present in Petrarch’s poem and which seem to be parodied in
Wryatt's poem: impassibility, or freedom from suffering, becomes
cold indifference; clarity, or glorious beauty, becomes the irre-
sistible lure of the woman; agility, or the ability to pass from place
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to place with great speed, becomes the lady’s maddening elusive-
ness; and subtlety, or the complete subjection of the body to the
soul, becomes the subtlety of the courtesan.

What we have been calling suspension or passage is here re-
vealed as franslation. In its subtle restraint and power of implica-
tion, “Whoso List" makes part of its meaning the complex process
of transformation from one language to another, from one culture
to another. The drama of the lyric is the passage from Petrarch’s
vision of the world to Wyatt's or rather to the vision we ourselves
constitute on the basis of the poet's deliberately allusive self-
representation. Of course, the effect 15 diminished if we are un-
familiar with the source, but it is by no means entirely lost, for the
reader is in any case implicated in the sonnet's essential activity,
the transformation of values. The poet twice addresses the reader
as a potential hunter—"Whoso list to hunt,” “Who list her
hunt“—both inviting and dissuading him, making him reenact
the poet's own drama of involvement and disillusionment. We
share the passage from fascination to bitterness, longing to weari-
ness, and we do more than share: we are forced to take re-
sponsibility as translators in our own right. It is we, after all, who
refuse to take noli me fangere in a religious sense, we who under-
stand Caesar not as God but as an all too human protector, we who
hear—as Wyatt's contempbiraries may have done—Anne Boleyn
and Henry VIII where there is only talk of a hind and her hunters.
It is as if a whole mystical visionary ethos gives way before our
eyes and under our pressure to a corrupt and dangerous game of
power.

This sense of our own implication in the act of translation coin-
cides with the faint but disturbing intimations that the poet him-
self bears some responsibility for his frustration. The lastline, as we
have already seen, is a complex reversal of expectations: from the
point of view of the hunter it should be the tameness rather than
the wildness of the hind that is the disabling surprise. And this
reversal subverts the speaker's implied innocence and self-
righteousness: the hind was hunted as a wild animal, so it is
scarcely surprising that she turns out to be wild. What did the
hunter expect? What else could she have been? She is fulfilling not
only the laws of kind but the nature of the speaker's own ap-
proach, the structure of the relationship. The transformation from
idealism to disillusionment was foreordained in the very [irst line
with the mention of the hunt,

But perhaps the transformalion has even deeper roots, for if we
argue that a radical shift from the sacred to the profane is part of
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the experience of Wyatt’'s poem, we may at the same time observe
that the connection between them remains deeply felt, and not
simply as the relatedness of diametrical opposites. I have already
spoken of this connection in regard to the penitential psalms with
their poetic revelation of the linkage between power, sexuality,
and inwardness. This is precisely the nexus of both “Una candida
cerva” and “Whoso List To Hunt,” where the poet's inner life in
each case is shaped by the relation of Caesar and the object of
desire. Petrarch’s poem, after all, is as much about frustration and
loss as Wyatt's, and if the former does not speak of a hunt, it has
its own disturbing image for the pursuit: the miser’'s search for
treasure. There is, I suggest, a sense in which this shared emo-
tional state and the structure of relations that brings it about are
more important than the contrasting identifications of Caesar with
God and with the king. From this perspective, Petrarch’s idealism
is not replaced by Wyatt's sense of weariness and emptliness but
rather fulfilled by it.53

| am not suggesting that the relation between transcendental
vision and cynical betrayal was present to Wyall's consciousness
nor that the subtle complicity of the lover in his own failure was
fully intended; rather they are intimations at the edges of his finest
poems, as if the act of representation itself, in its highest achieve-
ments, had its own powers of implication. Few of Wyatt's poems
have this resonance, but it seems unmistakably present in mo-
ments of the penitential psalms, in “Whoso List,” and in his
greatest achievement, "“They Flee from Me":

They flee from me that sometime did me seek

With naked foot stalking in my chamber.

I have seen them gentle, tame, and meek

That now are wild and do not remember

That sometime they put themself in danger

To take bread at my hand, and now they range

Busily seeking with a continual change.
Thanked be fortune it hath been otherwise

Twenty times belter, but once in special,

In thin array after a pleasant guise

When her loose gown from her shoulders did fall

And she me caught in her arms long and small,

Therewithal sweetly did me kiss

And softly said, Dear heart how like you this?
It was no dream: I lay broad waking,

But all is turned thorough my gentleness

Into a strange fashion of forsaking,

And I have leave to go of her goodness,
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And she also to use newfangleness.
But since that I so kindely am served,
I would fain know what she hath deserved.

In one of the best recent discussions of this poem, Donald
Friedman suggests that we consider the speaker a “fully imagined
persona’ deliberately distanced from Wyatt himself who subjects
his creation to a searching “dramatic analysis.”” This analysis “re-
veals a man whose sensibility has been warped by subservience to
a code he has just learned is false and impermanent.”® Such an
approach enables us to confront the bad faith in the speaker's
self-righteous resentment, the ironies that underlie and subvert
the claim that “all is turned thorough my gentleness/Into a
strange fashion of forsaking.” “Gentleness” has, by this point,
been so charged with inner contradiction and aggression that the
speaker’s simple attempt at irony turns against him: his “gentle-
ness"—the code that governs his sexual betrayal—may indeed
have led to what he perceives as betrayal. “I would fain know
what she hath deserved.” Excluded from the predominantly male
thetorical culture, “she’ has no opportunity to respond, but were
she to do so, we might imagine her saying, “Dear heart, what did
youl expect?”’

The speaker’s relations with women are charged with that will
to power, that dialectic 'of domination and submission, whose
presence we have viewed elsewhere in Wyatt's poetry.*” The
creatures who now flee from him once put themselves "in
danger [ To take bread at my hand,” a relationship he remembers
with bitter satisfaction. But the image is already more than a sim-
ple assertion of successful demination; it conveys a complex
interweaving of condescension, menace, and entreaty. The wild
creatures are induced to place themselves in submissive postures
only if the man suspends all signs of aggression and holds himself
perfectly still. The paradox of a power suspended, rendered pas-
sive, in order to exist at all is intensified in the second stanza
where the bravado of “twenty times better’” gives way to the
highly particularized recollection of a moment of perfect passivity.
Friedman finds this stanza “an anticlimax that reveals the poverty
of moral imagination that underlies an elaborate, exalted, and
idealizing vision of human conduct”; the scene, he writes, is “a
sketch of rapacious appetite, its outlines blurred and made
glamorous by ritualized manners and by the compressed mean-
ings of a conventional diction.” %* This response is the outcome of
the view that the speaker is a persona from whom both poet and
audience are wholly detached, but I think it is precisely here that
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the limitations of this view become evident. For the remembered
scene, far from being anticlimactic, seems in the context of both
this poem and of early Tudor poetry remarkably intense, almost
haunting in its presence. The erotic experience is indeed the object
of critical reflection, but from within, from the midst of a powerful
engagement. And the criticism is not of “rapacious appetite,”
which is little in evidence in either the man or the woman, but of
the almost infantile passivity that is the other side of manly domi-
nation,

That passivity is tantalizingly ambiguous: in the first stanza, it
seems to be disguised aggression; in the second, an ecstatic re-
lease from aggression; in the third, a form of victimization. And
this progression suggests an emotional pattern that characterizes
not only a particular relationship but, as the initial “they”
suggests, a whole series of relationships. The pattern is roughly as
follows: the man is sexually aggressive; his desire can only be
satisfied through the transformation of aggression into passivity;
this passivity—at once masked aggression and its negation—
invites both embrace and flight; the flight, perceived as a betrayal
of his “gentleness,” leads the man to turn his passivity back into
aggression against the woman for whose embrace he still longs.

The powerful intensity of “They Flee from Me,” like that of
“Whoso List,” derives from the fact that neither audience nor poet
is permitted to stand at a comfortable distance from the speaker. It
is misleading to conceive of the poem as if it were one of Brown-
ing’s dramatic monologues, even if such a conception enables us
to isolate certain important elements, for this places us at a moral
remove where the poem itself insists that we are participants. The
experience at the heart of the poem is less a matter of individual
character, isolated like a laboratory specimen for our scrutiny,
than a matter of shared language, of deep cultural assumptions, of
collective mentality. Hence the ambiguity of the speaker’s passiv-
ity has its roots not in the quirks of a complex personality—there is
little individuation of this kind in Wyatt's poetry—but rather in
the conflicting cultural codes that fashion male identity in Tudor
court lyrics. If, as [ have suggested, those lyrics reflect both the
religious and secular institutions that dominated their creators’
lives, we might note that in the Lutheran context, passivity,
understood as submission to nurturing domination, is a transcen-
dent value, while in the context of Henrician diplomacy, passivity,
understood as the failure to manifest one's power, 1s a sign of
dangerous vulnerability, recuperable only if the failure is implied
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to be a mask for a more potent aggression. Now neither the reli-
gious nor the diplomatic code directly determines the sexual re-
lations implied by love poetry in the court, but they both affect the
way erotic experience will be represented and understood.

The deep disquiet occasioned by They Flee from Me' emerges
then from the contradictions inherent in the code by which the
speaker lives and in which we ourselves as readers are implicated
(just as Wyatt's first audience would have been implicated); bad
faith is not confronted face to face but glimpsed on the periphery,
in the hollowness that attaches to words like “gentle, tame, and
meek,” in the darkness that hovers about the false phrases of
politeness—"1 have leave to go of her goodness,” *'since that I so
kindely am served”—to which the speaker still ironically clings.

As in “Whoso List,” the process portrayed as betrayal turns out
to be a fulfillment, but there is no evidence that Wyatt set out to
depict the disappointed lover's involvement in his own failure. A
subversive awareness intrudes itself into the work of art but is
inaccessible to a lover who views himself as a gentleman betrayed
by a fickle mistress and asks bitterly what she deserves. From
within this dominant perspective, one is aware only of a painful
striving toward a perception that remains just beyond the field of
vision, an unsettling intimation that the link between male sexu-
ality and power has produced this mingled frustration, anxiety,
and contempt. For Wyatt to articulate this perception would be to
write a different kind of poem—a psalm or a satire—and in so
doing the perception would be utterly changed, for as we have
seen, the psalms transfer “hot affect’” to an all-powerful God while
the satires attempt to withdraw from both power and sexuality.

If Wyalt's best court lyrics make us perceive in a critical form the
lived experience of sexual politics at court, they do so in the man-
ner that Balzac’s art gives us a critical view of the lived experience
of capitalist society: not, that is, because the artist has abandoned
his ideology but, paradoxically, because he has clung to it. Balzac
and Solzhenitsyn, writes Louis Althusser, “give us a ‘view’ of the
ideology to which their work alludes and with which it is con-
stantly fed, a view which presupposes a refreat, an internal dis-
tantiation from the very ideclogy from which their novels
emerged. They make us ‘perceive’ . . . in some sense from the inside,
by an internal distance, the very ideology in which they are
held.”* To understand how this internal distance, this gap be-
tween discourse and intention, is generated in Wyatt's lyrics,
we must return to the conditions of his poetic creation. As
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courtier and ambassador, Wyatt developed techniques of self-
fashioning that he brings to bear on his poetry; these tech-
niques are weapons in a struggle for power and precedence in
which sexual relations are fully implicated. The goal, both politi-
cally and sexually, is domination and possession (for which Wyatt
provides powerful images in the hunt and the diamond collar), but
such a goal cannot be openly avowed; instead both diplomats and
lovers constantly invoke and half believe in the values of “ser-
vice,” “gentleness,” and “truth.”

Encountering the same contradictions, Thomas More was drawn
to irony and to dreams of self-cancellation or absorption into a
transcendent consensus. Wyatt too, under the scourge of royal
discipline, expresses the longing for both transcendence and
withdrawal, but he lacks More's absolute institution just as he
lacks Tyndale's unwavering and consuming adherence to an ab-
solute text. Wyatt is far more purely dependent than either More
or Tyndale upon secular power, and it is in relation to this power
that his identity is shaped. In the competitive struggle to express
himself more powerfully, intensely, and persuasively than anyone
else in the court—to win sympathy, command respect, hurt his
enemies, in short, to dominate—Wyatt enlists and helps to create
the forces of realism, manliness, individuality, and inwardness.
These forces are intertwined, and it is in their complex relation
that the resonance, the crucial internal distance, of his lyric poetry
arises.

Critics have long celebrated Wyatt’s “manliness.” The modem
anthology’s observation of his “manly independence in love’ is in
aline of such comments stretching back to Surrey’s praise of Wyatt
as “manhood’s shape.”” The qualities that seem to evoke this
term are sarcasm, the will to dominate, aggression toward women,
concern for liberty and invulnerability and hence resistance to the
romantic worship of the lady, a deliberate harshness of accent and
phrasing, and—for Surrey at least—a constant and unappeasable
restlessness. This last seems to me a particularly fruitful term for
the shape of manhood in Wyatt, for it suggests the blend in his
works of defiance, assertiveness, energy, inventiveness, dissatis-
faction, and passionate incompleteness. These qualities are not, of
course, Wyatt's own invention, but it is important to see how little
appropriate would “manliness” so understood be as a deseription
of any poet before him or, for that matter, of More or Tyndale,
Wyatt appears to have fashioned it as his literary and social iden-
tity, in part perhaps as a flattering imitation of Henry VIII, The
notion of manliness has, of course, undergone numerous complex
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transformations since the early sixteenth century, but a certain
underlying continuity is suggested by the frequency with which
the term continues to be employed in descriptions of Wyatt's
poetry. Wyatt's manliness becomes, in its way, as profound and
influential a pattern for the future as More’s ironic blend of en-
gagement and detachment and Tyndale’s passionate identification
with the Word.

The principal expressive mode of manliness in Wyatt's dis-
course is realism, exemplified in the unsentimental weighing of
motives in the diplomatic dispatches or the “plain speaking” of
such poems as “"Madam, Withouten Many Words” and “You Qld
Mule.” Wyatt presents himself as a man suspicious of aureate
diction and the subtle indirections of rhetoric, fond of homey tales
and proverbial wisdom. That this stance was identified as Wyatt's
and perhaps cultivated by him is suggested by his charge that his
enemies, in inventing a speech that they then attributed to him,
strewed it with oaths and proverbial expressions to make it sound
like his own. These enemies nearly had his head by charging that
he had said that he wished the king “cast out of a cart’s arse,” that
is, hanged like a thief; Wyatt countered that he had merely said
he feared the king has been “left out of the cart’s arse,” that is, that
his interests had been overlooked.”!

Realism as a discursive technique in Wyatt is closely linked with
a heightened sense of individuality, dramatized superbly in his
poetry by means of innovative metrical techniques.”™ The verse
swells and buckles, the stress suddenly shifts, the translation veers
away from its original, to register the pressures of the poet’s pow-
erful ego. The natural environment and even the mistress herself
play relatively little part; always squarely at the center is the
speaker, complaining, threatening, resolving to make an end,
recording his doubts and hopes. There is no more insistent expres-
sion of the “I” in Tudor literature. This insistence is by no means
the equivalent of security; on the contrary, the self manifested so
urgently has all of the instability of egotism, at once threatening to
swallow up the whole world and terribly vulnerable:

for suddenly me thought
My heart was torn out of his place.?

But of the importance of his identity, Wyatt has no doubt whatever;
there is none of the diffidence that colors self-presentation from
Chaucer to More.,

This faith in the centrality of the self is not simply a sign
of egotism but is validated—justified in a quasi-theological
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sense—by the inwardness that Protestantism held to be one of the
signs of truth, the inwardness celebrated in the penitential
psalms. By achieving this powerful interiority, the court poetry
does nol appear to be concerned only with histrionic self-
manifestation but with the revelation of the self in discourse. The
audience is not being manipulated but invited to experience the
movement of the poet’s mind through assurance, doubt, dread,
and longing. This painstaking rendering of the inner life seems to
surpass any social game, though the poems remain clearly embed-
ded in such a game,

We are now prepared to grasp how the gap between discourse
and intention opens up in Wyatt and hence how it is possible for
his greatest poems to engage in complex reflections upon the sys-
tem of values that has generated them. The skillful merger of man-
liness, realism, individuality, and inwardness succeeds in making
Wyatt's poetry, at its best, distinctly more convincing, more
deeply moving, than any written not only in his generation but in
the preceding century. But his achievement is dialectical: if,
through the logic of its development, courtly self-fashioning seizes
upen inwardness to heighten its hislrionic power, inwardness
turns upon self-fashioning and exposes its underlying motives, its
origins in aggression, bad faith, self-interest, and frustrated
longing. Wyatt's poetry originates in a kind of diplomacy, but the
ambassadorial expression is given greater and greater power until
it intimates a perception of its own situation that subverts its
official purpose. Wyatt's great lyrics are the expression of this
dialectic; they give voice to competing modes of self-presentation,
one a manipulation of appearances to achieve a desired end, the
other a rendering in language, an exposure, of that which is hid-
den within. The result is the complex response evoked by a poem
like “They Flee from Me’: on the one hand, acceptance of the
speaker's claim to injured merit, admiration for his mastery of
experience, complicity in his “manly”’ contempt for women's bes-
tial faithlessness; on the other hand, recognition of the speaker's
implication in his own betrayal, acknowledgment of the link be-
tween the other's imputed bad faith and his own, perception of an
interior distance in the ideclogy so passionately espoused. We
sense, in short, a continual conflict between diplomatic self-
presentation, strugeling to appropriate inwardness, and inward-
ness struggling to achieve critical independence from self-
presentation. Neither triumphs: hence the suspension of Wyaltt's
court lyrics between impositions of the self on the world and criti-
cal exploration of inwardness,

To Fashion a Gentleman:
Spenser and the Destruction
of the Bower of Bliss

More, Tyndale, and Wyatt all make strong, independent claims
upon our attention, but they also come to stand for more than their
own private visions or personal destinies. They give voice to
longings and fears that are deeply embedded in the nation's social
and psychelogical character; taken together, they may be said to
enact the momentous ideological shift in early modern England
from the consensus fidetium embodied in the universal Catholic
Church to the absolutist claims of the Book and the King. It may be
helpful at this point to review briefly and somewhat schematically
the ground that has been covered.

For More the self is poised between an ironic, self-conscious
performance, grounded upon hidden reserves of private judgment
and silent faith, and an absorption into a corporate unity that has
no need for pockets of privacy. In the former state, identity is a
mask to be fashioned and manipulated; in the latter, it is a status
firmly established by the corporate entity and comprehensible
only as a projection of that entity. There are moments in More's
career and writings in which he seems to veer sharply in one or the
other of these directions, as when he flatters Wolsey or when he
lives as a lay member of the Charterhouse. But more often the two
states are intertwined: thus he writes Utopia, with its vision of the
entire absorption of the individual into the larger body of the
community, at the moment in which he is most intensely engaged
in calculated self-presentation. Or again, in the midst of subtle
maneuvers designed to placate the king and hence in the midst of
his most demanding improvisational performance, More slides
into an increasingly powerful identification with the Church’s
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martyrs, until at the end he has become one of their number, We
may, I think, argue that the moments both of the greatest creative
force and of the greatest estrangement and violence occur when
the self-conscious, self-concealing, theatrical identity touches the
corporate identity. These conjunctions did not happen spontane-
ously; they took place under intense pressure brought to bear
upon More because of his relation to power and to the heretics he
sought to destroy.

For Tyndale the self is likewise poised, but between poles quite
different from those glimpsed in More. There is, to be sure, a
highly individuated identity, but it is not at all conceived as a
threatrical role, a mask behind which one conceals private judg-
ments. Such theatricality is repugnant to Tyndale; he associates it
with what he takes to be the hypocrisy of Catholic prelates and
their lay agents, with the refined hostility of Cuthbert Tunstall and
the smooth temporizing of More. The righteous individual, for
Tyndale, has no scope for feigning, indirection, or hidden judg-
ment; he seizes directly, as it were rapaciously, upon the truth.
Any more devious path bears witness to bad faith and back-
sliding, or, at best, to an unwilling, enforced concession to the
overwhelming pressures of a corrupt social world. To take delight
in social performance as distinct from inward reality is unthink-
able or rather thinkable only as a characteristic mode of the follow-
ers of Satan.

Tyndale’s own sense of his identity is marked precisely by his
refusal to make a part for himself in the midst of the ongoing
performance. As a tutor in Gloucestershire he did not keep silent,
cloaking his judgments behind a cover of affability, but quarreled
openly and violently with those whose views of the Church he
could not accept, until he was forced to depart for London, And
when it became clear that he could not do as he wished in London,
he left there too. These departures signal a pattern of rejections in
Tyndale’s life that centers on the crucial rejection of the Catholic
Church, Man must live outside the institution, must not accept it
as mediator between himself and other men or God. There is no
longer a dense body of offices, ceremonies, rituals, traditions
passed down from generation to generation, in the midst of which
a man takes his place,

It there is none of More’s calculated role-playing, there is
equally none of his absorption into a visible corporate body. Thus
Tyndale can speak of man in a kind of isolation that is entirely
alien to More, can claim that a single, unaided man’s judgment is
sufficient unto itself to distinguish the true from the false, to find
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and understand God. To be sure, there is isolation in More as well,
as the vigils in the New Building attest, but this isolation is not
complete, for the believer is never entirely detached from the body
of all Christians, from the visible, tangible guarantor and pre-
server of the unity of mankind, In Tyndale those bonds are cut
with the rejection of the Church: “Who taught the eagles to spy
out their prey?”

The violence, both literal and metaphoric, that accompanies this
rejection indicates how threatening it seems; nonetheless, it is the
necessary self-constituting act. The self must have at its core a
principle of negation powerful enough to tear itself away from the
body of the Church, to attack its communal rituals, to refuse even a
theatrical accommodation to its sacraments. One cannot preach
Christ without preaching Antichrist; one cannot achieve an iden-
tity without rejecting an identity.

At the same time, the principle of negation, though necessary, is
not sufficient to the fashioning of the self. Alongside rejection of
the Church—and hence alongside individuation, isolation,
singleness of being—there is a powerful counterforce of obedi-
ence. This obedience, it should be noted, is quite different from
More’'s membership in the corpus Christinnortm. Where the latter
implies absorption, oneness, the former implies the separation of
individuals, a distance transcended but never entirely effaced.
Protestants and Catholics alike use the traditional Pauline concept
of the Church as body, but, as a social historian has recently ar-
gued, the more authentic biological image of the Protestant com-
munity is the network of ligaments and nerves.! The network,
fittingly, is not tangible or visible, save to the anatomist; it is a
concept most men take on faith. Identity then is not defined by
participation in a body—hence in visible, communal rituals—but
by a place in a schema of communication, legal relationships,
obedience. The principle of negation in each man ultimately de-
rives from the divine power that animates the network in which
he has a place, and the expression of that power, the master key to
the encoded system of relationships, is the Bible. The book—for
Tyndale, the printed book in the vernacular—displaces the com-
munal body:

Mo successful synthesis of these two modes of being was possi-
ble: even an irenic genius like Erasmus could not convincingly
argue thalt one might select good qualities from each and combine
them into a new, comprehensive totality. What was possible was a
complex, unstable yoking of aspects of both in a secular context.
Thomas Wyatt's court poetry insists that it has no inner silences,
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that it obeys its own principle of individuation. The self stands
alone, defined by its rejection of the doubleness that in a corrupt
world assures sexual and political success. For Wyatt this double-
ness is, above all, characteristic of women; hence singleness, fidel-
ity, the identity of inner state and external appearance, are attri-
butes of the virtupus man. Wyatt's verse is a constant affirmation
of his manliness, manifested not only in professions of singleness,
but in deliberate stylistic roughness, coarse directness, aggression
toward women, restlessness. This manliness is, I suggest, the
equivalent in court poetry of Tyndale’s eagle-self, deliberately cut
off from false social rituals, refusing to play a corrupt game, whole.
But of course, in the secular context, there is no sacred book by
means of which man is reintegrated into a larger social network.
There is only secular power, the ground and end not of a just order
of things but of a vicious competition. Where Tyndale's singleness
then is set in the context of his participation in a vast system of
obedience, Wyatt's is caught up in a struggle for secular power.
Consequently, Wyatt's declarations of self-absorbed indepen-
dence and hatred of feigning are counterpoised by intimations of
their opposites. The contempt for doubleness is itself a theatrical
manipulation of appearances; the bluff honesty is a subtle, dip-
lomatic maneuver in an elaborate and dangerous contest. Wyatt's
Tyndale-like singleness then has been made over into a More-like
theatricality.

But as Tyndale's isolation was transcended by his religious proj-
ect, More's role-playing was transcended by his longing for ab-
sorplion inta the Church. Wyatt has neither More's Church nor
Tyndale’s passionate obedience to the Word of God: he has only
secular power, the will to domination that governs both political
and sexual relations at court. And in this bleak context, Wyatt's
manipulation of his manly honesty affords glimpses of a bad faith
that receives its definitive depiction in honest lago. In his most
brilliant court poems, Wyatt hovers on the brink of reflecting
directly upon his condition, exploring his complicity in his own
failure, his inability to free himself from the dialectic of domina-
tion and submission, but he cannot ever succeed in rendering this
reflection fully conscious and deliberate. For, in the midst of an
ongoing engagement in precisely those competitive conditions
that shape his identity and determine the purposes of his speech,
how could he establish a position from which to conduct such an
exploration? If More was able to do so, it was only by virtue of his
ardent adherence to an institution that had for Wyatt been dis-
credited and driven out of England. Wyatt does, to be sure, turn to
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other poetic forms that signal the unraveling of his uneasy courtly
identity, but the psalms succeed only in transferring the nexus of
power, sexuality, and inwardness to a higher court, while the
satires, for all their attempt to establish a hard, well-defended
identity secured by withdrawal from dangerous relations to
women and power, are drawn back toward the contradictions and
role-playing from which they sought to escape.

For someone in Wyatt's situation, role-playing seems virtually
inescapable, for both the concentration of power in the court and
Protestant ideology lead to a heightened consciousness of identity,
an increased attention to its expression, and an intensified effort to
shape and control it. The fashioning of the self is raised to the
status of a problem or a program. The pressure brought to bear on
identity—the pressure of consciousness and power, in the indi-
vidual and in the society of which he is a part—has profound
literary consequences, some of which we have already glimpsed in
the three figures we have examined. In the chapters that fol-
low we will consider a second triad—Spenser, Marlowe, and
Shakespeare—focusing now more on the particular texts and less
on direct links between the authors and their works. This nar-
rowing of focus is due to the greater illusion of independence in
the art, to the fact that we must now consider more complex and
seemingly autonomous® characters in fully realized fictional
worlds. As the pressure toward self-fashioning that we have
already viewed in More, Tyndale, and Wyatt reaches over higher
levels of conscious artistry, the literature of the later sixteenth
century becomes increasingly adept at rendering such characters
in highly individuated situations. Moreover, it becomes in-
creasingly possible for at least a small number of men to conceive
of literature as their primary activity: as we pass from Spenser to
Marlowe to Shakespeare, we move toward a heightened invest-
ment of professional identity in artistic creation. Consequently, it
becomes easier to discuss the formation and undermining of
identity within individual works without formally referring be-
yond them to the lives of the creators, though we must remind
ourselves that the very existence of such apparent inwardness
depends upon the lived experience of a self-fashioning culture.?
Before turning to Spenser, we will attempt to sketch very briefly
some of the salient characteristics of this culture.

Despite its age and its well-documented limitations, one of the
best introductions to Renaissance self-fashioning remains Burck-
hardt's Ciwvilization of ihre Renaissance in Italy.? Burckhardt's crucial
perception was that the political upheavals in Italy in the later
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Middle Ages, the transition from feudalism to despotism, fostered
a radical change in consciousness: the princes and condottieri, and
their secretaries, ministers, poets, and followers, were cut off from
established forms of identity and forced by their relation to power
to fashion a new sense of themselves and their world: the self and
the state as works of art. But his related assertion that, in the
process, these men emerged at last as free individuals must be
sharply qualified. While not only in Italy, but in France and En-
gland as well, the old feudal models gradually crumbled and fell
into ruins, men created new models, precisely as a way of con-
taining and channeling the energies which had been released.

The chief intellectual and linguistic tool in this creation was
rhetoric, which held the central place in the humanist education to
which most gentlemen were at least exposed.? Rhetoric was the
common ground of poetry, history, and oratory; it could mediate
both between the past and the present and between the imagina-
tion and the realm of public affairs. Encouraging men to think of
all forms of human discourse as argument, it conceived of poetry
as a performing art, literature as a storehouse of models. It offered
men the power to shape their worlds, calculate the probabilities,
and master the contingent, and it implied that human character
itself could be similarly fashioned, with an eye to audience and
effect. Rhetoric served to theatricalize culture, or rather it was the
instrument of a society which was already deeply theatrical.3

Theatricality, in the sense of both disguise and histrionic self-
presentation, arose from conditions common to almost all Renais-
sance courts: a group of men and women alienated from the cus-
tomary roles and revolving uneasily around a center of power, a
constant struggle for recognition and attention, and a virtually
fetishistic emphasis upon manner.® The manuals of court behavior
which became popular in the sixteenth century are essentially
handbooks for actors, practical guides for a society whose mem-
bers were nearly always on stage. These books are closely related
to the rhetorical handbooks that were also in vogue—both
essentially compilations of verbal strategies and both based upon
the principle of imitation. The former simply expand the scope of
the latter, offering an integrated rhetoric of the self, a model for the
formation of an artificial identity.

The greatest and most familiar of these manuals of behavior,
Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, portrays a world in which social
frictions, sexual combat, and power are all carefully masked by the
fiction of an elegant otium. Because of its mastery of its own pre-
cepts, Castiglione’s work masks the tedious conning of lines and
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secret rehearsals which underlie the successful performance, For a
sense of these, we must turn to the cruder manuals, such as The
Court of Civil Courtesy (1577), a handbook designed to help its
reader to thread his way successfully through the labyrinth of
social distinctions, to win at the game of rank. For example, if a
host of equal or lower social rank seats a gentleman below an in-
ferior, the author suggests that the gentleman casually sit down
two or three places below even his assigned place; then if his host
tries to move him back, he should say nonchalantly, “As long as I
find good meat, I never use to study for my place.”” The point, of
course, is that this is spoken by someone who has intensely
studied for his place.

Dissimulation and feigning are an important part of the instruc-
tion given by almost every court manual, from this comedy of
manners, to Guazzo’s defense of the pretence necessary to achieve
an agreeable social presence, to Castiglione’s idea of the suger-
coated pill of political virtue.® One of the most penetrating Renais-
sance studies of this feigning and indeed of the whaole mentality of
the courtier is Philibert de Vienne’s brilliant mock encomium, The
Philosopher of the Court (1547). According to the speaker of this
little-known work, translated by George North in 1575, “Our new
and moral Philosophy may thus be defined: A certain and sound
judgment, how to live aecording to the good grace and fashion of
the Court.””® Where old-fashioned philosophers used to struggle to
probe below the appearance of things to their essence, modern
moralists need only pay scrupulous attention to surfaces: “the
semblances and appearances of all things cunningly couched, are
the principal supporters of our Philosophy: for such as we seem,
such are we judged here...” (56-57). Acts which have plausible
“coverings and pretty pretexts” (50} are to be condoned; acts with-
out them are condemned as crimes. This is not presented as the
voice of conscious cynicism; quite the contrary, the speaker con-
siders himself highly moral. He talks of commutative and dis-
tributive justice, of prudence, temperance, and magnanimity.
Above all, he prizes honor, in defense of which a man may law-
tully fight and, if need be, kill. But such extreme measures are rare;
as in The Courtier, a man wins honor less by the sword than by the
possession of grace, a quality which may be acquired through
careful study and practice.!”

Philibert's target is not the craftiness of a confidence man but
the idealism, the high moral tone, that serves at once to advance
the courtier’s career and to conceal his rapacity from himself. The
philosopher of the court has no intention of forgoing the pleasures
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of an unspotted conscience; indeed that conscience is one of the
choicest products of the humanistic education that his social world
requires of its participants. But the problem is to maintain this
conscience in the face of the violations of its tenets in the reality of
behavior at court. If those violations are invisible for much of the
time, there are nonetheless moments at which a life pervaded by
dissimulation must confront a moral tradition that insists, in the
teachings of Socrates for example, that dissimulation is immoral.
Philibert's interest is the working of the court mind at such mo-
ments, the social accommodation of an ethical embarrassment:
“Socrates forbids such masking and general disguising, because
we should not appear to be others than we are: and we also allow
the same. ... But Socrafes letteth us not, that having no desire to
show ourselves contrary to that we would be esteemed, not-
withstanding we dissemble, and accommodate ourselves to the
imperfections of everyone, when the same doth present us danger,
and is prejudicial unto us. . . . Himself doeth serve us for example,
for although he was ever like unto himself...yet was he the
greatest dissembler in the world” (97-98).

By wvirtue of several convenient distortions and the discreet
omission of the circumstances of his death, Socrates is absorbed
into the ethos of rhetorical self-fashioning that Plato, in Theaetetus
and Gorgias, has him condemn, For the philosopher of the court,
Socrates is no longer opposed to a sophistic view of the world—
““the virtue of man consisteth not in that which is only good of
itself, following the opinion of Philosophy: but in that which
seemeth to them good' (12)}—but one of its supreme practitioners.
The potentially disillusioning conflict between social ideals and
social behavior has been averted, and Philibert’s speaker can con-
clude with a celebration of Protean man: “This facility of the Spirit
is not therefore to be blamed which makes men according to the
pleasure of others, to change and transform himself. For in so
doing he shall be accounted wise, win honor, and be free of repre-
hension everywhere: which Protens knew very well, to whom his
diverse Metamorphosis and oft transfiguration was very com-
modious’ (101).1

Philibert has seen deeply into the mind he satirizes and cun-
ningly mimics its forms of thought and expression. Indeed, there
is some evidence that The Philosopher of the Court may have been
taken at face value in England as a manual of court behavior.!? If
so, it is a startling tribute to the accuracy of Philibert’'s perception
of the pressure on the court mind to preserve its idealism by
transforming disruptive criticism into histrionic celebration and
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confirmation. This pressure intensifies as one moves closer to the
center of power; at the very center even hostility and frustration
wear the face of perfervid worship. Thus Sir Walter Ralegh may
have chafed at Elizabeth’s Spanish policy, wishing it more mili-
tant, but he did so only in the context of the “romance” which he
carried on with his royal mistress. She was Cynthia and he was the
Ocean, she was Diana and he an adoring follower, she was the
heroine of a chivalric romance and he her devoted knight. When
he had incurred the disfavor of his sixty-year-old mistress, the
middle-aged lover declared himself heartsick with loneliness and
grief: “While she was yet near at hand, that I might hear of her
once in two or three days, my sorrows were the less: but even now
my heart is cast into the depth of all misery. I that am wont to
behold her riding like Alexander, hunting like Diana, walking like
Venus, the gentle wind blowing her fair hair about her pure
cheeks, like a nymph [etc.].”"13

To accompany such fine sentiments, Ralegh even staged a scene
of violent passion, modeled on the twenty-third canto of Orlando
Fririoso. His kinsman, Sir Arthur Gorges—no doubt acting upon
instructions—carefully described the “strange Tragedy” in a letter
to Cecil, concluding “1 fear Sir W. Ralegh will shortly grow to be
Orlando Furioso, if the bright Angelica persevere against him a
little longer.” The key te the performance is provided in a post-
script: 'l could wish her Majesty knew. "1

Ralegh was more flamboyant than most, but the phenomenon as
awhole is familiar. Sir Robert Carey has left a record of the way he
was caught up in Elizabeth’s theatricals. In 1597, smarting at not
having been paid for his services as Warden of the East Marches,
he rodeto Theobalds uninvited and requested an audience with
the queen. Both Cecil and Carey's brother (who was then Lord
Chamberlain) advised him to leave at once without letting the
queen know of his rash visit, for they assured him she would be
furious. But a courtier friend, William Killigrew, devised a better
plan: he told the queen that she was beholden to Carey, “who not
having seen her for a twelvemonth and more, could no longer
endure to be deprived of so great a happiness; but took post with
all speed to come up to see your Majesty, and to kiss your hand,
and so to return instantly again.”'s Carey was then granted an
audience and was given the money due to him.

How are we to take a story like this? Carey implies in his ae-
count that the queen was taken in. Perhaps; and yet without de-
nying her ajot of her enormous vanity, we may be virtually certain
that Elizabeth was well aware that he had not ridden from the
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Scottish marches in order to kiss her hand. By insisting upon the
romantic fiction, she determined the whole tone of their sub-
sequent dealings: Carey was no longer a civil servant demanding
his pay, but a lover at the feet of his mistress. He had been ab-
sorbed inte Petrarchan politics.

Not surprisingly, one of the most acute contemporary observers
of these tactics was Sir Francis Bacon. If the courting and pro-
fessions of love which the queen encouraged are viewed in-
dulgently, “they are much like the accounts we find in romances of
the Qlueen in the blessed islands, and her court and institutions,
who allows of amorous admiration but prohibits desire. But if you
take them seriously, they challenge admiration of another kind
and of a very high order; for certain it is that these dalliances
detracted but little from her fame and nothing at all from her
majesty, and neither weakened her power nor sensibly hindered
her business.”!'® Bacon perceives first, that the romantic atmo-
sphere of the court had a distinctly literary cast, and second, that it
did not interfere with royal control. The two were in fact inter-
twined: Elizabeth’s exercise of power was closely bound up with
her use of fictions. ' A surviving holograph of one of her speeches,
at the close of a difficult session, enables us to glimpse the queen’s
characteristic strategy: “"Let this my discipline stand you in stead
of sorer strokes,”” she writes, “never to tempt too far a Prince's
pow ..." The last letters are crossed out, and in their place she
writes “patience.” '8

In an intensification of that political mode described by More,
everyone perceives that power has been made to mask as patience
or that it has assumed romantic trappings, but the perception that
a fiction is being imposed is rarely turned against Elizabeth as it
will be turned against James and Charles. The reasons for the
queen’s relative success are many and complex; they may be
summarized by observing that it did not seem in the interest of a
substantial segment of the population to attempt to demystify the
queen’s power, and hence it was enormously difficult to do so,

The queen’s power was linked with fictions in a more technical
sense as well: her reign, according to Ernst Kantorowicz, wit-
nessed the first major secular elaboration of the mystical legal
fiction of “the King's Two Bodies.” T am but one body, naturally
considered,” Elizabeth declared in her accession speech, “though
by [God's] permission a Body Politic to govern.” When she as-
cended the throne, according to the crown lawyers, her very being
was profoundly altered; in her mortal “Body natural’” was in-
carnated the immortal and infallible “Body politic.”” Her body af
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flesh would age and die, but the Body politic, as Plowden wrote,
“is not subject to Passions as the other is, nor to Death, for as to
this Body the King never dies.” Her visible being was a hiero-
glyphic of the timeless corporate being with its absolute perfection,
just as, in the words of Coke, “‘a king's crown was a hieroglyphic
of the laws.”!? She was a living representation of the immutable
within time, a fiction of permanence. Through her, society
achieved symbolic immortality and acted out the myth of a
perfectly stable world, a world which replaces the flux of history.

Even without this elaborate doctrine, of course, kingship always
involves fictions, theatricalism, and the mystification of power.
The notion of “the King's Two Bodies” may, however, have
heightened Elizabeth’s conscious sense of her identity as at least
in part a persona ficta and her world as a theater. She believed
deeply—virtually to the point of religious conviction2—in dis-
play, ceremony, and decorum, the whole theatrical apparatus of
royal power. “We Princes,”” she told a deputation of Lords and
Commons in 1586, “are set on stages, in the sight and view of all
the world duly observed,’ 2t

In the official spectacles and pageants, everything was calculated
to enhance her transformation into an almost magical being, a
creature of infinite beauty, wisdom, and power. But even her or-
dinary public appearances were theatrically impressive. A con-
temporary, Bishop Goodman, recalled in later years having seen
the queen emerge from council on a December evening in 1588:
“This wrought such an impression upon us, for shows and pageants
are ever best seen by torchlight, that all the way long we did nothing
but talk of what an admirable queen she was, and how we would
adventure our lives to do her service.”?? Goodman was anything
but a cynic, but, in recollection at least, he could see the royal
appearance as a performance calculated to arouse precisely the
emotions that he felt. And a performance it was. The queen’s
words to the crowd on that occasion—'"You may well have a
greater prince, but you shall never have a more loving prince’’—
were repeated with variations throughout her reign. They were
part of a stock of such phrases upon which she was able to draw
when need arose. Her famous “‘Golden Speech’’ of 1601 was little
more than a particularly felicitous combination of these
refrains—there is scarcely a phrase in it which she had not used
again and again.

The whole public character was formed very early, then to be
played and replayed with few changes for the next forty years.
Already in her formal procession through the City on the day

167




168

CHAPTER FOUR

before her coronation, the keynotes were sounded. “If a man
should say well,” wrote one observer, “he could not better term
the city of London that time, than a stage wherein was showed the
wonderful spectacle, of a2 noble hearted princess toward her most
loving people, and the people's exceeding comfort in beholding so
worthy a sovereign.” Where her sister Mary had been silent and
aloof at her accession, Elizabeth bestowed her gratitude and affec-
tion on all. “l will be as good unto you,” she assured her well-
wishers, ““as ever queen was to her people.... And persuade
yourselves, that for the safety and quietness of you all, I will not
spare, if need be, to spend my blood.” 23

Mutual love and royal self-sacrifice—in her first address to Par-
liament some weeks later, she reiterated these themes and added a
third, perhaps the most important of all: “And in the end, this
shall be for me sufficient, that a marble stone shall declare that a
Queen, having reigned such a time, lived and died a virgin”
(Neale, 1:49). The secular cult of the virgin was bomn, and it was
not long before the young Elizabeth was portraying herself as a
Virgin Mother: “And so I assure you all,” she told Commons in
1563, “that, though after my death you may have many step-
dames, yet shall you never have a more natural mother than I
mean to be unto you all”” (Neale, 1:109),2

Through the years, courtiers, poets, ballad makers, and artists
provided many other cult images: in Ralegh's partial list, “Cyn-
thia, Phoebe, Flora, Diana and Aurora,” to which we may add
Astraea, Zabeta, Deborah, Laura, Oriana, and, of course, Bel-
phoebe and Gloriana.?* The gorgeous rituals of praise channeled
national and religious sentiments into the worship of the prince,
masked over and thus temporarily deflected deep social, political,
and theological divisions in late sixteenth-century England,
transformed Elizabeth’s potentially disastrous sexual dis-
advantage into a supreme political virtue and imposed a subtle
discipline upon aggressive fortune seekers. The best contempo-
rary description of the effects of the romanticizing of royal power
is by the queen’s godson, Sir John Harington:

Her mind was oftime like the gentle air that cometh
from the westerly point in a summer's morn; ‘twas
sweet and refreshing to all around her. Her speech did
win all affections, and her subjects did try to show all
love to her commands; for she would say, “‘her state did
require her to command what she knew her people
would willingly do from their own love to her.” Herein
did she show her wisdom fully: for who did choose to
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lose her confidence; or who would withhold a show of
love and obedience, when their Sovereign said it was
their choice, and not her compulsion? Surely she did
play well her tables to gain obedience thus without con-
straint: again, she could put forth such alterations,
when obedience was lacking, as left no doubtings
whose daughter she was.2®

Harington's cunning description will repay close attention. [t
begins with the conventional rhetoric of adoration, the familiar
language of countless panegyrics. The next sentence opens in the
same mode—we have simply turned from her mind to her
speech—but there is a subtle shift in the second clause: “her sub-
jects did try to show all love to her commands.” From mind to
speech to commands—we have moved from poetical virtue to
power. That power, however, is masked by the queen’s persua-
sive speech, which not only transforms obedience into lave but, in
the phrase “her state did require her to command,” suggests that
it is she who is obeying an order while her subjects are privileged
to act “willingly.” We then turn to the subject who thinks he is
beguiling his prince with a “show of love and obedience’—what
Castiglione called a “salutary deception”2’—but who is in fact
being manipulated. The final sentence is almost shockingly ex-
plicit: first the picture of'the queen as a clever gamester and then
the allusion to Henry VIII, the perfect picture, in Ralegh’s phrase,
of a merciless prince. We have come a long way from the
gentle air of a summer’s morn! Behind all the cultic shows
of love, in reserve but ready to be used when necessary, lies force.
And yet the recognition of such force is not for Harington the
decisive perception: “We did all love her,”” he concludes, ““for she
said she loved us, and much wisdom she showed in this
matter.”*% The realism and irony remain, but they are caught up
in an appreciation of the mutual interest of both ruler and subject
in the transformation of power relations into erotic relations, an
appreciation of the queen’s ability at once to fashion her identity
and to manipulate the identities of her followers.

It is to a culture so engaged in the shaping of identity, in dis-
simulation and the preservation of moral idealism, that Spenser
addresses himself in defining “the general intention and mean-
ing'" of the entire Frerie Queene: the end of all the book, he writes
to Ralegh, “is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous
and gentle discipline.”2 The poem rests on the obvious but by no
means universal assumption that a gentleman can be so fashioned,
not simply in arl but in life. We will, in the remainder of this
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chapter, consider the implications of one episode in this educative
discipline, the destruction of the Bower of Bliss in book 2, canto
12. After a perilous voyage, as readers of The Faerie Queene will
recall, Guyon, the knight of Temperance, arrives with his com-
panion, the aged Palmer, at the realm of the beautiful and danger-
ous witch Acrasia. After quelling the threats of Acrasia’s mon-
strous guards, they enter the witch's exquisite Bower where, aided
by the Palmer's sober counsel, Guyon resists a series of sensual
temptations. At the Bower’s center they spy the witch, bending
over a young man, and, rushing in upon her, they manage to
capture her in a net. Guyon then systematically destroys the Bower
and leads the tightly bound Acrasia away.

Inevitably, we will slight other moments in Spenser's vast work
that qualify the perspective established by this one, but we can at
least be certain that the perspective is important; like Falstaff's
banishment, Othello’s suicide speech, and the harsh punishment
aof Volpone, the close of book 2 of The Faerie Queene has figured in
criticism as one of the great cruxes of English Renaissance litera-
ture. The destruction of Acrasia’s Bower tests in a remarkably
searching way our attitudes toward pleasure, sexuality, the body;
tests too our sense of the relation of physical pleasure to the plea-
sure of aesthetic images and the relation of both of these to what
Guyon calls the “excellence’” of man's creation. By “tests” | do not
mean that the work examines us to see if we know the right
answer—the poetry of the Faerie Queene, as Paul Alpers has dem-
onstrated, continually invites us to trust our own experience of i
rich surface’—rather, this experience tends to reveal or define
important aspects of ourselves. Thus when C. 5. Lewis, i.nvakin_'g_.
the “exquisite health’”” of Spenser's imagination, characterizes the'
Bower as a picture of “the whole sexual nature in disease,” of
“male prurience and female provocation,” indeed of “skep-
tophilia,” the reader familiar with Lewis’s work will recognize
links to his criticism of erotic passages in Hero end Leander and
Venus and Adonis, links to his conception of maturity and of mental
and moral health. This is not to deny that Lewis’s brilliant age
count describes disturbing qualities that any attentive reader may
recognize in the Bower, but it may help us to understand why he
writes that “the Bower of Bliss is not a place even of healthy
animalism, or indeed of activity of any kind,” whereas Spenaﬁi'
depicts Acrasia and her adolescent lover reposing “after long
wanton joys” and even (following Tasso) pictures droplets of
sweat trilling down Acrasia’s snowy breast “through langor of her
late sweet toil.” What for Spenser is the place “Where Pleasure
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Jwells in sensual delights™ is for Lewis the realm only of frustra-
tion; all sexual activity is in this way reserved for the Garden of
Adonis and hence tied securely to reproduction.3!

At the other extreme, Yeats dismisses the moral judgments in
the canto as “unconscious hypocrisy.” Spenser, he tells us, “is a
poet of the delighted senses, and his song becomes most beautiful
when he writes of those islands of Phaedria and Acrasia.””?* And
here again the reader familiar with Yeats will recognize certain
perennial interests and values. The point would be too abvious to
belabor, were it not for the fact that much Spenser commentary of
the past several decades treats the Bower of Bliss and comparable

\assages in Spenser as if they were technical puzzles to be solved,

Al if one could determine their meaning quite apart from their

(tffect upon the reader; “The main subject of the bower of Bliss is
‘disorder in the human body, the general image or picture is of the
wause of that disorder, the imagery used in painting this picture is
Jll of disorder, and the laws of decorum are satisfied."”33 A sym-

pathetic response like Hazlitt’s to the canto’s “voluptuous pathos,

“ind languid brilliancy of faney”’ or a residual uneasiness about the
(lestruction are dismissed as absurd. Indeed the Romantic readers
0l the poem implicitly stand charged as either degenerates or

moral incompetents, To be sure, criticism has convincingly shown
that the intellectual tradition behind Guyon’s act of moral violence
included not only Puritanism (which must, in any case, be under-
stood as far more than a hysterical rejection of the flesh) but a rich
matrix of classical and medieval thought.* Moreover, it has dem-
unstrated that the description of the Bower itself is not an isolated
“beauty” that Spenser, in growing uneasiness and bad faith, de-
¢ided to crush, but an episode embedded in a narrative that is
shaped throughout by the poet’s complex moral intelligence. The
lomantic critics who have been discredited by this scholarship,
however, had the virtue of fully acknowledging the Bower's in-
lense erotic appeal. It is frequently said in reply that Spenser has
piven us a picture of healthy sexual enjoyment in the Garden of
Adonis where "Franckly each paramor his leman knowes’
(1.6.41); but the comparison fails to take into consideration the fact
that the Garden of Adonis, that great “seminary” of living things,
has almost no erotic appeal, The issue is not whether sexual con-
summation is desirable in Spenser, but why the particular erotic
Appeal of the Bower—more intense and sustained than any com-
parable passage in the poem-—excites the hero’s destructive vio-
lence.

We are told that after an initial attractiveness the Bower becomes
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stultifying, perverted, and frustrating or that the reader’s task, like
the hero's, is to interpret the images correctly, that is, to recognize
the danger of “lewd loves, and wasteful luxury” embodied in the
Bower. I believe that one easily perceives that danger from the
beginning and that much of the power of the episode derives
precisely from the fact that his perception has little or no effect on
the Bower's continued sensual power:

Upon a bed of roses she was layd,

As faint through heat, or dight to pleasant sin,

And was arayd, or rather disarayd,

All in a vele of silke and silver thin,

That hid no whit her alablaster skin,

But rather shewd more white if more might bee.
(2.12.77)

“Pleasant sin”—the moral judgment is not avoided or suspended
but neither does it establish its dominion over the stanza: rather,
for a moment it is absorbed into a world in which the normal
conceptual boundaries are blurred: languor and energy, opacity
and transparency, flesh and stone all merge. Similarly, the close of
the famous rose song—

Gather the rose of love, whilest yet is time,
Whilest loving thou mayst loved be with equall crime—

invites us momentarily to transvalue the word “crime,” reading it
as the equivalent of “passion’’ or “intensity,” even as we continue
to know that “crime” cannot be so transvalued. We can master the
iconography, read all the signs correctly, and still respond to the
allure of the Bower. It is, as we shall see, the threat of this absorp-
tion that triggers Guyon's climactic violence. Temperance—the
avoidance of extremes, the “sober government” of the body, the
achievement of the Golden Mean—must be constituted paradoxi-
cally by a supreme act of destructive excess.

The Bower’s dangerous attractiveness is in sharp contrast to the
Cave of Mammon, where Guyon's experience, and ours, is re-
markable for the complete absence of sympathetic response to the
temptation. The hero's journey through the Cave, past the fabu-
lous displays of riches, embodies one of the basic patterns in the
life of a temperate man: to be constantly confronted with baits
which are at once spectacular and curiously easy to resist. The
consequences of succumbing to these temptations are horrible—
nothing short of being torn to pieces—but the temperate man
resists far less for fear of the evil consequences than out of genuine
indifference. That is, Mammon's offers are only attractive to those
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who are going to fall—a tautology not at all alien to Spenser or to
Protestant thought. Guyon faints not as an emblem of tension, the
strain of resisting temptation, but from want of food and sleep,

In the Bower of Bliss, Guyon's “stubborne brest gan secret
pleasaunce to embrace™ (2.12.45), and he does not merely depart
from the place of temptation but reduces it to ruins. To help us
understand more fully why he must do so in order to play his part
in Spenser’s fashioning of a gentleman, we may invoke an obser-
vation made in Civilization and Its Discontenis: "It is impossible,”
writes Freud, “to overlook the extent to which civilization is built
up upon a renunciation of instinet, how much it presupposes pre-
cisely the nonsatisfaction (by suppression, repression, or some
other means?) of powerful instincts. ... Civilization behaves to-
ward sexuality as a people or a stratum of its population does
which has subjected another one to its exploitation.””® Modern
criticism would make the destruction of the Bower easy by label-
ing Acrasia’s realm sick, stagnant, futile, and joyless, but Spenser,
who participates with Freud in a venerable and profoundly signi-
ficant intertwining of sexual and colonial discourse, accepts sexual
colonialism only with a near-tragic sense of the cost. If he had
wished, he could have unmasked Acrasia as a deformed hag, as he
had exposed Duessa or as Ariosto had expased (though more am-
biguously) the enchantréss Alcina, but instead Acrasia remains
enticingly seductive to the end. She offers not simply sexual
pleasure—"long wanton joys'—but self-abandonment, erotic
aestheticism, the melting of the will, the end of all quests; and
Spenser understands, at the deepest level of his being, the appeal
of such an end. Again and again his knights reach out longingly
for resolution, closure, or release only to have it snatched from
them or deferred; the whole of The Faerie Queene is the expression
of an intense craving for release, which is overmastered only by a
still more intense fear of release.

The Bower of Bliss must be destroyed not because its grati-
fications are unreal but because they threaten Yeivility"'—eivili-
zation—which for Spenser is achieved only through renunciation
and the constant exercise of power. If this power inevitably entails
loss, it isalso richly, essentially creative; power is the guarantor of
value, the shaper of all knowledge, the pledge of human redemp-
tion. Power may, as Bacon claimed, prohibit desire, but it is in its
own way a version of the erotic: the violence directed against
Acrasia’s sensual paradise is both in itself an equivalent of erotic
excess and a pledge of loving service to the royal mistress, Even
when he most bitterly criticizes its abuses or records its
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brutalities, Spenser loves power and attempts to link his own art
ever more closely with its symbolic and literal embodiment. The
Faerie Queene is, as he insists again and again, wholly wedded to
the autocratic ruler of the English state; the rich complexities of
Spenser’s art, its exquisite ethical discriminations in pursuit
of the divine in man, are not achieved in spite of what is for
us a repellent political ideclogy—the passionate worship of
imperialism—but are inseparably linked to that ideology.

To say that Spenser worships power, that he is our originating
and preeminent poet of empire, is not, in the heady manner of the
late '60s, to condemn his work as shallow, craven, or HHmeserving,
Rather, his work, like Freud's, bears witness to the deep complic-
ity of our moral imagination even in its noblest and most haunl-
ingly beautiful manifestations in the great Western celebration of
power. Alongside Freud, we may invoke Virgil, whose profound
faith in Aeneas's personal and world-historical mission and whose
adoration of Augustus are tempered but never broken by a bitter
sense of all that empire forces man to renounce, to flee from, fo
destroy. The example of Freud is useful, however, because it helps
us to grasp the relation of our response to the Bower to our own
contemporary preoccupations, to perceive as well those qualities
in Renaissance culture which we are at this moment in our history
uniquely situated to appreciate.

If all of civilization rests, as Freud argues, upon repression,
nevertheless the particular civilization we produce and inhabit
rests upon a complex technology of control whose origins we trace
back to the Renaissance. We are no longer inclined to celebrate
this period as the lifting of a veil of childish illusion, nor are we
concerned to attack it in the name of a nostalgic vision of lost
religious unity. The great syncretic structures of the Renaissance
humanists no longer seem as intellectually compelling or as
adequate to the period’s major works of art as they once did, and
even the imposition upon nature of an abstract mathematical
logic, which Cassirer celebrates so eloquently as the birth of mod-
ern science, seems an equivocal achievement. We continue to see
in the Renaissance the shaping of crucial aspects of our sense of
self and society and the natural world, but we have become uneasy
about our whole way of constituting reality. Above all, perhaps,
we sense that the culture to which we are as profoundly attached
as our face is to our skull is nonetheless a construct, a thing made,
as temporary, time-conditioned, and contingent as those vast
European empires from whose power Freud drew his image of
repression. We sense too that we are situated at the close of the
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cultural movement initiated in the Renaissance and that the places
in which our social and psychological world seems to be cracking
apart are those structural joints visible when it was first con-
structed. In the midst of the anxieties and contradictions attendant
upon the threatened collapse of this phase of our civilization, we
respond with passionate curiosity and poignancy to the anxieties
and contradictions attendant upon its rise. To experience Renais-
sance culture is to feel what it was like to form our own identity,
and we are at once more rooted and more estranged by the experi-
ence.

If it is true that we are highly sensitive to those aspects of the
Renaissance that mark the early, tentative, conflict-ridden fash-
ioning of modern consciousness, then The Faerie Queene is of quite
exceptional significance, for Spenser’s stated intention is precisely
“to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle
discipline.” This mirroring—the conscious purpose of the work
seeming to enact the larger cultural movement—may help to ac-
count for the reader’s sense of encountering in Spenser’s poem the
process of self-fashioning itself. In the Bower of Bliss that process
is depicted as involving a painful sexual renunciation: in Guyon’s
destructive act we are invited to experience the ontogeny of our
culture’s violent resistance to a sensuous release for which it
nevertheless yearns with @ new intensity. The resistance is neces-
sary for Spenser because what is threatened is “‘our Selfe, whom
though we do not see, [ Yet each doth in him selfe it well perceiue
to bee” (2.12.47), We can secure that self only through a restraint
that involves the destruction of something intensely beautiful: to
succumb to that beauty is to lose the shape of manhood and be
transformed info a beast.3%

The pleasure offered by Acrasia must be rejected with brutal
decisiveness, but how exactly does one distinguish between in-
ordinate or excessive sexual pleasure and temperate sexual plea-
sure? Spenser does not, after all, wish to reject pleasure entirely: if
Guyon's destruction of the Bower of Bliss suggests “the extent to
which civilization is built up upon a renunciation of instinct,”
Scudamour’s seizure of Amoret in the Temple of Venus, recounted
in book 4, canto 10, suggests the extent to which civilization is
built upon the controlled satisfaction of instinct, upon the ability
to direct and profit from the “kindly rage’ of desire. Pleasure
can even be celebrated, as in the nameless supplicant’s hymn
to Venus, provided that its legitimating function, its “end’
both in the sense of purpose and termination, be properly
understood:
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So all things else, that nourish vitall blood,
Soone as with fury thou doest them inspire,

In generation seeke to quench their inward fire.
(4.10.46)

Spenser cannot deny pleasure, even the extreme pleasure
suggested by “rage,” “fury,” and “fire,” a legitimate function in
sexuality. Quite apart from the poet's own experience and obser-
vation, it may have been extremely difficult even for figures far
more suspicious of the body than Spenser to imagine an entirely
pleasureless generation of children (though, as we shall see later,
such a doctrine found occasional expression), for there seems to
have been widespread medical belief in early modern Europe that
for conception to take place, both the male and the female had to
experience orgasm.*? Virtually all of Spenser’s representations of
sexual fulfillment, including those he fully sanctions, seem close to
excess and risk the breakdown of the carefully fashioned identity:

Lightly he clipt her twixt his armes twaine,

And streightly did embrace her body bright,

Her body, late the prison of sad paine,

Now the sweet lodge of loue and deare delight:

But she faire Lady ouercommen quight

Of huge affection, did in pleasure melt,

And in sweete rauishment pourd out her spright:

No word they spake, nor earthly thing they felt,

But like two senceles stocks in long embracement dwelt.
{3.12.45 [1590])

The distinction upon which self-definition rests at the close of
book 2—between temperate pleasure and inordinate pleasure—
can only be understood in terms of a further distinction between a
pleasure that serves some useful purpose, some virtuous end, and
a pleasure that does not. Thus the denizens of the Bower acknowl-
edge time solely as an inducement to the eager satisfaction of
desire here and now, before the body's decay, and not as the
agency of purposeful direction. That direction—expressed in The
Faerie Queene as a whole by the idea of the guest—is for sexuality
found in the power of love to inspire virtuous action and ulti-
mately, with the sanctification of marriage, in the generation of,
offspring. Generation restores the sense of linear progression to an
experience that threatens to turn in upon itself, reveling in its own
exquisite beauty. A pleasure that serves as its own end, that claims
to be self-justifying rather than instrumental, purposeless rather
than generative, is immoderate and must be destroyed, lest it

To Fashion o Gentleman®

undermine the power that Spenser worships.

But this way of distinguishing temperate and inordinate plea-
sure is less stable than it first appears, for desire may be
“quenched” in generation but is not itself temperate. On the con-
trary, generation only takes place because all living beings—men
and beasts—are “priuily pricked with” Venus’s “lustfull powres’*
(4.10.45). All attempts to restrain these powers must be overcome
for fruitful sexual union to occur; thus Scudamour must seize
Amoret from the restraining and moderating figures—Woman-
hood, Shamefastness, Modesty, Silence, Obedience, and the
like—who sit at the feet of Venus's image. The fashioning of a
gentleman then depends upon the impaosition of control over in-
escapably immoderate sexual impulses that, for the survival of the
race, must constantly recur: the discriminations upon which a
virtuous and gentle discipline is based are forever in danger of
collapsing. Hence, I suggest, the paradox of the Knight of Temper-
ance's seemingly intemperate attack upon the Bower of Bliss:
Guyon destroys the Bower and ties Acrasia “in chaines of
adamant”—"For nothing else might keepe her safe and
sound”—in a violent attempt to secure that principle of difference
necessary to fashion the self. “Excess” is defined not by some
inherent imbalance or impropriety, but by the mechanism of con-
trol, the exercise of restraining power. And if excess is virtually
invented by this power, so too, paradoxically, power is invented
by excess: this is why Acrasia cannot be destroyed, why she and
what she is made to represent must continue to exist, forever the
object of the destructive quest. For were she not to exist as a
constant threat, the power Guyon embodies would also cease to
exist. After all, we can assume that the number of people who
actually suffer in any period from melt-down as a result of sexual
excess is quite small (comparable to the number of cases of that
spontaneous combustion depicted by Dickens), small enough to
raise questions about the motives behind the elaborate moral
weaponry designed to combat the supposed danger. The percep-
tion of the threat of excess enables institutional power to have a
legitimate “‘protective” and “healing” interest in sexuality, to
exercise its constitutive control over the inner life of the individ-
ual.

Self-fashioning, the project of Spenser's poem and of the culture
in which it participates, requires both an enabling institution, a
source of power and communal values—in The Faerie Queene, the
court of Gloriana—and a perception of the not-self, of all that lies
outside, or resists, or threatens identity. The destruction of the
Bower is the fulfillment of the knight's quest—the institution has
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been glorified, the demonic other at once identified and
destroyed—but the inherent contradictions in the relations be-
tween temperance and pleasure, restraint and gratification have
been deferred rather than resolved. What appears for a moment as
decisive closure gives way to renewed efforts, other quests,
which, as we have already glimpsed in Scudamour, attempt to
compensate for the limitations, the sacrifice of essential values,
implicit in the earlier resolution.

In a remarkable study of how societies make “tragic choices” in
the allocation of scarce resources (e.g. kidney machines) or in the
determination of high risks (e.g. the military draft), Guido Cala-
bresi and Philip Bobbitt observe that by complex mixtures of ap-
proaches, societies attempt to avert “tragic results, that is, results
which imply the rejection of values which are proclaimed to be
fundamental’: these approaches may succeed for a time, but it will
eventually become apparent that some sacrifice of values has taken
place, whereupon “fresh mixtures of methods will be tried, struc-
tured... by the shortcomings of the approaches they replace.”#8
These too will in time give way to others in a “strategy of succes-
sive moves” that comprises an “intricate game,” a game that re-
flects the simultaneous perception of a tragic choice and the de-
termination to “forget’ that perception in an illusory resolution.

Driven by the will to deny its own perception of tragic conflict

inherent in the fashioning of civility, The Faerie Queene resembles
such an intricate game. Thus a particular “move,” here the de-
struction of the Bower, represents in effect a brilliant solution,
constructed out of the most conventional materials and yet un-
mistakably original, of the uneasy, aggressive, masculine court
identity fashioned by Wyatt: male sexual aggression—the hunt,

the loathing, the desire to master—is yoked to the service of ideal

values embodied in a female ruler, and it is through this service
that identity is achieved. The conception obviously depends upon
Queen Elizabeth’s own extraordinary manipulation of a secular
mythology infused with displaced religious veneration, yet
Spenser manages to suggest that the “vertuous and gentle disci-
pline’ he chronicles is not limited by its historical circumstances.
Like Elizabeth herself, Spenser appeals to an image of female
power—the benevolent and nurturing life force—that transcends a
local habitation and a name. But this “solution’ has its costs that
Spenser, as we have seen, represents with extraordinary power
and that drive him to further constructions.

Each heroie quest is at once a triumph and a flight, an escape
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from the disillusionment glimpsed for a brief moment on the
Mount of Contemplation and again at the close of the Mutabilitie
Cantos. Spenser’s knights live in the profound conviction that
there is a moral task set for themselves by virtue of the power of
Gloriana, a demonic object out there to be encountered and de-
feated. Each triumphant act of virtuous violence confirms this
conviction, defending it from all that would undermine the right-
ness of the moral mission, all that would question the possibility
of achieving a just, coherent, stable identity anchored in the ar-
dent worship of power. But the destruction of the Bower of Bliss
suggests the extent to which each self-constituting act is haunted
by inadequacy and loss.

The experience I have just described is, insofar as the work
retains its power, common to us all, embedded in each of our
personal histories, though a protective cultural amnesia may have
led us to forget it until we reexperience it in art. We need, at this
level, bring nothing to the text but ourselves. Fuller under-
standing, however, requires that we confront not only personal
history but the history of peoples. We must, as Clifford Geertz
suggests, incorporate the work of art into the texture of a particular
pattern of life, a collective experience that transcends it and com-
pletes its meaning.3* If Spenser told his readers a story, they lis-
tened, and listened with pleasure, because they themselves, in the
shared life of their culture, were telling versions of that story again
and again, recording the texts on themselves and on the world
around them. In this sense, it is not adequate for a cultural poetics
to describe the destruction of the Bower of Bliss or any literary text
as a reflection of its circumambient culture; Spenser’s poem is one
manifestation of a symbolic language that is inscribed by history
on the bodies of living beings as, in Kafka's great parable, the legal
sentences are inscribed by the demonic penal machine on the
bodies of the condemned.

It is not possible within the scope of this chapter to outline the
dense network of analogies, repetitions, correspondences, and
homologies within which even this one episode of Spenser's im-
mense poem is embedded. But I can point briefly to three re-
iterations by the culture of important elements of the destruction
of the Bower of Bliss: the European response to the native cultures
of the New World, the English colonial struggle in Treland, and the
Reformation attack on images. The examples suggest the diversity
of such reiterations—from the general culture of Europe, to the
national policy of England, to the ideology of a small segment of
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the nation’'s population—while their shared elements seem to bear
out Freud’s master analogy: “Civilizalion behaves towards sexu-
ality as a people or a stratum of its population does which has
subjected another one to its exploitation,”

In the texts written by early explorers of the New World, a long,
arduous voyage, fraught with fabulous dangers and trials, brings
the band of soldiers, sailors, and religious fathers—knight, boat-
man, and palmer—to a world of riches and menace. The adven-
turer’s morality is the morality of the ship, where order, disci-
pline, and constant labor are essential for survival, and they are
further united by their explicit religious faith and by an unspoken
but powerful male bond, The lands they encounter are often ach-
ingly beautiful: “I am completely persuaded in my own mind,”
writes Columbus in 1498, “that the Terrestrial Paradise is in the
place [ have described.”*" So Spenser likens the Bower of Bliss to
Eden itself, ““if ought with Eden mote compayre,” and lingers over
ils landscape of wish fulfillment, a landscape at once lavish and
moderate, rich in abundant vegetation and yet “steadfast,’” “at-
tempred,” and well “disposed.” If these descriptive terms are
shared in the Renaissance by literary romance and travelers’ ac-
counts, it is because the two modes of vision are mutually re-
inforcing: Spenser, like Tasso before him, makes frequent allusion
to the New World—to “all that now America men call”
{2.10.72)—while when Cortes and his men looked down upon the
valley of Mexico, they thought, says a participant, of Amadis of
Gaule.*! The American landscape has to European eyes the myste-
ripus intimations of a hidden art, as Ralegh’s description of the
Orinoco suggests: "On both sides of this river, we passed the most
beautiful country that ever mine eyes beheld: and whereas all that
we had seen before was nothing but woods, prickles, bushes, and
thorns, here we beheld plains of twenty miles in length, the grass
short and green, and in diverse parts groves of trees by them-
selves, as if they had been by all the art and labor in the world so
made of purpose: and still as we rowed, the Deer came down
feeding by the water's side, as if they had been used to a keeper’s
call.”"#2

Spenser, to be surg, has no need of the "*as if""—he credits art as
well as nature with the making of the paradisal landscape—but
this difference should not suggest too sharp a contrast between an
“artless’” world described by the early voyagers and the poet's
“artificial” Bower. The Europeans again and again record their
astonishment at the Indians® artistic brilliance: “Surely I marvel
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not at the gold and precious stones, but wonder with astonish-
ment with what industry and laborious art the curious workman-
ship exceedeth the matter and substance. 1 beheld a thousand
shapes, and a thousand forms, which [ cannot express in writing;
so that in my judgment [ never saw anything which might more
allure the eyes of men with the beauty thereof.”?

But all of this seductive beauty harbors danger, danger not only
in the works of art which are obviously idolatrous but in the
Edenic landscape itself. The voyagers to the New World are
treated, like Guyon and the Palmer, to mild air that “breathed
forth sweet spirit and holesom smell” (2.12.51), and they react
with mingled wonder and resistance: “Smooth and pleasing
words might be spoken of the sweet odors, and perfumes of these
countries,” writes Peter Martyr, “which we purposely omit, be-
cause they make rather for the effeminating of men’s minds, than
for the maintenance of good behavior.””** Similarly, if the New
World could be portrayed as a place “In which all pleasures
plenteously abownd, / And none does others happiness envye”
(2.10.58}, a Golden World, it could also serve—often in the same
text and by virtue of the same set of perceptions—as a screen onto
which Europeans projected their darkest and yet most compelling
fantasies: “These folk live like beasts without any reasonableness,
and the women be also aswommon. And the men hath conversa-
tion with the women who that they been or who they first meet, is
she his sister, his mother, his daughter, or any other kindred. And
the women be very hot and disposed to lecherdness. And they eat
also one another. The man eateth his wife, his children. ... And
that land is right full of folk, for they live commonly 300 year and
more as with sickness they die not.”" In 1582 Richard Madox, in
Sierra Leone with Edward Fenton's expedition, heard from a Por-
tuguese trader comparable stories of African customs: “He re-
ported that near the mountains of the moon there is a queen, an
empress of all these Amazons, a witch and a cannibal who daily
feeds on the flesh of boys. She ever remains unmarried, but she
has intercourse with a great number of men by whom she begets
offspring. The kingdom, however, remains hereditary to the
daughters, not to the sons.* 48

Virtually all the essential elements of the travel narratives recur
in Spenser’s episode: the sea voyage, the strange, menacing crea-
tures, the paradisal landscape with its invisible art, the gold and
silver carved with “curious imagery,”” the threat of effeminacy
checked by the male bond, the generosity and wantonness of the
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inhabitants, the arousal of a longing at once to enter and to de-
stroy. Even cannibalism and incest which are the extreme man-
ifestations of the disordered and licentious life attributed to the
Indians are both subtly suggested in the picture of Acrasia hang-
ing over her adolescent lover:

And aoft inclining downe with kisses light,
For fear of waking him, his lips bedewd,
And through his humid eyes did sucke his spright,

Quite molten into lust and pleasure lewd.
(2.12.73)

In book & of The Faeric QOueene Spenser offers a more explicit
version of these dark imaginings;*7 here in book 2 the violation of
the taboos is carefully displaced, so that the major threat is not
pollution but the very attractiveness of the vision. Sexual excess
has caused in Verdant a melting of the soul,*® and this internal
pathology is matched by an external disgrace:

His warlike armes, the idle instruments

Of sleeping praise, were hong vpon a tree,

And his braue shield, full of old moniments,

Was fowly ra'st, that none the signes might see,
(2.12.80)

The entire fulfillment of desire leads to the effacement of signs and
hence to the loss both of memory, depicted in canto 10 and of the
capacity for heroic effort, depicted in the figure of the boatman
who ferries Guyon and the Palmer to the Bower:

Forward they passe, and strongly he them rowes,

Vntill they nigh vnto that gulfe arryve,

Where streame more violent and greedy growes:

Then he with all his puisaunce doth stryve

To strike his oares, and mightily doth dryve

The hollow vessell through the threatfull wave,

Which, gaping wide, to swallow them alyve

In th'huge abysse of his engulfing grave,

Doth rore at them in vaine, and with great terrour rave.
(2.12.5)

The threat of being engulfed that is successfully resisted here is
encountered again at the heart of the Bower in the form not of
cannibalistic violence but of erotic absorption. Verdant, his head
in Acrasia’s lap, has sunk into a narcotic slumber: all “manly”™
energy, all purposeful direction, all sense of difference upon
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which “civil” order is founded have been erased. This slumber
corresponds to what the Europeans perceived as the pointlessness
of native cultures. It was as if millions of souls had become un-
moored, just as their ancestors had, it was thought, somehow lost
their way and wandered out of sight of the civilized world. Ab-
sorbed into a vast wilderness, they lost all memory of the true
history of their race and of the one God and sank into a spiritual
and physical lethargy. It is difficult to recover the immense force
which this charge of idleness carried; some sense may be gauged
perhaps from the extraordinary harshness with which vagabonds
were treated.*?

That the Indians were idle, that they lacked all work discipline,
was proved, to the satisfaction of the Europeans, by the demonstra-
ble fact that they made wretched slaves, dying after a few weeks
or even days of hard labor. And if they were freed from servitude,
they merely slid back into their old customs: “For being idle and
slothful, they wander up and down, and return to their old rites
and ceremonies and foul and mischievous acts.”’s? That the Euro-
pean voyagers of the sixteenth century, surely among the world's
most restless and uprooted generations, should accuse the Indians
of “wandering up and down" is bitterly ironic, but the accusation
served as a kind of rudder, an assurance of stability and direction.
And this assurance is confirmed by the vast projects undertaken
to fix and enclose the native populations in the mines, in enco-
miendas, in fortified hamlets, and ultimately, in mass graves. A
whole civilization was caught in a net and, like Acrasia, bound in
chains of adamant; their gods were melted down, their palaces and
temples razed, their groves felled. “And of the fairest late, now
made the fowlest place.” !

Guyon, it will be recalled, makes no attempt to destroy the Cave
of Mammon; he simply declines its evil invitations which leave
him exhausted but otherwise unmoved. But the Bower of Bliss he
destroys with a rigor rendered the more pitiless by the fact that his
stubborn breast, we are told, embraced “'secret pleasance.” In just
this way, Europeans destroyed Indian culture not despite those
aspects of it that attracted them but in part at least because of
them. The violence of the destruction was regenerative; they
found in it a sense of identity, discipline, and holy faith.?2 In
tearing down what both appealed to them and sickened them,
they strengthened their power to resist their dangerous longings,
to repress anlisocial impulses, to conquer the powerful desire for
release. And the conquest of desire had the more power because it
contained within itself a version of that which it destroyed: the
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power of Acrasia’s sensuality to erase signs and upset temperate
order is simultaneously attacked and imitated in Guyon’s destruc-
tion of the exquisite Bower, while European “civility’’ and Chris-
tianity were never more ferociously assaulted than in the colonial
destruction of a culture that was accused of mounting just such an
assault,

One measure of European complicity in what they destroyed is
the occurrence of apostacy or at least fantasies of apostacy. Bernal
Diaz del Castillo tells one such story about a common seaman
named Gonzalo Guerrero who had survived a shipwreck in the
Yucatan and refused to rejoin his compatriots when, eight years
later, Cortes managed to send word to him: *“I am married and
have three children, and they look on me as a Cacigue here, and a
captain in time of war. Go, and God’s blessing be with you. But
my face is tattooed and my ears are pierced. What would the
Spaniards say if they saw me like this? And look how handsome
these children of mine are!’’3 The emissary reminded him that he
was a Christian and “should not destroy his soul for the sake of
an Indian woman," but Guerrero clearly regarded his situation as
an improvement in his lot. Indeed Cortes learned that it was at
Guerrero’s instigation that the Indians had, three years before,
attacked an earlier Spanish expedition to the Yucatan.

We have, in the tattooed Spanish seaman, encountered an
analogue to those disfigured beasts who try to defend the Bower
against Guyon and, in particular, to Gryll, who, having been
metamorphosed by Acrasia into a hog, “repyned greatly” at his
restoration. Such creatures give a local habitation and a name to
those vague feelings of longing and complicity that permeate ac-
counts of a sensuous life that must be rejected and destroyed. And
if the Yucatan seems too remote from Spenser's world, we need
only turn to our second frame of reference, Elizabethan rule in
[reland, to encounter similar stories. In Spenser’s own View of the
Present State of Ireland, probably written in 1596, Eudoxius asks,
“is it possible that an Englishman brought up naturally in such
sweet civility as England affords could find such liking in that
barbarous rudeness that he should forget his own nature and forgo
his own nation?. .. Is it possible that any should so far grow otit of
frame that they should in so short space quite forget their country
and their own names?. . . Could they ever conceive any such dev-
ilish dislike of their own natural country as that they would be
ashamed of her name, and bite off her dug from which they
sucked life?"** In reply, Spenser’s spokesman, Irenius, speaks
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bitterly of those Englishmen who are “degenerated and grown
almost mere Irish, yea and more malicious to the English than the
very Irish themselves'' (48); these metamorphosed wretches even
prefer to speak Irish, although, as Eudoxius observes, “they
should (methinks) rather take scorn to acquaint their tongues
thereto, for it hath been ever the use of the conqueror to despise
the language of the conquered, and to force him by all means to
learn his.”5% Irenius locates the source of this unnatural linguistic
betrayal, this effacement of signs, in the subversive power of Irish
women. The rebel Englishmen will “bite off her dug from which
they sucked life” because another breast has intervened: “the
child that sucketh the milk of the nurse must of necessity learn his
first speech of her, the which being the first that is enured to his
tongue is ever after most pleasing unto him,” and “the speech
being Irish, the heart must needs be Irish.” %% The evil metamor-
phosis caused by Irish wetnurses is completed by miscegenation:
"the child taketh most of his nature of the mother. .. for by them
they are first framed and fashioned” (68). As the fashioning of a
gentleman is threatened in book 2 of The Faerie Queene by Acrasia,
so it is threatened in Ireland by the native women.

It is often remarked that the View, which Spenser wrote after his
completion of The Faerie Queene, expresses a hardening of at-
titude, a harsh and bittet note brought on by years of tension and
frustration. It may well reflect such a change in tone, but its co-
lonial policies are consistent with those with which Spenser hacd
been associated from his arrival in [reland as Lord Grey's secretary
in 1580, that is, from the time in which The Faerie Queene was in
the early stages of its composition. When Spenser “‘wrote of Ire-
land,” Yeats comments, “he wrote as an official, and out of
thoughts and emotions that had been organized by the State.”57 It
was not only in his capacity as an official that Spenser did so: in art
and in life, his conception of identity, as we have seen, is wedded
to his conception of power, and after 1580, of colonial power. For
all Spenser's claims of relation to the noble Spencers of Worm-
leighton and Althorp, he remains a “poor boy,"” as he is desig-
nated in the Merchant Taylor's School and at Cambridge, until
Ireland. 1t is there that he is fashioned a gentleman, there that he is
transformed from the former denizen of East Smithfield to the
“"undertaker”—the grim pun unintended but profoundly
appropriate—of 3,028 acres of Munster land. From his first acquis-
ition in 1582, this land is at once the assurance of his status—the
"“Gent.” next to his name—and of his insecurity: ruined abbeys,
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friaries expropriated by the crown, plow lands rendered vacant by
famine and execution, property forfeited by those whom Spenser’s
superiors declared traitors.

For what services, we ask, was Spenser being rewarded? And
we answer, blandly, for being a colonial administrator. But the
answer, which implies pushing papers in a Dublin office through
endless days of tedium, is an evasion. Spenser’s own account
presses in upon us the fact that he was involved intimately, on an
almost daily basis, throughout the island, in the destruction of
Hiberno-Norman civilization, the exercise of a brutal force that
had few if any of the romantic trappings with which Elizabeth
contrived to soften it at home.*® Here, on the periphery, Spenser
was an agent of and an apologist for massacre, the burning of
mean hovels and of crops with the deliberate intention of starving
the inhabitants, forced relocation of peoples, the manipulation of
treason charges so as to facilitate the seizure of lands, the endless
repetition of acts of military ““justice’ calculated to intimidate and
break the spirit. We may wish to tell ourselves that a man of
Spenser’s sensitivity and gifts may have mitigated the extreme
policies of ruthless men, but it appears that he did not recoil in the
slightest from this horror, did not even feel himself, like his col-
league Geoffrey Fenton, in mild opposition to it.5 Ireland is not
only in book 5 of The Faerie Queene; it pervades the poem. Civility
is won through the exercise of violence over what is deemed bar-
barous and evil, and the passages of love and leisure are not mo-
ments set apart from this process but its rewards.

“Every detail of the huge resettlement project’” in Munster,
writes Spenser’'s biographer Judson, “was known to him as it un-
folded, including its intricate legal aspects, and hence his final
acquisition of thousands of acres of forfeited lands was entirely
natural.”®® Natural perhaps, but equally natural that his imagina-
tion is haunted by the nightmares of savage attack—the “outra-
geous dreadfull yelling cry” of Maleger, “His body leane and
meagre as a rake” and yet seemingly impossible to kill®—and of
absorption. The latter fear may strike us as less compelling than
the former—there is much talk, after all, of the ““savage brutish-
ness and loathly filthiness” of native customs—but the
Elizabethans were well aware, as we have already seen, that many
of their most dangerous enemies were Englishmen who had been
metamorphosed into “mere Irish.” Spenser’s own career is
marked by conflicting desires to tum his back on Ireland forever
and to plant himself ever more firmly in Munster;®? if the latter
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course scarcely represented an abandonment of English civility, it
may nonetheless have felt like the beginning of the threatened
transformation. 1 do not propose that Spenser feared such a meta-
morphosis on his own behalf—he may, for all we know, have been
obscurely attracted to some of the very things he worked to de-
stroy, though of this attraction our only record is his poetry's
fascination with the excess against which it struggles—only that
he was haunted by the fact that it had occurred over generations to
so many of his countrymen. The enemy for Spenser then is as
much a tenacious and surprisingly seductive way of life as itis a
military force, and thus alongside a ruthless policy of mass starva-
tion and massacre, he advocates the destruction of native Irish
identity.

Spenser is one of the first English writers to have what we may
call a field theory of culture, that is, the conception of a nation not
simply as an institutional structure or a common race, but as a
complex network of beliefs, folk customs, forms of dress, kinship
relations, religious mythology, aesthetic norms, and specialized
modes of production. Therefore, to reform a people one must not
simply conquer it—though conquest is an absolute necessity—but
eradicate the native culture: in the case of Ireland, eliminate (by
force, wherever needed) the carrows, horseboys, jesters, and other
“idlers'’; transform thesmass of the rural population from cow-
herds with their dangerous freedom of movement to hus-
bandmen; break up the clans or sects; prohibit public meetings,
councils, and assemblies; transform Irish art, prohibiting the sub-
versive epics of the bards; make schoolchildren ashamed of their
parents’ backwardness; discourage English settlers from speaking
Irish; prohibit traditional Irish dress; eliminate elections of chiefs,
divisible inheritance, and the payment of fines to avoid capital
punishment. And always in this immense undertaking, there is
the need for constant vigilance and unrelenting pressure, exer-
cised not only upon the wild Irish but upon the civilizing English
themselves. “So much,” writes Spenser, “'can liberty and ill exam-
ple do” (63) that the threat of seduction is always present, and the
first inread of this seduction is misguided compassion: “There-
tore, by all means it must be foreseen and assured that after once
entering into this course of reformation, there be afterwards no
remorse or drawing back™ (110). Pitiless destruction is here not a
stain but a virtue; after all, the English themselves had to be
brought from barbarism to civility by a similar conquest centuries
before, a conquest that must be ever renewed lest the craving for
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“liberty and natural freedom"” (12) erupt again. The colonial vig-
lence inflicted upon the Irish is al the same time the force that
fashions the identity of the English.

We have returned then to the principle of regenerative violence
and thus to the destruction of the Bower of Bliss. The act of tearing
down is the act of fashioning; the promise of the opening stanza of
canto 12—"“Now gins this goodly frame of Temperance | Fairely to
rise”—is fulfilled at the close in the inventory of violence:

But all those pleasant bowres and Pallace braue,

Guyon broke downe, with rigour pittilesse;

Ne ought their goodly workmanship might saue

Them from the tempest of his wrathfulnesse,

But that their blisse he turn’d to balefulness;

Their groues he feld, their gardins did deface,

Their arbers spoyle, their Cabinets suppresse,

Their banket houses burne, their buildings race,

And of the fairest late, now made the fowlest place.
(2.12.83)

If the totality of the destruction, the calculated absence of “re-
morse or drawing back,” links this episode to the colonial policy of
Lord Grey which Spenser undertook to defend, the language of the
stanza recalls yet another government policy, our third “restora-
tion”" of the narrative: the destruction of Catholic Church fur-
nishings. In the Inventarium monumentorum superstitionis of 1566,
for example, we may hear repeated echoes of Guyon’s acts:

Imprimis one rood with Mary and John and the rest of
the painted pictures—burnt. . ..

Item our road loft—pulled down, sold and defaced.. ..

Item our mass books with the rest of such feigned fables
and peltering popish books—burnt. . ..

Item 3 altar stones—broken in pieces. ., .53

In 1572 Spenser, a student at Pembroke, could have witnessed a
similar scene at nearby Gonville and Caius where the authorities
licensed the destruction of “much popish trumpery.” Books and
vestments, holy water stoops and images were “mangled, torn to
pieces, and mutilated"—discerpta dissecta et lacerata—before being
consigned to the bonfire.®

There is about the Bower of Bliss the taint of a graven image
designed to appeal to the sensual as opposed to the spiritual na-
ture, to turn the wonder and admiration of men away from the
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mystery of divine love. In the Bower the love survives only in the
uncanny parody of the Pieta suggested by Verdant cradled in
Mcrasia’s arms. It is not surprising then to find a close parallel
between the evils of the Bower and the evils attributed to the
misuse of religious images. Devotion to the representations of the
Madonna and saints deflected men from the vigorous pursuit of
the good, enticed them into idleness and effeminacy. With their
destruction, as Hugh Latimer writes, men could turn “from lady-
ness to Godliness.""®5 Statues of the virgin were dismembered by
unruly crowds, frescoes were whitewashed over and carvings in
“Lady Chapels” were smashed, in order to free men from thrall-
dom to what an Elizabethan lawyer calls, in describing the pope,
“the witch of the world.”%¢

But the art destroyed by Guyon does not pretend to image holy
things; it is designed to grace its surroundings, to delight its
viewers with its exquisite workmanship. Against such art there
could be no charge of idolatry, no invocation of the Deuteronomic
injunctions against graven images, unless art itself were idola-
trous. And it is precisely this possibility that is suggested by
Guyon's iconoclasm, for Acrasia’s realm is lavishly described in
just those terms which the defenders of poetry in the Renaissance
reserved for imagination’s noblest achievements. The Bower's art
imitates nature, but is privileged to choose only those aspects of
nature that correspond to man's ideal visions; its music is so per-
fectly melodious and “attempred” that it blends with all of nature
in one harmony, so that the whole world seems transformed into a
musical “consort”; above all, the calculation and effort that lie
behind the manifestation of such perfect beauty are entirely con-
cealed:

And that which all faire workes doth most aggrace,
The art, which all that wrought, appeared in no place.

“Aggrace” has virtually a technical significance here; Castiglione
had suggested in The Courtier that the elusive quality of “grace”
could be acquired through the practice of sprezzatura, "so as to
conceal all art and make whatever is done or said appear to be
without effort and almost without any thought about it.” 7
Spenser deeply distrusts this aesthetic, even as he seems to pay
homage to its central tenets; indeed the concealment of art, ils
imposition upon an unsuspecting observer, is one of the great
recurring evils in The Faerie Queene. Acrasia as demonic artist and
whore combines the attributes of those other masters of disguise,
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Archimago and Duessa.® Their evil depends upon the ability to
mask and forge, to conceal their satanic artistry; their defeat de-
pends upon the power to unmask, the strength to turn from magic
to strenuous virtue. Keith Thomas notes that in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries the Protestant “emphasis upon the virtues
of hard work and application...both reflected and helped to
create a frame of mind which spurmed the cheap solutions offered
by magic, not just because they were wicked, but because they
were too easy."”®? Sprezzatura, which sets out to efface all signs of
“hard work and application,” is a cult of the “too easy,” a kind of
agsthetic magic,

But what can Spenser offer in place of this discredited aesthetic?
The answer lies in an art that constantly calls attention to its own
processes, that includes within itself framing devices and signs of
its own createdness. Far from hiding its traces, The Faerie Queene
announces its status as art object at every turn, in the archaic
diction, the use of set pieces, the elaborate sound effects, the very
characters and plots of romance. For the allegorical romance is a
mode that virtually by definition abjures all concealment; the artist
who wishes to hide the fact that he is making a fiction would be
ill-advised to write about the Faerie Queene.

If you fear that images may make a blasphemous claim to reality,
that they may become idols that you will be compelled to worship,
you may smash all images or you may create images that announce
themselves at every moment as things made. Thus did the
sixteenth-century kabbalists of Safed circumvent the Hebraic in-
junction against images of the Godhead;™ their visions are
punctuated by reminders that these are merely metaphors, not to
be confused with divine reality itself. So too did the more moder-
ate Protestant Reformers retain a version of the Communion, re-
minding the participants that the ceremony was a symbol and not
a celebration of the real presence of God’s body. And so does
Spenser, in the face of deep anxiety about the impure claims of art,
save art for himself and his readers by making its createdness
explicit. Images, to be sure, retain their power, as the sensuous
description of the Bower of Bliss attests, and Spenser can respond
to the charge that his “famous antique history” is merely
“th'aboundance of an idle braine. ..and painted forgery” by re-
minding his readers of the recent discoveries, of “The Indian
Peru,'" “"The Amazons huge riuer,” and “fruitfullest Virginia'':

Yet all these were, when no man did them know;
Yet haue from wisest ages hidden beene:
And later times things more vnknowne shall show.
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When then should witlesse man so much misweene
That nothing is, but that which he hath seene?

What if within the Moones faire shining spheare?
What if in euery other starre vnseene

Of other worldes he happily should heare?

He wonder would much more: yet such to some

appeare.
(2 Proem 3)

For a moment the work hovers on the brink of asserting its status
as a newfound land, bul Spenser immediately shatters such an
assertion by invoking the gaze of royal power:

And thou, O fairest Princesse vnder sky,
In this faire mirrhour maist behold thy face,
And thine owne realmes in lond of Faery,
And in this antique Image thy great auncestry.
(2 Proem 4)

In an instant the “other world”” has been transformed into a mir-
ror; the queen turns her gaze upon a shining sphere hitherto hid-
den from view and sees her own face, her own realms, her own
ancestry. That which threatens to exist independent of religious
and secular ideology, that is, of what we believe—"Yet all these
were, when no man did them know"'—is revealed to be the ideal
image of that ideology. And hence it need not be feared or de-
stroyed: iconoclasm gives way to appropriation, violence to col-
onization. J. H. Elliott remarks that the most significant aspect of
the impact of the new world upon the old is its insignificance; men
looked at things unseen before, things alien to their own culture,
and saw only themselves 7! Spenser asserts that Faerie Land is a
new world, another Peru or Virginia, only so that he may colonize
it in the very moment of its discovery. The “other world” becomes
mirror becomes aesthetic image, and this transformation of the
poem from a thing discovered to a thing made, from existence to
the representation of existence is completed with the poet's tum
from “wvaunt” to apology:

The which O pardon me thus to enfold
In couert vele, and wrap in shadowes light,
That feeble eyes your glory may behold,
Which else could not endure those beames bright,
But would be dazled with exceeding light.
(2 Proem 5)

The queen is deified precisely in the act of denying art's claim to
ontological dignity, to the possession or embodiment of reality.
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Such embodiment is the characteristic achievement of great
drama, of Marlowe and supremely of Shakespeare, whose constant
allusions to the fictionality of his creations only serve paradoxi-
cally to question the status of everything outside themselves. By
contrast, Spenser’s profoundly undramatic art, in the same move-
ment by which it wards off idolatry, wards off this radical ques-
tioning of everything that exists. That is, if art like Shakespeare’s
realizes the power we glimpsed in Wyatt, the power in Althusser's
words, to “make us ‘perceive’...from the inside, by an internal
distance, the very ideology” in which it is held, Spenserean
allegory may be understood as a countermeasure: it OpEens up an
internal distance within art itself by continually referring the
reader out to a fixed authority beyond the poem. Spenser’s art
does not lead us to perceive ideology critically, but rather affirms
the existence and inescapable moral power of ideology as that
principle of truth toward which art forever yearns. It is art whose
status is questioned in Spenser, not ideology; indeed, art is ques—b
tioned precisely to spare ideology that internal distantiation it
undergoes in the work of Shakespeare or Marlowe. In The Faerie
Queene reality as given by ideology always lies safely outside the
bounds of art, in a different realm, distant, infinitely powerful,
perfectly good. “The hallmark of Spenserean narration,” Paul
Alpers acutely observes, “is confidence in locutions which are at
the same time understood to be provisional.”?? Both the con-
fidence and the provisionality stem from the externality of true
value, order, meaning. For Spenser this is the final colonialism,
the colonialism of language, yoked to the service of a reality
forever outside itself, dedicated to “the Most High, Mightie, and
Magnificent Empresse . . . Elizabeth by the Grace of God Queene of
Ignglhand Fraunce and Ireland and of Virginia, Defendour of the

aith.”

Marlowe and the Will
to Absolute Play

On 26 June 1586 a small fleet, financed by the Earl of Cumberland,
set out from Gravesend for the South Seas. It sailed down the West
African coast, sighting Sierra Leone in October, and at this point
we may let one of those on board, the merchant John Sarracoll, tell

his own story:

The fourth of November we went on shore to a town of
the Megroes, ... wltich we found to be but lately built:
it was of about two hundred houses, and walled about
with mighty great trees, and stakes so thick, that a rat
could hardly get in or out. But as it chanced, we came
directly upon a port which was not shut up, where we
entered with such fierceness, that the people fled all out
of the town, which we found to be finely built after
their fashion, and the streets of it so intricate that it was
difficult for us to find the way out that we came in at.
We found their houses and streets so finely and cleanly
kept that it was an admiration to us all, for that neither
in the houses nor streets was so much dust to be found
as would fill an egg shell. We found little in their
houses, except some mats, gourds, and some earthen
pols. Our men al their departure set the town on fire,
and it was burnt (for the most part of it) in a quarter of
art hour, the houses being covered with reed and

straw.?

This passage is atypical, for it lacks the blood bath that usually
climaxes these incidents, but it will serve as a reminder of what
until recently was called one of the glorious achievements of Ren-
aissance civilization, and it will serve as a convenient bridge from
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the world of Edmund Spenser to the world of Christopher Mar-
lowe.

What is most striking in Sarracoll’s account, of course, is the
casual, unexplained violence. Does the merchant feel that the
firing of the town needs no explanation? If asked, would he have
had one to give? Why does he take care to tell us why the town
burned so quickly, but not why it was burned? Is there an aesthe-
tic element in his admiration of the town, so finely built, so in-
tricate, so cleanly kept? And does this admiration conflict with or
somehow fuel the destructiveness? If he feels no uneasiness at all,
why does he suddenly shift and write not we but our men set the
town on fire? Was there an order or not? And, when he recalls the
invasion, why does he think of rats? The questions are all met by
the moral blankness that rests like thick snow on Sarracoll’s sen-
tences: “The 17th. day of November we departed from Sierra
Leona, directing our course for the Straits of Magellan.”

If, on returning to England in 1587, the merchant and his as-
sociates had gone to see the Lord Admiral’s Men perform a new
play, Tamburlaine the Great, they would have seen an extra-
ordinary meditation on the roots of their own behavior. For de-
spite all the exoticism in Marlowe—Scythian shepherds, Maltese
Jews, German magicians—it is his own countrymen that he
broods upon and depicts. As in Spenser, though to radically dif-
ferent effect, the “other world” becomes a mirror.? If we want to
understand the historical matrix of Marlowe’s achievement, the
analogue to Tamburlaine's restlessness, aesthetic sensitivity, ap-
petite, and violence, we might look not at the playwright’s literary
sources, not even at the relentless power-hunger of Tudor ab-
solutism, but at the acquisitive energies of English merchants,
entrepreneurs, and adventurers, promoters alike of trading com-
panies and theatrical companies.

But what bearing does Marlowe actually have on a passage like
the one with which I opened? He is, for a start, fascinated by the

#idea of the stranger in a strange land. Almost all of his heroes are

aliens or wanderers, from Aeneas in Carthage to Barabas in Malta,
from Tamburlaine’s endless campaigns to Faustus’s demonic
flights. From his first play to his last, Marlowe is drawn to the idea
of physical movement, to the problem of its representation within
the narrow confines of the theater. Tamburlaine almost ceaselessly
traverses the stage, and when he is not actually on the move, he is
imagining campaigns or hearing reports of grueling marches, The
obvious effect is to enact the hero’s vision of a nature that “Doth
teach us all to have aspiring minds” and of the soul that “Wills us
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to wear ourselves and never rest’” {1 Tam 2.6.871, 877). But as
always in Marlowe, this enactment, this realization on the level of
the body in time and space, complicates, qualifies, exposes, and
even mocks the abstract conception. For the cumulative effect of
this restlessness is not so much heroic as grotesquely comic, if we
accept Bergson’'s classic definibion of the comic as the mechanical
imposed upon the living. Tamburlaine s a machine, a desiring
machine that produces violence and death. Menaphon’s admiring
description begins by making him sound like Leonardo's
Vitruvian Man or Michelangelo’s David and ends by making him
sound like an expensive mechanical device, one of those curious
inventions that courtiers gave to the queen at New Year's: a huge,
straight, strongly jointed creature with a costly pearl placed be-
tween his shoulders, the pearl inscribed with celestial symbols.
Once set in motion, this thing cannot slow down or change course;
it moves at the same frenzied pace until it finally stops.

One further effect of this unvarying movement is that, paradoxi-
cally, very little progress seems to be made, despite fervent dec-
larations to the contrary. To be sure, the scenes change, so quickly
at times that Marlowe seems to be battering against the bound-
aries of his own medium: at one moment the stage represents a
vast space, then suddenly contracts to a bed, then turns in quick
succession into an impérial camp, a burning town, a besieged
fortress, a battlefield, a tent. But then all of those spaces seem
curiously alike. The relevant contrast is Antony and Cleopatra
where the restless movement is organized around the deep struc-
tural opposition of Rome and Egypt, or 1 Henry IV where the
tavern, the court, and the country are perceived as diversely
shaped spaces, spaces that elicit and echo different tones, ener-
gies, and even realities. In Temburlaine Marlowe contrives to efface
all such differences, as if to insist upon the essential meaningless-
ness of theatrical space, the vacancy that is the dark side of its

power to imitate any place. This vacancy—quite literally, this ab- ~

sence of scenery—is the equivalent in the medium of the theater to
the secularization of space, the abolition of qualitative up and
down, which for Cassirer is one of the greatest achievements of
Renaissance philosophy, the equivalent then to the reduction of
the universe to the coordinates of a map:?

Give me a Map, then let me see how much
Is left for me to conquer all the world,
That these my boys may finish all my wants.
(2 Tam 5.3.4516-18)
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* Space is transformed into an abstraction, then fed to the appeti-
tive machine. This is the voice of conquest, but it is also the voice
of wants never finished and of transcendental homelessness. And
though the characters and situations change, that voice is never
entirely absent in Marlowe. Barabas does not leave Malta, but he is
the quintessential alien: at one point his house is seized and
turned into a nunnery, at another he is thrown over the walls of
the city, only to rise with the words, “What, all alone?” Edward 11
should be the very opposite; he is, by his role, the embodiment of
the land and its people, but without Gaveston he lives in his own
country like an exile. Only in Doctor Faustus does there seem to be
a significant difference: having signed away his soul and body,
Faustus begins a course of restless wandering, but at the close of
the twenty-four years, he feels a compulsion to return to Witten-
berg.* Of course, it is ironic that when a meaningful sense of place.
finally emerges in Marlowe, it does so only as a place to die. But
the irony runs deeper still. For nothing in the covenant or in any of
the devil’s speeches requires that Faustus has to pay his life where
he originally contracted to sell it; the urge is apparently in Faustus,
as if he felt there were a fatality in the place he had undertaken his
studies, felt it appropriate and even necessary to die there and
nowhere else. “O would [ had never seen Wittenberg,” he de-
spairingly tells his friends. But the play has long before this ex-
posed such a sense of place to radical questioning. To Faustus's
insistent demands to know the “where about” of hell, Mephis-
tophilis replies,

Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d
In one self place, for where we are is hell,
And where hell is, must we ever be.
(567—69)

By implication, Faustus’s feeling about Wittenberg is an illusion,
one of a network of fictions by which he constitutes his identit}';
and his world. Typically, he refuses to accept the account of 4
limitless, inner hell, countering with the extraordinary, and in'the
circumstances, ludicrous "I think hell’s a fable.” Mephistophilis's
quiet response slides from parodic agreement to devastating
irony: “Aye, think so still, till experience change thy mind.”’s The
experience of which the devil speaks can refer not only to torment
after death but to Faustus’s life in the remainder of the play: the
half-trivial, half-daring exploits, the alternating states of bliss and
despair, the questions that are not answered and the answers thal
bring no real satisfaction, the wanderings that lead nowhere. The
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hilling line may carry a further suggestion: *'Yes, continue to
think that hell's a fable, until experience fransforms your mind.” At
the heart of this mental transformation is the anguished percep-
tion of time as inexorable, space as abstract. In his final soliloquy,
Faustus’s frenzied invocation to time to stop or slow itself gives
way to horrified clarity: “The stars move still, time runs, the clock
will strike’ (1460). And his appeal to nature—earth, stars, air,
tcean—at once to shield him and destroy him is met by silence:
upace is neutral and unresponsive.

Doctor Faustus then does not contradict but rather realizes in-
limations about space and time in Marlowe’s other plays. That
man is homeless, that all places are alike, is linked to man’s inner
dlate, to the uncircumscribed hell he carries within him. And this
insight returns us to the violence with which we began, the vio-

lence of Tamburlaine and of the English merchant and his men. It

I% not enough to say that their actions are the expression of brute
power, though they are certainly that, ner even that they bespeak

i compulsive suspicion and hatred that one Elizabethan voyager
Waw as characteristic of the military mind.® For experiencing this
Alimitlessness, this transformation of space and time into abstrac-
‘llons, men do violence as a means of marking boundaries, effect-

Iy transformation, signaling closure, To burn a town or to kill all
ol its inhabitants is to make an end and, in so doing, to give life a

whape and a certainty that it would otherwise lack. The great fear,

in Barabas’s words, is “That I may vanish o’er the earth in air, /
And leave no memory that e’er [ was’ (1.499-500). As the town

‘where Zenocrate dies burns at his command, Tamburlaine pro-
wlaims his identity, fixed forever in the heavens by his acts of

Violence:

Over my Zenith hang a blazing star,
That may endure till heaven be dissolv'd,
Fed with the fresh supply of earthly dregs,
Theat'ning a death and famine to this land.
(2 Tam 3.2.3196-99)

Inn this charred soil and the blazing star, Tamburlaine seeks liter-
ully to make an enduring mark in the world, to stamp his image on
time and space. Similarly, Faustus, by violence not on others but
un himself, seeks to give his life a clear fixed shape. To be sure, he
Wpeaks of attaining “a world of profit and delight, | Of power, of
hionor, of omnipotence” (83-84), but perhaps the hidden core of
whitt he seeks is the limif of twenty-four years to live, a limit he
himsell sets and reiterates.” Time so marked out should have a
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quality different from other time, should possess its end: “Now
will I make an end immediately,” he says, writing with his blood.

But in Marlowe's ironic world, these desperate altempts at
boundary and closure produce the opposite effect, reinforcing the
condition they are meant to efface. Tamburlaine's violence does
not transform space from the abstract to the human, but rather
further reduces the world to a map, the very emblem of abstrac-
tion:

I will confute those blind Geographers
That make a triple region in the world,
Excluding Regions which [ mean to trace,
And with this pen reduce them to a Map,
Calling the Provinces, Cities and towns
After my name and thine Zenocrate.
(1 Tam 4.4.1715-20})

At Tamburlaine’s death, the map still stretches out before him, and
nothing bears his name save Marlowe’s play (the crucial exception
to which we will return).® Likewise at his death, pleading for
““some end to my incessant pain,” Faustus is haunted by eternity:
“O no end is limited to damned souls" (1458).

The reasons why attempts at making a mark or an end fail are
complex and vary significantly with each play, but one critical link
is‘the feeling in almost all Marlowe’s protagonists that they are
using up experience. This feeling extends to our merchant, John
sarracoll, and his men: they not only visit Sierra Leone, they con-
sume it. Tamburlaine exults in just this power to “Conquer, sack,
and utterly consume / Your cities” (2 Tam 4.2.3867-68). He even
contrives to use up his defeated enemies, transforming Bajazeth
into his footstool, the kings of Trebizon and Soria into horses to be
discarded, when they are broken-winded, for “fresh horse’” {2 Tam
5.1.4242). In a bizarrely comic moment, Tamburlaine’s son
suggests that the kings just captured be released to resume the
fight, bul Tamburlaine replies, in the language of consumption,
“Cherish thy valor still with fresh supplies: | And glut it nat with
stale and daunted foes” (2 Tam 4.1.3761-62). Valor, like any appe-
lite, always demands new food.

Faustus's relationship to knowledge is strikingly similar; in his
opening soliloquy he bids farewell to each of his studies in turn as
something he has used up. He needs to cherish his mind with
fresh supplies, for nothing can be accumulated, nothing saved or
savored. And as the remainder of the play makes clear, each of
these farewells is an act of destruction: logic, medicine, law, and
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divinity are not so much rejected as violated. The violence arises
not only from the desire to mark boundaries but from the feeling
that what one leaves behind, turns away from, must no longer
exist; that objects endure only for the moment of the act of atten-
tion and then are effaced; that the next moment cannot be fully
grasped until the last is destroyed. Marlowe writes in the period in
which European man embarked on his extraordinary career of
consumption, his eager pursuit of knowledge, with one in-
tellectual model after another seized, squeezed dry, and dis-
carded, and his frenzied exhaustion of the world’s resources:”

Lo here my sons are all the golden Mines,
Inestimable drugs and precious stones,
More worth than Asia and the world beside,
And from th'Antartic Pole, Eastward behold
As much more land which never was descried,
Wherein are rocks of Pearl that shine as bright
As all the Lamps that beautify the Sky,
And shall I die, and this unconquered?
(2 Tam 5.3.4544-51)

So fully do we inhabit this construction of reality that most often
we see beyond it only in accounts of cultures immensely distant
from our own: “The Nuer [writes Evans-Pritchard] have no ex-
pression equivalent to ‘fime’ in our language, and they cannot,
therefore, as we can, speak of time as though it were something
actual, which passes, can be wasted, can be saved, and so forth. |
do not think that they ever experience the same feeling of fighting
against time or of having to co-ordinate activities with an abstract
passage of time because their points of reference are mainly the
activities themselves, which are generally of a leisurely charac-
ter. ... Nuer are fortunate.” ! Of course, such a conception of time
and activity had vanished from Europe long before the sixteenth
century, but English Renaissance works, and Marlowe’s plays in

particular, give voice to a radically intensified sense that time is X

abstract, uniform, and inhuman. The origins of this sense of time
are difficult to locate with any certainty. Puritans in the late six-
teenth century were already campaigning vigorously against the
medieval doctrine of the unevenness of time, a doctrine that had
survived largely intact in the Elizabethan church calendar. They
sought, in effect, to desacramentalize time, to discredit and sweep
away the dense web of saints” days, “dismal days,” seasonal
taboos, mystic observances, and folk festivals that gave time a
distinct, irregular shape; in its place, they urged a simple, flat
routine of six days work and a sabbath rest.!' Moreover, there
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seem, in this period, to have been subtle changes in what we may
call family time. At one end of the life cycle, traditional youth
groups were suppressed or fell into neglect, customs that had
allowed adolescents considerable autonomy were overturned, and
children were brought under the stricter discipline of the im-
mediate family. At the other end, the Protestant rejection of the
doctrine of purgatory eliminated the dead as an “'age group,”’ cut-
ting off the living from ritualized communion with their deceased
parents and relatives.'? Such changes might well have contributed
to a sense in Marlowe and some of his contemporaries that time is
alien, profoundly indifferent to human longing and anxiety.
Whatever the case, we certainly find in Marlowe's plays a powerful
ﬁ/ feeling that time is something to be resisted and a related fear that
fultillment or fruition is impossible. “Why waste you thus the time
away?" an impatient Leicester asks Edward I, whose crown he
has come to fetch. “Stay a while,” Edward replies, “let me be king
till night™ (2045), whereupon, like Faustus,' he struggles vainly to
arrest time with incantation. At such moments, Marlowe's cele-
brated line is itself rich with irony: the rhythms intended to slow
time only consume it, magnificent words are spoken and dis-
appear into a void. But it is precisely this sense of the void that
compels the characters to speak so powerfully, as if to struggle the
more insistently against the enveloping silence.
That the moments of intensest time-consciousness all occur at or
near the close of these plays has the effect of making the heroes

x seem to struggle against theatrical time. As Marlowe uses the va-

cancy of theatrical space to suggest his characters’ homelessness, so
he uses the curve of theatrical time to suggest their struggle against
extinction, in effect against the nothingness into which all charac-
ters fall at the end of a play, The pressure of the dramatic medium it-
self likewise underlies what we may call the repetition compulsion of
Marlowe’s heroes. Tamburlaine no sooner annihilates one army
than he sets out to annihilate another, no sconer unharnesses two
kings than he hitches up two more. Barabas gains and loses, te-
gains and reloses his wealth, while pursuing a seemingly endless
string of revenges and politic murders, including, characteristi-
cally, two suitors, two friars, two rulers, and, in effect, twa chil-
dren. In Edward II the plot is less overtly episodic, yet even here,
after spending the first half of the play alternately embracing and
parting from Gaveston, Edward immediately replaces the slain
favorite with Spencer Junior and thereby resumes the same pat-
tern, the willful courting of disaster that is finally “rewarded’ in
the castle cesspool. Finally, as C. L. Barber observes, “Faustus
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repeatedly moves through a circular pattern, from thinking of the
joys of heaven, through despairing of ever possessing them, to
embracing magical dominion as a blasphemous substitute.” ¥ The
pattern of action and the complex psychological structure em-
bodied in it vary with each play, but at the deepest level of the
medium itself the motivation is the same: the renewal of existence
through repetition of the self-constituting act. The character re-
peats himself in order to continue to be that same character on the
stage. Identity is a theatrical invention that must be reiterated if it
is to endure.

To grasp the full import of this notion of repetition as self-
fashioning, we must understand its relation to the culturally domi-
nant notion of repetition as a wamning or memorial, an instrument
of civility. In this view recurrent patterns exist in the history of
individuals or nations in order to inculeate crucial moral values,
passing them from generation to generation.!’ Men are notori-
ously slow learners and, in their inherent sinfulness, resistant to
virtue, but gradually, through repetition, the paradigms may sink
in and responsible, God-fearing, obedient subjects may be
formed. Accordingly, Tudor monarchs ordered the formal reitera-
tion of the central tenets of the religious and social orthodoxy,
carefully specifying the minimum number of imes a year these
tenets were to be read Gloud from the pulpit.'® Similarly, the
punishment of criminals was public, so that the state’s power to
inflict torment and death could act upon the peaple as an edifying
caution. The high number of such executions reflects not only
judicial “massacres’’!7 but the attempt to teach through reiterated
terror. Each branding or hanging or disemboweling was theatrical
in conception and performance, a repeatable admonitory drama
enacted on a scaffold before a rapt aundience. Those who
threatened order, those on whose nature nurture could never
stick—the traitor, the vagabond, the homosexual, the thief—were
identified and punished accordingly. This idea of the “notable
spectacle,” the “theater of God's judgments,” extended quite nat-
urally to the drama itself, and, indeed, to all of literature which
thus takes its rightful place as part of a vast, interlocking system of
repetitions, embracing homilies and hangings, rayal progresses
and rote learning.'® It is by no means only timeservers who are
involved here; a great artist like Spenser, as we have seen, em-
braces his participation in this system, though, of course, that
participation is more complex than most. In Spenser’s rich and
subtle version of the civilizing process, the apparent repetitions
within each book and in The Faerie Queene as a whole serve to
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initiate hero and reader alike into the nuances of each of the vir-
tues, the complex discriminations that a humane moral sensibility
entails, while, as we have seen, the shifting resolutions of anal-
ogous problems help to shore up values that are threatened by the
shape of a prior resolution. The heroes’ names and the virtues they
embaody both exist prior to the experiences chronicled in their
books and are fully established by means of those experiences;
Spenserean repefition expresses that which is already in some
sense real, given by the power that exists outside the poem and
that the poem celebrates.

Marlowe seems to have regarded the drama’s participation in
such a system—an admonitory fiction upholding a moral order—
with a blend of obsessive fascination and contemptuous loathing.
Tamburlaine repeatedly teases its audience with the form of the
cautionary tale, only to violate the convention. All of the signals of
* | the tragic are produced, but the play stubbornly, radically, refuses

to become a tragedy. “The Gods, defenders of the innocent, | Will
never prosper your intended drifts” (1 T 1.2.264-65); declares
Zenocrate in act 1 and then promptly falls in love with her captor.
With his dying breath, Cosroe curses Tamburlaine—a sure pre-
lude to disaster—but the disaster never occurs. Bajazeth, the king
of Arabia, and even Theridamas and Zenocrate have powerful
premonitions of the hero’s downfall, but he passes from success to
|success. Tamburlaine is proud, arrogant, and blasphemous; he
|lusts for power, betrays his allies, overthrows legitimate authority,
and threatens the gods; he rises to the top of the wheel of fortune
and then steadfastly refuses to budge. Since the dominant ideol-
ogy no longer insists that rise-and-decline and pride-goes-
before-a-fall are unvarying, universal rhythms, we undoubtedly
miss some of the shock of Tamburlaine’s career, but the play itself
invokes those thythms often enough to surprise us with their fail-
ure to materialize,

Having undermined the notion of the cautionary tale in Tani-
burlaine, part 1, Marlowe demolishes it in part 2 in the most unex-
pected way—by suddenly invoking it. The slaughter of thousands,
the murder of his own son, the torture of his royal captives are all
without apparent consequence; then Tamburlaine falls ill, and
when? When he burns the Koran! The one action which
Elizabethan churchmen themselves might have applauded seems
to bring down divine vengeance.' The effect is not to celebrate
the transcendent power of Mohammed but to challenge the habit
of mind that looks to heaven for rewards and punishments, that
imagines human eyil as “’the scourge of God.” Similarly, in Doctar
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Faustus, as Max Bluestone observes, the homiletical tradition is
continually introduced only to be undermined by dramatic spec-
tacle, " while in Edward Il Marlowe uses the emblematic method of
admonitory drama, but uses it to such devastating effect that the
audience recoils from it in disgust. Edward’s grisly execution is, as
orthodox interpreters of the play have correctly insisted, icono-
graphically “appropriate,” but this appropriateness can only be
established at the expense of every complex, sympathetic human
feeling evoked by the play. The audience is forced to confront its
insistence upon coherence, and the result is a profound question-
ing of the way audiences constitute meaning in the theater and in
life.2!

There is a questioning too of the way individuals are constituted
in the theater and in life. Marlowe’s heroes fashion themselves not
in loving submission to an absolute authority but in self-conscious
opposition: Tamburlaine against hierarchy, Barabas against
Christianity, Faustus against God, Edward against the sanctified
rites and responsibilities of kingship, marriage, and manhood.
And where identity in More, Tyndale, Wyatt, and Spenser had
been achieved through an attack upon something perceived as
alien and threatening, in Marlowe it is achieved through a sub-
versive identification with the alien. Marlowe's strategy of subver-
sion 15 seen most clearly®in The Jew of Malta, which, for this rea-
son, | propose to consider in some detail, For Marlowe, as for
Shakespeare, the figure of the Jew is useful as a powerful rhetorical
device, an embodiment for a Christian audience of all they loathe
and fear, all that appears stubbornly, irreducibly different. In-
troduced by Machiavel, the stock type of demonic villainy,
Barabas enters already trailing clouds of ignominy, already a
“marked case.” But while never relinquishing the anti-Semitic
stereotype and the conventional motif of the villain-undone-by-
his-villainy, Marlowe quickly suggests that the Jew is not the ex-
ception to but rather the true representative of his society. Though
he begins with a paean to liquid assets, Barabas is not primarily a
usurer, set off by his hated occupation from the rest of the com-
munity, but a great merchant, sending his argosies around the
world exactly as Shakespeare’s much loved Antonio does. His pur-
suit of wealth does not mark him out but rather establishes
him—if anything, rather respectably—in the midst of all the other
forces in the play: the Turks exacting tribute from the Christians,
the Christians expropriating money from the Jews, the convent
profiting from these expropriations, religious orders competing
for wealthy converts, the prostitute plying her trade and the
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blackmailer his. When the Governor of Malta asks the Turkish
“Bashaw,” “What wind drives you thus into Malts road?”
the latter replies wilth perfect frankness, “The wind that bloweth
all the world besides, ( Desire of gold’ (3.1421-23). Barabas's own
desire of gold, so eloquently voiced at the start and vividly enacted
in the scene in which he hugs his money bags, is the glowing core
of that passion which fires all the characters. To be sure, other
values are expressed—love, faith, and honor—but as private
values these are revealed to be hapelessly fragile, while as public
values they are revealed to be mere screens for powerful economic
forces. Thus, on the one hand, Abigail, Don Mathias, and the
nuns are killed off with remarkable ease and, in effect, with the
complicity of the laughing audience. (The audience at the Royal
Shakespeare Company's brilliant 1964 production roared with de-
light when the poisoned nuns came tumbling out of the house, )22
On the other hand, the public invocation of Christian ethics or
knightly honor is always linked by Marlowe to baser motives. The
knights concern themselves with Barabas’s “inherent sin” only at
the moment when they are about to preach him out of his posses-
sions, while the decision to resist the “barbarous misbelieving
Turks' facilitates all too easily the sale into slavery of a shipload of
Turkish captives. The religious and political ideology that seems at
first to govern Christian attitudes toward infidels in fact does
nothing of the sort; this ideology is clearly subordinated to con-
siderations of profit.

It is because of the primacy of money that Barabas, for all the
contempt heaped upon him, is seen as the dominant spirit of the
play, its most energetic and inventive force. A victim at the level of
religion and political power, he is, in effect, emancipated at the
level of civil society, emancipated in Marx's contemptuous sense
of the word in his essay On the Jewish Question: “The Jew has
emancipated himself in a Jewish manner, not only by acquiring
the power of money, but also because money has become, through
him and also apart from him, a world power, while the practical
Jewish spirit has become the practical spirit of the Christian na-
tions. The Jews have emancipated themselves in so far as the
Christians have become Jews.””?? Barabas's avarice, egotism,
duplicity, and murderous cunning do not signal his exclusion
from the world of Malta but his central place within it, His
“Judaism” is, again in Marx's words, “a universal antisocinl ele-
ment of the present Hme™ (34).

For neither Marlowe nor Marx does this recognition signal a
turning away from Jew-baiting; if anything, Jew-baiting is in-
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tensified even as the hostility it excites is directed as well against
Christian society. Thus Marlowe never discredits anti-Semitism,
but he does discredit early in the play a “Christian” social concern
that might otherwise have been used to counter a specifically
Jewish antisocial element. When the Governor of Malta seizes the
wealth of the Jews on the grounds that it is “better one want for a
common good, / Then many perish for a private man” (1.331-32),
an audience at all familiar with the New Testament will hear in
these words echoes not of Christ but of Caiaphas and, a few lines
further on, of Pilate.?* There are, to be sure, moments of social
solidarity—as when the Jews gather around Barabas to comfort
him or when Ferneze and Katherine together mourn the death of
their sons—but they are brief and ineffectual, The true emblem of
the society of the play is the slave market, where “Every ane's
price is written on his back” (2.764).%5 Here in the marketplace
men are literally turned, in Marx’s phrase, “into alienable, saleable
objects, in thrall to egoistic need and huckstering’” (39). And at
this level of society, the religious and political barriers fall away:
the Jew buys a Turk at the Christian slave market. Such is the
triumph of civil society.

For Marlowe the dominant mode of perceiving the world, in a
society hag-ridden by the power of money and given over to the
slave market, is contempf, contempt aroused in the beholders of
such a society and, as important, governing the behavior of those
who bring it into being and function within it. This is Barabas’s
constant attitude, virtually his signature; his withering scorn
lights not anly on the Christian rulers of Malta (“thus slaves will
learn,” he sneers, when the defeated Governor is forced into sub-
mission [5.2150]), but on his daughter’s suitor (“the slave looks
like a hog's cheek new sing'd"’ [2.803]), his daughter (" An Hebrew
born, and would become a Christian. | Cazzo, diabolo’ [4.1527—
2B]), his slave Ithamore (“Thus every villain ambles after
wealth | Although he ne’er be richer than in hope’ [3.1354-55]),
the Turks (“How the slave jeers at him,"” observes the Governor of
Barabas greeting Calymath [5.2339]), the pimp, Pilia-Borza (“a
shaggy, totter'd staring slave' [4.1858]), his fellow Jews ("'See the
simplicity of these base slaves’ [1.448]), and even, when he has
blundered by making the poison too weak, himself (“What a
damn’d slave was 1" [5.2025]). Barabas's frequent asides assure us
that he is feeling contempt even when he is not openly expressing
it, and the reiteration of the derogatory epithet slave firmly an-
chors this contempt in the structure of relations that governs the
play. Barabas's liberality in bestowing this epithet—from the
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Governor to the pimp—reflects the extraordinary unity of the
structure, its intricate series of mirror images: Pilia-Borza's extor-
tion racket is repeated at the “national’ level in the extortion of the
Jewish community's wealth and at the international level in the
Turkish extortion of the Christian tribute. The play depicts Ren-
aissance international relations as a kind of glorified gangsterism,
a vast “protecton’’ racket.2®

At all levels of society in Marlowe's play, behind each version of
the racket (and making it possible) is violence or the threat of
violence, and so here too Barabas’s murderousness is presented as
at once a characteristic of his accursed tribe and the expression
of a universal phenomenon. This expression, to be sure, is
extravagant—he is responsible, directly or indirectly, for the
deaths of Mathias, Lodowick, Abigail, Pilia-Borza, Bellamira,
Ithamore, Friar Jacamo, Friar Barnadine, and innumerable
poisoned nuns and massacred soldiers—and, as we shall see, this
extravagance helps to account for the fact that in the last analysis
Barabas cannot be assimilated to his world, But if Marlowe ulti-
mately veers away from so entirely sociological a conception, it is
important to grasp the extent to which Barabas expresses in ex-
treme, unmediated form the motives that have been partially dis-
guised by the spiritual humbug of Christianity, indeed the extent
to. which Barabas is brought into being by the Christian society
around him. His actions are always responses to the initiatives of
others: not only is the plot of the whole play set in motion by the
Governor's expropriation of his wealth, but each of Barabas's
particular plots is a reaction to what he perceives as a provecation
or a threat. Only his final stratagem—the betrayal of the Turks—
seems an exception, since the Jew is for once in power, but even
this fatal blunder is a response to his perfectly sound perception
that “Malta hates me, and in hating me [ My life’s in danger”
(5.2131-32).

Barabas’s apparent passivity sits strangely with his entire
domination of the spirit of the play, and once again, we may turn
to Marx for an explication of Marlowe’s rhetorical strategy:
“Judaism could not create a new world. It could only bring the
new creations and conditions of the world within its own sphere
of activity, because practical need, the spirit of which is self-
interest; is always passive, cannot expand at will, but finds itself
extended as a result of the continued development of society’ (38).
Though the Jew is identified here with the spirit of egotism and
selfish need, his success is credited to the triumph of Christianily
which "“objectifies” and hence alienates all national, natural,
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moral, and theoretical relationships, dissolving “the human world
into a world of atomistic, antagonistic individuals'® (39). The con-
crete emblem of this alienation in Marlowe is the slave market; its
ideological expression is the religious chauvinism that sees Jews
as inherently sinful, Turks as barbarous misbelievers.

The Jew of Malta ends on a powerfully ironic note of this “spiri-
tual egotism’” (to use Marx's phrase) when the Governor celebrates
the treacherous destruction of Barabas and the Turks by giving
due praise “Neither to Fate nor Fortune, but to Heaven™ (5. 2410).
{Once again, the Royal Shakespeare Company’s audience guffawed
at this bit of hypocritical sententiousness.) But we do not have to
wait until the closing moments of the play to witness the Christian
practice of alienation. It is, as T have suggested, present throughout,
and nowhere more powerfully than in the figure of Barabas himself.
For not only are Barabas’s actions called forth by Christian actions,
but his identity itself is to a great extent the product of the Chris-
Han conception of a Jew's identity. This is not entirely the case:
Marlowe invokes an “indigenous’ Judaism in the wicked parody
of the materialism of Job and in Barabas's repeated invocation of
Hebraic exclusivism (“these swine-eating Christians,” etc.).
Mevertheless Barabas's sense of himself, his characteristic re-
sponse to the world, and his self-presentation are very largely
constructed out of the materials of the dominant, Christian cul-
ture. This is nowhere more evident than in his speech, which is
virtually composed of hard little aphorisms, cynical adages,
worldly maxims—all the neatly packaged nastiness of his society.
Where Shylock is differentiated from the Christians even in his
use of the common language, Barabas is inscribed at the center of
the society of the play, a society whose speech is a tissue of
aphorisms. Whele speeches are little more than strings of sayings:
maxims are exchanged, inverted, employed as weapons; the
characters enact and even deliberately “stage” proverbs (with all
of the manic energy of Breughel's “Netherlandish FProverbs").
When Barabas, intent upon poisoning the nuns, calls for the pot of
rice porridge, Ithamore carries it to him along with a ladle, ex-
plaining that since “the proverb says, he that eats with the devil
had need of a long spoon, | have brought you a ladle”
(3.1360-62).7 And when Barabas and Ithamore together strangle
Friar Barnadine, to whom Abigail has revealed their crimes in
confession, the Jew explains, “Blame not us but the proverb,
Confess and be hang'd’ (4.1655).

Proverbs in The few of Malta are a kind of currency, the com-
pressed ideclogical wealth of society, the money of the mind.
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Their terseness corresponds to that concentration of material
wealth that Barabas celebrates: “Infinite riches in a little room.”’
Barabas's own store of these ideological riches comprises the most
cynical and self-serving portion:

Who is honer'd now but for his wealth?

(1.151)
Ego miltintet sum semper proximus.
{1.228)
A reaching thought will search his deepest wits,
And cast with cunning for the time to come.
(1.455-36)
... in extremity
We ought to make bar of no policy.
(1.507-8)
-+ . Religion
Hides many mischiefs from suspicion.
(1.519-20)

Now will I show my self to have more of the Serpent
Than the Dove; that is, more knave than fool.
(2.797-98)

Faith is not to be held with Heretics.
(1.1076)

For he that liveth in Authority,
And neither gets him friends, nor fills his bags,
Lives like the Ass that Esop speaketh of,
That labors with a load of bread and wine,
And leaves it off to snap on Thistle tops.
(5.2139-43)

For so I live, perish may all the world.
(5.2292)

This is nat the exatic language of the Jews but the product of the
whole society, indeed, its most familiar and ordinary face. And as
the essence of proverbs is their anonymity, the effect of their re-
current use by Barabas is to render him more and more typical, to
de-individualize him. This is, of course, the opposite of the usual
process. Most dramatic characters—Shylock is the appropriate
example—accumulate identity in the course of their play; Barabas
loses it. He is never again as distinct and unique an individual as
he is in the first moments:
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Go tell ‘em the Jew of Malta sent thee, man:
Tush, who amongst ‘em knows not Barabas?
(1.102-3)

Even his account of his past—killing sick people or poisoning
wells—tends to make him more vague and unreal, accommodating
him to an abstract, anti-Semitic fantasy of a Jew's past.

In this effacement of Barabas's identity, Marlowe reflects not only
upon his culture’s bad faith, its insistence upon the otherness of
what is in fact its own essence, but also upon the tragic limitations
of rebellion against this culture. Like all of Marlowe’s heroes,
Barabas defines himself by negating cherished values, but his
identity is itself, as we have seen, a social construction, a fiction
composed of the sleaziest materials in his culture.®® If Marlowe
questions the notion of literature as cautionary tale, if his very use
of admonitory fictions subverts them, he cannot dismiss the im-
mense power of the social system in which such fictions play their
part. Indeed the attempts to challenge this system—Tamburlaine’s
world conquests, Barabas's Machiavellianism, Edward’s homo-
sexuality, and Faustus's skepticism—are subjected to relentless
probing and exposed as unwitting tributes to that social construc-
lion of identity against which they struggle. For if the heart of
Renaissance orthodoxy is a vast system of repetitions in which
disciplinary paradigms are established and men gradually learn
what to desire and what to fear, the Marlovian rebels and skeptics
remain embedded within this orthodoxy: they simply reverse the
paradigms and embrace what the society brands as evil. In so
doing, they imagine themselves sel in diametrical opposition to
their society where in fact they have unwittingly accepted its cru-
cial structural elements. For the crucial issue is not man's power to
disobey, but the characteristic modes of desire and fear produced
by a given society, and the rebellious heroes never depart from
those modes. With their passionate insistence on will, Marlowe's
protagonists anticipate the perception that human history is the
product of men themselves, but they also antlicipate the perception
that this product is shaped, in Lukacs phrase, by forces that arise
from their relations with each other and which have escaped their
control.?? As Marx writes in a famous passage in The Eighteenth
Brumaire of Lowis Bonaparte: “Men make their own history, but
they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumslances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances di-
rectly found, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of
all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of
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the living. And just when they seem engaged in revolutionising
themselves and things, in creating something entirely new, pre-
cisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure
up the spirits of the past.”30

Marlowe’s protagonists rebel against orthodoxy, but they do not
do so just as they please; their acts of negation not only conjure up
the order they would destroy but seem at times to be themselves
conjured up by that very order. The [ew of Malta continually dem-
onstrates, as we have seen, how close Barabas is to the gentile
world against which he is set; if this demonstration exposes the
hypocrisy of that world, it cuts against the Jew as well, for his
loathing must be repeatedly directed against a version of himself,
until at the close he boils in the pot he has prepared for his enemy.
Similarly, Faustus's whole career binds him ever more closely to
that Christian conception of the body and the mind, that divinity,
he thought he was decisively rejecting. He dreams of living “in all
voluptuousness” (337), but his pleasures are parodic versions of
Holy Communion.3!

Of all Marlowe’s heroes, only Tamburlaine comes close to de-
fining himself in genuinely radical opposition to the order against
which he wars; he does so by virtue of a powerful if sporadic
materialism that Marlowe seems to have compounded out of a
strange blend of scholarly and popular heterodox elements in his
culture. From academic life, Marlowe could draw upon Lucretian
naturalism, with its vision of a cosmos formed by the restless clash
of opposing elements; from popular culture—the culture we
glimpse fleetingly in ballads, trial records, and the like—he could
draw upon an unillusioned reduction of ideclogy to power and of
power o violence.?* From both he could derive the remarkable
centrality of the body that is the play’s obsessive preoccupation.
The action of Tamburlaine—endless stabbing, chaining, drowning,
lancing, hanging—is almost entirely directed toward what we may
call a theatrical proof of the body’s existence. In what seems a zany
parody of Christ and Doubting Thomas, Tamburlaine at one point
wounds himself for the edification of his sons: “Come boys, and
with your fingers search my wound, [ And in my blood wash all
your hands at once” (2 Tam 3.2.3316-17). Likewise, the dying in
the play—and they are legion—speak of themselves in an oddly
detailed, almost clinical language, as if to insist upon the corporeal
reality of their experience:

I feel my liver pierced, and all my veins,
That there begin and nourish every part,
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Mangled and torn, and all my entrails bathed
In blood that straineth from their orifex.
(2 Tam 4.3417-20)

Yet even here, 1 would argue, the movement toward a truly
radical alternative is thwarted by the orthodoxy against which it
struggles. The materialist rejection of transcendence is belied by
Tamburlaine’s single-minded commitment to “princely deeds’ of
violence. The body is affirmed only in wounding and destroying
it, and this aggression ironically generates the odd note of
detachment—bodilessness—that characterizes even those lines I
have just quoted. A different attitude toward the flesh—sensual
enjoyment, self-protection, tolerant acceptance, ease—is explicitly
attacked and killed in the figure of Tamburlaine’s “cowardly” (and
remarkably sympathetic) son Calyphas. Tamburlaine stabs
Calyphas because the “effeminate brat” possesses

A form not meet to give that subject essence
Whose matter is the flesh of Tamburlaine,

Wherein an incorporeal spirit moves,
(2 Tam 4.1.3786-88)

The Aristotelian language of the Schoolmen here signals the oper-
ation, within the bizarre and barbaric scene, of precisely those
conservative principles against which Tamburlaine had seemed to
be set, just as moments later the former Scythian shepherd can
speak of plaguing “such peasants as resist in me | The power of
heaven's eternal majesty™ (2 Tam 4.1.3831-32),

Tamburlaine rebels against hierarchy, legitimacy, the whole
established order of things, and to what end? To reach, as he

declares, “The sweet fruition of an earthly crown.” Earthly tan-~

talizingly suggests a materialist alternative to the transcendental
authority upon which all the “legitimate” kings in the play base
their power, but the suggestion is not realized. Theridimas’s re-
sponse to Tamburlaine’s declaration of purpose sounds for an in-
stant as if it were about to confirm such an alternative, but then by
a trick of syntax it veers away:

And that made me to join with Tamburlaine,
For he is gross and like the massy earth
That moves not upwards, nor by princely deeds
Doth mean to soar above the highest sort.
(1 Tam 2.6.881-84)

Tamburlaine’s will is immeasurably stronger, but its object is
essentially the same as that of Mycetes, Cosroe, Bajazeth, or any of
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the other princelings who strut around the stage. Part 1 ends not in
an act of revolt but in the supreme gesture of legitimacy, a proper
marriage, with the Scourge of God earnestly assuring his father-
in-law of Zenocrate’s unblemished chastity. The close of part 2
may seem closer to an act of radical freedom—

Come, let us march against the powers of heaven
And set black streamers in the firmament
To signify the slaughter of the gods—

(2 Tam 5.3.4440-42)

but, as in Faustus, the blasphemy pays homage to the power it
insults. In just this way, several years after Marlowe wrote his
play, an illiterate visionary, condemned to death for claiming to be
Christ come in judgment upon the queen and her councillors,
demanded on the scaffold that God deliver him from his enemies:
“If not, 1 will fire the heavens, and tear thee from thy throne with
my hands.”?* Such acts of aggression are spectacular, but they are
ultimately bound in by the orthodoxy against which they revolt.

Marlowe stands apart then from both orthodoxy and skepticism;
he calls into question the theory of literature and history as repeat-
able moral lessons, and he calls into question his age’s charac-
teristic mode of rejecting those lessons. But how does he himself
understand his characters’ motivation, the force that compels them
to repeat the same actions again and again? The answer, as | have
already suggested, lies in their will to self-fashioning. Marlowe's
heroes struggle to invent themselves; they stand, in Coriolanus’s
phrase, “As if a man were author of himself /| And knew no other
kin" (5.3.36-37). Shakespeare characteristically forces his very
Marlovian hero to reach out and grasp his mother’s hand; in Mar-
lowe’s plays, with the exception of Dido Queen of Carthage, we
never see and scarcely even hear of the hero’s parents. Tambur-
laine is the son of nameless “paltry” Scythians, Faustus of “par-
ents base of stock” (12), and Barabas, so far as we can tell, of no
one at all, (Even in Edward II, where an emphasis on parentage
would seem unavoidable, there is scant mention of Edward I.) The
family is at the center of most Elizabethan and Jacobean drama as
it is at the center of the period’s economic and social structure;3 in
Marlowe it is something to be neglected, despised, or violated.
Two of Marlowe's heroes kill their children without a trace of
remorse; most prefer male friendships to marriage or kinship
bonds; all insist upon free choice in determining their intimate
relations. Upon his father’s death, Edward immediately sends for
Gaveston; Barabas adopts Ithamore in place of Abigail; Faustus
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cleaves to his sweet Mephistophilis; and, in a more passionate
love scene than any with Zenocrate, Tamburlaine wins the ardent
loyalty of Theridamas.

The effect is to dissolve the structure of sacramental and blood
relations that normally determine identity in this period and to
render the heroes virtually autochthonous,; their names and iden-

tities given by no one but themselves. Indeed self-naming is a |

major enterprise in these plays, repeated over and over again as if
the hero continues to exist only by virtue of constantly renewed
acts of will. Augustine had written in The Cify of Ged that “if God
were to withdraw what we may call his ‘constructive power’ from
existing things, they would cease to exist, just as they did not exist
before they were made.*5 In the neutrality of time and space that
characterizes Marlowe’s world, this “constructive power” must
exist within the hero himself; if it should fail for an instant he
would fall into nothingness, become, in Barabas’s words, “a
senseless lump of clay / That will with every water wash to dirt"”
{1.450-51). Hence the hero’s compulsion to repeat his name and
his actions, a compulsion Marlowe links to the drama itself. The
hero’s re-presentations fade into the reiterated performances of
the play.

If Marlowe’s protagonists fashion themselves, they are, as we
have seen, compelled to use only those forms and materials pro-
duced by the structure of relations in their particular, quite dis-
tinct warlds, We watch Tamburlaine construct himself out of
phrases picked up or overheard: “And ride in triumph through
Persepolis™ (1 Tam 2.5.754) or “I that am term’d the Scourge and
Wrath of God" (1 Tam 3.3.1142). Like the gold taken from unwary
travelers or the troops lured away from other princes, Tambur-
laine’s identity is something appropriated, seized from others.**
Even Edward II, with his greater psychological complexity, can
only clothe himself in the metaphors available to this station,
though these metaphors—the “Imperial Lion,” for example—often
seem little applicable. And the most haunting instance in Marlowe
of this self-fashioning by quotation or appropriation occurs in
Doetor Faustus, when the hero concludes the signing of the fatal
deed with the words “Consummation est'’ (515).

To unfold the significance of this repetition of Christ's dying
words, we must restore them to their context in the Gospel of
John:

After this, Jesus knowing that all things were now ac-
complished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled, saith,
I thirst. Now there was set a vessel full of vinegar: and
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they filled a sponge with vinegar, and put it upon hys-
sop, and put it to his mouth. When Jesus therefore had
received the vinegar, he said, It is finished [Consum-
matum est]: and he bowed his head, and gave up the
ghost. (19:28-30)37

Ag it is written in psalm 69, “and in my thirst they gave me
vinegar to drink,” so it is fulfilled; Christ's thirst is not identical to
the body’s normal longing for drink, but an eiactment of that
longing so that he may fully accomplish the role darkly prefigured
in the Old Testament. The drink of vinegar is the final structural
element in the realization of his identity. Faustus’s use of Christ’s

wwords then evokes the archetypal act of role-taking; by reenacting
the moment in which Christ acknowledges the fulfillment of his
being, the magician hopes to touch upon the primal springs of
identity itself. But whatever identity Faustus can thereby achieve
is limited to the status of brilliant parody. His blasphemy is the
uncanny expression of a perverse, despairing faith, an appropria-
tion to himself of the most solemn and momentous words avail-
able in his culture to mark the decisive boundary in his life, an
ambiguous equation of himself with Christ, first as God, then as
dying man.

"Consumnatun est’” is the culmination of Faustus's (antasies of
making an end, and hence a suicide that demonically parcdies
Christ's self-sacrifice. But in the Gospel, as we have seen, the
words are a true end; they are spoken at the moment of fulfillment
and death. In Doctor Faustus they are rather a beginning, spoken at
the moment Faustus is embarking on his bargain. Unlike Christ,
who is his own transcendent object, and whose career is precisely
the realization of himself, Faustus, and all of Marlowe's self-
fashioning heroes, must posit an object in order to exist. Naming
oneself is not enough; one must also name and pursue a goal. And
il both the self and object so constituted are tragically bounded by
the dominant ideology against which they vainly struggle, Mar-
lowe's heroes nevertheless manifest a theatrical energy that
distinguishes their words as well as their actions from the sur-
rounding society. If the audience’s perception of radical difference
gives way to a perception of subversive identity, that too in its
turn gives way: in the excessive quality of Marlowe’s heroes, in
their histrionic extremism, lies that which distinguishes their
self-fashioning acts from the society around them. The Turks,
friars, and Christian knights may all be driven by acquisitive de-
sire, but only Barabas can speak of “Infinite riches in a little
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room,”” only he has the capacity for what one must call aesthetic
experience:

Bags of fiery Opals, Sapphires, Amethysts,
facinths, hard Topaz, grass-green Emeralds,
Beauteous Rubies, sparkling Diamonds,
And seld-seen costly stones. . ..
(1.60-63)

Similarly, Theridimas may declare that “A God is not so glori-
ous as a King,” but when he is asked if he himself would be a
king, he replies, “Nay, though [ praise it, I can live without it"” (1
Tam 2.5.771). Tamburlaine cannot live without it, and his reward
is not only “The sweet fruition of an earthly crown” but what
Plato’s rival Gorgias conceives as “‘the magic violence of
speech.” 8

It is this Gorgian conception of rhetoric, and not the Platonic or
Aristotelian, that is borne out in Marlowe’s heroes. For Gorgias
man is forever cut off from the knowledge of being, forever locked
in the partial, the contradictory, and the irrational. If anything
exists, he writes, it is both incomprehensible and incommunic-
able, for “that which we communicate is speech, and speech is not
the same thing as the things that exist.”*® This tragic epis-
temological distance is never bridged; instead, through the power
of language men construct deceptions in which and for which they
live, Gorgias held that deception—apate—is the very essence of
the creative imagination: the tragic artist exceeds his peers in the
power to deceive. Such a conception of art does not preclude its
claim to strip away fraud, since tragedy “with its myths and emo-
tions has created a deception such that its successful practitioner is
nearer to reality than the unsuccessful, and the man who lets him-
self be deceived is wiser than he who does not.”*® In The Jew of
Malta Barabas the deceiver gives us his own version of this
aesthetic: A counterfeit profession,” he tells his daughter, “is
better | Than unseen hypocrisy’” (1.531-32). In the long run, the
play challenges this conviction, at least from the point of view of
survival: the Governor, who is the very embodiment of “unseen
hypocrisy” eventually triumphs over the Jew’s “counterfeit pro-
fession.” But Marlowe uses the distinction to direct the audi-
ence’s allegiance toward Barabas; to lie and to know that one is
lying seems more attractive, more aesthetically pleasing, and
more moral even, than to lie and believe that one is telling the
truth.
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The ethical basis of such a discrimination does not bear
scrutiny; what matters is that the audience becomes Barabas's ac-
complice. And the pact is affirmed over and over again in
Barabas's frequent, malevolently comic asides:

Lopowick Good Barabas, glance not at our holy Nuns.
Barasas No, but I do it through a burning zeal,
Hoping ere long to set the house a fire, [Aside]
(2.849-51)

Years ago, in Naples, I watched a deft pickpocket lifting a camera
from a tourist’s shoulder-bag and replacing it instantanecusly
with a rock of equal weight. The thief spotted me watching but did
not run away—instead he winked, and 1 was frozen in mute
complicity. The audience’s conventional silence becomes in The
Jew of Malta the silence of the passive accomplice, winked at by his
fellow criminal. Such a relationship is, of course, itself con-
ventional. The Jew has for the audience something of the attrac-
tiveness of the wily, misused slave in Roman comedy, always on
the brink of disaster, always revealed to have a trick or two l;p his
sleeve. The mythic core of this character’s endless resourcefulness
is what Nashe calls ““stage-like resurrection,” and, though Barabas
is destined for a darker end, he is granted at least one such mo-
ment: thrown over the city walls and left for dead, he springs up
full of scheming energy.*! At this moment, as elsewhere in the
P].aF’ the audience waits expectantly for Barabas's recovery, wills
his continued existence, and hence identifies with him.

Barabas first wins the audience to him by means of the in-
cantatory power of his language, and it is through this power too
that Faustus conjures up the Prince of Deceptions and that Tam-
burlaine makes his entire life into a project, transforming himself
into an elemental, destructive force, driving irresistibly forward:
“For Will and Shall best fitteth Tamburlaine’" (1 Tam 3.3.1139). He
collapses all the senses of these verbs—intention, command, pro-
phecy, resolution, and simple futurity—into his monomaniacal
project. All of Marlowe's heroes seem similarly obsessed, and the
result of their passionate willing, their insistent, reiterated nam-
ing of themselves and their objects, is that they become more
intensely real to us, more present, than any of the other characters.
This is only to say that they are the protagonists, but once again
Marlowe relates the shape of the medium itself to the central ex-
perience of the plays; his heroes seem determined to realize the
Idea of themselves as dramatic heroes.*? There is a parallel in
Spenser’s Malbecco who is so completely what he is—in this case,
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so fanatically jealous—that he becomes the allegorical incarnation
of Jealousy itself. But where this self-realization in Spenser is
Platonic, in Marlowe it is Gorgian—that is, Platonism is under-
mined by the presence of the theater itself, the unavoidable dis-
tance between the particular actor and his role, the insistent
awareness in audience and players alike of illusion.

Within the plays this awareness is intensified by the difficulties
the characters experience in sustaining their lives as projects, by
that constant reiteration to which, as we have seen, they are
bound. For even as no two performances or readings of a text are
exactly the same, so the repeated acts of self-fashioning are never
absolutely identical; indeed as Gilles Deleuze has recently ob-
served, we can only speak of repetition by reference to the dif-
ference or change that it causes in the mind that contemplates it.*3
The result is that the objects of desire, at first so clearly defined, so
avidly pursued, gradually lose their sharp outlines and become
more and more like mirages. Faustus speaks endlessly of his ap-
petite, his desire to be glutted, ravished, consumed, but what is it
exactly that he wants? By the end of the play it is clear that knowl-
edge, voluptuousness, and power are each mere approximations
of the goal for which he sells his soul and body; what that goal is
remains maddeningly unclear. “Mine own fantasy [ ... will re-
ceive no object’” (136-37); he tells Valdes and Cornelius, in a phrase
that could stand as the play’s epigraph. At first Barabas seems a
simpler case: he wants wealth, though there is an unsettling
equivocation between the desire for wealth as power and security
and desire for wealth as an aesthetic, even metaphysical gratifica-
tion. But the rest of the play does not bear out this desire as the
center of Barabas’s being: money is not finally the jealous God of
the Jew of Malta. He seeks rather, at any cost, to revenge himself
on the Christians. Or so we think until he plots to destroy the
Turks and restore the Christians to power. Well then, he wants
always to serve his own self-interest: Ego mihimet sum semper prox-
imus (1.228). But where exactly is the self whose interests he
serves? Even the Latin tag betrays an ominous self-distance: “I am
always my own neighbor,” or even, “I am always nexf to myself.”
Edward I is no clearer. He loves Gaveston, but why? “Because he
loves me more than all the world’' (372). The desire returns from its
object, out there in the world, to the self, a self that is nonetheless
exceedingly unstable. When Gaveston is killed, Edward has
within seconds adopted someone else: the will exists, but the ob-
ject of the will is little more than an illusion. Even Tamburlaine,
with his firm declaration of a goal, becomes ever more equivocal.
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“The sweet fruition of an earthly crown” turns out not to be what
it first appears—the acquisition of kingship—for Tamburlaine
continues his restless pursuit long after this acquisition. His goal
then is power which is graphically depicted as the ability to trans-
form virgins with blubbered cheeks into slaughtered carcasses.
But when Tamburlaine views the corpses he has made and
defines this object for himself, it immediately becomes something
else, a mirror reflecting yet another goal:

All sights of power to grace my victory:
And such are objects fit for Tamburiaine,
Wherein as in a mirror may be seen,

His honor, that consists in shedding blood.

{1 Tam 5.2.2256-59)%4

It is Tamburlaine, in his celebrated speech “What is beauty
sayeth my sufferings then?” (1 Tam 5.2.1941ff.), who gives the
whole problem of reaching a desired end its clearest formal ex-
pression in Marlowe: beauty, like all the goals pursued by the
playwright’s heroes, always hovers just beyond the reach of

y f human thought and expression. The problem of elusiveness is one

of the major preoccupations of Renaissance thinkers from the most
moderate to the most radical, from the judicious Hooker to the
sp_!endidl}r injudicious Bruno.** Marlowe is deeply influenced by
this contemporary thought, but he subtly shifts the emphasis from
the infinity that draws men beyond what they possess to the
problem of the human will, the difficulty men experience in truly
wanting anything. It is a commonplace that for Saint Augustine
the essence of evil is that anything should be "'sought for itself,
whereas things should be sought only in terms of the search for
God."™ Marlowe’s heroes seem al first to embrace such evil: they
freely proclaim their immense hunger for something which takes
on the status of a personal absolute, and they relentlessly pursue
this absolute. The more threatening an obstacle in their path, the
more determined they are to obliterate or overreach it: 1 long for, [
burn, I will. But, as we have seen, we are never fully convinced by
these noisy demonstrations of single-minded appetite. It is as if
Marlowe’s heroes wanted to be wholly perverse, in Augustine’s
sense, but were incapable of such perversity, as if they could not
{"‘Jneﬂl}r desire anything for itself. For Hooker and Bruno alike, this
inability arises from the existence of transcendent goals—it is a
p!’m}f of the existence of God; for Marlowe it springs from the
suspicion that all objects of desire are fictions, theatrical illusions
shaped by human subjects. And those subjects are themselves
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fictions, fashioned in reiterated acts of self-naming. The problem
is already understood in its full complexity by Montaigne, but, as
Auerbach observes, “his irony, his dislike of big words, his calm
way of being profoundly at ease with himself, prevent him from
pushing on beyond the limits of the prablematic and into the
realm of the tragic.'#? Marlowe, whose life suggests the very op-
posite of that “peculiar equilibrium” that distinguishes Mon-
taigne, rushes to embrace the tragic with a strange eagerness.
Man can only exist in the world by fashioning for himself a
name and an object, bul these, as Marlowe and Montaigne under-
stood, are both fictions, No particular name or object can entirely
satisfy one's inner energy demanding to be expressed or fill so
completely the potential of one's consciousness that all longings
are quelled, all intimations of unreality silenced. As we have seen
in the controversy between More and Tyndale, Protestant and
Catholic polemicists demonstrated brilliantly how each other’s
religion—the very anchor of reality for millions of souls—was a
cunning theatrical illusion, a demonic fantasy, a piece of poetry.
Each conducted this unmasking, of course, in the name of the real
religious truth, but the collective effect upon a skeptical intellect
like Marlowe's seems to have been devastating. And it was not
only the religious dismantling of reality to which the playwright
was responding. On the distant shores of Africa and America and
at home, in their “rediscovered” classical texts, Renaissance Euro-
peans were daily confronting evidence that their accustomed re-
ality was only one solution, among many others, of perennial
human problems. Though they often tried to destroy the alien
cultures they encountered, or to absorb them into their ideology,
they could not always destroy the testimony of their own
consciousness. “The wonder is not that things are,” writes Valéry,
“but that they are what they are and not something else.”*% Each
of Marlowe's plays constitutes reality in a manner radically dif-
ferent from the plays that preceded it, just as his work as a whole
marks a startling departure from the drama of his time. Each of his
heroes makes a different leap from inchoate appetite to the all-
consuming project: what is necessary in one play is accidental or
absent in the next, Only the leap itself is always necessary, at once
necessary and absurd, for it is the embracing of a fiction rendered
desirable by the intoxication of language, by the will to play.
Marlowe's heroes must live their lives as projects, but they do so
in the midst of intimations that the projects are illusions, Their
strength is not sapped by these intimations: they do not withdraw
into stoical resignation or contemplative solitude, nor do they en-
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dure for the sake of isolated moments of grace in which they are in
touch with a wholeness otherwise absent in their lives. Rather
they take courage from the absurdity of their enterprise, a mur-
derous, self-destructive, supremely eloquent, playful courage.
This playfulness in Marlowe's works manifests itself as cruel
humor, murderous practical jokes, a penchant for the cutlandish
and absurd, delight in role-playing, entire absorption in the game
at hand and consequent indifference to what lies outside the
boundaries of the game, radical insensitivity to human complexity
and suffering, extreme but disciplined aggression, hostility to
transcendence.

There is some evidence, apart from the cruel, aggressive plays
themselves, for a similar dark playfulness in Marlowe's own
career, with the comic (and extremely dangerous) blasphemies,
the nearly overt (and equally dangerous) homosexuality—tokens
of a courting of disaster as reckless as that depicted in Edward or
Faustus. In the life, as in the plays, the categories by which we
normally organize experience are insistently called into
question—is this a man whose recklessness suggests that he is out
of control or rather that he is supremely in control, control so coolly
mocking that he can, to recall Wyatt, calculate his own excesses?
What little we know about Marlowe’s mysterious stint as a double
agent in Walsingham's secret service—it seems that he went to
Rheims in 1587, perhaps posing as a Catholic in order to ferret out
incriminating evidence against English Catholic seminarians—
and what little we can gather from the contents of the Baines libel
suggests, beyond estrangement from ideology, a fathomless and
eerily playful self-estrangement. The will to play flaunts society’s
cherished orthodoxies, embraces what the culture finds loathsome
ar frightening, transforms the serious into the joke and then un-
settles the category of the joke by taking it seriously, courts self-
destruction in the interest of the anarchic discharge of its energy.
This is play on the brink of an abyss, absolute play.

In his turbulent life and, more important, in his writing, Mar-
lowe is deeply implicated in his heroes, though he is far more
intelligent and self-aware than any of them. Cutting himself off
from the comforting doctrine of repetition, he writes plays that
spurn and subvert his culture’s metaphysical and ethical certain-
ties. We who have lived after Nietzsche and Flaubert may find it
difficult to grasp how strong, how recklessly courageous Marlowe
must have been: to write as if the admonitory purpose of literature
were 2 lie, to invent fictions only to create and not to serve God or
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the state, to fashion lines that echo in the void, that echo more
powerfully because there is nothing but a void. Hence Marlowe's
implication in the lives of his protagonists and hence too his sur-
mounting of this implication in the creation of enduring works of
art. For the one true goal of all these heroes is to be characters in
Marlowe’s plays; it is only for this, ultimately, that they manifest
both their playful energy and their haunting sense of unsatisfied
longing.
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Spenser and Marlowe are, from the perspective of this study,
mighty opposites, poised in antagonism as radical as that of More
and Tyndale in the 1530s. If Spenser sees human identity as con-
ferred by loving service to legitimate authority, to the yoked
power of God and the state, Marlowe sees identity established at
those moments in which order—political, theological, sexual—is
violated. If repetition for Spenser is an aspect of the patient labor
of civility, for Marlowe it is the means of constituting oneself in an
anonymous void. If Spenser’s heroes strive for balance and con-
trol, Marlowe’s strive to shatter the restraints upon their desires. If
in Spenser there is fear of the excess that threatens to engulf order
and seems to leave an ineradicable taint on temperance itself, in
Marlowe there is fear of the order that threatens to extinguish
excess and seems to have always already turned rebellion into a
tribute to authority. If Spenser writes for an aristocratic and
upper-middle-class audience in a self-consciously archaizing
manner, thereby participating in the decorative revival of feudal
trappings that characterized Elizabethan courtly ritual,! Marlowe
writes for the new public theater in a blank verse that must have
seemed, after the jog-trot fourteeners of the preceding decades,
like reality itself. If Spenser holds up his “other world” to the gaze
of power and says, “Behold! This rich beauty is your own face,”’
Marlowe presents his and says, “Behold! This tragi-comic,
magnificent deformity is how you appear in my rich art.” If Spen-
ser’s art constantly questions its own status in order to protect
Power from such questioning, Marlowe undermines power in

The Inprovisation of Power

order to raise his art to the status of a self-regarding, self-justifying
absolute,

There is not, of course, anything in Spenser or Marlowe compa-
rable to the violent polemical exchange between More and Tyn-
dale, but there is at least one resonant moment of conjunction that
will serve to exemplify the opposition [ have just sketched here. In
book 1, canto 7 of The Faerie Queene, dismayed by the news that
Redcrosse has been overthrown by the giant Orgoglio, Una prov-
identially encounters Prince Arthur, the embodiment of Magni-
ficence—the virtue, according to the letter to Ralegh, that “is the
perfection of all the rest, and containeth in it them all."" This is
Arthur's first appearance in the poem, and there follows an elabo-
rate description of his gorgeous armor, a description that includes
the following stanza on his helmelt's crest:

Vpon the top of all his loftie crest,

A bunch of haires discolourd diuersly,

With sprincled pearle, and gold full richly drest,

Did shake, and seem’d to daunce for iollity,

Like to an Almond tree ymounted hye

On top of greene Selinis all alone,

With blossomes braue bedecked daintily;

Whaose tender locks do tremble euery one

At euery little breath, that vnder heaten is blowne.
{1.7.32}

As early as the late eighteenth century, a reader records his sur-
prise to find this passage almost verbatim in part 2 of Tambuy-
Iaine.? It occurs in the scene in which Tamburlaine is drawn on
stage in his chariot by the captive kings, “with bits in their
mouths,” the stage direction tells us, “reins in his left hand, in his
right hand a whip, with which he scourgeth them.” Exulting in
his triumphant power, Tamburlaine baits his captives, hands over
the weeping royal concubines to satisfy the lust of his common
soldiers, and—his own erotic satisfaction—imagines his future
conguests:

Through the streets with troops of conquered kings,
I'll ride in golden armor like the Sun,

And in my helm a triple plume shall spring,
Spangled with Diamonds dancing in the air,

To note me Emperor of the three-fold world,

Like to an almond tree ymounted high,

Upon the lofty and celestial mount,
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Ot ever green Selinus quaintly decked

With blooms more white than Hericinag's brows,

Whose tender blossoms tremble every one,

At every little breath that thorough heaven is blown.
(4.3.4094-4113)

What is sung by Spenser in praise of Arthur is sung by Tam-
burlaine in praise of himself; the chivalric accoutrement, an
emblem of Arthur's magnanimous knightheood is here part of
Tamburlaine’s paean to his own power lust. Lines that for Spenser
belong to the supreme figure of civility, the chief upholder of the
Order of Maidenhead, the worshipful servant of Gloriana, for
Marlowe belong to the fantasy life of the Scythian Scourge of God.
Marlowe's scene is self-consciously emblematic, as if it were a
theatrical improvisation in the Spenserean manner, but now with
the hero’s place taken by a character who, in his sadistic excess,
most closely resembles Orgoglio.? And even as we are struck by
the radical difference, we are haunted by the vertiginous possibil-
ity of an underlying sameness. What if Arthur and Tamburlaine
are not separate and opposed? What if they are two faces of the
same thing, embodiments of the identical power? Tamburlaine’s
is the face Arthur shows to his enemies or, alternatively, Arthur's
is the face Tamburlaine shows to his followers. To the Irish kern,
Spenser’s Prince of Magnanimity looks like the Scourge of God; to
the English courtier, Marlowe's grotesque conquerer looks like the
Faerie Queene.

How shall we characterize the power that possesses both faces
and can pass from one to the other? In a famous passage in The
FPrince, Machiavelli writes that a prince must know well how to use
both the beast and the man, and hence the ancients depicted
Achilles and other heroes as educated by Chiron the centaur, This
discussion is an early instance of the celebration of psychic maobil-
ity that has continued to characterize discussions of Western con-
sciousness to the present time. Thus in his influential study of
modernization in the Middle East, The Passing of Traditional Soci-
ety, the sociologist Daniel Lerner defines the West as a “mobile
society,” a society characterized not only by certain enlightened
and rational public practices but also by the inculcation in its
people of a “mobile sensibility so adaptive to change that re-
arrangement of the self-system is its distinctive mode.”? While
traditional society, Professor Lerner argues, functions on the basis
of a “highly constrictive personality” (51), one that resists change
and is incapable of grasping the situation of another, the mobile
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personalily of Western society “is distinguished by a high capac-
ity for identification with new aspects of his environment,” for he
“comes equipped with the mechanisms needed to incorporate
new demands upon himself that arise outside of his habitual ex-
perience’’ (49). Those mechanisms Professor Lerner subsumes
under the single term empathy, which he defines as ““the capacity
to see oneself in the other fellow’s situation” (30). In the West, this
capacity was fostered first by the physical mobility initiated by the
Age of Exploration, then confirmed and broadened by the mass
media. “These,” he writes, "have peopled the daily world of their
audience with sustained, even intimate, experience of the lives of
others. ‘Ma Perkins,’ ‘The Goldbergs,’ ‘I Love Lucy'—all these
bring us friends we never met, but whose joys and sorrows we
intensely ‘share’” (53). And the international diffusion of the
mass media means a concomitant diffusion of psychic mobility
and hence of modernization: “In our time, indeed, the spread of
empathy around the world is accelerating™ (52).

To test the rate of this acceleration, Professor Lerner devised a
set of questions that he and his assistants put to a cross-section of
the inhabitants of the Middle East, to porters and cobblers, as well
as grocers and physicians. The questions began, “If you were
made editor of a newspaper, what kind of a paper would you
run?’’ and I confess myself in complete sympathy with that class of
respondents who, like one shepherd interviewed in a village near
Ankara, gasped “My God! How can you say such a thing?... A
poor villager , . . master of the whole world" (24). Professor Lerner
invariably interprets such answers as indicative of a constrictive
personality incapable of empathy, but in fact the Turkish
shepherd, with his Tamburlainian language, reintroduces the
great missing term in the analysis of modernization, and that term
is power. For my own part, [ would like in this chapter to delineate
the Renaissance origins of the “mobile sensibility’ and, having
done so, to shift the ground from “I Love Lucy” to Othello in order
to demonstrate that what Professor Lerner calls “empathy,”
Shakespeare calls “lago.”

To help us return from the contemporary Middle East to the
early seventeenth century, let us dwell for a moment on Professor
Lerner's own concept of Renaissance origins: “Take the factor of
physical mobility,” he writes, “which initiated Western take-off
in an age when the earth was underpopulated in terms of the
world man-land ratio. Land was to be had, more or less, for the
finding. The great explorers took over vast real estate by planting a
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flag; these were slowly filled with new populations over genera-
tions' (65). It didn’t exactly happen this way. Land does not be-
come ‘‘real estate’” quite so easily, and the underpopulation was
not found but created by those great explorers. Demographers of
Mesoamerica now estimate, for example, that the population of
Hispaniola in 1492 was 7-8 million, perhaps as high as 11 million.
Reduction to that attractive man-land ratio was startlingly sudden:
by 1501, enslavement, disruption of agriculture, and, above all,
European disease had reduced the population to some 700,000; by
1512, to 28,000.% The unimaginable massiveness of the death rate
did not, of course, go unnoticed; European observers took it as a
sign of God’s determination to cast down the idolaters and open
the New World to Christianity,

With the passage from the sociologist’s bland world of ceremo-
nial flag-planting in an empty landscape to violent displacement
and insidious death, we have already moved toward Shake-
speare’s tragedy, and we move still closer if we glance at an in-
cident recounted in 1525 by Peter Martyr in the Seventh Decade of
Die orbe nove. Faced with a serious labor shortage in the gold mines
as a result of the decimation of the native population, the Spanish
in Hispaniola began to raid neighboring islands. Two ships

reached an outlying island in the Lucayas (now called the

Bahamas) where they were received with awe and trust. The
Spanish learned through their interpreters that the natives be-
lieved that after death their souls were first purged of their sins in

icy northern mountains, then bome to a paradisal island in the

south, whose beneficent, lame prince offered them innumerable
pleasures: “the souls enjoy eternal delights, among the dancings
and songs of young maidens, and among the embracements of
their children, and whatsoever they loved herelofore; they babble
also there, that such as grow old, wax young again, so that all are
of like years full of joy and mirth.”® When the Spanish understood
these imaginations, writes Martyr, they proceeded to persuade the
natives “that they came from those places, where they should see
their parents, and children, and all their kindred and friends that
were dead: and should enjoy all kind of delights, together with the
embracements and fruition of beloved things” (625). Thus de-
ceived, the entire population of the island passed “singing and
rejoicing,”” Martyr says, onto the ships and were taken to the gold
mines of Hispaniola. The Spanish, however, reaped less profit
than they had anticipated; when they grasped what had happened
to them, the Lucayans, like certain German Jewish communities
during the Crusades, undertook mass suicide: "becoming desper-
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ate, they either slew themselves, or choosing to famish, gave up
their faint spirits, being persuaded by no reason, or violence, to
take food™ (625).

Martyr, it appears, feels ambivalent about the story. He is cer-
tain that God disapproves of such treachery, since many of those
who perpetrated the fraud subsequently died violent deaths; on
the other hand, he opposes those who would free enslaved na-
tives, since bitter experience has shown that even those Indians
who have apparently been converted to Christianity will, given
the slightest opportunity, revert to “their ancient and native
vices” and turn savagely against those who had instructed them
“with fatherly charity'" (627). But, for our purposes, Martyr's
ambivalence is less important than the power of his story to evoke
a crucial Renaissance mode of behavior that links Lerner’s “em-
pathy’* and Shakespeare’s lago: I shall call that mode improvisation,
by which I mean the ability both to capitalize on the unforeseen
and to transform given materials into one’s own scenario, The
spur-of-the-moment quality of improvisation is not as critical here
as the opportunistic grasp of that which seems fixed and
established. Indeed, as Castiglione and others in the Renaissance
well understood, the impromptu character of an improvisation is
itself often a calculated mask, the product of careful preparation.”
Conversely, all plots, literary and behavioral, inevitably have their
origin in a moment prior to formal coherence, 2 moment of ex-
perimental, aleatory impulse in which the available, received ma-
terials are curved toward a novel shape. We cannot locate a point
of pure premeditation or pure randomness. What is essential is the
Europeans’ ability again and again to insinuate themselves into
the preexisting political, religious, even psychic structures of the
natives and to turn those structures to their advantage. The pro-
cess is as familiar to us by now as the most tawdry business fraud,
so familiar that we assume a virtually universal diffusion of the
necessary improvisational talent, but that assumption is almost
certainly misleading. There are periods and cultures in which the
ability to insert oneself into the consciousness of another is of
relatively slight importance, the object of limited concern; others
in which it is a major preoccupation, the object of cultivation and
fear. Professor Lerner is right to insist that this ability is a charac-
teristically (though not exclusively) Western mode, present to vary-
ing degrees in the classical and medieval world and greatly
strengthened from the Renaissance onward; he misleads only in
insisting further that it is an act of imaginative generosity, a sym-
pathetic appreciation of the situation of the other fellow. For when
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he speaks confidently of the “spread of empathy around the
world,” we must understand that he is speaking of the exercise of
Western power, power that is creative as well as destructive, but
that is scarcely ever wholly disinterested and benign.

To return to the Lucayan story, we may ask ourselves what
conditions exist in Renaissance culture that make such an im-
provisation possible. It depends first upon the ability and willing-
ness to play a role, to transform oneself, if only for a brief period
and with mental reservations, into another. This necessitates the
acceptance of disguise, the ability to effect a divorce, in Ascham's
phrase, between the tongue and the heart. Such role-playing in
turn depends upon the transformation of another’s reality into a
manipulable fiction. The Spanish had to perceive the Indians’ reli-
gious beliefs as illusions, “imaginations’” as Martyr's English
translator calls them. Lucayan sociely, Martyr observes, is based
upon a principle of reverent obedience fostered by a set of reli-
gious fables that “are delivered by word of mouth and tradition
from the Elders to the younger, for a most sacred and true history,
insomuch as he who but seemed to think otherwise, should be
thrust out of the society of men'” (623). The Lucayan king performs
the supreme sacral functions and partakes fully in the veneration
accorded to the idols, so that if he were to command one of his
subjects to cast himself down from a precipice; the subject would
immediately comply. The king uses this absolute power to ensure
the just distribution, to families according to need, of the tribe's
food, all of which is stored communally in royal granaries: “They
had the golden age, ming and thine, the seeds of discord, were far
removed from them™ (618). Martyr then perceives the social func-
tion of Lucayan religious concepts, the nalive apparatus for their
transmission and reproduction, and the punitive apparatus for the
enforcement of belief. In short, he grasps Lucayan religion as an
ideology, and it is this perception that licenses the transformation
of “sacred and true history’’ into “crafty and subtle imaginations”
(625) that may be exploited.

If improvisation is made possible by the subversive perception
of another’s truth as an ideological construct, that construct must
at the same time be grasped in terms that bear a certain structural
resemblance to one’s own set of beliefs. An ideology that is per-
ceived as entirely alien would permit no pointof histrionic entry:
it could be destroyed but not performed. Thus the Lucayan reli-
gion, in Martyr's account, is an anamorphic representation of
Catholicism: there are “images” carried forth with solemn pomp
on “the holy day of adoration; worshipers kneel reverently before
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these images, sing “hymns,” and make offerings, “which at night
the nobles divide among them, as our priests do the cakes or
wafers which women offer’” (622); there are “haoly relics” about
which the chief priest, standing in his "pulpit,”” preaches; and, as
we have seen, there is absolution for sin, purgatory, and eternal
delight in paradise. The European account of the native religion
must have borne some likeness to what the Lucayans actually be-
lieved; why else would they have danced, singing and rejoicing,
onto the Spanish ships? But it is equally important that the reli-
gion is conceived as analogous to Catholicism, close enough to
permit improvisation, yet sufficiently distanced to protect Euro-
pean beliefs from the violence of fictionalization, The Spanish
were not compelled to perceive their own religion as a manip-
ulable human construct; on the contrary, the compulsion of their
own creed was presumably strengthened by their contemptuous
exploitation of an analogous symbolic structure.

This absence of reciprocity is an aspect of the total economy of
the mode of improvisation that I have sketched here. For what we
may see in the Lucayan story is an early manifestation of an exer-
cise of power that was subsequently to become vastly important
and remains a potent force in our lives: the ownership of another's
labor conceived as involving no supposedly “natural” reciprocal
obligation (as in feudalism) but rather functioning by concealing
the very fact of ownership from the exploited who believe that
they are acting freely and in their own interest. Of course, once the
ships reached Hispaniola, this concealed ownership gave way to
direct enslavement; the Spanish were not capable of continuing
the improvisation into the very mines. And it is this failure to
sustain the illusion that led to the ultimate failure of the enter-
prise, for, of course, the Spanish did not want dead Indians but
live mineworkers. It would take other, subtler minds, in the
Renaissance and beyond, to perfect the means to sustain in-
definitely an indirect enslavement.

[ have called improvisation a central Renaissance mode of be-
havior, but the example on which [ have focused is located on a
geographical margin and might only seem to bear out Immanuel
Wallerstein’s theory that Western Europe in the sixteenth century
increasingly established its ownership of the labor and resources
of those located in areas defined as peripheral.® But I would argue
that the phenomenon I have described is found in a wide variety
of forms closer to home. [t may be glimpsed, to suggest two signi-
ficant instances, in the relation of Tudor power to Catholic sym-
bolism and the characteristic form of rhetorical education.
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The Anglican Church and the monarch who was its Supreme
Head did not, as radical Protestants demanded, eradicate Catholic
ritual but rather improvised within it in an attempt to assume its
power. Thus, for example, in the Accession Day celebration of
1590, we are told that the queen, sitting in the Tilt gallery, “did
suddenly hear a music so sweet and so secret, as every one thereat
greatly marvelled. And hearkening to that excellent melody, the
earth as it were opening, there appears a Pavilion, made of white
Taffeta, being in proportion like unto the sacred Temple of the
Virgins Vestal. This Temple seemed to consist upon pillars of por-
phyry, arched like unto a Church, within it were many lamps
burning. Also, on the one side an Altar covered with cloth of gold;
and thereupon two wax candles burning in rich candlesticks; upon
the Altar also were laid certain Princely presents, which after by
three Virgins were presented unto her Majesty.”'? This secular
epiphany permits us to identify two of the characteristic opera-
tions of improvisation: displacement and absorption. By dis-
placement | mean the process whereby a prior symbolic structure
is compelled to coexist with other centers of attention that do not
necessarily conflict with the original structure but are not swept
up in its gravitational pull; indeed, as here, the sacred may find
itself serving as an adornment, a backdrop, an occasion for a quite
secular phenomenon. By absorption I mean the process whereby a
symbaolic structure is taken into the ego so completely that it ceases
to exist as an external phenomenon; in the Accession Day cere-
mony, instead of the secular prince humbling herself before the
sacred, the sacred seems only to enhance the ruler’s identity, to
express her power.!?

Both displacement and absorption are possible here because the
religious symbolism was already charged with the celebration of
power. What we are witnessing is a shift in the institution that
controls and profits from the interpretation of such symbolism, a
shift mediated in this instance by the classical scholarship of Re-
naissance humanism. The invocation of the Temple of the Vestal
Virgins is the sign of that transformation of belief into ideology
that we have already examined; the Roman mythology, deftly
keyed to England’'s Virgin Queen, helps to fictionalize Catholic
ritual sufficiently for it to be displaced and absorbed.

This enzymalic function of humanism leads directly to our sec-
ond instance of domestic improvisation, for the cornerstone of the
humanist project was a rhetorical education. In The Tudor Play of
Mind, Joel Altman has recently demonstrated the central im-
portance for English Renaissance culture of the argumentum in ut-
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ratgue partem, the cultivation of the scholar's power to speak
equally persuasively for diametrically opposed positions. The
practice permeated intellectual life in the early sixteenth century
and was, Altman convinecingly argues, one of the formative in-
fluences on the early drama.'* Tt is in the spirit of such rhetarical
mobility that Erasmus praises More, as we have seen, for his abil-
ity “to play the man of all hours with all men" and that Roper
recalls the young More’s dazzling improvisations in Cardinal
Morton's Christmas plays.

The hagiographical bias of Roper's and most subsequent writ-
ing on More has concealed the extent to which this improvi-
sational gift is closely allied to a control of power in the law
courts and the royal service: the mystification of manipulation as
disinterested empathy begins as early as the sixteenth century. As
a corrective; we need only recall More's controversial works, such
as The Confutation of Tyndale's Answer, whose recarrent method is
through improvisation to transform the heretic’s faith into a
fiction, then absorb it into a new symbolic structure that will
ridicule or consume it. Thus Tyndale had written: “5in we
through fragility never so oft, yet as soon as we repent and come
into the right way again, and unto the testament which God hath
made in Christ’s blood: our sins vanish away as smoke in the
wind, and as darkness atthe coming of light, or as thou cast a little
blood or milk into the main sea.” More responds by maliciously
improvising on Tyndale's text: “Neither purgatory need to be
feared when we go hence, nor penance need to be done while we
be here, but sin and be sorry and sit and make merry, and then sin
again and then repent a little and run to the ale and wash away the
sin, think once on God’s promise and then do what we list. For
hoping sure in that, kill we ten men on a day, we cast but a little
blood into the main sea.”” Having thus made a part of his own,
Meore continues by labeling Tyndale’s argument about penance as
"“but a piece of his poetry"—an explicit instance of that fictionali-
zation we have wilnessed elsewhere—and concludes, “Go me to
Martin Luther. ... While that friar lieth with his nun and woteth
well he doth nought [i.e., knows he does evil], and saith still he
doth well: let Tyndale tell me what repenting is that. He repenteth
every morning, and to bed again every night; thinketh on God's
promise first, and then go sin again upon trust of God's testament,
and then he calleth it casting of a little milk into the main sea.” 12

Improvisation here obviously does not intend to deceive its
original object but to work upon a third party, the reader, who
might be wavering between the reformers and the Catholic
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Church. If the heretic speaks of sin redeemed by God's testament
as milk, More returns that milk to sin, then surpasses the simple
reversal by transforming it to semen, while he turns the sea that
imaged for Tyndale the boundlessness of divine forgiveness into
the sexual insatiability of Luther’s nun.

These perversions of the reformer’s text are greatly facilitated by
the fact that the text was already immersed in an intensely charged
set of metaphorical transformations—that is, More seizes upon the
brilliant instability of Tyndale's prose with its own nervous pas-
sage from Christ’s blood to sin conceived progressively as smoke,
darkness, blood, and finally milk. More's artful improvisation
makes it seem that murder and lust lay just beneath the surface of
the original discourse, as a kind of dark subtext, and he is able to
do so more plausibly because both violence and sexual anxiety are
in fact powerful underlying forces in Tyndale’s prose as in More's.
That is, once again, there is a haunting structural homology be-
tween the improviser and his other.

I would hope that by now Othello seems virtually to force itself
upon us as the supreme symbaolic expression of the cultural mode |
have been describing, for violerice, sexual anxiety, and improvi-
sation are the materials out of which the drama is constructed. To
be sure, there are many other explorations of these materials in
Shakespeare—one thinks of Richard Ill wooing Anne'” or, in com-
edy, of Rosalind playfully taking advantage of the disguise that
exile has forced upon her—bul none so intense and radical. In
Tago's first soliloquy, Shakespeare goes out of his way to empha-
size the improvised nature of the villain’s plot:

Cassio’s a proper man, let me see now,

To get this place, and fo make up my will,

A double knavery . . .how, how? . . . let me see,

After some time, to abuse Othello’s ear,

That he is too familiar with his wife:

He has a person and a smooth dispose,

To be suspected, fram'd to make women false:

The Mpor a free and open nature too,

That thinks men honest that but seems to be so:

And will as tenderly be led by the nose. ..

As asses are,

I ha't, it is engender’d; Hell and night

Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light.
(1.3.390-402)™

We will try shortly to cast some light on why Iago conceives of his
activity here as sexual; for the moment, we need only to observe all
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of the marks of the impromptu and provisional, extending to the
ambiguity of the third-person pronoun: “to abuse Othello’s ear |
That he is too familiar with his wife.” This ambiguity is felicitous;
indeed, though scarcely visible at this point, it is the dark essence
of Iago’s whole enterprise which is, as we shall see, to play upon
Othello’s buried perception of his own sexual relations with Des-
demona as adulterous. '

What I have called the marks of the impromptu extend to Iago’s
other speeches and actions through the course of the whole play.
In act 2, he declares of his conspiracy, '“tis here, but yet
confus’'d; | Knavery’s plain face is never seen, till us’d,’”” and this
half-willed confusion continues through the agile, hectic maneu-
vers of the last act until the moment of exposure and silence. To all
but Roderigo, of course, lago presents himself as incapable of
improvisation, except in the limited and seemingly benign form of
banter and jig.'® And even here, he is careful, when Desdemona
asks him to improvise her praise, to declare himself unfit for the
task:

[ am about it, but indeed my invention
Comes from my pate as birdlime does from frieze,
It plucks out brain and all: but my Muse labours,
And thus she is deliver'd.
(2.1.125-28)

Lurking in the homely denial of ability is the image of his in-
vention as birdlime, and hence a covert celebration of his power to
ensnare others. Like Jonson’s Mosca, lago is fully aware of himself
as an improviser and revels in his ability to manipulate his vic-
tims, to lead them by the nose like asses, to possess their labor
without their ever being capable of grasping the relation in which
they are enmeshed. Such is the relation Iago establishes with vir-
tually every character in the play, from Othello and Desdemona to
such minor figures as Montano and Bianca. For the Spanish co-
lonialists, improvisation could only bring the Lucayans into open
enslavement; for lago, it is the key to a mastery whose emblem is
the “duteous and knee-crooking knave' who dotes “on his own
obsequious bondage’ (1.1.45-46), a mastery invisible to the ser-
vant, a mastery, that is, whose character is essentially ideological.
lago’s attitude toward Othello is nonetheless colonial: though he
finds himself in a subordinate position, the ensign regards his
black general as “‘an erring barbarian’ whose “free and open na-
ture’ is a fertile field for exploitation. However galling it may be to
him, lago’s subordination is a kind of protection, for it conceals
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his power and enables him to play upon the ambivalence of
Othello’s relation to Christian society: the Moor at once represents
the institution and the alien, the conqueror and the infidel. lago
can conceal his malicious intentions toward “the thick-lips" be-
hind the mask of dutiful service and hence prolong his improvisa-
tion as the Spaniards could not. To be sure, the play suggests, lago
must ultimately destroy the beings he exploits and hence under-
mine the profitable economy of his own relations, but that de-
struction may be long deferred, deferred in fact for precisely the
length of the play.1?

If Tago then holds over others a possession that must constantly
efface the signs of its own power, how can it be established, let
alone maintained? We will find a clue, | think, in what we have
been calling the process of fictionalization that transforms a fixed
symbolic structure into a flexible construct nipe for im-
provisational entry. This process is at work in Shakespeare’s play,
where we may more accurately identify it as submission to narrative
self-fashioning, When in Cyprus Othello and Desdemona have
been ecstatically reunited, lago astonishes Roderigo by informing
him that Desdemona is in love with Cassio. He has no evidence, of
course—indeed we have earlier seen him “engender” the whole
plot entirely out of his fantasy—but he proceeds to lay before his
gull all of the circumstances that make this adultery plausible:
““‘mark me, with what violence she first lov’'d the Moor, but for
bragging, and telling her fantastical lies; and she will love him still
for prating?’’ (2.1.221-23). Desdemona cannot long take pleasure
in her outlandish match: “When the blood is made dull with the
act of sport, there should be again to inflame it, and give satiety a
fresh appetite, loveliness in favor, sympathy in years, manners
and beauties” (2.1.225-29). The elegant Cassio is the obwvious
choice: “Didst thou not see her paddle with the palm of his hand "
lago asks. To Roderigo’s objection that this was “but courtesy ™
lago replies, “Lechery, by this hand: an index and prologue to the
history of lust and foul thoughts' (2.1.251-55). The metaphor
makes explicit what Iago has been doing all along: constructing a
narrative into which he inscribes (“by this hand”’) those around
him. He does not need a profound or even reasonably accurate
understanding of his victims; he would rather deal in probable
impossibilities than improbable possibilities. And it is eminently
probable that a young, beautiful Venetian gentlewoman would tire
of her old, outlandish husband and turn instead to the handsome,
young lieutenant; it is, after all, one of the master plots of comedy.

What [ago as inventor of comic narrative needs is a sharp eye for
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the surfaces of social existence, a sense, as Bergson says, of the
mechanical encrusted upon the living, a reductive grasp of human
possibilities. These he has in extraordinarily full measure,' “The
wine she drinks is made of grapes,” he says in response to
Roderigo’s idealization of Desdemona, and so reduced, she can be
assimilated to lago’s grasp of the usual run of humanity. Similarly,
in a spirit of ironic connoisseurship, he observes Cassio’s courtly
gestures, 'If such tricks as these strip you out of your lieutenantry,
it had been better you had not kiss'd your three fingers so oft,
which now again you are most apt to play the sir in: good, well
kiss'd, an excellent courtesy” (2.1.171-75). He is watching a com-
edy of manners. Above all, lago is sensitive to habitual and self-
limiting forms of discourse, to Cassio’s reaction when he has had a
drink or when sameone mentions Bianca, to Othelle’s rhetorical
extremism, to Desdemona’s persistence and tone when she pleads
for a friend; and, of course, he is demonically sensitive to the way
individuals interpret discourse, to the signals they ignore and
those to which they respond.

We should add that Iago includes himself in this ceaseless nar-
rative invention; indeed, as we have seen from the start, a suc-
cessful improvisational career depends upon role-playing, which
is in turn allied to the capacity, as Professor Lerner defines em-
pathy, “to see oneself insthe other fellow’s situation.” This capac-
ity requires above all a sense that one is not forever fixed in a
single, divinely sanctioned identity, a sense lago expresses to
Roderigo in a parodically sententious theory of self-fashioning:
“our bodies are gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners,
so that if we will plant nettles, or sow lettuce, set hyssop, and weed
up thyme; supply it with one gender of herbs, or distract it with
many; either to have it sterile with idleness, or manur'd with
industry, why, the power, and corrigible authority of this, lies in
our wills’”" (1.3.320-26). Confident in his shaping power, lago has
the role-player’s ability to imagine his nonexistence so that he can
exist fora moment in another and as another. In the opening scene
he gives voice to this hypothetical self-cancellation in a line of
eerie simplicity: “Were I the Moor, [ would not be lago' (1.1.57).
The simplicity is far more apparent than real. Is the “I' in both
halves of the line the same? Does it designate a hard, impacted
self-interest prior to social identity, or are there two distinct, even
opposing selves? Were 1 the Moor, I would not be lago, because
the “I” always loves itself and the creature | know as lago hates the
Moor he serves or, alternatively, because as the Moor [ would be
other than I am now, free of the tormenting appetite and revulsion
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that characterize the servant’s relation to his master and that con-
stitute my identity as Iago. I would be radically the same | I would
be radically different; the rapacious ego underlies all institutional
structures [ the rapacious ego is constituted by institutional
structures.!?

What is most disturbing in lago's comically banal and fathom-
less expression—as for that matter, in Professor Lerner’s definition
of empathy—is that the imagined self-loss conceals its opposite: a
ruthless displacement and absorption of the other. Empathy, as
the German Einfithlung suggests, may be a feeling of oneself into
an object, but that object may have to be drained of its own sub-
stance before it will serve as an appropriate vessel. Certainly in
Othello, where all relations are embedded in power and sexuality,
there is no realm where the subject and object can merge in the
unproblematic accord affirmed by the theorists of empathy.?® As
lago himself proclaims, his momentary identification with the
Moor is a strategic aspect of his malevolent hypocrisy:

In following him, [ follow but myself.
Heaven is my judge, not 1 for love and duty,
But seeming so, for my peculiar end.

{1.1.58-60)

Exactly what that “peculiar end” is remains opaque. Even the
general term “self-interest” is suspect: lago begins his speechin a
declaration of self-interest—"1 follow him to serve my turm upon
him"—and ends in a declaration of self-division: “T am not what [
am.’"21 We tend, to be sure, to hear the latter as I am not what 1
seem,”” hence as a simple confirmation of his public deception. But
“T am not what I am’ goes beyond social feigning: not only does
lago mask himself in society as the honest ancient, but in private
he tries out a bewildering succession of brief narratives that critics
have attempted, with notorious results, to translate into motives.
These inner narratives—shared, that is, only with the audience—
continually promise to disclose what lies behind the public de-
ception, to illuminate what Iago calls ““the native act and figure” of
his heart, and continually fail to do so; or rather, they reveal that
his heart is precisely a series of acts and figures, each referring to
something else, something just out of our grasp. “I am not what [
am'’ suggests that this elusiveness is permanent, that even self-
interest, whose transcendental guarantee is the divine “1 am what
I am,” is a mask.?? lago's constant recourse to narrative then is
both the affirmation of absplute self-interest and the affirmation of
absolute vacancy; the oscillation between the two incompatible
positions suggests in lago the principle of narralivity itself, cut off
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from original motive and final disclosure. The only termination
possible in his case is not revelation but silence.

The question remains why anyone would submit, even un-
consciously, to lago's narrative fashioning. Why would anyone
submit to another's narrative at all? For an answer we may recall
the pressures on all the figures we have considered in this study
and return to our observation that there is a structural resemblance
between even a hostile improvisation and its object. In Othello the
characters have always already experienced submission to nar-
rativity. This is clearest and most important in the case of Othello
himself. When Brabantio brings before the Signiory the charge
that his daughter has been seduced by witcheraft, Othello prom-
ises to deliver “a round unvarnish’d tale.. . . [ Of my whole course
of love’ (1.3.90-91), and at the heart of this tale is the telling of
tales:

Her father lov'd me, oft invited me,

Still question’d me the story of my life,

From year to year; the battles, sieges, fortunes,
That T have pass’d:

I ran it through, even from my boyish days,

To the very moment that he bade me tell it.
(1.3.128-33)

The telling of the story of one’s life—the conception of one’s life
as a story*—is a response to public inquiry: to the demands of the
Senate, sitting in judgment or, at the least, to the presence of an
inquiring community. When, as recorded in the fourteenth-
century documents Le Roy Ladurie has brilliantly studied, the
peasants of the Languedoc village of Montaillou are examined by
the Inquisition, they respond with a narrative performance:
“About 14 years ago, in Lent, towards vespers, I took two sides of
salted pork to the house of Guillaume Benet of Montaillou, to have
them smoked. There I found Guillemette Benet warming herself
by the fire, together with another woman; [ put the salted meat in
the kitchen and left.”"** And when the Carthaginian queen calls
upon her guest to “tell us all things from the first beginning,
Grecian guile, your people’s trials, and then your journeyings,”
Aeneas responds, as he must, with a narrative of the destiny de-
creed by the gods.?® So too Othello before the Senate or earlier in
Brabantin's house responds to questioning with what he calls his
“travel’s history” or, in the Folio reading, as if noting the genre,
his “traveler’s history,' This history, it should be noted, is not
only of events in distant lands and among strange peoples: 1 ran
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it through,” Othello declares, from childhood “To the very mo-
ment that he bade me tell it." We are on the brink of a Borges-like
narrative that is forever constituting itself out of the materials of
the present instant, a narrative in which the storyteller is con-
stantly swallowed up by the story. That is, Othello is pressing up
against the condition of all discursive representations of identity.
He comes dangerously close to recognizing his status as a text, and
itis precisely this recognition that the play as a whole will reveal to
be insupportable, But, at this point, Othello is still convinced that
the text is his own, and he imagines only that he is recounting a
lover's performance.

In the 45th sonnet of Sidney's Astrophil and Stella, Astrophil
complains that while Stella is indifferent to the sufferings she has
caused him, she weeps piteous tears at a fable of some unknown
lovers. He concludes,

Then think my dear, that you in me do read
Of Lovers’ ruin some sad Tragedy:
I am not I, pity the tale of me.

In Othello it is lago who echos that last line—"1 am not what [ am,"*
the motto of the improviser, the manipulator of signs that bear no
resemblance to what they profess to signify—but it is Othello
himself who is fully implicated in the situation of the Sidney son-
net: that one can win pity for oneself only by becoming a tale of
oneself, and hence by ceasing to be oneself. Of course, Othello
thinks that he has triumphed through his narrative self-
fashioning:
she thank'd me,

And bade me, if I had a friend that lov'd her,

I should but teach him how to tell my story,

And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake:

She lov'd me for the dangers [ had pass'd,

And I lov'd her that she did pity them.
(1.3.163-68)

But Iago knows that an identity that has been fashioned as a story
can be unfashioned, refashioned, inscribed anew in a different
narrative: it is the fate of stories to be consumed or, as we say more
politely, interpreted. And even Othello, in his moment of
triumph, has a dim intimation of this fate: a half-dozen lines after
he has recalled “the Cannibals, that each other eat,” he remarks
complacently, but with an unmistakable undertone of anxiety,
that Desdemona would come "‘and with a greedy ear/ Devour up
my discourse” (1.3.149-50).
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Paradoxically, in this image of rapacious appetite Othello is re-
cording Desdemona’s submission to his story, what she calls the
consecration of her soul and fortunes ““to his honors, and his val-
iant parts™ (1.3.253). What he has both experienced and narrated,

she can only embrace as narration:

my story being done,
She gave me for my pains a world of sighs;
She swore i’ faith 'twas strange, 'twas passing strange;
“Twas pitiful, "twas wondrous pitiful;
She wish'd she had not heard it, yet she wish'd
That heaven had made her such a man.
(1.3.158-63)%¢

It is, of course, characteristic of early modemn culture that male
submission to narrative is conceived as active, entailing the fash-
ioning of one’s own story (albeit within the prevailing con-
ventions), and female submission as passive, entailing the en-
trance into marriage in which, to recall Tyndale’s definition, the
"weak vessel” is put "under the obedience of her husband, to rule
her lusts and wanton appetites.” As we have seen, Tyndale ex-
plains that Sara, “before she was married, was Abraham's sister,
and equal with him; but, as soon as she was married, was in
subjection, and became without comparison inferior; for so is the
nature of wedlock, by the ordinance of God.”27 At least for the
world of Renaissance patriarchs, this account is fanciful in its
glimpse of an original equality; most women must have entered
marriage, like Desdemona, directly from paternal domination. "I
do perceive here a divided duty,” she tells her father before the
Venetian Senate; “'you are lord of all my duty,”

but here's my husband:
And so much duty as my mﬂtﬁer show'd
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge, that I may profess,
Due to the Moor my lord.
(1,3.185-89)2¢

She does not question the woman's obligation to obey, invoking
instead only the traditional right to transfer her duty. Yet though
Desdemona proclaims throughout the play her submission to her
husband—“Commend me to my kind lord,” she gasps in her
dying words—that submission does not accord wholly with the
male dream of female passivity. She was, Brabantio tells us,
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A maiden never bold of spirit,
So still and quiet, that her motion
Blush'd at her self,
(1.3.94-98)

yet even this self-abnegation in its very extremity unsettles what
we may assume was her father's expectation;

So opposite to marriage, that she shunn'd
The wealthy curled darlings of our nation.
(1.2.67-68)

And, of course, her marriage choice is, for Brabantio, an act of
astonishing disobedience, explicable only as the somnambulistic
behavior of one bewitched or drugged. He views her elopement
not as a transfer of obedience but as theft or treason or a reckless
escape from what he calls his “guardage.” Both he and lago re-
mind Othello that her marriage suggests not submission but de-
ception:

She did deceive her father, marrying you;

And when she seem’d to shake and fear your looks,

She lov'd them most.
(3.3.210-11)2

As the sly reference to Othello’s “looks” suggests, the scandal of
Desdermona’s marriage consists not only in her failure to receive
her father's prior consent but in her husband’s blackness. That
blackness—the sign of all that the society finds frightening and
dangerous—is the indelible witness to Othello’s permanent status
as an outsider, no matter how highly the state may value his ser-
vices or how sincerely he has embraced its values.?" The safe pas-
sage of the female from father to husband is irreparably disrupted,
marked as an escape: 'O heaven,” Brabanbo cries, "how got she
out?” (1.1.169).

Desdemona’s relation to her lord Othello should, of course, lay
to rest any doubts about her proper submission, but it is not only
Brabantio’s opposition and Othello’s blackness that raise such
doubts, even in the midst of her intensest declarations of love.
There is rather a quality in that love itself that unsettles the ortho-
dox schema of hierarchical obedience and makes Othello perceive
her submission to his discourse as a devouring of it. We may
perceive this quality most clearly in the exquisite moment of the
lovers’ reunion on Cyprus:

OTHELLO It gives me wonder great as my content
To see you here before me: O my soul's joy,
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If after every tempest come such calmness,

May the winds blow, tll they have waken'd death,
And let the labouring bark climb hills of seas,
Olympus-high, and duck again as low

As hell’s from heaven. If it were now to die,
"Twere now to be most happy, for | fear

My soul hath her content so absolute,

That not another comfort, like to this

Succeeds in unknown fate.
DESDEMONA The heavens forbid

But that our loves and comforts should increase,

Even as our days do grow.
QTHELLO Amen to that, sweet powers!

1 cannot speak enough of this content,

It stops me here, it is too much of joy.
(2:1.182-97)!

Christian orthodoxy in both Catholic and Protestant Europe
could envision a fervent mutual love between husband and wife,
the love expressed most profoundly by Saint Paul in words that are
cited and commented upon in virlually every discussion of mar-
!"IEEE:

So men are bound to love their own wives as their own
bodies. He that loveth his own wife, loveth himself. For
never did any man hate his own flesh, but nourisheth
and cherisheth it, even as the Lord doth the congrega-
tion;: for we are members of his body, of his flesh and of
his bones. For this cause shall a man leave father and
mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two
shall be one flesh. This mystery is great, but I speak of
Christ and of the congregation.>?

Building upon this passage and upon its source in Genesis, com-
mentators could write, like the Reformer Thomas Becon, that mar-
riage is a “high, holy, and blessed order of life, ordained not of
man, but of God, yea and that not in this sinful world, but in
paradise that most joyful garden of pleasure.” But like the Pauline
text itself, all such discussions of married love begin and end by
affirming the larger order of authority and submission within
which marriage takes its rightful place. The family, as William
Gouge puts it, “is a little Church, and a little Common-
wealth . . . whereby trial may be made of such as are fit for any
place of authority, or of subjection in Church or Common-
wealth, "4

In Othello’s ecstatic words, the proper sentiments of a Christian
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husband sit alongside something else: a violent oscillation be-
tween heaven and hell, a momentary possession of the soul’s ab-
solute content, an archaic sense of monumental scale, a dark
fear—equally archaic, perhaps—of “unknown fate.” Nothing con-
flicts openly with Christian orthodoxy, but the erotic intensity that
informs almost every word is experienced in tension with it. This
tension is less a manifestation of some atavistic “blackness”
specific to Othello than a manifestation of the colonial power of
Christian doctrine over sexuality, a power visible at this point
precisely in its inherent limitation.** That is, we glimpse in this
brief moment the boundary of the orthodox, the strain of its con-
trol, the potential disruption of its hegemony by passion. This
scene, let us stress, does not depict rebellion or even complaint—
Desdemona invokes “the heavens' and Othello answers, " Amen
to that, sweet powers!” Yet the plural here eludes, if only slightly,
a serene affirmation of orthodoxy: the powers in their heavens do
not refer unmistakably to the Christian God, but rather are the
nameless transcendent forces that protect and enhance erotic love,
To perceive the difference, we might recall that if Augustine ar-
gues, against the gnostics, that God had intended Adam and Eve
to procreate in paradise, he insists at the same time that our first
parents would have experienced sexual intercourse without the
excitement of the flesh. How then could Adam have had an erec-
tion? Just as there are persons, Augustine writes, “who can move

their ears, either one at a time, or both together” and others who.

have “such command of their bowels, that they can break wind
continuously at pleasure, so as to produce the effect of singing,”
so, before the Fall, Adam would have had fully rational, willed
control of the organ of generation and thus would have needed no
erotic arousal. “Without the seductive stimulus of passion, with

calmness of mind and with no corrupting of the integrity of the

body, the husband would lie upon the bosom of his wife,” and in

this placid union, the semen could reach the womb “with the

integrity of the female genital organ being preserved, just as now,

with that same integrity being safe, the menstrual flow of blood:

can be emitted from the womb of a virgin.”*3 Augustine grants
that even Adam and Eve, who alone could have done so, failed to
experience this “passionless generation,” since they were expelled
from paradise before they had a chance to try it. Nevertheless, the
ideal of Edenic placidity, untried but intended by God for man-
kind, remains as a reproach to all fallen sexuality, an exposure of
its inherent violence.3®

The rich and disturbing pathos of the lovers’ passionate reunion
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in Othello derives then not only from our awareness that Othello’s
premonition is tragically accurate, but from a rent, a moving am-
bivalence, in his experience of the ecstatic moment itself. The
“calmness’” of which he speaks may express gratified desire, but,
as the repeated invocation of death suggests, it may equally ex-
press the longing for a final release from desire, from the danger-
ous violence, the sense of extremes, the laborious climbing and
falling out of control that is experienced in the tempest. To be sure,
Othello welcomes this tempest, with its charge of erotic feeling, but
he does so for the sake of the ultimate consummation that the
experience can call into being: “If after every tempest come such
calmness. ., ."” That which men most fear to look upon in the
storm—death—is for Othello that which makes the storm endura-
ble. If the death he invokes may figure not the release from desire
but its fulfillment—for death is a common Renaissance term for
orgasm—this fulfillment is characteristically poised between an
anxious sense of self-dissolution and a craving for decisive clo-
sure. If Othello’s words suggest an ecstatic acceptance of sexuality,
an absplute content, they suggest simultaneously that for him sex-
uality is a menacing voyage to reach a longed-for heaven; it is one
of the dangers to be passed. Othello embraces the erotic as a su-
preme form of romantic narrative, a tale of risk and violence issu-
ing forth at last in a happy and final tranquillity.
Desdemona’s response is in an entirely different key:

The heavens forbid
But that our loves and comforts should increase,
Even as our days do grow.

This is spoken to allay Othello’s fear, but may it not instead aug-
ment it? For if Othello characteristically responds to his experience
by shaping it as a story, Desdemona’s reply denies the possibility
of such narrative control and offers instead a vision of unabating
increase. Othello says “Amen’’ to this vision, but it arouses in him
a feeling at once of overflowing and inadequacy:

I cannot speak enough of this content,
It stops me here, it is too much of joy.

Desdemona has once again devoured up his discourse, and she
has done so precisely in bringing him comfort and content.”
Rather than simply confirming male authority, her submission
eroticizes everything to which it responds, from the ““disastrous
chances” and “moving accidents” Othello relates, to his simplest
demands,* to his very mistreatment of her:
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my love doth so approve him,

That even his stubbornness, his checks and frowns,
Prithee unpin me, — have grace and favour in them.

(4.3.19-21)3

The other women in the play, Bianca and Emilia, both have
moments of disobedience to the men who possess and abuse
them—in the case of Emilia, it is a heroic disobedience for which
she pays with her life.*" Desdemona performs no such acts of
defiance, but her erotic submission, conjoined with lago’s mur-
derous cunning, far more effectively, if unintentionally, subverts
her husband's carefully fashioned identity.

We will examine more fully the tragic process of this subversion,
but it is important to grasp first that Othello’s loss of himself—a
loss depicted discursively in his incoherent ravings—arises not
only from the fatal conjunction of Desdemona’s love and Iago's
hate, but from the nature of that identity, from what we have
called his submission to narrative self-fashioning. We may invoke
in this connection Lacan’s observation that the source of the sub-
ject's frustration in psychoanalysis is ultimately neither the silence
nor the reply of the analyst:

[s it not rather a matter of frustration inherent in the
very discourse of the subject? Does the subject not be-
come engaged in an ever-growing dispossession of that
being of his, concerning which—by dint of sincere
portraits which leave its idea no less incoherent, of rec-
tifications which do not succeed in freeing its essence,
of stays and defenses which do not prevent his statue
from tottering, of narcissistic embraces which become
like a puff of air in animating it—he ends up by rec-
ognizing that this being has never been anything more
than his construct in the Imaginary and that this con-
struct disappoints all of his certitudes? For in this labor
which he undertakes to reconstruct this construct for
another, he finds again the fundamental alienation
which made him construct it like anolher one, and which
has always destined it to be stripped from him by
anpther, *!

Shakespeare’s military hero, it may be objected, is particularly
far removed from this introspective project, a project that would
seem, in any case, to have little bearing upon any Renaissance

text. Yet I think it is no accident that nearly every phrase of Lacan’s

critique of psychoanalysis seems a brilliant reading of Othelio, forl
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would propose that there is a deep resemblance between the con-
struction of the self in analysis—at least as Lacan conceives it—and
Othello’s self-fashioning. The resemblance is grounded in the de-
pendence of even the innermost self upon a language that is
always necessarily given from without and upon representation
before an audience. I do not know if such are the conditions of
human identity, apart from its expression in psychoanalysis, but
they are unmistakably the conditions of theatrical identity, where
existence is conferred upon a character by the playwright's
language and the actor's performance. And in Othello these govern-
ing circumstances of the medium itself are reproduced and in-
tensified in the hero’s situation: his identity depends upon a con-
stant performance, as we have seen, of his “story,” a loss of his
own origins, an embrace and perpetual reiteration of the norms of
another culture. It is this dependence that gives Othello, the war-
rior and alien, a relation to Christian values that is the existential
equivalent of a religious vocation; he cannot allow himself the
moderately flexible adherence that most ordinary men have to-
ward their own formal beliefs. Christianity is the alienating yet
constitutive force in Othello’s identity, and if we seek a discursive
mode in the play that is the social equivalent of the experience
Lacan depicts, we will find it in confession. Othello himself invokes
before the Venetian Senate the absolute integrity of confession,
conceived, it appears, not as the formal auricular rite of penitence
but as a generalized self-scrutiny in God’s presence:

as faithful as to heaven
I do confess the vices of my blood,
So justly to your grave ears I'll present
How I did thrive in this fair lady’s love,

And she in mine.
(1.3.123-36)**

The buried identification here between the vices of the blood and
mutual thriving in love is fully exhumed by the close of the play
when confession has become a virtually obsessional theme.*3
Theological and juridical confession are fused in Othello’s mind
when, determined first to exact a deathbed confession, he comes
to take Desdemona's life;

If you bethink yourself of any crime,
Unreconcil'd as yet to heaven and grace,
Splicit for it straight. . ..

Therefore confess thee freely of thy sin,
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For to deny each article with cath
Cannot remove, nor choke the strong conceit,
That I do groan withal: thou art to die.
(5.2.26-28, 54-57)

The sin that Othello wishes Desdemona to confess is adultery, and
her refusal to do so frustrates the achievement of what in theology
was called “a good, complete confession.”** He feels the outrage
of the thwarted system that needs to imagine itself merciful,
sacramental, when it disciplines:

thou dost stone thy heart,
And makest me call what [ intend to do
A murder, which I thought a sacrifice.
(5.2.64-66)

We are at last in a position to locate the precise nature of the
symbolic structure into which Iago inserts himself in his brilliant
improvisation: this structure is the centuries-old Christian doe-

trine of sexuality, policed socially and psychically, as we have

already seen, by confession. To lago, the Renaissance skeptic, this
system has a somewhat archaic ring, as if it were an earlier stage of
development which his own modern sensibility had cast off.#3
Like the Lucayan religion to the conquistadors, the orthodox doc-

trine that governs Othello’s sexual attitudes—his simultaneous

idealization and mistrust of women—seems to lago sufficiently

close to be recognizable, sufficiently distant to be manipulable..

We watch him manipulate it directly at the beginning of act 4,
when he leads Othello through a brutally comic parody of the late
medieval confessional manuals with their casuistical attempts to
define the precise moment at which venial temptation passes over
into mortal sin:

1aco To kiss in private?
OTHELLD An unauthoriz'd kiss.
1460 Or to be naked with her friend abed,
An hour, or more, not meaning any harm?
otHELLo Naked abed, lago, and not mean harm?
It is hypocrisy against the devil:
They that mean virtuously, and yet do so,
The devil their virtue tempts, and they tempt heaven.
1aco So they do nothing, ‘tis a venial slip.
(4.1.2-9)

lago in effect assumes an extreme version of the laxist position in
such manuals in order to impel Othello toward the rigorist version
that viewed adultery as one of the most horrible of mortal sins,
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more detestable, in the words of the Eruditorium penitentinle, “than
homicide or plunder,” and hence formerly deemed punishable, as
several authorities remind us, by death.?® Early Protestantism did
not soften this position. Indeed, in the mid-sixteenth century,
Tyndale’s erstwhile collaborator, George Joye, called for areturn to
the Old Testament penalty for adulterers. “God’s law,” he writes,
“is to punish adultery with death for the tranquillity and
commonwealth of His church.” This is not an excessive or vindic-
tive course; on the contrary, ““to take away and to cut off putri fied
and corrupt members from the whole body, lest they poison and
destroy the body, is the law of love.”*” When Christian magis-
trates leave adultery unpunished, they invite more betrayals and
risk the ruin of the realm, for as Protestants in particular re-
peatedly observe, the family is an essential component of an
interlocking social and theological network. Hence adultery is a
sin with the gravest of repercussions; in the words of the great
Cambridge Puritan William Perkins, it “destroyeth the Seminary
of the Church, which is a godly seed in the family, and it breaketh
the covenant between the parties and God; it robs another of the
precious ornament of chastity, which is a gift of the Holy Ghost; it
dishonars their bodies and maketh them temples of the devil; and
the Adulterer maketh his family a Stews.”’*8 It is in the bitter spirit
of these convictions thatOthello enacts the grotesque comedy of
treating his wife as a strumpet and the tragedy of executing her in
the name of justice, lest she betray more men.

But we still must ask how lago manages to persuade Othello that
Desdemona has committed adultery, for all of the cheap tricks lago
plays seem somehow inadequate to produce the unshakable con-
viction of his wife’s defilement that seizes Othello’s soul and
drives him mad. After all, as Iago taunts Othello, he cannot
achieve the point of vantage of God whom the Venetian women let
“see the pranks | They dare not show their husbands'" (3.3.206-7):

Would you, the supervisor, grossly gape on,
Behold her topp'd?
(3.3.401-2)

How then, without “ocular proof’ and in the face of both love and
common sense, is Othello so thoroughly persuaded? To answer
this, we must recall the syntactic ambiguity we noted earlier—"to
abuse Othello’s ear, [ That he is too familiar with his wife"—and
turn to a still darker aspect of orthodox Christian doctrine, an
aspect central both to the confessional system and to FProtestant
self-scrutiny. Onmis amalor feruentior est adulter, goes the Stoic
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epigram, and Saint Jerome does not hesitate to draw the inevitable
inference: “An adulterer is he who is too ardent a lover of his
wife.”*® Jerome quotes Seneca: “All love of another's wife is
shameful; so too, too much love of your own. A wise man ought to
love his wife with judgment, not affection. Let him control his
impulses and not be borne headlong into copulation. MNothing is
fouler than to love a wife like an adultress.... Let them show
themsleves to their wives not as lovers, but as husbands." 5" The
words echo through more than a thousand years of Christian
writing on marriage, and, in the decisive form given them by

Augustine and his commentators, remain essentially un-

challenged by the leading continental Reformers of the sixteenth
and early seventeenth century, by Tudor ecclesiastical authorities,
and even by Elizabethan and Jacobean Puritans who sharply op-
posed so many conservative Anglican doctrines. There is, to be
sure, in all shades of Protestantism an attack on the Catholic doc-
trine of celibacy and a celebration of married love, a celebration
that includes acknowledgment of the legitimate role of sexual plea-
sure. But for Reformer as for Catholic, this acknowledgment is
hedged about with warnings.and restrictions. The “man whao

shows no modesty or comeliness in conjugal intercourse,”” writes

¥

Calvin, “is committing adultery with his wife,” and the King's
Book, atiributed to Henry VIII, informs its readers that in lawful
matrimony a man may break the Seventh Commandment “and
live unchaste with his own wife, if he do unmeasurably or in-
ordinately serve his or her fleshly appetite or lust.”!

In the Augustinian conception, as elaborated by Raymond of
Peniaforte, William of Rennes, and others, there are four motives

for conjugal intercourse: to conceive offspring; to render the mar-
ital debt to one's partner so that he or she might avoid in-

continency; to avoid fornication oneself; and to satisfy desire. The
first two motives are without sin and excuse intercourse; the third

is a venial 5in; the fourth—to satisfy desire—is mortal. Among the

many causes that underlie this institutional hostility to desire is
the tenacious existence, in various forms, of the belief that plea-
sure constitutes a legitimate release from dogma and.constraint.
Thus when asked by the Inquisition about her happy past liaison
with the heretical priest of Montaillou, the young Grazide Lizier
replies with naive frankness, ““in those days it pleased me, and it
pleased the priest, that he should know me carnally, and be
known by me; and so I did not think [ was sinning, and neither
did he.”"52 “With Pierre Clergue,” she explains, “I liked it. And so
it could not displease God, It was not a sin”’ (157). For the peasant
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girl, apparently, pleasure was the guarantee of innocence: “But
now, with him, it does not please me any more. And so now, if he
knew me carnally, I should think it a sin” (151). A comparable
attitude, derived not from peasant culture but from the
troubadours, evidently lies behind the more sophisticated
courtship of Romeo: “Thus from my lips, by thine my sin is
purged.”’ &

It should not surprise us that churchmen, Catholic and Prot-
estant alike, would seek to crush such dangerous notions, nor that
they would extend their surveillance and discipline to married
couples and warmn that excessive pleasure in the marriage bed is at
least a potential violation of the Seventh Commandment. “Noth-
ing is more vile,” says Raymond’s influential summa, “than to love
your wife in adulterous fashion.”** The conjugal act may be with-
out sin,-writes the rigorist Nicolaus of Ausimo, but only if “/in the
performance of this act there is no enjoyment of pleasure.”"* Few
summas and no marriage manuals take so extreme a position, but
virtually all are in agreement that the active pursuit of pleasure in
sexuality is damnable, for as Jacobus Ungarelli writes in the six-
teenth century, those who undertake intercourse for pleasure
“syclude God from their minds, act as brute beasts, lack reason,
and if they begin marriage for this reason, are given over to the
power of the devil.”

Confessors then must determire if the married penitent has a
legitimate excuse for intercourse and if the act has been performed
with due regard for “matrimonial chastity,” while Protestants who
have rejected auricular confession must similarly scrutinize their
own behavior for signs that their pleasure has been too “spa-
cious.”5? “Lust is more spacious than love," writes Alexander
Miccoles in the early seventeenth century; it “hath no mean, no
bound. .. more deep, more dangerous than the Sea, and less re-
strained, for the Sea hath bounds, but it [lust] hath none.”** Such
unbounded love is a kind of idolatry, an encroachment upon a
Christian’s debt of loving obedience to God, and it ultimately
destroys the marital relationship as well. Immoderate love,
another Puritan divine warns, “will either be blown down by
some storm or tempest of displeasure, or fall of itself, or else de-
generate into jealousy, the most devouring and fretting canker that
can harbor in a married person’s breast.”s"

These anxieties, rich in implication for Othello, are frequently
tempered in Protestant writings by a recognition of the joyful
ardor of young married couples, but there remains a constant fear
of excess, and, as Ambrose observed centuries earlier, even the
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most plausible excuse for sexual passion is shameful in the old:
“Youths generally assert the desire for generation. How much
more shameful for the old to do what is shameful for the young to
confess.’ " Othello himself seems eager to ward off this shame; he
denies before the Senate that he seeks

To please the palate of my appetite,
MNor to comply with heat, the young atfects
In me defunct. ...
(1.3:262-64)%

But Desdemona makes no such disclaimer; indeed her declaration
of passion is frankly, though by no means exclusively, sexual:

That I did love the Moor, to live with him,
My downright violence, and scorn of fortunes,
May trumpet to the world: my heart’s subdued
Even to the utmost pleasure of my lord.
(1.3.248-51)%2

This moment of erotic intensity, this frank acceptance of pleasure
and submission to her spouse’s pleasure, is, 1 would argue, as
much as lago’s slander the cause of Desdemona’s death, for it
awakens the deep current of sexual anxiety in Othello, anxiety that
with lago’s help expresses itself in quite orthodox fashion as the
perception of adultery.®? Othello unleases upon Cassio—"Michael
Cassio, / That came a-wooing with you™ (3.3.71-72)—the fear of
pollution, defilement, brutish violence that is bound up with his
own experience of sexual pleasure, while he must destroy Desde-
mona both for her excessive experience of pleasure and for awaken-
ing such sensations in himself. Like Guyon in the Bower of Bliss,

Othello transforms his complicity in erotic excess and his fear of

engulfment into a “purifying,” saving violence:

Like to the Pontic sea,
Whose icy current and compulsive course
MNe'er feels retiring ebb, but keeps due on
To the Propontic and the Hellespont,
Even so my bloody thoughts, with violent pace,
Shall ne'er look back, ne'er ebb to humble love,
Till that a capable and wide revenge
Swallow them up.

(3.3.460-67)

His insupportable sexual experience has been, as it were, dis-
placed and absorbed by the act of revenge which can swallow up
not only the guilty lovers but—as the syntax suggests—his own
“bloody thoughts.”
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Such is the achievement of Iago’s improvisation on the religious
sexual doctrine in which Othello believes; true to that doctrine,
pleasure itself becomes for Othello pollution, a defilement of his
property in Desdemona and in himself.%* It is at the level of this
dark, sexual revulsion that lago has access to Othello, access as-
sured, as we should expect, by the fact that beneath his cynical
modernity and professed self-love lago reproduces in himself the
same psychic structure. He is as intensely preoccupied with adul-
tery, while his anxiety about his own sexuality may be gauged
from the fact that he conceives his very invention, as the images of
engendering suggest, as a kind of demonic semen that will bring
forth monsters.® Indeed lago’s discourse—his assaults on women,
on the irrationality of eros, on the brutishness of the sexual act—
reiterates virtually to the letter the orthodox terms of Ungarelli’s
attack on those who seek pleasure in intercourse.

The improvisational process we have been discussing depends
for its success upon the concealment of its symbolic center, but as
the end approaches this center becomes increasingly visible,
When, approaching the marriage bed on which Desdemona has
spread the wedding sheets, Othello rages, “Thy bed, lust stain’d,
shall with lust’s blood be spotted’ (5.1.36), he comes close to re-
vealing his tormenting identification of marital sexuality—limited
perhaps to the night hestook Desdemona’s virginity—and adul-
tery.%* The orthodox element of this identification is directly
observed—

this sorrow’s heavenly,
It strikes when it does love—
(5.2.21-22)

and on her marriage bed | deathbed Desdemona seems at last to
pluck out the heart of the mystery:

oTHELLE Think on thy sins,

pespEMoNA They are loves [ bear to you.

otHELLO And for that thou diest.

pESDEMONA That death’s unnatural, that kills for loving.
(5.2.39-42)

The play reveals at this point not the unfathomable darkness of
human motives but their terrible transparency, and the horror of
the revelation is its utter inability to deflect violence. Othello’s
identity is entirely caught up in the narrative structure that drives
him to turn Desdemona into a being incapable of pleasure, a piece
of “monumental alabaster,” so that he will at last be able to love
her without the taint of adultery:
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Be thus, when thou art dead, and I will kill thee,
And love thee after.
(5.2.18-19)

It is as if Othello had found in a necrophilic fantasy the secret
solution to the intolerable demands of the rigorist sexual ethic,
and the revelation that Cassio has not slept with Desdemona leads
only to a doubling of this solution, for the adulterous sexual plea-
sure that Othello had projected upon his lieutenant now rebounds
upon himself.?? Even with the exposure of lago's treachery, then,
there is for Othello no escape—rather a still deeper submission to
narrative, a reaffirmation of the self as story, but now split suici-
dally between the defender of the faith and the circumcised enemy
who must be destroyed. Lodovice's bizarrely punning response to
Othello’s final speech—"0O bloody period!”—insists precisely
upon the fact that it was a speech, that this life fashioned as a text
is ended as a text,

To an envious contemporary like Robert Greene, Shakespeare
seems a kind of green-room lago, appropriating for himself the
labors of others. In Othello Shakespeare seems to acknowledge,
represent, and explore his affinity to the malicious improviser,
but, of course, his relation to the theater and to his culture is far
more complex than such an affinity could suggest. There are
characters in his works who can improvise without tragic results,
characters who can embrace a mobility of desire—one of whose
emblems is the male actor playing a female character dressed up as
a male—that neither lago, nor Othello, nor Desdemona can en-
dure. Destructive violence is not Shakespeare's only version of
these materials, and even in Othello, lago is not the playwright's
only representation of himself. 5till, at the least we must grant
Robert Greene that it would have seemed fatal to be imitated by
Shakespeare. He possessed a limitless talent for entering into the
consciousness of another, perceiving its deepest structures as a
manipulable fiction, reinscribing it into his own narrative form.%"
If in the late plays, he experiments with controlled disruptions of
narralive, moments of eddying and ecstasy, these invariably give
way to reaffirmations of self-fashioning through story.
Montaigne, who shares many of Shakespeare's most radical per-
ceptions, invents in effect a brilliant mode of non-narrative self-
fashioning: I cannot keep my subject still. It goes along be-
fuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in
this condition, just as it is at the moment I give my attention to
it.”%* Shakespeare by contrast remains throughout his career the
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supreme purveyor of “empathy,” the fashioner of narrative selves,
the master improviser. Where Montaigne withdrew to his study,
Shakespeare became the presiding genius of a popular, urban art
form with the capacity to foster psychic mobility in the service of
Elizabethan power; he became the principal maker of what we
may see as the prototype of the mass media Professor Lerner so
admires.

Finally, we may ask, is this service to power a function of the
theater itself or of Shakespeare’s relation to his medium? The an-
swer, predictably, is both. The theater is widely perceived in the
period as the concrete manifestation of the histrionic quality of
life, and, more specifically, of power—the power of the prince who
stands as an actor upon a stage before the eyes of the nation, the
power of God who enacts His will in the Theater of the World. The
stage justifies itself against recurrent charges of immorality by
invoking this normative function: it is the expression of those
rules that govern a properly ordered society and displays visibly
the punishment, in laughter and violence, that is meted out upon
those who violate the rules. Most playwrights pay at least pro-
fessional homage to these values; they honor the institutions that
enable them to earn their keep and give voice to the ideology that
holds together both their “mystery” and the society at large.

In Marlowe, as we haveseen, we encounter a playwright at odds
with this ideology. If the theater normally reflects and flatters the
royal sense of itself as national performance, Marlowe struggles to
expose the underlying motives of any performance of power. If the
theater normally affirms God's providence, Marlowe explores the
tragic needs and interests that are served by all such affirmations.
If the Elizabethan stage functions as one of the public uses of
spectacle to impose normative ethical patterns on the urban mas-
ses, Marlowe enacts a relentless challenge to those patterns and
undermines employment of rhetoric and violence in their service,

Shakespeare approaches his culture not, like Marlowe, as rebel
and blasphemer, but rather as dutiful servant, content to im-
provise a part of his own within its orthodoxy. And if after cen-
turies, that improvisation has been revealed to us as embodying
an almost boundless challenge to the culture’s every tenet, a de-
vastation of every source, the author of Othello would have under-
stood that such a revelation scarcely matters. After all, the heart of
a successful improvisation lies in concealment, not exposure; and
besides, as we have seen, even a hostile improvisation reproduces
the relations of power that it hopes to displace and absorb. This is
not to dismiss the power of hatred or the significance of
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distinctions—it matters a great deal whether Othello or lago, the
Lucayans or the Spaniards prevail—only to suggest the bound-
aries that define the possibility of any improvisational contact,
even contact characterized by hidden malice.

I would not want to argue, in any event, that Shakespeare's
relation to his culture is defined by hidden malice. Such a case can
no doubt be made for many of the plays—stranger things have been
said—but it will sound foreed and unconvincing, just as the case
for Shakespeare as an unwavering, unquestioning apologist for
Tudor ideology sounds forced and unconvincing. The solution
here is not, I suggest, that the truth lies somewhere in between.
Rather the truth itself is radically unstable and yet constantly
stabilized, as unstable as those male authorities that affirm them-
selves only to be undermined by subversive women and then to
be reconstituted in a different guise. If any reductive generaliza-
tion about Shakespeare’s relation to his culture seems dubious, it
is because his plays offer no single timeless affirmation or denial of
legitimate authority and no central, unwavering authorial pres-
ence. Shakespeare’s language and themes are caught up, like the
medium itself, in unsettling repetitions, committed to the shifting
voices and audiences, with their shifting aesthetic assumptions
and historical imperatives, that govern a living theater.

Criticism can legitimately show—as I hope my discussion of
Othello does—that Shakespeare relentlessly explores the relations
of power in a given culture. That more than exploration is in-
volved is much harder to demonstrate convincingly. If there are
intimations in Shakespeare of a release from the complex narrative
orders in which everyone is inscribed, these intimations do not
arise from bristling resistance or strident denunciation—the mood
of a Jaques or Timon. They arise paradoxically from a peculiarly
intense sulmission whose downright violence undermines every-
thing it was meant to shore up, the submission depicted not in
Othello or Iago but in Desdemona. As both the play and its culture
suggest, the arousal of intense, purposeless pleasure is only
superficially a confirmation of existing values, established
selves, ™ In Shakespeare’s narrative art, liberation from the mas-
sive power structures that determine social and psychic reality is
glimpsed in an excessive aesthetic delight, an erotic embrace of
those very structures—the embrace of a Desdemona whose love is
more deeply unsettling than even a Iago’s empathy.

Epilogue

A few years ago, at the start of a plane flight from Baltimore to
Boston, [ settled down next to a middle-aged man who was staring
pensively out of the window. There was no assigned seating, and 1
had chosen this neighbor as the least likely to disturb me, since I
wanted to finish rereading Geertz's Interpretation of Cultures,
which I was due to teach on my return to Berkeley the following
week. Bul no sooner had I fastened my seat belt and turned my
mind to Balinese cock-fighting than the man suddenly began to
speak to me. He was traveling to Boston, he said, to visit his
grown son who was in the hospital. A disease had, among other
consequences, impaired the son’s speech, so that he could only
mouth words soundlessly; still more seriously, as a result of the
illness, he had lost his will to live. The father was going, he told
me, to try to restore that will, but he was troubled by the thought
that he would be incapable of understanding the son’s attempts at
speech. He had therefore a favor to ask me: would [ mime a few
sentences so that he could practice reading my lips? Would I say,
soundlessly, “I want to die. [ want to die”?

Taken aback, I began to form the words, with the man staring
intently at my mouth: "I want to...” But I was incapable of
finishing the sentence, “Couldn’t I say, ‘I want to live'?"” Or better
still (since the seat belt sign had by this time flashed off), he might
g0 into the bathroom, [ suggested lamely, and practice on himself
in front of a mirror. “It's not the same,” the man replied in a shaky
voice, then turned back to the window. “I'm sorry,” [ said, and we
sat in silence for the rest of the flight.
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I could not do what the man had asked in part because I was
afraid that he was, quite simply, a maniac and that once I had
expressed the will to die, he would draw a hidden knife and stab
me to death or, alternatively, activate some device secreted on
board the plane that would blow us all to pieces (it's not for noth-
ing that I have been living in California for the past ten years).

But if paranoia tinged my whole response, there were reasons
for my resistance more complex than the fear of physical attack, [
fell superstiiously that if I mimed the man's terrible sentence, it
would have the force, as it were, of a legal sentence, that the words
would stick like a burr upon me. And beyond superstition, I was
aware, in a manner more forceful than anything my academic
research had brought home to me, of the extent to which my
identity and the words I utter coincide, the extent to which I want
to form my own sentences or to choose for myself those moments
in which I will recite someone else’s. To be asked, even by an
isolated, needy individual to perform lines that were not my own,
that violated my sense of my own desires, was intolerable.

When [ first conceived this book several years ago, | intended to
explore the ways in which major English writers of the sixteenth
century created their own performances, to analyze the choices
they made in representing themselves and in fashioning charac-
ters, to understand the role of human autonomy in the construe-
tion of identity. It seemed to me the very hallmark of the Renais-
sance that middle-class and aristocratic males began to feel that
they possessed such shaping power over their lives, and I saw this
power and the freedom it implied as an important element in my
own sense of myself. But as my work progressed, I perceived that
fashioning oneself and being fashioned by cultural
instituions—family, religion, state—were inseparably inter-
twined. In all my texts and documents, there were, so far as I could
tell, no moments of pure, unfettered subjectivity; indeed, the
human subject itself began to seem remarkably unfree, the ideo-
logical product of the relations of power in a particular society.
Whenever I focused sharply upon a moment of apparently auton-
omous self-fashioning, 1 found not an epiphany of identity freely
chosen but a cultural artifact. If there remained traces of free
choice, the choice was among possibilities whose range was
strictly delineated by the social and ideological system in force. «

The book I have written reflects these perceptions, but I trust
that it also reflects, though in a manner more tentative, more
ironic than I had originally intended, my initial impulse. For all of
the sixteenth-century Englishmen I have written about here do in

Epilogue

fact cling to the human subject and to self-fashioning, even in
suggesting the absorption or corruption or loss of the self. How
could they do otherwise? What was—or, for that matter, what
is—the alternative? For the Renaissance figures we have consid-
ered understand that in our culture to abandon self-fashioning is
to abandon the craving for freedom, and to let go of one’s stubborn
hold upon selfhood, even selfhood conceived as a fiction, is to die.
As for myself, | have related this brief story of my encounter with
the distraught father on the plane because I want to bear witness at
the close to my overwhelming need to sustain the illusion that T am
the principal maker of my own identity.
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77. Ihid., p. 617. “These heretics,” More writes, “be almost as many

sects as men, and never one agreeth with other, so that if the world were

to learn the right way of them, that matter were much like, as if a man
walking in a wilderness that fain would find the right way toward the
town that he intended, should meet with a many of lewd mocking knaves,
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4. Confutation, p. 16. More speaks of Hitton as “the devil’s stinking
martyr of whose burning Tyndale maketh boast” (p. 17). On More as
persecutor, see Leland Miles, “Persecution and the Diglogue of Comfort: A
Fresh Look at the Charges Against Thomas More,” fournal of British
Studies 5 (1965), pp. 19-30.

5. Chambers, p. 178. See the account of John Tewkesbury's imprison-
ment in Foxe, 4:689,

6. Roper, p. 238

7. Confutation, p. 710.

8. Foxe, 3:730.

9. Foxe, 3:281. Foxe says he is using Tyndale’s edition. On the conduct
of heresy investigations in the fifteenth and early sixteenth century, see
Jehn A. F. Thomson, The Later Lollards, 1414-1520 (London: Oxford
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formed into an angel of light.” The notion that the religious community is
threatened by what Peter Brawn calls “a sinister Doppelyinger'” has been
traced back to the Dead Sea Scrolls; see Brown, Augustine of Hippo (Berke-
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Martyrdom and Perseeution in the Early Church (Oxford: Blackwell, 1965), p.
3 B

20. The setting—a warehouse in Bow-lane—suggests not only the se-
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be added, was not the book but the stake.

57, Foxe, 4:653,

58. Confutation, p. 359.

59, See Lawrence Stone, “Literacy and Education in England, 1640
1900, Past and Present 42 (1969), p. 101. See also Stone, “The Educational
Revolution in England, 1560-1640,"" Past and Present 28 (1954), pp. 4980,

60. Twedor Royal Proclantations, 1:297.

Elizabeth concurred and commanded that her clergy “'shall discourage
no man from the reading of any part of the Bible either in Latin or in
English, but shall rather exhort every person to read the same with great
humility and reverence as the very lively word of God and the special food
of man's souls. . .."" (Tudor Royal Proclamations 2:119).

61. Quoted in Thomas Laqueur, “The Cultural Origins of Popular
Literacy in England, 1500-1850," Oxford Review af Education 2 (1976),
p. 262,

62. Laqueur, p. 262 A :

63, John Bunyan, Grace Abounding fo the Chief of Simiers (1666), ed.
Roger Sharrock (London: Oxford University Press, 1966}, p- 32,

64. Foxe, 3:719-20. In the Histoire de la mappemonde papistique (Geneva,
1567), the Lyons engraver Pierre Eskrich depicis Prutes’mn} pastors:
breaking down the walls of the papal city with books (see Natalie Zemon.
Davis, “The Sacred and the Body Social in Sixteenth-Century Lyon
forthcoming). :

5. For the larger argument of sola scriphira vs. solm ecclesin, see George
H. Tavard, Holy Writ or Holy Church: The Crisis of the Protestant Reformmit=
tion (London; Burns & Oates, 1959). .

6. See John S. Coolidge, The Pauline Renaissance in England: Purttamsn
and the Bible (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1970). The principle of
“feeling faith,” so confidently affirmed by the Obedience, would soon be
at the center of the debate over the precise nature of religious absewaF-:E
that raged for decades between the Puritans and the Anglican establish-
ment. The breadth and vagueness of the formulation in Tyndale suggests
that he, at least, did not intend it to suggest that only those actions may h.e
undertaken that have explicit sanction in the Bible. Notwithstanding l'_ns
insistence on covenant and contract, he does not solely or even primarily
turn to Scriplure in the manner, for example, that Orthodox Jews turm to
the Shulchan Aruch, as a detailed code of action. Tyndale does not excluge
such a use of Scripture—on the contrary, its case histories .da.:n Serve as
infallible guides to correct behavior—but rather he includes it in a larger
and more flexible identification with the sacred.
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67. Dialogue Concerning Heresies, 2:112-13,

68, An Answer to Sir Thomas More's Dalogue, ed. Henry Walter (Cam-
bridge: Parker Society, 1850, p. 49.

69, Confutation, p. 723,

70. Erasmus, Enchiridion Militis' Christiani: The Manual of the Christian
Knight, trans. William Tyndale? (London: Methuen & Co., 1905), p. 146.
One should note that the issues involved in the interpretation of the Bible
are by no means new in the Reformation; for medieval arguments, see
especially ‘M.-D. Chenu, Nature, Man, and Society in the Twelfth
Century, trans. Jerome Taylor and Lester K. Little (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1957),

71. Confutation, pp. 165-66. It should be noted that Tyndale is only
granting for the sake of argument the notion that congregation is a more
general term than church.

72. Confutation, pp. 220-21.

73, Quoted from The English Hexapla (London: Samuel Bagster & Sons,
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of early English translations.
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Machod, in The Rengissance Phifosophy of Man, od. Ernst Cassirer, Paul

275



276

Netes to Pages 111-115

Oskar Kristeller, and John Herman Randall, Jr. (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1948), p. 105. _
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Chapter Three

1. See E. G. Rupp, Studies in the Making of the English Protestant Tradi-
tion (Mainly in the Reign of Henry VII) (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1947), p. 132: “‘Excerpts from an heretical Primer were condemned
by the bishops in 1530 because ‘he puttith in the book of the vii Psalmes,
but he leveth owt the whole Litany, by which apperith his erronyous
opynyon agenst praying to saints latanie.’ ... This agrees with More's
statement about Joye’s Primer “wherein the Seven Psalms be set in with-
out the Litany and the Dirige is left.”" Rupp notes further that “'the first
publication to bear Luther's name and authority had been his edition of
these Seven Penitential Psalms, and all that we know of this Primer
suggests contact with the doctrines of the Reformers.'

2. On Protestantism and Wyatt's version of the psalms, see especially
H. A. Mason, Hunanism and Poetry in the Early Tudor Perfod (London;
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1959), pp. 209-21; Roberl G. Twombly, “Thomas
Wyatt's Paraphrase of the Penitential Psalms of David,” in Texas Studies in
Language and Literature 12 (1970), pp. 345-80.

3. Psalm 51, lines 503-5. Wyatt had similarly added the phrase “'the
heart’s forest” to his translation of Petrarch, “The long love that in my
thought doth harbor.”

Line numbers for Wyatt's poetry refer to those given in Collected Poems
of Sir Thomas Wyatt, ed. Kenneth Muir and Patricia Thomson (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1969). For a book-length critique of this edi-
tion, see H. A. Mason, Editing Wyatf (Cambridge: Cambridge Quarterly
Publications, 1972). 1 have consulted Richard Harrier, The Canon of Sir
Thomas Wyatt's Poetry (Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University Press,
1975), and Sir Thomas Wyatt: Collected Poems, ed, Joost Daalder (London:
Oxford University Press, 1975).

4. Both Aretino and Campensis stress at this point that outward deeds
are signs of the inner state of contrition (see Collected Poems, Commentary,
p. 378); though he elsewhere concurs, Wyatt takes this opportunity to
infuse his version with the spirit of Luther's famous Prologue fo Romans,
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as translated by Tyndale: “1f the law were fleshly, and but man’s doctrine,
it might be satisfied, and stilled with outward deeds. But now is the law
ghostly, and no man fulfilleth it, except that all that he doth spring of love
from the battom of the heart.”” Good works spring naturally from faith,
but they may not by themselves be taken as the assurance of anything;
everything depends upon the state of the heart which in turn depends
upon the will of God. (Cf. Mason, Humanism and Poetry, pp. 215-19.)

5. Apart from the Judeo-Christian West, we should recall, most of the
great civilizations of the world have placed overwhelming emphasis not
on the isolated member but on the conformity of every element to its role
in the society; the dominant ideclogy of Hinduism, for example, begins
from the standpoint of the total hierarchical structure and then moves to
the particular, constituent parts. See Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus:
The Caste System and Iis Implications, trans. Mark Sainsbury (Chicago:
University of Chicago FPress, 1970}, p. 4.

6. Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, pp. 103-4.

7. In Medieval Handbooks of Pepance, trans. and ed. John J. McNeill and
Helena M. Gamer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1938), p. 315,
See Oscar D, Watkins, A History of Penanee, 2 vols: (London: Longmans,
1920), 2:58.

B, See Thomas M. Tentler, Sin and Confession on e Eve of the Reforima-
tipn (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), pp. 16-27; John Bossy,
“The Social History of Confession in the Age of the Reformation,” Trions-
actions af the Royel Historical Society, bth ser., 25 {1975); pp. 21-38.

9, “Treatise Concerningsthe Fruitful Sayings of David the King and
Prophet in the Seven Fenitential Psalms,” in The English Works of Joln
Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, ed. John E. B. Mayor (London: Early English
Text Society, 1876}, p. 24

10. “Est autern multis modis huis Psalmi cognitio tum necessaria tum
utilis: Continet enim doctrinam de prascipuis nostrae Religionis
capitibus, de Poenitentia, de Peccato, de Gratia, et Justificatione, Item du
Cultu quem nos praestare debemus.” Quoted in Mason, Humanism and
Paetry, p. 217.

11. The point is worth emphasizing because the hard-won and precious
bourgeois myth that the inner life is somehow divorced from the legiti-
mate exercise of power has been read backward into history so that the
Spanish Inquisition or the Puritan witch trials have seemed only obscene
aberrations. The fourteenth-century legislation that decrees it high
treason to “compass or imagine the Death of . . . the King” does not deem
it useful or important to distinguish between “imagine’ as a subjective,
inner state and “imagine’ as the designing of a “real’” plot (Leon Rad-
zinowicz, A History of English Criminal Law and Its Administration from 1750
[London: Stevens & Sons, 1948] 1:7).

12. English Works of [olin Fisher, p: 33,

™. The personal intensity of the penitential psalms then must not be
viewed as something Wyatt somehow tacked on to conventional material;
rather, Wyatt's inwardness in these poems is itself largely the product of
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the total discursive field constituted by other versions of the psalms and
by related doctrinal and devotional treatises. If the distinctive voice seems
intermittent, the failure is not caused by the dead weight of “impersonal”
convention, but by the inadequacies of a poetic technique still in the early
stages of development, As his contemporaries understond, Wyatt had
virtually to invent for English poetry a language suited to his expressive
ends: those ends are “his own” precisely by virtue of the power of the
convention.

14. Raymond Southall, Literature and the Rise of Capitalism (London:
Lawrence & Wishart, 1973), p. 22.

15. Mason, Humanism and Poetry, pp. 202-9. Surrey, in Wyatt: The Criti-
cal Heritage, ed. Patricia Thomson (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1974); p. 28.

16. Ralegh, History of the Werld (London, 1614), p. C4¥. Ralegh wrote of
Henry VIII that “if all the pictures and patterns of a merciless prince were
lost in the world, they might all again be painted to the life out of the story
of this king"™ [A4Y).

17. Masan, Humumism and Poetry, p. 216, suggests that the imagery here

and at lines 345-48 reflects the horror of those who witnessed the “firsti

deadly onslaughts” of syphilis; if so, the physical revulsion has been
absorbed into the depiction of a moral state. It is adulterous sexual desire
that is itself the disease, the filth that must be purged by suffering.

18, Cf. Luther on the will: “Thus the human will is...like a beast of
burden. If God rides it, it wills and goes where God wills. ... If Satan

rides it, it wills and goes where Satan wills; nor can it choose to Tun to.

either of the two riders or to seek him out, but the riders themselves
contend for the possession and control of it” (Luffer and Erasmus: Free Will

and Salvation, trans. and ed. E. Gordon Rupp [London: The Library of
Christian Classics, 1969], p. 140). See also Wyatt to his son, “the chiefest.

and infallible ground [of virtue] is the dread and Reverence of God,™ in
Life and Letters of Sir Thomas Wyatt, ed. Kenneth Muir {Liverpool: Liver-
pool University Press, 1963}, pp. 38-39.

19, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perceplion, ed. James M.
Edie (Evanston: Morthwestern University Fress, 1964), p. 5.

20. In trying lo grasp the origins of this pervasive suspicion of the

body, it is tempting to invoke the state of bath medical science and per-
sonal hygiene in the sixteenth century: men and women endured a daily
level of physical discomfort, indeed quite often excruciating pain, that is

for us all but unimaginable. Theological objections aside, the

phenomenological celebration of the body might well have seemed o
most men a slender reed on which to base a conception of human iden-
tity, But without dismissing the miseries of ulcers, tumors, gastro-
intestinal disorders, and toothaches, I think it likely that the attitude of
Wyatt and others in his situation was far mare powertully influenced by
cultural forces, above all by their experience of power.

21, “Who List His Wealth and Ease Retain,'* line 16.

22, Life and Letters, pp. 39-40.
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23, For powerful reflections upon perception and the sense of the body,
sei Michael Fried, #The Beholder in Courbet: His Early Self-Portraits and
Their Place in His Art,” Glyph 4 (1978}, pp. 84-129.

24, See Wyatt to his son: "God hath of his goodness chastised me and
not cast me clean out of his favor” (Life and Letters, p. 40).

25. Life:and Lelters, p. 25,

26. Donald Friedman, “The ‘Thing’ in Wyatt’s Mind," Essays in Criti-
¢fsnt 16 (1966), p. 377, The satires echo as well the contrast between out-
ward and inward: see, for example; “Mine Own John Poins," 1(-13.

27. “Mine Own John Poins,” 76. One should note that the negation is
qualified by the rhetorical insistence on the speaker’s inability, on what he
emmiol do.

28, Thus for Wyatt it is not God but “fortune’ that has given rulers the
right “to strike the stroke,’” while submission in the psalms has no refer-
ence to secular authority,

29. As Wyalt's early nineteenth-century editor, George Frederick Nott,
observes, these lines are imitated and enlarged from Persius’s third Satire
(Waratt; The Critical Heritage, pp. 71-72).

30. Seneca, Letters from a Stoic, trans. Robin Campbell (London; Pen-
guin, 1969), Letter 65, p. 124, *I am too great,”” Seneca writes, “was born
to too great a destiny to be my body's slave. So far as [ am concerned that
body is nothing more or less than a fetter on my freedom. I place it
squarely in the path of fortune, letting her expend her onslaught on it, not
allowing any blow to get through it to my actual self. For that body is all
that is vulnerable about me: within this dwelling so liable to injury there
lives a spirit that is free’’ (123). See Wyatt's sonnet, “Farewell, Love, and
all thy laws forever,” in which the speaker invokes “Senec and Plato™ as
his guides in the passage from the bondage of the body to the liberty of
the mind. Wyatt urged his son to study Seneca’s moral philosophy (Life
and Letlers, p. 43),

31. Jirgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. Jeremy J.
Shapiro (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), p. 282.

32. Daniel [avitch, Poefry and Courtliness in  Rennissance England
(Frinceton: Princeton University Press, 1978), pp. 115-40.

33. W. J. Courthope, in Wyait: The Critical Heritage, p. 104,

34. Ibid., pp. 44, 71, 104, 165. See, too; Patricia Thomson, 5ir Thomas
Wyalt and His Background (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964), p.
270: ““There is no reason why both his amorous and his satirical poetry
should not be enjoyed. But if I were called, as in an examination, to
admire one at the expense of the other, [ should look askance at the love
poetry, as Yeats did at his ‘Stolen Child': ‘that is not the poetry of insight
and knowledge but the poetry of longing and complaint.” And certainly
the satires are Wyatt's greatest achievement in the poetry of insight and
knowledge. In the long run courtly wisdom was a richer source of in-
spiration than courtly love.”

35. Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1973), p. 54.

279



280

Notes to Pages 135-140

36. Edward Hall, Chronicle (London: |. Johnson, 1808}, p. 597,

37. 1n 1517 Brian, whom Cromwell nicknamed “vicar of hell," had mar-
ried a wealthy widow (as he was to do again later in his career). He
furthered the interests of his cousin, Anne Boleyn (cf. Wyatt, "A Spend-
ing Hand," line 63), then upon her fall, hastened to protect his position by
working zealously for her conviction,

38. Sir Thomas Wyatt and His Background, p. 185.

39. Wyatt: The Critical Heritage, p. 25.

40. Thid., p. 34.

41. Javitch, Poetry and Conrtliness, p. 68.

42, Mason, Humanism and Poetry, p. 171. "By a little application,™

Mason commients, “we could compose a dictionary of conventional

phrases which would show that many of these poems of Wyatt's are’

simply strung together from these phrases into set forms."" I would argue
that conventionality is not in this period the enemy of genuine poetic
activity, but one of its essential ingredients.

43. C. 5. Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding:

Drami (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1954), p. 230. The influence of the
court has been treated more seriously and probingly by Patricia Thomson,
Sir Thomas Wyatt and His Background, and by Raymond Southall, The
Courtly Maker (Oxford: Blackwell, 1964).

44. For what bizarre social occasion was Henry VI himself supplying
material when he proudly displayed a “tragedy” he had written on the
subject of the adultery and fall of Anne Boleyn? (J.]. Scarisbrick, Henry VII
[Londen: Penguin, 1968], p. 455). Was this meant to be a grand show af
indifference? an aesthetic triumph over the pain and humiliation of be-
trayal? was it an attempt to make sense of the horrifying turn of events, to
impose the coherence and dignity of tragedy upon them? was it a demon-
stration of prescience and power, a magical assertion that he himself had
written the whole history? Henry apparently told the bishop of Carlisle,

to whom he showed his “tragedy,” that he had long expected the present ™

turn of events. The tragedy has not survived, but the anecdote is haunt=

ing; it suggests a far different and more disturbing range of possibilities

for the functions of court art than is suggested by after-dinner music.
45. Harrier, Canon, pp- 37-38, thinks it unlikely the poem is by Wyatk. |

use the Devonshire manuscript’s reading of the final word; the Blage:

manuscripk gives worse,

46. We might note that this accords unpleasantly well with Wyatt's
treatment of his wife, whom he publicly denounced for adultery. Obvi—
ously, the denunciation heightened the “mack” of being a cuckold, buthe

evidently did not care about this as much as he cared about his revenge.
47. Lewis, English Literature, p. 229,
48. On “sociosis,” see J. H. van den Berg, The Changing Nalure of Maft
{New York: Norton, 1961).
49, Humanism and Poelry, p. 171.

50. We might take this pecasion to remark that the major achievements

of all three of the figures we have considered thus far are intimately
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associated with the Continent, in three quite distinck cultural forms: for
More, humanism: for Tyndale, the Reformation; and for Wyatt, courtli-
ness. These cultures overlapped in important respects, but they were far
more strikingly at each other’s throats. This is most evident in the struggle
between More and Tyndale, but they in turn were both set passionately
against the world in which Wyatt participated, Europe in what we may
call, after Pocack, its quintessentially Machiavellian moment.

51. The nature of the relation between the prince’s body and the power
of the state is, of course, extremely complex: see Ernst H, Kantorowicz,
The King's Two Badies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1957): “Itis evident that the doctrine of theol-
ogy and canon law, teaching that the Church and Christian society in
general, was a ‘corpus mysticim the head of which is Christ’ has been
transferred by the jurists from the theological sphere to that of the state
the head of which is the king” (pp. 15-16).

See also Georg Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer, Punishment and Social
Structure (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939); John Bellamy,
Crime and Public Order in England in the Later Middle Ages (London: Rout-
ledge & Kegan Paul, 1973); Foucault, Discipline and Punish.

52. Louis Dumont, From Mandeville to Marx: The Genesis and Triumpit of
Econmmic Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977); p. 35.

53. “I find no peace and all my war is done,” 11; the poem is a transla-
tion of Petrarch, Rime cxxxiv, Wyatt characteristically intensifies the
causal relation of love and hate: Petrarch had written, “‘Et ho in odio me
stresso et amo altrui,” One*might add that in Wyatt's psalms, when King
David turns his love to God, he does so by removing it from Bathsheba
and abasing himself. Indeed if Renaissance diplomacy may be usefully
invoked in a reading of the love lyrics, it has an equal bearing upon the
penitential psalms, which are permeated with the spirit of subtle, devious
negotiations with an overpowering, irascible, and dangerous ally.

54, It is doubtful that this poem, which appears in the Blage manu-
script, is by Wyatl.

55. Quoted in Garrett Mattingly, Renaissaies Diplomacy (Baltimore:
Penguin, 1964), p. 95. Compare Bernard du Rosier’s treafise on diplo-
macy, written in 1436: “The business of an ambassador is peace. ... An
ambassador labors for the public good . ... An ambassador is sacred be-
cause he acts for the general welfare” (quoted in Mattingly, p. 42).

56. Quoted in Hugh Trevor-Roper, “The Intellectual World of Sir
Thomas More,” American Scholar 48 (1978/79), p. 28.

57, Life and Letters, p. 157,

58, Tattel, all too typically, wrecks the effect of the poem by entitling it,
“Complaint for true love unrequited,”

56 Life and Letters, p. 135.

60, Mattngly, Renmjssance Diplomacy, p. 217,

61. lbid., p. 186.

62. Perhaps Charles created the stir about the word simply to avoid
talking about Brancetour (though he did so by the end of the conversa-
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tion). Both Henry VIII and Cromwell chose to interpret the discussion of
the word, however, as an assertion of precedence over both the English
and French kings; at least they tried to use the emperor's words to sow
dissension belween him and Francis [ (Life and Letters, p. 139).

63, The restraint extends even to the choice of “And” in line 11 instead
of “For" as a lead-in to the description of the collar. “For” would have
presented the final lines as a clear explanation of the poet’s situation;
“And' invites the reader to draw his own conclusion.

&4, See Richard Bernheimer, Wild Men in the Middle Ages: A Study in Art,
Sentiment, and Demonology (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1952): The Wild Man Within: An Image in Western Thought from the Renais-
sance fo Romanticism, ed. Edward Dudley and Maximillian E. Novak
{Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1972).

65. Thus Petrarch’s *“stanchi di mirar, non sazi’" is not so much con-
tradicted as confirmed by Wyatt's “The vain travail hath wearied me so
sore,” while Petrarch's “lbera” becomes Wyatt's “wild."”

86, “The Mind in the Poem: Wyatt's “They Flee from Me,'! Studies
English Literature 7 (1967), p. &

&7. See also Michael McCanles, “'Love and Power in the Poetry of Sir
Thomas Wyatt,” Modern Language Quarterly 29 (1968), pp. 145-60. My
view of Wyatt is close to McCanles's, particularly to his suggestion in a
footnote that /it could be shown that the overriding concern of all Wyatt's
poetry, including the Satires and the translation of the Psalms, is adjust-
ment to a court and to a society in which the drive to power is dominant™
(p. 148, n. 4).

&8, Friedman, “The Mind in the Poem,” p. 9.

9. “A Letter on Artin Reply to André Daspre,” in Lenin and Philosophy
and Cther Essays, trans, Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press;
1971, pp. 222-23,

70. Surrey, in Wyatt: The Critical Heritage, p. 31.

71. Life and Letters, pp. 198-99. Wyatt temarks, “Because 1 am wonb.
sometime to rap out an path in an earnest talk, look how craftily they have -
put in an oath to the matter to make the matter seem mine.”

72. Mason, Humanism and Poetry, pp. 190-91: “We have a number of
poems in Wyalt'’s own hand and some of these contain Wryatl's second
and even third thoughts. These ‘corrections,’ taken by and large, show
that, as he worked over them, Wyatt made his lines more ‘rugged,’ ‘dif-
ficult,” and less like Surrey’s or the Tottel version.”

It is tempting, following the lead of Christopher Caudwell, to see
Wyalt's poetic technigque as a direct outcome of his social position: *This,
“individualism’ of the bourgeois, which is born of the need to dissolve the
restrictions of feudal society, causes a tremendous and ceaseless technical
advance in production. In the same way it causes in poelry a tremendons.
and ceaseless advance in technique” (Iusion and Reality [New York:
International Publishers, 1937], p. 60). From this perspective, the seizure
of Church lands and treasure and the development of new poetic tech-
niques are both manifestations of “’primitive accumulation,™ the earliest
stage of capitalism.
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The difficulties inherent in such an interpretation outweigh the advan-
tages. It lakes considerable sleight of hand to present Wyatt as a typical
representative of the bourgeoisie, his acquisition of monastic lands does
not have a clear relabion to his political let alone poetic career, the invoca-
tion of capitalism in a description of the 15305 requires an act of faith 1
personally shrink from. But the Marxist interpretation has the virtue of
insisting that Wyatt's life is not rigidly compartmentalized, insisting, as |
have argued through this chapter, that poetry and power are deeply
intertwined. I believe it is fundamentally correct to link the drive toward
technical experimentation and mastery in Wyatt with his manifestation of
individuality and this individuality in turn with fundamental historical
and economic developments of the period: Henry VIII's ambitions, the
accumulation of wealth, the changes in Tudor government that moved
England decisively away from feudalism and toward the modem state:

For an attempt to construct a Marxist reading of Wyatt, see Raymond
Southall, Literature and the Rise of Capitalism, chap. 2.

73. “So Unwarely Was Never No Man Caught,” 34,

Chapter Four

1. Natalie Zemon Davis, “The Sacred and the Body Social in
Sixteenth-Century Lyon,"

2. We should alse remind ourselves that the full integration of public
career and writing, such as we described in More or Wyatt, may be
viewed in a figure like Ralegh, while the Tyndalean rituals of dis-
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15. For a typical expression of this view, see Ralegh's Histary: “The
same just God who liveth and governeth all things for ever, doth in these
our times give victory, courage and discourage, raise and throw down
Kings, Estates, Cities, and Nations, for the same offences which were
committed of old, and are committed in the present: for which reason in
these and other the afflictions of Israel, always the causes are set down,
that they might be as precedents lo succeeding ages” (II, xix, 3, pp. 508-9).

16, See, for example, the Edwardian proclamations: #287 and #313, in
Tudor Royal Proclamations, 1:393-403, 432-33.

17. This characterization of the period's legal procedure is Christopher
Hill's: “The Many-Headed Monster in Late Tudor and Early Stuart Politi-
cal Thinking,' in From the Rennissance fo the Counter-Reformalion: Essays
in Honor of Garrett Mattingly, ed. Charles H. Carter {New York: Random
House, 1965), p. 303. Hill's view is close to Thomas More's in Utopia:
Thieves “‘were everywhere executed,...as many as twenty at a time
being hanged on one gallows” (Utapia, p. 61). Statistics are inexact and
inconsistent, but, for example, 74 persons were sentenced to death in
Devon in 1598, and the average number of executions per year in London:
and Middlesex in the years 1607-1616 was 140 [Douglas Hay, “Property;,
Authority and the Criminal Law,” in Hay et al., Albion's Fatal Tree (New:
York: Random House, 1975), p. 22n]. _

18. The Mirror for Magistrates is typical for its tireless repetition of the
same paradigm of retributive justice, while both tragedy and comedy are’
quite characteristically conceived by Sidney, in the Apology for Poetry, as
warnings and lessons. This conception continues to dominate sociological
theories of literature; see, for example, Elizabeth Burns, Theatricality
{New York: Harper & Row, 1973), p. 35. i

19. On English Renaissance attitudes toward the Koran, see Samuel €
Chew, The Crescent and the Rose: Islam and England during the Renaissance’
{Wew York: Oxford University Press, 1937), esp. pp- 4344t _

a0, Max Bluestone, “Libido Speculandi: Doctrine and Dramaturgy in
Contemporary Interpretations of Marlowe's Doctor Faustus,” in Reinterss
pretations of Elizabethan Drama, ed. Norman Rabkin (New York: Columbin
University Press, 1963}, p. 82.

21. There is perceptive exploration of this aspect of Marlowe’s work by,
J. R. Mulryne and Stephen Fender, “Marlowe and the ‘Comic Distance,’ "
in Christopher Marlowe: Mermaid Critical Commentarics, ed. Brian Mornis
{London: Emest Benn, 1968), 49-64.

22, There is a discussion of this and other productions of Marlowe's
play in James L. Smith, “The Jew of Malta in the Thealre,” in Christopher
Marlowe: Mermaid Critical Commentaries, pp. 1-23.

23. On the Jewish Question in Karl Marx, Early Writings, trans, and ed. T,
B. Bottomore (New York: MeGraw-Hill, 1963), p. 35. For a fuller exploras
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tion of the relation between Marx's essay and Marlowe’s play, see Stephen
. Greenblatt, “Marlowe, Marx, and Anti-Semitism,'”" C ritical Dngquiry 5
(1978), pp. 291-307.

24. G, K, Hunter, "The Theology of Marlowe's The few of Malta,” Jour-
nmal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institute 27 (1964), p. 236.

25. Shylack attempts to make this a similarly central issue in the trial
scene, but, as we might expect, the attempt fails (Merchant of Venice,
4.1.90-100),

26, For a modern confirmation of such a view, see Frederic C. Lane,
Venice and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966).

27. For the Jew as devil, see Joshua Trachtenberg, The Devil and the
Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew and Its Relation to Modern Anti-
semitism (New Haven; Yale University Press, 1943).

28, In a sense, Marlowe uses his hero-villains as satirist figures: he has
them expose the vicionsness of the world and then reveals the extent to
which they are no different from what they attack. Recall Duke Senior to
Jagues:

Mos mischievous foul sin, in chiding sin,
For thou thyself hast been a libertine,
As sensual as the brutish sting itself;
And all th'embossed sores and headed evils
That thou with license of free foot hast caught,
Wouldst thou disgorge into the general world.
[As You Like It, 2.7.64-69)

29, See Georg Lukdcs, Histary and Class Consciousness, trans. Rodney
Livingstone (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1971), p. 15. The fountain-
head of all modern speculation along these lines is Vico's New Science.

30. Eighteenth Brumaire, in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert C.
Tucker (New York: Norten, 1972), p. 437

31. See C. L, Barber, ? ‘The form of Faustus’ fortunes good or bad,” " esp.
p. 107. This does not, however, establish Holy Communion as the healthy,
proper end that Faustus should be pursuing; on the contrary, Marlowe
may have regarded Holy Communion as itself perverse. There are, in
Droctor Fanstus and throughout Marlowe's works, the elements of a radical
critique of Christianity, a critique similar to that made with suicidal dar-
ing in 1584 by Giordano Bruno's Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast (Lo

spaccio de ln bestia trionfante), Here, in a scarcely veiled satirical allegory of

the life of Christ, the Greek gods, sensing a waning of their reputation on
earth, decide to send Orion to restore their credit among men. This Orion

knows how to perform miracles, and...can walk over the
waves of the sea without sinking, without wetting his feet,
and with this, consequently, will be able to perform many
other fine acts of kindness, Let us send him among men, and
let us see to it that he give them to understand all that T want
and like them to understand: that white is black, that the
human intellect, through which they seem o see best, is
blindness, and that that which according to reason seems ex-
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celient, good, and very good, is vile, criminal, and extremely
bad. 1 want them to understand that Mature is a whorish
prostitute, that Hatural law is ribaldry, that Nature and Di-
vinity cannot concar in one and the same good end, and that
the justice of the one is not subordinate to the justice of the
other, but that they are contraries, as are ashadows ‘and
light. . .. With this he [Orion] will persuade them that philos-
ophy, all contemplation, and all magic that could make them
cimilar to us, are nothing but follies, that every heroic act 13
only cowardice, and that ignorance is the best science in the
world because it is acquired without labor and does not calse
the mind to be affected by melancholy. (Expulsion, trans, and
ed. by Arthur D. Imerti [New Brunswick: Rutgers LUniversity

Press, 1964], ppP- 255-56.)

37. On the materialism of peasant culture, see Carlo Ginzburg, Il far-
maggio e i vermi: Il cosmo di un mugnaio del '500 (Torino: Einaudi, 1976)

33, William Hacket, quoted in Richard Bauckham, Tudor Apocalypse
[Courtenay Library of Reformation Classics 8] (Sutton Courtenay Fress,
1578), p. 203

4. See C. L. Barber, “The Family in Shakespeare’s Development: The
Tragedy of the Sacred,” a paper delivered at the English Institute, Sep-
tember, 1976; also Peter Laslett, The Waorld We Hauve Lost (Mew York:
Seribner’s, 1963).

35. The City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin, 1972), Il
xii, 26, p. 506, See Georges Poulet, Studies in Humat Time, trans. Elliott
Coleman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 19536), p. 19

36. Cf. Julian Pitt-Rivers, “Honour and Social Status™: “The victor in
any competition for honour finds his reputation enhanced by the humili=
tion of the vanquished ... . It was believed at one time in Iraly by the'
common people that one who gave an insult thereby took to himself the:
reputation of which he deprived the other. The Church of England hymn:
puts the pont succinctly:

Conquering Kings their titles take
From the foes they captive make”
{In].'G. Peristiany, ed,, Honour and Shame, p- 245

37. The Vulgate is worth quoting for its subtle play on consummos
»Postea sciens lesus quia omnia consummata sunt, ut consummaretun
Scriptura, dixit: Sitio. Vas ergo erat positum acelo plenum; illi autem:
spongiam plenam aceto hyssopo circumponenies phtulerunt orl eils.
Cum ergo accepisset lesus acetum, dixit, Consummatum est. Et inclinata
capite, tradidit spiritum.” y

8. Gee Mario Untersteiner, The Sophists, trans. Kathleen Freemat
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1954), p. 106. Untersteiner's account of the place of
tragedy in Gorgias has considerable resonance for a student of Marlowe:

If Being and knowledge are tragic, life will be tragic. The most
universal form of art will be that which by means of “decep-
tion'’ can give knowledge af the tragic element revealed by
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ontology and epistemology. The perfect form of art will be,
therefore, tragedy, which, better than any other manifestation
of poetry, achieves a penetrating understanding of the irra-
tional reality, by means of that “deception” which favours an
irrational communicability of that which is not rationally
communicable: the effect of this conditional knowledge of the
unknowable and of this partial communication of the in-
communicable is pleasure. (Pp. 187-88)

30, Kathleen Freeman, Ancilla {o Hie Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1948), p. 129

40, Untersteiner, p. 113. See Thomas G. Rosenmevyer, “Gorgias, Aes-
chylus, and Apate,” American Journal of Philology 76 (1955), pPp- 225-60,

41. Thomas Nashe, “An Almond for a Parrat,” in The Waorks of Thomas
Mashe, ed. Ronald B, Mckerrow, 5 vols, (London: A. H, Bullen, 1905},
3:344. See Stephen |. Greenblatt, “The False Ending in Volpane,” Journal of
English and Germanic Philology 75 (1976), p- 93.

42, “With complete assurance and cerlainty,"” writes Lucien Goldmann,
tragedy ““solves the mast difficult problem of Platonism: that of discover-
ing whether individual things have their own Idea and their own
Essence. And the reply which it gives reverses the order in which the
question is put, since it shows that it is only when what is individnal—
that is to say, a particular living individual—is carried to its final limits
and possibilities that it conforms to the Idea and begins really to exist.”
(The Hidden God, trans. Philip Thody [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1964], p. 59.) Marlowe's heroes are extremists of the kind called for by this
conception of tragedy, but Marlowe treats their extremism with consider-
able irony.

43, Gilles Deleuze, Différence et répétition (Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, 1968), p. 96, The idea seems 1o ariginate with Flume.

44. In the very moment of Tamburlaine's triumph, a gap is opened
between the self and its object, indeed a gap within both self and object.
Similarly, when one of his admirers says that Tamburlaine is “In every
part proportioned like the man, | Ghould make the world subdued to
Tamburlaing” (1 Tam 2.1.483-84), his words inadvertently touch off a
vertiginous series of repetitions and differences.

45. Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, 2 vols. {(London:
1. M. Dent [Everyman's Library], 1907), 1:1, xi, 4, pp. 257-58;

For man doth not seem to rest satisfied, either with fruition of
that wherewith his life is preserved, or with performance of
such actions as advance him most deservedly in estimation;
bt doth further covet, yea oftentimes manifestly pursue with
great sedulity and eamnestness, that which cannot stand him
in any stead for vital use; that which exceedeth the reach of
sense; yea somewhat above the capacity of reason, somewhat
divine and heavenly, which with hidden exultation it rather
curmiseth than conceiveth; somewhat it seeketh, and what
that 1s directly it knoweth not, yet very intentive desire
thereaf doth so incite it, that all ather known delights and
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pleasures are laid aside, they give place to the search of this
but only suspected desire.... For although the beauties,
riches. honours, sciences, virtues, and perfections of all men
living, were in the present possession of one; yet somewhat
beyond and above all this there would still be sought and
earnestly thirsted for.

Ciordano Bruno, The Heroic Frenzies, trans. Paul E. Memo, Jr., University
of North Carolina Studies in Romance Languages and Literatures, no. 50
(1964), pp. 12629
Whatever species is represented to the intellect and com-
prehended by the will, the intellect concludes there is another
species above it, a greater and still greater one, and con-
sequently it is always impelled toward new motion and
bstraction in a certain fashion. For it ever realizes that ev-
erything it possesses is a limited thing which for that reason
cannot be sufficient in itself, good in itself, or beautiful in
itself, because the limited thing is not the universe and is not
the absolute entity, but is contracted to this nature, this
species or this form represented to the intellect and presented
to the soul. As a result, from that beautiful which is com-
prehended, and therefore limited, and consequently beautiful
by participation, the intellect progresses toward that which is
truly beautiful without limit or circumspection whatsoever.

There are strikingly similar passages in Cusa and Ficino. The philosoph-
ical origins of all these expressions are to be found in Flato and Au-
gustine.

46, Kenneth Burke, The Rhetoric of Religion (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1961}, p. 69.

47 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1968 ed.), p. 311. The relevance of this pas-
sage to the present context was suggested to me by my colleague Paul
Alpers,

Eﬂ, Paul Valéry, Leonardo Poe Mallarmé, trans. Maleolm Cowley and
James R. Lawler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972) [vol. 8 of
The Collected Works of Paul Valéry, ed. Jackson Mathews, Bollingen Series
45], p. 93.

Chapter Six

1. On the feudal revival, see Arthur B. Ferguson, The ndian Summer of
English Chivatry (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1960), Frances A.
Yates, “Elizabethan Chivalry: The Romance of the Accession Day Tilts,™
in Astraen: The Imperial Theme in the Sivieenth Century (London: Rouls
ledge, 1975), pp- 88111, and Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan
Portraiture and Pageantry (London: Thames and Hudson, 1977).

2. John Steevens, cited in Spenser, Variorum 122520

3., It is not certain who borrowed from whom, though I think the domi-
nant view, that Marlowe borrowed from Spenser, is quite likely. See
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chapter 5, note 2, above. For the parallels between Spenser and Marlowe,
see also Charles Crawford, “Edmund Spenser, ‘Locrine,” and ‘Selimus,"”
Notes anid Queries (9th ser.) 7 {1901), pp. 61-63, 101-3, 14244, 203-5,
261-63, 324-25, 35486,

4. Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Seciety: Modernizing the Mid-
dlz East (New York: Free Press, 1958; rev. ed. 1964), p. 42,

5. The figures are from Sherburne Cook and Woodrow W. Borah, Essays
in Papulation History: Mexico and the Caribbean {Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1971}, pp. 376411,

6. Peter Martyr (Pietro Martire d'Anghiera), De Orbe Novo, trans. M.
Lok, p. 623. The Seventh Decade was finished in the middle of 1525. On
Peter Martyr, see Henry R. Wagner, “Peter Martyr and His Works,'" Pro-
ceedings of the American Antiquarian Sociely 56 (1946), pp. 238-88. There is
a rather pallid modern translation of De Orbe Nove by Francis A, Machutt
{New York: Putnam's, 1912),

7. It is the essence of sprezzatura to create the impression of a spontane-
ous improvisation by means of careful rehearsals. Similarly, the early
English drama often strove for this effect; see, for example, Fulgens and
Lucres where the seemingly incidental conversation of “A” and “B” is
fully scripted.

B. Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World System,

9, Roy Strong, The Culi of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pagean-
try, p. 153.

10. As an example of the operation of displacement in the visual arts,
one may consider Breughel's €hrist Bearing the Cross, where the mourning
figures from Van der Weyden's great Descent fram the Cross are pushed out
to the margin of the canvas and the swirling, festive crowd all but
obscures Christ. Similarly, for absorption we may invoke Diirer's self-
portrait of 1500, where the rigidly frontalized, verticalized, hieratic figure
has taken into itself the Christ Pantocrator.

11. Joel B. Altman, The Tudor Play of Mind. See also Jackson L. Cope, The
Theater and the Dream: From Metaphor to Form in Renaissance Drama (Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), esp. chaps. 4-6. Cope
argues brilliantly for the central importance of improvisation in the drama
of the Renaissance, but for him improvisation is in the service finally of “a
real coherence” of “the eternal order”” of the myths of renewal (p. 210).
One passes, by means of an apparent randomness, a chaotic flux, to a
buried but all-powerful form. Improvisation is the mask of providence,
and Cope concludes his study with a discussion of The Tempest as a
“mythic play” of natural resurrection and Christian doctrine. [ would
argue that the final effect of improvisation in Shakespeare is the reverse:

. we always begin with a notion of the inescapability of form, a sense that

there are no surprises, that narrative triumphs over the apparent dis-
ruptions, that even the disruptions serve narrative by confirming the
presence of the artist as a version of the presence of God, And through
improvisation we pass, only partially and tentatively, to a sense thal in
the very acts of homage to the great formal structures, there open up small
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but constant glimpses of the limitations of those structures, of their in-
cecurities, of the possibility of their collapse.

12. Confutation, 8:1, pp. 90-92. My attention was drawn to this passage
by Professor Louis L. Martz who discussed it in a lecture at the Folger
conference “Thomas More: The Man and His Age.”" On More's “art of
improvisation” see Martz, “The Tower Works,” in St. Thomas More: Ac-
tion and Contemplation, pp. 63-63.

13, Richard III virtually declares himself an improviser: 1 clothe my
naked villainy | With odd old ends stol'n forth of holy writ'" (1.3.335-36).
He gives a fine demonstration of his agility when he turns Margaret's
curse back on herself. Behind this trick perhaps is the fact that there were
in the popular culture of the Renaissance formulaic curses and satirical
jigs into which any names could be fitted; see Charles Read Baskervill,
The Elizabethan [ig and Related Song Drama (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1929), pp. 66-67.

14. All citations of Othello are to the Arden edition, ed. M. R. Ridley
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958). lago's description of
Cassio, “a finder out of pecasions’’ (2.1.240-41), 15 2 far more apt descrip-
tion of himself as an improviser.

15. This interpretation is argued powerfully in an unpublished essay,
“On the Language of Sexual Pathology in Othello,”” by Edward Snow of
Gearge Mason University. A similar case is made by Arthur Kirsch in a
sensiive psychoanalytic study, “The Polarization of Eratic Love in
Othella” (Modern Language Revicw 73 [1978], pp. 721-40). Kirsch suggesis
that what becomes insupportable for Othello is “the fulsomeness of his
own sexual instincts and, as his verbal and physical decomposition
suggests, his jealons rage against Cassio is ultimately a rage against him-
self which reaches back to the clemental and destructive triadic fantasies
which at one stage in childhood govern the mind of every human being”
(p. 737}

16, lago's performance here, which Desdemona unnervingly charac-
terizes as lame and impotent,’’ is one of the waysin which he is linked to
the playwright or at least to the Vice-like “presenter’” of a play; see Ber-
nard Spivack, Shakespeare and the Allegory of Ewil: The History of A

Metaphor in Relation to His Major Villains (New York: Columbia University

Fress, 1958}

17. One might argue that Shakespeare, like Marx, sees the exploiter as
doomed by the fact that he must reduce his victim to nothingness, but
where Marx derives a revolutionary optimism from this process, Shake-
speare derives the tragic mood of the play’s end.

18. For lago’s ““corrosive habit of abstraction,’” see Maynard Mack, “The
Jacobean Shakespeare: Some Observations on the Construction of the
Tragedies,” in Strr::ford—upmr—ﬁvun Studies: Jacobean Theatre 1 1960y, .
18. For lago as a “‘portrait of the artist,”” see Stanley Edgar Hyman, laga:
Some Approaches fo the Husion of His Motivation (New York: Atheneum,
1970), pp. 61-100.

19. The vertigo intensifies if we add the sly preceding line: "It is as sure
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as you are Roderigo, | Were | the Moor, I would not be lago.™ One imag-
ines that Roderigo would unconsciously touch himself at this point to
make sure that he is Roderigo.

lago is a master of the vertiginous confounding of self and other, being
and seeming;

Men should be what they seem,
Or those that be not, would they might seem none.
(101, iii, 130-31
He's that he is; [ may not breathe my censure, :I
What he might be, if, as he might, he is not,
[ would to heaven he were!
(IV, i, 267-69)

20). See, for example, Theodor Lipps:

The specific characteristic of esthetic pleasure has now been
defined, It consists in this: that it is the enjoyment of an ob-
ject, which however, so far as it is the abject of enjoyment, is
not an object, but myself. Or, it is the enjoyment of the ego,
which however, so far as it is esthetically enjoyed, is not my-
self but objective,

Now, all this is included in the concept empathy. It con-
stitutes the very meaning of this concept. Empathy is the fact
here established, that the object is myself and by the very
same token this self of mine is the object. Empathy is the fact
that the antithesis between myself and the object disappears,
or rather does not yet gxist. (“Empathy, Inner Imitation, and
Sense-Feelings,” in A Modern Book of Esthetics, ed. Melvin
Rader [New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960], p- 376.)

To establish this “fact,”” Lipps must posit a wholly esthetic dimension and
what he calls an “ideal,” as opposed to a “‘practical” self. In Ofhello there
is no realm of the purely esthetic, no space defined by the intersection of
negative capability and the willing suspension of disbelief, and no sep-
aration of an “ideal” from a “practical” self.

21. To complicate matters further, both declarations occur in acunning
performance for his dupe Roderigo; that is, lago is saying what he pre-
sumes Roderigo wants to believe.

22, Thus lago invokes heaven as the judge of his self-interested hypoc-
risy, for self and interest as stable entities both rely ultimately upon an
absolute Being.

73, Elsewhere too, Othello speaks as if aware af himself as a character;
“Were it my cue to fight,”” he tells the incensed Brabantio and his own
fallowers, “I should have known it, [ Without a prompter” (1.2.83-84).

- His acceptance of the commission to fight the Turks i5 likewise couched in

an inflated diction that suggests he is responding to a cue:

The tyrant custom, most grave senators,
Hath ‘made the flinty and steel couch of war
My thrice-driven bed of down: | do ngnize
A natural and prompt alacrity
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I find in hardness, and would undertake

i ' ainst the Ottomites.
This present wars agains S

24, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error,
trans, Barbara Bray (New York: Braziller, 1978), pp. §-9. In a review essay,
Natalie Zemon Davis calls attention to the narrative structure of H..LE. tes-
timony, a structure she attributes not to the pressure |:_:f the Ingquisition
but to the form of village culhure: “Some of these details were probably
ramembered over the decades—good memories are part of oral culture—
but most form a reconstructed past: from a general memory of an event, @
narrative is created that tells with verisimilitude how the events could
have unfolded. The past is a story” (“Les Conteurs de Montaillou,” An-
wales: Economies, SOCiérds, Civilisations 34 [1979], p. ?5]}. ; '

On narrativity as a mode, see Louls Marin, Utopiquies: Jeut r}'fspuces;
Syetlana Alpers, “Describe or MNarrate? A Problem in Realistic ‘Riipre—
sentation,” New Literary History 7 {1976-77), pp. 15-41; Leo Bersani, The
Other Freud,” Humanities in Sociely 1 (1978), pp. 35-49.

25, The Aeneid of Virgil, trans. Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Bantam

972}, bk. 1, lines 1049-51. i
BUE?;E { Efery}miuctanﬂy accept the Quarto’s sighs for the Folio's kisses; _lhe
latter need not, as editors sometimes claim, suggest an improbable s
modesty but rather may express Othello’s perception of Desdempr}a 5
nature, hence what her love has given him. Moreaver, the frank eroticism
of kisses is in keeping with Desdemona’s own speeches; it is Othello who
emphasizes a pity that she voices nowhere in the play itself. On the ml}er
hand, sighs admits a simpler reading and by no means excludes the erotic.

There is another interpretive problem in this speech that should be

noted: the last two lines are usually taken as a continuation of Des-
demona’s actual response, as recalled by Othello, But they may equally

be his interpretation of her feelings, in which case they may say far more

about Othello than about Desdemona. A competent actor could suggest
either possibility. There is a further ambiguity in the her of “made her
such a man’': | hear her as accusative, but the dative cannot be ruled out.

27, William Tyndale, Obedience, p- 171, and above, chapter 2.

78 Both the Folio and the Second Quarto read “You are the Lord of
duty,” but the paradox of an absolute duty that must nevertheless be
divided is suggestive. }

29, lago is improvising on two parlier remarks of Brabantio:

and she, in spite of nature,
Of years, of country, credit, ererg:ihingl, skt
i ith what she fear'd to loox on:

To fall in love with w e i i

and

Look to her, Moor, have a quick eye o see:
She has deceiv'd her father, may do thee.
(1.3:292-53)
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In a society deeply troubled by clandestine marriage, the circumstances
of Desdemona’s union already brand her as faithless, even at the moment
Othello stakes his life upon her faith, while, quite apart from these cir-
cumstances, it would seem for the male psyche depicted in the play that
the very act of leaving her father borders obscurely on sexual betrayal.

30. See George K. Hunter, “Othello and Colour Prejudice,” Proceciings
af the British Academy 1967 53 (1968), pp. 139-63; Leslie A. Fielder, The
Stranger in Shakespears (New York: Stein & Day, 1972}, chap. 3.

A measure of the complex significance of Othello’s blackness may be
taken from a glance at the competing interpretive possibilities of Des-
demona’s "'l saw Dthello’s visage in his mind"” (1.3.252):

Do not be surprised that I have married an older black man
who looks to you grotesque and terrifying. [ have married not
a face, a complexion, buta mind: a resolute, Christian mind.”

#T saw Othello’s valuation of himself, his internal image, the
picture he has in his mind of his own face. [ saw how much he
had at stake in his narrative sense of himself, how much his
whole existence depended upon this sense, and | was deeply
drawn to this ‘visage."™

I saw Othello's visage—his blackness, his otherness—in his
mind as well as his complexion: there is a unity in his being, 1
am subdued to precisely this quality in him."

31. Ridley, in the Arden edition, adheres to the Quarto’s “calmness” at
line 185. Most editors prefer the Folio’s “calms.”

32. Ephesians 5.28-32, as cited in the marriage liturgy (The Book of
Compron Prayer 1559, ed. John Booly [Charlottesville: University of Vir-
ginia Press, 1976], p. 297). The passage is quoted by Arthur Kirsch, “The
Polarization of Erolic Love in Othello,” p. 721, who draws conclusions
closely parallel to some of my own, though he differs in emphases and
methodology.

33, Becon and Gouge are cited in William and Malleville Haller, “The
Puritan Art of Love,” Huntington Library Quarterly 5 (1941-42), pp. 4445,
i,

34, From its inception, Christianity competed fiercely with other sexual
conceptions and practices. For a detailed and moving study of one
episode in this struggle, see Le Roy Ladurie’s Moniaillon. Michel Foucault
has attempted the beginnings of a modern history of the subject in La
valonté de savoir.

35. The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: Modem Library,

1950), bk. 14, chap. 24, pp. 473-75.

36. For the inherent violence of sexuality, see Lucretius, The Nature of
the Universe, trans. Ronald Latham (Baltimore: Penguin, 1951): “Lovers’
passion is storm-tossed, even in the moment of fruition, by waves of
delusion and incertitude. They cannol make up their mind what to enjoy
first with eye or hand. They clasp the object of their longing so tightly that
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the embrace is painful. They kiss so fiercely that teeth are driven into lips.
All this because their pleasure is not pure, huE they are goade!i by an
underlying impulse to hurt the thing, whatever it may be, that gives rise
to these budding shoots of madness” (pp. 163-64). _

37. Richard Onorato has called my attention to the way}lagn,rwhn is
waltching this scene, subsequently uses the wnrrld content. nnth}ng ;L:Fm,
nor shall content my soul,’” he tells himself, ”Tl.“ I am even with Lm.
wife, for wife” (2.1.293-94). Later, when under his influence chelk} as
bade “farewell content” (3.3.354), lago proffers the consoling words,
% " (3.3.457).

P;;? ;’i:ﬁnttﬁ?iilli aik: D}esdemuna to Ieavzl_- him {.33 ]:ilg;to himself, she

ies, " ou? no, farewell, my lor *(3.3.87).

rﬂggﬂ? Pri:ae]i Iui.;g Yme” requires that the actress, as she speaks. 'thr:rse
words, call attention to Desdemona’s erotic submission to Othello’s vio-
lur-';?-ﬁﬁ Gabrielle Jackson pointed out to me, Emilia feels that -f'he mui
explain her refusal to observe her husband’s commands to be silent an

go home:

Good gentlemen, let me have leave to speak,
*Tis proper [ obey him but not now:

Terchance, lago, T will ne'er ga home. (5.2:196:58)

The moment is felt as a liberating gesture and redeems her earlier, com-

pliant theft of the handkerchief, but it is both too late and fatal. The play ]

ife’'s di i f averting tragedy.

does not hold out the wife's disobedience as a way ot @ : /
4:1. Jacques Lacan, The Language of the Self: The Fynchon of Language in
Psychoanalysis, trans. Anthony Wilden (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1968), p- 11. ) }
47 In effect, Othello invokes larger and larger spheres of sﬁlf
fashioning: Othello to Desdemona, Othello to E!esdemona and Braban io,
Othello to the Senate, Othello to heaven. We might add that the narrative

element in formal auricular confession may have been heightened by the.

fact that confessors were instructed not to interrupt the penitent but to let
: : : 3 AR ;
him begin with a full and circumstantial account. ) -
43, Tﬁe word confession and its variants {confess'd, canfcsswrrsj.lﬁ T
peated eighteen times in the course of the play, more often than in any
other play in the canon. : ] )
44 EeeYThmnas N. Tentler, Sin and Confession o1 tie Eve of the Reforma
tion, and chapter 2, above. : . =
4%. This is a frequent response in the literature of colonialism; we have
encountered it in Spensers View of the Present State aj‘. Ire?nt!d, where It'::z
sees the Irish as living in certain respects as the English did before the
AT i
civilizing influence of the Norman Conquest. \ y
46 Teiller p. 229, The Eruditorinm penitentiale points out that in cases
- : i = - )
of necessity it is possible to kill or steal ]u::ttf‘:ab%y, : bl no onrz may
fornicate knowingly without committing a mortal sin. Tentler n!:aer:fea,
#This kind of thinking is an exagperation even of medieval puritanism.

Notes to Pages 247-2448

Yet it is also true that the climate of religious opinion allowed and perhaps
even encouraged such exaggerations.”

Cf. Francis Dillingham, Christiant Oeconomy or Household Government
(London: John Tapp, 1609): “Julius Caesar made a law that if the husband
or the wife found either in adultery, it should be lawful for the husband to
kill the wife or the wife the husband. Death then by the light of nature is
fit punishment for adulterers and adulteresses” (p. 13).

47. George Joye, A Conlrarye (to g certayne manis) Consultacion: That
Adulierers ought to be punyshed wyth deathe, Wyth the solucions of his ar-
gumentes for the contrarye (London: n.p., 15597), pp. G4¥. A4Y. "The sa-
cred integrity therefore of this Christ’s holy church, the inviclable honor
of holy matrimony ordained of God, the preservation of the private and
public peace, all honesty, godly zeal to virtue, to the salvation of our souls
and to God's glory should constrain every Christian heart to counsel, to
exhort and to excite all Christian magistrates to cut off this contagious
canker of adultery from among us, lest in further creeping, ... it daily
corrupteth the whole body of this noble realm so that it else be at last so
incurable that . , . neither the vice nor yet the just remedy will be suffered”
(A6"). 5

The death penalty for adulterers was briefly adopted by the Puritan
Parliament in the seventeenth century; see Keith Thomas, *The Puritans
and Adultery: the Act of 1650 Reconsidered,” in Puritans and Revolu-
tionaries: Essays in Sevenleenth-Century History, ed. Donald Pennington
and Keith Thomas (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1978), pp. 257-82.

48. William Perkins, A Godly and Learned Exposition of Christs Sermon in
the Mount (Cambridge: Thomas Pierson, 1608), p. 111. See Robert V.

Schnucker, “La position puritaine a l'égard de l'adultere,” Anmnales:
Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations 27 (1972), pp. 1379-88.

49, Quoted, with a mass of supporting material, in John T. MNoonan, Jr.,
Contraception: A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and
Canonists (Cambridge, Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 80. The
Stoic marital doctrine, Noonan observes, “joined the Stoic distrust of
pleasure and the Stoic insistence on purpose” {p. 47); early Christians
embraced the doctrine and hardened its formulation in combatting the
gnostic sects.

50. Noonan, p. 47.

51. John Calvin, Instifutes of the Christinn Religion, bk. 2, chap. B, section
44, quoted in Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England
1500-1800, p. 499; The King's Baok, or @ Necessary Doctrine anid Erudition for
Any Christign Man (1543), ed. T. A, Lacey (London: Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1932), pp. 111-12. See likewise John Rogers, The
Glasse of Godly Loue (1569), ed. Frederick |. Furnivall, New Shakespeare
Society, ser. 6, no, 2 (London: N Triibner, 1876), p. 185:

Also there ought to be a temperance between man and
wife, for God hath ordained mareiage for a remedy or
medicine, to assuage the heart of the burmning fesh, and
for procreation, and not beastly for to fulfill the whole
lusts of the devilish mind and wicked fesh; for, though
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i b the act in marriage is not sin
7 h::reifa}reprt:ﬂmzx:g:s, or use it beastly, v_ilaly,h?rhu-_p
:;;:Ii?nate]y, your mistemperance makes ti_m;t ill Ee ;.I: ;:z
good (being rightly used), and that which 1is i
defile through your abusing of it.

In the seventeenth century, Wilham Perkins informs hils reaiers that
the ““holy manner’’ in marital intercourse involves modemtmn;‘o DJ(‘} ex;len
in wedlock, excess in lusts is not better than plain ad;ltekriyn be 'tﬁ ; :;l it

i i tent Church,’” notes Perkins, c1 -
“This is the judgment of the ancient es P ! g
i o t is, immoderate desire
2 d Augustine, “that Intemperance, tha is, .
]:‘T:.-?fh‘:ween :fnan and wife, is fornication” (Christian Ducanazm, trans.
Thomas Pickering [London: Felix K:,rngmonfe. 'jﬁxl. Ep.tl}qi; i.as i
i i J t the priest, ;
7. Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, p. 151. In fact rie T
Roy Ladurlg’s words, “an energetic lover and incorrigible Dn'n I_ua? 1};1:.;
i t position. “One womans just ux
154}, held a somewhat differen n. L !
: ide’ i the same, whether she 15
another,” he told Grazide’s mother, “The sin is ! Nt
ich is t there is no sin aboutl
ied or not. Which is as much as to say ’Eha ‘ :
:;laﬂft; TS?}. Le Roy Ladurie interprets his views on love as follows:
Jrstarﬁ;'tg from the Cathar proposition that ‘any sexual z;;t,ﬁeven bEh:,::}rn
i i | ied it to suit himself, Because e -
married persons, is wrong, he applied i ; e, ‘
thing waE forbidden, one act was no worse than am!thﬂ:' {pp._lii—?::;
53. 1.5.107. Le Roy Ladurie quotes from the Brévaire e_i'urrmrtr. . ¥
wh::lslée;:s with a true lover is purified of all sins . . ;H"I.E' w;;uf love makes
the act innocent, for it proceeds from a pure heart’ (p. ‘.15 ]li A
See Friar Laurence’s warnings to Romeo aboul excessive love:

These violent delights have violent ends
AnEd in their triumph die, like fire and powder,
Which, as they kiss, consume. . -

: sve doth s0.
Therefore love moderately: long love oo

4. Tentler, p. 174, : 1 ,
25 Tentler' i 181: “hoc est in executione ipsius actus nulla voluptatis

dE;EE:t;t;:EE:.E;f?LtE‘;;-;.cmrding to the King's Book, 1:|:aet::1 ;h::;;r;oa;]f:;
:;?:lia:friomTt.:;fﬁ. ":Tl-ll'?::'lg;nt :: :rr'g i:mllt?ca;}:u?;eﬁﬁgt ?heyierclljldis ﬁ?i:-l;
ofthelr heart, and Bt e e upon such persons the Devi
haﬂ;? : :ﬁ:;am;tl’:z\?érsion of these nutiwlns, see the following aphorisms
from Juan Luis Vives's Introductio ad Sapientitt

The pleasure of the body is, like the body itself, vile and

brutal. }
Spnsual delectation bores the soul aqd [E‘?Euﬂit::]eu;n?#f::g
al delectation is like robbery, 1bviiilies : r
SEI:?; reason why even the most corrupted man gseeks secrecy

and abhors wiltnesses.

MNotes to Pages 249-250

Sensual pleasure is fleeting and momentaneous, totally be-
yond any control and always mixed with frustration.

Mothing debilitates more the vigor of the our intellect than
sexual pleasure,

{Carlos G, Morefia, fuan Luis Vives [The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1970], p. 211)

Far an attenuated modern version, see the first televised speech deliv-
ered from the Sistine Chapel on 27 August 1978 by Pope John Paul I; the
pope prayed that families “may be defended from the destructive attitude
of sheer pleasure-seeking, which snuffs out life” (5.F. Chromicle, 28 Au-
gust 1978, p. 1).

57. In the early seventeenth century, Samuel Hieron counsels married
couples to recite the following prayer before going to bed: ““Allay in us all
sensual and brutish love, purifying and sanctifying our affections one
towards another, that we may in nothing dishonor this honorable state,
nor pollute the bed of marriage . . . but may use this thine ordinance in the
haly sort, that carnal lusts may be slaked and subdued, nor increased or
inflamed thereby” (A Helpe Unto Devotion, 3d ed. [London: H.L,, 1611], p.
411).

58. A Discourse of Marriage and Wining (London, 1620), quoted in
Ronald Mushat Frye, “The Teachings of Classical Puritanism on Conjugal
Love,” Studies in the Renaissance 2 (1955), pp, 156-57.

59. William Whately, A Bride-bush (London, 1619), quoted in Frye, p.
156.

6. Moonan, p. 79,

61. A major textual crux, and I have taken the liberty, for the sake of
clarity and brevity, to depart from Ridley’s reading which is as follows:

the young affects
In my defunct, and proper salisfaction.

As Ridley says, ““after all the discussion; Othello’s meaning is moderately
clear, He is too mature to be subjugated by physical desire”; but he goes
on to read proper as “justifiable,” where [ would read it as “my own.”
Ridley's moderately should be emphasized.

62, Yet another crux: the Quarto reads “very quality” instead of “ut-
most pleasure.” 1 find the latter more powerful and persuasive, partic-
ularly in the context of Desdemona’s further mention (1, 255) of “The rites
for which [ love him."”

lago twice echoes Desdemona’s declaration: "It was a violent com-
mencement in her, and thou shalt see an answerable sequestration’
(1.3.342-43) and again “Mark me with what violence she first loved the
Moor' (2.1.221).

63. Desdemana is, in effect, a kind of mirrof reversal of Cordelia; where
the latter is doomed in the first act of the play by her refusal to declare her
love, the formeris doomed precisely for such o declaration.

Professor Spivack, along with most critics of the play, sees lago as the
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enemy of the religious bond in marriage (pp- 48-50); 1 would argue that it
is precisely the nature of this bond, as defined by rigorists, that torments
Othello.

g4, On “property” see Kenneth Burke, A Granumar of Moltives {Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1969): ‘lago may be considered ‘con-
<ubstantial’ with Othello in that he represents the principles of jealousy
implicit in Othello’s delight in Desdemona as a private spiritual posses:
sion. lago, to arouse Othello, must talk a language that Othello knows as
well as he, a language implicit in the nature of Othello’s love as the
idealization of his private property in Desdemona. This language is the
dialectical opposite of Othello’s; but it s0 thoroughly shares a commaon
ground with Othello's language that its insinuations are never for one
moment irrelevant to Othello’s thinking. lago must be cautious in leading
Othello to believe them as true: but Othello never for a moment doubts
them as values” (p. 414). As s0 often happens, | discovered that Burke’s
brilliant sketch had anticipated the shape of much of my argument. Burke
has an essay on the ritual structure of the play in Hudson Review 4 (1951),
pp. 165-203.

65. 1 have read two powerful unpublished essays that analyze the male
sexual anxieties in the play at a level prior to or beneath the social and
doctrinal one discussed here: Edward Snow, “On the Language of Sexual
Pathology in Othello” and C. L. Barber, *“I'll pour this pestilence into his
ear’: Othello as a Development from Hamlet.”"

G, Inact 4, Othello had first thought of poisoning Desdemona and then
was persuaded by lago to “strangle her in her bed, even the bed she hath
contaminated” (4.1.203-4). The blood he fantasizes about later may be
simply an expression of violence (as he had earlier declared, 1 will chop
her into messes” [4.1.1961), but it is tempting to see it asa projection of
the blood that marked her lass of virginity and hence, in his disturbed
formulation, as “lust's blood.” For a sensitive exploration of the anxiety
over virginity, staining, and impotence in Othello, see Stanley Cavell,
“Epistemology and Tragedy: A Reading of Othello,” Daedalus 108 {1979),
pp. 2743

67. Like Oedipus, Othella cannot escape the fact that it is he who has
committed the crime and must be punished.

We should, in all fairmess. call attention to the fact that Othello in the
end views his wife as schaste,” but the language in which he does s0
reinforces the orthodox condemnation of pleasure:

¢cold, cold my girl,
Even like thy chastity.
(5.2.276-77)

Indeed the identification af the coldness of death with marital chastity
geems to me a confirmation of the necrophilic fantasy,

68. Shakespeare's talent for entering into the consclousness of others
and giving supreme expression o incompatible perspectives has been a

MNotes to Pages 252254

Eﬂﬁ]rrftt:ecc:upa;nn of criticism since Coleridge and Keats. For a recent
ion, see Norman Rabkin’s concept of “compl rity”
speare and the Common Understandin bR s e
: ¢ (New York: Free Press, 196
H;;:}Ewﬁ?nxrﬂy of J':Lfiimme (Mew York: Oxford University ]?ress }.19'?3}
oom remarks, ‘“Shakespeare is the lar sl in t '
gest instance in th =
g;a_ge of a phenﬂlrnennn that stands outside the concern of thjsr;: iiaﬂ
absolute absorption of the precursor” (p. 11). )
; :;]d?:‘ Eff::?;:e'; r:in ST.F:r Complete Essays of Manlaigie, trans
: M. Br: anford: Stanford University T i 1.
- ; y Press, 1958), pp, 610-11.
r:'L .:_-1:11 :gr::il}r :n-elev.raflt fnrlnur purposes that Montaigne d}eslj:f:ibes ﬂﬂs
eLon in an essay in which he rejects the confessional system
Bata;" nDpleasure and Eh_e threat to established order, see -Geurges
s :.}dﬁ:ﬂhmtd Sensuality: A Study of Eroticism and the Taboo Iﬂew
X s. 2l r & Co., 1962), and Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World
5:1 . Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press 1968) r
= Ssealls;rﬁl-lle;ﬁ?rit I;'I;rcusa-. Erps and Civilization (New Ym-'k- Random
F : Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish; Leo B 5 i
fure for Asyanax: Character and Desire in Literature (Boston: Eﬁmﬂﬂﬂ i
and Company, 1976). R ]

In work in progress, |
: , Jonathan Crewe of Berkeley is i ipaki
parable issues in the work of Thomas Nashe, e

It
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