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Of Levinas and Shakespeare:
“To See Another Thus”





“Together, the papers in this marvelous collection reveal the significance of Shakespeare for Levinas and the significance of Levinas for Shakespeare. At a time of keen interest in Shakespeare and philosophy, it will be welcomed by philosophers and literary critics alike.”

–Andrew Cutrofello, Professor of Philosophy,
Loyola University Chicago

“Coming upon the heels of the four-hundred-year anniversary of Shakespeare’s death, Of Levinas and Shakespeare offers a timely and ambitious addition to the growing body of work on Levinas as a writer in peculiar and often uncanny proximity to other writers. This collection explores the nuanced play of affinities between 20th-century ethical philosopher and Elizabethan dramatist/poet, and discloses ways in which Shakespeare might be used to open up Levinas and not merely the other (and more predictable) way around. If reading can be a way of inhabiting, a form of living space, then this volume offers ample satisfaction for the room it provides a range of audiences—scholars of Levinas and of Shakespeare, students of ethical criticism, dialogists of literature and philosophy—to dwell for a time ‘within.’”

–Adam Z. Newton, University Professor Emeritus,
Yeshiva University

“This valuable collection of essays responds to an observation Levinas made after the War—to wit, that ‘the whole of philosophy is only a meditation on Shakespeare.’ With this pithy remark, Levinas opened the work of the great bard to our contemporary condition, as a profoundly self-reflexive, indeed ethical, thinker. Through sustained cross-readings of Levinas and Shakespeare, the essays take up dwelling in the tragedies and comedies of Shakespeare, situating the ongoing renewal of the letter through new insights. What are these revitalizing insights into Shakespeare of which Levinas speaks? Above all, it is discerning, in the situations and characters of the playwright, a testimony to the human encounter as infinite, as unlimited by concepts and the ongoing drive to unfold a story and to interrupt it, holding it far from simple answers. Understood through Levinas’s eyes, Shakespeare dramatized what the philosopher recognized as human worlds peopled with figures, great and small, who are compelled by their respective others to respond and to seek justice. Students and teachers alike will find in this collection innovative and thought-provoking avenues toward reframing Shakespeare studies, and impressive stagings and illustrations of Levinas’s challenging thought.”

–Bettina Bergo, Professor of Philosophy,
Université de Montréal

“These essays do not simply apply Levinasian concepts to Shakespeare, which in Levinas’s terms would do violence to Shakespeare by bounding his work with a conceptual schema. Instead, these astute and sympathetic readings enable the Shakespearean literary world, which (as Hamlet suggests to Horatio) overflows the boundaries of philosophy’s dream, to speak and listen to Levinas’s philosophical world, which overflows the boundaries of the concept by rooting thought in ethics. This dialogue works hard to preserve the concrete humanity and ethical grounding of both worlds. Now more than ever, in an era that permits the reduction of the human to the tweet, we need this kind of reading.”

–David P. Haney, President, Centenary University
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“I should ev’n die with pity,

To see another thus. I know not what to say.”

—Lear in Shakespeare’s King Lear (IV.vii. 52-53),

quoted by Levinas in Humanism of the Other Man, p. 3
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Foreword

Andrew Cutrofello

The great Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi famously wondered whether he was a man who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was a man. It is helpful to remember this anecdote when thinking about Levinas’s suggestion that “the whole of philosophy is only a meditation of Shakespeare.” As several contributors to this volume point out, the genitive “of” (de in French) is ambiguous: was Levinas saying that philosophy is a meditation on Shakespeare, or that philosophy is a meditation by Shakespeare? Perhaps, like Zhuangzi, he was wondering whether he was a philosopher dreaming he was Shakespeare, or Shakespeare dreaming he was a philosopher.

Like so many philosophers, Levinas was fascinated by Shakespeare. One passage that especially fascinated him was the remark that Banquo makes immediately after the witches vanish in Act 1, scene 3 of Macbeth: “The earth hath bubbles, as the water has, / And these are of them.” (1.3.79-80) As Hilaire Kallendorf and Claire Katz point out in their essay, Levinas cites these words several times over the course of his career. In 1947 he compares being’s insinuation in nothingness to “bubbles of the earth” (les bulles de terre) (Existence and Existents, 57), and in 1965 he uses the same phrase to describe the insinuation of the face into being. (“Phenomenon and Enigma,” in Collected Philosophical Papers, 70) Finally, in a Talmudic reading published in 1977, he characterizes the sacred (le sacré) as “bubbles of Nothing in things.” (Nine Talmudic Readings, 141)

What exactly are these bubbles of the earth, and how can they signify so many different things for Levinas? Let us briefly examine the series:

(1) insinuation of being in nothing

(2) insinuation of the face in being

(3) insinuation of nothing in being

At first glance, (1) and (3) appear to be diametrically opposed. According to (1), Banquo’s bubbles are bubbles of being: like the spawn of a spontaneous generation, they literally appear out of nowhere. According to (3), however, the bubbles are bubbles of nothing that flicker in and out of being. Perhaps we can resolve this apparent contradiction by considering Banquo’s comparison of bubbles of the earth to bubbles of the water. Bubbles of the water are made not of water but of air. Of what are bubbles of the earth made? Being? Nothing? Or something else?

Perhaps the correct answer is fire. This would be in keeping with the witches’ chant, “Double, double, toil and trouble; / Fire burn and cauldron bubble.” (4.1.10-11) It would also round out the series of metaphysical elements:

(bubbles of the) water: air

(bubbles of the) earth: fire

For Heraclitus, fire was the most basic of the four elements. Fire was also a symbol or principle of becoming. Bubbles made of fire would be in a state of perpetual becoming. As such, they would involve both the insinuation of being in nothing and the insinuation of nothing in being. Far from contradicting each other, senses (1) and (3) would coincide.

Another way to explain the connection between senses (1) and (3) has to do with sense (2)—the radically different notion that Banquo’s bubbles involve the insinuation of the face in being. Beyond the ontological categories of being, nothing, and becoming, a face signifies the transcendence of the good. Its appearance within being—its transcendence within immanence—is essentially evanescent. It is, as Levinas says, “immediately reduced to nothing, breaking up like the ‘bubbles of the earth.’” (“Phenomenon and Enigma,” 70)

These bubbles are not made of fire. They are made of words. They say something, though what they say is immediately dispersed, leaving behind the residue of something said. Understood this way, the sense of Banquo’s bubbles differs markedly from sense (3), the insinuation of nothing in being in the experience of the sacred. For Levinas, sacredness is fake transcendence. It is the sheen of the nothing that is the “obverse” of being: bubbles signifying nothing.

Bubbles of the sacred are made of fire. If they represent the insinuation of nothing in being, they can just as easily represent the insinuation of being in nothing. Once again, the difference between sense (1) and sense (3) turns out to be unimportant. This is confirmed by a passage from Levinas’s Prison Notebooks in which he remarks that Hamlet “suffers from the insinuation of nothingness within being or of being within nothingness.” (Carnets de captivité, 174) The word “or” (ou) suggests that the two alternatives are fundamentally interchangeable.

Had the poet Paul Celan translated Macbeth into German, as he did twenty-one of Shakespeare’s sonnets, he might have forged one of his characteristic compounds to render “The earth hath bubbles” as Es gibt Erdblasen: “There are earthbubbles.” In French this could be translated as Il y a des bulles-terrestres. As Peter Szondi points out, Celan’s composite words are generally ambiguous. (Celan Studies, 66) They are “equivocators” that “palter with us in a double sense.” (Macbeth, 5.8.20) This is true of “earthbubbles.”

On the one hand, the statement Il y a des bulles-terrestres names the condition of the il y a: the inescapability of existence, whether understood as the insinuation of being in nothing or the insinuation of nothing in being. On the other hand, Il y a des bulles-terrestres signifies signification: the opposite (or other) of a “tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing.” (5.5.26-28) Banquo’s remark, “The earth hath bubbles, as the water has,” hovers between these two senses.

Earthbubbles of various sorts abound in Of Levinas and Shakespeare: “To See Another Thus.” In his inaugural essay, Richard Cohen notes that while other Shakespeare scholars have called attention to the “reality of Shakespeare’s world,” Levinas reveals “the even deeper link that binds the true to the good.” As several other contributors point out, this link is indirectly indicated by the way it goes missing in King Lear, the play from which this volume draws its subtitle.

For Sandor Goodhart, Lear is an old man suffering from hysterica passio, the “mother” swelling up toward his heart. Instead of welcoming the “gestation of the other” in himself, Lear protects himself from it, insisting that he is a man more sinned against than sinning. Ann Astell takes Lear to decline from an “unwise Solomon” to “another Job.” She distinguishes the play’s horizontal axis of narcissistic rivalry from its vertical axis of ethical transcendence. The two axes converge in the character of Edgar, the unaccommodated man whose exposure on the heath awakens Lear’s pity. For Kent Lehnhof, Cordelia signifies ethical transcendence by “disincarnating” God: her acts are “holy” (saint) rather than sacred.

Just as Astell discerns two axes in Lear, so Geoffrey Baker distinguishes two trajectories in The Merchant of Venice: Exilic wandering and Odyssean circulation. Yet just as Goodhart shows that for Levinas the Exilic journey from self to other allows for a return to an expanded sense of self as being-for-another, so Baker explains how Shakespeare’s play calls into question conventional oppositions between Jews and Greeks, Jews and Christians, exchange and gift-giving, law and mercy.

Kallendorf and Katz, in addition to tracking Levinas’s earthbubbles, read the knocking at the gate in Macbeth as “an allegory of the Other’s demand for recognition.” Thomas de Quincey famously argued that the knocking signifies the retreat of horror (“On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth,” The London Magazine, October 1823), but for Kallendorf and Katz it anticipates the call, expressed by Macduff, to “countenance” horror. Something similar could be said of the knocking in the final scene of Othello: Emilia’s cry at the door, “My lord, my lord! (5.2.84) signifies the entrance of the third party and the demand for justice.

Steven Shankman also deals with the passage from horror to responsibility, not least in his reference to Franz Rosenzweig’s invocation of the “‘word and fire’ of the celestial Chariot of Ezekiel’s vision.” (Here word and fire both belong to the order of signification.) Shankman shows that Levinas’s distinction between the “superfluxion of the superfluous” (la superfluxion du superflu) and the giving of bread “taken out of one’s own mouth” derives from Lear’s awakening to the suffering of others (“Poor naked wretches…”). He concludes that Lear dies of the mother that eventually reaches his heart.

Turning from drama to narrative poetry, Sean Lawrence reads Venus and Adonis as a cautionary tale about the possessiveness of concupiscent love. Because her love is violent, Venus can neither convince Adonis to procreate nor transform his dead body into something immortal, as Ovid’s Venus does. In a similar vein, Donald Wehrs shows how two of Shakespeare’s romances, Pericles and Cymbeline, distinguish types of affection whose difference had not been discernible in the world of Titus Andronicus. Tamora’s fierce love of kin reappears in Dionyza and the Queen, but it is contrasted with the other-directed love of Marina and Imogen, the surrogate daughters they attempt to kill.

Tamora reappears in David Goldstein’s startling comparison between the cannibal meal in Titus and the plein air banquet in As You Like It. As he explains in lines that I cannot resist quoting: “both [plays] attempt to deal with the invented problem of the vagina dentata by structuring a meal to defuse the threat. The difference between the tragedy and the comedy isn’t the philosophical issues at stake, but rather the solutions to those issues. Cannibal banquet? No thanks, I’ll have the fruit cup. But I’ll eat it down here in my man cave.”

Goldstein is referring to Orlando, who eventually learns to eat civilly with both men and women. At the end of As You Like It, it is the melancholy Jaques who heads back to his (or rather the Duke’s) man cave. Moshe Gold compares Jaques’ speech about the Seven Ages of Man to a Mishnah in the Pirkei Avot about the stages of religious education. Gold finds that Jaques misses an opportunity—both in the speech itself and in the blessings he offers each of the marrying couples—to teach his listeners how to learn from one another as they grow older together.

This observation is in keeping with Goldstein’s representation of Jaques as a Montaignean skeptic with a “darker purpose.” Unlike Levinas, for whom skepticism bespeaks inspiration, Jaques is a burster of bubbles. He is more inclined to scoff at the soldier “seeking the bubble reputation” (2.7.152) than he is to marvel at the equivocal words of three weird sisters. Levinas, like the child in Millais’ painting Bubbles, was a marveler. If it sometimes seems to me that his entire philosophy is a meditation—or dream—of earthbubbles, this is why.

Together, the papers in this marvelous collection reveal the significance of Shakespeare for Levinas and the significance of Levinas for Shakespeare. At a time of keen interest in Shakespeare and philosophy, it will be welcomed by philosophers and literary critics alike.





Preface and Acknowledgments

Often a collection of essays by seasoned scholars gathered around the work of two important writers from different times and places constitutes a value of its own. Its assembly is designed to explore whatever interesting consequences and new insights may be garnered from examining their writing in this uncommon conjunction. And in this case, the bare fact that at the moment of our proposal to Purdue University Press (that we might produce a book on Levinas and Shakespeare) there were more than seventy-nine book-length publications already available with phrases like “Levinas and” in the title or subtitle but not a single tome linking Levinas to Shakespeare is probably reason enough for a collection of this kind.

But the importance of this volume for those of us who have worked on it is more than that. Levinas gets what Shakespeare is doing. And he gets it because what Shakespeare is doing is what he himself is doing in philosophy, which is to say, studying human relations and human subjectivity in all of its complexity and infinite variety. That may sound like a commonplace, but it’s not. Shakespeare and Levinas are working at two different ends of the same theoretical spectrum: namely, constituting a meditation on “the whole of philosophy.” “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, / than are dreamt of in your philosophy” (H 1.5.167-168) Hamlet remarks to his classmate, and we have to understand by that remark a reference at once to learning in general (beyond the confines of the study halls they may have attended at Wittenberg where theology and philosophy were discussed) and to the human capacity to think such thoughts in context of the full range of arenas in which ethical concerns for others (via faces, ghosts, and the responsibilities they command) come to the fore.

* * *

There is another more practical reason. The book has something of a fortuitous genesis. In 2014, I (Sandor) was invited by Kent Lehnhof to submit a paper to a projected volume on Levinas and Shakespeare which I did (it remains substantially the one produced below). The volume was assembled and submitted to a press in the spring of 2015 and when the press returned it (for reasons perhaps related to the fact that it would close its doors less than a year later), Kent graciously offered the project to any of us willing to pursue it. Since I myself was well into the planning of a conference on Levinas at Purdue (a meeting of the North American Levinas Society in July of 2015) in which Ann Astell and Steven Shankman (who had written about both writers) were participants, and since I knew that Moshe Gold and Donald Wehrs were among the contributors Lehnhof had invited for his project, I saw an oportunity. I invited Ann Astell, Moshe Gold and Don Wehrs to deliver papers in a session on Shakespeare and Levinas that I moderated (and to which Steven Shankman responded) and the five of us—Astell, Shankman, Gold, Wehrs, and I—met for lunch at Hillel afterwards.

The current volume was born of that communion. We decided we would add papers of Astell and Shankman to the list of contributors to the volume among others (Richard Cohen’s essay, that had pioneered philosophic thinking about the conjunction of the two writers, was also added), and that Gold and I would explore the potentials for the collection’s publication. The prospect of publishing with Purdue University Press a volume involving at least two current or former Purdue faculty members seemed to me a natural (I remain a professor of English at Purdue and Ann Astell was a professor of English before moving to Notre Dame as a professor of theology). I approached Peter Froehlich and the rest, as they say, is history. Froehlich sent it out for review and when the letters that came back were positive, he decided to publish the volume and that it would be perfect for the book launch he was constructing. The book that follows is an extension of these efforts.

The serendipity of these circumstances seems telling. Whatever drew us individually as literary readers to the Levinas conference (and Levinas’s understanding of the ethical) is probably not unrelated to whatever drew Levinas to Shakespeare to begin with, and to the profound literary critical ethical reading with which the English Elizabethan writer was already deeply engaged. One aim of this book is to explore more fully that engagement.

* * *

We are grateful to many people who have contributed in different ways to the production of this book. We thank Kent Lehnhof for his initial idea to gather together a collection of essays addressing Levinas and Shakespeare. We thank Peter Froehlich, the newly installed director of Purdue University Press who spotted the need for and value of a volume like this one in our very first conversation. His gathering of a staff of devoted workers—including Katherine Purple, Rebecca Corbin, Susan Wegener, Leah Pennywark, Lindsey Organ, Bryan Shaffer, and others who contributed to the production of this book behind the scenes—assisted our efforts in countless ways as did his personal enthusiasm for our work. We are grateful to the outside readers of the manuscript of this volume who had confidence in what they read and envisioned the value of seeing it in print. The final manuscript benefited immeasurably from their suggestions.

And we are grateful to others. Some of the material in this book appeared in prior publications and we thank the publishers, editors, and current owners of the rights to those publications for permission to use versions of the following material.

In particular, we thank Michael P. Burton, director of the University Press of New England, for permission to publish Richard A. Cohen’s “Some Reflections on Levinas and Shakespeare” which appeared in his book Levinasian Meditations. Ethics, Philosophy, and Religion, published by Duquesne University Press (Pittsburgh, PA) in 2010 on pages 150-168; Gabriel Dotto, the director Michigan State University Press (East Lansing Michigan) for permission to reproduce the chart that Sandor Goodhart has used in his essay in this volume and which originally appeared in his earlier book, The Prophetic Law: Essays in Judaism, Girardianism, Literary Studies, and the Ethical (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 2014) on page 214; John Morgenstern, the director and execuitive editor of Clemson University Press, for permission to reproduce Geoffrey Baker’s “Other Capital: Investment, Return, Alterity and The Merchant of Venice” which first was published in The Upstart Crow: A Shakespeare Journal, Volume 22 (2002), 21-36, by Clemson University Press; and George Leaman, Director of the Philosophy Document Center (Charlotteville, VA), for permission to reproduce Steven Shankman’s “From Solitude to Maternity: Levinas and Shakespeare” which was first published in the journal Levinas Studies, Volume 8, number 1, pages 67-79, by Duquesne University Press (Pittsburgh, PA) in 2013.

Finally, we would like to express our gratitude and acknowledge others from whom we have been privileged to learn who are not mentioned above. “Much have I learned from my rabbis, even more have I learned from my colleagues,” Rabbi Chanina says. “But from my students I have learned more than from anyone else” (Ta’anit 7a).





	20 October 2017 / 30th Tishrei 5778
	Sandor Goodhart and
Moshe Gold
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Introduction

Moshe Gold and Sandor Goodhart


And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

—Shakespeare (MND 5.1.14-17).1

but whate’er I be,

Nor I nor any man that but man is

With nothing shall be pleased, till he be eased

With being nothing

—Shakespeare (R2 5.5.38-41)

Shakespearean tragedy is above all the contact of man and nothingness, of nothingness in its ambiguity [son équivoque], in its diabolical form.… Shakespeare is the fabricator of nothingness; he who gives to nothingness the appearances of being

—Levinas (CC 174)2



“[I]t sometimes seems to me,” Emmanuel Levinas writes, in one of the first books he publishes after the war, “that the whole of philosophy is only a meditation of Shakespeare” (TO 72).3 “The whole of philosophy.” For Levinas, that phrase includes, among other writers, Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Bergson, Husserl, and Heidegger; but also, of course, the ancients—Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus. Levinas’s wording here is key. The entirety of philosophy for him is “a meditation of Shakespeare” (une méditation de Shakespeare), which is to say, not “about” Shakespeare but “of” Shakespeare, “from” Shakespeare, a part of Shakespeare’s subject matter, his work—his plays, his poems. As if, for all of our critical acumen, we remain already lodged entirely within Shakespeare’s writing, as figments of his dramas, of his thinking about us.

What astounding humility! As if everything that I (Levinas) am attempting to do, my entire phenomenological project—the reconstitution of European subjectivity on an ethical foundation—were already within Shakespeare’s own philosophic reach. Have other philosophers thought the same? Is not Shakespeare customarily relegated within philosophic writing—metaphysical and phenomenological alike—to the category of aesthetics, and from aesthetics, to dramatic literature and dramatic representation? Do other philosophers really think their own thoughts were already Shakespeare’s four hundred years ago?

What about literary critics—scholars or theoreticians of Shakespeare, for example? Do they see Shakespeare as groundbreaking in the same way they see themselves (especially in the romantic era)? Or rather, in praise of Shakespeare’s iconoclasm and “infinite variety,” have they not ironically constructed an elaborate matrix of inclusions and exclusions effectively “sacrificing” the critical commentary his writing offers us?4 The formal tradition of Shakespeare criticism, from Pope, Johnson, and Dryden, through Wordsworth and Coleridge, through Arnold, Bradley, Eliot, Leavis, Lewis, and countless others, seems largely to have ignored the possibility that Shakespeare’s writing is self-reflexive.5 Not challenging it, necessarily, but putting it aside in pursuit of other more legitimate ends. Formal and historical considerations have often superseded discussion of Shakespeare as a critical thinker. Even considerations gathered from psychoanalytic and, on occasion, religious studies are deemed permissible ahead of regarding Shakespeare as a bonafide commentator on his own writing so long as such considerations are couched in the appropriate cultural studies garb. Moral approaches as well remain acceptable only so long as they echo the approaches of Kantian and Hegelian philosophers who read in accord with the categorical imperative or the end of history and the birth of modern secularism.

The European humanist perspective, in short, the primacy of the subject of consciousness before objects of knowledge, would seem the order of the day in both literary and philosophic study. In that context, the idea that Shakespeare could be writing about us—about the dramas in which we continue to live and work—would seem, for the mainstream of critical thinking about Shakespeare (whether within philosophy or literary study), not a little outrageous.

What if, in following Levinas’s post-war model, we take a critical leap? Levinas distinguishes between the act of saying something and its reproduction some moments later as something said, between le dire (the “to say” or “saying”) and le dit (the “said”).6 What if we read Levinas’s claim as a challenge addressed to philosophers and literary critics alike? Is the literary criticism of Shakespeare that we consider “ethical” to be regarded henceforth exclusively as a meditation on what Shakespeare has already said, or can it be a meditation on what he continues so powerfully to say to us in our current circumstances? Books on Levinas and more general philosophical topics deriving from his work abound. Scholars have been able to identify at least seventy-nine English language book titles (or subtitles) with the words “Levinas and” or “and Levinas” followed (or preceded) by the name of another writer or academic field. It is at least surprising, given Shakespeare’s significant and positive influence on Levinas’s corpus, that no single volume has yet appeared on the import of his explicitly identified English literary predecessor upon the Jewish philosophic thinker, or of these two writers upon each other.7 Although a handful of scholars have juxtaposed these authors in isolated essays, there exists as yet no monograph or collection devoted to pursuing the implications for philosophy, religious studies, and literary criticism of the intricate and manifold relationships between these two towering iconic figures of our Western intellectual tradition.8

One function of the current volume is to address that gap. But the omission is odd in other ways. Wider nets have been cast. One recent volume combines Shakespeare with discussion of Levinas and some fifteen other philosophic thinkers—“celebrated authors in Shakespeare studies and in continental philosophy” one notable publisher’s blurb proclaims, a book that successfully “brings the two fields into dialogue with each other.”9

One brief essay on Levinas and Shakespeare, however, does not a book-length volume make.10 Upon the heels of the quadricen-tennial anniversary of Shakespeare’s death, perhaps the ghost of one of Europe’s most revered literary writers can startle us from our familiar competencies, our literary and critical complacencies, and confront us with the obligations and responsibilities of a new ethical criticism. Perhaps it is time for us, with Levinas, to say of Shakespeare what Hamlet says of the ghost Shakespeare may himself have once played on the Elizabethan stage, “O my prophetic soul!” and “Meet it is I set it down” (H 1.5.41, H 1.5.108).

In seeking to foster an ongoing dialogue between Shakespeare and Levinas, the contributors to the current collection remain acutely aware of the risks involved in their enterprise: the temptation to repeat familiar readings of one or another writer rather than engage their thought directly, the danger of reducing nuanced complexities to a few aphorisms or paraphrases, the pitfalls of failing to know enough scholarship within multiple fields of inquiry.

And then there are the risks associated with the genre of criticism itself. Rather than attempt to apply some kind of “Levinasian” literary critical methodology to Shakespeare, or concomitantly endeavor to affirm that Shakespeare has already engaged all that Levinas would later discover in his philosophic or religious studies writing, the writers in the current collection place Levinas and Shakespeare side by side in asymptotic relationships with each other. For all their different emphases, these essays collectively suggest that the proximity of one author to the other exposes respectively the discourses of philosophy, literary studies, and religious studies (by which we have traditionally understood them) to their deepest ethical dimensions in ways that are both inspiring and precarious, ways that if pursued more deeply or more distantly could turn out to have tragic and comic potentials of their own. Indeed, the care shown in this volume to both Shakespeare’s works and those of Levinas demonstrates the potential for vibrant new scholarship to rethink in its entirety the generic relation of tragedy to comedy.

The collection includes three previously published essays and nine essays written specifically for this volume by a range of scholars, each of which sheds new light on the intriguing interrelation of Shakespeare to Levinas and Levinas to Shakespeare. Some of these essays discuss Levinas’s ideas in order to rethink early modern genre theory. Others read Levinas to open up previously unexplored aspects of individual plays. Still others contend that bringing to bear upon Shakespearean and Levinasian scholarship the largely unacknowledged discourse of religious studies intensifies and enriches any venture into ethical criticism. All promise to deepen our understanding of Shakespeare while demonstrating at the same time how fruitful Levinas’s ideas can be in the study of literature.

Levinas can, for example, give us a better sense of what is at stake in Shakespearean drama and can supply us with a rich vocabulary and sophisticated theoretical framework for describing its operation and effects. Concomitantly, Shakespeare’s art can do much to clarify the radical quality of Levinas’s philosophic thought. Unlike more domesticated versions of ethical criticism, Levinas’s writing does more than merely urge us in the direction of tolerance or acceptance: it challenges and rebuilds the very framework of subjectivity from which such ethical claims proceed. Similarly, Shakespeare’s plays and poetry, focusing as such writing often does upon the necessity and difficulty of responding to the demands of another person in comic, tragic, historical, and romantic contexts, gains clarity from Levinas’s untangling of our infinite responsibility for the other individual, for the other person or neighbor standing there alongside of me, as opposed to the abstract idea of the other we commonly invoke. The arresting singularity of Shakespeare’s humanized characters, the vivid particularity of his humanly imagined worlds, constitutes technical innovations whose aesthetic virtuosity is energized by its ethical urgency.

Nor do the essayists in this collection shy away from the glaring and familiar problem of introducing Levinas in context of the discussion of any work of literature. On the one hand, it is a commonplace of Levinas studies that Levinas distrusted art as an escape or evasion. Inasmuch as art provides us with selfish pleasures and enables our escape from the real world, it offers us a kind of false transcendence. In this respect, art remains but an idol: a lifeless object put in place of the living Other. On the other hand, Levinas readily admitted his philosophical debts to specific authors and referred often to their literary works in his own writings (Shakespeare being for him among the most prominent). The best authors, for Levinas, not only recognize and resist art’s idolatrous potential but also wrestle with the core philosophical and religious questions that it raises. If we take seriously a question Levinas asks—“is not reading a way of inhabiting? The volume of the book as a form of living space!”—then inhabiting the living spaces of Shakespeare and Levinas can contribute to contemporary debates concerning art’s ability (or inability) to show us the way out of Being, engaging us in the difficulties of freeing ourselves from the ontological constraints in which we all of necessity reside (BV 128). Reading and performing great art together in the company of profound ethical criticism and philosophic writing—might not such an “inhabiting” form a kind of ethical discourse that continually interrupts itself and calls itself into question? Shakespeare’s art, it would seem, does as much in spades. His works continue to surprise, bewilder, and evade us, compelling us to make a response, and then examine that response in advance.

What about scriptural writing, which is often the mainstay of Levinas’s religious studies subject matter? The bringing together of the ethical and the literary also brings the literary into dialogue with religious concerns and so in scholarship with religious studies. Not surprisingly, Levinas insists that the task of the commentator on scripture and writing about scripture is not to solve, settle, or decipher the text but to renew it. The “life of the Talmudist,” Levinas writes, “is nothing but the permanent renewal of the letter through the intelligence” (NT 79). Taking this comment beyond the Talmud to apply to literary writing at large and Shakespeare’s writing in particular, this volume claims that no amount of erudition, historical contextualization, or critical knowledge of Shakespeare can substitute for the unceasing work of asking questions of the text (and listening to the questions the text poses to us). Anything but its incessant questioning threatens to turn the text into a dead letter, an academic artifact containing obscurities of no interest to students, scholars, or any other popular or high brow readers.

In the present collection, then, we turn to these two great writers in an attempt to bring some measure of “renewal” to Shakespeare’s and Levinas’s works through our approach to them. It is our hope that the essays contained herein perform the kind of responsible questioning that ought to provoke a new and viable ethical criticism, a critical writing that engages at the deepest level what it means to be a subject for whom ethical considerations are a part of the very air one breathes. As a volume with interests in philosophy, religious studies, and literary criticism, among other fields, it should be of interest to scholars and graduate students working in various areas of modern philosophy and contemporary religious thought, as well as those engaged in Shakespeare and Early Modern Studies, and, more generally, in literary criticism and theory. The collection endeavors to offer seasoned experts across the disciplines it engages fresh and compelling arguments while offering beginning graduate students and advanced undergraduates accessible orientation to scholarly study of Levinas, Shakespeare, and the issues their implied dialogue opens up.

* * *

In “A Meditation,” which was originally titled “Some Reflections on Levinas on Shakespeare,” Richard A. Cohen opens the door to the discussion we would follow in this collection. Examining carefully what appears to be every known reference in Levinas to Shakespeare in the published works of the philosopher, Cohen makes the case in full for the centrality of Shakespeare to Levinas’s critical project. As such, his essay remains a tribute to the richness of both writers, and we have duly chosen to reproduce his contribution as the rightful progenitor of this field of joint inquiry, a tribute echoed in numerous essays within this collection.

Within the essay, Cohen begins by unpacking Levinas’s declaration (cited above) “that the whole of philosophy is but a meditation of Shakespeare.” Noting the philosopher’s striking use of the possessive “of” in relating philosophy to Shakespeare, the author argues that this phrasing suggests “not that all of philosophy is a meditation about Shakespeare … but rather that the whole of philosophy is a meditation by Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s meditation,” Shakespeare meditating on philosophy.11 Cohen explores the degree to which Shakespeare’s world reverberates with various forms of moral exigency, religious rigor, the call to justice, and the demands of other great literature. Attending to “the elevating exigencies of an ethical metaphysics [that] find their full expression in a Shakespeare as they can find their proper articulation in all the world’s great literatures,” Cohen surmises that Shakespeare dramatizes what Levinas would recognize as human worlds with human characters driven to the heights of justice and morality. The Bard in this reading is not a moralist with flavorful maxims to distribute, but rather, his writings give “testimony to the Infinite” (EI 116). As such, Cohen’s clear survey of Levinas on Shakespeare has indeed offered many readers a way into the rigors of ethical exegesis.

But since the publication of Cohen’s essay in 2001, Levinas’s prison notebooks have been found and published. These are writings he composed while imprisoned during the Second World War. These notebooks reveal a striking correlation with both the philosopher’s earlier ideas (written in the thirties) and his later ideas as expressed in Existence and Existents, Time and the Other, and other texts. This correlation is especially evident in his comments about Shakespeare and in particular the tragedies. Here for example is a sample of his comments about Shakespeare as the “fabricator of nothingness”:


Shakespearean tragedy is above all the contact of man and nothingness, of nothingness in its ambiguity [son équivoque], in its diabolical form. Lie (King Lear, Othello), the ambiguity [équivoque] of the witches (Macbeth), the ghost (Hamlet). And from it derives the essential role in most Shakespearean tragedies of the liar and the traitor. Shakespeare is the fabricator of nothingness; he who gives to nothingness the appearances of being.

The character Hamlet is particularly profound [in this regard], for there man has pierced ambiguity or rather he has made of this ambiguity the very theme of suffering. Hamlet is the reflection upon Shakespearean tragedy itself. He suffers from the insinuation of nothingness within being or of being within nothingness. To be or not to be—everything is there.

I take up again the theme of death: the fact that death equals the loss of the capacity to play shows that death is not as strong as being. Even if it concludes being, it does not exhaust all that being has done. Therefore, even within the hypothesis of Macbeth, it is neither an end nor within.…

Macbeth too, like Hamlet, is frightened by the fact that death perhaps does not exist—that it resolves nothing. His fright in seeing Banquo is in this sense the culminating point of the tragedy. It is starting from this moment moreover that he is without fear in the crime and that these scruples against which Lady Macbeth had fought no longer exist for him. Why? Despair (CC 174, 195-196).12



As Richard Cohen argued before the prison notebooks were published, and as Howard Caygill remarked more recently upon the publication of the Carnets material, these writings are invaluable for acknowledging and responding to “the importance of Shakespeare for Levinas’s philosophizing.”13

Cohen’s essay is followed here by three essays on one of the tragedies, King Lear. In “Lear’s ‘Darker Purpose’,” Sandor Goodhart takes a distinctly counter-redemptive view. He suggests that the play stages what might be characterized, echoing the king’s own language, as Lear’s “darker purpose.” “No rescue? What, a prisoner?” (4.6.191) Lear exclaims at one point, when he awakens on the heath, a sick, frail, and dying old man in the long central storm scenes, as if the whole maneuver of dividing up the kingdom has been explicitly undertaken in the expectation of a fairy-tale ending, the kind of happy conclusion or “promised end” that indeed the story on which the play is based encouraged. In Shakespeare’s assessment of the world, Goodhart argues, Lear dies holding his dead daughter Cordelia in his arms, a lurid testimony only to his inability to distinguish a live human being from a deceased one (“I know when one is dead, and when one lives,” he says (5.3.261)), projective fantasies from real human relations. Levinas clarifies in Goodhart’s view the perspective that Lear fails to read (lire, in French), and which constitutes one of the sources of his delirium: namely, infinite responsibility for the other individual, the other human being, the neighbor.

Ann Astell offers a second essay on Lear. After highlighting their mutual interest in Shakespearean drama, Bible, and law, Astell imagines Levinas and theorist René Girard as “Readers of King Lear.” She speculates that Levinas would foreground the bonds of filial and parental piety that establish “vertical” relationships between characters, whereas Girard would focus on the “horizontal” relationships of sibling rivalry. These complementary critical axiologies meet, in Astell’s analysis, at the play’s center, in the violence of the storm on the heath, where Girard’s scapegoated outcast encounters Levinas’s needy orphan. This encounter, in turn, serves to transform the disguised Edgar into an apocalyptic figure whose self-revelation at the play’s conclusion renews the revelation of commandment itself.

In a third essay on Lear, “Theology, Phenomenology, and the Divine in King Lear,” Kent R. Lehnhof observes that Cordelia figures into Shakespeare’s King Lear much as l’autrui figures into Levinas’s philosophy. The one who overawes, obsesses, and afflicts Lear, Cordelia is also in his view the one who summons and solicits him from “beyond being.” She “disincarnates” the divine in the play in a non-systematic and non-thematizable way. This is not to say, in his view, that Lear is finally and simply a Levinasian fable of some kind. Rather, it is to suggest that Shakespeare was as invested in interpersonal relationships as was Levinas and appears to have entertained some similar ideas about them, including the idea that transcendence is not an effect of ecstasy or apotheosis but of interrelation.

In “Investment, Return, Alterity, and The Merchant of Venice,” Geoffrey Baker uses the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, in particular the overlooked leitmotif of circulation, in order to re-assess the location of social critique in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. Levinas’s understanding of circulation and giving can be understood, respectively, as forms of return and non-return. Read in this way, The Merchant of Venice produces and negotiates several key binaries, familiar to even more traditional readings of the play, as effects of circulation or giving, including Judaism and Christianity, justice and mercy, outbound and homeward journeys, investments returned and investments lost, taking and giving. A Levinas-based reading of these structures and their prominent role in Shakespeare’s play demonstrates to what great extent they are all interwoven and invested in each other, and in what manner rampant venture capital, simultaneously the pride and fall of Venice, is implicated at every step. Focused as Baker is upon the structures of meaning that enable and limit ethical relations in The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare in his view emerges as a social critic more interested in interrogating the epistemological foundations than the mere social forces of economic relations.

In their jointly authored paper, “Traces, Faces, and Ghosts,” Hilaire Kallendorf and Claire Katz approach the relationship between Levinas and Shakespeare by examining an under theorized theme—the role of the ghost in the works of both authors. In his 1946/7 lecture course, Time and the Other, Levinas forges both explicit and implicit connections among several of his central themes—the trace, the face, alterity, the ethical—connecting these themes to the ghost through his reference to a “visitation.” This essay examines the relationship between the face and the trace, using the ghostly apparition, especially in Macbeth, as a way to connect these tropes in Levinas’s work.

In “From Horror to Solitude to Maternity,” Steven Shankman reflects upon the way Shakespeare figures in Levinas’s philosophical development from the time of the appearance of Existence and Existents and Time and Other, both published just after the Second World War, through Humanism of the Other and Otherwise than Being in the early 1970s; and secondly, he considers how Levinas’s thought can, in turn, open up the ethical dimension of Macbeth, Hamlet, and King Lear, three plays that Levinas particularly admired. His essay thus places Shakespeare’s three greatest tragedies (Macbeth, Hamlet, and Lear) in the context of Levinas’s developing ideas as a philosopher, and it suggests how, if we read these plays with Levinas’s thought in mind, we can see in them as yet unrevealed ethical depths.

In “The Frustration of Desire and the Weakness of Power in Venus and Adonis,” Sean Lawrence brings Levinas’s critique of representation and his description of the erotic relationship to bear on “Venus and Adonis,” one of Shakespeare’s little-studied narrative poems. The recalcitrance of the Other to power explains not only why Venus fails to win the love of Adonis, but also why she must fail, inevitably. Where recent critics have tended to understand most relations as relations of power, a Levinasian reading allows us to see how Shakespeare dramatizes the failure of power in the frustration of Venus’s desire.

In “Ethical Ambiguity of the Maternal in Shakespeare’s First Romances,” Donald Wehrs argues that within Shakespeare’s England, the propensity of social affection to emerge from and resolve itself back into self-centered concerns was identified with original sin, but his romances challenge philosophical and theological accounts of self-love’s primacy. Pericles and Cymbeline delineate how the opening of the body to affect opens patriarchal cultural orders to the corrective authority of feminine voices (both actual women and maternal nature) and the soul to the regenerative effects of forgiveness. What Shakespeare dramatizes resembles and may be illuminated by Levinas’s analogous tracing of how felt experience of the ethical enables the self to recover, in a romance-like way, vital, redemptive parts of itself that, like daughters and wives in Shakespearean romance, tend to be occluded, lost, or forfeited, but may, wondrously, be reclaimed and affirmed.

In “Culinary Skepticism in As You Like It and Montaigne’s ‘Of Experience’,” David B. Goldstein argues that both Michel de Montaigne and Shakespeare anticipate Emmanuel Levinas’s argument that eating forms a material basis for skeptical inquiry. Shakespeare’s As You Like It uses eating as a tool to explore and articulate skeptical approaches to knowledge. Its approach mirrors that of Montaigne’s own brand of culinary skepticism, expressed most clearly in the last of his Essais, “Of Experience,” which documents human materiality (especially through practices of eating and defecating, since these actions expose us at our most material), in order to resist the ideology of abstract perfection that Montaigne and Shakespeare both find so societally destructive. In one context, we find a skeptical and anti-ethical phenomenon, in which eating is a form of devourment, an exercise of power, a skeptical tearing apart of boundaries. In another context, eating functions commensally and performatively, helping to form ethically stable communities.

Finally, in “Staging Humanity in As You Like It and Pirkei Avot,” Moshe Gold stages a reading and thinking together of Levinas and Shakespeare’s comedy by way of the transmission of commentaries in Rabbinic thought on a specific Mishnah in Pirkei Avot, one that catalogues distinct educational life stages. Rethinking the dramatic, and pedagogical, encounters between Jaques and Rosalind, on the one hand, and the Seven Ages speech and a Rabbinic staging of ages on the other, Gold argues that to better understand the ramifications of a Levinasian Other as a teacher, we might constructively consult what Levinas himself wrote in a note from 1946: “My philosophy—is a philosophy of the face-to-face. Relation to the other, without intermediary. It is that of Judaism.”14 Blowing on the coals of Rabbinic traditions that transmit commentaries on one’s ethical/educational development, Gold helps Shakespeareans and Levinasians better understand how Shakespeare stages and performs ethical behavior via particular responses to Jaques’s pessimistic and static Seven Ages speech. In so doing, he argues for a revision of critical methodology to move beyond thematic religious explorations of a Shakespearean text to include Jewish thought as challenging standard receptions of the play, Shakespeare studies, and Levinasian philosophy. In this manner, Gold commemorates a Jewish sermon given on the Tercentenary of the death of Shakespeare in which the speaker, talking about “Shakespeare and Rabbinic Thought,” refers to the great playwright as, among other designations, “a teacher of ethics.”15

* * *

The essays that follow are far from the only essays that could have been written to engage Levinas with Shakespeare and Shakespeare with Levinas. But our hope remains that they will offer a first step, a gateway to a future encounter between two powerful writers and critical thinkers that will endure and prove beneficial for all concerned, an opening into which other authors will engage other plays or poems or philosophic tracts and thereby pursue other avenues along which critical thinking and the ethical will find themselves irretrievably entangled.
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2 “La tragédie shakespearienne est avant tout le contact de l’homme et du néant, du néant dans son équivoque, dans sa forme diabolique.… Il [Shakespeare] est le fabricant du néant. Celui qui donne au néant les apparences de l’être.” See Emmanuel Levinas, Œuvres Complètes Tome I: Carnets de captivité et autres inédits (Paris: Grasset, 2009), 174; hereafter cited as CC.

3 “Mais il me semble parfois que toute la philosophie n’est qu’une méditation de Shakespeare” (TO 72 / TA 60). Richard A. Cohen takes this sentence as the foundation for his ground-breaking essay. See below. One thinks of Hamlet’s remark: “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, / than are dreamt of in your philosophy” (1.5.167-168).

4 Sandor Goodhart has written extensively about this question. See for example Sacrificing Commentary: Reading the End of Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), especially 245-288.

5 Which is to say, reflective at minimum of both itself and its subsequent reception in historical criticism.

6 See, for example, OB 5-7.

7 In his interview with Philipe Nemo, Levinas professes his indebtedness to “the great writers of Western Europe, notably Shakespeare, much admired in Hamlet, Macbeth, and King Lear” (EI 22). Levinas also, of course, opens Otherwise than Being with a reference to Shakespeare, alluding to both Hamlet and Macbeth on the first page.

8 The gap is notable. Books treating Levinas and a variety of other writers, works, fields, and historical periods are plentiful. Levinas and Henry James, Levinas and Ancient Philosophy, Levinas and Theology, Levinas and the 18th Century, and Levinas and the 19th Century are among the most well known. Levinas would seem to have been identified as a writer whose work opens doors to a plethora of scholarly concerns. And yet, strangely enough, nothing of the kind exists vis-à-vis Levinas and Shakespeare.

9 See Jennifer Ann Bates and Richard Wilson, Shakespeare and Continental Philosophy (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 2014). Aside from Levinas, chapters include discussions of Shakespeare and Aristotle, Hegel, Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Luc Marion, Heidegger, Carl Schmitt, Arendt, Agamben, Foucault, Lacan, Lyotard, and Derrida among others.

10 See Howard Caygill, “Levinas and Shakespeare,” in Bates and Wilson 2014, 145-151.

11 Cohen’s work, we must acknowledge, is one inspirational source for the current volume you are now reading.

12 La tragédie shakespearienne est avant tout le contact de l’homme et du néant, du néant dans son équivoque, dans sa forme diabolique. Le mensonge (Le roi Lear, Othello), l’équivoque des sorcières (Macbeth) ; le fantôme (Hamlet). D’ou le rôle essentiel dans la pluparts des tragédies shakespearienne du menteur et du traître. Il est le fabricant du néant. Celui <p. 9> qui donne au néant les apparences de l’être. / Hamlet est particulièrement profond, car là l’homme a percé l’équivoque ou plutôt il a fait de cette équivoque le thème même de la souffrance. Hamlet c’est la réflexion sur la tragédie shakespearienne. Il souffre de l’insinuation du néant dans l’être ou de l’être dans le néant. Être ou ne pas être—tout est là.… Je reprends le thème de la mort : Le fait que la mort = jeu perdu prouve que la mort n’est pas aussi forte que l’être. Même si elle finit l’être elle n’épuise <p. 10> pas tout ce qu’il a fait. Donc même dans l’hypothèse de Macbeth (1) elle n’est pas une fin ni dans (3) (CC 174) … <p. 15> Macbeth—lui aussi comme Hamlet est effrayé du fait que la mort n’existe peut-être pas—qu’elle ne résout rien. Son effroi en voyant Banquo est dans ce sens le point culminant de la tragédie. C’est à partir de ce moment d’ailleurs qu’il est sans crainte dans le crime et que ses scrupules contre lesquelles lady Macbeth avait à lutter n’existent plus. Pourquoi? Désespoir. (CC 195-196)

13 See Howard Caygill, “Levinas’s Prison Notebooks,” Radical Philosophy, 160 (March/April 2010), pp. 27-35.

14 The note appears in Levinas’s Carnets de captivité (186), and is quoted in both Caygill’s “Levinas’s Prison Notebooks” (35) and in Caygill’s “Levinas and Shakespeare” (149).

15 See Gollancz, The Rev. Professor Harmann. “Shakespeare and Rabbinic Thought: Sermon Delivered at the Bayswater Synagogue, London, On Sabbath, April 29th, 1916.” London: Wertheimer, Lea & Co., Clifton House, Worship Street. E. C., 1916.





1: A Meditation

Richard A. Cohen

A Meditation of Shakespeare

To link Emmanuel Levinas, twentieth century Jewish French philosopher of ethics, and William Shakespeare, sixteenth century Elizabethan dramatist and poet, is neither an idle fancy nor an arbitrary academic exercise. Even beyond a natural curiosity that wants to understand the links that bring together all spirits who are of the first rank, regardless of whatever differences in epoch, culture, station, language, and genre may separate them, there is in this case a special reason for making this conjunction. It is the unforgettable claim made by Levinas at the start of his own career in 1947, in Time and the Other: “[I]t sometimes seems to me,” he declared, “that the whole of philosophy is but a meditation of Shakespeare” (TO 72).1 Then, too, there is the no less memorable but more general claim by Shakespeare, or rather, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, (after being told by his “father’s spirit” that his father did not die a natural death but was murdered) to his friend Horatio: “There are more things in heaven and earth, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” While Hamlet’s claim is congruent with Levinas’s, since both deny the usual self-proclaimed comprehensiveness and finality of philosophy, the claims are nevertheless asymmetrical. Hamlet’s claim declares that philosophy is limited, a view oft expressed, especially in Western religious thought, while Levinas’s claim, in contrast, determines the limit of philosophy as one that Shakespeare surpasses. Let us add that we have no doubts that for Levinas, Shakespeare is but one instance, and not the exclusive instance, of the surpassing of philosophy.

What is striking about Levinas’s assertion is the combination of its universal quantification of philosophy, its grand reference to “the whole of philosophy,” and its use of the possessive “of” to link philosophy to Shakespeare. What this means is not that all of philosophy is a meditation about Shakespeare, which by itself would already be a remarkable and thoughtworthy possibility, but rather that the whole of philosophy is a meditation by Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s meditation. What Levinas is suggesting, then, is that Shakespeare—whatever is meant by “Shakespeare,” and this is what we will have to investigate—subsumes philosophy, and not, as one might ordinarily suppose, that philosophy, which has always held itself out to be an account of the whole, and ideally as the whole account of the whole—subsumes Shakespeare. If by Shakespeare, he means, minimally, “great literature,” and I think this is so, then what follows is that instead of philosophy being the truth of the art of literature, the art of literature would be the […] the what?—this is our question—of philosophy. In any event, we must ask what is the meaning of this reversal of the personal and the impersonal? Not philosophy meditating on Shakespeare, but Shakespeare meditating on philosophy.

What can it mean for philosophy to be conceived as a Shakespearean meditation? Shakespeare lived and died before the birth of Kant, Hegel, Feuerbach, Marx, Bergson, Nietzsche, Husserl, and Heidegger. Does Levinas’s statement mean, then, that philosophy ended before these thinkers? Levinas, who in the 1930s and 1940s introduced Husserl and Heidegger to twentieth century French thought, can hardly mean this. Does it not mean, more broadly and more decisively, that discursive or conceptual thought, contrary to the self-proclamations of philosophy, is subsumed by a more concrete dimension or element beyond discursive or conceptual thought, a dimension or element manifest in the world of Shakespearean drama and poetry? I think here lies the key to Levinas’s statement. Philosophy lives in thought, in concepts, in knowledge, in “making the unequal equal,” in the “life of the mind,” while Shakespeare presents a world, an artistic rendition of the life-world in its unfinished, temporal, and dialogical character. It is a matter of closeness to the unique. A literary world, in contrast to a philosophical concept, does not simply refer but replicates—highlights—such characterizations as the one way directionality of time and history, or, more importantly, the exigencies of morality and justice. Truth lies in neither mute particularity nor abstract universality but in singularity, where particular and universal meet. In a word, Shakespeare’s dramatic world is more concrete than philosophy’s discursive universe. Merleau-Ponty correctly taught that philosophy does not surpass the world when it abstracts its truth, rather it reduces and eviscerates “the flesh of the world,” the ambiguities of an always unfinished and always already ongoing discovery and construction of meaning.2

Let us remember, too, that in its French context Levinas’s use of the term “meditation” in a personal possessive construction has a specific resonance. To anyone versed in French culture, it directly calls to mind the famous Meditations on First Philosophy of René Descartes. And as a matter of historical fact, Shakespeare and Descartes were contemporaries. Descartes was twenty years old when Shakespeare died in 1616. Had he wanted, he could have attended the openings of The Tempest or Henry VIII in England. And yet, beyond an accident of chronology and geography, to link Shakespeare and Descartes is to juxtapose nearly opposite sensibilities: the rich humanist morality, the divine comedy of the dramatist and poet; the clear and distinct analytical epistemology, the geometrical method of the philosopher of science. In the estimation of French thought, and in numerous histories of European philosophy, Descartes is considered the greatest of French philosophers, the first modern philosopher, and sometimes even the greatest of all philosophers tout court. Whatever the appraisal of his reputation and status, Descartes is acknowledged to be the first modern philosopher, the first philosopher, that is to say, committed fundamentally to the calculus of a thoroughly mathematical science. In its intention, Descartes’s meditation and method are “first philosophy” in the most profound modern sense. Descartes’s philosophy would be a self-contained cogitation, truth thought from the ground up without any dependence external to intellect, autonomy, and absolute freedom in the strictest most rational sense (even if in certain respects Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel would more consistently carry out elements of Descartes’s own intention). This digression from Shakespeare to Descartes is intended to indicate that Levinas’s use of the phrase “meditation of Shakespeare” carries enormous philosophical weight, even more than might be imagined at first glance. Thus Levinas’s claim that “the whole of philosophy is but a meditation of Shakespeare” gives incalculable philosophical prestige to Shakespeare and literature, and perhaps more broadly still to poesis.

Would philosophy then be a subset of art? Would truth, then, be a special case of lie, as Plato warns in the Republic and Nietzsche celebrates? Is Levinas’s praise for Shakespeare the sign of his adherence to a long Western tradition of aesthetics, whether Bergsonian, Nietzschean, Heideggerian, or Deleuzean, to name only recent avatars of this tradition? No one can in good faith think that this is so. All of Levinas’s thought stands against it. Which is to say all of Levinas’s thought is a prolonged and profound defense of ethics as first philosophy. Indeed, Time and the Other, wherein Levinas articulates his extravagant claim regarding Shakespeare and philosophy, is already a work of ethical metaphysics. It is already a work that grounds labor, mortality, meaning, and time in social relations, and hence in morality, and ultimately in justice. Throughout his long philosophical career, Levinas, with great subtlety and penetration, criticizes the irresponsibility of philosophies and worldviews devoted to the manifestation of being, in all its semantic and semiotic sophistication. Nevertheless, in the pursuit of this ethical task he will freely invoke literary works such as Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, Vasily Grossman’s Life and Fate, and Paul Celan’s poems, not to mention an entire book—On Maurice Blanchot (cf. PN 127-170, 183-187)—on the novels of Maurice Blanchot. Philosophy, for Levinas, is certainly not a subset of art. And yet Levinas will find in literature, even more than in epistemological (including theology) or aesthetic theories and philosophies, the expression of the transcendence he insists must be approached under the sign of ethics.

Levinas’s recognition of the dangers of aestheticism occurred early and decisively in his intellectual career. In 1948, shortly after the publication of his first two original philosophical works, Time and the Other and Existence and Existents, where Levinas refers to Shakespeare more often than any other time in his career, Levinas published his most sustained reflection on the meaning of art, an essay entitled “Reality and Its Shadow” (LR 129-143).3 In that essay Levinas attacks the artwork as the mere shadow of reality, as a temporally frozen and semantically closed world unto itself. In a certain sense, then, art would be guilty of the same abstraction for which one might fault philosophy—abstraction from life, from ethical life. As if utilizing Bergson’s philosophy au rebours, Levinas finds in art not an open, dynamic, fluid world but a closed, static, frozen one instead. Detached from the morality and justice that for Levinas make life and history serious, and hence, irresponsible to its core, the telos of the artwork requires—for its own redemption—the supplement of recontextualization, the work of criticism. And every reader is a critic, a commentator, and an exegete, in a word, an interpreter. Rather than becoming lost in the warp and woof of its internal relations, the critic reweaves the isolated artwork into what Levinas will later call “sacred history,” the world historical work—whether seen or unseen, known or unknown, recorded or unrecorded—of morality and justice. To read is to translate. But to translate is not to betray but to redeem. The reader must outwit the essential betrayal of the work of art, the silence and impersonality about which Socrates warned in the Phaedrus.

True, in this early essay Levinas may have reduced all art to a mythic dimension, and hence to that morally regressive manner of being—participation in being—which he will later criticize, and see in Judaism, in particular, a religion against myth and mythic consciousness. In this case one might think contra Levinas that myth is not co-extensive with the whole of art. But then again, maybe it is. Maybe there is a way of approaching or understanding art whereby art takes the role, the place otherwise occupied by myth. Perhaps, that is to say, without the work of criticism, without a critical reinsertion of the artwork within the exegesis of morality, art becomes myth, idolatry, return to animality. A critic as sensitive as Nietzsche, in any event, was explicit on this point, writing about the irrepressible theories of “art for art’s sake,” he declares (in his usual clever manner): “The struggle against purpose in art is always a struggle against the moralizing tendency in art, against the subordination of art to morality. L’art pour l’art means: ‘the devil take morality.’”4 Lionel Trilling makes this point more positively: “Literature doesn’t easily submit to the category of aesthetic contemplative disinterestedness—so much of it insists ‘De te fabula—this means you,’ and often goes on to say, ‘And you’d better do something about it quick.’”5

In the expansion of the artwork beyond itself effected by criticism, Levinas—already in his early essay of 1948—is pointing to a process whereby art and philosophy are joined together and uplifted through what I have elsewhere called “ethical exegesis.”6 The idea of a self-contained artwork, like the apparently opposite idea of a literal meaning, are illusory, mythic. The literary work and the work of commentary are inseparable. Of course, one can distinguish literature from criticism, just as one can distinguish both from scientific treatises, but all signification relies ultimately on the larger context of an interhumanity whose significance is not merely a matter of signs referring to things or to other signs. The literary-interpretive enterprise, in other words, is inseparable from the human. Inseparable from the human, it is inseparable from the humanity—humaneness, humanism—of the human. Like all significations, then, literature is inseparable from an ethical context.

This suggests the answer to our question: In what sense is “the whole of philosophy” a “meditation of Shakespeare”? Or to rephrase the question in light of our reflection above: In what sense is the truth philosophy claims to love—wisdom—found in Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, Grossman, Celan, and others? Answer: literature is closer to the humanity of the human, to the transcendence constitutive of the ethical category of the human, than are the abstract reflections of philosophy. What is the difference? Not that every novel is moral and every philosophy is immoral. Not at all. Levinas’s ethical metaphysics is not reducible to a moralism. It is not at all driven by an omniscient and hence pretentious self-righteousness as was, for example, the officially approved “socialist realism” of the Soviet Union in the twentieth century under and after Stalin. Rather, it is the texture of literature, its “life”—excepting those instances when art slavishly apes the theoretical perspective of a philosophy, such as the “new French novel” of the 1960s7—that is thicker, closer, “truer,” to the ethical exigencies, to the obligations and responsibilities, the imperatives of social life, than is philosophy. What Levinas says of the world of talmudic disputation is no less true of the world of Shakespearean drama: “faithful to the Real, refractory to the System” (OS 130).

I want to emphasize the moral dimension in Shakespeare. Shakespeare is not a moralist, in the sense that like Aesop each tale must have its lesson, or that crime is always punished and virtue always rewarded (Hamlet belies any such notions). Rather, because in his literature one finds at play the tension, the drama of good and evil, their contention, the play of conscience, dastardly betrayal, noble self-sacrifice, moral ambivalence, and the like. It is important to emphasize this point, because the thickness, the vividness, the reality of Shakespeare’s world has long been remarked. “The Complete Works of William Shakespeare could as soon be called The Book of Reality,”8 is how Harold Bloom has recently put this point. What I want to emphasize in contrast to the admiration expressed by Bloom and many other Shakespeare scholars before him for the concretude or reality of Shakespeare’s world,9 is the even deeper link that binds the true to the good. What makes for the much-admired concretude or reality or “understanding” of Shakespeare’s world, what brings his characters to life beyond caricature, is, Levinas would say, the moral dynamic that drives intersubjectivity, the worldliness of the world, and any account, scientific or otherwise, of these. Here, then, the Shakespearean scholar Alfred Harbage was right to link the vividness of Shakespeare’s characters not only to the detail or accuracy of their descriptive portraits or contexts, but more specifically to the concretude of their ideality. It is not an abstract moral sentimentality Harbage and Levinas find and honor in Shakespeare, but the drama of men and women with concrete moral (or immoral) aspirations, achievements, and failings.10 And it is precisely this that Levinas values in all the great literatures of the world, and what permits him to speak of such literature in terms of the “religious” category of prophecy: “Can one not read Plato as a Bible, or other great texts where humanity has acknowledged a testimony to the Infinite? … There is a participation in Holy Scripture in the national literatures, in Homer and Plato, in Racine and Victor Hugo, as in Pushkin, Dostoyevsky, or Goethe, as of course in Tolstoy or in Agnon” (EI 116-117).11 And as of course, “there is participation in Holy Scripture”—“testimony to the Infinite”—in Shakespeare too.

Though appreciative of certain insights based in creativity as understood by Bergson and Heidegger, Levinas is not suggesting that philosophy, the search for truth, or reality, its “object,” is in a fundamental sense a form of art, a creative production. He is not proposing, therefore, that the basic task of philosophy, whether symbolic or conceptual, is epistemological or ontological, to expose or uncover [Heidegger’s entdecken, aufdecken, unverdect] what is hidden in the manifestation of manifestation. Nor is Levinas endorsing the slightly more modest claim of Hegel, that philosophy and art, though distinct in kind, each in its own way says the same thing, the absolute, which art expresses in images and philosophy in concepts. Levinas’s objection to aesthetics derives not simply from an opposition to the frozen shadow world of representational art, but more profoundly from his appreciation for what the frozen world of art leaves out. To be swept away in an enthusiasm for the aesthetic, for the manifestation of the manifest, for the show of what is, is at the same time to evade the exigencies of moral obligations and responsibilities. Levinas opposes what he understands to be the downward movement of an aesthetic worldview because it is irresponsible or is conducive to irresponsibility. Thus Levinas opposes what he sees to be the necessarily sentimental and escapist dimension of the aesthetic, its artful illusions. For art can just as easily serve evil as good. And if it serves only itself—“art for art’s sake”—it sooner or later serves evil. The beautiful—like nature, like being—is indifferent to the good.12 The great verisimilitude of Shakespeare, as of all the great literatures, making them all prophecy and revelation, “biblical” in this sense, is not that they present philosophies, quests for the truth of being, but rather, and more broadly, because they present human worlds, that they depict and animate “characters” with character—the humanity of the human—driven by the higher and more pressing imperatives of morality and justice.

We must take seriously, still, Levinas’s opposition to the fascist inclination—whether avowed or, as is more usual and ordinary, hidden—of all aestheticism. There is a certain “devil may care” attitude of indifference built into the self-circuits of all art. It is precisely the imitative—or referential—connection of art’s artificial world to the real world, fortified by the critic that is severed by the telos or work of the artwork itself. Picasso’s “Guernica” is perhaps intended to remind us of the horrors of war, but it is also a painting with its own internal values, its own color scales, its own formal relationships. From an alleged reference to horror one easily shifts into a purely aesthetic mode of appreciation for the artwork itself. Good and evil are defused by purely formal qualities of art appreciation. It is certainly something like this that in 1934 Levinas included and denounced in “the philosophy of Hitlerism,” about which he warned: “More than a contagion or a madness, Hitlerism is an awakening of elementary sentiments.”13 Levinas’s opposition to the moral vagaries and temptations of a purely sentimental sociality, permits us to better appreciate what is at stake in his own thought: its ethical height. The “more than philosophy” found in Shakespeare is a dimension of the human irreducible to any theory of “art for art’s sake,” to aestheticism, to an “attunement” (again we think of Heidegger: Befindlichkeit, Gestimmheit, Gellasenheit) to the manifestation of manifestation. What Levinas is saying is that in Shakespeare, in the world of Shakespeare, as in the work of other great writers, in other great literatures—the world of Plato, the “ocean” of the Talmud—one finds depicted that fundamental moral exigency that constitutes the very humanity of the human.

Beneath the artificial identities, the constructed identities of reason and aesthetics, lies the fundamentally moral “non-identity” of morality: the one-for-the-other before being for-itself. If we name “wisdom” that worldview that is greater than knowledge—whether scientific or sentimental—then it is wisdom to recognize that what is most significant in the concrete significations of the real, the very “signification of signification,” is in the first instance an ethical rather than an ontological imperative. What is most real “is” paradoxically what exceeds the real, what “is” more pressing than the real.14 But this excess is not ontological but ethical, and as such “otherwise than being or beyond essence.” It is no “is” at all, but an “ought.” It is the surplus of moral exigency above and beyond all the masks of being, whether the latter be conceived in terms of an essentially conservative conatus essendi or alternatively in terms of an expanding wille zur macht. “‘To be or not to be,’” Levinas once wrote, “is that the question?” No, he answers: the genuine question is not contained in the alternative of being and nonbeing, but in the deeper, more profound, more troubling question of one’s right to be—rectitude, righteousness, justice. What Levinas seeks, then, and finds in great literature—as the very greatness of a literature—is a world whose veritable concretude comes neither from epistemological nor ontological considerations alone, but from the greater exigencies of moral responsibility, of one’s obligations to another and to all others. These are the exigencies and this is the world—what Coleridge, in his 1818 Essays and Lectures on Shakespeare, called “Keeping at all times in the high road of life”15—that drive Shakespeare’s drama, making his characters lifelike and large at the same time, and enabling his world to challenge our own to this very day.

While the whole of philosophy may be Shakespeare’s meditation, to the extent that what Shakespeare animates are the moral pressures of a life world, meditating on Shakespeare is nevertheless not the whole of Levinas’s philosophy. It is not even a large or sustained part of it. Very little of Levinas’s philosophical reflections concern Shakespeare, or, for that matter, any other literary figure. This contrasts sharply with the focus of many of his contemporaries, for instance Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre. Sartre, though recognized as the author of many abstract conceptual works, was certainly no less well known as the author of numerous novels, stories, and plays, lengthy critical volumes on such literary figures as Genet and Flaubert, not to mention his own extensive autobiography. The same can hardly be said of Levinas’s oeuvre: no novels, plays, or poems, and only a five page intellectual autobiography. While in his philosophical works Levinas never entirely neglects literary figures, he refers or alludes to them far less than to other philosophers—and almost every sentence Levinas writes contains a reference or an allusion to one or more figures from Western spiritual history. Fragments taken from Shakespeare’s plays appear and are analyzed only in Levinas’s earliest philosophical writings. Levinas uses these exegetical opportunities, as we have seen, to bring to life certain “phenomenological” insights.16 Shakespeare is hardly visible, however, in Totality and Infinity and Otherwise than Being. This does not, however, prevent Levinas in 1981 from summing up his critique of ontology in relation to his defense of justice in the following way: “To be or not to be—this is probably not the question par excellence.”17

True to his precise word, then, it is only “sometimes” (parfois) that Levinas chooses to explicate his own thought by means of lessons derived from the dramatic universe of Shakespeare. But the limited number of references made specifically to Shakespeare does not undermine the broader and deeper point of Levinas’s claim. An artwork—like the face of the other which signifies as a “signification without context” (EI 86)—stands by itself, and hence is “exotic, without a world” (OB 41). But it must be awakened from its own slumber, awakened by criticism, interpretation, exegesis. Indeed, the artwork, for Levinas, is at its best nothing less than a “call for exegesis” (41). The “success” of its call—the “greatness” of a great literature—comes both from the integrity and insight of the exegete, to be sure, but no less from the “thickness,” the amplitude, the “life,” of the artwork’s artificial world. One can comment on a comic book or a can of Campbell’s soup, but the weight of such commentary lies nearly transparently on the shoulders of the exegete, and hence the “accusation” of subjectivism. To comment on Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, or the Bible, in contrast, requires that the exegete listen as much as speak—it is like breathing on hot embers (Levinas invokes this talmudic image of rabbinic hermeneutics) to bring out their potential heat and light (not just light, but heat also—it can burn!). Shakespeare’s world—like the world of Dostoyevsky, Plato, or the Bible—is a very rich world indeed.

The concrete “literary” world to which Levinas’s ethical exegesis is primarily dedicated, however, is not that of Shakespeare, Dostoyevsky, or even the Bible. Rather it is the Talmud, the “Oral” Torah (Torah she-b’al peh), given, according to Jewish tradition, to Moses and the Jewish people at Mount Sinai, the Jewish “new testament” which to this day continually renews the Jewish people. The world of talmudic Judaism, began in the conversations, discussions, arguments, explanations, tales and anecdotes of the rabbis of the Mishna and Gemara (the “classic” Talmud, circa 200 B.C.E. to 500 C.E.), but also, and no less, in the long and unbroken tradition of learned commentary that followed from these early texts and continues to this day.18 It is in this “world,” a world of relentless but committed interrogation, “not an obedience but a hermeneutic” (EI 116), where, for Levinas, “God is real and concrete” (DF 145). For Levinas—“for me” he would say—it is in the drama and dialogue of the Talmud, its narrative or aggadic dimension (rather than its legal or halachic dimension), far more than in the works of Shakespeare or Dostoyevsky, that he finds and enters into an engaged reflection on the nuances of moral life. The world of the Talmud, the discourse—the “oral Torah”—of Judaism, is a world not because it reveals the being of beings, the truth of being, but more profoundly, and with greater urgency, because it is permeated and elevated by a extremely subtle reflection on the innermost workings of ethical imperatives as humans understand and live them—and not merely cogitate them—in order to rise to their proper humanity. The Talmud is a world because its element is not simply knowledge, the world as object, but wisdom, and its correlate, an inspired world. Levinas’s thought is also such a wisdom and like the Talmud itself it engages critically with the discourse of its times, including the long history of philosophical discourse.

Levinas’s thought is not simply imbued with a vague “rabbinical” or “talmudic” flavor, the sort of thing that secondary scholarship often thoughtlessly attributes to thinkers who happen to be born Jewish, especially when such thinkers happen to treat Jewish themes.19 There is nothing, after all, exclusively Jewish about ethics. No doubt it is true that Levinas’s thought is true to Jewish tradition and Jewish sources, and this says a great deal. But what is incontestably true is that Levinas has commented profoundly, and commented sympathetically and not merely “critically,” in talmudic texts. In close commentaries on specific passages taken from the various tractates of the Talmud, Levinas renews an ancient but perennial wisdom by bringing it to bear upon the profound questions—of technology, education, youth, urbanization, secularization, and so on—of our day. These textual treatments now appear in several volumes in English translation.20

Elsewhere in his “Jewish” or “confessional” writings Levinas freely cites and comments on other biblical and talmudic passages. He will not hesitate to reach into the depths of Jewish “sacred” writings—into the yeshiva, into Jewish learning—to comment on certain statements and texts by such “authoritative” figures in Jewish religious tradition as Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (“Maimonides”) or Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin. But unlike Paul Ricoeur, for instance, who explicitly divorces his confessional Christian writings from his universal philosophical writings, for Levinas no such divorce can be true either to religion or to philosophy as a love of wisdom. There is a strict coherence and continuity between the exegetical writings of Levinas primarily focused on Jewish sources and the philosophical writings of Levinas primarily oriented by the language of philosophy and Western culture. This does not, however, and this is the important point, diminish the universal import of Levinas’s thought. It neither compromises the conceptual rigor of knowledge for the sake of a partisan and parochial particularity, nor does it compromise the concrete traditions of religion for the sake of an abstract and detached universality. To the contrary, Levinas’s philosophy—ethical metaphysics—forces us to rethink the nature of universality. It forces us to rethink the nature of universality by reminding us of the inextricable link joining the universal to the particular in the singularizing imperatives of the ethical. To grasp this point is to understand why and how philosophy, for Levinas, can be no less a meditation of (and on) Shakespeare, or a meditation of (and on) the talmudic rabbis, than a meditation of (and on) Plato. Here, perhaps, lies the greatest originality of Levinas’s new conception of philosophy.

As I have indicated, Levinas’s talmudic readings do not present theses at variance with those found elaborated in his philosophical books proper. Levinas’s thought, though it has developed in its elaboration over time, is a seamless unity. Not the artificial and forced unity of a System, to be sure, but the unity of the priority of the appeal of the good over the true and the beautiful. Even Levinas’s method—phenomenological to the point of ethical rupture21—remains basically the same in his Talmudic readings in relation to his philosophical works, though perhaps their emphasis is more directly ethical. He certainly nowhere relies on “proof texts” or “religious experience” to establish the validity of his thought. His work neither begins nor ends in blind faith or dogmatic adherence. Rather, it operates by breaking through the origin of thinking to the more radical beginning of moral obligation and responsibility. It ends through and above the morality of the face-to-face in the “utopian” social call of justice, a call that is no less, for Levinas, than the witness to God’s “presence” on earth, “and does not rest on any positive theology” (OB 147). Indeed, all of Levinas’s writings—from his philosophy books and philosophy articles to essays on Judaism and talmudic readings—express an “ethical metaphysics,” an ethical exegesis, that is to say, “a difficult wisdom concerned with truths that correlate to virtues” (DF 275). It is this difficult wisdom—this call of the Infinite—that Levinas finds in all the great literatures of the world.

Shakespearean Readings

Before concluding with a few schematized observations regarding the broad issue of the relation of universality to particularity from an ethical point of view, let us first (all too) briefly review the specific insights Levinas finds in his early philosophical writings—Time and the Other and Existence and Existents—in Shakespeare.

In Time and the Other scenes from Shakespeare’s plays are introduced three times. In the first of its four parts (TO 50), and first in order of appearance, Levinas invokes specific scenes and lines from Macbeth, Hamlet, and Romeo and Juliet, to support two of his positions regarding the meaning of death. Contesting the opinion Albert Camus expressed in The Myth of Sisyphus in 1942,22 and then again, later and more fully in 1951 in The Rebel,23 which celebrates the power given to the individual by virtue of the possibility of suicide, Levinas will argue that the oblivion and hence the power allegedly promised by suicide are in fact uncertain. The second point of Levinas’s account of death, this time contesting Heidegger’s well known notion of “being-toward-death” [Sein zum Tode], as found in Being and Time, is the claim—reminiscent of the Stoics and Epicureans—that the approach of death is, until its final arrival, forever only an approach. Thus, far from being the principle of individuation it is for Heidegger, the living, in relation to a death that never arrives, live in a time of “postponement,” always leaving room, however desperate, for more life. Death, as one old American blues song has it, is always “too quick.”24

The second appearance of Shakespeare, at the beginning of the second part of Time and the Other, is more general. Levinas invokes “[t]he buffoon, the fool of Shakespearean tragedy” (TO 59), to distinguish madness, as one limited response to life’s existential anxieties, from the more common and more practical responses to the same existential anxieties. Again, as with his earlier interpretation of the meaning of suicide and death, Levinas invokes Shakespeare as part of his challenge to certain well known, but rather extreme positions regarding the significance of anxiety that were trumpeted in Parisian intellectual circles in the 1940s.

Third and finally, Levinas returns to an analysis of Macbeth, to the scene of Macbeth’s imminent death at the hands of Macduff, to again find support for his earlier thesis—contra Heidegger—regarding the ever impending yet never arriving character of death for the living. (TO 72-73).

In all three instances, let us note straightaway, Shakespeare is not invoked as a “proof text.” The authority of Shakespeare does not prove or cinch an argument. Rather, it lends credibility—owing to the depth and verisimilitude of Shakespeare’s world—to Levinas’s account of the meaning of such “things” as suicide, death, and anxiety. Nor, then, do these invocations of Shakespeare simply illustrate or serve as examples of an argument whose force could otherwise be completely independent of the sort of existential situations—the drama—found in a writer such as Shakespeare. Other “literary” works could have been invoked. By now we should be clear on this point: for Levinas, the prophetic dimension of speech is not confined to the Bible or to any favored literature, national or otherwise (gender, class, etc.). Shakespeare’s dramatic situations serve Levinas as both existential illustrations and confirmations of the theses for which Levinas “argues” in his phenomenological-ethical philosophy. In his prize-winning book, The Theory of Intuition in Husserl’s Phenomenology, Levinas recalls a “paradoxical” thought Husserl enunciated in paragraph seventy of the first book of Ideas. “‘Fiction is the vital element of phenomenology as well as all other eidetic sciences’” (TTI 141). Levinas’s truth claims are at no point detachable from the context of their validation, the human situation and conditions that are part and parcel of their meaning. Meaning is ideal in this sense, that it must remain open to reconfirmation or disconfirmation by continual referral to the intuitive context that originally confirmed its meaning. And thus, too, philosophical truths—essences—are found exhibited in writings that also capture—depict, represent, show—the central and revealing conditions and situations of our humanity, as do the dramas of Shakespeare. This in no way reduces phenomenology-ethics (“ethical metaphysics,” according to Edith Wyschogrod’s felicitous title)25—and therefore philosophy—to a literary enterprise. Neither does it suggest that truth is fiction, hence merely relative. These extreme formulations are merely the irrepressible claims of a sophism forever seduced by intellectual abstraction. Rather, Levinas here underlies the fact that the concretude and creativity involved in imagination—the domain of literature—is also and inextricably linked to philosophy’s task of achieving truth and conceptual clarity.26 In other words, concepts, ideas, truth, essences, are all made clearer when they stand in relation to the context of concrete significations that do not obscure but are part of and give rise to their very significance. “Here,” says Levinas, continuing the above citation, “is one of the most laborious tasks of phenomenology” (141).

Turning to Levinas’s second early philosophical work, Existence and Existents, Shakespeare appears in a two-page discussion of death and nothingness (EE 61-62). Levinas invokes, first, the “spectors, ghosts, sorceresses,” the darkness of night, and death, in both Hamlet and Macbeth (62). From the latter tragedy, he recalls, more specifically, the famous scene with the three witches wherein Banquo’s ghost appears to Macbeth (4.1), to speak about what Levinas calls “the fatality of irremissible being” (61). This latter is a crucial dimension of signification (or nonsignification) that Levinas labels the “there is” (il y a), a fundamental stratum and manner of prepredicative being that Levinas finds defended by Bergson, but not recognized by Hegel or Sartre (61-63). Characterizing the “there is” as “a decisive experience of the ‘no exit’ from existence” (62), Levinas is clearly alluding to the wartime play of the same name by Sartre, whose philosophy of absolute freedom (néant) and absolute being (l’être) Levinas always criticized for its abstraction. Levinas cites several lines of Macbeth including one that specifically includes the word “shadow”—“Hence horrible Shadow, unreal mockery hence”—a term central to Levinas’s 1948 article on art, “Reality and Its Shadow” (M 3.4.105-106). At the conclusion of his two-page commentary on Shakespeare, in a footnote Levinas writes: “Thomas l’Obscure, by Maurice Blanchot, opens with the description of the there is” (63). Levinas’s use of literature and his references to literary works could hardly be more in evidence. Even the Greek tragedians appear, again with regard to the “there is”: “This return of presence in negation, this impossibility of escaping from an anonymous and incorruptible existence, constitutes the final depths of Shakespearean tragedy. The fatality of the tragedy of antiquity becomes the fatality of irremissible being” (61). It is clear that literature, for Levinas, is capable of far more than the presentation of a parallel but slightly deficient version of an absolute truth that can only be found in its purity and glory in the “pure” Concept, as it is for Hegel. Rather literature—in its concretude, its verisimilitude, its moral drama—provides the always necessary “shadow” or preface of truth, the impact of the transcendence of an exigency—the humanity of the human—that wisdom keeps continually on the alert, in a wakefulness, a vigilance, whose very animation comes by way of philosophical commentary. In these two pages devoted to Shakespeare in Existence and Existents, in any event, we find Levinas discovering the “there is” already in Shakespeare. Thus Shakespeare has already grasped and presented in his own way what Levinas grasps and presents philosophically as the foundation—or the nonfoundation—of signification.

Levinas invokes Shakespeare with marked less frequency subsequent to these first two books published shortly after WWII. He occasionally refers to Shakespeare, to figures in his plays, even to certain well known Shakespearean lines, but the references are for the most part made in passing or repeat ideas already elaborated in relation to Shakespeare in Time and the Other and Existence and Existents. For instance, to take a relatively late reference, in Totality and Infinity, Levinas invokes Macbeth, but as in Time and the Other, it is in order to understand the meaning of the limitations of suicide and the exteriority of death (TI 231). In 1972, the apothem Levinas selects to precede the preface to his collection entitled Humanism of the Other is taken from Shakespeare’s King Lear (4.7): “I should e’en die with pity to see another thus” (HO 3). This citation recalls a central theme of Levinas’s ethics, namely, “substitution,” the exigency of moral agency whereby one’s suffering becomes suffering for the suffering of others. But beyond this apothem, there is no mention or discussion of Shakespeare in the text of this collection. To take an early reference, indeed perhaps the earliest: Shakespeare’s name appears as one possible existentialist (along with Kierkegaard, Pascal, and Socrates), in passing, in 1937, in a published letter on Jean Wahl’s Short History of Existentialism.27 In the introduction to his first collection of talmudic readings, published in 1968, Levinas distinguishes his own sympathetic or committed exegetical approach from the objectifying and externalizing discourse of critical science as follows:


Our first task is therefore to read it [the talmudic text] in a way that respects its givens and its conventions, without mixing in the questions arising for a philologist or historian to the meaning that derives from its juxtapositions. Did audiences in Shakespeare’s theatre spend their time showing off their critical sense by pointing out that there were only wooden boards where the stage sign indicated a palace or a forest? (NT 5)



But most of Levinas’s other references to Shakespeare occur in the same general time period as Time and the Other and Existence and Existents. Shakespeare is mentioned once in an article of 1947 on the writings of Marcel Proust, entitled “The Other in Proust.” There, Levinas characterizes Proust as


the analyst of a world of preciosity and artificiality, a world frozen in history, caught up in conventions more concrete than reality itself; a world that (remarkably) offers its inhabitants, by its very abstractions, those dramatic and profound situations that, in a Shakespeare or a Dostoyevsky, probed the humanity of man. (PN 99-100)



More important, Shakespeare is twice mentioned in Levinas’s most extended discussion of art, “Reality and Its Shadow.”28

Finally, and perhaps only to round out this account, Levinas mentions Shakespeare in one of his very few autobiographical remarks, in this case made on French radio in early 1981. When asked about “the first great books encountered, Bible or the philosophers?” Levinas concluded his response by going between the horns of his question:


But between the Bible [encountered as a child] and the philosophers [encountered at university], the Russian classics—Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Turgenev, Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy, and also the great writers of Western Europe, notably Shakespeare, much admired in Hamlet, Macbeth and King Lear. (EI 22)



What are we to conclude from these various invocations found throughout Levinas’s writings—from Levinas’s remarkable statement regarding philosophy as a meditation of Shakespeare, from the several general and specific references to Shakespeare in Time and the Other and Existence and Existents, as well as from the various shorter references and allusions to Shakespeare in other of Levinas’s writings, including his autobiographical testimony? At the very least it is clear that in the mid to late 1940s, when he was first formulating his own original philosophy of ethical metaphysics, Levinas recognized and was impressed by the profundity—at once philosophical and ethical—of Shakespeare’s “literary” world, most especially Hamlet and Macbeth. More broadly, however, Levinas’s comments and his short commentaries manifest the truth of his claim that the ethical elevation of humanity and hence of discourse itself—its prophetic or revelatory dimension, the height of the good that is the ultimate significance of signification—are not exclusively limited to a canonized “sacred text” such as the Bible (whether Christian, Jewish, or the Koran). This means, too, that the ethical height which defines the human—which Levinas will in the end call the “holy”—is not limited exclusively to the Talmud or to philosophy, which are clearly the two sorts of endeavor which together constitute Levinas’s preferred world of discourse. But, and this is the conclusion we draw, even more broadly, the elevating exigencies of an ethical metaphysics find their full expression in a Shakespeare as they can find their proper articulation in all the world’s great literatures.

Only slightly less formally, we can also conclude that what permits Levinas’s appreciation for Shakespeare, as for Don Quixote, Plato, the Talmud, et cetera, is his conception of a universality based not in epistemology or ontology but in singularizing exigencies of morality and justice. The “unique” is not the particular that escapes the grasp of the universal, but the singular called to respond to the suffering of the other, and out of this appeal and response to rise to the call of justice and hence to engage in redemptive history. Such universality rooted in the unique singularity of each moral agent at the same time cannot be reduced to its historical situation. The morally singularized individual—me, I, “here I am” (me voici, hineni)—is both engaged in the concrete exigencies of the moment, the suffering of the other, and driven by these same moral obligations by a justice that demands that even history must be judged.

Careful to avoid the abstract and hence depersonalizing universality of modern Rationalist or Enlightenment thought, neither is Levinas’s conception of a universality bound to singularity, growing out of singularity, the “concrete universality” of Hegel, whose notion of “historic” individuality remains in the final analysis that of being a node or locus of abstract universals heedless of the particular. Nor, finally, is the singular universality of Levinas’s ethical metaphysics—the face-to-face, the call of justice—another version of all those pretended universalisms—those One Churches and Final States—that at bottom are but militant particularisms heedless of the rights of all other particularities. Singular universality—one responding to the other—stands in opposition to the pretended universality achieved at the high price of an exclusivity, of a parochialism masking its own finitude through a more or less ruthless totalitarian magnification and obliteration of difference.

Rather, the manner in which philosophy is a meditation of Shakespeare is precisely philosophy beholden to the higher exigencies of an ethical “way” that finds its concrete expression in the non-substitutable responsibilities and obligations of the one-for-the-other, in the infinite responsibility of each for each and for all. Or, as Levinas often expresses this point, invoking the words of Dostoyevsky in The Brothers Karamazov: “We are all guilty of all and for all men before all, and I more than the others” (cf. EI 98, 101).
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2: Lear’s “Darker Purpose”

Sandor Goodhart


Evil is nothing.

—Boethius1

Let us imagine all beings, things and persons, reverting to nothingness.

—Levinas (EE 57)

History adds that before or after dying he found himself in the presence of God and told Him: “I who have been so many men in vain want to be one and myself.” The voice of the Lord answered from a whirlwind: “Neither am I anyone; I have dreamt the world as you dreamt your work, my Shakespeare, and among the forms in my dream are you, who like myself are many and no one.”

—Jorge Luis Borges2

KENT: Is this the promis’d end?

EDGAR: Or image of that horror?

ALBANY: Fall, and cease!

—Shakespeare (KL 5.3.263-265)



Shakespeare

In Loneliness as a Way of Life, Thomas Dumm draws our attention to the devastating losses that he takes to be at the heart of Shakespeare’s King Lear.


What may be most important about this play has everything to do with an as yet—always as yet—unarticulated feeling of loss. This tragedy is a story of losses—nothing but. A kingdom is riven, a king goes mad, a family is destroyed, a good man is blinded, many die, and the very idea of love itself is made to appear as folly.3



His claim is hard to gainsay. King Lear appears to be about abject disaster from one end to the other. Lear’s oldest daughter, Goneril, dies, poisoned by her sister, Regan, who subsequently dies herself by her own hand. Lear’s youngest daughter, Cordelia, dies, hanged before the eyes of her father, in accord with the instructions from the son of her father’s closest friend. Lear himself dies in grief over her death—the death of his favored daughter—shortly afterward. Lear’s friend, Gloucester, dies, having first been blinded by Lear’s son-in-law, Regan’s husband, the Lord of Cornwall, an individual who, after blinding Gloucester, is wounded himself in the subsequent fray, and dies. And Gloucester’s son Edmund, who would destroy his father, is killed by his “legitimate” son, Edgar. Even the “poor Fool” who accompanied Lear to the heath at night in the storm is “hanged”—if we are to believe Lear, who is still partially in the throes of his madness, and accept that the reference is not simply to his daughter Cordelia.

And with the Duke of Albany departing, the kingdom is about to be left in the hands of Edgar and Kent, neither of whom—however good and innocent and just they appear to be—seem especially promising as rulers of this devastated kingdom. The mere recitation of the plot would seem entirely sufficient to confirm the remark attributed to Dr. Johnson that having once read Shakespeare’s play for purposes of revising it, he might never choose to read it again voluntarily.

What impels these horrific conclusions? Major characters die throughout Shakespeare’s plays without the attendant sense of utter ruin. In Richard II, Hamlet, and Othello, among others written before Lear, deaths litter the stage. But the devastations here seem somehow different. The king’s death in Richard II is occasioned by forces largely beyond his control, although he has certainly collaborated in generating the conditions in which they occur. Imprisoned in Pomfret Castle by the newly crowned Bolingbroke (to whom he has freely relinquished the throne), Richard is murdered by Exton who allegedly thinks he is doing the new king’s bidding. The protagonist in Hamlet returns from school to find his father murdered, his mother remarried, and his uncle seated on the throne (in surprisingly short order) and he determines—on the basis of a ghost alleged to be wandering the city’s ramparts crying “revenge my most foul and unnatural murder”—that it has fallen to him to “set it right” amidst a sea of soldiers, villains, players, counselors, ex-girlfriends, and spies, all with competing claims for the attention of the powers that be and of the queen. And if he himself dies in Act 5, he does so at the hand of a fellow courtier, who has conspired with the king against him and is grieving over the suicide of his sister.

And in Othello, a foreign warrior that the Venetian state has contracted to lead its forces against the Turkish infidels would appear to be driven to murder his wife either by the machinations and insinuations of a deceptive ensign, or by the promptings of his own egoistic collaboration with the demands and vicissitudes of a military “occupation.” In all these instances, we move from a relatively bad situation to a really bad one. And in each case we have the feeling that the ending of the play exposes a problem compounding that initial difficulty: a self-deposition that has in fact accompanied a monarchical usurpation, something already “rotten” throughout “the state of Denmark,” a flair for self-dramatizing that has infected nearly everyone of consequence in the Venetian community.

But in King Lear, one has the feeling that things did not have to end this way, that this disastrous conclusion has come about—and in such an especially explosive and devastating manner—more gratuitously than it needed to be, more at Lear’s initiative than at the whimsy of a bevy of cruel gods who, “as flies to wanton boys,” murder human beings “for their sport” (as Gloucester notes at one point (4.1.32)), and that such a conclusion could have been avoided.

Moreover, even a superficial glance at the source materials that scholars have accumulated readily confirms that negative impression. Shakespeare’s treatment of the story is unique and notoriously cynical. The ancient sources all end happily. An earlier version of the play circulating in the Elizabethan theater seems to have ended on a positive note.4 And in the wake of acknowledging Shakespeare’s anomalous treatment, a number of later productions of the play seem to have felt compelled to rewrite the ending to align it with more felicitous outcomes. But in Shakespeare’s version, Cordelia dies and Lear dies despite the demise of all their enemies and the triumph of their supporting forces. A relatively innocuous decision on the part of the royal monarch—the decision to retire—has issued, it would seem, in utter ruin.

What is the route from that decision to such consequences? Stephen Greenblatt considers the question historically and sees it as part of a “strategic opacity” that the writer has learned in Hamlet and that he continues in the “great tragedies.”5 A king decides to call it quits. Why might Shakespeare find this idea appealing? For numerous reasons, apparently. Politics, for one. By the summer of 1603, Elizabeth is gone and James, the son of Mary Queen of Scots (executed by Elizabeth), has replaced her on the English throne to the consummate anxiety of all concerned (including the monarch).

Or, perhaps, professionally, for another reason. Shakespeare has, after all, quit his chosen profession at least once before in his career—more than ten years earlier in 1592, when first the riots and then later the plague closed the London theaters—and he accomplished himself as a poet in an aristocratic house with which he was associated—although his extra poetical relations may not have gone as well.6 There is, moreover, a “widely discussed lawsuit” afoot in London at the moment (late 1603) that may speak to Shakespeare’s sensibility. A father, Sir Brian Annesley, is besieged by two daughters who would declare him mad to gain control of his estate while his youngest daughter would defend him against them. The name of the youngest daughter is Cordell.7

Or Shakespeare could be thinking about his own eldest daughter, Susanna, and the difficulties he may face if and when he returns to Stratford on a permanent basis. Ten years later when he does in fact turn over his worldly estate to her and her husband, John Hall, the transition proves a relatively smooth one, Greenblatt intimates, but here in 1603, when Shakespeare is thought to have written Lear, he may have anticipated difficulties.

In the case of the monarch of England, of course, retirement is considerably more complicated than it is for a British commoner. How precisely do you go about it? If he were in some other line of work, a day laborer of some kind, he might simply quit his job and walk away relatively unscathed. But he is the king. Quitting his job in his case is more tricky. He has to “un-invest” (or “divest”) himself of the “king’s two bodies,” the legal fiction famously described by Ernest Kantorowicz and others.8 He needs to undress, take off his monarchical clothing or vestments, discard the “body politic,” render himself “naked” before the polity, become the “body natural,” “unaccommodated man,” as he is called (3.4.104), no longer the host of two legal bodies—one of a man and one of the state.

Earlier in his career, just after the theaters re-opened sometime in 1594, Shakespeare already surmised the difficulties of such a gesture. “When I consider … That this huge stage presenteth nought but shows,” the poet wrote to his beloved in Sonnet 15, “Then the conceit of this inconstant stay / Sets you most rich in youth before my sight, / Where wasteful Time debateth with Decay, / To change your day of youth to sullied night.” Or within one of the history plays, in Richard II, which may have been contemporary with that poem, the king notices a certain problem in continuing to play his assigned role.


Thus play I in one person many people,

And none contented. Sometimes am I king;

Then treason makes me wish myself a beggar,

And so I am. Then crushing penury

Persuades me I was better when a king.

Then am I kinged again, and by and by

Think that I am unkinged by Bolingbroke,

And straight am nothing. (5.5.31-38)



Divestiture renders reality itself somewhat theatrical, and Borges is right to point (in the essay from which the headnote citation is drawn) to a certain resident theatricality in the man. A certain surreal quality has already permeated the earlier play to that point, although Richard’s commentary on it at this moment is novel. Like John of Gaunt before him, the king has suddenly become clearheaded in his final moments and recounts his history with astonishing acumen. One moment he is king and then he is haunted by the “treasons” he may have committed, and so he allows others to make their move and assume his position. But then he rebels against his new circumstances and its “penury” and regaining his confidence straightaway regains his royal capacity. Now he blames Bolingbroke (who he thinks “unkinged” him) for his former travail, but that blame carries its own appropriative appeal (which he secretly endorses) and in doing so, he is undone once again and becomes “nothing.” The word “nothing” in line eight of this passage means the opposite of “king,” something cognate with a “beggar” or non-royal “subject,” a little nothing or nobody, as we might say today colloquially, un petit rien.

But such histrionics also lead him to consider another problem. “[W]hate’er I be, / Nor I nor any man that but man is, / With nothing shall be pleased till he be eased / With being nothing” (5.5.38-41). One result of this theatricality, this lack of distinction between the world and the stage, this sense that all the world’s a stage but that it shouldn’t be, is that we should be able to tell the difference between the stage and the world. Or to put the matter another way, that as a result of this lack of contentment, or content, or continence, his condition shall be rendered permanent. There may be no going back. Whoever is only a man shall never be pleased with anything, until he or she be dead, until he or she literally becomes “nothing,” lying within a grave, when of course it will no longer matter. “Ask for me tomorrow,” Mercutio says in Romeo and Juliet, in a final burst of bravado, once it is clear he has been slain, “and you shall find me a grave man” (3.1.100).

The word also has other meanings. “With nothing shall be pleased” can mean not being pleased with anything, or it can mean learning to be pleased not only with being nothing at the end of life but with being nothing at its center, the emptiness at its core. From retirement comes divestiture, and from divestiture (or undressing) the problem of the nothingness beneath or within: the empty theatricality of roles and theater on the stage and in life (“airy nothing given local habitation and a name”), in death at the end of life (“being nothing”), the dissatisfaction or death in the middle of life.

If this predicament is unsettling in Richard II or in Hamlet or in Othello, it is no less problematic in Lear. In Lear himself, we could say, the primary problem is reading—as illustrated in the Gloucester subplot. Lear’s madness, his self undoing, his “de-lir-ium,” so to speak, is in part at least, a matter of not knowing how to read his daughters. And what is his response to the discovery of nothing beneath the divestiture? Dis-ownership. Like Brabantio, who disowns Desdemona, Lear disowns one of his daughters, and the other two in turn disown him. Like father like daughters. As Cordelia refuses to give him what he wants, as she gives him nothing in place of the something he desires, he dismantles the difference between performance and description. “Nothing will come from nothing,” her father tells her. Nothing generative will take place. Nothing, evil (in its medieval rendering) or death (of one kind or another), will follow as a real existential consequence of your performativity, your saying and doing “nothing.”

Thus, in part, it could well appear that from dis-ownership or dispossession spring the losses we have noticed. Lear disowns Cordelia as a strange expression of his love. Goneril and Regan, in imitation of his gesture, disown him as an expression of theirs, mimetically appropriating his behavior toward their sister. The daughters revert to childhood strategies every bit as much as Lear does: imitation of their father and rivalrous competition with each other. Lear turns “unaccommodated man.” And the precarious nature of their mutual ego defenses gives way to catastrophic loss in the face of naturalistic, social, and/or political accident: poisoning, suicide, misguided heroism, the misreading of a letter, and “unreason”—reason out-of-doors, so to speak, the madness of Lear. It is as if we are watching someone (or some ones) commit suicide right before us.9

But is that, then, the entire story? Didn’t Lear know they would respond this way? That his two elder daughters would play the game he has demanded of them, and that his younger daughter, whose egoism is most like his own, would, precisely, not do so (which is after all only her version of the game)? And if so, hasn’t he therefore to some extent set them up to respond in just such a fashion? And why would he do that unless the need for that response from them was for some reason overwhelming for him? It is as if he places all bets on a fairy-tale rescue, a happy ending, the support for which he has effectively annihilated psychologically and politically.

The same might also be said, of course, for them. Didn’t they know their father would respond the way he does? Like Othello, Lear is a self-dramatizer. “Come not between the dragon and his wrath” (1.1.122 ), he tells Kent at one point in the opening scene. They know their father at least as well as he knows his daughters. Why would they respond this way unless they too derived some benefit from it? The benefit to Goneril and Regan is clear: a portion of the kingdom and its attendant power. And so they respond as he expected them to, with all the self-conscious flattery and bravado they can muster. But there must be some benefit as well to Cordelia in not giving Lear what he asks. Is proving herself to be the living image she has constructed of herself more important to her than gaining the capacity to assist her father and enact that image in the real world? Later in the play, when she finds him on the heath, old and weak and hardly able to talk, she seems as forgiving and unflappable emotionally as we would like her to be initially. She is as much an egoistic self-dramatizer at this earlier moment in the play as he is, it would appear.

So what, then, we need to ask, is Lear’s “darker purpose”? “Meantime we shall express our darker purpose” (1.1.36), he informs one of his aides. Thomas Dumm suggests we attribute the loss the play dramatizes to the absence of the maternal in Lear’s life and the lives of his children, a motive that was clearly instrumental in Dumm’s own project on it. Dumm suggests Lear loves them, and that they love him, but feels he must prepare them for the loss they have experienced in the death of his wife and their mother.


As sovereign, Lear is above all other mortals in this kingdom, but from the moment of abdication he will fall to a place where he will have nothing—no power, no assurance of recognition, not even a shelter from the storm.… Why does he do it? It has a lot to do with the fact that he loves his daughters.… Out of Lear’s love for his daughters grows a profound sorrow, a recognition that they have suffered something awful already in their lives, a suffering which he cannot repair, but which deepens his desire to give them something, everything he can give, as a compensation for their loss.10



The idea is far from aberrant, and many critics have seized upon it. Dumm traces his own reading to Stanley Cavell, whose essay on “The Avoidance of Love” has inspired a great many readers of this play, and more recently, Janet Adelman has elaborated some of its implications.11 At one point, upon the discovery of the treachery of his daughters, Lear remarks that “the swelling up” of the maternal, the “mother,” hysterica passio, is choking him. “O, how this mother swells up toward my heart! / Hysterica passio, down, thou climbing sorrow, / Thy element’s below! Where is this daughter?” (2.4.54-56). Hysterica passio was of course widely regarded in the Renaissance as a disease.12 And the idea that the “mother” is somehow at play in this conflict surfaces later in his discussions with the Fool. “When were you wont to be so full of songs?” Lear inquires. And the fool replies: “I have used it, nuncle, ever since thou madest thy daughters thy mothers.” He explains: “for when thou gavest them the rod, and put’st down thine own breeches,” singing, “Then they for sudden joy did weep, / And I for sorrow sung, / That such a king should play bo-peep, And go the fools among” (1.4.149-155). Sometime later, as if remembering these very words, Lear greets Cordelia on the field with the famous observation “I am a very foolish fond old man” (4.7.61).

What is hysterica passio? Greenblatt notes that “hysterica passio (a Latin expression originating in the Greek steiros, ‘suffering in the womb’) was an inflammation of the senses. In Renaissance medicine, vapors from the abdomen were thought to rise up through the body, and in women, the uterus itself to wander around.”13 “The hysteria of the mother,” Dumm remarks, “plays a crucial role in the madness of Lear, linking his bodily condition to the deepest metaphorical powers available to him.”14

What if we put aside for the moment the motivation for which Lear stages this calamity (whatever that is) and simply follow the contours of the calamity itself? Then the play would appear a kind of experiment, a prophetic reading in extremis of what happens if Lear pulls out all the stops and discovers the real and historical status of happy endings in his life—namely, its emptiness. “No rescue? What, a prisoner?” he exclaims upon waking at one point in the night after having fallen asleep (4.6.184). And when the two indisputably good characters witness Lear bearing in his arms the deceased body of his daughter Cordelia, they confirm life’s futility. “Is this the promis’d end?” (5.3.262) Kent observes to Edgar, and Edgar answers in a way that to some extent highlights and repeats the problem, “Or image of that horror?” (5.3.263).

For has not “imaging” been the problem all along? And is not imagination, or “image-ination,” image-building, our capacity to build images, in some sense a part of the difficulty? It is hard to avoid the conclusion that for Shakespeare, the Christian outcome is also somehow implicated in that general discrediting. The play may be set in pre-Christian England, but the performance of it is not. The final comment of the Duke of Albany (who began, we recall, as husband and advocate of one of the two evil sisters) in this context, namely, “Fall, and cease!” (5.3.263), would seem to confirm the darker Christian apocalyptic overtones of the situation. “As flies to wonton boys are we to the gods. They kill us for their sport,” Gloucester observes (4.1.32), in the bleak remark that founded a generation of existentialist readings of the play.15 Is there a way of giving voice to the absence of the maternal in the lives of all these characters without assigning it in advance either a dominating psychological, religious, historical, or philosophic motivation?

Emmanuel Levinas, I would like to suggest, may offer us such an approach.

Levinas on Shakespeare

Let me say at the outset that I am indebted to much of the wonderful recent work on King Lear and in particular on the relation of Levinas to Lear and to Shakespeare more generally.16 This work demonstrates above all, and quite beyond the differences between their various perspectives and my own, the efficacy of introducing Levinas’s phenomenological analyses to Shakespeare studies. In what follows, I will argue that Levinas articulates what is missing in King Lear, namely, an acknowledgement of my infinite responsibility for the other individual, moreover, one in Levinas’s case that derives precisely from his understanding of the maternal. The work of Levinas at large functions we may say as a kind of midrash to Shakespeare’s drama, a clarification in highly developed philosophic language of what is absent from Shakespeare’s work in this instance and perhaps from Shakespeare more generally. In that way, Levinas may help us to mirror what is taking place in Shakespeare, just as Shakespeare’s work may offer us by way of prophetic extension a reading of Levinas’s own phenomenological project.

It turns out, of course, that Levinas’s direct remarks on Shakespeare and King Lear are relatively few. I count in fact some twenty references to Shakespeare’s name in all of Levinas’s twenty-eight books, although references to the plays or lines, apart from the name, supplement that number.17 The few that do exist are more or less clumped together in his early writing. There are some in Existence and Existents and Time and the Other, the studies, conference papers, and lecture notes he assembled just after the war, and two in the early essay “Reality and Its Shadow.”18 There is one reference in “The Other in Proust.”19 And there are scattered remarks in some of the later major philosophic texts: in Totality and Infinity, Ethics and Infinity, Otherwise than Being, God, Death, and Time, and Unforeseen History.20 There are a couple of references in his texts on Jewish writing—in Beyond the Verse and In the Time of the Nations—21and there is a headnote quote from Shakespeare, from King Lear in fact, in Humanism of the Other, but no further reference to it in the book.22 Moreover, the plays of Shakespeare that Levinas considers are relatively few: primarily, Macbeth, Hamlet, King Lear, and Romeo and Juliet. And the substantive content of his few remarks repeat a limited number of key ideas.

Nonetheless, as is the case with Levinas’s citations of Dostoyevsky, the references are profoundly linked to the deepest strata of his understanding of the ethical and of responsibility. For example, a good many of Levinas’s references to the English bard simply group Shakespeare with others Levinas identifies as the great writers of the Western European tradition: the Rabbinic compositors of the Hebrew Bible, Dante, Cervantes, Goethe, Dickens, Dostoyevsky, Molière, Proust, Tolstoy, and especially the modern lesser-known Russian writers: Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Turgenev, and Chekhov.

And if we examine in detail the references to Macbeth and Hamlet (which are by far the greatest in number), we find them linked to intricate philosophic discussions of night, nothingness, death, horror, and the concept of the il y a which Levinas was engaged in articulating in these early works.

But if we shift gears and look at these same references in context of Levinas’s larger phenomenological project, the picture changes significantly. Two of Levinas’s insights jump off the page at us: namely, that all of philosophy is a meditation within Shakespeare, and that Shakespeare has already identified the il y a which forms the basis for all of Levinas’s thought.

What can that mean? Richard Cohen has demonstrated the extent to which Shakespeare, for Levinas, challenges the aesthetic tradition.23 Levinas regards Shakespeare and the way he practices the literary as critical commentary of the most fundamental sort, as “inviting exegesis” insofar as it constitutes itself a species of such exegesis. All of philosophy, in Levinas’s mind, is but an extension of what is already at work in Shakespeare’s writing, in this formulation. Levinas understands Shakespeare as the kind of “sacrificing commentary” (to invoke my own term) that I suggested all “great” literary writing in our culture necessarily embodies.24 “It sometimes seems to me,” he writes, “that the whole of philosophy is only a meditation of Shakespeare” (TO 72). Not “on” Shakespeare, Cohen emphasizes, but “of” Shakespeare, belonging to Shakespeare, as if philosophy itself is always only an explication taking place within Shakespeare’s writing. If Levinas appears to reject the literary in “Reality and Its Shadow,” it is the tradition developed in the wake of Plato, the Platonic representational tradition, the belletristic aesthetic tradition in which art is fundamentally an adornment or third order-removed mimetic echo of the ideal original, which he rejects. The literary in Shakespeare’s hands is something akin to Biblical scripture as understood by the rabbis and the Church fathers, a form of scriptural commentary not entirely separable from scripture itself.

The second consideration concerns the il y a. Discussions in Existence and Existents and Time and the Other may offer us primary examples of Levinas’s interest in Shakespeare. Levinas derives this idea from a problem he finds in Heidegger’s discussion of something and nothing, or, more precisely, of the appearance of something as the appearance of nothing.


Let us imagine all beings, things and persons, reverting to nothingness. One cannot put this return to nothingness outside of all events. But what of this nothingness itself? Something would happen, if only night and the silence of nothingness. The indeterminateness of this “something is happening” is not the indeterminateness of a subject and does not refer to a substantive. Like the third person pronoun in the impersonal form of a verb, it designates not the uncertainly known author of the action, but the characteristic of this action itself which somehow has no author. This impersonal, anonymous, yet inextinguishable “consummation” of being, which murmurs in the depths of nothingness itself we shall designate by the term there is. The there is, inasmuch as it resists a personal form, is “being in general.” …

We could say that the night is the very experience of the there is, if the term experience were not inapplicable to a situation which involves the total exclusion of light. (EE 51-52)



This night that Levinas describes is immediate. It is presence, certainly, as all that shows up in conscious life is presence, but a species of presence that is unavoidable, invasive.


When the forms of things are dissolved in the night, the darkness of the night, which is neither an object nor the quality of an object, invades like a presence. In the night, where we are riven to it, we are not dealing with anything. But this nothing is not that of pure nothingness. There is no longer this or that; there is not “something.” But this universal absence is in its turn a presence, an absolutely unavoidable presence. It is not the dialectical counterpart of absence, and we do not grasp it through a thought. It is immediately there. There is no discourse. Nothing responds to us, but this silence; the voice of this silence is understood and frightens like the silence of those infinite spaces Pascal speaks of. There is, in general, without it mattering what there is, without our being able to fix a substantive to this term. There is is an impersonal form, like in it rains, or it is warm. Its anonymity is essential. The mind does not find itself faced with an apprehended exterior. The exterior—if one insists on this term—remains uncorrelated with an interior. It is no longer given. It is no longer a world. What we call the I is itself submerged by the night, invaded, depersonalized, stifled by it. The disappearance of all things and of the I leaves what cannot disappear, the sheer fact of being in which one participates, whether one wants to or not, without having taken the initiative, anonymously. Being remains, like a field of forces, like a heavy atmosphere belonging to no one, universal, returning in the midst of the negation which put it aside, and in all the powers to which that negation may be multiplied. (EE 52-53)



It is hard to divorce Levinas’s account of this night from the night that Lear spends on the heath in Shakespeare’s play. Anonymous, impersonal, invasive, the “there is” in Levinas’s view is therefore a nocturnal space.

But it is not an empty space. It has a content, so to speak, namely, darkness.


There is a nocturnal space, but it is no longer empty space, the transparency which both separates us from things and gives us access to them, by which they are given. Darkness fills it like a content; it is full, but full of the nothingness of everything. Can one speak of its continuity? It is surely uninterrupted. But the points of nocturnal space do not refer to each other as in illuminated space; there is no perspective, they are not situated. There is a swarming of points. (EE 53)



But if it is not empty, neither is this nocturnal space the absence of light. It is not in opposition to light but before the opposition of the two since the paired opposition of light to dark or day to night (as in the opening of Genesis) has not yet been created. It is precisely “insecurity.”


[T]his analysis does not simply illustrate … that night is the absence of day. The absence of perspective is not something purely negative. It becomes an insecurity. Not because things covered by darkness elude our foresight and that it becomes impossible to measure their approach in advance. For the insecurity does not come from the things of the day world which the night conceals; it is due just to the fact that nothing approaches, nothing comes, nothing threatens; this silence, this tranquility, this void of sensations constitutes a mute, absolutely indeterminate menace. The indeterminateness constitutes its acuteness. There is no determined being, anything can count for anything else. In this ambiguity the menace of pure and simple presence, of the there is, takes form. Before this obscure invasion it is impossible to take shelter in oneself, to withdraw into one’s shell. One is exposed. The whole is open upon us. Instead of serving as our means of access to being, nocturnal space delivers us over to being. (EE 53-54)



Again, the image of Lear on the heath seeking shelter after having been thrown out of (or ejecting them and himself from) his familial dwellings comes to mind. What it is, what this invasive darkness-filled, shelterless night constitutes, in other words, for Levinas, is horror.

Horror, he says, is our intimation of the rustling of the “there is.”


The things of the day world then do not in the night become the source of the “horror of darkness” because our look cannot catch them in their “unforeseeable plots”; on the contrary, they get their fantastic character from this horror. Darkness does not only modify their contours for vision; it reduces them to undetermined, anonymous being, which sweats in them.… The rustling of the there is … is horror.



And this horror of darkness turns the subject, which is to say, the subjectivity of the subject, inside out.


To be conscious is to be torn away from the there is, since the existence of a consciousness constitutes a subjectivity, a subject of existence, that is, to some extent a master of being, already a name in the anonymity of the night. Horror is somehow a movement which will strip consciousness of its very “subjectivity.” Not in lulling it into unconsciousness, but in throwing it into an impersonal vigilance, a participation, in the sense that [anthropologist] Levy-Bruhl gives to the term. (EE 54-55)



And as a consequence, there is no way out of being.


Horror is nowise an anxiety about death.… In horror a subject is stripped of his subjectivity, of his power to have private existence. The subject is depersonalized.… horror turns the subjectivity of the subject, his particularity qua entity, inside out. It is a participation in the there is, in the there is which returns in the heart of every negation, in the there is that has “no exits.” It is, if we may say so, the impossibility of death, the universality of existence even in its annihilation. (EE 56)



In Heidegger, as Levinas read him, being fills us with anxiety, an anxiety that issues from the possibility of my death, from “the possibility of impossibility” as Heidegger will say later. But here horror is not about anxiety regarding death as we might expect but its opposite. Horror turns us inside out. Before the il y a, the outside turns out to be indistinguishable from the inside. It is thus that we may speak about “the impossibility of death,” which is to say, the impossibility of an escape from being.

For example, in the commission of a crime, a discussion that will lead Levinas to introduce the works of Shakespeare.


To kill, like to die, is to seek an escape from being, to go where freedom and negation operate. Horror is the event of being which returns in the heart of this negation, as though nothing had happened. “And that,” says Macbeth, “is more strange than the crime itself.” In the nothingness which a crime creates a being is condensed to the point of suffocation, and draws consciousness out of its “retreat.” A corpse is horrible; it already bears in itself its own phantom, it presages its return. The haunting spectre, the phantom, constitutes the very element of horror.



And that condensation of consciousness confers upon things around us special powers.


The night gives a spectral allure to the objects that occupy it still. It is the “hour of crime”, the “hour of vice”, which also bear the mark of a supernatural reality. Evildoers are disturbing to themselves like phantoms. This return of presence in negation, this impossibility of escaping from an anonymous and uncorruptible existence constitutes the final depths of Shakespearean tragedy. The fatality of the tragedy of antiquity becomes the fatality of irremissible being. (EE 56-57)



Crime introduces nothingness into presence, one effect of which is “suffocation,” the inability to breathe (recall the hysterica passio). Shakespeare, in Levinas’s view, explores this potential in his tragedies where fatality, which we often regard as the earmark of ancient drama, shows up as this impossibility of escape from being.

Thus, for example, Levinas reads Hamlet, or Macbeth.


Spectors, ghosts, sorceresses are not only a tribute Shakespeare pays to his time, or vestiges of the original material he composed with; they allow him to move constantly toward this limit between being and nothingness where being insinuates itself even in nothingness, like bubbles of the earth (“the Earth hath bubbles”). Hamlet recoils before the “not to be” because he has a foreboding of the return of being (“to dye, to sleepe, perchance to Dreame”). In Macbeth, the apparition of Banquo’s ghost is also a decisive experience of the “no exit” from existence, its phantom return through the fissures through which one has driven it.… It is the shadow of being that horrifies Macbeth, the profile of being takes form in nothingness. (EE 57)



The devices Shakespeare uses—witches, ghosts, apparitions, and the like—are not leftovers, remainders from another time and place. Hamlet recoils before the irremissibility of being. Macbeth becomes aware with Banquo that the dead are not dead but more present than ever. Being insinuates itself inside nothingness like bubbles. This sense of the insidedness of the being of the other individual to me will show up later when Levinas comes to define responsibility as the gestation of the other in the same.25

Something other than mortal danger is then revealed.


The horror of the night, as an experience of the there is, does not then reveal to us a danger of death, nor even a danger of pain. That is what is essential in this analysis. The pure nothingness revealed by anxiety in Heidegger’s analysis does not constitute the there is. There is horror of being and not anxiety over nothingness, fear of being and not fear for being; there is being prey to, delivered over to something that is not a “something.” When night is dissipated with the first rays of the sun, the horror of the night is no longer definable. The “something” appears to be “nothing.” Horror carries out the condemnation to perpetual reality, to existence with “no exits.” (EE 57-58)



The horror of the night, as an experience of the there is, the ground zero of being, so to speak, does not reveal death or nothingness to be a danger since death is impossible, and absolute nothingness not possible at all (except as death). Heidegger’s analysis of being unto death as anxiety before nothingness cannot be sustained for Levinas. To the contrary, “existing without existents, which I call the there is, is the place where hypostasis will be produced” (TO 50).


Being is evil not because it is finite but because it is without limits. Anxiety, according to Heidegger, is the experience of the nothingness. Is it not, on the contrary—if by death one means nothingness—the fact that it is impossible to die? … Consciousness is a rupture of the anonymous vigilance of the there is; it is already hypostasis; it refers to a situation where an existent is put in touch with its existing. (TO 51)



Being turns out to be evil in Levinas’s account not because it is nothing (as medieval philosophy might have identified it following Boethius), but, to the contrary, because it cannot be nothing, because it is impossible to die. Consciousness is the breaking up of my access to the there is. Shakespeare’s writing gives Levinas access, in other words, to all of these ideas—nothingness, anxiety, being, death, and horror—four centuries before Heidegger discovers them. And if Heidegger (with his “fundamental ontology”) serves for the French phenomenologist to give access to all of philosophy, then we understand one of the ways in which for Levinas all of philosophy is a meditation of Shakespeare.

To understand more fully the place of these ideas in the context of Levinas’s work, let us turn to the larger dimensions of his project.

Levinas


Rakhamim [Hebrew for mercy] is the relation of the uterus to the other, whose gestation takes place within it. Rakhamim is maternity itself. God as merciful is God defined by maternity.

—Levinas (NT 183)



Levinas’s general project is the formulation of a new foundation for subjectivity. His project is not a revision of our understanding of consciousness with a new and expanded role now reserved for the ethical, even a predominant role—as many scholars, even those long familiar with Levinas, sometimes suppose. His project is a reconstitution of our understanding of consciousness as ethical from the outset. The ethical is not an add-on to consciousness in Levinas’s view, even an important one, even the most important one. Consciousness is itself already thoroughly ethical, ethical through and though.

And if we have denied that fact, and imagined for the past two hundred years or so (since Kant, Hegel, and perhaps others) a subjectivity that is independent of consciousness for which ethical considerations may be freely appended (or abandoned), we have done so to our own detriment. The DP camps in which the survivors of the Nazi atrocities gathered after the war may be a good starting point for reflections on the dangers of such independent subjectivity. Ethics in Levinas is not a consequence of politics, logical categories, societal structures, juridical ideas, universal principles or any other third party considerations. Ethics is not a prescription for Levinas but a description, not an instrumentalization of any other structure but itself the premise for all such structures. Ethics, he says, in a definition that is cited repeatedly in Levinas studies, is an optics. It is a way of seeing. And his discussion of the ethical is not intended to promote the making of better people but rather to describe the structure of obligations that make up whatever people we turn out to be, and whether we acknowledge those infinite ethical obligations to other individuals or not.

As such, Levinas’s project appears to fit our discussion of kingship and divestiture in King Lear perfectly since both kingship and the divestiture of kingship will require of the aging monarch precisely a new subjectivity. Moreover, Levinas’s project is built around his understanding of the il y a. Hence, it is not unimportant that the most complete references to the il y a or “there is” show up in his earliest post-war writings, where that new subjectivity is specifically being developed. He names that subjectivity the hypostasis.

There is no place here to develop in full the mapping of the project that Levinas builds in his two most important books. Totality and Infinity will tell of the trip out to the other. But it is only in Otherwise than Being that the full scope of this view becomes clear. Levinas is speaking about a sensibility which is customarily defined as a going out to the other and coming back to a zero point of departure. But in fact on the return trip in Levinas’s reading the “self-same” (which is the name he attaches to the agency on its way to selfhood) overshoots the mark and discovers something unexpected on its hither side. What looks like a round-trip journey turns out in fact to be one-way.

Here is a schematic presentation of the two component legs of the journey (on page 59).

What is the significance of the distinction between this round trip journey and the one-way trip? All of Levinas’s philosophic writing, we have said, is about the reconstitution of human subjectivity. Levinas inherits a conception of subjectivity or self-construction from Kant, Hegel, and the nineteenth century German idealist philosophers that is consciousness-based. I am the subject of consciousness before objects of knowledge, the mantra goes. The project is ego driven; I operate in complete freedom. I pursue my goal—as philosophers since Plato have done—through reason and decision-making. The result is knowledge, identity, self, and the truth of being and discourse. I thematize myself, objects or things around me, and others as so many subjects (or objects) of my inquiry. Moreover, I do so within a conception of time or temporality understood as Aristotle understood it: with rigidly distinguishable boundaries among its component parts designating a discrete past, present, and future.

But then Levinas encounters Buber, Rosenzweig, Marcel, and others and this account of subjectivity is rendered partial. Why? Primarily, because it obscures the ethical. Kant’s moralizing, Hegel’s totalizing, Heidegger’s ontologizing—these are all problematic projects in Levinas’s view. Kant’s moralizing always goes by way of the universal, the category, what “everyone should do”—in short, the third party. But the ethical, Levinas asserts, is dyadic, two-party, and precedes all triadic or third party considerations—the political, the juridical, the social, the cultural, or the religious (in addition, of course, to the categorical and the universal). Hegel’s totalizing is similarly categorical but in addition excludes the infinite that in Kant at least remains in place. Hegel’s Phenomenology tells the story of the absolute spirit as a young Geist (we may say somewhat irreverently) and so embeds the Absolute within the narrative of human history.
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Similarly, Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology,” for all its initial excitement (following fast chronologically as it did upon Husserl’s research), and all the advances in idealist philosophy it promises, finally reduces the “all” to being no less. The ontological adventure, whether described by Hegel or Heidegger, is no less “round-trip” than any of the others—not much of an adventure, really, since it always returns to the same, to the point from which the agency, the freely roaming “ipseity,” set out. To the extent that the trip by which the self is formed constitutes an adventure, it is more like the journey of Homer’s Odysseus in Levinas’s view than it is like the one-way trip of the Biblical Abraham, who, in his obedience to the lech lechah of Genesis 12 (“get gone, and I mean you!”), leaves home never to return.

In other words, Kant’s implicit bracketing of the ethical by transcendentalizing it, Hegel’s explicit exclusion of the ethical by secularizing it within an historical narrative, Heidegger’s reduction of the ethical by the substitution of the ontological for it as “first philosophy”—these three traditional ways of handling “the ethical” are equally inadequate from Levinas’s perspective. Levinas will opt instead for Buber’s distinguishing of the I-Thou from the I-it and Rosenzweig’s critique of “the all” in Hegel and the history of philosophy. The ethical precedes the ontological as “first philosophy,” for Levinas. It is not to be excluded implicitly as a mystical category or as the secondary and derived result of more primary human interactions or excluded explicitly in favor of more highly touted and warring totalitarian powers.

In its place, he will articulate a new subjectivity he would develop in three distinct stages. For example, in De l’existence aux existents (1946), which as we noted above was published shortly after the Second World War and which still bears the traces of his wartime prison experience, he develops the notions of the il y a or there is, of night as nocturnal space, of darkness as a content, and of horror as a response to nothing. In the face of this il y a or “there is,” he envisions subjectivity as a going and coming that he names a “hypostasis,” by which he means literally the positing or positioning of oneself outside of oneself and the return to oneself from that outside (he will later characterize this movement as a losing and finding—as an anamnesis). Hypostasis is an “under-standing” in which the ontological is “girded” by a modality of responsibility at each stage. Although the discussion of the il y a remains the centerpiece of this early book (and he will never again give it the kind of extended treatment he gives it here), it remains fundamentally unchanged for him. Responsibility as a critique of ontology, as “dis-inter-estedness,” continues responding to the il y a.

But it is in Totality and Infinity (1961) and later Otherwise than Being, or, Beyond Essence (1972) that he takes full stock of that hypostatic structure. In the earlier book, Totality and Infinity, he describes the “going out.” The ego agent, the ipseity, the self-same, the oneself, or simply the self, proceeds out through the elemental, through dwelling and labor, through enjoyment and signification, and finally approaches the other individual: a relation with the other being encountered through the other’s face (le visage). The face, in this context, is vulnerability, utter defenselessness, nudity or nakedness, exposure, a freestanding, independent, signifying unit that says “Thou shalt not kill.”

And this encounter with alterity, after the prior encounter in being with the material world, shelter and provision, self-indulgence, and perception, opens that agency beyond totality to the infinite. What is “the infinite?” A term Levinas finds in Descartes, he uses it to express the more within the less, the container within the contained. The face in this context is the “infinite within the finite,” a gateway or opening or entry point to the beyond of being, to radical exteriority or externality, to radical otherness, an otherness that escapes the “allergy” to alterity that the projective economy of the freely roaming ego would establish. One discovers, for example, in the erotic the potential that may issue in an ethical relation—in fecundity, for example—although the erotic remains distinct from the ethical per se. And, in fact, in the earlier book, the ethical obtains only insofar as one takes stock of what Levinas calls “radical alterity”—the other individual doing the same thing I am doing, a being glimpsed through a face that is not an object of vision.

In the later book, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond Being, Levinas describes what could be characterized as the “return trip.” One proceeds from the other individual back toward the same, a trip that could well appear simply a reversal of what the self-same has already experienced. But unexpectedly, the traveler overshoots the mark. Intending to return home, he finds him—or herself on the “hither side of home,” beyond the starting point. And there he finds himself lodged within an unexpected obligation: infinite or unlimited responsibility for the other individual; a responsibility even greater than that since it is in effect three responsibilities in one, as Levinas will later tell us: responsibility for the other, responsibility for the other’s responsibility, and responsibility for the other’s death. The responsibility of the subject in this context can only be compared in its depth and scope, Levinas argues, to the psychic dimensions of maternity and gestation, the other in the same.

Tracing the encounter with the other in retrograde fashion in this later book, he now unearths, in a manner not unlike an archeologist, several distinct steps or strata. Responsibility for him, as a critique of the ontological (manifest as the ego, the elementary, dwelling and work, enjoyment, sensibility, the face, and so forth) is described as “dis-inter-ested,” a dis-interring or “unburying” that coincides with the undoing of the earlier condition of being mixed up in being (“inter-ested”). Now he will describe in turn each of seven prior conditions that have shaped that encounter, each corresponding to the regions he has already traversed.

He begins with the face which is now understood as pure “signi-fyingness,” freestanding auto-signification, presentation rather than representation. The face is saying (or the “to say”) rather than the said, the dire rather than the dit. Such saying turns out to be rooted secondly in proximity, the nearness of the other individual doing the speaking, contact, touch, or caress with that individual (as opposed to palpitation). Such proximity is in turn rooted thirdly in obsession, the impossibility of putting something by, the impossibility of stopping or evading, a constancy or ceaselessness that we may say is more constant than the opposite of interruptive. That obsession in its own turn will show up to be rooted fourthly in passivity, a passivity or bearing or suffering, Levinas describes, as more passive than the opposite of active, a radical abiding or unassumability that stands before the opposition of active to passive.

And that passivity in Levinas’s phenomenology is itself rooted fifthly in “an-archy.” An-archy is used here in the Greek sense of being without qualities, or “quality-less-ness,” an anarchē or unruli-ness or “principle-less-ness” that precedes the opposition of rule or principle to chaos. Such anarchy will turn out in its own context to be rooted sixthly in substitution, in a one-for-the-other, or a gestation of the other in the same, the veritable psyche, or subjectivity itself. And such substitution is encountered finally in Levinas’s analysis in persecution, which is to say, in accusation, assignation, wound, trauma, the status of being a hostage, the condition of an I that is in the accusative before being in the nominative.

The chart we have attached to this writing (on page 59) registers these seven steps that we have taken. The first leg of the journey, the passage of the “self-same” agency through seven ontological encounters will be paralleled by the passage of the same agency in retrograde direction through seven corresponding and correlated stages in which the potential for encountering responsibility is disclosed. The journey out from the self-same to the other is described in Levinas’s first book Totality and Infinity and entails movements through the development of an ego, the encounter with the elemental universe, the labor and construction of a dwelling, the engagement with leisure time and pleasure, the perception of others, the encounter with the human face, and finally the encounter with the projected object.

And the journey back correlates with the journey out. The encounter with the human face is paralleled at the level of responsibility with saying. Perception is paralleled by proximity and contact. Pleasure and self-indulgence is paralleled at the level of responsibility with the incessant or ceaseless or obsession. The building of a dwelling is paralleled with radical abiding. The elemental universe is paralleled by unruliness. The construction of an ego defense is paralleled by substitution. And at the innermost level, the starting place turns out to be concealing a place of persecution, where I am a hostage of the other individual, traumatized, living with wound, in the accusative rather than the nominative, in assignation.

And all of these seven enabling conditions for Levinas are versions of responsibility, a responsibility that under-stands or conditions the ontological relationships that Levinas has described in earlier works—for example, in Totality and Infinity. Saying is responsibility as the “thou shalt not kill.” Proximity is responsibility as “alongsided-ness” or accompaniment, the “I will-be-there-with-you” of Biblical fame (in the discussion of the name of God in Exodus 3:12-14), as “dis-inter-estedness” proper. Obsession is responsibility as “the unstoppable,” ceaselessness, an incessant answerability. Passivity is responsibility as radical abiding or suffering. Anarchy is responsibility as non-indifference. Substitution is responsibility as the one for the other. Persecution is responsibility as the status of a hostage.

And all seven correlate, in clockwise direction in Levinas’s schema, with the journey out. Saying correlates with the face, proximity with sensibility, obsession with enjoyment, passivity with work and dwelling, anarchy with the elemental, substitution with the ego, and persecution with home or the starting point.

What exactly does all of this mean? The several conditions from which unlimited or infinite responsibility for the other individual issue in effect construct for Levinas a heteronomy in place of an autonomy, a subjectivity based upon relationship and responsibility rather than one based upon the freedom of the ego, of willfulness, and of consciousness and representation.

On what is that responsibility itself based? How does it come about? If we accept that all of these founding conditions—saying, proximity, obsession, passivity, an-archy, substitution, persecution—remain versions of responsibility, where does responsibility itself originate? It responds, of course, we know, in Levinas’s understanding, to the il y a, the ground zero of being, the site of the disaster or horror, what Levinas describes as the anonymous rustling of being in general. But what makes responsibility an adequate response to the il y a rather than, say, something else? Why is responsibility better, for example, than radical egoism?

The key to answering this last question—what is the origin of responsibility?—may reside, I suggest, in the last two terms of this series: namely, substitution and persecution. The answer is a substitution founded in particular upon a persecution; a responsibility, that is to say, founded upon a substitution founded in turn upon a persecution. It is in uncovering the origin of that persecution that we shall perceive for Levinas the origins of responsibility.

And the idea of maternity is linked to both of them. Let us recall the following passage from Otherwise than Being.


On the hither side of the zero point which marks the absence of protection and cover, sensibility is being affected by a non-phenomenon, a being put in question by the alterity of the other, before the intervention of a cause, before the appearing of the other. It is a pre-original not resting on oneself, the restlessness of someone persecuted—Where to be? How to be? It is a writhing in the tight dimensions of pain, the unsuspected dimensions of the hither side. It is being torn up from oneself, being less than nothing, a rejection into the negative, behind nothingness; it is maternity, gestation of the other in the same. Is not the restlessness of someone persecuted but a modification of maternity, the groaning of the wounded entrails by those it will bear or has borne? In maternity what signifies is a responsibility for others, to the point of substitution for others and suffering both from the effect of persecution and from the persecuting itself in which the persecutor sinks. Maternity, which is bearing par excellence, bears even responsibility for the persecuting by the persecutor.

Rather than a nature, earlier than nature, immediacy is this vulnerability, this maternity, this pre-birth or pre-nature in which the sensibility belongs. (OB 75-76)



Maternity, Levinas says, is the gestation of the other within the same, our capacity at that moment just before birth (or just before we return to birth) to encounter the capacity for the other individual to be the other individual. It is the experience of persecution, of the groaning of the wound of the other individual. Levinas names this experience of the bearing of the other individual within the same as responsibility. And he asserts that this bearing or suffering of the other within the same extends even to the point of substitution. “In maternity what signifies is a responsibility for others, to the point of substitution for others and suffering both from the effect of persecution and from the persecuting itself in which the persecutor sinks. Maternity, which is bearing par excellence, bears even responsibility for the persecuting by the persecutor” (OB 75).

As a result, rather than a return to the natural universe or to Nature, what constitutes this unmediated condition in this pre-birth state is vulnerability, utter nakedness or defenselessness, the ability to be wounded, and it is in this context in which sensibility finds belonging.

Here is one more passage on maternity in which the same themes are taken up although from a slightly different angle.


The evocation of maternity … suggests to us the proper sense of the oneself. The oneself cannot form itself; it is already formed with absolute passivity. In this sense it is the victim of a persecution that paralyzes any assumption that could awaken in it, so that it would posit itself for itself. This passivity is that of an attachment that has already been made, as something irreversibly past, prior to all memory and all recall. It was made in an irrecuperable time which the present, represented in recall, does not equal, in a time of birth or creation, of which nature or creation retains a trace, unconvertible into a memory. Recurrence is more past than any rememberable past, any past convertible into a present. The oneself is a creature, but an orphan by birth or an atheist no doubt ignorant of its Creator, for if it knew it it would again be taking up its commencement. The recurrence of the oneself refers to the hither side of the present in which every identity identified in the said is constituted. It is already constituted when the act of constitution first originates. (OB 104-105)



To understand “the oneself,” the formation of the oneself (which is, after all, what this phenomenological enterprise has been about for Levinas), we approach its conditions. And we come to understand that the oneself cannot in fact form itself but rather it is formed by the other individual, within an absolute passivity in which it comes to suffer or abide with the other individual. In this sense, it is a victim and its sensibility will be founded upon this victimary status. It is the victim precisely of a persecution that freezes in place any assumption that it could make for itself about itself. The attachment by which it is held in place precedes any event in which the budding oneself would engage. It is the product of a past that is non-retrievable although traces of it remain. And it has no knowledge of this experience, so for all it knows it remains an orphan, believing its creator to have abandoned him or indeed never to have existed at all.

A passage of the proto-self from a free and autonomous ego, through the elemental, through the labor of dwelling and self-indulgence, through the development of sensibility and perception regarding the world of other people in their vulnerable and naked faces, and through other modalities of being (until one bumps up against the objects of cultural construction and the real other individuals behind them), and then back again through the multiple and variegated modalities of responsibility—saying, proximity, obsession, passivity, anarchy, substitution, and persecution (wherein one discovers one’s permanent status as a hostage in an ongoing heteronomous subjectivity)—does this account of the pre-original encounter of the self with maternity (as a hypostatic response to the horror of being, darkness, and nothing from which there is no exit) not begin to sound suspiciously like the plot of Shakespeare’s King Lear?

Shakespeare on Lear, Mothers, Delirium, and Levinas

How does this account of maternity help us to understand Shakespeare’s play? Lear’s treatment of all of his children is profoundly conditional, and their behavior at least in the first scene confirms and reflects back or echoes that conditionality. He cannot, for whatever reason, assume the role of a parent, the role, that is to say, of one who would offer unconditional love, who would speak from a condition of responsibility which is determined by a condition of maternity, a condition of unlimited or infinite responsibility for the other individual. And that disability may finally be the meaning of the “rising up” or swelling up of “the mother” throughout what he experiences as the worst moments of the play. “The mother” may name the rebellion of the entrails, the wound or vulnerability or persecution or accusation that he would deny or suppress in order to view the world through the ego, which is to say, through a cover or protection that is constituted as a set of conditions through which love may pass.

In other words, he has been fighting off the maternal—the “swelling up” of the mother within him and the responsibility to which it would lead—all his life. The “filial ingratitude” of his daughters, the devastation experienced at the hands of “a thankless child”—whether by Cordelia initially or by Goneril and Regan subsequently—very nearly undoes him. It could in theory lead to any of three results. It could lead to his ownership of that assigned parental role. It could alternatively lead to his buckling entirely under its weight. Or it could finally lead to his resumption of the earlier position in which he alternatively assumes the role of victimizer and victim, villain and sufferer of the villainy of others.

He chooses, of course, the third path. The most he can acknowledge is what the Fool tells him: that he has made his daughters his mother rather than owning his relation to them as his daughters and his own condition as their parent. Far from bearing responsibility for their persecuting, he continues to see himself as victimized throughout, “more sinn’d against than sinning” (3.2.1736-1737). “She’s gone forever!” he says at the play’s end, bearing the dead Cordelia in his arms. “I know when one is dead, and when one lives; / She’s dead as earth. Lend me a looking-glass; / If that her breath will mist or stain the stone, / Why, then she lives” (5.3.261-264)

But the tragedy of Lear is that he does not know “when one is dead, and when one lives.” When she was alive at the beginning of the play, and he might readily have treated her well, awarded her the portion of the kingdom he said was her due (as in fact he did with her sisters, and as everyone—including his other daughters—expected him to do with her), he effectively disabled her, sabotaged her entire worldly estate. You only really hurt the one you really love, it would indeed appear. And the play has proceeded in a fairly unmitigated fashion from that initial dismantling to this horrific conclusion. Hence, his death—still trying to distinguish the two. Or, put in other terms, he holds out as a victim for rescue to the last moment. “No rescue? What, a prisoner?” he says incredulously when approached by a nameless gentleman at one point on the empty field (4.6.184).

Shakespeare’s play is indeed, then, about loss as critics have long suspected. He wishes to retire and for a king that means divestiture. And divestiture means undressing, nakedness before all others, revealing the wounds already there in addition to the wounds inflicted by the loss of the kingship. “I am guilty of everything, before everyone, and me more than anyone,” the hero of Dostoyevsky’s famous novel proclaims, and Levinas cites those words repeatedly as a formulation of the possibility of owning the ethical and its obligations.

But Lear already knows that that’s how Cordelia behaves. And his children already know that—and remark as much to each other when Lear is out of earshot. And trusted members of his kingdom know it—Kent and Gloucester, for example. So why does he do it? Why does he force the issue? Either he is already mad when the play opens—in which case it is not accurate to say that he “goes mad” in the course of the play; or he does it purposefully in order to demonstrate something to someone—in which case he is not really mad at all, or, at least, not in the sense that we feel that madness is loss of control since there is a design attached. But what design? What could he want to demonstrate? And to whom would he wish to demonstrate it?

Levinas helps us to address these questions. Levinas introduces the idea of the maternal and the responsibility issuing from it. But the maternal in Levinas comes about as a staving off of the “there is,” the “no escape” or “no exit” from being, the irremissibility of that fatality that Levinas identifies with Shakespearean tragedy (as Richard Cohen notes). Levinas would seem the perfect commentator here rather than the random one he has so often been made out to be. Levinas shows everything that is missing in Lear just as Lear shows us someone who does not accept what Levinas demonstrates and its devastating consequences. What Lear wants is the mother. But what in particular is it about the mother that he wants?

The answer, I suggest, is rescue. None of those around him can mother him, and he is unable to mother himself. No matter how good Cordelia is, she is not an effective mother for him. She is only capable of mothering Lear when Lear is severely wounded or incapacitated as he is later in the play, when she meets him on the field and he thinks upon waking that he is dead, and she can play the role of the good sister against the other malign sisters. When she is, in fact, in real competition with them (as she is in the beginning of the play), she can say nothing, even at the cost of her own share in the legacy and consequently of her life. Or more precisely, she can say nothing that Lear would hear as loving.

For in fact she says plenty. The first words out of her mouth in the play reflect a rivalry with her sisters. Goneril offers her wonted flattery, and Cordelia can’t help but speak, if only to herself: “What shall Cordelia do? Love and be silent” (1.1.62). Regan offers her customary and expected outdoing of Goneril. And again Cordelia cannot refrain from getting into the act, from dramatizing herself and comparing herself to her sister: “Then poor Cordelia! And yet not so, since I am sure my love’s more ponderous than my tongue” (1.1.77). She is, in fact, it would appear, never not in competition with them. And when she does get a chance to speak within Lear’s hearing, she does no less. “What can you say to draw a third more opulent than your sisters?” he asks (1.1.85-86). And Cordelia, suddenly abandoning the strategy of loving and remaining silent, or the strategy of constructing an image of “poor Cordelia,” jumps at the opportunity to speak and provoke. She will spend her moment comparing herself to her sisters, articulating why she cannot be like them and how differently she would conduct her own life if she were them. To be sure, some words of filial piety are uttered, but they are secondary to her primary intent which is to distinguish herself dramatically from her siblings.

On the field, in other words, when she is far removed from them and Lear is, at that point, the most unlike her, she can take a different approach. But at the beginning of the play, to the contrary, she constructs herself in direct contrast with them. She is the most like Lear in that regard, who also lacks the capacity to mother and who also is in competition with those around him (“stand not between the dragon and his wrath” he tells Kent (1.1.122)) and in that context cannot play the parental role that others expect him to play any more than she can. And they of course (the sisters) are not mothers either, or they are the self-dramatizing aspect of mothering. For Shakespeare, your mother is the one who rescues you, who affirms that you are who you think you are or who you say you are. That is why we fall in love with women who remind us of our mothers, Freud tells us. They affirm us as our mothers affirm us. Lear is looking for someone to affirm him at the play’s opening. But Cordelia cannot do it because she is doing that as well; she is looking for the same affirmation.26

Richard Cohen notes that Levinas perceived substitution in the quote from Lear about pity that opens Humanism and the Other, and that observation is salient. The responsibility that staves off the “there is” is not just one thing but a whole series of things. It is the entire undergirding, the grounding, of what is above it, the “hypostasis,” as Levinas calls it (borrowing a term from Christian theology), consciousness, the subject, the structure that lies below the appearances (in the case of humans), the person.27 The construction of self is also the construction of loneliness (as Thomas Dumm understands), the construction, if successful, of an isolated fortification. It was Freud who taught us that the ego is a defense, a fortification. So that there is an irony attached. If we have no ego to defend us against the reality-principle in one direction and the “seething cauldron of unsatisfied libidinal desires” that for Freud makes up the id in another, then we may be crushed by their inevitable mutual pressure. But if we are too effective in creating a defense, then we are isolated and feel lonely and abandoned. Perhaps these are the modalities of the self even more so than the Margaret Mahlerian construction which attributes the emotions of fear and loneliness to invasion or abandonment of the mother in the so-called “magic leash” theory. We already arrive that way, in their view, from biology. The self in the modern world is simply a defense and as a result confers upon us those emotions.

But a defense against what? Freud calls it the “reality principle” and the “id.” But is there another way of describing it? Levinas tells us that it is persecution, that we are the victims of persecution from the outset, as the foundation for the construction of self, and not as subsequent to that construction, not as part of our “experience,” properly speaking, which is always after self-construction. “A prisoner?” follows immediately upon “What, no rescue?” in Lear’s case. We are always already in the accusative, Levinas tells us, in assignation, not in the position of the nominative, the one who nominates, like Lear. And one of the strategies against the foundational persecution is substitution. So that when Lear says “I would die even” for witness of “the pity of it,” he is saying that witnessing the behavior of the other could cause me to die. Recall what Othello, who is thinking about Desdemona and what she has allegedly done to him, says (to Iago), “Ah, the pity of it, Iago, the pity of it!” (O 4.1.150).

Why? Why would Lear rather die for “the pity” of it? Or rather, how? Dying in this way is of course also a strategy. Why would Lear employ such a strategy of substitution?

Because substitution is a defense of last resort against the onslaught of the other individual, and the self is at root already a response to persecution, a response to the status of being a victim, of being accused by the others (in the plural), which is to say by the crowd. Why persecution? Here is where Girardian thinking may assist us.28 It is persecution because the self and its subjectivity is a response to scapegoating or victimizing or sacrificial exclusionary behavior of the group and its traumas upon the individual and we cling to the mother as a protection against it and feel abandoned when she walks away from us (and invaded and angry when she get too close). It is not just the breast and biology and its needs, as the Winnicottians would claim, that is at the root of self-construction—at least as Levinas would configure it for us. Yes, the baby learns the value of the breast as life support and feels deprived without it and when away from it. That is not challenged here. But the self-construction at stake in full subjectivity here does not come about until later, until the child is “four” as is commonly said, until the child has learned to smile (which the child learns within the first year or so), and that smiling leads the child into trouble with others, with individuals other than the mother. The “mirror-stage” which occurs within the first eighteen months of a child’s life, according to Lacan, enables the child to gain the equipment for the construction of the self as a defense when that need arises, but not the self per se, which does not occur until later, until persecution sets in and in response to it.

So Lear has forced the issue (and Shakespeare has forced the issue) in order to show just how bad things really are in our situation, the fact that they will lead Lear to be forced out into the heath in the night in a storm, the perfect conjunction, that is to say, of the three obstacles—the personal (being forced out by his daughters), the elemental (the storm), and the quotidian temporal (the night as opposed to the day)—three dimensions against which human beings have constructed defenses. Lear has (more or less) designed it this way to demonstrate to his audience just how useless his self-construction and his kingly subjectivity really is. And to a certain extent this play is really a continuation of the discoveries Shakespeare made in Richard II and Othello. In Brabantio, and his relation to his daughter, we have the first sketch of Lear in relation to Cordelia. And in Richard’s suspicion that the vaunted self is really a bit of theater we have the beginning of Lear’s relation to the elemental and quotidian temporality.

But why has Lear done so and to whom is he speaking? He is speaking to his mother (or absent mother), and he is doing so we may say because no matter how much success he has had up until this point in his life, that success has not enabled him to do that. They really are all against me, he is saying to her in effect. Don’t you see what they are doing to me? Don’t you see? Even my daughters! My own flesh and blood! Even my most beloved daughter, my Cordelia, my very heart. I am able to set the stage so that even she, the wonderful Cordelia, whom everyone admires (myself included), whom everyone knows (even her sisters) to be the epitome of graciousness, kindness, goodness, innocence, and justice, will become cruel and unfeeling—un-mothering, un-motherly, un-mother-like. Lear is demonstrating the scandalous truth he has discovered in the course of his later years: that there is no rescue—against the elements, against the persons around him, against the time of the day—should they decide to turn against you. He is demonstrating as much to the mother who in his mind has promised him rescue and now provides none. And in that demonstration, we have to surmise (although we have no way of proving it), Shakespeare undoubtedly examines as well his own situation.

We are thus confirming and reading beyond Greenblatt’s position. Let us concede that there is a “strategic opacity” operative in these plays. That is certainly true dramatistically. But perhaps more can be said than that. Levinas names what Lear is lacking. In Levinas, we find articulated the perspective that in Shakespeare we find only in glimpses or not at all. In Lear in particular that perspective involves the relation between a parent and a child and that perpsective is one of unconditional love. Whatever else one can say of Lear in the opening scene, we can say that he does not offer any of his daughters—not Goneril and Regan, and not Cordelia—unconditional love. For each there is a set of conditions to be fulfilled and when they fulfill or do not fulfill those conditions, he responds accordingly.

In a sense, everything that follows does so from this insight. Only on the battlefield do we see two instances of what could called unconditional love: when Edgar observes his father “fall from the heights” and there is in fact nothing there (because he is blind and has in fact been led to an empty field); and when Cordelia greets Lear upon his waking and he confesses that he has wronged her and she affirms in effect that she has forgiven him. “If you have poison for me, I will drink it,” he says to her. “I know you do not love me; for your sisters / Have, as I do remember, done me wrong: / You have some cause, they have not” (4.7.71-74). And she replies, “No cause, no cause” (4.7.75). In contrast to Othello, whose play is written shortly before Lear, and who, as he is about to kill Desdemona, intones, “It is the cause; it is the cause; let me not name it to you, you chaste stars” (O 5.2.1-2), Cordelia rejects any such concern with a causal origin. And, of course, what Othello means is I am doing this, I am killing you, for “the cause,” which is to say, the military cultural cause, “else you will betray more men” (cf. O 5.2.6)

Levinas in this context offers us the perspective against which these interactions may be measured. Levinas’s work is itself midrashic to Shakespeare’s scripture. Maternity in Levinas, as we learn from the passage in Otherwise Than Being, functions as unconditional love. That is what Lear is missing. Cordelia attains it for a minute, so to speak, and Edgar does as well. But at the outset of the play, Lear’s love is entirely conditional; that conditionality for him never changes even if it does so momentarily for Cordelia. When he meets Cordelia before Edmund after they are taken prisoner, and Cordelia suggests that they wait to see their sisters (is she still thinking primarily of them? we may wonder), Lear says “no, no, no, no” and it is his departure with her for the prison that in fact occasions her (and, subsequently, his own) death—as C. L. Barber pointed out some years ago.29 Lear reassumes the childhood position he has adopted with her all along. The Fool said to him earlier that he has made his daughters his mother, and now in effect he does no less. He recasts the actors, but the structure, the script, remains identical; he has made his youngest daughter his mother. He is no less a child than he was before, no less refusing of the responsibility that comes with parenting. In either position, as authoritarian father or innocent child, he abdicates his role as parent.

But we have still not come to the end of our argument. Levinas offers us the measure by which we may see what Lear lacks: a sense of the unconditional, of the unlimited or infinite responsibility for the other individual to which a parent is committed. And we have noted what he does in its place, the forms that his conditional responses assume: namely, self-dramatizations—initially as the dragon, then as a prisoner, finally as a child. But how does Lear’s self-dramatizing differ from the self-dramatizing of Othello, for example? Lear, we want to say, is self-sabotaging from the first. And that, I think, may be the key to what is new in Lear as compared to plays like Othello or Macbeth or even Hamlet, where that behavior is revealed more gradually—as a matter of the good gone wrong.

Something has changed in Lear that is beyond Othello, something that he will continue in Timon of Athens, and that will be taken up again in Cymbeline and Winter’s Tale and even The Tempest. The consequences come more quickly in Lear. In Othello, the actions of the protagonist that bring about his destruction take the entire play to show up. But in Lear the bad consequences of his actions in the first scene show up in scene 3, which is in effect scene 2 since the intervening scene has been about Gloucester and his two sons. What is the meaning of that difference in the writing? Shakespeare is no longer interested in simply showing that Othello is a self-dramatizer and its consequences—that he will kill Desdemona in defense of his “occupation” (O 3.3.367). The fact that there is a popular case afoot in 1603 regarding one Brian Annesley and his daughters, who are suing him for custody of all his property, means that the audience is sensitive to the dangers of retirement as Stephen Greenblatt points out. In a sense, Lear is Shakespeare’s commentary on that case. When Goneril puts Lear out and says, “go to my sister,” she is doing to him only as he has done to her sister. She is directing him to rely on forces she has no power to control just as he did to Cordelia and just as he did to her in dividing the kingdom in the first place. When Richard banishes Mowbray in Richard II, he is doing more than destroying his support. Since Mowbray is banished he will have no control over what Mowbray does hence forth, and when Richard says, in effect, “I forbid you to act against the kingdom in your banishment,” he sounds silly since he has destroyed the possibility of controlling that behavior. Lear not only undermines himself, but he does so to his daughters as well.

Therefore, to some extent, Goneril, as nasty as her behavior is toward Lear, is giving Lear back only what he gave her, and her behavior significantly doubles his in this regard. But the rapidity with which the change occurs in Shakespeare’s presentation is striking. It is in effect in the very next scene—not at the end of a long dramatic development. The horror that Shakespeare has discovered is that Lear is fundamentally self-sabotaging. In the opening scene, a catastrophe occurs and Lear has no one to blame for it but himself. The critics would like to blame the daughters. They would like to say Goneril is ungrateful or that Regan is nasty and that because of her childish egotism Cordelia has disempowered herself (that she is, in that regard, as self-sabotaging as Lear is). Others (Gloucester, for example) would like to say that it is the fault of the gods who have turned against the human realm. All of that is true. But Shakespeare shows us it is above all Lear himself who has significantly engineered his own ruin. When Lear says to Kent, “Come not between the dragon and his wrath” (1.1.122), he is acknowledging a certain self-dramatizing nature to his own make-up. But the “dragon” will prove more dragon-like than even Lear imagines. And that is the substance of Kent’s final question: “Is this the promised end?” (5.3.262). Are we all simply destined to end up destroying ourselves and those we most love around us? Is that what it all comes to—Lear carrying the body of the dead Cordelia in his arms? That is what, it seems to me, Shakespeare is exploring, and the answer may not be, in his view, a pretty one.

Greenblatt, in other words, is right to say that there is a “strategic opacity” regarding motivation here as in other of Shakespeare’s most important (and well-known) plays. The play is all about the consequences. A monstrous and strange act occurs at the outset. And the world of the play is left to deal with what results from it. It is a play about “filial gratitude,” about a “thankless child” (in fact, two of them in the eyes of two different fathers), and we may understand how from Greenblatt’s point of view what can be gleaned from this play (among other thigs) is a collection of historical facts of popular lawsuits, a sense of the popular public mythology about the history of England, popular poetry of the time, and a sense of the experience of Shakespeare the man vis-à-vis in 1603 his own two children back in Stratford, and their mother with whom he has had, as far as we can tell, no especially close connection.

What can be said, then, about the strange and monstrous opening act that gets it all rolling (in relation to Levinas) is that it is conditional love. This can be said in contrast with Levinas’s notion of maternity as limitless or boundless responsibility, as unconditional love, as mercy or rachamim in the Jewish tradition from which Levinas comes. But it can also be said in context of the play in contrast with the behavior later of Cordelia when she greets Lear upon his awakening and acts as a good mother. “I know you do not love me,” he says. “You have some cause. Your sisters have not.” “No cause, no cause,” is her response (although it is also interesting that she does not answer the first charge and still remains prompted to speak only when he compares her with her sisters). Levinas in this way serves as a measure of the dimensions of Lear’s behavior. And it is also clear that Lear’s behavior never changes. It is not that he owns his behavior or sees anything fundamentally wrong about his method of deciding as he has done. He still thinks at the very end that he has been “abused,” not that he is abusing others or at least an equal participant in their behavior, that he is “more sinned against than sinning” (3.2.59-60). He dies saying, “look there, look there” (5.3.312), still on the lookout for the visible proof and outward signs rather than relying on his intimate command of the situation. He regards “the mother” as nothing less than a “disease” welling up in him, a condition of illness brought on by a “wandering womb,” a version of hysterica passio, rather than as unconditional love, rather than as maternity, rather than as rachamim.

But there is a third point to be made here, something more to be said about Lear’s positive behavior, and his concern about what in Othello may be called the “ocular proof.” It is not only about aging and the possible dangers of the “dotage” that sometimes accompanies aging, and the possibility that good and innocent servants, fools, and children (like Kent, the Fool, Cordelia, and Edgar) may be caught up rather inextricably and fatally in it. Nor is it even (or only) that the gods are absent from the discussion, that the gods exist either locally as minor demonic spirits and superstitions, or more globally as malevolent interveners who “kill us for their sport” as “flies to wanton boys.” The absence of the maternal (as Levinas would describe it) shows up in Lear as the conditionality of everything that is done. But what is it that he is doing in place of acting unconditionally?

Like his counterpart in Othello, or for that matter in Hamlet, Lear is a self-dramatizer. “Come not between the dragon and his wrath,” he tells Kent quite directly when Kent tries to alter his view. But it is more than that. Lear dramatizes himself in less heavy-handed ways. If we look for discussions of the politics of the kingdom, of the kind we find in Hamlet or Othello, there is very little of it, if any. The play would seem fairly exclusively about Lear personally rather than about the kingdom. The first scene and all that follows is about Lear, not any of his daughters or their well-being, unless it be about their change of mind regarding him. This play is not about the revelation of his self-dramatizing as it is in the earlier plays. There it was a question of demonstrating that self-dramatizing, of revealing it to be operative where we thought something else was operative. Here it is a question, rather, of showing what is at stake at the heart of that self-dramatizing, of why it is that it comes into play, what its strategies are, and where it is leading: namely, self-sabotage.

And we may be able to see that most clearly in context of disability: Lear’s age and Gloucester’s blindness. In the condition of disability we see what would be hidden normally since in normal conditions it is working and here it is failing. Gloucester in his blindness would kill himself, would throw himself from the “white cliffs” of Dover. And Lear in his dotage would destroy his own royal identity, the identity of a king, and the identities of those around him. In that regard, Lear is like the redoing of Richard II just as A Winter’s Tale later will be a redoing of Othello and this the first of what might be termed Shakespeare’s “auto-critical” plays. The nature of kingship and its theatricalization is re-examined here as the nature of jealousy is re-examined later. It is an examination, we may say, of what it means to take on the self-image of a dragon, namely, to die by the fire of the words he himself has released into the world. Disability studies may seem at the outset an unexpected destination in which we are finally to consider this play. But in that regard as well Shakespeare may have been ahead of us.

If I were called upon to say, then, why Lear treats Cordelia so badly, I would say that it is based upon a bad miscalculation. Her bad treatment initially by Lear (and his allegedly good treatment of the sisters) is for his own part at least a set-up. He knows fully how she will respond (and she knows that he knows), and he knows fully how they will respond (and they know as well). And yet he does it and they do it anyway because of, and in fact based fully upon, that set of expectations. His calculation is that his youngest daughter will enact the story of King Leir of ancient English legend, and that she will return in triumph over her two sisters when they turn against their father, and that she will rescue him and the kingdom from its current resident evils, reestablishing him and her to their rightful places at the kingdom’s helm.

But this is reality, not legend, and he has miscalculated just how thoroughly he has disempowered her, and just how thoroughly he has empowered her sisters. And so, when Cordelia does return and briefly triumphs, she quickly loses, is taken prisoner, and is murdered before her father’s eyes. His daughters murder each other and then themselves. Lear’s best friend is tortured and dies (while his sons fight each other to the death). Lear himself dies in grief over all that has just occurred, and the kingdom is sent into a kind of chaos. Betting his kingdom on a fairy-tale he has lost everything.

And the play as a whole for Shakespeare becomes little more than a registry of the nihilistic dangers of projecting private, unresolved fantasies and conflicts in his condition onto the public stage, and the devastation and sorrow it can cause for all concerned. The setting of disability—Lear’s age for example—allows us sharpened access to Lear’s self-dramatizing and the self-sabotaging at its heart in his progressively failing hands, and subtracts from the play the need for finding such strategy on Lear’s part a matter of conscious and deliberate intention or design (which we sought in earlier plays like Othello, or Hamlet, or Richard II). The strategic miscalculation occurs, and Lear does what he does because of who he is, a process that is operative for him at a fairly unconscious, psychic level that is more or less beyond his control, and a feature of his aging disability and disabling condition that he has resolutely failed to take into account, and that Kent, Edgar, and Albany, alone among Shakespeare’s creations in this play, are able to register.

And the overwhelming sense of sorrow that so many readers feel about this play—and to which we referred at the outset of this essay—returns at its conclusion in our renewed awareness of the needlessness of the loss that has occurred, that what has gone so terribly awry in this instance is an attempt to produce in the world a happy ending from a fairy tale of rescue born in a child’s nursery in the company of an imagined adoring mother whose unconditional love and affection is so sorely missed.

“Nothing Comes From Nothing”

In the film version of the Rodgers and Hammerstein Broadway musical “The Sound of Music,” Julie Andrews sings the following lyrics, declaring her faith-filled love for the significantly older patriarchal widower of the von Trapp family for whom she formerly worked: “Nothing comes from nothing / Nothing ever could / So somewhere in my youth or childhood / I must have done something good.”30

The song reflects among other things the sheltered universe in which her character, Sister Maria von Trapp, grew up in a convent in pre-war Austria, a universe in which, provided one acts in a morally appropriate manner, all is well and one is assured of experiencing only happy endings, even in the most dire of circumstances. The film makes good on her conviction. As bad as things get, there is always a solution. The Nazis invade Austria and the von Trapp family, facing the prospect of imminent danger and potential annihilation, effectively escape. They can simply “walk away” from the trouble, crossing the Austrian mountains to neighboring countries and ultimately arriving in America. The film is itself a tribute to the childlike perspective Maria von Trapp is teaching. Standing in the Austrian gazebo and singing to the considerably older Christopher Plummer, or fleeing across the Alps and rescuing her children and family from the crazed and violent fanatics of the times, Julie Andrews has become in effect a latter day Cordelia, Cordelia in later life, so to speak, now becoming a mother of her own, who remembers in her childhood something important about the words “nothing comes from nothing,” but whose faith in goodness, innocence, and the inevitable triumph of justice remains unshakable. Four hundred years later, in a filmed version of an American stage musical, Julie Andrews has become the reassuring and unconditionally loving mother Lear never had.

Written for the popular stage shortly after the war for an America still traumatized by what its soldiers discovered in Europe, the musical and subsequent film served as a kind of cultural palliative. Shakespeare’s King Lear tells a different story, one somewhat closer to that of the Jewish victims in the concentration camps. In Shakespeare’s play there are no guarantees of happy endings no matter what one does.31 More like the biblical Job (who argues for the profound injustice of his experience) than the character of his three friends (who assume he must have done something to bring about this crisis), Shakespeare’s protagonist resolutely rejects the idea of his collaboration in his own demise: “I am a man more sinn’d against than sinning” he has said (3.2.59-60). He maintains the idea of himself as a victim, that he has been “abused.”

But we have seen Lear collaborate in his own undoing throughout the play before us. Is disowning Cordelia, the gesture that started his calamitous ending moving along and that leaves his favored daughter penniless and parentless in a hostile world, to be construed in his mind as an instance of “more sinn’d against than sinning”? Is Cordelia’s adolescent response to his demand for yet more flattery with words that reflect her continued rivalry with her two manipulative sisters—words that nonetheless still manage to affirm her love for him and dutiful honoring of him—an example of such “abuse”?

Lear’s blindness, in other words, unlike that of Gloucester, I suggest, remains intact from beginning to end—not unlike that of Oedipus, who blinds himself in the final moments of Sophocles’s tragedy, less out of ironic insight, than ironically in a reconstruction of the single—minded oracular perspective that has guided him throughout. And in the vocabulary of our own moment, Levinas gives voice to the maternal perspective absent from Lear, whatever Shakespeare’s personal motivation for putting it aside.32 If it takes a critical philosophic reader like Levinas (four centuries later) to articulate the full dimensions of that ownership of responsibility in the wake of a disaster of considerably more apocalyptic parameters than those facing the aging monarch (and the same ones, in fact, as those at stake in the popular American musical), then it is perhaps a tribute to the depth of Shakespeare’s “prophetic soul” (not unlike Hamlet’s) and its biblical dimensions to have forecast such a response and such a disaster for an audience and subsequent interpretative tradition so ready to praise his “infinite variety” and yet so little able to follow (for good reasons or bad) that literary imagination to the end, and to own the implications of Shakespeare’s own admittedly devastating critical insights.
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3: Girard and Levinas as
Readers of King Lear

Ann W. Astell

King Lear, the title character of Shakespeare’s great tragedy, is, by critical consensus, a “philosopher king,”1 whose history (in the words of Harold Bloom) “transcends the limit of literature” in its approach to “the beginning and the end of human nature and destiny.”2 For both René Girard (1923-) and Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), Shakespeare is one of the great authors whose plays convey not mythology, not intoxicating lies, but rather the riveting truth of things in an imaginative form. Levinas half playfully declares “the whole of philosophy” to be “only a meditation of Shakespeare,” whose tragedies “assume death” (TO 72). Girard has written a book about Shakespeare’s “theater of envy,”3 discovering in it the central insights of his own mimetic theory. That study of Girard’s includes no chapter on King Lear, however. Similarly, Levinas mentions King Lear on more than one occasion—without, however, ever discussing that play in any detail.4

What in particular would Girard notice, what would Levinas see, in Shakespeare’s tragedy? Reflecting on Girard and Levinas as readers of King Lear requires me to play to some degree a prophet’s part, extending the lines of their articulated thought and its recurrent themes and bringing them to bear upon what is perhaps the most Biblical of Shakespeare’s plays, despite its lack of overt allusion to the God of the Bible. Raphael Holinshed, whose Chronicles of England (1587) is Shakespeare’s chief source for the tale, dates the reign in Britain of “Leir the sonne of Baldud” to the time when “Joas reigned in Juda” (Cf. 2 Chron. 23-24)5—a Biblical and Levinasian “time of the Other,”6 of gentile and Jew, that mysteriously affects our reception of Shakespeare’s play, altering its past, present, and future.

Shakespeare seems to have entitled King Lear a “history,” not a “tragedy,” although the play is manifestly both, even as it subsumes additional genres: riddles, songs, apocalyptic oracles, the proverbial sentences of sages and of the law courts. Building upon previous scholarship, Guy Story Brown finds echoes in King Lear of thirty-one different books of the Bible—from Genesis to Revelation.7 Considering the significance of this kind of intertextuality, Nicholas Boyle has called our attention to a public disagreement in 1976 between Paul Ricœur and Levinas concerning the different literary genres of the Bible and their relationship to literature in general.8 To Ricœur’s suggestion that every Biblical text has a metaphoric quality, pointing beyond itself to a God beyond all naming and understanding,9 Levinas in his essay “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition” replies that law, not metaphor and not narrative, is fundamental to the Biblical writings, all of which can be reduced, drawn back, to commandment:10 “Prescriptive lessons … occupy a privileged place within Jewish consciousness” (LR 193).11 Significantly, Levinas’s own practice of literary criticism is most evident in his Talmudic commentaries, where he interprets the stories and sayings of the rabbis concerning the law.12 For Levinas, law is the literary kind that distinguishes the sacred scriptures from secular texts, even as it provides a criterion for identifying those great works of literature that may be understood as “secular scriptures,”13 because they somehow comment on the Bible and the Oral Law, illustrating its teaching and enforcing its commands through example.

Girard may be said to have reached the same conclusion. In Girard’s anthropology, as in his literary criticism, “the function of the law,” of “prohibition,” is to ward off the dangers connected with mimetic behavior.14 “Shakespeare and Cervantes … place acquisitive mimesis in the foreground,” writes Girard, teaching us through their fictions, which repeatedly show “tragic conflicts [arising] out of [seemingly] trivial events,” that “there is no prohibition that cannot be related to mimetic conflict.”15 For Girard, the mimetic quality of art and its instructive value are inseparable from the law, divine and human, and its demands and judgments. For this reason, according to Girard, Plato’s Republic envisions the restriction of the poets and playwrights by law, the philosopher rightly seeing in mimesis “both a force of cohesion and a force of dissolution.”16

In the opening scene of King Lear, then, Cordelia’s famous answer to her father that she loves him “according to [her] bond” (1.1.93) invokes a common keyword in the vocabularies of Girard and Levinas,17 albeit a keyword heard with different accents. To the ear of Levinas, the “bond” of a daughter’s love resonates with commandment, with obligation, with bondage, with each one’s inescapable and infinite responsibility for the Other. In the hearing of Girard, the word “bond” also names commandment and the irreducible relationality of humans as mimetic beings, created in the image and likeness of God (Cf. Gen. 1:26). Whereas Levinas focuses on the command “Thou shalt not kill” (Ex. 20:13), however, finding it written on every human face (EI 87), Girard more characteristically highlights the prohibitions against coveting “anything that is your neighbor’s” (Ex. 20:17). According to Girard, “The commandment that prohibits desiring the goods of one’s neighbor attempts to solve the number one problem of every human community: internal violence.”18 The “bond” of the law forestalls the inter-personal tragedies that predictably result, in Girard’s view, from being “‘to double-business bound,’”19 enslaved to the mimetic desire of another.

In my hypothetical construction of their respective readings of King Lear, these different emphases lead Girard and Levinas to complementary critical axiologies. Girard, on the one hand, would place into the foreground the horizontal axis, the strife between the siblings in the play, whose mimetic desire turns them into doubles of one another—a lack of differentiation that precipitates the drama’s escalating violence. Levinas, on the other hand, predictably foregrounds in his reading of King Lear the vertical axis of the Other’s transcendence, the bonds of filial and fatherly piety that characterize especially the relationships between Lear and Cordelia, Lear and Kent, Lear and Lear’s Fool, and Gloucester and Edgar. These horizontal and vertical axes converge, I argue, at the center of the play, where Girard’s scapegoated outcast meets Levinas’s needy orphan in the nakedness of those exposed to the storm on the heath. This convergence fashions an apocalypticism in Edgar, disguised first as a beggar and then as a helmeted warrior in a legally sanctioned trial by ordeal with his brother. At the play’s conclusion, commandment itself stands revealed as a two-edged sword (Heb. 4:12). Whereas Levinas’s ethics seeks to ground a politics,20 Girard’s politics works to prove the necessity of such an ethics.

The Genesis of Time and Tragedy

The brief, opening conversation between Kent, Gloucester, and Gloucester’s illegitimate son Edmund informs us of King Lear’s intended “division of the kingdom” and of the “equalities” of the sons-in-law, Albany and Cornwall, who, together with their respective wives, Goneril and Regan, vie for the king’s regard (1.1.4-5). This exchange also introduces us to Edmund, who, as Gloucester’s younger, bastard son, is the brother of Edgar, “a son by order of law, some year elder than [Edmund], who yet is no dearer” to his father (1.1.18-19). The double plot of the play, which interweaves the familial strife in the house of Gloucester with that in the house of Lear, is thus economically intimated.

While his legitimate birth and his age secure Edgar’s legal right of inheritance and initially preserve him from any cause for rivalry, Edmund’s lesser status provokes him to an acquisitive desire for what his brother is bound to possess: “Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land” (1.2.16). “Acquisitive mimesis is contagious,” according to Girard.21 In order to achieve his innocent brother’s banishment, Edmund composes a letter, in which Edgar supposedly invites him to join him in a plot to kill their father and share the inheritance: “If our father would sleep till I waked him, you should enjoy half his revenue for ever and live the beloved of your brother” (1.2.51-53). Edmund discloses this fabricated letter to Gloucester, “a credulous father” (1.2.172), whom he persuades to believe in Edgar’s guilt. Edmund then temporarily allies himself with his father against his brother, who flees into hiding, disinherited, a death-warrant upon his head.

Girard’s reading of King Lear would focus on this fraternal strife, which first manifests itself in an acquisitive desire for land—an envy that adumbrates a deeper metaphysical desire on Edmund’s part for the very substance of his brother’s life, which is held to be “noble” by law and convention (1.2.172), while his own is denigrated as “bastard” and “base” (1.2.6). As Edmund explains in soliloquy, his resentment is fueled by his sense that Edgar’s legal and social preferment is completely arbitrary, because he is equal to his brother in the natural endowments of mind and body. “In a universe of peers,” Girard observes, “the feeble are prey to metaphysical desire.”22 As the veritable double of Edgar, Edmund endeavors to substitute for him as his father’s heir and successor, overriding the law of primogeniture that, in Girard’s analysis, has its purpose precisely in prohibiting mimetic desire and its attendant violence.

In the play’s parallel plot, the initiative to trouble the first-born child’s right of succession comes not directly from the younger siblings, but from the father who, as king, decides to divide his kingdom into three portions, one for each of his daughters, whom he would endow with their inheritance while he still lives. Paul W. Kahn summarizes the legal and ethical violations that are involved: “The kingdom is denied the unitary king that it needs if it is to avoid civil war. The eldest child is not getting the whole that she deserves by law. Finally, Lear is being unjust to himself as king. By denying himself the power to rule, he undermines the kingship.”23

Desiring the desire of his children and craving their love in return, Lear foolishly promotes their mimetic rivalry with each other through a ritualized trial, in which each is asked to respond to the same question: “Tell me, my daughters, / … / Which of you shall we say doth love us most” (1.1.48, 51). Predictably, Goneril, the eldest, declares her love in superlatives. Regan, the second oldest, insists that she is “made / Of that self-same mettle as [her] sister” (1.1.69). As Kahn observes, Lear himself is assimilated to these two daughters, later calling himself “Goneril with a white beard” (4.6.96): “Goneril and Lear were a matched pair: she would say what he would hear.”24 Lear ruefully recalls, “They flattered me like a dog,.… to say ‘ay’ and ‘no’ to everything I said!” (4.6.98-99).

In a Girardian reading, this mimeticism, which dissolves the distinction between father and daughter, king and subject, ruler and ruled, veils a violent potential that suddenly realizes itself in a scapegoating when Cordelia, the youngest daughter, withdraws from the game that Lear has devised. Maintaining her difference from her sisters and her filial distance from the father she honors and loves, she answers “Nothing, my lord,” to his question: “What can you say to draw / A third more opulent than your sisters?” (1.1.85-87). Standing one against the all, Cordelia resists the idea that an inheritance can be won, that a father’s gift be earned in a rhetorical contest among siblings, that a kingdom be divided. The favored object of her father’s special affection, Cordelia has been the envy of her sisters: “He always loved our sister most” (1.1.289-290). Now, in a burst of anger that he lives to regret, Lear disowns the true-hearted Cordelia, parts her inheritance between her older sisters, and banishes both her and Kent, who dares to protest the king’s decision as “evil” (1.1.165).

Complementing Girard’s interest in the echoic answers of Goneril and Regan to their father’s question, Levinas would focus on Cordelia’s plain-spoken reply and its keyword, “nothing.” “Nothing can come of nothing,” Lear rebukes her, urging her to “speak again” (1.1.89). Later, Lear spurns the Fool’s proverbial wisdom, calling it “nothing” (1.4.122). The Fool, who has spoken the wise sentences of “an unfee’d lawyer” (1.4.123), asks Lear, “Can you make no use of nothing, nuncle?” (1.4.124-125). Again Lear replies, as he did earlier to Cordelia, “Nothing can be made of nothing” (1.4.126). Shortly thereafter, the Fool tells the disempowered Lear, “Now thou art an 0 without a figure.… Thou art nothing” (1.4.183-185). Edgar will say of himself, “Edgar I nothing am” (2.3.21).

Contra Harold Bloom, who discovers in these words a pagan nihilism that mocks “the Christian doctrine of creation out of nothing,”25 Levinas would understand King Lear’s reminiscence of Genesis, chapter 1, in a positive, Judaic sense. In Totality and Infinity, he writes: “The absolute gap of separation which transcendence implies could not be better expressed than by the term creation, in which the kinship of beings among themselves is affirmed, but at the same time their radical heterogeneity also, their reciprocal exteriority coming from nothingness” (TI 293). For Levinas, the concept of God as the Good beyond Being makes possible the ethical appropriation of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo and thus also, as Clair Katz has shown, its reconciliation with rabbinic commentaries on Genesis 1.26 “Creation ex nihilo expresses a multiplicity not united into a totality … Creation ex nihilo breaks with system,” writes Levinas, adding, “Accomplished as psychism, it precisely opens upon the idea of Infinity,” which “comes to us from separation and from the consideration of the Other” (TI 104-105).

Levinas would note that the characters in Shakespeare’s play who recognize their own nothingness, their status as creatures, are precisely the ones who possess a positive power of love that is not based on personal need, craving, or lack. Cordelia loves simply as a daughter, without seeking a reward; the Fool loves; Edgar loves; Kent loves; Lear and Gloucester in their wretchedness come to love more wisely. Loving her father and her king “according to [her] bond” (1.1.93), Cordelia is a Levinasian heroine who understands her existence to be an a priori, passive relatedness to an Other, radically exterior to herself, to whom she is already obligated, for whom she is already responsible. Cordelia’s inability to express her love in words—“I cannot heave / My heart into my mouth” (1.1.91-92)—marks her, in Levinas’s terms, as a subject upon whom “the ascendancy of the other is exercised … to the point of interrupting it, leaving it speechless” (OB 101). Levinas dares to call this ethically demanding ascendancy a “persecution” (OB 101). Girard would add that Cordelia, unable to defend herself in Lear’s court, is literally persecuted, outcast by her father, who, at the start of the tragedy, is the opposite of a Levinasian hero. Lear abnegates his responsibilities as ruler. Rather than living out his fatherhood and its demands, Lear willfully breaks his bond of relatedness and proximity (were that possible) to his youngest daughter: “Here I disclaim all my paternal care, / Propinquity and property of blood, / And as a stranger to my heart and me / Hold thee from this forever” (1.1.113-116).

The Exodus into the Heath

The expulsions of Cordelia, of Kent, and of Edgar as accused traitors are all, in Girardian terms, instances of “Satan casting out Satan” (Cf. Mark 3:23-26) in order to preserve temporarily the existence of communities whose members will soon fall again into division: “The violent outcome of scandal, the violent expulsion of scapegoats, works for a while.”27 Reading King Lear, Girard would note the temporary character of the alliances forged in the first Act—alliances based on an opposition to a single figure, misrecognized as a monstrous enemy. In the first wave of expulsions, King Lear stands with his two eldest daughters, Gloucester with Edmund. These father figures soon become, in turn, the victims of scapegoating.

Lear, who has dispossessed himself of royal power, retaining only the title of a king and the company of a hundred soldiers, plans to alternate his place of residency monthly, staying first with Goneril and Albany, then with Regan and Cornwall. Finding the maintenance of the hundred to be burdensome, Goneril demands a reduction of that force to fifty, whereupon Lear, offended, betakes himself to his second daughter, who similarly refuses to accommodate him. Whereas the two sisters matched each other earlier in declarations of love for Lear, now they unite with each other against him and his desires. As Goneril puts it, “[Regan’s] mind and mine … in that are one, / Not to be overruled” (1.3.15-16). Once honored as a father and king, Lear is now treated by them as a child: “Old men are babes again, and must be used / With checks as flatteries, when they are seen abused” (1.3.19-20).

The sisters’ mimetic desire to be rid of nuisance leads them to imitate each other in humiliating Lear. As Goneril has demanded a reduction of the king’s men to fifty, Regan would cut even that number in half (2.4.243). As Lear’s protests grow, the sisters reach an agreement that neither will allow the king any men at all. When he flees, angry, into the storm, Regan commands Gloucester, at whose house this scene has played out, “Shut up your doors” (2.4.299).

Once an unwise Solomon, who divided his kingdom and his children (cf. 1 Kgs. 3:16-28), now Lear appears on stage as another Job, nakedly exposed to the elements, bereft of all that he has too foolishly given away to his ungrateful daughters. Critics commonly compare Lear to Job,28 because the king tries to steady himself with exhortations to patience, the virtue most associated—somewhat strange to say—with Job in his suffering. Lear cries out, “You heavens, give me that patience, patience I need” (2.4.266). Sitting on the ground in the violent downpour of rain, Lear tells himself, “I will be the pattern of all patience. I will say nothing” (3.2.37-38). In the hut, he rails against Goneril, only to be calmed by Kent in his disguise: “Sir, where is the patience now, / That you so oft have boasted to retain?” (3.6.57-58). Later, recognizing the blinded Gloucester, Lear echoes the Book of Wisdom 7:1-6: “Thou must be patient. We came crying hither; / Thou know’st, the first time that we smell the air / We wawl and cry. I will preach to thee” (4.6.175-177).

What Girard in his book, Job, The Victim of His People, adds to the commonplace critical recognition of a Joban Lear is that the Biblical figure is himself Lear-like, the victim not just of natural catastrophes, permitted by God, but also of human scapegoating aroused by envy.29 In Girard’s reading of Job, Job is a king, a deposed ruler, set aside and afflicted, blamed as guilty because he has been punished by the crowd.30 Even as the Biblical Job insists upon his innocence, Shakespeare’s Lear declares, “I am a man / More sinned against than sinning” (3.2.59-60). As Gloucester reports to Kent, the same daughters who have ungratefully cast out the king, their father, are actively plotting Lear’s death (3.6.88).

Caught at night in the terrible storm on the heath, Lear starts his descent into madness, running “unbonneted” in the wind and rain (3.1.14). “Bare-headed” (3.2.60), Lear’s “wits,” by his own acknowledgement and Kent’s witness, “begin to turn” (3.2.68) and to “unsettle” (3.4.153). Burdened with an “unnatural and bemadding sorrow” (3.1.38), Lear competes with his Fool in speaking nonsense. Thinking of his ungrateful daughters, who have turned him out, Lear tries to suppress his thoughts: “O, that way madness lies” (3.4.21). His very self determined by his past folly, his future, in the extended form of his children, cut off through their cruelty and his curse, Lear is thrown back upon himself, with literally nowhere to go. What remains is only the “shadow” of himself (1.4.221). “Lethargized,” Lear stumbles, in a state between sleep and waking, unable to recognize himself: “Does any here know me? … Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (1.4.219, 216, 220).

Levinas would surely see in Lear’s drama an experience of the il y a, the “there is,” that chains each one to his or her past and to one’s very self: “I always carry along my past whose every instant is definitive … I am forever stuck with myself”(EE 85). What Levinas says about the “theatre of Racine” applies to that of Shakespeare: “The hero is overwhelmed by himself. Therein lies what is tragic in him: a subject is on the basis of himself, and is already with or against himself” (EE 89). Writing poetically in Existence and Existents, Levinas imagines the “there is”—the sheer fact of the generalized existence in which one participates—as a night, a silence, a horror, “full of the nothingness of everything,” in which “nothing approaches, nothing comes, nothing threatens”(EE 53). Referring specifically to Shakespeare’s Macbeth and to his Hamlet, Levinas finds “the final depths of Shakespearean tragedy” not in the “danger of death,” but in “the return of presence in absence” (EE 56-57), the perceived inability to escape one’s self, even after one has somehow died.

For Levinas, hope is not properly to be found in one’s self, but in the Other who summons one in the present moment to service: “The self is a sub-jectum; it is under the weight of the universe, responsible for everything” (OB 116). The self is precisely the one who is subjected to the Other, who responds with a “Here I am” to the Other’s need for food, shelter, clothing (OB 145-146). Portraying King Lear in his affliction, Shakespeare effectively captures this paradoxical combination of royalty and neediness: “The transcendence of the Other, which is his eminence, his height, his lordship, in its concrete meaning includes his destitution, his exile [dépaysement], and his rights as a stranger” (TI 76-77). The sight of Lear in this condition commands Gloucester’s decision to side with the king against Regan and Cornwall.

In the great third Act of King Lear, this same afflicted king is himself summoned to responsibility through his encounter with the fugitive Edgar, a veritable orphan, shivering in the cold in his disguise as Poor Tom, a Bedlam beggar. Feeling “what wretches feel” as a “physic” for pride, the king regrets his former indifference to the “poor naked wretches” who “bide the pelting of this pitiless storm” (3.4.33-34, 28-29). He imagines that Poor Tom must have suffered something akin to his own sorrow. Face to face with the beggar, Lear, “a poor, infirm, weak, and despised old man” (3.2.20), returns to the awareness of his own humanity: “Thou art the thing itself; unaccommodated man is no more but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art” (3.4.101-102). As Lear in his madness starts to strip himself naked, he enacts what Paul Kahn calls a “recovery of Eden,” a witness to the common suffering of human beings and to the universal need for forgiveness.31 Edgar, in turn, pities Lear, who reminds him of his own father, and identifies with Lear in his loss, albeit through a Levinasian alterity: “He childed as I fathered” (3.6.108). “He has had a child (or children), as I have had a father”—Shakespeare’s most eloquent expression of Levinas’s heteronomous ethics.

Edgar in hiding, like Cordelia in her exile, is a scapegoat. Just as Lear succeeds his innocent daughter in the place of the victim, so too, in a Girardian escalation of violence, Gloucester follows Edgar. Taking the side of the victim-king, Gloucester becomes the victim, in turn, of Lear’s enemies, Regan and Cornwall, and of his own son Edmund, who betrays him in order to supplant him.

The cruel blinding of the old man Gloucester in his own house, by his guests, is one of the most horrific scenes in English drama. It leaves a servant dead on the stage, Cornwall mortally wounded, and Gloucester “all dark and comfortless” (3.7.85), aware of Edmund’s treachery and of his own misguided abuse of the falsely accused Edgar. An emblem of his blindness in misjudging Edgar, Gloucester’s bleeding eye-sockets double for those of Lear, whose “poor old eyes” Regan had threatened to “pluck out” (3.7.57). Lear too, of course, has been blind, lacking in self-knowledge and foresight, errant in his exiling of Cordelia and Kent. Already in the first scene, Kent pleads with the king: “See better, Lear, and let me remain / The true blank of thine eyes” (1.1.158-159). Later, Lear himself wonders about Lear, “Where are his eyes?” (1.4.217).

Even in his madness, Lear can recognize the blinded Gloucester, his true servant, and the mirror of his own misery: “If thou wilt weep my fortune, take my eyes. / I know thee well enough: thy name is Gloucester” (4.6.173-174). Earlier, Lear recognizes the disguised Kent’s worth as a servant, even if he fails consciously to see him as Kent, the friend he has banished. For his part, Gloucester thinks of his son Edgar, without knowing why, when he sees him in disguise as Poor Tom in the hut on the heath: “In last night’s storm I such a fellow saw, / Which made me think a man a worm. My son / Came then into my mind, and yet my mind / Was then scarce friends with him” (4.1.32-35; cf. 3.4.157-160). Later, newly cognizant of Edgar’s innocence, Gloucester longs for contact with his “dear son Edgar,” whom he addresses in an apostrophe within Edgar’s actual hearing: “Might I but live to see thee in my touch / I’d say I had eyes again” (4.1.21-23). Taking the hand of the disguised Edgar, who is to be his guide to Dover, Gloucester orders the beggar to be clothed—an action whereby he restores Edgar symbolically to his sonship as rightful heir. Even in his confusion and eyeless despair, Gloucester half-recognizes the disguised Edgar for who he is. His last word before he falls forward, off the imagined cliff, is a prayer of blessing for Edgar: “If Edgar live, O bless him!” (4.6.40).

Girard would see in these positive misrecognitions of friends a gradual righting of the méconnaissance that distorted Lear’s view of Cordelia, scapegoated in the opening scene of the play, and that led a credulous Gloucester too suddenly to charge the innocent Edgar with a murderous intent.32 Half-recognized in their disguise, Kent and Edgar can be welcomed back from their banishment, restored to their former status. As Paul Kahn puts it, “A well-dressed Tom is not Tom at all,” but Edgar, restored to his father’s favor, brought “back into the political life of the state.”33

Neither Kent nor Edgar are fully recognized, however, until the end of the play, their “delay of revelation” corresponding to a “parallel delay of recognition” by Lear and Gloucester,34 whose physical blindness, inflicted upon him by Cornwall, is the very image of a Girardian méconnaissance. A critical consensus regards Lear and Gloucester alike as versions of the legendary Oedipus, who blinded himself after having unwittingly killed his father, married his mother, and brought the plague to Thebes. Reading Oedipus through the lens of Shakespeare’s King Lear, Girard has repeatedly called into question Oedipus’s actual guilt, portraying him instead as a likely scapegoat, a club-footed victim singled out by the community for blame and expulsion at a time of crisis.35 Following Girard’s lead, Sandor Goodhart has argued that Sophocles in Oedipus Rex leaves open the significant possibility of Oedipus’s innocence.36 In the world of King Lear, the victims are not completely blameless—even Cordelia and Edgar become contaminated in the end by the strife that engulfs them—but they are undeserving of the punishments meted out to them.

Indeed, the language of monstrosity is so recurrent in the play, attaching itself to virtually every character in turn, that the contagious mounting of violence seems inevitable. Measured by Lear’s sudden rage in the first scene against his most beloved daughter, Cordelia’s “offence / Must be of such unnatural degree,” France conjectures, “That monsters it” (1.1.218-220)—a thing he finds impossible to believe. Gloucester objects that Edgar “cannot be such a monster” (1.2.92), but he gives credence to Edmund’s charges, calling Edgar an “unnatural, detested, brutish villain” (1.2.75-76). Albany calls Lear’s two eldest “Tigers, not daughters” (4.2.40) and likens them to the fiend, exhorting his wife, “Bemonster not thy feature” (4.2.63). To Kent, who insults him, Oswald replies, “What a monstrous fellow art thou” (2.2.23). In Girardian terms, “the proliferation of monsters” marks “the collective experience of the monstrous double”—an experience that leads “to the polarization of violence onto a single victim who substitutes for all the others.”37

In the last two Acts of the play, mimetic desire works to turn even the two sisters, Goneril and Regan, against each other in their acquisitive desire for Edmund, now earl of Gloucester. “To both these sisters have I sworn my love; / Each jealous of the other, as the stung / Are of the adder,” confesses Edmund in soliloquy (5.1.55-56). This last lovers’ triangle within the series of interlocking triangles discerned by a Girardian reading of the play is inseparable from the political violence that overwhelms the kingdom as a whole. The temporary unity of the native forces led by Albany and Edmund against Cordelia’s invading army cannot long survive its victory over France, because that very unity is already contaminated by the seeds of an internal strife. Edmund will die in his duel with Edgar, who also represents Albany’s interests. What began in the elder sisters’ envy of Cordelia ends in their jealousy of one another, and in the deaths of all three. Regan dies by Goneril’s poison, Goneril at her own hand, Cordelia at Edmund’s order.

Cordelia’s Passion, Lear’s Akedah, Edgar’s Apocalypse

Located dramatically within a pagan world, Shakespeare’s Cordelia nevertheless appears before a Christian audience as a Christ-figure, similar to Jesus in her Father-centered piety, in her love and forgiveness of Lear, in her healing of him in his mental derangement, and in her explicitly stated intention to be “about [her] father’s business” (4.4.23-24; cf. Lk. 2:49), an intention that prompts her Messianic return to England at the head of the French army. Cordelia resembles Christ, too, as an innocent, falsely accused of treason, and killed. In the Shakespearean tableau of the grieving father holding his daughter’s dead body, more than one critic has seen a version of the pietà, the familiar depiction in sculpture, painting, and drama of Mary in her maternal grief, supporting on her lap the body of her crucified son.38

When Lear carries her dead body on stage in the final scene—a stage already bearing the corpses of his other two daughters, Goneril and Regan—the old father, broken-hearted and soon to die himself, is frantic to see some sign that Cordelia still breathes, still lives, or lives again: “Lend me a looking-glass. / If that her breath will mist or stain the stone … This feather stirs. She lives! If this be so.…” (5.3.262-263, 266). In this death-defying faith, Lear has been compared to Abraham in his offering of Isaac in Genesis 22.39 In the face of her certain death (“She’s dead as earth” (5.3.262), Lear yet seems both to hear (“What is’t thou say’st?—Her voice was ever soft” (5.3.272)) and to see (“Look her lips, / Look there, look there” (5.3.311-312)) a Cordelia brought back to life, perhaps in another realm: “Cordelia, Cordelia, stay a little” (5.3.272).

Cordelia does not, however, breathe. Or does she? Levinas would invoke the classical proverb “Spiro / Spero,” “I breathe, I hope” (TO 73),40 to show that more than one person’s hope rests upon an Other’s breath, the breathing of a child, the very alterity of a parent’s existence. Ambiguous are Lear’s last words and gestures: his request, for example, that someone help him to “undo this button” (5.3.310), whether his own or Cordelia’s, and his apostrophe to a “heart” (5.3.313), addressed at once literally to his own breaking heart and to his heart’s beloved, Cordelia. This ambiguity affirms Levinas’s insight, citing Shakespeare’s Macbeth, that hope is coterminous with life itself: “Prior to death there is always a last chance … In the present, there is hope,” a hope that “is in the very margin that is given, at the moment of death, to the subject who is going to die” (TO 73). Because Lear’s love for Cordelia is “strong as death,”41 identical with the responsibility that constitutes his very self as relational, Lear’s hope for her remains alive in him, as long as he himself lives.

Christian tradition names Abraham’s offering of Isaac and Christ’s self-offering “sacrifices,” but it characterizes them both as profoundly anti-sacrificial—Abraham’s raised knife put down in response to an angel’s call (Gen. 22:11), Christ’s death as the “Lamb of God” (Jn. 2:35) ending in a Passover of resurrection announced by angels (Mt. 28:5; Mk. 16:5, Lk. 24:4, 23). Girard reads both the Passion accounts of the Gospels and Genesis 22 (the latter admittedly in a more complicated way) as anti-sacrificial in their prophetic concern for the innocent victim, in their affirmation of the value of human life, in their revelation of the scapegoat mechanism.42 In King Lear, Shakespeare uses the word “sacrifices” only once, placing them upon the lips of Lear, just before he and Cordelia are led off to the prison where, according to Edmund’s secret orders, they are to be executed (5.3.27-37). Arrested as “God’s spies” (5.3.17), the old king and his youngest daughter can expect no better fate from a violent world united against them. “Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia,” Lear declares, “the gods themselves throw incense” (5.3.20-21).

Setting the word “God’s” (singular, capitalized, possessive in case) against the word “gods” (plural, lower-case, nominative), Shakespeare introduces a monotheism into the play that distinguishes between the anti-sacrificial, anti-idolatrous religiosity of Lear and Cordelia, on the one hand, and the sacrificial cult of their enemies, swept up in a current of mimetic contagion. Consoling Cordelia, Lear imagines their living together, even in prison, in a kingdom of mutual love, forgiveness, blessing, and prayer; singing “like birds i’th’cage” (5.3.9) of the eternal things that outlast the mutable “packs and sects of great ones / That ebb and flow by th’ moon” (5.3.18-19).

Neither Lear nor Cordelia completely escape the contagious effect of mimesis, however. Initially very susceptible to its influence, Lear at the end of the play has become relatively immunized against its effects, but only at the cost of a mad withdrawal from the world, a madness from which the compassionate Cordelia alone can recall him. Lear kills the man who hangs her. Cordelia, for her part, wages a reluctant war against her sisters for her father’s sake, risking the scandal involved in a foreign invasion—she who at the start of the play refuses even to compete with them in a contest of words. As she tells Lear, “For thee, oppressed king, I am cast down” (5.3.5). In her last speech on stage, expecting the worst, Cordelia urges a confrontation with Goneril and Regan: “Shall we not see these daughters and these sisters?” (5.3.7).

Edgar is arguably the guiltiest, the most contaminated, of the innocents. Disguised as Poor Tom, Edgar feigns a madness to match Lear’s genuine insanity, withholding his true identity from the king and from his father, even after Gloucester has become convinced of his innocence. In this disguise, Edgar purposely deceives the blinded Gloucester, whom “Poor Tom” aids in his attempted suicide, leading him (as Gloucester supposes) to the cliffs of Dover. Edgar kills Oswald, who tries to murder Gloucester. He then repeats the action of Edmund, early in the play, in disclosing to Albany a treasonous letter, this one sent from Goneril to Edmund. When Edgar does reveal himself to his father, Gloucester dies “smilingly” at that revelation (5.3.200). Finally, disguised in armor, Edgar mortally wounds his brother Edmund in an ordeal by combat, thus proving against him a monstrous charge: “Thou art a traitor, / False to thy gods, thy brother, and thy father, / Conspirant ‘gainst this high illustrious prince” [Albany] (5.3.134-136).

When Edgar tells a dying Edmund, “I am no less in blood than thou art” (3.3.168), the words have a double meaning that refers both to their equal rank and to their common share in blood-guilt and need for forgiveness: “Let’s exchange charity” (5.3.167). Critics stumble over the ethical questions that surround and motivate Edgar’s actions—all the more so because those actions bear gracious fruit.43 Gloucester’s suicide-wish is purged, his will to patient endurance restored, after he survives his imagined fall from the cliff. The once envious Edmund forgives his brother and performs a final “good” (3.3.244), after hearing Edgar speak of their father’s sufferings. The kingdom is restored to unity, moreover, under Edgar’s rule—a rule he assumes, at Lear’s death and at the expressed wishes of Albany and Kent, as a burden of responsibility, not as something he had ever desired. Indeed, the self-revelation of Edgar marks the end of the apocalyptic disturbances foretold by Gloucester and evident throughout the tragedy: “Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide; in cities mutinies, in countries discords, palaces treason, the bond cracked between father and son” (1.2.104-107).

Reading King Lear in the company of both Girard and Levinas, one recognizes in Edgar, both at the heath and at the cliffs of Dover, a figure in whom the horizontal axis of mimetic contagion meets the vertical axis of an ethical transcendence. In the hut in the heath, the fugitive Edgar is an outcast like Lear, but Edgar’s is no true madness, nor is the beggar’s part appropriately his. As a result, Edgar in disguise as Poor Tom can command the pity of the king and of his father, even as he must place himself, ethically, into their service in the face of their genuine need. In the heath, Poor Tom ministers to the mad Lear, as much as the king, in turn, pities his comrade in misery. On the way to Dover, Edgar leads his blind father by the hand, supposedly to the very cliff from which he would throw himself down to end his life.

As an apparent abettor to his father’s suicide, Edgar plays the part, as he acknowledges, of a fiend, talking crazily of fiends. When Edgar tells the still-living Gloucester that “It was some fiend” (4.6.72) who had led him to his almost certain destruction, his father replies, “That thing you speak of, / I took it for a man” (4.6.77-78). The confusion of human and devil recalls the Girardian Satan, that accuser in thought and word, who, having infected a mob with his lies, destroys one victim after another: “Satan is the name for the mimetic process as a whole.”44

At the same time, however, Edgar is, in reality, an angel to Gloucester of a divine providence and protection. Staging Gloucester’s survival from his fall, Edgar teaches his father: “Thy life’s a miracle” (5.6.55). Leading Gloucester not to the edge of a cliff (as he has requested) but to a level spot, described as a dizzying height, Edgar allows his father’s short, blind fall in order to save him from a greater one. In an aside to the audience Edgar reveals his motive: “Why I do trifle thus with his despair / Is done to cure it” (4.6.33-34). The risk Edgar runs is great, however, as he admits, because Gloucester’s death-wish may work by its own suggestion to effect the end it desires: “I know not how conceit may rob / The treasury of life” (4.6.42-43). The would-be angel may fall with Gloucester to become a fiend indeed, should his father die.

In Levinasian terms, the cliff of Dover and Edgar’s saving action there on behalf of his father symbolize the greatest height and depth of ethical transcendence. Knowing himself to be “the most guilty of all” (a phrase from Dostoyevski that Levinas loves to quote (TO 108)), Edgar, the just man, the most obligated, bears a responsibility for his beloved father that goes so far as to be responsible for his father’s death, not only for his life. “The face as the very mortality of the other person,” writes Levinas, implicates the Ego “without his intentional guilt” (TO 107). As the one-time victim of Gloucester’s banishment, Edgar is now an inadvertent cause of Gloucester’s self-accusation and death-wish. “Called to answer for this death”—the death of a “unique one,” a “loved one”—Edgar rescues his despairing father (TO 107-108), whose face still bleeds, by taking upon himself a share in the guilt of an attempted suicide.

As the great figure in disguise until the very end, and thus the self-referential sign of the theatre itself, Edgar possesses an apocalyptic quality in King Lear that makes him the agent of purgation and cure, of life and death, of pity and fear, of endings and beginnings. Edgar is, in Girardian terms, a pharmakos, albeit one conscious of his own healing agency as such, having survived his own banishment and returned alive from it.45 For Levinas, too, Edgar is an apocalypse, a revelation. This is so, however, not because Edgar sheds his disguises to disclose his hidden identity and to describe what has occurred off-stage. Rather, Edgar stands as a revelation of God, of the Infinite, through his very status as a witness, at once guilty and responsible: “The subject who says ‘Here I am!’ testifies to the Infinite” (EI 106). Echoing the words of the Biblical patriarchs and prophets, Edgar’s double, Edmund, acknowledges his liability to punishment, saying, “The wheel has come full circled. I am here” (5.3.175). Forgiving his still-helmeted killer, Edmund invites his brother’s self-disclosure: “My name is Edgar, and thy father’s son” (5.3.170).

Conclusion

Edgar’s closing speech, “The weight of this sad time we must obey” (5.3.324), returns us to the theme of commandment with which we began. For Girard, the kingdom reestablished at the end of King Lear is, like every earthly city after Cain (cf. Gen. 4:17), founded upon a fratricide, the strife of siblings divided by mimetic desire. Its survival depends upon the keeping of laws aimed at controlling the propensity toward covetousness that first sparks such division. Levinas, for his part, urges the possibility of a politics that takes as its starting point an ethical demand ordered toward an Other, a neighbor, in his or her transcendence: “Thou shalt not kill” (Ex. 20:13). Closely related to these revealed prohibitions against envy and murder, Shakespeare himself might propose yet other commandments: the prohibition against adultery (Ex. 20:14), for example, that seeks to avoid a competition between legitimate and illegitimate offspring and strife between spouses. Sovereign, too, over all the relationships of the play is the bond that initially restrained Cordelia’s tongue, even in opposition to her father’s unwise wish that she speak: “Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be long in the land which the Lord your God gives you” (Ex. 20:12). “What shall Cordelia speak?” she asks herself, answering, “Love and be silent” (1.1.63).

An effort to keep the first and greatest of the commandments, the law of anti-idolatry (Ex. 20:1-4), led an anxious Protestant parliament in England, shortly before the first performance of King Lear on December 26, 1606, to ban the word “God” as blasphemy from theatrical productions, but to permit the word “gods” as what Alfred Harbage terms “mere classical allusion.”46 In the ostensible absence of Judaism and Christianity alike, the stark world of King Lear, infused with Biblical echoes, nonetheless teaches what is for Girard and Levinas alike revealed truth, the truth of commandment, the “ethical kerygma” to which all are held accountable” (LR 207).47

Notes

1 Guy Story Brown, Shakespeare’s Philosopher King: Reading “The Tragedy of King Lear” (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 2010).

2 Harold Bloom, Shakespeare’s King Lear (New York: Riverhead Books, 2005), 3.

3 René Girard, A Theater of Envy: William Shakespeare (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).

4 In an interview with Philippe Nemo, for example, Levinas recommends reading “between the Bible and the philosophers, the Russian classics … and also the great writers of Western Europe, notably Shakespeare, much admired in Hamlet, Macbeth, and King Lear.” See Emmanuel Levinas, EI, translated by Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 22. Speaking similarly to Françoise Armengaud, Levinas lists King Lear among the great “dramas of the human condition,” concerned with “the meaning of life, … perhaps, with the meaning of being.” See Emmanuel Levinas, In the Time of the Nations, translated by Michael B. Smith (New York: Continuum, 2007), 152.

5 For the complete text of the Chronicles, see http://www.english.ox.ac.uk/holinshed.

6 I play here with the titles of two of Levinas’s books, Time and the Other and In the Time of the Nations, cited in notes 3 and 5 above.

7 Brown, Shakespeare’s Philosopher King, 373.

8 Nicholas Boyle, Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach to Literature (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 77-78.

9 Ibid., 114-115, 80.

10 Ibid., 78.

11 Emmanuel Levinas, “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition,” translated by Sarah Richmond, in LR, edited by Seán Hand (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989, repr. 2002), 190-210, at 193.

12 See Emmanuel Levinas, NT, translated by Annette Aronowicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990); Ann W. Astell and J. A. Jackson, eds., Levinas and Medieval Literature: The “Difficult Reading” of English and Rabbinic Texts (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2009).

13 Before the publication of Nicholas Boyle’s Sacred and Secular Scriptures, Northrop Frye’s influential studies, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance (Boston: Harvard University Press, 1978) and The Great Code: The Bible and Literature, edited by Alvin A. Lee (1981; Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006) had appeared in print.

14 René Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World [1978, Des Choses caches despuis la foundation du monde], translated by Stephen Bann and Michael Metteer (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 10.

15 Ibid., 16.

16 Ibid., 17.

17 William Shakespeare, King Lear, in The Complete Works, edited by Alfred Harbage (New York: The Viking Press, 1969, repr. 1977). Unless otherwise indicated, I use this edition throughout, citing parenthetically by Act, scene, and line numbers.

18 René Girard, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, translated by James G. Williams (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis, 2001), 9.

19 The phrase is a quote from Shakespeare’s Hamlet (III.iii.41), used by King Claudius in the soliloquy, overheard by Hamlet, in which he admits having killed his brother, Hamlet’s father. To play with the words bond/bound, I recall the title of a book by René Girard, “To Double Business Bound”: Essays on Literature, Mimesis, and Anthropology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978). The notion of the “double bind” also appears in Gregory Bateson’s theory of schizophrenia. Girard argues that “the principle of the double bind” can be applied “to the whole process of mimetic appropriation.” See Girard, Things Hidden, 294.

20 In “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition,” Levinas points to the hope alive in the State of Israel “of founding its political life on truths and rights drawn from the Bible” (Levinas Reader, 191).

21 Girard, Things Hidden, 26.

22 René Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel: Self and Other in Literary Structure [Mensonge romantique et vérité romanesque, 1961], translated by Yvonne Freccero (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965, repr. 1984), 65.

23 Paul W.Kahn, Law and Love: The Trials of King Lear (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 5.

24 Ibid., 128.

25 Bloom, Shakespeare’s King Lear, 26.

26 Claire Elise Katz, Levinas, Judaism, and the Feminine: The Silent Footsteps of Rebecca (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 22-34.

27 Girard, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, 34.

28 See, for example, Ruth Nero, Tragic Form in Shakespeare (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972), 260-261.

29 René Girard, Job: The Victim of His People, translated by Yvonne Freccero (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987).

30 For a recent assessment of Girard’s reading of Job, see Chris Allen Carter, “Mimesis, Sacrifice, and the Wisdom of Job,” in Sacrifice, Scripture, and Substitution: Readings in Ancient Judaism and Christianity, edited by Ann W. Astell and Sandor Goodhart (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 294-310.

31 Kahn, Law and Love, 87.

32 On this key Girardian notion of méconnaissance, see René Girard with Pierpaolo Antonello and João Cezar de Castro Rocha, Evolution and Conversion: Dialogues on the Origins of Culture (New York: T. & T. Clark, 2008), 83-87.

33 Kahn, Law and Love, 111.

34 Ibid.

35 Girard, Things Hidden, 116-117, 152; René Girard, Violence and the Sacred, translated by Patrick Gregory (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1977, repr. 1979), 68-88.

36 See Sandor Goodhart, Sacrificing Commentary: Reading the End of Literature (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 13-41.

37 Girard, Violence and the Sacred, 160-161.

38 See especially Katherine Goodland, Female Mourning and Tragedy in Medieval and Renaissance English Drama: From the Raising of Lazarus to King Lear (New York: Ashgate, 2006), 201-220.

39 See, for example, Kahn, Love and Law, 156-157.

40 Levinas quotes this proverb in TO, 73.

41 Song of Soloman 8:6.

42 The application of Girard’s mimetic theory to the Akedah is complicated. See Matthew Pattillo, “Creation and Akedah: Blessing and Sacrifice in the Hebrew Scripture,” in Sacrifice, Scripture, and Substitution, 240-260. See also Bruce Chilton, Abraham’s Curse: Child Sacrifice in the Legacies of the West (New York: Doubleday, 2008).

43 Stanley Cavell, for example. Edgar’s avoidance of his father’s recognition is a symbol of the son’s unacknowledged guilt and of his resentment: “He cannot bear the fact that his father is incapable, impotent, maimed. He wants his father still to be a father, powerful, so that he can remain a child.”See Stanley Cavell, “The Avoidance of Love,” in Twentieth-Century Interpretations of King Lear: A Collection of Critical Essays, edited by Janet Adelman (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 70-87, at 80.

44 Girard, Things Hidden, 162. See also Girard, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, 32-46; Things Hidden, 418-419.

45 See Girard, Violence and the Sacred, 9, 94-98, 288, 296-297.

46 Alfred Harbage, “Introduction,” in William Shakespeare, The Complete Works, 1060-1064, at 1061.

47 Levinas, “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition,” in LR, 207.





4: Theology, Phenomenology,
and the Divine in King Lear

Kent R. Lehnhof


[M]etaphysics is enacted where the social relation is enacted—in our relations with men. There can be no “knowledge” of God separated from the relationship with men. The Other is the very locus of metaphysical truth, and is indispensable for my relation with God. He does not play the role of a mediator. The Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely in his face, in which he is disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is revealed. It is our relations with men … that give to theological concepts the sole signification they admit of.

—Levinas (TI 78-79)



Those who have asserted the piety of King Lear have typically done so by matching up the play’s rhythms and resonances with those of Christian myth. Geoffrey Bickersteth, for instance, believes that the man who wrote Lear was “unconsciously inspired” by the central story of Christianity. R. W. Chambers sees the play as carrying us through Purgatorio and into Paradiso, and Edgar Fripp concurs, calling Lear “the noblest spiritual utterance since La Divina Commedia.”1 In redemptive readings such as these, Cordelia is customarily cast in the role of Christ. She is the divine agent of grace whose gift of love culminates in what Paul Siegel terms “the miracle”:


This miracle is the redemption of Lear for heaven, a redemption analogous to the redemption of mankind, for which the Son of God had come down to earth. The analogy between Cordelia and Christ, who redeemed nature from the curse brought on it by Adam and Eve, is made unmistakable, although not crudely explicit.2



Though William Elton and others have done much to discredit pious approaches to Shakespeare’s play, it is difficult to reject outright a religious reading of Lear, inasmuch as several of its passages seem intent on casting Cordelia in a divine light.3 Cordelia is said to shake “holy water from her heavenly eyes” (Q 17.31).4 She is compared to a “soul in bliss” (4.6.39). She is described as the one “who redeems nature from the general curse / Which twain have brought her to” (4.5.196-97). And she is made to speak the words of the biblical Jesus, echoing his “know ye not that I must go about my fathers business?” (Lk. 2:49) in her “O dear father, / It is thy business that I go about” (4.3.23-24).5 Though passages such as these do not necessarily make the play “religious,” there can be no doubt—as Richard Strier observes—that “positive religious language certainly accretes, non-ironically and non-ambiguously, around the character of Cordelia.”6

Yet Strier is also correct to question how much metaphysical weight is borne by all this religious language. When Jesus refers himself to his father’s business, he does so to reject the claims of his mortal parents and assert the primacy of his otherworldly allegiances. When Cordelia uses the phrase, her meaning is quite different. The business to which she pledges herself does not belong to her father in heaven but to her literal, flesh-and-blood parent. And so it is with the other moments in the play. Time and again, religious imagery and language confer upon Cordelia a form of piety, yet this piety does not imply or entail any direct connection with the divine. “[T]here is no transcendental dimension to it,” Strier writes.7 According to Strier, this anti-transcendence is evidence of Shakespeare’s interest in secularizing the sacred doctrines of Christianity. As he sees it, Shakespeare is trying to strip divine love and godly mercy of their transcendental guarantees so as to find and fully imagine their human equivalents. In Cordelia’s case, this results in a character that resembles Christ—not because she is a type or analogue of him—but because she models what “Christ-likeness” could or would look like in a world without God.

Although I find Strier’s interpretation intriguing, I am hesitant to accede to his assertion that there is no transcendental dimension to Cordelia’s devotion, for it quite clearly suggests something of the sort to a great many of us. It is no accident that G. Wilson Knight repeatedly uses the word “transcendent” when talking about Cordelia (no fewer than five times in the span of two and a half pages!).8 There is something about her character and comportment that persistently puts us in mind of the beyond. This beyond may not be the beyond of the Christian afterlife or a Protestant heaven, but it bears no small resemblance to the “beyond Being” that Emmanuel Levinas associates with true transcendence. In what follows, then, I would like to think through Levinas’s ideas on transcendence and ethics in such a way as to map out a new pathway for approaching Shakespeare’s great tragedy. As unorthodox as it may sound, I propose to shed light on the darkling religiosity of King Lear by turning—not to the theological doctrines of early modern Christians—but to the postmodern ethics of a twentieth-century Jew.9

Such a move is prepared for, at least in part, by the pious qualities of Levinas’s thought, which he made no effort to conceal. “One often speaks of ethics to describe what I do,” Levinas once remarked, “but what really interests me in the end is not ethics, not ethics alone, but the holy, the holiness of the holy.”10 For some, Levinas’s metaphysical investments are anathema. Alain Badiou, for example, has complained that Levinas’s ethical philosophy is a kind of “decomposed religion” (religion décomposée) and has argued that it ought to be disregarded as such.11 Atheistic objections, however, did not trouble Levinas too much. As he told Philippe Nemo, “I am not afraid of the word God” (EI 105). Levinas’s confidence comes from his conviction that God is a phenomenological given. In professing this, though, Levinas does not presume that God discloses Himself directly in this world. Quite the contrary, Levinas insists that God cannot be contained within a human reality or mortal present. Existing out of time, immemorially, Levinas’s God is utterly asynchronous with humanity. But if God is not imminent, He is nevertheless manifest—and what makes Him manifest is the face of the other person (autrui). “The dimension of the divine,” Levinas writes, “opens forth from the human face … It is here that the Transcendent, infinitely other, solicits us and appeals to us” (TI 78).

To understand how this should be so, we must consider the signifyingness of the face. As Levinas explains it, the first word of the face is a command: the “thou shalt not kill.” Paradoxically, what gives this command its power is the poverty of the other. According to Levinas, the human face is so destitute, exposed, and menaced, that it arrests all egoism. In the face of the other, the “I” experiences the full force of what Levinas calls “the resistance of what has no resistance,” and the immediate effect of this resistance is to command me, as a master commands, to take responsibility for the other” (TI 199). The nudity and neediness of the face requires of me that I not merely be but be-otherwise, or be-for-the-other.

While it might seem axiomatic to suppose that my face must command the other just as her face commands me, Levinas is emphatic that interrelation cannot be experienced from the outside, as a symmetry or reciprocity. It can only be experienced from the inside, where the only thing to be seen is one’s own obligation. The “I” is never on equal footing with the other, which is what Levinas means when he says that the face of the other speaks from an insuperable “height” or “elevation.” However, this elevation is the very thing that gives us our first glimpse of God. By commanding me from on high, the other puts me in mind of The Most High. Or, as Levinas phrases it, the ethical height of autrui is “the manifestation of the height in which God is revealed” (TI 79).

In addition, autrui also discloses the divine in her absolute alterity and in the unending obligation to which she ordains me. By perpetually exceeding my totality and by imposing on me an obligation that never ends, the other supplies me with the idea of infinity, hence, of The Infinite. As a consequence, Levinas commonly uses religious terminology to talk about interrelation. For Levinas, the encounter with the other is an “epiphany,” a “visitation,” and a “revelation,” and the approach to the other is both an “invocation” and a “prayer.” Indeed, Levinas upholds as the most ethical response to the other the response Old Testament prophets give upon hearing the voice of God (EI 97).12 This is not because the other is God but because the other is His “disincarnation.” Autrui, as Levinas says, is found “in the trace of God,” obliquely expressing Him in her elevation, alterity, infinitude, and authority.

All this might seem an overly complex or roundabout way of addressing Shakespeare’s tragedy, but I believe that Levinas’s notion of “disincarnation” can discover a great deal in the play’s numinous treatment of Cordelia. When Levinas teaches that the other bears “the trace of God,” does this not ring true of Cordelia? (BPW 64). Like Levinas’s other, does she not signify the Altogether Other in a non-systematic and non-synthesizable way? Is it not suggestive to say of Lear’s daughter what Levinas says of autrui: that she puts us in mind of God, not because she allegorically or typologically figures him, but because she “disincarnates” him in her alterity and in the ethical height from which she speaks? In posing such questions, what I want to suggest is that Cordelia figures into Shakespeare’s play much as the other figures into Levinas’s philosophy. She is the one whose imperiled alterity arrests our egoism and ordains us to an exhausting ethical responsiveness. She is the one whose ethical height overawes us and puts us in mind of the divine. She is the one through whom the Transcendent speaks, summons, and solicits.

If we look at Cordelia through a Levinasian lens, we soon see that she is characterized by nothing so much as her exposedness and her alterity. The young girl who takes the stage in act one is both vulnerable and menaced; nevertheless, she effectively resists reduction or assimilation. Cordelia cannot be bent to her father’s will—or to ours, for that matter. A quick survey of the critical literature shows that we do not know what we are supposed to make of her behavior at the beginning of the play (“Nothing,” indeed!), nor do we know what we are supposed to see in her face at the end of the play (“Do you see this? Look on her!” (5.3.311)). From start to finish, in life and in death, Cordelia is an enigma, exceeding our grasp at every moment. Her otherness is a theatrical construct—at least in part—but it appeals to us nonetheless. We feel the dimension of the divine opening up around her, even if it does not conform to our ready-made theological concepts. For Levinas, this non-conformity is apropos, inasmuch as neither God nor the other is amenable to adequation or thematization. Both are infinite, irreducible—which is why the encounter with autrui (or in this case, Cordelia) is shot through with the traces of God.

To entertain such thoughts is to give welcome to my basic premise, which is this: that ethical phenomenology can give us better purchase on the irregular spiritual textures of King Lear than either religious allegory or Christian typology. This is because Shakespeare’s play—at least as I read it—is less interested in enacting a priori theological precepts than in exploring what it is like to be confronted by one who is irreducibly other. To be sure, this is the moment to which the play keeps returning: that astonishing instant in which one character is made to realize that another character is both unknown and unknowable.13 Again and again, individuals in this play (Lear being chief among them) are compelled to contemplate one who is revealed to be utterly foreign—even when she is the favorite daughter. Encounters with alterity are the substance of this play, just as they are the substance of Levinas’s philosophy. But if both authors present the interpersonal encounter as crucial, neither is under any illusion that it is comfortable, which is why Levinas talks of it as a “trauma” or a “wound” and why Shakespeare makes of it the matter of tragedy. Interrelation may put us on the path to transcendence, but it does so painfully, by overthrowing and overburdening us. As Levinas says, the face-to-face dethrones or deposes the sovereign ego, thrusts it into a distressed and difficult realm of relation, and afflicts it with an obligation it can neither fulfill nor flee (EI 52).14

To my way of thinking, this is as good a gloss as any on the opening acts of King Lear. When the play begins, Lear is doing just what Being does: seeking his own interests, maintaining his own existence, and assimilating the world unto himself. And Goneril and Regan, with an eye on their own enrichment, are willing to play along. Venally performing the obsequious parts to which they have been put, they offer flowery expressions of love, obscuring their otherness and presenting themselves as obedient extensions of Lear’s self. Their hypocrisy enables the king’s fantasies of self-sovereignty, and things move along smoothly enough. But with her bare “nothing” Cordelia brings to a crashing halt this inauthentic play of the same. As an answer to Lear’s question, Cordelia’s reply is irrecuperable, but its message is clear: that Cordelia cannot be comprehended within her father’s totality. This eruption of alterity upends in an instant the power relations that Lear has used to structure his contest. After expending all of his political capital to make himself the center of attention, Lear finds himself supplanted by a daughter whose powerlessness comprises a more compelling claim to that place. Her vulnerability speaks more loudly than his majesty, obliging him to attend to her. And in that moment of attention, Lear knows himself to be a usurper and a murderer, wholly and completely responsible for the one before him.15 His ensuing rage is quite obviously an attempt to evade the awesome responsibility that Cordelia has made him feel. As Sears Jayne remarks, Lear reacts with “that violence which characterizes the actions of people who are stung by the consciousness of their own guilt.”16 Lear essays to bury his sense of responsibility beneath an all-consuming anger so as to persist on his egoistic path.

And persist he does, at least for a time. From one moment to the next, Lear disowns his daughter and leaves her without a dowry, as if he could relinquish his responsibility by renouncing his paternity. Yet even when Cordelia is stripped of her filial status, she continues to stand before her father in the primary ethical relation of the-one-before-the-other. Her upright and exposed face is a perpetual reproof, a vision so searing that Lear cannot stand to look upon it. “Hence, and avoid my sight!” he roars (1.1.122). To escape the obligation that otherness imposes upon him, Lear turns away from the upright face in which he has seen it:


Thou hast her, France. Let her be thine, for we

Have no such daughter, nor shall ever see

That face of hers again. (1.1.260-262)



Rather than heed Kent’s call to “See better, Lear,” the king forswears forever the sight of his youngest daughter (1.1.156). It is common for critics to parley these repeated references to sight into an overarching trope about eyesight and insight, but Paul Alpers is right to remind us that looking in this play is not about perception so much as connection. To look upon someone is to enter into relation with him or her. Thus, when Lear turns away from Cordelia what he rejects is not some abstract moral truth but “actual human relationships that give rise to moral obligations.”17 The king does not want to look on his daughter because he perceives in her naked face a naked command.

This sequence of events sets the pattern for the play. Each time the king encounters alterity, he tries to ignore its summons, first by raging against the other and then by demanding that he or she be removed from his field of vision. When Kent, for example, presents himself as “the true blank of thine eye,” Lear tries not to look, then orders Kent to absent himself (“Out of my sight!”), and finally banishes him under penalty of death (1.1.155-157). Later, when Goneril and Regan cast off their false faces and reveal themselves as they really are, Lear again reacts with curses rather than care. He cannot countenance his daughters the second they stop pretending to be same-as-him. By this time, though, the king has surrendered his scepter and can no longer banish them as he has done Kent and Cordelia; consequently, he elects to exile himself. Rather than submit himself to the needs and desires of others, Lear forswears human society and takes to the heath, vainly seeking what Levinas terms “the salvation of a hermit.”18 Before Lear will be for-the-other, he will try to be without-the-other, as if he could return—through sheer force of will—to an imaginary state prior to the arrival of the other and the claims she makes.

It is a fool’s errand, destined to fail. Try as he might, Lear cannot escape his ordination. Everywhere he turns, he finds another face commanding him to sacrifice: there is Kent, the Fool, Poor Tom, Gloucester. The summons to be-otherwise works ceaselessly on Lear, such that he cannot escape his ordination, even if he will not altogether assume it. Pricked onward by his encounters with the other, Lear is pitched relentlessly forward, lurching (in spite of himself) towards transcendence—which, in this context, means towards Cordelia.

When Lear awakes in Cordelia’s camp, it is clear that things are different. Suffused in soft music and gentle tones, the scene is unlike any other in the play. A change is evident in Lear as well, and not just in his fresh attire. Up till now, Lear has doggedly tried to force others to fit his own totality: Albion’s answer to Procrustes, if you will. But now, with Cordelia presenting herself to him (“Sir, do you know me?”) and inviting his gaze (“O look upon me, sir”), Lear stops trying to control the other and finally appears to enter into authentic relation (4.6.41, 50). Intent on the one before him, Lear attends to Cordelia’s condition and puts himself entirely at her disposal, even if it means drinking poison.


LEAR: Be your tears wet? Yes, faith. I pray, weep not.

If you have poison for me, I will drink it.

I know you do not love me; for your sisters

Have, as I do remember, done me wrong.

You have some cause; they have not.

CORDELIA:         No cause, no cause. (4.6.64-67)



This exchange is not, strictly speaking, particularly poetic, but it is powerful nonetheless. This is because the significance of Lear’s and Cordelia’s lines, as Levinas would say, lies not in “the said” (le dit) but in “the saying” (le dire). The meaning of their words does not depend upon the semantic content they convey but upon the ethical approach they enact. For in this moment, Lear and Cordelia are not using signs so much as they are making themselves into signs, delivering themselves to one another in that discursive attitude of sustained exposure and incessant offer that Levinas calls “the very signifyingness of signification” (OB 5).

The end result is an interaction that feels intensely sacred, albeit in some indeterminate way. (A. C. Bradley is not the only one who finds this scene “almost a profanity to touch.”)19 It must be noted, however, that the sanctity of this moment is not produced by the arrival of God but by the proximity to the other. In Shakespeare’s play, as in Levinas’s philosophy, transcendence is imagined, first and foremost, as an effect of interrelation, of ethics. It is no accident that Lear and Cordelia’s tête-à-tête offers much more in the way of transcendence than any of the play’s more recognizably “religious” gestures.

Assuredly, there is no shortage of religious gesturing in Lear. As Bradley notes, religious references in this play are “more frequent than is usual in Shakespeare’s tragedies.”20 Characters are constantly apostrophizing the gods, yet these gods, as Knight observes, are “slightly vitalized” and “presented with no poetic conviction”: “one feels them to be figments of the human mind rather than omnipotent ruling powers.”21 Susan Snyder agrees, pointing out that the gods invoked in Lear exhibit “a close subjective relation” to the characters who invoke them. Characters who value kindness refer to the gods as kind, while characters who value justice refer to the gods as just.22 What we are presented with, Sean Lawrence explains, are not gods but idols, each fashioned in the image of its maker. Merely projections of personal needs, values, and aspirations, these idols are incapable of saving anyone—which is precisely the point. According to Lawrence, the play asserts the poverty of paganism by showing how its adherents end up worshiping their own creations as divine, thereby closing themselves off to that which is truly ulterior and making it impossible for them to exceed the narrow confines of their own totalities.23

In advancing this argument, Lawrence draws to good effect on the Levinasian idea that true transcendence requires radical alterity. To show that such a concept would not have been foreign to an early modern author like Shakespeare, Lawrence compellingly compares the deus absconditas of early modern Christianity to the “asynchronous” God of Levinas’s philosophy, emphasizing how the transcendent qualities of each are closely associated with an eternal ineffability. This cross-historical comparison is a valuable contribution, demonstrating how early modern ideas on transcendence might resonate with some of Levinas’s. Yet it seems to me that Lawrence takes his historicizing too far when he concludes that Shakespeare would not have considered the characters of Lear capable of transcendence because they are not Christian. According to Lawrence, the pagan characters in this play do not have access to Christ’s revelation; consequently, the best Shakespeare can imagine for them is that they come to acknowledge the emptiness of their idols and embrace an atheism that will, in turn, prepare them for the arrival of a truly ulterior god—even if that god is not set to come for several centuries.

I am doubtful that the metaphysical possibilities of Shakespeare’s plays can be delimited as precisely or as orthodoxly as all this—not when so many of his “pagan” plays abound in Christian oaths, imagery, and allusions, and not when so many of his “pagan” characters undergo ecstatic experiences of one kind or another. In the latter category, one might think of Cleopatra (who feels “immortal longings”[AC 5.2.272]), Pericles (who hears the music of the spheres [P 2.1.214]) and Posthumus (who receives a visitation from Jupiter [CY 5.5.187-207]).24 Examples such as these suggest that Shakespeare was not especially concerned about avoiding theological anachronism or upholding fine doctrinal distinctions, nor was he so stringent as to suppose that non-Christians were incapable of transcendence. This certainly does not seem to be the governing paradigm in King Lear, which takes place in a thoroughly pagan world yet repeatedly gestures beyond this world. As René Fortin points out, the tragedy contains far too many “signals of transcendence” to ignore.25

Fortin borrows this phrase from Peter Berger, whose “inductive theology” he brings to bear on King Lear. According to Fortin, what makes Berger’s methodology particularly useful to the study of Shakespearean tragedy is its phenomenological orientation. Inasmuch as it confines itself to phenomena that are found within natural reality but that point beyond that reality, inductive theology offers us the means to talk about the religious experience of the plays without compromising the integrity of the secular experience. These considerations are quite similar to the ones that have led me to Levinas. Indeed, it would seem that Levinas’s ethical phenomenology qualifies as a species of inductive theology, inasmuch as it, too, can be described as “a thoroughly unbiased anthropology” that strives to discern “signals of transcendence within the empirically-given human situation.”26 However, if Levinas’s philosophy constitutes a kind of inductive theology, it is a highly sophisticated version, capable of giving us unique insights into the uncommon complexities of King Lear.

Levinas, for instance, can help us put to rest Lawrence’s questions about Christian revelation and pagan possibilities. He would do so by reiterating that the disclosure of the divine does not depend upon a miraculous incarnation because the ulterior God is always already manifest in the face of the other. The revelation of God, Levinas maintains, is not an historical event but an ethical one: namely, the encounter with the other. This encounter is the only epiphany we need, and it is the only one we can expect. It is not, however, a shallow substitute for a more meaningful encounter with God. As Levinas sees it, the face-to-face is the most profoundly religious experience we can have. In fact, Levinas believes that were it not for autrui, we could have no knowledge of divinity or theology: “There can be no ‘knowledge’ of God separated from relationship with men.… It is our relations with men … that give to theological concepts the sole significance they admit of.… Without the signification they draw from ethics, theological concepts remain empty and formal frameworks” (TI 78-79). This is what Levinas means when he calls the other “the very locus of metaphysical truth” (TI 78), and when he alleges that “it is only in the infinite relation with the other that God passes (se passe), that traces of God are to be found.”27

I believe that the complex religiosity of King Lear is commensurate with this. In the dark world of Lear, as in the difficult philosophy of Levinas, piety does not come through communion with God, who remains inaccessible (either non-existent or absconditas or “asynchronous”). Rather, it comes through communion with the other. Sanctity is a wholly human affair—but it is no less transcendent for all that. When Lear and Cordelia face one another in sincere submission, the horror and savagery of the play are temporarily pushed to the periphery and we are made to see something indefinably yet indisputably holy. As the king teeters on the brink of transcendence, he (and we) are given a glimpse of the infinite and are made to hear the word of God (EN 110, AT 104).28

It is certainly the case that several of Shakespeare’s plays climax in reunion scenes wherein characters who have been lost to each other once again enter into face-to-face relation. And it is also the case that these scenes of reunion, as staged by Shakespeare, take on sacred tones. When Lear looks on Cordelia, he sees a soul in bliss and is made to imagine a celestial world. When Pericles looks on Marina, he is cured of his disabling despair and is blessed to hear the music of the spheres. When Leontes looks on Hermione, he is prompted to awaken his faith and receives, in return, a resurrection. But if all these climactic moments verge on the holy, they do so in a very humanistic way. What brings Lear and Pericles and Leontes to the threshold of the sacred is not the intervention of a divine being but the (renewed) experience of an interpersonal relation. In each of these plays, the epiphanic event is not orientated around a metaphysical God but around a mortal being: the flesh and blood person before me. Like Levinas, Shakespeare seems to envision the ethical relation as the scene, the clearing, the horizon within which God is made manifest.29 In this sense, we might even say that the theology of Shakespeare’s late plays shades more toward the Jewish than the Christian. As Levinas explains, Christians yearn for a direct encounter with God, but Jews do not see this as possible or even necessary: “The direct encounter with God, this is a Christian concept. As Jews, we are always a threesome: I and you and the Third who is in our midst. And only as a Third does He reveal himself” (LR 247).

In making such claims, however, I do not wish to imply that Levinas is the master key to unlock all of Shakespeare, nor do I wish to reduce all of Shakespeare to a theatrical anticipation or expression of Levinas’s philosophy. My aim is to propose that Shakespeare was every bit as interested in the transcendent possibilities of the face-to-face encounter as was Levinas, and that this interest expressed itself similarly in the works of both writers: namely, in a pious discourse that locates the other in the trace of God and that envisions the ethical relation as “an optics of the divine.”30 In Lear, as in Levinas, transcendence is not attained through ecstasy or apotheosis. Rather, it is achieved by attending to and responding to the one before us, the one who disincarnates the divine—not as a type or shadow—but as a non-thematizable summons that carries us “beyond being” by commanding us to be-otherwise. To answer this command, as Lear perhaps does in the end, is to be transformed utterly and to know that no relation to God can be more right or more immediate than our relation to the other.31
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31 According to Levinas: “Ethics is an optics of the divine. No relation to God is more right or more immediate. The Divine cannot manifest itself except through the neighbor.” Levinas, Difficile Liberté, 209. Qtd in Peperzak, “Judaism and Philosophy in Levinas,” 135-136.





5: Investment, Return, Alterity,
and The Merchant of Venice

Geoffrey Baker


One can exchange everything between beings, except existing.

—Levinas (TO 42)



Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice has been a critical battlefield.1 As Kiernan Ryan, among others, has pointed out, earlier criticism invested itself largely in the debate over whether, in writing The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare was in the moral right or wrong, in the guise of timeless humanitarian or myopic anti-Semite. Such concerns are problematic in different ways, either precariously perched on shifting platitudes of right and wrong, or nostalgic for unrecoverable moments of the author’s deepest intentions. Newer readings, however, have abandoned these quagmires in favor of other, perhaps more immanent, questions; berating the earlier criticism, and rather than merely attempting either to save or indict Shakespeare, Ryan writes, “The Merchant of Venice operates at a level beyond the simplistic polarities of such sentimental moralism.… The point lies not in the vindication of the Jew at the expense of the Christian, or of the Christians at the expense of the Jew, but in the critique of the structural social forces which have made both what they are, for better and for worse” (21). Ryan thus isolates the societal hands that have shaped the characters in Shakespeare’s play, but still subtler energies claim a commensurate role in the organization of The Merchant of Venice, structures of knowledge that were founded long before Shakespeare’s Venice and that cannot be said to have disappeared today.

The ethical thought of Emmanuel Levinas has not yet been brought to bear on The Merchant of Venice, and one ought to find this surprising for several reasons. First, Levinas’s work—like that of many in his generation, a “critique of the totality”—was born of frustration with a very historically real anti-Semitism that culminated in the Holocaust, this “political experience that we have not yet forgotten” (EI 78-79). Second, The Merchant of Venice has long been viewed as an interrogation of the construction and mistreatment of cultural others and categories of cultural otherness, and certainly Levinas has articulated well and at length at least one version of this problematic, and could even be said to have initiated some levels of the discussion. This paper will attempt just such a Levinasian reading, but with qualifications, for, while Levinasian ethics can obviously be profitably applied to The Merchant of Venice, my discussion hopes in turn to employ Shakespeare’s play to open Levinas’s thought in ways that have been generally overlooked by attending to motifs of circulation and donation, return and departure.2 The intrusion of other thinkers—such as Jacques Derrida, Michael Walzer, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno—will likewise serve these compatible dual ends, hopefully further enriching one of Shakespeare’s most consistently troubling plays by navigating a series of problematic binary oppositions comfortably ensconced for ages in criticism of the play, the “simplistic polarities” derided by Ryan above.

James Shapiro has also gestured toward these handy contrasts, and to reading strategies that rely “upon an unshaken belief in differences—of one suitor; of gold and silver from lead; of one form of venture capital from another; of Shylock from Antonio; of Belmont from Venice” (“Which is The Merchant here?” 270). These structures should not be ignored at all, but rather placed in sharper focus; as integral as they are to the play, and to the extent that the text insists on them, to dismiss them as “simplistic,” as Ryan does, might say more about our prevailing modes of reading them than about the play or its willful deployment of binaristic discourses and values placed explicitly in opposition to each other. The production, circulation, and negotiation of several of these binaries—including Judaism and Christianity, justice and mercy, outbound and homeward journeys, investments returned and lost, giving and taking—speak eloquently to the very “structural social forces” (Ryan’s words) that enable The Merchant of Venice.3 A Levinas-based reading of these structures and their prominent role in Shakespeare’s play can demonstrate to what great extent they are all interwoven and invested in each other, and in what manner rampant venture capital, simultaneously the pride and fall of Venice, is implicated at every step.

* * *

“Violence and Metaphysics,” Derrida’s infamous critique of Levinas, will introduce the organizational motif of my discussion of The Merchant of Venice: a long tension envisioned between Hebraism and Hellenism. Derrida provides a conceptual genealogy for this dichotomoy that begins with Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1869), wends its way briefly through James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and is touched off again by Levinas’s Totality and Infinity (1961). Derrida’s parting shot in the essay, cited at length here, asks,


Are we Jews? Are we Greeks? We live in the difference between the Jew and the Greek, which is perhaps the unity of what is called history.… And does this strange dialogue between the Jew and the Greek, peace itself, have the form of the absolute, speculative logic of Hegel, the living logic which reconciles formal tautology and empirical heterology after having thought prophetic discourse in the preface to the Phenomenology of Mind? Or, on the contrary, does this peace have the form of infinite separation and of the unthinkable, unsayable transcendence of the other? To what horizon of peace [A l’horizon de quelle paix4] does the language which asks this question belong? From whence does it draw the energy of its question? Can it account for the historical coupling of Judaism and Hellenism? And what is the legitimacy, what is the meaning of the copula in this proposition from perhaps the most Hegelian of modern novelists: “Jewgreek is Greekjew. Extremes meet?” (153, emphases in original)5



This is Derrida’s response to Levinas’s alleged attempt to resuscitate metaphysics by dispensing with ontology from within the tradition of ontology. Derrida (insinuates that Levinas) equates metaphysics with Hebraism, and destructive ontology with the Hellenic philosophers and thus with western philosophy, built in its totalizing entirety on their foundations. I want to approach the Hebraism/Hellenism schema from a slightly different but certainly related direction, though, in terms that Levinas would doubtless appreciate, according to Derrida: Exodus and Odyssey (153 n92). The explication and complication of these two categories and how they could enrich a reading of The Merchant of Venice will basically give shape to this paper’s argument.

Indeed, the Exodus narrative is not alien to the British Renaissance. Jonathan Boyarin, in a chapter on “Reading Exodus into History,” builds off of Nicholas Howe’s Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon England, indicating the Exodus narrative’s possible presence at the very cultural and mythic foundations of Shakespeare’s England: “Howe’s general thesis is that ‘the Anglo-Saxons … envisioned their migration from continent to island as a reenactment of the biblical exodus.’ Howe thus anchors the identification of the English with the Chosen People, and of the Emerald Isle[6] with the Promised Land, much further back than the sole emphasis on the Protestant intimacy with the Old Testament would suggest” (53). Drifting closer to Shakespeare’s own days, James Shapiro recalls that a “much repeated story, verified by court records and especially popular among sixteenth-century historians, describes how English sailors duped Jewish refugees into drowning in the Thames” during the thirteenth century Expulsion (Shakespeare and the Jews [hereafter SJ] 47). In this twisting of the Exodus story, which comprises most of Holinshed’s—Shakespeare’s own admired historian—account of the Expulsion, the familiar events are “ironically reversed in a narrative that turns exiled Jews into drowning Egyptians. Presumably,” Shapiro speculates, “the English have now supplanted the Jews as God’s chosen people.” Lorenzo, in The Merchant of Venice, similarly appropriates the Exodus story for himself and his merchant friends when he says to Portia and Nerissa, “Fair ladies, you drop manna in the way / Of starved people” (MV 5.1.294-295).

Boyarin refers bluntly to “a dichotomy between primitive, mythological, cyclical conception, and closeness to nature on one hand, and Israelite, historical linearism, and hostility to nature on the other” (43). One should protest here that the Odyssean hero’s relationship to nature can hardly be described as a “closeness”—it often assumes a far more destructive form. (An interrogation of the Odyssey narrative must wait until later, until Levinas’s thoughts on it have been introduced.) But Boyarin’s reading of the Exodus/ Odyssey dichotomy adjusts Michael Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution, in which Walzer quite plainly offers the Exodus as “the crucial alternative” to narratives of circulation (one now sees in sharper relief the inroads to the capital of The Merchant), of going and returning, such as the Odyssey, and such as the Christian notion of man’s return to God. “The Exodus,” Walzer affirms, “bears no resemblance to those ancient tales of voyages and journeys that, whatever the adventure they include, begin and end at home … nor can it be called an odyssey, a long wandering such as Homer recounted, at the end of which wait wife and child (and ancient servant and faithful dog)” (11).7 But to shove this biblical schema somewhat forcibly into Levinasian terms, the Exodus can be seen as a movement from the space of the familiar or the same out into the uncharted and foreign territory of the other, an outward journey in which even the mere mention of return is unacceptable. It is curious that, while Levinas perhaps optimistically situates the Bible at the “confluence of different literatures” which all veer “toward the same essential content” (EI 115), Horkheimer and Adorno see Homer’s Odyssey as “the basic text of European civilization” (46). Homer’s epic is a dangerous text for Horkheimer and Adorno. They see it as representative of an Enlightenment epistemology very much at work in The Merchant of Venice, one that prizes unity, the comfort of the cultural same, and the return of what is sent out into circulation—including and especially invested capital.

The Odyssey’s discourse of otherness and sameness is also present in The Merchant of Venice, if only faintly, invoked by Launcelot Gobbo in conversation with Jessica: “Truly then I fear you are damn’d both by father and mother: thus when I shun Scylla (your father), I fall into Charybdis (your mother); well, you are gone both ways” (MV 3.5.14-17). Shylock, in this telling, is reduced to an othered, heroic impediment (Scylla) to be avoided or overcome. Unlike the outbound movement of Exodus, the Odyssey operates as if in a closed economy in obedience to the call of the same and in repudiation of the call of the other. Such a subjectivity, Levinas assures us, “comes from the home and returns to it, a movement of Odyssey where the adventure pursued in the world is but the accident of a return” (TI 176). This axiologically primary homeward aspiration stands in clear contrast to Levinas’s usual emphasis on “an ‘exit’ [sortie] toward the world” (EI 57); indeed, the same-directed, Odyssean paradigm opposes by its very nature Levinas’s other-directed metaphysical desire, the originary point of his ethics. “The metaphysical desire does not long to return,” he writes, but rather “tends toward something else entirely [tout autre chose], toward the absolutely other” (TI 33). The subtitle of Totality and Infinity is, appropriately, An Essay on Exteriority, and this encapsulates Levinas’s equation of ethical, other-oriented interpersonal relations, “where the same, gathered up in its ipseity as an ‘I,’ as a particular existent unique and autochthonous, leaves itself” (39, emphasis mine). Levinas’s emphasis on the journey of departure that does not seek its own origin again is given dubious voice in The Merchant of Venice by Gratiano, of all people:


Where is the horse that doth untread again

His tedious measures with the unbated fire

That he did pace them first?—all things that are

Are with more spirit chased than enjoy’d.

How like a younger or a prodigal

The scarfed bark puts from her native bay—

Hugg’d and embraced by the strumpet wind!

How like the prodigal she doth return

With over-weathered ribs and ragged sails—

Lean, rent, and beggar’d by the strumpet wind! (MV 2.6,10-19)



Keeping in mind that Gratiano is discredited almost before the play has begun—“Gratiano speaks an infinite deal of nothing” (MV 1.1.114)—and repeatedly disparaged during the play, one still politely allows him and his associates in Shakespeare’s Venice this unflattering portrait of the homeward journey, for the play’s merchant class has successfully displaced its role in either outbound or returning leg of the commercial voyage. Shylock first calls our attention to this, vividly, when he catalogues the perils of mercantile shipping: “[S]hips are but boards, sailors but men, there be land-rats, and water-rats, water-thieves, and land-thieves, (I mean pirates), and then there is the peril of waters, winds, and rocks,” but there are no merchants (MV 1.3.21-24). In the Odyssean world of Venice’s outgoing and returning investments, the central role has been restricted to that of impotent spectator, like Marlowe’s Barabas, comfortably ensconced in his counting house, and glad when only a third of his ships return (The Jew of Malta 1.1.1-3).

Horkheimer and Adorno, in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, have rightly implicated Odyssean thinking in bourgeois separation from the labor of production. They share Levinas’s more basically ethical reservations, denigrating “the promise of the happy return” characteristic of Odyssey narrative, and reiterating that under the aegis of this return “the adventures of Odysseus are all dangerous temptations [Lockungen] removing the self from its logical course” (33, 47). Moving further, however, Horkheimer and Adorno pigeonhole Odysseus as a “proprietor” and read The Odyssey as an “entanglement of myth, domination, and labor”: “Odysseus is represented in labor. Just as he cannot yield to the temptation of self-abandonment, so, as proprietor, he finally renounces even participation in labor, and ultimately even its management, whereas his men—despite their closeness to things—cannot enjoy their labor because it is performed under pressure, in desperation, with senses stopped by force” (32, 35). Unlike the collective, communal effort of the Exodus, the Odyssey narrative invests itself entirely in the fate of one proprietor and, in so doing, confirms “that the title of hero is only gained at the price of an abasement and mortification of the instinct for complete, universal, and undivided happiness” (57). In this, Horkheimer and Adorno conclude, Odysseus embodies “the principle of capitalist economy,” the new instinct for competition that necessarily evolves into the zero-sum game depicted in The Merchant of Venice (61).8 “Were [Antonio] out of Venice,” Shylock speculates, “I can make what merchandise I will” (MV 3.1.119-120), an implication that one man’s fall will engineer another’s instant rise. Following his ruination at the end of the fourth act, he begs the Duke:


Nay, take my life and all, pardon not that,—

You take my house, when you do take the prop

That doth sustain my house: you take my life

When you do take the means whereby I live. (MV 3.1.372-375)



Recalling that Shylock has earlier spoken of his house as if it were his own flesh—“stop my house’s ears” (MV 2.5.34)—strengthens the appeal of this plea, which emphasizes one’s painful inability to survive any capital hindrance in the competitive marketplace of Venice. Shylock’s language, though, his use of the word “house,” may broaden his petition to include all Jews, when we remember Joshua’s use of the word (“me and my house” [Joshua 24:15], at the ending of the Biblical Exodus, no less) to denominate himself and all of his people, and the phrase “the house of Israel,” which first appears in Jeremiah 3:18.

It is thus hardly surprising that Levinas, in Totality and Infinity, equates war with commerce (222). The cockfight mentality of the marketplace evoked in The Merchant of Venice signals the onset of a new anti-heroic ontology—business as battle, but completely outside the older mythical conception of battle. The characters’ nostalgia for uncomplicated, pre-market epic heroism is rampant in the play, at several moments sentimental and melodramatic, as in the constant referring to Portia as the “golden fleece” of the Argonauts (MV 1.1.170, for example), and at other moments so wrong-headed that one is certainly in the presence of irony, as in the loving exchange between Jessica and Lorenzo that references perhaps every famously failed romance in the literature of antiquity.9 The text alludes clearly to its own awareness of disempowered notions of heroism; some twenty lines after cheering Bassanio on with a rowdy “go Hercules!” (MV 3.2.60), Portia devalues the allusion itself:


How many cowards whose hearts are all as false

As stairs of sand, wear yet upon their chins

The beards of Hercules and frowning Mars,

Who inward search’d, have livers white as milk?

(MV 3.2.83-86)



Gratiano reinvigorates the Argonautica imagery—calling us to Appolonius of Rhodes’ very quest-oriented, Odyssean mythography—following Bassanio’s successful suit at Belmont: “We are the Jasons, we have won the fleece!” (MV 3.2.240). In the decidedly un-heroic realm of Venetian commerce, however, there are no Jasons. Shapiro is correct to assert that heroic “hazarding has taken on a new meaning” in “the world of Belmont,” but incorrect to stop at Belmont, for this new and feeble hazarding is precisely the same sort practiced by the merchants of Venice and other centers of nascent capitalism (“Which is The Merchant?” 273). Indeed, Jacques Rancière has made similar intimations in his treatment of the “industrial lottery” of late-capitalist France (46). Morocco’s reflections on the random character of Portia’s Belmont “lott’ry” (MV 1.2.29) can be as readily adduced with regard to the climate of Venetian mercantile competition:


If Hercules and Lichas play at dice

Which is the better man, the greater throw

May turn by fortune from the weaker hand:

So is Alcides beaten by his rage,

And so may I, blind Fortune leading me,

Miss that which one unworthier may attain,

And die with grieving. (MV 2.1.32-38)



Risk is the rule, the new and anemic heroism that is more hazardous than heroic and no respecter of persons or “worth.”

The risk of hazarding consolidates, for Horkheimer and Adorno, the sacredness of capitalism and competition, and originates in The Odyssey. The justice of Odysseus’s rewards “was to be confirmed later on by bourgeois economics in the form of the concept of risk: the possibility of failure becomes the postulate of a moral excuse for profit” (62). If the danger involved (the uncertainty of the gambit or gamble) justifies the process and the profit, risk plays no smaller role in the definition of capital investment in The Merchant of Venice, so much so that the notion itself in the play is imbued with fear and distrust. The merchants of Venice are well apprised of the risks their capital runs in transit, and this anxiety is articulated from the outset of the work, as Salerio and Solanio interrogate Antonio on the grounds for his bourgeois malaise and ultimately conclude that his investments are the cause.


SALERIO: Your mind is tossing on the ocean,

There where your argosies with portly sail

Like signiors and rich burghers on the flood,

Or as it were the pageants of the sea,

Do over peer the petty traffickers

That cur’sy to them (do them reverence)

As they fly by them with their woven wings. (MV 1.1.8-14)



Antonio’s response offers insight into the wide casting of bets in the mercantile game, a vivid acknowledgement of the risk involved:


Believe me no, I thank my fortune for it—

My ventures are not in one bottom trusted,

Not to one place; nor is my whole estate

Upon the fortune of this present year:

Therefore my merchandise makes me not sad. (MV 1.1.41-45)



It is wrong to limit the discussion here to Antonio, however, for Shylock’s capital is equally as spread; just as Antonio must go to Shylock in order to assist Bassanio, Shylock, whose “present store” is deficient, presumably because it is invested elsewhere, must go to Tubal. The chain of borrowings widens the net of risk and investment, until it is stretched thinly indeed. As enthusiastic as the characters of The Merchant of Venice are in their capital pursuits and far-flung investments, the displaced risks involved do not pass unnoticed. Perhaps most disconcerting is the manner in which the danger is factored in, counted on as any other variable of business performance.

One might question how well-informed, studied, or calculated these gambles are. Indeed, such concerns figure curiously in Bassanio’s rhetoricized attempts to secure operating capital from Antonio for his pursuit of Portia. The best analogy to which Bassanio can direct his friend and investor highlights the utter caprice of the gambit:


In my school-days, when I had lost one shaft,

I shot his fellow of the self-same flight

The self-same way, with more advised watch

To find the other forth, and by adventuring both,

I oft found both. (MV 1.1.140-144)



This characterization contributes to the larger, often dubious, portrayal of the play’s slingers of investment capital; a more subtle stab at them unfolds itself in a careful imagistic repetition of Salerio’s that knocks Antonio, the Merchant of Venice himself, from any pedestal to which he may have pretended. I drew attention earlier to Salerio’s first lines, where he compliments Antonio’s fleet, as against the “petty traffickers” that do Antonio’s argosies reverence while flying by “with their woven wings” (MV 1.1.12, 1.1.14). This alone casts aspersions on those involved in the burgeoning trading scene around Venice, all emphasis on the supreme artificiality of the wings. However, Solario returns to this motif later when, answering Shylock’s accusations of having aided and abetted the forces that enabled Jessica’s flight, he glibly retorts, “That’s certain,—I (for my part) knew the tailor that made the wings she flew withal” (MV 3.1.24-25). The fabricated wings of the “petty traffickers” from the play’s first scene are thus linked directly to Antonio’s band of associates, and to the role Antonio himself plays in the flight of Jessica and Lorenzo as described by Venice’s chief gossips, Salerio and Solanio (see 2.8). The Merchant of Venice runs cool on the notion of investment and the company it has engendered, the company that Jessica joins and that readily accepts her. “And true she is,” marvels Lorenzo, “as she hath prov’d herself” (MV 2.6.55). She may be true to her new companions, perhaps, but their confidence is purchased with the betrayal of her own father, to whom she shows less respect than does even Launcelot Gobbo, the clown. Gobbo at the very least agonizes over his decision to leave Shylock, takes advice from a “conscience” who “counsel[s] well,” while Shylock’s own flesh and blood brings quick closure to an apparent bout of culturally-other self-loathing by simply escaping (MV 2.2.19-20).

Levinas is in many ways a theorist of investment, or rather—perhaps more precisely—a theorist against investment and the demands of economy.10 The commercial relation is a faceless one, leaving it outside of ethical interaction with the other and positioning it within the field of what Levinas terms “rhetoric,” speech which “approaches the other not to face him, but obliquely [pas de face, mais de biais]” (TI 70). The practice of commerce stands within the Levinasian notion of rhetoric, as against ethical, non-rhetorical discourse: “Across the gold that buys him or the steel that kills him the Other is not approached face to face; even though they traverse the interval of a transcendence commerce aims at the anonymous market, war is waged against a mass” (TI 228-229). This understanding of the impersonality of commercial exchange can be traced directly to one of the most famous theorizations of the marketplace, and to its perhaps most acknowledged theorist; Marx, several times in Capital, alludes to the destruction, in the circulation of commodities, of “personal barriers imposed by the direct exchange of products” (209):


Here the persons exist for one another merely as representatives [Repräsentanten11] and hence owners, of commodities. As we proceed to develop our investigation, we shall find, in general, that the characters who appear on the economic stage [die ökonomischen Charaktermasken der Personen] are merely personifications of economic relations; it is as the bearers of these economic relations that they come into contact with each other. (179 / 51)



Furthermore, commercial relations, in their symmetry and economy as closed systems of quid pro quo exchange, fall far short of Levinas’s formulation of the truly ethical relation properly realized. From one of his interviews with Philippe Nemo:


Ph.N.: But is not the Other also responsible in my regard? E.L.: Perhaps, but that is his affair. One of the fundamental themes of Totality and Infinity about which we have not yet spoken is that the intersubjective relation is a non-symmetrical relation. In this sense, I am responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity, were I to die for it [dût-il m’en coûter la vie]. (EI 98)



Readers and reviewers of Levinas have not remained silent on the perceived “Christianity” of this Jewish thinker’s openly giving, non-reciprocal relationships which must be maintained, even were it to cost one one’s life, as the original phrases it. Such readings have been abetted by Levinas’s notion of “subjectivity as such” as “initially hostage; it answers to the point of expiating for others” (EI 100).12 The Levinasian call for justice can never be a call for justice for oneself, but only for other others who are in need of protection from another. The inter-subjective relation as prescribed by Levinas, though, is clearly not one that can in any way be categorized as investment; there is no economics of ethical discourse, no Odyssean return from the other that one can or should expect. The idea is to give without receiving, and to keep giving without receiving, even unto death, the point at which one can give no more. Derrida has framed this concept with explicit recourse to the language of the market (and of the church) in his most sustained engagement with ethics, The Gift of Death, when he writes that “absolute duty (towards God and in the singularity of faith) implies a sort of gift or sacrifice that functions beyond both debt and duty, beyond duty as a form of debt” (63). The subjects in Shakespeare’s Venice become immediately subjects in deep interpersonal trouble, for the obsession with investment return and with debt lurks in every aspect of Venetian relationships.

Much has been written on the manner in which The Merchant of Venice appears to corroborate claims made by Lévi-Strauss in his Elementary Structures of Kinship, and on the use of women as items of exchange that reify relationships between the men of Venice, within the context of Elizabethan norms for marriage. Karen Newman has more broadly elaborated on “the exchange between the erotic and the economic that characterizes the play’s representation of human relations,” but there are a couple of textual moments that have thus far escaped examination in the context of gifts, given in love, as pure investments (123).13 These moments also declaim passionately against the Levinasian notion of the subject that gives and expects no return for his or her gift. It is already made clear early in the play that Bassanio’s suit for Portia is at least as fiscally as amorously motivated, and the suitor concretizes his demand for return on his (Antonio’s) investment when he tells Portia, “I come by note to give, and to receive” (MV 3.2.140). Not to be outdone, Portia returns the favor thirty lines later with the giving of her ring as bond; the ring, she declares, stands for all she has, including her servants and house, and she


give[s] them with this ring,

Which when you part from, lose, or give away,

Let it presage the ruin of your love,

And be my vantage to exclaim on you. (MV 3.2.171-174)



Portia’s “gift” is a clear investment into a power stake in the future of her relations with Bassanio, a loan which, if defaulted on, will give her cause and moral authority to assume control of the marriage and “exclaim” on her husband (one can hardly ignore the palpable, metrically weighted presence of the word “claim” in the phrase). Portia’s investiture works wonders; although it is Gratiano who speaks the final timorous words, one can just as easily hear them as from the mouth of Bassanio: “Well, while I live, I’ll fear no other thing / So sore, as keeping safe Nerissa’s [or perhaps Portia’s] ring” (MV 5.1.306-307). The romantic relationship that takes center stage in Venice is managed not by giving subjects, but by subjects anticipating circulative return. This is amply expressed in strikingly Levinasian terms when Bassanio says to his love, “I swear to thee, even by thine own fair eyes / Wherein I see myself—” (MV 5.1.242-243). He is immediately interrupted by Portia, but the truth is out—the other in Shakespeare’s Venice (even the significant other) is at best a mirror that returns the own invested gaze of the same to its origin, to its home, back on its narcissistic self. The Lévi-Straussian framework, positing the gift as a ploy for social status within the community, works well, but can just as adequately (and perhaps more properly) be labeled investment in order to ground its position in the market.

Even the homosocial space in The Merchant of Venice is tainted by the ubiquity of investment thinking. In the Karen Newman essay that I have already drawn from, Newman points out that feminist critics have often had trouble with the homosocial bond between Antonio and Bassanio, and have shared concerns that such a (male) space is posited by the play as a safe haven from the circulation and vocabulary of capital that ravages the other relations in Venice and Belmont. Newman herself, again with recourse to Lévi-Strauss, holds that, “In giving more than can be reciprocated, Portia short-circuits the system of exchange and the male bonds it creates, winning her husband away from the arms of Antonio” (125). Newman’s language here might place too much confidence in the bond itself between Antonio and Bassanio, though.

Clearly, throughout the play, Antonio clings desperately to a notion of the homosocial space as a locus of pure giving, freed from discussion of duty and debt, but this utopia is dissolved by the play’s conclusion. At the outset, Bassanio admits, “To you Antonio / I owe the most in money and in love” (MV 1.1.130-131), and Antonio is incensed and offended:


You know me well, and herein spend but time

To wind about my love with circumstance,

And out of doubt you do me now more wrong

In making question of my uttermost

Than if you had made waste of all I have. (MV 1.1.153-157)



Antonio evidently intends to give, despite no return from Bassanio for gifts already given; he later, in conversation with Shylock, explicitly opposes the spaces of friendship and business:


If thou wilt lend this money, lend it not

As to thy friends, for when did friendship take

A breed for barren metal of his friend? (MV 1.3.130-132)



This passage is usually read as a critique of usury and thus of Shylock’s business practices, but it is no less a defense of the homosocial space as outside of business and the swirling circulation of capital. Finally, though, in his hour of need, Antonio dismantles the haven of the homosocial, and introduces into it the language of the marketplace when he writes, in a letter to Bassanio, “all debts are clear’d between you and I, if I might but see you at my death” (MV 3.2.317-318). The other-directed free giving of the structure of male friendship in The Merchant of Venice is, it seems, yet another casualty of capital relations.

There are two more areas that I want to examine in light of their complication by the market politics of The Merchant of Venice, and they are both handy dichotomies passed down by centuries of work on the play: justice versus mercy, and Jew versus Christian. I would like to treat these two sets together because I think that they are intimately related to each other by the play, more so than everything else I have looked at is related by the terms of capital that have invaded it. The relation between the justice/mercy binary and the Jew/Christian one is captured nicely in Marion Perret’s passing reference to the play of “Old Law/New Law” problems in Venice; the Old Law clearly points to the Jewish, justice-oriented ethics of the Old Testament, while the New Law gestures toward the Christian, mercy-extending ethics of the New Testament, the Biblical appendage that scripturally separates Christian from Jew (Perret 264).

In the interest of reintroducing and complicating attention to the conflict between Odyssean and Exodus thought above, this difference is also one of linguistic and cultural tradition, the Hebraism of the Old Testament as against the Greekness of the New Testament. The complication is this: Whereas outward-bound subjectivity and Exodus thinking becomes, in Levinas and Walzer, synonymous with other-directed (and even merciful) endeavor, and whereas homeward-bound and same-directed Odyssean thinking becomes for Levinas, Horkheimer, and Adorno the very antithesis of ethical thought, the Old Law/New Law dichotomy clearly reverses the polarities. The Jews (of the Exodus heritage) become the obsessors over justice, and the Odyssean Greeks (now New Testament Christians) become the bearers of mercy.

These associations are concretized in The Merchant of Venice, as Shylock is repeatedly implicated, by his own words, in the bloodthirsty quest for justice, for restitution, for a return of offense on the head of the offender. “Tell me not of mercy,” he says famously, “The Duke shall grant me justice” (MV 3.3.1, 3.3.8). The Duke, once the balance of legal power has been shifted by Portia from Shylock to the State, chooses not to grant Shylock justice, of course, but rather to set an example of which all Christendom will be proud: “That thou shalt see the difference of our spirit / I pardon thee thy life before thou ask it” (MV 4.1.366-367). The identification of Christianity with mercy, though, is undoubtedly nullified by Portia’s own hard-handed rendering of letter-of-the-law justice against Shylock, and ethical allegiances become muddled. I cannot help but invoke the Said/Walzer debate again here, where justice and mercy are likewise curiously redistributed14; in the “Exchange” between Said and Walzer from Grand Street, Said waxes positively and self-consciously Christian in his demands on Israel: “Instead of pressing hectoring demands on a people [Palestinians] that Walzer’s favorite state [Israel] and movement [Zionism] have already persecuted mercilessly, he should express compassion and atonement. Yes, compassion and atonement” (Said and Walzer 259). From the other side of the debate, Mark Walhout prescribes an abandonment of justice politics as a strategy for, not the Jews, but the Palestinians: “Perhaps all we can say is that the Palestinians will be making a courageous sacrifice in giving up their claim to strict justice in order to pursue a peace that holds the promise of greater justice in the future” (217). In a debate over Exodus thinking, both sides look to mercy on the part of the other side as a potential solution (if not as the cure-all for the conflict), showing perhaps that the quality of mercy is indeed communal property, even if treated as a hot potato always best in someone else’s hands, or graciously extended by someone else.

At the very least, it is clear that no one owns mercy in The Merchant of Venice, for it, like all else in the play, has collapsed into the market, become dubiously embedded in the realm of investment, the realm of its very impossibility. The Duke first broaches this notion in the play when he asks Shylock, “How shalt thou hope for mercy rend’ring none?” (MV 4.1.88). The Duke’s question perfectly frames mercy within an Odyssean model of return on what is sent out; Shylock is being persuaded (ineffectively, as it happens) that forgiveness is a good investment, and that one gets no return on the capital of mercy without first putting it into circulation. Portia attempts to rescue mercy from the market in her often quoted (and often out of context) expounding on its qualities, a speech certainly worth another look:


The quality of mercy is not strain’d,

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest,

It blesseth him that gives, and him that takes,

’Tis mightiest in the mightiest, it becomes

The throned monarch better than his crown.

His sceptre shows the force of temporal power

The attribute to awe and majesty,

Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings:

But mercy is above this sceptred sway,

It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,

It is an attribute to God himself. (MV 4.1.182-193)



Mercy is, in Portia’s (Balthazar’s) reading of it, an unequivocal good, one that hurts no one and helps everyone, both the person extending it and the person accepting it. She splits mercy from the play of worldly power and makes it instead property of the Christian God, but cannot help reinserting it later into the economy of investment, where it properly belongs in the play:


We do pray for mercy,

And that same prayer, doth teach us all to render

The deeds of mercy. (MV 4.1.198-200)



Despite the histrionics of the role-playing young judge, Shakespeare’s text ultimately returns mercy to the quid pro quo economy of the marketplace, where one is taught to offer something only because one prays for it oneself.

The New Law of mercy portrayed in The Merchant of Venice is alleged to supplant the Old Law, the Old Testament predilection for justice (as expounded during the Israelites’ desert years, in Leviticus), but the play itself, ushered along by its characters, troubles such a conception of human ethical and moral progression. It is here that alterity meets the market, that Shylock’s Jewishness confronts the Hellenic, Odyssean narrative of capitalist return and poses profound questions. “The Jews were not the sole owners of the circulation sector,” write Horkheimer and Adorno, “but they had been active in it for so long that they mirrored in their own ways the hatred they had always borne” (174). Stephen Greenblatt offers instead the contrary statement that “if Shakespeare subtly suggests obscure links between Gentile and Jew, he compels the audience to transform its disturbing perception of sameness into a reassuring perception of difference”—contrary to Horkheimer and Adorno in that Greenblatt does not acknowledge the extent to which Jews and Christians of The Merchant of Venice are in fact made similar by the market politics that transform everyone involved into a pure other-denying investor (“Marlowe, Marx, and Anti-Semitism” 43). Greenblatt does repeat in slightly different terms, though, the claim of Horkheimer and Adorno that the Jew has come to mirror his or her other, the Christian cultural same: “It is important to grasp the great extent to which the Jew is brought into being by the Christian society around him” (47). Shylock himself makes the same argument—essentially, that it is the fault of Christian society itself that the Jew is as he is, that Christianity has created its own other in its own image—following the “Hath not a Jew?” speech:


Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as a Christian is?—if you prick us do we not bleed? if you tickle us do we not laugh? if you poison us do we not die? and if you wrong us shall we not revenge?—if we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. If a Jew wrong a Christian, what is his humility? revenge! If a Christian wrong a Jew, what should his sufferance be by Christian example?—why revenge! The villainy you teach me I will execute, and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction. (MV 3.1.61-67)



Shylock is interrogating Elizabethan England’s very conception of Jewishness, tethering it in principle to Christianity itself. He also crucially adds the notion of revenge to the realm of economic circulation in the play. And if he makes his defensive claim to humanity by appeal to the power to possess capital—“Hath a dog money? is it possible / A cur can lend three thousand ducats?” (MV 2.1.110-120)—he does so because it is the only defense that the Christian merchant might understand. Shylock calls into question his own otherness by obliterating the conceptual space between the dominant Christian culture and the liminal Jewish culture, which have become so like each other that Portia, dressed as Balthazar, must recalibrate her own notions of alterity, must demand, when she enters the scene of Antonio’s judgment, “Which is the merchant here? and which the Jew?” (MV 4.1.172).15

* * *

Admitting that “None of us likes to think that our Shakespeare, Shakespeare of the comprehensive humanity, could be prejudiced,” Perret has argued that “What keeps The Merchant of Venice onstage today seems to be less its greatness than the challenge of presenting it in ways that diminish what can be perceived as bias in the text” (265-266). I have returned to this play here partially in order to salvage it for myself, much as my turning The Merchant toward Levinas’s thought belies an effort to rescue the latter from what some see as an ether of abstraction. Derrida has certainly raised such accusations; Levinas is a vociferous critic of the ontological abstractions of Heideggerean Dasein, a general, fundamental category in which all individual existents become lost, or at least unaccounted for, but the highly conceptualized Levinasian other (autre or autrui) hardly seems more concrete to Derrida. He makes clear this position in “Violence and Metaphysics”: “Despite all appearances, there is no concept of the Other,” “Nor is autrui a proper noun, even though its anonymity signifies but the unnamable source [ressource] of every proper noun” (104, 105). Having himself often borne criticism for a tendency to abstraction, Derrida defends himself thus: “I will simply add that it is not necessary to point to a flesh-and-blood example, or to write moralizing pamphlets … in order to speak an ethical-political language or … to reproduce in a discourse said to be theoretical the founding categories of all ethical-political statements” (Limited Inc 96-97). Derrida, however, is not constrained in this context, as is Levinas, by a self-determined agenda that explicitly scripts itself as against abstraction and over-theorization—whence comes one’s occasional unease with the latter. Luce Irigaray’s essay on Levinas, “The Fecundity of the Caress,” is noteworthy partially because it usefully tethers a putatively theoretical ethics to a corporeality that is at best muffled in Totality and Infinity.16 Whereas Irigaray saves Levinas from abstraction by luring him back into the body, this analysis of The Merchant of Venice has hoped to coax his thought into the marketplace.

Greenblatt has spoken of Shakespeare’s works as “sites of institutional and ideological contestation” (Shakespearean Negotiations 3). This doubtless holds true for a great many of his plays, but certainly any ideological contestation in The Merchant of Venice is rendered moot before the theatre is even underway, undercut by the overriding and domineering (and same-making) epistemology of return. In the context of the thought of Levinas, Walzer, and Horkheimer and Adorno, it is clear that much of the epistemological duel between the narratives of outbound Exodus and of home-fixated Odyssey is ended before the opponents can even confront each other. The open market with its closed Odyssean circulatory obsession in The Merchant of Venice is nothing if not a great ethical leveler, reducing both Christians and Jews to the same baseness. The strength of bloodthirsty justice and the paucity of bloodless mercy can be directly related to the fact that even mercy has become implicated in the same economy of returns as justice, drawing its water from the same tainted source. Where justice seeks the circling of the offense back around to the offender, mercy must open to the other, in the very ways that Levinas has articulated (what David Steiner has called an “ethical interruption of reciprocity”). Mercy expects no return; it is not an investment but a freely given gift, one departing from the subject in the manner of Exodus, with no thought of a homeward leg to the journey—an impossibility in the moral world of Shakespeare’s Venice. Where the governing episte-mological model is the cyclical investment and return of the Homeric Odyssey, thoughts turn back to the subject, to the same. In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare exposes a cosmos of self-interest in which any overture made toward the other, any acknowledgement of Exodus-thinking in the vein of the metaphysical tradition to which Levinas’s thought aspires, is always already trampled under the Odyssean mode upon whose foundations the market of Venice is built: teleocentric, with others as roadside impediments; and yet simultaneously archécentric, where the telos is also the arché, and where others remain outside this point of origin and of the same. Shakespeare and Levinas thus unearth, in the logical and conceptual heritage of mercantile Venice, a stake in the birth of capitalism and the death of ethics.

Notes

Reprinted courtesy of The Upstart Crow (Clemson University Press). Originally appeared as “Other Capital: Investment, Return, Alterity and The Merchant of Venice,” vol. 22, 2002, pp. 21–36.

1 I would like to thank M. Josephine Diamond for her helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper, and Richard Duerden for first introducing me to the thought of Levinas and Derrida.

2 To those familiar with literary applications of Levinas’s writings, my approach will appear somewhat “back-door.” A fairly straightforward use of Levinasian ethics would isolate ethical (interpersonal) relations within a text and proceed from there, as does my “The Predication of Violence, the Violence of Predication: Reconstructing Hiroshima with Duras and Resnais” (Dialectical Anthropology 24 [1999], 387-406). The project here will, against this, take bits of Totality and Infinity that have been ignored as mere operational metaphors or exhausted tropes (Odyssey/ circulation, Exodus/departure) and raise them to the status of central motif.

3 Kiernan Ryan, Shakespeare, 2nd. ed (Prentice Hall/Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1995).

4 Where I have supplemented translations in brackets, from original editions cited at the end of the paper, I have done so in the interest of either restoring untranslatable valences or maintaining fidelity to the original.

5 Derrida revisits this, at Richard Kearney’s prodding, in Kearney’s States of Mind: Dialogues With Contemporary Thinkers (New York: New York University Press, 1995), 156-176. See especially 157-158.

6 Here, Boyarin appears to conflate the Emerald Isle, Ireland, with a larger of the British Isles, the island of England, Wales and Scotland, something which Howe does not do. An earlier version of Boyarin’s chapter can be found as “Reading Exodus into History,” New Literary History 23 (1992), 523-554.

7 Walzer’s larger assertion is that the Old Testament Exodus story has furnished a useful and often positively-valued narrative framework for revolutionary politics, one that is still in use today (in, for example, liberation theology in Latin America) and that figured importantly in the Civil Rights and Anti-Apartheid movements in the United States and South Africa, respectively. A vitriolic debate erupted between Walzer and Edward Said, whose review, “Michael Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution: A Canaanite Reading,” points out that the promised land was not vacant when the Israelites arrived and that a divinely sanctioned genocide ensued. Said blames the prevalence of such “Exodus politics” (Walzer’s term) for the difficulties accompanying “the Jewish presence in Palestine” (Said 98).

8 And, ultimately, evolves into the sort of dangerous “affirmative culture” that provides the fertile soil for political formations such as National Socialism. See Jay 263-265.

9 It is tempting to see in this nostalgia for passé fictions of romance and chivalry an anticipation of what Max Weber will later call Entzauberung and refer to as rationalization and disenchantment.

10 David Steiner amplifies this point persuasively.

11 Remarkable here is Marx’s assertion, in almost Levinasian terms, that the interpersonal relationship, when relocated to the sphere of commercial circulation, is degraded to one in which the subjects merely represent, rather than “express themselves,” as required by Levinas’s depiction of the ethical relation in Totality and Infinity (51). Note also Marx’s use of the vocabulary of the theatre, stage.

12 See also Otherwise than Being: “Here the Same, in its bearing as Same, is more and more extended with regard to the other, extended up to substitution as hostage, in an expiation” (146).

13 Critics have often noted reciprocity or mutuality in Shakespeare’s comedies, usually with recourse to kinship rather than capital: for example, Camille Slights’ “The Principle of Recompense in ‘Twelfth Night,’” Modern Language Review 77 (3), 537-546; and Marianne L. Novy’s “‘And You Smile Not, He’s Gagged’: Mutuality in Shakespearean Comedy,” PQ 55 (1976), 178-194. Contrast these with Sitta Von Reden’s description of symbolic investment and return in Menander—a foundational figure, of course, in European comedy—in “The Commodification of Symbols: Reciprocity and its Perversions in Menander,” in Christopher Gill, Norman Postlethwaite and Richard Seaford eds., Reciprocity in Ancient Greece (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 255-278.

14 Of course, the context here is quite different, no longer an issue of Christianity versus Judaism, but of Zionism versus Palestinian liberation, a shift that only further dramatizes both sides’ recourse to mercy politics.

15 James Shapiro has also discussed the slippery notion of Jewishness in Shakespeare’s England. One of the most interesting revelations of his Shakespeare and the Jews, one which sheds light on several passages of The Merchant of Venice, relates “how Jews after the Expulsion from England had migrated to Scotland, which was thought to explain why Scots were so cheap and hated pork” (2). The results of this Exodus of England’s Jews are detailed by Shapiro in his chapter on “False Jews and Counterfeit Christians,” but I would turn the quick equation of Jews and Scots immediately back to the Merchant of Venice, where it further muddles the play’s notion of otherness. Solanio first brings Scots into the play in the opening scene, when he refers in passing to laughing at bagpipers (1.1.53). Portia speaks of a Scottish suitor who scuffled with an English one, setting the tone of dangerous Celticness, but, most significantly, it is Shylock who mentions bagpipes twice in one speech during the climactic fourth act, and in a manner that recalls Shapiro’s phrases on pork-hating Scots: Some men there are love not a gaping pig! / Some that are mad if they behold a cat! / And others when the bagpipe sings i’th’ nose, / Cannot contain their urine. (4.1.47-50) Shapiro’s chapter points out that Elizabethan England also saw affinities between the Jews and the Irish (Shakespeare 42). Clearly, several cultural others were elided in a medley of fear and ignorance, but with money always an issue, for the perceived cheapness of the Jews and the Scots appears to have been, as Shapiro insinuates, the strongest evidence in support of the conflation.

16 “The Fecundity of the Caress: A Reading of Levinas, Totality and Infinity section IV, B, ‘The Phenomenology of Eros,” in Face to Face with Levinas, ed. Richard A. Cohen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986), 231-256. See also Irigaray’s “Questions à Emmanuel Lévinas” (Critique 46, November 1990, 911-920) and the chapter on Levinas in Tina Chanter’s Ethics of Eros: Irigiaray’s Rewriting of the Philosophers (New York: Routledge, 1995).





6: Traces, Faces, and Ghosts

Hilaire Kallendorf and Claire Katz


There’s no art / To find the mind’s construction in the face.

—Shakespeare (M 1.4.11-12)

The future belongs to ghosts.

—Derrida, Specters of Marx1



While it is common to cite Shakespeare in the same sentence as one that explains or refers to Levinas’s ethical project, only occasionally do we see this mention made with regard to the ghosts that populate Shakespeare’s plays. The most common, and indeed most famous, of the references to Shakespeare by Levinas can be found in his 1946/7 lecture course published as Time and the Other. With its references to Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, and Hamlet, and its discussions of death and eros, one might call this course an ethico-philosophical meditation on Shakespeare’s tragedies. Yet what binds these plays together within Levinas’s discussion is the role specifically of suicide within each play. Over fifteen years after publishing this lecture course, Levinas writes at the end of his 1963 essay, “The Trace of the Other,”


a face is of itself a visitation and transcendence. But a face, wholly open, can at the same time be in itself because it is the trace of illeity. Illeity is the origin of the alterity of being in which the in itself of objectivity participates while also betraying it.2



Here Levinas forges both explicit and implicit connections among several of his central themes: the trace, the face, alterity, the ethical—and through his reference to a “visitation,” he connects these themes to the ghost. This essay will examine the relationship between the face and the trace, using the ghostly apparition, especially in Macbeth, as a way to connect these tropes in Levinas’s work. If it is the case that the ghost is like a trace, the ghost then also functions as a sign of the ethical; indeed, the ghost may very well appear in Shakespeare’s plays as a trace of ethical obligation.

* * *

Through Shakespeare’s Scottish tragedy Macbeth runs an almost constant undercurrent of discourse about speaking, being spoken to, and demanding to be recognized. In Levinasian terms, the whole episode of the Porter may be read as an allegory of the Other’s demand for recognition. The keeper of Macbeth’s castle, he self-consciously plays at being the keeper of Hell’s gate; but other, more postmodern interpretations are possible. The stage directions call for a knocking sound audible to the audience, followed by this speech:


PORTER: Here’s a knocking indeed! If a man were porter of hell-gate, he should have old turning the key. [Knocking.] Knock, knock, knock. Who’s there, i’ the name of Beelzebub? Here’s a farmer that hanged himself on the expectation of plenty: come in time; have napkins enow about you; here you’ll sweat for’t. [Knocking.] Knock, knock! Who’s there, i’ the other devil’s name? Faith, here’s an equivocator, that could swear in both the scales against either scale; who committed treason enough for God’s sake, yet could not equivocate to heaven: O, come in, equivocator. [Knocking.] Knock, knock, knock! Who’s there? Faith, here’s an English tailor come hither, for stealing out of a French hose: come in, tailor, here you may roast your goose.—[Knocking.] Knock, knock: never at quiet! What are you?—But this place is too cold for hell. I’ll devil-porter it no further: I had thought to have let in some of all professions, that go the primrose way to the everlasting bonfire. [Knocking.] Anon, anon! I pray you, remember the porter. (2.3.1-20)



His parting words serve as a textual marker of what will be this scene’s importance later on.

At last, he opens the gate; but not until after having thematized the scenario of an Other knocking (a demand for recognition), insisting once more (refusing to be ignored), and finally gaining entrance. The Witches employ this linguistic register as well, when the second Witch chants: “Open, locks, whoever knocks!” (4.1.63). Finally, Lady Macbeth engages in this same discourse as part of her delirium when she walks and talks in her sleep: “To bed, to bed; there’s knocking at the gate: come, come, come, come, give me your hand: what’s done cannot be undone: to bed, to bed, to bed” (5.1.56-58). Her guilty refusal to respond to the knocking she hears is emblematic of her larger refusal to acknowledge ethical claims placed upon her by the call of the Other.3

If we listen carefully, the multiple knocking scenes in the play are only the most obvious or extreme examples within an overall context of metalanguage, or speeches about speaking. Thus we have Macduff to Ross: “Be not a niggard of your speech” (4.3.181); Ross to Macduff: “Let not your ears despise my tongue for ever” (4.3.201); Macbeth to the Messenger: “Thou com’st to use thy tongue; thy story quickly” (5.5.27); and Macduff to Malcolm at the end of the play: “I see thee compass’d with thy kingdom’s pearl / That speak my salutation in their minds” (5.11.21-22). This last quotation is particularly apt because it establishes the possibility of imagined (as opposed to literal) speech. These examples only multiply when we extend the scenario of speaking / eliciting speech / demanding to be recognized to the many supernatural beings in the play. Macbeth addresses Banquo’s Ghost at the banquet: “If thou canst nod, speak too” (3.4.69). When Macbeth goes to see the Weird Sisters in order to seek their counsel, he starts out: “I conjure you, by that which you profess, / Howe’er you come to know it,—answer me” (4.1.66-67). A few lines later he repeats, “answer me / To what I ask you” (4.1.76-77). The Witches respond in the same register:





	1 WITCH:
	Speak.



	2 WITCH:
	Demand.



	3 WITCH:
	We’ll answer.



	1 WITCH:
	Say, if thou’dst rather hear it from our mouths, Or from our masters?



	MACBETH:
	Call ‘em, let me see ‘em. (4.1.77-79)




Two ghostly faces appear in response, an armed head (this phantasmal knight’s helmet hides his face)4 and a child wearing a crown. The First Witch instructs Macbeth regarding the first apparition:





	MACBETH:
	Tell me, thou unknown power,—



	1 WITCH:
	He knows thy thought:



	 
	Hear his speech, but say thou naught.
(4.1.85-86)




Macbeth begs for “one word more” but the First Witch declares of the apparition, “He will not be commanded” (4.1.91). The Witches all instruct Macbeth not to speak to the child wearing a crown: “Listen, but speak not to ‘t” (4.1.105). Finally eight kings’ heads parade before him in the air. Their faces resemble one another, as Macbeth notes: “Thou other gold-bound brow, is like the first:—/ A third is like the former” (4.1.130-131). What are we to make of this multiplication of identical faces? Macbeth sees in them a proliferation of the shades of Banquo: “Thou art like the spirit of Banquo; down! / Thy crown does sear mine eyeballs” (4.1.128-129). These ghostly apparitions do not even need to speak in order to produce their desired effect upon Macbeth’s conscience. This guilty empathy is thematized by a peripheral character named Ross who nonetheless voices one of the play’s central ethical messages, namely: “No mind that’s honest / But in it shares some woe” (4.3.198-99). Macbeth’s guilt, in turn, registers upon his own face, as Lady Macbeth does not fail to notice: “Your face, my thane, is as a book where men / May read strange matters” (1.5.60-61).

Although degenerate, Macbeth is presented as higher on the moral scale in this play than his wife, who has lost all capacity for empathy. Indeed, her moral numbness or insensibility appears within the text as the direct result of her invocation to demonic spirits, whom she asks to “[s]top up the access and passage to remorse” (1.5.42). Here she seeks to sever the ethical bond by which the Other could make claims upon her. She affirms later, “Things without all remedy / Should be without regard; what’s done is done” (3.2.13-14). No remorse for her! In fact, she embodies the diametrically opposite response to the call of the Other in a hypothetical scenario where she fantasizes to Macbeth that, rather than desist from the purpose of killing Duncan so her husband can be king, she would rather dash out the brains of her own newborn child:


I have given suck, and know

How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me:

I would, while it was smiling in my face,

Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums,

And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn as you

Have done to this. (1.7.55-59)



So far from recognizing an ethical obligation to the Other, she lashes out instead, bent on nothing less than total annihilation. This is the ethical foil that shows what our response to the Other should not be.

* * *

In the second lecture of Time and the Other (1946/7), Levinas introduces us to the There is, or il y a. The discussion takes place within a larger discussion about death and solitude. More specifically, he is concerned about the possibility of having power over death—the power to die, to control when one dies. His brief comments about Juliet focus on this theme. Levinas suggests that Juliet’s cry, “I keep the power to die,” expresses what might be true of all tragedies: “This mastery, this possibility of finding a meaning for existence through the possibility of suicide is a constant fact of tragedy … Her cry is a triumph over fatality” (TO 50).5 Yet for Levinas, Hamlet is beyond tragedy. Hamlet’s utterance of his famous phrase, “To be or not to be,” is precisely to recognize what it might mean not to exist, that not to exist is in fact not a mastery. It is to lose mastery. In recognizing that one in fact does not have this mastery, Hamlet realizes he is obligated to be, and this constitutes the absurdity of being: “Being is evil not because it is finite, but because it is without limits” (TO 51).6

As Andrew Cutrofello observes in his book All for Nothing: Hamlet’s Negativity, the insight that Levinas sees in Hamlet’s phrase is what makes Shakespeare so significant for Levinas.7 Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” differentiates him from other tragic figures we see throughout Shakespeare’s plays, many of whom commit suicide as a triumph over their perceived destiny, i.e. their fate. This view holds that suicide is actually a triumph over fatality since one chooses one’s death rather than simply succumbing to it. Levinas, however, sees Shakespeare as moving “‘beyond tragedy or the tragedy of tragedy’ when he has Hamlet discover in the To be or not to be soliloquy that annihilation may be impossible.”8 Here we find an important counter to Heidegger’s famous representation of death as “the possibility of impossibility.”9 Levinas reverses this phrase: death is the impossibility of possibility. Self-annihilation for Levinas is impossible. As he writes in On Escape, originally published in French in 1935, the experiences we use as our attempts to escape from ourselves, (e.g.), pleasure, shame, and nausea, only confirm that we are bound [rivé] to ourselves.10 In contrast to Sartre’s analysis of nausea, which Levinas’s discussion anticipates, it is not nothingness that we seek to escape but instead the fact of our existence.11 Time and the Other restates this earlier position. Death is not an act of freedom, an expression of freedom; rather, death is where all possibilities end. “Death,” Levinas writes, “is in this sense the limit of idealism … Death marks the end” (TO 70-72). He astutely reads death not as a mastery but as a lack of mastery—my virility, my power is gone.

Cutrofello’s reading successfully counters the one offered by Jeffrey Berman in his book Empathic Teaching: Education for Life.12 Berman states that “To be or not to be” is not the question for Levinas. Rather the question is the “right to be.”13 This view emerges in response to the conatus essendi which dominates modernity and makes ethical response to the Other appear as a mythology. Yet Cutrofello’s discussion demonstrates that “To be or not to be” reveals the limits of virility in the face of death.

Levinas’s discussion of death returns him to Shakespeare, as he muses that all of philosophy “is only a meditation on Shakespeare,” an interesting revision of all philosophy being a footnote to Plato. Yet he ties this discussion of death and mastery explicitly to Macbeth’s death (TO 72-73). Avenging the deaths of his family, Macduff tells Macbeth that if anyone other than he, Macduff, kills Macbeth then the ghosts of his family will haunt him forever. Macbeth tells Macduff that he is not scared, for he is not afraid of anyone born of a woman. A slight technicality in Macduff’s entering the world (i.e., a Caesarian section) allows him to declare that he is not of woman born. Hearing this, Macbeth now fears his death, but defeat is not yet; and Macbeth seizes one last battle with hope to live in spite of the destiny he was foretold:


Though Birnam wood be come to Dunsinane,

And thou oppos’d, being of no woman born,

Yet I will try the last. Before my body

I throw my warlike shield: lay on, Macduff;

And damn’d be him that first cries, Hold, enough!

(5.10.30-34)



In Levinas’s view, “death is thus never assumed, it comes” (TO 73). The hero glimpses another chance. The hero wants to live. And so Levinas declares, “suicide is contradictory” (TO 73). The presence of hope—the hope that one will live—contradicts the view that we have mastery over death. Hope appears precisely at the moment when death arises. Adding to his discussion of Macbeth, Levinas refers to Hamlet’s speech, which for Levinas is not framed as a right to be for Hamlet. Rather, the question is whether Hamlet should exist or not exist. Should Hamlet take his own life? And more significantly, can he? Of course, on the one hand, he can—he can certainly commit suicide. But Levinas’s own gloss on the phrase indicates that there is something more to existence that supersedes mere life and death. He suggests that Hamlet is a “lengthy testimony to the impossibility of assuming death. Nothingness is impossible … ‘To be or not to be’ is a sudden awareness of this impossibility of annihilating oneself” (TO 73, emphasis ours). We would argue that ghosts appear in Shakespeare as a testament to this impossibility of nothingness.

In the section immediately following his discussion of death, Levinas tells us that we can infer from this analysis that death becomes the limit of virility. It is at this moment of losing mastery that we find ourselves in relationship with something that is absolutely Other, “something bearing alterity, not as provisional determination we can assimilate through enjoyment, but as something whose very existence is made of alterity” (TO 74). In a striking comment intended to contradict the whole of Heidegger’s analysis in Being and Time, Levinas asserts, “my solitude is thus not confirmed by death but broken by it” (TO 74). In a short set of steps Levinas then moves from death as the absolute Other, to the feminine, to God. In the end, as we know from the development of his ethical project, the absolute Other is the alterity of the other person who claims me. Only a being who contracts through suffering—that is, whose finitude puts it in a different relationship to death and to life—can be in this kind of relationship with the Other. Fleshing out the rest of the argument, for Levinas, this relationship with the Other is the relationship with the future (TO 77). Although twenty years will separate these writings, Levinas’s language here eventually turns to the language of the trace. The trace of the other connects to the trace of God, bringing his thought full circle back to Time and Other, where the absolutely Other is identified as God.

* * *

Returning now for a moment to Macbeth, another distinct discourse that runs throughout the play is an ongoing conversation about faces and their ability or lack of ability to express accurately the emotions or identities of their wearers. Lady Macduff asks, “What are these faces?” (4.2.79), while Macduff demands to Macbeth, “Tyrant, show thy face!” (5.8.1). Lady Macbeth likewise asks her husband in reproach, “Why do you make such faces?” (3.4.66). Not yet so morally numb as she, he is unable to dissimulate to her satisfaction.

Fear in particular is shown to be an emotion reflected on the face, specifically by a lack of color. The following dialogue between Macbeth and one of his servants likens men’s white faces to those of geese when the blood drains from them out of sheer fright:



	

	MACBETH:
	The devil damn thee black, thou cream-fac’d loon!
Where gott’st thou that goose look?



	SERVANT:
	There is ten thousand—



	MACBETH:
	Geese, villain?



	SERVANT:
	Soldiers, sir.



	MACBETH:
	Go, prick thy face, and over-red thy fear, Thou lily-liver’d boy. What soldiers, patch? Death of thy soul! those linen cheeks of thine Are counsellors to fear. What soldiers, whey-face?



	SERVANT:
	The English force, so please you.



	MACBETH:
	Take thy face hence. (5.3.15-19)




Here Macbeth prefers red faces to white ones; but as it turns out, red faces too abound in this play. Lady Macbeth announces her intention to smear Duncan’s blood on the faces of his grooms: “I’ll gild the faces of the grooms withal, / For it must seem their guilt” (2.2.53-54). Later Lennox confirms, “Their hands and faces were all badg’d with blood” (2.3.99). Similarly, Macbeth says to a murderer he hired to kill Banquo: “There’s blood upon thy face” (3.4.11). In case we missed it the first time, Macduff employs the same discourse to describe the outward signs of inner conflict. He cries to all of Scotland, as if a nation too could have a face: “wear thou thy wrongs” (4.3.34).

In these passages we see that the face should register a response to the Other; when it does not, Shakespeare signals to us that something has gone badly awry. This is the case with Lady Macbeth, who—as we have already noted—has lost the capacity for empathy to the extent that she is impervious to ethical demands. Even her murderous husband marvels at her ability to compartmentalize and put on a brave face despite her knowledge of, and complicity in, his own heinous crimes. He marvels at her healthy glow:


You make me strange

Even to the disposition that I owe,

When now I think you can behold such sights,

And keep the natural ruby of your cheeks,

When mine are blanch’d with fear. (1.5.62-64)



And yet hers is but one of many false faces we see parading through a play imbued with metadiscourse about performativity as well as specific props and costume pieces, such as masks, which of course deliberately hide the face. Macbeth invokes this imagery explicitly in his confession of “Masking the business from the common eye / For sundry weighty reasons” (3.1.126-127). As we saw before in the apparition of the ghostly knight whose armor hides his face, a vizier, or vizard in Shakespeare’s English, accomplishes the same purpose as a mask, which is disguise. Macbeth commands, “make our faces vizards to our hearts, / Disguising what they are” (3.2.35-36). The ever-slippery Lady Macbeth advocates an even more elaborate policy of deliberate deceit:


Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,

Your hand, your tongue: look like the innocent flower,

But be the serpent under’t. (1.5.62-64)



Malcolm notices the proliferation of false faces and sums up the situation with the rueful comment, “all things foul would wear the brows of grace” (4.3.24). Actually, though, false faces are presented in this play as in some sense genuine or authentic in that they reflect accurately the deceit that lies within the heart, as in “False face must hide what the false heart doth know” (1.7.82).

A very special case is posed by the faces of ghosts and sleepwalkers, whose faces resemble death (which in turn resembles sleep). These zombie-like creatures, the very definition of the undead, are equated in this play through the words of their personification, Lady Macbeth: “[T]he sleeping and the dead / Are but as pictures,” she says (2.2.50-51). But pictures of what? We might for a moment think of three completely white canvases exhibited in 2007 at the Centre Pompidou in Paris, which were much commented-upon at the time in the blogosphere.14 Apparently, a picture does not have to be filled-in to count as one.… For his part, Macduff once again employs the language of faces to contrast death to sleep at the moment in the second act when he discovers Duncan’s murdered corpse:


Shake off this downy sleep, death’s counterfeit,

And look on death itself! up, up, and see

The great doom’s image! Malcolm! Banquo!

As from your graves rise up, and walk like sprites

To countenance this horror! (2.3.73-77)



The verb “countenance” is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary in its first definition as “to assume a particular demeanour, behaviour, or aspect”—in other words, let empathy do its work, and allow one’s face to be changed by an encounter with the radically Other. In fact, the OED lists a now-obsolete definition of this verb, which is more often used as a noun, and gives as an example these exact lines from this play: “to keep in countenance (by acting in the same way); to be in keeping with.”15 What better definition of the ethically desirable response to the Other’s call, as described by Levinas, than to “keep in countenance” or “be in keeping with” that Other’s needs? In fact, the ghost and the sleepwalker seem to share an idealized space, a sort of limbo, where their faces become a blank slate. They are morally dead, numb and unable to register a response to the call of the Other. A gentlewoman in the play describes this physical aspect of Lady Macbeth, who enters the stage sleepwalking and with a blank face: “This is her very guise; and, upon my life, fast asleep” (5.1.16-17). The doctor confirms, “You see, her eyes are open”; to which the gentlewoman responds: “Ay, but their sense is shut” (5.1.21-22). This tabula rasa is presented within the text as impervious to the Other’s demands.

That is, however, only when the face is in passive or receiving mode—when the face is not on the attack. As classical tradition informs us, Gorgons were mythological figures, three sisters who had snakes for hair and possessed the power to turn anyone who looked at them into stone. The most famous of the three was known as Medusa, but her sisters Stheno and Euryale were equally deadly. Macduff describes the scene of Duncan’s murdered corpse with specific reference to the Gorgons who could freeze with a glance:


Approach the chamber, and destroy

With a new Gorgon:—do not bid me speak;

See, and then speak yourselves. (2.3.67-69)



Here we see an intersection of the discourse about faces with the first web of discourse we described in this essay, the one about speaking and eliciting speech. Malcolm too alludes to a less empathic rôle for the face in the ominous line, “There’s daggers in men’s smiles” (2.3.136). Finally, the play ends with—what else?—a disembodied head being paraded across the stage, namely Macbeth’s, severed and bloody, as one last face to be forever seared into the minds of the play’s audience. Macduff triumphantly brandishes his sword with one hand while gesturing toward Macbeth’s head, which he has unceremoniously lopped off: “behold, where stands / The usurper’s cursed head” (5.11.20-21). Quite appropriately for this play infused with performative metadiscourse from start to finish, the final scene ends with a dead face that can no longer respond to the Other’s call. Or can it? Perhaps in the unwritten sequel, Macduff will be haunted by Macbeth, just as previously Macbeth had been haunted by Banquo.…

* * *

Utilizing the references to Shakespeare in Levinas’s early works, Megan Craig offers several astute observations on how these tragic figures operate within Levinasian tropes. Her description of the face in particular draws out the “ghostly” nature of it—that it resides between real and ideal, between abstract and lived, between appearance and disappearance. She describes the face in this way:


The face’s “illeity” (BPW 75), its ambiguity, hesitates in an expressive gap between appearance and disappearance, never resolving into something definite, remaining unknowable, un-nameable, and other. It is barely a trace. In its resistance to being knowable generally or particularly, the face is the site of a uniquely transcendent sense, significant without signifying. It signals an empty, open interval of meaning—an abstract, yet human significance prefiguring and grounding the possibility of any definite or concrete signified. Levinas describes this in several ways, in each case dislodging dualities—subject/object, inside/outside, immanent/ transcendent—between which meaning supposedly arches.



Following this description she adds that the phenomenon of the face can be described as “the abstract sense of someone other.”16 As Craig notes, Levinas uses imagery from Macbeth to “conjure up” the il y a not only in Existence and Existents (1947) but also in “Enigma and Phenomenon” (1965).17 Referring to the well-known passage from Existence and Existents, which makes reference to Macbeth, Megan Craig contrasts Levinas’s thoughts here with what he says later in “Enigma and Phenomenon”:


Horror is the event of being which returns in the heart of this negation, as though nothing had happened. “And that,” says Macbeth, “is more strange than crime itself” … Specters, ghosts, sorceresses are not only a tribute Shakespeare pays to his time … they allow him to move constantly toward this limit between being and nothingness where being insinuates itself even in nothingness, like bubbles of the earth (“the Earth hath bubbles”). (EE 57)



In “Enigma and Phenomenon” Levinas writes, “The Saying, that is, the face, is the discretion of an unheard of proposition, an insinuation, immediately reduced to nothing, breaking up like the ‘bubbles of the earth,’ which Banquo speaks of at the beginning of Macbeth” (BPW 74). Here Craig notes that Levinas’s description of both the face and the il y a are remarkably, if not simply eerily, similar.18 That is, the description moves between a sense of someone and a sense of something, not unlike how we might describe a ghost or specter, that feeling of being haunted—by something? Or someone …?

In her interpretation of Levinas’s reading of Macbeth, Craig also notes the different reactions to the witches exhibited by Macbeth versus Banquo. She writes, “Where Levinas observes Macbeth’s sense of horror in 1947, in 1965 he remembers Banquo and correctly attributes to Banquo his line in act I, scene 3.” Here is what we find in Macbeth: “The earth hath bubbles, as water has, / And these [the Witches] are of them: Whither are they vanish’d?” (1.3.77-78). Craig offers the gloss that “Banquo, unlike Macbeth, is not frightened by the Witches, imploring them.” She continues with Banquo’s lines from Macbeth: “Speak then to me, who neither beg nor fear / Your favours nor your hate” (1.3.68-69). Finally, Craig observes,


Later Banquo becomes the haunting presence that torments Macbeth, the ghostly apparition who refuses to die a decisive death. Clarifying the attribution of the line in 1965, Levinas emphasizes a different, now positive significance to fluidity and impermanence—envisioning the surplus of infinity as an ever-opening possibility.19



Craig’s reading is fascinating and worth noting, especially in her emphasis not only on the ghostly apparition but also on the Witches—creatures who are both of and at the same time not of this world. Where we part company with Craig is in her claim that Levinas’s turn toward religious or theological language is an unfortunate choice for him.20 Rather, one might argue that it is his only logical move. Religion sits at the in-between—between transcendence and immanence, between real and ideal, between alive and dead. Critics who fail to see this point are only fanning the flames of the religious / secular divide which, according to some, is “threatening to overtake and stunt Levinas scholarship.”21 We would argue instead that this religious language is necessary. It enriches the scholarship and has in fact helped advance it, forging connections among disciplines, helping to clarify terms, and developing a deeper understanding of the limits of philosophical language. The fact that scholars are unwilling to see why Levinas must turn to a linguistic register that sits outside of traditional Western categories of ontology might say more about philosophy as a discipline than about his turn to this language.22

Levinas’s 1963 essay “The Trace of the Other,” which ends with a discussion of Moses and the trace of God, might help us see why this is the case. The idea of the trace has been contentious in contemporary French philosophy. Some scholars attribute its origin to the French philosopher Jacques Derrida. Yet the dates of their respective writings suggest that Levinas first introduced the term in his May 1963 Louvain lecture. The relationship between Derrida and Levinas is well-known, even if it is not always clear who influenced whom, or how closely their thought was aligned. Many scholars believe that Levinas’s magnum opus, Otherwise than Being, responded to the sustained criticism in “Violence and Metaphysics,” Derrida’s 1964 essay devoted to Totality and Infinity. To address the criticism that Levinas simply did not escape ontological language, Levinas developed a vocabulary which—while effective for addressing Derrida’s critique—also rendered the book nearly impenetrable.

The themes that occupy the essays in Humanism of the Other function as transitional pieces between Totality and Infinity (1961), where he first develops his ethical project, and Otherwise than Being (1974), where he works out the details, avoiding many of the criticisms that haunted his previous attempts. Thus, these essays help us see the transition from the themes of death in Time and the Other, to the Other and ethics in Totality and Infinity, to the trace, which occupies his most mature writing. These essays indicate that Levinas seemed to have anticipated at least some of the criticisms that would later come his way. However, his use of the trace precedes the publication of Derrida’s early criticism, and thus we see how he developed this concept outside of Derrida’s critique. Derrida later appropriates this concept in several of his own writings, invoking the trace to refer to that which is repeatable in everyday experience. For him, like for Levinas, the ghost provides an especially helpful image for his discussion.

In Specters of Marx, Derrida is particularly interested in how the specter is always revenant—on the one hand, by definition a ghost—but (more interesting to Derrida) a ghost which is specifically revenant because it has returned. We cannot control the comings and goings of a ghost, or a haunting; but most importantly, a ghost begins by beginning again, by returning. A ghost is the return of someone who was once there, once alive. Yet the ghost is not fully dead or else the ghost would not have returned to the space of the living. Thus, the ghost sits in the in-between—between living and non-living, real and not real. For Derrida, a ghost is a trace, a trace of the Other. Although ghosts do not always register in people’s minds as religious figures—think children’s television, like Scooby Doo—they are nonetheless associated with ritual magic, spirits, and exorcism.23 Whether pagan or transcendental, the ghost is clearly associated with religious imagery. Thus, we argue that the connection Derrida forges between the trace and the ghost is not coincidental.24

* * *

Levinas’s essay “The Trace of the Other,” published in September 1963, develops the ideas that appear in ‘The Trace,’ the concluding section of his 1963 essay, “Signification and Sense.” This essay brings together ideas from lectures he gave between 1961 and 1963.25 In this work, Levinas refers obliquely to Ernst Cassirer and his philosophy of culture. Specifically, Levinas is interested in cultural meaning and symbols.26 Richard Cohen’s reading of this essay is instructive:


[E]xpression is not absorbed into an ontological dialectic of revelation and concealment, à la Heidegger, but neither is expression sufficiently grasped by greater self-knowledge regarding lateral reference to its broader cultural context and the transcendental conditions of that cultural context, à la Cassirer. Rather, the expression of the other, what Levinas calls the “face” (visage), as originating in the unreachable and nonthematizable transcendence of the other—beyond being and “before culture”—puts the self into question, moral question. The other disturbs, upsets, and overwhelms the self-relation of the self with a moral obligation to respond that cuts deeper—is more important—than cultural formations or the ontological configuration of being … Symbolic forms are interrupted, overcharged, and broken by moral imperatives. Symbols cannot ‘contain’ the moral imperatives that ultimately drive them and give them sense. (HO xx-xxi)



What then do we make of the final section of this essay to which Cohen refers? What relationship does Levinas’s concept of the trace have to his view of that which is before cultural expression, before epistemological condition, the moral imposition of the other—the trauma of obligation and the responsibility to respond? And finally, how do these things connect to the ghost, a concept that in fact haunts Levinas’s writings?

In this discussion of the trace, Levinas refers to the experience of the other as a visitation. The face that solicits us, as he describes it here, is not part of “another world,” a world behind a world as in Kant’s phenomenal and noumenal worlds—the world of experience, and the “real” world that sits behind that. Rather, he says, “The beyond is precisely beyond the ‘world,’ that is beyond all unveiling” (HO 38-39). Again, contra both Kant and Cassirer, the face for Levinas is abstract. It is not the seeing of a face like an empiricist would experience. The abstraction is this visitation, this beginning or advent that disrupts immanence without becoming part of this World. It is, as it were, a third way, reminiscent of the third way for which he searched in his essays of the 1930s. It is a third path that he claims defies the normal contradictions of absent-present. How, he asks, is this third path possible? If we continue along a Kantian path looking for the “real” world that exists beyond (or behind) the world of experience, we will not find this third path. That is, if we follow Kant, we are left with a view that the order of being is either revealed or disguised, that is, hidden (HO 39-40). Levinas asks us, then, to consider that the beyond means something other than how Kant has defined it. The relation between the signified and its meaning, or its significance, is in the trace—not a relationship, but rather what he calls an irrectitude.

For Levinas the typical understanding of sign and signified is that of a relationship that is mediated. But the trace is precisely a relationship that eludes this mediation. The trace, which signifies beyond being, also signifies into the past, which he calls an immemorial past—beyond memory:


Beyond being is a Third person who is not defined by the Oneself, by ipseity. He is the possibility of the third direction of radical irrectitude that escapes the bipolar game of immanence and transcendence proper to being, where immanence always wins out over transcendence. (HO 40, emphasis in original)



The face comes from this beyond but in the “form” of the third person, which Levinas names illeity. It is important to remember here that when Levinas says third person, he does not mean a third individual. He means a reference to a second person but in the third person from a grammatical point of view. Why is this significant? For Levinas, this reference to illeity, to He, to the third person pronoun, signifies irreversibility—as opposed to a reference to “you,” which registers mutuality, reversibility, or exchange. Indeed, he says declaratively, “the illeity of the third person is—the condition of irreversibility,” or what we might refer to as the asymmetry central to his discussions in Totality and Infinity. The third person—as the face—withdraws from both revelation and dissimulation. And as such, it is the Infinity of the absolutely Other (HO 41).

In his interview with Philippe Nemo, broadcast on the radio in early 1981 and published as Ethics and Infinity, Levinas responds to Nemo’s question about how the ethical relationship makes us escape the “solitude of being.” The concern Nemo has is this: if we are no longer in being, where are we? Are we not only left with society? Levinas responds by recalling the Infinity of Totality and Infinity:


I am not afraid of the word God, which appears quite often in my essays. To my mind the Infinite comes in the signifyingness of the face. The face signifies the Infinite. It never appears as a theme, but in this ethical signifyingness itself; that is, in the fact that the more I am just the more I am responsible; one never quits with regard to the Other. (EI 105)



He continues his answer by referencing hineni, the Hebrew for “Here I am” [me voici], a phrase often uttered by those most responsible in the Hebrew Bible: Noah and Abraham in particular. In the Hebrew expression, which Levinas deploys repeatedly (particularly in his 1974 work, Otherwise than Being), he tries to evoke the already-readiness of the expression—the being ready to respond before one is called. The “Here I am” signifies the Other: one is ready for someone. For Levinas, this is how the Infinite enters language—even though it is not seen. And to be clear, this not being seen is not a “not being seen yet” or “being invisible.” God not being seen is God not thematizable, God beyond visible and invisible. Yet, the most fascinating part of this particular response to Nemo is Levinas’s turn to Jewish mysticism. He explains that in many old prayers, the pious one begins by praying to God and using the referent Thou, but he finishes by saying He “as if in the course of this approach of the ‘Thou’ its transcendence into ‘He’ supervened. It is what in my descriptions I called the ‘illeity’ of the Infinite.” Tying all these themes together, Levinas explains to Nemo that in saying “Here I am,” the ethical subject “testifies” to the Infinite. This testimony is not truth by representation. Rather it is simply through the testimony itself, through the response to the other that the Infinite “glorifies itself” (EI 106-107).

Returning then to his discussion in “Signification and Sense,” a third path is required since for Levinas the trace cannot be reached, cannot be comprehended. It does not belong to phenomenology and thus eludes the empirical gaze. But it is not out of the empiricist’s grasp because it is hidden; it is beyond this dichotomy. And while the trace is not a sign, it may function like a sign. Levinas uses the example of a detective who investigates a crime scene, or a hunter who is following the trace of game for which he searches. In these instances, like the check written intentionally to leave a trace of payment, there is inscribed in the world order, in the experience of the world, a trace which Levinas characterizes as disturbing the world order: “It is ‘superimposed’” (HO 41). The person who left traces while also trying to erase those traces (so as to commit the perfect crime) irreparably disturbed that order.

To illustrate the point more clearly, Levinas ends this discussion with a summary of Exodus 33 where he describes Moses seeing the back of God. Here God leaves a trace, or shows Himself only in a trace. Thus, like the “here I am” to which he refers in his interview with Nemo, for Levinas, going toward God means not going toward the trace—that would be to miss the point. It means going toward others who stand in the trace of illeity—the thirdness, the he-ness. In his longer essay devoted solely to the trace, he refers to illeity as the origin of alterity.27 To go toward others means to move beyond reciprocity, to exceed the calculation that defines the economies of the world. Rather it is to place ethics and the ethical relationship in a permanent state of irrectitude—that which cannot be “corrected.” Thus, the absolutely Other is not, like a need, extinguished in pleasure. It is infinite. The trace, then, rather than leaving evidence for what has happened, disturbs the world order and leaves it unsettled, just as the ghost disturbs the world it was presumed to have left.

* * *

To conclude, then, in this essay we have begun to catch a glimpse of the subtle and seemingly elusive connections to be made among the face, the trace, and the ghost in a tragedy of Shakespeare as read backward through the lens of Levinas. To reverse the famous equation of Harold Bloom, even the strongest literary precursors may in fact be changed irreparably by their successors.28 It is our argument here that after reading Levinas and taking his ethical message to heart, we can in fact never read Shakespeare in quite the same way again. In Negative Dialects, the critical theorist Theodor Adorno walks back his now famous and oft-quoted phrase that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.”29 He modifies his previous thought to say, “Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as the tortured man has to scream.”30 His comment is taken as a response to reading Paul Celan, a French poet associated intimately with suffering, survival, and the Shoah. Following this line, Adorno then queries if one has the right to live—that is, if one has survived Auschwitz—that is, when one was meant to be killed. We are inclined, then, to take this assertion one step further, but in a slightly more Levinasian direction. After Auschwitz, we can no longer read the Western Canon in the same way as it was read before the atrocities of the Holocaust. Shakespeare’s evident obsession with knocking, speaking, and faces—and the ethical imperative they signify—will from now on be eternally colored for us by the Levinasian resonances of those terms. Shakespeare’s insight that existence is a necessity from which one cannot escape, precisely because of the ethical obligation that binds us to an Other, resonates deeply with Levinas’s ethical project. If it is the case that the whole of philosophy is a meditation on Shakespeare, it might also be the case that the whole of Shakespeare cannot escape the claim of Levinas’s ethical Other.

It may not even seem too fanciful a stretch to say that in this essay we as scholars have been performatively knocking, knocking, knocking at the gate as in Macbeth’s memorable scene of the porter. Levinas has effectively become a gate-keeper to Shakespeare: we have to go through him now in order to arrive at the textual edifice or castle. Throughout this extended comparative meditation we too have been knocking, knocking, knocking as we have sought to unlock the mysteries of this play.

In closing, by means of this interdisciplinary dialogue, we would modify slightly the gate-keeper’s parting words: “I pray you, remember the porter.” Instead, we would leave our reader with the admonition: “We pray you, remember the Other.” Such is the ethical bottom line or common denominator for both Shakespeare and Levinas. An important corollary to this has been to show how a more overtly religious reading of Levinas—which, we would argue, is merely an effort to restore his original, unapologetic religiosity—leads to the realization that to glimpse the face of the Other is to see the face of God.
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7: From Horror to Solitude to Maternity

Steven Shankman

“It sometimes seems to me,” writes Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), “that the whole of philosophy is only a meditation on Shakespeare” (TO 47). In this essay I wish to reflect on 1) how Shakespeare figures in Levinas’s philosophical development from the time of the appearance of Existence and Existents and Time and Other, both published just after the Second World War, through Humanism of the Other and Otherwise than Being in the early 1970s); and 2) how Levinas’s thought can, in turn, open up the ethical dimension of Macbeth, Hamlet, and King Lear, three plays that Levinas particularly admired.1 In the course of my essay I will also refer to the work of Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929), the great anti-Hegelian philosopher and author of The Star of Redemption, which had such a powerfully formative influence on Levinas’s thought.

I begin by focusing on Levinas’s notion of what he describes as the horrifying impersonality and “irremissibility” (i.e., the no-exit quality) of Being, of the “there is,” the “il y a,” which he sees articulated in Macbeth and Hamlet. Levinas’s reflection on the “there is,” he notes in a conversation with Philippe Nemo, “starts with childhood memories. One sleeps alone, the adults continue life; the child feels the silence of his bedroom as [a] ‘rumbling’ [bruissant]” (EI 48). In this same interview, Levinas says that his friend Maurice Blanchot comes close to articulating what Levinas himself means by the chilling anonymity of the “there is” when Blanchot, in his fiction, speaks of “A night in a hotel room where, behind the partition, ‘it does not stop stirring’[’ça n’arrête pas de remuer’]; ‘one does not know what they are doing next door’” (EI 50).

Neither Heideggerian anxiety about death nor Sartrean “nausea,” for Levinas, accounts for the “horror” generated by the il y a, a horror in which “the subject is stripped of his subjectivity, of his power to have private existence. The subject is depersonalized.… [H]orror turns the subjectivity of the subject, his particularity qua entity, inside out [à l’envers]. It is participation in the there is, in the there is which returns in the heart of every negation, in the there is that has ‘no exits’ [sans issue]” (EE 56). One can try to exit the “there is,” for Levinas, through what he calls “hypostasis,” (i.e.) through knowing, through positing oneself as a knowing subject. But Levinas, who was no irrationalist, associated knowing with an assertive grasping of the true, and hence even with violence. Knowing, for Levinas, is burdened with a likely forgetting—not, as in Heidegger, of Being, but rather of a forgetting of one’s prior and infinite obligation to the Other, an obligation which precedes knowing and its light.

Knowing, for Levinas, is thus a solitude. We can exit the “il y a,” or the essential solitude of the knowing subject, for Levinas, only through the ethical relation, i.e., through a responding to and a taking responsibility for the Other. Time, for Levinas, is the time of the Other, not Hegelian time, in which the imperial subject violently assimilates everything alien in its path. Macbeth is therefore not, for Levinas, a true self, a self straightaway for the Other. In the play, Macbeth starts out as an ethical self, to be sure, which is what so troubles Lady Macbeth, who worries that Macbeth’s “nature” is “too full o’th’milk of human kindness” (1.5.17) to go through with the plan to murder Duncan. In her ruthless pursuit of power, Lady Macbeth rejects the very maternity that, as I shall argue at the end of this paper, Lear ultimately embraces. As Lady Macbeth tells her husband, whose resolve to go through with the planned murder is wavering:


I have given suck, and know

How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me:

I would, while it was smiling in my face,

Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums,

And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn

As you have done to this. (1.7.54-59)



Macbeth, in the murderous course of the play, becomes the imperial self par excellence. Macbeth intuits the portentously murderous dimension of the purely imperial self when, earlier in the play, he is stunned to realize that he has suddenly fulfilled the first two predictions in the Weird Sisters’ prophecy. He has become the Thane first of Glamis and then of Cawdor, and he now finds himself on the glorious as well as terrifying brink of fulfilling the entire prophecy. All that now remains, Macbeth realizes, is the coveted Kingship itself:


Two truths are told,

As happy prologues to the swelling act

Of the imperial theme. (1.3.128-130).



The only way out, the only escape from “the fatality of irremissible being,” for Levinas, lies in the subject’s responsiveness to, in his responsibility for, the Other. We might be reminded here of an observation of one of Levinas’s masters, Franz Rosenzweig. In The Star of Redemption, Rosenzweig remarks as follows on the isolated self before, inspired by revelation, it moves out of its isolation towards the neighbor, whom the self—through revelation—is commanded to love and thence to redeem:


The future is no future without this anticipation [of the future] and the inner Compulsion for it; without this “wish to bring about the Messiah before his time” and the temptation to “coerce the kingdom of God into being”; without these, it is only a past distended endlessly and projected forward. For without such anticipation, the moment is not eternal; it is something that drags itself everlastingly along the long, long trail of time [ein sich immerwährend Weiterschleppendes auf der langen Heerstrasse der Zeit]. (Star 227; Stern 254)



The fatiguing and utterly dispiriting experience of a future that “drags itself everlastingly along the long, long trail of time” sounds very much like Macbeth’s “Tomorrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow” which “Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, / To the last syllable of recorded time” (M 5.5.19-21).2

This would not be the first allusion in Rosenzweig’s Star of Redemption to Shakespeare’s Macbeth. Earlier in this section (Part II) of The Star, Rosenzweig asserts that the name of God “is in truth word and fire, and not sound and fury [Schall und Rauch] as unbelief would have it again and again in obstinate vacuity” (Star 188; Stern 209). Rosenzweig is clearly alluding here to the famous conclusion of Macbeth’s famous soliloquy, cited above, in which the murderous and world-weary King says that life “is a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / signifying nothing” (5.5.26-28). The only way out of the self’s isolation, for both Levinas and Rosenzweig, is through an obedience to the command to love your neighbor, (i.e.) through the ethical relation. Rosenzweig’s “word and fire” [Wort und Feuer] point the reader to the Bible, specifically to the word of God and to the celestial Chariot (merkavah) of the first chapter of Ezekiel, which Rosenzweig discusses in Part III of The Star of Redemption.3 For Rosenzweig, the “word and fire” of the celestial Chariot of Ezekiel’s vision already obligates us, turns us toward our neighbor, whom we are obliged to love and thus to redeem. The “sound and fury” of existence may be meaningless for a murderous Macbeth, who has betrayed his obligation to the Other, but the “word and fire” of Ezekiel’s vision, for Rosenzweig, turns us toward our neighbor.

Let us return to Levinas. In Time and the Other, Levinas comments on the scene, at the end of Macbeth, in which the protagonist demonstrates the inability of the hero to assume death. Macbeth will heroically continue to fight, no matter how futile the consequences: “Though Birnham Wood be come to Dunsinane,” the King tells Macduff, “and thou opposed, being of no woman born, / Yet I will try the last” (5.8.30-32). In Existence and Existents, Levinas comments on how the ghost of Banquo haunts the consciousness of Macbeth, who experiences “the impossibility of escaping from an anonymous and uncorruptible existence,” an impossibility of escape that, for Levinas, “constitutes the final depths of Shakespearean tragedy. The fatality of the tragedy of antiquity [as Rosenzweig observes in The Star] becomes the fatality of irremissible being” (EE 57). Likewise, “Hamlet recoils before the ‘not to be’ because he has a foreboding of the return of being (‘to dye, to sleepe, perchance to Dreame’).” As Levinas remarks in Time and the Other, “Hamlet is precisely a lengthy testimony to this impossibility of assuming death. Nothingness is impossible” (TO 73).

Hamlet attempts to escape from the isolation of Being first through irony (“A little more than kin, and less than kind” [1.2.65]; “I am too much in the ‘son’” [1.2.67]), and then, towards the end of the play, through taking action, no matter how rash that action (“And praised be rashness for it” [5.2.7]). Prince Hamlet possesses a most remarkable interiority which is never, finally, shattered by exteriority, by the Other. Quite to the contrary, the obsessively self-reflective Hamlet rashly and mistakenly kills Polonius and is responsible, in part as a result of his cruelty towards Ophelia, for her suicide. Hamlet is, finally, irresponsible—a rightful heir to the throne who is temperamentally incapable of taking on the responsibilities of the kingship of Denmark.

Hamlet’s individuality, his unique personhood, it is true, stands in sharp contrast to the interchangeably characterless duo of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Hamlet’s college classmates who have been hired by the King to spy on the Prince. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are mere role players, ciphers who justify their toadying actions on the grounds that the King’s subjects are, necessarily, cogs in a large and impersonal, if necessary, machine. As Rosencrantz pompously and fawningly remarks to a frankly unimpressed King Claudius:


The single and peculiar life is bound

With all the strength and armour of the mind

To keep itself from noyance; but much more

That spirit upon whose weal depends and rests

The lives of many. The cess [i.e. cessation] of majesty

Dies not alone, but like a gulf doth draw

What’s near it with it; or it is a massy wheel

Fixed on the summit of the highest mount

To whose huge spokes ten thousand lesser things

Are mortised [fastened securely] and adjoined, which when it falls

Each small annexment, petty consequence,

Attends the boisterous ruin. Never alone

Did the king sigh but with a general groan.

(3.3.11-23)



Hamlet was right, earlier in the scene, when he accused his erstwhile school friends of trying to “play upon” him like a pipe and thus to violate his alterity, his otherness: “You would seem to know my stops, you would pluck out the heart of my mystery” (3.2.355-358). In Totality and Infinity, Levinas remarks that “The real must not only be determined in its historical objectivity, but also from interior intentions, from the secrecy that interrupts the continuity of historical time. Only starting from this secrecy is the pluralism of society possible” (TI 57-58). Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are purely political men. They are not ethical, in the Levinasian sense. Indeed, they represent the trumping of ethics by politics. They attempt to “pluck out the heart” of the mystery that is Prince Hamlet, to violate his otherness.

True sociality, for Levinas, “would render justice to that secrecy which for each is his life, a secrecy which does not hold to a closure which would isolate some rigorously private domain of a closed interiority, but a secrecy which holds to the responsibility for the Other.” From this responsibility for the Other, for Levinas, “one does not escape,” for this ethical responsibility is itself the very “the principle of absolute individuation” (EI 81). “I” am the responsible one, the chosen one incapable of escaping from my responsibility for the Other. Prince Hamlet clings to his “private domain of a closed interiority,” from which he never escapes, or which he never transcends. But Hamlet does manage to evade what Levinas calls, above, “the principle of absolute individuation,” which Richard Cohen, in discussing Totality and Infinity, refers to as the way in which, for Levinas, the other impinges “on the self in its most first person singularity” producing “the singularizing of the self as responsibility, responsibility for the other” (Levinasian Meditations 177).

Hamlet’s evasion of Levinas’s “principle of absolute individuation,” of the responsible self, becomes disappointingly clear in the lines he speaks to Laertes—whose father and sister have now become the lifeless victims of Hamlet’s actions—towards the end of the play before their fatal duel. Hamlet, the deeply introspective prince with a rich inner life who chose to feign madness (in the first act of the play [1.5.170], he had told his dear friend Horatio of his intention to “put an antic [wild; fantastic] disposition on”), now hypocritically casts himself as the helpless victim of that very contrived madness. Hamlet’s speech begins with what appears will be an acceptance of responsibility: “Give me your pardon, sir. I have done you wrong.…” (5.2.204). But who is this “I”? Not the responsible “I,” not Levinas’s “principle of absolute individuation.” Hamlet’s “I” in this speech is, rather, reminiscent of the “I” of the Homeric hero, of an Agamemnon evading responsibility for his own foolish and destructive actions, and blaming the gods:


This presence [audience] knows, and you must needs have heard,

How I am punished with a sore distraction.

What I have done

That might your nature, honor, and exception

Roughly awake, I here proclaim was madness.

Was Hamlet wronged Laertes? Never Hamlet.

If Hamlet from him self be ta’en away

And when he’s not himself does wrong Laertes,

Then Hamlet does it not; Hamlet denies it.

Who does it then? His madness. If’t be so,

Hamlet is of the faction that is wronged—

His madness is poor Hamlet’s enemy. (5.2.206-217)



Macbeth and Hamlet, then, never escape the solitude of being. When Hamlet returns to Denmark from his aborted trip to England, he happens upon the funeral of Ophelia, although he at first doesn’t realize that the grave that is being dug is for her body. The gravedigger produces the skull of Yorick, the King’s jester, which prompts Hamlet’s melancholic reflections on death (“Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him, Horatio. A fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. He hath bore me on his back a thousand times, and how now abhorred in my imagination it is. My gorge rises at it” (5.1.174-178)). Hamlet’s reflections are moving, it is true, and he does express real affection for the departed jester, but for this reader, at least, Hamlet’s feelings for Yorick appear more to reflect the Prince’s preoccupation with his own death rather than with the death of Yorick, the death of the other. Hamlet is unable to escape his solitude. In King Lear, in contrast, Shakespeare creates a tragic protagonist who—bareheaded on the heath, bereft of the crown of his sovereignty—experiences an eruption of ethics and dies more concerned with the death of the Other, in the case of Lear with the death of his daughter Cordelia, than with his own death.

In his last great work, Otherwise than Being, or Beyond Essence (1974), Levinas likens the true self to the maternal self, to maternity itself. In contrast to the conventionally accepted notion, since the European Enlightenment, that the self is absolutely autonomous, sovereign, imperial, like Lear’s at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play, Levinas argues that the experience of maternity more accurately signifies what it is like to be a self, for the mother cares more for the life of her child than for her own life. Maternity figures as an analogy to the self who is straightaway for the Other both in King Lear and in Levinas’s later work (Humanism of the Other and Otherwise than Being), which explicitly and implicitly alludes to Lear.

Lear characterizes himself as suffering, in Act II of the play, from an attack of what was called, in Shakespeare’s day, the “mother.” Lear, in his disbelieving sorrow at how he is being treated by his daughters Regan and Goneril, remarks:


O, how this mother swells up toward my heart!

Hysterica passio, down, thou climbing sorrow,

Thy element’s below. (2.2.246-248)



As the notes to the Arden edition explain, “the mother,” or hysterica passio, “was a disease mainly of women that arose from the womb and took them ‘with choaking in the throat.’ It was called ‘Passio Hysterica,’ or, in the English, the mother, or the suffocation of the mother.”4

In Otherwise than Being, published in 1974, Levinas writes:


Sensibility is exposedness to the other … It is a having been offered without any holding back and not the generosity of offering itself, which would be an act.… it is maternity, gestation of the other in the same. Is not the worry over someone who is being persecuted but a modification of maternity, “the groaning of the entrails [gémissement des entrailles],” wounded in those who shall give birth and who have been giving birth? Responsibility for others is signified in maternity. (OB 75; translation adapted)



I will return to Levinas’s phrase “the groaning of the entrails” in a moment and to its appearance in an earlier context in Levinas’s work that explicitly refers to Shakespeare’s King Lear. But first, I wish to suggest that there is, at the very least, an implicit allusion to Lear in this section of Otherwise than Being. The section I refer to is the fifth, on “Vulnerability and Contact,” of Chapter III, entitled “Sensibility and Proximity,” of Otherwise than Being. Here Levinas is arguing that corporeal existence, the very meaning or significance of the body, is its vulnerability and proximity to the Other. Consciousness does not, in a pristine or self-contained sovereignty over itself, freely decide to constitute itself on the basis of a conception of its own materiality. “Sensible experience as an obsession by the other, or a maternity” is rather, for Levinas, “already the corporeality which the philosophy of consciousness wishes to constitute on the basis of it” (italics mine; OB 77). The matter (or mater, to make explicit the references to the Latin word made by Levinas, in this section of Otherwise than Being) of our corporeal existence is already a maternity, a giving (donner),


when giving offers not the superfluxion of the superfluous, but the bread taken out of one’s own mouth. Signification signifies, consequently, in nourishing, clothing, lodging, in maternal relations, in which matter shows itself for the first time in its materiality [dans les rapports maternels où la matière se montre seulement dans sa matérialité]. (OB 77; AE 124)



Levinas’s phrase “the superfluxion of the superfluous” (la superfluxion du superflu) has, I suggest, a Shakespearean provenance, as does the very title of Otherwise than Being, in which Levinas states, in the book’s third paragraph, that Hamlet’s “to be or not to be” is precisely not the question where transcendence is concerned (OB 3; italics mine; Levinas refers to Shakespeare’s Macbeth in the previous paragraph). And as do, in a general sense, Levinas’s reflections, in these opening paragraphs of Autrement qu’être, on the “undethron-able royalty” of the verb être (“to be”) in “our languages,” which “would be the very purple of this royalty” (OB 4). For Levinas, ethics dethrones any notion of the sovereign, imperial self. Kingship, in Shakespeare’s great tragedies, signifies precisely such sovereignty. These tragedies tell the story, for Levinas, of the sovereign ego’s necessary dethroning in the wake of the eruption of ethics.

The word superfluxion in Levinas’s phrase “le superfluxion du superflu” appears nowhere else in French. It is Levinas’s own coinage. It is a coinage, however, apparently borrowed, and then gallicized, from Shakespeare, who had himself previously coined the word “superflux” in Lear’s speech on the heath, in which Lear—for the first time—recognizes, too late (for he is now no longer king), his obligations to the poor, to the other. Before speaking these lines, in a remarkably Levinasian gesture of “Après vous, Monsieur,” Lear, in the midst of a terrible storm, asks his poor Fool to enter a protective hovel before he himself does:


[to the Fool] In boy, go first. You houseless poverty

Nay, get thee in. I’ll pray, and then I’ll sleep.

[Kneels.] Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,

Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you

From seasons such as these? O, I have ta’en

Too little care of this. Take physic, pomp,

Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them

And show the heavens more just. (3.4.26-36)



In his curious phrase “superfluxion du superflu,” Levinas’s “superfluxion” appears to have been influenced by the word “superflux” in this passage.

For the inspiration for the word “superflu” we might, I suggest, again turn to King Lear, specifically to the word “superfluous” used first by Lear and then by Gloucester. The first instance occurs in Act II. Regan and Goneril have just announced that they are about to completely strip Lear of his already significantly reduced group of royal retainers. “What need one?” Regan asks. Lear angrily responds with the famous words, “O, reason not the need!” and he then goes on to say, “Our basest beggars/ Are in the poorest thing superfluous” (2.2.452-454). The Arden editors gloss this sentence as follows: “the poorest beggars have some miserable possession that is superfluous to their needs.”5 Gloucester’s use of the word “superfluous” occurs in his reference to what he now sees, in regard to his own character in Act IV, as the selfishness of a “superfluous and lust-dieted man.” After Cornwall barbarously blinds Gloucester, the old man, now humbled, gives money to “Poor Tom,” who is in fact his son Edgar (in disguise), whom Gloucester has so terribly wronged:


Here, take this purse, thou whom the heaven’s plagues

Have humbled to all strokes. That I am wretched

Makes thee the happier. Heavens deal so still!

Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man

That slaves your ordinance, that will not see

Because he does not feel, feel your power quickly:

So distribution should undo excess

And each man have enough. (4.1.67-73)



Levinas’s phrase “gémissement des entrailles” (a “groaning [or ‘moaning’] of the entrails”), which appears towards the beginning of the section on “Vulnerability and Contact” in Otherwise than Being in 1974, in fact first appears in Levinas’s writing two years earlier in Humanism of the Other, a book that begins with an epigraph from King Lear: “I should e’en die with pity/ to see another thus” (4.7.53-54). Lear is here speaking to the angelic Cordelia, with whom he has just been reunited, and registering how stunned he is by Regan’s and Goneril’s inhuman treatment of their father. Regan and Goneril are incapable of pity, and of shedding tears. Lear, in contrast, learns to weep in the course of the play, as he unforgettably remarks to Cordelia several lines before he utters the words that Levinas chose as the epigraph to Humanism of the Other:


Thou art a soul in bliss, but I am bound

Upon a wheel of fire that mine own tears

Do scald like molten lead. (4.7.45-48)



In the foreword to Humanism of the Other, Levinas calls into question philosophy’s venerable aversion to tears. The violence that represses weeping, Levinas writes, “or would have strangled it forever does not even belong to the race of Cain; it is the daughter of Hitler, or his adopted daughter” (HO 6). Regan and Goneril are, by implication for Levinas, Hitler’s daughters, or his adopted daughters.

Later in Humanism of the Other, in a footnote, Levinas explains what he means, in the body of the text, by referring to “mercy” as a “moaning of the entrails” (HO 64): “We have in mind here,” Levinas writes, “the biblical term rakhamim, translated as mercy but bearing a reference to the word for uterus, rehkhem; it means mercy that is like an emotion from maternal entrails” (HO 76).

At the moment of his death, Lear is concerned not at all with his own death, in the manner of Heideggerian sorge, but rather with the death of the Other, with Cordelia, whose body, earlier in this last scene of the play, he had carried like a madonna cradling the dying Christ. Lear, in his caring for Cordelia, becomes the very embodiment of mercy, of pietà:


No, no, no life!

Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life

And thou no breath at all? O thou’lt come no more,

Never, never, never, never, never.

[to Edgar?] Pray you undo this button. Thank you, sir.

O, o, o, o.

Do you see this? Look on her: look, her lips,

Look there, look there! He dies. (5.3.304-310)



Lear, on more than one level, is here dying of “the mother.”6 He is choking, which is why he politely asks Edgar [assuming Lear is addressing Edgar here] to “undo” the “button” below his collar, for which Lear politely thanks him. Though Lear is dying, he is not thinking of his own death. He is, rather, after emitting a moan from his maternal entrails in l. 308 (“O, o, o, o”), hoping to see some signs of life on the lips of his beloved daughter Cordelia, some signs of life in the face of the Other, for whom he feels—as if he were himself Cordelia’s mother—deeply, infinitely, and inescapably responsible.
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5 Arden edition, 255.

6 Lear is not the only male figure in the play whose giving to the other is figured, by Shakespeare, as a kind of “maternity”: When Gloucester asks who he, Edgar (who is in disguise) is, Edgar replies: “A most poor man, made tame to fortune’s blows, / Who, by the art of known and feeling sorrows, / Am pregnant to good pity. Give me your hand; / I’ll lead you to some biding [dwelling]” (4.6.217-220). As the Arden editors explain, Edgar is here saying that circumstances have taught him to become “open to (or, like a pregnant woman, big with) compassion for others” (Lear 344).





8: The Frustration of Desire and
the Weakness of Power in Venus and Adonis

Sean Lawrence

Elizabethan narrative poems, even William Shakespeare’s, seldom attract the attention of medical journals. Nevertheless, a 1994 issue of Biological Psychiatry opened with an editorial entitled “Venus and Adonis: An Early Account of Sexual Harassment.”1 This elicited a further editorial on the opposite page, assuring the readership that “Although the example of Venus and Adonis has literary merit, it hardly typifies the problem as it exists today.”2 Though the incident was brief and largely forgettable, it nevertheless shows that Venus and Adonis retains its power to disturb, depicting as it does a relationship combining sex and power. In this rare instance, the medical research community followed the lead of literary critics, who have for some time read the poem as a description of sexual harassment. Clearly working under the influence of psychological criticism, Alan Baer Rothenberg declared in 1979 that “Shakespeare has pictured Adonis as Venus’s over-fondled, abused infant.”3 Gordon Williams in 1983 summarized Venus’s argument as “Lolita in reverse.”4 A. D. Cousins, writing in 2000 but repeating his earlier views on the subject, described Adonis as “a helpless, feminized victim of sexual violence” and Venus as “a sexual predator.”5 A number of critics in the past decades would concur with one of my upperyear students who described the poem as “kind of rapey.”

Writing in an earlier and more innocent age, C. S. Lewis noted that in reading about Venus’s embrace, “Certain horrible interviews with voluminous female relatives in one’s early childhood inevitably recur to the mind.”6 Lewis judged the poem in withering terms, as he did many texts over his long, distinguished, and sometimes sarcastic career. In its own time, however, Venus and Adonis enjoyed unparalleled popularity, compared either to Shakespeare’s other works or to contemporary poems by other writers.7 Lewis’s humorous disgust can be reconciled with the Elizabethans’ apparent delight if both derive from a reading of the poem as a whole, and the figure of Venus in particular, as funny. J. W. Lever borrows the words of the poet Frances Cornford to describe Venus as “thoroughly absurd, a fat, white woman whom nobody loved.”8 John Doebler describes Venus carrying Adonis under her arm as “Among Shakespeare’s most comic effects.”9 Cousins takes the gender reversal to be farcical and Venus’s action to be nearly reducible to an exhibition of the mechanics of wooing. She “recalls,” he argues, “the Venus Mechanitis of the ancient world, the Venus practised in love’s verbal and other artifices.”10 Barry Pegg observes that “Venus is a fool” and that the “narrator of the poem describes her as ‘ridiculous’.”11 Even Coppélia Kahn, a feminist critic, notes that both Venus’s loquaciousness and her aggressiveness become funny.12 To Rufus Putney, Venus’s excessiveness overwhelms even the pathos of her mourning.13 Critics may view Venus as a rapist, but they also dismiss as clownish whatever threat she poses. As a failed rapist, Venus compounds her attack on Adonis with a humiliation of herself.

I argue that Venus must fail in her effort to elicit love with violence. From the materials he finds in Ovid, Shakespeare builds a meditation on the self-frustrating nature of desire. The poem achieves its simultaneous comedy and tragedy through its depictions of quasi-human figures reduced or partially reduced to things. The poem’s peculiar mixture of comedy and tragedy suggests Emmanuel Levinas’s observation that all representation offers the possibility of tragedy as well as comedy. Before proceeding to my central argument, that Shakespeare’s poem illustrates Levinas’s conception of desire, I shall show how Shakespeare renders Venus both more disquieting in her desire and less powerful in its realization than she is depicted in the poem’s Ovidian source. Ultimately, Levinas’s description of desire shows why Venus’s confusion of Adonis—an Other, a beloved—with something that can be possessed or controlled dooms the realization of her desire as effectively as the boar’s tusks doom its object. Venus fails in fact and she ought to fail, but more importantly to my argument, she must fail, insofar as she attempts to win love by force. The very violence of her attempt to realize her desire simultaneously frustrates it, and the poem therefore illustrates Levinas’s claims regarding the fundamental incompatibility of desire and power.

Cousin’s observation that Shakespeare’s character recalls Venus Mechanitis touches on the source of both the humor and the horror of the poem. Venus brings the single-minded energy of an incarnate idea to her seduction of Adonis. At times, her actions seem to consist in little more than relentless propositioning. In his classic study of the comic, Henri Bergson argues that “The comic is that side of a person which reveals his likeness to a thing, that aspect of human events which, through its peculiar inelasticity, conveys the impression of pure mechanism, of automatism, of movement without life.”14 The allegorical seems, in the poem, to have the role which Bergson reserves for “pure mechanism.” The reading of Venus as allegorical is well-established; the poem itself draws upon the paradox that “She’s Love, she loves, and yet she is not loved” (VA 610).15 As an allegorical figure, Venus not only loves but must, as if driven by automatism. Generations of critics may have proven themselves sexist in their characterization of Venus—to say nothing of proving themselves callous in their indifference to the molestation of boys—but they have nevertheless been correct in finding something comic in Venus. This is not to say that she is entirely reduced to a thing. Huntington Brown over a half century ago argued that “certain strokes of the portraiture … bring the character alive as an individual.”16 She does, as John Klause notes, eventually let Adonis go and therefore shows herself possessed of an “elementary concern for the ‘other’.”17 Indeed, if “To love is to fear for another, to come to the assistance of his frailty” as Levinas argues (TI 256) then Venus’s efforts to keep Adonis from his fatal hunting expedition should be counted among acts of love. In any case, mere lust incarnate would be unlikely to inspire laughter, but Venus occupies an allegorical role that threatens to but never quite transforms her into a “pure mechanism.”

Where Venus can be treated as humorously half-human, satisfying Bergson’s description of le risible by her repetitive gestures, her treatment of Adonis satisfies at least part of Stanley Cavell’s understanding of tragedy as an unwillingness to acknowledge the humanity of the other person. Tragic figures, he argues, try to treat the Other as a thing available to knowledge, rather than as a person requiring acknowledgement. Writing about Othello, Cavell summarizes the difference between a person and a thing in epistemological terms: “A statue, a stone, is something whose existence is fundamentally open to the ocular proof. A human being is not.”18 Venus repeatedly treats Adonis as an object, either literally carrying him around or desperately comparing him to objects she could know and at least intellectually grasp. Where Venus illustrates the humor of transformation when she declines from person to allegorical principle, Adonis illustrates the horror of transformation as he is transformed into a flower. Catherine Belsey notes that critics of the poem in earlier generations took the question of genre to be central: “Was it primarily comic, or mainly tragic, or possibly satirical?”19 The poem produces both comedy and tragedy, and in both cases by the proximity of a character to a thing.

Levinas relates both the tragic and comic aspects of art to the reduction of persons to their own images in his 1948 essay, “Reality and Its Shadow.” Here he argues that everything bears, in its own image, a double, the “shadow” of his title. Still very much a phenomenologist at this point in his career, Levinas gives examples of things represented by artworks that show their images. “The most elementary procedure of art,” he writes, “consists in substituting for the object its image” (LR 132). Indeed, every being, whether represented in art or not, “resembles itself, is its own image” (LR 135). He develops this distinction between a being and its image into a general critique of representation, opposing “the hypertrophy of art in our times” by which, Levinas claims, “it is identified with the spiritual life” (LR 142). It is easy to exaggerate Levinas’s antipathy to art, which should be understood specifically as an attack on Martin Heidegger’s romanticism. Levinas’s views on art nevertheless helpfully anticipate his later work on the extraordinary phenomenon of the face, by which the Other presents herself.

Levinas’s distinction between a being and its image becomes more relevant both for his later thought and my argument here when he moves to the more specific distinction between a person and his or her image: “Thus a person bears on his face, alongside of its being with which he coincides, its own caricature, its picturesqueness” (LR 135). Levinas enthusiastically acknowledged his youthful admiration for Bergson,20 and the Bergsonian influence is evident here. For Bergson as for Levinas, representation, expressed as images or as imitation, allows comedy. Bergson notes that the comic element of character is “that which causes us to imitate ourselves. And it is also, for that very reason, that which enables others to imitate us.”21 Levinas extends Bergson’s ideas, moreover, to claim that the doubling of reality by its shadow produces tragedy as well:


Every image is already a caricature. But this caricature turns into something tragic. The same man is indeed a comic poet and a tragic poet, an ambiguity which constitutes the particular magic of poets like Gogol, Dickens, Tchekov—and Molière, Cervantes, and above all, Shakespeare. (LR 138; emphasis in original)



Addressing himself to the question of temporality in art, Levinas draws upon the Ovidian example of “Niobe’s punishment” (LR 140), transformed into stone in book VI of the Metamorphoses. In an Ovidian transformation, as of Niobe into stone or Adonis into a flower, the human being becomes a thing. Anthony Mortimer, author of the only monograph on the poem, relates its events to Ovidian metamorphosis, the transformation by which Ovid’s characters experience “the gradual loss of human faculties and … the horror of imprisonment in a non-human shape.”22 This can produce comic effects, in keeping with Bergson’s philosophy, or tragic horror, in keeping with Cavell’s. Levinas’s critique of representation unites both possibilities.

In Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare converts into an independent minor epic one of a series of interlocked narratives of sexual perversion and transformation in the tenth book of the Metamorphoses. Indeed, an early seventeenth-century Dutch translation of the first eight hundred and ten lines “was printed under the banner of Ovid without any mention of the names of Shakespeare and his translator.”23 In some ways, Shakespeare manages to out-Ovid Ovid, making Adonis younger and therefore the story more disturbing, while also extending the seduction and thereby making his own version more erotic. Mortimer argues that, while breaking with his source, Shakespeare makes Venus more aggressive and therefore more Ovidian.24 However, Shakespeare’s innovations reduce Venus’s power, including her defining power to command love. Most importantly, Shakespeare portrays Adonis as the reluctant object of Venus’s sexual aggression. At one level, the reason for Shakespeare’s change is obvious: Ovid depicts no seduction to speak of and as a result the author of the Amores creates surprisingly little erotic verse in his version of the Adonis myth. In Golding’s translation of Ovid, “To him shee clinged ay, and bare him companye,”25 but without any indication that her company is unwanted. In Shakespeare’s poem, on the other hand, Adonis tries to break away at his first opportunity and Venus “governed him in strength, though not in lust” (42). Ovid does acknowledge that Adonis, “did revenge the outrage of his mothers villanye,”26 but Adonis takes revenge not by resisting Venus but only by dying. In any case, the reference to Myrrha re-emphasizes the power of Venus to inflict such outrages as the incestuous lust in which Adonis is conceived. Ovid’s Venus might love “Adonis more / Than heaven” but she leaves him before his hunt, and he finds himself hunting the boar by an unhappy accident: “By chaunce his hounds in following of the tracke, a Boare did see, / And rowsed him.”27 Shakespeare’s Adonis, on the other hand, “Leaves love upon her back deeply distressed” (814) in order to hunt. Erwin Panofsky suggests that Shakespeare may have derived the idea of a reluctant Adonis from Titian’s painting of Venus and Adonis now in Madrid’s Museo del Prado, in which Adonis is seen pulling away from Venus, who struggles to restrain him.28 Williams, on the other hand, declares that “Panofsky’s arguments for a Shakespearian debt to Titian are thin.”29 For one thing, Titian’s Adonis appears more mature than Shakespeare’s, who may not even have achieved sexual potency. Venus describes him as “more lovely than a man” (9). Ovid’s Adonis, on the other hand, has clearly become “by and by a man.”30 By making Adonis younger and more reluctant, Shakespeare achieves the remarkable feat of surpassing even Ovid in his depiction of a disturbing sexual seduction. Doebler notes that no Ovidian heroine quite matches “the rapacity” of Shakespeare’s Venus, “a frenzied older woman driven by comic lust for a very young man barely emerging from boyhood.”31 By introducing a reluctant Adonis, Shakespeare provides himself an occasion to depict an extended seduction, erotically charged with all the resources of Renaissance rhetorical debate.32 The change, moreover, makes Shakespeare’s Venus appear simultaneously aggressive and weak. Her weakness and aggression relate reciprocally: her failure leads her to greater aggression, and the failure of her aggression further illustrates her weakness.

In another of his large changes, Shakespeare removes the enframed tale of Atalanta and Hippomenes. In Ovid’s account, Venus not only relates their tale, but also makes it clear that they are twice her victims. First, both fall in love, so that Hippomenes risks death by racing against Atalanta and for her hand, while Atalanta surrenders herself by allowing him to win. Venus is moved by Hippomenes’s prayer to aid him, despite her reluctance to help anyone: “His prayer movd mee” she tells Adonis, adding parenthetically “I confesse.”33 At least in the Golding translation, Venus describes her mercy as exceptional and out of character. Certainly, she expects repayment in worship:


Thinkst thou I was not woorthy thanks,

Adonis, thinkest thow

I earned not that he to mee should

frankincence allow?

But he forgetfull neyther thanks nor

frankincence did give.

By meanes whereof to sooden wrath he

justly did me drive.34



Jonathan Bate considers this “the key moment” at which Ovid’s Venus turns from narrative to threat. “She tells the story to demonstrate her power.”35 As Hippomenes passes a temple, Venus inspires him, “That needes he would to Venerie though out of season go.”36 Having defiled the temple, both Hippomenes and Atalanta are punished by transformation into lions. Venus’s overt reason for telling the tale is to warn Adonis to “Shonne / Theis beastes,”37 but in the telling she also warns him of her own power.

Shakespeare’s Venus, on the other hand, wanders hopelessly offtopic while describing a rabbit hunt. “Unlike myself thou hear’st me moralize,” she remarks (712). Apparently she lacks all skill at her unpracticed task, since she loses her place in the improvised narrative and Adonis leaves to hunt anyway, ignoring her advice. Her tale seems less of a threat than an effort to keep Adonis with her by not providing a break in the conversation, or rather monologue. Lauren Shohet remarks on how Venus “gushes forth stanza after stanza of erotic desire, hampering intrusions by her interlocutor or even, it seems, the narrator.” On the other hand, events drive “briskly forward precisely whenever Venus stops talking.”38 “Lie quietly and hear a little more,” she urges him (709), and then produces a string of allegories regarding Adonis’s origins and beauty, making a familiar argument in favor of sex as reproduction. Perhaps Adonis sympathizes with the argument when he calls it “overhandled” (770). In any case, Venus has already summarized it in the form of a couplet: “By law of nature thou art bound to breed, / That thine may live when thou thyself art dead” (171-72). Venus produces the same argument as Shakespeare’s early sonnets, but more importantly, she recites an argument that the speaker of the sonnets abandons. Moreover, she comes to resemble Shylock in drawing upon the example of how “gold that’s put to use more gold begets” (768).39 Adonis’s rejection of Venus’s argument is predictable: “Your treatise,” he declares, “makes me like you worse and worse” (774). Though he describes himself as too inexperienced to compose a proper counter-argument, Adonis needs no great sophistication to offer the standard rebuttal to a well-known theme: “The text is old, the orator too green” (806). Where Ovid’s Venus implicitly threatens Adonis, and has no difficulty convincing him both to love her and to avoid dangerous animals, Shakespeare’s spouts platitudinous arguments in vain.

The relative helplessness of Venus extends to Adonis’s death and transformation. Ovid’s Venus cites Persephone to claim a divine prerogative to metamorphose, then changes Adonis into a flower by her own act, sprinkling “Nectar on the blood.”40 Shakespeare’s Venus shows considerably less agency, merely witnessing Adonis’s disappearance and discovering the flower:


By this the boy that by her side lay killed

Was melted like a vapor from her sight,

And in his blood that on the ground lay spilled

A purple flower sprung up, checkered with white.

(1165-1168)



Insofar as Venus acts, she appropriates the flower or merely describes it, rather than transforming Adonis into it: “She crops the stalk, and in the breach appears / Green-dropping sap, which she compares to tears” (1175-1176). In Ovid, Adonis is clearly transformed into an anemone, but the flower Shakespeare describes as springing from Adonis’s blood appears quite different, purple rather than red, and spotted. It appears, in fact, to be the only individual of its species and is destined “To wither in [Venus’] breast” (1182). According to Ovid’s Venus, the flower “From yeere to yeere shall growe / A thing that of my heavinesse and of thy death shall showe.”41 Shakespeare’s Adonis gains no immortality through a flower doomed to immediate extinction. Venus can neither convince him to seize immortality by reproducing, nor grant him immortality by an Ovidian metamorphosis.

Throughout the poem, Venus is a victim of her own law, a paradox to which the poet draws attention: “Poor queen of love, in thine own law forlorn, / To love a cheek that smiles at thee in scorn” (251-252). This renders suspect Venus’s etiology of love in the conclusion: “Sith in his prime death doth my love destroy, / They that love best their loves shall not enjoy” (1163-64). Love is already perverse before Venus curses it, so her curse might be yet another effort to claim credit for a situation she finds herself helpless to avoid. One might compare Edmund Spenser’s version of the Adonis myth in book three, canto six of The Faerie Queene, where Venus preserves Adonis forever as a playmate in the centre of a garden that gives form to all living things: “There now he liueth in eternall blis, / Ioying his goddesse, and of her enioyd.”42 Both poets draw on Ovid, but only Shakespeare renders Venus powerless.

More importantly, in Shakespeare’s poem, Venus’s failure illustrates the contradiction implicit in her desire. In Existence and Existents, one of the first statements of his independent philosophy, Levinas compares loving to eating. In eating, he claims, there is perfect good faith. In the relationship with food “there is a complete correspondence between desire and its satisfaction” (EE 43). In normal life, as opposed to the sort of forced labor that Levinas himself endured as a prisoner of war when working on the draft of this book, one eats because one is hungry; therefore, “an object concords fully with a desire” (EE 36). “The man who is eating,” Levinas goes so far as to claim, “is the most just of men” (EE 35). By contrast, “what characterizes love is an essential and insatiable hunger” (EE 35; cf. TO 89). It has no true object, for its object is not an object as such, which could be grasped by the hand in the image favored by phenomenology, but the Other. “In the random agitation of caresses,” Levinas writes, “there is the admission that access is impossible, violence fails, possession is refused” (EE 35). Levinas repeats the idea later in his career, in Totality and Infinity, declaring that “Nothing is further from Eros than possession” (TI 265). To Levinas, erotic desire frustrates itself not only because it is a desire for what cannot be possessed in fact, nor merely because it is a desire for what morally ought not to be possessed. More importantly and fundamentally, erotic desire frustrates itself because it is a desire for what cannot be possessed in principle.

A number of critics note the excess of Venus’s desire, but rather than concluding that what she desires is the Other, they conclude that her desire itself is in some sense alterior. Cousins, for instance, declares that for Venus, “the experience of loving Adonis both in vain and obsessively is a new, alien experience: ultimately, the experience of love as otherness.” Her desire is for “infinite physical enjoyment” which a finite lover cannot provide.43 Mortimer argues that Venus’s desire is infinite because solipsistic: “She sees Adonis not so much as a type who excites a specific kind of sexual appetite, but as an empty space, a blank page on which all forms of desire can be inscribed.”44 James Schiffer quotes Lacan to the effect that “impossible desire” is for an alienated part of the self.45 Schiffer was soon followed by Catherine Belsey, who rises to an O altitudo in her Lacanian description of desire:


Passion is not subject to reason or entreaty, regulation or Law. On the contrary, desire is anarchic, and its cause is not, in the end, the persuasive powers of another person, not even a goddess, but the missing objet a, the presence that the ordering mechanisms of the symbolic both promise and withhold. Irrational, irregular, incited by prohibition, and thus quite unable to take “no” for an answer, desire is in every sense of the term an outlaw.46



This seems to justify the violence of Venus’s desire as a function of its anarchic power. Belsey appears to argue that the desire of Venus lies beyond satisfaction for precisely the same reason that it is rapine, as a violation of social and moral norms. Indeed, if the violation of social norms is taken to be liberating, then the intensity of her assault ought to be applauded.

The conflation between relations of violence and possession and relationships of love is not merely forbidden—moralistically, socially, or legally—and therefore, perhaps, to be embraced in a spirit of rebellion. Nor is it, for that matter, merely pragmatically unproductive. Obviously, violent efforts at possession are likely to repel the beloved, but this is not the reason the poem gives for Venus’s failure. In fact, the narrator declares that “Foul words and frowns must not repel a lover” (573), apparently endorsing stalkers. Instead of making a moral or pragmatic argument against the conflation of violence and sexual desire, Shakespeare, unlike Ovid and several recent critics, opposes love and violence categorically, or rather at a level even more basic than the categorical, associated as the categorical is with the philosophy of Emmanuel Kant.

Venus is helpless in Shakespeare’s poem because, as Levinas writes in Time and the Other, “If one could possess, grasp, and know the other, it would not be other. Possessing, knowing and grasping are synonyms of power” (TO 90). The alterity of the Other, therefore, is not a matter of power: “The Other is not a being we encounter that menaces us or wants to lay hold of us. The feat of being refractory to our power is not a power greater than ours” (TO 87). Shortly before this point, Levinas associates the other with feminine mystery, citing “the great themes of Goethe or Dante” (TO 86). His use of woman as a figure for the Other proved so controversial that he was forced to abandon it, though even in introducing the metaphor he is careful to specify that “I do not want to ignore the legitimate claims of the feminism that presupposes all the acquired attainments of civilization” (TO 86). Nevertheless, Shakespeare’s poem has particular interest, since it reverses the genders of the lover and the beloved. A reading of Venus and Adonis justifies Levinas in using the example of the beloved as Other but also, it would seem, in abandoning his more specifically gender-based example of woman as the Other, since the mysteriousness and alterity of the Other is not inherent to one gender in particular. More to the point, Shakespeare seems to share the same general understanding of love, since he constructs a poem in which erotic possession defeats itself.

Venus repeatedly describes, and therefore attempts to grasp, Adonis as an object. Indeed, near the beginning of the poem, she grasps Adonis physically. She first “seizeth on his sweating palm,” before “desire doth lend her force / Courageously to pluck him from his horse” (25, 29-30) and carry him off under her arm. She spends most of the beginning of the poem on top of him, like a wrestler, though she later pulls him down on top of her by the absurdly passive-aggressive tactic of first grabbing him and then fainting (591-594). Most of her violence takes metaphorical form, however, as Venus tries to grasp Adonis with her thought, describing him as an object. Begging him not to hunt, Venus imagines him fabricated in “molds from heaven that were divine” (730). Such a fabricated object would presumably complement beauty with silence, and Venus indeed attempts to silence Adonis: “‘What canst thou talk?’ quoth she, ‘hast thou a tongue? / O, would thou hadst not, or I had no hearing!’” (427-428). Earlier, “she murders with a kiss” the objections of Adonis, in anticipation of both Much Ado about Nothing (MA 2.1.7-9) and (much more grimly) Titus Andronicus (TAN 2.3.185).47 If Adonis were to become the dumb statue she appears to want, however, this would only reinforce Venus’s frustration. “Fie,” she cries in answer to the parrying of her initial aggression, “lifeless picture, cold and senseless stone, / Well painted idol, image dull and dead, / Statue contenting but the eye alone” (211-213). As a statue, Adonis could be grasped and known by Venus, but as a statue, he ceases to offer her any kind of amatory satisfaction.

The notion of a statue being incapable of love is instructive. Levinas uses the figure of the idol to explain the doubling of an object by its representation: “The insurmountable caricature in the most perfect image manifests itself in its stupidness as an idol” (LR 137). An idol may be considered a physical object taking the place of a true interlocutor. Fabricated and manipulable by human hands, the idol offers itself to possession. On the other hand, the fact that it offers itself to possession shows it to be a false god. Something similar could be said of Adonis, for whom the label is peculiarly appropriate. Richard Halpern points out that in the series of Ovidian myths, Adonis is the great-grandson of Galatea, the statue brought to life whom Pygmalion loved.48 Like a statue, Adonis frustrates Venus’s love but, as Pauline Kiernan notes, “it is Venus who has turned Adonis’s flesh and blood into a cold and senseless statue, she who has turned life into art.”49 He may be silent, but Venus silences him. Part of this effort involves aestheticizing his voice, disregarding what he says in favor of the “mermaid’s voice” in which he speaks (429). Objectified as a thing of beauty, he can be man-handled (or rather, goddess-carried), known and possessed. As an aesthetic object, however, Adonis ceases to be an Other.

In Existents and Existence, Levinas refers to the tendency to express erotic desire in terms of consumption: “It is as though one had made a mistake about the nature of one’s desire and had confused it with hunger which aims at something, but which one later found out was a hunger for nothing. The other is precisely this objectless dimension” (EE 35). Venus presents herself as a victim of this sort of confusion. “The tender spring upon thy tempting lip / Shows thee unripe,” she observes, “yet mayst thou well be tasted” (127-128). She attacks Adonis, “Even as an empty eagle, sharp by fast” (55), and offers her own body as a pasture to Adonis, whom she punningly calls “my deer” (231). Even such images, however, show the failure of the metaphor to food. When she finally achieves some sort of consummation, “gluttonlike she feeds, yet never fil-leth” (548). The image of birds frustrated by painted grapes follows whatever sort of consummation Venus achieves:


Even so poor birds, deceived with painted grapes,

Do surfeit by the eye and pine the maw;

Even so she languisheth in her mishaps

As those poor birds that helpless berries saw.

(601-604)



Venus is not frustrated by an inability to achieve some sort of conquest over Adonis, but rather despite achieving it. As the poet explains a few stanzas earlier, “she takes all she can, not all she listeth” (564). Venus presents love in the same terms which baffle her, as an infinite and self-deepening hunger. She offers to “smother thee with kisses; / And yet not cloy thy lips with loathed satiety, / But rather famish them amid their plenty” (18-20). Venus assumes herself to have a power like that of Cleopatra, who “makes hungry / Where most she satisfies” (AC 2.2.244-245). Levinas’s description of how Eros “feeds on countless hungers” seems a close parallel (TO 89). Unfortunately for Venus, however, it is Adonis who proves endlessly fascinating, and forever beyond her possession.

Long before he is actually transformed into a flower—in fact, with her first sentence to him—Venus makes Adonis a flower through metaphor, calling him “The field’s chief flower, sweet above compare” (8). Cousins correctly notes that this shows “the aesthetic element in Venus’s connoisseurship of the erotic and Adonis’s presentation in the rest of the poem as an aesthetic/sexual object.”50 Urging him to reproduce, she argues that “Fair flowers that are not gathered in their prime / Rot, and consume themselves in little time” (131-132). Accusing death, she again compares Adonis to a flower (946). His final transformation into the flower realizes Venus’s view of him all along. Adonis asks her rhetorically, “Who plucks the bud before one leaf put forth?” (416). Venus nevertheless plucks him twice: first, by whatever sort of sexual contact the flurry of metaphors about halfway through the poem simultaneously describes and obfuscates (539-576); again, by actually cropping the flower springing from his blood. In a comparison with a series of Italian poems on the same topic, James J. Yoch notes that Shakespeare’s is the only version in which the flower is plucked.51 Jonathan Hart argues that the flower is a substitute, allowing Venus to possess Adonis, at least symbolically.52 Both Cousins and Lever agree with him that the gesture allows Venus possession.53 Whatever sort of possession is achieved, however, proves completely unsatisfying. As Mortimer points out, Venus actually does what she accuses Death of doing: “thou pluckst a flower” (946).54 Possession of the flower still leaves Venus mourning, and abandoning the world in her sorrow. Venus no more wants Adonis as a flower than she does as a statue.

The confusion of caressing with eating proceeds from a wider confusion of sex with violence. In another image which seems to anticipate Anthony and Cleopatra, Venus boasts of having conquered Mars, the god of war: “Thus he that overruled I overswayed, / Leading him prisoner in a red-rose chain; / Strong-tempered steel his stronger strength obeyed, / Yet was he servile to my coy disdain” (109-112). As Cousins and before him Robert P. Miller point out, this reminiscence is abridged, omitting her humiliation before all the gods when caught with Mars, and therefore ironic.55 It is made more ironic, however, by the situation in which Venus finds herself, not master but slave to Adonis.56 When he prepares to leave after their first night, she addresses him as “love’s master” (585). By describing love as a matter of domination and power, Venus places herself in an abject position. The description of Venus’s domination of Mars is doubly ironic, but also contradicts its allegorical meaning. The story would seem to provide an allegory showing how love (represented by Venus) conquers war (incarnate in Mars). One thinks of Botticelli’s depiction of Mars: exposed, disarmed, and apparently rendered comatose by sex; not able to be awakened even by a conch shell blown in his ear. In Shakespeare’s particular rendition of the story, however, love’s victory leaves Venus perversely bellicose, boasting of having “foiled the god of fight” (114). It is little wonder that Venus physically dominates Adonis and attempts to force his love when she associates love so closely with domination. It is also unsurprising that she fails.

As a character, Venus is victimized by the very power of which she is the allegory, as the poem makes explicit. More fundamentally, however, the spectacle of love—in love but unloved—gives narrative form to Levinas’s claims about the erotic as a relationship with the Other, with a person and not merely a thing. Were Venus content with an aesthetic object, she would be content with a statue, a corpse, or for that matter, a flower. These things present themselves to the grasp and yield to violence. Venus’s desire is not only contradicted by the interdiction of rape in law and morality. But it is also contradicted by Adonis’s youthful incapacity, his indifference, and, finally, his alterity. Venus wishes to possess Adonis as Other, but as Other, Adonis can never be possessed.

In sum, Venus fails not because she lacks power—she demonstrates enough power to bodily manipulate Adonis and to conquer Mars—but because she embarks on a task for which power is useless. Levinas declares that the erotic relationship “is a relationship that is impossible to translate into powers and must not be so translated, if one does not want to distort the meaning of the situation” (TO 88). The power and violence which we often take to be ubiquitous, in literature as in the world, proves not only illegitimate but also impotent. In his first magnum opus, Totality and Infinity, Levinas opposes his philosophy to Heidegger’s: “In denouncing the sovereignty of the technological powers of man Heidegger exalts the pretechnological powers of possession” (TI 47). In the view of Levinas, a philosophy of possession is also a philosophy of power, of tyranny, and of war. “Does not lucidity, the mind’s openness upon the true,” Levinas asks rhetorically, “consist in catching sight of the permanent possibility of war?” (TI 21). Critics seem at times to believe this. In his classic essay on New Historicism, Edward Pechter defines the object of his criticism as a sort of Marxism, or rather all sorts of Marxism “to the extent that they all view history and contemporary political life as determined, wholly or in essence, by struggle, contestation, power relations, libido dominandi.”57 Of course, both Pechter’s critique and its object are now old. Nevertheless, we still tend to apply categories of power and struggle sweepingly to literary works and the world. The contribution of Levinas’s philosophy to Shakespeare criticism can be found in the reminder that power itself is not all-powerful. We blind ourselves to much of what is depicted by Shakespeare and, indeed, to much of our lives together in the world, if we act as though it were.
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9: Ethical Ambiguity of the Maternal in
Shakespeare’s First Romances

Donald R. Wehrs

In Shakespeare’s imagined worlds, love of the same for itself, the principle Levinas identifies with the opposite of ethics, seems to characterize not just the psychology of sociopathic loners such as Edmund, Iago, and Richard III, but also to breed tainted, diseased forms of sociality. As illustrated profoundly by Dionyza in Pericles, Prince of Tyre and the Queen in Cymbeline, murderous maternal solicitude for the worldly flourishing of one’s offspring may function as a dark counterpart of incestuous or quasi-incestuous paternal colonizations of one’s own children. Shakespeare highlights how both paternal and maternal identifications of the good with the flourishing of selected others may foster an amorality that equates nature with self-aggrandizing energies and views those energies as alone giving law or reason a basis that is neither conventional nor imaginary.

So prominent is the theme of ethics’ difference from kinship-ethnic loyalties in Shakespeare’s thought that, as Patrick Colm Hogan notes, his heroic plots strikingly deviate from tragicomedic motifs that commonly privilege in-groups over outsiders: “for Shakespeare, the exiled ruler rarely redeems himself by defending the home society against an invasion by another nation. Rather, the exiled ruler is joined with the other nation and invasion. Examples include King Lear; Arthur in King John, Malcolm in Macbeth, Coriolanus.…”1 Shakespeare calls attention to the presence within nature of qualities that Levinas identifies with conatus, a term he borrows from Spinoza to describe the endeavor (conatus) of organisms to preserve and enhance their own loves and wellbeing.2 For Levinas, “the conatus of beings … takes dramatic form … in the multiplicity of allergic egoisms which are all at war with one another” (OB 4), whereas ethics, an “otherwise than being” discovered in responsibility for others, in experiencing oneself as “one-for-another,” goes “counter-current to a conatus,” as in disinterested helping of another, and in doing so constitutes “goodness” (OB 18).

Shakespeare’s Pericles and Cymbeline both dramatize the strong presence of conatus in family bonds and anticipate Levinas in treating naturalizations of self-love or its extension in love for kin as potential sources of unethical thought and conduct. Like Levinas, Shakespeare suggests that undoing the effects of invidious naturalizations of self-love involves, paradoxically, processes of recurring to a deeper or more original nature, one whose anteriority, in Levinas’s words, “is ‘older’ than” (OB 101) all conflations of being and will. Shakespeare no less than Levinas insists that will and its projects are secondary to the psychic, emotional effects “of an attachment that has already been made,” a being affected for which the “evocation of maternity … as metaphor suggests to us the proper sense of oneself” (104). We discover an enjoining connectedness to others prior to the ego’s schemes, outside any calculus of utility, the cognitive and affective registering of which exposes the delusiveness, the belatedness, of what we previously had taken to be original nature.3

Shakespeare and Levinas both argue that even though organic materiality urges cupiditas or conatus upon us, for either to become totalizing forces within individuals and societies, we must assent to metaphysical arguments—in Edmund’s case, that nature’s law is self-promotion, or, in Dionyza’s and the Queen’s, that likeness of kind rightly regulates affections and loyalties. Such arguments’ proximity to Neoplatonic metaphysical principles highlights surprising affinities between Christian traditions and modes of thought privileging oneself and those like oneself. These affinities, intensified within what Thomas Betteridge calls the “homogenising logic” of Post-Reformation “confessional Christianity,”4 are surprising because of Christianity’s desire to understand itself as liberating humankind from both the pagan predatory naturalism imprisoning the classical world and an ethnically grounded, “carnally” understood “old law” keeping us in subjugation to the “old Adam.” For Shakespeare as well as for Levinas, seriousness about dissociating the good from lineage or in-group triumph, and so from sublimated egoism, mandates searching interrogation of Neoplatonism’s influence upon Western thought and culture.

Within the religious-political discursive contexts of Shakespeare’s England, the propensity of social affection to emerge from and resolve itself back into what Levinas calls conatus was identified with cupiditas—understood by Christian patristic-scholastic thought to denote egoistic perversion of will, a consequence of original sin’s tainting of nature.5 For the strong Augustinianism championed by Puritanism, so intractable was the will’s perversion that nature could only be grace’s adversary.6 Such views were inimical to Erasmian-humanist defenses of theatre, and of literary art generally, which, while acknowledging endemic evil in human nature through original sin, valorized imaginative writing, and especially plays, as a means by which natural but undeveloped or unawakened inclinations for the good could be aroused and directed toward fertile intercourse between kindliness and rationality.7 From perspectives theologically committed to totalized natural human unregeneracy, however, those defenses appeared naïve as best, and complicit with Pelagianism at worst.8

Condemning self-love as emblematic of unregenerate human nature was complicated, however, by the prominence within such traditions of Neoplatonic arguments that love of one’s own good leads, through a succession of secondary, deficient goods, to finding in true goodness and true beauty, or God, the proper object of desire—proper because it alone obviates the lack or need motivating desire. Notably, Diotima in the Symposium subsumed parental love into self-love: since people “long for the good to be their own” (206a) and to be their “own forever,” all “Love is a longing for immortality” (207a), and so “every creature prizes its own issue” (208b), but as offspring offer only proxy and contingent immortality, it is much more enviable “to gaze on beauty’s very self—unsullied, unalloyed, and freed from the mortal taint that haunts the frailer loveliness of flesh and blood” (211e). Through “true contemplation” the immortal ideal may “become [one’s] own forever.”9 Similarly, in Plotinus, erotological progress and ontological ascent converge in pursuit of a “well-being” (eudaimonia) in which “liv[ing] superabundantly,” without lack or need, follows from philosophical transcendence of worldly, bodily vulnerabilities.10 Imagining the human-divine relationship in terms of an erotic quest for fulfilled desire and satisfied need,11 Augustine argues that our enjoyments of human relationships are only proper and significant insofar as they point to what we hope to enjoy from God hereafter,12 and Pseudo-Dionysius, stressing that what proceeds from God yearns to return to Him, argues that the soul’s erotic return to God transcends individuation and mortal cognition.13 To reconcile Neoplatonism with Christian condemnation of self-love, Aquinas argues that “in the order of generation, faith must precede hope and charity,” for hope of “obtaining some good from someone” leads to loving him, but “in the order of perfection, charity precedes faith and hope,” as “charity is the mother and root of all the virtues,” for it is their “form.”14 In Shakespeare’s time, Neoplatonism informed the naturalizing of totalized self-preoccupation within Puritanism (taken to be evil in relation to this life, but good when focused on personal salvation) as well as the positing, in the hermetic, Pythagorean humanism of Pico della Mirandola, Marsilio Ficino, and Giordano Bruno, of one’s own perfection or transcendence as the object of erotic desire.15 Moreover, the naturalizing of conatus within Neoplatonism reinforced conflations of being and will—whether those Edmund and Marlowe’s Machiavels assume, or those posited by nominalist and Calvinist theology.16

If, however, egocentric, ethnocentric privileging loses its hold upon our understanding and imagination, we need not remain captive to the sorts of asocial radical individualism that for Shakespeare are figured in Machiavels, Puritans, and hermetic-heroic Platonism, and that for Levinas are lionized as “authenticity” by Heidegger and Sartre (TI 40-48, 302-304). For both Shakespeare and Levinas, to address the deep conceptual roots of familiar thinking that marginalizes the ethical and deprecates or obscures affective sociality’s non-coincidence with egoism, one must contest the egocentric orientation at the core of Western thought. Shakespeare does this through the recovery-of-lost-kin motif of romance, Levinas through making embodied subjectivity the site for rethinking love and transcendence in radically non-Platonic terms.

Depicting collusion of self-love and love of kin in Dionyza and the Queen, Shakespeare returns to themes central to his first tragedy, Titus Andronicus. There, Tamora, the queen of the Goths captured in battle by Titus, determines to destroy him and his family because he refuses her request to spare one of her sons from dying as a funeral sacrifice for the sons Titus has lost in the war. Set in a late antiquity yet untouched by Christianity, the play couches Tamora’s plea for caritas in terms evocative of its later religious connotations. Moreover, she attempts to inspire in Titus the sort of caritas-priming ethical imagination that theatrical performances associated with Erasmian pedagogy were intended to achieve.17 “Gracious conqueror, / Victorious Titus,” she exclaims, “rue the tears I shed. / A mother’s tears in passion for her son; / And if thy sons were ever dear to thee, / O, think my son to be as dear to me!” (1.1.104-108). Titus remains unmoved by her appeal that he “draw near the nature of the gods” (117) by “being merciful” (118), for he is influenced by tradition’s authority, which enshrines a pagan “old law” sanctioning ethnic privileging as ethical obligation. Thus he finds his being affectively touched by her request of “pardon” (121) to be insignificant. Gesturing to his sons, he declares, “These are their brethen, whom your Goths beheld / Alive and dead, and for their brethen slain / Religiously they ask a sacrifice” (122-124).

The pointed stress upon “Religiously” highlights how positive law, predicated both upon a notion of retributive justice and the imperative to get for one’s own “brethen” what is their due, makes affectively mediated moral intuitions ineffective or “unfulfilled.” For Erasmus, all positive law rendering the ethical inconsequent or secondary constitutes legalism or formalism, which he frequently calls, rather unfortunately, “Judaic,” a fall of religion into ritualism and ethnic-privileging that he sees Christianity, if true to the teaching of Jesus, as rectifying.18 In Titus Andronicus the conflating of religion with in-group solidarity yields a bitter harvest, for Titus’s presiding over ritual sacrifice sows such hatred in Tamora that she readily embraces Aaron’s plot to exact revenge by violating Titus’s daughter and murdering her suitor, the Emperor’s brother. Notably, the attack takes place during a hunt—appropriate for the dehumanizing enmity involved. Indeed, Tamora’s Moorish paramour Aaron, an analogue to Ithamore, the unscrupulous Moorish servant of the Machiavel Barabas in Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta,19 presents nature as intrinsically hospitable to predatory violence: “The forest walks are wide and spacious, / And many unfrequented plots there are, / Fitted by kind for rape and villainy” (2.1.114-116).

Imagery of nature’s wild amorality and imagery of indifference to others’ speech and gestures run throughout the play, nowhere more horrifically than in the attack upon Titus’s daughter, Lavinia. Nature, hardly primitively good, is made worse through misuse of culture. Aaron’s plans have a literary inspiration. He declares, Titus’s “Philomel must lose her tongue to-day” (2.3.43). Moreover, within socio-political worlds where successful violence confers legitimacy, as in ancient, raiding-warrior cultures and the empires they spawn, barbarism so easily infuses thought that Aaron speaks of Tamora’s sons “mak[ing] pillage of [Lavinia’s] chastity” (44). Though Tamora wants to stab her so that a “mother’s hand” may “right” a “mother’s wrong” (121), she tells her son to enjoy Lavinia’s “honey,” but not to let “this wasp outlive, us both to sting” (131-132). Dismissing Lavinia’s appeals to her as a fellow woman by declaring, “I will not hear her speak” (137), Tamora prompts Lavinia to declare her hardness unnatural, noting that the lion is reputed to be “mov’d with pity” (151) and “Some say that ravens foster forlorn children / The whilst their own birds famish in their nests” (153-54). Lions, thought to be naturally compassionate, were associated proverbially and in bestiaries with Christ, which suggests in context that Lavinia appeals to a moral understanding, glimpsed vaguely in intuitions of goodness within nature, as yet without authority in her cultural world. Moreover, her citing ravens, typically associated with predation, as extending kindliness beyond kin in ways that humans should emulate, reinforces the monstrousness of the human actions.20

The scene implies that to subsume nature under notions of conatus or cupiditas alone, as both barbaric pagans and Puritans do, is to make oneself deaf not only to others’ speech, but also to all that “speaks” in nature and in our natures against treating others as prey to be hunted. Likened to a doe (2.1.93, 2.2.26, 3.1.89-92) by her victimizers, and (to different effect) by Titus and his brother, Lavinia, in the last words she can utter, exclaims, “No grace? No womanhood? ah, beastly creature” (2.3.182). What is “beastly” attains chilling articulation within a “womanhood” bereft of any “grace” of maternal compassion toward non-kin. But the shudder that dramatizing monstrousness induces, the impossibility of processing the action cognitively without experiencing it as evil, upon which the pathos of Shakespeare’s scene depends, attests to how deeply woven into our natures is intuition that, as Levinas puts it, we “cannot decline responsibility,” for the “position of the subject is a deposition” (OB 127) in the sense that we are “de-positioned” from an assumed egocentric standpoint, from a viewpoint where our will, our intentions, our projects regulate the significance of what is seen and felt. From an Erasmian perspective, the inescapability of such non-egocentric intuitions and their presence within cultural worlds that are unable to acknowledge fully their significance attest to how much both pagan wisdom and Hebraic piety are marked by hope for a dimly sensed better dispensation that, for Erasmus, the incarnation makes possible. However, as much as Lavinia’s words may point, unknowingly, in such directions, the play to which she belongs delineates a world cut off from all moral-spiritual transformation.

The vengeance Titus exacts for Tamora’s revenge, on the contrary, completes the Ovidian script that Aaron sets in motion. Titus murders Tamora’s sons and serves them to her as food. This constitutes in his eyes an elegant poetic justice, but it requires him to see nature, the earth, and temporal-material existence as no more than Tamora’s image and likeness, and so, dead to redemption. His scheme is to make her “Like to the earth” in “swallow[ing] her own increase” (5.2.191), so that the mother “daintily” (5.3.61) feeds on “the flesh that she herself hath bred” (62). Lavinia’s voice, expressing faith in grace’s inflection of nature, is silenced, her tongue cut away amid the unfolding of a horrific predatory naturalism for which Ovid’s tale of Philomel and Procne serves as description and model. Still, the arts in both Ovid and Shakespeare give voice to the voiceless (Philomel weaves an account of her violation, Lavinia points to Ovid’s text and then writes, using her teeth [4.1.30-80]). Both stories suggest that language and culture, at last, partake of nature’s non-coincidence (paradoxical or miraculous) with beastliness, even though nature and culture nonetheless provide “plots” for audacious crimes, in the sense of both spaces and stories. Speech, moreover, is associated with civilizing art, as in humanist allegorizing of the Orpheus myth,21 because what it has most urgently to say, as the indirect speech of Philomel’s weaving and Lavinia’s gesturing indicates, concurs with demands for justice and mercy, demands presented in Biblical prophetic writing as transcendent and absolute.

Still, the play’s final speech, delivered by Titus’s surviving son Lucius, reveals language’s moral duality. His speech pins all blame upon Tamora, thus conveniently forgetting the initial funeral sacrifice of her son. This forgetting and editing discloses how easily cultural discourse may become, in Levinas’s terms, a said (a claim, an account, a picturing of things) that betrays the saying (the lingusitic bearing witness to ethical responsibility) it ought to serve (OB 5-7, 31-59; BPW 66-77; LR 151-159): as Tamora’s “life was beastly and devoid of pity” (5.3.199), Lucius claims, so her corpse should be “prey” (198): “let birds on her take pity” (200). Shakespeare’s play, of course, remembers what Lucius would forget. It thus pries from Lucius’s said what it would conceal.

In addition to noting how rhetoric facilitates totalizing conceptual violence, Shakespeare also intimates that unethical privileging of one’s own tends particularly or archetypically to be affiliated, dubiously, with women. For Shakespeare, the locus classicus of such topoi would be Virgil’s Aeneid, where extreme anger (“tantae … irae,” 1.11) fueling the “Furor impius” (1.292) that triggers human reversion to bestiality is traced back to maternal-feminine impulses identified with Juno’s protection of hearth and home, which are associated with archaic savageness through Allecto and inhospitable in-group solidarity through Amata’s appeal to Latinus: “o genitor? Nec te miseret gnataeque tuique? / nec matris miseret …? / … / … quid cura antiqua tuorum …?” (7.360-61, 366) [“O father, and hast thou no pity on thy daughter and thyself? no pity on her mother …? What of thine old love for thine own …?].22

To the extent that Shakespeare makes such motifs his, and that Levinas couches positive kinship relations in terms of fathers and sons (as in TI 267-280), both may be viewed as not exempt from Lucius-like Virgilian tendencies.23 But in Shakespeare, maternal imperialism is linked with naturalized patriarchal Neoplatonic metaphysics (so that homicidal mothers like Tamora identify with deeply flawed notions of authoritative maleness), and in Levinas resistance to conatus involves a distinctly maternal otherwise than being: “The one-for-another has the form of sensibility or vulnerability, pure passivity or susceptibility …, psyche in the form of a hand that gives even the bread taken from its own mouth. Here the psyche is the maternal body” (OB 67); “Rather than a nature, earlier than nature, immediacy is this vulnerability, this maternity, this pre-birth or pre-nature in which the sensibility belongs” (75-76); “The sensible—maternity, vulnerability, apprehension—binds the node of incarnation into a plot larger than the apperception of self” (76).24 For both Shakespeare and Levinas, what is paradoxically entwined in a heightened, clarifying way in the maternal is characteristic of human subjectivity in general, caught as it is between ethical imperatives that are undeclinable and a preference for what belongs to us that is experienced as natural and unnatural simultaneously.

In Shakespearean romance the opening of the body to affect exposes patriarchal cultural orders to the corrective authority of feminine voices (both actual women and maternal nature) and the soul to the regenerative effects of forgiveness. Suspending all calculus of quid pro quo, this forgiveness finds human expression in “wondrous,” “foolish” offerings of love that seem to echo nature’s production of second chances. Human and natural worlds amend the logic of consequences, even as the inevitability of yielding one’s hold on the good things of mortal life to others (as in surrendering youth to the next generation) is, like bodily susceptibility to affect and sexual desire, redeemed by entwinement within ethical sociability. Ian McAdam notes that by “anchor[ing] the process of regeneration” in the romances “thoroughly within the sphere of human agency,” Shakespeare continues his tragedies’ balancing of “anti-Calvinist … downplay[ing of] human depravity and absolute dependence on divine grace” with insistence “that excessive self-assertion … can vitiate human integrity as effectively as a belief in futile human agency.…”25 Because redemption entails both displacement of egocentric patterns of valorization and desire, and appreciative affirmation of the goodness of what is other, with its own integrity, the romances embrace modes of being for another and pluralism that cannot easily be resolved into Neoplatonic allegory. This is a departure from the genre’s prototypes, Tasso’s Aminta and Guarini’s Il pastor fido.26

Shakespeare’s turn to romance seems to have been prompted by encountering, in an old play, in a prose narrative and/or fragmentary play script by George Wilkins (an otherwise undistinguished minor writer), or in all of the above, a reworking of Greek romance and medieval poetry.27 This tale of the miraculous recovery of a lost daughter and wife stimulated the writing of what are now Acts Three through Five of Pericles, Prince of Tyre,28 which in turn seems to have prompted Shakespeare’s elaborate interrogations of romance motifs in the plays that followed—a generic turn perhaps related to the unfolding of a close relationship with his elder daughter.29 Each act of Pericles begins with a monologue by the fourteenth-century poet John Gower, underscoring the archaic, mythic nature of its material, and perhaps playing off against the old-fashioned stiffness of its earlier treatment.30

Even so, already in the non-Shakespearean first and second acts the material speaks to long-standing Shakespearean preoccupations, depicting the incest of the King of Antioch, Antiochus, with his daughter as epitomizing Macbeth-like desires to control time and nature (evident in his use of riddles to put her potential suitors to death). Young Pericles intuits that the riddle describes father-daughter incest, for its scrambling of familial relations (“He’s father, son, and husband mild; / I mother, wife—and yet his child” [1.1.68-69]) issues from patterns of natural predation (“I feed / On mother’s flesh which did me breed” [64-65]) whose political articulation is tyranny, taking successful force as its own justification. Once Pericles sees incest as Antiochus’s perverse, monstrous extension of sovereignty’s prerogatives, he flees the consequences of that perception—first by escaping Antiochus’s court and then by exiling himself from his own kingdom, Tyre, lest he be killed for having grasped the secret.31

Pericles’s account of his reluctance to confess what he knows, not present in the sources, “All love the womb that their first being bred, / Then give my tongue like leave to love my head” (107-108), links love of kind for kind, the source of natural affections but also a core Neoplatonic metaphysical principle,32 not only to incest, but also to natural instincts of self-preservation. Loving one’s own head, wanting to continue in enjoyment of all that is sweet in life, connects Pericles to Antiochus by connecting the naturalness of self-preservation to the naturalness of aspiring to retain possession for oneself of all that is enjoyable. Antiochus’s retrieving in his nubile daughter what time, through his wife’s death (1.pro.21-30), has taken away connects incest to predation, but also to natural desires to undo nature’s bond with time, desires which, as Diotima argues, subsume love of others into longing for one’s own immortality. If romance plotting here evokes Neoplatonic themes, it does so in destabilizing, subversive ways.

Associations between beauty’s promise of untrammeled enjoyment with incest, tyranny, and asocial self-enclosure are reinforced by the contrast, presented in Act II, between Antiochus and King Simonides, who encourages his daughter’s Thaisa’s marriage, and affirms her choice of Pericles. He notes with pleasure, “how she’s in it, / Not minding whether I dislike or no!” (2.5.19-20). While teasing her with a brief show of patriarchal authority, he remarks in an aside that her “peremptory” manner makes him “glad” (73, 74). Affirming the legitimacy of female agency makes acknowledging legitimate natural limits to fatherly-kingly sovereignty psychologically possible. It embraces pluralism, goodness within the difference of the other, which are themes that, as Levinas notes, are antithetical to the monistic thrust of Neoplatonism.33 In Simonides the “self-identification” integral to “paternity” (TI 267) and to Neoplatonic eros is modified by the child being at once “my own and non-mine,” the result of an “encounter with the Other,” here figured “as feminine” (267), whose abiding difference gives the father a relation to the future reducible neither to possession nor power: fecundity “does not bring an eternal life to an aging subject; it is better across the discontinuity of generations, punctuated by the inexhaustible youths of the child” (268), for “Transcendence … goes unto the Other” (269). What is desired is not, as in Neoplatonism, abrogation of lack or need, but rather, as in Simonides’s affirmation of his daughter’s will and sexuality, “again Desire,” so that the “true adventure of paternity” goes “beyond the simple renewal of the possible in the inevitable senescence of the subject” (269).

Yet the model of Simonides does not undo the impression made by Antiochus, for Pericles’s gaining a daughter seemingly to balance losing a wife is analogous to Antiochus’s incestuous replacement of wife with daughter. Thaisa gives birth aboard ship during a storm, is taken for dead, and, in conformity with the sailors’ “superstition” (3.1.50), is thrown overboard, in a casket, to appease the waves. The romance plot’s mythic logic implies that just as new life, Marina, is born upon elemental flux, so our vulnerability to mutable materiality shatters pretensions of sovereignty. Pericles declares, “We cannot but obey / The powers above us. Could I rage and roar / As doth the sea [Thaisa] lies in, yet the end / Must be as ‘tis” (3.3.29-32). Human subjection to nature, however, may be modified by confluences of charity and learning. After Thaisa’s casket floats ashore, she is revived by Cerimon, who has “studied physic” (3.2.32) and whose character, in another departure from the source texts,34 is marked by confidence in acculturation’s capacity to extend maternal, life-giving ethical agency: “I hold it ever / Virtue and cunning were endowments greater / Than nobleness and riches,” for understanding how “nature works” and thus how to effect “cures” “doth give me / A more content in course of true delight / Than to be thirsty after tottering honor, / Or tie my pleasure up in silken bags …” (26-28, 38-41). “Tottering honor” and “silken bags,” aristocratic and bourgeois values, are both tainted by the predatory egoism informing incest and tyranny. Miraculous romance plot twists (such as Thaisa’s rescue from death) become, paradoxically, natural possibilities once the egoism assumed by Neoplatonic psychology (and allegorized in tragicomedic romance) is, as in Cerimon’s case, denaturalized. Though his love of secret knowledge is potentially Faustian (and so Marlowean), and he is associated with magical music and so with Plotinian-Pythagorean Neoplatonic mysteries, his interest is not in power or wisdom for his own (self-centered) enjoyment, but in serving others.35

The figure of Cerimon allows Shakespeare to put in question Neoplatonism’s egoistic bent, as does Levinas, while nonetheless suggesting, again like Levinas, that Neoplatonism’s erotological monism has behind or within it intuitions or potential inconsistent with its self-enclosing anti-pluralism: “How, in Plotinus, would the One overflow with plenitude and be the source of emanation, if the One persevered in being, if it did not signify from before and behind being, out of proximity, that is, out of disinterestedness, … out of the-one-for-the-other?” (OB 95). So Cerimon’s fusion of skill and caritas gives back to another a life that is hers. From an Erasmian-humanist perspective, such signifying within the notion of emanation from plenitude discloses inchoate intuitions inhering in pagan wisdom, intuitions that caritas governs the “pre-nature” underlying nature, that ethical responsiveness structures human embodiment and sensibility.36

Moreover, charity breeds charity, as when the governor of Tharsus, Cleon, promises to care for the infant Marina while Pericles returns to Tyre, for, Cleon notes, Pericles had previously relieved his kingdom’s famine (acting, like Cerimon, gratuitously, without an interested motive): “Fear not, my lord, but think / Your Grace, that fed my country with your corn, / Must in your child be thought on” (3.3.17-20). The title “Your Grace” associates Pericles’s identity with actions recalling theological grace, and so presents sociability, friendship, and concord among states as what should naturally follow from conduct that is imitative of a “pre-nature” that is co-extensive with “maternal” divine love. It is conduct that, like Cerimon’s, moderates human vulnerability to nature by locating value elsewhere than in predation.

The aptness of humans to revert to predatory values, however, is dramatized in Act 4, when, after having raised Marina alongside her own daughter, Cleon’s wife, Dionyza, plots her murder because Marina’s natural and cultural accomplishments make her daughter’s appear slight by comparison. Like Lady Macbeth, Dionyza identifies manliness with maintaining asocial consistency against ethical and affective assault: “Let not conscience, / Which is but cold in flaming, thy [lone] bosom / Inflame too nicely, nor let pity, which / Even women have cast off, melt thee, but be / A soldier to thy purpose” (4.1.4-8). Dionyza gives Marina over to an assassin whose name, Leonine, denotes beastliness. She is rescued by pirates who sell her to a brothel, where the dark humor of the banter among Pander, Bawd, and their servant Boult reveals the perversion of social order through naturalizing and capitalizing upon sovereign claims to the use and enjoyment of others. The Bawd’s mock-maternal accents partake of Antiochus’s merging of tyranny and incest: “Come, you’re a young foolish sapling, and must be bow’d as I would have you” (4.2.87-88). When a horrified Cleon reproaches Dionyza, she offers, unlike her counterparts in the sources, a philosophical defense: like’s affinity for like makes natural her actions, for Marina “stood between” their daughter “and her fortunes. None would look on her, / But cast their gazes on Marina’s face” (4.2.31-33). Playing on semantic bonds between “kind” and “kin,” Dionyza insists her actions conform to the essence of maternity because they seek for offspring the triumphant enjoyment of being that Antiochus sought for himself through incest: “It pierc’d me thorough [to see Marina preferred to her daughter], / And though you call my course unnatural, / You not your child well loving, yet I find / It greets me as an enterprise of kindness / Perform’d to your sole daughter” (4.3.35-39).

Whereas Janet Adelman’s influential readings of malevolent maternity in Shakespeare take the core problem to be male horror before the thought and actuality of female sexuality, especially as localized in sexualized maternal bodies,37 the argument here is that the maternal body and female sexuality evoke horror when they are subsumed into the unchecked predation that follows from making responsiveness to conatus its own justification.38 Thus Shakespeare may be seen as confronting, and as asking his audience to confront, tensions internal to embodied human subjectivity that confound the easy demonizing of Dionyza characteristic of his sources.39

Were such “enterprises of kindness” as Dionyza’s to define human relations, the results would be unbearable, as Pericles’s being “in sorrow all devoured” (4.4.25) once he is falsely informed of Marina’s natural death attests. Audaciously, the play employs romance’s signature implausibility, the trope of beautiful maidens captured by pirates and/or sold into slavery miraculously maintaining their virginity, to dramatize the wonder that human subjectivity cannot but sense an absence of fit between itself and the logic of predation. Marina has, from the brothel-owners’ viewpoint, the unfortunate effect of “freez[ing] the god Priapus” through “quirks” and “reasons” and “prayers” that “would make a puritan of the devil” (4.6.3, 7-10). So Lysimachus, the local governor, loses all lecherousness in wonderstruck observation: “I did not think / Thou couldst have spoke so well, ne’er dreamt thou couldst. / Had I brought hither a corrupted mind, / Thy speech had altered it” (102-105). The ethical erupts as “an inversion of the conatus of esse” (OB 75),40 which explains why evil so often requires fortifying oneself against sense or talking oneself into the view that one “has no choice” but to obey nature’s predatory dictates, as when Boult, ordered to sexually brutalize Marina so she will be cooperative, responds to her appeals by exclaiming, “What would have me do? Go to the wars, would you? where a man may serve seven years for the loss of a leg, and have not money enough in the end to buy him a wooden one?” (170-173).

Marina escapes violation only by assuring Boult that her captors can “gain” from her by other means: she “can sing, weave, sew, and dance,” and teach others the same (182, 183). While of course this is a plot contrivance, it points to connections between sociability and the civilizing effect of the arts, a common humanist theme.41 Boult posits a world in which material acquisition is bound inexorably to predation. In offering gain-producing arts, Marina separates accumulation from predation sufficiently to liberate self-preservation instincts from necessary acquiescence in the self’s estrangement from ethical sense. As the harassed tone of Boult’s questions indicate, encountering another through speech cannot but activate that sense.42 While the classical text and Gower’s poem also contrast wages and direct exploitation, by Shakespeare’s time a fundamental displacement of slavery by upward socio-economic mobility becomes imaginable: indeed, Shakespeare’s own experience of escape from morally and socially compromising dependency through wealth-acquisition via skill in the arts makes Marina’s story an archaic, fabulous analogue to his own.43 Anthony Giddens notes that pre-modern polities’ dependence upon successful direct violence for wealth-creation puts people under continual threat of raiding, conquest, subjugation, and internal lawlessness, whereas the wage economies of modern nation-states may expose citizens to increased indirect violence (from administrative power and capitalistic coercion), but with the gain of significantly less exposure to pirates, slavery, and forcible prostitution.44

Even material, social revolutions (in Renaissance humanist terms, lessening of savagery through the arts, enhancing civility and prosperity), however desirable, cannot undo normative subjectivity’s proximity to Antiochus’s monstrousness, for they cannot block predatory “interestedness” from influencing intentional consciousness. They may, however, help reform socio-political contexts, and so decrease the hold of conatus over minds and hearts. Pericles regains his daughter because his ship is received hospitably in a foreign harbor and because hospitality to the ship extends to the governor’s, Lysimachus’, concern for the mental suffering of a stranger, Pericles. Unmotivated kindliness, charity, prompts a discussion of how Pericles’s speechless grief might be relieved, which leads to the thought that Marina’s artful singing might “make a batt’ry through his [deafen’d] parts, / Which now are midway stopp’d” (5.1.47-48). Instead, his evident suffering moves Marina to offer her story as a possible balm, which flushes Pericles out of himself, awakening concern for another: “My fortunes—parentage—good parentage—/ To equal mine—was it not thus? What say you?” (5.1.97-98).

Notably, what opens the miraculous possibility of regaining one’s lost daughter is “finding” one’s daughter in another, transcending the narrowing of affections to kin—“such a one / My daughter might have been” (107-108)—so that concern for others broadens into moral admiration. Pericles’s ability to address his daughter as “Thou that beget’st him that did thee beget” (195), articulates a moral economy woven marvelously into nature—the daughter “begets” the father in the sense of prompting displacements of imperialistic egoism, thus paradoxically granting him something of the revitalized material flourishing that Antiochus’s incest would attain, but only through renouncing the consumption of the other upon which such well-being seemed, happily delusively, to depend. A similar mythic logic attends Pericles’s recovery of Thaisa through a vision of the goddess Diana: the moral suspension of masculine sovereign claims to sexual predation, suspension encoded culturally in veneration of virginity, renews and sustains the well-being implicit in recovering a beloved wife.45

Yet the plot Shakespeare inherits leaves unresolved, or undeveloped, two matters central to the romances that follow. First, the role of forgiveness in redemptive regeneration is slightly treated in Pericles’s story; second, the coming to an end in time of all our second chances is only glimpsed by Pericles’s declaration that Marina and her fiancé, Lysimachus, will rule Tyre (5.2.80-82), for, in accord with the wish-fulfillment logic of romance, the reality of ceding “sovereignty” to the next generation is veiled by retrievals (returning to and living on in Tyre) whose appearance of permanence is illusory.

In Cymbeline, Dionyza’s maternal monstrousness is recuperated in the Queen, whose determination to secure the flourishing of her son, Cloten, induces the Briton king, Cymbeline, to identify his sovereign will with the act of forcing his daughter, Imogen, to marry Cloten. As they are step-siblings, there are evident incestuous overtones in this dynastic-political effort at self-enclosing self-completion, as there also are in Cymbeline’s determination to appropriate his daughter’s sexuality to his desires. By making Cymbeline morally responsible for the “loss” of his daughter, Shakespeare combines the figures of Antiochus and Pericles. He thus returns to tragic variants of Lucianic-Erasmian folly, such as those explored from Julius Caesar through King Lear (where dogmatic self-consistency shuts out both others’ voices and one’s own dissonant intuitions46). But he also links that folly to the “bewitching” of ethical rationality by a predatory naturalism that translates into intolerance of another’s separateness from oneself, and thus hostility to all agencies not one’s own—especially women’s. So Cymbeline dehumanizes Imogen, calling her “Thou basest thing” (1.1.125) and “O disloyal thing” (131), because he construes her value in terms of himself: she is what “shouldst repair my youth …” (132).

Barricading himself against modification, Cymbeline obdurately refuses any “intercourse” with his daughter that might “beget” moral regeneration. Doing so, he makes her a metaphorical equivalent of the speechless Lavinia. In banishing her sensibly chosen, newly-wed husband, Posthumus Leonatus, a well-regarded courtier who, as orphan of a loyal warrior, was raised at court, Cymbeline induces Imogen to think of her father in terms of being “like the tyrannous breathing of the north / Shak[ing] all our buds from growing” (1.2.36-37). Such tyranny, as the imagery evoking Pluto and Persephone implies, rebels against nature’s bestowal of what we possess, our “inexhaustible youth,” upon others whose desire is distinct from our wills, whose flourishing necessarily displaces our sovereignty. Noting affinities between Cymbeline and Heliodorus’s 3rd or 4th century C.E. Greek romance, Aithiopika (re-discovered in 1523 and imitated by Sidney, Tasso, and Cervantes), Simon Reynolds notes that Imogen, like Heliodorus’s heroine Charikleia, “seems, through no fault of her own, to embody … rebellion” against a father whose “loss of understanding” threatens “loss of the child he has formed,” for he has “become victim of fraudulent and insubstantial images either created by his own mind or introduced into his thoughts by malign individuals.”47 Conflating the Other with an “image,” and so occluding the face and tuning out speech, is an ethical violence whose necessary counterpart, giving oneself over to rule by images, is idolatry—an appropriate failing, for Cymbeline’s one distinction within the chronicles and popular lore was that he was king at the time of Christ’s birth. He epitomizes all that Christianity ideally should transform.

Happily, in accord with Erasmus’s account of nature inflected by grace,48 female agency generates second chances by naturally and rationally resisting culture’s colonization by predation, and it does so in a manner that reveals, as in the comedies, providential alliances between female sexuality and ethical sociability.49 In Cloten we see that the kind of masculinity produced by maternal monstrousness is, by nature, affectively and ethically repugnant, and so sexually noxious, to any female subjectivity whose resistance to appropriation reflects not a competing egoism, but a wedding of sexual desire to prudential concern for conserving her own ethical agency. Shakespeare’s celebration of sensible women in the comedies, and the redemptive role he accords daughters and other female figures in the romances, articulate the ways nature prompts us to appreciate, as graces, what Bate identifies as the “two laws” of the Shakespearean world: first, that “truth is not singular” but aspectual, so that totalizing perceptions need dialogical contestation, ethical interruption; and second, that “Instead of being pre-determined, identity is performed through action.”50

Because Imogen is what she does, not the “thing” Cymbeline assigns her to be, he cannot allow her speech to touch him, but to the extent that she is taken by audiences and readers as the play’s heroine, aesthetic sense and ethical sense combine to make “the Desire that is the independence of the separated being and its transcendence” (TI 268) the source of enjoyments separating paternity from patriarchy and literary appreciation from co-option and colonization. Instincts of self-preservation collude with aspirations to participate in a moral community; as both Erasmus’s and Kristeva’s accounts of maternity emphasize, and as the passage from fecundity to transcendence and pluralistic politics in Levinas implies, this collusion brings into being a posterity of speaking subjects who, unlike the Queen’s son, are estranged from predation by kindliness and civility.51

Absent such estrangement, there is only rapacious egoism, epitomized by Cloten’s glee at the prospect of raping Imogen after murdering her husband, Posthumus: “She said upon a time (the bitterness of it I now belch from my heart) that she held the very garment of Posthumus in more respect than my noble and natural person, together with the adornments of my qualities” (3.5.133-138). Cloten’s complacency, his easy equation of “noble” with “natural,” not only blocks ethical sensibility but also fuels his resentment: “With [Posthumus’s] suit upon my back will I ravish her; first kill him, and in her eyes; there shall she see my valor, which will then be a torment to her contempt” (139-140). Cloten’s notion of “valor” epitomizes a barbarous inability to imagine successful force as anything other than its own justification.

Cloten’s speech will create tension in the audience, however, only if the barbarism / civility distinction that “valor” activates within their working memory is not deconstructed.52 To be “talked into” regarding the distinction as an arbitrary binary opposition or colonialist fiction is to be “talked out of” culturally mediated, not culturally created, ethical sense.53 Indeed, awareness of the distinction’s sophistic political history, critiqued at least since Euripides,54 does not undermine, or even really speak to, its self-authorizing revelatory force here—which is ethical, and so a “signifyingness” that “is not a knowing of being, nor some other access to essence” (OB 69).

Consistent with both Levinasian and Erasmian notions of a “pre-nature” measuring cultural meaning against ethical sense, Cloten’s use of “valor” prompts what Jenefer Robinson calls “non-cognitive affective appraisal,” setting in motion a process of “cognitive monitoring” in which “non-cognitive appraisals as ‘primitive’ emotions … are succeeded by complex cognitive activity”: “Like the startle response of the crayfish, human indignation is a three-stage process of affective appraisal, physiological responses, and cognitive monitoring, but unlike the startled crayfish, an indignant person is likely to be indignant about something requiring complex thought, and is also likely to catalogue her emotional state in words.…”55 Dramatized speech such as Cloten’s musing upon when his “lust hath din’d” on Imogen (3.5.141), and his construal of sexual appropriation as prologue to domestic and political subjugation—“to the court I’ll knock her back, foot her home again” (143-144)—imparts to cognitive monitoring an excitation of indignation that bears witness to the non-arbitrariness of ethical significance. By triggering such witnessing in its audience, Shakespearean theatre exposes cultural moral relativism to be only “theory,” a form of Lucianic folly screening us off from felt experiences of ethical subjectivity which are, as Levinas notes, the precondition for all interpretation, all possibility of cultural, political critique.56

Indeed, Cloten merely takes to their logical extremes attitudes and conduct that mark not just Imogen’s father, but also her husband and the depicted historical socio-cultural world in general—which, as Glenn C. Arbery notes, Shakespeare’s audience would have taken to be on the cusp of the Christian revelation.57 Posthumus’s love for Imogen is tainted by pride in possessing an exemplary woman, and so, seduced by an egoistic idolatry akin to Cymbeline’s, he is willing to bet Jachimo that she cannot be seduced (1.4). Jachimo, determined to win at all costs, hides in her bedchamber to discern details he can use to persuade Posthumus that he has possessed Imogen (2.2), details which, as Simonds notes, involve pictorial, decorative art associating Imogen with iconic female figures from classical mythology and history.58 Engaging in an ocular or cognitive variant of rape, as Shakespeare’s allusions to his own The Rape of Lucrece (2.2.12-14) and reprise of Philomel in Titus Andronicus (44-46) attest,59 Jachimo assimilates the Other into his intentional horizon, incorporating Imogen into an economy of the Same, which is how Levinas describes the violence of egoistic imperialism (TI 42-52).

By subsuming Imogen into a field of mastered knowledge, Jachimo succeeds in destroying Posthumus’s faith in her, prompting his easy lapse into misogynistic musings, “Lust and rank thoughts, hers, hers; revenges, hers; / Ambitions, covetings, change of prides, disdain, / Nice longing, slanders, mutability …” (2.5.24-26). The drift of this free association is not just to project upon women every imaginable ethical failing,60 but also to identify women with totalized cupiditas, and so to unite the lack of “hope” ascribed by Christianity to the pagan, classical world with denials of goodness to others and those unlike oneself characteristic of Puritanism. All the unease and resentment engendered by intuitions of the body’s transience and the mind’s cognitive limits are discharged upon women who, paradoxically, are demonized by being imagined as pursuing forms of self-aggrandizement and self-sufficiency whose prospective loss or likely impossibility fuel male anxieties.61 To the extent that the audience and its socio-political world are implicated in Posthumus’s and Cymbeline’s patterns of thought and conduct, they, no less than the characters, stand in need of undeserved second chances—which of course is how Erasmian humanistic Christianity understands the incarnation’s significance.

In Cymbeline, unlike in Pericles, the recovery of what is lost entails recognizing, like Othello, that one has thrown “a pearl away / Richer than all [one’s] tribe” (5.2.247-48). Thus, miraculous restoration enjoins gratitude for unmerited forgiveness. Thinking Imogen dead, Posthumus exclaims, “Ay me, most credulous fool, / Egregious murtherer, thief, any thing / That’s due to all the villains past, in being, / To come! O, give me cord, or knife, or poison, / Some upright justicer!” (5.5.210-214). Learning that she who was discarded is nonetheless alive, Cymbeline declares, “How now, my flesh? My child? / What, mak’st thou me a dullard in this act?” (264-265). In accord with what Erasmus’s Dame Folly argues, human nature here discloses the impress of the divine in the foolish forgiveness that maternal, wifely, daughterly love of fools inscribes into daily experience, from which the material continuance of human life, and the kindliness that renders it bearable, flows.

Such wondrous folly’s anticipation of Christian revelation, and its correction of perversions of that revelation, structures the play’s central plot. Imogen, led away from the corrupt court to the wilds of Wales where she expects to meet her husband returned from banishment, learns, through the gratuitous goodness of her husband’s servant, Pisanio, that Posthumus intends to kill her. She initially falls into the counterpart of Posthumus’s misogyny, declaring, “Men’s vows are women’s traitors. All good seeming, / By the revolt, O husband, shall be thought / Put on for villainy” (3.4.54-56). Imogen associates losing an idealizing, idolatrous image of Posthumus, the object of naïve erotic desire, with loss of faith, so that, referring to the letter ordering her murder that Pisanio shows her, she asks, “The scriptures of the loyal Leonatus, / All turn’d to heresy?” (81-82), and even suggests that all men have fallen through Posthumus: “Goodly and gallant shall be false and perjur’d / From thy great fail” (63-62). But Puritan-like deprecation of nature and others is lost, first, in experiencing within the wild, dressed as a youth, full human bodily vulnerability to the elements and hunger, which teaches her that “hardness ever / Of hardiness is mother” (3.6.21-22), but also that we only live, bodily, from finding civility in those one expects to be merely savage.62 She is caught in a cave eating the food of three apparently wild men, but rather than being killed, as she expects, she is welcomed hospitably to share the food, whereupon one declares, “I’ll make’t my comfort / He is a man, I’ll love him as my brother” (70-71), and she is told she is “‘mongst friends” (74).

The play being a romance, Imogen has marvelously come upon her actual brothers, kidnapped as small children by a loyal courtier of Cymbeline. Having been betrayed by court intrigue, he, in primitivist fashion, takes culture to be the site of corruption, and so has raised the boys according to the ways of nature, which he takes to be morally sufficient.63 Simonds points out that Shakespeare draws upon iconographic traditions of representing “wild men” as endowed with unsophisticated fortitude and honesty, though still brutish in an asociality linked with original sin, and Raphael Lyne notes that current scientific research discloses “unconscious processes of kin recognition” that make Shakespeare’s depiction of intuitions of affiliation between Imogen and her brothers less unrealistic than it appears.64 Still, the central point is that Imogen survives because, though a stranger, she is treated as kin (romance contrivance illuminating a fantastic truth—all humankind is “brethren”). Moreover, her discovery within nature (literally) of affections shaped by intuitions that the ethical calls us to override kin/outsider distinctions teaches her an ethics that transcends Puritan-like misanthropy.

Primed to redemptive transformation through being “saved” by reception into a community in which natural goodness and incipient civility are interwoven, Imogen enters into a new life, signified by her seeming death (from a poison treacherously given her by the Queen, though happily adulterated by a physician, Cornelius, who acts, like Pisanio, out of gratuitous goodness). After her funeral, she awakens to discover Cloten’s headless corpse, killed because of his imperious incivility to one of Imogen’s brothers. As he was wearing Posthumus’s clothes, she takes his body for her husband’s, and is filled with grief and renewed faith in Posthumus’s core goodness, upon the evidence of things unseen, that seems the height of folly (as her unjust accusations against Pisanio indicate) (4.2.316-332). But folly articulates a higher wisdom. Posthumus, convinced Imogen is dead, is seized, despite conviction of her guilt, with such remorse he wants to die (5.1.1-29), but he, like his wife, is reborn, sparing Jachimo when he defeats him in battle, though he believes Jachimo has cuckolded him. This act of grace smites Jachimo’s conscience (5.2.1-10).

These turnings of the heart prepare the way for the general forgiveness that accompanies the revelations of true identities in the final scene. Lyne notes that in “the stretches and strains” of the characters’ language we see the groping of “processes of cognition” struggling with what surpasses conventional conceptualization and its rhetoric,65 which is consistent with Arbery’s argument that the play elicits an exegesis consonant with the characters’ deepest intuitions but outside their interpretative frameworks, a lack of fit that “seems emblematic of one world in the process of becoming another.…”66 The agency of the Other becomes “maternal” in pushing us away from imprisonment within cupiditas/conatus by breeding in us appreciation of goodness in others sufficient to alienate us from self-love. Thus we become receptive to, and imitative of, forgiving grace.

Cymbeline acquires “proper appreciation” of Imogen in recognizing that her “gaze and her understanding transform the things they light upon,”67 and Posthumus enters into a new life through losing his sense of male sovereign entitlement: “You married ones, / If each of you should take this [his own] course, how many / Must murder wives much better than themselves / For wrying but a little!” (5.1.2-5). His glimpsing the core of Jesus’s ethics, “Judge not, that ye be not judged” (Matt. 7:1; also see 7:2-5), makes possible his entering upon a course of action that (wondrously) brings him back into his wife’s presence. Similarly, his receiving her forgiveness (5.5.261-263) is prologue to his forgiving Jachimo with words whose cadences, “Live / And deal with others better” (419-420), echo those of Jesus, “go, and sin no more” (John 8:11), to the woman taken in adultery. Indeed, the “You married ones …” speech initiating his new life (5.1.2-5) is a proleptic exegesis of John 8:7: “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.” If the final scene makes clear that Imogen acts in some respects as a spiritual mother to both her husband and father, it also stresses that she is able, Christ-like, to offer others new life only because she has been thrice saved from death by the disinterested goodness of others—Pisanio, Cornelius, and the “wild men” (229-268). Wondrous “fulfillment” in the plot’s resolution of what “the ripeness of time” prepared attests, against claims to the contrary, to the goodness within nature and the heart’s understanding that makes redemptive rebirth into a “sociality” whose “irreducible excellence” is its “very plurality” (BPW 159) at once miraculously and naturally possible.

While intimating that only Christian exegesis beyond the scope of the characters may fully interpret the sense organizing the drama, Cymbeline is consistent with the ecumenicalism Betteridge and Maurice Hunt discern in Shakespeare’s treatment of religion68 and with the faith in drama’s affective-moral agency that Richard McCoy ascribes to him.69 It concludes with the suggestion that in opening us to recognize ourselves as fools in need of forgiveness, and in nurturing the forms of agency that bestow it, nature, via the gracious maternity embedded within it, produces the second chances from which culture renews its capacity to battle the barbarisms that arise from what Levinas would call conatus and that Christian piety identifies with cupiditas.70
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10: Culinary Skepticism in As You Like It and
Montaigne’s “Of Experience”1

David B. Goldstein

What role eating plays in the constitution of knowledge is unclear, but that it plays some role is incontestable to all but the most devout Platonists. Few of us would nowadays agree with the Socrates of the Phaedo that “for a philosopher to concern himself with the so-called pleasures connected with food and drink” is always an epistemological error.2 By contrast, as Michel Serres puts it, “Taste institutes sapience.”3 Eating courts knowledge. It does so in at least two ways: first, knowledge of the other body. Once a body enters my body through the mouth—usually in the form of food—it becomes incorporated into me. It becomes something I know. This knowledge can be mundane (we know the taste of apricots from apples), erotic (we know the taste of a lover’s body, and that taste recollects the fruits therein), phenomenological (tasting apricots is a way of tasting the world). Food can give us too much knowledge, or the wrong kind of it. In tasting, one can overshoot. Eating is so powerful that the knowledge it brings can exceed our ability to apprehend it rationally or even morally, and such excess can threaten that very rationality, as in the Christian account of the Garden of Eden. Eating can impart a dangerous kind of knowledge, as dangerous as sex. Perhaps more so, since eating frequently comes at the expense of another creature’s death.

The second form of knowledge eating can impart is the knowledge of the other self, or at least of the fact that there are other selves, ranged around us, eating or hoping to eat, full or starving. The second knowledge is the knowledge of the table and our relationships with those who sit around it or help make it possible. These two kinds of knowledge might loosely be called the culinary and the commensal—the knowledge of objects and incorporations on the one hand, and the knowledge of interactions and articulations on the other.4 Each of these epistemological gateways of eating embeds the human in the matrix of the world—socially, philosophically, ecologically. There is nothing sentimental about this embedding. What brings together also tears apart. Eating with is also eating of. Yet it is a fact nonetheless that eating embeds us in the various comprehensions of our environment.

For Emmanuel Levinas, one of the foremost phenomenologists of eating, the question of food’s relationship to epistemology is especially vexed.5 This is because epistemology is already a vexed category in Levinas. If Cartesian philosophy is founded in knowing, the cogito ergo sum, or what Levinas calls “the animation of a body by thought,” Levinasian philosophy begins with an ethical interruption that is not reducible to knowing or even to thinking (OB 79).6 “This strangeness of the Other,” writes Levinas, “his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling into question of my spontaneity, as ethics” (TI 43). That irreducible strangeness lies beyond, and is not predicated upon, knowledge or understanding. If we could know the Other entirely, we could reduce the other’s particularity to our own thematic categories; we could in some sense absorb the other, incorporating him or her into our own worldview, a process which ultimately “reduces the other to the same” (TI 42). To reduce the other to ourselves differs little from treating the other as something one owns or controls (EN 9). In the formative early essay “Is Ontology Fundamental?”, Levinas argues that “expression,” by which he means a reaching out toward the other in verbal terms, “consists, prior to any participation in a common content through understanding, in instituting sociality through a relationship that is, consequently, irreducible to understanding” (EN 7). We don’t speak to someone because we know them. The whole reason we need to speak, to acknowledge, is because we don’t know them.

Although being is not reducible to knowing, neither are the two mutually exclusive. The fact that we cannot know the aspect of identity that refuses comprehension, or what Levinas calls the “hither side,” “does not mean,” as J. W. Clegg and B. D. Slife argue, “that this hither side is beyond experience (or relation), and thus beyond some form of ‘knowing.’ It only means that it is beyond the realm of the fully articulate.”7 Levinas argues not that understanding plays no part in recognizing the other, but that understanding does not precede the recognition of the other; it is not the means by which we recognize the other. Understanding is formed simultaneous to the establishment of relationship; in fact we might think of it as an essential substance of conversation. “The other is not first an object of understanding and then an interlocutor,” writes Levinas. “The two relations are merged. In other words, addressing the other is inseparable from understanding the other” (EN 9).

For Levinas, eating plays a central role, perhaps the central role, not only in ethics but also in epistemology—the place and development of knowledge in relation to the other, and to the inaccessible and inarticulate “hither side” of the self. Eating makes us more fully cognizant beings—aware of ourselves and of others. For Levinas, “The signification proper to gustative sensation consists somehow in ‘breaking through’ the knowledge gathered, to as it were penetrate into the inwardness of things” (CPP 117). The act of eating, in other words, pierces through knowledge to something like essence. Levinas’s account of culinary epistemology rejects the dualistic Platonic model in which eating and the pursuit of philosophy are fundamentally at odds. Eating offers a different kind of knowing: a knowledge of the self that is also a knowledge, somehow, of otherness. Even nausea for Levinas is an experience of material self-knowledge, of knowing ourselves from within. “The nature of nausea,” he writes, “is nothing other than its presence, nothing other than our powerlessness to take leave of that presence.”8 Nausea conducts to us the landscape of our own inaccessible presentness to ourselves. It maps the region of identity that lies beyond our ability to articulate it. Simultaneously, eating pushes us out toward others: In “Judaism and Revolution,” commenting on why the rabbis of the Talmud insist that one must serve a meal to one’s workers, and that the meal must include a sweet, he writes, “Sublime materialism, concerned with dessert. Food is not the fuel necessary to the human machine; food is a meal” (NT 97). Eating, in other words, structures sociality. The material act of eating gives shape and movement to self-other interactions, and in so doing it provides a conduit for encounters with the other that are epistemological as well as ethical.

The Levinasian approach to eating is thus rooted in a skeptical analysis of the grounds of knowledge. To eat is to destabilize supposed ethical certainties—of received ways of knowing and categorizing the other, of “gathered knowledge,” and even of supposed self-knowledge—and to enter into a renewed instability which redraws relationships according to other forms of knowledge, other laws. Material beings’ “relationship with a mouth”—a relationship that occurs through eating as well as speaking—“is not an adventure of knowledge or of action” (OB 78). It is instead an opening of the one to the other, a passive relation of extreme vulnerability. The meaning of eating evolves only in relation to the other, and more specifically to eating with responsibility for the other’s hunger. “Being torn from oneself for another in giving to the other the bread from one’s mouth is being able to give up one’s soul for another” (OB 79). Food-sharing thus becomes both metaphor and metonymy for absolute vulnerability to the other, which in turn becomes a way of recognizing the other’s irreducibility to oneself. To eat ethically is not to know, but to listen.

Both Michel de Montaigne and Shakespeare anticipate Levinas’s claim that eating forms a material basis for both a skeptical inquiry into the grounds of knowledge, and for establishing an ethics based on that skepticism. In reading Shakespeare and Montaigne through each other, I am reading them both through Levinas, and vice versa. This is not the first time that all three thinkers have been placed in fruitful relation; Paul Yachnin, for example, argues that Montaigne and Shakespeare both practice a kind of “ethical reading” that “is related to a quasi-Levinasian calling toward a recognition of the other within the literary text.”9 Reading, like eating and foodsharing, is also a kind of incomplete movement toward knowing—a necessary but not sufficient “calling toward a recognition.” My intertextual argument here is twofold: first, that Shakespeare’s As You Like It—a deeply skeptical play riddled with what Robert Watson calls “pyrrhonist anxieties”10—uses eating as a tool to explore and articulate that skepticism; and second, that its approach is strikingly reminiscent of Montaigne’s own brand of culinary skepticism, expressed most clearly in the last of his Essais, “Of Experience.” Whether Montaigne directly influenced the play is not my concern, although I have suggested that Montaigne crops up in Shakespeare’s consciousness as early as Titus Andronicus.11 Rather, I aim to explore resonances between As You Like It and “Of Experience,” in which Montaigne writes extensively about several subjects also dear to the play: eating, old age, and most importantly, the relation between the grounds of knowledge and the material body. Many critics have identified some sort of skeptical materialism operating in each author.12 But the culinary skepticism I find in As You Like It has not been fully explored, either in this play, or in the play’s relation to Montaigne. For Levinas, the alternative knowledge made possible by eating goes by the word “ethics.” Montaigne referred to it as “experience.” Shakespeare called it “drama.”

Part I.

Shakespeare excels at staging or reporting acts of communal eating that accentuate exclusion and violence, rather than fellowship and good cheer. As John Mahon notes, “Shakespeare uses meals more often than not to dramatize the absence of good fellowship and a sense of community.”13 The most famous scenes of eating in the plays, especially its banquets, follow this pattern. The final banquet of Titus Andronicus, it seems hardly necessary to say, does not suffer from an excess of conviviality. Its commensality, however, is precisely the point, since Titus’s revenge—the revenge of the marginalized and excluded—takes the form of the literal and violent reincorporation of the other (Tamora’s children) into the self (their mother)—a nasty parody of the feasts of social reconciliation that abound in comedy. In the banquet scene of Macbeth, the return of Banquo, the murdered other, reminds Macbeth of the cost of his exertions in forming a community he can administer and control. The meals in Timon of Athens form a series of skeptical studies about the vexed relationship between eating with the other and being consumed by that other. Even the comedies tend to favor the commensal at the expense of the convivial. The banquet that closes The Taming of the Shrew stages Katherine’s incorporation into the community in a particularly uncomfortable and ironic way. In The Tempest, Shakespeare doesn’t even bother to serve the food—Ariel offers Alonso and his party a banquet and snatches it away, as if to say: you could eat this meal, but it wouldn’t make your company any more tolerable.

How striking it is, therefore, to find in As You Like It an unambiguously happy moment of staged eating—perhaps the happiest act of eating in Shakespeare—the “alfresco meal” of Act 2, scene 7. One would extrapolate such a scene from the play’s opening, which uses food and eating to challenge the very possibility of ethical recognition. In the play’s first speech, Orlando declares that his brother Oliver essentially keeps him in a captivity more benighted than those of the estate’s animals. “His horses are bred better” than Orlando, partly because “they are fair with their feeding”—their diet keeps them looking well. By contrast, Oliver lets Orlando “feed with the hinds”—meaning with the servants, although the secondary meaning of “deer” both reinforces the reference to horse feeding, and prepares the reader for the deer hunting scenes in the forest of Arden (AL 1.1.11-18).14 When Oliver enters, Orlando confronts him by explicitly comparing his eating to that of the farm’s pigs:





	ORLANDO:
	Shall I keep your hogs and eat husks with them? What prodigal portion have I spent that I should come to such penury?



	OLIVER:
	Know you where you are, sir?



	ORLANDO:
	O, sir, very well: here in your orchard.
(1.1.35-39).




Having called attention to the lowly material conditions of his existence under his brother’s thumb, Orlando parries Oliver’s haughty rejoinder by returning the debate again to the matter of food. The answer to the question “where are you” is not, as Oliver would have it, social, but rather material: I am in a cultivated landscape surrounded by fruit that is denied me. Sublime materialism, concerned with dessert.

At the same time that Orlando uses food to refer to the disparity and want of his material conditions, he also calls attention to the spiritual dimension of hunger by comparing himself to the prodigal son, who “wolde faine haue filled his bellie with ye huskes, that the swine ate: but no man gaue them him.”15 But the reference absolves Orlando of ethical responsibility, reversing the polarities of obligation: it is not the son who profligately spends his father’s wealth, but the father figure (i.e., the elder brother) who prevents the younger man from claiming the resources that are rightfully his. The play opens, therefore, with a debate about the material and spiritual obligations of eating and feeding. Oliver stands accused of refusing to heed the call of the hungry, and of refusing to acknowledge the humanity of the other person. As Levinas famously wrote, “The material needs of the neighbor are my spiritual needs” (NT 99). Oliver fails spectacularly to address either. From the beginning of the play, then, eating is posited as a chief way of encountering and knowing the other. But the accounts of eating immediately produce uncertainties: is Orlando telling the truth? Is Oliver incapable of recognizing Orlando as a full human being? How is Orlando’s call to ethical obligation shaped by the class ramifications of his call, since Orlando objects to eating with the hinds not primarily because he is human, but because he is noble? Will hunger lead to acknowledgment and the resumption of obligation, or will it lead to further conflict? Food forms the basis here for skeptical inquiry, posing a set of questions about the nature of brotherly relations and about the relation between human and animal—questions that the play will continue to consider.

In the Forest of Arden, questions of hunger and feeding arise first through hunting and the killing of animals: to eat is often to cause another’s death. When Adam, attempting to convince Orlando to flee Oliver’s manor, declares, “This is no place; this house is but a butchery” (2.3.27), his words unwittingly echo the Duke’s manly exhortation, “Come, shall we go and kill us venison?” (2.1.20). The line suggests that to be worthy of being considered a “place”—in other words, a location in which one can readily exist, can dwell—it has to be free from violence. Oliver’s house is thus “no place” at all. Yet the Forest of Arden, for all its utopian characteristics, is also “no place” (u-topia) in a negative sense, at least for the deer who inhabit it: under the reign of humans, it becomes a “butchery,” in which the threat of violence is transferred (largely successfully) from humans to animals. The utopian space becomes less a space free from violence than a space in which one can control the distribution of violence.

Although critics tend to place the play’s attitudes about hunting deer in relation to Elizabethan sport, the deer are connected unavoidably to eating through the Duke’s offhanded transformation of deer to venison, from animal to food.16 As Watson argues, “Even before the hunt begins, [the deer] are already no longer their animal selves, already a product for consumption by the human mouth, through the presumption of the human mind.”17 Whereas deer might provide a way to encounter the inalienably other, both the Duke and Jaques co-opt such a possibility, relentlessly converting deer into humans or their products, absorbing the other into a self that already understands, and therefore controls and even destroys it. This line of thinking reaches its logical outcome when the bodies of deer and human merge late in the play, with the first forester (again under Jaques’s direction) singing, “What shall he have that killed the deer?/ His leather skin and horns to wear” (4.2.10-11). If Orlando contrasts himself polemically with the well-treated animals of his brother’s farm, arguing that how he eats circumscribes his opportunities while clashing with his core identity as a noble individual, the Duke’s merry warriors invite a comparison with the deer they kill, arguing both that what they eat becomes what they are, and that the deer, those “native burghers of this desert city” (2.1.23), also become like the humans who hunt them.

The politics of deer hunting, by interrogating the ways in which eating both establishes relationships among creatures and complicates those relationships with threats of violence, ingestion, and co-optation, prepares us for the al fresco banquet, with its complex ethics and multilayered examination of commensality. The banquet really takes up three scenes, as Raphael’s meal in Paradise Lost takes up four books. Act 2 scene 5, the scene of the meal’s preparation, begins inauspiciously. Amiens enters, singing about birds warbling of love under the greenwood tree. Jaques, in saying of himself that he can “suck melancholy out of a song as a weasel sucks eggs,” uses a culinary metaphor to reimagine the song as yet another kind of animal meal—Amiens’s singing bird is now an egg, fit to be emptied out by the carnivorous weasel of Jaques’s melancholic hunger. When, in Twelfth Night, Orsino wonders if music be the food of love, he means that music whets love’s appetite. Here Jaques, although he calls for more song, suggests the opposite—music is a food that quenches itself in the listening, a meal that is never allowed to get started, all egg and no bird. As the interlude progresses, the Duke’s men begin to prepare a meal under the shade of a tree, and the song obediently shifts from the subject of love to that of labor and food:


Who doth ambition shun

And loves to live i’th’ sun,

Seeking the food he eats

And pleased with what he gets,

Come hither, come hither, come hither! (2.5.33-37)



In this evocation of the Arcadian shepherd, Amiens invokes a picture of enjoyment in solitude—what Levinas might call culinary egoism, the utter and closed enjoyment of the eating self who is unaware of others (TI 115-118). But Amiens then revises this image with his refrain: “Come hither!” Let all who are enjoying their private meals come to the table and eat. The lines become an invitation to hospitality, paralleling Corin’s hospitable and Levinasian beckoning to Rosalind and Celia in the prior scene: “But what is, come see, / And in my voice most welcome shall you be” (2.4.85-86). Through the song and its dialogue, Jaques and Amiens engage in a subtle war of words over the nature of commensality. Is a meal to be consumed, or does it rejuvenate? Is it a passive or an active phenomenon? Does it eviscerate fellowship or invent it?

The scene switches to Orlando and his servant, Adam, deep in the forest and starving. “O, I die for food!” (2.6.2) cries Adam, echoing Celia, who faints “almost to death” (2.4.62). Neither Rosalind nor Orlando seems particularly hungry, but each responds to the call—Rosalind with money and Orlando with his sword. If Amiens invoked the negative Levinasian image of a man alone with his food, Orlando describes what for Levinas is the signal act of human ethics, the giving of oneself so that another may eat. “To give,” writes Levinas, “to-be-for-another, despite oneself, but in interrupting the for-oneself, is to take the bread out of one’s own mouth, to nourish the hunger of another with one’s own fasting” (OB 56). This is precisely what Orlando sets out to do, proclaiming with forced cheer, “if this uncouth forest yield anything savage I will either be food for it or bring it for food to thee” (2.6.6-8). In Shakespeare’s main source, Thomas Lodge’s Rosalynde, Orlando is even more gallant and macabre, offering to open a vein and let Adam drink his blood. In dropping this detail, Shakespeare keeps the focus of these interlocking scenes upon material food, and therefore of the importance of staging that food, rather than on the potentially cannibalized human body.18 Instead, Shakespeare underlines the ethical nature of Orlando’s proposed action by having Orlando notice that Adam also needs shelter: “Yet thou liest in the bleak air. Come, I will bear thee to some shelter and thou shalt not die for lack of a dinner” (2.6.15-16). The recognition that humans need shelter and food, the ignorance of which fact lies at the heart of King Lear’s horrendous third act, here emerges as a matter of course. Whatever Orlando’s problems, his basic ethical relationship to Adam is not one of them. His Levinasian responsibility to his faithful servant is instinctive.

While Orlando searches through the forest, Duke Senior’s men prepare their meal of fruits on the grass, while Duke Senior and Jaques continue to prepare the audience by trading in food metaphors. Jaques, relating his encounter with Touchstone, extends the melancholic emptying of the culinary as a means to skeptical knowledge or community. Quoting Touchstone’s own melancholic comment, “And so from hour to hour we ripe and ripe, / And then from hour to hour we rot and rot,” Jaques describes how he “did laugh sans intermission” to hear the fool “thus moral on the time” (2.7.26-32). While it’s true that Touchstone’s comment is a cliché, it is a cliché Shakespeare takes seriously in King Lear, where “ripeness is all.”19 Jaques goes on to describe Touchstone’s brain as “dry as the remainder biscuit/ After a voyage,” whose observations he “vents in mangled forms” (2.7.39-42). The image of a brain as a cracker leached of all taste and nutrition, chewed up and spat out into discourse, indicates that for Jaques, culinary epistemology is a dead end: the more like food this fool becomes, the less nutritious his language, and the less available he is to the dynamics of relationship.20 Jaques’s derision suggests a contrast between Orlando’s Levinasian approach, which in its naiveté may risk insufficient skepticism, and a melancholic approach so skeptical as to risk corrosion. Jaques’s readiness to empty out the meanings of eating as if draining an egg proves as significant a challenge to the possibilities of hospitality and fellowship as Oliver’s denial of his own responsibilities to others.

Orlando bursts into the clearing, sword drawn, just as the lords are sitting down to eat. In Lodge, Rosader, the Orlando character, enters hospitably and gives a nice speech, just as Orlando does not. By contrast, Orlando demands the cessation of the meal even before it has begun:





	ORLANDO:
	Forbear, and eat no more!



	JAQUES:
	Why, I have ate none yet.



	ORLANDO:
	Nor shalt not till necessity be served … But forbear, I say! He dies that touches any of this fruit. (2.7.88-99)




Jaques’s deadpan response to Orlando’s violent expostulation again characteristically empties the food of its meaning: “Why are you getting upset? We aren’t even eating! You think you’ve interrupted a meal, but you’ve only interrupted the prelude to one.” Duke Senior, however, responds differently, immediately engaging with Orlando in a debate about hospitality and host-guest relations that challenges Orlando to a profound ethical beckoning:



	

	DUKE SENIOR:
	What would you have? Your gentleness shall force More than your force move us to gentleness.



	ORLANDO:
	I almost die for food—and let me have it.



	DUKE SENIOR:
	Sit down and feed and welcome to our table. (103-106)




Here, finally, is commensality unadulterated, or what Levinas calls, quoting Isaiah, “the openness, not only of one’s pocketbook, but of the doors of one’s home, a ‘sharing of your bread with the famished,’ a ‘welcoming of the wretched into your house’” (OB 74). If Rosalind opened her purse to feed Celia, Duke Senior opens his proverbial home to Orlando and Adam. Helen Gardner writes that the scene epitomizes “love and companionship, sweet society,” a sentiment echoed by John Mahon, for whom “the action in the scene is an icon of communion and brotherhood.”21 For Marcia McDonald, the scene “depict[s] hospitality—the sharing of one’s material possessions, especially food, with one’s neighbors—as the key to social harmony.”22

The Biblical resonances in Orlando’s injunction—the whole play, as Russell Fraser has argued, is in dialogue with the book of Genesis—appear to underscore this harmonious intertwining. In wearing “the countenance of stern commandment” and forbidding an onstage fruit (which, as Michael Dobson argues, is almost always staged as an apple) Orlando of course attempts to play the part of God, only to be swiftly corrected.23 First, Orlando thinks the fruit is forbidden to him, and thus attempts to forbid it for others. In a reversal of Genesis 3, he quickly learns that the fruit is forbidden only to those who are inhuman, who act like savages. Knowledge—of gentility, civility, commensality—is not the result of eating the fruit, but the prerequisite for obtaining it. Instead of offering knowledge and death, or a knowledge that results in death, the fruit offers commensality and life, a felix culpa without the culpa. In revising his errant understanding of the forest meal, Orlando also revises his deific role, but instead, “like a doe,” goes to find his fawn (AL 2.7.128). He is transformed, in other words, from God to Eve, feeding his Adam the now permitted fruit. What better way to dismiss “pyrrhonist anxieties” than by rewriting the fall to offer a recuperative relation between knowledge and eating? It is Amiens’s banquet we find here, not that of Jaques’s empty eggs. These metaphorics come as close as Shakespeare gets to suggesting that Arden, or certain aspects of Arden, might approximate a prelapsarian golden age.

The banquet forms the resolution for Orlando’s trajectory of the first two acts. He begins in a tragic commensality, eating with the wrong people—the servants—and eating like an animal, which is by definition a creature sans commensality. By the end of act 2, Orlando has found his place at the table—he is eating with his peers, learning proper table manners, and taking the mantle of his lost father upon him. The first two acts of As You Like It are, from Orlando’s perspective at least, about eating one’s way back to the father.24

Inherent in Orlando’s trajectory, however, is a kind of parthenogenesis—literally, a Genesis without women, in which Orlando can play both God and Eve. If commensality includes, it also excludes. The fusion of the commensal and the convivial we find here appears to come at a cost, and that cost is women. In the scene’s “liturgy of male utopia,” as Peter Erickson argues, “The men take over the traditional female prerogative of maternal nurturance,” with the ultimate effect that a play that appears to be about female androgyny and independence becomes instead “a defensive action against female power.”25 This defensiveness develops most clearly in matters of hospitality and feeding, those realms most closely associated with women. That the world of men, and only the world of men, can achieve commensality suggests, by contrast, that including women at the table would apparently induce violence—not against the women but against the men. When Rosalind and Celia joke, in Act 3 scene 2, about the secret identity of the writer who keeps posting his terrible sonnets on trees throughout the forest, Celia tells Rosalind that by drinking her tidings she “may put a man in [her] belly” (3.2.198). Rosalind’s abilities to engender and to devour emerge from the same metaphorics. If she were invited to dinner, flashing her sharp teeth, she might well put a man in her belly, as a hungry lioness attempts to do to Oliver late in the play. Humans are the only primate that shares food while sitting around in a circle, exposing our teeth. The bio-archaeologist Martin Jones points out “at some point, our own ancestors turned those danger signals around and transformed them into the very essence of conviviality that defines humanity.”26 Yet that transformation is always in process and incomplete—no matter the cultural barriers around cannibalism, teeth can still tear human flesh.27 Inviting a woman to join the feast threatens to turn commensality into carnage. When Duke Senior announces, “Here we feel not the penalty of Adam” (2.1.5), critics take the penalty of Adam to mean seasonality, labor, language, mortality.28 But from the perspective of the forest banquet, the penalty of Adam is Eve.

As You Like It thus turns out to have more in common with Titus Andronicus than one would hope: both attempt to deal with the invented problem of the vagina dentata by structuring a meal to defuse the threat.29 The difference between the tragedy and the comedy isn’t the philosophical issues at stake, but rather the solutions to those issues. Cannibal banquet? No thanks, I’ll have the fruit cup. But I’ll eat it down here in my man cave with just the guys.

Does this analysis of positive commensality simply relocate us within the well-known argument about Shakespearean comedy, that it temporarily removes the strictures of patriarchy only to reinstate them at the close of the play? Perhaps, but another, more recuperative possibility, emerges from a comparison between this scene and Montaigne’s writings about food in “Of Experience.” Montaigne’s emphasis on what it means to truly inhabit one’s own body suggests that perhaps the exclusion of women at the forest banquet, rather than build a wall between the genders, instead provides a training ground for men to learn civility, so that they can behave better toward the opposite sex—not to bite, but to offer and accept food.

Part II.

“Of Experience,” the last essay in Montaigne’s three-volume Essais, addresses the question of what it means to know oneself, or indeed to know anything at all, through the realm of bodily and practical experience. Strikingly, Montaigne devotes almost a quarter of “Of Experience” to discussions of food. After opening sections that meditate, in language laced with culinary puns, upon the relationship between experience and reason, habit, opinion, and other sources of knowledge, he turns, with the barest flicker of a transition, to his behavior at meals. “I make little choice at table, and attack the first and nearest thing,” he informs us, in an apt description of the apparent structure of his wide-ranging essay.30 There follow several pages of meticulous description of his eating habits, which oscillate unpredictably from apparently minor details (he prefers bread without salt) to major ethical claims, such as the importance of helping the poor (844).31 The insights are both culinary—what the narrator likes to eat—and commensal—how or with whom he eats. Without letting go of his usual penchant for ironic deflation—“Long sessions at table annoy me,” he reports dryly—Montaigne communicates strongly the importance of commensal relationships among people who dine together (844). “We should not so much consider what we eat as with whom we eat,” he maintains, capping the sentiment with a paraphrased proverb: “There is no preparation so sweet to me, no sauce so appetizing, as that which is derived from society” (846). “The act of eating,” writes Michel Jeanneret of this passage, “does not only belong to the world of instinct, it also helps to build social relations.”32 The discussion of commensal eating segues, as if to underscore its importance, into an analysis of Socrates’s and Plato’s attitudes toward eating and the body.

Montaigne’s attitudes toward food in the Essais run the gamut from scorn to veneration. In “Of Presumption,” he pokes fun at himself for not knowing cabbages from lettuces or the role of leaven in bread. “[I]f you give me all the equipment of a kitchen,” he laments, “I shall starve” (495). Christian Coulon writes drily of this passage, “One must gather from the evidence that Montaigne was incapable of boiling an egg.”33 In “Of the Vanity of Words,” Montaigne famously relates a discussion with an unnamed Italian who had served as chief steward to Cardinal Caraffa. “I asked him about his job,” writes Montaigne, “and he replied with a discourse on the science of guzzling [science de la gueule], delivered with magisterial gravity and demeanor as if he had been expounding some great point of theology” (222). While at first glance we might take this passage as a critique of taking gastronomy too seriously, Coulon points out that the historical context of the scene transforms our understanding of it, both because the Roman papacy was legendary for its gluttony, extravagance, and obsession with culinary vanity; and because Caraffa himself was “known for his cruelty, licentiousness, and libertine sprit.”34 Thus Montaigne’s apparent attack on la “science de la gueule” is really an attack on hypocrisy—that Caraffa’s steward would hold forth on the correct way to serve a salad while showing cruelty to the people eating it is as insulting to Montaigne as the French who deride Tupinambá cannibalism while massacring Protestant Huguenots in “Of the Cannibals.”35

Montaigne’s emphasis on eating in “Of Experience” is therefore not to be read as disingenuous or merely humorous, but rather as a fundamental way of exploring how knowledge derives from body as well as mind. The central question that the prevalence of food in the essay raises is why eating is so important to the issue of experiential knowledge. Without saying so directly, Montaigne implies that eating is one of the chief ways in which we know ourselves; he develops, as Victoria Kahn puts it, an “epistemology of taste.”36 Throughout the Essais and especially in “Of Experience,” Montaigne uses the body—its facts, demands, and habits—to establish an ethics of knowledge at once skeptical and generative. In exploring and documenting our own materiality—especially through practices of eating and defecating, since these actions expose us at our most material—we resist most effectively the ideology of abstract perfection that Montaigne finds so societally destructive in “Of the Cannibals,” among many other essays. For Jules Brody, for example, the facts of eating form a kind of resistance to the risks of homogeonizing ideologies, an affirmation of the fundamental “condition mixte” of the heterogeneous human.37 All these mundane actions of eating and living add up to what Montaigne refers to as “faire bien l’homme,” or in both Florio’s and Frame’s translations, “to play the man well.” “There is nothing so beautiful and legitimate,” he writes (and here I use Frame’s translation, while noting that Florio italicizes the sentence to indicate a sententious phrase), “as to play the man well and properly, no knowledge so hard to acquire as the knowledge of how to live this life well and naturally; and the most barbarous of our maladies is to despise our being” (852).38 To play the human well—literally, to make the man—is to inhabit most fully the matter of humanity. Playing the human is in turn inextricable from the matter of eating and tasting. “Taste applies first of all to sensible knowledge,” writes Marc Foglia of this passage, “but it also includes experience and knowledge in all their forms. To play the human well involves drawing upon this function of taste, of which pleasure is an essential trait.”39

Perhaps it is counter-intuitive to assert that in playing we most become ourselves. We might assume, as did the anti-theatrical English Puritans, that self-knowledge and playing are opposed. For Montaigne, by contrast, to “play the man well” is to construct the human from within: to accept, with as little fanfare as possible, the gift of being. This notion of course differs from professional Elizabethan acting, in which one often (though not always) plays not-oneself. But it is not so different, especially if we consider Montaigne’s statement in relation to As You Like It, a play in which characters frequently “play the man” and in so doing, attempt to play themselves.

Part III.

Let’s return to the banquet scene in As You Like It, examining it this time from the Montaignean perspective of “faire bien l’homme.” The encounter is marked by various modes of performing maleness and humanness, and at the risk of being overly schematic, it seems to me that each of the major characters in the scene embodies a different clause in Montaigne’s insightful sentence. Orlando feels he must play the part of the warrior—a part that does not sit easily with him, and which he quickly revises when countered by the Duke’s performance of hospitable humanity. The Duke’s response to Orlando’s incivility, at once both instinctive and measured, encapsulates precisely Montaigne’s idea that “There is nothing so beautiful and legitimate as to play the man well and properly.”40 Nobility, as expressed in the Duke’s welcome, is not as much innate—the Duke’s brother has no such gene—as it is, simply, legitimate, in the sense that the Duke performs the civilizing intersection of law and custom. Meanwhile, Orlando’s about-face suggests, as Montaigne does, that there is “no knowledge so hard to acquire as the knowledge of how to live this life well and naturally.”41 Throughout the first half of the play, Orlando oscillates between physical aggression (at his brother, at Charles the Wrestler) and courtliness.42 To produce a harmonic convergence between the two in which the former ultimately gives way to the latter, is his great project—as the second half of the play, in which he plays himself opposite Rosalind’s gender-bending performance as Ganymede, makes clear. And this project’s resolution (which I would say occurs in the offstage scene in act 4 when Orlando rescues Oliver from the snake and lioness) makes him capable of becoming a worthy husband to Rosalind. It is the experience of hospitality and the shared meal that begins Orlando’s transformation into a man who can play himself “well and properly.” As Peter Holbrook writes, “[R]eading Montaigne and Shakespeare together is to be returned to a very simple, and a practical, question, a question ultimately of an existential kind … how am I to live as myself and not as someone else?”43 As You Like It, with all of its subterfuges and disguising, asks the same existential question. And what it means to play oneself well becomes inseparable from what it means to eat well, and to treat others well at table. The route to knowledge of the other goes through the gullet.

What then of the last clause in Montaigne’s sentence, that “the most barbarous of our maladies is to despise our being” (852)? As Fred Parker and others have argued, Shakespeare often takes Montaigne’s skepticism into a darker register, resisting the “precious sense of integration” to which Montaigne often clings.44 He does so here in the character of Jaques. Jaques, the quintessential skeptic, would seem the appropriate mouthpiece for Montaignean skepticism in As You Like It. But he is more of a “condition mixte,” and not quite in the laudatory way Montaigne often means. As he says derisively of Touchstone, Jaques himself is “crammed with observation, which he vents in mangled forms” (2.7.42). On the one hand, he provides the ironic deflation for Orlando’s aggression—when Orlando threatens “forbear, and eat no more,” Jaques responds, usually with an appropriate bit of stage business, “Why, I have ate none yet” (2.7.89). And earlier, Jaques expostulates, “as I do live by food,” thereby acknowledging that we do live by food, and from it, and through it. On the other hand, Jaques also embodies the last part of Montaigne’s sentence: he is the man who “despises his being,” whose melancholy unintentionally interferes with his ability to grasp the material grounds of self-knowledge. In the al fresco banquet, the part Jaques performs is the part of the skeptic-melancholic, culminating in the play’s best-known lines: “All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and women merely players” (2.7.140). But rather than expand upon Montaigne’s notion of “faire bien l’homme” in his speech, Jaques makes the opposite claim. For Jaques, people are “merely” players. For Montaigne, it is the fact that they are players that rescues people from mereness. To play oneself fully and appropriately is to embrace aliveness. To despise this condition is to become merely alive—so ill with this “barbarous malady” that one might as well be dead. In Jaques’s conception, our acting is rote, hitting the stereotypical moments of a life. For Montaigne, it is these mundane features of existence that allow us to traduce meaning.

Jaques’s “seven ages” speech itself is, if not about eating per se, then about hunger. Every one of the seven ages is marked by either appetite or the nauseous rejection of appetite: the “puking” babe, the “unwilling” snail-like schoolboy, the lover with his furnace-like sighs, the soldier who “seeks” reputation “in the canon’s mouth,” the justice with his belly full of capon, the pantaloon yearning for youth, and finally the second childhood of old age, whose most notable quality is the disappearance of appetite: “sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything” (2.7.167). Hunger, Jaques suggests, is the engine of life, and its disappearance marks life’s end. But Jaques himself struggles with appetite throughout the play, sucking melancholy at one moment while declaiming against the appetite that causes the death of deer at another. Jaques is a careful, even a crammed observer of matter and materiality—he is, as Duke Senior says, “full of matter” when he “moralizes [a] spectacle (2.2.69, 44). But he translates materiality into the philosophical rather than letting philosophy be governed by the material; he makes the moral matter rather than making matter be the moral. This trouble with matter is, of course, a trouble he shares with Hamlet, another ambivalent and melancholic foil to Montaigne. As You Like It is a Montaignean play, and Jaques at times functions as the mouthpiece for the Montaigne of “Of Experience,” but he is ultimately less a Montaignean character than a cautionary tale about the misapplication of Montaignean philosophy.

The al fresco banquet of As You Like It uncovers a moment in which food, eating, and hospitality force all characters involved to play themselves rather than to play whatever role they feel themselves bound to play. The scene is an exercise in playing well and properly, as opposed to the more troubled, straitened playing of the first act, and it sets the stage (so to speak) for the experiments in playing that follow. The scene constitutes not so much a ripping away or reducing to basics, as in King Lear’s hovel, but a calling to an honest relation between actor and act. This relationship is embodied in the final moments of the banquet, where after Jaques’s haunting meditation upon old age, Orlando arrives bearing Adam tenderly on his back. Montaigne closes “Of Experience” with the comment that “old age needs to be treated a little more tenderly” (857). This is what the combination of Jaques’s speech, the song that follows it, “Blow Blow thou winter wind,” and Orlando’s action—the master carrying the servant upon his shoulders, to feed him in a Levinasian gesture from his own plate—achieves. The Duke’s first word upon Orlando’s arrival is “Welcome,” and the healing performance of the luncheon commences.
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11: Staging Humanity in As You Like It
and Pirkei Avot

Moshe Gold


To “give oneself,” or “the way that reading continually refers to origins across history going from pupil to master… always calling anew for a reading that is both erudite and modern. Hence the commentaries of commentaries.”

—Levinas (BV 80, xiii)1



Near the very the end of As You Like It, Rosalind says to the Duke, “To you I give myself, for I am yours,” and then turns to Orlando and says, “To you I give myself, for I am yours” (5.4.115-116). Rosalind’s repetitive utterance anticipates a Levinasian insistence of Rosalind giving of her self (“I give myself”) to an other (“I am yours”), while this utterance also suggests a potential fracturing of the Self for Others. If this fragment from Shakespeare’s comedy indeed echoes a Levinasian refrain, then how much of Shakespeare’s particularity can we allow ourselves to experience? As this example illustrates, an irony often haunts Levinasian (and literary) criticism. While espousing the radical significance of the other, we wind up saying the same things incessantly. To proclaim difference, alterity, and otherness, we thematize Levinas, consigning his performative writings to an iterative sameness. Is it possible—or even desirable—to escape this irony of much Levinasian and Shakespearean scholarship?

In this essay, I argue that in the above lines Rosalind performs an act of ethical criticism that troubles the melancholic philosopher Jaques’s famous, but ostensibly static, Seven Ages of Man speech [“Full of wise saws and modern instances” (2.7.156)]. As Levinas argues of art’s apparently mythic autonomy in “Reality and Its Shadow,” a critic should resituate art’s frozenness, its evasion of responsibility, within ethical and social contexts. I suggest that Shakespeare’s comedy enacts a responsible critic’s (Rosalind’s) ethical “saying” (dire) that defrosts the static “said” (dit) of Jaques’s classification system of human ages, demonstrating how Levinasian and Shakespearean critics can reframe their readings to convey more ethical urgency.

It will, however, take more than a multivalent reading of the stages of life in AYLI to respond adequately to the ironic challenge of repetition posed by Levinasian criticism and to acknowledge the human importance and responsibilities within the comedy’s own artistic forms and contexts. There is an eclectic and long lineage to the intertextual, social, and sacred history of listing the ages of humans (or classifying the stages of human development) for ethical and educational purposes. While seeking to pin down precise allusions in the Seven Ages speech with calculating bibliographic precision,2 critics have neglected the potential of Jewish analogues to reveal nuances in Shakespearean play and performance; simultaneously, while seeking to open up theoretically innovative and refreshing readings of Rosalind and the overall play, critics tend to neglect both Levinas and rabbinic theoretical readings of biblical sources.

Past criticism, such as J. W. Draper’s brief piece on Jaques’s Seven Ages, took for granted that “the idea of dividing human life into periods, somewhat as Jaques does in As You Like It, had long been common, and was rather obviously derived from Classical, Hebrew, and Medieval thought.”3 However, modern scholarship has largely ignored Hebrew thought in Shakespearean theory on AYLI.4 This essay suggests that one remedy to this critical oversight is to attune ourselves to the background voices and gestures in AYLI by affirming contemporary theory’s challenges to old critical presuppositions, while also acknowledging Levinas’s intense responsibility to others, but by way of including Hebrew, and specifically, rabbinic thought on the distinct ages of life.

I contend that attention to Jewish thought can recover significant ethical considerations in Shakespeare’s works beyond questions of representation, as in (to invoke the most cited example) The Merchant of Venice.5 This essay explores ways in which ethical criticism can go beyond mere rote repetitions of Levinasian themes—while, ironically, returning to them yet again—by harkening to the faces that speak in AYLI and to the sayings on the ethical education of the individual in Pirkei Avot. To do so, I focus particularly on what can arguably be called Lithuanian6 explications of the Mishnah by the Vilna Gaon and Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin, the latter a powerful influence on Levinas’s interpretation of Jewish thought.7 In interviews, Levinas tells us that Lithuania is “the country of the famous Gaon of Vilna of the eighteenth century, the last great Talmudist of genius”; “Lithuanian Judaism is this predilection for a certain sobriety … as opposed to a certain intoxication of spirit on a popular level … Lithuanian Judaism is a certain intellectual discipline” (RB 24, 93). In attending rigorously to a Lithuanian Judaism as espoused by Levinas, I perform an act of reading that traces and juxtaposes multiple layers of repetition within educational transmissions and commentaries—those involved in Pirkei Avot’s sayings, in Levinas’s attention to prayers, and in Shakespeare’s comic ending—and in so doing, I uncover distinct components of ethical humanism. I therefore assert that the particularity of Shakespeare and the distinctness of kedushah, or the Jewish notion of holiness or separateness, will not be subsumed into a thematic economy, but instead, will remain distinct from the sameness that Levinas locates in much of Western philosophical thought. In other words, I suggest that we need to question the extent to which the rigors of responsible education on ethical humanism necessarily entail a devotion to the same lines, verses, figures, and even sayings.8 The fear of God and education would then not simply tolerate, but would actually welcome strange texts and faces: even Jaques’s.

Within the rabbinic traditions that Levinas addresses, the most conspicuous instance of an Ages of Man speech appears in a mishnah from the fifth chapter of Pirkei Avot, a collection of ethical sayings.9 Even if Levinas outwardly gives priority to Scripture when he claims that we “learn the humanity of the fear of God through the Torah” (BV 97), he also “think[s] that across all literature the face speaks” (EI 117). In his own foreword to Beyond the Verse, Levinas orients his readers to rabbinic commentary by relating Shakespeare to the spiritual life of the ethical exegete: “in the very anthropology of the human … the eminent role played by so-called national literatures, Shakespeare … Pushkin. Signifying beyond their plain meaning, they invite the exegesis … that is spiritual life” (BV xi). To perform this kind of criticism, ethical exegesis reverberates with experiential burdens: exegetes must somehow feel responsible for the difficult ethical charge of the text itself—whether that discourse is a speech by Jaques, a reply by Rosalind, or an ethical utterance by a Rabbi. As critics, we should practice a Levinasian performance of blowing on the coals of texts (a favorite and, as I will show, intentional Levinasian turn of a talmudic phrase) to encounter the heat and light of those texts, even if this requires the risk of getting burned or hurt, inviting the stranger to share the fire.10

By the essay’s end, I show how Shakespeare’s comedy actually returns us to a trope in literary commentary: the memento mori of an artwork. However, instead of repeating a Latin motto that proclaims “remember that you [the Self] will die,” ethical exegetes might adjust the saying ever so slightly to repeat otherwise, to “remember that the other will die.” With this transformation, the ethics of reading Shakespeare, Levinas, and rabbinic discourses together returns us to the critical irony that began the chapter, but with, I argue, a compelling comedic commitment to the other’s life of staging beyond tragedy, of Rosalind’s farewell address, which charges us with the pleasures related to the “love you bear to men” (5.4.210) and the “love you bear to women” (5.4.212).

Thawing out frozen art by blowing on the coals of ethical sayings: The temporal movements in the spaces between Stages, or the obligations of ethical criticism to attend to the voices of “sacred history”

Although Jaques asserts that the world’s a stage and “all the men and women merely players” (2.7.141), his concept of the Seven Ages remains basically restricted to a male world. With Rosalind and other performers, though, Shakespeare asks us to ponder other worlds, other stages that gesture to multiple others. Read with the other in mind, Jaques’s Seven Ages articulates what Levinas might call an egoistic sameness, an androcentric version of “one man in his time play[ing] many parts” (2.7.143): the infant, the schoolboy, the lover, the soldier, the justice, the pantaloon, the second childishness. The infant’s actions, “mewling and puking” (2.7.145), are wailings and vomit coming from the Self, not oriented to helping anyone else. While the infant at least has the presence of a nurse, the “whining” (2.7.146) schoolboy who creeps unwillingly to his educational institution has no human companion. The male lover is full of desire, but his fiery [“furnace” (2.7.149)] sighs and ballads to a part of his mistress’s body speak to carnal yearning, not to what Levinas calls metaphysical desire, or even to erotic desire between two lovers, since we have no idea what his mistress desires here.11 Once a soldier, Jaques’s “one man” utters oaths, seeks honor and reputation, and quickly quarrels, all for the sake of his own (same) fame. Similarly, in his role of the justice, he has a fat stomach, verbalizing commonplace sayings and “wise saws” (2.7.157), but there is no description at all of other agents or consequences: no concept of victims, jurors, acts of justice, or instances of adjudication. One feels the Self’s egocentric continuation in Jaques’s final comment: “And so he plays his part” (2.7.158). The penultimate age reveals the restrictions on the Self’s physical body, growing lean with age and wearing baggy trousers. Even his “big manly voice” (2.7.162) turning back to childish treble exclusively restricts this age to the Self’s voice, not his voice turned to others of any kind. And what of the last scene in this “one man’s” world? It is famously “sans” teeth, eyes, taste, and “everything”: there are no others (not even a nurse as there was in the infant’s age) in this self-same egological system. Given Elizabethan culture, we might assume that the infant’s nurse is a woman, and we can claim that the lover’s mistress is a woman, but apart from these two instances of humans existing in the “one man’s” seven ages—both instances of support for the self or the object of the self’s desire—this is a self-enclosed system. We do not know why the school exists or what is taught; we do not know the national impetus or ideological imperatives of the soldier’s army; we do not sense actual justice; we are not taught to respect the old man’s voice; we end in “oblivion” (2.7.166), an existence without any existents.12

But this is not the end of Shakespeare’s ages. In AYLI, we can imagine, in opposition to this egotistical sameness, the ages of the nurse, the ages of the mistress: there are others and there are other ages, stages, and worlds.13 In fact, the moment Jaques finishes his melancholic pronouncements (who exactly is he really addressing? Himself?), Shakespeare appears. I mean this in at least two senses. Of less importance is the historical (probably apocryphal) anecdote that Shakespeare himself played Adam, so when Orlando now enters bearing Adam, the playwright himself has come to challenge Jaques’s “one man” world. The veneration bestowed to this elder, in fact, addresses the need to feed (“let him feed” (2.7.168) says Duke Senior), immediately the feeble other who, in this case, needs to be carried like Anchises by the younger generation (as Aeneas did for his father). Orlando immediately expresses gratitude—“I thank you most for him” (2.7.169)—and Duke Senior welcomes these others, these strangers, and refuses to ask troubling personal questions prior to his act of hospitality. He does before he understands, as Levinas might say, borrowing from the language of the Bible describing the Jewish response at Sinai.14

Even if critics dispute whether Shakespeare played the role of Adam, of more importance is Shakespeare’s appearance in the moral sense. In Levinas’s sense of the greatness here before us, Shakespeare appears by making a claim on us as we witness the performance of a self giving of himself (Orlando) and his food (Duke Senior) to a helpless Other (Adam), named after the first “one man,” Adam. However, Shakespeare’s brilliance here undermines the notion that Adam is the first Self. Here, Adam is the Other, disrupting the static categories in Jaques’s one man show. Even before Rosalind finds ways to respond to Jaques’s philosophy of education and maturation, Shakespeare manages to intimate the start of performing the silent roles of nurse and mistress (in Jaques’s Self’s one man staging) in the silent, poignant appearance of the Other Adam. Our own responsibility for the tired, burdensome Other beckons from across Shakespeare’s stage.

In 1948, Samuel Chew already pointed out the ways Jaques’s speech not only participates in a tradition depicting the Ages of Human existence, but also fails to include the theme of companionship.15 There is no need to repeat the multiple sources and motifs Chew lists, but I would add radical responsibility to the Other in the Self’s education and ethical maturation to his theme of companionship. After Chew, Seronsy (in 1953) argues that most previous research on Shakespeare’s sources for Jaques’s Seven Ages lacked “the consistent presentation of man in a ridiculous and pitiful condition,” and that Thomas Lodge’s novel, A Margarite of America, does present such a pitiful condition. While critics might dislodge Seronsy’s claims about Lodge as the source, what matters for my argument is Seronsy’s attention to “attitude … towards man’s condition.”16 Jaques’s Ages present, what I am claiming is but “one man’s” attitude to “one man’s condition,” and should not be thematized to a static “said” that includes all ages, all attitudes, all others.

My approach here emphasizes the insular stasis of Jaques’s Ages. By retraining our focus, I help us avoid the tendency that compulsively focusing on the ur-source of Jaques’s ages has to distort and omit ethical relations to others.17 Instead, we need to reorient our focus to consider how the play performs the disruption of the Self’s totalizing order by the advent of the Other. This higher register of exegesis cannot be accommodated by positioning Jaques opposite Shakespeare. Indeed, the significance of moral action to the other (as done by Orlando and Duke Senior, and as I will argue, Rosalind) affirms comments by Hazlitt two centuries ago (from 1817): perhaps the most purely contemplative character in Shakespeare is Jaques who “thinks and does nothing.”18 Perhaps Hazlitt’s observation can be read as a slant gloss (anachronistically) on Levinas’s critique of much Western philosophical thought: Pure self-contemplation without the disruption of the Other can lead to thinking about thinking without doing anything for others.19

Staying attuned to ethical valences here, I would argue that Jaques’s one-man view embodies the Self’s self-perpetuation, which does more than simply suggest the exclusion of the self’s will.20 More importantly, this view excludes the Other and refuses to acknowledge the other’s demands; it suggests both the hostility of the Self to the incursions by the other, and the violence inflicted on the Self by the traumatic encounter with the Other. This ethical interpretation explains why the Self, in Jaques’s scheme, does not marry and does not have any children. The old man’s second childhood, must, of necessity, be his own second childhood, because the Self has refused the risk of having children or even of having a lasting relationship with an Other on almost any significant level. Others would burden him with their weight, with their mouths to feed—as, in fact, Shakespeare’s Adam silently informs us in the next lines!21 This antisocial emphasis parallels my emphasis on the Self’s exclusionary function in Jaques’s one man thematization, but instead of claiming that Jaques’s ethos is “deficient in the sympathies shared by his ‘co-mates and brothers’,” I would argue that what is needed is not reciprocal sympathies based on human sameness, but precisely the alterity that Levinas returns to incessantly.22 If ethics follows from shared sameness, then we are back to symmetrical, reciprocal selfsame morality that time and again leads to violence against others.

Rabbinic Exegesis and ethical interruptions: “Treat the children of the poor with care, since from them shall Torah come”—tractate Nedarim 81a


“It is, therefore, not surprising if we find Shakespeare imbued, not only with the spirit of the Rabbis—for this would be due to the influence of the Bible itself, but with the very expression and phraseology of Rabbinic thought.”

—The Rev Professor Hermann Gollancz23



Before moving into an exploration of Rosalind’s powerful rejoinders to Jaques, I would like to interrupt my own reading of AYLI (and its concomitant critical voices) and present a few voices in the rabbinic tradition that also address the stages of development and maturation. These pedagogical voices reverberate with eclectic types of reading through repetition and transmission of texts and commentaries, but also of generations. As we will see, in these educational transmissions, the limned stages are interconnected, inseparable from the ages of a person and generations of people. The educational import in these repetitions stress interpersonal obligations, and the texts I explicate provide approaches for learning about the self and the other both formally and methodologically. Additionally, the rabbinic voices require collaborative efforts and multiple types of iteration involving many selves and many others. The most crucial of these is Pirkei Avot, the most famous compilation of rabbinic ethical sayings, one that Levinas not only read,24 but also one that Levinas knew inspired voluminous exegetical commentary in rabbinic hermeneutics, ethics, and philosophical thought. I will restrict my focus to one strand within the complex entwining strands of Lithuanian Jewish thinkers, namely the works of the Vilna Gaon and Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin.

Here is the mishnah:25


He used to say: At the age of five, for Bible; at ten, for Mishnah; at thirteen, for Mitzvot; at fifteen, for Talmud; at eighteen for the marriage canopy; at twenty, for pursuit; at thirty, for vigor; at forty, for understanding; at fifty, for counsel; at sixty, to be an elder; at seventy, for grey hair; at eighty, for might; at ninety, to bend over; at one hundred, as if he had already died and passed away and disappeared from the world. —Pirkei Avot, 5:25



In order to read this text rigorously, we must situate it within the ocean of biblical, talmudic, and rabbinic traditions.26 Although most of the ages and stages clearly refer to educational periods, descriptions of bodily transformations are also included. In fact, nearly all commentators note that the first few stages are intended not for the Self as child, but for the parents.27 It is the parents’ obligation to make sure that proper ethical, textual education, and hermeneutic understanding do not occur too soon. It is the parents’ obligation, in fact, to care for, to nurse (Jaques’s first age) the child.28 There is no ironic or sardonic tone toward a puking or wailing child; there is no ironic or bitter hostility from the child, no stated unwillingness to learn (Jaques’s second age). The Hebrew word for “Bible” here (at age five) is mikrah, which also means reading. The child obligates the parent before the child’s own Self-responsibility. In rabbinic tradition, reading and learning the alphabet must be guided by the parent even before the child enters an educational institution.29 The alphabet and the reading, though, are of a religious text.

From a different perspective, this approach means, unlike the Self-enclosed sameness of Jaques’s stages, the developing Self in the Mishnah is always already preceded by others. Perhaps this notion is untranslatable. To help us hear the attitude here, the imperative here, I need to unsay what is said. The Hebrew language states ben chamesh le’mikra. A 5-year-old le mikra; at five the child is ready for reading the Bible; at five the child begins reading the Bible; or, more literally, a 5-year-old “to” Bible. Who leads the child “to” the Bible? The unstated agency here is the parent. In English I might say, “at five one should be taught, one should be introduced to” in the passive voice to underscore the point; this focus might help us understand why rabbinic commentary consistently places the burden on the parent-Self to hearken to the educational needs and desires of the specific child-Other.30 Even before any ethical knowing, the child has already been introduced to reading and learning by a person who gives of the Self to the child. In a sense, Jaques’s nurse, here as parent, takes on a role of active agency in the educational maturation of the child. The parent or nurse does not exist to clean up the child’s puke only (though this burden exists as well).31

Five years later, at age ten, the child should now begin learning Mishnah. In this formulation of Jewish education, the child never stops learning the Bible. The educational stages temporally seep into each other so the preceding stage continues throughout the later stages. The meanings of scripture are ongoing, moving in depth, width, and ethical height as one matures. This humbling, never-ending educational challenge not only instills in the child a sense of infinite obligation to, at this point, a textual other; it also involves interpersonal obligations. After all, a child cannot learn the language, texts, or traditions alone: the teacher (a parent or the parent’s surrogate, an authority in school) instructs the child.32 The psychological development of the child remains crucial. Unlike the complicated logical disputation found in talmudic discourse (which the child is usually incapable of comprehending and appreciating), the less complicated and more straightforward Mishnah is fertile ground for a 10-year-old’s abilities. Embedded in our mishnah is an educational psychology of not challenging a student beyond that individual’s attention span or capabilities. One must understand the needs and abilities of children as they develop, with an emphasis on stages of learning at increments of five years.33 Indeed, with the year fifteen mentioned as the starting point for talmudic learning, there is a pattern of five year intervals in early education. One must be immersed in at least five years of intensive study in one academic field before moving on to the next level.

As it turns out, the speaker’s focus on intervals of five-year training periods is actually a rabbinic hermeneutic commentary on verses in the Bible (Numbers 8:24; 4:3-47). In fact, this is the Vilna Gaon’s first gloss on this mishnah. The Gra’s commentary to Pirkei Avot in general might seem odd to some, because, for the most part, all he seems to do is list, with extreme concision, biblical or talmudic references. In reality, the Gra, I argue, is inviting us to perform what comes close to a Levinasian reading of these ancient texts.34 By blowing on the coals of the Gra’s references, while juxtaposing those to the coals of the rabbinic sayings in Pirkei Avot, readers come to realize that the Gra is arguing, piece by intricate piece, for the intertwining strands of texts and commentaries among the Written Law and the Oral Law. By connecting each thematizable maxim in Avot to biblical phrases and verses, the Gra illustrate the lapidary intertextual hermeneutic processes at work in the very performance of what are ostensibly static mottos. Instead of reading the biblical verse or the line in Avot as a separate, thematically digestible, whole unto itself, the Gra’s terse listing invites readers to turn learning mikra and Talmud over and over again. What might appear to be a static listing initially, turns into a powerful performative address to readers that demands the utmost rigor, application, insight, and imaginative creativity.

The Gra’s first comment on this mishnah names the talmudic tractate Chullin (24a),35 which suggests that the five-year period (from 25 to 30) is a period of training and learning. The speaker of our mishnah is not arbitrarily decreeing five-year periods (for the initial stages); rather, with sheer listing of numbers, the speaker performs (and demands that we perform) hermeneutic practices that enact that which is the content to be learned: the learning of the Bible, of Mishnah, and Talmud. The Gra’s brilliance then, in this instance, is to continue that performative practice in his own notes on our mishnah. He unsays the said (in Levinasian terms), while blowing on the coals of rabbinic saying to teach us (his readers/students) by way of practicing and performing that which he discusses and interprets. Without critical rigor, though, we would misread his notes as bibliographic minutiae. Even more, rather than begin his commentary on the first (st)age of the 5-year-old, the Gra simply lists the mishnah’s phrasing of the 10-year—and the 15-year-old, and then begins his commentary with the mention of tractacte Chullin, as fifteen is the year of Talmud study.

The Gra performs the mishnah’s educational system. He waits until the year fifteen has been named, with the preceding periods of five years (five and ten) so that he can refer to the Talmud’s reading of preceding texts in the tradition. He is enacting the very methodology of teaching, reading, and encountering the demands of sacred text! When one engages in Talmud, one necessarily must recall (and translate anew) mikra. The Talmud as teacher and the mishnah as teacher and the Bible as teacher are infinitely intertwined in the educational role(s) of an Other that demands infinite acknowledgment and responsibility from the Self who is always the student, who is always called upon to turn over the text yet again.36 The Gra seeks, I argue, to teach us that every number here is linked to textual traditions, to reading mikra responsibly.37 Time can be separated into sacred times by learning precise demarcations of responsibilities in one’s different stages of life. Devoting one’s early periods of life to learning, prepare oneself to accomplish mitzvoth later, and to enact and perform ethical obligations and attitudes later in life.

The stages in the mishnah after fifteen focuses on the Self’s obligations. It is not good for one to be alone, but if married too early (before eighteen), one would be unable to devote time to proper studying, emotionally and psychologically immature, and unable to find financial support.38 With marriage, the Self becomes personally obligated to the will, desires, demands, and needs of an Other.39 When twenty, the Self should “pursue”: perhaps the study of Torah and Mitzvot, perhaps a career (to gain financial independence that would enable one to give food, clothing, shelter, and charity to others), or perhaps to become the “pursued” since, as noted, at twenty the Heavenly Court’s punishments for violations now become the onus of the individuated Self.40 The Self is now fully responsible to self-teach (“pursue”) anything that needs to be learned.41 Personal responsibility to one Other (one’s spouse) and to God and to commandments prepare one for obligations of service to one’s country militarily, where one is prepared to die for others. A different service to an Other occurs at thirty, “for strength.” The Gra here refers us to Numbers chapter 4 which instructs the Levites to begin working in the Temple at age thirty (recall that the Levites began training at twenty-five). Devotion to a special space of kedushah (“sacredness”) begins at thirty; the jobs performed by the Levites in the Temple cannot begin to be performed when one is twenty, since that may be an age of physical strength to help others in battle, but is insufficient an age in proper dedication to the Divine Other’s special place on earth.

The Gra continues at each point to connect what at first appears to be a fixed maxim to an ongoing living tradition of interpretations that relentlessly links multiple Jewish discourses together. Each age connects to a precise biblical intertext. I will here interrupt a sequential reading of the Gra to move us to his startling last comment. The mishnah’s tone, unlike Jaques’s tone in his system, appears to entertain a positive, constructive attitude, to provide character traits, to educate with rigor for the purpose of enacting mitzvoth and caring (giving wise counsel) to others—all pursuits that enable one to act ethically toward oneself, to God, and to human Others. We should focus on generations and pedagogical transmissions, not on growth and degeneration as a solitary path. Why then, should this mishnah end with such a depressing twist—at 100 years, it is as if one has already died and passed from the word. How different in tone and content is this from Jaques’s refrain of “sans” everything? How is this phrase encouraging of any responsibility?

Most commentaries stress the physical, psychological, and emotion truth of the usual facts. Rashi, for example, presents the standard interpretation: when one is 100, eyesight is gone, physical beauty is gone, intellectual abilities have become immensely restricted, and, in point of historical fact, a person basically becomes a fool.42 This accuracy in life, though, reflects what Levinas might call living in existence without an existent. What kind of ethical time is this? Are we not forced to fall back to a Jaques-like attitude of affirming that all chances are gone? Perhaps, especially if read alone, apart for the sea of contexts in rabbinic thought, one might even feel the need to fall back on the cultural cliché of “life is short, so make the best of it while you can.” Some commentators even resort to the interpretation that the century-old individual has no Self value and hardly any social value.43 Is this the love of wisdom Levinas finds so acutely in rabbinic thought?44

But, this is not the way the Gra ends his commentary. His rigorous devotion to the Divine word, to the prophetic word in fact, resounds. Moreover, he astoundingly moves us into what Levinas might call messianic time. His only marks on the last mishnaic phrase are as follows: “Like written in Isaiah 65 [verse 20]: ‘for the youth of one hundred years, etc.,’ for blessing [le’berachah].”45 The immediate context of that verse is a statement from God describing an age of peace, a messianic time: “From there, there will never again be brought a young child or an old man who will not fill his days; for the youth of one hundred years will die and a sinner at the age of one hundred years will be cursed.” In messianic time, the prophecy declares, people will fully live out their lives. If someone were to die at the early age of 100, others will say that “the youth” has died. Indeed, if he will have died at the youthful age of 100 others will realize that this person received a curse from God as a result of that person’s sins.46 Rashi, based on Midrash Rabbah (26:2), understands the verse differently. The messianic era in Isaiah’s verse here refers to a return to prediluvian periods of life, when people lived for hundreds of years. During such a period of life, one would not be culpable for onshim (“punishment”) until that individual is one hundred. The na’ar (“youth”) of Isaiah means the youth who does not yet (in future time) receive punishment for violations of commandments. The Gra, I would argue, causes us to return to the starting periods of our mishnah, when a na’ar is not yet liable for punishments. Moreover, by sheer terseness of allusion, the Gra infuses our entire mishnah’s temporal periods of educational, psychological, emotional, biological, and moral development with messianic meaning and messianic time. When we finish the Gra’s commentary, we have returned again to the start, but differently, for we have now encountered in our reading and learning criticism that infuses messianic time in what otherwise might be static stages.47

Indeed, the words of this one prophetic verse echo with the words of our mishnah. The 60-year-old for ziknah, for old age in messianic times, will be a zakein, an old person who will always fill his days. In rabbinic Hebrew, ziknah can mean “old age,” but it also denotes wisdom, for the word can be broken down into zeh kanah, which a rabbinic saying renders zeh she-kanah Chachmah (tractate Kiddushin 32b), meaning “this is a person who has acquired wisdom.” The person at sixty has acquired wisdom.48 With the Gra, we have entered the dimension of a second childhood (as Jaques might say), but with a radically different infusion of time, responsibility, and value. Rather than ending on a positive note that would ring with a form of religious apologetics (one can imagine such a reading: the physical body is gone at 100, but the individual who lives to such a ripe old age now lives on spiritually), the Gra enacts, performs, and concretizes continuously the next mishnah’s saying: “Ben Bag Bag says: Turn it [Torah] over and turn it over again, for everything is in it. See with it, grow old and grey with it, and do not move from it, for there is no better portion than it” (Pirkei Avot 5:26). Never stop studying Torah. An impossible, infinite responsibility should infuse each moment of one’s life. To always learn from the Other who teaches. This is how a Self achieves middah tovah (“better portion”), which can also mean in rabbinic parlance, good character, good ethos, good ethics.

Here is where the Lithuanian tradition embedded in Levinas’s thinking and writing comes to the fore, and, I claim, illustrates how Levinas wishes to situate himself and his writings in a Lithuanian Jewish tradition of exegesis.49 Rav Chaim Volozhin continues to address the infinite time and responsibility that the Gra’s commentary acknowledged (or perhaps better, witnessed). However long the Self exists, the Self is still responsible to be educated by the infinite Other. Indeed, Levinas knows this Rav Chaim on Avot, for Rav Chaim comments on this mishan in the Nefesh HaChaim that Levinas often invokes with such reverence:


The [Rabbinic Sages] say in Avot 2:15 “all their [Rabbis’] words are like smoldering embers,” that even though there is only the glimmer of flame, if you make an effort to turn it over and blow on it, the ember will flare up and a flame will spread until it is all afire and you can benefit from its light and warmth. However, only by being in proximity to it, not directly grasping it, for once it’s on fire, one must be careful not to be burned. This same metaphor was applied to all the sages’ sayings. Even when their sayings seem concise and literal, they’re actually similar to a smashing hammer blow, since the more one turns them inside out and expounds on them with rigor, the more a person’s eyes will be enlightened from the fire of their immense light; the person will find within them profundities. As the sages say [Avot 2:26] “Turn it inside out and turn it inside out again, for everything is in it.”50



In the essay “On the Jewish Reading of Scriptures,” Levinas, while arguing for a new meaning of transcendence in the words of the talmudic sage Abaye, writes himself into the Lithuanian tradition in which I have been merely tracing but one trajectory. Levinas claims that “the statement commented upon exceeds what it originally wants to say; that what is capable of saying goes beyond what it wants to say; that it contains more than it contains; that perhaps an inexhaustible surplus of meaning remains … in all this materiality of the saying which is potentially signifying all the time. Exegesis would come to free, in these signs, a bewitching significance that smoulders beneath the characters or coils up in all this literature of letters” (BV 109). Lest one think Levinas’s figure of “smouldering” is a passing trope, he provides us with a footnote that, in fact, summarizes the entire approach (and Lithuanian tradition) of my own essay:


The word of the “rabbinical scholars,” the word setting out or commenting on the Torah, can be compared to the “glowing coals,” to use a phrase from the Pirqe Aboth in the Tractate of Principles of the Babylonian Talmud. A remarkable Talmudist, a disciple of the Gaon of Vilna (one of the last great masters of rabbinical Judaism, on the eve of the nineteenth century, the Jewish age “of Enlightenments”), Rabbi Hayyim Volozhiner, interpreted this remark approximately as follows: the coals light up by being blown on, the glow of the flame that thus comes alive depends on the interpreter’s length of breath. (BV 210)



Levinas’s comments on the Vilna Gaon’s student’s (Rav Chaim’s) words, in turn, comment on Abaye’s significant teaching on transcendence. Just who is this Abaye in the Talmud? Instead of repeating Levinas in his essay on a passage in tractate Makkot (which does not provide biographical information on Abaye), I would rather return to none other than the nurse in Jaques’s first stage of infancy. Recall that Jaques does not tell us what the nurse says; all we know is that the nurse has arms that hold the mewling and puking infant. Who is this nurse? What does she teach? She has no voice in Jaques’s stages, but, in fact, the role of this instructional and nurturing Nurse in the Talmud, in particular and with the greatest emphasis, the Nurse of Abaye, is the woman who not only is always called “mother” by Abaye, and is always quoted as teaching Abaye sayings that he then teaches to others,51 but this specific Nurse is the actual Nurse who taught Abaye our very mishnah (Avot 5:25) under discussion!

In a long passage in tractate Ketuboth (50a), the gemarah discusses the early education of the youth, in turn, clearly paralleling (with slight but significant deviations) Mishnah 5:25 in Avot. After commenting on the obligation of a father to use kindness, gentleness, and persuasion to teach his son until the boy reaches 12 years of age,52 and after explaining the years allotted for teaching Mikra and then the years allotted for teaching Mishnah (which all reads like intertextual glosses on our mishnah), the text states: “For Abaye said, ‘My mother [or simply ‘mother’—here meaning his Nurse] told me that a 6-year-old for Mikrah, a 10-year-old for Mishnah, a boy in his thirteenth year is ready for fasting a full day, and a girl in her twelfth year.”53 Rather than getting caught up in the differences between the Nurse’s precise comments and our mishnah’s sayings, let us note what we are witnessing: Abaye’s Nurse is the individual who taught him our mishnah. Abaye’s Nurse is the Other, the Teacher, who helps develop the ethical, legal, emotional, wise, and good character of Levinas’s Abaye—the very Abaye whom Levinas credits with infusing a new meaning of transcendence into ancient words. If only Jaques had allowed his Nurse to speak!

Now that I have, however heretically or anachronistically, placed Abaye’s Nurse within our living Lithuanism tradition of Jewish thought, I can return us to Rav Chaim’s last comments on Avot 5:26, knowing that Levinas himself has turned over Rav Chaim’s words on the Other’s transcendent teachings. The Gemarah in tractate Eruvin (54a-b) has a lengthy aggadic passage in the form of a series of sayings and teachings on learning Torah and reviewing (yet again) the words of Torah. At one point, the Gemarah quotes the line “her breasts will satisfy you at all times” (from Proverbs 5:19), and then asks, “Why are the words of Torah compared to a breast? This teaches us that just as with a breast each time an infant handles it, the infant finds milk in it, so too are the words of Torah: each time a person studies Torah words, he finds flavor in them” (Eruvin 54b). Rav Chaim (in Ruach Chaim on Avot 5:26) refers us to this talmudic discourse and declares, “the Talmud’s point is that a person can always find more profound meaning and great clarity in Torah learning whenever the person reviews the words.” This would ostensibly be the plain meaning of Ben Bag Bag’s saying to turn it over again and again. Rav Chaim, though, continues: this “simile can be understand on a more profound level. The breast is flesh, yet the baby extracts milk from it. In a similar way, one can learn one topic of Torah Law and apply it to a totally different area … There are many laws, such as the laws of sacrifice and ritual purity, which have no ostensible relevance today. Nevertheless, it is important to study these topics since one can learn a principle or logical calculation that can be applied to relevant laws.” (Ruach Chaim 5:26).54 Who would have thought that a Levinasian, Lithuanian mode of Jewish thought and ethics could help us understand the signs of transcendence in Shakespeare’s figures of Jaques, Adam, Orlando, the nurse, and, most importantly, Rosalind in Shakespeare?

Rosalind’s reply, or why “il me semble parfois que toute la philosphie n’est qu’une méditation de Shakespeare”—Levinas (TO 72)55

Shakespeare, though, is not Jaques. Shakespeare, I argue, does in fact position many players as respondents to Jaques. When Shakespeare (so to speak) plays Adam, performing an ethical interruption of Jaques’s melancholic sequence, he encourages us to view Duke Senior and the old Adam as teachers to the young Orlando. Both teach the laws of hospitality to the stranger, with Duke Senior even teaching someone who initially entered with hostility, ready to act violently toward others. Recall that in 2.7.88 Orlando enters with his sword drawn and threatens people, saying “He dies that touches any of this fruit / Till I and my affairs are answered” (2.7.99-100), perhaps expressing a pinnacle (or nadir) of the Self’s egoistic demands to others—the Self and its affairs must be served first, else all others will be killed. Upon entering the group with the burden of Adam, the weight of responsibility, Orlando encounters someone (Duke Senior) who gives food, comfort, and companionship without hesitation and without asking personal questions, even calling the stranger, Adam, a “venerable burden” (2.7.168) and offering physical assistance at the act’s end.

But it is Rosalind, I claim, that, at least in AYLI, plays the most important role of teacher for Orlando, for Shakespeare, and for us, the audience members who witness her multiple roles, positions, and teachings.56 Rosalind may be a companion to others, a role Jaques does not include in his stages for his one man’s world, but she does not first position herself in this role. While mourning for her exiled father, she tells Celia, “Unless you could teach me to forget a banished father you must not learn me how to remember any extraordinary pleasure” (1.2.3-6, emphasis added). Celia does not replace Rosalind’s father, but she does become Rosalind’s teacher, teaching her to exist in relationships with others, and for others.57 In this sense, Shakespeare dramatizes how Rosalind learns to be a teacher from Celia. In addition, her donning of male costume has historically shaken the audience’s inflexible notions of gender, sexuality, and performance. The obligation a daughter has to a father, that family relationship, when the father is not there, must turn into an infinite obligation for others as well, for new relationships that address new obligations. Once we witness AYLI as a complicated constellation of educational relationships between humans, where the Self must learn from the Other to move from self-contained personal tragedy to a more divine comedy of being for the Other, we can in fact better understand the dramatic change Orlando undergoes, from hating his brother, to suffering (literally) for his brother (who tried to kill him), and saving his brother’s life. In turn, his brother undergoes a religious conversion. The plot machinations matter less here than the realization that the irruption in the Self of the Other as Teacher transforms the Self out of narcissism. Orlando, I argue, has learned in the course of the play from his teacher Ganymede / Rosalind to acknowledge that his very existence depends on the infinite responsibility he has toward even those who would harm him. Just as Celia is the same-sex teacher of Rosalind at the start, Shakespeare confronts us with the fact that Orlando learns from Rosalind only when Rosalind becomes Ganymede. In Shakespeare’s time, a male actor played Rosalind, a woman who played a man (Ganymede) who played a woman (Orlando’s beloved). Is it any wonder that Shakespeare needed the comic form to enact the complex, transformative ethical relationships in education, especially when the mode is one teaching the wisdom of love? Not tragic, but comic forms better enable an audience to experience the destabilizing, yet activating human relationships that educate. For ethics in Levinas’s sense of the terms, I should probably add the word “passively” to my sense of activating. What’s activated, paradoxically, is the Self’s sudden passivity to the Other, not the active overpowering of or violence to the Other.

To illustrate with a famous historical anecdote, Anna Seward’s 1786 letter clearly expresses, when Sarah Siddons played Rosalind on stage, that Seward was disturbed with Rosalind’s male costume, since it produced an effect in Seward that made Rosalind/Siddons appear “neither male nor female.”58 But we can disagree with Seward, and understand that this effect could indeed signal a brilliant performance. Siddons was teaching the audience of her day something unsettling, something other than their self-same knowledge and comfort. Indeed, it may very well be that the famous lines “All the world’s a stage / And all the men and women merely players” (2.7.139-140)—the very lines that begin Jaques’s speech—express the educational and transformative discomfort in our witnessing the fact of human players playing roles.59

Rosalind, no matter the clothing, remains the most influential educator in AYLI. For example, over a century ago, in 1905, S. A. Brooke realized that Rosalind’s intellect unmasks conventions, understands Jaques, and “lays him bare to himself.”60 Moreover, Mark Van Doren in 1939 reversed his readers’ expectations and claimed that Rosalind, “not Jaques, is the philosopher of the play. Hers is the only mind that never rests.”61 By the time we enter the 1970’s, we see Shakespeareans comparing Jaques to Rosalind in terms of the former’s Seven Ages speech. Hugh M. Richmond, for example, argues that Rosalind’s reversal of sex roles underscores her awareness of the “arbitrariness of the human lot, which the play commemorates so schematically in Jaques’s speech about the ages of man.”62 For all her lines and agency, Rosalind willingly has her very identity challenged throughout the play. Harold Bloom even moves Rosalind to a greater height than any other Shakespearean wit since she expresses “wit and energy” instead of just her will. For Harold Bloom, Rosalind’s humor, spirited and playful, challenges Jaques’s melancholic and depressing language. Jaques is simply “hopeless against her; when he avers ‘why ‘tis good to be sad and say nothing,’ she replies: ‘why, then, ‘tis good to be a post,’ and weeps away his boasts of melancholy experience.”63

But there is more to Rosalind than Bloom’s paean to her wit. She is not, to turn over Jaques’s lines yet again, a woman who is “merely” a player; rather, Rosalind embodies the Shakespearean teacher of the wisdom of love: she is the ethical exegete commenting critically on Jaques’s Ages. Given more lines than any other female figure, Rosalind spends most of the play teaching, with humor, kindness, and wit, until she realizes that playful gestures of teaching on Shakespeare’s stage must end, and the playful seriousness of teaching the wisdom of love (as is signified in her epilogue) must now be taken up (or, better, turned over) by each person in the audience.

In fact, if Jaques infuses this Shakespearean comedy with tragedy (MacFarland, it will be remembered, declares that Jaques’s Ages speech is “reclaimed from tragedy”)—then Rosalind, I would argue, infuses comedy into tragic forms. Indeed, according to Germaine Greer, “AYLI is the precursor of King Lear in a number of respects: the Forest of Arden is a harsh place and people who dwell there must make shift to survive.”64 The comic interruptions accompanying Rosalind’s wit (which disrupt potential tragedies) embody a staging of language that Shakespeareans have already noted in this play, but not necessarily in terms of ethical relations. For Susanne L. Wofford, since staged language is issued through a “proxy” and Rosalind’s “proxy” is Ganymede, performative speech acts on stage do not have the same agency as those same acts would have in real life. The staged wedding between Rosalind’s proxy (Ganymede) and Orlando is theatrical, but while staged, it may be participating in a “cultural debate about the power of father and of the state to control the language that gives such actions a social reality.” According to Wofford, this play’s cultural work (which emerges, in part, from performative speech acts) reinforces patriarchy. In fact, Wofford argues that Rosalind loses her tongue (which signifies power) once she removes her Ganyemede guise and become only female: “the only way to control such a woman is ‘to take her without her tongue’ [4.1.163-164].”65

Before taking another look at the wedding(s) in AYLI (with weddings, artificial or not, clearly emphasizing the obligation-filled relations of individuals to each other), we should note that Juliet Dusinberre argues that Rosalind’s witty and wise performance derives from a location of female power and control. Spanning an eclectic range of roles—“regality and rebelliousness, sovereignty and subversion”—Rosalind’s performances, in this reading, are crafted and controlled, especially when one remembers that Queen Elizabeth I’s “omnipotence [is] reflected in Shakespeare’s Rosalind.”66 With attention to the details in Rosalind’s epilogue, Dusinberre shows how Rosalind actually confirms Jaques’s concept of life-as-performance: “Rosalind’s epilogue highlights the ‘artificiality’ of the work of art … The player in the end evades the play by recognizing that the forest is in fact a sea of faces … But that movement out of the drama into the theatre reminds the audience that they too are actors on a stage from which there is no exit.”67 In other words, whereas Jaques tells his speech, Rosalind shows and emphasizes her and her audience’s performativity.

The artifice of the play comes to the fore often in this work of art, but perhaps especially so when Rosalind performs the fictional marriage ceremony in the guise of Ganymede. This scene, I contend, should be juxtaposed to the repeated line Rosalind utters at the play’s end, and with which I began this essay: “To you I give myself—for I am yours.”68 The marriages, lines, roles, genders, and gestures intertwine vertiginously. This influx of staging forms challenges the ostensibly self-contained roles and stages in Jaques’s Seven Ages.69

The playful performance of a near-marriage in 3.3 (between Touchstone and Audrey) echoes the marriage performance between the disguised Rosalind and Orlando (in which Celia dons the priest’s role). Though Rosalind might be teaching Orlando the ways of good companionship in a good marriage, we cannot underestimate the sexual desire and physical attraction that Orlando expresses toward Ganymede / Rosalind. Orlando might not be alone here. Dusinberre explores whether Jaques might be sexually attracted to Ganymede/ Rosalind. Indeed, as critics have argued, when Jaques spreads his cloak and offers it to Ganymede/ Rosalind, “some reviewers [see] a homosexual advance to the boy, Ganymede, others that Jaques had made a pass at the woman he perceived beneath the boy’s clothes.”70 Of course, the homoerotic dimension throughout AYLI most famously came to the fore in the Cheek by Jowl production, and Joe Dixon’s performance (as Jaques) did much more than simply suggest that he prefers male society.

Shakespeare, in other words, does not just present us with characters donning costumes and roles and thus challenging the static periods of Jaques’s speech. The genius that Levinas understands in Shakespeare comes through, I argue, in the ways each character performs for us the singular complexity of that individual’s ethical valences, convictions, and conflicts, in terms of just how one self should (not just “does” or ontologically “is,” but “should”) relate to each Other, justly, with a truthful staging of the suffering one’s Self undergoes for each Other. Rather than dismiss Jaques at the end of the play as simply not fitting into the comic genre’s ending, we can respond to the truth of his turmoil and realize that the individuals in the play have an ethical responsibility to suffer on Jaques’s behalf as well. Though writing about Proust, Levinas might as well be addressing the conventions of marriage and sexual desire in AYLI when he writes that Proust is “the analyst of a world of preciosity and artificiality, a world frozen in history, caught up in conventions more concrete that reality itself; a world that (remarkably) offers its inhabitants, by its very abstractions, those dramatic and profound situations that, in a Shakespeare or a Dostoyevsky, probed the humanity of man” (PN 99-100). This probing of the human takes place in the performances of both Jaques and Rosalind. We need the mix of tragic and comic forms to feel addressed, perhaps even commanded, by the play’s probing of the human—with all the conventions and artificiality of both the staging in forest and city.

From this perspective, I would argue that while Rosalind as Orlando’s teacher might be seen as successful (hence, a more comic form might fit the ending here), Rosalind as Jaques’s teacher might be seen as one of failure (hence, a more tragic form might fit the narrative structure here). Rosalind as teacher sees the potential in Orlando, but perhaps she sees (along with many members of the audience) that Jaques is beyond education. Levinas recalls reading in a book (by a rabbinic scholar) “that the slightest question put by a novice pupil to his schoolmaster constitutes an ineluctable articulation of the Revelation which was heard at Sinai” (BV 134). Being too much involved in her own Self’s desires for Orlando might stop Rosalind, this play’s master teacher, from hearing any kind of revelatory cry from Jaques. Is it not Jaques who counsels Touchstone, saying “Get you to church, and have a good priest that can tell you what marriage is” (3.3.77-79)? Jaques could have played a fictional role at this performative moment (enacting a role in his culture’s ritual form of marriage), but instead tries to teach. True. When we juxtapose Jaques directly with Rosalind, we find him to be the near epitome of the Self-willed loner. However, perhaps Shakespeare is suggesting that the melancholy soul ends the play seeking exile partly because each of the other characters has not suffered enough on Jaques’s behalf. Even in the middle of the play, we can hear the cry of Jaques that sounds with the potential for evil violence, but with the potential to be taught otherwise as well. When Jaques enters with Orlando in 3.2 (with Celia and Rosalind/Ganymede there on stage as well), Jaques says “I thank you for your company but, good faith, I had as lief have been myself alone” (3.2.246-47). To be myself alone—is there a better speech act to perform a near perfect Shakespearean historical or tragic personification of wicked villainy? From the ethical trajectory I have been tracing throughout this essay, this line, moreover, explains why Shakespeare, for Levinas, probes the human so brilliantly. We cannot have a performance of a divine comedy without a specific, grounded figure expressing (in multiple forms) the potential for violence and harm in the ontological obsession with the Self’s solitary existence (to desire to be myself alone). Without a good teacher, the Self is doomed to remain self-enclosed, self-perpetuating; each stage of life is self-contained. In this reading, Rosalind and audience members alike have not accepted the infinite responsibility that expresses ethical imperatives. Shakespeare is indeed probing our very humanity in ways still untold.71

The theatre of desire that playfully clothes some, but leaves others unattended in their needs, brings us precisely to the lines with which I began this essay. Rosalind’s refrain has a powerful stage history. Indeed, depending on the actor or the actress playing the role, we encounter a different dimension of meaning in the refrain. When Seward describes Siddons’s delivery of the same line (“To you I give myself—for I am yours”) to the Duke and Orlando, she notes the markedly different tone used in each line. Seward transcribes the lines in the letter, but italicizes the words “you” and “yours” in the lines spoken to Orlando to characterize the alteration in the actress’s tone: “The marked difference of her look and voice in repeating that line, and particularly the last word of it, was inimitably striking. The tender joy of filial love was in the first; the whole soul of enamoured transport in the second.”72 Two different kinds of love, of relationships, of giving oneself to another, come across in the utterance of the same logos.

Wofford, though, claims that the refrain underscores patriarchal possession and operates tautologically: “if I am yours, then there is no sense in which I am actually ‘giving’ you something you did not already possess.”73 This is a failed speech act on stage because it enacts no real change. Rosalind was possessed by the men before she gave herself to them. Outside the Globe Theatre, this statement works to reinforce patriarchy. However, there appears to be a questionable presupposition here. Why must a Subject who is an “I,” a Self who is whole, be the only one who can properly perform, with real agency, a speech act that has real meaning? Ethically, in terms of the infinite responsibility that demands of the Self a passivity before the other in the ethical relationship, the Self is traumatized, shattered of illusions of wholeness, yet must utter and perform real speech acts for the Other. Wofford may be moving closer to this position near the end of her analysis when she claims that the repeated marriage performatives in Acts 4 and 5 suggest a “disruptive cultural statement: that all performatives are staged, pronounced by multiple and troped selves.”74 This way of describing the disruption, though, leaves out that humanness that Levinas claims Shakespeare probes, the real human ethical demands and ramifications that burden a real human Self.

When Michael Hattaway focuses on gender and nuptial in AYLI, he claims, when “it is realized that, in giving herself in marriage to Orlando, Rosalind loses the mastery she possessed in the forest … a feeling may arise that Shakespeare is not indicating how women might create autonomy for themselves but is dramatizing the power of patriarchy and masculine persuasiveness.”75 But he does not leave the issue with that proclamation. Instead, Hattaway suggests that Shakespeare purposely included the following lines in Rosalind’s Epilogue: “I charge you, O women for the love you bear to women … that between you and the women the play may please” (9-10). Rosalind knows that her audience will react differently to the play, and, for Hattaway, each audience member should, as Rosalind “charges,” perceive in Rosalind’s actions whatever pleases them better. Rosalind’s act of giving herself away can be perceived as “usurping the patriarchal role.” Depending on how each audience member “likes it” (as you like it), Rosalind’s refrain contains the potential to be read as submissive, as agency-filled, or as a combination of both.76

William Scott continues Wofford’s attention to performative forms in AYLI, stressing “vows” in the play. For example, in the pretend/ real marriage between Orlando and Ganymede/Rosalind in 4.1, Rosalind teaches Orlando to say “I take thee, Rosalind” rather than utter “I will,” which operates more along the lines of an uncertain promise in future tense. For Scott, “as both a performative speech act and a theatricalization of desire, the marriage is both true and fictional as once.”77 The form of the marriage is not a joke since it anticipates the later nuptials. Here, Rosalind uses the word “if” to qualify the condition of her vow, granting permission to use deception in the performance. Wofford had argued that Rosalind’s declaration in Act 5 is tautological because the woman was the possession of the males to begin with. But, Scott rejoins, that while Rosalind the woman might have been theirs, Ganymede “did not belong to them and still has the power of free action.” For Scott, Rosalind intentionally factures the integrity of the speech act to retain this ability. In this reading then, Rosalind uses non-whole speech acts to “accomplish her purposes.”78 I would add that just as Celia opens Rosalind up to the teaching possibility of enlarging the responsibility of family relations to others beyond biology, so too, Rosalind as Ganymede opens herself and Orlando to the possibility of enlarging new family obligations beyond blood lines. Ganymede teaches him (her?) to love Orlando, but tragically, I argue, Rosalind does not address the infinite ethical responsibility required to teach Jaques (and others in their responses to Jaques) how to move from the exile in the abandoned cave (where he goes at the play’s end) to a form of desire and love that could transcend his selfsame tragic adventure. For all of the intellect and wit of Rosalind, for all of her teaching, Shakespeare, with the figure of Jaques who has desires but who leaves alone, unattended, reveals both the transcendence and the missed opportunity of achieving that transcendence in ethical relationships. The mix of tragic and comic forms marks a proximity to Levinas’s claim about the desire for the Good, for the ethical adventure of “divine comedy.”79 In “God and Philosophy” Levinas writes, the “negativity of the in of the Infinite—otherwise than being, divine comedy—hollows out a desire which cannot be filled … withdraws from its satisfaction in the measure that it approaches the desirable … It is a desire that is beyond satisfaction” (BPW 139). The negativity of the “in” of the Infinite, the divine comedy of metaphysical desire otherwise than being addresses what might be the human part of what “Shakespeare … probed [in] the humanity of man” (PN 100).

Shakespeare stages particular humans who seek particular others in specific historical situations, yet he also presents to us a constant engagement with a human metaphysical and physical desire for a messianic time, for a transcendence beyond being. AYLI stages educational demands involved in each Self’s acts of “substitution” (of saving the brother who seeks to kill the Self before self-interest, of fleeing a tyrannical father for the sake of the goodness of the Other). If we blow on the coals of the sayings of the Mishnah, if we turn over the words, gestures, staging, and desires in Shakespeare’s divine comedy, we come in proximity to the transcendence that enflames the time of ethical relationship. We risk getting burned, getting rejected, losing family. But we also open ourselves to the possible giving of warm fire and of the heat between bodies. The risks and incompleteness of each performance suggests a precarious kind of humanity, almost a necessary fallibility. That is, perhaps, Rosalind’s imperfections, her performative framing of self and other relationships between audience and play, and between audience and character, bespeak an educational challenge: to instill, or reawaken, an ethical obligation in the audience.

I have returned to the saying of Levinas yet again, but the comic adventures of this essay do not exactly bring us home again. Among the images that Samuel Chew lists as preceding Shakespeare’s day that depicted the Ages of Human Life are two Memento Mori artworks. The 1540 Memento Mori by Jörg Breu the Younger depicts human life from infancy to old age, and it includes an image of the Last Judgment. The Memento Mori print by Hans Schaufelein depicts a circular image of the ages that includes the theme of companionship (which Jaques, recall, leaves out).80 Perhaps Levinas’s antipathy to art comments on the “memento mori” of artworks. The Latin motto, and we are often told, all art, performs and proclaims “remember that you [meaning the Self] will die.” Ethical exegetes, whether those embracing Shakespeare or a Lithuanian tradition of meta-commentary or the divine comedy of each, might adjust (or unsay) this thematic Said by saying with a slight variation in the repetition, “remember that the other will die.” As Levinas writes, “Henceforth we must return to what was strongest in rabbinical exegesis. This exegesis made the text speak.… [It] takes the text to be a source of teaching” (DF 220). What a different kind of academic “source” research! Writing ethical criticism, educating with Nurses and Ganymedes, “consists in saving the text from being turned into a mere book—that is to say, just a thing—and in once more allowing it to resonate with the great and living voice of teaching” (DF 220). An ethics of reading (mikra and Shakespeare) and ethical reading require demanding education and complexity of hermeneutic intrigue; but, simultaneously, simply utter again and again: the ethical time and infinite obligations of human relationships. When reading within Levinas’s Lithuanian mode of living for the other, it “is as if the verse were saying over and over: ‘Interpret me’” (RB 240).What divine comedy indeed.

Notes

1 I stage my commentary on Levinas and Shakespeare as a continual giving of oneself in proximity to, or confrontation with, pedagogical transmission and renewed readings. Levinas himself uses the phrase “to give oneself” in the context of educational dissemination: “Transmission thus involves a teaching which is already outlined in the very receptivity for learning it. Receptivity is prolonged: true learning consists in receiving the lesson so deeply that it becomes a necessity to give oneself to the other” (BV 79-80, emphasis added). Levinas also prefaces the second quoted passage (on reading and commentaries) with a hermeneutic claim on lessons: “But the contribution of each person and period is confronted with the lessons from everyone else, and from the whole of the past” (BV xiii).

2 See the opening of Marjorie Garber’s Coming of Age in Shakespeare (New York and London: Methuen, 1981).

3 J. W. Draper, “Jacques’ ‘Seven Ages’ and Bartholomaeus Anglicus,” Modern Language Notes 54 (1939): 273, emphasis added. See also the brilliant introduction to the world(s) of Shakespeare in David Bevington’s aptly titled Shakespeare: The Seven Ages of Human Experience. Bevington’s book is a recent example of a sustained study that uses the seven ages as the organizing principle for its chapters. Unless I have missed a reference, though, I cannot find any acknowledgement of a clear precursor to another modern book, John Evans’s The Progress of Human Life: Shakespeare’s Seven Ages of Man, which uses the seven ages as the organizing principle for its chapters. Religious and Biblical references fill Evans’s pages. See David Bevington, Shakespeare: The Seven Ages of Human Experience, 2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005); and John Evans, Shakespeare’s Seven Ages of Man: Or, the Progress of Human Life (1818), rept. (Lexington, KY: ULAN Press, 2014).

4 While recent works by Jonathan Gil Harris and Neema Parvini address a range of contemporary theories, neither adequately recognize the potential significance of Levinasian criticism. See Jonathan Gil Harris, Shakespeare and Literary Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010); and Neema Parvini, Shakespeare and Contemporary Theory: New Historicism and Cultural Materialism (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012). One of the best recent works on AYLI relies on the work of Stanley Cavell to explore much of the comedy, but the author does not allude to Levinas, the Talmud, or any form of Rabbinics: see Derek Gottlieb’s Skepticism and Belonging in Shakespeare’s Comedy (Routledge, 2016). Contrast the dearth of Rabbinics in contemporary Shakespeare criticism with the excellent Milton and the Rabbis: Hebraism, Hellenism, and Christianity by Jeffrey S. Shoulson (New York: Columbia Univeristy Press, 2001).

5 The richest work to date on Shakespeare and Jewish representation remains James Shapiro’s Shakespeare and the Jews, but for all that is addressed in that work, there is no engagement with Levinas in particular, with Rabbinic hermeneutics in general, or, in fact, with any exposition of As You Like It. I’m left wondering if Jewish thought in relation to Shakespeare need be doomed to tragic thoughts only. This is really the only challenge I would pose to the otherwise wonderful (and needed) piece by Steven Shankman on “The Saying, the Said, and the Betrayal of Mercy in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice.” Indeed, I am persuaded by Shankman’s ethical criticism here, but I think we can pick up where Shankman left off, and explore the ways Shakespeare and Levinas, taken together, also take us to modes of thought other than representations of anti-semitism or what Jewish identity is (which are by no means settled issues or fully explored locations of conflict). See James Shapiro, Shakespeare and the Jews (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); and Steven Shankman, “The Saying, the Said, and the Betrayal of Mercy in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice,” Other Others: Levinas, Literature, and Transcultural Studies (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2010), 93-106. Of note in this context is the superb Shylock is Shakespeare by Kenneth Gross (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006); however, the reception history of Shylock is precisely what I do not want to address in this essay.

6 This is a contestable claim since several Levinasians might disagree with my characterization here. On this topic, see Oona Ajzenstat, Driven Back to the Text: The Premodern Sources of Levinas’ Postmodernism (Duquesne, 2001), Michael Fagenblat, A Covenant of Creatures: Levinas’s Philosophy of Judaism (Stanford, 2010), Judith Friedlander, Vilna on the Seine: Jewish Intellectuals in France Since 1968 (Yale, 1990), and Samuel Moyn, Origins of the Other: Emmanuel Levinas between Revelation and Ethics (Cornell, 2005). My selection of Rabbinic figures in this essay attests to at least one potential Luthianian strain in Levinasian thought.

7 Pirkei Avot is variously called Ethics of the Fathers, Ethics of the Sages, Sayings of the Fathers, or Chapters of the Fathers. In Talmudic discourse, it is known simply as Avot. It is unique in all Talmudic discourses since there is no accompanying Gemarah commenting on it. Instead of being a series of legal disputations, or halakhic discourses, Avot is conspicously a work of mussar, ethics, moral comportment, self-development, character traits, principle values, and common sayings. A “perek” is a chapter, and a single mishnah is one section or pargraph in a chapter.

8 Is it any wonder that Levinas himself quotes from Pirkei Avot in the essay “Antihumanism and Education,” found in DF?

9 As many critics have noted, Levinas holds Rabbi Haayim of Volozhin in high esteem, referring often to the latter’s Nefesh HaChayim (Soul of Life). However, as Levinas himself was well aware, Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin also commented extensively on the sayings in Pirkei Avot, and his trenchant engagement with those ancient Rabbinic ethical sayings reads precisely like what Levinas seeks of ethical criticism (especially from the critic of artworks). Indeed, many of Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin’s comments on Pirkei Avot were published in a slim volume called Ruach Chayim.

10 This Levinasian emphasis actually emanates from a saying in Pirkei Avot. In the tenth mishnah of the second chapter, Rabbi Eliezer says to “warm yourself beside the fire of the Sages; but beware of their glowing coals lest you be burned … all their words are like coals of fire.” This serious enterprise requires ongoing discipline, but seriousness need not be confined to tragedy (as if the greatness of Shakespeare for Levinas were only to be found in tragedies), or moralism (as if Levinas provides us with a moral theory to apply), or sayings detached from the specific moments of people performing what is actually said, or even to Scripture.

11 David Scott Kastan and Nancy Vickers present the best examples here of critics who sharply seek to find the source for every phrase. They show how a general sense of a Petrarchan lover is an insufficient source for Shakespeare (or for Shakespeareans?). According to them, Maurice Sceve and the influential “tradition of the blazon anatomique” is a more complete and conclusive (re)source. The influence of Kastan and Vickers can be seen in David Ormerod’s “Orlando, Jaques, and Maurice Sceve,” which continues the critical source hunting of the Shakespearean scholar, scouring Sceve’s works to continue Kastan and Vicker’s enterprise (only now, in terms of amorous dizains). See David Scott Kastan and Nancy J. Vickers, “Shakespeare, Sceve and a Woeful Ballad,” Notes and Queries 27 (1980): 165-166; and David Ormerod, “Orlando, Jaques, and Maurice Sceve,” Notes and Queries 36 (1989): 325-327.

12 Except perhaps for the decaying self, but that is only if the conjunction “and” in “and mere oblivion” links the aged second childhood with oblivion; the “and” might also suggest the part of the sequence, as in “and then there’s nothing.”

13 David Bevington offers a brief but fascinating description of “a sixteenth-century German woodcut that shows seven female figures proceeding from child to mature woman to ageing dowager” (4). He also mentions an 1827 poem by Agnes Strickland called “Seven Ages of Woman.” But Bevington does not seek to push the point further, content to comment that Shakespeare “seems to have confronted the problem of understanding the profound differences in gender that separate men and women” (5). While Bevington insightfully claims that “Jaques’ speech, to be fully understood, must be read in the context of a scene in which human charity and forgiveness do much to atone for Jaques’ witty indictment of the existential meaninglessness of human existence” (6), he accepts the Seven Ages of Man speech as “a blueprint for Shakespeare’s dramatic portraiture of the crazy, funny, sad life of mortals on this earth” (6). Instead of interpreting the Seven Ages as a “blueprint,” I highlight the relevance of Jewish ethical thought to suggest that we revise Bevington’s template regarding the difference between Shakespeare’s portrayals of Tanakh and the New Testament. See, for instance, the moment when Bevington discusses Hamlet’s dilemma as one of knowing “the moral basis of what action he should take. Two great systems of thought and theology bear down on him: revenge, which contains its own consistent ethic of an eye for an eye, and the Christian ideology to which he was born” (138). In this model, the rich Jewish tradition of interpreting the biblical “an eye for an eye” becomes simply “revenge,” or only the implied opposite of “the Christian ideology.” This approach does not do sufficient justice to any great thought or theology. Levinas’ writings on ethics do not, I would claim, endorse this kind of critical “moral basis.” See Bevington, Shakespeare: The Seven Ages of Human Experience. For a marvelous reading of forgiveness in Shakespeare (but one that does not address AYLI, Levinas, or Rabbinics) see Sarah Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness (Cornell, 2011).

14 Indeed, for Levinas, to welcome entails going beyond pedagogical reception: “To approach the Other in conversation is to welcome his expression … It is therefore to receive from the Other beyond the capacity of the I, which means exactly to have the idea of infinity. But this also means: to be taught. The relation to the Other, or Conversation, is a non-allergic relation, an ethical relation; but inasmuch as it is welcomed this conversation is a teaching” (TI 51, emphasis added). If we acknowledge, address, and welcome role-playing, transmission of education, and performance in Shakespeare, we can intensify what “to be taught” and “an ethical relation” might mean beyond exclusively linguistic conversation.

15 Samuel C. Chew, “This Strange Eventful History,” Joseph Quincy Adams Memorial Studies (1948): 165.

16 Cecil C. Seronsy, “The Seven Ages of Man Again,” Shakespeare Quarterly 4 (1953): 364, 365.

17 In 1976, Bradford revisits the notion that Shakespeare’s source lies in the Ptolemaic system (with the seven planetary spheres corresponding to stages of human existence). Bradford claims that Shakespeare distorts the Ptolemaic scheme by altering the arrangement of ages to fit Jaques’s nihilistic view of existence: Jaques’s “distortions begin with the fourth age …” (174). For Bradford, Shakespeare omits the solar age, which is the most productive age, and supplants it with Mars, the solider’s age. True to the Self’s self-interestedness, it makes sense that the soldier’s age signifies the most violence done to others, but even in a productive age, if focused only on the Self’s accomplishments, does not address the ethical obligations to Others, and the trauma experienced by the Self when encountering an Other. In other words, Bradford’s claim that Shakespeare disrupts the Ptolemaic order to stress Jaques’s position that “human life is without meaning, purpose, or value” (175), might be accurate, and his stress that Shakespeare’s own view is not Jaques’ might also be accurate, but the critic’s drive to find the source blocks the moral adventure that AYLI performs from addressing us. See Alan Taylor Bradford, “Jacques’ Distortion of the Seven-Ages Paradigm,” Shakespeare Quarterly 27 (1976): 171-176.

18 Qtd in A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare: As You Like It, ed. Richard Knowles (New York: Modern Language Association, 1977), 583.

19 In 1981, Allen turns back to the notion that “there is no single source, but a multitude of … analogues” (332), but instead of exploring a potential Rabbinic “analogue,” the Shakespearean critic situates Jaques’s Seven Ages in a Renaissance controversy: astrological determinism versus Neoplatonic freedom. For Allen, Jaques’s position affirms pessimistic astrological determinism; humans are helpless, fettered by fate. This historical positioning of Jaques within a philosophical debate in the Renaissance allows Allen to argue against Bradford’s claim that Jaques’s speech functions to affirm nihilism, since “no Elizabethan would have understood the speech in these terms” (342). Rather, Jaques’s expressed system exudes “the familiar pessimistic determinism of the radical astrological viewpoint which the Neoplatonists had fought with such ardor” (345). See Michael J. B. Allen, “Jacques Against the Seven Ages of the Proclan Man.” Modern Language Quarterly 42 (1981): 331-346.

20 See previous note. Allen explains Neoplatonic freedom in terms of intellectual freedom and free will.

21 Of note here is Edgecombe’s “Lucretius and the ‘Seven Ages of Man’” because it changes the critical focus from an orientation on the “seven-act division of human life … [to the contents of each act, which suggests] the older and separate topos of human development and regression.” It turns out that Lucretius also “draws a line of succession and return between the juveline and the senile.” Even the language of Lucretius’s “Omnia deficient” translates cleary into Jaques’s “sans everything.” Observing linguistic parallels, rather than only noting parallel sequences, leads Edecombe to the similarity between the infant and the second childhood, in particular, “the disabilities of age.” While compelling, this account leaves out any performed ethical responsibilites, which heightens the moral valence of AYLI for the ethical critic, and undescores the Self’s self-perpetuation, the self-sameness that leads to a lack of actual children (other than the Self) mentioned in the Ages. See Rodney Stenning Edgecombe, “Lucretius and the ‘Seven Ages of Man,’” Shakespeare Newsletter 48 (1998): 47.

22 Rather than seeking to find the precise sources for each words and phrase, MacFarland reads Jaques’s Seven Ages as “reclaimed from tragedy,” not comedy. He notes that Jaques’s structures depict the “vanity of human life in terms of social roles … rather than in terms of individual agonies.” Indeed, MacFarland nicely points out that Jaques’s “generalities of his cynical seven ages speech do not relate to the actuality around him.” For example, Adam “is not ‘sans everything,’ but full of ‘pure love.’” In his speech, therefore, Jaques misunderstands “human community and mutual concern.” See Thomas MacFarland, “For Other than for Dancing Measures: The Complications of As You Like It,” in Modern Critical Interpretations: William Shakespeare’s As You Like It, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1988), 33-35.

23 From a 1916 sermon delivered at the Bayswater Synagogue commemorating the Tercentenary passing of Shakespeare. My essay commemorates the four hundredth anniversary of Shakespeare’s death, but it also honors the sermon delivered one hundred years ago, a speech that refers to Shakespeare “as a teacher of ethics, as a moral philosopher” (4) and one that explicitly cites Avot, but remarkably never alludes to the pedagogical Mishnah quoted below. Instead, the sermon juxtaposes the Seven Ages in AYLI to a Midrash on Koheleth, which also refers to “ages through which man passes” (5).

24 He refers to various mishanyot from Avot throughout his writings.

25 The history of this specific mishnah presents an analogue to the history of manuscript variations in Shakespeare scholarship. Although at the time of Levinas’s writings, all editions of Avot would have published this mishnah, and would have placed it toward the end of the fifth chapter, nearly everything about it, from who utters the words, to its publication status, to its precise placement in the tractate, is subject to discussion in rabbinic thought. Some Rabbinic authorities claim that the speaker in this mishnah is Shmuel HaKatan (see Tosefot Yom Tov and Midrash Shmuel). If true, then this mishnah might not belong, historically, in this entire tractate; rather, a later Rabbinic redactor might have added it to the collection of sayings. Some editions, though, position a mishnah found in chapter 4 at this point, since the speaker there is Shmuel HaKatan, who was famous for proclaiming a Biblical saying from Proverbs (24:17-18), a Levinasian point in fact: “Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and do not let your heart be glad when he stumbles.” Of importance here is the intertextual and ethical import of this saying. The mishnah quotes what Rabbis were famous for saying, and here, this Rabbi was famous not for innovating a saying, but for speaking words from the Bible; precisely because he always spoke this verse, it became his saying! Other Rabbinic authorities claim that the speaker of our mishnah is Rabbi Yehudah ben Tema, so logically this mishnah should follow the immediately preceding mishnayot (in chapter five) since those were sayings from Rabbi Yehudah ben Tema as well. There are still other editions that do not appear to have contained this mishnah at all. For example, Maimonides, probably one of the most famous and influential Jewish exegetes and philosophers, wrote a commentary on Avot that has become so much a part of Jewish tradition that it is published in nearly every edition of the Talmud; yet Maimonides has no comment to make on this specific mishnah since he did not seem to have this mishnah in his verion of the tractate. Even in contemporary versions and translations, the exact number and placement of this mishnah in the fifth perek remains unclear. It is 5:25 in some publication, 5:21 in others. See Tosefot Yom Tov, Mishnayout Tiferet Yisrael (New York: Pardes, 1953); Midrash Shmuel (New York: Keter, 1944); Moses Maimonides, Commentary on Avot, in Talmud Bavli (Vilna, Poland: Rom, 1928). Of less significance to the claims in my essay is the fact that the specific Mishnah quoted here appears in its immediate context as one in an extended sequence of maxims that adhere to a numerical logic.

26 This is not the occasion to develop the importance culturally of this mishnah, but just to note the thick description needed to address the integral role this mishnah plays in Jewish thought. I should add that this mishnah was turned into poetry by Solomon ben Isaac Levi in his “Leiv Abot” (“The Heart of the Fathers”), published in the sixteenth century. The famous Abraham Ibn Ezra also wrote a poem based on this mishnah: “Mortal man should always remember his origin.” Indeed, this poem has been repeatedly published (and referenced by Abarbanel and others). The poem has even become part of several Sephardic communities’ liturgy.

27 Meiri, for example, claims that this mishnah actually gives parents an education program to teach their children at the right psychological and educational periods. For the Meiri, this mishnah is what might be called a stimulus package, coaching the parents to receive proper education in proper periods. The education of the child starts before the child; it begins with the education of the parent. See Meiri, Beit Habechirah (New York: Waxman, Chochmat Yisrael, 1944).

28 Recall the opening scene of AYLI in which Orlando tells Oliver, “My father charged you in his will to give me good education” (1.1.62-64).

29 Many Rabbinic sources point to the age of three or four as the time to start educating the child in reading (and hence, cultural) practices. (See Vayikra Rabbah on Leviticus 19:23-25.) Rashi, whom Levinas often invokes as an exemplary commentator, claims that parents should teach their children the alphabet when the children turn four, so that when five, the children could learn the Biblical texts. It is paramount to emphasize again that this means the responsibilties of the children are placed on the parents. The Midrash Tanchuma, Kedoshim 14 (and the Yalkut Shimoni) adds that when the Bible says “in the fourth year all its fruit shall be holy” this means that in the fourth year of life, the child is to be consecrated to the Torah by his father. For a policy of educators (for admission age to school) see tractate Ketubot 50a. See Midrash Tanchuma (New York: Sefer, 1946); and Yalkut Shimoni (New York: Horeb, 1926).

30 See tractate Sukkah 42a, which states that a father should begin teaching his son Bible as soon as the son starts speaking.

31 As the Talmud puts it in Kiddushin 29a, “A father is obligated to have his son circumcised, to redeem him (if a first born), to have him taught Torah, to get him married, and to have him taught a vocation.” In fact, the Gemara goes on to say that if a father does not teach his child a vocation, it is as if the father has taught the child to engage in banditry! Before our mishnah lists its stages of prerequisites (one cannot just encounter Talmud), there is already a pre-text for us to understand, a pre-discourse replete with obligations on the parent to prepare for the young child’s prerequisites.

32 The overlapping stages ensure that at the end of five years devoted to studying the Mishnah, the child has also devoted ten years to the Bible. This time has been devoted not only to the child’s study of the Written Law, but, perhaps more importantly, to the child’s growing intimacy with the Oral Torah.

33 With a sensitivity to bodily transformation as well, the speaker now states what we currently take for granted in Jewish cultures: at the age of 13, a boy suddenly becomes commanded, obligated to observe all the commandments. In Jewish traditon, a girl matures earlier and her age of obligation begins at 12. However, only a supportive educational background will ground the teenager in ways that help the person embrace all the responsibilities now incumbent on the maturing Self. Notice how even at this point, the Self’s infinite obligations from outside (from an ethical height) the Self is still not ready for any engagement with the Talmud, the set of texts that Levinas spent so many years addressing.

34 See Vilna Gaon, in Sefer Mesechet Avot biur Moran HaGaon Hachasid HaAmiti Rabbeinu Eliyahu Mi’vilna U’Peirush Ruach Chayim Hei’HaGaon Hachasid Rebbeinu Chayim Mi’Volozhin (Jerusalem, 1903). In this essay, I am inviting readers to perform a similar kind of Levinasian confrontation with Shakespeare.

35 That’s it. What kind of commentary is this? One that invites research and innovation. If we look at Chullin 24a we will find a gemarah that, in turn, names the Biblical verse from Numbers chapter 8: “from 25 years old and upward.” However, the gemarah points out in dialectic manner, another biblical verse says “from 30 years old and upward.” These verses concern the Levites who are to serve in the Tabernacle (and the Beit HaMikdash). The answer to this apparent contradiction is that the five year period (from 25 to 30) is a period of training and learning. In addition, the Gra adds that if by five years, the student cannot properly be trained in the specific field of study, then the student will not succeed in that specific field. The inference being that one will have to shift vocations.

36 The Gra’s gloss on the age of thirteen enacts halakhic (“legal”) thinking. At thirteen, a boy is ready to accept upon himself, not just the yoke of commandments, but the accompanying punishments that are part of the commandments. The Gra writes that the word ish (“man”) [not the word katan (“minor”)] is written by onshim (“punishments”) and by other Mitzvot. Here the Gra tersely references the entire narrative from Genesis of the brothers Shimon and Levi and their enactment of punishment (by sword) on Shechem for the rape of their sister Dinah. The two sons of Yaakov in this verse are called ish in the phrase “each man his sword” (Genesis 34:25). The Midrash on this verse (Midrash Rabbah 53:11) states that the brothers were thirteen, so they are called men. As importantly, the Gra does not mention what other commentaries say, names this age is a tradition given by God to Moshe at Mount Sinai. [See, for example, the Teshuvat HaRosh (at the start of section 16). Rashi adds that physically the child is now presenting signs of puberty.] It is not that the Gra might disagree with this approach; rather, that is not the hermeneutic and education mode of his commentary. See Teshuvat HaRosh, She’eilot U’Teshuvot HaRosh (Venice, 1586).

37 Hence, the single word onshim takes us back to Numbers 5:6 which restricts liability for transgressing commandments to “men and women,” logically removing minors from such punishments. Since, by way of midrash and mathematical calculation (and tractate Megillah 17a), the Gra holds that Levi was thirteen at the time “each man to his sword” (Genesis 34:25), punishments by means of an earthly court do not fall on someone who is not yet thirteen. I mention “earthly court” punishments, because heavenly punishment does not fall until one is twenty years old. For additional commentary on the calculations involved here, see Tosefot Yom Tov. The word onesh (“punishment”) is well chosen by the Gra for that is precisely the focus on the blessing that a Father is obligated to recite when his son turns thirteen. The father says “Blessed are You, O Lord … who has freed me from the punishment of this one.” The father performs this blessing aloud to declare that as of this moment, whatever punishments the child deserves (due to violations of commandments) are forevermore the child’s to receive. By implication, prior to thirteen, the Self of the Father incurred all the punishments for the child’s transgressions. The father has suffered for the Other. The maturation of the child involves the son now accepting all obligations and concomitant punishments. See Tosefot Yom Tov, Mishnayot Tiferet Yisrael (New York: Pardes, 1953).

38 See tractate Kiddushin 29b.

39 The Gra has no gloss on eighteen, but Rashi connects the number eighteen and marriage to the number of times Adam’s name appears before Eve. The first time is to name the human; the other eighteen times is a Biblical hint to the role of marriage when a person turns eighteen. See Mikraot Gedolot (London: Horeb, 1948). See also Tosefot Yom Tov, Mishnayot Tiferet Yisrael.

40 See Numbers 14:29, Rashi and Tosefot Yom Tov (for the derivation of God punishing only those over twenty years old).

41 The Gra, always seeking to turn the Torah over again, tersely refers us to Number 1:3: “from twenty years old and up, everyone who goes out to the legion.” In other words, for the Gra, service to the nation’s military must wait until the individual twenty, with years of Torah study underway, with at least a full year of enjoyment with a spouse.

42 A slightly more positive approach comes from the Meiri. He suggests that if one’s intelligence is intact in some meaningful way, though the body has deteriorated, one can still, even at 100, pray to God. A similar positive reading is provided by the Midrash Shmuel—basically, the mishnah’s statement of 100 is a wake up call to repent of one’s sin. Though better to repent while one’s body and mind desire and are capable of sin, still it is never too late to repent (as the saying goes). Once one dies, repentance is no longer possible. See Meiri, Beit Habechirah.

43 See Abarbanel, for example. That Jewish thought in Rabbinic teaching does not always embrace such a negative attitude (or value) can be seen in (mishnah) tractate Kinnim 3:6, which explicitly declares that the individual of great Torah wisdom grows wiser with age. That mishnah, though not describing the ordinary person, clearly provides a much more explicitly welcoming embrace of continual growth in learning (but one based on greatness in wisdom in past stages of personal history). See Abarbanel, Nachalat Avot (New York: Silverman, 1953).

44 Education, especially of children, is clearly a primary value in this mishnah, and active pursuit of sacred responsibilities is marked off in this curriculum of sorts. Disputations, legal hermeneutics, begin at a very early age. Ethical comportment to others and to a heightened sense of textual traditions are also of primary value here. Each stage states a potential that one should use diligently.

45 Is the Gra’s last word “for blessing” ironic? Why move to a verse in the prophetic book of Isaiah?

46 This is the way the classic commentator the Radak explains the verse. See Mikraot Gedolot.

47 Levinas’s comment on the activity of learning Torah (and the continued transmission of commentaries)—“The Torah not only reproduces what was taught yesterday, it is read according to tomorrow; it does not stop at the representations of what yesterday and today goes by the name of present” (In The Time of Nations 66)—can, in fact, indicate a “tomorrow” that includes what will be welcomed well beyond the next 24 hours … A futural pedagogical transmission of welcoming other teachings infuses Torah education.

48 Rashi explains the acronym on Kiddushin 32b. See also Nedarim 41a (on acquiring wisdom). For critics who enjoy textual variants, they might want to note that some manuscripts of our mishnah (in Avot) actually state ben shishim le’chachmah (“a 60-year-old for wisdom”). See Mikraot Gedolot.

49 The Gra’s prize pupil was none other than Rav Chaim Volozhin, the author of Nefesh HaChayim, the book Levinas wrote about (and even wrote the preface for the French edition). We also have the slim volume of commentary on Avot by Rav Chaim Volozhin called Ruach Chaim. Amazingly, as we read this running commentary, we will find no explicit exegesis directly on our mishnah (5:25); but this omission is not a textual variant issue, for the start of Rav Chaim’s next commentary (on 5:26), proves that he had our edition: “The previous mishnah [5:25] taught above that a five-year-old begins mikra and a fifteen-year-old begins Talmud. [Ben Bag Bag] says here [5:26] that once one begins studying Talmud, there is no shiur, no “limit” [to learning and obligation] kol yemei chayav (“all the days of one’s life”).

50 Rabbi Hayyim of Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim (Vilna, 1824), 3:1.

51 See tractate Kiddushin 31b, in which the gemarah explains that whenever Abaye says “my mother says,” he refers to his Nurse (marbintay) because his Nurse raised him, educated him, helped him mature to become the wise and learned person he is when he speaks.

52 I am relying on Rashi’s explanation of the gemarah.

53 The next lines supply additional words Abaye’s Nurse taught him on other matters.

54 Indeed, for scholars of Levinas, his entire piece on Loving Torah more than God should be read in part, as an interpretation (or blowing on the coals) of Rav Chaim’s last comments on this mishnah, which discuss Torah study compared to God’s affairs. Rav Chaim’s comments, in turn, are entwined with the Gra’s comments on Avot 5:26 as well.

55 As has often been quoted, Levinas says that it “seems to me that the whole of philosophy is only a meditation of Shakespeare” (TO 72).

56 For a Derrida-inspired reading of hospitality, theatricality, and education in AYLI see the excellent essay by James Kuzner, “As You Like It and The Theater of Hospitality,” in Shakespeare and Hospitality: Ethics, Politics, and Exchange, ed. Julia Reinhard Lupton, David Goldstein (Routledge, 2016).

57 See the line spoken by the same-sex teacher Celia: “Rosalind lacks then the love / Which teacheth thee that thou and I are one” (1.3.92-93, emphasis added). Rosalind continues to learn from Celia, how to address banishment, for example (by being there for another), but she will need to learn that in fact, however close Rosalind and Celia are, and however much the attraction of one for the other may be, the two selves are, in fact, not “one.”

58 Anna Seward, “Mrs. Siddons in Comedy,” in Eyewitness of Shakespeare: First Hand Accounts of Performances 1580-1890, ed. Gamini Salgado (New York: Barnes & Noble Books. 1975), 163.

59 In the famous all-male production of AYLI by Cheek by Jowl, these lines were actually transferred to the very start of the play’s performance. For a summary of the reception to Cheek by Jowl’s production, see Sean McEvoy, Shakespeare: The

Basics, 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2012), 78-82.

60 Qtd in Knowles, New Variorum Edition, 577.

61 Ibid., New Variorum Edition, 578.

62 Ibid., New Variorum Edition, 581.

63 Bloom, Modern Critical Interpretations, 3.

64 Germain Greer, Shakespeare: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 115.

65 Susanne L. Wofford, “‘To You I Give Myself, for I Am Yours’: Erotic Performance and Theatrical Performatives in As You Like It,” in Shakespeare Reread: The Texts in New Contexts, ed. Russ McDonald (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 149, 160.

66 Juliet Dusinberre, “Introduction,” As You Like It, ed. Juliet Dusinberre (London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2006), 141, 140.

67 Dusinberre, “Introduction,” 142.

68 Surprisingly, Calvo’s essay on pronouns in AYLI, which presents an overview of various approaches to the complications of pronouns in the play, does not address Rosalind’s repeated lines. See Clara Valvo, “Pronouns of Address and Social Negotiation in As You Like It,” Language and Literature 1.1 (1992): 5-27.

69 As Germain Greer explains, Jaques “provides us with a series of little character sketches, all self-contained, each stage apparently deriving nothing from the age before.” Greer, A Very Short Introduction, 52.

70 Dusinberre, “Introduction,” 109.

71 Levinas asks if “religious inspiration ultimately aim[s] to bring about the very possibility of Society, the possibility for a man to see the face of an Other” (DF 218). Shakespeare’s AYLI challenges us, pedagogically and performatively, to consider multiple ways the face of an Other is and is not welcomed, how the Self is and is not taught. This ethical challenge, for Levinas, is a hallmark of Jewish thought. As Howard Caygill mentions in his essay on “Levinas and Shakespeare,” in “a note from 1946 [Levinas] writes: ‘My philosophy—is a philosophy of the face to face. Relation with the other without intermediary. That’s Judaism’” (149). The note comes from Levinas’s Carnets de captivité, page 186.

72 Seward, “Mrs. Siddons in Comedy,” 163.

73 Wofford, “To You I Give Myself,” 164.

74 Ibid., “To You I Give Myself,” 168.

75 Michael Hattaway, ed., As You Like It (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 33.

76 Hattaway, As You Like It, 42.

77 William Scott, “‘A Woman’s Thought Runs Before Her Actions’: Vows as Speech Acts in As You Like It,” Philosophy and Literature 30 (2006): 530.

78 Scott, “A Woman’s Thought,” 535, 537.

79 Sam Girgus nicely addresses Levinas’s comments on “divine comedy” when he write about cinema, Kristeva, and Levinas. See Sam B. Girgus, “Afterword: The Abyss: Woody Allen on Love, Death and God,” in A Companion to Woody Allen, ed. Peter J. Bailey and Sam B. Girgus (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons: 2013).

80 See Chew, “This Strange Eventful History,” 163, 165.
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