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INTRODUCTION 




With thousands of books about Shakespeare already on library shelves, anyone attempting to write a new one should begin with a profuse apology. My excuse will be the usual one: an irrepressible love of the subject. I would be disingenuous, though, if I claimed that this love is as gratuitous and disembodied as Immanuel Kant recommends in his writings on aesthetics. 

My work on Shakespeare is inextricably linked to everything I ever wrote, beginning with an essay on five European novelists. I loved these so equally and impartially that, in my blissful ignorance of literary fashion, which imperiously demands that critics look for what makes their chosen writers absolutely “singular,” “unique,” “peerless,” and “incomparable”—totally isolated, in other words, from all other writers—I gambled on the possibility that my five novelists might have something in common. A shocking thought, to be sure, but in my eyes at least, the gamble paid off; I discovered something and called it “mimetic desire.” 

When we think of those phenomena in which mimicry is likely to play a role, we enumerate such things as dress, mannerisms, facial expressions, speech, stage acting, artistic creation, and so forth, but we never think of desire. Consequently, we see imitation in social life as a force for gregariousness and bland conformity through the mass reproduction of a few social models. 

If imitation also plays a role in desire, if it contaminates our urge to acquire and possess, this conventional view, while not entirely false, misses the main point. Imitation does not merely draw people together, it pulls them apart. Paradoxically, it can do these two things simultaneously. Individuals who desire the same thing are united by something so powerful that, as long as they can share whatever they desire, they remain the best of friends; as soon as they cannot, they become the worst of enemies. 

The perfect continuity between concord and discord is as crucial to Shakespeare as it was to the tragic poets of Greece, serving as a rich source of poetic paradox as well. If their work is to outlast fleeting fashionability, dramatists as well as novelists must discover this fundamental source of human conflict,—namely mimetic rivalry—and they must discover it alone, with no help from philosophers, moralists, historians, or psychologists, who always remain silent on the subject. 

Shakespeare discovered the truth so early that his approach to it seems juvenile, even caricatural, at first. In the still youthful Rape of Lucrece, his potential rapist, unlike the original Tarquin of the Roman historian Livy, resolves to rape a woman he has never actually met; he is drawn to her solely by her husband’s excessive praise of her beauty. I suspect that Shakespeare wrote this scene just after discovering mimetic desire. He was so taken with it, so eager to emphasize its constitutive paradox, that he created this not entirely unbelievable but slightly disconcerting monstrosity, a totally blind rape, just as we say a “blind date.” 

Modern critics intensely dislike this poem. As for Shakespeare, he quickly realized that to wave mimetic desire like a red flag in front of the public is not the sure road to success (as I myself have never managed to learn, I suppose). In no time at all, Shakespeare became sophisticated, insidious and complex in his handling of desire, but he remained consistently, even obsessively, mimetic. 

Shakespeare can be as explicit as some of us are about mimetic desire, and has his own vocabulary for it, close enough to ours for immediate recognition. He says “suggested desire,” “suggestion,” “jealous desire,” “emulous desire,” and so forth. But the essential word is “envy,” alone or in such combination’s as “envious desire” or “envious emulation.” 

Like mimetic desire, envy subordinates a desired something to the someone who enjoys a privileged relationship with it. Envy covets the superior being that neither the someone nor something alone, but the conjunction of the two, seems to possess. Envy involuntarily testifies to a lack of being that puts the envious to shame, especially since the enthronement of metaphysical pride during the Renaissance. That is why envy is the hardest sin to acknowledge. 

We often brag that no word can scandalize us anymore, but what about “envy”? Our supposedly insatiable appetite for the forbidden stops short of envy. Primitive cultures fear and repress envy so much that they have no word for it; we hardly use the one we have, and this fact must be significant. We no longer prohibit many actions that generate envy, but silently ostracize whatever can remind us of its presence in our midst. Psychic phenomena, we are told, are important in proportion to the resistance they generate toward revelation. If we apply this yardstick to envy as well as to what psychoanalysis designates as repressed, which of the two will make the more plausible candidate for the role of best-defended secret? 

Who knows if the small measure of acceptance that mimetic desire has won in academic circles is not due, in part, to its ability to function as a mask and a substitute for, rather than as an explicit revelation of, what Shakespeare calls envy. In order to avoid all misunderstanding, I have chosen the traditional word for the title of this study, the provocative word, the astringent and unpopular word, the word used by Shakespeare himself—envy. 




Does this mean that no legitimate use remains for mimetic desire? Not quite. All envy is mimetic, but not all mimetic desire is envious. Envy suggests a single static phenomenon, not the prodigious matrix of forms that conflictual imitation becomes in the hands of Shakespeare. 

Those who object to mimetic desire on the grounds that its “reductionism” impoverishes literature confuse it with a limitative set of concepts that would generate a finite content. Shakespeare himself answers this objection by choosing the name of Proteus, the Greek god of transformation, for a character who literally personifies mimetic desire in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. This early play does not succeed in developing the full implications of this name, but the “protean” quality of mimetic desire becomes obvious in the comic masterpieces, beginning with the prodigiously nimble Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

My goal in this study is to show that the more quintessentially “mimetic” a critic becomes, the more faithful to Shakespeare he remains. To most people, no doubt, this reconciliation of practical and theoretical criticism seems impossible. This book is intended to demonstrate that they are wrong. All theories are not equal in regard to Shakespeare: his creation obeys the same mimetic principles I bring to bear upon his work, and it obeys them explicitly. 

Shakespeare often defines mimetic desire in his comedies; he calls it “love that stood upon the choice of friends,” “love by another’s eye,” “love by hearsay.” He has his own inimitable style of theorizing mimesis: discreet, even covert at times—he never forgets that the mimetic truth is unpopular—but hilariously evident and comical as soon as we possess the key that opens all the locks in this domain. This key is not the old pap of “mimetic realism,” a supposedly separate artistic mimesis with its conflictual sting removed. Even art in Shakespeare belongs to the venomous variety of imitation. 

Interpretation, as currently used, is not the appropriate word for what I am doing. My task is more elementary. I am reading for the first time the letter of a text that has never been read on many subjects essential to dramatic literature: desire, conflict, violence, sacrifice. 

The joy of writing this study stemmed from the repeated textual discoveries that the neomimetic approach permits. Shakespeare is more comical than we realize, in a bitterly satirical and even cynical mode, much closer to contemporary attitudes than we ever suspected. It is an error to believe that his intentions are irretrievable. Ever since the old New Critics, interpreters have dismissed the intentions of poets as inaccessible, even as inconsequential. As far as the theater is concerned, this is disastrous. A comic writer has comic effects in mind, and unless we understand them we cannot stage the work effectively. 

The mimetic approach solves the “problems” of many a so-called problem play. It generates new interpretations of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, Julius Caesar, The Merchant of Venice, Twelfth Night, Troilus and Cressida, Hamlet, King Lear, The Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest. It reveals the dramatic unity of Shakespeare’s theater and its thematic continuity. It discloses great variations in his personal perspective, a history of his oeuvre that points to his own personal history. Above all, the mimetic approach reveals an original thinker centuries ahead of his time, more modern than any of our so-called master thinkers. 

Shakespeare identifies the force that periodically destroys the differential system of culture and brings it back into being, namely, the mimetic crisis, which he calls a crisis of Degree. He sees its resolution in the collective violence of scapegoating (for example, Julius Caesar). The omega of one cultural cycle is the alpha of another. It is unanimous victimage that transforms the disruptive force of mimetic rivalry into the constructive force of a sacrificial mimesis periodically reenacting the original violence in order to prevent a return of the crisis. 

As a dramatic strategist, Shakespeare deliberately resorts to the power of scapegoating. During much of his career, he combined two plays in one, deliberately channeling different segments of his audience toward two different interpretations of one and the same play: a sacrificial explanation for the groundlings, which perpetuates itself in most modern interpretations, and a nonsacrificial, mimetic one for those in the galleries. 




Despite my efforts at compositional unity, it was not always possible to reconcile the chronological study of the plays with the logical unfolding of the mimetic process, which is also a temporal process. The combination of the two worked reasonably well for the comedies, but after Troilus and Cressida the need for a logical presentation, occasionally forced me to move back and forth among plays of various periods. I wish this procedure had not been necessary. 

My tampering with chronological order is not the worst of my sins. More than three-fourths of the way into this book, I have inserted a chapter on Joyce’s Ulysses, more precisely on Stephen Dedalus’s lecture on Shakespeare. This text is generally dismissed as irrelevant to an understanding of Shakespeare, but it represents the first mimetic interpretation of Shakespeare’s works, a dazzling condensation of many of the same ideas that I develop in the present book. 

Joyce’s text has a most unusual property: it cleverly invites the philistine misreading of itself that still reigns supreme in literary circles. Joyce diabolically engineered this charade through a dramatic ambivalence that seems to be patterned on Shakespeare’s own. All future readers whom Joyce regards as unworthy of his writing are cleverly misled into going the way of Stephen’s hostile listeners; they end up “sacrificing” the lecturer and his lecture. 

Joyce is such a powerful ally, supporting my own unconventional theses, that I could not resist the temptation to devote a chapter to him. But where was I to situate it? In order to be effective, Stephen’s misunderstood thunderbolts badly needed the clarifying virtue of my own painstaking analyses. Because of his very superiority, Joyce had to follow my discussions. But I did not want to put him at the very end, as a kind of conclusion. I did not want to create the impression that I agree with everything he says about Shakespeare. His supersonic insolence is exactly what is needed to rescue Shakespeare from the mountain of humanistic pieties and aesthetic mush under which the “noble bard” has been buried for centuries, but in my opinion Joyce failed to see something extremely important about the final plays. They introduce something radically new, a more humane and even religious note to which Joyce, so perspicacious elsewhere, is completely blind. 

I finally decided to slip Joyce between discussions of the many plays about which he and I agree and the very few about which we disagree. But a solution that interrupts my analysis of the plays is not really satisfactory. 

Another problem was choosing the plays and specific scenes that would best illustrate my discussion. This was an embarras de richesses. I selected not the richest texts necessarily but the most straightforward for my purpose. As a rule, they are the first dramatization of whichever mimetic configuration they illustrate. This mode of selection explains why the plays about which I say little or nothing are often located at the end of the period in which the author cultivated the particular genre to which they belong—for example, Measure for Measure and All’s Well That Ends Well for the comedies; Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra for the tragedies. The reverse is true of the romances—there is nothing at all on Pericles, very little on Cymbeline, a great deal on The Winter’s Tale, and something on The Tempest. 

The histories are almost completely absent. I am aware of much mimetic material in them, especially in Henry IV, Part Two, yet with respect to what interests me the most they are rather meager works; they do not compare favorably with most comedies and tragedies. 

This study admittedly lacks a sense of balance. So many plays are discussed that only a few, in the end, are lacking; their absence seems unjustifiable. I did not deliberately exclude these plays for either theoretical or aesthetic reasons. The “romantic” Romeo and Juliet is full of mimetic satire, but my essay on this play grew too long for an already unwieldy book, so I decided to omit it entirely. 

The blemishes of this book are all mine. I hope that my readers will be able to separate the wheat from the chaff and conjure up at least a faint picture of what a more nearly perfect realization of the same project might have accomplished. 



1 




LOVE DELIGHTS IN PRAISES 




Valentine and Proteus in The Two Gentlemen of Verona 




Valentine and Proteus have been friends since their earliest childhood in Verona, and their two fathers want to send them to Milan for their education. Because of his love for a girl named Julia, Proteus refuses to leave Verona; Valentine goes to Milan alone. 

In spite of Julia, however, Proteus misses Valentine greatly and, after a while, he too goes to Milan. The two friends are reunited in the ducal palace; the duke’s daughter, Silvia, is present, and Valentine briefly introduces Proteus. After she departs, Valentine announces that he loves her and his hyperbolical passion irritates Proteus. Once alone, however, Proteus has his own announcement to make: he no longer loves Julia; he too has fallen in love with Silvia: 




Even as one heat another heat expels, 

Or as one nail by strength drives out another, 

So the remembrance of my former love 

Is by a newer object quite forgotten. 

(II, iv, 192–95)¹ 




If there ever was a “love at first sight,” this must be it, we think, but Proteus is not so sure: in three crucial lines he suggests a different explanation: 




Is it mine eye, or Valentinus’ praise, 

Her true perfection or my false transgression, 

That makes me reasonless, to reason thus? 

(196–98) 




The entire comedy massively confirms the crucial role of Valentine in the genesis of Proteus’s sudden passion for Silvia. According to our romantic and individualistic ideology, a borrowed sentiment such as this one is not genuine enough to be really intense. This is not true in Shakespeare; Proteus’s desire is so furious that he would actually rape Silvia if Valentine did not rescue her in extremis. 

This is mimetic or mediated desire. Valentine is its model or mediator; Proteus is its mediated subject, and Silvia is their common object. Mimetic desire can strike with the speed of lightning; it does not really depend upon the impact made by the object, but only seems to. Proteus desires Silvia not because their brief encounter made a decisive impression on him, but because he is predisposed in favor of whatever Valentine desires. 

Mimetic desire is Shakespeare’s own idea. We can see this again in Proteus’s soliloquy, which keeps minimizing the role of perception in the genesis of his desire for Silvia: 




She is fair; and so is Julia that I love, 

That I did love . . . 

(199) 




If Silvia is no more desirable objectively than Julia, her only advantage is that Valentine already desires her. Shakespeare undermines the predominance of sight in the expression love at first sight. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream as well, the two girls are said to be equally beautiful, which likewise reinforces the cases for mimetic desire. 




The dramatic context of this first mimetic desire and of many others in Shakespeare is the close and ancient friendship of the two protagonists. When Proteus is about to arrive in Milan, Valentine describes this friendship to Silvia and her father: 




I knew him as myself; for from our infancy 

We have convers’d and spent our hours together. 

(II, iv, 62–63) 




When two young men grow up together, they learn the same lessons, read the same books, play the same games, and agree on just about everything. They also tend to desire the same objects. This perpetual convergence is not incidental but essential to the friendship; it occurs so regularly and inevitably that it seems preordained by some supernatural fate; it really depends on a mutual imitation so spontaneous and constant that it remains unconscious. 

Eros cannot be shared in the same manner as a book, a bottle of wine, a piece of music, a beautiful landscape. Proteus is still doing what he has always done—imitating his friend, but this time the consequences are radically different. All of a sudden, with no advance warning, the attitude that has always nourished the friendship tears it apart. Thus imitation is a double-edged sword. At times it produces so much harmony that it can pass for the blandest and dullest of all human drives; at other times it produces so much strife that we refuse to recognize it as imitation. 

Shakespeare is fascinated by this ambivalence of imitation and shows at length the disturbing continuity between the attitude that fosters friendship and the one that destroys it. When Valentine was still in Verona, Proteus made an effort to involve him in his relationship with Julia. He wanted to prevent this friend from going away, and his first thought was Julia. Finding her attractive, he quite naturally felt that Valentine should share this attraction; he praised her beauty in the same manner as Valentine, in Milan, now praises Silvia. 

Whenever they do not see eye to eye, our two friends feel that something is wrong; each one tries to persuade the other that he should reorient his desire in such a way as to make it coincide with his own once again. Friendship is this perpetual coincidence of two desires. But envy and jealousy are exactly the same thing. The mimesis of desire is both the best of friendship and the worst of hatred. This transparent paradox plays an enormous role in the entire theater of Shakespeare. 

When Proteus finally left Verona, he did so, he claimed, in obedience to his father, but he had disobeyed this father before. The example of a friend is more persuasive than a father’s wishes. Proteus’s pride is wounded and needs an excuse that his father provides. This is a first illustration of something that we will see again and again in this study. Contrary to common belief, fathers as fathers count for very little in Shakespeare. Instead of being important in themselves, as in Freud, they serve as masks of mimetic desire. 

When he arrives in Milan, Proteus cannot help but recall Valentine’s indifference to Julia: 




My tales of love were wont to weary you; 

I know you joy not in a love-discourse. 

(126–27) 




Proteus is a little resentful of, but full of grudging admiration for, the independent spirit of his friend. This is the true reason why he left Verona after all. Valentine’s indifference has already undermined his desire for Julia. 




Proteus’s trip to Milan is a delayed imitation of Valentine; his sudden passion for Silvia is exactly the same thing. To surrender one’s erotic choice to a friend is more spectacular than to change one’s residence, but the imitative pattern is the same. If we examine the conversation that generates Proteus’s desire, right after his brief encounter with Silvia, we will see that the two phenomena have the same profile; after trying for a while to be his own man, Proteus cannot sustain the effort and all of a sudden succumbs to the influence of Valentine: 





  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
        Whas this the idol that you worship so? 
    

  

  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        Even she; is she not a heavenly saint? 
    

  

  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
        No; but she is an earthly paragon. 
    

  

  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        Call her divine. 
    

  

  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
                                  I will not flatter her. 
    

  

  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        O flatter me; for love delights in praises. 
    

  



(II, iv, 144–48) 




In a Christian context, to call someone an “idol” can be insulting. The word carries the connotation of false worship; a heavenly saint is justly honored rather than unjustly worshiped. 

Twice already Proteus has brought Silvia down to earth, but Valentine still wants her in heaven: 





  
    	
        [Valentine:] 
    
    	
        Yet, let her be a principality Sovereign to all the creatures of this world. 
    

  

  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
        Except my own mistress. 
    

  



(152–54) 




The last words frankly recognize the true reason for Proteus’s displeasure; too much praise of Silvia is an implicit rejection of Julia. Proteus wants a truce, but Valentine demands unconditional surrender: 





  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
                                         Sweet, except not any, Except thou wilt except against my love. 
    

  

  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
        Have I no reason to prefer mine own? 
    

  

  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        And I will help thee to prefer her too: She shall be dignified with this high honor— To bear my lady’s train, lest the base earth Should from her vesture chance to steal a kiss, And of so great a favor growing proud, Disdain to root the summer-swelling flow’r, And make rough winter everlastingly. 
    

  



(154–63) 




As he listens to this, Proteus must picture the dismal future that awaits him in the company of his pathetic Julia. He will be permanently overshadowed by the radiant couple to which humble homage shall have to be paid. Silvia happens to be the daughter of the reigning duke. The fact should not be overstressed, but it is worth mentioning. 

In his praise of Silvia, Valentine resorts primarily to religious metaphors. The traditional critics condemn this language as artificial. It applies to all women indifferently, they say, and it describes none in particular. Rhetoric is now fashionable once again but for the very reason, curiously, that made our predecessors dislike it: its apparent contempt for truth flatters our current complacency; we want a total divorce between language and reality and are so sure to find it in rhetoric that our nihilism is reassured. 

This divorce is less total than it seems. I readily agree that to call a woman “divine” does not describe her “as she really is.” Religious metaphors do not faithfully portray the beauty of a woman, but that is not their real purpose. We have already seen that the mimetic context makes physical appearance irrelevant. 

The debate is competitive and the metaphors are perfectly appropriate to their purpose. They are arranged on an ascending scale, suggesting higher and lower degrees of seductiveness. Julia is not really “a twinkling star”; Silvia is not “a celestial sun”; the rhetorical inflation is extreme, but it does not make these images less referential than a thermometer would be, if the numbers on it were multiplied by one hundred or one hundred thousand. Thus, even if she is not “sovereign to all the creatures of this world,” Silvia may well be a more desirable match than Julia. Even if Valentine does not really become an Olympian god after marrying her, he may tower high above the unfortunate Proteus and his mediocre mistress. 

Valentine uses this language so effectively that Proteus sounds more and more depressed. Whereas the former uses longer and longer sentences, the latter keeps speaking in brief and sullen outbursts. Earlier in Verona, Proteus had felt as glorious as Valentine does now; his love for Julia made him rich and other people poor. Now Valentine alone is rich, so rich that his enormous wealth turns his friend into a comparative pauper. 

Before he gives in to the magnetic attraction of Valentine’s desire, Proteus makes a last effort to save his own independent desire. But Valentine is implacable: 





  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        Pardon me, Proteus, all I can is nothing To her, whose worth makes other worthies nothing: She is alone. 
    

  

  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
                             Then let her alone. 
    

  

  
    	
        Valentine: 
    
    	
        Not for the world. Why, man, she is mine own, And I as rich in having such a jewel As twenty seas, if all their sand were pearl, The water nectar, and the rocks pure gold. 
    

  



(II, iv, 165–71) 




If we feel too painfully ostracized, the inaccessible world of our persecutors acquires a transcendental quality reminiscent of a specific religious experience, simultaneously archaic and modern, the kind in which the gods are more malevolent than benevolent. 

In plain language this time, Proteus hears that he has lost all importance in the eyes of his friend: 




Forgive me, that I do not dream on thee, 

Because thou seest me dote upon my love. 

(172–73) 




Love takes precedence over friendship. A devastated Proteus now feels dispossessed not only of his lover, Julia, and of his best friend, Valentine, but ultimately of his very self. The unconscious cruelty of Valentine has transformed Proteus into something like a medieval leper, an absolute pariah. 

A bottomless pit opens under his feet and, far above, the beautiful Silvia stands, in the company of an ecstatic Valentine. Were she willing to extend a helping hand to Proteus, she could bring him back to the shore of the living. Valentine has annihilated his friend but has also suggested the path of resurrection. Proteus is irresistibly led to reorient his own desire toward the higher divinity. 

The language of heaven and hell is the only pertinent one for what is happening to Proteus. At first Valentine resorted to it a little mechanically, but in the course of the conversation it acquires a formidable significance. The discussion dies down when Proteus is fully convinced by the idolatrous language of Valentine. He has been converted to the cult of Silvia. 




Unlike Proteus, Valentine seems immune to mimetic desire. In Verona he resists the desire of his friend; then in Milan, as far as we can tell, he falls in love with no outside help. His desire for Silvia has no visible model or intermediary of any kind. But this autonomous desire is a deceptive appearance, another mimetic illusion, paradoxically. Valentine is more complex than he seems; we just saw him praise Silvia most compulsively for the “benefit” of Proteus, while a little earlier he had praised Proteus no less compulsively for the benefit of Silvia and her father. If he had been as effective with her as he is with his friend, the two of them would have ended up in each other’s arms. The final result would then have been a disaster even worse than the one that Valentine does in fact bring about—the kind of disaster that actually comes to pass in some later plays, notably Troilus and Cressida. Valentine is an involuntary go-between who prefigures the deliberate go-between of the late comedies. He works so feverishly against his own interest that we wonder where his real desire lies. 

Does Valentine secretly relish the prospect of an amorous conjunction between his mistress and his best friend? This speculation is legitimate, even indispensable, but it must not lead us to substitute some psychoanalytical theory for the text of Shakespeare. The tool at our disposal can liberate us from the false dichotomy between normal and abnormal desire. 

We must never forget that Valentine and Proteus have a perfectly normal reason for trying to influence each other in favor of their respective mistresses: their childhood friendship. Choosing a wife is so important that a negative or even a lukewarm response on the part of a close friend makes us doubt the wisdom of our choice. We are not satisfied with perfunctory approval; we demand enthusiastic support. 

Valentine’s indifference to Julia first weakened and then destroyed Proteus’s desire for her. Understandably, Valentine seeks to avoid a parallel experience, and this is why he tries to persuade Proteus that Silvia is superior to Julia. Valentine’s faith in Silvia would be just as undermined as Proteus’s faith in Julia has been if Proteus’s reaction in Milan turned out to be the same as his own reaction earlier in Verona. Valentine’s excessive praise of Silvia is an effort to exorcise this peril. 

In order to wrench from Proteus the highest possible evaluation of Silvia, Valentine displays more confidence than he really possesses. This does not mean that he is indifferent to this pretty girl, but from this attraction to the fanatical cult that he publicly professes, there is a distance that could not be bridged without the paradoxical help of Proteus. Although Valentine’s choice of Silvia is not mimetically determined in the sense that Proteus’s is, his desire has a mimetic dimension that his excessive praise reveals. Valentine makes his desire more real than it is, in order to contaminate Proteus with it and turn this friend into an a posteriori mimetic model. 

We can see plainly the role of Valentine in convincing Proteus that Silvia is divine; the role of Proteus in convincing Valentine of the same idea is a little less visible but just as unquestionable. As the desire of Proteus for Silvia increases, so does Valentine’s own desire, and his rhetoric becomes livelier. 

Valentine’s strategy is far from exceptional; we are all able to observe other people practicing it around us and, if not too allergic to self-examination, we can even catch ourselves doing the same thing. Our desires are not really convincing until they are mirrored by the desires of others. Just below our fully explicit consciousness, we anticipate the reactions of our friends and try to channel them in the direction of our own uncertain choosing, the direction that our desire should steadfastly maintain in order not to seem mimetic at all. Such steadfastness is not the preordained affair that everybody assumes. With the help of his mimetically conditioned model, Valentine reinforces his still wobbling desire, thus turning into a “complete truth” the half-truth of his love of Silvia. 

Valentine’s appetite for the mimetic desire of Proteus is itself mimetic. The asymmetrical posture of the two friends does not destroy but creates the fundamental symmetry of their mimetic partnership. 




An observer with an interest in psychopathology will diagnose all sorts of “symptoms” in Valentine and Proteus that are still only faintly visible. These symptoms are far from imaginary since they will reappear in sharper outline in many later plays of Shakespeare, including Much Ado About Nothing, Twelfth Night, Troilus and Cressida, Othello, Cymbeline, and The Winter’s Tale. 

We can see something “sadistic” in Valentine when he excites Proteus’s envy, and something “masochistic” when he suffers from the backlash of that envy. We can call him an “exhibitionist” when he displays Silvia in front of Proteus; we can also diagnose in him the “latent homosexuality” discussed by Freud. None of this is irrelevant, but our intelligence of the play will be harmed rather than helped, if we let this psychiatric vocabulary detract us from the Shakespearean source of intelligibility, mimetic desire. 

A man cannot give a greater proof that a woman is desirable than by actually desiring her. It would be excessive to say that Proteus in Verona or Valentine in Milan actually wants his friend to fall in love with the woman he himself already loves. It is a fine line, however, between seeking the encouragement of a friend and pushing him and the woman into each other’s arms. 

When this line is visibly crossed, we feel that we are beyond a certain “perverse” or pathological threshold, but the fundamental situation has not changed, and the precise definition is in the eyes of the beholder. All I want to show, for the time being, is that it is always possible to bring the more or less “perverse” structure back to the very normal urge of the two childhood friends who imitate each other’s desires because they have always done so, and because such imitation has always reinforced both their respective desires and their common friendship. 

The same individual who does all he can to communicate his own desire to his friend will become insane with jealousy at the slightest sign of success. In the later Shakespeare this will be true even of the most deliberate and perverse go-between, Pandarus. We can already understand why: once the subject’s desire has been invigorated by the desire transplanted into the friend, this vigorous desire truly dreads the competition for which it yearned as long as it still lacked the vigor provided by the rivalry. 

Contrary to general belief, the presence of legible symptoms is no guarantee that a pathological interpretation is its own source of light. At all stages of the diachronic development, the mimetic perspective makes the greater sense. We can always trace all symptoms back to the traumatic experience of the mimetic double bind, the simultaneous discovery by Valentine and Proteus that, in addition to the usual imperative of friendship—imitate me—another imperative has mysteriously appeared: do not imitate me. All “pathological symptoms” are reactions to the friends’ inability to free themselves from this double bind or even to perceive it clearly. 

The innocent friendship and the mimetic paradox that destroys it are the most important truth; Pandarus, as we shall see, is only a mimetic caricature of that fundamental truth. Psychopathological considerations are legitimate as long as they do not take precedence. The perversion of desire is never its own origin in Shakespeare, but is mimetically derived from the initial double bind; the real source of intelligibility is never somewhere in our bodies, in instinctual drives. This is true as well of the most insightful Freud, if we interpret him in our own modern terms, but Freud is not aware of this, whereas Shakespeare is. 

The only way to escape from the mimetic double bind, the only radical solution, would be for both friends to renounce all possessive desire once and for all. The real choice is between tragic conflict and total renunciation, the Kingdom of God, the Golden Rule of the Gospels. This alternative is so frightening that Shakespearean heroes and heroines try to elude it, and therefore are condemned to the distortions and perversions of ever renewed mimetic duplications. The search for a compromise produces an unhealthy combination of things that are not supposed to be combined; renunciation becomes a parody of itself, tinged with the slipperiness of sexual perversion. Values and meanings that should remain separate contaminate each other, friendship and Eros, possessiveness and generosity, peace and war, love and hatred. 

Close to the end of the play, a most remarkable line of Valentine’s illustrates this fundamental ambiguity. It occurs just after Proteus attempts to rape Silvia. After her rescue, a general reconciliation follows during which the victorious Valentine, just reunited with his beloved, literally offers her to the would-be rapist: 




All that was mine in Silvia I give thee. 

(V, vi, 83) 




This largesse of Valentine not only disregards the sentiments of Silvia but rewards criminal behavior. Always inclined to believe that villains should be severely punished, the traditional critics are scandalized by Valentine’s excessive generosity. This severity does not understand that Valentine must share part of the blame for the treachery of his friend. At first, Valentine himself did not understand what his own mimetic teasing did to Proteus, but now he does and so is in no mood for self-righteous indignation. The only peaceful solution is to let the rival have the disputed object, Silvia. Valentine declares himself ready, like Abraham, to sacrifice his love on the altar of friendship. 

A repentant Valentine is trying to atone for his sin. In the context of selfless friendship, no ambiguity should remain. But our malaise persists; we want to interpret Valentine’s “excessive generosity” in terms of pure friendship, but it inevitably recalls his too effective job of advertising the beauty of Silvia. 

The two interpretations contradict each other, yet no choice is possible between them and no choice should be made. This Gordian knot is its own explanation, in the sense that any effort to bypass the mimetic double bind, short of total renunciation, must produce some kind of “monster,” a false reconciliation of entities that should remain irreconcilable. This ambivalence is quintessentially Shakespearean and becomes more pronounced with time. The double bind of mimetic love/hate is the trauma par excellence in Shakespeare and perverts the human relations that it does not violently destroy. 

Shakespearean ambivalence could be defined as a contamination of tragedy by the Golden Rule and of the Golden Rule by tragedy, an unholy mixture of the two. If we trust in the pseudo-science of sexual drives and instincts, not only do we lose the tragic dimension of all Shakespearean plays, but the sexual aspect itself becomes opaque and unintelligible. 




This double bind of mimetic desire is essential not only to The Two Gentlemen of Verona but to the entire work of Shakespeare. In my judgment, the critics’ blindness to it decisively vitiates their entire interpretation. It is the intellectual equivalent of the perverse desire in Shakespeare that is never openly discussed. Even those interpreters who ask sharp questions about the relationship of Valentine and Proteus finally dissolve the paradox instead of confronting it explicitly. 

This is the case with Anne Barton,² I believe, whom I find unusually perceptive, but who defines the conflict of the two friends as one of “friendship” versus “love.” This is exactly what it is not. The problem cannot be reduced to an opposition of concepts. 

Let us suppose that both Valentine and Proteus give up love for the sake of friendship. It really means that they are free to imitate each other again and, sooner or later, they will desire the same woman or some other object that they will not be able to share. Once again the friendship will be destroyed. Valentine and Proteus can be friends only by desiring alike and, if they do, they are enemies. Neither one can sacrifice friendship to love or love to friendship without sacrificing what he wants to retain and retaining what he wants to sacrifice. 

The conflict between friendship and love is a verbal swindle that falsely unravels the inextricable mimetic entanglement of the two. It reminds me of the French classical critics, great experts at hiding the nakedness of mimetic rivalry behind the noble draperies of fake ethical debates: honor versus love, passion against duty, and so forth. But the French are not the only culprits; everybody is doing the same thing and, as long as the fundamental role of mimetic rivalry remains unacknowledged, all interpretation of tragedy is bound to relapse into some version of the conceptual illusion. All critics finally camouflage tragedy behind irrelevant “values.” 

Tragedy is irreducible to conceptual differentiation, and no one shows this as powerfully as Shakespeare. He displays the mimetic double bind so conspicuously that he makes it difficult for his readers to elude it, and arouses red-hot anger in the critics who come too close to understanding what he is doing. When Thomas Rymer complained that Othello was about nothing or almost nothing, he told the truth.³ Shakespeare’s work lends itself less easily than most others to the concealment of the human predicament behind the conventions of humanistic chatter. 

Tragic antagonists do not fight about “values”; they desire the same objects and think the same thoughts. They do not select these objects fortuitously; it is not a matter of change, or caprice, or some inconsequential reason; it is not the fault of an economic system in which too many people must compete for too few objects. These heroes think alike and desire alike because they are dear friends and brothers in all senses of the word “brother.” 

When Aristotle defines tragedy as the conflict of those closely related to one another, we must not interpret this statement from a narrowly familial standpoint. Deep in the human psyche, mimetic rivalry reaches the identical essence of concord and discord in human affairs. 

Tragic inspiration, which is not limited to the writing of tragedy, begins with an acknowledgment of this stark reality. This is what we have in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. In the precious soliloquy of Proteus from which I have already abundantly quoted, we also find the following lines: 




Methinks my zeal to Valentine is cold, 

And that I love him not as I was wont: 

O, but I love his lady too too much 

And that’s the reason I love him so little. 

(II, iv, 203–6) 




This passage is not particularly beautiful or striking; our appetite for subtlety and opacity finds the message too simple and obvious. Yet it outlines a genesis of human conflict that is certainly present “in real life” and that also constitutes the substance not only of Shakespeare’s theater but of all great theater. 

The mimetic rivalry of Valentine and Proteus provides the comedy with its plot; such rivalry is the staple of dramatic and novelistic literature. The only people who give it its due are the great creative writers, the tragic poets of Greece, Shakespeare and Cervantes, Molière and Racine, Dostoyevski and Proust, and very few others. Only the great masterpieces of Western theater and fiction acknowledge the primacy of mimetic rivalry. 

Most curiously, literary critics never pay the slightest attention to this; they take it for granted. Their theoretical disquisitions are influenced less by literary texts than by philosophers and social scientists systematically blind to what really interests Shakespeare, which seems commonplace in their eyes. Mimetic rivalry has never appeared in the conceptual schemes of philosophers, psychologists, sociologists, psychoanalysts, or even polemologists, specialists of conflict. And all theoreticians of imitation from Plato and Aristotle to Gabriel Tarde, all the modern experimental students of imitative behavior, have missed the transparent but essential paradox of conflictual mimesis. 

Students of conflict devise many theories about the nature and origin of human discord without ever taking mimetic rivalry into account. If no human being is the culprit, then it must be an idea or perhaps some chemical substance—something fundamentally alien to what the friendship and the friends intrinsically are. They look for some principle of human aggression buried deep in our genes; they consult our hormones; they invoke Mars, Oedipus, and the unconscious; they curse the repressiveness of families and other social institutions; but they never mention mimetic rivalry. This is the scandal of human relations that most of us elude because it offends our optimistic view of those relations. We take it for granted that such conflict is the exception, and harmony the rule, among men, especially among such excellent friends as Proteus and Valentine. 

Tragic writers see things differently. Instead of shunning what most of us studiously avoid, they focus obsessively on it; even this early comedy already contains many lines that indirectly define the tragic paradox. When he catches Proteus raping Silvia, Valentine exclaims: 




O times most accurst! 

’Mongst all foes that a friend should be the worst! 

(V, iv, 71–72) 




This is not rhetorical hyperbole but a thinly veiled formulation of what the play is really about, the uncanny proximity, even identity, of mimetic friendship and mimetic hatred. Throughout his entire career, Shakespeare will portray friends and brothers who turn enemies for no reason visible to a nonmimetic observer. The reverse is also true: deadly enemies become intimate friends for no visible reason either. 

If it proves true that amongst all foes a friend must be the worst, it should follow that amongst all friends a foe should be the best. If this last paradox sounds like an exaggeration, then listen to what happens in Coriolanus, the last of Shakespeare’s great tragedies. Instead of two close friends who become enemies and then friends once again, Coriolanus and Aufidius are two fierce warriors and deadly rivals who become close friends for a while. When his exasperated fellow citizens finally banish the invincible but overbearing Coriolanus, this hero turns for help to Aufidius, the military leader of the Volces, with whom he has been fighting fiercely for years. In a soliloquy he justifies his daring appeal to his arch enemy on the ground that extreme love and extreme hatred are unstable sentiments, always likely to change into each other: 




O world, thy slippery turn! Friends now fast sworn, 

Whose double bosoms seem to wear one heart, 

Whose heart, whose bed, whose meal and exercise 

Are still together, who twin, as ’twere, in love 

Unseparable, shall within this hour, 

On a dissension of a doit, break out 

To bitterest enmity; so fellest foes, 

Whose passions and whose plots have broke their sleep 

To take the one the other, by some chance, 

Some trick not worth an egg, shall grow dear friends 

And interjoin their issues. 

(IV, iv, 12–22) 




The event confirms the speculation of Coriolanus; seeing that they are very much alike and that they love exactly the same things, the two enemies fall into each other’s arms. Aufidius entrusts to Coriolanus the command of a military expedition against Rome. And very quickly, of course, the rival ambitions reawaken and Aufidius ends up murdering his mimetic rival, whom he loves and hates with equal intensity. 

The structure of conflict is the same in the comedies and in the tragedies. The only difference lies in the mode of resolution, which can be violent or nonviolent for reasons of dramatic convenience. 

All our theories of conflict and even our language reflect the common-sense view that the more intense the conflict, the wider the separation between the antagonists. The tragic spirit operates on the opposite principle: the more intense the conflict, the less room for difference in it. Shakespeare formulates this central mimetic truth in many diverse ways; as soon as we read them in a mimetic light, their rationality becomes evident. What is true of Valentine and Proteus or of Coriolanus and Aufidius, in Antony and Cleopatra is also true of Caesar and Marc Antony: 




. . . that which is the strength of their amity shall prove the immediate author of their variance. 

(II, vi, 155–57) 




To be fully satisfying, our interpretation of The Two Gentlemen of Verona needs a slight rectification. For the sake of my demonstration, I exaggerated somewhat the mimetic symmetry of the two protagonists, which is not always perfect—far from it; a more balanced view must prevail. 

The symmetry is not imaginary, but it has not yet triumphed in this early play to the extent that it will in the later Shakespeare. It manifests itself powerfully, but in an uneasy combination with its own opposite, which is an asymmetrical conception of the two heroes. The author seems to vacillate between two diametrically opposed ideas of his own comedy. 

At certain moments we feel that the two protagonists are equally affected by mimetic desire, and their reciprocity or symmetry is perfect. At other moments the “bad” mimetic desire seems to belong to Proteus exclusively, and its badness provides the dark background upon which the unsubstantial goodness of Valentine seems to acquire being. When this happens, Proteus becomes a conventional villain, and Valentine a conventional hero. 

A more mature Shakespeare would undermine more resolutely this conventional dissymmetry of Valentine and Proteus; he would deconstruct the hero/villain dichotomy more thoroughly than he does in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. This early work still hesitates between, on the one hand, a traditional comedy in which envy, jealousy, and the other bad (mimetic) sentiments belong exclusively to Proteus and, on the other hand, a more radically Shakespearean play in which Valentine’s mimetic teasing of Proteus is the exact equivalent of Proteus’s treachery. 

The existing play partakes of both the old comic pattern that hides the mimetic reciprocity behind scapegoats, and the radically mimetic conception that will triumph in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I have emphasized what belongs to the Shakespearean future in this play, rather than what it retains of a theatrical tradition that a more experienced Shakespeare will later discard resolutely and completely. 


1. All citations to Shakespeare’s works refer to The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974). 




2. Introduction to The Two Gentlemen of Verona in The Riverside Shakespeare, 143–46. 




3. Thomas Rymer, “Against Othello,” from A Short View of Tragedy, quoted in J. Frank Kermode, ed., Four Centuries of Shakespearean Criticism (New York: Avon Books, 1965), 461–69. 
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ENVY OF SO RICH A THING 




Collatine and Tarquin in The Rape of Lucrece 




Mimetic desire is not a passing fad with the young Shakespeare; it is the structure of human relations not only in his plays but in The Rape of Lucrece, a poem published in 1594, the year most often proposed for The Two Gentlemen of Verona. 

At the end of the comedy, you will recall, Proteus attempts to rape Silvia but does not succeed; Valentine shows up just in time. In the poem a brutal rape is effectively carried out: it is really the same rape, the same mimetic rape. Just as Valentine had praised Silvia in front of Proteus, so Lucrece’s husband, Collatine, unwisely praises his beautiful and virtuous wife in front of Tarquin, with similar results. 

The Rape of Lucrece is a tragic version of the comedy: the comedy is a comic version of the poem. We do not really know which came first. Many people believe that the comedy did, and a comparison of the two works supports this view. I will assume that this chronological sequence is correct, but my interpretation is not really dependent on any such sequence; if the accepted sequence happened to be disproved, only minor adjustments would be required. 

Like the comedy, the poem defines mimetic desire, but so carefully and accurately this time that no doubt is possible: 




Perchance his [Collatine’s] boast of Lucrece’s sov’reignty 

Suggested this proud issue of a king [Tarquin]; 

For by our ears our hearts oft tainted be; 

Perchance that envy of so rich a thing, 

Braving compare, disdainfully did sting 

His high-pitched thoughts that meaner men should vaunt 

That golden hap which their superiors want. 

(36–42) 




What seems decisive to me here is the conjunction of two essential words; one is “envy,” of course, Shakespeare’s main word for mimetic desire, and the other is “suggested.” If for some reason the expression mimetic desire does not suit you, if you find it un-Shakespearean, you can substitute Shakespeare’s own term, suggested desire. In the present context the two are equivalent. 

They are not synonymous, however. Suggested desire is unambiguous but, as a student of this desire myself, I must express some reservations. Too much passivity is implied; no one can receive desire ready-made from someone else; even the most receptive subject must actively collaborate with his mediator. No individual can generate mimetic desire in another single-handedly; desire constantly turns mimetic, even in Shakespeare, with no encouragement or even knowledge on the part of the models. There are sound reasons, I believe, for saying mimetic or imitative rather than suggested desire. 

I can understand, though, why Shakespeare used this last expression; it is particularly well suited to the specific modality of mimesis that predominates in his work; like Valentine, Collatine does all he can to contaminate his rival with his desire; he too is a successful agent provocateur: 




For he the night before, in Tarquin’s tent 

Unlock’d the treasure of his happy state; 

What priceless wealth the heavens had him lent 

In the possession of his beauteous mate; 

Reck’ning his fortune at such high proud rate 

       That kings might be espoused to more fame, 

       But king no peer to such a peerless dame. 

(15–21) 




Discreet though they are, the words evoke a vivid representation of feminine beauty, an indecent exhibition that prefigures the actual rape. “He . . . unlocked the treasure of his happy state” sounds as if Collatine were undressing Lucrece in the midst of his fellow soldiers. Images are conjured up that Tarquin cannot chase from his mind. 

Collatine’s impulse seems irrational, and yet a weird rationality pervades it, a mad but rigorous logic, analogous to the cold frenzy of a speculator convinced that he must risk everything in order to achieve the greatest gain. The proudest men want to possess the most desirable objects; they cannot be certain that they have done so, as long as empty flattery alone glorifies their choice; they need more tangible proof, the desire of other men, as numerous and prestigious as possible. They must recklessly expose their richest treasure to these desires. 

If too securely possessed, even the greatest and rarest possessions—wife, mistress, fortune, kingdom, superior knowledge, everything—lose their appeal. Like a gambler, anxious desire desperately attempts to rejuvenate itself. The later qualification of Collatine as a “niggard prodigal” (79) refers not only to his language but to his entire project, to the simultaneously reckless and avaricious folly that the praise of his wife represents: 




Beauty itself doth of itself persuade: 

The eyes of men without an orator; 

What needeth then apology be made 

To set forth that which is so singular? 

Or why is Collatine the publisher 

       Of that rich jewel he should keep unknown 

       From thievish ears because it is his own? 

(29–35) 




The happy possessor of a perfect wife should be no less discreet, even secretive, than the priest of some sacred mystery. Collatine the publisher reaps what he has sown. Shakespeare does not simply shift the blame for the rape from one man to another; he makes both men coresponsible authors of a crime for which they swiftly punish each other. 

Only in the glare of envy can a Collatine truly appreciate the beauty of his wife. To him, envy is the aphrodisiac par excellence, the true philter of love. Tarquin’s desire is envious, but so is Collatine’s. His envy of Tarquin’s envy makes him just as mimetic as this rival, identical with him. The difference between hero and villain is undermined. 




We can see this Shakespearean fascination once again when Lucrece tries to persuade Tarquin not to rape her. One of her arguments is that, given his highly visible position, Tarquin’s mimetic passion is bound to breed an enormous amount of imitation: 




       For princes are the glass, the school, the book, 

       Where subjects’ eyes do learn, do read, do look. 




“And wilt thou be the school where Lust shall learn? 

Must he in thee read lectures of such shame? 

Wilt thou be glass wherein it shall discern 

Authority for sin, warrant for blame, 

To privilege dishonor in thy name?” 

(615–21) 




The beginning of the poem is a vast authorial aside on the most frequent mimetic pattern in all of Shakespeare; it suggests a possible reason for Shakespeare’s decision to write a narrative poem rather than a play. If narrative poetry seems the wrong medium for theoretical observations on mimetic desire, the theater is even worse. A playwright can comment on his own drama only through some character in it whom he must endow with an excessive capacity for self-examination. Who ever heard a young man acknowledge, as Proteus practically does, the nonspontaneous nature of his “love at first sight”? In the poem the main comments occupy the same spot, mutatis mutandis, as Proteus’s soliloquy, right after the birth of his mimetic desire; they are a longer and richer version of the previous soliloquy. In a play, these comments would have to be placed in Tarquin’s mouth, which would be awkward, to say the least. That may be the reason, or one reason, why Shakespeare chose to write a narrative poem at this juncture, rather than a play. 

More than ever we see that mimetic desire is no alien entity in the work of Shakespeare; it is not a “critical tool” that I, the critic, would be applying to this work from the outside. The author’s comments are a continuation and an expansion of what he had begun in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, a reflection on what he finds most remarkable in his own work. 




The poem begins with the mad rush of Tarquin back to Rome for the sole purpose of raping Lucrece: 




From the besieged Ardea all in post 

Borne by the trustless wings of false desire, 

Lust-breathed Tarquin leaves the Roman host, 

And to Collatium bears the lightless fire, 

Which in pale embers hid, lurks to aspire, 

         And girdle with embracing flames the waist 

         Of Collatine’s fair love, Lucrece the chaste. 

(1–7) 




This desire is “false” because Tarquin borrowed it from his mediator Collatine. This does not mean that somewhere in this poem a true desire exists that could be victoriously opposed to the false desire of the rapist. 

Romantic and modern ideologies have always promoted either a “true love” or, nowadays, a “real desire” that provides us with a badge of spontaneity. Intensity and authenticity are supposed to go hand in hand. Mimetic desire is regarded as weak on the ground that it is merely a copy and that copies never come up to the level of the original. These views are so ingrained with us that, unconsciously, we might easily apply them to Shakespeare and badly distort him in the process. The desires of Proteus and Tarquin are as irresistible as they are false. Mimetic desire is the most intense desire, the substance of tragedy as well as comedy. 

In both The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Rape of Lucrece, the mimetic teasing of the rival by the husband or lover is couched in a somewhat conventional language. Shakespeare will soon forge a more personal idiom, but he will still focus on the same phenomenon, or rather on the same group of phenomena. The whole theme of the foolish husband who causes his own cuckoldry by advertising his wife’s charms has a slightly archaic ring, reminiscent of folk wisdom, but it is also quintessentially Shakespearean. 

The stereotyped elements of these early works must not lead us to minimize their importance; our mimetic perspective will make the continuity with the later masterpieces obvious. Shakespeare selects the plots with the greatest mimetic potential. In the later plays the words will be different, but the phenomenon behind the words the same. 




In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Proteus had met Silvia only a few seconds before he fell in love with her, but at least he had seen her. This is not true of Tarquin, who has never laid eyes on his future victim when he leaves for Rome with criminal intentions in his heart. A later stanza explicitly confirms this amazing ignorance of the rapist; when Tarquin finally sees Lucrece, it must be for the first time, since he finds her even more beautiful that her husband’s words had led him to expect: 




Now thinks he that her husband’s shallow tongue, 

The niggard prodigal that prais’d her so, 

In that high task hath done her beauty wrong, 

Which far exceeds his barren skill to show. 

Therefore that praise which Collatine doth owe, 

        Enchanted Tarquin answers with surmise, 

        In silent wonder of still-gazing eyes. 

(78–84) 




The critics usually condemn this poem as artificial and false. Its uncanny beginning has a lot to do with this condemnation. My purpose is not to “rehabilitate” the poem as a “work of art.” A more mature Shakespeare would have done things differently, no doubt, but the question of aesthetic quality should not obscure the enigma of this beginning. Why did Shakespeare choose to contradict so blatantly our sense of the possible and the impossible in matters of desire? 

When he wrote The Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare was fast turning into the playwright whom we regard as unsurpassed for his knowledge of the human heart. If the genesis of Tarquin’s passion is as extravagant as it seems to us, how could the author, on the threshold of supreme genius, make such a mistake? What does this poem teach us about his conception of desire, and about our own? 

The enigma is made more intriguing by a remarkable discrepancy between the poem and its source, Livy’s History of Rome. (I, 57–59), which Shakespeare’s “Argument” does not attempt to hide: 




Lucius Tarquinius (for his excessive pride surnamed superbus) . . . went, accompanied with his sons and other noblemen of Rome, to besiege Ardea; during which siege the principal men of the army, meeting one night at the tent of Sextus Tarquinius, the King’s son, in their discourses after supper every one commended the virtues of his own wife; among whom Collatinus extolled the incomparable chastity of his wife Lucretia. In that pleasant humor, they all posted to Rome, and intending by their secret and sudden arrival to make trial of that which every one had before avouched, only Collatinus finds his wife (though it was late at night) spinning amongst her maids; the other ladies were all found dancing and revelling, or in several disports; whereupon the noblemen yielded Collatinus the victory, and his wife the fame. At that time Sextus Tarquinius being inflamed with Lucrece’s beauty, yet smothering his passions for the present, departed himself back to the camp; from whence he shortly after privily withdrew himself, and was (according to his estate) royally entertained and lodged by Lucrece at Collatium. The same night he treacherously stealeth into her chamber, violently ravish’d her, and early in the morning speedeth away. . . .¹ 




Livy’s Tarquin falls in love with Lucrece only after meeting her, after ascertaining that she is truly the most virtuous and beautiful of all Roman matrons. In Livy as in Shakespeare, Collatine’s praise comes first, but it is not presented as the cause of Tarquin’s criminal project. Livy is closer than Shakespeare to our own common-sense view of desire. Why should Shakespeare go out of his way to distort Livy in a manner that we find outrageous and unbelievable? 

The strange genesis of Tarquin’s desire confirms what the similarities between the tragic poem and The Two Gentlemen of Verona already suggest: the young Shakespeare wants to make mimetic desire manifest, wants us to focus our attention upon it; it is not enough for him quietly to exploit its resources. By doing away with all visual contact between subject and object before the birth of Tarquin’s desire, Shakespeare makes it more inescapably mimetic than it would be, if he had faithfully followed Livy. 

Even the briefest acquaintance with the object before the birth of a desire can be used against the mimetic interpretation of this desire. This is the whole idea of love at first sight, which remains a possibility in the comedy but not in the poem. Shakespeare wrote the poem as he did in order to remove that possibility. There can be no other reason for his modifying Livy in this way. 

If we assume that The Two Gentlemen of Verona came first, we can also assume that Shakespeare was disappointed by the public’s indifference to the mimetic nature of Proteus’s desire. In order to compel attention, he decided to write a work in which mimetic desire would be generated “sight unseen,” so to speak, on the sole basis of the mediator’s influence. He turned the love at first sight of the previous work into a love at no sight at all. 




Shakespeare distorts his Latin source in The Rape of Lucrece, but this distortion, paradoxically, reveals something essential about the original text. A mimetic interpreter can point to telltale signs of mimetic rivalry in Livy; the contest between the warrior husbands is not about the beauty of their wives but about their virtue; it is no courtly debate but a matter of personal honor for these men and therefore a deadly serious quarrel. The disorderly life-style of the wives (save for Lucrece) also suggests some societal turmoil in which the women are involved, not unlike Euripides’ Bacchae. 

These signs are characteristic of a mythical or quasi-mythical text. All these themes ultimately lead to the expulsion of the last king of Rome, which is also the founding of the Republic. Mimetic theory interprets myths as necessarily distorted accounts of some victimage that reunites a community disrupted by mimetic rivalry. A scapegoat effect is only indirectly visible in such texts; it is always camouflaged, at least in part, because of the generative role that it plays in regard to these same texts. 

The interpreter must observe the possible contradiction between the official message according to which Tarquin alone is violent, and the indirect clues that point to violence among all warriors prior to the destruction of the monarchy. The idea of the contest minimizes this violence of the other warriors, and the theme of a single rape committed by Tarquin alone maximizes the violence of this scapegoat. No interpretation of a single mythical text can be sufficiently demonstrative in isolation; a comparative method must be used. This is not the place for a full exploration of this subject, of course; I refer readers to my works on mythology.² 

Shakespeare reduces the collective crisis suggested by Livy to the proportions of a private conflict between Collatine and Tarquin, but he shows his flair for the reciprocal violence behind the myth. Even the emphasis on Lucrece’s husband is not without textual foundation. Why does Collatine appear so prominently in Livy? Why is he the only warrior whose name is mentioned? The poem gives a powerful answer to these questions, a mimetic answer. Shakespeare makes fully explicit something that the myth suggests between the lines, the violent undifferentiation before and behind the differential structure of scapegoating. 

Livy writes his account from the perspective of the scapegoaters, the standard mythical perspective. Tarquin alone is supposed to be violent, but the indirect clues point the other way—the way of all genuinely tragic poetry; Shakespeare partially deconstructs the republican scapegoating of Tarquin, since he distributes the violence equally between the rapist and the husband, since he chooses the nondifference of violent reciprocity over the mythical difference of scapegoating. Shakespeare interprets all mythical sources as hidden repositories of mimetic rivalry—a superior insight, in my view, that even the purely fictional elements in the poem actualize. 

In The Rape of Lucrece Shakespeare already does what he will do in all his plays: he undifferentiates his protagonists, brings us closer to the violent matrix of mythical themes, the collective violence of spontaneous victimage that will be fully revealed in Julius Caesar.³ There is a power already in his tragic interpretation of Livy that the flat empiricism of historians, philologists, and even structural anthropologists cannot emulate or even acknowledge. 




Never again, after The Rape of Lucrece, did Shakespeare try to force his awareness of mimetic desire upon a reluctant public. He understood the second time what he had failed to understand the first: the uselessness of the whole enterprise. The poem was reasonably successful, but less so than Venus and Adonis, which does not contain any mimetic desire and may have been written before Shakespeare discovered this phenomenon. 

Yet Shakespeare never gave up mimetic desire. If he had, the plays that we admire would seem much less admirable and we would not know why. To a dramatic genius, conflictual mimesis is no optional trick, something that could be discarded without affecting the essential quality of his works. The entanglements of comic misunderstanding cannot be anything but mimetic, and the same is true of the irreducible conflicts of tragedy. Without this ingredient, no representation of human turmoil can be satisfactory, but a writer must not point to this truth too conspicuously, must not compel his readers to see what they prefer not to see. If they feel uncomfortable, they will find all sorts of pretexts for disparaging the offending piece of literature, without ever mentioning the real cause of their hostility, without really even detecting it. 

Beginning with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare adopted a strategy perfectly suited to the type of resistance that too much mimetic revelation is bound to provoke. The allergy to mimetic knowledge is such, as a rule, that as long as an alternate explanation is available, mimesis does not have to be carefully disguised. Even if it is as flimsy and nonsensical as the fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or the inevitable love at first sight, the false explanation will be universally embraced. 

In the succeeding chapters we will examine the growing complexity of mimetic patterns in Shakespeare, first in the comedies that follow The Rape of Lucrece, and then in some tragedies; all these plays are examples of what may be called Shakespeare’s dual technique of mimetic revelation and dissimulation. We will see that they can be hilariously explicit, but always in such a way that those who hate to acknowledge this phenomenon will never find the slightest trace of it in his plays. Beginning with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare handles his precious but dangerous science of desire in such skillful fashion that its enormous role everywhere in his theater has remained undiscovered to this day. 


1. The Riverside Shakespeare, p. 1722. 




2. See René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977); “To Double Business Bound”: Essays on Literature, Mimesis and Anthropology (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); The Scapegoat (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1988). 




3. See chapters 21–25. 



3 




THE COURSE OF TRUE LOVE 




The Four Lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




A Midsummer Night’s Dream is popular with theater audiences all over the world but unpopular, as a rule, with the more philosophical critics. They like the poetry of rural England but they dislike the love rhetoric, which they declare artificial. They look in vain for intellectual and spiritual nourishment. George Orwell observed that this “most actable play” is one of the least admired in the theater of Shakespeare, and he obviously found nothing admirable in it.¹ The tradition behind this disdain goes back very far into the past. After attending a performance of the play, Samuel Pepys commented in his diary that “it is the most insipid ridiculous play that ever I saw in my life.” 

The three subplots seem equally pointless. The mindless lover are not even responsible for what they do; Puck, the hobgoblin, Oberon’s lieutenant, keeps pouring his love juice “in the wrong eyes.” Who really cares for jealousies and infidelities that have nothing to do with “true love”? Who really cares for the antics of some local bumpkins preposterously rehearsing a wretched caricature of a drama for the wedding feast of Theseus, duke of Athens? The only link between the two stories is the tenuous fairy tale, but the connection seems purely formal, empty of significant content. 

My own view of the play is different: I regard A Midsummer Night’s Dream as Shakespeare’s first mature masterpiece, a veritable explosion of genius. The action has no direct ethical “relevance,” but a play can be interesting on other grounds. It can deal with incoherence and yet be coherent as a work of art and as an intellectual statement. Greek tragedy perpetually deals with chaos but is far from chaotic. At first glance, Shakespeare seems to have invented the caprices of his lovers at random, with no purpose in mind, but their genius for desiring at cross-purposes is too infallible to result from chance. They always select the course that holds the greatest potential for frustration and conflict. 

For this miracle in reverse, there must be some explanation. The name of the magical flower supposedly responsible for all mischief, “love-in-idleness,” suggests that the young aristocrats portrayed in the main subplot are spoiled adolescents; social and even political implications are not lacking in this play. I do not think, however, that their role is paramount. The lovers themselves explain the night’s events through the actions of the fairies, and we must take their explanation with a grain of salt even within the context of the comedy. The play itself suggests something more plausible. 

My readers will immediately guess what I have in mind. The midsummer night is mimetic, but in a more complex manner than the plots of the earlier works. Instead of a single relationship, we have an entangled web of mimetic interaction, a long escalation of rivalry so fierce at the climax that it turns to violent chaos. As soon as the whole structure hits bottom, however, it bounces back toward the light, and a happy end is in sight. 

When we read the play in its own mimetic light, we can dispense with the love potion and account for every incident most satisfactorily. The play, then, ceases to be the mosaic of heterogeneous themes that the critics have always portrayed. It becomes a single dynamic process embracing all three subplots, a constantly worsening formlessness suddenly turning back into orderly form. A tour de force of dramatic organization, it is also a dazzling feat of linguistic virtuosity. Here mimetic desire, instead of being defined explicitly, as in the works already discussed, speaks through the seemingly insignificant rhetoric of the lovers that blossoms once in a while into supremely enlightening puns. 

This is the work in which the mimetic desire that governs human relations in Shakespeare was fully mastered for the first time and dramatized as a global system, the source of all social integration as well as disintegration. Behind its frivolous appearance, this play constitutes a stupendous theory not only of the conflictual side of mimesis but of its cohesive power, which manifests itself as ritual and theater. 

Oberon, Titania, the other fairies, and the whole fantastic subplot are the mythical dream generated by the mimetic interplay in the two other subplots. Shakespeare turns his play into an immensely powerful interpretation of its own dramatic trickery as mythical morphogenesis. As the hysteria of the night increases, it produces monstrous hallucinations that ultimately trigger the apparition of the fairies, both among the craftsmen rehearsing their mimetic play and among the lovers rehearsing their mimetic grievances against one another. 

This chapter and the next four are dedicated primarily but not exclusively to the disorderly dimension of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Thereafter I will return to this play a first time after my examination of Troilus and Cressida and a second time after we learn about sacrifice from Julius Caesar. Only then will I be able to deal with the ritual dimension of the play, the rebirth in it of sacrificial order. Only then will I be able to defend my overall thesis regarding this prodigious comedy. It is the work in which the Shakespearean focus on mimetic desire broadens into a total anthropological vision. Magical religion is the most pervasive and perfect mask of mimetic interaction, the original mask, human culture itself. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the mask is lifted. This play should be compulsory reading for all modern anthropologists. 




To demonstrate this thesis, I must first point up the similarities with The Two Gentlemen of Verona. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is in some ways a more complex and systematic illustration of the principle that already governed its predecessor. 

In the first comedy we had a father who was also a duke and who tried to prevent the marriage of his daughter with the hero, Valentine. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the father and the duke are separate characters but join forces against Hermia who, just like Silvia, has decided to marry Lysander against the wishes of her father. If she refuses to marry Demetrius, Hermia must either die or spend the rest of her life in a pagan equivalent of the traditional convent. After this formidable edict, the father figures majestically depart and play no further role in the affairs of the younger generation. Like Valentine and Silvia in the first play, Hermia and Lysander decide to elope. 

Being in no hurry, they indulge in a little lyrical poetry until they are interrupted by Helena, who listens avidly as her good friend Hermia proudly and excitedly tells her about the planned elopement. Hermia confides in her friend for the same reason as Valentine confides in Proteus. All these mimetic lovers are looking for mimetic gratification and, in the process, they provide their imitators and rivals with weapons that are invariably turned against the providers. 

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona Valentine tells Proteus about his intention to elope, and this treacherous friend rushes to the duke with this hot information. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the traitor is Helena, who goes straight to Demetrius. Demetrius is in love with Hermia and will follow her wherever she goes. Helena, in turn, is in love with Demetrius and follows him wherever he goes. Thus two disgruntled lovers will accompany Lysander and Hermia at all times during the night, eager to stir up discord. Just as Valentine was responsible, at least in part, for the hostile interventions that spoiled his love affair, so Hermia is responsible, in part, for the disruption of her relationship with Lysander and for the whole turmoil of the midsummer night. 




At the beginning of the night both Lysander and Demetrius are furiously in love with Hermia; the possibility that either one could forsake her seems preposterous. “True love” is the author’s official perspective in this play; it goes without saying that all lovers are supposed to remain eternally faithful to each other. Yet almost immediately the unthinkable happens. Lysander abandons Hermia and falls in love with Helena. Hermia has just entrusted her reputation, even her life, to this young man and now, with no advance warning, callously taking advantage of her sleep, he leaves her alone on the ground, a potential prey to the wild beasts of the forest. This beastly behavior should disqualify Lysander as a “true lover” unless, of course, it can be shown that he was not in his right mind when he sinned so grievously against “true love.” The magical love potion of Puck solves this problem. With fairies at his disposal, there is little that a smart playwright cannot do. 

Events are fast moving during the midsummer night: before we can recover from the shock of Lysander’s infidelity, Demetrius likewise forgets Hermia and falls in love with Helena. Just a moment before, he was mistreating the poor girl abominably, insulting her vociferously, but now, with equal vociferousness, the two boys celebrate her heavenly beauty. When something that seemed hardly believable the first time it occurred almost immediately occurs a second time, our astonishment greatly increases—unless, of course, we realize that the repetition is due to mimicry, in which case our astonishment evaporates. The believers in “true love” have a great capacity for faith and never suspect the possibility of mimicry in the realm of passionate sentiments. Given the slightest opportunity, they will always embrace love potions as an explanation in preference to mimetic desire. Shakespeare does not want to upset their faith, so he has a second round of “love-in-idleness.” 

If we take the trouble to read the text, we shall find clues to a more cynical interpretation everywhere. The first thing to observe is that, even though the two boys are never in love with any girl for very long, both of them at any given time are always in love with the same girl. We can also observe great similarities in their two discourses, which remain unchanged when both of them shift from one girl to the other, except, of course, for the minor adjustments required by the fact that Helena is a tall blonde, whereas Hermia is short and dark-haired. Here Lysander speaks: 




Content with Hermia? No, I do repent 

The tedious minutes I with her have spent. 

Not Hermia but Helena I love. 

Who will not change a raven for a dove? 

The will of man is by his reeason sway’d; 

And reason says you are the worthier maid. 

(II, ii, 111–16) 




Lysander and Demetrius are both firmly convinced that their new love at first sight is the most spontaneous and rational move they ever made. This “rationality” is even less convincing than the love juice of Puck. In his desperate effort to catch up with Lysander, Demetrius sounds even more bombastic and stereotyped, but the difference is not worth mentioning: 




O Helen, goddess, nymph, perfect, divine! 

To what my love shall compare thine eyne? 

Crystal is muddy. O, how ripe in show 

These lips, those kissing cherries, tempting grow! 

That pure congealed white, high Taurus’ snow 

Fann’d with the easter wind, turns to a crow 

When thou hold’st up thy hand. O, let me kiss 

This princess of pure white, this seal of bliss! 

(III, ii, 137–44) 




The critics do not go so far as to assume that Shakespeare himself believed in the fairies, but they feel that he really structured his comedy around them, which is almost as bad. They mistake A Midsummer Night’s Dream for a fantastic play. But in spite of its fairies, this work is supremely realistic; everything in it makes sense in terms of a mimetic logic that can be easily deduced from the various incidents. Let us begin with Demetrius, whose case is most obvious: he imitates Lysander because Lysander took Hermia away from him, and like all defeated rivals, he is horribly mediated by his victorious opponent. His desire for Hermia remains intense as long as Lysander provides it with a model; as soon as Lysander shifts to Helena, Demetrius also shifts. This perfect parrot is a more comic version of Proteus. Imitation is so compulsive with him that, were there a third girl in the group, he would certainly fall in love with her, but not before Lysander did. 

What about Lysander himself? When he shifts to Helena, he has no possible model, since no one is in love with the poor girl. Does that mean that his desire is truly spontaneous? To persuade ourselves that it is not, we must turn to what happened before the play begins. The first scene summarizes what must be called the prehistory of the midsummer night. It is a tale of erotic substitutions and betrayals like the events in the play itself. The information is given succinctly and has no dramatic impact; the only possible reason for having it at all is the light that it sheds on the systematic nature of all erotic shenanigans among the four lovers. 

In the beginning Helena was in love with Demetrius and Demetrius with her. This happy state of affairs did not last. The gentle Helena explains in a soliloquy that her love affair was destroyed by Hermia: 




For ere Demetrius look’d on Hermia’s eyne, 

He hail’d down oaths that he was only mine; 

And when this hail some heat from Hermia felt, 

So he dissolved, and show’rs of oaths did melt. 

(I, 1, 242–45) 




Why should Hermia attempt to seduce Demetrius away from her best friend? Since Hermia now wants to marry the other boy, Lysander, she could not be motivated by genuine “true love.” What else could it be? Do we have to ask? The mimetic nature of the enterprise is suggested by the close similarity, once again, with The Two Gentlemen of Verona. Hermia and Helena are the same type of friends as Valentine and Proteus: they have lived together since infancy; they have been educated together; they always act, think, feel, and desire alike. 

In our prehistory we have a first mimetic triangle like the one in The Two Gentlemen, with the genders reversed. Helena is the Valentine of the new comedy, Hermia its Proteus, and Demetrius a more treacherous Silvia. The beginning is the same but the outcome is different: the energetic Hermia succeeds where Proteus failed. 

Demetrius is still very much in love with Hermia because she is the one who jilted him, just as Demetrius himself had jilted Helena a little before. The enterprising Hermia first stole the lover of her best friend and then lost interest in him, thus making two people hysterically unhappy instead of one. If Hermia lived in our time, she would probably claim that a bright, modern, independent young woman like herself needs more challenging friends than Demetrius and Helena. Demetrius and Helena seem insufficiently challenging to Hermia because she found it too easy to dominate them. First, she roundly defeated Helena in the battle for Demetrius, which destroyed the prestige of this friend as a mediator. Being no longer transfigured by the power of mimetic rivalry, Demetrius too lost his prestige and did not seem desirable any longer. Whenever an imitator successfully appropriates the object designated by his or her model, the transfiguration machine ceases to function. With no threatening rival in sight, Hermia found Demetrius uninspiring and turned to the more exotic Lysander. 

This explanation is also valid for Demetrius, our first example of infidelity. He yielded to Hermia’s blandishments because Helena was too gentle and loving; she did not make things difficult enough for her lover. When mimetic desire is thwarted, it intensifies and, when it succeeds, it withers away. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the play in which these two aspects are discreetly but systematically exploited. The two together make up the dynamics of the midsummer night. 

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Shakespeare emphasized the strength and stability of unfulfilled desire. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream this emphasis remains, but it is supplemented by an equal emphasis on the instability of fulfilled desire. We can now understand why Lysander abandons Hermia, for all desertions are rooted in the disenchantment of peaceful possession. Lysander has triumped over his mimetic rival Demetrius. Hermia truly belongs to him, so he lacks the indispensable stimulus of mimetic rivalry. Helena must seem attractive at this point because she has given no indication of being interested in Lysander; besides, there is no one else to turn to. 

The history of the night continues its prehistory with different characters in the various mimetic roles. Before the midsummer night began, in other words, it had already begun. First Demetrius was unfaithful to Helena, then Hermia was unfaithful to Demetrius, then Lysander to Hermia, and finally Demetrius to Hermia. The four infidelities are arranged in such a way that the minimum number of incidents illustrates the maximum amount of mimetic theory. 

It is important to observe that the love juice cannot be invoked as an excuse for the infidelities that occur before the midsummer night. Everything can and must be explained mimetically, that is, rationally. If we had only the infidelities that occur before our eyes, the examples would be too few to lead us unquestionably to the mimetic law, but the addition of the prehistory and the history is sufficient to the purpose. So instead of a single triangular conflict that remains unchanged until the conclusion, A Midsummer Night’s Dream suggests a kaleidoscope, a number of combinations that generate one another at an accelerating pace. Shakespeare gives several objects in succession to the same mimetic rivals for a comic demonstration of the mediator’s predominance in the triangle of mimetic desire. A Midsummer Night’s Dreams is to The Two Gentlemen of Verona what general relativity is to the Newtonian system. 

The permanent restlessness inherent in the mimetic principle necessarily entails that no single combination will ever satisfy any lover for any length of time. Given enough time, therefore, all possible combinations should be tried, and indeed they are. Even if the play cannot deal with all possibilities exhaustively, which would be tedious, exhaustiveness is suggested. I can think of only one other play in theatrical literature that pursues more or less the same goal and achieves it as elegantly as A Midsummer Night’s Dream—Beaumarchais’s Mariage de Figaro. 

Since there are the same four protagonists in The Two Gentlemen of Verona and in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it would seem, at first glance, that the same law could not generate the greater complexity of the second play; but the difference lies in the handling of the female characters. In The Two Gentlemen of Verona the women are erotically passive, mere objects of a struggle between male rivals. As I observed earlier, we even have the impression, at times, that mimetic desire is limited to Proteus alone. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the girls are just as mimetic as the boys, and there are four active players instead of two or one. 

Infidelity has been traditionally regarded as more shocking in women than in men; Shakespeare does not have any woman unfaithful on the stage. He shows the two boys fighting for the same girl, but not the girls fighting for the same boy. He reserves the most scandalous incidents for the prehistory of the midsummer night. We should not be fooled, however, by this discreet handling of the women; the play needs a feminine counterpart to the masculine interaction and has one. In the total economy of the comedy, the mimetic rivalry of Helena and Hermia, plus the infidelity of Hermia, play the same role exactly as the events of the night that involve primarily the boys. Hermia is no more faithful to Demetrius than Demetrius and Lysander are faithful to her. Just like the boys, the girls are rivals first and lovers second and, just like the boys, the girls end up at each other’s throat. At bottom there is no difference: each lover is a mirror image of the other three, regardless of gender. 

If we had to designate an arch troublemaker before the midsummer night begins, it would be Hermia, but we must not consider our prehistory apart from our history. To emphasize the singularity of any character would be contrary to the spirit of a play, which focuses on the paradoxical uniformity produced by the mimetic law. Shakespeare neither satirizes nor glorifies women in this play. His interest lies in the portrayal of the mimetic process; his comedy has no more to do with sexual difference than with any other difference. The mimetic process seems to emphasize differences, but in reality it destroys them. This hidden consequence, not the appearance of diversity, is what the playwright has decided to dramatize. 

With our mimetic lovers, no love affair can succeed unless it fails, and none can fail unless it succeeds. They secretly abhor the tranquil enjoyment of “true love” that their rhetoric celebrates. At any moment of the midsummer night broadly understood, each member of the quartet desires another member who does not desire him or her, and is desired by a third member whom he or she does not desire. At all times communication is minimal and frustration maximal among these lovers. 

Everybody is so mimetic that, at any given time, all mimetic desires tend to agglutinate and form a single huge desire for one and the same object. At the beginning everybody is in love with Hermia, including Helena and even Hermia herself, who obviously feels that she richly deserves all the desire that is directed toward her. At the climax of the night, it is no longer Hermia but Helena who is at the center of the group: everybody is obsessed with her, including Hermia, so insane with jealousy that she physically attacks her friend. 

All four lovers worship the same erotic absolute, the same ideal image of seduction that each girl and boy in turn appears to embody in the eyes of the others. This absolute has nothing to do with real qualities; it is properly metaphysical. The four lovers are like birds on the same telephone wire, always fighting and yet inseparable. From time to time, for no apparent reason, they all fly to another wire and start fighting again. Their desire is obsessed with the flesh, yet totally divorced from it. It is never instinctive and spontaneous, cannot rely on such things as the pleasure of the eyes and the other senses. It perpetually runs to desire just as money runs to money in a speculative economy. We may say, of course, that the four characters are “in love with love.” That would not be inaccurate, but there is no such thing as love in general, and such a formulation obscures the crucial point, the presence of a model that is inevitably transformed into a rival, the necessarily jealous and conflictual nature of the mimetic convergence on the same objects. 

This erotic instability is frivolous, no doubt, but its representation is far from trivial. The subject matter is nothing; the playwright’s genius lies in the subtly systematic handling of it. Shakespeare satirizes a society of would-be individualists completely enslaved to one another. He is mocking a desire that always seeks to differentiate and distinguish itself through the imitation of someone else but always achieves the opposite result: A Midsummer Night’s Dream is an early triumph of unisex and uni-everything else. It involves a process of increasing symmetry among all characters, yet not so obviously perfect a one that the demonstration becomes heavy-handed. 

Unlike the skeptical Puck, who mocks the lovers because he understands everything, Oberon is full of reverence for “true love,” but his language plays occasional tricks upon him and suggests the very reverse of what he intends to say. After Puck has picked the wrong man for his dispensations of love juice, Oberon sounds indignant, as if the difference between “true” and “false” love were so huge that Puck’s mistaking the two were unforgivable. His actual words suggest the very reverse: 




What hast thou done? Thou hast mistaken quite, 

And laid the love-juice on some true-love’s sight. 

Of thy misprision must perforce ensue 

Some true love turned and not a false turned true. 

(III, ii, 88–91) 




Who will tell the difference between some “true love turned” and “a false turned true”? It all sounds the same, and the distinction upon which the pious Oberon insists is humorously undermined. The supposed discrepancy between “true love” and its mimetic counterfeit echoes the inferiority of the copy versus the original in traditional aesthetics. The problem is that no original is available: everything is imitation. 

The cacophonic circularity of “true love turned” and “false turned true” ironically suggests the paradoxical contribution of differential and individualistic ideologies to the growing mimetic uniformity; differentialism is the ideology of the mimetic urge at its most comically self-defeating. All this amazingly resembles our own contemporary world. 




The tradition of external obstacles and nonmimetic tyrants is the comic tradition par excellence. Today it is more powerful than ever; it is the ideology of psychoanalysis, of our “counterculture,” of all sorts of “liberations,” of the entire youth cult. It takes itself more seriously than ever. We must all pretend to believe that “youth” is somehow persecuted. Each generation proclaims this message as something brand-new that has never been formulated before. Ever since the Greeks, the theater has been an important vehicle of this ideology, but Shakespeare is an outstanding exception. His attitude is so unusual that it is ignored rather than acknowledged. We do not realize how revolutionary A Midsummer Night’s Dream really is. 

The myth of external obstacles is so powerful in the general culture and in the theater that even Shakespeare was not able to get rid of it at his first try. The Two Gentlemen of Verona is a transitional play, half conventional and half Shakespearean, a hybrid comedy in which nonmimetic conflict and nonmimetic differences, such as the hero/villain dichotomy, are already undermined but not yet abolished. 

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, when Proteus learns about the planned elopement of Silvia with Valentine, he turns to the duke, who effectively intervenes; Valentine must flee Milan without Silvia. Since the mimetic rival constitutes an even greater obstacle than the father, we can see that the father is on the decline but still alive and kicking. But in A Midsummer Night’s Dream Helena does not even think of Egeus and Theseus when she learns that Lysander and Hermia are about to flee Athens; she goes straight to the mimetic rival, Demetrius. Fathers and dukes have become paper tigers. 

The one and only source of conflict in all mature comedies is a crisscrossing of mimetic desires that keep converging on the same object because they imitate one another. In spite of the deceptive first scene, this is already true of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The only obstacles in the path of the lovers are the lovers themselves, the mimetic rivals. They are stronger, younger, and fiercer than any father can ever be. They are passionately eager to cause trouble, which is not the case, as a rule, with fathers. 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream represents the first example of a uniquely Shakespearean type of comedy that makes fun of desire itself, denouncing its perpetual lie about being the victim of some kind of repression—repressive gods, repressive parents, a repressive student dean, or whatever. In all purely Shakespearean plays, the happiness of lovers is threatened from inside a group of peers, never from outside. The public’s prejudices are so entrenched, however, that all it takes to accredit the myth of a conventional Midsummer Night’s Dream is to plant the old scarecrows at the entrance of the comedy. Four centuries later they still dominate the interpretation of a play that has strictly nothing to do with them. 

The first scene tantalizingly dangles in front of us all the cherished stereotypes: children against parents; youth against old age; handsome and sincere lovers unjustly deprived of their freedom of choice; hypocritical adults holding the reins of power. This is pure make-believe. Parental authority is as dead as a doornail; never again will it play a significant role anywhere in the theater of Shakespeare. 

The conventional aspects of the first scene—it has other aspects as well that we will discuss later—may well have been conceived and written, at least in part, at a less mature stage than the rest of the play. It may be a last remnant from an earlier conception, closer to The Two Gentlemen of Verona, a fragment from a theatrical heritage that Shakespeare had not yet completely discarded. Shakespeare deliberately retained this archaic first scene, I believe, because it suited his strategy of semiconcealment in regard to mimetic rivalry. As noted before, he is always suggesting two different interpretations of what he is doing. The misleading first scene plays a role in this scheme; thanks to it, A Midsummer Night’s Dream can pass for a reassuring comedy in which the triumph of “true love” is only temporarily postponed by a coalition of father figures and supernatural beings. 

Shakespeare had a good reason, it seems, to refrain from making the most flippant aspects of his play too conspicuous. It is probable that A Midsummer Night’s Dream was written for a princely wedding at the court of Elizabeth.² Inconstancy does not mix well with a festive matrimonial mood: Shakespeare had to be careful. His comedy had to seem innocuous and conventional in the eyes of conservative courtiers. At the same time he knew that there would be some very clever people in his audience and did not want to disappoint them. They expected him to be delightfully daring, scandalous, and witty. He attempted to write for both groups at the same time, in such a way that each group would find in his play what suited its own taste and temperament; he probably succeeded with some of his more subtle contemporaries but sadly failed with posterity. The comic dimension of the play is inseparable from its mimetic substance and has never been recaptured. 


1. George Orwell, “Lear, Tolstory and the Fool,” in J. Frank Kermode, ed., Four Centuries of Shakespearean Criticism (New York: Avon Books, 1965), 519. 




2. Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in A New Variorum Edition, Horace Howard Furness, ed. (Philadelphia and London: J. B. Lippincott, 1953), 259–67 
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O TEACH ME HOW YOU LOOK 




Helena and Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




Only one character, Helena, does not change the aim of her desire at any time before or during the midsummer night. She is the one exception in a world of mimetic infidelities, but her constancy does not mean that her desire is truly her own—far from it. During much of the play Helena seems very different from the self-assertive Hermia. At the climax of the night, however, even this sweet girl angrily replies to the insults of her friend: her gentleness briefly succumbs to the hurricane of mimetric rivalry. 

The relationship is the same as that of Valentine and Proteus. The girls have been raised together, and their mutual imitation and its consequences are portrayed at much greater length than in the earlier play. One can see that Shakespeare has thought about this a great deal and, on this subject, he writes a beautiful poem that is also a powerful mediation on mimetic doubling: 





  
    	
        [Helena:] 
    
    	
        Is all the counsel that we two have shar’d, The sisters’ vows, the hours that we have spent, When we have chid the hasty-footed time For parting us—O, is all forgot? All school-days friendship, childhood innocence? We, Hermia, like two artificial gods, Have with our needles created both one flower, Both on one sampler, sitting on one cushion, Both warbling of one song, both in one key, As if our hands, our sides, voices and minds Had been incorporate. So we grew together, Like to a double cherry, seeming parted, But yet an union in partition, Two lovely berries moulded on one stem; So with two seeming bodies, but one heart, Two of the first, like coats in heraldry, Due but to one, and crowned with one crest. And will you rest our ancient love asunder, To join with men in scorning your poor friend? It is not friendly, ’tis not maidenly. Our sex, as well as I, may chide you for it, Though I alone do feel the injury. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        I am amazed at your passionate words. I scorn you not; it seems that you scorn me. 
    

  



(III, ii, 198–221) 




Samplers are teaching samples, exemplars. The girls have always imitated the same models and they themselves have always been each other’s models. The result is the perfect unity so aptly expressed by the metaphor of the two cherries on the same stem: they have the same voice, the same mind, the same hands, the same sides. The image of structural symmetry is the favorite one of Claude Lévi-Strauss: the coat of arms. 

The love and the hate involved are likewise one and the same; mimetic desire is the essence of both. The two antagonists misunderstand what happens in exactly the same manner. Neither one can believe that she has sinned in any way against the friendship or the friend, and indeed neither one has; each feels betrayed by the other. 

Doubles is the term of mimetic theory for this relationship, which is not imaginary, as Lacan claims, but quite real, since it provides the basis for comic misunderstanding and tragic conflict. Everything we said in our first chapter about Valentine and Proteus can be repeated of Helena and Hermia. There is great emphasis, this time, on something that was barely suggested in the previous play, the continued identity and reciprocity of the two protagonists in the midst of their conflict. This emphasis implies a better grasp of the central paradox; the author is gradually discovering the implications of his own thinking. 

The lines attributed to Helena are often the most interesting from the standpoint of mimetic theory; they represent a significant advance over the works already studied. At the beginning, Hermia is the embodiment of erotic success; the two boys are in love with her, and Helena is contagiously affected by their enthusiasm. It is no exaggeration to say that she treats her lifelong friend as if she were some kind of divinity. 

Being purely mimetic, the convergence of the boys’ desire upon Hermia has no objective justification. Hermia is not prettier than her friend, and Helena should be believed when she says a little later: 




Through Athenes I am thought as fair as she. 

(I, i, 227) 




This is similar to the statement by Proteus quoted in my chapter on The Two Gentlemen of Verona: 




She is fair; and so is Julia that I love . . . 

(II, iv, 199) 




Here again, Shakespeare tells us that mimetic desire is indifferent to reality. A few years ago the director of a BBC Midsummer Night’s Dream decided that Hermia should be prettier than Helena. This was a mistake, for Helena’s unpopularity with the boys, at the beginning tells us nothing about her physical charm. When, later in the night, the whole mimetic scheme is reversed in her favor, must we assume that her looks have miraculously improved? 

Helena is just as pretty as Hermia and she knows it, but it is no comfort to her. Objective facts are one thing, mimetic fads are another. The two do not necessarily contradict each other, but neither do they necessarily coincide. In human relations, mimesis is the dominant factor. A mimetic defeat can destroy a girl’s self-esteem regardless of how pretty she “really is.” Our psychologies and psychoanalyses invariably emphasize the role of the single subject and mask the formidable role of mimetic phenomena not only in our love affairs, but also in our professional lives, politics, literary and artistic fashions, and so on. At the beginning of the night, Helena seems more “neurotic” than Hermia, but there is no sound reason to believe that she is. 

As our mediators prevent us from possessing the object that they designate to us, we prize the designated objects more and more, but this is true only in a first phase; when the rivalry further intensifies, the object recedes into the background and the mediator looms larger and larger. This evolution is remarkably expressed in Helena’s first speech, when she appears for the first time and defines the role of the mediator in her own existence, speaking to the divinity herself, Hermia, her best friend: 





  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        God speed, fair Helena: whither away? 
    

  

  
    	
        Helena: 
    
    	
        Call you me fair? that ‘fair’ again unsay. Demetrius loves your fair: O happy fair! Your eyes are lode-stars, and your tongue’s sweet air More tuneable than lark to shepherd’s ear, When wheat is green, when hawthorn buds appear. Sickness is catching. O, were favour so, Yours would I catch, fair Hermia, ere I go! My ear should catch your voice, my eye your eye, My tongue should catch your tongue’s sweet melody. Were the world mine, Demetrius being bated, The rest I’d give to be to you translated. 
    

  



(I, i, 180–91) 




The reason for this language is obvious. If she could turn into Hermia, Helena could seduce not only Demetrius but all the other boys who are or might be in love with Hermia. We well understand why Helena wants to be Hermia. Demetrius is what Helena wants to have and Hermia is what she wants to be. Being is obviously more important than having. 

In Deceit, Desire and the Novel, an investigation of five great novelists led me to define the ultimate goal of desire in the following fashion: 




The object is only a means of reaching the mediator. The desire is aimed at the mediator’s being. Proust compares this terrible desire to be the Other with thirst: “Thirst—like that which burns a parched land—for a life which would be a more perfect drink for my soul to absorb in long gulps, all the more greedily because it has never tasted a single drop.” 

. . . Like Proust’s, Dostoevsky’s hero dreams of absorbing and assimilating the mediator’s being. . . .¹ 




Words like “being” and “ontological” seem pompously philosophical in the context of flighty adolescents, yet they cannot be avoided. Being is what mimetic desire is really after, and Helena says so explicitly. 

Helena wants to be “translated” to Hermia. The word is a key one in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; it links the ontological desire of the four lovers to the mythical metamorphoses of the midsummer night. Just as in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, the desire for being goes hand in hand with a process of quasi-divinization; but in the first play this process is still directed toward the object, whereas now it is directed toward the mediator. We may call this evolution “irrational,” “obsessive,” even “pathological,” but it is always logical in the sense of fulfilling the essential nature of desire. 

Helena is desperately in love with Demetrius, but he is hardly mentioned; gigantic in the absence of Hermia, his stature shrinks to almost nothing in her presence. Thus the real priorities of mimetic desire are revealed: however desirable the object may be, it pales in comparison with the model who gives it its value. 

A remarkable aspect of our text is its sensuousness. Helena wants to catch Hermia’s “favour” as she would a disease, contagiously, through physical contact. She wants every part of her body to match Hermia’s corresponding part. She wants the whole body of Hermia. The homosexual connotations of this text are not “unconscious” but deliberate, and it is difficult to see what kind of help psychoanalysis could provide. Shakespeare portrays the tendency of unsuccessful desire to focus more and more on the cause of its failure and to turn the mediator into a second erotic object—necessarily homosexual, if the original desire is heterosexual; the erotic rival is an individual of the same sex as the subject. The homosexual connotations are inseparable from the growing emphasis on the mediator. 

Helena will show a little later that she has not forgotten Demetrius; her behavior with him is more “masochistically” erotic during the night than that of any other character. Yet at this point her lover is eclipsed by her mediator, though not because of some “latent homosexuality” à la Freud, an unconscious something that would suffuse the text in spite of the author’s conscious intention. It is Shakespeare’s intention to communicate this very significance to us. 

To Helena, Hermia is the model/obstacle/rival of mimetic desire; the mediated subject is hysterical because of her extreme frustration at the hands of her victorious mediator. Shakespeare deliberately illustrates this logic; to see him as a deluded puppet whose threads could be unraveled by our own superior power of demystification is a pretentious absurdity. He is writing less about Helena and her friends than about desire itself. He wrote this scene at a crucial point in his assimilation of the mimetic process. Having fully grasped for the first time the role of the mediator, he does his best to express his insight in dramatic form, his own form; he does what any writer must do when he discovers something really important: he turns it into literature. 

Desire makes its own mimetic truth more and more visible as its own internal history unfolds. This evolution has “always already” begun; it is the destiny of mimetic desire, which fulfills itself whenever it has a chance to pursue its career to the end. As we said before and we will say again, the internal history of Shakespeare’s theater is the history of desire itself. 




The scene of The Two Gentlemen of Verona in which Valentine literally offers his beloved to his rival is an anticipation of what Shakespeare expresses more fully in Helena’s speech: the preponderance of the model over the object. In Deceit, Desire and the Novel, the homosexual implications of this drift are defined as follows: 




An attempt should be made to understand at least some forms of homosexuality from the standpoint of triangular desire. Proustian homosexuality, for example, can be defined as a gradual transferring to the mediator of an erotic value which in “normal” Don Juanism remains attached to the object itself. This gradual transfer is not, a priori, impossible; it is even likely, in the acute stages of internal mediation, characterized by a noticeably increased preponderance of the mediator and a gradual obliteration of the object. Certain passages in The Eternal Husband clearly show the beginning of an erotic deviation toward the fascinating rival. 

(p. 47) 




The Helena–Hermia relationship clearly dramatizes what this text tries to express conceptually. That is why Shakespeare so emphasizes Helena’s fascination for her mimetic model; he does not try to suggest that it is necessarily a permanent part of her psychic makeup. The Freudian conception seems rigid and essentialist in comparison with Shakespeare. 

What Helena is going through is part of her “midsummer night.” Many adolescents experience an intense fascination for successful school friends, and it may or it may not affect them permanently. Shakespeare is a marvelous example of what seems impossible in our barbarous times, a balanced and humorous view of questions now so loaded with ideological baggage that almost any mention of them makes us feel as if a ton of bricks had been unloaded upon us. 

Our mimetic reading of the homosexual connotations in Helena’s speech throws light on a very similar text in a vastly different play—Coriolanus. In the eyes of Aufidius, who has always been defeated by his rival on the battlefield, Coriolanus appears as the god of war himself, a model of everything that he, Aufidius, the lesser man, wants to be. Helena too has been defeated, in a very different type or war, no doubt, but one just as important to her as the wars of Aufidius and Coriolanus in their own context. The consequences are exactly the same: Aufidius is a victim of ontological desire. All Shakespearean characters want to be their victorious rivals. 

When Coriolanus is expelled from Rome and proposes an alliance to his ancient enemy, Aufidius answers in the following manner: 




                                                  O Martius, Martius! 

Each word thou hast spoke hath weeded from my heart 

A root of ancient envy. If Jupiter 

Should from yond cloud speak divine things, 

And say “’Tis true,” I’d not believe them more 

than thee, all-noble Martius. Let me twine 

Mine arms about that body, where against 

My grained ash an hundred times hath broke, 

And scarr’d the moon with splinters. Here I cleep 

The anvil of my sword, and do contest 

As hotly and as nobly with thy love 

As ever in ambitious strength I did 

Contend against thy valor. Know thou first, 

I lov’d the maid I married; never man 

Sigh’d truer breath; but that I see thee here, 

Thou noble thing, more dances my rapt heart 

Than when I first my wedded mistress saw 

Bestride my threshold. Why, thou Mars, I tell thee, 

We have a power on foot; and I had purpose 

Once more to hew thy target from thy brawn, 

Or lose mine arm for’t. Thou has beat me out 

Twelve several times, and I have nightly since 

Dreamed of encounters ’twixt thyself and me; 

We have been down together in my sleep, 

Unbuckling helms, fisting each other’s throat, 

And walk’d half dead with nothing. 

(IV, v, 102–26) 




When Aufidius brings his wife into the picture, we cannot doubt that the homosexual connotations are deliberate; their significance is obviously the same as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In both plays Shakespeare describes an eroticization of the mediator that also occurs in the same fashion in the works of other mimetic writers such as Dostoyevski and Proust. 

As I said before, Aufidius and Coriolanus become close friends for a while, until the negative aspect of the ambivalence reasserts itself violently and Aufidius murders Coriolanus. Even though it expresses itself less tragically, the ambivalence is exactly the same in the case of Helena and Hermia. 

Was Shakespeare sexually attracted to the boys who played not only the role of Aufidius and Coriolanus but also those of Helena and Hermia? Is the sexual drift toward the mediator something he can detect because he experienced it in his own life? Possibly yes and possibly no; there can be no definite answer to this question. Our intelligence of the mimetic process depends on the force of our own mimetic insight, which has nothing to do with sexual preference. Mimetic factors may affect sexual preference but they also may not. There are strong reasons to believe, on the other hand, that the mimetic dimension of our desires is not modified by sexual preference; it is the same in heterosexual and in homosexual desire, in men and in women. 

It is difficult, of course, not to read the Sonnets in an existential light, and if we do, they suggest a bisexuality that accords very well with what the theater also seems to suggest. Speculations about Shakespeare’s private life are inevitable, of course, but cannot lead to any certainty; even if they did, their interest would still be limited. I find the coincidence between Shakespeare’s conception of desire and current mimetic theory much more interesting than biographical considerations. This coincidence is something that can be decisively documented through close comparative readings of as many Shakespearean texts as possible. I find this task more rewarding than the eternal question about what kind of a man Shakespeare really was. 




The Shakespearean mimetic theory unfolds almost didactically in A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Helena’s speech deals with the ontological nature of the desire for the model, then is followed by a conversation dealing with the means of implementing this desire. How can a girl transform herself into her mediator? Her life must be a mystic imitatio of Hermia, and since the divinity is on hand, Helena seeks advice directly from her: 




O teach me how you look, and with what art 

You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart. 

(I, i, 192–93) 




She sounds like a pupil asking her teacher for help with her homework. Hermia regards herself as incompetent but gives a most pertinent answer: 




I frown upon him, yet he loves me still. 

(194) 




Why should a man as ill treated as Demetrius cling so desperately to his persecutor? In a mimetic context it is perfectly clear: successful rivalry extinguishes desire, whereas failure exasperates it. Hermia’s relation to Demetrius illustrates the first proposition, and Helena’s the second: Demetrius loves Hermia because of her contemptuous indifference to him; Helena loves Demetrius because of his contemptuous indifference to her. As a teacher of erotic strategy, Hermia is more competent than she thinks, but the message is beyond Helena’s grasp, as her inept comment shows: 




O, that your frowns would teach my smiles such skill! 

(195) 




The more mimetic we are, the less we perceive the mimetic law that governs our behavior as well as our language. All these lovers keep teaching each other a lesson that not a one of them ever understands. All the pieces of the puzzle are in place and fit perfectly; as the two girls keep exchanging observations, the picture becomes more and more manifest, yet those who paint it remain blind to its meaning. What about the spectators? In order to enlighten them, Shakespeare has Hermia and Helena go through their little routine once again: 





  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        I give him curses, yet he gives me love. 
    

  

  
    	
        Helena: 
    
    	
        Oh, that my prayers would such affection move! 
    

  



(196–97) 




For a second time Hermia suggests the only effective strategy, and for a second time Helena gets the message backward. All four lovers pursue the same ontological dream through the same absurdly self-defeating method. The more they persist, the more they get lost in the maze of the midsummer night; very soon the ridiculous misunderstanding will turn to nightmarish violence. They all share in the responsibility for what happens, but they never find out. Yet Shakespeare gives us one more chance to see what they never see: 





  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        The more I hate, the more he follows me. 
    

  

  
    	
        Helena: 
    
    	
        The more I love, the more he hateth me. 
    

  



(198–99) 




After passively suffering the unpleasant effects of its own absurdity, mimetic desire takes the bull by the horns, so to speak, and seeks these same effects actively; it turns the worst consequences of past mimetic rivalry into the prerequisites of present and future desire. On the strength of a most painful and sadly misinterpreted experience, it focuses directly on whatever obstacle seems most discouraging. Every pleasant and willing object is spurned, and every desire that spurns our own desire is passionately embraced; only disdain, hostility, and rejection appear desirable. Mimetic desire efficiently programs its victims for maximum frustration. 

The psychiatrists and psychoanalysts tear apart the seamless robe of mimetic desire, trying to cut it up into separate “symptoms” that do not really add up to well-differentiated psychic ailments; we must stay away from their language and the mental habits that go with them. They do not perceive the weird kind of inverted war, that all these lovers are waging against one another. The lovers’ desires need victorious opponents; if we invoke some reified notion of “masochism” to account for Helena’s attachment to Demetrius, or some reified notion of “sadism” to account for Hermia’s detachment from him, or for his own detachment from Helena, we lose sight of the single mimetic principle that governs all antithetical attitudes. 

What appears to the nonmimetic observer as a desire for failure as such, or for suffering as such, is really part of the ontological desire defined earlier—part of Helena’s desire to be Hermia, or of anybody’s desire to be a mediator transfigured by victory, that is, by the desiring subject’s defeat. Defeat and failure are not worshiped as such, at least at this stage; they are signs of the model’s validity as a model. We should never believe that these characters truly are such as their behavior seems to imply; they always respond to some mimetic signal, and all situations can reverse themselves at any moment. 




Psychiatric labels create an impression of permanent difference where none exists. Defeated from the start, Helena seems more intrinsically “masochistic” than her three companions, but she is not. The other three will catch up with her during the night. 

Although less essentialist than the old “characterization,” psychoanalysis is still too static for the constantly accelerating kaleidoscope of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Its false differentiations can only obscure the perfect transparence of what happens. The only way to grasp the mechanism of universal frustration is to face up to the implications of a multiplicity of desires, all radically imitative of each other, with no fixed and permanent model anywhere. 

The rules of the game explain why all participants undergo the same total sequence of experiences before the night is over. The order in which these experiences occur is indifferent; we must not be fooled by the mirage of some original difference that would be the “true” difference. The four lovers keep desiring because, each time, they magnify purely positional differences into a false absolute. A revolving illusion of transcendance propels the entire system. 

The midsummer night is not a portrayal of this or that character’s more or less stable “neurosis” or “complex,” but a noche oscura that affects all characters in the same way and to the same degree—a collective ordeal and, ultimately, a kind of initiation ritual that they all successfully complete. 

These characters never listen to each other or even to themselves. They all speak the same truth but do not grasp it. They do not believe enough in what they actually say. The density of content in this supposedly insignificant play is extraordinary, but both the characters inside the play and the critics outside react to the language and to the events of the play in the same wrong manner; they all sincerely proclaim the incoherence of a marvelously coherent work. 

The lovers use a perfectly stereotyped language, full of flamboyant figures of speech; they constantly borrow from two equally sinister domains of human activity: black magic on the one hand, and vengeance and violence, war and military destruction, on the other. In addition to being “rhetorical” in the habitual sense, this language is used “rhetorically” in the sense of being repeated unthinkingly and mechanically by mindless amateurs of time-honored clichés: the four lovers do not listen to what they say because they say it too often: 




Where is Lysander and fair Hermia? 

The one I’ll slay; the other slayeth me. 

(II, i, 189–90) 




Our mimetic reading can exorcise once and for all the specter of “bad taste” that has always haunted the critic of these passages. The predilection for oxymora is not a matter of stylistic choice; it reflects the “ambivalence” of desire toward a mediator simultaneously idolized as a model and execrated as an insurmountable obstacle. Here is one more example of “rhetorical” speech. Helena exclaims: 




You draw me, you hard-hearted adamant; 

But yet you draw not iron, for my heart 

Is true as steel. Leave you your power to draw, 

And I shall have no power to follow you. 

(II, i, 195–98) 




Demetrius’s harsh treatment of Helena is truly the shortest and surest road to her heart. All rhetorical statements become literally true at some moment or another; everybody is the “hard-hearted adamant” of someone else. We are blind to this truth because it is neither objective nor subjective but interdividual. Every statement is true relative to the speaker’s position within his configuration of desire. Since the number of such positions is limited and all members of the group occupy all of them in turn, the rhetoric is always a correct portrayal of what is going on. 

The violence and war of traditional rhetoric expresses the essentially conflictual and destructive nature of mimetic desire. The violence seems purely “metaphorical” and the language of blood and destruction passes for a ridiculous exaggeration, a purely “rhetorical effect,” sheer preciosity, but it becomes the literal truth at the height of the midsummer night, when Lysander and Demetrius draw their swords and truly attempt to slay one another, not figuratively anymore but actually. 

With second-rate writers, the creative effort moves from reality to metaphor, whereas with real geniuses this direction is reversed: they go from metaphor back to reality. But theirs is not the reality of those who try to reach it by “doing away with rhetoric.” Shakespeare transcends the combination of linguistic nihilism and idolatry that characterizes all rhetorical ages, our own as well as his. He plunges the rhetorical discourse of the four lovers back into the “interdividual” furnace that justifies its dreadful connotations, and it comes out transfigured. If we let him guide us, we will see the most exhausted clichés turn to red-hot lava; all we need do is hear the violence in them and compare it to the way these young people really treat one another. They spell out the tragic fate that almost engulfs them all at the climax of the night. The four lovers narrowly escape through the sheer luck of being characters in a comedy rather than in the tragedy that they richly deserve, the tragedy that they do their best to bring about. 


1. René Girard, Deceit, Desire and the Novel (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966), 53. 
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ALL THEIR MINDS TRANSFIGURED 




A Genesis of Myth in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




Until now we have examined mostly the dual and triangular relations among the four lovers; the time has come to have a look at their “group dynamics.” As the climax approaches, they all lose the little reason they had left; they wander likes brutes in the forest, trading the same insults and finally physical blows, all drugged with the same drug, all bitten by the same serpent. Little by little, futility gives way to tragedy. 

In connection with this, we must examine a striking feature in the amorous language of A Midsummer Night’s Dream: the proliferation of animal images. In order to express her self-abasement, Helena compares herself to various beasts. In opposition to these metaphors of lowliness, images of sublimity and divinity express the transcendence of the inaccessible object, Demetrius, and of the triumphant mediator, Hermia. 

This metaphoric polarity appears as soon as the four lovers find themselves in the wood. Helena is terribly unstable. First, in Hermia’s presence she celebrates this mediator’s unparalleled beauty. But as soon as Hermia leaves, Helena, in the passage already quoted, observes that in Athens people think she is just as beautiful as her friend. A little later, however, she changes her mind once again and blames herself, bitterly, for her blasphemous show of independence vis-à-vis Hermia: 




No, no, I am as ugly as a bear. 

For bears that meet me run away for fear. 

Therefore no marvel though Demetrius 

Do, as a monster, fly my presence thus. 

What wicked and dissembling glass of mine 

Made me compare with Hermia’s sphery eyne? 

(II, ii, 94–99) 




In all intensely mimetic relations, the subject tries to combat the self-contempt that necessarily accompanies the overvaluation of the mediator. Helena reveres her mediator but also hates her as a rival, and vainly tries to regain the upper hand in a relationship that has become completely unbalanced. The more divine Hermia and Demetrius seem to Helena, the more beastly she herself feels. The animal images are a privileged means of expressing the self-abasement that mimetic desire generates. Instead of rising to the near-divinity that they perceive in their models, the subjects of desire sink to the level of animality. 

It is tempting to compare this relationship to the dialectic of the master and the slave, but the Hegelian scheme brings in an aura of permanence, stability, and rationality that makes it inappropriate. The metaphoric system of A Midsummer Night’s Dream means something different. The only thinker I know who managed to capture its flavor is Pascal, in his famous aphorism: “Qui veut faire l’ange fait la bête.” Helena “fait la bête” with Demetrius even more spectacularly than she did with Hermia: 




I am your spaniel, and Demetrius, 

The more you beat me, I will fawn on you. 

Use me but as your spaniel; spurn me, strike me, 

Neglect me, lose me; only give me leave, 

Unworthy as I am to follow you. 

What worser place can I beg in your love 

(And yet a place of high respect with me) 

Than to be used as you use your dog? 

(II, i, 203–10) 




This is really very similar to the way Proteus felt in respect to Valentine and Silvia, when he became envious of his friend, but in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, once this relationship of extreme inferiority and transcendental superiority is established between the two friends, it does not change until the end of the play. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream it keeps changing all the time and the reversals become more and more rapid as the night moves toward its climax. 

As the end approaches, the metaphysical absolute shifts from character to character and the mimetic relation loses all stability. When the two boys abandon Hermia and turn to Helena, the entire configuration is reorganized on the basis of the same polarities but with a new distribution of roles. A formerly despised member of the group has become its idol, and a former idol has lost all prestige; in the language of our metaphoric polarity, it really means that a beast has turned into a god and, reciprocally, a god has turned into a beast. Up is down and down is up. When Lysander and Demetrius fall in love with Helena, it is Hermia’s turn to feel like a dog. 

As the midsummer crisis intensifies, the animal metaphors not only multiply but undergo spectacular inversions and reversals that the author himself underlines: 




Run when you will, the story shall be changed. 

Apollo flies, and Daphne holds the chase; 

The dove pursues the griffin; the mild hind 

Makes speed to catch the tiger. 

(II, i, 230–33) 




This is Helena chasing Demetrius. The critics do not know what to make of this language; they tend to condemn or applaud it according to how they feel about “rhetoric” in general. Some critical schools approve and others disapprove of what they all regard as mere stylistic self-indulgence. But this aesthetic judgment is not enough. We must ask if these reversals have a purpose in the overall process of the midsummer night, which is a general reversal of all cultural hierarchies. We cannot understand what happens to the four lovers until we understand this process. 

The truth is that the midsummer night progressively disintegrates the four lovers themselves as it destabilizes their relations; this happens through the acceleration of mimetic rivalry, which is the same thing as this process of destructuration or desymbolization. The repeated exchange of relative positions resembles a seesaw, with one rider on the way up when the other is on the way down, and vice versa. Each lover first feels enormously inferior to some other lover, then enormously superior; they all undergo the same experiences, but at different times, and each feels that his or her own experience is unique. As the climax of the midsummer night approaches, all real differences tend toward zero and imaginary differences seem gigantic, but they have lost all stability. 

The limited dimensions of a single play force Shakespeare to give us an abbreviated and schematic portrayal of what he has in mind, but the principle at work is clear and its consequences are gradually unfolding. If the lopsided view that the lovers take of their own relations keeps reversing itself at a constantly accelerated pace, the moment must come when all differences oscillate so rapidly that a separate and distinct apprehension of the polarities they define becomes impossible; all extremes contaminate each other. Beyond a certain threshold of instability, dizziness prevails and normal vision is impaired; hallucinations occur, but not of an entirely capricious and imaginary type. 

When the dog and the god, the beast and the angel, and all such contraries oscillate fast enough, they become one, but not in the sense of some harmonious “synthesis” à la Hegel. Entities are beginning to merge that will never truly belong together; the result is a jumble of bits and pieces borrowed from the component beings. If an illusion of unity emerges, it will include fragments of the former opposites arranged in a disorderly mosaic. Instead of a god and a dog facing each other as two irreducible specificities, we will have changing combinations and mixtures, a god with beastlike features, or a beast that resembles a god. This process is properly cinematic. When many images are seen in quick succession, they produce the illusion of a single moving image, the appearance of a living being that seems more or less one, but in this case it will have the form, or rather the formlessness, of “some monstrous shape.” 

A mythical monster is a conjunction of elements normally specific to different creatures; it will automatically result from the process suggested by Shakespeare, if the substitutions are numerous and rapid enough to become imperceptible as such. In a centaur, elements specific to a horse and a human being are joined, just as elements specific to an ass and a human being are joined in the monstrous metamorphosis of Bottom. Since there is no limit to the differences that can be jumbled together, the diversity of monsters will seem infinite and will seem to “marry” one another. The “seething brain” of a Bottom is about to transform this metaphoric marriage into a real one, his own, with the queen of the fairies herself, the beautiful Titania. 

The playwright does not merely invite us to witness the gracious but insignificant evolutions of purely decorative fairies; he offers us a coherent view of mythical genesis. The fairies are “monsters,” and Bottom becomes one as well when he turns into an ass. Monsters are a conjunction of man, god, and beast, and are born as a result of the process triggered by the use and abuse of animal and transcendental images. 

Some of these images come from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. They are directly implicated in an earlier genesis of myth that obviously proved enormously suggestive to the genius of Shakespeare. Shakespeare is more ambitious than Ovid, whose metamorphoses are purely descriptive; he wants to show that, beyond a certain threshold of collective intensity, mimetic rivalry becomes the generative mechanism of what we call myth: this is what the midsummer night and its fairies are really about. 

The cardboard ass’s head that Puck plants on the head of Bottom is a “real metamorphosis” in terms of its consequences as well as of its genesis. It strikes terror among the craftsmen who happen to be in the same forest as the lovers and, as they scamper in all directions, they all exclaim: “Bottom . . . thou art translated” (III, i, 119). 

Translated is the word that Helena had used to express the ontological goal of her mimetic desire: 




Were the world mine, Demetrius being bated, 

The rest I’d give to be to you translated. 

(I, i, 190–91) 




The repetition of translated is not fortuitous; it suggests that, for Shakespeare himself, the monstrous metamorphosis of Bottom is rooted in mimetic interaction via the animal images. The “supernatural” incidents of the play are not the gratuitous fabrication of an author indifferent to the intellectual unity of his work. The myth of the fairies is a production of people overcome by mimetic frenzy. 

Mimetic desire really works, in other words; it truly achieves the goal of personal metamorphosis that it had set for itself, but in a self-defeating fashion. The lovers are really transformed into one another but not in the manner that they had hoped; they feel surrounded by moral and even physical monsters, and turn into monsters themselves. As with the bad sisters in the fairy tale, their wish is fulfilled, but in such a way that, had they known the final outcome, they would have made a different wish. 




Let us make sure that we really understand this genesis of monsters. At the moment when differences seem most formidable among all four protagonists, they truly disappear. There never is anything on one side of a rivalry that, sooner or later, will not turn up on the other. The more these characters deny the reciprocity among them, the more they bring it about, each denial being immediately reciprocated. Characters dissolve and personalities disintegrate. Glaring contradictions multiply and no firm judgment can hold. Each protagonist turns against the other three, accusing them of masking their true being behind deceptive and shifting appearances. They all hold their rivals responsible for the fact that the ground is slipping from under them. When Helena accuses Hermia of being a puppet—which is what they all are, puppets of mimetic desire—Hermia replies: 




Puppet? Why so? Aye, that way goes the game. 

Now I perceive that she hath made compare 

Between our statures, she has urged her height. 

And with her personage, her tall personage, 

Her height, forsooth, she hath prevailed with him. 

And are you grown so high in his esteem 

Because I am so dwarfish and so low? 

How low am I, thou painted maypole? 

How low am I? I am not yet so low 

But that my nails can reach unto thine eyes, 

(III, ii, 289–98) 




In his Shakespeare’s Festive Comedies, C. L. Barber correctly observes that the four young people try in vain to interpret their conflicts through something “manageably related to their individual identities”: 




. . . only accidental differences can be exhibited. Helena tall, Hermia short. Although the men think that “reason says” now Hermia, now Helena is “the worthier maid,” personalities have nothing to do with the case. . . . The life in the lovers’ part is not to be caught in individual speeches, but by regarding the whole movement of the farce, which swings and spins each in turn through a common pattern, an evolution that seems to have an impersonal power of its own.¹ 




The real process is one of growing reciprocity and uniformity; it must be carefully distinguished from the imaginary process, the subjective experience of the lovers, which is one of extreme but unstable difference. The one and the other are equally indispensable to the “production” of monsters; the real uniformity facilitates the substitutions that the cinematic effect demands. 

During her great scene with Oberon, Titania describes at length a disorder in nature that consists of the same undifferentiation as the one occurring among human beings. In English villages the violent storm erases the marks and patterns inscribed upon the land by English culture itself: 




The fold stands empty in the drowned field, 

And crows are fatted with the murrion flock; 

The nine men’s morris is fill’d up with mud, 

And the quaint mazes in the wanton green, 

For lack of tread are undistinguishable. 

(II, i, 96–100) 




“Undistinguishable” is the important word. The four seasons are undergoing the same process of undifferentiation as the four lovers; they have turned into a monstrous mixture of what they all are and should be as a totality, not each one separately. The monster is the last phase before a confusion so total that everything becomes alike: 




                                              . . . we see 

The seasons alter: hoary-headed frosts 

Fall in the fresh lap of the crimson rose, 

And on old Hiems’ thin and icy crown 

An odorous chaplet of sweet summer buds 

Is, as in mockery, set; the spring, the summer, 

The childing autumn, angry winter, change 

Their wonted liveries; and the mazed world, 

By their increase now knows not which is which. 

(II, i, 106–14) 




It is a mistake to think that nature, in this Shakespearean scheme, truly comes first and must be responsible for what happens to human relations inside the human world. This is what mythology itself would have us believe, and also of course its students, who believe that it is primarily an interpretation of nature. Shakespeare makes no such mistake. In the last three lines of her speech, he has Titania say most explicitly to Oberon that the entire crisis is rooted in the conflict that they are having: 




And this same progeny of evils comes 

From our debate, from our dissension; 

We are their parents and original. 

(II, i, 115–17) 




Shakespeare does not dwell very long on this battle of Oberon and Titania, but long enough to show in it one more spectacular instance of mimetic rivalry, of course, apropos of a little page whom both the king and the queen want to add to their own personal following, for the sole reason that the other wants him, too. The disputed child never says a word but keeps bouncing back and forth like a tennis ball between Oberon and Titania. The emphasis once again lies not on the desired object but on the spirit of rivalry. 

There is more than a hint of mimetic jealousy, as well, in Titania’s allusion to an affair that Oberon may have had with Hippolyta, and in Oberon’s counterclaim that Titania had an affair with Theseus. Wherever we look in this play, mimetic desire hold sway. The three lines of Titania regarding its ultimate responsibility in the disorders of the time correspond, I believe, to Shakespeare’s own interpretation of human conflict and of its role in the festivals such as May Day and Midsummer Night, which provide the folkloric background for the events in the play. We are not yet in a position to discuss this aspect, but will return to it later. 

After she wakes up from her dream, Titania makes it clear that her “marriage” with Bottom was an unfortunate result of the differential collapse. Even the greatest of all differences, the separation between the natural and the supernatural, temporarily vanished during the midsummer night: 




Tell me how it came this night 

That I sleeping there was found 

With these mortals on the ground. 

(IV, i, 100–102) 




The loss of difference, the hostile doubling of the mimetic antagonists, is so important that Shakespeare returns to it after the end of the midsummer night: having come out of their trance, the four lovers look back with a steadier glance at an adventure that seems quite different restrospectively from what it seemed during the night: 





  
    	
        Demetrius: 
    
    	
        These things seem small and undistinguishable, Like far-off mountains turned into clouds. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        Methinks I see these things with parted eye, When everything seems double. 
    

  

  
    	
        Helena: 
    
    	
                                                                So methinks. 
    

  



(IV, i, 187–90) 




Now that they have recovered their sanity, Helena and Hermia can see the perfect reciprocity and identity of all relations during the night. The fog of illusory differences has been dispelled, and they perceive one another as the doubles whom they were for a while, in the sense not of a coincidence of opposites but of an opposition of “coincidents.” This retrospective vision is not one more monster but the truth itself, the reality of an experience that the lovers now correctly perceive but are too unreflective to think through; they treat it like some kind of optical illusion. 


1. C. L. Barber, Shakespeare’s Festive Comedies (Cleveland and New York: Meridian Books, 1963), 128. 
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MORE THAN FANCY’S IMAGES 




The Craftsmen in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




The fairies do not appear to the lovers only, but also to Bottom and his companions, who up to a point all share the same experience. Why should the two subplots be involved in the same “supernatural” experience? This question makes no sense, of course, unless we postulate an internal coherence that might be entirely lacking in this play. This is what everybody has always implicitly or explicitly assumed. The craftsmen have received less attention than the lovers, and even the most obvious resemblances of the two subplots remain undiscovered. Yet the antics of these people amount to a mimetic crisis quite similar to the one we just observed among the lovers, and it leads to the same transfiguration of reality. These similarities explain why the same fairies are supposed to interfere with the activities of both groups. 

The lovers are still in Athens when we see them for the first time, and so are the craftsmen. These faithful subjects of Theseus have decided to celebrate his wedding with the performance of a play, and want to distribute the roles among themselves before they have a rehearsal in the same forest where the lovers take refuge. Wretched as it is, their stage adaptation of the famous story Pyramus and Thisbe remains beyond the capacities of these half-literate amateurs. 

The leader of the group, Quince, a carpenter, is in charge of the distribution. Bottom, a weaver, is asked to be the leading man, Pyramus. He would have preferred “a tyrant,” but a lover it is and a lover will do. Speaking compulsively, Bottom announces that he will “move storms.” Eager to go on with his business, Quince turns to Flute, a bellows-mender, for the role of Thisbe. The man is as shy as Bottom is forward; he has “a beard coming” and asks to be excused, finding a woman’s part uncongenial. Bottom immediately volunteers for the role of the ingénue, not as a substitute for Pyramus but in addition to it: 




An I may hide my face, let me play Thisby too, I’ll speak in a monstrous little voice. “Thisne! Thisne! Ah, Pyramus, my love dear! thy Thisby dear, and lady dear!” 

(I, ii, 51–54) 




Quince will have none of this; the hero and the heroine must be played by different actors: 




“No, no, you must play Pyramus, and, Flute, you Thisby.” 

(55–56) 




Fearing more interference, Quince hurriedly proceeds to assign two more roles. Everything goes well, but now comes the turn of the lion; the reluctance of the prospective actor, Snug, is a temptation that Bottom cannot resist. Once again, he begs Quince for the part: 




Let me play the lion too. I will roar, that I will do any man’s heart good to hear. I will roar, that I will make the Duke say: “Let him roar again, let him roar again.” 

(70–73) 




To discourage Bottom, Quince warns him against too realistic a rendition of the wild beast: 





  
    	
        [Quince:] 
    
    	
        An you should do it too terribly, you would fright the Duchess and the ladies, that they would shriek; and that were enough to hang us all. 
    

  

  
    	
        All: 
    
    	
        That would hang us, every mother’s son. 
    

  



(74–77) 




The craftsmen hang on every word of their leader and, most mimetically, religiously, speaking as a single man, they repeat his pearls of wisdom. In the face of this unanimous disapproval, the demagogic Bottom clings to his lion but modifies his conception of the role: 




I grant you, friends, if you should fright the ladies out of their wits, they would have no more discretion but to hang us; but I will aggravate my voice so that I will roar you as gently as any sucking dove; I will roar you an ’twere any nightingale. 

(79–84) 




First Pyramus, then Thisbe, then a fierce lion, and now a sweet little bird. Unlike Alberich in The Ring, a born actor like Bottom does not need magical contraptions to transform himself into the most diverse creatures. At the slightest signal from his public, he will turn now into a ferocious dragon, now into a sweet little nightingale. 

The bird must remain identifiable as a lion and therefore retain some features of its former self; it must be both a lion and a bird. Like the lovers, therefore, Bottom is fabricating warring conflations of opposites, full-fledged monsters, according to the definition of our previous chapter. Earlier, Bottom claimed that he would speak in “a monstrous little voice,” using a word that is always significant in Shakespeare. The mad impersonations of Bottom are as efficient a tool for the production of monsters as the constantly changing erotic identifications of the four lovers. 

Next, the question arises of how the moon should be represented, and also the dreadful wall, the infamous wall that cruelly separates Pyramus from Thisbe. The solution is ready at hand: let one more actor impersonate the wall; let one more actor impersonate the moon. Bottom would love to be that moon, that wall. Try as he may, Quince will not find a role that does not suit Bottom’s talents; in addition to the lover and the beloved, he must be all the obstacles that stand between the two. He and his fellows can transform themselves into objects that lie beyond the wildest dreams of impersonation; the roles multiply vertiginously. Bottom wants them all, and the prospect of relinquishing even the smallest one gives him a sense of huge personal loss. 

Since Plato and Aristotle, mimesis has been the major concept of dramatic criticism. In the Renaissance the mimetic interpretation of the theater was not simply the most popular; it was the only one. According to Aristotle, human beings love the theater because they love imitation. In his theatrical subplot Shakespeare obviously illustrates this love. The craftsmen are not professional actors. In order to satisfy their obligation to the duke, they do not have to perform a play; they might come up with something better suited to their mediocre talents. Why do they choose the theater? Because they love imitation. 

To act in a play seems more desirable than merely to attend one; it demands a more active involvement with mimesis. This fascination with the theater is not limited to a “born actor” such as Bottom. His companions are fascinated as well and all show up when summoned by Quince, even the timid ones who claim that they cannot act. The reluctance of the reluctant actor means the same thing, ultimately, as the mad eagerness of Bottom. 

Why should impersonation be pleasurable? Aristotle never answers this question, but Shakespeare does: it is really a desire for the model’s being. Acting owes its uncanny and ambivalent prestige to the mimetic translations that it mimics. As soon as a role becomes really our own, as soon as we are officially and culturally empowered to play it, it loses its prestige. The roles of others seem more fascinating than our own. Like Helena and her friends, Bottom and his friends want to be translated to some prestigious models. Their desire for mimesis has the same ontological goal as the mimetic desire of the lovers. 

In theatrical impersonations there is something erotic that intensifies with the size and enthusiasm of the crowds for whom the actor performs. Conversely, in the erotic desire of most Shakespearean characters, there is something intensely theatrical. The theatrical aspects of erotic desire in the works we have examined are as obvious as the erotic dimension of the theater in the case of Bottom. Beginning with Valentine and Collatine, Eros loves to display itself in front of as many admiring spectators as possible; it loves to be seen; it always generates a play within the play. 




The rehearsal of Pyramus and Thibse takes place in the same wood as the wild chase of the lovers. In the interval between the two scenes, the craftsmen’s excitement has risen. Bottom has found a way to compel the attention of Quince: 




There are things in this comedy of Pyramus and Thisby that will never please. First, Pyramus must draw a sword to kill himself; which the ladies cannot abide. How answer you that? 

(III, i, 9–12) 




Quince was the one who earlier had conjured up the specter of frightened ladies, but his real purpose was to repulse Bottom’s assaults. The weaver now makes this implausible concern his own and extends it to the suicide of Pyramus. By mimicking Quince, he manipulates the group and drapes himself into the mantle of the inspired metteur en scène. Since the whole idea belongs to him in the first place, Quince cannot silence Bottom without contradicting himself, and his authority is undermined. Chaos is on the march. 

All devices intended as precautions against the supposed panic of the ladies are actual symptoms of the real panic brewing among the craftsmen themselves. They all exhibit their hysterical symptoms to one another and imitate them most compulsively. They are projecting their own fears upon the weaker sex in the manner of those primitive males who invented not only the Bacchae but the Erynyes, the Valkyries, the Amazons, and other mythical bands of terrified and terrifying women, displaced metaphors of masculine decomposition: 





  
    	
        Snout: 
    
    	
        By’r lakin, a parlous fear. 
    

  

  
    	
        Starveling: 
    
    	
        I believe we must leave the killing out, when all is done. 
    

  

  
    	
        Bottom: 
    
    	
        Not a whit! I have a device to make all well. Write me a prologue, and let the prologue seem to say we will do no harm with our swords, and that Pyramus is not killed indeed: and for the more better assurance, tell them that I Pyramus am not Pyramus, but Bottom the weaver. This will put them out of fear. 
    

  



(III, i, 13–22) 




The prologue should say: “My name is Bottom and I am merely pretending to be a certain Pyramus whose suicide is feigned.” Instead, Bottom first names Pyramus, speaking in the first person, as if it were his real identity and wishing no doubt that it were. His real name comes second and he mentions it as if it belonged to someone else, or as it appears on the title page of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He suggests that his real self is false and his false self is real. The spectators are insidiously invited to join the mimetic confusion that our universal actor is spreading. 

Bottom is losing his sense of identity. At the equivalent point in the subplot of the lovers, Hermia exclaims: 




Am I not Hermia, are you not Lysander? 

(III, ii, 273) 




We have the same “identity crisis” in both subplots and, for lack of a better one, we must use this expression, even though it is not quite satisfactory. The grayish jargon of modern psychiatry does not convey the atmosphere of the midsummer night; it was invented for the modern neurotic who remains frozen on the same spot for years, caught in an interminable dialogue with what he calls his “problems,” the two coexisting until death do them part. But here we have nothing of the sort; Bottom’s crisis is acute, no doubt, but temporary, and it will leave no trace. The same is true of the four lovers. 

A few lines later we have another clue to the rapid disintegration of our craftsmen’s handling of reality. Our old friend the lion is back, and even the more placid craftsmen such as Snout and Starveling now seem haunted by it: 





  
    	
        Snout: 
    
    	
        Will not the ladies be afeard of the lion? 
    

  

  
    	
        Starveling: 
    
    	
        I fear it, I promise you. 
    

  

  
    	
        Bottom: 
    
    	
        Masters, you ought to consider with yourselves to bring in (God shield us!) a lion among ladies, is a most dreadful thing; for there is not a more fearful wild-fowl than your lion living; and we ought to look to ’t. 
    

  

  
    	
        Snout: 
    
    	
        Therefore another prologue must tell he is not a lion. 
    

  



(III, i, 27–35) 




It is Snout now who demands one more prologue after the fashion of Bottom. But, like all compulsive mimes, Bottom hates to be copied; he prizes originality above all else, and as soon as he sees his ideas espoused by another man he repudiates them. The need to contradict is just as mimetic in him as the need to copy: 




Nay; you must name his name, and half his face must be seen through the lion’s neck, and he himself must speak through, saying thus, or to the same defect: “Ladies,” or “Fair ladies, I would wish you,” or “I would request you,” or “I would entreat you not to fear, not to tremble: my life for yours. If you think I come hither as a lion, it were pity of my life. No! I am no such thing; I am a man as other men are”; and there indeed let him name his name, and tell them plainly he is Snug the joiner. 

(36–46) 




This second metamorphosis of the lion improves upon the first, which was already more spectacular than the original script. To be really uncanny, a monster must combine human and animal features. At the thought of this scarier monster, delectable shivers run down the spine of its amazed creators. 

This fragment of a human face surrounded by leonine features reminds one of the sort of primitive art that did not become fashionable until the twentieth century. Shakespeare had probably never seen a religious mask, but his mimetic genius did not need any “fieldwork” to reconstitute a mask’s most characteristic features, its “monstrosity,” the conjunction in it of normally separate entities, or fragments of such entities. 

We have reached the moment in our mimetic crisis when, in a ritualistic equivalent of this scene, the participants would put on masks quite similar to the one imagined by Bottom: weird combinations of human and animal features. The inspiration is the same because the experience is fundamentally the same. The playwright’s sense of timing is excellent. 




Bottom’s compulsive impersonations resemble the possessive trance as much as the chaotic images conjured up by his experience resemble primitive masks. We live in a culture that does not encourage such phenomena, but at one time things were different. May Day and the Midsummer festival seem to be rooted in rituals similar to the orgiastic rituals in ancient and primitive cultures. The possessive trance of such rituals resembles playacting but should not be equated with it; the “genuine” trance is an involvement so total that the impersonation becomes involuntary and cannot be interrupted at will. This high degree of self-dispossession, higher than anything the Western theater can ever achieve or wants to achieve, is what Shakespeare is representing in this subplot, a theatrical experience so intense that it turns back into the trance from which the theater must have originally emerged. 

Normal acting is a form of the trance so mild that even the best actors can snap out of it at will; they always remain conscious of playing a role. Everything we know regarding the origins of the theater suggests that this art must have been preceded by attenuated forms of ritual in which the trance was gradually replaced by acting, and the sacrificial immolation was suppressed. It is conceivable that, in particularly “favorable” circumstances, the theater could travel that same road backward, especially in the case of highly susceptible individuals such as Bottom. This is what Shakespeare is suggesting. 




Bottom first, then all his fellow bumpkins, get drunk on a kaleidoscope of roles that keeps revolving faster and faster. The avalanche of impersonations reminds us of highly suggestible subjects in the hands of a hypnotist gone mad. But there is no hypnotist here, except for the actors themselves and their wild idea of a theater. 

Bottom resembles those clowns whose act involves changing suits so fast that they seem to be wearing a single “coat of many colors.” Once again we are dealing with a cinematic effect, almost the same as in the case of the lovers. The crescendo of monstrosities is reaching ebullition. Up to this point the craftsmen had not quite believed in their own fabrications; in another second they will meet them in the flesh. In one single instant, Bottom turns ass and marries Titania: 




[Enter Puck and Bottom with an ass’s head.] 





  
    	
        Bottom: 
    
    	
        “If I were fair, Thisby, I were only thine.” 
    

  

  
    	
        Quince: 
    
    	
        O monstrous! O strange! We are haunted. Pray, masters, fly, masters! Help! 
    

  






[Exeunt Quince, Snug, Flute, Snout and Starveling.] 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 


  
    	
        Quince: 
    
    	
        Bless thee, Bottom, bless thee! Thou art translated. 
    

  



(105–19) 




Quince seemed the most reasonable among the craftsmen, but the asinine interruptions of Bottom have undermined his common sense. Out of mimetic sympathy, all at once, the entire troupe tips over the brink. After many indications of increasing trouble, the madness of the craftsmen crosses the same decisive threshold as the madness of the lovers, and they all share the stage with their own mimetic hallucinations. 

As new impersonations keep crowding in, the whole system begins to spin and finally explodes in a thousand fragments that reorganize in weird bits and pieces, haphazardly, like a mosaic of broken glass. Bottom is translated to a sparkling jumble of fragments from his various roles, with a unifying preponderance of the original ass. Half the face of that ass can be seen through Bottom’s neck. The body remains mostly human—that of a great lover, no doubt, fit only for the queen of the fairies; the creature talks as wittily as a prologue but shows a marked predilection for hay, plus the stubborn immobility of a brick wall, two well-known characteristics of the ass. 

The intervention of Puck is not an unmotivated intrusion; it climaxes a series of structural dislocations that provide a gradual transition between normal perception and the trancelike receptiveness to monstrous hallucination toward which both plots are independently but simultaneously moving. 

At the purely dramatic level there is a discontinuity between the natural and the supernatural worlds that we should not take at face value. We should watch closely enough to perceive the mimetic process that connects the three subplots; we will then realize that the subplot of the fairies is literally generated by the mimetic rivalry of the lovers and the mimetic impersonations of the craftsmen. The cardboard head that Puck plants on Bottom’s head can signify either the reassuring separation of the two worlds or their complete intermingling, and it fits both interpretations equally well. The gross farce of the bumpkins has the same implications as the compulsive infidelities of the four lovers; the two together are not a decorative prelude to a purely farcical debacle. Shakespeare is proposing a mimetic theory of mythical genesis. 

Let us recapitulate the similarities of the two subplots. In both of them, the first scene is a distribution of roles. In principle, each character should play only one, but both the lovers and the craftsmen keep inventing new roles, exchanging them and stealing them from one another. The invasion of the lovers’ speech by animal images and the dog/god oscillations correspond to the excessive preoccupation of Bottom and his companions with the dreadful lion and the several metamorphoses of this beast. In both subplots, the proliferation of verbal monsters prepares the ground for the same ultimate hallucination. In both subplots the fantastic apparitions result from the telescoping and dismembering of normally differentiated creatures, followed by a disorderly remembering that contradicts the culturally ordained differentiation of everyday life. 




The symmetry of the two human subplots suggests that aesthetic imitation and the mimetic Eros are two modalities of the same principle. Bottom’s desire for mimesis spreads as contagiously among the craftsmen as erotic desire among the lovers and has the same disruptive effects upon the two groups; it produces the same mythology. 

In his theatrical subplot, Shakespeare reinjects the ingredient that the aestheticians always leave out—competitive desire. In the lovers’ subplot he reinjects the ingredient that the students of desire never take into account—imitation. This double restitution turns the two suplots into faithful mirrors of each other, the two complementary halves of a single challenge against the Western philosophical and anthropological tradition. 

Bottom and his friends end up “dreaming” the same “dream” as the four lovers. The failure of traditional critics to discuss the role of imitation, impersonation, and mimicry is even more astonishing in the case of the craftsmen than in the case of the lovers, for here the aesthetic aspect of mimesis—the one aspect that has been traditionally acknowledged—is prominently displayed. 

The enormous force of Shakespeare comes from his ability to rid himself of two bad abstractions simultaneously: solipsistic desire and the bland, disembodied imitation of the aestheticians. The love of mimesis that sustains the aesthetic enterprise is one and the same with mimetic desire. This is the real message of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

The Western philosophical and scientific tradition is based on the opposite principle. Mimesis and Eros are seen as separate. The myth of their mutual independence goes back to Plato, who never associates the two concepts, even though his frantic fear of mimetic contagion and his distrust of art, more particularly of the theater, points to the unity that his formal system repudiates. The disciplines of aesthetics and literary criticism, as well as psychology and the other social sciences, still reflect a divorce of mimesis and desire so entrenched in our formal thinking that Freud himself was unable to surmount it. This is the great failure of psychoanalysis, in my view. 

The divorce of imitation and desire has been cherished by traditional aestheticians and literary critics because it ensures the autonomy of their disciplines and isolates art from the impurity of worldly desires; it proclaims the disinterestedness of aesthetic preoccupations. The philosophical mutilation of mimesis is really a spiritual narcissism for which a heavy price has been paid. 

Shakespeare’s spectacular marriage of mimesis and desire is the unity of the three subplots and the unity of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The divorce of mimesis and desire is so powerful a tradition that the enigmatic news of their tempestuous union in the theater of Shakespeare has not yet reached us; the message remains inaudible. 

At long last in our modern world, the general lassitude with traditional aesthetics has produced a justified rebellion against the notion of imitation as conceived since the Greeks, but this is no real break with the past; it is the circularity of false rebellion trying to deny the reality of that which it is unable to rethink. Instead of bringing imitation and desire together, the rebels are trying to expel mimesis from our cultural scene; their rebellion is a false one, a continuation of the old servitude. Even an impoverished mimesis is better than no mimesis at all. More understanding of A Midsummer Night’s Dream could help us out of this impasse. 
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SOMETHING OF GREAT CONSTANCY 




Theseus and Hippolyta in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




At the beginning of Act 5, Theseus and Hippolyta have just heard the four lovers give their account of what happened during the night. Hippolyta wants to know what Theseus thinks of it: 





  
    	
        [Hippolyta:] 
    
    	
        ’Tis strange, my Theseus, what these lovers speak of. 
    

  

  
    	
        Theseus: 
    
    	
        More strange than true. I never may believe These antique fables, nor these fairy toys. Lovers and madmen have such seething brains, Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend More than cool reason ever comprehend. The lunatic, the lover, and the poet Are of imagination all compact. One sees more devils than vast Hell can hold. That is the madman. The lover, all as frantic, Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt. The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven, And as imagination bodies forth The form of things unknown, the poet’s pen Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothings A local habitation and a name. Such tricks hath strong imagination That if it would but apprehend some joy, It comprehends some bringer of that joy; Or in the night, imagining some fear, How easy is a bush supposed a bear! 
    

  



(V, i, 1–22) 




Theseus outlines a purely individualistic theory of myth. If he speaks for his creator, his beautiful but rather banal tirade casts doubt on my just concluded reading of the midsummer night, which is neither individualistic nor social in the usual sense but intersubjective or, rather, interdividual in the sense of mimetic theory.¹ 

Hippolyta’s reply shows that Theseus misinterpreted the thrust of her question. She found the fantastic account of the four lovers fascinating and wanted to discuss it, whereas Theseus mistook her intellectual curiosity for an expression of “feminine” anxiety and so offers the kind of reassurance that he thinks is in order. With the typical arrogance of the male, he assumes that he alone is rational enough to discard all superstition; his eloquent lines contain nothing actually false, but they answer a more simplistic question than the one posed by Hippolyta. Narrow rationalism has a tremendous capacity for reducing the most interesting questions to a few resounding platitudes. 

In order to appreciate what Theseus says at its just value, we must not isolate it from the dialogue of which it is a part, as if it were some kind of oracle. Hippolyta speaks quite briefly, but after Theseus; the last word belongs to her: 




But the story of the night told over, 

And all their minds transfigured so together, 

More witnesseth than fancy’s images; 

And grows to something of great constancy, 

Howsoever strange and admirable. 

(23–27) 




If we allow the harmonious commonplaces of Theseus to dominate our thinking, these five lines will seem unimportant and we will hardly listen to them. They will confirm our general impression that the queen of the Amazons is a rather timid and credulous woman who tries to justify the existence of the fairies. She is doing nothing of the sort, of course. The attitude of the duke is somewhat reminiscent of the craftsmen, when they tell each other that they must tone down their play in order not to frighten the ladies in the audience. 

Hippolyta really poses and briefly answers the question of mythical genesis; if she agreed with Theseus, her five lines would not begin with the word “but.” The lesson that Theseus has drawn from the midsummer night does not really satisfy her, so she draws her own conclusion, less spectacular than the facile wisdom of the duke, but much more profound, discreetly but resolutely contradicting him on three basic points. The first is that myth is a collective rather than an individual phenomenon; this is what “all their minds transfigured so together” undoubtedly means. In order fully to appreciate the value of “all their minds,” we must realize that the formula really applies not to the lovers only but to the lovers and the craftsmen combined. “So together” suggests the role of mutual imitation. 

The second point is that, objectively untrue and deceptive as it certainly is, myth should not be confused with pure fiction, with the product of individual imagination or with a poetic inspiration that functions in complete isolation. Myth is not a subjective fabrication. In spite of its illogicalities, inconsistencies, and outright lies, “the story of the night . . . more witnesseth than fancy’s images.” This is a capital statement, irreconcilable with Theseus’s fatuous skepticism. 

The third point is that, in spite of its effervescent genesis and fantastic content, myth is “something of great constancy.” It has a stable structure, in other words, with all sorts of consequences that the purely subjective theory of Theseus cannot take into account. 

I am extremely gratified, of course, that Hippolyta would challenge Theseus on precisely the points that make his resounding tirade incompatible with my analysis of the midsummer night. She sees nothing in the account of the four lovers that supports the duke’s narrowly subjective conception of mythical origins; she secretly repudiates his scapegoating of the poet, the lunatic, and the lover, which is the reverse of, and ultimately the same thing as, the official idolatry of “pure fiction” forever triumphant in modern literary criticism. 

Hippolyta’s statement confirms the validity of the mimetic reading and compels us to conclude that Hippolyta, rather than Theseus, speaks for the author. Hippolyta’s five lines are a little critical essay by Shakespeare himself on the nature of myth; the midsummer night is a dramatization of the same ideas. The playwright seems to grope here toward a mode of expression more conceptual than the theater. The genre that he is practicing and the state of anthropological reflection in his time made it impossible for him to develop his ideas more fully, and it is a great pity; given the genre of this play, however, we must be grateful for Hippolyta’s five priceless lines! 

Hippolyta is a woman and her five lines are outwardly unimpressive, devoid of dramatic impact; they are not the stuff that commencement speeches are made of. The academic establishment has remained fully committed to the creed of Theseus. Most commentators write about A Midsummer Night’s Dream as if Hippolyta’s five lines did not exist. Yet Shakespeare must have felt that these five lines were important, or he would not have inserted them in his play or located them as strategically as he did. They are unquestionably intended as a quiet but decisive rebuttal of Theseus’s sonorous clichés. On many occasions the duke’s observations are quite sharp, but in this particular instance his bride makes him sound like a magnificent windbag. 

His eloquence and prestige create an illusion of authority that his speech does not really possess; it simply restates what most men already took for granted at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and still take for granted today. Theseus is the high priest of an optimistic humanism that performs a neat expulsion of the midsummer night under the triple heading of poetry, lunacy, and love. This clever operation frees respectable men from all responsibility for whatever tricks their own mimetic imagination may play upon them; it enables them to forget their own midsummer nights. 

It is ironically fitting that the rationalistic dismissal of myth should be entrusted to a great mythical figure. The gesture by which modern humanism casts out—and enthrones—magical and mythical thought under the simplistic heading of “superstition” or “imagination” is our modern substitute for myth properly speaking, once it has exhausted its power to persuade. Narrow rationalism performs the same function as the magical explanations of earlier times; it makes mimetic rivalry completely invisible even to the spectators of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Theseus’s philosophy is the paradoxical heir of mythology. 

Hippolyta is gently tugging at Theseus’s sleeve, but Theseus hears nothing. She has been tugging at that sleeve for four hundred years now, with no consequence whatever, her words forever buried under the impressive scaffolding of triumphant humanism. She is eternally silenced by that need for reassurance in us that is answered first by our belief in myths, and then by the kind of disbelief that Theseus exemplifies. 

Why is the refutation of Theseus so discreet? Why should any author make the incorrect reading of his play more eloquent, prestigious, and dramatically effective than the correct reading? Why should a rather dismal dismissal of everything audacious and original in the Shakespearean text be presented with more fanfare than the true definition of what the author has been doing, which is nonetheless a part of the picture—albeit a very small part? 

A good writer, as a rule, does his best to enhance, not to minimize, his own achievements. Shakespeare is fully aware of his great originality and yet, again and again, goes out of his way to make his play appear superficial and frivolous. This strange behavior is another example of what we found at the beginning of our analysis. From one end of the play to the other, Shakespeare pursues the same strategy. He is all things to all people. To those who want nothing but a superficial Midsummer Night’s Dream, he offers what they desire; if others aspire to something more, they will not be disappointed either. 

The first critical debate about A Midsummer Night’s Dream took place during the first performance, and it is repeated each time the play is performed, unless, of course, Hippolyta’s lines are simply omitted, which frequently happens. Even if included in the performance, they are likely to go unnoticed or to be misinterpreted. We do not understand that Shakespeare’s apparent preference for Theseus is a façade that should be disregarded. 

The deceptively loaded dialogue of Theseus and Hippolyta is further proof of what I already said about this comedy being two plays in one. At the beginning of Act 5, these two plays literally come to life as separate characters. Theseus embodies the superficial comedy and Hippolyta the deeper one, the play of mimetic interaction. This last play is not “deeper” in the sense of being buried far below the words, at the bottom of what some would call an “infrastructure.” It is no less visible than the superficial play. It is not really hidden but only seems to be, and the reason for our blindness is always the same: our stubborn resistance to the mimetic dimension everywhere present in the theater of Shakespeare. 




The genesis of myth in A Midsummer Night’s Dream throws light on the role of the monstrous and of mythical metamorphosis in Shakespeare’s theater as a whole. Retrospectively we can see that, in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, there was a first hint of what came to full fruition in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. If we ask ourselves why Shakespeare gave the name “Proteus” to the first character he ever created who was severely afflicted with mimetic desire, the answer is obvious: Proteus is the Greek god of metamorphosis. 

From the very beginning of his career, Shakespeare rooted mythical metamorphosis in mimetic desire—not in the innocuous mimesis of traditional aesthetics or in the obvious and serene imitation of openly acknowledged models, but in the conflictual mimesis of mimetic rivaly, the imitation that tries to pass for its own opposite, autonomy, self-sufficiency. Myth is inseparable from the violent symmetry of the mimetic doubles, and it is no fortuitous coincidence if these mimetic doubles are the most frequent protagonists of myth in the entire world. 

Mimetic desire turns human beings into moral as well as physical monsters. When Shakespeare wrote The Two Gentlemen of Verona, the mythical genesis that we found in A Midsummer Night’s Dream was already struggling for an expression that it could not achieve. Shakespeare tried again, and the second time he was totally successful. 

It is only a posteriori, from the standpoint of the later play, that we can understand why Shakespeare names his first mimetic character Proteus. Proteus turns himself into a second Valentine; his mimetic desire makes him protean. We can understand this only if we envisage the two comedies from the standpoint of their common mimetic theme, and the uneven development of that theme; the name Proteus would have been even more appropriate in the second play than in the first, but Shakespeare obviously did not want to use it a second time. The use of the name in the first comedy reveals how the early Shakespeare detected the transformational power of mimetic desire and sought to dramatize it. The association of desire and monstrous metamorphosis will never cease in Shakespeare; it pervades his entire theater. It reappears in the arch-mimetic play Troilus and Cressida in connection with the mimetic love of the protagonists, and with moral connotations even more explicitly negative than in the earlier comedies. 

Supernatural apparitions in the tragedies are assimilated to monsters; it can easily be shown that, more or less discreetly, they are all rooted in the context of the mimetic crisis and the hallucinations that go with it. This is true of Caesar’s phantom in Julius Caesar, of old Hamlet’s phantom in Hamlet, as well as of the Weird Sisters and the other apparitions in Macbeth. 

This is likewise true of Caliban in The Tempest. I can well believe that the cannibals in Montaigne’s famous essay might account for this monster’s name, since there are other echoes from the French writer in this play, but the major significance of Caliban, it seems to me, has nothing to do with this literary influence. Caliban has little if anything to do with a negative evaluation of primitive people. I see him as a kind of recapitulation of all the mimetic monsters in the theater of Shakespeare (see chapter 38). 


1. René Girard, Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1988), 299–305. 
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LOVE BY ANOTHER’S EYE 




Mimetic Punning in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




To Hermia and Lysander literary models are as important as they are to Don Quixote or Madame Bovary, almost as important as human mediators. In the first scene of the play, after Theseus and Egeus have left, the two youngsters bemoan their sad fate with many pathetic sighs, but they are secretly elated, seeing great value in parental persecution, which brings them closer to the romantic heroes they emulate, all of whom are represented as victims of authority. If our two lovers felt seriously threatened, they would flee their persecutors; they would not complacently celebrate their kinship with all famous lovers in history: 





  
    	
        Lysander: 
    
    	
        The course of true love never did run smooth. But either it was different in blood— 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        Oh, cross! Too high to be enthralled to low. 
    

  

  
    	
        Lysander: 
    
    	
        Or else misgraffed in respect of years— 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        Oh, spite! Too old to be engaged to young. 
    

  

  
    	
        Lysander: 
    
    	
        Or else it stood upon the choice of friends— 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        Oh, Hell! To choose love by another’s eyes. 
    

  



(I, i, 134–40) 




This poetic duet belongs to a well-known genre dedicated to the various impediments of love: differences of age, of social conditions, and last but not least, coercion by others. The list of these impediments never changes. 

If “the course of true love never did run smooth,” lovers have primarily themselves—their slavish obedience to the mimetic law—to blame, but they do not know that. Unable to see the real obstacle against which they keep stumbling, the crisscrossing of their mimetic desires, they need fake obstacles as substitutes for the real one. Fortunately for their overworked imagination, they do not have to invent anything; they simply repeat what they read in the fashionable literature that they avidly consume. 

The first five lines mark a gradation leading to the last two, on which the emphasis lies: who are these “friends” on whose choice love should not stand, who is this other whose choice may unduly influence our own choice of a lover? At this point, all the editors of the play warn their readers in a footnote that the word “friends” refers to fathers and mothers rather than friends in our sense. In the Elizabethan period “friends” could indeed refer to close relatives, even parents. But how can the editors be so sure? If “friend” occasionally refers to parents, more often than not the word has its modern meaning. Its significance can be be enlarged to include parents, but it can never be restricted in such a way as to exclude ordinary friends. 

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream itself, we find friend and friendly used again and again in the modern sense. At the height of the midsummer night, Helena is quarreling with Hermia: 




And will you rent our ancient love asunder, 

To join with men in scorning your poor friend? 

It is not friendly, ’tis not maidenly. 

(III, iii, 215–17) 




Why do all editors exclude the most natural and obvious meaning of “friends”? The answer is inescapable: if they did not, if they read the two lines simply as they should be read, they would have to recognize in them two magnificent definitions of what this play is really about—mimetic desire. 

When Demetrius shifts from Hermia to Helena because of Lysander, he certainly chooses love by another’s eye. So does Hermia when she chooses Demetrius because of her friend Helena. The same was true in the works we examined earlier. Proteus’s love for Silvia stands upon the choice of his friend Valentine; since Tarquin has never seen Lucrece with his own eyes, he must necessarily “choose love by another’s eyes.” 

This is what no one wants to face. The exclusion of mimetic desire is an unstated imperative, no doubt, but a very strict one. The vote is always unanimous. Given the context in which these two lines appear, the silent elimination of the literal reading is a most amazing feat of censorship. The massive presence of mimetic desire in the vicinity makes it even more remarkable. The literal reading, which is also the most appropriate to the context, is rejected out of hand, with not even one word of explanation. The whole operation goes without saying; it is entirely unconscious and automatic. 

For “a more better certainty,” as Bottom would say, let us have a closer look at these two lines. If Shakespeare had really intended to speak of those fathers who force their children to marry against their will, “friends” would not be a very good choice and “love” would be even worse. It would not be love, in this eventuality, but marriage that would stand upon the choice of “friends.” The words “choice” in the first line and “choose” in the second also confirm the bankruptcy of the nonmimetic reading. In a case of outright coercion, the coerced party has no alternative; she does not choose anything. Those who desire mimetically abdicate their freedom of choice, no doubt, but they choose the model whose desire they imitate; only they can truly be said to “choose love by another’s eye.” 

The two lines are perfectly intelligible as they stand; they need no explanatory footnote, and that is the reason, of course, why the editors have one. How else could they protect their students from the dangerous contamination of the mimetic reading? The editors intervene for the sole purpose of rejecting the correct reading. They all act in very good faith, of course; they simply do not perceive anything pertaining to conflictual mimesis in this play. The idea that “mimetic desire” could play a major role in Shakespeare seems too ridiculous to contemplate. 

Thanks to these footnotes, we can spectacularly verify the very strong urge in many of us to suppress the whole idea of mimetic rivalry whenever it appears, in Shakespeare and elsewhere. This suppression must be condemned, of course, but it must be recognized that, in the present case, it is not entirely without excuses. There are some real arguments in favor of the nonmimetic reading, and it is important to point them out. 

The first is that Lysander and Hermia are too deluded about themselves to imagine anything as clever as the mimetic interpretation of their own two lines. United in spirit with ten thousand mediocre poets, they will go on rehashing their sempiternal impediments until doomsday. These dismal clichés represent the sum total of their psychology. All we can expect after the first five lines is more of the same. The mimetic reading cannot be what they actually mean. They can only mean that which modern editors regard as the sole possible meaning of the two lines. 

In the litany of impediments, the tyrannical father is bound to show up at some point; from the ancient Greeks down to our great countercultural revolution, via Sigmund Freud, the father always remains the impediment par excellence, the number-one sacrificial beast, the main staple of our intellectual feast, the indispensable alibi of romantic failure. It is natural to think that the last two lines must be about him. They really are, in the sense that Lysander and Hermia can be thinking only of this forlorn personage. Even though their words do not quite fit the paternal reading, they come close enough to satisfy the eternal Freudian in all of us. Besides, these lines appear at the very beginning of the play, right after the scene with Egeus and Theseus, at a point when it is still legitimate to expect that the fatherly and ducal thunder will not be as radically ineffective as it turns out to be. 

Are these contextual arguments good enough to threaten the mimetic reading? Not for one second; compared to all this, the mimetic significance is as bright as the light of ten thousand suns. 

The wrong interpretation relies on evidence that is far from decisive, yet it cannot be disregarded because it comes from the author himself and the author knows what he is doing. Why did Shakespeare insert his two fabulous lines into the misleading context of the phony impediments? We already know that, beginning with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he wants to steer the bulk of his audience away from mimetic desire toward the romantic reading that he kindly places at our disposal. We have already seen some striking illustrations of the dual strategy that leads part of the public in one direction and another part in an entirely different direction. This is a particularly brilliant example of this twofold technique. 

A great dramatist knows that the context is more important than the text. Regardless of what is really said in these two lines, most spectators cannot hear anything in them but the fulfillment of their stereotyped expectations. Far from trying to avoid the probable misreading of these lines, Shakespeare encourages it. But the contrast with the rest of the poem makes the last two lines comical to those who really understand them; those who do not, and who read them as a mere continuation of the earlier platitudes, are not disturbed in the slightest; the footnote-prone editors are not disturbed either. All this corresponds exactly to what all these people expect from a comedy. 

Our two lines do not quite fit the nonmimetic reading, but they come close enough not to trigger in most minds the alarm system that becomes activated when a certain threshold of inappropriateness is reached. Below that threshold, our critical sense remains inert. These lines are a test; they compel us to make a choice between a comedy of external obstacles to which the first five lines of the duet belong, and the really Shakespearean comedy rooted in mimetic rivalry. If we do not see that we must choose, if we choose without being aware of choosing, we certainly will make the wrong choice. 

The poem functions like a superior pun. If we interpret it in terms of fathers, dukes, and fairies, we yearn for a nonmimetic interpretation and this is what we get; if we interpret the pun mimetically, we not only accede to the mimetic version but perceive the nonmimetic one as well, and the comic force of the play is revealed. In the midst of the traditional impediments, the real cause of romantic failure appears: the self-generated obstacle, the mutual interference of imitated desires clashing against one another. 

For a pun to be good, the more interesting meaning must be the less readily apparent, the rare meaning, and it must owe this quality not to some cheap verbal trick, empty of significance, but to some essential reason, some deep-seated resistance of ours in the face of something objectively evident. Our two lines magnificently fulfill these requirements; they are not objectively ambivalent, but seem so to our stubborn antimimetic prejudice. They operate exactly like the phenomenon that they most explicitly reveal and that remains concealed in the very transparency of its revelation. 

For a pun to be good, it must not violate the law of verisimilitude. Mimetic desire is no more conscious of itself than normal breathing. Hermia has just abandoned one lover for another; in a few more hours, the passionate Lysander will in turn abandon her in the forest. The two of them are nevertheless firm believers in their own myths, so firm that they do not watch their language and occasionally enunciate truths that their conscious thinking would not acknowledge. Just as in Freud, there are slips of the tongue in Shakespeare, but their content is mimetic rather than psychoanalytical. 

The four lovers are typical of average humanity, resembling most of us in our tendency to elude whatever could undermine our comforting certainty of acting and thinking as autonomous individuals. Most spectators and readers resemble Lysander and Hermia in that they apprehend not what the lines really say but what the characters reallly mean, which is also what they want to hear. The reception of the play is a mise-en-abîme of the play itself. 

Shakespeare challenges the public’s resistance most directly and humorously, without risking hostile reactions on the part of those who would resent the challenge if they understood it. He knows he does not have to worry; they will not understand anything. Like a superior torero, he takes great risks; he comes very close to the bull, but so effortlessly and elegantly that almost no one realizes what a perpetual tour de force this play constitutes. 

For whom was Shakespeare writing his best lines? We can only restate once again our hypothesis of a circle of initiates, a few enlightened aficionados who, being familar with the author’s ideas, must have understood everything à demi mot. These people could not fail to spot such transparent formulae as to “choose love by another’s eyes.” 

There is at least one more example of highly significant punning at the beginning of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, punning that reaches down to the intellectual and spiritual heart of the play: 




Before the time I did Lysander see, 

Seemed Athens as a paradise to me. 

O then, what graces in my love do dwell, 

That he hath turned a Heaven into a Hell! 

(I, i, 204–7) 




Here again, Hermia airily enunciates a truth that she herself does not explicitly assume, and does it with such youthful assurance that, at the end, we are not sure she really said what we actually heard. 

Hermia equates the “graces” that dwell in her love with hell itself, and confirms that the most singular and characteristic aspect of her passion is the suffering that it causes her; this suffering testifies to the splendidly romantic nature of her current love affair. The hell in these lines is the same, I believe, as the hell in the line just explicated: “Oh Hell! To choose love by another’s eyes.” To choose love by another’s eyes is hell. The word “hell” keeps reappearing in the language of the four lovers and plays a key role, I believe. Hell, a religious hyperbole, is most relevant for the midsummer night, and Hermia is informing us that she is already plunged into a kind of hell. We are still at the prehistorical stage of the night, and Hermia confirms that it is the same as the night itself. Hell begins when the heaven of childhood gives way to mimetic rivalry. 

Shakespeare does not share the infinite reverence that we have nowadays for desire, the reverence that always passes for extremely modern even though it was de rigueur in our Western culture long before the latest upheavals. We are always rushing to the defense of poor, oppressed desire, having engaged this myth for many centuries. 

Elizabethan trendiness already demanded what our own trendiness demands; it adopted a stylistically aristocratic version of the same thing. The dogma according to which desire can do no wrong was already fashionable in Greek comedy, and we take it for granted that Shakespeare should respect it. Yet this is the worst possible assumption for a real understanding of his genius. We unconsciously project our pious Rousseauism on a thinker radically alien to the great literary celebration of desire. Many who admire what they call Shakespearean “psychology” from a safe distance would be appalled if they perceived its real implications. 

In the contemporary scale of values, the sanctity of desire—“authentic” desire, of course, the “true love” of Hermia and Helena—has replaced all former virtues. To speak ill of desire is unconscionable blasphemy. By our current standards, Shakespeare is too genuinely subversive to be readily intelligible. We assume that all great writers, the “good guys” in our book, are fighting for the good cause; they are on the side of poor, innocent desire oppressed by its countless persecutors. But Shakespeare is forever modern because he reveals the permanent taboos of our supposedly tabooless culture. When we vaguely sense the distance between his conception of desire and ours, we warn each other darkly that he may well be “conservative.” In the domain of desire, we always regard as “subversive” and “novel” the ideas we love; they really are the hoary clichés that Shakespeare was already deriding in his comedies. 




The play within the play is finally performed in front of Theseus, Hippolyta, and their court, which now includes the four lovers, neatly rearranged according to the law of “true love.” Handsome Pyramus and beautiful Thisbe are next-door neighbors with only a wall between them—the wall that their fathers built, of course, a not-quite-fatal impediment to their passionate ardor: 




And thou, O Wall, O sweet, O lovely wall, 

That stand’st between her father’s ground and mine! 

Thou Wall, O Wall, O sweet and lovely wall, 

Show me thy chink, to blink through with mine eyne! 




                            [Wall holds up his fingers] 




Thanks, courteous wall. Jove shield thee well for this! 

But what see I? No Thisby do I see. 

O wicked wall, through whom I see no bliss! 

Cursed be thy stones for thus deceiving me! 

(V, i, 174–81) 




This blessing and cursing of the wall seems to go on forever: 




My cherry lips have often kiss’d thy stones, 

Thy stones with lime and hair knit up in thee. 

(190–91) 




The poor wall is used “most obscenely and courageously,” as Bottom likes to say; all his malapropisms become appropriate in due time. In Elizabethan England, hair was used to facilitate the erection of walls, helping the wet lime hold together. (The custom is still alive in Normandy; I do not know if it survives in England.) 

What Theseus says of the mixed-up prologue of Quince is true of Bottom as well and is about to be true of the entire play within the play and of A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a whole: “His speech was like a tangled chain, nothing impaired but all disordered” (125–26). 

The lovers finally tire of their “very tragical mirth” and decide to meet in less cramped surroundings. “Wilt thou at Ninny’s tomb meet me straightway?” Pyramus asks, and Thisbe airily answers: “’Tidelife, ’tide death, I come without delay” (203–4). 

When there is a door through a wall, and the people on both sides have enough common sense to use it, there is not much the poor wall can do. Gone are its dramatic possibilities, and this imposing monument departs with great dignity, just like Egeus and Theseus at the beginning of the play, after their deceptive show of authority: 




Thus have I, Wall, my part discharged so; 

And being done, thus Wall away doth go. 




                               [Exit] 

(204–5) 




Like philosophy, romantic art systematically turns mimetic rivals into objects, fake obstacles, such as this most inert partition, marvelously nimble at getting out of the way when no longer needed. The amazing wall should be added to the impediments listed in the duet of Lysander and Hermia. All external obstacles are really human beings who pretend to be walls. By a stroke of genius, Shakespeare turns the craftmen’s fierce appetite for impersonation into an additional resource of his satire. If you look hard enough, you will see that all romantic works such as Pyramus and Thisbe naively exhibit what they want to suppress, the man inside the wall, the mimetic rival behind romantic ressentiment, which is the myth of a world intrinsically hostile to the lovers. 

If the wall is really a man, says Theseus, he should react like a man; he should return the curses and the blows as well as the compliments: 




The wall, methinks, being sensible, should curse again. 

(182–83) 




Walls and wild beasts are more accommodating than mimetic rivals. When Hermia insults her, even the gentle Helena retaliates; likewise Lysander, when Demetrius charges him with his naked sword, draws his own sword in defense. Human beings do not merely stand there like walls. 

The lion is as unjustly maligned as the wall; when Pyramus sees Thisbe’s scarf in the mouth of the beast, he stabs himself precipitously; according to the script, he should die before she returns, which takes her no more than forty-five seconds at the most. Seeing him already dead, she kills herself just as precipitously as he did, in devout imitation of this perfect lover. 

Just like A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a whole, the play within the play is two plays in one, a gross farce about inept actors and a continuation of the deeper play, yet another dazzling deconstruction of romantic clichés. 
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LOVE BY HEARSAY 




Mimetic Strategies in Much Ado About Nothing 




The most likable characters in Much Ado About Nothing are Beatrice and Benedick. They are attracted to each other and yet wage a constant war of words. Many modern films and situation comedies are based on the Beatrice-and-Benedick principle. In the end the contentious lovers will fall in each other’s arms; our hearts are warmed in anticipation. 

This situation is familiar and yet, when we try to define what prevents Beatrice and Benedick from saying, “I love you,” our answers are vague and unsatisfactory. We always say that these young people “are afraid of emotional involvement,” as if emotional involvement were some kind of transcendental power external to them. There is no such thing, of course; Beatrice and Benedick are really afraid of each other. They are both intelligent and sensitive; what do they have to fear? At some point in the past, we are told, Beatrice and Benedick came close to declaring their mutual love, but both pulled back from the brink. They both sensed some mysterious danger in being the first to say, “I love you.” 

Could it be that each is unsure of the other’s feelings? I do not believe so. We the spectators are sure; how could the protagonists know less about each other than we do about them? They observe each other more carefully than we observe the two of them. Beatrice is perfectly aware that Benedick is attracted to her, and vice versa: this awareness, however, brings no reassurance. It is impossible for two people to declare their love to each other simultaneously, and whoever speaks first may modify the relationship in a manner detrimental to his or her interests. 

The desire that speaks first puts itself on display and, as a result, can become a mimetic model for the desire that has not yet spoken. The displayed desire runs the risk of being copied rather than reciprocated. In order to desire someone who desires us, we must not imitate the offered desire, we must reciprocate it, which is vastly different. Positive reciprocity demands an inner strength that mimetic desire lacks. In order to love truly, one must not selfishly capitalize the desire of one’s partner. 

If Benedick spoke first and Beatrice took his desire as a model, she might reorient her desire toward herself in imitation of Benedick’s desire; she would prefer herself to him. The Elizabethans called this self-love. The same possibility would hold for Benedick, if Beatrice spoke first. Beatrice and Benedick are both afraid of ending up at the wrong end of the master-slave relationship that could be generated by the imitation of whichever desire first comes out of hiding. They are both afraid of the law that dominates the lovers of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but unlike their predecessors, they are aware of its existence and maneuver most prudently in order to avoid effects that they anticipate. 

Beatrice and Benedick remind me of the kind of bicycle racing in which it is advantageous not to take the lead; the one who manages to stay behind at the start will probably finish first because he has someone to follow, a visible model who will generate in him, at the crucial instant, a burst of competitive energy that the leader will lack. Why should a love affair be interpreted as a race, a form of competition? A good question, no doubt. Neither Beatrice nor Benedick really want this to happen, but neither one can be sure that it can be avoided. 

Outside observers shrug their shoulders and declare the entire game frivolous. It certainly is, but our condescension itself may well be part of a strategic positioning that is always going on, just in case the game might have to be played. This “just in case” makes it more probable that, in the end, the game will be played. The game, perhaps, has already begun. We always try to convince others that we ourselves never play this kind of game, but these disclaimers are necessarily ambiguous; they resemble too much the moves that we would have to make if we were already playing the game. 

When two young people such as Beatrice and Benedick have a fierce “joking relationship” (this is how anthropologists label this phenomenon in primitive cultures), the reassurance needed for a happy resolution cannot come from the protagonists themselves but from the community, regardless of what the modern versions of the story suggest. The modern versions tend to be distorted by our optimistic individualism. 

The solution is devised by the prince, Don Pedro, the most prestigious character in Much Ado About Nothing, the universal Mediator. He arranges for Benedick to overhear a conversation in which it is reported that Beatrice has already confessed her love for Benedick in front of many witnesses. The prince also arranges for Beatrice to hear the equivalent false report about Benedick. In both cases the many witnesses are essential: they turn each lover’s desire for the other into a publicly ascertained fact, a social fact that cannot be undone by any single individual, even the individual whose desire is at stake. 

Hero volunteers as chief manipulator of Beatrice, her cousin, and gives her instructions to her lady-in-waiting, Ursula: 




Now Ursula, when Beatrice doth come, 

As we do trace this alley up and down, 

Our talk must be of Benedick. 

When I do name him, let it be thy part 

To praise him more than ever man did merit. 

My talk to thee must be how Benedick 

Is sick in love with Beatrice. Of this matter 

Is little Cupid’s crafty arrow made, 

That only wounds by hearsay. 

(III, i, 15–23) 




Love by hearsay means love by another’s voice, and the formula is reminiscent of “love by another’s eyes,” which plays a prominent role, as we know, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (See chapter 8.) The two formulas echo each other; when Shakespeare wrote love “by hearsay,” the lines we explicated in our last chapter must still have been on his mind. The opposition between eyes and ears suggests a desire on the author’s part not to repeat himself and to underline the contrast between his two comedies. It is true, indeed, that not only in the story of Beatrice and Benedick but in the play as a whole, as we soon shall see, hearing and overhearing are as prominent as seeing and spying in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

The difference is significant, no doubt, but it would not exist without an underlying identity, a common substratum, which of course is mimetic desire. Love by hearsay and love by another’s eyes are two modalities of the same mimetic desire. The unessential nature of the difference between hearing and seeing can be seen in the propensity of many Shakespearean lovers to refer to both senses in connection with their desires. They proudly insist that, since the ears and eyes they trust are their own, the desires also must be authentic. We know better, of course, than to believe in the spontaneity of these desires; these allusions to seeing and hearing are always ironic references to mimetic desire. 

A good example is the hero in Troilus and Cressida, who in the following lines celebrates his independence and good judgement in choosing Cressida, totally unaware that his love has been skillfully programmed by Pandarus: 




I take to-day a wife, and my election 

Is led on in the conduct of my will, 

My will enkindled by mine eyes and ears, 

Two traded pilots ’twixt the dangerous shores 

Of will and judgment. 

(II, ii, 61–65) 




Sonnet 141 is dedicated to the insignificance of the five senses in matters of love; it should be taken quite literally: 




In faith, I do not love thee with mine eyes, 

For they in thee a thousand errors note: 

But ’tis my heart that loves what they despise, 

Who in despite of view is pleas’d to dote: 

Nor are mine ears with thy tongue’s tune delighted, 

Nor tender feeling to base touches prone; 

Nor taste nor smell desire to be invited 

To any sensual feast with thee alone. 

But my five wits nor my five senses can 

Dissuade one foolish heart from serving thee, 

Who leaves unsway’d the likeness of a man, 

Thy proud heart’s slave and vassal wretch to be: 

       Only my plague thus far I count my gain, 

       That she that makes me sin awards me pain. 




Claudio is genuinely attracted to Hero. But he wants to be sure that his long-standing interest in her meets the approval of those whose judgment he values. He wants to be told that he is making the right choice. He would like Benedick to find Hero as pretty as he himself does, but Benedick prefers Beatrice. After this disappointment, Claudio turns to the man he most trusts and admires, his military commander, the prince, otherwise Don Pedro, who confirms that Hero, the sole heir of Leonato, would be a good match for him. Claudio knew this all along, and we should not think that he sees his marriage primarily as a business proposition. Financial considerations are the least embarrassing aspect of matrimony and seem like a good approach to this diffident young man. 

Claudio asks Don Pedro to persuade Hero and her father that they should accept him as a husband. Even before he can conclude his little speech, Don Pedro grasps his meaning and eagerly volunteers for the role of go-between: 




If thou dost love fair Hero, cherish it, 

And I will break with her, and with her father, 

And thou shalt have her. Was’t not to this end 

That thou began’st to twist so fine a story? 

(I, i, 310–13) 




The prince decides to speak to Hero at a costumed ball that very night. He wants to forge ahead, even though Claudio feels somewhat timorous and would prefer less haste, perhaps a more roundabout method. 

The conversation of Claudio and Don Pedro is overheard by several people who all believe that the prince wants Hero for himself. The whole rumor finally circles back to its starting point when, at the end of the masked ball, Benedick says to Claudio, “the Prince has got your Hero.” Claudio, misinterpreting this ambiguous statement thinks that his powerful friend has betrayed him. Having heard the promise of the prince with his own ears, he should trust Don Pedro, but what he knows for a fact seems less credible to him than the unconfirmed rumor spread by people who have no firsthand information: 




’Tis certain so, the Prince woos for himself. 

Friendship is constant in all other things 

Save in the office and affairs of love; 

Therefore all hearts in love use their own tongues. 

Let every eye negotiate for itself, 

And trust no agent; for beauty is a witch 

Against whose charm faith melteth into blood. 

This is an accident of hourly proof, 

Which I mistrusted not. Farewell therefore Hero! 

(II, i, 174–82) 




This note of resignation does not mean that Claudio is indifferent to Hero; he is too disheartened to react aggressively. Even in ordinary circumstances this young man, it seems, has little confidence in himself, and on this occasion he has even less. Everything conspires against him: the prince’s prestige; his suspicious eagerness to tackle the job even before it was offered; the universal rumor of his interest in Hero; and above all Claudio himself, his tendency always to believe the worst, his systematically self-defeating attitude. Claudio did not really need a go-between; he turned to the prince because he wanted to receive his bride from his mediator’s hands. He needs Don Pedro to confer validity upon his own choice and fears that the success has exceeded his expectations. Things have gone so far, he believes, that Don Pedro now desires Hero for himself rather than for Claudio. 

Claudio is responsible for his own misfortune. When he says, “This is an accident . . . Which I mistrusted not,” he is a little dishonest with himself. The excessive zeal of the prince made him hesitant from the beginning; it visibly aroused some apprehension in him that he now feels was justified. At the very moment when he incited his mediator, he vaguely feared that which he now believes has come to pass. Thus the insecure Claudio turned to the prince for reasons quite similar to those of Valentine, Collatine, and others when they showered excessive praise on their mistresses and wives in the presence of potential rivals. 

Mimetic desire once again! I wish I could talk about the Oedipus complex or something equally reassuring, but it cannot be helped. Mimetic desire is no more my own interpretation here than in the previous works examined; it is clearly alluded to by one of the characters. Blaming his friend for entrusting the destiny of his desire to the prince, Benedick compares Claudio’s behavior to 




the flat transgression of a schoolboy who, being overjoy’d with finding a bird’s nest, shows it his companion, and he steals it. 

(II, i, 222–24) 




Claudio does not contradict this version of events. This young man knew very well that he was taking a risk when he invited his prestigious friend to sympathize with his desire; he wanted the prince to become interested in Hero only to the extent compatible with a loyal friendship. But, as we already observed on several occasions, this is a fine line to follow; one can easily transgress it on the side of either too much desire or not enough. 

Claudio did not feel entitled to or even capable of desiring Hero until the prince had sanctioned his choice. There is no doubt that we must add this character to our lengthening list of Shakespearean heroes who need more than the perfunctory approval of some prestigious model to validate their own erotic choice. There is a difference, however. Valentine and Collatine, Lysander and Demetrius, did not understand what they were getting into; they were genuinely surprised by the consequences of what they did. Claudio pretends to be equally unaware but he is not; he is a more reflective and complicated version of the type with which we are familiar. When he invites Don Pedro to meddle in his own affairs, he knows very well that he is tempting the devil himself and that the prince could turn into an invincible rival. 

This foreknowledge is precisely what Claudio reveals by the little time and proof that it takes to convince him that Don Pedro has wooed Hero for himself. He accepts the rumor of her marriage with the prince as uncritically as the outsiders who know nothing about the agreement that he himself made with his commander. This pessimistic young man is paralyzed by a self-defeating introspection that the critics mistake for coldness and shallow opportunism. He is convinced that whatever he does and says will have disastrous consequences for himself—and not without reason. 

The later plays of Shakespeare always tend to dramatize a more “mature” and “advanced” desire than the earlier plays. The later heroes clearly perceive and thematize aspects of desire that earlier characters did not grasp. These heroes have more experience and can anticipate effects of the mimetic law that took their predecessors by surprise, but this greater knowledge does not solve their problem, does not rid them of their desire; their greater awareness even aggravates their condition, being placed in the service of desire. 

Feeling that he cannot compete with the prince, Claudio becomes paralyzed. Instead of helping him, his intelligence of the mimetic structure further impairs his ability to act rationally. He does not seem to remember that the prince had decided to perform his task as a go-between in precisely the manner that he did, as if he were Claudio himself. The course may have been unwise, but that is another matter that we shall examine in a moment. 

Claudio never gives his mediator the benefit of a doubt. Don Pedro is far from perfect, but he has not betrayed his friend; he spoke in good faith. He got Hero, no doubt, but for the sole benefit of Claudio, exactly as he had promised. Claudio will marry Hero. 




Claudio should be truly “overjoy’d” this time, yet he is not. Critics find him even more puzzling in the second half of the play than in the first. Why is he so willing to believe the slanderous accusations against Hero; why does he treat her with great cruelty? 

Being naturally attracted to Hero, Claudio was inclined to believe that the prince too was attracted to her. When he became convinced that the prince wanted her for himself, she seemed more desirable than ever. It was unconceivable to him that, given the choice, Hero would hesitate for a second between the lieutenant and his commander: if the choice is hers, she can only choose the prince. Like all hypermimetic people, when Claudio hesitates between several possible interpretations of an event, in the end he always selects the one with the worst implications for himself. Once the prince has gone out of the picture, Claudio is just as ready to believe the false rumor of Hero’s promiscuity as he was earlier to believe the false news of her engagement to the great man. 

If he, Claudio, is really allowed to marry Hero, it means that the prince has no personal interest in her; immediately, she seems less interesting than when the opposite appeared to be true. Cut off from the model whose desire transfigured her, she looks less attractive; Claudio has serious doubts about her objective worth. He wonders if some secret disgrace might not account for her willingless to bind her fate to such a lowly character as himself. 

Claudio sees whatever happens to him in the light of a mimetic self-contempt that prevents him from acting on his own and from desiring anything without the approval of his mediator. Before Hero accepted his marriage proposal, he could not believe that she might say yes; she seemed too far above him, a dish fit only for the prince. As soon as Don Pedro is out of the picture, Claudio shifts to the other extreme. This is why he finds the slanderous accusations invented by Don John and Borachio so easy to believe. He was just about ready to invent them himself. 

The shift from paralyzed idolatry to outspoken contempt is clearly visible in Claudio’s public indictment of Hero: 




You seem to me as Dian in her orb, 

As chaste as is the bud ere it be blown; 

But you are more intemperate in your blood 

Than Venus, or those pamp’red animals 

That rage in savage sensuality. 

(IV, i, 56–60) 




The law according to which no desired object can withstand the severance of its bond with the model of this desire is universal in Shakespeare; it certainly applies to Claudio, but with a difference. When Hero becomes separated from the prince, the metaphysical disenchantment that normally occurs in such cases does not lead this time to indifference pure and simple but to a base physical lust. 

Claudio has never physically possessed Hero and this is significant, especially in the context of her alleged promiscuousness. He believes that Hero has surrendered to a great number of anonymous desires. He is now obsessed with many erotic images that are really mimetic models substituting for the prince. These images generate a desire very different from the former “metaphysical” desire, a base physical desire that turns this lover into a different man, a kind of moral monster. 

We can see the nature of this desire in Claudio’s urge to vilify the woman who seemed celestial a little before. This kind of man knows no middle ground between an idealization and a defilement that both dehumanize their object. The desire to degrade Hero manifests itself in the brutality of Claudio during the aborted marriage ceremony, in the sadistic violence and the profanity of the accusations publicly proferred against her. The former idol has been defiled and he wants to defile her even further; he feels mimetically one with those who presumably used her as an instrument of pleasure. 




Claudio’s overvaluation of Hero in the initial phase of the play and his undervaluation of her in the later phase perfectly coincide with the two successive rumors that spread among the entire group regarding this unfortunate girl. The first rumor is favorable to Hero, since it seems that she is about to marry the prince; the second, the mean slander of Don John and Borachio, is obviously unfavorable. I believe that the treachery of Don John is much less important than it seems. What really matters is the attitude of the prince; he first makes Hero fashionable and desirable by seemingly singling her out, but then she loses her appeal when it is learned that the first rumor was not true. 

Hero’s value increases enormously when the prince seems interested in her, then depreciates by a corresponding amount when everybody learns that her prospective husband is only Claudio. As rumors move from individual to individual, they produce extremes of idolatry and scapegoating very similar to what the wild imagination of a single insecure individual such as Claudio produces. 

When everybody thinks that Hero is going to marry the prince, this first rumor coincides with the great desire that Claudio feels for the girl, and with his conviction that she will never be his. The second rumor coincides with Claudio’s disenchantment with the girl and his refusal to marry her. More than chance is involved in this coincidence. The prince is not merely Claudio’s personal mediator. He is the most important and prestigious guest of Leonato, with all eyes fixed upon him. He is a model of sorts for the entire gathering. When he explains to Claudio the course that he will take with Hero, the conversation is overheard by two persons, old Antonio and Borachio. Their two accounts exaggerate the prince’s role in this affair. They are so impressed with Don Pedro that they unconsciously diminish the role of Claudio. This is exactly what Claudio needs to reinforce his low opinion of himself. 

Old Antonio thinks that, in their conversation, the prince simply informed Claudio of his own love for Hero and of his intention to ask her in marriage at the masked ball. Although less inaccurate, Borachio’s report also inflates the role of the prince. According to him, it has been “agreed upon that the Prince should woo Hero for himself, and having obtain’d her, give her to Count Claudio” (I, iii, 59–61). The prince cannot participate in anything without overshadowing his associates. When a man is in the public eye, even if his involvement in some affair is minor, he will monopolize the spotlight: all rumors automatically center upon him; he is the only subject of gossip. Ophelia’s definition of Hamlet, “the observ’d of all observers,” applies very well to Don Pedro. 

This polarization on the same mediator accounts for the harmony between the superficial reactions of the crowd and the passionate reactions of an intensely private individual such as Claudio. To think independently from others is more difficult than our romantic and individualistic myths lead us to believe. 

The individual and the collective aspects of mimetic desire mutually reinforce and confirm each other. Much Ado About Nothing is a superb demonstration of the way mimetic contagion operates within a small community, even and especially among those who seem indifferent, even hostile to collective trends. The collective aspect of desire is less boisterous but just as essential in Much Ado About Nothing as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and it operates entirely through hearsay and overhearing. 

The real theme of this comedy is changes in the collective mood, not the crude villainy of Don John, which plays a role equivalent to that of fathers and fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Without Don John, many people would find the play disturbing and scandalous; Shakespeare enables them to project upon a scapegoat the violence that is in fact evenly distributed among all characters. 

When many apparently normal people are gathered together, they may generate the same fantasies as a single hypermimetic individual such as Claudio. In the second half of the play, the collective reaction to the false rumor of Hero’s promiscuousness comes close to destroying not only the reputation of this poor girl but her very life. In one of the most frightening scenes ever written by Shakespeare, her own father joins in the victimization of his daughter. Most people give credence to popular gossip and follow the dominant mimetic trend, even if it grossly contradicts what they have always known about the victims of this trend. 

Mimesis is responsible for the bizarre oscillations of Claudio vis-à-vis Hero and for their coincidence with popular consensus. This consensus demonstrates absolutely nothing, except the irresistible nature of mimetic contagion. It is not love only but fame and fortune, and even life and death, that proceed from hearsay in this comedy. 




There is one more reason for the general instability of opinion in Much Ado About Nothing. This is the prince himself, around whom everyone revolves, but who cannot provide a stable center for the very reason that he is just as decentered and mimetic as everybody else. Since he polarizes all desires, the man sometimes called the prince and sometimes Don Pedro should not be another Proteus. He should be the most levelheaded man in the group, the fixed point of reference around which everyone and everything could form a stable configuration. However, he is the very reverse, and this is the supremely Shakespearean twist, of course, as well as the main reason why this comedy seems so mysterious to most interpreters. 

Unlike Claudio, the prince does not seem naturally attracted to Hero, but he imitates Claudio as much as Claudio imitates him, and he cannot remain indifferent when he learns that his lieutenant is interested in this girl. Don Pedro is excessively eager to mediate between Claudio and Hero, and even to substitute for Claudio, since he decides to impersonate his lieutenant. He would not do so if Claudio had not managed to communicate something of his own desire to him. This was to be expected; according to what we found, Claudio’s half-conscious desire to do precisely that—to communicate his own desire to the prince, in order to strengthen his own purpose—motivated his initial request that Don Pedro act as his go-between. 

Claudio’s misgivings regarding this business are understandable, therefore, even if they turn out to be mistaken. The prince is a little too eager to perform his delicate mission, and his approach is fraught with ambivalence. He becomes his own lieutenant’s lieutenant with an eagerness that his language makes manifest: 




I will assume thy part in some disguise 

And tell fair hero I am Claudio, 

And in her bosom I’ll unclasp my heart, 

And take her hearing prisoner with the force 

And strong encounter of my amorous tale. 

(I, i, 321–25) 




The prince makes us think of one of these Greek gods, the Jupiter of the Amphytrion myth, for instance, who, in order to gain access to the woman they desire, assume the features of the husband or lover whose happiness they envy. This happiness is the real divinity that the god must steal from her husband by usurping the latter’s place with his wife. The god is truly the double of his rival! 

The mimetic submissiveness of Don Pedro is difficult to detect at times because of his role as a leader, but it appears more clearly in the second half of the play, when Hero is slandered by Don John. As soon as Claudio turns against Hero, the prince does too, just as violently as his lieutenant, whom he obviously imitates, unaware, it seems, that he himself is at least partly responsible for Hero’s sudden disgrace in the eyes of Claudio. 

When Leonato asks him to speak, he says: 




                                         What should I speak? 

I stand dishonor’d, that have gone about 

To link my dear friend to a common stale. 

(IV, i, 63–65) 




He had resisted the temptation of wooing Hero for himself and thus warded off the danger of mimetic rivalry with Claudio. He should be congratulated for this, but now, instead of exerting the moderating influence we might expect from an older and wiser man, he inflames the situation further by emulating the vulgar and insulting behavior of Claudio. 

The prince and Claudio are mediated by each other, and their mutual imitation makes Claudio’s oscillations even more extreme. Neither man perceives the mirror effect, but it all becomes clear at the end when the prince seems sad, and Benedick advises him to get himself a wife. Claudio’s marriage with Hero means that the prince’s mimetic friendship with him is at an end, and the prince feels abandoned and lonely. This sadness is similar to Antonio’s melancholy at the end of The Merchant of Venice. His friendship with Bassanio is ended by the latter’s marriage to Portia, which would not have been possible without his help. 

Don Pedro is just as subject to the shifting winds of mimesis as everybody else; his behavior is purely reactive, but because he is the prince, he passes for a principle of order and his contribution to the general disorder is thereby increased. 




There are all sorts of go-betweens in Shakespeare, not only erotic and matrimonial but also political, diplomatic, and social. All domains of human activity have their go-betweens. Many men need go-betweens and intermediaries for legitimate reasons. Kings, for instance, are too important to initiate contacts directly with their prospective partners in affairs of various kinds. A king will resort to ambassadors when he wants to marry a princess who lives in a distant land, or even one who lives nearby but whom he does not want to visit personally. He must not run the risk of being publicly rejected as a suitor. 

We have such a go-between in Henry VI, Part One; Suffolk takes the initiative of suggesting to Marguerite de Valois that she might marry Henry, and waxes eloquent about his king because he finds her extremely attractive and hopes to make her his mistress if she becomes queen of England. His own desire to appropriate the object under negotiation precedes and motivates his decision to counsel his king in favor of this marriage. When Suffolk goes back to the king, he describes Marguerite with such passion that he inflames Henry’s imagination; he arouses such a desire for her in his listener that Henry gives up several rich French provinces for the sake of a poverty-stricken girl whom he could have had for almost nothing. This shows that, very early in his career, Shakespeare conceives the go-between mimetically. Suffolk is more than a mere instrument; he becomes personally involved in a situation that he is supposed to handle for the sole benefit of his monarch. 

What Claudio fears from the prince is very similar to what happens in Twelfth Night, when Orsino asks Viola to represent him in his suit of Olivia, and Olivia, instead of falling in love with the duke, falls in love with the ambassador. There is a basic instability in go-betweens that results from their yielding to the mimetic temptations that the role inevitably suggests. The go-between may become the subject of the desire and, in a strange reversal of roles, turns the individual he is supposed to serve into his own agent, his own go-between. 

If we ask someone to help us satisfy our own desire, if we want this person to procure the object that we desire, we not only put our own desire on display but ask our go-between to perform actions that normally lead to the appropriation and consumption of its object. The client places his go-between in a situation that not only invites mimetic contagion but facilitates the satisfaction of the desire thus acquired. 

The theme of the go-between is incredibly pervasive in Shakespeare because ultimately it is one with the mimetic instability of human relations, with their contagiousness and other mimetic “paradoxes.” The proliferation of agents—ambassadors, intermediaries, and go-betweens of all sorts—in this theater is part of a vast meditation on the secondhand nature of desire. 

This quintessentially Shakespearean topic appears almost everywhere, including in The Merry Wives of Windsor, when Falstaff briefly decides to become a go-between. The apotheosis of the theme occurs in Troilus and Cressida, a play spiritually dominated by Pandarus, the greatest symbol of mimetic desire and mimetic manipulation in Shakespeare. In some ways, the prince is a prefiguration of this enigmatic figure whose significance is not exhausted by the aura of scandal that surrounds him. The go-between is always inciting others to perform various roles or performing them himself. His ubiquitous presence in Shakespeare is the reason why the play within the play is intrinsic to this theater. He is a symbol of the actor who is also a metteur en scène and a playwright. It is impossible not to see in him something of Shakespeare himself. 
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DO YOU LOVE HIM BECAUSE I DO! 




The Pastoral Genre in As You Like It 




Are there works by Shakespeare to which the law of mimetic desire does not apply? A most promising candidate seems to be As You Like It, the comedy that follows Much Ado About Nothing. In this pastoral comedy, the relations between the protagonists seem as conventionally idyllic as required by the genre. 

Celia is the only child of Duke Frederick, a villain, who has usurped the place of his older brother, duke Senior, now living with some followers in Arden, the land of the pastoral. Rosalind, the exile’s only child, has remained at court because of her cousin Celia. The two girls were raised together and are the closest of friends: 




                                 We still have slept together, 

Rose at an instant, learned, played, eat together; 

And wheresoe’er we went, like Juno’s swans, 

Still we went coupled and inseparable. 

(I, iii, 73–76) 




We know that this perfect intimacy of school friends or close relatives is the breeding ground par excellence of mimetic rivalry. Celia and Rosalind should be especially vulnerable to it, since both of them are the sole heirs of rivalrous fathers, and yet they never become rivals. 

Shakespeare has Celia’s father, a villain, try to infect his daughter with his villainy. Duke Frederick chides his daughter for not being envious enough of her cousin, as required by the mimetic facts of life: 




She is too subtile for thee; and her smoothness, 

Her very silence and her patience, 

Speak to the people and they pity her. 

Thou art a fool. She robs thee of thy name, 

And thou wilt show more bright and seem more virtuous 

When she is gone. . . . 

Thou art a fool. 

(I, iii, 75–85) 




Our mimetic rivals always seem superior to us, so the duke tries to give his daughter the “inferiority complex” that, in his view, the situation demands. Celia should agree to the expulsion of Rosalind, whose popularity endangers her political future: “Thou art a fool.” 

Early in the play an even more redoubtable occasion of mimetic rivalry arises between the two cousins. The charming Orlando has challenged the undefeated wrestling champion of Duke Frederick, Charles, a formidable opponent who seems like an emanation of his master’s villainy. The two cousins fear greatly for the frail young man but would not miss the fight for anything. Orlando wins with the greatest of ease, and the two girls, after almost fainting from dread, swoon with delight, especially Rosalind, who announces to Celia that she is in love with Orlando. 

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare has the character already in love urge the character not yet in love, his future rival, to follow his example. The success of this mimetic incitement is the principal cause of the disastrous rivalry that follows. Since mimetic rivalry is a priori excluded from As You Like It, there is no point in having Rosalind try to inculcate her desire for Orlando upon her cousin Celia. A scene of mimetic incitement makes no sense in this play and yet, amazingly, Shakespeare has one: 





  
    	
        [Celia]: 
    
    	
        Is it possible on such a sudden that you should fall into so strong a liking with old Sir Rowland’s youngest son? 
    

  

  
    	
        Rosalind: 
    
    	
        The Duke my father loved his father dearly. 
    

  

  
    	
        Celia: 
    
    	
        Doth it therefore ensue that you should love his son dearly? By this kind of chase, I should hate him, for my father hated his father dearly; yet I hate not Orlando. 
    

  

  
    	
        Rosalind: 
    
    	
        No, faith, hate him not, for my sake. 
    

  

  
    	
        Celia: 
    
    	
        Why should I not? Doth he not deserve well? 
    

  

  
    	
        Rosalind: 
    
    	
        Let me love him for that, and do you love him because I do! 
    

  



(I, iii, 26–39) 




This last line is a superb definition of the double bind characteristic of mimetic rivalry. All desires that display themselves in the manner that Rosalind’s do send two contradictory messages to the hearer: first, Do love him because I do; second, Do not love him because I do. 

The innocent Rosalind is a diabolical temptress. To Celia, to Rosalind herself, and to their common friendship, she is a much greater peril than even the most villainous duke and father. The parallel with the works already examined is striking; once again the mimetic heroine tries to camouflage her desire behind the respect that is due to fathers, and this bad faith is ironically criticized by the perceptive Celia. 

Fathers are always less important than children and psychoanalysts claim. I have tried to show that this was already the true message of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and this time it is so explicit that we cannot doubt its Shakespearean pertinence. When Rosalind coyly tries to explain her love for Orlando by her obedience to her father, and to Orlando’s father, Celia humorously challenges her hypocritical excuse. 

One of the two fathers is dead and the other is absent; Rosalind’s passion has nothing to do with either one. Quite explicitly this time, Shakespeare mocks the favorite myth of youthful desire, fatherly omnipotence. When he was writing, this myth was not quite as ludicrously deceptive as it is today, but it was ludicrous enough, it seems, to justify the Shakespearean satire. The paternalistic system, if it ever really existed in the Christian West, had already disintegrated. 

For the purpose of the present book, this little scene is marvelous: Shakespeare himself recapitulates admirably the two points I attributed to him in my analysis of earlier comedies, the point about fathers and the point about mimetic conflict between close friends. But the earlier works are no reliable guide to what actually happens in As You Like It. Celia will never fall in love with Orlando; the friendship of the two girls will remain cloudless. Here is a play, finally, to which the mimetic law does not apply. 

Does Shakespeare want to depict in Celia a true heroine, a genuine saint of mimetic renunciation? Has the playwright finally decided to create one human being truly immune to the mimetic plague? I do not think so. It would be a mistake to speculate about Celia. Her role is minor; she possesses only minimal existence. It is not she who is impervious to the mimetic temptation: the genre of the pastoral is impervious for her. 

Since Rosalind falls in love first, Celia politely abstains from dong the same. If Celia had been first, Rosalind would have returned the courtesy; she would not have cast even a single glance in the direction of Orlando. Regardless of how tempestuous and unruly love is supposed to be, pastoral heroes and heroines never have the bad taste of falling in love out of turn. For the avoidance of mimetic rivalry, the most elaborate kinship rules of the Australian aborigines are less effective than pastoral literature. 

The play reflects the blindness of superficial literature. The rule of the pastoral genre forbids conflict between two nice heroines such as Rosalind and Celia, and Shakespeare conforms to this rule most obediently. He simply wants to show what this obedience entails. To poke fun at the pastoral, he makes sure that all indicators point to massive trouble between the two girls, the maximum trouble imaginable; but no trouble will erupt. 

In the Celia–Rosalind relation, if not elsewhere in As You Like It, Shakespeare keeps his promise of being a pastoral writer. Nothing is easier to achieve. All it takes is to suspend the application of a law the existence of which most people never suspect anyway. To appreciate the parodic dimension of As You Like It, we must first perceive the potential for trouble between Celia and Rosalind. 

“Do you love him because I do!” belongs in the same category as love by hearsay and love by another’s eyes; it is impossible to believe that these marvelously ironic lines were never understood by anyone at all, that they were written in vain! More than ever we must assume that the original public included an inner circle of initiates to whom, from time to time, the author is sending signals that they alone can understand. 

After building up the dramatic possibilities inherent in his plot structure, Shakespeare fails to exploit them; he discards the conflict toward which the play was moving, though not without a word. As a rule, the pastoral genre will do this sort of thing unthinkingly, automatically, because it knows nothing of the mimetic crisscrossing of desires. Shakespeare wants to show that he, at least, is aware of what he is doing. His satire is discreet, perceptible only to those spectators who are not likely to be offended by it. 

By the time of As You Like It, the knowledgeable few must have regarded mimetic interaction as highly characteristic of Shakespearean art. If we do not grasp the mimetic law, we cannot decipher the author’s allusions to it. They operate like a coded message, but the code is not arbitrary. “Do you love him because I do!” is Shakespeare’s personal signature written across a most un-Shakespearean relationship. Shakespeare signals that he has not forgotten what real conflicts are about. 

If we had found “Do you love him [or, rather, her] because I do!” in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Rape of Lucrece, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or Much Ado About Nothing, this formula would have helped our analysis of these works. Paradoxically, it cannot help with As You Like It. It makes little sense where it should make most, in the context of its own play. Its real context is a Shakespearean intertextuality that embraces the whole oeuvre. 

What we know about the previous works makes it impossible to believe that “Do you love him because I do!” is an inconsequential turn of phrase, rhetorical in the trivial sense, a meaningless combination of words; it is too pertinent to mimetic friendship and rivalry not to reflect the author’s continued preoccupation with this subject, yet it is not pertinent to As You Like It. In order to see its overall indirect pertinence, a detour through the more explicitly mimetic plays is necessary. The critics who insist on dealing with each play as an autonomous work of art cannot discover what we are talking about. A whole dimension of Shakespearean wit escapes them. 

If we interpret each play in isolation from its neighbors, in deference to some principle of aesthetic formalism, we will never perceive the network of allusions crucial to a real intelligence not only of what binds the plays together but of each play considered separately. Aesthetic formalism has been a great extinguisher of Shakespearean satire. The enjoyment of satiric literature rests on a feeling of reader—author complicity incompatible with the notion of an “intentional fallacy”—one of the deadliest of our critical fallacies, in my opinion. 

The satiric nature of the play is suggested by its title, As You Like It. The author addresses the spectators and announces that for a change he is not writing his own kind of play, but theirs. Like all great satirists, Shakespeare must have been besieged with requests for a more uplifting view of mankind. Great mimetic writers are always asked to renounce the very essence of their art, mimetic conflict, in favor of an insipidly optimistic view of human relations, always presented as more gentle and humane, whereas in reality it reflects the cruelty of self-righteousness. 

In As You Like It Shakespeare feigns to oblige and, to a certain extent, really does. “Here is a play,” he says, “that paints the world not as I see it, not as it really is, but as you, my public, like it, without ambivalent sentiments, without ambiguous conflicts, a play full of characters clearly designated as “heroes” and “villains.” 




A drama that evacuates mimetic entanglements needs some substitute source of conflict or it will not be dramatic at all. It can only turn to what is sometimes called the “Manichaean” perspective. If it does not attribute conflict to the antagonists’ identical desires, it must postulate some intrinsic difference between them, the difference of good and evil. Instead of facing up to envy and jealousy such as they are, namely, as two-sided, slippery phenomena, the pastoral genre systematically portrays some characters as intrinsically good, and other characters as intrinsically bad. 

The conflicts that we do not want to attribute to the process of mimetic rivalry must be given some cause external to the goodness of the hero or heroine, and it can only be the evil disposition of some clearly designated villain. This official troublemaker will have no other purpose in life than to make the lives of noble-minded heroes and heroines miserable. He will be the indispensable scapegoat, thanks to whom the noble-minded people are able to wash their hands of whatever unpleasantnesses the plot requires. 

Idealistic literature reflects what may be called the normal paranoid structure of human relations. It systematically transforms mimetic doubles into highly differentiated aggressors and “aggressees.” This structure belongs to mimetic rivalry itself; it expresses the reluctance of this rivalry to acknowledge itself as such. We had a good example of it in the scene where Helena and Hermia each projects on the other the sole responsibility of a discord that is paradoxically based on too much concord. Shakespeare alludes to this paradox, I believe, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream when, after reading the announcement of Pyramus and Thisbe, a play no less deluded in principle than As You Like It is supposed to be, Theseus asks incredulously: 




How shall we find the concord of this discord? 

(V, i, 60) 




In As You Like It Shakespeare makes all the stereotyped oppositions that indirectly reflect mimetic rivalry as visibly false as he can. He makes the hatred of Oliver for Orlando completely gratuitous. In Lodge’s Rosalynde, the source of the play, there are the same two brothers as in the comedy, but the discontented one has objective reasons for discontent; he is the dispossessed brother, whereas in As You Like It it is the reverse. Systematically, Shakespeare does away with realism in his play. Among all available possibilities, he always chooses the most farfetched, the one most contaminated with romantic illusion. 

The play loudly advertises its opposition to common sense, but never takes itself seriously; in the conclusion, the cardboard villains all undergo an instantaneous conversion to the pastoral good. This too is part of the pastoral tradition. Thus as soon as Orlando’s bad brother, Oliver, and Duke Frederick have acquitted themselves of their villainous business, which does not amount to much anyway, they decide to settle in Arden and are immediately cleansed of all evil propensities. 

The bad duke Frederick, 




                                                  . . . hearing now that every day 

Men of great worth resorted to the forest. 

(V, iv, 154–55) 




comes to Arden at the head of a large army, full of murderous thoughts, but on his arrival there, 




              . . . meeting with an old religious man, 

After some question with him, was converted 

Both from his enterprise and from the world, 

His crown bequeathing to his banish’d brother, 

And all their lands restor’d to them again 

That were with him exil’d. This to be true, 

I do engage my life. 

(160–66) 




The sole desire of a converted villain is “to die a shepherd.” All former exiles, however, must return to the bad old world in order to marry the good women, of which there is a surplus, inevitably, since all villains belong to the male gender. 

Oliver is an example. He was asleep in the forest and was saved by Orlando from a lioness and a serpent that threatened his life. Greatly moved by the kindness of the brother he had always persecuted, Oliver too turns good in a single instant and can therefore provide Celia with the type of husband that her considerable patience certainly deserves. Ultimately, the only people left in the pastoral world are a few unmarriageable ex-villains who spend the rest of their lives expiating their sins in ecologically healthy surroundings, while the heroes and heroines, having no sins to expiate, rush back to the bad old world swiftly to appropriate the estates and dignities conveniently vacated by the reformed villains. 




The pastoral genre gives free rein to our tendency to deny the possibility of acute conflict among close relatives and friends, which is the substance of tragedy according to Aristotle. The pastoral world can be regarded as the antitragic world par excellence, and an amused Shakespeare discreetly underscores the most outrageous features of its self-deception. All who suffer from mimetic desire would like to see it abolished by decree. They feel about it the way they feel about their rivals, associating the latter with such desire and regarding their dislike for both as incontrovertible proof that they have nothing to do with either. The problem always seems to lie with “them,” the others, never with ourselves. 

Only mimetic desire would dream of escaping from itself through physical means, by moving to some distant land still untouched by the plague of contagious rivalry, a more pristine and “natural” world, perhaps—an old-fashioned, less urbanized country, an unspoiled nature with inhabitants more innocent and fresh than our distressingly competitive neighbors. If we moved there, we could enjoy the company of delightful others with no fear of ever getting embroiled in the mimetic entanglements of the bad old world. 

At the time of Shakespeare, the main literary version of this eternal dream was the pastoral genre. As You Like It gives it a Shakespearean twist that ironically points to the mimetic urge as the hidden source of the dream itself. Take the main story of the plot: Orlando and Rosalind have both taken refuge in the pastoral world, far from the fiercely mimetic relatives who have forced them into exile. They love each other; between them, no obstacle remains—they could get married immediately. What a fine ending that would make! Unfortunately there are three acts to go and the lovers have reached this happy moment too early. All that remains for them to do is to enjoy each other until death do them part—a most uncertain prospect. 

The ultimate fulfilment must be deferred; we do not want to confront the disenchantment that it might bring. Shakespeare wards off this threat through a trick highly typical of pastoral literature, a device so transparent in its absurdity that it lays bare the real raison d’être of all such fictional tricks. Rosalind has the bright idea of making herself unrecognizable to her lover. She decides to retain in the company of Orlando the masculine disguise that she had put on to ensure her safe travel. Under the name of Ganymede she persuades her lover, who of course never suspects her real identity, that he needs some coaching in the art of courting his absent mistress, a certain Rosalind, whom she offers to impersonate. What could be more natural? 

This kind of nonsense is typical of pastoral literature. Mimetic desire is always yearning for the presence of the beloved and yet, at a deeper level, this presence is anathema, because of the disenchantment that goes with it. Whenever the lovers have unobstructed access to each other, they are in imminent danger of falling out of love; their passion depends on the metaphysical transcendence of each partner in the eyes of the other, and this in turn requires a more or less permanent separation. 

When the manuals of “true love” and the French précieux present the various impediments as an indispensable and preferably interminable phase of the mystique, they manipulate mimetic desire more cleverly than our advocates of “sexual gratification,” who apply their principle of consumerism even to human relations, with the most dismal results. If Rosalind consented to be wooed openly, in her own name, by her own lover, her constant availability would rapidly squander the metaphysical capital that has accumulated during the phase of separation. Under her masculine disguise, Rosalind can enjoy her lover’s presence without losing the benefit of absence. She makes herself accessible, yet keeps reaping the fruit of inaccessibility. She can have her mimetic cake and eat it, too. 

This artificial scheme is typical of what pastoral literature is really after. Presence must be deferred, at least until the curtain falls. Pastoral literature never openly acknowledges the dreadful truth, of course, but it devises the most artificial tricks to postpone gratification as long as possible. 
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’TIS NOT HER GLASS, BUT YOU THAT FLATTER HER 




Self-Love in As You Like It 




Even though spectacularly absent at the center, mimetic desire proliferates on the margins of As You Like It, especially in the story of Phebe and Silvius. These two young people are not exiled courtiers; they have lived all their lives in Arden, it seems, and know nothing of its antimimetic properties. The pastoral magic has no effect on them; wherever home is, the land of the pastoral is not. 

Silvius resembles a slave more than a lover; his devotion to Phebe is so meek and sheepish that she takes shameless advantage of him. The more tyrannical she becomes, the more his docility increases. Then Rosalind accidentally overhears Phebe mistreating the unfortunate Silvius. A little quixotically, she intervenes on his behalf, warning him that his worshipful attitude defeats his own interest. Thanks to her lover, Phebe imagines herself more beautiful than she really is, and concludes that she deserves a better husband than poor Silvius. Rosalind assures this young man that he is much more attractive than his beloved: 




You are a thousand times a properer man 

Than she is a woman. 

(III, v, 51) 




Phebe uses Silvius as a deceptive mirror because she imitates his desire for her, she sees herself in the same flattering light as he does: 




’Tis not her glass, but you that flatter her, 

And out of your eyes, she sees herself more proper 

Than any of her lineaments can show her. 

(54–56) 




The force that shapes the relation is not an objective appreciation of their respective merits by the two partners, but the one-sidedness of Silvius’s desire, which displays itself too openly and contaminates Phebe. She avidly absorbs this idolatrous fawning of Silvius and as a result can love only herself. 

The pathetic Silvius not only provides Phebe with the desire that enables her to reject him, but he in turn imitates this reflected desire, the desire that comes originally from him, and so becomes more enslaved than ever. This vicious spiral keeps increasing the pride of Phebe and the self-contempt of Silvius. The coproduction of self-contempt and self-love is a mimetic reproduction of Silvius’s initial desire for Phebe, a potentially infinite process of reciprocal imitation. Both partners are simultaneously models and imitators of the same desire and, inside this circular system of imitation, there is no room for a second desire, an independent desire of Phebe for Silvius, for instance. In a world of rampant mimetic contagion, no good reciprocity is possible. 

All mimetic desire yearns for the object of its model. If my model’s object is myself, I will desire myself and will try to keep my model (who is also my imitator) from possessing the object we both desire, myself. This recoiling of desire upon itself is a mimetic rivalry in which the winner cannot win without strengthening the initial impulse that caused his or her victory in the first place. The system becomes more and more imbalanced, creating a false impression of immutability, of natural necessity. 

The extreme self-love of one lover and the extreme self-contempt of the other are interdependent phenomena that keep regenerating and reinforcing each other with no need for outside intervention. There may be outside factors, no doubt—“objective differences” that initially contributed to the launching of the system in one direction or the other—but they are more or less fortuitous; the slightest difference in the starting point might have produced the opposite result. That is the reason why, in Much Ado About Nothing, Beatrice and Benedick both refuse to be the first to say, “I love you.” They both fear they will end up at the wrong end of the relationship, in the unenviable position of Silvius. 

If the configuration of desire had gone the other way, everything would be the same, but all relative positions inside the system would be reversed: a starry-eyed Phebe would be enslaved to an insufferably pretentious Silvius. This reversal seems unthinkable only because the existing situation, once solidified, shapes reality in such a persuasive way that it seems to possess the attributes of a natural phenomenon. 

What a mimetic effect has erected, another mimetic effect can destroy. With great bluntness, Rosalind warns Phebe that she should not mistake her present luck for the permanent effect of some deterministic cause. She may not always find a meekly obedient Silvius in front of her: 




But, mistress, know yourself, down on your knees, 

And thank heaven, fasting, for a good man’s love; 

For I must tell you friendly in your ear, 

Sell when you can, you are not for all markets. 

(57–60) 




The financial metaphor in this last line corresponds neatly to what quite a few economists have theorized in recent years about the mimetic nature of financial speculation. Jean-Pierre Dupuy, André Orléan, and others have interpreted some of Keynes’s observations mimetically. In a free market, values fluctuate not according to the law of supply and demand but according to each speculator’s evaluation of what the overall evaluation will be in regard to this same law. This is a far cry from the objective law itself, which can never determine the situation directly, since it is always subject to interpretation, and all interpretations are mimetic and self-referential. These interpreters are not interested in the objective facts but in the forces that actually shape the market, the forces of public opinion, which really means the dominant interpretation.¹ 

Economists are dealing with a mimetic game that most of them overlook in their fetishistic belief in so-called “objective data.” Mathematical calculations can apprehend objective data, but they cannot take interpretations into account; that is why no amount of objective information will ever make prediction foolproof. 

Only a mimetic effect can place a mediocre Phebe at the very top in some kind of ideal beauty contest; this illusion may continue forever if there are only Silviuses around, but it may be as short-lived as a speculative bubble in the stock market. After moving upward and upward, the spiral of mutual imitation can reverse itself or disappear altogether. If the holders of the stock—in this case Phebe alone—do not sell when the selling is good, they may lose their entire investment. 

At the very instant when Rosalind warns Phebe of this possibility, her prophecy comes true. Rosalind is disguised as a young man, and Phebe falls in love with her on the spot: 




Sweet youth, I pray you, chide a year together, 

I had rather hear you chide than this man woo. 

(64–65) 




What has happened? In order to perpetuate itself, self-love, or self-desire, needs to subjugate all the desires exposed to its presumably irresistible charm. Any desire that remains unimpressed and does not join the unanimous cult threatens the very existence of that cult. The dissident desire is perceived by the current idol, Phebe, as a more attractive model than herself, a stronger self-love, an invulnerable autonomy, and this is what Phebe’s love at first sight for Rosalind really means. 

By speaking as she does, Rosalind designates herself as both a model and an object of desire. Phebe’s desire moves away from herself; it irresistibly gravitates toward the higher divinity. Self-love is never genuine self-centeredness in Shakespeare; it is really other-centered, but its false superiority may endure forever and therefore go forever unrecognized, if no one shows up who proves capable of resisting the mimetic pull of the dominant model. Phebe’s self-love is a Silvius-centeredness in disguise; it vanishes when Rosalind reveals the disguise. 

To a great majority of Elizabethans who speak of self-love, this expression means something different from what it does to Shakespeare; it means substantial self-love, a permanent feature of an individual’s personality, truly endowed with the necessary stability of being. This illusion of substantial self-love is shared by the traditional critics who take for granted that creative writers always have the portrayal of permanent characters as their goal when they write a play or a novel. 

If we interpret Phebe in terms of character, we will describe her as “cold,” “haughty,” “authoritarian,” “egotistical,” and so forth. We will add up these traits and call the sum total Phebe’s “character.” But her sudden passion for Rosalind contradicts this so-called character. In order to preserve our “psychology,” our belief in characters, we will have to assume that Phebe acts out of character when she falls in love with Rosalind. The problem with this implicit theory is that those who adopt it without realizing that they adopt a theory at all—as a rule, they regard themselves as immune to all theory—really dismiss as inconsequential the major point of the Phebe episode, the truly Shakespearean point: the role of others in triggering this revolution in Phebe’s attitude, the impermanence and ultimate unreality of what passes for our “character.” 




The word narcissism is popularly used nowadays as a synonym for Elizabethan self-love. It sounds more “scientific” than self-love but means exactly the same thing. The word does not designate a natural attribute, as “character” does, but it is hardly less misleading, since it still implies a more or less permanent feature in our psychic makeup. This notion can only hinder our understanding of Shakespeare. 

Faith in the genuineness and intrinsic durability of narcissism is characteristic of subjugated desires; Silvius, for instance, is sincerely convinced that Phebe is as autonomous as Jupiter himself. If we read the essay that launched the modern career of the word “narcissism,” Freud’s Introduction to Narcissism, we will see that the mistake of the good Silvius is also the mistake of good old Sigmund Freud. 

Unlike Freud and other theoreticians of the self, the literary masters of mimetic desire see through the illusion of self-love and reveal the mimetic nature of its composition and decomposition. In an earlier essay I tried to show that Proust is more lucid than Freud with respect to the mimetic fragility of narcissism.² 

I have been criticized for neglecting the later developments of narcissism in Freud, which take into account the acute lack of true self-sufficiency that may suddenly characterize the so-called narcissist. Freud was too good an observer, indeed, not to discover in the end that the most extreme narcissism, so-called, is often associated with the very opposite symptoms, extreme dependency on others. This much I will concede. If you read the relevant texts, however, you will quickly see that Freud never discovers the mimetic link between the two opposites; as a result, he never satisfactorily accounts for the “paradox” of their juxtaposition in the same individual. He keeps thinking in terms of a strictly individual desire rooted entirely in family history and uninfluenced by other desires in the vicinity. He never unraveled the crucial mystery of two or more desires that violently disagree because they agree too much, because they imitate each other. 




To the critic of Shakespeare, the main problem is not whether such phenomena as intrinsic self-centeredness or permanent character really exist; up to a point, they certainly do, but their existence is irrelevant to a playwright interested in dramatic effects. He is not writing philosophical or psychological treatises, but comedies and tragedies of desire. 

When a playwright sits down to write a play, he does not have “characters” or eternal humanistic truths in mind, but comic and tragic possibilities that invariably amount to some misunderstood mimetic interaction. Mimetic patterns seem elusive and even unreal to people who are not used to thinking in these terms. That is why these patterns are systematically misunderstood; the misunderstanding can be either comic or tragic according to its consequences, or the viewpoint of the observer. The mimetic patterns are many, but they are all interrelated because they generate one another. They keep evolving from play to play. First, during the opening years of Shakespeare’s career, they move toward more complexity, and then, in the later comedies, they become harsher, seeming to announce the great tragic period. 

The whole triangular relation of Silvius, Phebe, and Rosalind is not too different from the relations between the four lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream—in particular, the enslavement of Helena by Demetrius—but the genders are reversed. It is Silvius in this case who plays the role of the spaniel. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, however, the mimetic games include such rapid reversals and substitutions that no single moment becomes the same focus of sustained attention as the Phebe-Silvius episode in As You Like It. All configurations retrospectively look like fleeting moments in a process that remains dynamic and fluid at all times. In As You Like It the relationship of enslavement is unstable as well since Phebe, in the end, falls in love with Rosalind. The self-love or pseudonarcissism of Phebe is not absolutely new, therefore, yet something has changed. 

In the later comedies, beginning with As You Like It, it seems as if the process of desire that is present as a whole in A Midsummer Night’s Dream has been dislocated and fragmented. Only one of the fragments, a certain length of the total chain, is under scrutiny, but one distinctive enough to constitute a relatively independent configuration with a status of its own, including features that were implicit in the earlier plays but never observed in detailed fashion. 

The fragile self-sufficiency of false narcissism can be understood neither as an objective reality, in terms of cause and effect, nor as a merely “subjective” illusion, since it exists both for Phebe and for Silvius. This is true of all relations of desire, but self-love has a great importance for the later comedies of Shakespeare, not only in the erotic but in the political domain, especially in Troilus and Cressida, as we shall see later. 

The emphasis on self-love and on the corresponding enslavement of one or more desires is part of a general evolution that leaves less and less room for any middle ground between a grotesquely inflated self-love and the extreme depression of self-contempt. The struggle between the selves becomes more acute with time; it tends to turn into an all-or-nothing proposition. The enslaved desires that “prop up” self-love are not merely the flying buttresses that sustain an independently existing edifice; they are this edifice itself and, if they are withdrawn, nothing is left. 


1. Jean-Pierre Dupuy, “Le Signe et l’envie,” in Paul Dumouchel and J.-P. Dupuy, L’Enfer des choses (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1979), 85–93. André Orléan, “Monnaie et spéculation mimétique,” in Violence et vérité (Paris: Editions Grasset et Fasquelle, 1985), 147–58. 




2. René Girard, “Narcissism: The Freudian Myth Demythified by Proust,” in Psychoanalysis, Creativity and Literature, ed. Alan Roland (New York: Columbia University Press 1978), 293–311; also in Literature and Psychoanalysis ed. Edith Kurzweil and William Phillips (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 363–77. See also: Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World. (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1988), 367–92; Sarah Kofman, “The Narcissistic Woman: Freud and Girard,” Diacritics 10:3 (Fall 1980), 419–24; Toril Moi, “The Missing Mother: the Oedipal Rivalries of René Girard,” Diacritics (Summer 1982), 21–31. 
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O, WHAT A DEAL OF SCORN LOOKS BEAUTIFUL 




Self-Love in Twelfth Night 




It sometimes happens in Shakespeare that an earlier play contains a small-scale version of a mimetic configuration that dominates a later play. In the case of Twelfth Night, the small-scale version is the Phebe-Silvius episode of As You Like It. We have just seen that Phebe keeps Silvius at bay and humiliates him, until she is humiliated by Rosalind and compelled to fall in love with her as a result. In Twelfth Night Olivia keeps Orsino at bay and humiliates him, until she is humiliated by Viola and compelled to fall in love with her insulter. In both plays the triumphant narcissism of a woman is overturned by the indifference of another woman in masculine disguise; in both plays the disguised woman acts as a spokesman for the spurned lover. 

Twelfth Night, however, has no counterpart of Rosalind in her role as an interpreter of the mimetic configuration. There is no explicit demystification of the mechanism that governs the life and death of self-love, the mechanism responsible for the events of the comedy. This silence is sound dramatic strategy, I suppose. A playwright needs a little mystery at the center of his drama. We can well understand, besides, that Shakespeare would not want his public to realize that the main plot of this new comedy simply duplicates the subplot of an earlier one. Instead of being country people, his protagonists will be refined and complex aristocrats; everything nonessential will be different in Twelfth Night and much more elaborate. Thus the close similarities with the mimetic predicament of Silvius and Phebe will not be too noticeable. 




The stately Olivia has lost first her father and then her only brother. This beautiful heiress has no male relative of her own rank, but needs no protector. With the help of the puritanical Malvolio, her steward, and many servants, she runs her large estate without difficulty. She completely dominates a household that, in addition to Malvolio, includes her diminutive lady-in-waiting, Maria, the boisterous Sir Toby Belch, the ridiculous Sir Andrew Aguecheek, and Feste, the clown. All these people depend on Olivia emotionally as well as economically. 

Her most significant conquest from the standpoint of prestige is Orsino, the duke of Illyria. In addition to being handsome and brilliant, the duke is a bachelor and the sovereign of the country. Olivia pays even less attention to him than to the lowly admirers and vassals on her own estate. The small fry are permitted to contemplate their idol in the flesh, whereas Orsino is denied this privilege. The intensity of his passion makes him insufferable. His main activity is to dispatch new ambassadors to Olivia; they always bring her the same message, and she refuses to hear them. Olivia is Orsino’s object, but she is also his mediator and implacable rival, since she prevents him from appropriating the object of his desire. The rivalry is about Olivia herself. She will not even let him see with his own eyes that which he, like everybody else, desires—herself. 

At the beginning of the play, Orsino tries to reach Olivia through the newly arrived Viola, who calls herself Cesario and is disguised as a young man: 




                                      Once more, Cesario, 

Get thee to yond same sovereign cruelty. 

Tell her, my love, more noble than the world, 

Prizes no quantity of dirty lands; 

The parts that fortune hath bestow’d upon her, 

Tell her, I hold as giddily as fortune; 

But ’tis that miracle and queen of gems 

That nature pranks her in attracts my soul. 

(II, iv, 79–86) 




As usual, the so-called “rhetoric” is more enlightening than generally believed. It is literally true that Orsino’s passion is rooted neither in Olivia’s wealth, nor in her wit, nor even in her beauty—in nothing objective, therefore, but in her “sovereign cruelty.” It is her complete indifference that attaches the duke to Olivia. 

Phebe had one worshiper only, whereas Olivia has many, but the overall system is the same. Everybody around Olivia imitates the same desire, Olivia’s desire for herself. To Olivia the world is this huge and monolithic desire directed at herself alone. Her admirers desire “in Olivia” as much as they desire Olivia herself. All this desire seems to emanate from her and, after circulating among the faithful, returns to her undiminished. She is the nonchalant high priestess as well as the idol of her own cult, its alpha and omega. 

In reality, Olivia can desire herself only because everybody desires her. This state of affairs seems to have been triggered by Olivia’s own original aloofness, which may or may not be a piece of clever strategy on her part. Except for her late brother, whom she mourns with great intensity, she gives no sign of being really attached to anyone. It is significant that the brother is dead: the one intense feeling that Olivia acknowledges remains strictly under her control, since its object does not even exist. This theatrical devotion to a phantom may be a discreet way of advertising her lack of desire for any man alive. As is often the case in Shakespeare, past family relations serve as a mask for a present pattern of desire that has nothing to do with them. 




At Olivia’s gate Orsino’s new ambassador has been refused admittance, but he does not take no for an answer. When asked about him, Malvolio describes him as just as insolent and proud as he is young and handsome. Olivia abruptly changes her mind and transgresses her own law; she will receive the young man after all. What meekness and humility cannot obtain from her, she surrenders to insolence and pride. A pattern is set that can only destroy Olivia’s absolute dominion over herself and her followers. She initiates a chain reaction of disorder among those who take her as their model; chaos is on the march, of the same kind more or less as the midsummer night. This temporary unraveling of cultural form reminds us of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. “Twelfth night” suggests a carnival world, a winter equivalent of the folklore festivals that give its title to the earlier comedy. The play is a “festive comedy” in the sense of C. L. Barber.¹ 

Viola is in love with Orsino and does not want her mission to succeed. If Olivia knew this, she would not mind Viola’s insolence, seeing it as indirect flattery; but she does not understand and feels humiliated. She mistakes Viola for a man and so is shattered by her disdain, especially after she removes her veil and lets this Cesario see her beautiful visage. Viola’s masculine attire is a more successful mask than Olivia’s veil. 

Viola speaks the language of love to Olivia in a casual and insolent manner best calculated, she thinks, to defeat the purpose of her embassy, but she does not foresee the magical effect that her disdain will have upon Olivia. This haughty woman is just as captivated by Viola’s disrespect as Phebe was by the sharp rebuke of Rosalind. Speaking in Orsino’s name, Viola makes it obvious that her heart is not in what she says. She does not realize that this very indifference is the key to Olivia’s heart. 

The great lady must listen to a passionate discourse that is not really addressed to anyone; she is a voyeur, and the love rhetoric acts like an aphrodisiac on her. The very anonymity of the situation wounds her pride; Olivia is entranced. The mimetic and theatrical nature of the spell is confirmed by her only question to Viola: “Are you a comedian?” By denying Olivia the gift of her admiration, Viola compels this lady’s desire to shift away from herself toward the desire that victoriously withstands her own seductiveness. Who must this Cesario be, if he resists such magnetism? 

A single dissonant voice in the harmonious concert of the docile desires around Olivia suffices to topple the glorious edifice of her self-love. Viola seems to prefer herself and therefore designates her own self-love as the superior model that Olivia is forced to imitate: 




I do I know not what, and fear to find 

Mine eye too great a flatterer for my mind. 

Fate, show thy force; ourselves we do not owe. 

(I, v, 308–10) 




Shakespeare defines what happens in terms that clearly express the destruction of Olivia’s autonomy: “ourselves we do not owe.” And just as Rosalind concluded her diatribe to Phebe with the advice that she should take Silvius for her husband while the taking is good, Viola, in her parting words to Olivia, predicts that she will soon suffer the same indignities that she inflicts upon Orsino: 




Love make his heart of flint that you shall love, 

And let your fervor like my master’s be 

Plac’d in contempt. Farewell, fair cruelty. 

(286–88) 




Just as in As You Like It, this prophecy is immediately fulfilled, and for the same reason. Like the excessively pampered Phebe, the haughty Olivia can only fall in love with an insulter: 




O, what a deal of scorn looks beautiful 

In the contempt and anger of his lip! 

A murd’rous guilt shows not itself more soon 

Than love that would seem hid; love’s night is noon.— 

Cesario, by the roses of the spring, 

By maidhood, honor, truth, and every thing, 

I love these so, that maugre thy pride, 

Nor wit nor reason can my passion hide. 

(III, i, 145–52) 




Somewhere in Remembrance of Things Past Proust observes that in matters of desire every malgré is a parce que in disguise, and this is true of Olivia’s “maugre.” She says explicitly that what seems beautiful to her in Cesario is his “scorn”; what she loves is “the contempt and anger of his lip.” Olivia is falling in love not in spite of Viola’s violence but because of it. This Cesario seems like a sun, so dazzling that it extinguishes her own. 

Here again such labels as “masochism” and the entire bric-a-brac of psychiatric terms must not be allowed to obscure a relationship that mimetic theory makes perfectly transparent. All psychiatric and psychoanalytic perspectives remain blind to the main point, which is Olivia’s shift from one mimetic model, herself, to another, Viola—a shift that occurs as soon as it appears that the young man will not become another Orsino and join the predictable crowd of Olivia’s worshipers. 

At bottom, all pseudonarcissists suspect that their admirers worship a false idol, and always already they are prepared for their own downfall. They resemble those dictators who never go to bed without expecting a revolution during the night. 




Silvius was an inherently simple soul; even if the mimetic game had gone his way, he probably could not have treated Phebe as badly as Phebe treats him. Some leftover character difference, or perhaps some conventional gender difference, remains present in As You Like It that has completely disappeared from the triangle of Olivia, Viola, and Orsino. 

Twelfth Night suggests the reversibility of all narcissistic configurations more strongly than the earlier comedy. As You Like It, in turn, suggested this same reversibility more strongly than earlier plays, beginning with The Taming of the Shrew, which must be regarded, in my view, as the ancestor of the whole pseudonarcissistic line in Shakespeare. This very early play seems closer in some ways to a late medieval farce than to a Shakespearean comedy. Petrucchio is still essentially the traditional husband disciplining his rebellious wife, but he is also the first adumbration of the crafty lover who, through feigned indifference, compels the interest of a disdainful partner by beating her/him at her/his own narcissistic game and thus destroying that partner’s false self-sufficiency. Which is crueler, the traditional chastisement inflicted by an all-powerful husband or the modern unisex strategy of disdainful indifference? 

A comparison of these three plays, The Taming of the Shrew, As You Like It, and Twelfth Night, reveals an evolution toward less and less differentiation among all characters, while the mimetic process itself evolves. As time elapses and Shakespeare writes more plays, the desire represented in them belongs to more and more advanced stages of this process. Even though less caricatural in some ways than the Phebe–Silvius episode of As You Like It, the pseudonarcissistic structure in Twelfth Night is a more radical, more undifferentiated version of the same pattern. 

The fundamentals of mimetic rivalry are always the same. The narcissistic “master” and “slave” see an abyss between them, and the deeper it seems, the more interchangeable they actually are. This is why Shakespeare’s Olivia is surrounded by a court as numerous as that of a duke. Like two independent states, these two sovereign powers deal with each other indirectly, through exchanges of ambassadors. The whole social context symbolizes the false self-sufficiency characteristic not of Olivia alone but also of Orsino. 

The similarity of names in this play also suggests the characters’ interchangeability. Viola, the Olivia of Olivia, and all characters are symbolized, or rather desymbolized—the process is not a production but a destruction of meaning and difference—by the two indistinguishable twins, Viola and Sebastian. 

Twelfth Night is so undifferentiated that Shakespeare goes back to the old trick of the indistinguishable twins, a device already exploited in The Comedy of Errors, in imitation of Plautus’s The Menechmi and Amphytrion. The early play prefigures its author’s later genius as a comic writer. The device of the twins provides a mechanical equivalent of the type of misunderstanding that mimetic interaction generates among human beings. The more mature Shakespeare becomes, the more capably he handles the theme in terms of mimetic rivalries exclusively, which is what all myths of doubles and twins are really about in the first place. Literary genius spontaneously understands the mimetic substratum of mythology and provides the real solution to anthropological enigmas that the so-called science of anthropology has never been able to solve. 

We are in a world with nothing but mimetic doubles left, including the scapegoat himself, Malvolio, whose name suggests that he too is a double, more or less arbitrarily singled out by his persecutors. When Olivia says to him, “O you are sick of self-love, Malvolio, and taste with a distemper’d appetite” (I, v, 90–91), she points to an unquestionable truth, but sees it as the truth of Malvolio alone; she cannot see it as the universal truth that it really is in this play, her own truth and the duke’s as well as Malvolio’s. As we shall see in the next chapter, the theme of the “distemper’d appetite” plays an important role in the psyche and the reflection of Orsino. 


1. C. L. Barber, Shakespeare’s Festive Comedies (Cleveland and New York: Meridian Books, 1963). 
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’TIS NOT SO SWEET NOW AS IT WAS BEFORE 




Orsino and Olivia in Twelfth Night 




Orsino and Olivia are more complex and refined than Silvius and Phebe. The duke has artistic and intellectual pretensions; before the curtain first rises, his musicians are playing a piece of music that Orsino greatly enjoys. When it is over, he wants to hear it again. “Give me excess of it,” he says, 




                                      that surfeiting, 

The appetite may sicken, and so die. 

(I, i, 2–3) 




The music is heard again and Orsino does indeed find it less beautiful than the first time. In a single instant, as he himself has predicted, his appetite has sickened and died: 




                                      Enough, no more, 

’Tis not so sweet now as it was before. 

(7–8) 




“Surfeiting” suggests our modern nausea, a compulsive disgust, a revulsion so extreme and definitive that the word is a little shocking in the context of art. If we read on, however, we soon find that Orsino is not exclusively interested in aesthetics. In the experience he describes, the erotic life looms larger than the arts. The “spirit of love” dies in the embrace of its objects, regardless of their nature: 




Spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou, 

That notwithstanding thy capacity 

Receiveth as the sea, nought enters there, 

Of what validity and pitch soe’er, 

But falls into abatement and low price 

Even in a minute. So full of shapes is fancy 

That it alone is high fantastical. 

(9–15) 




It is traditional to compare the course of desire with physical appetite and its satiety. But a healthy individual, even when no longer hungry, does not find good food disgusting, unless of course he abuses it. Orsino’s experience resembles indigestion, and Anne Barton rightly observes: “This love is a kind of glutton that devours dainties only to vomit them up.”¹ The ups and downs of normal hunger are less extreme than what Orsino describes. His language evokes a pathological version of the natural process. The slant of the duke’s metaphors suggests a human nature wounded by original sin. 

This man who says that desire never outlives possession is nevertheless in love. During the rest of the play, he never utters more than two sentences in a row without mentioning Olivia, but Olivia is inexplicably absent from his speech on the spirit of love. Olivia is the one permanent goal, the only fixed point in an existence that would be empty and incoherent without her. Orsino’s sense of self visibly depends on the unflagging intensity of his desire for Olivia. But he argues that there is no such thing as an unflagging desire, once its object is won. If Olivia belongs to the duke, would she lose her charm as quickly as the piece of music? The question never comes up explicitly. 

One of the duke’s attendants, Curio, interrupts his meditation on desire: 





  
    	
        Curio: 
    
    	
        Will you go hunt my lord? 
    

  

  
    	
        Duke: 
    
    	
                                                     What, Curio? 
    

  

  
    	
        Curio: 
    
    	
                                                                             The hart. 
    

  

  
    	
        Duke: 
    
    	
        Why, so I do, the noblest that I have. O, when mine eyes did see Olivia first, Methought she purg’d the air of pestilence! That instant was I turn’d into a hart, And my desires, like fell and cruel hounds, E’er since pursue me. 
    

  



(16–22) 




As soon as the conversation shifts away from desire, the duke remembers Olivia. It takes a hackneyed pun to remind him of his beloved. Orsino’s passion seems more at ease among literary clichés than in the context of a serious debate about the life and death of desire. 

Orsino’s first tirade on the subject is part of a musical prelude to the whole play, but it is more than a decorative hors d’oeuvre; it is essential to our understanding of the comedy. It must be interpreted in the light of what follows; what it leaves unsaid is just as important as what it actually says. 

Like many disillusioned romantics, Orsino speaks cynically about desire in general, but he will go on desiring romantically until the end of his life. His cynicism about the past is not really independent of his current passion, but the connection is paradoxical and Orsino himself never makes it completely explicit. We must rely on indirect clues that Shakespeare provides for this very purpose; we can and must uncover the truth that this character never fully ackowledges. 

Before we have time to forget Orsino’s first speech, he gives the second, so different from the first in some ways that it seems to demand a different author, and yet so similar in other ways that the author cannot fail to be the same: 




There is no woman’s sides 

Can bide the beating of so strong a passion 

As love doth give my heart; no woman’s heart 

So big, to hold so much; they lack retention. 

Alas, their love may be called appetite, 

No motion of the liver, but the palate, 

That suffer surfeit, cloyment, and revolt, 

But mine is all as hungry as the sea, 

And can digest as much. Make no compare 

Between that love a woman can bear me 

And what I owe Olivia. 

(II, iv, 93–103) 




According to this second speech, the only desires afflicted with the infirmities described earlier by Orsino as his own are feminine desires in general and those of Olivia in particular. Only women “suffer surfeit, cloyment, and revolt.” To make the contradiction even more blatant, Orsino suggests that these same infirmities are uncharacteristic of men and especially of himself. He opposes the weakness and fickleness of feminine desire to the undying strength of his virile desire for Olivia. 

Once again, desire is as hungry as the sea and can “digest” whatever it devours. The metaphor sounds just as ominous as the first time. In the first tirade, however, the maritime digestion expressed a pathetic contrast between the before and the after of all desires, their apparent inexhaustibility before possession, their instant death as soon as it is achieved. This time there is no after, no surfeit for Orsino himself, and we can easily understand why: the passion for Olivia is an eternal before. 

Olivia must be the first woman who ever had the upper hand with Orsino. Orsino realizes that she has for him the eyes that he himself has always had for the other women in his life, the women that he ruthlessly discarded, no doubt, after possessing them. Whenever Orsino has occupied in relation to women the position that Olivia now occupies in relation to him, he has felt the same “surfeit” that he now detects in her. He reacts in the very manner that he denounces as specifically feminine, when it is her reaction to him personally. The phenomenon is the same, but its ethical connotation has shifted from neutral in the case of Orsino to negative in the case of Olivia and of women in general. 

To Olivia the story of Orsino’s love sounds like a piece of music repeated too often; this time Orsino is the one who has fallen into “abatement and low price.” Olivia is sincerely bored with his sempiternal passion. Who wants to make love to an already digested man? It would be a misunderstanding, however, to suppose that Orsino and Olivia have been physically intimate and that he disappointed her as a lover. Orsino is the defeated partner in a battle of pseudonarcissism. It just happened that Olivia did not respond to his advances, and this is how her victory was achieved. This is the only way in which a woman can durably fascinate such a man as Orsino. 

Were Orsino in Olivia’s place, he would feel and behave toward her exactly as she now feels and behaves toward him. If she gave up the type of superiority they both crave in their relations with the other sex, he would immediately cease to love her. At a deeper level, Orsino realizes that he and Olivia are very much alike. The spectacular disharmony between them does not stem from a conflict of personalities or from some other intrinsic difference but from the very reverse, an almost perfect identity. When Olivia entered his life, Orsino for the first time lost a mimetic and metaphysical battle that he had always won with everyone else. 

Shakespeare wants us to compare the two speeches of Orsino; proof of this lies in the conclusion of the second one: “Make no compare . . .” When we hear this kind of warning from such a man, we should know that a comparison is in order. Even very intelligent people can be so obsessed with their mimetic rivals that they talk like Orsino on occasions when it would be better for them to keep silent. We always marvel at the naive compulsion that forces these people to divulge the very truth they are trying to hide, but we ourselves will make the same mistake at the first opportunity. 

All individuals beset by mimetic desire are easily fooled into believing that the entire world shares their obsession with their current rival. Like all people caught in a mimetic spiral, Orsino wants to convince himself that he is enormously different from his “beloved enemy,” whereas in reality there is no difference, and something in him obscurely knows this. The anti-Olivia “propaganda” of the second speech is really an extrapolation of the self-knowledge demonstrated in the first speech. 

Orsino thinks that he understands Olivia’s desire and he certainly does, but not because of what he says, not because Olivia is one more exemplar of the archetypal woman whom all frustrated men ritually execrate. The sexist cliché is really a mask for a science of desire that does not want to acknowledge its real source. Orsino recognizes in Olivia the successful pseudonarcissist that he used to be but is no longer, because of Olivia. 

Orsino rightly interprets his relationship to this particular woman as a reversal of his habitual experience with the other sex. His banal antifeminism is an effort to hide the true nature of this reversal and the origin of his insight into Olivia. The idea that the desire of women for men can be weakened by a specifically feminine self-centeredness has always been popular with men. Men still love to portray as narcissistic in an absolute and nonmimetic sense the women who spurn their sexual advances. 

Two chapters ago, I recalled that Freud gave a new lease on life to that myth with his definition of “narcissism” as a genuine self-centeredness that would be primarily feminine. Freud claimed that he had diagnosed a specifically “feminine” inability to respond to the real “object-love” of genuinely masculine men. But, quite significantly, the genuinely masculine men have a regrettable penchant for squandering their precious object-love on the women who deserve it least—narcissistic women, of course. 

This is exactly Orsino’s illusion; his second speech seems patterned on Freud’s Introduction to Narcissism, and as soon as we compare the two speeches, the radical critique that Shakespeare intended emerges. When placed side by side, the two speeches suggest a deconstruction of Elizabethan self-love that really amounts to a deconstruction of the Freudian concept avant la lettre. The words change, but the myth of a specifically feminine self-centeredness remains. 

This deconstruction is essentially the same as the one I effected in my last chapter, but this time it is done by Shakespeare himself, through the intermediary of the comedy that chronologically comes immediately after As You Like It and contains even more pseudonarcissism than its predecessor. This is another fascinating example of Shakespeare’s tendency to translate his own dramatic experience in more and more theoretical terms. 

The metaphoric continuity of the two speeches indicates that Orsino projects upon Olivia his own experience of the dominant erotic position, the position that Olivia now occupies with him. The fact that his insight is projective does not mean that it is worthless. Our perspicacity in such matters is always rooted in self-criticism; mimetic desire is the same in all human beings, regardless of such circumstances as age, gender, race, and culture. 

Being projected upon its own mimetic replica, Orsino’s insight into himself (the first speech) generates some real knowledge of Olivia’s behavior (the second speech), but the duke cannot acknowledge its source without acknowledging his kinship with his mimetic double, thus undermining his resentment against an attitude that he himself would have adopted with Olivia, had the opportunity presented itself. 

Mimetic doubles are sharp-sighted with regard to each other, but their vision is distorted by the need they all feel to abolish the reciprocity in which their perspicacity is rooted. They must indignantly deny that they have anything in common with their rivals, yet the only possible basis for their remarkable “psychological acumen” is this mimetic desire that divides them because they share it: 




Therefore thou art inexcusable, O man, whosoever thou art that judgest; for wherein thou judgest another, thou condemnest thyself; for thou that judgest doest the same things. 

(Romans 2:1) 




Orsino slanders women not because he truly believes in the masculine superiority that he claims, but because he feels inferior as the mimetic double whose desire is enslaved by the successful narcissism of his partner. The indifference that he disparages as feminine insubstantiality is really the source of the metaphysical prestige that Olivia would not enjoy for very long in his eyes, if she yielded to his desire. 

Like all romantic thinkers, Orsino sees desire as an object/subject relationship exclusively; he systematically short-circuits the third dimension, the mimetic model/obstacle/rival that makes everything intelligible. This is an especially tempting illusion in cases of pseudonarcissism, when all roles are played by the same individual. For Orsino, Olivia is simultaneously object, model, obstacle, and rival. 




The view of desire as an object/subject relation is false even in the case of art, which aesthetes love to bring up because it seems to prove the existence of the solipsistic desire in which they want to believe. In reality the most powerful component of aesthetic emotion is a godlike otherness in the admired work, a quality that too much familiarity may weaken or even destroy, as witnessed by the experiment of Orsino, the two successive performances of the same musical piece. 

Like all divinities, beauty eludes the impurity of human contact, and the illusion of unmediated desire is shattered. If this desire were truly unmediated, it would not be diminished by the continuous enjoyment of its object; it would survive the ordeal of possession, and fulfillment would not turn to ashes. Unlike the romantics, Shakespeare rejects the theatrics of aesthetic fetischism; this is part of his greatness. 

The Orsino of the second speech is a frustrated lover dominated by the voice of his frustrated desire. The contradiction of the two speeches verifies the law that Orsino himself has formulated in the first: desire seems eternal and inexhaustible as long as it remains unsatisfied, and not one minute longer. The second speech is consistently inconsistent with the first because it is the voice of famished desire, the desire for Olivia, whereas the first is the voice of surfeit. 




The language and behavior of Orsino suggest that he is aware, more or less, of his own pseudonarcissism and of everything we have just said about him. In spite of his own involvement, he is as lucid about it as is Rosalind in As You Like It; he really understands what only outside observers understood in the earlier comedies. Thus he embodies a more “advanced” version of the pseudonarcissistic configuration. He knows very well that his daily humiliations at the hands of Olivia are self-defeating. If he really wanted to seduce this woman, he would resort to the strategy outlined by Rosalind, a feigned indifference, but he never does. What is the reason for Orsino’s theatrically “romantic” behavior? 

The duke knows that no desired object can fall into his hands and retain its appeal for very long. Only a victorious rival can invigorate desire; desire is irrevocably self-defeating. The only radical solution to its endless tyranny is total renunciation. This policy is what all great religions, all great ethical systems, all traditional wisdom recommend. It is Hamlet’s advice to Ophelia: get thee to a nunnery. Had she followed it, she would not have died the wretched death that she did. 

Fortunately for desire, a rational loophole exists that enables the crafty spirit of love not to draw the correct lesson from its perpetual failures. Experience teaches us the unsatisfactory nature of all objects that can be possessed; it has nothing to say, strictly speaking, about objects that cannot be possessed. If we are punctiliously experimental about this matter, we can always claim that, as long as we do not possess these objects, we do not have enough information to dismiss them out of hand. 

On the basis of a myopically interpreted experience, the absurdity of desire can never be demonstrated satisfactorily. A sophistic abuse of methodical doubt permits desire to reason as follows: “Since all objects that can be possessed prove valueless, I will renounce them once and for all in favor of those objects that cannot be possessed.” 

In Twelfth Night this solution has a name—Olivia. She seems so impregnable that the duke can sincerely lament the fragility of all desire and yet remain supremely confident in the eternal duration of his desire for her. The ocean of indifference that engulfs all other desires will never devour this particular one, Orsino thinks, for the very reason that it will never be satisfied. Olivia will remain forever inaccessible, not to Orsino alone but to all men. This creed remains obscure, and Orsino avoids facing and formulating it explicitly, but it governs his life. For the man who proclaims the bankruptcy of all desires, it still makes sense to desire Olivia. Orsino seems “irrational” as long as his real priority remains invisible. The real priority is not pleasure but desire at any price. 

It is wrong to assume that, at all stages in its history, desire is seeking positive rewards. This was true perhaps in the initial phases portrayed in the early comedies. Orsino has reached a stage where, under the pressure of perpetual disenchantment, desire itself moves beyond the pleasure principle. Desire gives up pleasure in order to preserve itself as desire. Orsino is the first but not the last example of this desperate strategy. 

The duke’s desire for Olivia arises from the depth of his disenchantment and not in spite of it. A “rational” connection exists, but of such a nature that Orsino will never make it explicit, even to himself; we must deduce it from our comparison of the two speeches. In spite of his cynicism, Orsino is a man with a vast capacity for self-delusion. 

To say that desire cannot survive the model’s defeat is the same as saying that it cannot survive its own victory. This principle has already been defined. The more desire learns about its own operation, the more intractable the dilemma becomes. Since desire dies of its own fulfillment, the road to eternal desire can only lie in the selection of a forever inaccessible object. 

Orsino is the embodiment of this desire. The mimetic process takes time to unfold and, on this “historical” trajectory, Orsino belongs to a phase posterior to that of previous Shakespearean heroes. The chronological order of the comedies corresponds to a diachronic development of desire from bad to worse. Orsino is not the end of the process, but he is not far from it. 

His “hopeless” passion, I have suggested, is a desperate move in a strategy of desire itself, a strategy of self-preservation. This is certainly true and yet a little misleading at the same time, because this strategy demands no calculation, no planning of any sort and, in a sense, it does not even deserve the name; it results from a normal drift of desire. All it takes to get there is a little too much success with women and then, all of a sudden, a little failure—the chance encounter with an Olivia. The quest for the perfect passion is hardly distinguishable from what happens to a blasé consumerist if and when he finally stumbles upon the forever indigestible dish, the unconquerable object, the only prize to which he can become durably attached. 

By refusing to love him, Olivia renders a great service to the duke; she gives stability to his life. Deep down, the duke feels rather lucky; he is eager to perpetuate his sentimental deadlock with Olivia. When he and she finally come face to face in Act 5, the only words these strange accomplices exchange sound like a discreet acknowledgment of their negative partnership: 





  
    	
        Duke: 
    
    	
                                           Still so cruel? 
    

  

  
    	
        Olivia: 
    
    	
        Still so constant, lord? 
    

  



(V, i, 110–11) 




Orsino is confident that he can keep Olivia cruel forever. Since his desire is the model for her self-love, all he has to do, he thinks, to freeze the situation permanently in his favor, is to keep desiring her: she will keep rejecting not only him but all possible lovers; she will be the eternal prisoner of her monumental self-love, Orsino’s personal gift to her. Even though he has fallen into “abatement and low price”, Orsino feels that his prestige as a handsome young man and a duke makes him superior to all potential suitors, so that Olivia will be forced to keep her part of the bargain; what she refuses to him, she will never grant to any other man. 

Orsino makes the usual mistake of enslaved narcissists; he has too much faith in the objective strength of his idol. This mistake is fatal. When he learns that Olivia has already betrayed him, he flies into a dreadful rage. Olivia is in love, and with whom? With his own ambassador! The irony of this is that, if something besides Olivia’s narcissism is responsible for her falling in love, it is Orsino’s behavior. He dispatched Cesario to his beloved because of the young man’s personal charm, hoping that it would operate on Olivia as it did on him, and it certainly has; the duke’s expectations are fulfilled beyond his wildest dream. 

This plot is one more variation, of course, on the great Shakespearean theme of the self-defeating mimetic lover—the man, or woman who advertises the charms of his lover to his rival and the charms of his rival to his lover. The refined and subtle Orsino belongs to the same mimetic family as Valentine and Collatine. For a while, after he learns what has happened, he turns into a raving maniac. Olivia has fallen in love through his own mediation. 


1. The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974), 408. 
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A WOEFUL CRESSID’ ’MONGST THE MERRY GREEKS 




The Love Affair in Troilus and Cressida 




The major idea of this study is that Shakespeare is not merely a dramatic illustrator of mimetic desire but its theoretician. If this thesis had to be defended on the basis of a single play, Troilus and Cressida would be my choice. No play is more clearly designed for the unraveling of a whole range of mimetic phenomena, and this time it does the job not solely through the interaction of a few protagonists, but in the larger context of two societies at war. 

Great as a A Midsummer Night’s Dream is, from the standpoint of theory, the mechanics of desire and rivalry operate so smoothly in that comedy that they remain a relatively discreet presence, always subordinate to a coherent theatrical enterprise. This is no longer the case with Troilus and Cressida; instead of turning into a soothing ritual and a delightful myth, the play ends in a most negative and destructive fashion. 

When it no longer serves the purpose of a final reordering, mimetic disorder becomes an end in itself, at least from a dramatic standpoint; the various themes and subplots have no raison d’être in Troilus and Cressida but to reveal more and more facets of that disintegration. The play can be defined as a treatise of mimetic decomposition. Mimetic manipulation has always played a role in Shakespeare, but in private relations primarily. In Troilus and Cressida it turns into a veritable technique of politics and government, and this may well be the most amazing achievement of this amazing play. 

There is a politics of erotic desire in this play, but there is also a political problem in the strict sense, the problem of Agamemnon’s lack of authority, and it is handled by Ulysses through mimetic tricks similar to those of Pandarus in the erotic domain. The unity of the play lies in the demonstration of the parallel role played by mimetic strategy in all areas of human activity. The symbol of this unity is Pandarus, the erotic go-between whose importance not only for this play but for the whole theater of Shakespeare cannot be exaggerated. 

It is impossible to look at Pandarus even for a second and not to recognize the whole problematic of desire made man. The only way to talk about Troilus and Cressida without mentioning mimetic desire is to avoid Pandarus entirely, which is what the critical tradition has always done. What this character stands for is never discussed; his symbolical value for the entire play remains unacknowledged. 

In Act 3 Pandarus gets Troilus and Cressida in bed together; he performs the function of an ordinary pimp, but cannot be defined as one. A gentleman, he seeks no material gain, yet is not disinterested. His lecherous jokes are flat and at times he sounds vastly confused, but he shows great skill in the handling of his curious business. 

How can this business be defined? The very first scenes of the play should enlighten us. Pandarus wants his niece Cressida and the young Troilus to have an affair, and he tries to instill in each one separately a burning desire for the other. At first he works on Troilus, whom he showers with inflated and extravagant praise of Cressida, and then he works on Cressida, whom he showers with inflated and extravagant praise of Troilus. In the midst of this predictable discourse, from time to time Pandarus resorts to an equally banal but much more effective trick. He tries to turn the famous Helen into a mediator of the desire he wants to arouse. 

The scene with Cressida consists largely of gossip about the Trojan court, about Paris, Troilus, and above all Helen. Pandarus is a snob; he does not seem as familiar with the court as he claims, but his niece is even less so. She too is a snob; snobbery is part of the mimetic landscape. Cressida’s fascination with the powerful and the famous is intense, and Pandarus uses it to achieve his diabolical end. 

On some occasion when the entire Trojan elite was gathered, Troilus was supposedly the center of interest. Helen especially had eyes only for him. Tickling his cheeks, she praised his complexion, and ended up counting the rather sparse hair on his chin. A witty exchange followed from which Troilus emerged the winner. This dismal story resembles much of what we find in our contemporary media. The consumers do not believe a word of it, they claim, but are always ready for more. The real point of it all is Helen’s interest in Troilus, which is explicitly stated in the conclusion and reinforced by repetition: “I swear to you, I think Helen loves him better than Paris. . . . But, to prove to you that Helen loves him . . .” (I, ii, 107–8, 118). This imaginary desire of Helen is the true incentive, and neither Pandarus nor Cressida pay the slightest attention to any genuine quality in Troilus that would make him intrinsically worthy of love, regardless of who may or may not be in love with him. 

Troilus’s desire has already reached fever pitch, but Pandarus tries to excite it further, and Helen plays a role in this effort as well. Pandarus puts together a triangle of desire that will spawn others later on, when Cressida, transferred to the Greek camp, decides that she should deceive Troilus with Diomedes. Pandarus is the midwife and engineer of desire, its Alexander and Napoleon, the mediator of all mediators. Like the God of Descartes, his initial push sets entire worlds in motion. 

Pandarus provides his two protégés with the most irresistible model of desire in Troy or anywhere else, the beautiful Helen. Nothing incites desire like desire itself. As a magnet for countless desires, Helen is matchless; the whole Trojan War is fought for her sake; who could be more effective than she? Whatever Helen herself happens to desire—especially in matters erotic, her special field of expertise—is likely to be avidly imitated by all women who want to be desirable. Countless Cressidas want to be Helen in the sense of metaphysical desire, in the sense of Helena’s translation to the more successful Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

Far from being a new trick born with television, sexiness by proxy is as ancient as humanity itself. It goes back to primitive religion and has never gone out of fashion. In our own world, of course, it is more important than ever. Modern technology accelerates mimetic effects; it repeats them ad nauseam and extends their scope to the entire world, but does not change their nature. It also turns them into a most respectable industry called advertising. 

When business tries to increase the sale of a product, it resorts to advertising. In order to inflame our desire, advertisers try to convince us that the beautiful people all over the world are already in love with their product. If the industry needs a patron saint, it should select Pandarus. Shakespeare is a prophet of modern advertising. His Pandarus dangles in front of his prospective customers the prestigious desire that will arouse their own. The most potent drug, the number one pharmakon, is this mimetic titillation, this powerful intimation of sexiness and fashionability provided by Helen. 

Sex is involved nowadays even in the sale of products as asexual as aspirin or instant coffee. Beauty is not what matters; the most decrepit actresses will do, if they have many heroic trophies in their war chest, half a dozen discarded husbands perhaps, and lovers by the hundreds. Helen is world champion in all categories. Thousands of men have already died for her alone. In this sort of business, the spirit of violence is king. 

Helen’s enduring international fame as a sex symbol results from a process similar to the one triggered by Pandarus. The only reason the Greeks want her back is because the Trojans want to keep her. The only reason the Trojans keep her is because the Greeks want her back. All mimetic circles are vicious circles, and this one is explicitly defined as such by Hector in scene 2 of Act 1, during the Trojan debate about the advisability of continuing a terribly destructive and perfectly insignificant war. 

The Shakespearean Cressida is a mise en abîme of the Helen story, and it does not really matter if this character is a medieval rather than a Greek invention. The medieval Cressida is a duplicate of the genuinely Homeric story, which, in addition to the rivalry of the Greeks and Trojans, is full of rivalry among the Greeks themselves—namely, the rivalry of Agamemnon and Achilles over a beautiful captive, Briseis. 




The Trojan War of Shakespeare resembles some kind of permanent tournament fought primarily for vanity and personal prestige. At the end of the second scene, the Trojan warriors march back into the city after their daily encounter with the Greek army. They parade in front of the ladies, who watch this great event from the top of a tower on the remparts of Troy: 





  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        Who were those went by? 
    

  

  
    	
        Alexander: 
    
    	
                                                    Queen Hecuba and Helen. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        And whither go they? 
    

  

  
    	
        Alexander: 
    
    	
                                                Up to the eastern tower, Whose height commands as subject all the vale, To see the battle. 
    

  



(I, ii, 1–4) 




The scene that follows reminds us of prestigious football players going back to their locker room after a hotly contested game. As the heroes march by, looking their fiercest, the fans go wild and Pandarus makes knowledgeable comments to his niece about their respective merits, a little absentmindedly at first; he is looking for Troilus, who comes in only at the end of the procession. Pandarus keeps warning his niece that she should “mark Troilus above the rest.” 

In the eyes of the go-between, the unknown Troilus outshines all his illustrious companions. Cressida makes fun of his inexperience and youthfulness; in order to fool her uncle, who is not fooled, she dutifully inquires about the warriors that go by. Pandarus brushes them all off with a wave of the hand, and when Troilus appears, no trick is too cheap for him: all the applause goes to Troilus, Pandarus claims. In reality, Troilus has only one cheerleader, Pandarus himself. Fearing ridicule, Cressida wants to silence her uncle, but she cannot refrain from teasing him a little: 





  
    	
        [Cressid:] 
    
    	
        What sneaking fellow comes yonder? 
    

  

  
    	
        
    
    	
                                . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
    

  

  
    	
        Pandarus: 
    
    	
        Mark him; note him. O brave Troilus! Look well upon him, niece; look you how his sword is bloodied, and his helm more hacked than Hector’s; and how he looks, and how he goes! Go thy way, Troilus, go thy way! Had I a sister were a grace, or a daughter a goddess, he should take his choice. O admirable man! Paris? Paris is dirt to him; and, I warrant, Helen, to change, would give money to boot. 
    

  



(I, i, 226–39) 




The loud persistence of Pandarus is as tedious as contemporary advertising, but Shakespeare wants to show the importance of repetition. Constant harping on the same theme will trigger imitation more or less automatically. 

Important as it is, this litany is only an adjunct and a diversion, a mask behind which the go-between hides his main sales pitch, which is once again a reference to Helen. In the previous quotation, this reference comes in last and seems incidental to the main theme; in reality it is the weapon on which the sly Pandarus counts, hidden in a mass of less significant material. Even if Cressida does not believe in Helen’s desire for Troilus, the image that Pandarus places repeatedly in front of her supplies the indispensable third party, a model for her desire. Cressida experiences all this as the perpetual miracle of spontaneously falling in love with Troilus. 

Both Troilus and Cressida firmly believe that Pandarus has nothing to do with their mutual love; they confidently assume that the intensity of their desire guarantees its “authenticity.” This is a far cry from Proteus in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. This character, you will remember, acknowledges explicitly the mimetic nature of his own desire. The early Shakespeare still had to learn the sophisticated technique of his later plays. Cressida is a good example of this subtlety. 

As long as Pandarus stays with her, Cressida says nothing of her love for the loudly advertised Troilus. As soon as he goes, she speaks about him in a soliloquy that we should keep in mind; it is the key to the significance of the entire love affair: 




But more in Troilus thousandfold I see 

Than in the glass of Pandar’s praise maybe; 

Yet hold I off. Women are angels, wooing; 

Things won are done; joy’s soul lies in the doing. 

That she belov’d knows nought that knows not this: 

Men prize the thing ungain’d more than it is. 

That she was never yet that ever knew 

Love got so sweet as when desire did sue. 

Therefore this maxim out of love I teach: 

Achievement is command; ungain’d beseech; 

Then though my heart’s content firm love doth bear, 

Nothing of that shall from mine eyes appear. 

(I, ii, 289–300) 




Cressida says nothing of her desire to her uncle because she has wisely decided not to yield to her temptation. She lacks experience, but is intelligent and instinctively grasps the fundamental principles of behavior that no woman can afford to ignore, if she is to survive in a jungle of erotic strategy. For strategic reasons, a wise woman does not surrender to her lover; she wisely takes the mimetic nature of his desire into account. Cressida is doing deliberately what Olivia, in Twelfth Night, does spontaneously out of sheer boredom with Orsino’s passion. By refusing to desire Troilus openly, she inflames his desire further; she designates herself rather than him as the desirable object. 

In Act 2, scene 3, Troilus and Cressida are finally united, thanks to the good offices of Pandarus, and they are overwhelmed by their emotions. Cressida’s “rapture” prevents her from keeping her resolution. She makes matters worse by disclosing her own aborted strategy to her lover. She throws all prudence to the winds. Shakespeare visibly wants to represent her at this point as a woman in love, eager to give up all maneuvering. 

Curiously, this Cressida resembles another Shakespearean heroine with a much better reputation than the unfaithful mistress of Troilus, Juliet. In a scene somewhat comparable to the one we are about to read, Juliet suggests to Romeo that she might play “hard to get” in order to invigorate her lover’s desire. The fact that she discusses this strategic option openly with its intended victim precludes any effective recourse to it; Shakespeare means the whole thing as a sign of total surrender on Juliet’s part. The same is true of Cressida: 





  
    	
        [Cressida:] 
    
    	
        Boldness comes to me now, and brings me heart. Prince Troilus, I have lov’d you night and day For many months. 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        Why was my Cressida so hard to win? 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        Hard to seem won; but I was won, my lord, With the first glance that ever—pardon me, If I confess much, you will play the tyrant. I love you now, but till now not so much But I thought I could master it. In faith I lie, My thoughts were like unbridled children grown Too headstrong for their mother. See, we fools! Why have I blabb’d? Who shall be true to us, When we are so unsecret to ourselves? But though I lov’d you well, I woo’d you not, And yet, good faith, I wish’d myself a man, Or that we, women, had men’s privilege Of speaking first. Sweet, bid me hold my tongue, For in this rapture I shall surely speak The thing I shall repent. See, see, your silence Cunning in dumbness, from my weakness draws My very soul of consent. Stop my mouth. 
    

  



(III, ii, 112–31) 




To understand the later evolution of the relationship, we must remember this total gift of herself by Cressida. After their night together the two young people reappear early the following morning, in Act 4, scene 2. More than ever Cressida exudes love for Troilus. But Troilus is different; he still speaks words of love, but no longer acts like a lover. He wants to leave immediately: 





  
    	
        [Troilus:] 
    
    	
        Dear, trouble not yourself; the morn is cold. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        Then, sweet my lord, I’ll call mine uncle down; He shall unlock the gates.                                              Trouble him not; 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        To bed, to bed! Sleep kill those pretty eyes, And give as soft attachement to thy senses As infants empty of all thought. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
                                           Good morrow, then. 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        I prithee, now, to bed. 
    

  



(IV, ii, 1–7) 




This concern for her health does not fool Cressida. Troilus wants to send her back to bed—alone. He now lusts for the battlefield; he wants to be with the other boys. Troilus feels proud, no doubt, of his pretty mistress, but what good is pride if other men know nothing about it? To be fully enjoyed, this erotic triumph needs witnesses. Troilus yearns for a little boasting with his ninety-nine brothers. 

Sensing all this, Cressida asks: “Are you aweary of me?” Troilus hides his embarassment behind a cloud of the most hackneyed rhetoric. 




O Cressida, but that the busy day, 

Wak’d by the lark, hath rous’d the ribald crows, 

And dreaming night will hide our joy no longer, 

I would not from thee. 

(8–11) 




There are two kinds of rhetoric in Shakespeare, the significant kind that expresses mimetic desire and this kind, which is really artificial and deceptive. When a character speaks as Troilus now does to his mistress, he is lying to her. Cressida sighs, “Night hath been too brief” (11). Once again, Troilus tries to escape: “You will catch cold and curse me” (14). If a woman yields too easily to her lover, he quickly loses all interest in her. Says Cressida: 




                                     Prithee tarry; 

You men will never tarry. 

O foolish Cressida, I might have still held off, 

And then you would have tarried. 

(15–18) 




This is a recall of Cressida’s warning to herself at the end of Act 1: “yet hold I off.” It is clear that Troilus’s indifference should be read in the light of that soliloquy. The strategy outlined in it was correct; Cressida was wrong when she gave it up. The constancy of a lover is inversely proportional to his mistress’s willingness to satisfy his desires. Women who disregard this mimetic law have only themselves to blame. 

Almost immediately, Pandarus shows up, making tasteless jokes at the expense of his niece. Instead of silencing him as he should, Troilus becomes his de facto accomplice. Then comes a knock on the door. After inviting Pandarus to answer, Cressida asks Troilus to retire with her into her bedroom. At this time in the morning, she does not want the young man to be seen in her apartment: 




Who’s that at door? Good uncle, go and see. 

My lord, come you again into my chamber. 

You smile and mock me, as if I meant naughtily. 

(IV, ii, 36–38) 




Cressida fears for her reputation, but Troilus interprets her words as an invitation to more amorous cavorting. Not only does he fail to rebuke Pandarus, but he imitates him; he is spurred into sexist emulation. His night with Cressida has made him insensitive and uncouth. 

There is a curious tradition of blindness to Troilus’s disgraceful behavior on that early morning. The critics remember the medieval story and cannot imagine that Shakespeare might cleverly overturn its message: the woman alone must be guilty; she has falseness written all over her; her lover embodies fidelity. The possibility that Shakespeare could ironically undermine the old scheme is not envisaged. 

The critics do not take the temporary insensitivity of Troilus into account. When they do mention him, they find all sorts of excuses for him. A nice young man at peace with his senses cannot be blamed for sounding a little absentminded that early in the morning. They feel that his heart is in the right place, his basic attitude has not changed. The end of the story will demonstrate his deep and abiding love for Cressida. 

These critics do not explain why Shakespeare patiently gathered a mountain of evidence against Troilus. Good playwrights do not do that sort of thing without a purpose. The implicit reasoning of the critics is that the furious jealousy of scene 6 could not arise if the “love” that prompts it had not been there all along under the surface, as strong as ever. 

These critics are blinded by their nineteenth-century myth of psychic continuity. They believe that Troilus’s later jealousy must be rooted in his original desire for Cressida, but they are wrong. On that fateful morning this “original” desire is completely dead, its death prophesied by the intelligent Cressida. The critics should pay more attention to her: her worst fears have come true for the very reason she had predicted. She will not be caught a second time; from now on, she will act according to the principles that she always knew to be true but did not effectively practice because of her love for Troilus. 

Professors treat Troilus as one of those students to whom they systematically give good grades for fear of losing them. A playwright does not send the signals that we detected, unless he wants to make a point. Such signals might turn out to be meaningless in real life, but never in a play. Now is the time to remind ourselves that a dramatic plot is intentional through and through. What effect is Shakespeare trying to achieve? 




The all-important indifference of Troilus is only a brief phase; let us find out how it ends. A messenger enters with the news that Cressida must leave Troy immediately to rejoin her father, who is already in the Greek camp. She is being exchanged for a Trojan warrior taken prisoner by the Greeks. 

The girl’s departure may prove fatal to her love affair with Troilus. Pandarus alone seems genuinely distressed. Cressida’s frenzy of grief is too spectacular to be entirely convincing. Troilus takes the news calmly, even philosophically. He preaches the virtue of resignation to his hysterical mistress. Her father’s wish has the backing of all leaders in both camps, and she must obey. To visit her, Troilus promises, he will clandestinely cross the line of battle. 

The news of Cressida’s transfer to the Greek camp obviously fulfills a secret wish of Troilus. It will put just the right distance between him and a woman whose excessive devotion he finds flattering, natural, legitimate, but cumbersome. The line of battle is the ideal one-way barrier. Whenever he wants to enjoy his highly decorative mistress, Troilus will be able to cross it with relative ease, but Cressida, a woman, will have to stay on her side of the fence. Between visits, in other words, the interval will be as long as Troilus, not Cressida, chooses. A splendid dénouement, no doubt, and, like everything else in his life, including Cressida herself, it is handed to Troilus on a silver platter. Fortune certainly smiles on this worthy young gentleman. More than ever, he feels on top of the world. 

At this point, Troilus implicitly believes that his mistress, even if she tried, could not bring herself to be unfaithful; she is too much in love with him. His precious freedom remains his sole concern. A prisoner, even a prisoner of love, has only one desire, to escape. His naive self-confidence makes Troilus highly vulnerable. 

Cressida is too bright not to see through the calculations of her lover and, more than ever, she must wish that she had “held off.” It is too late for that strategy, but a smart woman who happens to be very pretty is never totally resourceless. Almost absentmindedly, it seems, she comes up with a phrase that deserves more attention than it has received: 




A woeful Cressid ’mongst the merry Greeks: 

When shall we see again? 

(IV, iv, 55–56) 




In Elizabethan England the “merry Greeks” was a proverbial expression for pleasure seekers. As he catches the phrase, Troilus immediately changes his tune: 




Hear me, my love: be thou but true of heart— 

(IV, iv, 57) 




Cressida reacts angrily to the note of suspicion that she detects in these words: 




I, true? How now, what wicked deem is this? 

(59) 




He replies: 





  
    	
        [Troilus:] 
    
    	
        I speak not ‘Be thou true,’ as fearing thee— For I will throw my glove to Death himself That there’s no maculation in thy heart— But ‘Be thou true’ say I to fashion in My sequent protestation: be thou true, And I will see thee. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        You will be expos’d, my Lord, to dangers As infinite as imminent! But I’ll be true. 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        And I’ll grow friend with danger: wear this sleeve. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        And you this glove: when shall I see you? 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        I will corrupt the Grecian sentinels To give to thee nightly visitation. But yet be true. 
    

  



(72–74) 




As Troilus keeps repeating his “be true, be true,” just as earlier “you’ll catch a cold,” we can see him vainly trying to digest Cressida’s merry Greeks. His mind is not as rapid as hers, but the implications of the phrase are sinking in rather fast. With each “be true, be true,” she becomes more impatient: 





  
    	
        [Cressida:] 
    
    	
        O heavens—‘Be true’ again? 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        Hear why I speak it, love. The Grecian youths are full of quality, Their loving well compos’d, with gifts of nature flowing, And swelling o’er with arts and exercise. How novelty may move, and parts, with person, Alas, a kind of godly jealousy— Which I beseech you call a virtuous sin— Makes me afeard! 
    

  



(74–82) 




The mere possibility of losing Cressida to the Greeks makes her valuable again in the eyes of Troilus. If we do not attribute this wonderful metamorphosis of Troilus to mimetic desire, what shall it be? This incident is the turning point of the whole episode, the rebirth of Troilus’s desire; it is supremely relevant to the theme of the present study. 

Let us be pedantically precise: Troilus’s second desire cannot be rooted in Troilus, the subject, since, one minute before, no such desire existed. It cannot be rooted in the object either; his mistress has not changed in any way and, one second before, she did not seem desirable at all. She made herself desirable again by reminding Troilus of the Greeks’ erotic reputation. Is it possible to make the secondhand nature of Troilus’s desire more explicit than it is here? 

Cressida cannot become once again “the thing ungain’d” that she used to be, but she can be lost to someone else, and this kind of loss is the second great recipe for turning something valueless into the object that, in Cressida’s words, “men prize . . . more than it is.” She has planted into the heart of her lover a fear that turns the enchanting recollections of the night just finished into abominable torture. Troilus’s fate is going to be worse than if Cressida had never belonged to him. 

Troilus’s new love for Cressida is inextricably enmeshed with his envy of the Greeks. Unfortunately for him, Cressida understands everything. If she were less intelligent, she would be completely reassured and think: “Hurrah! He still loves me.” But she knows better; Troilus’s new desire has nothing to do with real love: 





  
    	
        [Cressida:] 
    
    	
                                 O heavens, you love me not. 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        Die I a villain then! In this I do not call your faith in question So mainly as my merit. I cannot sing, Nor heel the high lavolt, nor sweeten talk. Nor play at subtle games—fair virtues all, To which the Grecians are most prompt and pregnant— But I can tell that in each grace of these There lurks a still and dumb-discoursive devil That tempts most cunningly; but be not tempted. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        Do you think I will? 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
                                           No, But something may be done that we will not. And sometimes we are devils to ourselves, When we will tempt the frailty of our powers, Presuming on their changeful potency. 
    

  



(IV, iv, 82–97) 




In Troilus’s heart, panicky fear has replaced complacency. A love god only a few minutes ago, he has now become a clumsy peasant; the only thing godly about him is his jealousy. The real gods are the Greeks. 

Our young Trojan rustic feels inferior to his rivals on two counts. Not only does he lack those qualities of the Greeks that he so imprudently enumerates to Cressida, but from now on, these same Greeks will have the easy and permanent access to her that he is about to lose. One minute ago, Cressida was still an overpossessive mistress and the battle line offered a welcome protection from her; it has now become a diabolical obstacle in the service of perfidious demons who interfere with “true love.” 

Every detail in his praise of the Greeks reveals Troilus’s urge to imitate them. Which young man in love does not want to “heel the high lavolt”? Unfortunately, Troilus is too old to acquire a Greek education. The one Greek trait that he can readily duplicate is their passion for beautiful women, and more specifically, their impending passion for Cressida. This passion is still imaginary, no doubt, but it will not be for long; Troilus himself will trigger the mimetic process of its genesis when he delivers Cressida to Diomedes. 

Poor Troilus! His hour of triumph was brief. Did Cressida carefully plan her brilliantly executed maneuver, or did she merely follow what our fathers would have called her “feminine instinct”? Whatever the case, the result is eminently satisfying. With seven words (“A woeful Cressid ’mongst the merry Greeks”) she has caused a second revolution in her relationship with Troilus. 

Cressida’s “hold off” strategy was a success as long as it lasted, but it did not last long enough; after losing control, she had to try something else. Her second strategy is both more efficient and more fun than the first, and Cressida remembers it when she gets to the Greek camp. Thus she is quick to learn the lesson that Helena, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, was completely unable to absorb, even when instructed by the more successful Hermia: 





  
    	
        [Helena:] 
    
    	
        O teach me how you look, and with what art You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hermia: 
    
    	
        I frown upon him, yet he gives me love. 
    

  



(192–94) 




Troilus’s second desire is no more continuous with the first than with his indifference of the in-between period. This second desire is mothered by Cressida and fathered by the merry Greeks. The first desire was mothered by Pandarus and fathered by Cressida’s “hold off” strategy. The moment of indifference that separates the two is crucial to an understanding of the entire play. 




After Troilus hands Cressida over to Diomedes and witnesses the heartrending preliminaries of her new love affair, he goes into a discourse insane enough to prompt Ulysses to ask, in great astonishment: 




May worthy Troilus be half attached 

With that which here his passion doth express? 

(V, iii, 161–62) 




Troilus answers: 




Ay, Greek, and that shall be divulged well 

In characters as red as Mars his heart 

Inflam’d with Venus: never did young man fancy 

With so eternal and so fix’d a soul. 

Hark Greek: as much as I do Cressid love, 

So much by weight hate I her Diomed. 

(163–68) 




The always naive Troilus tells us frankly that his love for Cressida and his hatred for her Greek lover are each the measure of the other. They certainly are; this is the fundamental truth of mimetic rivalry, which is formulated right here. But he is not intelligent enough to understand the self-indictment in his own words. Earlier that day he was a hypocrite in swearing eternal love to Cressida, but this time he speaks the whole truth. Cressida’s infidelity ensures the permanence of his passion for her. 

By this time Troilus has forgotten his temporary indifference to Cressida and feels massively self-righteous. Just like the play’s critics, he sees his two separate desires for Cressida as if they were a single one and, in spite of what he himself says, he does not doubt for a second the chronological anteriority and spiritual independence of his supposedly monolithic desire. If we could explain to him the mimetic nature of all his reactions, he would probably cut our throat on the spot out of sheer indignation. 

He does not remember his relief when he learned that Cressida would be shipped back to the Greeks; he does not remember his selfishness, his boorishness, his unloving ways, his vulgar solidarity with Pandarus, his slavish respect for the envied Greeks. He does not remember the death of his desire on that fateful morning. He will never discover the real author of all his misfortunes: himself. 

When Troilus hands Cressida over to her Greek escort, Diomedes, he cannot refrain from “praising” her immense merits in a most provocative fashion. His little speech seems best calculated to convince its only listener that to court Cressida would be an excellent idea, and this is what Diomedes of course starts doing at once, being mimetically inspired by Troilus: 




                               I will tell thee, Lord of Greece, 

She is as far high-soaring o’er thy praises 

As thou unworthy to be call’d her servant. 

I charge thee use her well, even for my charge; 

For by the dreadful Pluto, if thou does not, 

Though the great bulk of Achilles be thy guard, 

I’ll cut thy throat. 

(IV, v, 123–29) 




In all circumstances, Troilus’s vanity and self/other-centeredness infallibly turn him into the glutton for punishment that he certainly is but will never discover in himself. He belongs to the well-known family of Valentine, Collatine, Silvius, and others, but of all such characters is the least reflective. In this respect he is at the opposite pole from Claudio in Much Ado About Nothing. 

Troilus is one of those people who need company when they desire; now he has the entire army of the “merry Greeks” to contend with. He is one more instance of something quintessentially Shakespearean: the character who must publicize and advertise his good fortune, recklessly inviting cuckoldry in order to strengthen an uncertain passion. This weakness of individual desire—of single and unsupported desire, celibate desire—reappears constantly in Shakespeare, but the theme is more developed and articulated in Troilus than in the earlier characters, thanks to the many scenes in which the intelligence of Cressida provides the play with an infallible indicator of where Troilus’s desire really lies. 




The ups and downs of Troilus’s desire for Cressida marvelously illustrate a fundamental difference between Shakespeare and Freud or, more generally, between mimetic theory and Freud. If we believe in psychoanalysis, we assume that the real source of our desires is a cultural law exterior to ourselves. Unlike Shakespearean man, homo psychoanalyticus does not have to be told what to desire; he desires the objects prohibited by that exterior law. 

The most prohibited object being the mother, we are all supposed to desire our mothers, or at least the surrogates of our mothers. In the present literary atmosphere, independent critics are never independent enough to dare suggest anything that might contradict this hallowed principle. Shakespeare shows us what patent nonsense it is. 

Cressida is never really “motherly,” and the least motherly of all the successive Cressidas is the one with whom Troilus is most furiously in love, the Cressida of Diomedes. The converse is no less true: the Cressida most unselfishly devoted to Troilus, the Cressida wholeheartedly in love with him, is also the Cressida whom the scoundrel desires least; he wants to flee because she seems too trustworthy. If there is a motherly Cressida, this is surely the one. 

Cressida demonstrates the absurdity of attributing to our desires an instinctive orientation toward motherliness and motherhood in general. A woman incapable of playing foul with Troilus will never interest him for very long. Most mothers do not play foul with their children. Most children are not interested in their mothers as sexual objects. Troilus is an extreme example of the way most men are. 

It is an error to believe that external prohibition makes objects inaccessible in the sense that desire requires; but mimetic mediators do, becoming obstacles as a result of being models for our desires. When the exterior law designates a model for us, it always selects someone in such a position relative to us that he or she will not normally become our rival. 

The most decisive difference between Shakespeare and Freud is not that “peer relations” are more important for Shakespeare than parental relations (that is not always true, as for instance in Coriolanus), but that all fixed positions, all culturally determined rivals are replaced by the much more powerful idea of the self-generated obstacle, the fruit of imitation backfiring against the imitator, mimetic rivalry. 
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LECHERY AND WAR 




The Subversion of the Medieval Troilus and Cressida 




Shakespeare rejects the one-sided contrast between a totally faithful Troilus and a totally faithless Cressida. He does not substitute a perfect heroine for the perfect hero, however; he subverts the medieval tale in a more radical fashion. His Cressida still belongs to the mimetic hell of the play; she cannot resist glamour; her successive fascinations and her petty calculations are eminently bovarique, but her initial incompetence as a hypocrite makes her a more likable figure than Troilus. 

Cressida is corrupted by the two men in her life, Pandarus first and then Troilus. She gives herself unconditionally, and the real sin of her lover is that he spurns this gift. To see him as an innocent victim is to miss the whole point of this Troilus and Cressida. 

Most people are conservative about old tales, hostile to all innovation. Like children at bedtime, they know everything by heart. Give them the bare outline of a story and they will fill the gaps; they automatically assume that the entire story is back. In the days of Shakespeare the medieval tale was so well known that the slightest allusion to it automatically triggered an anti-Cressida response. Shakespeare could not hope to convert the groundlings to his revisionist conception of what happens to these two lovers. 

The greater part of the public must have misunderstood the play from the very first representation, and the playwright did not mind that at all. It was all according to plan: the comedy was written in such a way as to invite two radically divergent interpretations of the same text. In the London of 1600, playwrights had to be successful in the same manner as filmmakers or television producers in our own time. They could not afford to displease the bulk of the public; it was a matter of survival pure and simple. Strongly held prejudices had to be respected, at least on the surface. When good writers are under such a constraint, they often try to write simultaneously for the crowd and for the “happy few.” They devise modes of ambivalence that make their work acceptable to both segments of the audience simultaneously. 

I have tried to show that A Midsummer Night’s Dream must have resulted from such an ambivalent technique; Troilus and Cressida is both similar and different. Shakespeare did not have to contend this time with a group of touchy aristocrats. The play is remarkably uninhibited, but the stereotype of the good Troilus and the bad Cressida posed a problem somewhat similar to the earlier dilemma and had to be solved in a similar way. Shakespeare did not want to embrace the old sexist cliché, yet it was impossible simply to discard it or even to modify it overtly. He had to handle the theme in a manner conventional enough to remain acceptable to the populace, and yet audacious, impertinent, and witty enough to please his small but all-important circle of sophisticated friends. 

If we read Troilus and Cressida as an ingenious solution of this most plausible dilemma, we will be able to account for the aspects of the play that have always puzzled the critics. Some features make little or no sense as long as we assume that Troilus and Cressida is a single-minded play, but they make a lot of sense if we postulate two opposite kinds of signals aimed at two different audiences watching the same play simultaneously. 

At the beginning of Act 3 there is a brief episode that obviously contradicts my analysis of the love affair in the last chapter. It is a loud but insignificant restatement of the sexist cliché. Just before the two young people go to bed together, Pandarus has them swear a solemn oath: 





  
    	
        [Pandarus]: 
    
    	
        Here, I hold your hand, here my cousin’s. If ever you prove false one to another, since I have taken such pains to bring you together, let all pitiful goers-between be called to the world’s end under my name: call them all Pandars: let all constant men be Troiluses, all false women Cressids. . . . Say ‘Amen.’ 
    

  

  
    	
        Troilus: 
    
    	
        Amen. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cressida: 
    
    	
        Amen. 
    

  



(III, ii, 197–205) 




This bizarre oath is part of a strategy that reinforces, with great fanfare but no significant content, the very same stereotype that is being undermined by the mimetic interaction between the two lovers. This fatuous jeu de scène could be compared to a colorful banner on which popular but empty slogans are written in huge letters. Pandarus is waving this flag wildly so that spectators disconcerted by what seems to them pointless complexities can rally round it and feel reassured. It cannot be said that “the constant Troilus” and “the false Cressida” are not present; the tradition-minded spectators now have something unequivocal to fasten onto and can go to sleep peacefully without further bother about the enigmatic aspects of this confusing play. 

It is interesting to observe that an early editor, Hanmer, had changed the phrase “let all constant men be called Troiluses” to “let all inconstant men. . . .,” which is more in keeping with the overall substance of Shakespeare’s play, as well as with the words that precede the oath immediately. In his Revisal of Shakespeare’s Text (1865), Benjamin Heath reacted as follows: 




The ancient reading . . . is certainly the true one. It is clearly the intention of the poet, that this imprecation should be such a one as was verified by the event, as it is in part to this very day. But neither was Troilus ever a name used to denote an inconstant lover, nor, if we credit the story of this play, did he ever deserve that character, as both the others did in truth deserve that shame here imprecated upon them.¹ 




All modern editors agree that “constant” is the better reading. William Empson explains why: 




The correction to “unconstant” is wrong because this was evidently said well on the front of the apron-stage, an address straight to the audience, which appealed to what everybody knew was going to be the story; he is pointing to each in turn, “you know what we puppets stand for, it is a strong simple situation,” at the end of the scene.² 




I share this view, but for reasons different from the ones usually invoked. The text of the play makes a mockery of “the constant Troilus,” but Shakespeare deliberately misleads those who are neither willing nor capable of absorbing his mimetic reinterpretation of the love affair. 




The oath administered by Pandarus is a coarse device, no doubt, and there is nothing quite like it elsewhere in the play. In the overall strategy of keeping the conventional crowd happy, Shakespeare’s principal trick is much more interesting. It consists in a scrupulous respect for the literal data of the old story. My readers have doubtless already observed that the mimetic reading does not alter these data in the slightest: all the facts are there. At the end of the story the Shakespearean Troilus, just like the traditional Troilus, is even more in love with his mistress than he was at the beginning; this new Troilus always remains physically faithful to his mistress, whereas Cressida is physically unfaithful. This is what I mean by the “facts” of the story. It is a fact that Troilus is just as constant and Cressida just an inconstant as tradition demands. The reason why Troilus feels so self-righteous is that he has all the facts on his side. If he could sue Cressida, he would certainly win his case. 

The letter of the story is intact, but the spirit is transformed. This is what the critics have never really understood. Shakespeare does this exclusively through mimetic interaction. Nothing happens that formally contradicts the slogans on the banner of “the constant Troilus” and “the false Cressida,” yet the mimetic interaction changes the significance of everything. The physical infidelity of Cressida has turned into a kind of retaliation against the spiritual infidelity of Troilus, which must be viewed as the greater of the two sins because it occurs first and is totally unprovoked. 

The reason for Troilus’s great rage in the conclusion is not his constancy but his defeat in a war of pseudonarcissism. His fierce jealousy does not redeem our hero, since it is due entirely to “the merry Greeks”; it does not prove his “deep and abiding love for Cressida.” Cressida only does to Troilus what Troilus sooner or later would have done to her, had she given him the possibility, had she not been the first to do it to him. After his night with her, he thought that she would be forever at his mercy, but she caught him in a trap from which, this time, he cannot extricate himself. 

The author has woven his mimetic interaction so skillfully into the old plot that most people never apprehend the Shakespearean significance of the play; they remain entirely blind to the signals that change the significance of the unchanged data. As they drop below the level of perceptiveness necessary to the understanding of the reinterpreted love affair, they fall back upon the traditional story and automatically fill its empty shell with the traditional content. 

Our antimimetic humanism has never been too happy with Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida; critics regard this play with a justifiable suspicion, as if they sensed that something is wrong with their reading of it. It is a “problem play” with a great number of insoluble enigmas in it. They regard this as a good thing, ultimately; it demonstrates that works of art are just as “inexhaustible” as romantic dogma demands. Traditional critics are easygoing fellows, after all, quite satisfied with a rough-and-ready version of adaequatio rei et intellectus. 

The old tale being outwardly intact, the temptation is strong to assume that it is inwardly intact. The mimetic interplay is the dynamite that should explode the sexist cliché, but Shakespeare lodges it so cleverly in the interstices of the standard plot that either we will find it and detonate it safely, or we will not find it and there will be no explosion to disturb our peace. Troilus and Cressida will be judged a relatively dull play, not quite worthy of its author. 

To those who do not understand it, the mimetic material is regarded as useless embroidery, rhetorical chitchat, “literary psychology,” a detachable “supplement” that can be eliminated from the play at little or no cost at all. If our personal allergy is bad enough to prevent us from reaching the author’s subtler insights, our interpretation of the play will coincide, more or less, with that of Troilus; we will share his illusion of a nonmimetic jealousy, his conviction of having demonstrated his “deep and abiding love for Cressida.” That will be our sole punishment, quite painless; we will not even realize that we are being punished. 

The old “male chauvinism” forces itself back into the picture to the exact extent that the crucial passages we focused on remain unread. If we took this “chauvinism” as an object of study, we would discover that its reluctance to absorb the correct interpretation of the love affair is due to its own mimetic nature, just as in the case of Troilus himself. 

For all practical purposes, Shakespeare offers us a mimetic and a nonmimetic version of the same story; we must choose between two possible interpretations. As in the case of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, if we have no awareness of choosing, we inevitably choose the wrong play, the conventional play, the non-Shakespearean play. If we are aware of choosing, however, we also realize that Shakespeare is promoting two separate, unequal, and incomparable readings of his play, and the so-called “problems” of this “problem play” are solved once and for all. 

Instead of challenging openly and confronting directly the various prejudices that the very subject matter of his comedies will inevitably inflame, Shakespeare most obligingly provides our prejudices with the sustenance they crave, but does not compromise or mitigate his revelation in any way. He does not have to, and he knows it; he knows that our mimetic allergy will work wonders of blindness in regard to what he is really saying. 

There is nothing secret or underhanded about mimetic theory in this play. The technique of Pandarus is portrayed in such detail and at such length that Shakespeare can be accused of insisting too much on a rather minor point, of being heavy-handed. The same is true of what happens between Troilus and Cressida. Not only is the death of Troilus’s desire depicted in great detail, but we are warned by Cressida that it will occur, and we are reminded as it occurs that it is indeed occurring, and all this to no avail. The same is also true of the “merry Greeks.” The consequences of that petite phrase are developed as meticulously as if they were written by Marcel Proust. The play is crammed full of observations so straightforward that no special perspicacity is required. Everything is magnificently explicit. 

The play is a hilarious test of our mimetic perspicacity, a double-edged sword carefully crafted for the enlightenment of the already enlightened, and for the befuddlement of the befuddled, but we cannot accuse Shakespeare of playing foul with us. He never hides anything from us; the ambiguity is not an objective property of the text, but entirely the product of our own allergy to mimetic desire. The criticism of the play through the centuries is a most remarkable monument to the power of this allergy. If we can move beyond this barrier, our feeling of personal complicity with the author will be intense and will greatly add to our enjoyment of this most mischievous play. 

The traditional critics who always hunger for “positive heroes” have systematically mistaken the self-righteousness of Troilus for real virtue; they always point to this noble young man as the one “moral” character in an otherwise distressingly cynical play. 

To show how uncritical the writing on Troilus and Cressida has been through the centuries, it may be interesting to quote the few lines by Coleridge reproduced at the end of one edition of Troilus and Cressida: 




There is no one of Shakespeare’s plays harder to characterise. The names and remembrances connected with it prepare us for the representation of attachment no less faithful and fervent on the youth, and of sudden and shameless inconstancy on the part of the lady. And this is, indeed, as the gold thread on which the scenes are strung. . . . 

This Shakespeare has contrasted with the profound affection represented in Troilus, and alone worthy the name of love;—affection, passionate indeed, swoln with the confluence of youthful instincts and youthful fancy, and growing in the radiance of hope newly risen, in short enlarged by the collective sympathies of nature;—but still having a depth of calmer element in a will stronger than desire, more entire than choice, and which gives permanence to its own act by converting it into faith and duty. Hence, with excellent judgment, and with an excellence higher than mere judgment can give, at the close of the play, when Cressida has sunk into infamy below retrieval and beneath hope, the same will, which had been the substance and the basis of his love, while the restless pleasures and passionate longings, like sea-waves, had tossed but on its surface,—this same moral energy is represented as snatching him from all neighborhood with her dishonour, whilst it rushes with him into other and nobler duties, and deepens the channel which his heroic brother’s depth had left empty for its collected flood.³ 


1. Quoted in Harold N. Hillebrand, ed., Troilus and Cressida (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1953), 164. 




2. William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity (London: Chatto and Windus, 1930), 265–66. 




3. The Globe Illustrated Shakespeare (New York: Greenwich House, 1983), 1850. 
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THESE MEN’S LOOKS 




Power Games in Troilus and Cressida 




A comparison between the erotic and the political games in Troilus and Cressida will provide additional evidence regarding the pervasive and unifying presence of a desire so ripe and corrupt, so aware of other desires around itself, that it constantly tries to manipulate those desires for its “own” mimetic ends. 

Act 1, scene 2, is a great meeting of the Greek general staff to which we will go back later. Ulysses diagnoses the problem of the Greek army as a loss of authority caused by rivalry among the chiefs. Achilles is so popular that he does not want to obey Agamemnon anymore; he wants to be the commander in chief. And just as Achilles wants to be Agamemnon, so Ajax, the next ranking hero, desperately wants to be Achilles. This destructive desire is spreading contagiously all the way down the hierarchy. Under the influence of rivalry, discipline has broken down at all levels. 

Discipline, then, must be restored. The predicament is such, according to Ulysses, that the only medicine potent enough is the disease itself. To produce a soothing effect on the body politic, mimetic rivalry must be further inflamed between carefully selected antagonists. Only mimesis can successfully combat mimesis. To put Achilles in his place, Ulysses suggests a strategic maneuver to his fellow Greek leaders; a highly enlightening discussion follows. 

Ulysses proposes that Achilles be given a more prestigious rival. He already has one, of course, but Ajax is not credible enough; his status with the army must be raised. In response to a challenge by Hector, the Greek army must choose a champion—Ajax. Nestor first suggests Achilles, but Ulysses shows him the error of his ways. If Achilles lost, the Greeks would be in terrible shape, deprived of their best man. If he won, he would be more insolent than ever. Ajax is the better choice because he is second best. If he fails, not much will be lost. But if Ajax wins, his victory will mean a great deal not only against the Trojans, but against Achilles, whose prestige will suffer: 




                                     . . . among ourselves 

Give him [Ajax] allowance for the better man; 

For that will physic the great Myrmidon 

Who broils in loud applause . . . 

                     . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Ajax employ’d plucks down Achilles’ plumes. 

(I, iii, 376–86) 




Ulysses’ political maneuver relies on the same mechanism as the vengeance of Cressida against her lover. When Cressida realized that Troilus had become indifferent to her, she decided to give him some serious competition and had the bright idea of mentioning the “merry Greeks.” Here, the political strategy is the same but the outcome is different. Cressida was successful and Ulysses fails, but for reasons that have nothing to do with the intrinsic effectiveness of the method. After some insignificant fighting, Ajax and Hector discover that they are distant cousins and decide to call it quits. Nothing significant has happened and Achilles is not humbled. The only result of this first affair is to make Ajax as “plaguy proud” as his rival. Another attempt must be made to solve the problem posed by Achilles. 

In Act 2, scene 3, Ulysses has another idea. The great warrior once again has refused to take part in the fighting, not even bothering with excuses. Painfully surprised, Agamemnon asks: 




Why will he not, upon our fair request, 

Untent his person, and share the air with us? 

(II, iii, 167–68) 




Achilles has become so puffed up with vanity, Ulysses reports, that he will listen to no one. Agamemnon then proposes the following: 




                                            Let Ajax go to him. 

Dear Lord, go you and greet him in his tent: 

’Tis said he holds you well, and will be led 

At your request a little from himself. 

(178–81) 




This illustrates perfectly what should not be done in the circumstance. In the previous attempt, the inept Nestor had suggested that Achilles be the champion of the Greeks, and the idea had been quickly rejected by Ulysses; this time Shakespeare begins again with a stupid proposal in order to justify the lesson in mimetic strategy that follows. Like Nestor before, Agamemnon misunderstands the situation and Ulysses sets him straight: 




O Agamemnon, let it not be so! 

We’ll consecrate the steps that Ajax makes 

When they go from Achilles. Shall the proud lord 

That bastes his arrogance with his own seam, 

And never suffers matter of the world 

Enter his thoughts, save such as do revolve 

And ruminate himself, shall he be worshipp’d? 

Of that we hold an idol more than he. 

                        . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

By going to Achilles. 

That were to enlard his fat-already pride, 

And add more coals to Cancer when he burns 

With entertaining great Hyperion. 

This lord go to him! Jupiter forbid, 

And say in thunder ‘Achilles go to him.’ 

(182–99) 




Ulysses’ interpretation of Achilles is a political and military version of what Rosalind says about Phebe’s pseudonarcissism in As You Like It. Achilles’ self-love operates on the same principle of mimetic inflation, so it should be possible to deflate it through a display of indifference. 

The huge self-confidence of Achilles has existed for so long that it seems like a permanent feature of his personality, an essential endowment that cannot be taken away from the man. Ulysses does not share this “essentialist” conception of Achilles’ impressive success. He realizes that even and especially the most gigantic pride has no “objective” basis, no genuine being; it is the fruit of universal adulation. Achilles is in a position to admire himself enormously not because he is objectively stronger, greater, and so on—objective values have become irrelevant in this hypermimetic world—but because mimetic desire keeps flowing his way in huge quantities, providing his own self-love with powerful models. Achilles reveres himself through the same circular and self-feeding process as our previous examples of pseudonarcissism. As his pride keeps inflating, all the fools in the army worship him even more, and vice versa. This “enlarding” of pride is a long-standing feedback process that has been growing so much with the years that it seems irreversible. Ulysses wants to show that it is not. 

The Achilles cult may be compared to what astronomers call a black hole. It will absorb instantly everything that gravitates toward it, beginning with Achilles himself, but his human black hole is more fragile than it appears; its stability depends on the mimetic receptiveness of onlookers, on the gullibility of the crowd. It must be possible to destabilize this system by deflecting away from Achilles the great stream of desire that has been flowing to him. 

In order to reverse the process, Ulysses first decided to build up Ajax, but it did not work. Now he recommends a studied demonstration of indifference vis-à-vis the great man, a proclamation to him and to the world that his attractiveness is at an end. He must be shown that he has gone out of fashion, that he is no longer the mimetic magnet he used to be. 

This second method is no less familiar to us than the first; it is the political equivalent of Cressida’s “hold off” strategy: 




Achilles stand i’ the entrance of his tent: 

Please it our general pass strangely by him, 

As if he were forgot; and, princes all, 

Lay negligent and loose regard upon him. 

I will come last. ’Tis like he’ll question me 

Why such unplausive eyes are bent on him: 

If so, I have derision medicinable, 

To use between your strangeness and his pride. 

Which his own will shall have to desire to drink. 

It may do good: pride hath no other glass 

To show itself but pride, for supple knees 

Feed arrogance and are the proud man’s fees. 

(III, iii, 30–49) 




Now even Agamemnon understands the wisdom of this tactic and promises that everybody will behave in the proper manner: 




We’ll execute your purpose and put on 

A form of strangeness as we pass along, 

So do each lord, and either greet him not 

Or else disdainfully, which shall shake him more 

Than if not look’d on. I will lead the way. 

(50–54) 




Believing that the leaders have come once again to beg for his help, Achilles turns away haughtily. When he sees his haughtiness repaid with haughtiness, he is taken aback; he is not used to retaliation. Noticing that Menelaus himself pays no attention to him, he exclaims: “What, does the cuckold scorn me?” (III, iii, 64). If even a man whose self-esteem should be irreparably damaged can afford to disdain him, then Achilles’ affairs must be in a sorry state indeed! 

When Troilus first heard about “the merry Greeks” from Cressida’s own mouth, his good mood abandoned him immediately and he began to feel sorry for himself. The same thing exactly is happening to Achilles, for very similar reasons: 




                                   What, am I poor of late? 

’Tis certain, greatness, once fall’n out with fortune, 

Must fall out with men too: what the declined is, 

He shall as soon read in the eyes of others 

As feel in his own fall: 

(III, iii, 74–78) 




As Achilles turns “depressive,” he tries to fight back this dangerous mood, tries to convince himself that everything is still the same, that he has lost nothing concrete: 




                                                   But ’tis not so with me: 

Fortune and I are friends: I do enjoy 

At ample point all that I did possess, 

Save these men’s looks; who do, methinks, find out 

Something not worth in me such rich beholding 

As they have often given. 

(III, iii, 87–92) 




Achilles still possesses everything he ever did, save these men’s looks. Unfortunately, in the hypermimetic world that Shakespeare is describing, or in our own media-crazy world, the value of human beings is measured primarily by something we call their “visibility.” This is exactly what Shakespeare means by “these men’s looks.” The successful man watches others watch him; if the desires of these others are not riveted on him, if “these men’s looks” are withdrawn, his own desire lacks the sustenance that it needs to circle back all the way toward himself. Achilles no longer has what it takes to prevent his self-love from starving. Self-love depends on others as much as self-hatred or any other form of self-affection. 

Instead of the desires that would “enlard” his pride, Achilles now sees in other men’s eyes an indifference that horrifies him. Just like its opposite earlier, this indifference is a mimetic signal, a possible focus of popular imitation. The makers of fashion are turning indifferent to Achilles. Once he begins to repel desires, this hero will repel them more and more, through the same vicious circle that attracted these desires in the first place, but that now operates in reverse. Very quickly, the crowd will cease to worship its idol, and Achilles will really be poor. 

All people who live in the limelight—popular politicians, famous artists, and more particularly, dramatists, all those in daily contact with the public—can shift quite easily from ecstatic self-adulation to abysmal self-contempt. The more inflated the balloon of their pride becomes, the less of a pinprick it takes to deflate it. Shakespeare is talking about a phenomenon that he, as a playwright, must have known firsthand. 

Ulysses was right: Achilles never was the invincible hero that he seemed destined to remain forever, at least in the sense of solid being. He was the beneficiary of a mimetic tidal wave so powerful that everybody, including himself, was fooled by it. 

The first mimetic strategy of Ulysses corresponds to the second of Cressida, and his second corresponds to her first: it is the political equivalent of what Cressida means, in her soliloquy, when she says: “yet hold I off.” Cressida had obtained excellent results from that trick as long as she kept it up, but her sentiments sabotaged her wise politics. That is why she had to resort to the second strategy, giving Troilus a horde of threatening rivals. The same two strategies are used in the political realm and the erotic realm, but in the reverse order, because in each instance the first to be used fails, whereupon the second is tried and succeeds. 

Shakespeare has each of the strategies fail in one subplot but succeed in the other. He wants to show that these two strategies are universally applicable but not necessarily effective at all times; they are both likely to succeed or to fail according to how skillfully and consistently they are applied, and in what circumstances. He dramatizes all significant variations necessary to our intelligence of the entire process. The purpose is to shatter the excessive self-confidence of the “narcissist” by persuading him that the desire on which he counts as a model for his self-love has been withdrawn. It does not matter which target the desire selects when it changes objects; it may focus on someone else, a rival, or it may be hoarded at the source by a stronger self-love. What matters is that the pseudonarcissist be deprived of his or her habitual reward. 

Shakespeare explains everything he dramatizes and dramatizes everything he explains. The repetition of the same two tricks, handled in the same fashion each time, with a crisscrossing of results, is certainly intended to demonstrate the relevance of the same mimetic tricks to the most diverse areas of human activity. The strategies are always the same because pseudonarcissism is the same regardless of its content. The difference in the objects of desire does not matter. The mimetic effects alone matter; they determine which objects will be desired, and in which area. The politics of eroticism and the politics of power are one and the same. 




While Achilles is vainly trying to steel himself against the indifference of the Greek leaders, the crafty Ulysses approaches him in the guise of a disinterested observer. He sounds like an amateur psychiatrist who, seeing one of his fellow men in trouble, offers to discuss his various “problems” with him. In reality he does his best, as promised, to enlarge the wound just suffered by Achilles and to undermine his self-confidence even more. 

The main point is the predominance of others in the life of the most successful people, whose success does not become real unless they can see it reflected in the eyes of those who watch them. Says Ulysses to Achilles: 




               . . Man, how dearly ever parted, 

How much in having, or without or in, 

Cannot make boast to have that which he hath. 

Nor feels not what he owes, but by reflection; 

As when his virtues, aiming upon others, 

Heat them, and they retort that heat again 

To the first giver. 

(III, iii, 96–102) 




This is a most explicit definition of the interdividual mechanism illustrated by Shakespeare in countless different ways, beginning with the Valentine of The Two Gentlemen of Verona. The affected characters, especially men, cannot enjoy whatever they possess but by reflection, be it a mistress, military glory, or political power. Their passion for “boasting” is an effort to turn their interlocutors into better mirrors, sharper reflectors of a happiness that loses all reality once it becomes theirs. It can be revived only by envy. Being is provided by others; this is Troilus’s predicament after his night with Cressida. 

Unless the virtues of Achilles “heat others”—that is, make them envious—and “they retort that heat again to the first giver,” meaning Achilles himself, he cannot “feel what he owes.” His glory has no reality unless it generates the fierce jealousy of powerful rivals. Since he is experiencing at this very moment the truth of what Ulysses says, Achilles readily agrees: 




                                         This is not strange, Ulysses. 

The beauty that is borne here in the face 

The bearer knows not, but commends itself 

To others’ eyes, nor doth the eye itself, 

That most pure spirit of sense, behold itself, 

Nor going from itself; but eye to eye opposed, 

Salutes each other with each other’s form; 

For speculation turns not to itself, 

Till it hath travel’d and is mirror’d there 

Where it may see itself. This is not strange at all. 

(102–11) 




This is the paradox of the human self, the mysterious unity of self-centeredness and other-centeredness in all human beings. Even though the two drives go in opposite directions and can never become complementary, they are always combined and their combination binds people inextricably to one another, even as it tears them apart internally and externally. It becomes an endless source of conflicts among entire societies as well as inside each individual. The more divinely self-sufficient we want to be, the more we turn ourselves into our own idol, the more totally we surrender to others the modest degree of autonomy that could be ours, the more we deliver ourselves into the hands of innumerable tyrants. 

The point is so crucial that the playwright has Ulysses formulate it a second time, ostensibly to make sure that Achilles will not underestimate his dependence upon the crowd. This is dramatically unnecessary, but Shakespeare wants to dwell a little longer on his relational conception of the human self: 




I do not strain at the position— 

It is familiar—but at the author’s drift, 

Who in his circumstance expressly proves 

That no man is the lord of any thing, 

Though in and of him there be much consisting, 

Till he communicate his parts to others; 

Nor doth he of himself know them for aught, 

Till he behold them formed in th’ applause 

Where th’are extended; who like an arch reverb’rate 

The voice again, or like a gate of steel, 

Fronting the sun, receives and renders back 

His figure and his heat. 

(112–23) 




Ulysses then suggests that Ajax is the new beneficiary of a Greek idol worship now deprived of its object by Achilles’ downfall. He sounds like a “media adviser” warning a famous politician that he needs more public exposure. If Achilles spends all his time under his tent, inevitably his “image” must suffer: 





  
    	
        [Ulysses:] 
    
    	
        How one man eats in another’s pride, While pride is fasting in his wantonness! To see these Grecian lords! why, even already They clap the lubber Ajax on the shoulder, As if his foot were on brave Hector’s breast And great Troy shrieking. 
    

  

  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        I do believe it, for they pass’d by me As misers do beggars, neither gave to me Good word nor look. What, are my deeds forgot? 
    

  



(136–44) 




The Greek lords are “misers” insofar as they deny Achilles the mimetic adulation that they previously lavished on him, turning their former hero into a beggar. Adulation is one of those things that are impossible to come by if we have to beg for them. 

Ulysses answers Achilles’ last question with curious considerations about the tyrannical role of fashion in a world dominated by mimetic rivalry. As mimetic rivalry proliferates, the pace of fashion accelerates; idols are erected and toppled at a faster and faster rate. This is an intensely historical world, a world where history is “hot,” as Lévi-Strauss would say, and it can become so hot that it loses all significance. Here again, the world described by Shakespeare is astonishingly similar to ours: 




Time has, my lord, a wallet at his back, 

Wherein he puts alms for oblivion, 

A great siz’d monster of ingratitudes. 

Those scraps are good deeds past, which are devour’d 

As fast as they are made, forgot as soon 

As done. Perseverance, dear my lord, 

Keeps honor bright; to have done is to hang 

Quite out of fashion, like a rusty mail 

In monumental mock’ry. 

                                    . . . . . . . . . 

For emulation hath a thousand sons 

That one by one pursue. 

                                    . . . . . . . . . 

For Time is like a fashionable host 

That slightly shakes his parting guest by th’ hand, 

And with his arms outstretch’d as he would fly, 

Grasps in the comer. 

(145–68) 




These last few lines make me think of the way popular hosts handle their guests on TV shows. Shakespeare is a most profound observer of many phenomena that our historical nearsightedness often narrows down to the last decade, whereas in reality they are modern in the wider sense of the last four or five centuries. Shakespeare is a great satirist of the modern world, which had its true beginnings in the late Renaissance. 




Ulysses’ strategy succeeds, in that it brings Achilles back into the battle and Hector is killed, but the Trojan War is not finished and mimetic maneuvering is no real solution to the general crisis of the Greeks and Trojans. Ulysses is portrayed as a brilliant mind, no doubt, but so fascinated with the politics of desire, the very disease he is fighting, that his maneuvering ultimately backfires and leaves him empty-handed like everybody else. Ulysses shares the ambition of his rivals; he is as mimetic as they are and will be justly punished by ten years of wandering upon the sea. 

All strategy is nothing but a complicated form of self-delusion. The sorcerer’s apprentice is usually engulfed by the contagious forces he has unleashed. All that he achieves in the end, in his own convoluted way, is an acceleration of the general disease. Undifferentiation and chaos prevail everywhere. 

In a time of mimetic crisis, the method of Pandarus contaminates all fields of human endeavor. The stage at which everybody becomes a pander seems to precede immediately the final stage, that of total violence. If “pandaric” methods seem to improve the situation for a while, ultimately they make it worse; they breed misunderstanding and strife as inevitably as a hot swamp breeds mosquitoes. Troilus is a good illustration of this law. As he turns into the new Pandarus of Cressida, he becomes more frustrated and his desire becomes still more intense; this more intense desire in turn becomes a desire to destroy the obstacles to which it owes that intensity—Cressida, Diomedes, the entire Greek army. 

Troilus and Cressida shows the perpetual complicity of Venus and Mars. “Make love not war” is not a slogan for this play, since Shakespeare sees a permanent alliance between the two gods. The evolution of Troilus is a demonstration of this. At the very beginning of the play, before he can overcome Cressida’s resistance to his desire, he sounds like a pacifist. He sums up the whole Trojan War in two magnificent lines: 




Fools on both sides: Helen must needs be fair, 

When with your blood you daily paint her thus. 

(I, i, 93–94) 




The war makes identical fools of both Trojans and Greeks, because it generates in all of them the same madly inflated vision of Helen. She owes her artificial beauty to the blood that, all together, the warriors spill for her sake in the uncanny collaboration of hatred. Her splendid metamorphosis results from a violence that needs both sides in permanence to reach the required intensity; it is the perfect reciprocity, symmetry, identity of total revenge, the highest stage in a vast mimetic escalation. The war can be assimilated to a weird sacrificial brotherhood of the two camps. There are primitive cults in which the idols are actually painted with blood. Who knows if it was not true of the cults that must lie behind the original myths of the Trojan conflict? 

As soon as his love affair with Cressida takes a turn for the better, Troilus becomes a warmonger: a fight to the death for the sake of a beautiful woman sounds like a reasonable enterprise to him. But the insanely jealous Troilus of the end is even worse; he is full of murderous thoughts, not only against Diomedes but all the Greeks indiscriminately. If he cannot kill Cressida’s lover, other Greek warriors will do, almost anybody in sight: the spirit of interminable vengeance is aroused. The same dual desire is present in Diomedes as well. The reciprocity of violence asserts itself everywhere. 

If the love affair of Troilus turns to hatred, the converse is true: the hatred of the warriors for one another is suffused with eroticism, as becomes explicit in the social encounter of the Greek and Trojan warriors in Act 4. It had all begun in Act 3, with Achilles’ desire to organize such a meeting: 




Go call Thersites hither, sweet Patroclus. 

I’ll send the fool to Ajax and desire him 

T’ invite the Troyan lords after the combat 

To see us here unarm’d. I have a woman’s longing, 

An appetite that I am sick withal, 

To see great Hector in his weeds of peace, 

To talk with him, and to behold his visage, 

Even to my full of view. 

(III, iii, 234–41) 




This text makes it clear that Venus and Mars are united. The encounter occurs right after Cressida arrives in the Greek camp and is kissed by all the warriors in turn. Once again, the god of war and the goddess of sex triumph together: 





  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        Now, Hector, I have fed mine eyes on thee; I have with exact view perus’d thee, Hector, And quoted joint by joint. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hector: 
    
    	
                                                      Is this Achilles? 
    

  

  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        I am Achilles. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hector: 
    
    	
        Stand fair, I pray thee, let me look on thee. 
    

  

  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        Behold thy fill. 
    

  

  
    	
        Hector: 
    
    	
                                 Nay, I have done already. 
    

  

  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        Thou art too brief. I will the second time, As I would buy thee, view thee limb by limb.                                . . . . . . . . . . . . Tell me, you heavens, in which part of his body Shall I destroy him—whether there, or there, or there? That I may give the local wound a name And make distinct the very breach whereout Hector’s great spirit flew. 
    

  



(IV, v, 231–46) 




Even though Achilles is more fascinated by Hector than Hector by Achilles, more possessed of the spirit of violence, it is a mistake to emphasize the difference too much and to think that the play expresses a preference for the peaceful Trojans. There are neither heroes nor villains in this play, only mimetic doubles. 

It is true, of course, that Hector, in Act 2, scene 2, makes a magnificent speech in favor of peace, but at the end of it something most puzzling happens. Instead of giving the peroration called for by his whole argument, the speaker betrays his own cause and, in a few hasty words, calls for a continuation of the war. This about-face makes no sense except as one more mimetic phenomenon; the eloquent advocate of peace becomes a victim of the infection that he shrewdly denounced a few lines before. The same thing exactly had happened to Troilus a little before. One after the other, the critics of the war succumb to its contagious power. The irony is bitter, and this bitterness is Troilus and Cressida. 

Throughout the play the emphasis is on how alike not only Troilus and Diomedes are but all leaders of both camps, and the two armies as well, and all the people separated and united by the divisions of violent conflict. At great length Ulysses and Nestor make fun of Ajax, who thinks of himself as very different from Achilles, a modest man at heart, whereas in reality he is very much the same as the false hero whose vanity he denounces (III, iii, 203–57). 

Thersites’ refrain about lechery and war is really the ultimate message of the play, a less elegant equivalent of Troilus’s reference to Mars inflamed by Venus. In the worsening crisis at the end of Troilus and Cressida, Mars and Venus are so mutually inflamed that they reenact the always troubled but indissoluble marriage of violence and sex. This is the main theme both of the play and of the Iliad. Shakespeare’s parody of the Greek epic is closer in spirit to Simone Weil’s justly famous essay on the uniformity of violence in Homer than to Giraudoux’s La Guerre de Troie n’aura pas lieu. 
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O PANDARUS! 




Troilus and Cressida and the Universal Go-Between 




There is not one theme in Troilus and Cressida, including the entire political intrigue, that does not amount to some mimetic manipulation similar to the type exemplified by Pandarus. This bizarre entrepreneur has a symbolic significance for the entire play because he embodies the mimetic principle. 

At the end of the first scene, after listening at length to Pandarus, Cressida says to him, “Uncle, you are a bawd.” She is right, but her statement can be misleading if understood too literally. Once Pandarus has been called a “bawd,” his entire personality seems determined by this “function” and we feel more or less reassured; we no longer ask questions about him. We tend to say, “Oh, well, he is some kind of a procurer.” He is and he is not. 

At the time of Shakespeare, the sexual go-between already had a long literary history. In the medieval farce and in bourgeois satirical literature, the go-between is a vulgar pimp, a simple enough character with stereotyped features, and Shakespeare still has quite a few of these in his theater. For monetary compensation, they provide men with women of easy virtue; all they do is to satisfy desires that already exist. 

Pandarus takes a giant step beyond this unsophisticated artisan. Instead of waiting for his customers to show up, he generates them through advertising, creates his own markets. If, for some reason, your desire is flagging, Pandarus can revive it or give you a brand-new one through judicious applications of erotic titillation. He manipulates not only your mimetic desire but, simultaneously, the desire of someone else, the partner that he has selected for you, channeling that partner’s desire in your direction. Then, at the appropriate moment, he will arrange for the two of you to get into the same bed at a place also selected by him. Both of you will remain under his watchful guidance at all times. He solves all problems, takes care of everything. Pandarus invents the modern way of doing business. 

All by himself, he is a whole conglomerate of businesses; his advertising agency is combined with a house of rendezvous and also with a press agency that exploits the violent and erotic aspects of the Trojan War for the amusement of the populace. The industrialization of mimetic desire is on the way. Pandarus is an extraordinary prophecy of the world in which we live. 

If Pandarus is not interested in money, what can motivate him? The answer is as simple as it seems paradoxical: he is in love with Cressida, and perhaps with Troilus as well. As I have already pointed out, he alone is sincerely aggrieved when the news arrives that Cressida must leave Troilus and go back to the Greeks. 

Pandarus never declares openly his love for his “niece,” but some of his reactions make it completely obvious. The best example is Act 3, scene 1. Pandarus is in Priam’s palace still busily working on Cressida’s love affair with Troilus. He is trying to liberate Troilus from his obligations at court, so that Cressida can spend the night with him. Paris could intercede for his younger brother, so Pandarus asks a servant where this famous lover can be found. The servant replies that he is with “the mortal Venus, the heart-blood of beauty, love’s invisible soul” (III, i, 34). The servant means Helen but does not mention her name, so that Pandarus does not understand; the servant is amazed by this “ignorance”. He has good reason to be surprised, for almost everyone in Troy, or in Greece, will spontaneously identify Helen whenever such stereotyped formulas as he just spouted are uttered; the image of the real Helen automatically forms upon their brains. 

All it takes to make Helen recognizable, in other words, is to string together a bunch of courtly love clichés; most Greeks and Trojans respond to this stimulus like well-trained Pavlovian dogs. Pandarus does not. He thinks that the servant is speaking of Cressida: 





  
    	
        [Pandarus:] 
    
    	
        Who, my cousin Cressida? 
    

  

  
    	
        Servant: 
    
    	
        No, sir, Helen: could not you find out that by her attributes? 
    

  



(34–36) 




Pandarus is just as “mediated” as your average fool in both armies, but by a different woman; he is a slightly different kind of Pavlovian dog: “It should seem, fellow, that thou hast not seen the Lady Cressida” (37). Pandarus has absorbed his own extravagant praise of Cressida for so long that he believes in it as strongly as others do in Helen. He gets drunk not exactly on his own words—words by themselves have no such power—but on their reflection in the eyes of Troilus and Cressida, when they return to him the desire he generates in them. 

Pandarus infects others with his own desire, and then reinfects himself with the communicated infection. The more sick he becomes, the more enthusiastically he spreads the contagion around, at first involuntarily and then deliberately, on a vaster and vaster scale, like those drug addicts who gradually turn into pushers and dealers in order to sustain their addiction. 




Pandarus is one more configuration of desire in the Shakespearean mimetic trajectory, beyond anything we have seen until now, but closely related to all other configurations. He is one of the many variations on a theme that pervades the entire theater of Shakespeare, but a very special one—the most extreme version of a mimetic disease that seems to grow worse until the period of Troilus and Cressida, Hamlet, and Measure for Measure. 

The disease does not progress in smoothly uniform fashion from play to play, but the trend is unquestionable. In order to understand why Shakespearean mimetic desire leads necessarily to Pandarus or, in other words, why the involuntary bawd must become a voluntary one, we must go back one more time to the fundamentals of mimetic desire. 

We already know that, unlike Freudian desire, mimetic desire learns from experience and that what it learns is true. The truth of desire is perverted by desire itself, and the consequences get worse as the amount of truth increases; the price that has to be paid for its incorporation into the system also increases. Instead of closing shop as a result of all its failures, desire, urged on by truth, plunges deeper into the abyss; at every turn in the road, it must transform the last dreadful mess that it has made into a new model and a new point of departure, a still shakier platform for the launching of crazier and crazier enterprises. Orsino begins where his predecessors left off, and Pandarus begins where Orsino left off. Orsino knows more than Valentine and his desire is more self-defeating. Pandarus knows the most and his desire is the most self-defeating. He is a grotesque fulfillment. 

The mimetic double bind makes us prefer those desires that our models frustrate; then our desire takes a shortcut, focusing directly on those models that seem most frustrating. Our desires model themselves more and more on the double bind itself; its worst consequences always become its next definition of the desirable. 

Orsino nurtures a great love for Olivia solely because he knows that she will never belong to him. The earlier heroes still actively endeavored to possess the woman of “their choice”; Orsino no longer does. For all pratical purposes, his desire is no longer a desire to possess. Orsino is closer to Pandarus than the earlier heroes. 

Orsino is resigned to the fact that Olivia must never belong to him, but she must not belong to anyone else either; she must dedicate herself exclusively to his romantic nonconsumption of her. His rage is quite genuine when he learns that the handsome Cesario (Viola) has proved even more seductive than he had hoped. 

Orsino belongs to the great company of involuntary bawds; like Pandarus, he abstains ascetically from pleasures that would cease to seem desirable if they were actually experienced, but he still insists that these pleasures should be denied to other men. 

Pandarus goes to the end of this logic. He is not satisfied with merely being denied the pleasure of possession: he must make it available to others, preferably to handsome young rivals such as Troilus. By throwing to the winds the supreme “prejudice” of exclusive possession, he makes desire even more exciting and desperate than before. There is method in his madness: if desire no longer aims at possessing its object, its exclusiveness becomes meaningless; Pandarus discards this relic from the past. 

In order to feel really aroused, Pandarus needs more than the seductive messsengers of Orsino, more than the envious rival of Valentine, more than the mere possibility of being cuckolded, more than an occasional rapist à la Tarquin; he needs the reality of all these things and needs them so badly that he cannot leave their realization to the haphazard ways of this world. He takes charge of everything himself; he plans his own humiliation methodically, down to the smallest detail. 

All the characters before him were self-defeating already, but never on purpose. When their wives and mistresses ended up in the arms of other men, they were not only distressed but genuinely surprised. They were unconsciously what Pandarus is consciously and deliberately. 

“Voyeur” is a good word for Pandarus, provided it is not interpreted in a fashion that would obscure the element of anguished jealousy in his behavior. Voyeurism is not the happy pastime that our own thoroughly “pandarized” culture would have us believe. Pandarus would not really “enjoy” the love affair of Troilus and Cressida, if he did not simultaneously suffer in the extreme. As he pushes Troilus and Cressida into each other’s arms, all the time he hopes against hope that she will prefer him, Pandarus, to everybody else. The “pitiful” go-between is the ultimate erotic embodiment of that hysterical “altruism” that is identical with the “egoism” of mimetic desire. The most perverse lovers are also the most romantic. Their ignoble behavior is the other side of their idolatry. “Qui fait l’ange fait la bête.” 

The more desire learns, the more it anticipates and embraces as positive the negative signals that frustrated rivalry broadcasts, and the more it imitates and premeditates the self-defeating consequences that came about naturally and unexpectedly at the earlier stages. Desire turns into its own caricature; the result is Pandarus. 

Pandarus makes the earlier failures worse by copying them most accurately. The pathology of mimetic desire is continuous with the stages that can still be regarded as “normal,” and the whole trajectory has been programmed from the moment of the first mimetic rivalry. If all the self-defeating characters created by Shakespeare could be regarded as a single one evolving in time, this character would include all the configurations of desire that generate one another as this desire keeps modifying and imitating itself as a result of its defeats, which it tries to turn into more and more impossible victories. 

In order to know a Shakespearean character, we must ask: how much of the program will he or she enact? How far will each individual desire go in the predetermined direction of its own pathological development? Most characters do not travel this dreadful road to the end; they stop at some intermediate point; if they did not stop, they would reach the Pandarus point, the point at which maximum desirability becomes identical with maximum humiliation, failure, and suffering. 




If we deny the continuity between Pandarus and other Shakespearean heroes, we will ascribe his activities to some kind of separate essence that would be the essence of the bawd. Essences are perfectly autonomous, distinct and separate from one another; the essence of the bawd, it seems, must be entirely separate from the essence of the lover. Are not a lover and a bawd poles apart in regard to their attitude toward women? The separateness of the lover and the bawd finds some support in Shakespeare himself, in the fact that Pandarus and Valentine, as I pointed out before, are not completely the same men. 

If it is possible to see nothing but the lover in a character such as Valentine and not realize that this chatterbox is “always already” a bawd, it must be possible conversely to go the same route with the other extreme, Pandarus, and see nothing but the bawd in him. If we are told that this kind of bawd is “always already” a lover, we will shrug our shoulders manfully and invoke “common sense.” 

Most of us want characters to belong only to well differentiated species, unrelated to one another; if they are mixed together, it becomes too confusing and everything turns monstrous. Yet Shakespeare himself shows that this monstrous metamorphosis is forever taking place. His fascination with monsters is tied to the “deconstruction” of separate essences that occurs in his work, as a result of mimetic interaction. In Troilus and Cressida itself, love in the erotic sense is defined as a monster by Troilus, and Pandarus then calls its genesis “a generation of vipers”—a biblical reference, no doubt (III, i, 132; Matthew 23:33). 

In the naiveté of Valentine offering Silvia to Proteus, we can already glimpse something of Pandarus and, in the turpitude of Pandarus, we can still recognize something of Valentine. The sleazy go-between is made up of the same ingredients as the early characters but the proportions are reversed. Pandarus is the “living” proof that our insight into the early characters was correct. If one could still possibly question the wisdom of our regarding Valentine as a bawd, Pandarus would remove all doubt. In order to read this evidence correctly, of course, we must understand Shakespearean desire as the dynamic process of mimesis mimicking itself. On the map of erotic desire all roads lead to Pandarus. This relatedness between the earlier and the later type is present in Troilus and Cressida itself, in the relationship between Pandarus and Troilus. Troilus is a Pandarus in the making. First he “praised” the Greeks to Cressida in a manner that proved catastrophic for his own interests as a lover. And then, to make the situation even worse, he “praised” Cressida to the Greek warrior who was taking charge of her after she crossed the line of battle. As I said before, if he actually intended that Cressida deceive him with Diomedes, he could not have done more. 

Shakespeare cannot but be thinking of Pandarus at this juncture. He wants to show that his younger hero is doing as good a job of “selling” the Greeks to his mistress, and his mistress to the Greeks, as Pandarus had done at the beginning, when he was “selling” Cressida to Troilus and Troilus to Cressida. Unconsciously, Troilus emulates Pandarus; the things we are not aware of doing are the ones we do best—and worst. The ironic parallel of Pandarus and Troilus becomes perfect as we reach the end of the play. The later Troilus has to watch the preliminaries of Cressida’s love affair with Diomedes. He suffers intensely no doubt, but cannot tear himself away; the naive hero of the first act is turning into a perverted voyeur. In Act 5 we can see how far Troilus has traveled along the road from the involuntary to the voluntary bawd. 

If Troilus is a Pandarus in the making, Pandarus is a disenchanted Troilus, or rather a Troilus who tries to reenchant himself by reliving again and again the scene of his previous disenchantment, with the vague hope of a different ending. 

We are watching the “pandarization” of Troilus. It is not surprising, after all, that two human beings who imitate each other should become more and more alike. We have already seen examples of this curious phenomenon and will see still more. Undifferentiation looms larger and larger in Shakespeare as desire “ripens”; it is both what Shakespeare is talking about and what is dramatically coming to pass in each play and in his entire theater considered as a single play. 

Cressida provides a second example of pandarization. If we reflect upon her strategy, we will see that she has become a manipulator of Troilus’s desire more skillfull than Pandarus was at the beginning; she has replaced Pandarus entirely. Her single reference to “the merry Greeks” is more effective and elegant than all her uncle’s tedious gossip about Helen in the first act. If there were a Nobel Prize in scientific pandarization, it should be awarded to Cressida. 

In spite of the great difference between them, both Troilus and Cressida are turning into the same Pandarus. At the end of the play, everybody is turning into a Pandarus, everybody is trying to control the contagious forces that rule the world of warfare, politics, and sex through the same mimetic strategies. 

The transformation of the Greek leaders into manipulators of desire runs a parallel course with the evolution of Troilus and Cressida. The whole dynamics of the play goes in the direction of universal pandarization. We must understand this in order to appreciate the symbolic importance of Pandarus; he represents the most extreme stage in the corruption that is the real subject of the play. 




Pandarus has a great affinity for the theater. He keeps staging plays of his own invention in which he performs only a minor and rather ridiculous role, like certain film directors who appear fugitively in their own works. Nothing escapes the watchful eye of this superior metteur en scène. He is a whole theater unto himself, staging the immense drama of universal mediation for his own wretched enjoyment. 

Beyond a certain stage, desire cannot be revived and reenacted at all unless it turns into a mimetic mise en abîme of its former self. The play without the play that Pandarus is ceaselessly directing cannot be represented upon the stage without turning into the perpetual play within the play so characteristic of Shakespeare’s own art. If every Pandarus is a kind of playwright, all playwrights are panders in disguise. Troilus and Cressida is written and staged by Pandarus. 

Thanks to Pandarus, two themes that accompany Shakespeare everywhere become one: on the one hand, the self-defeating desire that grows more theatrical all the time; on the other hand, a theater that becomes more self-consciously mimetic. 

It is fitting that the last word in this play should belong to Pandarus and deal with the mimetic contagion of the theater, symbolized by venereal disease. It has not been said before that Pandarus had syphilis, but we are no more surprised than in the case of Rabelais’s Panurge: 




Good traders in the flesh, set this in your painted cloths: 

As many as be here of Pandar’s hall, 

Your eyes, half out, weep out at Pandar’s fall; 

Or if you cannot weep, yet give some groans, 

Though not for me, yet for your aching bones. 

Brethren and sisters of the hold-door trade, 

Some two months hence my will shall here be made. 

It should be now, but that my fear is this, 

Some galled goose of Winchester would hiss. 

Till then I’ll sweat and seek about for eases, 

And at that time bequeath you my diseases. 

                                            [Exit.] 

(V, x, 46–56) 




Pandarus bequeaths his illness to an audience entirely made up of people with the same calling as his own, bawds in other words, his own doubles and replicas, people at the same stage of the mimetic disease, people compelled to stage their own desires or, if it cannot be done, to watch them being staged by someone else. 

If the theater puts the mimetic disease on the stage, it can only result in more contamination. The playwright is in league with the forces of chaos. Pandarus is a symbol of the theater and of those who live by the theater. The public would not go to the theater, it would not attend this kind of play, if it were not as predisposed to the mimetic illness as Pandarus himself. The theater provides voyeuristic gratification and frustration similar to those craved by Pandarus. The spectacle we most relish is that of furious desire playing havoc with the lives of our fellow men. The literary pander turns the spectators into addicts of mimetic representation. They will leave the place with a more acute case of the disease than when they entered. 

Troilus and Cressida mocks the cathartic conception of the theater. This irony should not be dismissed lightly. Its pessimism corresponds to something profoundly Shakespearean, akin, no doubt, to the Platonic distrust for mimetic behavior in general and the theater in particular. 

At their most radical and pessimistic, all great playwrights, including Molière and Racine, have more affinity for the enemies of the theater than for its pious friends. Their implacable genius rejects the self-serving platitudes of cultural idolatry. Great theater has never flourished except in periods when it was distrusted and ostracized. Troilus and Cressida is anti-Aristotelian with a vengeance. It could be defined, up to a point, as the real theater of cruelty that Artaud dreamed about but could never practice. 
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PALE AND BLOODLESS EMULATION 




The Crisis of Degree in Troilus and Cressida 




In Act 1, scene 3, the Greek leaders discuss the low morale of their army. The commander-in-chief views the emergency as a beneficial ordeal that will automatically separate the wheat from the chaff. He sees it as 




                                                     . . . nought else 

But the protractive trials of great Jove 

To find persistive constancy in men. 

The fineness of which metal is not found 

In fortune’s love; for then the bold and coward, 

The wise and fool, the artist and unread, 

The hard and soft, seem all affin’d and kin; 

But in the wind and tempest of her frown, 

Distinction, with a broad and powerful fan, 

Puffing at all, winnows the light away, 

And what has mass or matter, by itself 

Lies rich in virtue and unmingled. 

(I, iii, 19–30) 




The ordeal will separate the strong from the weak. Ulysses holds the opposite view: the crisis brings catastrophic undifferentiation rather than differentiation. Agamemnon is a feeble leader who masks his inability to act behind resounding clichés. His lieutenant sharply reminds him that the entire crisis stems from his lack of authority: 




The specialty of rule has been neglected, 

And look how many Grecian tents do stand 

Hollow upon this plain, so many hollow factions. 

When that the general is not like the hive 

To whom the foragers shall all repair, 

What honey is expected? Degree being vizarded, 

Th’ unworthiest shows as fairly in the mask. 

(78–84) 




“Fair is foul and foul is fair” (Macbeth, I, i, 11). Chaos and confusion are the order of the day, but after this first and enigmatic reference to “Degree,” the orator launches into a spectacular but tangential tirade on chaos not on this earth but . . . in the starry heavens. After describing the planets around their center, “the glorious planet Sol,” Ulysses imagines periodic disturbances in that beautiful order: 




                               But when the planets 

In evil mixture to disorder wander, 

What plagues and what portents, what mutiny, 

What raging of the sea, shaking of earth! 

Commotion in the winds! frights, changes, horrors 

Divert and crack, rend and deracinate 

The unity and married calm of states 

Quite from their fixture. 

(93–100) 




This thunderous introduction may be compared to an operatic overture, musically related to what follows but unimportant from the standpoint of the main theme. 

Most abruptly, in the middle of a line Ulysses comes down to earth, and the main part of his speech begins. It is really a meditation on the violent breakdown of human society in general, the undoing of the cultural order. The Greek army is only one among many possible examples: 




                                    O when Degree is shaked 

Which is the ladder to all high designs, 

The enterprise is sick! How could communities, 

Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities, 

Peaceful commerce from dividable shores, 

The primogenitive and due of birth, 

Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels, 

But by degree, stand in authentic place? 

Take but degree away, untune that string, 

And hark, what discord follows! Each thing meets 

In mere oppugnancy: the bounded waters 

Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores, 

And make a sop of all this solid globe: 

Strength should be the lord of imbecility, 

And the rude son should strike his father dead: 

Force should be right; or rather right and wrong 

Between whose endless jar justice resides, 

Should lose their names, and so should justice too. 

(101–18) 




“Degree,” from the Latin gradus, means a step in a staircase or on a ladder, a nonhorizontal spacing between two entities, and more generally rank, distinction, discrimination, hierarchy, difference. It is also the “endless jar” between justice and injustice, the same empty space once again that prevents any confusion between right and wrong. Justice is no exercise in exquisite impartiality, no perfect balance, but a fixed modality of imbalance, like everything cultural. 

The distinction between degrees in the plural—such as degrees in schools—and Degree in the singular implies that, in a given culture, all particular degrees or differences have something in common, a family air so to speak; all of them are specifications of a single differential principle, Degree with a capital D, upon the integrity of which the stability of cultural systems and even their existence depend. 

The underlying principle of order is at first embodied in some kind of sovereign authority, the “glorious planet Sol” in the heavens, the king on this earth, Agamemnon in the Greek army. But just as the general may cease to be “the hive to whom the foragers shall all repair,” there are also times when the planets “in disorder wander,” and so do all human organizations. 

The metaphor of a musical string suggests the modern use of structure. As long as the differences between the notes are preserved, a melody remains recognizable, regardless of how it is played, in which key, with what instrument, regardless of additions, variations, amplifications, and so on. When a structure loses its center, substitutions and permutations accelerate, but its disintegration has hardly begun; we can suppose that Troilus and Cressida occurs at such a point. Unlike our structuralists and poststructuralists, who insist on a philosophical choice between centered and decentered structures, the Shakespearean conception sees a diachronic shift from the first to the second, a series of steps on the way to a more radical destructuring. All human order is local, particular, and eminently perishable. 

Ulysses’ speech is no banal variation on the “Great Chain of Being” that must be fundamentally unchangeable and eternal, failing which it no longer fits the definition of Being in the metaphysical and medieval sense. As a fragment of this chain, human order is also basically unchangeable. Owing to human sinfulness, some local disruptions must be allowed, to be sure, but nothing like the amazing meltdown portrayed by Ulysses. 

The Shakespearean use of the word “Degree” is unprecedented, I believe. For a conception somewhat similar, we must look forward rather than backward, in the direction of the later Heidegger, perhaps, who equates the question of Being with that of Differenz als Differenz. 

But Shakespeare has his own conception of what happens when Degree is “withdrawn”: “. . . untune that string,/And hark what discord follows!” All associative forms become warring conflations of opposites. Being nothing but differences, spiritual and material values lose all reality—as do academic degrees, these specifications of Degree. 

“Each thing meets/In mere oppugnancy. . . .” The formerly differentiated entities have turned into undifferentiated doubles that keep colliding for no discernible purpose, like loose cargo on the deck of a storm-tossed ship. Their violence has destroyed whatever object they desire in common, depriving their struggle of its significance. The clashing entities are not meaningful enough to be called opposites, so Shakespeare resorts to the vaguest word in the language, “thing.” Meaning itself depends upon the differential principle, which has ceased to function. Degree is symbolicity itself. 

“. . . the rude son should strike his father dead. . . .” The crisis makes even parricide a real possibility, one among many possible crimes. The reason why grown-up sons are more likely to kill their fathers than the reverse is simple: grown-up sons are younger and stronger than their fathers. Unlike the Freudian parricide, this one has no specific significance. If we examine all the examples of discord in the speech, we easily recognize the type of conflict that we have observed everywhere in Shakespeare, rooted not in the intellectual, spiritual, and other differences from which the antagonists vainly seek some rational and ethical justification, but in the reciprocal imitation of desire. 

The destruction of Degree is an influx of mimetic rivalry so massive that it resembles the plagues that never fail to show up in this kind of apocalyptic tableau. The social and the pathological plagues are themselves undifferentiated. The differential principle seems to suppress mimetic rivalry; it has succumbed to a virulent attack of the disease it is supposed to prevent. 




Ulysses himself confirms this interpretation in the ten lines of a conclusion that restates in purely mimetic language—in specifically theatrical and Shakespearean language—what has just been formulated in a more abstract and philosophical idiom: 




                                                  Great Agamemnon, 

This chaos, when Degree is suffocate 

Follows the choking. 

And this neglection of Degree it is 

That by a pace goes backward with a purpose 

It has to climb. The general’s disdained 

By him one step below, he by the next, 

The next by him beneath, so every step 

That is exampled by the first pace that is sick 

Of its superior, grows to an envious fever 

Of pale and bloodless emulation. 

(124–34) 




The last and most important word of the entire speech, emulation, means mimetic rivalry pure and simple; it is the Shakespearean term for it. Together with emulous, it appears seven times in Troilus and Cressida. If we read it as mimetic rivalry, we understand why it is portrayed as “pale and bloodless”: it insidiously devours the substance of whatever it singles out, leaving only an empty shell. At first it seems to enhance the value of disputed objects. Its “envious fever” flushes the cheeks of all the Helens and Cressidas of this world, but it is a consumptive fever that in the end destroys everything, objects and antagonists alike; it seems to energize the human spirit, but in reality kills it. Emulation is the quintessence of a quintessential speech and it comes right after another mimetic word, exampled, which applies to the entire army, confirming once again the mimetic nature of the crisis. 

As Achilles, Ajax, and the other chieftains try to usurp his authority, the commander-in-chief ceases to embody Degree and becomes merely ridiculous. It is really a Chaplinesque ambition “that by a pace goes backward with a purpose/It has to climb”; I see a perfectly motionless man hurrying up an escalator that insists on hurrying down. The violated hierarchy will finally come crashing down on the head of its violators. 

Degree, that is, the cultural order, is transcendental, but in a peculiarly finite and fragile way that makes it highly vulnerable not to the stars but to human conflict. It has no other reality than the respect it inspires. If this respect turns to disrespect at the top, contagion is sure to follow and Degree will quickly dissolve in the undifferentiation of mimetic rivalry. Degree is no real god, Degree is impotent; it does not even exist anywhere in or out of the world. Nevertheless, it functions as a divinity, rewarding those who honor it with the benefits of order and punishing rebels with the impartial violence of disorder, with the spiraling retaliation of a rivalry that turns to deadly vengeance. 

Far from being a curious but insignificant digression, irrelevant to the play in which it appears, Ulysses’ speech is a distillation of Troilus and Cressida. We have already verified that all episodes dramatize what Ulysses describes, a process of undifferentiation powered by mimetic rivalry; this is true not only of the Trojan War as a whole but of the Trojans among themselves, of the Greeks, of the lovers, of the politicians, and of everybody else in the play. 

Degree is more than the source of all stable meaning, more than the mechanism of differentiation in the sense of modern theory; it is a paradoxical principle of unity among men. I call it paradoxical because it is disunity, separation, distance, hierarchy. Why should a principle of separation be a principle of union? When this separation is gone, when people come too near to each other, hark what discord follows. This does not seem to make sense; does Shakespeare provide an explanation? 

In the absence of Degree, rivalry proliferates. In the presence of Degree, rivalry is not absent, but it is less destructive. Why should it be so? Are we to understand that Degree keeps desire nonmimetic and spontaneous? The example of the army shows that this is not the case. In a disciplined and efficient outfit, each soldier looks up to the rank immediately above his own in the hope of a promotion. Each soldier takes his commanding officer as a model and a guide. This ambition is a modality of mimetic desire. Far from being suppressed, it is encouraged; there is no military excellence without it. 

This same ambition, this same imitation, becomes emulous and destructive if it tries to seize office, rank, or power independently of military rules and military tradition. When indocility appears at the top, the lower ranks copy it as docilely as the former docility; Order consists of a chain of obedient imitation so pervasive that it facilitates the contagion of disorder when disorder appears. Each one borrows the same channels and operates in the same manner. When every step is exampled by the first pace, it can be either the “good” or the “bad” imitation that propagates itself down the ladder of Degree. The difference stems not from two types of imitation but from Degree itself: imitation is “good” when it conforms to the rules of Degree and respects the separateness and distinctiveness of each rank. 

When I first began to study mimetic desire in modern fiction, needing some conceptual scheme to distinguish the mimetic desire that generates rivalry from the mimetic desire that does not, I turned to a spatial metaphor: 




We shall speak of external mediation when the distance is sufficient to eliminate any contact between the two spheres of possibilities of which the mediator and the subject occupy the respective centers. We shall speak of internal mediation when this same distance is sufficiently reduced to allow these two spheres to penetrate each other more or less profoundly.¹ 




As long as models and imitators live in separate worlds they cannot become rivals, because they cannot select the same objects; as these worlds overlap more and more, they can and therefore do select the same objects, and mimetic rivalry is sure to follow. 

The stairs of Degree are not for climbing; each one is the equivalent of a little world inside the big one; all steps are connected from the top down, but they do not freely communicate on the way up. The people on the lower steps look up to the people above them and are likely to choose them as models, but in a purely ideal sense. They must select their concrete object of desire inside their own worlds, and rivalry is impossible. The imitators would prefer to select the objects of their models, but Degree prevents them from doing so. As long as it is vigorous, the transgression of its rules seems impossible, even unthinkable. 

On the way down, the prohibition is less stringent, even nonexistent, but the people on the higher steps are taught to regard the lower ones as less desirable than their own. The models are not tempted to become the imitators and rivals of their own imitators. 

The intervals of Degree provide barriers not to mimetic desire—it can even be an incentive—but to its conflictual consequences. At all times, the place most vulnerable to mimetic rivalry is the top; all systems of Degree tend to disintegrate from the top down, as in the case of the Greek army. Of all possible societies, an army is the most systematically hierarchical, the most visibly mimetic in its obedience, and therefore the most appropriate to a demonstration of the shift from external to internal mediation. That is why Shakespeare took an army as his example in his most theoretical play, Troilus and Cressida. 

A healthy Degree means a lot of external mediation throughout the system structured by it, and therefore few internal conflicts. As soon as Degree weakens, the mediation tends to become internal, and the mimetic rivalry thus generated accelerates the incipient cultural disintegration that produced it in the first place. The breakdown of traditional institutions destroys their ability to channel desire into the noncompetitive directions that prevent mimetic rivalries; it opens the way, therefore, to the type of conflict that Shakespeare and all great playwrights love to portray. 

The Shakespearean notion of Degree includes within itself the spatial metaphor that underlies the distinction between external and internal mediation. It has other and even wider implications, but this one is most crucial and completely misunderstood. Degree is the main subject of Ulysses’ speech, I believe, and most visibly so in the eight incomparable lines about the Greek army destroyed by emulation, as well as in all the illustrations that follow—Achilles and Patroclus, Ajax and Thersites, and so forth. 

Clearly, this Shakespearean Degree has nothing to do with an antiquated medieval idea that Shakespeare might have borrowed for purely decorative purposes. It is a major component of his mimetic theory. Whatever we may think of this scheme as social theory, we cannot regard it as an inconsequential digression. 


1. René Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966) 9. 
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TO YOU YOUR FATHER SHOULD BE AS A GOD 




The Crisis of Degree in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




Disorder is a meaningless notion without some half-disintegrated order in the background. If the views expounded by Ulysses can help us with the comedies, it means that the dramatic process must also unfold amid the ruins of some traditional institution no longer able to provide the external mediation for which it was originally intended. This institution is the family. At the end of the sixteenth century, the family was still patriarchal in principle. The Shakespearean idea of Degree should signify two things: (1) The father is supposed to rule his family as a model of external mediation rather than as the naked tyrant we retrospectively imagine. (2) This model is no longer imitated. 

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream these two propositions are quite explicit. In the very first scene the duke of Athens, Theseus, tells Hermia that a daughter should pattern her desires on the desires of her father, as if he were a divinity: 




To you your father should be as a god; 

One that compos’d your beauties; yea, and one 

To whom you are but as a form in wax, 

By him imprinted, and within his power, 

To leave the figure, or to disfigure it. 

(I, i, 47–51) 




When still unable to choose for herself, Hermia was “imprinted” by her father, and now that she can choose, she must desire what he desires for her. A daughter is not supposed merely to obey her father; she must fall in love with the man selected by him. 

The language of “imprinting” must be significant, since it reappears almost immediately; Hermia’s father complains that Lysander “stole the impression of her fantasy.” Egeus sees Lysander not as a potential husband for his daughter but as a usurper of his own role, the crafty manipulator of her imagination, an unlawful mediator of her desire. 

Modern ethologists use the word imprinting to designate the strong, even unbreakable mimetic bond between young animals and their adult models very early in life. The language of Shakespeare will fit this scheme quite neatly, if only we assume that, unlike animals, human beings are not programmed for their entire lives; when they become adults, they can either reject the original imprinting or reassume it freely. Thus in the case of the family, as in the case of the Greek army, traditional order, Degree, does not mean the absence of mimetic desire, but its channeling in a direction determined by a higher authority. 

In this play there is no such thing as a desire without a model. If young people do not choose the model provided by Degree, they will follow the whims of fashion in their social milieu, they will imitate friends and acquaintances—Demetrius yesterday, Lysander today, someone else tomorrow. Hermia rejects the tyranny of external mediation in favor of what she regards as no tyranny at all, her own autonomous and spontaneous choice. On the road to self-sufficient bliss, she sees no obstacle except for fathers and father figures. In reality she is dominated by what most people nowadays would call “peer pressure”; she has exchanged one modality of alienation for another. The single and normally placid god of external mediation has turned into a multitude of nasty little demons. 

Hermia puts Degree on its head; she does not want to imitate Egeus but wants him to imitate her desire: 




I would my father look’d but with my eyes. 

(I, i, 56) 




This is what a father is not supposed to do, to choose through his daughter’s eyes, but this one has been doing little else, it seems, for a while. Since it was Hermia who stole Demetrius from Helena in the first place, it was also Hermia who persuaded the old man to ratify her first choice; now she wants him to ratify her second choice. 

Why does Egeus refuse? From a family standpoint Lysander, we are told, is as good a match as Demetrius; why would a normally compliant father rebel in this fashion? Is it senile obstinacy on his part? Is it the well-known repressive urge of fathers? Is it the perverse sexual attraction that daughters infallibly inspire in their fathers? 

Being no avant-garde guru, Shakespeare has no such arcane science in mind. What he slyly suggests, I believe, is that, by making a liar out of him, Hermia has aroused her father’s anger. The old-fashioned gentleman feels honor-bound to keep the word given to Demetrius. Hermia has gone too far this time, and her normally easygoing father has decided to make a stand. 

Lysander advises Demetrius to marry Egeus if the two care that much for each other. These young people are as insolent as their counterparts in the twentieth century. The more we examine the evidence, the less Hermia looks like a victim of parental tyranny; if there is a tyrant in this affair, it cannot be Egeus, whose feeble show of authority is doomed from the start. 

We think too much like Hermia ourselves to appreciate the irony of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. We cannot imagine that the author of a comedy would not automatically close ranks, like a good little soldier, behind the unfurled banner of independent desire, true love, romantic desire. Shakespeare would understand this reaction very well. Contrary to what we believe, in his own day the conventional jargon was exactly the same as today. Desire could do no wrong; desire was invariably innocent, pure, and a lover of peace; the Shakespearean satire is as discreet as it is implacable. 

Had Hermia lived in the 1960s, she would certainly have talked about “doing her own thing.” In reality, she is always doing the thing of someone else; whether or not she obeys her father, she is always choosing love by another’s eyes. We were well advised to focus on this line, which really sums up everything, since it applies to the two types of mimetic desire, external and internal mediation. If we cannot distinguish one from the other in real life, we will not distinguish them in the lines of Shakespeare and will misunderstand the entire play. 

Other passages in this play make sense only in the light of the opposition between external and internal mediation. Consider Hermia’s curious lines, for instance, about her life in Athens, which had always been heaven until it became a hell as a consequence of her supposedly happy love with Lysander: 




O what graces in my love do dwell 

That he hath turned a heaven into a hell! 

(206–7) 




Hermia is really talking about the shift from external to internal mediation, and really wants to present it as something delectable and glorious, but the suffering that it entails weighs on her mind, so that the truth she is trying to deny comes out of her mouth in spite of herself. 

Shakespeare manages to convey the difference between external and internal mediation almost as explicitly as if he were writing a critical essay, yet this revelation goes completely unnoticed by all critics impervious to its message. Hermia’s slip of the tongue becomes their slip of the pen; they hear only what she intends to say, which is irrelevant and deceptive compared to what she is actually saying. 

The curious thing is that those critics who do not read at this point what is actually written are also the ones who claim most loudly that they are doing nothing but that. The real task of a critic, they always say, is to read the text, the whole text, and nothing but the text; they themselves, however, unquestionably project their own prejudices into this play, the “modern” and fashionable prejudices in favor of desire, which coincide with the prejudices of the characters themselves. 

It is highly significant, in my view, that Shakespeare would explicitly define external mediation and oppose it to internal mediation in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the play which represents the first great exposé of mimetic rivalry in his work. The Two Gentlemen of Verona is already a comedy of mimetic rivalry, we found, but it still is, first and foremost, a comedy about a daughter being really prevented by her father from marrying the man she loves. Thus this earlier comedy is still divided against itself; Shakespeare’s mimetic genius is already at work in it, but the literary influences remain important enough, not only on the form but on the content, to prevent him from discarding the father as a real obstacle to the happiness of the “true lovers.” 

This Italianate model is really a variation on the most commonplace comic pattern in the Western world, from the Greeks down to our day. Many comedies deal with the conflict between parents and children. The question is always presented as a straight choice between parental tyranny and freedom of choice. The idea that internal mediation could pervert this freedom of choice does not have to be censored; the possibility never occurs to anyone. 

The tradition is so powerful that even in a play where mimetic rivalry is as intense as it is in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Shakespeare cannot break away from it. His own genius lies in the other direction, but the popular view is so ingrained that Shakespeare must fight it in himself for a while before his own voice can assert itself as creatively as it does in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

This breakthrough is an intellectual as well as an aesthetic feat. It could not be achieved until Shakespeare had discovered not only mimetic desire but the distinction between external and internal mediation. The proof of this discovery is that the play begins with a definition of the father’s external mediation; then not only does it show what happens when this external mediation is replaced by the internal one, but it keeps mischievously alluding to the unperceived substitution of the one for the other and to the havoc that it creates in the lovers’ lives. 

Thus A Midsummer Night’s Dream has, or rather is, the same dramatic process as Troilus and Cressida, and the result is the same undifferentiation. The four lovers perpetually seek singularity, but through mimetic means, and their reward is conflictual uniformity. Whatever uniqueness they possessed to start with quickly dissolves, and their personalities disintegrate more and more. At the climax of the night, all four are looking in vain for their former selves. Hermia asks: 




Am I not Hermia; are not you Lysander? 

(III, ii, 273) 




If this undifferentiation were due to some artistic deficiency in Shakespeare, some inability to come up with the well-rounded and picturesque characters demanded by the nineteenth- and twentieth-century tradition of individualism, the playwright would try to hide this failing. He would not direct our attention to it; he would not trumpet his undifferentiation as loud as he can; he would not regard it as an excellent joke that their mimetic vanity is playing on the four lovers. 

Proof that A Midsummer Night’s Dream truly runs parallel to Troilus and Cressida—except for its conclusion—lies in the counterpart of Ulysses’ speech (see chapter 5, pp. 55–56), occurring just before the undifferentiation machine goes into high gear, in the same place as in Troilus and Cressida. Titania’s great scene with Oberon (Act 2, scene 1) corresponds exactly to what the similarities and differences of the two plays lead us to expect. Titania does not begin with the sun and the stars but with their equivalent in this play, the moon, “the governess of floods,” and the extremely cold and rainy weather during the period preceding whichever folklore festival we are celebrating, May Day or Midsummer Night (the first is mentioned once in the text, and the second only in the title). 

This bad weather may have been real; in contemporary documents the spring of 1596 is said to be unusually dreadful even for England—a good reason for thinking that the play was written in 1596. We all want to know this, of course, but we also want to know what Shakespeare is doing with all this bad weather. He turns it into a mirror of what is happening not only among the four lovers, but also among all those who allow their mimetic spirit of pride and rivalry to dominate their interaction. 

There is something about too much water that seems to correspond to human pride at its worst, something hubristic: 




Therefore the winds, piping to us in vain, 

As in revenge, have suck’d up from the sea 

Contagious fogs; which, falling in the land, 

Have every pelting river made so proud 

That they have overborne their continents. 

(II, i, 88–92) 




The rivers feel so self-important, they become so swollen with pride, that they lose whatever real autonomy they normally enjoy. In their eagerness to outshine each other, they all go out of their beds simultaneously, in perfect mimetic unison, and disappear into the vast “evil mixture” of their poisonous togetherness; they turn into a single lake, thus destroying the separate identities that they sought to magnify. 

This aquatic equivalent of “pale and bloodless emulation” corresponds to what Achilles and Ajax or Troilus and Cressida are doing, just as perfectly as it does to the four lovers who are acting exactly like these foolish rivers at the very moment when Titania is speaking. 

In the villages of the area, the violent storm has erased the marks and patterns inscribed upon the land by English culture itself: 




The fold stands empty in the drowned field, 

And crows are fatted with the murrion flock; 

The nine men’s morris is fill’d up with mud, 

And the quaint mazes in the wanton green, 

For lack of tread are undistinguishable. 

(96–100) 




Shakespeare has found a marvelous way to “symbolize” the loss of symbolicity, the effacement of cultural differences. This is a more imagistic and poetic rendition of what Ulysses says about Degree being “vizarded,” neglected, effaced. Here, Degree is drowned in a miniature biblical deluge. Floods are a privileged theme in mythology, not unlike their opposite, droughts; many well-differentiated objects will melt away in them or lose the features that make them distinctive; if they do not, then they disappear under the flatness of motionless water and no difference can be seen for a while. 

In Ulysses’ speech water has a much-diminished role but a role nonetheless, and, as is often the case in later plays, the theme reappears just long enough for the poet to summarize the whole point of what he had done with it in the earlier play: 




                                                  The bounded waters 

Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores 

And make a sop of all this solid globe. 

(I, iii, 111–13) 




Shakespeare has a marvelous ability to orchestrate human feelings with natural phenomena. His favorites metaphors are almost always mythological themes, not those of Greek and classical myths only, but English folklore and even worldwide mythology that he can probably reinvent when he does not know it. This aesthetic power is inseparable from his incomparable insight into the human and conflictual significance of nature in myth. He feels as much at home with mythical symbols of conflict and of human crisis as if he had written the original stories himself. 




As we can see, undifferentiation is more than an abstract idea in both A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Troilus and Cressida. It triumphs at all levels, from the structure of the plot down to smallest incident, down to mere images that seem purely decorative at first. Undifferentiation is the substance of the drama, or its unsubstantiality if you prefer, and it is also what the author himself abstracts from his play and places under our eyes as a worthy object for our meditation. This convergence of theme and structure makes it manifest once again that Shakespeare is unusually capable of explaining what he is doing as he does it, and in ways no less remarkable for their theoretical unity than for their poetic diversity. 

The midsummer night is a less sinister version of what Ulysses describes, a crisis of Degree on a smaller scale, a milder and gentler one as well, primarily because of its happier ending. The atmosphere of the two plays is totally different, yet their dramatic spring is the same: they are the same undifferentiating machine. As soon as Degree weakens, mediation becomes internal and mimetic rivalry begins to spin, accelerating the cultural disintegration that produced it in the first place. 

Is this dramatic unity limited to A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Troilus and Cressida only, or is it characteristic of other plays as well? The next chapter will answer this question. 



20 




CONFOUNDING CONTRARIES 




The Crisis of Degree in Timon of Athens and Other Plays 




Whether or not it constitutes a separate theme, the “crisis of Degree” pervades all plays of Shakespeare, and we can easily understand why. Drama requires intense human conflict; human conflict in Shakespeare takes the form of mimetic rivalry; mimetic rivalry is the product of internal mediation; internal mediation does not normally occur until a society becomes “undifferentiated.” The comic and tragic process par excellence is none other than this vicious circle of “destructuration” or “desymbolization” that we heard Ulysses call “the wizarding,” “the choking,” and “the neglection” of Degree. We ourselves now call it “the crisis of Degree.” 

We reach this conclusion on purely textual grounds. We can surmise that Shakespeare’s views were rooted partly in his “temperament,” partly in his cultural background, in his knowledge of ancient texts, and also in the society around him. In order to understand his conception of the crisis of Degree, we do not have to know how he personally felt about the great changes undergone by English society in his lifetime. I do not want to imply that this last question is insignificant and that Shakespeare’s art has nothing to do with it; it certainly has. But there is an internal logic to this oeuvre that can and must be unraveled independently from all historical, social, political, and even psychological considerations. 

If Shakespeare is truly the same thinker everywhere, we can expect many analogues of Ulysses’ and Titania’s speeches in his other plays; indeed, we will not be disappointed. Of all versions of the Degree speech, the one most reminiscent of Ulysses’ own, because of both its content and its length, is the soliloquy in which Timon violently curses Athens as he leaves the city for the life of a hermit, far from his hated fellow countrymen: 




Let me look back upon thee. O thou wall 

That girdles in those wolves, dive in the earth 

And fence not Athens! Matrons, turn incontinent! 

Obedience fail in children! Slaves and fools, 

Pluck the grave wrinkled Senate from the bench, 

And minister in their steads! To general filth 

Convert o’ th’ instant, green virginity! 

Do’t in your parents’ eyes! Bankrupts, hold fast; 

Rather than render back, out with your knives, 

And cut your trusters’ throats! Bound servants, steal; 

Large-handed robbers your grave masters are, 

And pill by law. Maid, to thy master’s bed, 

Thy mistress is o’ th’ brothel! Son of sixteen, 

Pluck the lin’d crutch from thy old limping sire, 

With it beat out his brains! Piety, and fear, 

Religion to the gods, peace, justice, truth, 

Domestic awe, night-rest, and neighborhood, 

Instruction, manners, mysteries and trades, 

Degrees, observances, customs, and laws, 

Decline to your confounding contraries; 

And yet confusion live! Plagues, incident to men, 

Your potent and infectious fevers heap 

On Athens ripe for stroke! Thou cold sciatica, 

Cripple our senators, that their limbs may halt 

As lamely as their manners! Lust, and liberty, 

Creep in the minds and marrows of our youth, 

That ‘gainst the stream of virtue they may strive 

And drown themselves in riots! Itches, blains, 

Sow all th’ Athenian bosoms, and their crop 

Be general leprosy! Breath, infect breath, 

That their society (as their friendship) may 

Be merely poison! 

(IV, i, 1–32) 




Here again, the distinctions and differences that define all human institutions decline to their confounding contraries, and all ethical, religious, social, cultural, and political life comes to an end. Even health is affected. Violent chaos triumphs. There is something grotesque about Timon’s indictment that agrees with the overall mood of Troilus and Cressida better in a sense than the more majestic and epic-sounding Ulysses. This speech would fit nicely in the earlier play, if placed in the mouth of Thersites. 

There is something about Timon’s speech at this point that faintly recalls A Midsummer Night’s Dream as well—not his language to be sure, but the idea of an individual abandoning his native Athens in a state of great turmoil. Timon yearns for a vast, uncivilized space in which his frenzy may perhaps spend itself more or less harmlessly, like that of the four lovers. 

Spectacular as it is, this great tirade is not the best example of what we are seeking. The marvelous correspondance that we found between our first two speeches and the plays in which they appear does not obtain in this case, or not to the same extent. Timon of Athens does not dramatize mimetic undifferentiation and conflictual desymbolization in the sense that the earlier masterpieces do. Except for a few brilliant passages, the complexity of mimetic paradoxes gives way in this play to a more linear and banal expression of ethical satire. 

This speech is not an integral part of its own play in the sense that Ulysses’ and Titania’s are of theirs. On the one hand, it lacks the theoretical depth of the other two and, on the other hand, it does not have the same dramatic pertinence. Each imperfection is dependent on the other. Timon is an angry man, not without reason, but his speech reflects his individual state of mind rather than a state of society that every incident in the play would effectively suggest. Gone, therefore, is the principal idea of the Degree speech, the enormously original theme of a single, transcendental, but finite principle of cultural order that may dissolve in a certain type of social crisis. The word “degree” reappears, but in the plural form only, not in the same singular and transcendental role as in Troilus and Cressida. 

Taken as a whole, this speech comes close to embodying the kind of gratuitous digression for which many critics mistake the all-important speech of Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida. That is why, in spite of its formidable eloquence, it seems somewhat lengthy, whereas Ulysses’ and Titania’s speeches, though really longer, do not. Timon of Athens was left unfinished, it seems; it is probably Shakespeare’s last tragedy. It may reflect some lassitude with the genre. There are better examples of what we are looking for, but the situation is different in each case and we will consider only a few. 




In Julius Caesar, Casca makes a speech that does not really qualify as another rendition of the Degree speech because it deals only with supernatural signs and portents, and says nothing of what really counts: cultural undifferentiation. The cultural dimension of the crisis is nevertheless signified in this play, and most conspicuously, since it comes up in the very first lines, when the two tribunes rebuke the populace for showing up on the Forum without the signs of their professions, turning themselves into an undifferentiated mob. 




Hence! home, you idle creatures, get you home! 

Is this a holiday? What! know you not, 

Being mechanical, you ought not walk 

Upon a labouring day without the sign 

Of your profession? 

(I, i, 1–5) 




These workers should be wearing their work clothes; instead, they are dressed in their finery. They make holiday to see Caesar and applaud his triumph when, according to the tribunes, they should be mourning. They are in the wrong place, at the wrong time, for the wrong reason, doing what they should not do. These Romans are not soldiers, but their regular organization resembles the military and their departure from tradition recalls Ulysses’ conception of disorder in the Greek army. This is the topsy-turvy world from which Degree has withdrawn, and we can well understand why, since we are witnessing the collapse of republican institutions that have lasted for centuries. 

In Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare isolates and defines the social and institutional aspects of the crisis independently from the example at hand; in Julius Caesar, he does not. The events are historical and come primarily from Plutarch; the attitudes are supposed to be “Roman.” We can see, however, that Shakespeare already reads everything in the light of a vision that Ulysses will express more completely. 

Hamlet presents us with still another Shakespearean handling of the same basic vision. In this play too the cultural order unravels, and in most uncanny fashion; undifferentiation plays a paramount role, but this time we have no lengthy disquisition bearing directly on either the human or the superhuman aspects of the crisis. This does not mean that these aspects are missing, far from it, but their treatment is so elaborate and sophisticated that they disappear, so to speak, into the text: perfectly woven into it, they become the tragedy itself. 

Even the supernatural aspects come alive, so to speak, in the episode of the ghost; instead of merely enumerating signs and portents, Shakespeare dramatizes them most effectively. The same is true of the institutional and relational aspects; they too become part of the action more or less in the same fashion as in Julius Caesar, but with even more evocative depth. 

In the first scene, Marcellus inquires about Denmark’s feverish preparations for war: 




                                 . . . tell me, he that knows, 

Why this same strict and observant watch 

So nightly toils the subject of this land, 

And why such daily cast of brazen cannon, 

And foreign mart for implements of war, 

Why such impress of shipwrights, whose sore task 

Does not divide the Sunday from the week, 

What might be toward, that this sweaty haste, 

Doth make the night joint laborer with the day. 

(I, i, 70–78; emphasis mine) 




The haste is such that the Danes are forced to work in consecutive shifts, seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. At no time, therefore, does the entire community either work together or rest and worship together, not even on the Sabbath. A fundamental law of human culture is being disregarded. 

An alternation of festive and nonfestive time, of periods of work and periods of rest, characterizes all human societies; The quarrel between Denmark and Norway has abolished even the most hallowed temporal differences. In Julius Caesar the time earmarked for work had turned into a holiday; here the opposite happens, but it is really a more radical and modern version of the same theme. Our own industrial, political, and military revolutions have generalized the phenomenon described by Marcellus; Shakespeare reveals the uncanny side of a practice so habitual with us that we no longer pay any attention to it. 

Why the war hysteria in Denmark? According to Horatio, the impending conflict stems directly from an episode in the past when old Hamlet and the late king of Norway were both “pricked by a most emulate pride.” They had a bout of mimetic rivalry, in other words, and now this plague contaminates their two successors, the young Fortinbras in Norway and Claudius in Denmark. 

It seems surprising, at first, that Claudius would espouse so promptly and ardently the bad quarrels of his freshly murdered brother. He has more pressing problems on his hands. Upon reflection, however, we can see that everything is in order, or rather in most predictable disorder. Having already espoused his brother’s wife and his kingdom as a whole, Claudius for mimetic reasons can be counted upon to espouse his rival’s rivalries as well. His entire life consists of nothing else; a real politician, he takes to mimetic rivalry as a fish takes to water. 

In Hamlet, therefore, just as everywhere else, undifferentiation prevails, fathered by pride and mothered by rivalry. This crisis in Denmark unfolds in many wonderful ways, some of which I will mention in a separate chapter on this play; but it is not explicit, as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Troilus and Cressida. 

The crisis cannot be named, and this linguistic failure makes it seem insidious and uncanny in a manner that sometimes prefigures Kafka. We have already found, apropos of Twelfth Night, that Shakespeare will keep silent when silence pays off, and this silence, which Ingmar Bergmann has tried to duplicate in some of his films, adds a dimension of angoisse that was absent from A Midsummer Night’s Dream and even from Troilus and Cressida. 

The Shakespearean crisis is always the same, but with a different emphasis in different plays; in the case of Hamlet, the emphasis is primarily temporal. The only “theoretical” pronouncement on the subject is Hamlet’s famous phrase, “The time is out of joint.” Rather than a vaporous congregation of words written for the sole purpose of sending a delightful shudder down our spine, this phrase is a straight definition of what goes on in the play, the general failure to respect the proper delays in human affairs, the lack of a decent interval, for instance, between the death of the old king and his wife’s marriage with his successor. The articulations of time are gone. This state of affairs should not be defined as “a uniquely Shakespearean experience of time” in the sense of Georges Poulet and others.¹ It simply means, I repeat, that the traditional differences are being disregarded; it is a temporal crisis of Degree. 

Simple as this principle is, its consequences are manifold. When time is on the loose, on occasion it may give the impression of being enormously speeded up, while on other occasions it seems to go on forever; there are moments when it seems as continuous and unbroken as in Bergson, and others when it seems fragmented into separate instants, as in Descartes. 

All these experiences of time seem exclusive of one another, even unique, but we must take this uniqueness with a grain of salt. Mimetic frenzy likes nothing better than “uniqueness,” and our personal experience of time has become one reservoir among others for the makeshift singularities avidly seized upon by the modern doubles in their desperate effort to fill the emptiness of their endless conflict. Each individual writer must have his own individual time in order to differentiate himself from others. Shakespeare demystifies this uniqueness by showing Hamlet experiencing many of these different times in quick succession. 




The crisis of Degree is everywhere in Shakespeare and is suggested in countless different ways. The poet’s touch can be so light and rapid that we hardly notice the differential string being untuned, or we hear something else; as in modern art, disharmony can become superior harmony, and it becomes a gratuitously poetic effect in the manner of our modern aesthetic schools. In Shakespeare, it always alludes to the interplay of the mimetic doubles and the breakdown of some distinction brought about by the very effort to make it sharper. 

One of the commonest signs of this undifferentiation in Shakespeare is a quasi-impressionistic fusion of sea and sky, the literal melting of the one into the other, as in Othello: “’twixt the heaven and the main” (II, i, 3); “the main and the aerial blue/An indistinct regard” (II, i, 39–40). And at the most critical point in The Winter’s Tale, when death is still at its most deadly, just before it turns back into life, the clown says: 




I have seen two such sights, by sea and by land! But I am not to say it is a sea, for it is now the sky; betwixt the firmament and it you cannot thrust a bodkin’s point. 

(III, iii, 83–85) 




It is impossible to do justice to all aspects of Shakespearean undifferentiation in the space of this study. Before I leave the subject, however, I will bring up one last meditation on Degree and its crisis, the one in King Lear. It is another speech on the crisis as such, therefore lengthier than anything in Hamlet and all the other speechless plays, and yet shorter than the speeches of Ulysses, Titania, and Timon. Its ethical emphasis and its prose style make it unique in some ways but we can see immediately that it belongs to the category we took up first, the full-size speeches in verse. There is something almost ritualistic about its astrological introduction, and all major features of the real crisis are there, admirably condensed. It is Gloucester who speaks: 




These late eclipses of the sun and moon portend no good to us. Though the wisdom of nature can reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds itself scourg’d by the sequent effects. Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide: in cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond crack’d ‘twixt son and father; . . . there’s son against father; the king falls from bias of nature; there’s father against child. We have seen the best of our time. Machinations, hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders follow us disquietly to our graves. 

(I, ii, 103–14) 




Gloucester, has two sons, the legitimate Edgar and the illegitimate Edmund; he has just been told by the latter that Edgar is a traitor and he believes it, even though the only villain is Edmund himself. Gloucester does not realize that he is as good an illustration of what he is talking about as Lear himself. Like most prophets, he paradoxically combines self-deceit with lucidity, as does his interlocutor, Edmund, who can see that his father deceives himself in many things, and yet cannot see the truth in what his father says, the truth of the play as a whole. His villainy is in the way—in other words, his mimetic desire, which is the source of both lucidity and blindness in both individuals. Says Edmund: 




This is the excellent foppery of the world, that, when we are sick of fortune—often the surfeits of our own behavior—we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and stars, as if we were villains on necessity, fools by heavenly compulsion, knaves, thieves and treachers by spherical predominance; drunkards, liars and adulterers by an enforc’d obedience of planetary influence; and all that we are evil in, by a divine thrusting on. An admirable evasion of whoremaster man, to lay his goatish disposition on the charge of a star! 

(I, ii, 118–28) 




This magnificent critique of astrological superstition must correspond to what Shakespeare really thinks of astrology. Similar critiques follow similar expressions of astrological faith in Julius Caesar and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Troilus and Cressida is a major but understandable exception; Ulysses denounces explicitly and analyzes at length the real cause of the crisis, mimetic rivalry, therefore his fanciful astronomy cannot be mistaken for a real explanation. 

Shakespeare wants to discredit the magical explanation but not the crisis itself; he obviously believes in the latter and makes it the substance of his best plays: the undoing of differences in all human relations. Those who believe that Shakespeare must have been as superstitious as his most superstitious characters fail to distinguish the astrological aspects from the crisis itself. They wrongly see the conjunction of astrology and crisis as one and the same myth. The reason for their mistake is their blindness to mimetic rivalry and mimetic doubling. 




King Lear can be very helpful to us at this point; its plot brings the main features of Shakespeare’s central vision into such sharp focus that it seems at times like a simplification, but a most useful one for our present purpose, which is to gather together the main elements of our analysis and gain a general overview of this mimetic vision. 

Lear is generally interpreted as a doting father à la Balzac’s Goriot, an excessively loving man who does not see how unwise it is to entrust the government of his kingdom to his selfishly greedy daughters. Yet his harsh attitude toward Cordelia contradicts this psychological reading. 

No interpretation of Lear focusing on this “hero” himself, conceived as an individual character—richly “differentiated,” of course, a juicy object of psychological or psychoanalytical investigation—can do justice to what is going on in this play. Before we try to catch the nuances of individual character, if they exist at all, we must master the broader issues of the play; we must perceive the catastrophic shift from external to internal mediation that brings about the crisis of Degree so aptly and so ineptly portrayed by Gloucester. 

The king invites his three daughters to exhibit their love for him, each one in turn; instead of preventing all mimetic competition among them, as his role demands, he foolishly incites it: he proposes himself as an object of competitive desire. Why does he do this? The usual answer is vanity. Lear is certainly vain, but with the specifically Shakespearean twist of desiring the mimetic desire of those closest to himself, even at the risk of unleashing the most destructive rivalries. 

Lear recalls Valentine yearning for the desire of his best friend and all other characters of this type in Shakespeare, but his case is worse; he yearns for the mimetic desire of his own children. As a father, he can demand openly and publicly what previous characters could only suggest deviously; he turns the satisfaction of his unspeakable appetite into some kind of obligation for his daughters, and the ceremony he organizes to this effect cannot fail to coincide with his abdication. By acting as he does, Lear effectively resigns as father and king. The great first scene with the daughters is highly symbolical of the whole desymbolization process. 

A man who risks everything for empty mimetic gratification deserves to lose not only his kingdom but his daughters as well, and the eagerness of Goneril and Regan to play his mimetic game condemns them to the same fate as Lear. They too sacrifice even their political interests to the mimetic hysteria triggered by their father. 

Lear is a father and a king who, in both capacities, ceases to be the model of external mediation that he should be for his children and subjects. Thus King Lear combines the two domains of the mimetic crisis that we regard as inseparable, even though they are dramatized separately in our two major examples, the family dimension in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the political dimension in Troilus and Cressida. 

The mimetic desire of the sisters first takes the form recommended by Lear, but he can no longer inspire respect, so that the rivalry for his favors quickly turns into a competitive reduction of the rights and privileges that the old king had reserved for himself. The two doubles mimetically encourage each other to finish off Degree, an event that must coincide with the beginning of the violent escalation between them. 

As long as Lear is around, if only as a scapegoat, they remain united, if not with him and in him, then against him. As long as Degree survives, the mediation remains external, but then it becomes internal, metamorphosing the sisters into monstrous doubles bent on each other’s destruction. 

From beginning to end, everything in them is rivalry, including their choice of Edmund as a lover. Just as they fight to the death for the inheritance of their father, they fight to the death for the worthless bastard, not for his own sake but for each other’s sake. 

They both desire the royal authority that they destroy more and more, as their own violence spreads contagiously through the entire land. Their criminal “neglection” of Degree “by a pace goes backward with a purpose it hath to climb.” The beauty of this process is its perfect symmetry, and its saving grace its perfect justice; it turns the two monsters into the divinely impartial avengers of their own crimes. Throughout the kingdom, however, a general inversion of all values occurs that systematically exalts such scoundrels as Edmund in the place of their more deserving brothers. We can therefore observe that, “Degree being vizarded,/ Th’ unworthiest shows as worthy in the face.” 

This principle had first become true, of course, in Lear’s own family. Cordelia dies unjustly because she refuses the mimetic bait, and her sisters die justly because they do not; the crisis of Degree spares no one. 

Cordelia would probably not have refused to say that she loved her father, had she not been asked to say it immediately after her two sisters, after their fashion therefore, in mimetic competition with them. Being the youngest, she speaks last, in a position so spectacularly competitive and mimetic that she cannot utter a single word of love. There is a “positional” aspect to her rejection of mimetic rivalry that does not exhaust its significance, but is nevertheless important. 

From a dramatic standpoint, it is impossible to have Cordelia speak earlier. But here and everywhere in this play, dramatic means exactly what mimetic means. In all great theater, the two notions tend to become synonymous. In King Lear, Shakespeare dramatizes his own dramatic process, which is another way of saying that he dramatizes mimetic desire itself. Rather than one more realistic dramatization of the crisis of Degree, he is writing something like an allegory of his own theater, which is a great work of art and yet may be interpreted as a caricature and early symptom of the lassitude that will soon lead to his abandonment of tragedy. 

If we look back at the earlier plays in the light of King Lear, we can see Lear-like features in many of them that we had failed to notice or only faintly suspected. The destruction or undermining of all legitimate authority is a recurrent feature in Shakespeare and, more often than not, it occurs with the passive or active collaboration of this authority itself. For a crisis of Degree to occur, fathers and kings must be destroyed or neutralized at the beginning of all comedies and tragedies; this event opens up a field of internal mediation, the dramatic field par excellence. 

If they are not already dead when the play begins, fathers and leaders are on the way out: Egeus, Theseus, Richard II, Henry IV, Richard III, Duncan, Lear. If they do not disappear entirely, they are reduced to impotence, beginning with The Comedy of Errors. Sentenced to death in the first scene, the father in this play escapes execution in extremis, because of events over which he has no control. If there is a strong ruler in the land, it must be a usurper, such as Celia’s father in As You Like it or Antonio in The Tempest. If a good ruler is permitted to rule undisturbed, like Cymbeline, his good influence is canceled by the influence of a bad wife. Everywhere Degree is in shambles. Every play is a violent interregnum. 

We also have princes and other leaders who renounce their authority willingly, either for a while, like the duke in Measure for Measure, or forever, like Lear. Many Shakespearean fathers, kings, and other figures of authority are unseated by illegitimate rivals to whom they offer little or no resistance, like Duke Frederick in As You Like it. In The Tempest Prospero actually encourages his treacherous brother and facilitates his enterprise. 

King Lear seems, at times, an outré recapitulation and condensation of everything Shakespeare has ever said regarding the sad fate of kings and fathers; every mature Shakespearean play anticipates it. This weakness of legitimate authority is everywhere in Shakespeare, always rooted in the most fascinating aspect of Lear, his mimetic desire for the mimetic desire of his daughters. 

From the beginning, we found, this theme plays an essential role in the specifically Shakespearean modality of mimetic desire. Now we can see that it is meaningful at another level, that of Degree itself. If desire for the desire of others is responsible for Lear’s downfall, it must also play the principal role in the crisis of Degree itself, which is not due to anyone in particular but to a propensity for self-destruction identical to this desire. King Lear is about this very subject. 

Lear himself understands nothing of this; his clown knows more than he does about the cause of his own downfall. He is not really interested in the truth, and his grandiloquent dialogue with the storm is little more than a senior citizen’s equivalent of the midsummer night capers. 

The self-destruction of Degree is really another perspective on the incredible facility with which the “bad” internal mediation can substitute for the “good” external one and replace it almost instantly and without warning. The ultimate explanation, of course, which is no explanation at all, is that the good and bad mediations are really one and the same mimesis working in almost the same way. The only difference between them is the presence or absence of difference itself: Degree. 




This most profound and mysterious aspect of Lear, the self-destruction of Degree, is prefigured in some earlier fathers and kings—in Richard II, of course, but also in the Brabantio of Othello. Since the first example is self-explanatory, I will say a few words about the second. Desdemona falls in love with Othello because of his exciting accounts of his exotic adventures. Her father violently condemns her bovarysme, but it is obvious that he is not free from it himself. 

Brabantio wants his daughter to choose her husband according to his desire, not hers, and ironically, she does. It was he, not she, who first invited Othello to his house for the very same reason, obviously, that finally leads her to marry the Moor. Even before Desdemona became interested in Othello’s stories, Brabantio was; long before his daughter, this cloistered old Venetian had a taste for the heroic literature to which his own life seems terribly alien. Brabantio is really of two minds; his reason tells him that Desdemona should not marry Othello, but his real desire, which prompted him to bring the man to his house, suggests something else. 

And this suggestion has an obvious influence on Desdemona. Brabantio certainly never said a word to her about his exotic passion for what Othello represents to him, but he nevertheless transmitted it most efficiently. Not a word was necessary; with desire, language can be everything or nothing. In the case of Desdemona it is both simultaneously—everything as far as Othello himself is concerned, nothing in the case of Brabantio, whose influence is even more important. Without one word, desire can circulate from father to daughter, or vice versa. Reason can use thousands of books and millions of words, and no desire will be generated, a phenomenon illustrated in All’s Well that Ends Well. It would have been better for Desdemona if she had told Othello what Lysander says to Demetrius: 




You have her father’s love, Demetrius, 

. . . do you marry him. 

(act, scene, 93–94) 




This mimetic desire at the top signifies that all human authority is uncertain, precarious, and temporary. Whereas most modern writers take it for granted that power has infinite resources at its disposal and an infinitely demonic and intelligent will to endure, Shakespeare thinks the very reverse. Whenever it exists at all, power is constantly threatened, always on the verge of collapse, fascinated by its own destruction. 

Being unable even to conceive of such a possibility, Freud, Marx, Nietzsche, and their contemporary inheritors have had a disastrous impact on the interpretation of Shakespeare, the playwright for whom fathers count least. The master thinkers of modernity have dominated us for so long that even when we explicitly reject their theses, we share the subsoil that made them possible and cannot acknowledge the fundamental principle upon which the entire theater of Shakespeare is founded, the self-destruction of authority in all its forms. Power’s deepest yearning is to abdicate. 


1. Georges Poulet, Études sur le temps humain (Paris: Plon, 1950). 
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O CONSPIRACY! 




Mimetic Seduction in Julius Caesar 




Julius Caesar was written before Troilus and Cressida and most of the plays examined in the last two chapters. And yet, from a mimetic standpoint, it is the essential and indispensable work in respect not to the crisis of Degree but to what puts an end to it: the scapegoat or victimage mechanism. That is why I postponed my examination of it until I had fully investigated the crisis in Troilus and Cressida and elsewhere. For the first time, we must retrace our steps and abandon the chronological order of the plays. 

Julius Caesar takes place during the tumultuous interim between republican Rome and the Roman Empire. As already noted, Shakespeare interprets this period as a crisis of Degree. The theme is so important that it comes first in the tragedy, in the very first lines quoted in my last chapter. The idle workers on the Forum signal the undifferentiation of a formerly well-differentiated populace. The Roman Republic is unraveling. 

There is a great deal of mimetic interaction in this play, as much as in the comedies; instead of bearing on the choice of desirable objects, however, it bears on the choice of antagonists. The reason for this is the advanced stage of the crisis to which this play belongs; the rivals are no longer interested in one another’s objects, being so obsessed with one another as obstacles and rivals that murder has become their main preoccupation. 

When mimetic rivalry escalates beyond a certain point, the rivals engage in endless conflicts that undifferentiate them more and more; they all become doubles of one another. We are familiar with this process but are not through with its violent consequences. At first, the doubles are still paired in conformity with the mimetic history that they have in common; they have been fighting for the same objects and, in this sense, they truly “belong” to one another. Conflicts are still “rational” to the extent at least that each double is entitled to call his antagonist “his own,” when he designates him as the man responsible for all his troubles. 

This last element of rationality is about to disappear. Since mimetic effects constantly intensify but can no longer influence the choice of objects, they must affect the choice of the only entities left inside the system, the doubles themselves. Mimetic contamination will now determine more and more the choice of antagonists. 

This development means that people are going to exchange their own doubles, their own mimetic rivals, for the double of someone else. The someone else must be defined as a mediator of hatred and no longer a mediator of desire. This is a new stage in the process of violent undifferentiation. The more nearly “perfect” the doubles are as doubles, the easier it becomes to confuse them and, voluntarily or involuntarily, to exchange or substitute one for another or for many others. 

We have reached a point where dual conflicts give way to associations of several people against a single one, usually a highly visible individual, a popular statesman like, for instance, Julius Caesar. This is a decisive moment. When a small number of people clandestinely get together for the purpose of doing away with one of their fellow citizens, we call their association a conspiracy, and so does Shakespeare. Both the thing and the word are prominently displayed in Julius Caesar. 

A conspiracy is a partly “fortuitous” association of murderers in the sense that it is mimetically generated, but it can happen only at a certain stage in the historical development of a mimetic crisis. Shakespeare dedicates his first two acts to the genesis of the conspiracy against Caesar, and he treats the subject in full conformity with the requirements of mimetic theory. 

The conspiracy is said to have a monstrous visage, and it certainly does in the usual Shakespearean sense of uniting contradictory features, something that happens only at the most advanced stages of the mimetic crisis. This monstrous visage reminds us of the midsummer night monsters, especially the one combining half the face of a man with half the face of a lion: 





  
    	
        Brutus: 
    
    	
                        Do you know them? 
    

  

  
    	
        Lucius: 
    
    	
        No, sir, their hats are pluck’d about their ears And half their faces buried in their cloaks That by no means I may discover them By any mark of favor. 
    

  

  
    	
        Brutus: 
    
    	
                                             Let ’em enter. 
    

  

  
    	
        
    
    	
        They are the faction. 
    

  



(II, i, 72–77) 




Whereas the mimesis of desire means disunity among those who cannot possess their common object together, this mimesis of conflict means more solidarity among those who can fight the same enemy together and who promise one another to do so. Nothing unites men like a common enemy, but at this stage only a few people are thus united, and they are united for the purpose of disturbing the peace of the community as a whole. That is why the conspiratorial stage is even more destructive of the social order than the mimetic configurations preceding it. 




The mimetic essence of the conspiracy becomes visible in the recruiting of the conspirators. Act 1 is almost entirely devoted to this subject. The first and main recruit is Brutus; the second, Casca; the third, a man named Ligarius. The recruiting is a positive response to a form of mimetic incitement very similar to what we have in the comedies, except for the fact that the recruits are mimetically incited to choose not the same erotic object as their mediator but the same victim, a common target of assassination. 

The early scenes of Julius Caesar show the unity of the mimetic process in Shakespeare. The same mimetic rivalry that produces the midsummer night in the comedies becomes the breeding ground of violence and collective victimage in the tragedies. Already in the midsummer night, Lysander and Demetrius reach the threshold of physical violence in the final climax, when they are cleverly put to sleep by Puck. Tragedy begins where comedy leaves off, at the point where mimetic rivalry turns lethal. 

The mediator of hatred is Cassius, whose maneuvers are dramatized at length. Once the conspiracy has become a reality, Brutus agrees to lead it, but its real father is Cassius; that is why Cassius rather than Brutus is the dominant figure at the beginning. Mutatis mutandis, Cassius plays the same role as Pandarus at the beginning of Troilus and Cressida. 

The conspiracy originates in the envious soul of Cassius. This envy is confirmed by Caesar himself, who characterizes the man as a tortured intellectual unable to enjoy sensuous pleasures. Unlike his modern posterity, this early prototype of ressentiment—Nietzsche’s word for mimetic envy—has not yet lost all capacity for bold action, but excels only in the clandestine and terroristic type exemplified by the conspiracy. 

Cassius reveals his envy in everything he says. Unable to compete with Caesar on Caesar’s ground, he claims superiority in small matters such as a swimming contest that he once had with the great man. Had it not been for himself, Cassius, Caesar’s rival, who helped him across the Tiber, Caesar would have drowned. Cassius refuses to worship a god who owes him his very life. Thus Shakespeare turns into evidence of mimetic envy an anecdote that in Plutarch merely illustrates Caesar’s physical courage. The word “rival,” incidentally, comes from a Latin word, ripuarius, “riverain,” which refers to two or more individuals facing each other across a river. 

Envy loves to hide, but it also loves company because it wants to make converts and, in order to contaminate them, it must go on display. Cassius’s invidious comparisons, his slanted anecdotes, and his perpetual flattery of Brutus are worthy of Pandarus and therefore as well of Ulysses, the political counterpart of the “bawd” in Troilus and Cressida: 




Brutus and Caesar: what should be in that “Caesar”? 

Why should that name be sounded more than yours? 

Write them together, yours is as fair a name; 

Sound them, it doth become the mouth as well; 

Weigh them, it is as heavy; conjure with ’em, 

“Brutus” will start a spirit as soon as “Caesar.” 

Now in the names of all the gods at once, 

Upon what meat doth this our Caesar feed 

That he is grown so great? 

(I, ii, 142–150) 




A little later, Cassius resorts to the same language of specularity as Ulysses did with Achilles, wishing likewise to stir up the spirit of mimetic rivalry in a man whose ambition has become insecure: 





  
    	
        Cassius: 
    
    	
        Tell me, good Brutus, can you see your face? 
    

  

  
    	
        Brutus: 
    
    	
        No, Cassius; for the eye sees not itself But by reflection, by some other things. 
    

  

  
    	
        Cassius: 
    
    	
                                                    ’Tis just, And it is very much to be lamented, Brutus, That you have no such mirrors as will turn Your hidden worthiness into your eye, That you might see your shadow. . . .                  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . And since you know that you cannot see yourself So well as by reflection, I, your glass, Will modestly discover to yourself That of yourself which you yet know not of. 
    

  



(I, ii, 51–70) 




This is an early version of Ulysses’ effort to reinforce Achilles’ distress at the thought that his popularity is on the wane (Troilus and Cressida, III, iii, 94–215; see chapter 16). As he listens to Cassius, Brutus seems lost in his thoughts, but his attention is focused on the loudly enthusiastic crowd around Caesar. Whereas Cassius broods over such trifles as his swimming contest, Brutus is jealous of Rome herself. 

Knowing that public opinion is important to his friend, Cassius forges anonymous letters from supposedly concerned citizens warning Brutus against Caesar’s ambition and urging him to act. As a tool of mimetic ensnarement, writing can be even more effective than the spoken word, and our conspiratorial Pandarus understands this very well. These letters play a role equivalent to that of romantic literature with the “true lovers” of the comedies. 

Brutus hates the potential tyrant in Caesar but loves the man dearly. If he says so, we can believe him, because Brutus never lies. Far from excluding a mimetic component, however, this ambivalence embodies it: the political language of Rome is the perfect vehicle for mimetic rivalry. That is what the whole Republic is about anyway: as long as rival ambitions keep each other in check, liberty survives. 

Brutus’s love–hate for Caesar resembles the love–hate of Aufidius for Coriolanus, of Antony for Octavius, of Ajax for Achilles. It is a slightly more distant relative of what Proteus feels for Valentine, Helena for Hermia, and so on. We know that the political version of this ambivalence operates exactly like the mimetic Eros. In Troilus and Cressida Shakespeare makes this equivalence even more explicit than in Julius Caesar—comically so. 

To a Roman with political ambition—and Brutus’s ambition is great, being patterned on Caesar’s—Caesar has become an insurmountable obstacle, the skandalon of mimetic rivalry. He is both the hated rival and the beloved model, the incomparable guide, the unsurpassable teacher. The more Brutus reveres Caesar, the more he hates him as well; his political grievance and his mimetic rivalry are one and the same, most logically so. As a leader of his party, Brutus resembles his model more and more; he grows increasingly majestic and authoritarian; before and after the murder, he rejects all suggestions and decides everything all by himself. To Cassius, his equal, the man who recruited him into the conspiracy, he says: “I will give you audience” (IV, ii, 47). 

His psychic exaltation after Caesar’s death suggests that Brutus identifies so completely with his victim that he becomes literally possessed by him; he is on intimate terms with his phantom and, in his address to the crowd, his terse style could be an involuntary pastiche of Caesar’s famous prose. The shout that rises from the multitude, “Let him be Caesar,” is more pertinent than it seems. The republican spirit is less secure with Brutus than his hostility to Caesar seems to indicate. 




Let us now turn to Casca. He is superstitious in the extreme; in his world, almost anything can become a sign of anything else. In Act 1, scene 3, he describes a violent but banal equinoctial storm in terms of supernatural signs and portents exclusively. In order to refute this nonsense discreetly but authoritatively, Shakespeare resorts to no less a man than Cicero, who questions the validity of Casca’s interpretation. This is the philosopher’s only intervention in the play. 

Cassius once again is the mimetic seducer. His famous address to Brutus shows that he is no more superstitious than Cicero: 




The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, 

But in ourselves, that we are underlings. 

(I, ii, 140–41) 




Cassius does not believe in astrology, but he can speak its language for the purpose of bringing one more man into the conspiracy. Instead of deriding his interlocutor’s irrationality, he tries to channel it in the direction of Caesar. What he condemns in Casca is his failure to blame the “dreadful night” upon Caesar. In order to induce his dupe to utter the abhorred name, Cassius speaks as follows: 




You are dull, Casca; and those sparks of life 

That should be in a Roman you do want, 

Or else you use not. You look pale, and gaze, 

And put on fear, and cast yourself in wonder, 

But if you would consider the true cause 

Why all these fires, why all these gliding ghosts, 

Why old men, fools, and children calculate, 

Why all these things change from their ordinance, 

Their natures, and preformed faculties, 

To monstrous quality—why, you shall find 

That heaven hath infus’d them with these spirits, 

To make them instruments of fear and warning 

Unto some monstrous state. 

Now could I, Casca, name to thee a man 

Most like this dreadful night, 

That thunders, lightens, opens graves, and roars 

As doth the lion in the Capitol— 

A man no mightier than thyself, or me, 

In personal action, yet prodigious grown, 

And fearful, as these strange eruptions are. 

(I, ii, 57–76) 




Cassius never mentions his scapegoat by name because he wants Casca to name him first; this credulous man will believe that he discovered Caesar’s evil influence all by himself. Like most easily influenced people, Casca feels splendidly spontaneous; he finally comes up with the right name: 




’Tis Caesar that you mean; is it not, Cassius? 

(I, iii, 79) 




Casca never gets the confirmation for which he asks, but it no longer matters. The process of mimetic suggestion can fulfill itself with very few words, sometimes with none at all. Panicked human beings only have to look into each other’s eyes and they communicate mutually a certainty that did not exist in either one an instant before. 

Cassius literally browbeats Casca into believing that Caesar is responsible for the bad weather. If someone must be “most like this dreadful night,” why not the most powerful man in Rome? Seeing that Cassius seems angry rather than afraid, Casca feels somewhat reassured and, in his eagerness for more reassurance, makes the other man’s anger his own; he eagerly espouses his quarrel against Caesar. Unlike Brutus, Casca does not waste his time on political and ethical niceties. He is both timid and vain. He does not want to appear stupid, and will feel about Caesar just as the smart and powerful people who honor him with their friendship also feel. In addition to being a coward, he is a conspiratorial snob. 

His decision to join the murderers is made more disturbing by the fact that, unlike Brutus, he is obsequious toward Caesar and totally unconcerned with possible abuses of power. He is petty and envious but not talented enough to feel jealous of such a towering figure as Caesar. His real mimetic rivals belong to a lower type. If Cassius had directed his mimetic urge toward someone else, Casca would have chosen the someone else. His participation in the conspiracy has nothing to do with what Caesar is or might become; it rests entirely on his own mimetic suggestibility, stimulated by fear. 




As observed earlier, in Julius Caesar we watch three individuals in a row join the conspiracy; with each one, we go down one more notch in regard to their ability to think for themselves, to use their reason and behave in a responsible way. It is less a matter of individual psychology than the rapid march of mimetic desire itself. As the conspiracy becomes larger, the job of attracting new members becomes easier. The combined mimetic influence of those already attracted makes the chosen target more and more attractive mimetically. As the crisis advances, the relative importance of mimesis versus rationality goes up. 

The third man, Ligarius, is so susceptible to mimetic pressure, so ready for conspiratorial mischief that, although very ill, as soon as he understands that the gathering around Brutus must have some violent purpose, he throws his bandages away and follows the leader. His can be regarded as the first miraculous cure brought about by the soon-to-be-divinized victim, Julius Caesar. 

Ligarius does not know the name of the selected victim and does not ask. He trusts Brutus implicitly and is not interested in being told. Brutus gives no indication that he finds this behavior shocking; his equanimity is as disturbing as Ligarius’s irresponsibility. This virtuous republican sees nothing wrong, it seems, in a Roman citizen blindly surrendering his freedom of choice into the hands of another, and the reason, of course, is that the other man is himself: 





  
    	
        Ligarius: 
    
    	
                                                 Set on your foot, And with a heart new fir’d I follow you To do I know not what; but it sufficeth That Brutus leads me on. 
    

  

  
    	
        Brutus: 
    
    	
                                                   Follow me then. 
    

  



(II, i, 331–34) 




Normally law-abiding Romans are more and more easily swayed in favor of murder, less and less selective in regard to the choice of their victims. Being part of the crisis, the genesis of the conspiracy is itself a dynamic process, a segment of an escalation in which the murder of Caesar comes next, then the murder of Cinna, and finally the ever intensified violence that leads to Philippi. Instead of putting an end to the crisis, the murder of Caesar speeds up its acceleration. Everything portrayed in the play can be situated with precision on the trajectory of this crisis. 




Far from resolving the crisis of Degree, the shift from individual to collective violence makes the situation worse than ever; that is why the great defender of republican institutions, Brutus, even though he feels that he must join the conspiracy, is horrified by the historical sign that its very existence constitutes: 




                                                    O conspiracy! 

Sham’st thou to show thy dang’rous brow by night, 

When evils are most free? O then, by day 

Where wilt thou find a cavern dark enough 

To mask thy monstrous visage? Seek none, Conspiracy! 

Hide it in smiles and affability; 

For if thou path, thy native semblance on, 

Not Erebus itself were dim enough 

To hide thee from prevention. 

(II, i, 77–85) 




The forming of a conspiracy is a sinister threshold on the road to civil war, significant enough to call for a solemn warning that the author, paradoxically, places in the mouth of the conspiracy’s own reluctant leader, Brutus. There is logic in this paradox, however, since Brutus’s purpose is to defend threatened republican institutions. Brutus himself is aware that his medicine could be as bad as the disease and even worse, if it joins forces with its enemy, making the recovery of the patient more impossible than ever. 
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DOMESTIC FURY AND FIERCE CIVIL STRIFE 




Violent Polarization in Julius Caesar 




Brutus’s ambition is loftier than that of Cassius and the other conspirators, but this difference becomes less and less important as events unfold. Brutus’s soliloquy of Act 3, scene 1, reveals the same mimetic turmoil in himself that he fears in his associates. We can well understand Brutus’s concern with the outcome of the conspiracy; if he, the strongest of all Romans, the only sincere republican, has trouble controlling his own reactions, what can he expect from the weaker members of the conspiracy? 




Since Cassius did first whet me against Caesar, 

I have not slept. 

Between the acting of a dreadful thing 

And the first motion, all the interim is 

Like a phantasma or a hideous dream. 

The Genius and the moral instruments 

Are then in council; and the state of a man, 

Like to a little kingdom, suffers then 

The nature of an insurrection. 

(III, i, 61–69) 




Any individual caught in a crisis of Degree becomes the “little kingdom” of Brutus, a miniature replica of the larger crisis. The Genius and the moral instruments are doubles in conflict. In Shakespeare the macrocosm–microcosm relationship often has a mimetic significance. 

Brutus has not been at peace with himself, he says, “since Cassius did first whet me against Caesar.” He refers to the enterprise of seduction that brought him into the conspiracy and confirms its effectiveness. Mutatis mutandis, Brutus repeats the experience of Hermia when she shifts from heaven to hell for surrendering to mimetic desire in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. With Shakespeare we never need to formulate the really important mimetic points; he always does it for us, writing our conclusion. Thus the desire to kill is not native in the would-be killer; it is a mimetically induced passion. 

Brutus wants the murder to be as discreet, orderly, and “nonviolent” as it possibly can. Unfortunately for the conspiracy, he himself proves incapable of abiding by his own rule. Knowing how agitated he is behind his appearance of serenity, we are not excessively surprised by this failure. Losing his sangfroid in the hot blood of his victim, Brutus gets carried away in the most dangerous fashion at the most crucial instant, right after the murder. He suggests to the conspirators that they should all bathe their arms in Caesar’s blood up to the elbows and smear their swords with this blood: 




Then walk we forth, even to the market-place 

And waving our red weapons o’er our heads, 

Let’s all cry: “Peace, freedom and liberty.” 

(III, i, 108–10) 




Needless to say, the blood-spattered conspirators do not make a favorable impression, but nevertheless provide the already unstable populace with a potent mimetic model, a model that many citizens will imitate even and especially if they reject it most violently. The subsequent events tell the whole story. After listening to Brutus, then to Mark Antony, the crowd reacts by collectively putting to death an unfortunate bystander, Cinna, in a grotesque parody of what the conspirators themselves have done. The crowd becomes a mirror in which the murderers may contemplate the truth of their action. They wanted to become mimetic models for the people and now they are, but not of the kind they intended. 

When they kill Cinna, the people mimic Caesar’s murder, but in a spirit of revenge, not of sacrificial piety and republican virtue. The murderers are models of internal rather than external mediation. Mimesis is perceptive and will immediately detect any discrepancy between the words and the deeds of its mediators; it will always pattern itself on what the model does and not on what he says. 

The very need to seduce the crowd after the murder bodes ill for Brutus. The problem is not his oratory, which can be remarkable, but his aberrant behavior as a result of the murder. After his fit of exaltation, he goes to the other extreme and sounds too prosaic and matter-of-fact. As I suggested earlier, we can also think that Brutus, in his speech to the crowd, imitates Caesar’s military prose, or that his self-conscious republicanism forbids him to resort to the kind of demagoguery that Mark Antony so successfully exploits a little later. None of these explanations is incompatible with the others. 

Brutus wants to save the Republic, but the Republic does not want to be saved. When the crowd is still listening to him, you will recall, a shout rises from its midst: “Let him be Caesar.” From now on, whoever prevails against Caesar must be another Caesar. “Let him be Caesar” reveals simultaneously the truth of Brutus, the truth of the crowd, and the truth of Caesar himself. In a play as radically mimetic as Julius Caesar, almost every word uttered even by the most insignificant character can be simultaneously true of all parties involved—subjects, objects, and mediators alike. Liberty is dead and it does not matter, ultimately, if the people follow Brutus or Mark Antony. Given the choice, they prefer the best rabble-rouser, but in his absence they will follow just about anyone. They have become a mimetic mob in search of models. 

The real model is the murder of Caesar. The desire to avenge this leader is a mimesis of the conspiracy. Cinna is the first totally uninvolved and perfectly innocent victim. A poet, he has nothing to do with the conspirator named Cinna and politely says so to the crowd. His only connection with Caesar’s murder is a fortuitous coincidence of names. He even happens to be a friend of Caesar and mentions the fact, but to no avail; one anonymous shout comes from the mob: “Tear him to pieces!” 

A mob never lacks reasons for tearing its victims to pieces. The more numerous they seem, the more insignificant they really are. Learning that Cinna is a bachelor, the married men in the mob feel insulted. Others resent the poet in this harmless individual, and one more shout is heard: “Tear him for his bad verse!” Obediently, mimetically, the mob tears the wrong Cinna to pieces. 

When it was first organized, the conspiracy against Caesar was still an unusual enterprise that required a rather lengthy genesis. Once Caesar is murdered, conspiracies sprout everywhere, and their violence is so sudden and haphazard that the word itself, “conspiracy,” no longer seems right for the spontaneous enormity of the disorder. Violent imitation is responsible for this as for everything else that it operates as a single continuous process—and not as a series of discontinuous synchronic patterns such as the structuralists want to discover everywhere, in a misguided denial of history. Strictly speaking, separate configurations have no independent existence, but they are a convenient way of identifying and characterizing the most salient moments in the perpetual metamorphosis that mimesis, all by itself, is bringing about. 

The general trend is clear: it takes less and less time for more and more people to polarize against more and more victims for flimsier and flimsier reasons. A little earlier, Ligarius’s indifference to the identity of his victim was still an exceptional phenomenon; after Caesar’s murder, this indifference becomes commonplace and the last criteria disappear in the selection of victims. Mimesis learns fast and, after only a single try, it will do routinely and automatically what seemed almost unthinkable a moment before. 

The contagion is such that the entire community is finally divided into two vast “conspiracies” that can only do one thing: go to war with each other. They have the same structure as individual doubles; one is led by Brutus and Cassius and the other by Octavius Caesar and Mark Antony. Shakespeare sees this civil conflict not as an ordinary war but as the total unleashing of the mob. Says Antony: 




Domestic fury and fierce civil strife 

Shall cumber all the parts of Italy; 

Blood and destruction shall be so in use, 

And dreadful objects so familiar, 

That mothers shall but smile when they behold 

Their infants quartered with the hands of war; 

All pity chok’d with custom of fell deeds; 

And Caesar’s spirit, ranging for revenge, 

With Ate by his side, come hot from hell, 

Shall in these confines with a monarch’s voice 

Cry “Havoc!” and let slip the dogs of war, 

That this foul deed shall smell above the earth 

With carrion men, groaning for burial. 

(III, i, 263–75) 




Just as Brutus in Act 2 solemnly proclaimed the advent of the fearful conspiracy, so Mark Antony informs us in this soliloquy that an even worse stage of the crisis has arrived; his name for it is “domestic fury” or “fierce civil strife.” As each new mimetic configuration takes over, Shakespeare has someone make a rather formal and impersonal speech about it. These speeches do not really tell us anything about the characters who utter them or even about the unfolding of the plot; they are speeches about the overall mimetic situation. 

“Domestic fury and fierce civil strife” culminate in the battle of Philippi, which Shakespeare does not treat as a banal military encounter but as the climactic epiphany of the mimetic crisis, the final explosion of the mob that gathered after the murder of Caesar, when the conspiracy began to metastasize. Peter S. Anderson correctly observes that, in this battle, no one is really where he should be; everything is dislocated; death is the sole common denominator.¹ Instead of a few victims killed by still relatively small mobs, thousands of people are killed by thousands of others who are really their brothers and do not have the faintest idea why they or their victims should die. 




We should not believe that, because he represents the conspiracy harshly, Shakespeare must feel political sympathy for Caesar. At first sight, no doubt, Caesar seems more generous and kind than his opponents: whereas Brutus hates Caesar as much as he loves him, Caesar’s love is free from hatred. But Caesar can afford to be generous; neither Brutus nor any other Roman can be an obstacle to him anymore. This is not enough, however, to demonstrate that Caesar stands above the mimetic law. 

On the morning of the murder, Caesar first obeys a suggestion from his wife, who has been dreaming about his violent death, and decides not to go to the Senate; but then Decius reinterprets the dream for him, and he goes to the Senate after all. It takes only a few ambiguous words of flattery from one of the conspirators to change Caesar’s mind. He has become a mimetic weathervane. 

The more the dictator rises above other men, the more autonomous he subjectively feels and the less he is in reality. At the supreme instant, just before falling under the conspirators’ blows, in a strange fit of exaltation, he hubristically compares himself to the North Star, the one motionless light in the firmament. His self-sufficiency is no less deceptive than its erotic counterpart in the comedies, pseudonarcissism. 

The more intense our mimetic pride, the more fragile it becomes, even in a physical sense. Just like the crowd and the conspirators themselves, Caesar is an example of what happens to men caught in the crisis of Degree. His common sense has left him, just as it will leave Brutus a few moments later. Because of the crisis, the quality of all desires is deteriorating. Instead of feeling neurotically inferior, as his unsuccessful rivals do, Caesar feels neurotically superior. His symptoms look completely different, but solely because of his position inside a fragile mimetic structure; underneath, the disease is the same. If their situations were alike, Caesar and Brutus would be not only spiritual but practical doubles. If Caesar found himself in the same position relative to some man as Brutus does relative to him, he too would join a conspiracy against that man. 




The dramatic process I am describing contradicts all political interpretations of Julius Caesar. Political questions are all of the same differential type: which party does Shakespeare favor in the civil war, the republicans or the monarchists? Which leader does he like best, Caesar or Brutus? Which social class does he esteem and which despise, the aristocrats or the commoners? There is no answer to all these questions. Shakespeare, I believe, feels human sympathy for all his characters and antipathy for the mimetic process that turns them all into equivalent doubles. 

Political answers are one of the ways in which our insatiable appetite for differences satisfies itself. All differentialism, prestructuralist, structuralist, or poststructuralist, is equally unable to grasp the most fundamental aspect of Shakespearean dramaturgy, conflictual undifferentiation. We can see this in the fact that the most opposite political views can be defended with equal plausibility and implausibility. The case for a Shakespeare sympathetic to the Republic and hostile to Caesar is just as convincing, or unconvincing, as the case for the reverse political view. Undecidability is the rule in Shakespeare as in all great mimetic writers, but it does not stem from some transcendental property of écriture, or from the “inexhaustible richness” of great art; it is great art, no doubt, but carefully nurtured by the writer himself, who deals with human situations mimetically. 

One of the errors generated by the twentieth-century love affair with politics is the widespread belief that the moblike propensities of the crowd in Julius Caesar must reflect contempt for the common man, a distressingly “conservative” bias on the part of the Shakespeare himself. His pleasantries about the foul, stinking breath of the multitude seem deplorable to our democratic prudishness, but this sentiment had not yet been invented circa 1600. The moblike propensities of the plebeians are even less significant because all social classes are similarly affected, not only in Julius Caesar but in the other Roman plays, and indeed in all crises of Degree. Ligarius and Casca, two aristocrats, are no less prone to irrational violence than the idle workers in the first lines of the play. 

The crisis turns not only the lower classes into a mob but the aristocrats as well, via the conspiracy, or via their degrading idolatry of Caesar. Our preoccupation with class struggle distorts our appreciation not only of Shakespeare but of tragic literature in general. Undifferentiation is present in all Greek tragedy, especially in Euripides. Our virtuous defenders of the proletariat see only the symptoms that affect their protégés. 

Marxism confuses tragic undifferentiation with a vain striving for political neutrality. If Shakespeare does not lean in one direction, he must necessarily lean in the other, even if he pretends that he does not—so goes the reasoning. According to this view, politics is so intrinsically absorbing, even the politics of fifteen hundred years ago, that not even Shakespeare can be evenhanded in his treatment of it; his apparent impartiality is only a devious way of playing politics. 

Shakespeare does not try to be “impartial.” We must not see the practical equivalence of all parties in conflict as a hard-won victory of “detachment” over “prejudice,” as the heroic triumph of “objectivity” over “subjectivity,” or as some other feat of epistemological asceticism that historians of all stripes should either emulate or denounce as a mystification. Mimetic reciprocity is the structure of human relations for Shakespeare, and his dramatization of it is no laborious obligation but his intellectual and aesthetic delight. In his approach to a great historical quarrel, the objects in dispute, momentous as they seem to us, interest him much less than mimetic rivalry and its undifferentiating effects. Like “true love” in the comedies, politics in Julius Caesar is always a direct or indirect reflection of what is taking place on some mimetic chessboard. Caesar’s politics of imperial reconciliation is a move on this chessboard, and so is Brutus’s defense of republicanism. 

I do not want to imply that political questioning is always out of place in Shakespeare. Until the mimetic logic that erases differences is established, it is premature; after this logic is in place, to inquire about the political significance of the logic itself is not only legitimate but imperative. 

The answers to this question will be colored by our own attitude toward the tragic vision, which is austere, to say the least; very few people have any real affinity for it. That is probably why there are very few genuinely tragic writers. The mature Shakespeare knows about this unpopularity of the mimetic–tragic vision and never displays it without taking certain precautions. 

The perpetual “plague on both your houses” in Shakespeare must not be void of political significance. When I read Julius Caesar I picture a man more nauseated with the aristocratic politics of his time than critics usually believe. I see an antipolitical stance in Shakespeare that suggests a rather sardonic view of history. On political subjects he reminds me of two great French thinkers who are closer to each other than it appears, Montaigne and Pascal. The many allusions to Julius Caesar in Troilus and Cressida reinforce my conviction that the element of satire in this theater is vastly underestimated and that it extends to tragedies supposedly devoid of satiric intent. 


1. Peter S. Anderson, “Shakespeare’s Caesar: The Language of Sacrifice,” Comparative Drama 3 (1969), 5–6. 
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GREAT ROME SHALL SUCK REVIVING BLOOD 




The Founding Murder in Julius Caesar 




For murder, though it have no tongue, shall speak 

With most miraculous organ. 

(Hamlet II, xii, 593–94) 




At Philippi, total violence is unleashed; it seems that the point of no return has been reached. No hope remains and yet, in the very last lines of the play, all of a sudden, peace returns. This is no ordinary victory, no mere overpowering of the weak by the strong. This conclusion is a rebirth of Degree; it concludes the mimetic crisis itself. 

The return to peace seems rooted in a single death, the suicide of Brutus. How could that be? In two very brief but majestic speeches the victors, Mark Antony and Octavius Caesar, eulogize Brutus. Mark Antony speaks first: 




This was the noblest Roman of them all: 

All the conspirators save only he, 

Did what they did in envy of great Caesar; 

His life was gentle, and the elements 

So mix’d in him that Nature might stand up 

And say to all the world: “This was a man!” 

(V, v, 68–73) 




This famous tribute is not quite truthful; Brutus was free only from the basest kind of envy. The idea that the elements in his personality were mixed may be an underhanded way of rectifying the perspective, a subtle indication that Brutus alive was more complex than this embalmed hero, but the nuance is hardly perceptible; it does not diminish the dramatic impact of Mark Antony’s words. A new spirit is blowing, a spirit of reconciliation. 

Sensing a political masterstroke, Octavius Caesar consecrates the new Brutus by granting him full military honors: 




According to his virtue let us use him, 

With all respect and rites of burial 

Within my tent his bones to-night shall lie, 

Most like a soldier, ordered honorably. 

(V, v, 76–81) 




These are the last words of the play. Before they were uttered, all conspirators were equally guilty. By absolving Brutus of envy, Mark Antony and Octavius Caesar sanctify his political motives. Only the loving side of his ambivalence toward Caesar remains visible; we remember his words after he killed Caesar: “I slew my best lover.” We also remember his words before he killed himself: 




                                      Caesar, now be still, 

I kill’d not thee with half so good a will. 

(V, v, 50–51) 




It seems that both Caesar and Brutus willingly gave their lives for the same cause, in a mysterious consummation that makes Pax Romana possible. The violence of the crisis is no longer the evil that each side feels he must blame on the other and strive to avenge; it has become a mystery that dwells inside the sacred itself, the mystery of the pure love between Caesar and Brutus. Up to this point, unanimity had eluded both parties; neither the republicans nor their opponents could achieve it. Caesar’s death was divisive: one part of the people united against Caesar and around Brutus, while the other part united against Brutus and around Caesar. If Brutus and Caesar become one in death, then all the people can unite against and around the same double-headed god. 

To Brutus, this posthumous apotheosis would seem the ultimate derision, the supreme betrayal. It makes him a junior partner in the enterprise that he was desperately trying to prevent, the creation of a new monarchy. But the real Brutus no longer matters; a mythical figure has replaced him inside a newly emerging structure of meaning. According to this new vision, the Roman emperor is both an absolute monarch and the official protector of the Republic, its only legitimate heir. Caesar’s murder has become the foundational violence of the Roman Empire. 




The conclusion is not my only reason for resorting to the bizarre expression I just used, foundational violence or foundational murder. Another text is essential here, which I already mentioned, Calphurnia’s dream. If we go back to it and to its reinterpretation by Decius, we can see immediately that it is more than a prophecy of Caesar’s murder, it is a literal definition of its foundational status in contradiction to the violent disorder that it initially generates. 

First, let us read Caesar’s original account: 




She dreamt to-night she saw my statue, 

Which, like a fountain with a hundred spouts, 

Did run pure blood; and many lusty Romans 

Came smiling and did bathe their hands in it. 

And these does she apply for warnings and portents 

And evils imminent, and on her knee 

Hath begg’d that I will stay at home to-day. 

(II, ii, 76–82) 




But Decius immediately reinterprets the dream: 




This dream is all amiss interpreted, 

It was a vision fair and fortunate. 

Your statue spouting blood in many pipes, 

In which so many smiling Romans bath’d, 

Signifies that from you great Rome shall suck 

Reviving blood, and that great men shall press 

For tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance. 

This by Calphurnia’s dream is signified. 

(83–90) 




The author found his dream in Plutarch, as well as Calphurnia’s reaction to it, but as far as I know, Decius’s reinterpretation is original with Shakespeare and, from a theoretical standpoint, it is the most interesting piece in this exchange. 

In terms of the plot, Decius’s discourse is empty flattery, pure deceit intended to send Caesar to the Senate; in terms of the tragedy as a whole, it obviously means something different, and this meaning is paramount. If the minutiae of the plot had been his primary concern, Shakespeare would have imagined a more convincing way of reassuring Caesar: Decius would have downplayed the prophetic value of dreams and said that Caesar was not going to die. He does nothing of the sort. 

The two texts together are a most precious definition of the foundational murder, a definition that takes its mimetic ambivalence into account. The two interpretations seem to contradict each other but in reality they are both true. The first corresponds to what Caesar’s murder is during the play, a source of extreme disorder, and the second to what this same murder becomes in the conclusion, the source of the new imperial order. Brutus’s death triggers this transformation, but its role is secondary; Caesar’s murder is the paramount event, the pivot upon which the violence of the crisis slowly revolves in order to generate a new Roman and universal Degree. 




What can this foundational violence mean to Shakespeare? In order to find out, let us discover one more reason why the notion is essential to a satisfactory interpretation of Julius Caesar. Early in the play both Cassius and Brutus refer to a collective violence that even the people with the most conventional vision of Roman history must regard as somehow “foundational,” the expulsion of Tarquin, the last king of Rome. 

Both Cassius and Brutus invoke the expulsion of Tarquin as a precedent and a mimetic model for the murder they contemplate. Here is what Brutus says in a soliloquy: 




Shall Rome stand under one man’s awe? What, Rome? 

My ancestors did from the streets of Rome 

The Tarquin drive when he was call’d a King. 

(II, i, 52–54) 




Initially the violence against Tarquin was an illegal act, one more violence in a violent escalation, just like Caesar’s murder when it is committed. But Tarquin’s expulsion met with the unanimous approval of the people and put an end to a crisis of Degree; instead of dividing the people along factional lines, it united them, and new institutions sprang from it. It is the real foundation of the Republic. 

The subject is never discussed, yet it is obviously important. Shakespeare must have had something in mind when he decided to present these two symmetrical events side by side in the same play. Mimetic theory once again holds the key to this problem; once again it coincides with what Shakespeare is doing. Mimetic anthropology believes in the reality of the mimetic crises portrayed by Shakespeare, and from their nature, as well as from a great many other clues, it speculates that these crises, in “primitive” societies, must be concluded by unanimous mimetic polarizations against single victims or a few victims only; the name of this hypothetical resolution is foundational murder, foundational violence.¹ 

Shakespeare could have mentioned one more such action, the first one chronologically in the history of Rome, linked to the foundation of Rome itself. The story of Romulus and Remus is also a story of doubles, identical enemy twins; one of the two becomes the victim whose death is presented most explicitly as responsible for the foundation of Rome. In one of Livy’s accounts this death is collective. Of Remus it is said: In turba cecidit (he fell into the mob), just like Tarquin, just like Caesar, just like Cinna. 

If all three foundational murders had been mentioned in Julius Caesar, the theoretical picture would be even more clear than it is, but it is clear enough in the play that Shakespeare wrote. How do the violence against Tarquin and the violence against Caesar relate to each other? Even though the two founding figures, Tarquin and Caesar, play a different role in their respective myths (mostly negative with Tarquin, mostly positive with Caesar), collective violence plays the same decisive role in the genesis of the Republic as in that of the Empire. Is it a coincidence? Mimetic theory claims that human communities unite around their own transfigured victims because they first united against them. In the case of both Tarquin and Caesar, there are discrepancies with this scheme, but only minor ones. 

Once the scapegoat has been unanimously eliminated, the people find themselves without enemies and, lacking fuel, the spirit of vengeance becomes extinguished. After so much trouble this seems miraculous and the community, awed first by the raging conflict and then by its resolution, assumes that both events must have the same cause, the hapless victim, who now passes for an all-powerful peacemaker as well as a troublemaker. Thus the foundational victim becomes a transcendental being who sometimes rewards and sometimes punishes. Such is the mimetic genesis of divine ancestors, sacred legislators, full-fledged divinities. 

In the case of Caesar, the conjunction of the against and the around occurs belatedly, as a result of the indistinction produced by the supplementary mediation of Brutus’s suicide. Regardless of whether the citizens were initially polarized against Caesar and around Brutus, or against Brutus and around Caesar, now that the two dead heroes have become one, the against and the around come together once again and the protective sacred is reconstituted. 

There is nothing genuinely transcendental or metaphysical about the foundational murder. It is similar to mimetic polarizations of the conspiracy type except for one difference, crucial no doubt from a social viewpoint but in itself minor: it is unanimous. This unanimity is the end product of the mimetic escalation itself; it can almost be predicted from the constantly increasing size of the mimetic polarizations that precede it. This means that the closer the crisis gets to its resolution, the more widespread and intense its violence becomes. Shakespeare follows this scheme with uncanny precision. His play shows that the same collective violence can begin its career as nonunanimous and divisive and then, later on, become unanimous and nondivisive. This transformation makes the nature of the foundational murder manifest. 




The process of collective violence, unanimous or not, is always a version of what we call scapegoating. The Leviticus ritual is only indirectly relevant to our modern use of the word. A process of vicarious victimage is meant that mimetic anthropology interprets mimetically and regards as fundamental to a real understanding of primitive institutions. According to dictionaries, the victim is substituted for the real culprit, but in many instances the very notion of a culprit is absurd. Who is responsible for Casca’s thunderstorm? Who is responsible for the Theban plague? The myth answers that Oedipus must be; the myth reasons like Casca; the myth is a pure scapegoat representation by which our modern classicists are still fooled, but Shakespeare is not. 

Scapegoating is the same mimetic substitution of antagonists that we discussed apropos of the conspiracy; it is the same process envisaged from the standpoint of the victim. The word “scapegoat” does not appear in Shakespeare but the process certainly does. Cinna is a caricatural example. Is Caesar a scapegoat as well? Is he not truly responsible for the decay of republican institutions; is he not a tyrant, therefore a real culprit? 

We must not attribute our own ideas to Shakespeare. If we want to know how Shakespeare himself views the murder, we only have to point to the features in Caesar that make him a typical scapegoat, unconsciously selected for this typicality rather than for what is really singular in him as a statesman and an individual. 

We think of scapegoating as a collective phenomenon, and Caesar’s murder satisfies this requirement. We think of scapegoating as something that can happen at any time, but is most likely to happen in times of crisis; Caesar’s murder satisfies this second requirement. 

The word “scapegoat” brings to mind ideas of physical defects, unsightly infirmities, and spectacular abnormalities. In the Middle Ages, the sick and the physically handicapped were more likely than healthier people to be persecuted as witches, sorcerers, bringers of the plague. Caesar has his share of infirmities: he has a bad ear, and suffers from a disease, epilepsy, that resembles the possessive trance—which is no doubt why ancient and primitive societies have always viewed this falling sickness (I, ii, 254, 256) as a sign of personal affinity with the sacred in all its forms, the bad as well as the good. 

Everything that Caesar does, everything that we learn about him as a public or a private individual, including the sterility of his wife—which the popular mind readily attributes to a husband’s evil eye—makes him look like a man earmarked for victimization. At one point he offers his throat to the crowd in a gesture reminiscent of some sacred king volunteering for the role of sacrificial victim. It is also significant that Caesar would be associated with both the Lupercalia and the Ides of March, two Roman festivals rooted, as all such festivals are, in so-called scapegoat rituals. 

It may be objected that much of this is already in Plutarch; Shakespeare is simply repeating his source. He is closer to Plutarch, no doubt, than many critics are willing to admit, for fear, perhaps, of minimizing his originality. This fear is unfounded. Shakespeare’s genius manifests itself first and foremost in his mimetic reading of Plutarch. 

Plutarch’s Caesar has all the telltale signs except for the bad ear. Even if this infirmity is not Shakespeare’s own invention, even if this feature too comes from an ancient source, this additional scapegoat sign is significant. A lesser writer might have discarded all such signs as demeaning, unworthy of a great hero, uselessly superstitious. In “classical” France the bad ear and the falling sickness would have been condemned in the name of “good taste.” For showing Attila dying of a nosebleed, the old Corneille was endlessly ridiculed. Being under no such pressure, Shakespeare carefully reproduced everything he found in Plutarch, and added a little more on his own. 

When they talk about Caesar, Cassius and Casca constantly resort to such words as “monster” and “monstrous” in such an ambiguous way that all distinction between the physical and the moral is abolished. This practice encourages the victimization of physically abnormal people. When the world seems monstrous, such men as Casca seek some human embodiment of this monstrousness. They spurn rational explanations in favor of such magical formulas as “the man most like this dreadful night.” Had he lived during the great medieval plagues, Casca would have persecuted Jews, lepers, and physically handicapped people. There were still witch-hunters in Shakespeare’s world, and Casca and even Cassius are patterned after them. 

In spite of his repudiation of astrology, Cassius is not really immune to the irrational influence of typical scapegoat features; his story of swimming across the Tiber reveals an obsessive concern with Caesar’s physical infirmities. To Casca and even to Cassius, then, Caesar is certainly a scapegoat; is he one for Brutus as well? If one conspirator only can be regarded as rational, Brutus must be the one. His fascination with Caesar has nothing to do with epilepsy or the bad weather. Brutus may be excessively ambitious but his attachment to the Republic is sincere. He is obsessively jealous but his jealousy is really his own—authentic mimetic desire, so to speak, rather than a copy of a copy, as in the case of Casca. 

Traditional criticism has always dealt with Julius Caesar as if Shakespeare happened to be a nineteenth-century historian writing from the standpoint of post-Enlightenment rationalism. The murderous political game of the play is treated as a perfectly rational activity. In order to challenge this reading, one must show that not even for Brutus is Caesar a rational target of assassination. If the scapegoat reading of the murder is applicable only to marginal characters such as Casca, its relevance is marginal as well, and there is a rational core to this play that my mimetic interpretation cannot touch. 

This objection is already countered by the role played by mimesis in Brutus’s decision to join the conspiracy, but the question is so crucial that the point must be further emphasized. As far as Brutus is concerned, it is true that Caesar is no borrowed rival, but he is borrowed as a target of assassination. This is what the scenes with Cassius make clear, and the point is confirmed by Brutus’s soliloquy; he lost his sleep only after Cassius “first did whet [him] against Caesar.” Thoughts of murder did not enter his honest and virtuous soul spontaneously. 

Even in Brutus’s case, Caesar is a scapegoat. To clinch this fundamental point, Shakespeare makes Brutus’s political indictment of Caesar extremely weak and unconvincing. Brutus honestly acknowledges that Caesar has not yet abused his power; he does not deserve to die (II, i). 

What matters here is not the historical accuracy of this interpretation (the play makes no allusion to Caesar’s illegal crossing of the Rubicon), but its implications for the type of victim that Shakespeare wants Caesar to be. He wants his murder to be unjustifiable, even from an extreme republican standpoint. His reason for denying the essential rationality of the murder is not his personal preference for Caesar or for the monarchical principle, but his overall mimetic view of human relations, the whole basis for his conception of tragedy. 

How could Caesar fail to be a scapegoat anyway, since his murderers want him to be responsible for a whole crisis of Degree? Such a crisis can only be regarded as the responsibility of all citizens, or of none at all, since its roots go far back into the past—to the very beginning, as a matter of fact. In no case can this crisis be the responsibility of a single individual, however powerful he happens to be. Brutus’s reasoning is a less fantastic version of “the man most like this dreadful night,” a political rather than a magicocosmological version. Ultimately all murderers are equally irrational and undifferentiated. 




In my view, there is not a trace in Shakespeare of contemporary superstition in the style of James I. The depth of his satire is incompatible with personal involvement. Only an imperfect reading of him can let one believe otherwise. Shakespeare seems irrational to those who underestimate the extent to which mimetic and scapegoat aspects enter into decisions and ideas that they themselves are incapable of criticizing. 

Let us take as an example the physical signs of scapegoating. Why does Shakespeare insist upon them? Is it not because he believes in them? Is he not superstitious himself? Shakespeare frequently illustrates the human tendency to endow the accidental and the insignificant with a completely unfounded negative significance for the purpose of stigmatizing and scapegoating. In many instances he does this in a way that cannot leave any doubt regarding his intelligence of the mechanism involved. 

He is no dupe of Cleopatra blaming the bad tidings on the messenger who brings them. There are more compelling examples. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, at the height of their nocturnal crisis the four girls and boys barely escape Cinna’s fate at each other’s hands; being mimetic doubles, perfect twins, completely undistinguishable, the only difference they can argue about is physical size. Says Hermia: 




Now I can see that she hath made compare 

Between our statures; she hath urg’d her height, 

And with her personage, her tall personage, 

Her height forsooth, she hath prevail’d with him. 

And are you grown so high in his esteem, 

Because I am so dwarfish and so low? 

How low am I, thou painted maypole? Speak! 

(III, ii, 290–96) 




If the scapegoating urge has nothing better at its disposal, it will seize even upon physical differences that are neither unusual nor unpleasant. This text makes it clear that Shakespeare is no dupe of this process. He can see that, during a mimetic crisis, the appetite for victims increases concurrently with the process that deprives the people of the differences on which they count. Against a background of increasing uniformity, only the grossest differences stand out, and in particular physical ones. When all significance is disintegrating, they alone remain visible; the would-be scapegoaters focus on them in a desperate attempt to retrieve significance. 

Our thinking is still determined by models of rationality not powerful enough for Shakespeare. In spite of its loudly professed respect for “all cultural differences,” contemporary rationalism still dismisses primitive religion as totally meaningless, “pure” superstition, unintelligible mumbo-jumbo. That is why it cannot understand Julius Caesar; it cannot understand the tragic writer’s understanding of scapegoat phenomena and of their role in ancient religion. 

If we read Shakespeare from the standpoint of this insufficient reason, we do not understand what role the scapegoating signs play in his work. Nonmimetic critics mistakenly assume that the only possible reason for which Shakespeare could want to incorporate the mimetic elements that we have discussed in his tragedy is that he himself was tempted to believe in them. We should not let our own ignorance victimize the tremendous intelligence of Shakespeare. 

If these critics were right, Shakespeare could not depict mimetic phenomena as powerfully as he does. When we read Shakespeare from the standpoint of a rationality inferior to his own, there are only two possibilities. First, we may piously pretend not to see whatever does not fit our narrow rationality and celebrate our own mutilated version of his genius; we reduce the scapegoat aspects of Caesar to a picturesque decor with no decisive impact on the overall significance of the play. Or alternatively, we face up to these irrational aspects and cannot understand why they should figure in the narrowly “historical” play that we want Julius Caesar to be; we must accuse Shakespeare himself of unreason. We suspect that he was a kind of super Casca, a man with a great poetical gift, no doubt, but primitive as a thinker, a believer in irrational signs. 

The whole modern dogma of the absolute separation between great poetry and intelligence is one of the consequences of our blindness to the role of mimetic desire and victimage in great literature. The ultimate implications of Julius Caesar seem almost too dangerous to pursue. Our own rationality cannot reach the founding role of mimetic victimage because it remains tainted with it. Narrow rationality and victimage lose their effectiveness together. 

Reason itself is a child of the foundational murder. As our own mimetic crisis worsens, we plunge into nihilism and madness, and cannot afford to disregard the thinkers who preceded us on this road; we need the real William Shakespeare more than we need any modern philosopher. 

We can see how, as the crisis worsens, the meaning of human affairs disintegrates. However irrationally, Casca still connects Caesar with something perceived as dangerous, the “dreadful night,” whereas Ligarius dispenses with all connections, even magical ones; all he requires is the word of his trusted model, Brutus. In the case of Cinna, this last guarantee has disappeared; the members of the crowd mediate one another at great speed. And yet they still hesitate a few instants before murdering the hapless Cinna, whereas at Philippi all deferment as well as all differences have disappeared. Human beings destroy one another at lightning speed and on a massive scale. As the crisis still intensifies, all meaning evaporates. Just as the term “conspiracy” ceased to be meaningful after a while, so does the word “scapegoat” itself. The operation it designates seems too elaborate and complex for the last paroxysmal rampage. But this is an illusion. 

Shakespeare possesses the sharpest possible eye for the human tendency to arbitrary scapegoating and the manner in which the dissolving of significance in mimetic violence destroys everything in its wake. Shakespeare must have been tempted by nihilism and threatened with madness but, unlike Nietzsche, he survived the great personal crisis to which his tragic period in my opinion must correspond. His work is a deconstruction of our narrow metaphysical reason that goes beyond the Nietzschean–Heideggerian limits, which are still our own. With his awareness of the victimage mechanism and its religious consequences, he reached an anthropological vision that has remained undeciphered to this day but is finally becoming intelligible, thanks to the same mimetic theory that enabled us to unravel the significance of the comedies. 

The continued pertinence of mimetic theory is remarkable. That is the reason I keep summarizing the various phases of the mimetic process before introducing their Shakespearean illustrations. The mimetic scheme should be highly conspicuous, in a position where it is most vulnerable to criticism and where, if it proves adequate again and again, the perfection of its pertinence will be most striking. I do not emphasize this pertinence for polemical reasons but because it is the aspect of the present study truly worthy of attention, the most pregnant with consequences of all sorts that extend even beyond the genius of Shakespeare, great as that genius may be. 


1. René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), chapters 3 and 4; René Girard, Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1987), book 1, chapter 1. 
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LET’S BE SACRIFICERS BUT NOT BUTCHERS, CAIUS 




Sacrifice in Julius Caesar 




When Brutus learns that Caesar has been offered a crown three times, he thinks of the last king of Rome, Tarquin, and of his collective expulsion by the unanimous Romans, a glorious affair in which an earlier Brutus, his supposed ancestor, had played a prominent role. Each time the crown was offered, Caesar refused it, but more and more reluctantly, it seems. To murder this man would be regicide, if not actual, then by anticipation; to a republican, any kind of regicide is a pious reenactment of the collective violence that founded the Republic. 

Brutus’s reference to Tarquin makes sense in a purely political context. This conservative statesman wants to arrest the decadence of republican institutions; he does not want to open an uncertain future; he does not wants a new foundational murder, just the reverse. He wants to anchor the murder of Caesar in the great republican tradition. He makes it meaningful in terms of Roman history, and the ultimate reference can only be the collective expulsion of Tarquin. 

To say that Caesar’s murder should be a sacrifice, is to repeat what I just said in another language, a religious language. The sacrificial definition implies that Caesar’s murder should reenact Tarquin’s expulsion; it should be patterned on the reigning foundational violence. All over the world, when sacrificers are asked why they perform sacrifices, their justification is the same as that of Brutus: they must do again what their ancestors did when the community was founded; they must repeat some foundational violence with substitute victims. Just like Brutus, they invoke some ancient narrative that explicitly or implicitly culminates in a collective expulsion or murder. We call these myths, and most anthropologists regard them as fictional, but the sacrificers do not. They view them as real historical beginnings that must be piously reenacted. 

Shakespeare does not put the word “sacrifice” in the mouth of Brutus just to sound picturesque and Roman in the manner of Victor Hugo or some other Romantic. Shakespeare understands sacrifice in the light of the foundational murder, and this is what the reference to Tarquin really means. 

The fact that Rome has no tradition of human sacrifice does not invalidate my interpretation. In communities without an effective judicial system, an individual regarded as dangerous will as a rule be killed or expelled not by a few people, but by the entire community. It is feared that his death might trigger a chain reaction of deadly vengeance. To forestall this possibility, these societies resort to collective methods of inflicting death such as communal stoning, precipitation from a cliff, or crucifixion, thus inviting unanimous participation. Either actively or passively, by not intervening to save the victim, all members of the society join in the killing. As a result, no individual or subgroup can interpret the victim’s death as an affront that must be avenged. 

These practices did not come down from heaven, yet they were not invented ex nihilo. They must be modeled on some fortuitous lynching that spontaneously reconciled a disturbed community, which is why its particular modalities are carefully remembered and repeated. The community was reconciled because whoever cast the first stone, whoever started to push the victim down the Tarpeian rock, triggered a unanimous mimetic contagion. The foundational murder is nothing else. The widespread custom of quasi-institutional lynching or lynchlike justice is an important clue to the potential of unanimous violence in human culture. 

Collective methods of execution are often called sacrificial by those who practice them, and understandably so; they satisfy the universal definition of sacrifice. Even in societies with highly developed judicial institutions, such as republican Rome, worried citizens may feel a need for regressing to this sacrificial justice whenever regular institutions seem unable to cope with disorder. 

Brutus sees the death of Caesar as an exceptional sacrifice made necessary by circumstances so critical that all political and legal recourse has become impossible. He is of course aware that, by attempting this kind of sacrifice, he and his associates are taking a risk. If their sacrificial conception is successfully challenged, if the people fail to unite against Caesar as they once did against Tarquin, the conspirators will probably suffer the same fate as the man they decided to “purge” from the community. This is indeed what happens in Julius Caesar. 

Behind the ideology of sacrifice there is one solid reality, the mimetic consensus of the entire people or the lack of it, the ultimate reason why sacrifice does or does not work. Brutus fails because he cannot unite the people around his “sacrifice.” The scene in which Brutus and Mark Antony compete for the crucial allegiance of the Roman people makes the articulation of sacrifice and the foundational murder evident to a degree that is unique, I believe, in all literature. 

All along, Brutus had been aware of this danger. When the conspirators want to solemnize their conspiratorial bond with a melodramatic oath, Brutus refuses, and his sacrificial instinct is sound. He does not want the murder to appear as the furtive and illegal deed of a few disgruntled politicians: 




What need we any spur but our own cause 

To prick us to redress? what other bond 

than secret Romans, that have spoke the word 

And will not palter? and what other oath 

Than honesty to honesty engag’d 

That this shall be, or we will fall for it? 

(II, i, 123–28) 




Brutus hopes that, immediately after the murder, the conspiracy will dissolve into the restored unanimity of the Roman people, its sacrificial unanimity. 




In Act 2, scene 1, of Julius Caesar, the conspirators have gathered to make arrangements for their murder. One of them, Decius, wants to know if other men besides Caesar should be killed; Cassius mentions Mark Antony, but Brutus finds the proposal incompatible with his sacrificial conception of the murder. The violence should not be allowed to spread indiscriminately; Caesar alone should die. 

Brutus’s answer to Caius Cassius and Decius shows that Shakespeare interprets sacrifice along the mimetic model just outlined: 




Our course will seem too bloody, Caius Cassius, 

To cut the head off, and then hack the limbs— 

Like wrath in death and envy afterwards; 

For Antony is but a limb of Caesar. 

Let’s be sacrificers but not butchers, Caius. 

We all stand up against the spirit of Caesar, 

And in the spirit of men there is no blood; 

O that we then could come by Caesar’s spirit, 

And not dismember Caesar! But, alas, 

Caesar must bleed for it! And, gentle friends, 

Let’s kill him boldly but not wrathfully; 

Let’s carve him as a dish fit for the gods, 

Not hew him as a carcass fit for hounds; 

And let our hearts, as subtle masters do, 

Stir up their servants to an act of rage, 

And after seem to chide ’em. This shall make 

Our purpose necessary, and not envious; 

Which so appearing to the common eyes, 

We shall be call’d purgers, not murderers. 

(II, i, 162–80) 




A single opposition dominates this text: on the one hand there is the moral and aesthetic beauty, of sacrifice, and on the other hand the bloody confusion of mimetic envy. The words for the first are “sacrificers,” “spirit,” “boldly,” “carve,” “fit for the gods,” “subtle masters,” “necessary,” and “purgers.” For the second we have “bloody,” “hack the limbs,” “wrath,” “wrathfully,” “envy,” “butchers,” “hew,” “carcass,” “hounds,” “servants,” “rage,” “envious,” and “murderers.” 

Being rooted in sacrificial practice, carving is a powerful metaphor and really more than a metaphor. When a communion meal follows the immolation of an edible animal, the carving is done with great care, according to traditional rules. To carve is to dismember gently, to cut delicately and artistically. As it reaches the joints effortlessly, the carver’s knife separates the bones with no visible damage. Expert carving is pleasing to the eyes; it does not tear or crush any part of the body; it does not create artificial discontinuities. Its moral and aesthetic beauty consists in revealing existing differences. 

Envy and wrath do not know how to carve; their avidity and brutality can only mangle their victims. Behind the opposition between carving and hacking, we recognize a familiar theme: mimetic violence is the principle of a false differentiation that eventually turns to outright undifferentiation in a violent dissolving of the community. In the carving metaphor all aspects of culture seem harmoniously blended, the differential and the spiritual, the spatial, the ethical, and the aesthetic. This metaphor illustrates what we may call the “classical moment” of sacrifice. 

The primitive conception, with its spatial differentiation, is indispensable to the carving metaphor but it is not alone; it is blended with these moral and aesthetic values that become increasingly important as the institution evolves. Good and bad differentiation are themselves differentiated along ethical and aesthetic lines. 

The essence of classical form is a fusion of moral, natural, and cultural beauty; beyond its direct sacrificial and culinary applications—“a dish fit for the gods”—Shakespeare’s great metaphor evokes other noble forms of human art, stone carving and statuary, which must also originate in sacrifice, like all specifically human forms of behavior. 

A profound insight into the universal fatherhood of sacrifice informs our text, conjuring up among the words listed earlier a rich network of cross-references that the sacrificial logic can unravel and explain. The poetic intensity of this text is rooted in an insight so powerful that it reaches back to the source of all metaphors, sacrifice and the foundational violence. 

In these lines, sacrifice silently reassumes its function as the originator and rejuvenator of culture, the function that it has in the Indian Brahmanas, the greatest meditation on the subject, centered upon Prajapati, who is really the god of both foundational violence and ritual sacrifice. A poet cannot be great on the subject of sacrifice if he sees in it only what Enlightenment rationalism has seen, a wretched superstition and a parasitic supplement that have no real significance in human culture. 




When religious systems are still in infancy, sacrificers have absolutely no idea why, instead of making disorder worse, as many previous acts of violence had done, one particular act ended it and thus became foundational. Even if they apprehend the importance of unanimity (and they often do, judging from their efforts to reproduce it in ritual), even if they apprehend the mimetic nature of this unanimity (and they sometimes do, judging from the clever means they devise to reactivate scapegoat contagion), primitive communities regard the entire sequence of the crisis and its resolution as the fruit of a transcendental visitation, a divinely inspired message that must not be “demystified” but piously reenacted through sacrificial rites and prohibitions. 

Belief in the healing properties of sacrifice is not “rational,” yet it is well founded. As long as sacrifice is young and vigorous, it does indeed polarize mimetic violence against vicarious victims and makes cultural symbols of unity and of identity vividly present once again. Sacrifice is the original purgation or purification of human communities. 

Ritual is mimetic behavior of the nonconflictual type, external mediation. Its practitioners feel that success depends on a scrupulous imitation of the foundational murder and, up to a point, it does. Whatever made unanimity possible the first time is likely to succeed again and again. 

In the primitive ritual view, sacrifice fights violence not with ordinary violence, which would simply cause the crisis to escalate, but with a good violence that seems and therefore is mysteriously different from the bad violence of the crisis, because of its foundation in a unanimity that religion—that which binds men together—tends to perpetuate. If used wisely and piously, this good violence can stop the bad one from spreading whenever the latter reappears, as it necessarily must. Sacrifice is the violence that heals, unites, and reconciles, in opposition to the bad violence that corrupts, divides, disintegrates, undifferentiates. 

The view of sacrificial violence as a precious but dangerously unstable substance endowed with paradoxical properties, is crucial to human culture. Degree, originally, is the Difference that the victims and the gods make, the difference between good and bad violence. The spatializing and differential tendencies of human culture derive from the fear of evil mixture (Troilus and Cressida, I, ii, 95). As sacrifice and prohibitions disseminate their effects throughout the culture, all vital activities are redifferentiated, as well as the people themselves, and whatever the mimetic crisis had confused is reconverted into meaningful terms of relatively peaceful exchange. 

Sacrificers are always aware that, in their feeble hands, the difference between the two kinds of violence is perishable. Whenever it is lost, sacrifice reverts to the bad violence of the crisis from which it came in the first place; it makes the crisis worse than if no sacrifice had been attempted. This is what happens with the “sacrifice” of Caesar. 

At a later stage, the sacrificers realize that the ability of sacrifice to keep the peace depends on themselves more than on external precautions and physical differentiation. Sacrifice “works” if performed with a pure heart, in a spirit of solidarity not only with the founding ancestors but with all living members of the community. Sacrifice fails if it is contaminated with mimetic rivalry. 

“Classical” theoreticians of sacrifice, in India for instance, emphasize the internal disposition of the sacrificers as much as external precautions against physical contamination. They still believe in the physical and material aspects of sacrifice, but the institution becomes permeated with moral and aesthetic values not yet present at an earlier stage. 




The carving metaphor is an island of classical harmony surrounded on all sides by the sound and the fury of wrath and envy, signifying nothing. If the sacrificers partake of the chaos outside, if they surrender to the tumultuous emotions of mimetic rivalry, their sacrifice will surely fail. A pure heart alone can transform the horrible murder of Caesar into the serene beauty of genuine sacrifice. But serenity cannot be commanded from above; all that Brutus can do is urge his companions to strive for sacrificial perfection, each one in the privacy of his own conscience. That is why he does not say “we are sacrificers,” but rather, “let us be sacrificers.” 

Movingly but paradoxically, Brutus begs his fellow conspirators to restrain their blood lust; this request sounds almost comical in a group of men whose sole business is murder. Brutus seems eager to turn savage violence into an amalgamation of art and spiritual asceticism. If the conspirators took his words seriously, if they went too far in the direction he advocates, they would lose their appetite for murder. 

Is Brutus having second thoughts? Are there doubts in his mind regarding the justice of the undertaking? Is he troubled at the thought of murdering his admired protector and benefactor? 

To these questions, the answer has to be yes, since Brutus himself says so: he wishes that he did not have to dismember Caesar; yet the answer has to be no, since Brutus’s resolution is intact. There is not the slightest faintheartedness in him, not the least desire to spare Caesar or even Mark Antony. Brutus is not unconsciously trying to subvert the morale of his companions. There is a personal slant to his curious discourse, a “psychological” slant, no doubt, but a deeper meaning as well that will forever elude those who remain blind to the dominant force in this text, its intellectual and poetic principle of unity, sacrifice. 

If sacrifice must be the good violence that annihilates the bad, the two should be as different as night and day; but as he speaks, Brutus feels more and more that they cannot be. To most men, even to Brutus himself, the murder of a defenseless Caesar must look like an unspeakable crime, not like a virtuous and noble action. When Brutus asks his associates to renounce all feelings normally conducive to murder, he is running a great risk for the purpose of avoiding an even greater one. If the murder resembles the surrounding violence too much, it will not stem the evil tide, it will swell it further. Retaliation is sure to follow, and the failed sacrifice will turn into the most swollen of all swollen rivers in Titania’s great flood. 

Subsequent events show, of course, that Brutus’s fear is justified. Appearances are so unfavorable that, to counteract them, the murderers must do all they can to seem noble and disinterested. They must seem truly superhuman or they will not be seen as virtuous men who did what they had to do solely for the love of the Republic. 

If the murder looks so ugly that the people are repelled, the would-be sacrifice will turn to bloody chaos. Brutus would like his “sacrifice” to be so beautiful that no confusion will be possible; it will be the absolute other of the crisis. The problem, however, is that violence has only one absolute other and that is nonviolence, total abstention from all violence. Sacrifice cannot become the perfect other of envy and wrath without renouncing its specific means of action, without denying its own nature. Brutus cannot go the whole way: his real priority remains the murder; he simply wants to make it as effective as possible. He goes as far as he can in the direction of a nonviolence that he cannot embrace. 

Brutus is seeking an impossible middle ground between a violence too impure not to exasperate the crisis and a violence so pure that it will be no violence at all. Shakespeare ironically suggests that this perfect violence does not exist. 

Brutus’s dilemma is made acute by the specific circumstances of the play: the greatness of the intended victim, his popularity with the plebeians, and the treacherous plot against him; but the problem has a religious significance as well and transcends the specific case of Caesar. What Brutus says is relevant to the evolution of many great sacrificial systems when they reach spiritual maturity. 

The more sacrifice reflects about itself, the more it tends to negate its own essence and turn against its own violence, against itself, so to speak, not for humanitarian reasons but for reasons of sacrificial effectiveness. We can see this double bind at work in the great texts of the Brahmanas and in the trend to nonviolence that characterizes the great mystical doctrines of the following era. It is significant that doctrines of nonviolence are formulated in a language that is still sacrificial, and this paradox suggests the continuity of the two: even nonviolence can be a child of Prajapati. 

All phases are continuous with one another. Brutus’s speech points to a single force behind an evolution that leads first to the moralization and aesthetization of sacrifice and then to the total renunciation of Vedanta mysticism. Shakespeare had not read the texts most relevant to his subject, but his limited knowledge of ancient literature sufficed; his tremendous intelligence did the rest. His understanding of sacrificial religion is the highest peak of his mimetic vision. 




Since Brutus cannot be absolutely serious about nonviolence, his ethical emphasis quickly loses its force and, in the second half of the speech, turns deceptive. At the beginning Brutus was really asking his companions to free themselves from envy and wrath, but toward the end he seems to give up this lofty aim as unrealistic, and his thinking takes a different course. As noted earlier, if the conspirators manage to suppress all impulses normally conducive to murder, their incentive to kill Caesar will vanish. This is not what Brutus wants and, in the last lines of his speech, he retreats from true faith to make-believe; appearance substitutes for reality. 

The slightly caricatural parable of the “servants” and their “subtle masters” is strikingly reminiscent of certain sacrificial ruses recommended by some sacrificial systems, as for instance the Brahmanic one once again, of which Shakespeare was certainly ignorant. The purpose of these ritual tricks is to shift the blame for sacrificial violence away from the sacrificers toward some expendable third party, a beggar for instance, who is offered a small sum of money for performing the perilous role, the violent role that no ritual still faintly aware of its origin can totally suppress. 

Such devious maneuvers testify to the reality of the sacrificial double bind. If the only solution is no violence at all, any recourse to sacrifice involves the sacrificers in double dealings of the kind suggested by the parable. The subtle masters chide their servants for performing the very act of violence that they had slyly suggested to them in the first place. The servants are an allegory of the lower passions that the subtle masters must arouse in themselves, against the inclinations of their higher selves, in order to immolate their victim. 

Initially, in the long history of sacrifice, the boundary between good and bad violence seemed to be out there in the world, but then it shifts more and more to the consciousness of the sacrificers. Brutus really recommends that his fellow conspirators become divided against themselves. They may indulge in some wrath and envy, provided these ugly sentiments remain hidden and do not tempt the people with the wrong kind of models. Even if we cannot be all that we should, he really says, at least let us seem unperturbed and virtuous, and the people may still rally behind us. Brutus’s sacrifice is turning into a hypocritical show, a mere comedy: 




                                            This shall make 

Our purpose necessary, and not envious; 

Which so appearing to the common eyes, 

We shall be call’d purgers, not murderers. 

(II, i, 177–80) 




The important word is “appearing.” If the conspirators can stage a beautiful show, the Romans will see them as the true defenders of Rome. 

When sacrificial cultures understand their own rites too well, they can no longer practice them as innocently as their ancestors had, and the institution must evolve in the direction of nonviolent mysticism on the one hand and political manipulation on the other. 

As sacrifice loses its sacred power, a few holy men flee to the desert, leaving the sacrificial altar to many ambitious leaders who turn it into a political stage upon which the Caesars, Brutuses, and Mark Antonies of this world play sacrificial politics, each one trying to sell his own brand of “good violence” to the mob. 

As long as it is effective, the sacrificial difference remains hidden behind ritual rigidities, religious formalism. But this era must come to an end. We catch a first glimpse of the truth behind the ambiguous words of Brutus toward the end of his speech; then, a little later, this same truth appears in broad daylight when Brutus and Mark Antony openly compete for the allegiance of the people. We must see not only a banal political truth in this struggle for public opinion, but the truth of sacrifice and the foundational murder as well. 

The transformation of ritual into theatrical politics runs parallel with its transformation into the theater properly speaking. The theater too is a child of Prajapati. This is something that the murderers themselves obviously sense; as soon as Caesar is dead, their imagination turns, of all things, to dramatic art! 

In Troilus and Cressida as well, we see the Trojan heroes look forward to the Iliad and draw mimetic sustenance at the thought of their future literary glory (II, ii, 202). This tantalizing vision incites them to pursue their disastrous war to the bitter end. Similarly Brutus and Cassius see their murder as a powerful subject for future dramatists; at the thought of huge multitudes being impressed with their deed, they become contagiously impressed with themselves. Says Cassius: 




                              How many ages hence 

Shall this our lofty scene be acted over 

In states unborn and accents yet unknown. 

(III, i, 111–13) 




Just as the lovers in the comedies need the admiring looks of their friends to feel like the perfect lovers they want to be, historical heroes need the mimetic reinforcement of posterity to feel like historical heroes. Shakespeare himself reiterated this idea a few years later in Troilus and Cressida, not only in his ironic reference to the Iliad, but in Ulysses’ observation that even when a man manages to achieve his ontological goal, he cannot enjoy the being he legitimately calls his own, but by reflection. 




In retrospect, to spare Mark Antony was the wrong decision, since Mark Antony did not spare the conspirators. In the light of what happens after the murder, the whole sacrificial conception seems formalistic and unreal, but this criticism is shallow, inspired by the spirit of revenge. It is true, of course, that this spirit has triumphed and, in its light, the sacrificial strategy was misguided. But the whole purpose of this strategy was to prevent the triumph of total revenge by imposing another logic that seems almost nonviolent by contrast. 

When sacrifice is successful, it is the last word of violence—like foundational violence, but in a less momentous way. It silences the spirit of revenge through the combined love and fear of the gods who punish and reward with violence and peace. Once the sacrificial logic is defeated, the outcome is not in doubt. The supporters of Caesar are intrinsically stronger; Brutus and his friends must do all they can to avoid a decisive confrontation. The republican tradition is weakened, no doubt, but its lingering influence with the populace is the one political asset of the conspiracy; the one instrument for exploiting this asset is the sacrificial conception outlined by Brutus. 

In a deadly political struggle, the weaker party should do its best to avoid violence; if violence seems unavoidable, let it be as limited, selective, and well circumscribed as possible, as legal and legitimate as violence can ever be, rooted in everything that should still be sacred in the eyes of the people. 

Far from being absurdly obsessional, as Freud believed, sacrificial rules are shrewd; they systematically reverse the conflictual attitudes that prevailed during the crisis from which they sprang, and thus automatically take the mimetic nature of human relations into account. Their rigid formalism makes more sense than the modern spirit can fathom. 

Brutus’s sacrificial strategy is excellent, but its implementation is a disaster. In such a risky business as murdering a popular leader, there are things that the murderers can do to improve their chances, and other things that they must avoid at all costs. If you list all these positive and negative precautions, they coincide with the dos and don’ts of ritual sacrifice. 

One example is the well-known ritual principle according to which the sacrificers should avoid unnecessary contact with the blood of their victim. Blood is sacred violence itself and, if it flows uncontrollably, it reverts from good to bad; the purpose of sacrifice is defeated in its very accomplishment. The bloody mess perpetrated by Brutus violates this rule as much as additional murders would have—murders that Brutus correctly vetoed. 

The fact that the sacrificers could not do their job calmly and neatly says something about the state of their souls; it proclaims the very message that Brutus’s wise sacrificial mystique was trying to censor out of the murder. Shakespeare makes us understand why an untidy immolation is a bad omen: it looks like murder and sets a bad example; it becomes an incitement to further violence. In a mimetic mob, all it takes to unleash violence is to suggest that violence is being unleashed. The suggestion and the unleashing are one and the same. 

The unexplored depth of Julius Caesar lies in the unbroken continuity between an institution most of our social scientists regard as merely “irrational” and “superstitious”—sacrifice—and the supposedly transparent rationality of what we call politics. All it would take to revolutionize our knowledge of man would be an understanding by religious anthropologists and political scientists alike of how and why, in this tragedy, their two disciplines are really one. 
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LET’S CARVE HIM AS A DISH FIT FOR THE GODS 




Sacrificial Cycles in Julius Caesar 




Like Claudius in Hamlet, Brutus might say: 




Diseases desperately grown 

By desperate appliance are relieved, 

Or not at all. 

(IV, iii, 9–11) 




Medical images are traditional in connection with violence and sacrifice, and their pertinence is rooted in the sacrificial origin of medicine. Like everything else in human culture, medical science is a child of Prajapati. Traditional medicine is sacrificial in the sense that it is of the same nature as the disease; it is a strictly controlled and measured dispensation of the disease itself. Caesar’s murder is an “appliance” so desperate that it must cure the body politic either instantly or not at all. In the latter case it must hasten the end of the Republic, which is indeed what happens. 

The problem with sacrifice is that, when one really needs it, it is no longer available. The sacrificial difference that Brutus tries to retrieve—Degree itself—has already vanished and cannot be revived. Brutus’s failed sacrifice reveals and accelerates the demise of the foundational violence that lies behind it and finishes off the Roman Republic in the extreme violence of civil war. The center cannot hold, and a new foundation is required that can be established only at tremendous cost in violence and disorder. 

It is ironic that the same murder could play several contradictory roles; this irony is intensely but not specifically Shakespearean in the sense of personal inspiration. Only the greatest tragic poets bring forth the irony inherent in the murder itself that is both the supreme disorder of the crisis and the rebirth of order. 

In order to be genuinely foundational, the new murder too must be the origin and model of a sacrificial cult. Just as sacrifice, for Brutus, was a reenactment of Tarquin’s expulsion, so sacrifice in the new imperial world must be a reenactment of Caesar’s murder, offered to Caesar himself. 

During the Roman Empire, sacrifices were truly offered to each emperor in turn, but since all of them were named Caesar, they were really offered to the same eternal Caesar, reborn in all his successors. Each new emperor reincarnated the initially sacrificed divinity. As in all sacred monarchies, the founding victim was always simultaneously dead and alive. 

The supreme irony is that, in the new scheme of things, Brutus’s suicide, preceded by an invocation of Caesar, is interpreted as the first sacrifice of the new cult. This sacrificial meaning is the one that Mark Antony and Octavius embrace in their funeral eulogies. Octavius will be the first Roman emperor, so it is appropriate that he should play the role of the high priest in this first imperial consecration. A new sacrificial cycle has begun and, by a paradoxical twist of fate, Brutus will forever play in it the role that he wanted Caesar to play in the previous cycle. Someone had to end up carved as a dish fit for some god, and Brutus is the one, sacrificed to the very god whom he had refused to worship. 




Myth is the remembrance of some crisis of Degree, the recollection of which is systematically distorted by the successful scapegoat effect that concludes it. Sacrificial rites are the reenactment of that same sequence; substitute victims are immolated for the purpose of recapturing the pacifying effect of the original victimage, and thus prevent a relapse into the mimetic crisis. 

Sacrificial rites are a pious imitation (external mediation) of the process that allayed mimetic rivalry and created the religious cult of the community. Sacrifice is an alleviation and mitigation of the original victimage in the sense that the immolated victims are not members of the community and, as a rule, are not even human. 

The theater is an alleviation and mitigation of sacrifice in the sense that the victims are not immolated at all. Their death is only a mock death, and not even the representation of this mock death is permitted on the stage. This last prohibition emphasizes the shift away from real violence. Just about anything can be represented in the theater except the death of the protagonist, which must never be seen even if it sometimes can be heard, as in the case of the king’s murder at the end of Aeschylus’s Agamemnon. 

One should not conclude from this evolution that the original murder has lost its importance and ceased to be foundational in postritual institutions such as the theater. The bloodlessness of tragedy does not radically alter the nature and purpose of the reenactment, which remains the same as in the case of ritual; the Aristotelian definition of it as catharsis or purification makes this abundantly clear. The medical usage of the word goes back to the religious usage, which designates the assuagement produced by sacrifice. 

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars have made great efforts to demonstrate that the catharsis of the theater is quite different from the catharsis of sacrifice, which indirectly suggests more awareness of what sacrifice is really about in these scholars than they pretend to have. Tragedy, the Dionysiac ode of the goat, cannot be as alien as we have been told to the most unsavory aspect of all human religion and human culture as a whole, the collective ganging up against a single victim that was still transparent all over classical Greece in the famous rite of the pharmakos, or scapegoat. All it takes to realize that the two catharses are in fact one and the same is to observe that the same word refers to the same reenactment of the foundational murder in both instances. The specific difference of the theater is that total make-believe replaces the partial make-believe of sacrificial rites. 

Catharsis restores harmony among the citizens by purging or purifying the mimetic rivalries that keep threatening any human community, in other words by reviving the effects of the foundational murder. The Aristotelian definition says exactly that, but without mentioning the foundational murder. In order to understand catharsis, we should not believe that “pity and fear” are purged in the sense of being eliminated; they are the good sentiments that ensure the success of the cathartic process. 

Even before the hero’s death, the representatives of the people, the chorus, express pity for the hero and fear of the fate that is about to overtake him; they compare their obscure but relatively secure lives to the sufferings that famous and powerful people must undergo. As long as the citizens pity the hero they do not envy his greatness. As long as they fear that they too might suffer what he is suffering, they are not tempted to take him as a mimetic model and will carefully refrain from the hubristic behavior that would trigger a new mimetic crisis. This definition is the correct one not only for the theater and for sacrificial rites, but, in a more extreme and transcendental form, for the foundational murder itself. 

Knowingly or unknowingly, Aristotle alludes to the reconciling effect of the scapegoat mechanism that all ritual and postritual institutions seek to recapture in some obscure fashion. Even if, on this particular point, this philosopher is more enlightening than anyone else, he does not entirely dispel the obscurity that is constitutive of cultural foundation. He never focuses his attention directly on the source of it all, the foundational murder. Catharsis seems to spring from nothing; Aristotle makes no reference to its religious past. 

This obscurity is fundamental to human culture. It is one with the continued inscription of philosophy within the sacrificial space opened by the foundational murder. It is one with the continued cathartic power of all institutions derived from ritual. 

Postsacrificial institutions are not religious in the narrow sense of requiring some form of immolation, but they remain ritualistic in respect to the representational closure rooted in the original scapegoat effect, the principle of all discrimination. The reluctance to think through this scapegoat origin still accounts not only for the modern critics’ efforts to dissociate theatrical catharsis from Greek religion, but also for their universal shying away from mimetic desire and all mimetic effects in the theater of Shakespeare. 

In European culture the first rebellious children of Prajapati, the father of sacrifice, were the tragic poets of Greece, paradoxically, who kept dissolving the frozen differences of myth back into the reciprocal violence of mimetic rivalry. Their tragic sense of undifferentiation unravels the scapegoat effects to which mythical representations owe their very existence. In Violence and the Sacred I tried to show this in two great examples, Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Euripides’ Bacchae.¹ 

There are narrow limits to this rebellion, however, and they become manifest in what philosophy and Greek tragedy have in common, their inability to focus on the foundational murder itself. Even the most audacious of all Greek tragedies, The Bacchae, relegates the event that governs the entire play to the very end and of course does not show it on the stage; we only hear about it through an eyewitness. 

Powerful and sinister as it is, this tragedy does not transgress the fundamental prohibition that defines the genre. The collective expulsion is always already expelled, and Greek tragedy cannot face up to it any more than we can look at the sun. Taken as an institution, the theater has played the role assigned to it by Aristotle. It has disguised and suppressed its mimetic-sacrificial infrastructure. 

If we look at Julius Caesar in the light of this historical background, we immediately realize why the play is unquestionably tragic, tragic in the most traditional sense and yet absolutely unique: it goes straight to the heart of tragedy, the foundational murder. It is the first and only tragedy that focuses on this murder itself and nothing else. 

This focus suggests the real answer to the question regarding the aesthetic unity of the play: why does Shakespeare select the middle of the third act for his murder, almost the precise center of the play, instead of locating it at the very end, as any “normal” playwright would have done? The critics, of course, are looking for a purely aesthetic answer. Can a play in which the hero dies in the “wrong” place be a real tragedy—in other words, can it be satisfactory as entertainment? Is it not the juxtaposition of two plays rather than a single one, a first tragedy about Caesar’s murder and a second one about the murderers? 

The answer is clear: Julius Caesar is centered neither on Caesar nor on his murderers; it is not a play about Roman history but about collective violence itself. In order to grasp its unity, we must realize that its real subject is the violent crowd. Julius Caesar is the play in which the violent essence of the theater and of human culture itself is revealed. Shakespeare is the first tragic poet and thinker who focuses relentlessly on the foundational murder. To shift the murder from the conclusion to the center of this play means more or less what it means for an astronomer to focus his telescope on the enormously large but infinitely distant object he is studying. 

Shakespeare is not interested primarily in Caesar or in Brutus. What obviously fascinates him is the exemplary nature of their violent deaths—exemplary not in a heroic but in an anthropological sense. He is clearly aware that the only reason why collective violence is essential to tragedy is that it has been, and still is, essential to human culture as such. He is asking why the same murder that cannot do the trick at one moment will do it at another, how the murder of Caesar can be a source of disorder first, and then a source of order, how the sacrificial miscarriage of Brutus can become the basis for a new sacrificial order. 

Aesthetic criticism, even modified and amended by Freud, Marx, Nietzsche, Saussure, Heidegger, and others, cannot even begin to ask the most relevant question that comes to the fore in Julius Caesar, not because Shakespeare is particularly “creative” and “innovative,” but for the very opposite reason. He goes back to what has always been the hidden substance of all tragedy and confronts it for the first time. 

If we consider the amount of collective violence in this play, even in purely quantitative terms, we will see that what I am saying should be obvious. Not counting Philippi, three instances of collective violence are either displayed on the stage or prominently mentioned: the murder of Caesar, the lynching of the unfortunate Cinna, and the expulsion of Tarquin. 

Of the three, Caesar’s murder is the most important, of course, and no less than three different interpretations of it play a significant role in the tragedy. First we have the republican sacrifice of Brutus before the murder occurs; then we have this same murder as total disorder; and finally it becomes a symbol of order, the original sacrifice from which great Rome shall suck reviving blood. There is not one thing in this play that does not lead to the murder or that does not proceed from it. The murder is the hub around which everything revolves. Who said that this play lacks unity? 

There is a foundational violence behind every sacrificial cult. After a certain period of time, a foundational murder loses its binding power and a mimetic crisis is kindled that sacrifices cannot assuage; ultimately, that crisis generates a new foundational murder. Each new foundational violence begins a new sacrificial cycle that endures until the sacred power of the foundation has evaporated. Sacrificial cycles are the chief constituent of human culture, and of distinctive historical periods within these cultures. In order to reveal the cyclical nature of sacrificial culture, the play must show us both the end of one cycle (the Roman Republic) and the beginning of a new one (the Empire). 

The historical example selected by Shakespeare is particularly favorable to this revelation because of the time that elapses before the mimetic transmutation of collective violence is accomplished. (It takes even more time than Julius Caesar suggests, since the civil wars will end only after the defeat of Mark Antony, but this is irrelevant.) The slow metamorphosis of the murder makes it eminently suitable to the purpose of the playwright, who can make each phase of the process dramatically manifest. 

In the western world the theater is pure entertainment, and it is taken for granted that the location of the hero’s death should be determined by this function. If the hero does not stay around until the end of the play, the spectators are not properly amused. The hero must die only when the time has come for everybody to go home; dying should be this hero’s last and, presumably, most amusing trick. There is no awareness that the hero dies at the end because the process that lies behind it, this representation of death, is the scapegoat resolution that successfully concludes a mimetic crisis. 

All aesthetic criticism is ultimately based on a notion of “human interest” that is just about as sacrificial as the Roman circus, with this one (important) difference, that the shedding of blood is forbidden. Like the modern theater, the Roman circus was a purely recreational use of sacrifice. Our theater is sacrificial in its blindness to the sacrificial closure within which all its concepts are rooted. 

It is unpleasant to learn that the inner sanctum of human culture is really a putrefied core. This resistance is sacrifice itself protecting itself from an awareness that would make all catharsis impossible. Shakespeare is both closer to the Greeks and further from them than those poets who merely repeat the past. He goes to the very heart of tragedy and uncovers the significance of what tragedy has always done. 




Catharsis is Mark Antony absolving Brutus of envy. A play will not be intensely cathartic if it triggers too much thinking about the mimetic interaction in it. Mimesis is so contagious that its very representation is potentially disruptive for the spectators. Mark Antony’s eulogy is destined, if not to erase entirely the knowledge of everything we have discussed in our last five chapters, then at least to lower our level of awareness, to bring about at least partial amnesia in regard to mimesis, to promote an idealized vision of what happened in the play. 

In the light of the conclusion, the entire content of the play acquires the serene and monumental quality that was conspicuously absent from our own analyses, because they truly focused on the text itself. The standard view of the play is the product of a misreading encouraged by the final catharsis. 

The soothing effect generated by the words of the conclusion affects us mimetically, and we repeat with Mark Antony: “The other conspirators acted out of envy but Brutus did not,” which is not quite true, as we very well know. We are authorized by the author himself to minimize or entirely suppress whatever contradicts the feeling of relief, nobility, and serenity that emanates from this conclusion. The conclusion retrospectively transfigures the sequence of events dramatized in the play. 

What should we conclude ourselves? Is the play really cathartic, or is its conclusion a mere shadow? Is not this therefore a real catharsis? Is Julius Caesar a cathartic play, or is it only a phantom, a parody of catharsis, a mere simulacrum? 

The spectators of Julius Caesar are given the choice of reading the play from a cathartic or noncathartic viewpoint. The catharsis is a dramatic reality but, if we take it too seriously, the most radical meaning of the play disappears. The cathartic reading consists in doing away with everything we have been talking about and going back to traditional criticism. The conventional interpretations of Shakespeare are not wholly erroneous. They are never without foundation, being founded upon the quintessential foundation of all culture, the sacrificial-cathartic effect that derives from the foundational murder. 

This is the amazing thing about Shakespeare, that he can combine a full revelation of the foundational murder with a production of cathartic-sacrificial effects that this revelation should preclude but that prove, on the contrary, all the more effective for being deliberately engineered. In all directions, he stretches the possibilities of tragedy beyond the limits of what any playwright has ever done before or after him. 

The cathartic or sacrificial reading corresponds to what I have called the superficial play, whereas the revelation of mimetic rivalry and structural scapegoating correspond to the deeper play. I will try to detect this same dual structure, and the interpretive ambivalence it projects, on one more play, The Merchant of Venice. Before I do this, however, I will try to confirm Shakespeare’s awareness of foundational scapegoating by showing its manifest presence in two comedies already examined: first Troilus and Cressida, then A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 


1. René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977). 
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A UNIVERSAL WOLF AND A UNIVERSAL PREY 




The Founding Murder in Troilus and Cressida 




Ulysses’ speech on Degree has more affinity with Hobbes than with the Great Chain of Being. It can be defined as an earlier and more radical version of Hobbes’s “war of all against all.” Hobbes had to suffer extreme unpopularity for this idea, but Shakespeare never did. Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately for their reputation, creative writers are never taken as seriously as thinkers. 

Thinkers with radical views of society are accused of being either anarchistic or reactionary, according to whichever attitude is unfashionable. The resentment they arouse is not really due to their social and political opinions, but to their insight into the disturbing mimetic and tragic vision that is acceptable only as long as it is interpreted aesthetically and emptied of intellectual significance. 

Without mimetic awareness, the ability of human beings to live together in relative harmony is taken for granted. The origin of society becomes a real problem only to those who conceive the possibility of cultural differentiation dissolving into mimetic rivalry and its confounding contraries, which should not be confused with a peaceful coincidentia oppositorum. If mimetic crises are possible, disorder becomes less problematic than order. All human order must eventually return to chaos, from which it must have emerged in the first place. 

In mythology already, cultural differentiation appears as a mysterious conquest over undifferentiated chaos. Does this mean that mimetic thinkers such as Shakespeare are mythical? Nonmimetic thinkers almost automatically assume that they are. As a result, Shakespeare is often regarded as a great creator of myths, even sometimes as personally superstitious, and this is where Shakespearean criticism has gone wrong, imprisoned in the narrowness of its own rationalism. 

Mimetic thinkers, tragic thinkers, are generally distrusted for being unduly pessimistic and depressive, even psychologically unbalanced. The supreme artists often are apocalyptic thinkers, always inclined to exaggerate the urgency of the crisis in which, they feel, their societies as well as themselves are plunged. There is more than a grain of truth in this distrust, but it becomes a justification for massive untruth when it leads to a blanket dismissal of the fundamental insight these thinkers provide. 

This insight is the apprehension of violent reciprocity and mimetic doubling as the main source of human conflict. It is more powerful than any other view, but this power is like a spirit imprisoned in a rock, a purely artistic truth ignored even by those literary critics who proclaim the superiority of literary texts in the abstract, but always take their cue from some philosophical or antiphilosophical fad, the two being equivalent. 

It takes only a smattering of mimetic awareness to understand how a crisis of Degree gets started; it takes much more to understand how it ends—so much, as a matter of fact, that even the most mimetic (in our sense) of systematic thinkers have never been able to solve this enigma. If the violent escalation of the sacrificial crisis is pursued far enough, total annihilation threatens and, sooner or later, the mimetic thinkers themselves are so frightened that they take refuge in some kind of social contract. Even Hobbes ends up with one, even the Freud of Totem and Taboo. 

The idea of the social contract is the great humanistic whitewash of mimetic rivalry, the standard escape hatch for those who cannot pursue the mimetic logic far enough; the specific form that this beautiful document finally assumes matters not at all, at least from our perspective. The absurdity of the idea increases in proportion to the force of the mimetic insight that propels the thinker. The social contract must show up at the most violent climax of the mimetic crisis, amid the monsters of the midsummer night and of Degrees aflame, in the very circumstances that make a rational solution even more unthinkable than at any other time. The idea that, at the instant of greatest hatred, the hysterical doubles sit down quietly together for some nice legal chitchat is so farfetched that its proponents always present it as a purely theoretical device. 

In Julius Caesar Shakespeare pursues the mimetic logic to the bitter end, and what he finds when he gets there is no social contract, to be sure, but the unanimous violence of the foundational murder. If he is a consistent thinker, this solution must appear not in one play only but in quite a few, not always as explicitly as in Julius Caesar, perhaps, but at least implicitly, in brief indications and allusions that should not be difficult to decipher, now that we have acquired a basic knowledge of the founding murder from the tragedy that most thoroughly explores and expounds the subject, Julius Caesar. 




Since Troilus and Cressida contains Shakespeare’s most elaborate theoretical essay on the crisis of Degree, we must question this play once again from the perspective provided by Julius Caesar. Is there a collective murder at the end? Does Ulysses allude to the sacrificial origin of human society? Let us answer the second question first. 

The orator is trying not to reassure his audience but to arouse its concern. He should not want to dwell at length on the resolution of the crisis, but must nevertheless bring its formidable escalation to some kind of end. The genie must finally go back into the bottle and this should happen, inevitably, at the very end not of the speech as a whole but of the part that is dedicated to the crisis. Here are the last six lines of this part, the only ones I have not yet quoted: 




Then everything includes itself in power, 

Power into will, will into appetite, 

And appetite, an universal wolf, 

So doubly seconded with will and power, 

Must make perforce an universal prey 

And last eat up himself. 

(I, iii, 119–24) 




As the crisis exacerbates, the centrifugal forces become centripetal once again; several global changes seem to occur that are not really specified, then all violence comes to a sudden end. 

At the most climactic instant, everyone has become both a predator and a prey. “Perforce” expresses the necessity of this coincidence, the perfect reciprocity of violence. One cannot ask for a more explicit definition of what Hobbes calls “the war of all against all,” and this formulation implies, of course, what we have emphasized all along, the metamorphosis into mimetic doubles not of some members of the community but, “ideally” at least, of all. 

If we review the crisis as a whole with these last five lines included, the whole dynamic process will make us think of what happens when the ingredients for a soufflé are flung together and violently agitated by the cook, or by an electric mixer. The resulting mixture progressively becomes smoother and, as it does so, goes through several stages until a more radical transformation occurs that is the goal of the entire process. 

The mimetic counterpart of the mixer is the reciprocal violence of the doubles, becoming more and more intense as it extends to more members of the community. For the required smoothness to be reached, it takes the most vigorous churning, the fiercest rivalry. Only the complete unraveling of the old order, total undifferentiation, can make the contagion unanimous. To bring the process to an end, perfect homogeneity is required. 

If the violence continued inimpeded, the destruction would be total, but all of a sudden, in one half-line, five words in all, the violence is over: “And last eat up himself.” There is something furtive, obscure, and yet decisive about this phrase that suggests a demonic trick. The universal wolves do not eat one another down to the last one, obviously, but neither do they transform themselves into some academic committee for the rewriting of their social contract. Yet a single operation is meant; it can only be the death of a single victim. 

Even though used in the singular, the words “wolf” and “prey” designate all members of the community; this meaning is made certain by “universal,” which qualifies both of them. In association with a singular noun, however, “universal” can mean something else: a single wolf or prey that would be universal in the sense of replacing all others, of being a single substitute for the entire community. 

With “appetite” as subject, the masculine singular is grammatically correct and yet it seems strange, standing as it does not only for “appetite” but for two collective nouns, the “universal wolf” and the “universal prey.” The substitution of the singular for the plural is the substitution of one victim for all, the textual equivalent of a sacrificial substitution—a verbal pirouette, no doubt, but a supremely meaningful one. 

An enormous beast with a seemingly insatiable appetite seems ready to devour everything in sight and then, all of a sudden, the beast has disappeared. The beast was nothing but its appetite, which is precisely what our text says: “And appetite, an universal wolf . . .” One single mouthful will suffice, but it must be the right one and must come at the right moment. It must be fresh meat, not on the scale that the magnitude of the crisis seems to demand, but mere signs will not do. Our universal wolf is no structuralist animal, the kind that is reduced to a mere skeleton, and no wonder: it is supposed to thrive on a diet of pure symbols. 

The sacrificial beast is easily duped into mistaking a single victim for the entire community but, like the devil in Christian legends, it must have that one victim. These legends are about sacrificial substitution that, in the Gospels, belongs to the “the powers of this world,” also named Satan or the devil, the Prince of this world—in other words, the mimetic principle. A huge ogre is asked to turn himself into a little mouse and most stupidly, out of sheer vanity, the inept monster complies, reducing himself to the single mouthful that Puss’n Boots gobbles up in an instant. Many themes of fairy tales and legends are transparent metaphors for the victimage mechanism. 




One of the most enigmatic and least investigated problems of our so-called “problem play,” Troilus and Cressida, is its remarkable discrepancy from Homer in its account of Hector’s death. In the Iliad Hector engages in a single combat with Achilles and is killed. In Troilus and Cressida this fair combat is replaced by a foul collective murder executed by Achilles’ henchmen, the Myrmidons. 

In the Iliad no scene is more famous than the fight between the two greatest heroes of the war. It is unthinkable that Shakespeare would not have remembered it. As a matter of fact, Troilus and Cressida contains indirect evidence that he did. When he has Achilles invite his Myrmidons to spread the rumor that he, their leader, killed Hector single-handedly, Shakespeare implicitly refers to the Homeric version, which he ironically presents as a propagandistic lie planted by its main beneficiary, Achilles, and behind him, all the Greeks. Shakespeare suggests that Homer’s epic has been artificially cleansed of its collective violence in order to make the Greek champion greater than he really was. 

The scene in which Achilles gives “bloody instructions” to his devoted underlings can and must be read as a parody of the conspiracy in Julius Caesar, when Brutus counsels the conspirators about how to murder Caesar: 




Come here about me, you my Myrmidons, 

Mark what I say. Attend me where I wheel; 

Strike not a stroke, but keep yourselves in breath, 

And when I have the bloody Hector found, 

Empale him with your weapons round about, 

In fellest manner, execute your arms. 

(V, vii, 1–6) 




In both instances, the victim is defenseless. Inside the Senate, Caesar carries no weapon; Hector is surprised in a solitary corner of the battlefield, without his suit of armor, which he has removed out of sheer vanity, I suppose, in order to exchange it for the more beautiful equipment of a vanquished warrior. To kill Hector in such a state is dishonorable, but Achilles is undeterred: 





  
    	
        Hector: 
    
    	
        I am unarm’d, forgo this vantage, Greek. 
    

  

  
    	
        Achilles: 
    
    	
        Strike, fellows, strike, this is the man I seek. 
    

  






                        [Hector falls.] 

So, Ilion, fall thou next! Come, Troy, sink down! 

Here lies thy heart, thy sinews, and thy bone. 

On Myrmidons, and cry you all amain, 

“Achilles has the mighty Hector slain!” 

(V, viii, 9–14) 




Of all the similarities between Julius Caesar and Troilus and Cressida, this one is the most significant. We cannot entirely explain it by Shakespeare’s desire to stigmatize conspiracies or to portray Achilles as a villain, which he seems to enjoy doing. A more important purpose is needed to justify this infidelity to Homer, and it can only be the conception of human culture that gives extreme prominence to collective violence, the conception expounded in Julius Caesar. 

When Hector’s death is envisaged in the total context of the Trojan War, when it is viewed “historically,” it appears as a turning point, the beginning of the end for Troy, the great climax beyond which the crisis of Degree continues for a while and even worsens, but then winds down and is ultimately resolved in favor of the Greeks. It is also the moment of Caesar’s murder in the final crisis of the Roman Republic. All these analogies are the reason, I believe, why Shakespeare represented Hector’s murder as he did. The style is different from Julius Caesar but the overall idea is the same. Behind the powerful realism of the tragedy we can already sense some of the satiric indignation that vents itself openly in Troilus and Cressida. 

The texts that Harold Hillebrand suggests as possible sources for this scene in his New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare¹ do not provide a real precedent for the collective murder and do no diminish the originality and importance of what Shakespeare did. It is true, no doubt, that the theme of a disarmed Hector is not exclusively Shakespearean, but in the writing where this theme figures, the murderer is still Achilles alone, and it is also Achilles who kills Troilus in the text of Lydgate that shows this warrior first surrounded and attacked by the Myrmidons. These texts may have helped Shakespeare somewhat in the total conception of his scene, but they do not include the most salient and original point, the purely Shakespearean point, which is the collective murder of Hector. 

I do not agree with the suggestion that Shakespeare is not the author of these lines. To remove them from the play is too facile a solution for the interpretive problem that the collective murder of Hector poses. This murder is incompatible with the conception of the play as a vehicle for “heroic values,” and that is why some traditional critics have wanted to get rid of it. If we remove from this play all the passages that contradict the heroic conception of Troilus and Cressida, not one single word will be left in it. 

Shakespeare wants to conclude his play with a collective murder and disregards whatever stands in the way of this conclusion, even Homer himself. The whole affair is meant to be revolting rather than awe-inspiring and it is handled sketchily, but it cannot be censored out of a play that is visibly Shakespearean through and through. In my view, this invention of a collective murder at the end of Troilus and Cressida is a strong argument in favor of the thesis that I am defending. Shakespeare understood the role that collective violence must play in mimetic theory; he sees it as the key to the mysterious alternations of disorder and order that affect human society. 




Sacred killers of both sexes abound in Greek mythology and can form organized bands such as the Kuretes, the Corybantes, or the Bacchae. They are also found in other mythical traditions; a famous example, of course, is the Nordic Valkyries. The very existence and prominence of these killers suggests exactly what countless other clues also suggest regarding the crucial function of collective violence in mythology. 

With his customary mythological flair, Shakespeare understood the Myrmidons as such a band of sacred killers. If we look carefully at Achilles and his people, we will see that every detail confirms the force of this insight, notably the fact that the word Myrmidon means “ant.” 

In many primitive myths, the community of killers is represented as a pack of animals that hunt collectively or gather in large numbers around carcasses, such as wolves, dogs, vultures, and other beasts of prey. Many myths also resort to domesticated animals who turn against their master and kill him, Hippolytus’s horses for instance, or Acteon’s dogs, this latter myth being mentioned in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

The insects that gather in large numbers on and around corpses also play the same metaphoric role in many myths throughout the world. They allude to collective violence. In one of the South American myths studied by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his Mythologiques, “flies” visibly play the role of lynchers.² In “Red Dog,” one of the short stories in Rudyard Kipling’s Second Jungle Book, the same role is played by bees. 

Like other insects, the ants are reminiscent of many killers in attacking their victims—in this case Hector—together, and this must be the original reason why Achilles’ men were called Myrmidons. The Shakespearean innovation in regard to Hector is no gratuitous poetic license; it is part of an overall mimetic vision that throws light on countless mythical themes and grasps the Greek epic as a single whole, with its “crisis of Degree” and its collective scapegoat resolution. 

Troilus and Cressida as a whole exemplifies the crisis theorized by Ulysses. The collective death of Hector at the very end grotesquely illustrates the inglorious conclusion of that affair, when the universal wolf mysteriously eats up himself. In our mimetic and sacrificial light, the strange words of Ulysses at the end of his speech and the strange distortion of Homer at the end of the play echo one another and become intelligible for the first time. 

If all catharsis really is an attenuated version of the reconciliation that the murder produces among the murderers, nothing can be less conducive to it than this brutal and sordid revelation of what really lies at its heart. Troilus and Cressida belongs to no recognized theatrical genre, or perhaps it is what the French would call an Iliade travestie, a parody of the epic, but such a profound one that it undermines the very essence of the theater. If one play of Shakespeare truly fits the definition of antitheater, it certainly is Troilus and Cressida. 


1. Troilus and Cressida, in A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare, ed. Harold N. Hillebrand (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1953), 424–47. 




2. Needless to say, Lévi-Strauss himself sees no allusion to the scapegoat mechanism in these myths. See Mythologiques: Le Cru et le cuit (Paris: Plon 1964), 152, 154. 
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SWEET PUCK! 




Sacrificial Resolution in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 




The midsummer night is a crisis of Degree and should follow the same sacrificial logic as Julius Caesar and Troilus and Cressida. These two plays have taught us that the only possible end to the violence is the unanimous victimage mechanism. Does this rule apply to A Midsummer Night’s Dream? 

No one dies in a comedy; the law of the genre prohibits the representation of violence. The absence of a victim means that Shakespeare is playing by the rules. But is he already aware that this rule is necessarily deceptive? Even the happy end of a mimetic crisis does especially require, hidden somewhere, a sacrificial victim. Was the play written before Shakespeare became aware of this fact, or is there some discreet indication in it that he was already aware? This is what we want to find out. If Shakespeare had already mastered the secret of sacrifice when he created A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he may have inserted in it, as in Troilus and Cressida, identifiable signals of its operation. 

The last time we saw Lysander and Demetrius, they were looking for each other with, as always, the same desire in their hearts, which is now the same murderous desire. Their swords were drawn and, sooner or later in the light of dawn, they would surely find each other. But they do not; they peacefully go to sleep and wake up friends the next morning. The happy end traditional in comedy does not merely happen; it is made to happen by Puck, acting on Oberon’s instructions: 




Thou seest these lovers seek a place to fight; 

Hie therefore, Robin, overcast the night; 

The starry welkin cover thou anon 

With drooping fog as black as Acheron, 

And lead these testy rivals so astray 

As one come not within another’s way. 

Like to Lysander sometime frame thy tongue; 

Then stir Demetrius up with bitter wrong; 

And sometime rail thou like Demetrius; 

And from each other look thou lead them thus, 

Till o’er their brows death-counterfeiting sleep 

With leaden legs and batty wings doth creep. 

(III, ii, 354–65) 




This time Puck carries out his mission to the letter. He mimics Lysander in front of Demetrius and Demetrius in front of Lysander, cleverly inciting each to chase him instead of the other. This superhuman torero eludes the horns of not one but two infuriated bulls, and leads the boys round and round until, completely exhausted, they fall asleep on the ground. 

At the same time the two girls also fall asleep, albeit with no external intervention. Their appetite for violence is not intense enough, it seems, to endanger their lives. For the first time in the play, Shakespeare handles the two genders in a significantly different way. Shakespeare could have picked a different ending; he could have decided that the boys were just as exhausted as the girls, and they too would have gone to sleep spontaneously. The author must have had a reason for devising his strange technique of “conflict resolution.” 

The goblin keeps deflecting toward himself a violence that the two boys aim at each other. Without this substitute target, blood would surely flow. In the absence of any victim, words such as “victimage” or “sacrifice,” strictly speaking, are improper, but Puck’s maneuver is a sacrificial substitution if ever I saw one, just as effective as the sacrifice for which it stands. 

Lysander and Demetrius have turned into perfect doubles, equally intent on destroying each other. We are at the point when “an universal wolf . . . Must make perforce an universal prey.” The scene is a slightly but decisively distorted representation of what happens at this critical instant: we can see the victimage mechanism; we can see the function that it performs, but no one dies—the violence is gone. To be sure, the sacrificial mechanism is represented not as the automatic consequence of the mimetic crisis that it really is, but as the scapegoat’s own initiative, or rather the initiative of some other deity, here Oberon, who supervises Puck’s activities. 

With only two doubles, one might object, sacrificial substitution is irrelevant, but the doubles are really three. By mimetically assuming the likeness of Demetrius and Lysander, Puck becomes the double of these doubles. Shakespeare operates with not quite three players, but we might say two and a half—the absolute minimum, no doubt, though with three hundred or three hundred thousand, nothing essential would change. 

A real scapegoat is a helpless victim, not a clever hobgoblin playing games for the sole purpose of saving his persecutors from their own violence. The element of deception lies in the metamorphosis of a passive victim into the transcendental agent of a mock sacrificial process. This is something that Shakespeare invented, no doubt, but not ex nihilo; we immediately recognize in his invention the essential feature of myth, the specific way in which myth distorts the real events in which it is rooted. 

When scapegoats seem worthy of worship, it can only be for the same reason that makes them seem worthy of hatred. By providing a single common target to the violence generated by human interaction, they save the communities from this violence. All over the world, in times past, scapegoats were divinized for this very reason: their power to pacify antagonists was perceived as their own gracious deed. Myth is the false explanation of something quite real, retrospectively suggested to the victimizers by the beneficial consequences of their victimization. 

Puck is classically mythical; he is regarded as responsible first for the lovers’ conflicts, through his willful mistakes in the distribution of the love juice, and then for their reconciliation, not merely because, in the end, he pours his juice in the “right” eyes but because, more significantly, he prevents Lysander and Demetrius from killing each other, and does so by offering himself to their blows. 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a stupendous treatise on the true nature of mythology. Through a reversal of the true perspective already implicit in the initial scapegoat transference, the reconciled doubles attribute their reconciliation not to the mimetic effect to which they really owe it and which they do not even perceive, but to the very victim whom they transfigure into a being capable of saving as well as harming them. This is the genesis of the midsummer night fairies; the account of the night that the lovers render to Theseus and Hippolyta is distorted in the strict mythological sense. All mimetic desire has vanished and, in its stead, we have the dual action of Puck, first as a troublemaker and then as a savior. 

As I said before, Shakespeare could have ended the midsummer night in some other way. The ending he wrote is the closest possible approximation of the victimage mechanism compatible with the nonviolence of a comedy, the closest to a tragic ending, and yet one that does not turn comedy into tragedy. 

For which spectators were such marvels conceived as we have in this play, still totally misunderstood and disdained after four centuries? Once again we must imagine a few initiates with whom the author had private contacts. And we unhesitatingly conclude that, at the time of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, three years at least before Julius Caesar, Shakespeare had discovered the victimage mechanism and mastered the entire mimetic cycle. 




There is a close correspondence between the dual interventions of Puck in the comedy and the dual essence of another mythical being, Robin Goodfellow, whom Shakespeare first introduces at the beginning of Act 2. Guessing that Puck might “really” be the English hobgoblin, one of the fairies portrays the latter as follows: 




                                                        Are you not he 

That frights the maidens of the villagery, 

Skim milk, and sometimes labor in the quern, 

And bootless make the breathless huswife churn, 

And sometime make the drink to bear no barm, 

Mislead night-wanderers, laughing at their harm? 

Those that Hobgoblin call you, and sweet Puck, 

You do their work, and they shall have good luck. 

Are you not he? 

(II, i, 34–42) 




The goblin belongs to a type of minor deities that anthropologists call “tricksters.” They all are simultaneously bad and good. The good trickster always makes up for the damage that he has done in his capacity as a bad trickster. Just as in Shakespeare’s portrayal, the good trickster shows up only in extremis. The entire sequence conforms to the law of narrative “suspense,” of course, but narrative suspense is not self-explanatory; like everything else in human culture, it is a child of sacrifice. Narrative suspense is a trickster that reflects the representational distortions rooted in the catharsis of minor scapegoating. 

Why should the lowly Robin Goodfellow suddenly show up in the midst of what is supposed to be fancier mythology? Was Shakespeare too naive and ignorant to distinguish one mythology from another? Obviously not; if he had been confused, he would not have insisted as much as he did on the idea that Oberon’s lieutenant and Robin can be regarded as one and the same. To him the fusion of the two, though legitimate, does not go without saying. The cosmopolitan Puck who circles the globe in less than an hour is a more exotic and worldly figure than the homespun hobgoblin. 

Shakespeare is pointing to an analogy behind the differences. Puck’s role in the midsummer night resembles the ambivalent power attributed to Robin not by Shakespeare alone but by a popular tradition faithfully reflected in the portrayal we just read. The author draws our attention to the fact that folklore and mythology have the same modus operandi, the same dual function rooted in the same mimesis. He is making a comparative point about the de facto equivalence of the mythical process in different cultural traditions. 

Both Robin and Puck personify the mimetic cycle. That is why Shakespeare so forcefully emphasizes mimesis. Answering the fairy who just introduced him, the goblin readily acknowledges the identity attributed to him and then goes on to describe a few of his favorite tricks, all of them purely mimetic: 




I am that merry wanderer of the night. 

I jest to Oberon and make him smile 

When I a fat and bean-fed horse beguile, 

Neighing in likeness of a filly foal; 

And sometimes lurk in a gossip’s bowl, 

In very likeness of a roasted crab, 

And when she drinks, against her lips I bob, 

And on her withered dewlop pour the ale. 

The wisest aunt, telling the saddest tale, 

Sometime for three-foot stool mistaketh me; 

Then slip I from her bum, down topples she, 

And “tailor” cries, and falls into a cough. 

(II, i, 43–54) 




Robin is even better than Bottom at impersonating animate and inanimate beings; he always shows up in the likeness of something or someone else—the “likeness” of a filly foal, or “the very likeness” of a roasted crab, or of a three-foot stool. To discuss him in terms of a fixed identity makes no sense at all. His only identity is the identity crisis we call the midsummer night in this play, and elsewhere the crisis of Degree. Just as we may see in him the likeness of Puck, he also shows up in the likeness of Robin Goodfellow, and it could be a third, a fourth, a fifth mythical identity. Proteus, no doubt, would be an excellent choice. And his strategy for saving the endangered lovers also depends exclusively on mimesis: when he taunts Demetrius, he must “frame [his] tongue like to Lysander,” and when he taunts Lysander, he will rail “like Demetrius.” 

Further proof that Puck is the mimetic cycle lies in the two types of motion associated with him. He leads people both up and down and round and round, in wild gyrations that soon make his victims dizzy. In the light of chapters 5 and 6, the connection with the mimetic crisis is obvious. The circular movement reflects the reciprocity of mimetic rivalry; the ups and downs correspond to the manic–depressive oscillations, the seesaw of false differentiation. The whirling around and the physical dizziness that goes with it are a crude equivalent of the general destabilization brought about by the collapse of Degree. This same circular motion reappears in Puck’s saving device at the end: after making them mad, his merry-go-round finally puts the boys to sleep. As many primitive rituals show, sacrificial reordering is continuous with the mimetic disorder that triggers it. 

The perfect correspondence between the human and the “supernatural” mimesis demonstrates their identity. As long as this mimesis focuses on objects of desire—Hermia first, then Helena—it remains moderately conflictual and generates the myth of the mischievous Puck. When it becomes more intense and shifts to the rivals themselves—when fighting erupts between Helena and Hermia on the one hand, Lysander and Demetrius on the other—the “monstrous” phase begins and Puck becomes a source of terror: 




I’ll be, sometime a hound, 

A hog, a headless bear, sometime a fire, 

And neigh, and bark, and grunt, and roar, and burn, 

Like horse, hound, hog, bear, fire, at every turn. 

(III, i, 108–11) 




Then comes still another Puck, the good trickster who saves his own victims from the violence he has fomented among them. The goblin is the projection not merely of the private hallucinations that precede—the animal images of the four lovers, and the birdlike and manlike lion of Bottom—but of the entire mimetic process, including the collective sacrificial resolution that puts an end to the crisis. 

Our first examination of the night took place before we had learned about sacrifice. I used the word “projection” in a manner undistinguishable from the weak and unstructured psychological usage. The characters certainly “project” their mimetic desire onto Puck but, without the victimage mechanism, this projection would remain amorphous and evanescent; it would not crystallize into a mythical being. 

All participants in the crisis share more or less equally in the mimesis of conflict and scapegoating but, thanks to the unanimity of the latter, this mimesis seems monopolized by the scapegoat alone, who makes use of it for his own mysterious ends as a transcendental troublemaker and as a benefactor. Puck is produced not by hallucination alone but by the entire mimetic process of which he is a distorted but genuine recollection. This is what Hippolyta means when she rejects the trivial theory of myth propounded by Theseus. It may be good to reread, in the light of the victimage mechanism, her magnificent rebuttal of his famous speech: 




But, all the story of the night told over, 

And all their minds transfigur’d so together 

More witnesseth than fancy’s images 

And grows to something of great constancy, 

But howsoever, strange and admirable. 

(V, i, 23–27) 




The true reason why Puck does not die is that he is already dead. His being is a transfiguration of violent death. Even if death is officially absent from our play at the end of the midsummer night, indications of its proximity abound. First Oberon alludes to Acheron, a symbol of the nether world, and then the same Oberon defines the sleep that will overcome the lovers as “death counterfeiting”; it will creep over them “with leaden legs and batty wings.” 

In the scene immediately following the end of the crisis, we still hear rumblings of the violent resolution that never was but should have been: various texts and incidents, mythical, literary, historical, are mentioned at that point for no apparent purpose, except that all of them culminate in victimage and death. Theseus must choose among the several entertainments proposed for the evening. His Master of the Revels has handed him a listing of available spectacles; before he gets to Pyramus and Thisbe, which is last on that list, he reads a brief description of three other offerings, all of them unsuitable, he feels, for a happy occasion: 




“The battle with the Centaurs, to be sung 

By an Athenian eunuch to the harp.” 

We’ll none of that: that I have told my love, 

In glory of my kinsman Hercules. 

“The riot of the tipsy Bacchanals, 

Tearing the Thracian singer in their rage.” 

That is an old device; and it was play’d 

When I from Thebes came last a conqueror. 

“The thrice three Muses, mourning for the death 

Of Learning, late deceas’d in beggary.” 

That is some satire, keen and critical, 

Not sorting with a nuptial ceremony. 

(V, i, 44–55) 




Why does Shakespeare mention three unacceptable spectacles before settling for a barely acceptable fourth? All three allude to something that vainly attempts to force its way into A Midsummer Night’s Dream, something always rejected and expelled, because it is “not sorting with a nuptial ceremony,” the collective death of a victim. Victimage cannot be at the center of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but it is everywhere on the periphery, marginal, excluded, victimized but unmistakably present. It will be there in Pyramus and Thisbe once again, but not in such horribly graphic form as the “tipsy Bacchanals, / Tearing the Thracian singer in their rage.” 

This latter collective murder would be a most appropriate conclusion for the midsummer night. It is the original event of which Puck gives us a slightly censored facsimile, thus turning it into a spectacle fit for the ladies. We catch a glimpse, at this point, of what Shakespeare was necessarily thinking about when he created this play. In the context of a mimetic crisis, the reference to the collective murder of Orpheus suggests a line of thinking that leads straight to the great revelation of Julius Caesar. 

In all three stories offered, a poet happens to be the victim. In the first he is castrated; in the second he is lynched; in the third he dies alone, a victim of universal indifference—no longer physically dismembered, his remains scattered all over the countryside, but abandoned by all. This last is the modern way of doing business, the latest phase in the perpetuation of the oldest human institution and the mother of them all, unanimous violence. Scholars suspect a contemporary allusion, to the death of the poet Greene, perhaps. 

This fixation on the poet recalls another lynched poet about whom we read in Julius Caesar. The Cinna incident comes from Plutarch, but the shout that rises from the mob belongs to Shakespeare alone: “Tear him for his bad verse.” 

Rather than Romantic self-pity, I see in all these victimized poets an ironic allusion to the author’s strategy of self-effacement, a strategy that A Midsummer Night’s Dream inaugurates. I just quoted again Hippolyta’s reply to Theseus, the five unspectacular lines to which Shakespeare relegates his own conception of his play, while glorifying beyond measure the misleading banalities of an orator who blames the midsummer night on a few disreputable individuals among whom the poet comes first. 




We already know of one forerunner of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Two Gentlemen of Verona (chapter 1); let us say a word about another, Love’s Labor Lost. Instead of four lovers, this charming comedy has eight, just as rhetorical and literary as those of the midsummer night, just as full of youthful impetuousness and illusions. But even with twice as many lovers, this earlier play lacks the principle of instability that gives A Midsummer Night’s Dream its extraordinary movement and ironic depth. 

Desires are no doubt mimetic in this comedy, but not enough to cross each other systematically and trigger the whirlwind of erotic substitutions that generates a crisis of Degree. This early work does not convey desire’s infinite restlessness in the same infinitely agile, comical, and delicate fashion of the later play. Compared to its successor—I refuse to believe A Midsummer Night’s Dream could be the earlier play—Love’s Labor Lost is an airplane not quite ready to fly. 

Yet desire in this play triggers a crisis of sorts, suddenly interrupted by the power of death. Instead of being masked and invisible, this death intervenes in the shape of a messenger with somber news: the king of France has just died; the princess, his daughter, must leave; the other ladies must follow her. The festive gathering dissolves; the comedy is at an end. 

This intervention of death in Love’s Labor Lost occurs at the same crucial juncture as the last intervention of Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; the effect is equally decisive in both plays. The power of death is more visible in this play than in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but it appears in the classical form of mourning for the dead, no insignificant matter, to be sure, but of little import in the theater unless it stands, as it does here, for the only force that can truly conclude a play, the sacrificial mechanism. 

To a psychoanalyst, the death of kings and fathers is always the paramount event, to which all other endings must secretly refer. In comparison, Puck’s little maneuver seems rather insignificant. The truth of the matter is the very reverse. The real power of death is sacrifice. Mourning itself is derived from it; like everything cultural, it is a child of sacrifice. Most writers resort to this sacrificial power without ever discovering its origin. This was true of the first Shakespeare. When he wrote Love’s Labor Lost, he had not yet discovered the truth, it seems; when he wrote A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he certainly had. 




Everything in the magical operations of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is obviously rooted in the purely human operation of mimesis, which the comedy keeps revealing side by side with its own mythical transfiguration. I wish I could have treated the two subjects side by side as well. For the mimetic interaction among the lovers and actors, the readers must go back to chapters 3–6. 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the most effervescent work that Shakespeare ever wrote, the most seminal for many aspects of the mimetic process. Because of its genre, however, and also, perhaps, because of its early date, this play does not provide the explicit presentation of the mimetic cycle and the victimage mechanism that we found in Julius Caesar. That is why, for my initial discussion of these fundamental themes, I had to focus initially on Julius Caesar and then go back first to Troilus and Cressida and then to A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in order to show that sacrificial death is already present in these two plays, but in less complete and obvious form. 

In the light of Julius Caesar, the sacrificial substitutions and allusions to the victimage mechanism in Troilus and Cressida and A Midsummer Night’s Dream have been easy to decipher. For a first approach to this same mechanism, Hector and Puck would not have been satisfactory; their sacrificial role would remain doubtful, whereas in the context of Caesar’s death their relevance becomes more visible. 

I would have preferred to present the entire analysis of all plays in uninterrupted sequences but, for the sake of greater intelligibility, I decided to break Troilus and Cressida into two sections, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream into three. 
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TO ENTRAP THE WISEST 




Sacrificial Ambivalence in The Merchant of Venice and Richard III 




The criticism of The Merchant of Venice has been dominated by two images of Shylock that appear irreconcilable. It is my contention that both images belong to the play and that, far from rendering it unintelligible, their conjunction is essential to an understanding of Shakespeare’s dramatic practice. 

The first image is that of the Jewish moneylender in the late-medieval and modern book of anti-Semitism. The mere evocation of that Jewish stereotype suggests a powerful system of binary oppositions that does not have to be fully developed to pervade the entire play. First comes the opposition between Jewish greed and Christian generosity, between revenge and compassion, between the crankiness of old age and the charm of youth, between the dark and the luminous, the beautiful and the ugly, the gentle and the harsh, the musical and the unmusical, and so on. 

There is a second image that comes only after the stereotype has been firmly implanted in our minds: initially it does not make as strong an impression as the first image but it gathers strength later on because the language and behavior of the Christian characters repeatedly confirm the rather brief but essential utterances of Shylock himself on which it primarily rests. 




                                  . . . 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. 

(III, i, 67–76) 




The text insists above all on Shylock’s personal commitment to revenge. It does not support the type of “rehabilitation” naively demanded by certain revisionists. But it unequivocally defines the symmetry and the reciprocity that govern the relations between the Christians and Shylock. 

The symmetry between the explicit venality of Shylock and the implicit venality of the other Venetians cannot fail to be intended by the playwright. Bassanio’s courtship of Portia is presented primarily as a financial operation. In his plea for Antonio’s financial support, Bassanio mentions first the wealth of the young heiress, then her beauty, then finally her spiritual qualities. Those critics who idealize the Venetians write as if the many textual clues that contradict their view were not planted by the author himself, as if their presence in the play were a purely fortuitous matter, like the arrival of a bill in the morning mail when one really expects a love letter. On every possible occasion Shakespeare pursued the parallel between the amorous venture of Bassanio and the typical Venetian business of Antonio, his commerce on the high seas. Observe, for instance, the manner in which Gratiano, who is just back from Belmont and still flushed with the success of this expedition, addresses Salerio: 





  
    	
        [Gratiano:] 
    
    	
        Your hand, Salerio. What’s the news from Venice? How doth that royal merchant, good Antonio? I know he will be glad of our success. We are the Jasons, we have won the fleece. 
    

  

  
    	
        Salerio: 
    
    	
        I would you have won the fleece that he hath lost. 
    

  



(III, ii, 238–42) 




The truth is that Bassanio and friends have done exactly that. Even if Antonio’s losses turned out to be real, Portia’s conquest would more than make up financially for Antonio’s ships. 

Regarding this symmetry between Shylock and the Venetians, many good points have been made. I will mention only one, for the sole reason that I have not found it in the critical literature on the play. If I am not original, please accept my apologies. 

In Act 3, scene 2, Bassanio wants to reward his lieutenant for his services, and he tells Gratiano and Nerissa that they will be married simultaneously with Portia and himself, in a double wedding ceremony—at Portia’s expense, we may assume. “Our feast,” he says, “shall be much honored in your marriage.” Upon which the elated Gratiano says to his fiancée: “We’ll play with them the first boy for a thousand ducats” (III, ii, 212–13). 

These young people have ample reason to be joyous, now that their future is made secure by Bassanio’s clever stroke with the caskets, and this bet sounds harmless enough, but Shakespeare is not addicted to pointless social chitchat and must have a purpose. Gratiano’s baby will be two thousand ducats cheaper than Antonio’s pound of flesh. Human flesh and money in Venice are constantly exchanged for one another. People are turned into objects of financial speculation. Mankind has become a commodity, an exchange value like any other. I cannot believe that Shakespeare did not perceive the analogy between Gratiano’s wager and Shylock’s pound of flesh. 

Shylock’s pound of flesh is symbolical of Venetian behavior. The Venetians appear different from Shylock, up to a point. Financial considerations have become so natural to them and are so embedded into their psyches that they have become not quite but almost invisible; they can never be identified as a distinct aspect of behavior. Antonio’s loan to Bassanio, for instance, is treated as an act of love and not as a business transaction. 

Shylock hates Antonio for lending money without interest. In his eyes, the merchant spoils the financial business. We can read this as the resentment of vile greed for noble generosity within the context of the first image, but we may prefer another reading that contributes to the second image. The generosity of Antonio may well be a corruption more extreme than the caricatural greed of Shylock. As a rule, when Shylock lends money, he expects more money in return, and nothing else. Capital should produce capital. Shylock does not confuse his financial operations with Christian charity. This is why, unlike the Venetians, he can look like the embodiment of greed. 

Venice is a world in which appearances and reality do not match. Of all the pretenders to Portia’s hand, Bassanio alone makes the right choice between the three caskets because this shrewd Venetian knows how deceptive a splendid exterior can be. Unlike his foreign competitors, who obviously come from countries where things are still more or less what they seem to be—less advanced countries, we might say—he instinctively feels that the priceless treasure he seeks must hide behind the most unlikely appearance. 

The symbolic significance of choosing lead rather than the gold and silver selected by the two foreigners faithfully duplicates the whole relationship between the true Venetians and the foreign Shylock. When the two alien pretenders reach avidly for the two precious metals, just like Shylock, they look like personifications of greed; in reality they are rather naive, whereas Bassanio is anything but naive. It is characteristic of the Venetians that they look like the very picture of disinterestedness at the precise moment when their sly calculations cause the pot of gold to fall into their lap. 

The generosity of the Venetians is not feigned. Real generosity makes the beneficiary more dependent on his generous friend than a regular loan. In Venice a new form of vassality prevails, grounded no longer in strict territorial borders but in vague financial terms. The lack of precise accounting makes personal indebtedness infinite. This is an art Shylock has not mastered, since his own daughter feels perfectly free to rob and abandon him without the slightest remorse. The elegance of the decor and the harmony of the music must not lead us to think that everything is right with the Venetian world. It is impossible, however, to say exactly what is wrong. Antonio is sad but he cannot say why, and this unexplained sadness seems to characterize the whole Venetian business aristocracy as much as Antonio himself. 

Even in Shylock’s life, however, money and matters of human sentiment finally become confused. But there is something comical in this confusion because, even as they become one, money and sentiment retain a measure of separateness, they remain distinguishable from each other. Thus we hear such things as “My daughter! Oh, my ducats! Oh, my daughter!/Fled with a Christian! Oh, my Christian ducats!” (II, viii, 15–16) and other such ridiculous utterances you would never catch in a Venetian mouth. 

There is still another occasion upon which Shylock, goaded by his Venetian enemies, confuses financial matters with other passions, and it is the affair of his loan to Antonio. In the interest of his revenge, Shylock demands no interest for his money, no positive guarantees in case of default, nothing but his infamous pound of flesh. Behind the mythical weirdness of the request, we have one spectacular instance of that complete interpenetration between the financial and the human that is characteristic less of Shylock than of the other Venetians. Thus Shylock appears most scandalous to the Venetians and to the spectators when he stops resembling himself to resemble the Venetians even more. The spirit of revenge drives him to imitate the Venetians more perfectly than before, and, in his effort to teach Antonio a lesson, Shylock becomes his grotesque double. 

Antonio and Shylock are described as rivals of long standing. Of such people we often say that they have their differences, but this expression would be misleading. Tragic—and comic—conflict amounts to a dissolving of differences that is paradoxical because it proceeds from the opposite intention. All the people involved in the process seek to emphasize and maximize their differences. In Venice, we found, greed and generosity, pride and humility, compassion and ferocity, money and human flesh, tend to become one and the same. This undifferentiation makes it impossible to define anything with precision, to ascribe one particular cause to one particular event. Yet on all sides it is the same obsession with displaying and sharpening a difference that is less and less real. Here is Shylock, for instance, in Act 2, scene 5: “Well thou shalt see, thy eyes shall be thy judge,/ The difference between Old Shylock and Bassanio” (II, v, 1–2). The Christians too are eager to demonstrate that they are different from the Jews. During the trial scene it is the turn of the duke, who says to Shylock: “Thou shalt see the difference of our spirits” (IV, i, 368). Even the words are the same. Everywhere the same senseless obsession with differences becomes exacerbated as it keeps defeating itself. 

We have an allusion to this process of undifferentiation, I believe, in a well-known line of this play. When Portia enters the court she asks, “Which is the merchant here and which is the Jew?” (IV, i, 174). Even if she has never met either Antonio or Shylock, we have a right to be surprised Portia cannot identify the Jewish moneylender at first sight, in view of the enormous difference, visible to all, that is supposed to distinguish him from the gracious Venetians. The line would be more striking, of course, if it came after rather than before the following one: “Antonio and old Shylock, both stand forth” (IV, i, 175). If Portia were still unable to distinguish Shylock from Antonio once the two men have come forward together, the scene would explicitly contradict the primary image of Shylock, the stereotype of the Jewish moneylender. This contradiction would stretch the limits of dramatic credibility beyond the breaking point, and Shakespeare refrained from it, but he went as far as he could, I believe, here and elsewhere, to question the reality of a difference he himself, of course, had first introduced into his play. 

What we have just said in the language of psychology can be translated into religious terms. Between Shylock’s behavior and his words, the relationship is never ambiguous. His interpretation of the law may be narrow and negative, but we can count on him for acting according to it and for speaking according to his actions. In the passage on revenge, he alone speaks a truth that the Christians hypocritically deny. The truth of the play is revenge and retribution. The Christians manage to hide that truth even from themselves. They do not live by the law of charity, but this law is enough of a presence in their language to drive the law of revenge underground, to make this revenge almost invisible. As a result, this revenge becomes more subtle, skillful, and feline than the revenge of Shylock. The Christians will easily destroy Shylock, but they will go on living in a world that is sad without knowing why, a world in which even the difference between revenge and charity has been abolished. 

Ultimately we do not have to choose between a favorable and an unfavorable image of Shylock. The old critics have concentrated on Shylock as a separate entity, an individual substance that would be merely juxtaposed to other individual substances and remain unaffected by them. The ironic depth in The Merchant of Venice results from a tension not between two static images of Shylock, but between those textual features that strengthen and those features that undermine the popular idea of an insurmountable difference between Christian and Jew. 




It is not excessive to say that characterization itself, as a real dramatic problem or as a fallacy, is at stake in the play. On the one hand Shylock is portrayed as a highly differentiated villain. On the other hand he tells us himself that there are no villains and no heroes; all men are the same, especially when they are taking revenge on each other. Whatever differences may have existed between them prior to the cycle of revenge are dissolved in the reciprocity of reprisals and retaliation. Where does Shakespeare stand on this issue? Massive evidence from the other plays as well as from The Merchant cannot leave the question in doubt. The main object of satire is not Shylock the Jew. But Shylock is rehabilitated only to the extent that the Christians are even worse than he is, and that the “honesty” of his vices makes him almost a refreshing figure compared to the sanctimonious ferocity of the other Venetians. 

The trial scene clearly reveals how implacable and skillful the Christians can be when they take their revenge. In this most curious performance, Antonio begins as the defendant and Shylock as the plaintiff. At the end of one single meeting the roles are reversed and Shylock is a convicted criminal. The man has done no actual harm to anyone. Without his money, the two marriages, the two happy events in the play, could not come to pass. As his triumphant enemies return to Belmont loaded with a financial and human booty that includes Shylock’s own daughter, they still manage to feel compassionate and gentle by contrast with their wretched opponent. 

When we sense the injustice of Shylock’s fate, we usually say: Shylock is a scapegoat. This expression, however, is ambiguous. When I say that a character in a play is a scapegoat, my statement can mean two different things. It can mean that this character is unjustly condemned from the perspective of the writer. The conviction of the crowd is presented as irrational by the writer himself. In this first case, we say that in that play there is a theme or motif of the scapegoat. 

There is a second meaning to the idea that a character is a scapegoat. It can mean that, from the perspective of the writer, this character is justly condemned, but in the eyes of the critic who makes the statement, the condemnation is unjust. The crowd that condemns the victim is presented as rational by the writer, who really belongs to that crowd; only in the eyes of the critic are the crowd and the writer irrational and unjust. 

The scapegoat, this time, is not a theme or motif at all; it is not made explicit by the writer, but if the critic is right in his allegations, there must be a scapegoat effect at the origin of the play, a collective effect probably, in which the writer participates. The critic may think, for instance, that a writer who creates a character like Shylock, patterned after the stereotype of the Jewish moneylender, must do so because he personally shares in the anti-Semitism of the society in which this stereotype is present. 

When we say that Shylock is a scapegoat, our statement remains vague and critically useless, unless we specify if we mean the scapegoat as theme or the scapegoat as structure, the scapegoat as an object of indignation and satire or the scapegoat as a passively accepted delusion. 

Before we can resolve the critical impasse to which I referred at the beginning of this chapter, we must reformulate it in the terms of this still unperceived alternative between the scapegoat as structure and the scapegoat as theme. Everyone agrees that Shylock is a scapegoat, but is he the scapegoat of his society only or of Shakespeare as well? 

What the critical revisionists maintain is that the scapegoating of Shylock is not a structuring force but a satirical theme. What the traditionalists maintain is that scapegoating, in The Merchant of Venice, is a structuring force rather than a theme. Whether we like it or not, they say, the play shares in the cultural anti-Semitism of the society. We should not allow our literary piety to blind us to the fact. 

My own idea is that the scapegoat is both structure and theme in The Merchant of Venice, and that the play, in this essential respect at least, is anything any reader wants it to be, not because Shakespeare is as confused as we are when we use the word “scapegoat” without specifying, but for the opposite reason: he is so aware and so conscious of the various demands placed upon him by the cultural diversity of his audience; he is so knowledgeable in regard to the paradoxes of mimetic reactions and group behavior that he can stage a scapegoating of Shylock entirely convincing to those who want to be convinced, and simultaneously undermine that process with ironic touches that will reach only those who can be reached. Thus he was able to satisfy the most vulgar as well as the most refined audiences. To those who do not want to challenge the anti-Semitic myth, or Shakespeare’s own espousal of that myth, The Merchant of Venice will always sound like a confirmation of that myth. To those who do challenge these same beliefs, Shakespeare’s own challenge will become perceptible. The play is not unlike a perpetually revolving object that, through some mysterious means, would always present itself to each viewer under aspects best suited to his own perspective. 

Why are we reluctant to consider this possibility? Both intellectually and ethically, we assume that scapegoating cannot be and should not be a theme of satire and a structuring force at the same time. Either the author participates in the collective victimage and cannot see it as unjust, or he can see it as unjust and should not connive in it, even ironically. Most works of art do fall squarely on one side or the other of that particular fence. Rewritten by Arthur Miller, Jean-Paul Sartre, or Bertolt Brecht, The Merchant of Venice would be different indeed. But so would a Merchant of Venice that would merely reflect the anti-Semitism of its society, as a comparison with Marlowe’s Jew of Malta immediately reveals. 

If we look carefully at the trial scene, no doubt can remain that Shakespeare undermines scapegoat effects just as skillfully as he produces them. There is something frightening in this efficiency. This art demands a manipulation and therefore an intelligence of mimetic phenomena that transcends not only the ignorant immorality of those who submit passively to victimage mechanisms, but also the moralism that rebels against them but does not perceive the irony generated by the dual role of the author. Shakespeare himself must first generate at the grossly theatrical level the effects that he later undermines at the level of allusions. 

Let us see how Shakespeare can move in both directions at the same time. Why is it difficult not to experience a feeling of relief and even jubilation at the discomfiture of Shylock? The main reason, of course, is that Antonio’s life is supposed to be under an immediate threat. That threat stems from Shylock’s stubborn insistence that he is entitled to his pound of flesh. 

Now the pound of flesh is a mythical motif. We found earlier that it is a highly significant allegory of a world where human beings and money are constantly exchanged for one another, but it is nothing more. We can imagine a purely mythical context in which Shylock could really carve up his pound of flesh and Antonio would walk away, humiliated and diminished but alive. In The Merchant of Venice, the mythical context is replaced by a realistic one. We are told that Antonio could not undergo this surgical operation without risking his life. It is certainly true in a realistic context, but it is also true, in that same context, that, especially in the presence of the whole Venetian establishment, old Shylock would be unable to perform this same operation. The myth is only partly demythologized, and Shylock is supposed to be capable of carving up Antonio’s body in cold blood because, as a Jew and a moneylender, he passes for a man of unusual ferocity. This presumed ferocity justifies our own cultural prejudice. 

Shakespeare knows that victimage must be unanimous to be effective, and no voice is effectively raised in favor of Shylock. The presence of the silent Magnificoes, the elite of the community, turns the trial into a rite of social unanimity. The only characters not physically present are Shylock’s daughter and his servant, and they are of one mind with the actual scapegoaters, since they were the first to abandon Shylock after taking his money. Like a genuine biblical victim, Shylock is betrayed “even by those of his own household.” 

As scapegoating affects more and more people and tends toward unanimity, the contagion becomes overwhelming. In spite of its judicial and logical nonsense, the trial scene is enormously performative and dramatic. The spectators and readers of the play cannot fail to be affected and cannot refrain from experiencing Shylock’s defeat as if it were their own victory. The crowd in the theater becomes one with the crowd on the stage. The contagious effect of scapegoating extends to the audience. 

As an embodiment of Venetian justice, the duke should be impartial, but at the very outset of the proceedings he commiserates with the defendant and launches into a diatribe against Shylock: 




I am sorry for thee. Thou art come to answer 

A stony adversary, an inhuman wretch, 

Uncapable of pity, void and empty 

From any dram of mercy. 

(IV, i, 3–6) 




These words set the tone for the entire scene. The Christian virtue par excellence, mercy is the weapon with which Shylock is clubbed over the head. The Christians use the word “mercy” with such perversity that they can justify their own revenge with it, give full license to their greed, and still come out with a clear conscience. They feel they have discharged their obligation to be merciful by their constant repetition of the word itself. The quality of their mercy is not strained, to say the least. It is remarkably casual and easy. When the duke severely asks, “How shalt thou hope for mercy, rendering none?” (IV, i, 88), Shylock responds with impeccable logic: “What judgment shall I dread, doing no wrong?” (89). 

Shylock trusts in the law too much. How could the law of Venice be based on mercy, how could it be equated with the Golden Rule, since it gives the Venetians the right to own slaves and does not give slaves the right to own Venetians? How can we be certain that Shakespeare, who engineered the scapegoat effect so skillfully, is not fooled by it even for one second? Our certainty is perfect and may well be much more than “subjective,” as some critics would say. It may well be perfectly “objective” in the sense that it correctly recaptures the author’s intention and yet remains a closed book to a certain type of reader. If irony were demonstrable, it would cease to be irony. Irony must not be explicit enough to destroy the efficiency of the scapegoat machine in the minds of those for whom that machine was set up in the first place. Irony cannot fail to be less tangible than the object on which it bears. 

Some will object that my reading is “paradoxical.” It may well be, but why should it be a priori excluded that Shakespeare can write a paradoxical play? Especially if the paradox on which the play is built is formulated most explicitly at the center of that very play. Shakespeare is writing, not without a purpose, I suppose, that appearances, especially the appearances of beautiful language, are “The seeming truth which cunning times put on/ To entrap the wisest” (III, ii, 100–101). Shakespeare is writing, not without a purpose, that the worst sophistry, when distilled by a charming voice, can decide the outcome of a trial, or that the most irreligious behavior can sound religious if the right words are mentioned. Let us listen to the reasons given by Bassanio for trusting in lead rather than in silver or gold, and we will see that they apply word for word to the play itself: 




The world is still deceived with ornament. 

In law, what plea so tainted and corrupt 

But being seasoned with a gracious voice, 

Obscures the show of evil? In religion, 

What damned error but some sober brow 

Will bless it, and approve it with a text, 

Hiding the grossness with fair ornament? 

There is no vice so simple but assumes 

Some mark of virtue on his outward parts. 

(III, ii, 74–82) 




I see Bassanio’s brief intervention during the trial scene as another sign of Shakespeare’s ironic distance. As soon as Shylock begins to relent, under the pressure of Portia’s skill, Bassanio declares his willingness to pay back the money Shylock is now willing to accept. In his eagerness to be finished with the whole unpleasant business, Bassanio shows a degree of mercy, but Portia remains adamant. Feeling her claws in Shylock’s flesh, she drives them deeper and deeper in order to exact her own pound of flesh. Bassanio’s suggestion bears no fruit, but its formulation at this crucial moment cannot be pointless. It is the only reasonable solution to the whole affair, but dramatically it cannot prevail because it is undramatic. Shakespeare is too good a playwright not to understand that the only good solution, from a theatrical standpoint, is the scapegoating of Shylock. On the other hand he wants to point out the unjust nature of the “cathartic” resolution that is forced upon him by the necessity of his art. He wants the reasonable solution to be spelled out somewhere inside the play. 

Is it not excessive to say the scapegoating is a recognizable motif in The Merchant of Venice? There is one explicit allusion to the scapegoat in the play. It occurs at the beginning of Shylock’s trial. 




I am a tainted wether of the flock, 

Meetest for death. The weakest kind of fruit 

Drops earliest to the ground, and so let me. 

You cannot better be employed, Bassanio, 

Than to live still and write mine epitaph. 

(IV, i, 114–18) 




Is there a difficulty for my thesis in the fact that Antonio rather than Shylock utters these lines? Not at all, since their mutual hatred has turned Antonio and Shylock into the double each of the other. This mutual hatred makes all reconciliation impossible—nothing concrete separates the antagonists, no genuinely tangible issue that could be arbitrated and settled—but the undifferentiation generated by this hatred paves the way for the only type of resolution that can conclude this absolute conflict, the scapegoat resolution. 

Antonio speaks these lines in reply to Bassanio, who has just asserted he would never let his friend and benefactor die in his place. He would rather die himself. Neither one will die, of course, or even suffer in the slightest. In the city of Venice, no Antonio or Bassanio will ever suffer as long as there is a Shylock to do the suffering for them. 

There is no serious danger that Antonio will die, but he can really see himself, at this point, as a scapegoat in the making. Thus Shakespeare can have an explicit reference to scapegoating without pointing directly to Shylock. There is a great irony, of course, not only in the fact that the metaphor is displaced, the scapegoat being the essence of metaphoric displacement, but also in the almost romantic complacency of Antonio, in his intimation of masochistic satisfaction. The quintessential Venetian, Antonio, the man who is sad without a cause, may be viewed as a figure of the modern subjectivity characterized by a strong propensity toward self-victimization or, more concretely, by a greater and greater interiorization of a scapegoat process that is too well understood to be reenacted as a real event in the real world. Mimetic entanglements cannot be projected with complete success onto all the Shylocks of this world, and the scapegoat process tends to turn back upon itself and become reflective. What we have, as a result, is a masochistic and theatrical self-pity that announces the romantic subjectivity. This is the reason why Antonio is eager to be “sacrificed” in the actual presence of Bassanio. 

Irony is not demonstrable, I repeat, and it should not be, otherwise it would disturb the catharsis of those who enjoy the play at the cathartic level only. Irony is anticathartic. Irony is experienced in a flash of complicity with the writer at his most subtle, against the larger part of the audience that remains blind to these subtleties. Irony is the writer’s vicarious revenge against the revenge that he must vicariously perform. If irony were too obvious, if it were intelligible to all, it would defeat its own purpose, because there would be no more object for irony to undermine. 




The reading I propose can be strengthened, I believe, through a comparison with other plays, notably Richard III. When Shakespeare wrote this play, his king’s identity as a villain was well established. The dramatist goes along with the popular view, especially at the beginning. In the first scene, Richard presents himself as a monstrous villain. His deformed body is a mirror for the self-confessed ugliness of his soul. Here too we are dealing with a stereotype, the stereotype of the bad king that can be said to be generated or revived by the unanimous rejection of the scapegoat king, the very process that is reenacted in the last act after gathering momentum throughout the play. 

If we forget for a while the introduction and the conclusion to focus on the drama itself, a different image of Richard emerges. We are in a world of bloody political struggles. All adult characters in the play have committed at least one political murder or benefited from one. As critics like Murray Krieger and Ian Kott have pointed out, the War of the Roses functions as a system of political rivalry and revenge in which every participant is a tyrant and a victim in turn, always behaving and speaking not according to permanent character differences but to the position he occupies at any moment within the total dynamic system. Being the last coil in that infernal spiral, Richard may kill more people more cynically than his predecessors, but he is not essentially different. In order to make the past history of reciprocal violence dramatically present, Shakespeare resorts to the technique of the curse. Everyone keeps cursing everyone else so vehemently and massively that the total effect is tragic or almost comic, according to the mood of the spectator; all these curses mutually cancel each other until the end, when they all converge against Richard and bring about his final undoing, which is also the restoration of peace. 

Two images of the same character tend to alternate, one highly differentiated and one undifferentiated. In the case of The Merchant of Venice and Richard III, some fairly obvious reasons can be invoked; in both plays the theme was a sensitive one, dominated by social and political imperatives regarding which Shakespeare felt skeptical, obviously, but that he could not attack openly. The method he devised permitted an indirect satire, highly effective with the knowledgeable few and completely invisible to the ignorant multitude, avid only of the gross catharsis Shakespeare never failed to provide. 




Great theater is necessarily a play of differentiation and undifferentiation. The characters will not hold the interest of the audience unless the audience can sympathize with them or deny them its sympathy. They must be highly differentiated, in other words, but any scheme of differentiation is synchronic and static. In order to be good, a play must be dynamic. The dynamics of the theater are the dynamics of human conflict, the reciprocity of retribution and revenge; the more intense the process, the more symmetry you tend to have, the more everything tends to become the same on both sides of the antagonism. 

In order to be good, a play must be as reciprocal and undifferentiated as possible, but it must be highly differentiated, too, otherwise the spectators will not be interested in the outcome of the conflict. These two requirements are incompatible, but a playwright who cannot satisfy both simultaneously is not a great playwright; he will produce either plays too differentiated, which will be labeled pièces à thèse because they will be experienced as insufficiently dynamic, or plays too undifferentiated, in order to have a lot of action, or suspense, as we say, but this suspense will appear pointless and will be blamed for a lack of intellectual and ethical content. 

The successful playwright can fulfill the two contradictory requirements simultaneously, even though they are contradictory. How does he do it? In many instances he does not seem fully aware of what he is doing; he must do it in the same instinctive manner as the spectators who passionately identify with one antagonist. Even though the assumed difference between the two always translates itself into reciprocal and undifferentiated behavior, our view of the conflict tends to be static and differentiated. 

We can be certain, I believe, that such is not the case with Shakespeare. Shakespeare is fully conscious of the gap between the difference of the static structure and the nondifference of tragic action. He fills his plays with ironic allusions to the gap between the two and does not hesitate to widen that gap still further, as if he knew that he could do this with impunity, and that in all probability he would be rewarded for doing it; far from destroying his credibility as a creator of “characters,” he would increase the overall dramatic impact of his theater and turn his plays into those dynamic and inexhaustible objects upon which critics can comment endlessly without ever putting their finger on the real source of their ambiguity. 

In Richard III we have examples of this practice no less striking than in The Merchant of Venice. Anne and Elizabeth, the two women who have most suffered at the hands of Richard, cannot resist the temptation of power, even at the cost of an alliance with him, when Richard himself diabolically dangles this toy in front of them. After cursing Richard abundantly and discharging in this manner all her moral obligations, Anne literally walks over the dead body of her father to join hands with Richard. A little later Elizabeth walks over the dead bodies of two of her children, symbolically at least, in order to deliver a third one into the bloody hands of the murderer. 

These two scenes are structurally close to each other, and they generate a crescendo of abomination that cannot be without a purpose. These two women are even more vile than Richard, and the only character who is able to point out this vileness, thus becoming in a sense the only ethical voice in the whole play, is Richard himself, whose role, mutatis mutandis, is comparable to that of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice. 

It is Shakespeare’s genius that he can do such things. And he does them, not to generate irony only, but for the sake of dramatic efficiency. He knows that by doing them he creates uneasiness among the spectators, he places upon them a moral burden with which they cannot deal in terms of the scapegoat values presented at the outset. The demand for the expulsion of the scapegoat is paradoxically reinforced by the very factors that make this expulsion arbitrary. 

I fully agree that, in the case of plays like Richard III or The Merchant of Venice, an infinite number of readings is possible, and this infinity is determined by “the play of the signifier.” I do not agree that this play is gratuitous, and that it is in the nature of all signifiers as signifiers to produce such infinite play. The literary signifier always becomes a victim. It is a victim of the signified, at least metaphorically, in the sense that its play, its différance, or what you will, is almost inevitably sacrificed to the one-sidedness of a single-minded structure à la Lévi-Strauss. The sacrificed signifier disappears behind the signified. Is this victimage of the signifier nothing but a metaphor, or is it mysteriously connected to the scapegoat as such, in the sense that it is rooted in that ritual space where the major signifier is also a victim, not merely in the semiotic sense, this time, but in the sense of Shylock or of Richard III? The play of the signifier, with its arbitrary interruption for the sake of a differentiated structure, operates exactly like the theatrical and ritual process, with its conflictual undifferentiation suddenly resolved and returned to static differentiation through the elimination of a victim. Everything I have said suggests that to Shakespeare, at least, all these things are one and the same. The process of signification is one with the scapegoat resolution of the crisis in which all significations are dissolved, then reborn: the “crisis of Degree.” 
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DO YOU BELIEVE YOUR OWN THEORY? 




“French Triangles” in the Shakespeare of James Joyce 




There is one remarkable exception to the great silence of posterity regarding the role of mimetic desire in Shakespeare—James Joyce in Ulysses. Stephen Dedalus’s lecture in the National Library of Dublin masquerades as a “Life of William Shakespeare” but is really a mimetic interpretation of the theater. At some point Stephen claims that Shakespeare’s wife cuckolded him not with one of his brothers but with both. What is the purpose of this bizarre fiction? According to the lecturer, Ann Hathaway was losing her grip over Shakespeare and betrayed him to consolidate her dominance. 

This Joycean Ann Hathaway resorts to the same strategy as Cressida when she regains her power over the fickle Troilus: she gives her husband mimetic rivals. Brothers are best suited for the role, and Joyce insists on their importance in mythology as well as in literature. The lecture is replete with the type of mimetic interaction we found everywhere in Shakespeare. That is why the following anecdote is included: 




You know Manningham’s story of the burgher’s wife who bade Dick Burbage to her bed after she had seen him in Richard III and how Shakespeare, overhearing, without more ado about nothing, took the cow by the horns and, when Burbage came knocking at the gate, answered from the capon’s blankets: William the Conqueror came before Richard III.¹ 




The burgher’s wife succumbs to her mimetic fascination for an actor, an impersonator of mimesis. This Cressida, this Bovary, this Desdemona would do anything to be queen for a night, just like the women in Richard III. 

Shakespeare is supposed to replace not the burgher in the burgher’s bed, but a first replacement, a more interesting rival, the successful Burbage. How can the often conquered William become William the Conqueror? He must possess the woman whom his model desires. As in Much Ado About Nothing, overhearing generates a series of plays within a play. 

This dubious anecdote is marvelously appropriate to Joyce’s purpose, which is not to interpret Shakespeare in the light of an unsound biography but to pattern his fictional biography on the mimetic works. Joyce does not take his biography seriously as biography, but he seriously suggests that Shakespeare’s mimetic obsession had to originate in a life full of mimetic entanglements. 

The fictional biography scandalizes the pedants inside Ulysses and out; they all solemnly censure the marvelous lecture as a dreadful example of biographical criticism. Inside the novel, the ritual waving of the biographical bugaboo is entrusted to the pompous Russell; he and his fellows keep bombarding Stephen with all the right literary opinions: 




—But this prying into the family life of a great man, Russell began impatiently. 

Art thou there, truepenny?² 

—Interesting only to the parish clerk, I mean, we have the plays, I mean when we read the poetry of King Lear what is it to us how the poet lived? As for living our servants can do that for us, Villiers de l’Isle has said. Peeping and prying into greenroom gossip of the day, the poet’s drinking, the poet’s debts. We have King Lear: and it is immortal. 

(187) 




To suspect Joyce of critical naiveté is naive. The real enigma of the lecture is more interesting. Why does Joyce turn Shakespeare into a character in his own fiction? What does “fictional” mean in the case of Ulysses? 

Joyce selects some representative incidents and themes in the works of Shakespeare, in his life, in his legend, in his critics good and bad; he combines all this with a good deal of outright but never gratuitous invention. His seemingly pointless bricolage systematically points to the dynamic unity of a process that did not yet have a name when Ulysses was written; mimetic desire. 

The part of the lecture most frequently discussed is the treatment of Hamlet, but its importance is primarily negative; it plays a strategic role in Joyce’s dismissal of Freudian psychoanalysis, which he does not want confused with his own mimetic idea. At one point, Stephen alludes to “a certain Viennese school” whose conception of incest he rejects. The Joycean identification of Shakespeare with the father in Hamlet, rather than with the son, is a repudiation of the unworkable Oedipal mythology: 




If you hold that he, a greying man . . . with fifty years of experience is the beardless undergraduate of Wittenberg, then you must hold that his seventyyear old mother is the lustful queen. 

(204) 




The most important and difficult part of the lecture describes a trajectory of frustration and failure in the life of Shakespeare supposedly triggered by the playwright’s first sexual encounter with his future wife. All we know about Ann Hathaway is that she was older than Shakespeare. Armed with this precious information, Stephen asserts boldly that she played the role of an aggressive male in her relationship with her future husband. He assures us that the young Shakespeare was “raped in a ryefield.” This imaginary incident is a triggering device for the mimetic life of William Shakespeare. Ann, “the grey-eyed goddess,” bends greedily over an unwilling Adonis and destroys her victim’s self-confidence. From then on, Shakespeare will vainly try to regain the initiative that he originally lost in the ryefield. His sexual life turns into an unsuccessful imitation of Ann’s audacity. 

Joyce is trying to account for the relentless focus on mimetic frustration in all works of Shakespeare. His hypothesis would be legitimate if he could present it as such, but he does not want to do this in a novel, even if the novel at this point is supposed to be a critical lecture. Joyce must invent something far too specific from a critical standpoint and we, the readers, have to take this fact into account. The rape “in a ryefield” is too comically specific not to be a humorous warning to literal-minded readers. 

In the Joycean scheme Venus and Adonis plays the role that The Rape of Lucrece and The Two Gentlemen of Verona play in mine. If I had to choose my own “original trauma,” I would select a masculine model, Shakespeare’s best friend, no doubt, in the school where he learned little Latin and less Greek—his mimetic twin. I would suppose that, one fine day, apropos of some girl, this trusted companion turned into the fierce mimetic rival that Proteus became to Valentine, Tarquin to Collatine, Hermia to Helena, Cassio to Othello, Polixenes to Leontes, and that young William was shattered. In my view, this hypothesis fits the textual evidence more tightly than Joyce’s does. 

The readers should not take either hypothesis too seriously. I believe, with Joyce, that there must be an existential counterpart to what Shakespeare is writing, but we do not know enough to justify any hypothesis; that is why I suggested none. Our ignorance does not impair our intelligence of the works. 

The idea of an original trauma means that the first model/obstacle/rival was more important than all subsequent models, because it determined certain permanent singularities of the Shakespearean mimetic obsession. Was the playwright first “scandalized” by his wife, by a friend, by one of his brothers? We will never know and it does not matter; I am not even certain that an original trauma is indispensable. Joyce’s choice seems to be influenced by the role of women in his own life. 

What truly matters is not the specific identity of the initial mediator, but rather that she or he be conceived in genuinely mimetic fashion as a model/obstacle/rival. The most important fragment in the whole lecture suggests that Joyce conceives of Ann in this fashion: 




Belief in himself has been untimely killed. He was overborne in a cornfield first . . . and he will never be a victor in his own eyes after nor play victoriously the game of laugh and lie down. Assumed don giovannism will not save him. No later undoing will undo the first undoing. The tusk of the boar has wounded him there where love dies ableeding. If the shrew is worsted yet there remains to her woman’s invisible weapon. There is, I feel in the words, some goad of the flesh driving him into a new passion, a darker shadow of the first, darkening even his own understanding of himself. A like fate awaits him and the two rages commingle in a whirlpool. 

(194) 




I regard this text as a condensation and an existential projection of what I tried to do with mimetic desire in the comedies. Shakespeare, we found, moves from a still relatively simple form of mimetic desire in The Two Gentlemen of Verona to gradually more and more complex forms in the subsequent plays. Joyce’s existential trajectory reflects the road that leads from Valentine to Pandarus and beyond, the road that the works themselves travel. Joyce is describing the dynamics of the oeuvre in terms of the author’s existential experience. 

“Assumed don giovannism” means that Shakespeare tried to handle women in the same manner as Ann handled him in the cornfield. To be victorious in his own eyes, he must beat Ann at her own game; he must win by her rules, thus making victory impossible. In a world of perfect imitation, chances are that the loser will go on losing. Contrary to what the theory of masochism demands, humiliation and defeat are merely an indirect consequence of the mimetic double bind, not its direct object, but only in a first phase. In a second phase, imitation turns the consequence into a direct object. All caricatural repetitions are one with the desire to do away with repetition. 

Mimetic desire keeps shifting to more complex and “paradoxical” forms because it always reacts to its own inevitable failures in the same way. In an ever renewed effort to outmaneuver its own absurdity, this desire becomes more and more absurd and self-defeating. Joyce postulates first a heterosexual phase (assumed don giovannism), then a homosexual phase (the new passion) that is interpreted not as a fully independent desire but as the most advanced mimetic configuration in an escalation of failures always repetitive of the previous failures they seek to counter (the “darker shadow”). 

All attempts to break out of the circle reactivate the circle. All efforts to undo the first undoing result in worse undoings. The last sentence suggests the same failure in both the heterosexual and the homosexual phase: “A like fate awaits him and the two rages commingle in a whirlpool.” As long as the model/rival is Ann Hathaway, the most radical desire focuses on her and her substitutes. In the “assumed don giovannism” of the second phase, the homosexual drift stems logically from the fact that the model/rival is a man. 

Closely patterned as it is on the gradual darkening of the comedies, this descent into hell is not trivially biographical and its novelistic truth transcends the romantic aesthetics of nonmimetic criticism with its fetishistic separation of “life” and “works.” The existential and intellectual dimensions dovetail perfectly. 

The overall scheme outlined in my last quotation is complemented by some dense but mimetically luminous observations on specific plays: 




In Cymbeline, in Othello he [Shakespeare] is bawd and cuckold. He acts and is acted on. Lover of an ideal or a perversion, like Jose he kills the real Carmen. His unremitting intellect is the hornmad Iago ceaselessly willing that the moor in him shall suffer. 

(210) 




In Cymbeline, the “bawd and cuckold” is the exiled Posthumus, a Scot, who channels the desire of an Italian dandy toward his wife by praising her and all Scottish women as excessively as Valentine, Collatine, and others praised theirs. Stephen also specifically mentions The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Rape of Lucrece. 

Othello is “bawd and cuckold” in relation to Cassio, of course. Joyce’s interpretation coincides with the one in this study. When Othello realizes that his fascination with everything Venetian caused him to promote the handsome Cassio to the position of both a sexual and a military lieu-tenant, he immediately concludes that Desdemona is treacherous. He needs no villain to persuade himself. His unremitting intellect is the “hornmad Iago” in himself—just as it was in Joyce (see chapter 31). 

This game is not merely textual; the “real Carmen” really gets killed, and Desdemona’s assimilation to Mérimée’s character shows that Joyce sees her and her death wish in the same mimetic and self-destructive light as I do; she is an adventurer, not the bland romantic heroine bequeathed to us by the nineteenth century. 

Stephen wonders if all these bawds and cuckolds are lovers “of an ideal or a perversion.” Long ago, with The Two Gentlemen of Verona, we discovered that this question is undecidable. Does the subject involve his friend in his love affair innocently, for the sake of mutual friendship, or does he need his jealous desire to nourish and invigorate his own? At what point does his impulsive bragging turn into an unhealthy appetite for his neighbor’s envy? 

Just as heterosexual desire entails a mediator of the same sex, homosexual desire entails a mediator of the other sex, a “latent heterosexuality” that interests Joyce just as much as its converse, the “latent homosexuality” of Freud. The notion of “latency” becomes meaningless. Volens nolens, the “bawd and cuckold” pushes his masculine rivals into the arms of the women he desires, and then he drives his feminine rivals into the arms of his masculine friends. Sexual differences are mobile, variable, and inessential, whereas the triangular structure is permanent and essential. 

When Stephen alludes to the male friend of the Sonnets, Eglinton gravely suggests “he loved a lord” and Stephen replies: “It seems so, when he wants to do for him, and for all other and singular uneared wombs, the holy office an ostler does for the stallion” (200). This metaphor may be influenced by a brief dialogue between Touchstone and Corin, a shepherd, in As You Like It—a mere joke, but highly significant in its Shakespearen context. It restates the whole theory of the Shakespearean go-between, the bawd-and-cuckold scheme of Joyce, and would not be out of place in Troilus and Cressida: 





  
    	
        Corin: 
    
    	
        Sir, I am true laborer: I earn that I eat, get that I wear, owe no man hate, envy no man’s happiness, glad of other men’s good, content with my harm, and the greatest of my pride is to see my ewes graze and my lambs suck. 
    

  

  
    	
        Touchstone: 
    
    	
        That is another simple sin in you, to bring the ewes and rams together, and to offer to get your living by the copulation of cattle; to be bawd to a bell-wether, and to betray a she-lamb of a twelve-month to a crooked-pated old cuckoldly ram, out of all reasonable match. If thou beest not damn’d for this, the devil himself will have no shepherds; I cannot see else how thou shouldst scape. 
    

  



(III, ii, 73–85) 




Stephen’s listeners want to evade the lecturer’s mimetic insight, so they fight back with a barrage of critical nonsense. They have read everything and quote everybody, from “the brilliant articles of Frank Harris in The Saturday Review to “Alexandre Dumas fils, (or is it Dumas père) who said that ‘after God, Shakespeare has created most’” (210). Not one platitude about “the Bard” is missing. “Of all great men,” Eglinton observes, “he is the most enigmatic” (191). His lack of pomposity is pompously discussed (196). The four—Russell, Lyster, Mulligan, and Eglinton—recall a Hamlet acted by a woman in Dublin, also a man who thinks that the secret of it all must be hidden in the Stratford monument. 

The real ideas of the lecture shine only intermittently, tiny jewels almost invisible in the trampled mud of a pig pen. Were it not for Stephen, these Irish Bouvards and Pécuchets would have the time of their lives, but the lecturer spoils their fun, and gradually they gang up against him. Even their most innocent-sounding remarks are poisoned arrows. Here is Lyster: 




A most instructive discussion. Mr. Mulligan, I’ll be bound, has his theory too of the play and of Shakespeare. All sides of life should be represented. 

He smiled on all sides equally. 

(195) 




This ecumenical generosity is really a reminder to Stephen that “promising young men” are a dime a dozen. Ecstatic celebrations of bland pluralism alternate with the most repressive censorship of all new ideas: “The bard’s fellowcountrymen are rather tired perhaps of our brilliancies of theorising” (196). Eglinton’s colonial mind sees English blood as the supreme arbiter in matters Shakespearean. In a curious prophecy of our academic superhighways, he also praises what he calls “the high road of criticism”: they “are dreary but they lead to the town” (193). 

Stephen cannot provide respectable-sounding arguments for his thesis; he has no common language with his listeners. They seem as futile and platitudinous to him as he seems megalomaniacal to them. In addition, he can see on the shelves thousands of books, a vast cultural tradition no less impermeable to what he says than the human beings around him. As he speaks, this massive indifference weighs upon him, and he compensates in quasi-mystical fashion. His sense of kinship with Shakespeare intensifies; he sounds more and more irresponsible and unreliable, until Eglinton stops everything: “You are a delusion. . . . You have brought us all this way to show us a French triangle” (211). 

A French triangle! Stephen lowers Shakespeare to the level of a Parisian bedroom farce. His enterprise is not even sinister, it is ridiculous! Stephen is devastated. Our sympathy for him should not dismiss Eglinton’s bon mot as irrelevant; the critic looks through the wrong end of his telescope, but he sees something essential, the triune structure of mimetic desire. He sums up the entire lecture. 

Up to that point, Stephen had felt gloriously invulnerable, protected by the ineptitude of his enemies, but now he confronts real understanding, cold, contemptuous, and nevertheless unquestionable, the very reverse of what understanding should be. His self-confidence is shattered; sensing his advantage, his sacrificer moves in for the kill: 




. . . Do you believe your own theory? 

     —No, Stephen said promptly. 

(211) 




As far as I know, all critics of this text regard this no as final. How could they be blamed for refusing to take Stephen’s lecture seriously? Stephen himself repudiates his own child. The mimetic Shakespeare is now dead and buried; Stephen was trying to be playful and his joke misfired. 

This is a gigantic mistake. The no is the last word that Stephen utters aloud, but it is not the real conclusion of the whole affair. If the critics of Joyce were as curious as they are supposed to be, they would read the twelve lines that follow and come upon a brief interior monologue in which Stephen recants his first recantation. Unquestionably, the passage must be read in the light of the previous no, I do not believe my own theory: “I believe, O Lord, help my unbelief. That is, help me to believe or help me to unbelieve? Who helps to believe? Egomen. Who to unbelieve? Other chap” (211). This second conclusion confirms that Stephen’s faith in his mimetic theory had really died but is being reborn; these few words amount to a mimetic interpretation of the lecturer’s failure to defend his views. 

In difficult intersubjective situations, “Egomen” can be forced to believe what “other chap” believes. For a few seconds Stephen was literally possessed by Eglinton and his cohort in the same sense as, in the three synoptic Gospels, the Gerasene madman is possessed by a demon named Legion. Stephen caves in temporarily to collective pressure. He joins the mimetic unanimity of his accusers; his surrender is a moment of radical alienation that is surmounted in the solitude of the Self. The promptness of his assent to Eglinton’s command is characteristic of people under hypnotic suggestion. For a few seconds the mimetic Shakespeare had become to its mimetic inventor what his listeners unanimously see in it, one discredited theory among countless others, more farfetched and ludicrous than most. 

Stephen has become a fellow traveler on the high road of criticism: it is insufferably dreary and does not even take you to Dublin. His hypermimetic temperament is responsible for this shameful collapse; the same trait that makes an artist creative and strong in the solitude of his own Self can be a source of almost infinite weakness in the presence of others. 

During the interval between his death and resurrection, Stephen feels like Judas. And indeed he acts as a traitor—to himself, of course, Egomen. He humbly begs Eglinton, the high priest, for the thirty pieces of silver to which we all feel entitled whenever we join the right mob at the right time. Stephen receives nothing; after his surrender, he seems too insignificant even for a bribe. After Jesus is arrested, not only Judas but Peter and all the apostles succumb to the mimetic pressure of the persecuting crowd and abandon their master. 

“I believe, O Lord, help my unbelief.” These words are a quote from Mark 9:24. They are uttered by the father of a possessed son as the child is being cured by Jesus, after the disciples proved unable to help him. Our monologue intérieur portrays a Joycean and purely egotistical version of this miracle. 

As soon as the mimetic pressure is gone, Egomen comes back to life; the essential Self lies beyond the reach of the lynchers; it plays the role of the Father in an egoistic equivalent of the Christian Trinity. The sinister triangles of mimetic rivalry are the inverted image of this triune Self, the evil over which its redemptive power ultimately triumphs. 

After resurrecting the Son, the Father sends his Spirit to him, enabling him to turn his horrible experience into a work of art entitled Ulysses. Egomen recoups his worldly losses in the superior realm of his own creation. The National Library episode is a novel inside a novel with its own drama of death and resurrection almost entirely located inside Egomen. The “others” intervene only in the role of the persecuting crowd. 




Who is Egomen? To answer this crucial question, we should investigate mimetic desire beyond the Shakespeare lecture, in Ulysses as a whole, and also in the life of its author, James Joyce. Just like Stephen himself, Leopold Bloom, the hero of Ulysses, has a bad case of French triangulitis; he hates to be deceived but acts as if he loved it, baiting Stephen with suggestive pictures of Molly and inviting his prospective rival to his home. Ashamed of being acted on, he wants to act, but all he achieves is coauthorship in the magnum opus of his own cuckoldry. 

There are striking mimetic accidents in Joyce’s life. Their resemblance to what Joyce is talking about in Ulysses, not only in the case of Bloom and Stephen but in the case of Shakespeare also, cannot be coincidental. Before meeting Joyce, his future wife, Nora, had had a fleeting sentimental attachment to a young man named Michael Bodkin who died at an early age. Far from discouraging her husband’s jealousy, this death exacerbated it to the highest degree; it made it absolutely impossible for Joyce to test his influence with Molly against that of his presumed rival. 

Another episode involves a journalist in Trieste whose company Nora seemed to enjoy; Joyce, not in spite but because of his intense jealousy, invited him to his home and treated him like a friend. The whole affair strikingly resembles the Bloom/Molly/Stephen triangle in Ulysses. 

Joyce clearly suggests that these facts are relevant to the interpretation of his Shakespeare. The main point of the lecture is a conjunction between mimetic genius and a life of neurotic misery, too visibly inspired by the same conjunction in the life and work of James Joyce not to invite a systematic comparison. Unlike the earlier Joyce of Exiles, who still turned mimetic rivalry into an ideal in order not to see the perversion in it, the mature Joyce was lucid about himself; he knew that he often behaved in a way that could only strike “normal” observers as ridiculous or insane. He obviously viewed his own bawd-and-cuckold syndrome as the price he had to pay for his unusual perspicacity in regard to mimetic relations. The Shakespeare lecture suggests that, in Joyce’s own eyes, literary genius goes hand in hand with mimetic entanglements. 

Everybody who knows anything about Joyce’s life understands that he is alluding to it in Ulysses, but the matter is never seriously discussed. Who wants to sound like a “biographical critic”? Joyce himself disregards this taboo—not in some autobiographical writing but in his greatest literary work. Let us disregard it as well; let us follow our author wherever he leads us. 

Joyce uses William Shakespeare as a substitute for Egomen. Behind his portrayal of a mimetic playwright writing highly mimetic plays, we can recognize the husband of Nora, a highly mimetic novelist writing highly mimetic novels. We cannot dismiss as insignificant gossip what Joyce himself defiantly suggests in his literary work. Shakespeare’s mimetic desire equals Stephen’s desire, which equals the desire of Joyce himself. Egomen is James Joyce. Contrary to what we always hear, Stephen is the voice of his creator. 

Egomen always writes about himself. Shakespeare is one of his surrogates, but we cannot say that he is nothing but a surrogate. Everything we have learned about Shakespeare in this study confirms the unique perspicacity of Stephen’s lecture. According to our still formalistic or formalo-deconstructive principles that all descend in direct line from Russell, the Shakespeare lecture cannot be relevant to Shakespeare if it is relevant to Joyce, and it cannot be relevant to Joyce if it is relevant to Shakespeare. But Egomen holds these principles in contempt. 

We can now schematically reconstitute Egomen’s reasoning: “Since Shakespeare knows everything about mimetic desire, and so do I, and since no one else does, except for a few towering masters, I must be a towering master myself. As far as we can tell, the lives of towering masters are plagued with the type of mimetic hysteria from which I suffer. The same was probably true of Shakespeare, whose life we do not know. In my capacity as a novelist, I am entitled to invent a historically false but mimetically true life of William Shakespeare. This is what great novels are about. Honni soit qui mal y pense. 

If we dare recognize the signature of James Joyce in all the concentric circles of mimesis around the mimetic Shakespeare, we must also recognize in the lecture the author’s own mimetic drama as a young writer, the story of his exile from Ireland. Egomen’s doctrine has vertiginous implications. 

During a brief discussion of Aristotle and Plato, Stephen asks, “Which of the two would have banished me from his commonwealth?” (184). Only a few minutes into the lecture, the famous Russell decides to leave and, on his way out, invites his four acolytes to some literary gathering; Stephen alone is not invited. Just like Stephen, the young Joyce felt misunderstood in Dublin, disdained, ignored, ostracized; the lecture is a “tragedy” of intellectual discrimination, expulsion, banishment, scapegoating, and constantly points to James Joyce himself. 




How do the French call a French triangle? Triangle français makes no sense, of course; even an Eglinton might figure that out. Triangle de vaudeville sounds too scholarly; the French translator, Valéry Larbaud, came up with “Monsieur, Madame, et l’autre,” which would be perfect, if it did not erase the French connotation, which should be preserved since it seems to play a significant role at both ends of the lecture. In Eglinton’s eyes, Stephen’s intellectual life is not English enough for a critic of Shakespeare. Eglinton is the one who said a little earlier: “The bard’s fellowcountrymen are rather tired perhaps of our brilliancies of theorizing” (196). 

There is a French prelude to the whole Shakespeare episode, strategically symmetrical with the French triangle at the conclusion. The writer responsible for these references to French culture is not Stephen but Joyce himself or, if you prefer, Egomen. In the prelude Lyster mentions the text in which Mallarmé evokes a representation of Hamlet in a French provincial town. A poster has been printed: 




His free hand graciously wrote tiny signs in air: 




HAMLET 

ou 

LEDISTRAIT 

Pièce de Shakespeare 




He repeated to John Eglinton’s newgathered frown: 

—Pièce de Shakespeare, don’t you know. It’s so French. The French point of view. Hamlet ou . . . 

—The absent-minded beggar, Stephen ended. 

John Eglinton laughed. 

—Yes, I suppose it would be, he said. Excellent people, no doubt, but distressingly shortsighted in some matters. 

(185) 




One purpose of this prelude is to enthrone Mallarmé as the patron saint of Stephen’s daring literary essay. With such cultural storm troopers as Eglinton, however, the patronage of a French poet, great as he may be, is an invitation to disaster. What happens at this point prophetically adumbrates Stephen’s later debacle. The quotation makes Eglinton’s provincialism obvious in a French literary context. The critic is deaf to Mallarmé’s irony. Joyce is setting the stage for his French triangle. 

I first read Ulysses in the Larbaud translation many years ago and understood strictly nothing. More recently, I read the English original, and the French triangle was an illumination. In the meantime I had turned to mimetic desire and lectured about it to English-speaking audiences. The experience was always pleasant and yet, on some occasions, reminiscent enough of Stephen’s to facilitate my understanding of the Joycean text. During the question period I was warned that my mimetic triangles, precisely because they are so exquisitely French, cannot really apply to English or American writers—least of all, of course, to the greatest of them all, William Shakespeare. 

Outside France, mimetic desire will often seem specifically French for the same reason that it cannot be French in France. Nowhere in the world is mimetic desire at home, anymore than the plague in the Middle Ages or syphilis in the sixteenth century. This dangerous supplement is always perceived as a foreign import. 




The mimetic unanimity of scapegoating falsifies its own significance at the expense of the victim. Even though arbitrarily condemned, this victim seems guilty. Stephen is intellectually immolated by sacrificers who do not even realize they are taking part in a sacrifice. 

Is there a persecution in this text? As long as the readers outside the book remain blind to the mimetic content, they cannot see any. They cannot see that Stephen’s lecture precipitates a minimimetic crisis in which they themselves are engulfed. They cannot see Stephen’s victimization because it becomes their own “founding violence.” They always refer to Stephen’s no in order to justify their decision that the lecture is insignificant from both a Shakespearean and a Joycean standpoint. 

The founding violence persuades everybody outside the book, the readers of Ulysses, as well as everybody inside, including Stephen himself, if only for a few seconds. By joining his friendly lynch mob, Stephen turns the wrong interpretation of his own lecture into an almost unchallengeable creed. 

O hell! to criticize by another’s eye. Some of the early critics were the most uninhibited in the practice of this art. I remember one at least who explicitly blames Stephen for disregarding Russell’s wise warning against biographical criticism.³ Now that the author of Ulysses has become the great James Joyce, tel qu’en lui-même l’éternité le change, no one wants to dismiss fifty pages of Ulysses too casually; the recent critics urge us, somewhat tepidly, to find the lecture “interesting” and even “amusing.” When the experts define it as “a farrago,” however, or even “a farrago of errors,” they almost openly acknowledge their failure to make any real sense out of it.⁴ 

As far as I know, the main themes of the episode are never identified. They are: (1) the mimetic insight of Stephen into Shakespeare; (2) the Flaubertian platitude of the four critics; (3) the critics’ mimetic ganging up against Stephen; (4) the marvelous pertinence and impertinence of the French triangle; (5) the “death” of the hero and his egoistic “resurrection.” 

Ulysses is misunderstood, but its author must share the responsibility for the critical breakdown. He did his best, obviously, to mislead those who regard themselves as “serious critics.” When asked for an explanation, Stephen gives none, and his asides do not reveal the serene detachment that we regard as a prerequisite of “sound criticism”: “I know. Shut up. Blast you! I have my reasons” (205). Who can trust a researcher so obviously driven by passion? 

Who can trust a researcher who does not even respect the facts? Stephen extends by several years the life of a “firedrake” visible in the English sky when Shakespeare was a small child, turning it into a miraculous portent of the great man’s birth. Then at one point he insolently claims that his conclusions apply “to all the plays that [he has] not read.” Long before Stephen himself repudiates his own views, our faith in him is shaken. When it finally occurs, this repudiation seems to clinch the case against him. Our attention wanders and most of us stop reading altogether. Thus we miss our last chance to discover the truth that Joyce has perversely buried at some distance from the lecture, in a deep thicket of words, as a dog would its favorite bone, for the sole purpose of preventing its discovery. 

The always amazing James Joyce superficially but systematically undermined the credibility of the character who expresses his own views. He obviously foresaw and systematically encouraged the misreading of the whole episode. A critic should never deceive his audience, but we cannot blame Stephen for yielding to this particular temptation. Of all the points he brings up, the only one that inflames his listeners’ imagination is the nonsensical firedrake. They mechanically condemn “biographical criticism,” but they see nothing wrong with the worst kind of hagiography. 

Joyce inserted many ambiguous signals in his text. Unless we perceive the mimetic dimension of everything, they suggest the opposite of what they truly mean. Stephen is more serious than he seems, but his seriousness is of a kind that the other kind of seriousness will never recognize. 

Stephen is childishly provocative, but his claims are less presumptuous than they seem. His insight does not depend on scholarship in the usual sense. One person will grasp it after reading a single play, and others never will who have memorized the entire theater. It is not the quantity of information that counts, but what we do with it. 

Stephen never mentions Troilus and Cressida; it must be one of the plays he never bothered to read. Pandarus deserves a place in the Joycean scheme and yet he has none. No character confirms the bawd-and-cuckold idea more spectacularly than he does. Either Joyce was unfamiliar with this archetypal figure or he found Pandarus too obvious for his cat-and-mouse game and avoided him on purpose. 

Whatever the cause of this omission, in the end it does not matter. There is more to learn about Pandarus from a text that ignores him entirely than from scrupulous scholars who know everything about him but cannot situate him in the larger picture of Shakespearean desire. The work of scrupulous scholars is far from useless, but its usefulness is of a different sort from that of Joyce. 




No one but Joyce planted the clues that seems to discredit Stephen; no one but Joyce suggested the wrong interpretation at every turn, giving it enough surface plausibility to convince the critics that it must be true. Joyce slyly coaxes the mimetically blind into the misreading to which they are always already inclined. 

Joyce has turned his text into a verbal machine similar to those we discovered in Shakespeare. The French triangle fiasco is the novelistic equivalent of a tragic conclusion. This violent climax can be read in two different ways. If we disapprove of the mimetic Shakespeare, its violence seems justified and therefore its injustice evaporates. Eglinton’s verdict confirms all our negative impressions of Stephen and becomes the mainstay of the interpretive myth that still dominates the criticism of Ulysses, the “farrago” concept of the lecture. 

This ambivalence is properly sacrificial and therefore reminiscent of several Shakespearean plays. The Merchant of Venice for instance. We found that our interpretation of this play depends on how we read the concluding trial. We participate in the scapegoating of Shylock to the extent that we do not perceive its arbitrariness. Similarly, we participate in the scapegoating of Stephen to the extent that we do not understand the truth of his lecture. 

Why this sacrificial manipulation? In the case of Shakespeare, we speculated that the ambivalence enables the playwright to satisfy the prejudices and capabilities of two entirely different publics. The multiplicity of interpretations is not an intrinsic property of writing, but something that the author engineered for a specific purpose. But this purpose cannot be present in Joyce, or at least not in the same sense. An “avant-garde” writer does not write for large numbers of unsophisticated readers. What can be his motives? 

A first answer is that Joyce understood not only mimetic desire in Shakespeare but the sacrificial ambivalence that goes with it, and deliberately set out to duplicate this remarkable feature in his own text. He decided that, in his great homage to Shakespeare, he should be as Shakespearean as possible, and not only revealed but mimicked the sacrificial strategy of his writer. 

The sacrificial ambivalence makes Joyce’s perspective almost but not quite invisible. The author silences his own voice, yields the floor to his antagonists, and becomes a literary equivalent of his bawd-and-cuckold figure. He fervently hopes that some of us will discover the truth, I suppose, but he multiplies obstacles on the road to this discovery. He is working against his own interests, in other words, and his conduct as a writer parallels Bloom’s conduct as a lover. 

We found something similar in Shakespeare. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the poet gives the most prominence to the perspective of Theseus, which is not really his own; he keeps his own views almost out of sight but not quite, since he wrote the five precious lines of Hippolyta that I explicated at length. 

Just as Joyce speaks of his own expulsion behind the mask of Stephen, Shakespeare’s irony is seen, I believe, in the recurrent theme of the poet who becomes a preferential scapegoat in a world hostile to his art. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, once again, all the entertainments offered to Theseus in Act 5 are about poets persecuted by their contemporaries. (See chapter 27.) Similarly, in Joyce’s text the collective victim is the one real poet in the entire group. 

Shakespeare is enigmatically characterized by Stephen as “Christfox in leather trews, hiding, a runaway in blighted treeforks from hue and cry” (191). He and Stephen/Joyce perpetually mirror each other, and their lives seem a vast collective hunt in which they always play the role of the hunted. 

A complete discussion of why Joyce makes his own perspective willfully obscure in this episode would take us too far afield, but his most obvious aim must be mentioned; it could be defined as delayed-action satire. Joyce intensely disliked the literary establishment of his time. He probably felt that, sooner or later, he would be canonized by people similar to those who had ostracized him during his life, and turned his text into a veritable minefield, relishing the thought, I suppose; that long after his death one of his engines would explode from time to time and do a little damage to the literary landscape. 

When Joyce first became a public scandal, and therefore a celebrity, it was rumored that his work was a vast mystification. Later on, as the body of academic writing about him kept growing, such unserious purpose was tacitly judged incompatible with the seriousness of his literary effort. This is a dangerous illusion. As I, myself, keep gleefully uncovering the Joycean traps that I can see, I must be falling into the ones that I cannot see. It is impossible, I feel, to exaggerate this writer’s capacity for mischief. 


1. James Joyce, Ulysses (New York: Modern Library, 1934), 199. 




2. Hamlet, I, v, 150.—Editor’s note. 




3. William M. Schutte, Joyce and Shakespeare: A Study in the Meaning of Ulysses (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957). 




4. Hugh Kenner, Ulysses (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980), 114; John O’Hara in The Nation, March 15, 1982, 312. 



30 




HAMLET’S DULL REVENGE 




Vengeance in Hamlet 




The almost sacred status achieved by the work of Shakespeare has always combined with the various shibboleths of modern criticism—the “intentional fallacy” for instance, fatal to the perception of irony—to prevent us from responding as we should to Shakespeare’s most precious invitation to us, his invitation to become his accomplices and share in his prodigious awareness of a dramatic process that always consists in some form of victimage or sacrifice, a process with such deep roots within us and effects so paradoxical and hidden that it can be reactivated and ridiculed simultaneously. The Malvolio of Twelfth Night is a good example of this ambivalence. 

The great artist is a magnetizer; he can channel our mimetic impulses in the direction he chooses. In some of his plays Shakespeare obviously alludes to how little it takes to arouse indignation rather than sympathy or to turn tragedy into comedy and vice versa. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, for instance, the play within the play, the ridiculous Pyramus and Thisbe, is a parodic inversion of Romeo and Juliet. And the man who turns heroes into villains and villains into heroes, the poet, is really a sorcerer’s apprentice. At any moment he can become the victim of his own game. If the spectators do not accept the victim he offers, they will turn against him, they will choose him as their substitute victim; the poet will become the real scapegoat of his own theater. 

As he recites the prologue of Pyramus and Thisbe, Quince misplaces a few commas and the intended complimemt comes out sounding like a string of insults. It takes almost nothing to turn the captatio benevolentiae into a captatio malevolentiae. Fortunately for Quince and his friends, Theseus is a wise ruler who sees the good intention behind the misleading language. What we sense here is the dramatic creator’s extreme sensitivity to the hazardous nature of his craft. He has to worry not only about the gap between his intentions and his words, but about the manner in which these words will be uttered by the actors and above all, of course, about their reception by the audience. 

The dramatic poet depends too much upon the crowd not to know about its essential fickleness. Success or failure may result less from the intrinsic quality of the work than from collective reactions that are unpredictable because they are essentially mimetic; from one performance to the next these reactions may abruptly shift from one extreme to the other with no apparent reason. They are analogous, of course, to the scapegoat phenomena upon which all theater and, more originally still, all ritual is founded. This dependence of the playwright upon the mimetic impulse of the multitude cannot account, to be sure, for his prodigious insight into the role of random victimage in human affairs, but it must certainly sharpen his native sensitivity; it must increase the effects of whatever personal experience of similar phenomena may have first contributed in his previous history to his later “gift” as a dramatist. 

The poet must be thrilled by his power to lead the crowd wherever he chooses. In the earlier plays some of the allusions Shakespeare makes to this power suggest, indeed, by their almost incredible brilliance and wit, a kind of jubilation. But there must be another and more negative side to the exercise of this power. The poet understands catharsis too well to feel as serenely complacent about it as do literary critics. Shakespeare’s own conception of his role as a creator is much less exalted than ours. Even if in some of his references to poets victimized by society a note of compassion and seriousness is occasionally heard, his overall treatment of the theme has nothing to do with the puffed-up self-pity we inherited from the Romantic age. The playwright is playing with fire, and if he gets burned he has no one to blame but himself. 

Why should the poet feel proud for providing the crowd with vicarious victims? The fact that he himself is no dupe, that he manipulates the ignorant spectators from a distance and yet desires the knowledgeable ones to appreciate that distance, does not make the manipulation more praiseworthy. The elite is invited to share in a pleasure more sophisticated and subtle than the catharsis of the lower level but still essentially cathartic in nature. The only difference is that the satisfaction of the few is obtained at the expense of the many. The real scapegoat now is the mass audience in a reversal that has become the rule in modern literature. It does not seem, however, that from this inverted catharsis, Shakespeare did draw the type of personal reassurance that has since nourished and still nourishes the ego of countless intellectuals and artists in the modern world. 

The preceding remarks are tentative, of course, and they would be of no interest, really, if they did not suggest a new approach to some plays I have not yet mentioned, notably to the one play that, to this day, has remained the most mysterious, in spite of the almost incredible amount of critical attention it has received. 




Hamlet belongs to the genre of the revenge tragedy, as hackneyed and yet inescapable in Shakespeare’s days as the “thriller” in ours to a television writer. In Hamlet Shakespeare turned this necessity for a playwright to go on writing the same old revenge tragedies into an opportunity to debate almost openly the questions I have tried to define. The weariness with revenge and catharsis that can be read, I believe, in the margins of the earlier plays must really exist because, in Hamlet, it moves to the center of the stage and becomes fully articulated. 

Some writers who were not necessarily the worst found it difficult, we are told, to postpone for the whole duration of the lengthy Elizabethan play an action that had never been in doubt in the first place and that is always the same anyway. Shakespeare can turn this tedious chore into the most brilliant feat of theatrical double entendre because the tedium of revenge is really what he wants to talk about, and he wants to talk about it in the usual Shakespearean fashion; he will denounce the revenge theater and all its works with the utmost daring without denying his mass audience the catharsis it demands, without depriving himself of the dramatic success that is necessary to his own career as a dramatist. 

If we assume that Shakespeare really had this double goal in mind, we will find that some unexplained details in the play become intelligible and the function of many obscure scenes becomes obvious. 

In order to perform revenge with conviction, you must believe in the justice of your own cause. This is what we noted before, and the revenge seeker will not believe in his own cause unless he believes in the guilt of his intended victim. And the guilt of that intended victim entails in turn the innocence of that victim’s victim. If the victim’s victim is already a killer and if the revenge seeker reflects a little too much on the circularity of revenge, his faith in vengeance must collapse. 

This is exactly what we have in Hamlet. It cannot be without a purpose that Shakespeare suggests the old Hamlet, the murdered king, was a murderer himself. However nasty Claudius may look, he cannot look nasty enough if he appears in a context of previous revenge; he cannot generate, as a villain, the absolute passion and dedication that is demanded of Hamlet. The problem with Hamlet is that he cannot forget the context. As a result, the crime by Claudius looks to him like one more link in an already long chain, and his own revenge will look like still another link, perfectly identical to all the other links. 

In a world where every ghost, dead or alive, can only perform the same action, revenge, or clamor for more of the same from beyond the grave, all voices are interchangeable. You can never know with certainty which ghost is addressing whom. It is one and the same thing for Hamlet to question his own identity and to question the ghost’s identity, and his authority. 

To seek singularity in revenge is a vain enterprise, but to shrink from revenge in a world that looks upon it as a “sacred duty” is to exclude oneself from society, to become a nonentity once more. There is no way out for Hamlet; he shifts endlessly from one impasse to the other, unable to make up his mind because neither choice makes sense. 

If all characters are caught in a cycle of revenge that extends in all directions beyond the limits of its action, Hamlet has no beginning and no end. The play collapses. The trouble with the hero is that he does not believe in his play half as much as the critics do. He understands revenge and the theater too well to assume willingly a role chosen for him by others. His sentiments are those, in other words, that we have surmised in Shakespeare himself. What the hero feels in regard to the act of revenge, the creator feels in regard to revenge as theater. But the public wants vicarious victims and the playwright must oblige. Tragedy is revenge. Shakespeare is tired of revenge, and yet he cannot give it up, or he gives up his audience and his identity as a playwright. Shakespeare turns a typical revenge topic, Hamlet, into a meditation on his predicament as a playwright. 

Claudius and the old Hamlet are not blood brothers first and enemies second; they are brothers in murder and revenge. In the myths and legends from which most tragedies are drawn, brotherhood is almost invariably associated with the reciprocity of revenge. Close examination reveals that brotherhood, the most frequent probably of all mythological themes, stands for this reciprocity rather than for the specific family relationship it designates. Being the least differentiated relationship in most kinship systems, the status of a brother can become a mark of undifferentiation, a symbol of violent desymbolization, the sign paradoxically that there are no more signs and that a warring confusion tends to prevail everywhere. 

This interpretation is confirmed by the large proportion of mythical antagonists who are not merely brothers but identical twins, Jacob and Esau, for instance, or Eteocles and Polyneices, or Romulus and Remus. Twins possess in the highest degree the quality that is already essential to mythical brotherhood: they are undistinguishable; they completely lack the differentiation all primitive and traditional communities deem indispensable to the maintenance of peace and order. 

It is surprising, to say the least, that modern anthropology has not yet rediscovered the significance of twins in mythology and primitive religion. Far from pointing to a new direction, the exclusively differential emphasis of structuralism and its offspring constitutes the ultimate fulfillment of the old and most powerful tradition not only of our social sciences and of our philosophy but of religion itself. This tendency minimizes at its best, and at its worst completely suppresses, everything essential to the understanding of a writer like Shakespeare, beginning with the mimetic nature of human conflict and the resulting tendency of the antagonists to behave more and more alike as they falsely perceive more and more difference between themselves. 

If Shakespeare had shared the ignorance of our social sciences and literary critics in regard to mythological twins and brothers, he would never have written The Comedy of Errors. The most striking feature of this play is that, thanks to the theme of the undetected twins, many effects that are really similar to the unperceived equalizing effects of tragic conflict can be exploited in a vein of comic misunderstanding. 

This significance of twins and brothers, not only in mythology but in a stage tradition that includes, of course, the Plautus of The Menechmi, must be present to our minds if we are to interpret correctly the scene in which Hamlet, holding in his hands the two portraits of his father and his uncle, or pointing to them on the wall, tries to convince his mother that an enormous difference exists between the two. There would be no Hamlet “problem” if the hero really believed what he says. It is also himself, therefore, that he is trying to convince. The anger in his voice and the exaggeration of his language with its coldly contrived metaphors suggest that he labors in vain: 




Look here upon this picture, and on this 

The counterfeith presentment of two brothers. 

See what a grace was seated on this brow. 

Hyperion’s curls, the front of Jove himself, 

An eye like Mars, to threaten and command, 

                             . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

A combination and a form indeed 

Where every god did seem to set his seal 

To give the world assurance of a man. 

This was your husband. Look you now what follows. 

Here is your husband, like a mildewed ear, 

Blasting his wholesome brother. Have you eyes? 

(III, iv, 53–65) 




The gentleman doth protest too much. The symmetry of the whole presentation and of Hamlet’s own expressions tend to reassert the resemblance he denies: “This was your husband . . ./ Here is your husband, . . .” 

Hamlet begs his mother to give up her conjugal relationship with Claudius. The tons of Freud that have been poured over the passage have obscured its significance. Hamlet does not feel indignant enough to rush out and kill the villain. As a result he feels uncomfortable about himself and blames his mother because she obviously feels even more indifferent to the whole affair than he does. He would like his mother to initiate the revenge process for him. He tries to arouse in her the indignation he himself cannot feel, in order to catch it secondhand from her, perhaps, out of some kind of mimetic sympathy. Between Gertrude and Claudius he would like to see a dramatic break that would force him to side resolutely with his mother. 

It is a generally accepted view nowadays that Gertrude must have felt a tremendous attachment to Claudius. Far from confirming that view, the following lines suggest exactly the opposite: 




Nor sense to ecstasy was ever so thralled 

But it reserved some quantity of choice 

To serve in such a difference 

(74–76) 




Hamlet does not say that his mother is madly in love with Claudius; he says that even if she were, she should still be able to perceive some difference between her two husbands. Hamlet assumes, therefore, that his mother, like himself, perceives no difference whatever. This assumption is obviously correct. Gertrude remains silent during her son’s tirade because she has nothing to say. The reason she could marry the two brothers in rapid succession is that they are so much alike and she feels the same indifference to the one as to the other. It is this overwhelming indifference that Hamlet perceives, and he resents it because he is trying to fight it in himself. Like so many other queens of Shakespeare, like the queens of Richard III, for instance, Gertrude moves in a world where prestige and power count more than passion. 

We are often dominated nowadays in our literary criticism by what might be called an “erotic imperative” no less dogmatic in its demands, and no less naive ultimately, than the sexual taboos that came before. In time, this rebellious child of puritanism will grow old, let us hope, and it may then become possible to recognize that his effects upon Shakespearean irony were no less detestable and destructive than those of his father. 




What Hamlet needs, in order to stir up his vengeful spirit, is a revenge theater more convincing than his own, something less halfhearted than the play Shakespeare is actually writing. Fortunately for the hero and for the spectators who are eagerly awaiting their final bloodbath, Hamlet has many opportunities to watch rousing spectacles during his play and tries to generate even more, in a conscientious effort to put himself in the right mood for the murder of Claudius. Hamlet must receive from someone else, a mimetic model, the impulse that he does not find in himself. This is what he tried to achieve with his mother, we found, but did not succeed. He is not successful either with the actor who impersonates for him the role of Hecuba. It becomes obvious, at this point, that the only hope for Hamlet to accomplish what his society—or the spectators—require, is to become as “sincere” a showman as the actor who can shed real tears when he pretends to be the queen of Troy! 




Is it not monstrous that this player here, 

But in a fiction, in a dream of passion, 

Could force his soul so to his own conceit 

That from her working all his visage wanned, 

Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect, 

A broken voice, and his whole function suiting 

With forms to his conceit? And all for nothing! 

For Hecuba! 

What’s Hecuba to him or he to Hecuba, 

That he should weep for her? What would he do 

Had he the motive and the cue for passion 

That I have? 

(II, ii, 551–62) 




Another catchy example for Hamlet comes from the army of Fortinbras on its way to Poland. The object of the war is a worthless speck of land. Thousands of people must risk their lives: 




Even for an eggshell. Rightly to be great 

Is not to stir without great argument, 

But greatly to find quarrel in a straw 

When Honor’s at the stake. 

(IV, iv, 53–56) 




The scene is as ridiculous as it is sinister. It would not impress Hamlet so much if the hero truly believed in the superiority and urgency of his cause. His words constantly betray him, here as in the scene with his mother. As a cue for passion, his revenge motif is no more compelling, really, than the cue of an actor on the stage. He too must “greatly . . . find quarrel in a straw,” he too must stake everything “even for an eggshell.” 

The effect of the army scene obviously stems, at least in part, from the large number of people involved, from the almost infinite multiplication of the example, which cannot fail to increase its mimetic attraction enormously. Shakespeare is too much a master of mob effects not to remember at this point the cumulative effect of mimetic models. In order to whip up enthusiasm for the war against Claudius, the same irrational contagion is needed as in the war against Poland. The type of mimetic incitement from which Hamlet “benefits” at this point resembles very much the kind of spectacle that governments never fail to organize for their citizenry when they have decided it is time to go to war: a rousing military parade. 

But it is not the actor, ultimately, or the army of Fortinbras, but Laertes, I believe, who determines Hamlet to act. Laertes provides the most persuasive spectacle not because he provides the “best” example but because his situation parallels that of Hamlet. Being Hamlet’s peer, at least up to a point, his passionate stance constitutes the most powerful challenge imaginable. In such circumstances, even the most apathetic man’s sense of emulation must rise to such a pitch that the sort of disaster that the fulfillment of the revenge demands can finally be achieved. 

The simple and unreflective Laertes can shout to Claudius “give me my father” and then leap into his sister’s grave in a wild demonstration of grief. Like a well-adjusted gentleman or a consummate actor, he can perform with the utmost sincerity all the actions his social milieu demands, even if they contradict each other. He can mourn the useless death of a human being at one minute, and at the next he can uselessly kill a dozen more if he is told that his honor is at stake. The death of his father and sister are almost less shocking to him than the lack of pomp and circumstance at their burial. At the rites of Ophelia, Laertes keeps asking the priest for “more ceremony.” Laertes is a formalist and reads the tragedy of which he is a part very much like the formalists of all stripes. He does not question the validity of revenge. He does not question the literary genre. He does not question the relationship between revenge and mourning. These are not valid critical questions to him; they never enter his mind, just as it never occurs to most critics that Shakespeare himself could question the validity of revenge. 

Hamlet watches Laertes leap into Ophelia’s grave, and the effect on him is electrifying. The reflective mood of the conversation with Horatio gives way to a wild imitation of the rival’s theatrical mourning. At this point he obviously decides that he, too, should act according to the demands of society, that he should become another Laertes in other words. He, too, as a result, must leap into the grave of one who has already died, even as he prepares more graves for those still alive: 




‘Swounds, show me what thou’lt do. 

Woo’t weep? Woo’t fight? Woo’t fast? Woo’t tear thyself? 

Woo’t drink up eisel? Eat a crocodile? 

I’ll do’t. Dost thou come here to whine? 

To outface me with leaping in her grave? 

Be buried quick with her, and so will I. 

                                . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

I’ll rant as well as thou. 

(V, i, 274–83) 




In order to embrace the goal of revenge, Hamlet must enter the circle of mimetic desire and rivalry; this is what he has been unable to achieve so far, but here, thanks to Laertes, he finally reaches a hysterical pitch of that “pale and bloodless emulation” that constitutes the terminal stage of the ontological disease, so often described elsewhere by Shakespeare, in Troilus and Cressida of course, as well as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

These words are a crystal-clear expression of the mimetic frenzy that leads to victimage. When we hear them, we should know that the conclusion is near. The explicitness of the passage is comic, really, and crucial to the intelligence of the whole play, coming as it does after all the scenes we have already read and confirming their role as scenes of still halfhearted mimetic incitement. 

Shakespeare can place these incredible lines in the mouth of Hamlet without undermining the dramatic credibility of what follows. Following the lead of Gertrude, the spectators will ascribe the outburst to “madness.” 




                                   This is mere madness. 

And thus awhile the fit will work on him. 

Anon, as patient as the female dove 

When that her golden couplets are disclosed, 

His silence will sit drooping. 

(284–88) 




A little later Hamlet himself, now calmly determined to kill Claudius, will recall the recent outburst in most significant words: 




I am very sorry, good Horatio, 

That to Laertes I forgot myself, 

For by the image of my cause I see 

The portraiture of his. I’ll court his favors. 

But, sure, the bravery of his grief did put me 

Into a towering passion. 

(V, ii, 75–80) 




Like all victims of mimetic suggestion, Hamlet reverses the true hierarchy between the other and himself. He should say: “by the image of his cause I see the portraiture of mine.” This is the correct formula, obviously, for all the spectacles that have influenced Hamlet. The actor’s tears and the military display of Fortinbras were already presented as mimetic models. In order to realize that Laertes, too, functions as a model, the last two lines are essential. The cool determination of Hamlet, at this point, is the transmutation of the “towering passion” that he had vainly tried to build up before and that Laertes has finally communicated to him through the “bravery of his grief.” 

The more acute stages of the mimetic process are more obviously compulsive and self-destructive than the earlier ones. But they are only the full development of what was present as a germ before. That is why these stages are, among other things, caricaturally mimetic. Everything obscure and implicit until then becomes transparent and explicit. Normal people, so-called, must resort to the “madness” label in order not to perceive the continuity between this caricature and their own mimetic desire. In front of Hamlet’s outburst inside the grave, a well-informed psychiatrist must diagnose the type of symptom that belongs to “histrionic schizophrenia,” or some such disease. He cannot see anything there but pure pathology, completely divorced from all rational behavior, including his own, which he does not perceive as mimetic. The writers of genius never share that illusion. If schizophrenia often imitates “with a vengeance,” if it turns to spectacular “histrionics,” the reasons may be not that the patient is particularly eager to imitate, or gifted for imitation, but that he is less gifted for the unconscious imitation that is being silently pursued at all times among the normal people all around him. 

The question “what is the schizophrenic individual trying to achieve when he engages in his histrionics?” receives an answer in Hamlet. He is trying to achieve what everybody else seems to achieve without difficulty. He is trying to be a normal man himself; he is aping the well-adjusted personality of Laertes, the man who can draw his sword when he should and who can jump into his sister’s grave when he should, without looking like a madman. 

The madman makes us feel uneasy not because his game is different from ours but because it is the same. It is the same old mimetic game in which we all engage, but a little too emphatic for our taste, as if played with excessive application by a man who lacks a sense of proportion. This type of madman desperately tries to be like us or perhaps he merely pretends, in order to put us to shame, to deride our overwhelming servility. We prefer to leave the matter alone and not to look at ourselves in the mirror that is offered to us. 




Shakespeare’s own ambiguous relationship to the theater is not unlike Hamlet’s relationship to his revenge. But a definition of the play in terms of the creator’s problem as a playwright can be no more than a necessary first step. Hamlet would not be Hamlet if Shakespeare, as he wrote it, had been contemplating his own scriptural navel according to the fashion that prevails in the contemporary script. He would not have created a play of such enduring and widespread fascination. There must be something in the Hamletian transposition of the author’s lassitude with revenge and its tragedies that transcends the centuries and still corresponds to the predicament of our own culture. 

The theater, we found, still relies on imperfectly detected scapegoat processes for its cathartic effects, much attenuated, of course, but structurally identical to the rituals of primitive religion. This relationship is acknowledged by some critics. In his essay on Coriolanus, Kenneth Burke shows that everything in that tragedy is planned with the victimage of the hero in mind, and the most efficient strategy of victimage corresponds to the “esthetic rules” defined by Aristotle in his Poetics.¹ 

In his Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye also views tragedy as a bloodless and imaginary transposition of sacrificial rites.² In order not to exaggerate the difference such a transposition can make, we must remember that sacrificial rites themselves are already a transposition of more spontaneous forms of victimage. 

However subtle and refined theatrical effects may become, they still amount to new displacements of the original scapegoat effects, at the end of which there must still be a real victim that will be effective as a victim in proportion to the satisfaction provided by its victimage, in proportion therefore to our inability to acknowledge its arbitrariness. It may well be that traditional cultural forms, such as the theater, can never dispense entirely with victimage. It would be wrong, however, to conclude that the human mind is caught in an endlessly circular process. As far as we can tell, there is something unique in the ability of modern culture to perceive victimage as such, to interpret scapegoat effects, in other words, as psychosocial phenomena rather than as religious or aesthetic epiphanies. 

Not before the end of the Middle Ages, it seems, did the word “scapegoat” acquire the connotation of spontaneous victimage, especially collective, that it still has for us. In all modern languages, the word for scapegoat, bouc émissaire, Sundenbock, and so on, refers to this spontaneous victimage as well as to the religious ritual described in chapter 16 of Leviticus, or to similar rituals in other cultures. This double acceptance of the word is a conquest of the modern world, and it may well be its greatest, the one and only decisive step in the discipline of cultural hermeneutics, the most fateful progress, at least potentially, in the creation of a scientific anthropology. 

In his essay on ancient Judaism, the sociologist Max Weber correctly observed the biblical tendency to side with the victim.³ He interpreted this unique perspective as a distortion generated by the historical misfortunes of the Jews, by their failure as empire builders. If historical misfortunes sufficed to account for the existence of the Bible, the world should possess many more such texts. The cultures that can be called successful, over a period of time long enough to make a difference, are certainly very few, whereas innumerable cultures have been even less successful than the Jews. Yet none of them has ever produced anything like the Bible. 

The interest of a perspective like Max Weber’s is that, like all the more recent perspectives, it unwittingly acknowledges the truth. Approval of victimage is the mythical norm, whereas disapproval is the exclusive monopoly of the biblical text. Max Weber sees that monopoly in a purely affective and moralistic light; he does not suspect its momentous consequences for the knowledge of human culture because he is totally blind, like almost everybody else, to the structuring role of victimage in regard not to mythical themes only but to the cultural institutions and values that derive from the myths, including, of course, the belief of Bismarckian Germany in the intellectual virtues of successful imperialism. 

Max Weber’s interpretation is rooted in Nietzsche’s reading of Judeo-Christianity as the resentment (ressentiment) of the weak against the strong, the slaves against their masters, the victims against their persecutors. The literal madness of Nietzsche’s attitude is that, close as he was to recognizing the truth of human culture, he willfully espoused its lie. He views the rehabilitation of the victim as a futile and destructive rebellion against the iron law of superior strength. The very frenzy of a Nietzsche suggests that the truth of culture is about to burst upon the intellectual scene of the modern world. The forces of repression are really the same as the forces of revelation. The more hysterical the repression becomes, the more visible it must also become as repression. Today, of course, primitive mythology is extolled to the high heavens, whereas the biblical text, when it is not completely ignored, is reviled and disfigured. In our world of philosophical hermeneutics and alleged “scientific” interpretation, the biblical text occupies the central position of the undetected scapegoat that secretly structures everything. 

Even if the reasons of the biblical writers for siding with the victims were primarily psychological or social, the question of how this attitude was achieved pales into insignificance, really, next to the achievement itself. The critics can overlook the formidable revolution that the biblical perspective represents because they have never suspected what really lies behind mythology, victimization, the scapegoat mechanism. 

Even in its most primitive layers, the biblical text already tends to demythologize more effectively than any modern demythologizer. In the Pentateuch this demythologization still occurs within a mythical framework, as it does, to a certain extent, in Greek tragedy. With pre-exilic and exilic prophecy, this framework disappears and the prophets openly denounce violence and the idolatry of violence. This Old Testament revelation probably reaches its highest mark with the book of Job, certain psalms, and the Songs of the Suffering Servant, the Ebed Yahveh of the Second Isaiah. One achievement of those texts is to make the role of the scapegoat fully explicit as founder of the religious community, outside of any specific context. Each school of interpreters, Jewish and Christian primarily, has tried to supply its own context and to exclude others, never realizing that, if the first object of the revelation is the generative mechanism of all human culture, all contexts are equally valid. 

In the Gospels, similarly, the passion of Jesus must be read, first of all, as a revelation of human violence. The perfect victim does not die in order to ensure an immolation that would be perfect in the eyes of a still sacrificial god. The notion means that a victim perfectly nonviolent and just will make the revelation of violence complete not only in his words, but through the hostile polarization of the threatened human community. This victim’s death reveals not only the violence and injustice of all sacrificial cults, but the nonviolence and justice of the divinity whose will is thus fully accomplished for the first and only time in history. 

To all previous religious laws, the Gospel substitutes a single command: “give up retaliation and revenge in any form.” This is no utopian scheme, no folksy anarchism dreamed up by a romantic reformer. If the victimage mechanism must be misunderstood in order to remain operative, its full revelation will leave the human community deprived of sacrificial protection. 

The traditional reading of many Gospel themes suffers from sacrificial distortions. In a nonsacrificial reading, all themes find their place, but divested of any reference to a vengeful god. The apocalyptic theme, for instance, at least in the Gospels themselves, consists of a purely human threat. Apocalyptic prophecy means no more and no less than a rational anticipation of what men are likely to do to each other and to their environment, if they go on disregarding the warning against revenge in a desacralized and sacrificially unprotected world. 

Far from being almost exhausted, as many people believe, the impact of the Judeo-Christian revelation may only have been retarded by the universal failure to read the texts correctly. Their subversive force was filtered by the sacrificial veils that antireligious as well as religious and traditional readings have thrown over them. 

The sacrificial misreading of the Gospels made the various phases of Christian culture possible. In the Middle Ages, for instance, Gospel principles were superficially reconciled with the aristocratic ethics of personal honor and revenge. With the Renaissance, this edifice began to collapse, and Shakespeare is a major witness to that event. Even after the disappearance of blood feuds, duels, and similar customs, Christian culture never disentangled itself completely from values rooted in revenge. Although nominally Christian, social attitudes remained essentially alien to the authentic Judeo-Christian inspiration. 

This inspiration never disappeared, but it often became too weak to challenge the prevailing compromises, even to take full consciousness of itself. It made its influence felt as a nameless and ambiguous force, a creeping subversion of all social values and attitudes. 

Hamlet is certainly no coward; we saw that his inaction, following the command of the ghost, results from his failure to muster the proper sentiments. This failure never receives the direct and unambiguous explanation it demands in terms of a revulsion against the ethics of revenge. We may find this strange at a time when blood revenge was really on the way out and its principle was widely challenged. On the other hand, from a dramatic and literary viewpoint, Shakespeare’s silence is not strange at all. Hamlet belongs to a genre which demands that the ethics of revenge be taken for granted. A revenge tragedy is not an appropriate vehicle for tirades against revenge. 

Outwardly, at least, Shakespeare had to respect the literary conventions of the time. In a revenge tragedy all eloquence must be on the side of revenge; all the disgust that the hero feels for the act of revenge, and that the creator feels for its aesthetic exploitation, remains a half-formed thought, an almost incoherent feeling that must fail in the end to gain full control of that hero’s behavior, lest it deprive the play of its official status as a revenge play. The spectators are provided with the victims they expect. 

Shakespeare’s genius turned this constraint into an asset. The silence at the heart of Hamlet has become a major reason for the enduring fascination of the play, its most enigmatically suggestive feature. How is this possible? 

If the preceding observations are correct, the dependence of human culture on revenge and victimage is too fundamental not to survive the elimination of the most grossly physical forms of violence, the actual murder of the victim. If the Judeo-Christian ferment is not dead, it must be engaged in an obscure struggle against deeper and deeper layers of the essential complicity between violence and human culture. As the struggle reaches these deep layers, we lack the words to describe the issues; no concept can embrace the type of subversion that values and institutions must undergo. When language fails, silence can be more suggestive than words. 

In Hamlet, the very absence of a case against revenge becomes a powerful intimation of what the modern world is really about. Even at those later stages in our culture when physical revenge and blood feuds completely disappeared or were limited to such marginal milieu as the underworld, it would seem that no revenge play, not even a play of reluctant revenge, could strike a really deep chord in the modern psyche. In reality the question is never entirely settled, and the strange void at the center of Hamlet becomes a symbolic expression of the Western and modern malaise, no less powerful than the most brilliant attempts to define the problem, such as Dostoyevski’s underground revenge. Our “symptoms” always resemble that unnamable paralysis of the will, that ineffable corruption of the spirit, that affect not only Hamlet but the other characters as well. The devious ways of these characters, the bizarre plots they hatch, their passion for watching without being watched, their propensity to voyeurism and spying, and the general disease of human relations make a good deal of sense as a description of an undifferentiated no-man’s-land between revenge and no revenge in which we ourselves are still living. 

Claudius resembles Hamlet in his inability to take a prompt and healthy revenge on his enemies. The king should react more explicitly and decisively to the murder of Polonius, who was, after all, his private counselor; the crime was a personal offense to him. His reasons for hesitating, then acting only in secret, may be different from Hamlet’s, but the final result is the same. When Laertes asks Claudius why he failed to punish a murderer, the reply betrays embarrassment. 

Even Claudius presents Hamlet-like symptoms. Not Hamlet alone but the time is out of joint. And when Hamlet describes his revenge as “sick,” or “dull,” he speaks for the whole community. In order to appreciate the nature and the extent of the disease, we must realize that all behavior we tend to read as strategic or conspiratorial in that play can also be read as symptomatic of “sick revenge.” 

When a certain type of conflict becomes endemic, its reciprocal structure becomes apparent. The opponents can anticipate each other’s moves. In order to act effectively, each one must surprise the other, throw him off balance by doing something the reciprocity does not call for or, on the contrary, he must do what the reciprocity calls for once again, he must make the move now discounted as too obvious by the other side, the move, therefore, that has become the least predictable once more. 

Everybody must conceive the same strategic tricks at the same time, and the reciprocity that everybody tries to sidestep simultaneously and through the same means must still win in the long run. Strategic thinking, as a result, demands ever increasing subtlety; it involves less and less action, more and more calculation. In the end, it becomes difficult to distinguish strategy from procrastination. The very notion of strategy may be strategic in regard to the self-defeating nature of revenge that no one wants to face, not yet at least, so that the possibility of revenge is not entirely removed from the scene. Thanks to the notion of strategy, men can postpone revenge indefinitely without ever giving it up. They are equally terrified by both radical solutions and go on living as long as possible, if not forever, in the no-man’s-land of sick revenge. 

In that no-man’s-land it becomes impossible to define anything. All actions and motivations are their own opposites as well as themselves. When Hamlet does not seize the opportunity to kill Claudius during his prayer, it could be a failure of the will or a supreme calculation; it could be instinctive humaneness or a refinement of cruelty. Hamlet himself does not know. The crisis of Degree has reached the most intimate recesses of the individual consciousness. Human sentiments have become as mixed up as the seasons of the year in A Midsummer’s Night Dream. Even he who experiences them can no longer say which is which, and the critic’s search for neat differentiations misses the point entirely. Most interpreters cling to the illusion that differences alone must be real behind deceptive similarities, whereas the opposite is true. Similarities alone are real. We must not be misled by Ophelia’s blond hair and pitiable death. Or rather, we must realize that Shakespeare consciously misleads his less attentive spectators with these gross theatrical signs of what a pure heroine should be. Just like Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern, Ophelia allows herself to become an instrument in the hands of her father and of the king. She too is affected by the disease of the time. Another sign of her contamination is her language and behavior, which are both contaminated with the erotic strategy of a Cressida and the other least savory Shakespearean heroines. What Hamlet resents in Ophelia is what any human being always resents in another human being, the visible signs of his own sickness. It is the same sickness, therefore, that corrupts Ophelia’s love for Hamlet and debases Hamlet’s love for the theater. 




Hamlet’s purpose, when he sets up his play within the play, is to expose Gertrude and Claudius or, rather, force them to expose themselves. This is amazingly similar to what many dramatists are doing today, except that Hamlet has not yet reached that supreme stage of self-deception where the theoreticians join in and the whole enterprise is justified as a superior form of aesthetic responsibility. With Jean-Paul Sartre and his successors, the showmanship of ressentiment has been presented as the strictest moral obligation for the writer to denounce all his “bourgeois” spectators indiscriminately. 

The rule of the game is to have all the Gertrudes and Claudiuses in the audience rise up in the middle of the performance and leave the theater in an uproar. Nothing is acceptable anymore that has not been indignantly rejected by the public. Unfortunately, the public too can learn the rules and embrace its own denunciation with an enthusiasm that has become a second nature and does not even have to be feigned anymore. No difference remains between scandal and convention, between revolt and conformity. Contraries merge, not in some glorious Hegelian synthesis, but in unnamable monstrosities. The salt of the earth does not even know it has lost its savor and the most pungent demystification, the most sophisticated deconstruction, turns into the platitudes of a Polonius. 

The dilemma has not changed; it has only assumed more extreme and spectacular forms that should make its perception and definition easier for us than for Shakespeare but, curiously, Shakespeare is still ahead of us as a “demystifier.” We need him, I believe, to understand better the strange historical situation into which we have been thrust by the very enormity of our technological power. 

I do not intend to be facetious. Technological progress has made our weapons of war so destructive that their use would defeat any rational purpose of aggression. For the first time in Western history, the primitive fear of revenge becomes intelligible once more. The whole planet has become the equivalent of any primitive tribe, but no sacrificial cult is available, this time, to ward off and transfigure the threat. 

No one wants to initiate a cycle of revenge that might literally annihilate humanity, and yet no one wants to give up revenge entirely. Like Hamlet, we are poised on the fence between total revenge and no revenge at all, unable to make up our mind, unable to take revenge and yet unable to renounce it. In the shadow of that monstrous threat, all institutions dissolve, “degrees in schools and brotherhoods in cities,” all human relations disintegrate; “each thing meets in mere oppugnancy.” Justice loses its name and “the unworthiest shows as fairly in the mask.” The enterprise is sick. 

Many people curse nowadays the same scientific and technological discoveries they still worshiped a few years ago. The same biblical God who was blamed earlier for slowing down this progress, now that things are beginning to turn sour, stands accused of inciting and promoting this dangerous venture of modern man. We are still trying to project our own violence against that God but to no avail, this time, since we no longer believe in him. 

In reality, if mankind’s domination of the entire world can become a peril to mankind, it cannot be the fault of some god, it can only be the human spirit of revenge, which is not completely extinct with us. If we had not decided to exclude the Judeo-Christian scriptures from our cultural problematic, this fact alone would immediately remind us of the still unheeded or only partly heeded evangelical warning against revenge. The Judeo-Christian text may be more relevant to our destiny, after all, than the Oedipal mythology of Sigmund Freud or the Dyonisiac mythology of Friedrich Nietzsche. We should suspect by now that there is more to the warning against revenge than utopian anarchism and sentimental moralism. 

We should also begin to understand Hamlet. 

To read Hamlet against revenge is anachronistic, some people say, because it goes against the conventions of the revenge genre. No doubt, but could not Shakespeare be playing according to the rules of the game at one level and undermine these same rules at another? Has not this ambiguous practice become a commonplace of modern criticism? Is Shakespeare too slow-witted for such a device? Indications abound that in many other plays he is doing precisely that, still providing the crowd with the spectacle they demand while simultaneously writing between the lines, for all those who can read, a devastating critique of that same spectacle. 

If we fear that Hamlet, in the present perspective, becomes a pretext for comments on the contemporary situation, let us look at the alternative. The traditional perspectives on Hamlet are far from neutral; their first consequence is that the ethics of revenge are taken for granted. The most debatable question of the play cannot be reached; we exclude it a priori. Hamlet’s problem thus shifts from revenge itself to hesitation in the face of revenge. Why should a well-educated young man have second thoughts when it comes to killing a close relative who also happens to be the king of the land and the husband of his own mother? This is some enigma indeed, and the problem is not that a satisfactory answer has never been found but that we should keep looking for one. 

Should our enormous critical literature on Hamlet fall someday into the hands of people otherwise ignorant of our mores, they could not fail to conclude that our academic tribe must have been a savage breed, indeed. After four centuries of controversies, Hamlet’s temporary reluctance to commit murder still looks so outlandish to us that more and more books are being written in an unsuccessful effort to solve that mystery. The only way to account for this curious body of literature is to suppose that back in the twentieth century no more was needed than the request of some ghost, and the average professor of literature would massacre his entire household without batting an eyelash. 

Contrary to the official doctrine among us, the insertion of Hamlet into our contemporary situation, and in particular the reference to something as apparently alien to literature as our nuclear predicament, cannot lead the critic astray; it cannot distract him from his proper function, which is to read the text. Amazingly enough, the effect is just the opposite. The nuclear reference can shock us back into a sense of reality. 

Let us imagine a contemporary Hamlet with his finger on a nuclear button. After forty years of procrastination he has not yet found the courage to push that button. The critics around him are becoming impatient. The psychiatrists have volunteered their services and come up with their usual answer: Hamlet is a sick man. 

From what disease does he suffer? Dr. Ernest Jones, the personal friend and biographer of Freud, has diagnosed the case. Being in the direct line of apostolic succession, he is a man most revered and his opinion carries great weight. He is too much a man of science to produce a hasty diagnosis, and even after a serious examination of the patient, he willingly admits that he cannot confront the grave symptom of Hamlet’s hesitation without hesitating himself between two distinct pathologies: hysterical paralysis of the will and specific aboulia. But this is only a minor uncertainty. Regarding the ultimate cause, a psychoanalyst never hesitates. Like Polonius before him, Ernest Jones is convinced that Hamlet’s problems are strictly sexual. 

Jones’s only difference with Polonius’s assessment is a shift from the daughter of the analyst to the mother of the patient. That shift makes everything more interesting and modern. Our time being the more disjointed of the two, it should and does produce the more sophisticated Poloniuses it so richly deserves. 

If the psychoanalysts could only get the contemporary Hamlet on their couch, if they could only straighten out his Oedipus complex, his specific aboulia would vanish; he would stop shilly-shallying and push that nuclear button like a real man. 

Almost all critics today stick to the ethics of revenge. The psychiatrist sees the very thought of its abandonment as an illness he must cure, and the traditional critic sees revenge as a literary rule he must respect. Others still try to read Hamlet through one of the popular ideologies of our time, like political rebellion, the absurd, the individual’s right to an aggressive personality, and so on. It is no accident if the sanctity of revenge provides a perfect vehicle for all the masks of modern ressentiment. The remarkable consensus in favor of revenge verifies, I believe, the conception of the play as that no-man’s-land between total revenge and no revenge at all, that specifically modern space where everything becomes suffused with sick revenge. 

It is fashionable nowadays to claim that we inhabit an entirely new world in which even our greatest masterpieces have become irrelevant. I would be the last one to deny that there is something unique about our world, but there is something unique also about Hamlet, and we may well be deceiving ourselves in order not to face a type of relevance we do not welcome. 

It is not Hamlet that is irrelevant, but the wall of conventions and ritualism with which we surround the play, in the name now of innovation rather than tradition. As more events, objects, and attitudes around us proclaim the same message ever more loudly, in order not to hear that message, we must condemn more of our experience to insignificance and absurdity. With our most fashionable critics today we have reached the point when history makes no sense, art makes no sense, language and sense itself make no sense. 

Although superficially reassuring, this nonsense with which we would like to surround ourselves constitutes a tacit surrender to the forces that led Hamlet to the last act of his play and that might lead, today, to its planetary equivalent. It cannot be a fortuitous coincidence if the world, which four centuries ago wrote Hamlet and now finds itself in the strange historical impasse upon which we prefer not to reflect, is also the world whose sole religious law is to renounce revenge, the world that now even refuses to mention it but cannot ignore it anymore, the world that finds itself compelled more and more to obey that law—or to perish. 

We ourselves forged that situation with no help from anyone. We cannot blame it on some vengeful god. We have no more god upon whom to reject the responsibility we so proudly assumed when it did not appear menacing. Although the situation in which we now find ourselves was eminently predictable, most philosophers and scientists were unable to predict it; the few who did never got a serious hearing. 

As modern culture turned to science and philosophy, as the Greek side of our inheritance became dominant, to the point when mythology proper, with disciplines like psychoanalysis, made a kind of intellectual reappearance, the Judeo-Christian text was rejected to the outer fringes of our intellectual life; it is now entirely excluded. 

As a result, absolutely no sense can be made of our current historical predicament. We are beginning to suspect something fundamental is missing from our intellectual landscape, but we do not seriously dare ask what. The prospect is too terrifying. We pretend not to see the disintegration of our cultural life, the desperate futility of the puppet shows that occupy the empty stage during this strange intermission of the human spirit. A silence has descended upon the earth, as if an angel were about to open the seventh and last seal of an apocalypse. 

Hamlet is no mere word game. We can make sense out of Hamlet just as we can make sense out of our world, by reading both against revenge. This is the way Shakespeare wanted Hamlet to be read and the way it should have been read long ago. If now, at such a time in our history, we still cannot read Hamlet against revenge, who ever will? 
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SHALL WE DESIRE TO RAZE THE SANCTUARY? 




Desire and Death in Othello and Other Plays 




Othello is not simply the drama of a credulous lover fooled by a sinister villain; in order to understand what happens to the Moor, it is useful to compare his tragedy to the play that resembles it most among all Shakespeare’s works, Much Ado About Nothing. The main ingredients of the tragedy are already present in the comedy. Claudio is an outsider in Messina, and an inexperienced young man who lacks confidence in himself. As a result, in courting he feels compelled to resort to a go-between and turns to his military commander, the prince, Don Pedro. Just like Claudio, Othello tends to disbelieve his own good fortune. How could a beautiful Venetian girl honestly fall in love with him? At the thought of entering for the first time the exalted world of Venetian nobility, Othello is struck with panic and he too resorts to a go-between, his own lieutenant, Cassio. 

In both plays the hero and his go-between are soldiers of unequal rank. In Much Ado About Nothing the mediated man is lower ranking that his mediator, and this is not insignificant. In Othello the hierarchy is reversed, but the mediator, Cassio, also seems to enjoy a great superiority over Othello. Cassio is everything that Othello is not: white, young, handsome, elegant, and above all a true Venetian aristocrat, a real man of the world, always at ease among the likes of Desdemona. Othello appreciates Cassio so much that he selects him rather than Iago as his lieutenant. 

The same qualities that make a man attractive as a go-between make him formidable as a rival. We are familiar with this quintessential Shakespearean ambivalence. The hero’s jealousy is rooted neither in what Desdemona does nor in what Iago says, but in the internal weakness that forces Othello to resort to a go-between in the first place. When Desdemona pleads the cause of Cassio with her husband, she recalls that the younger man “came a-wooing with you” (III, i, 71). Her turn of phrase is unfortunate, since it suggests that Cassio was playing in relation to her exactly the same role as Othello himself, and this is precisely what Othello fears. Quite innocently, Desdemona reminds Othello of what he would most like to forget. Yet no more than Claudio does Othello have any real need for a go-between. Desdemona had fallen in love with him even before he took notice of her; had he not started to woo her, she would have done the wooing herself. 

One more similarity between Othello and Much Ado About Nothing is the two heroes’ fascination with the alleged promiscuity of their present or future wives. Slanderous accusations do not extinguish their interest in these women but alter its nature. In both plays the heroes are mimetically aroused at the thought of the many men with whom these women supposedly made love and want to join this imaginary mob. When erotic desire becomes collective, it turns to base lust and starts yearning for the fallenness of its presumably fallen object. In the eyes of Claudio and Othello, Hero and Desdemona become what we call “sex objects” and are as intensely desired as they are despised. 

A last similarity between Othello and Much Ado About Nothing is the role of the villain in both plays. If the mimetic self-poisoning that determines the behavior of the two heroes were displayed too openly, they could not function effectively as heroes; they would seem too horrible. A minimum degree of audience identification is indispensable. This is why, in both the comedy and the tragedy, Shakespeare placed next to the hero a villain who is really a sacrificial substitute for the hero. 

Don John is rather crude and unconvincing, but Iago is complex and fascinating. By making him jealous both of Cassio, his successful professional rival, and of Othello, whom he suspects of having been involved erotically with his wife, Shakespeare gives his villain mimetic consistency and thus successfully deflects toward him a great deal of ugliness that should belong to Othello. A whole landscape of infernal jealousy and envy appears in broad daylight that remained hidden in Much Ado About Nothing—a hiddenness that makes the comedy seem enigmatic at times to the point of unintelligibility. 

The quasi-irrelevance of Iago’s treachery can be seen from the fact that he hardly needs to formulate his thought to suggest it to Othello: 





  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
                                               My noble Lord— 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        What dost thou say, Iago? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
                                                     Did Michael Cassio,          When you wooed my lady, know of your love? 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        He did, from first to last. Why dost thou ask? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        But for a satisfaction of my thought—        No further harm. 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        Why of thy thought, Iago? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        I did not think he had been acquainted with her. 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        O, yes, and went between us very oft. 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        Indeed! 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        Indeed? Ay, indeed. Discern’st thou aught in that?         Is he not honest? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
                                    Honest, my lord? 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
                                                                 Honest. Ay, honest. 
    

  



(III, iii, 93–103) 




Iago is the perfect confidant because he is Othello’s mimetic double and therefore so close to him at times that the two men become each other’s mirror image, as in the continuation of the dialogue just quoted: 





  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
                                                                Honest. Ay, honest? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        My Lord, for aught I know. 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        What dost thou think? 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
                                               Think, my Lord? 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
                                                                            Think, my lord?                 By heaven, thou echo’st me . . . 
    

  



(III, iii, 103–6) 




The seeds of distrust do not have to be sown; Iago’s role consists essentially in making explicit the thoughts that Othello is vainly trying to repress. 





  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        I do not think but Desdemona is honest. 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        Long live she so! And long live you to think so! 
    

  

  
    	
        Othello: 
    
    	
        And yet, how nature erring from itself— 
    

  

  
    	
        Iago: 
    
    	
        Ay, there’s the point: as, to be bold with you, Not to affect many proposed matches Of her own clime, complexion, and degree, Whereto we see in all things nature tends, Foh! One may smell in such a will most rank, Foul disproportion, thoughts unnatural. But, pardon me, I do not in position Distinctly speak of her, though I may fear Her will, recoiling to her better judgement, May fall to match you with her country forms, And happily repent. 
    

  



(III, 3, 223–36) 




Sooner or later Desdemona is bound to fall in love with someone from her own world: this is what Iago does not even have to suggest, because Othello automatically believes it. Like all people in love, the Moor does not realize that his wife resembles him much more than appearances suggest. She is attracted to him for reasons parallel to the ones that attract him to her. Neither one realizes that the other obeys the same centrifugal dynamics of mimetic desire that he or she also exemplifies. 




I have already shown that Desdemona desires not “the real Othello” but a mimetic image conjured up by his stirring accounts of his own adventurous life. He is her Amadis of Gaul. The main difference between her and the romantic women of the comedies is that, as befits a tragic heroine, her taste runs to the epic rather than to the sugary poetry of Lysander and Hermia. 

Brabantio is Desdemona’s first Othello, not in the Freudian sense of being sexually in love with his daughter or she with him, but in the more realistic sense of providing the first model for her desire. Brabantio’s own hunger for the terrifying adventures of Othello is the real origin of the drama (see chapter 20). Instead of listening to her father’s words and obeying his explicit wishes for her, Desdemona follows his exotic urge and imitates the secret weakness in him that opens wide the sheepfold to the ravening wolves. 

Mimetic desire always goes straight to the truth of its mediator, even if the latter’s language hides this truth. We can see this both in the case of Desdemona and of Brabantio himself, who understands his daughter’s desire very well because it is the same as his own. When he says that, having deceived her father, she will deceive Othello as well, he speaks most shrewdly; Iago will repeat these precious words to the jealous husband. 

Even though Othello errs when he thinks that Desdemona could ever fall in love with Cassio or someone like him, his anxiety is far from groundless. In the routine of married life, a husband’s exotic value cannot fail to evaporate; had she lived, Desdemona might have turned to other younger Othellos. Desdemona yearns for spectacles of violence and is so fascinated by the impending battle around Cyprus that she has to be there, even if she must go on her own separate ship. She herself powerfully defines the nature of her desire: 




That I did love the Moor to live with him, 

My downright violence and storm of fortunes, 

May trumpet to the world. My heart’s subdu’d 

Even to the very quality of my lord. 

(I, iii, 248–51) 




Desdemona is so fascinated by Othello’s dark and violent world that she takes no measure to save her own life when she detects his murderous intent. On the contrary, she prepares for death as she would for a night of love. We must not read her submissiveness in terms of Verdi’s romantic heroine. She is Othello’s “fair warrior” (II, i, 182), and the tragic outcome fulfills her most secret expectation. Othello is a play of the darkest desire. When the model and the obstacle have really become one, Eros and the destructive urge are also one, and this is what Shakespeare portrays in his conclusion. 

This fusion of the libido and violent death is the final outcome of conflictual mimesis, the supreme conflagration to which the comedies must not allude. Even in Othello Shakespeare does not make his sinister apocalypse of desire too obvious. Here again he must think of his public and so resorts to his sacrificial substitute. For the violent ending, Iago alone seems responsible, rather than Othello and, above all, Desdemona herself. 

Far from being a misunderstanding, the final tragedy is the ultimate understanding between Othello and Desdemona. How can I be certain of this? The truth only half-visible in Othello is fully explicit in a previous play, Twelfth Night. Or rather, the truth is just as veiled and ambiguous in one play as in the other, but a quick comparison of parallel texts will dispel their respective ambiguities and make everything crystal clear. 

At the end of Twelfth Night, when he discovers that Olivia is in love with Viola, Duke Orsino becomes insanely jealous. He wants to avenge himself on the supposed culprit, Viola, whom he mistakes for a young man. In this fierce mood he briefly alludes to the savage jealousy of some Egyptian who killed his beloved “at point of death” and whose example he wants to follow: 





  
    	
        Orsino: 
    
    	
                                                                            What shall I do? 
    

  

  
    	
        Olivia: 
    
    	
        Even what it please my lord, that shall become him. 
    

  

  
    	
        Orsino: 
    
    	
        Why should I not? (had I the heart to do it) Like to th’ Egyptian thief at point of death, Kill what I love? (a savage jealousy That sometimes savors nobly), but hear me this: Since you to non-regardance cast my faith, And that I partly know the instrument That screws me from my true place in your favor, Live you the marble-breasted tyrant still. But this your minion, whom I know you love, And whom, by heaven I swear, I tender dearly, How will I tear out of that cruel eye, Where he sits crowned in his master’s spite. Come, boy, with me, my thoughts are ripe in mischief, I’ll sacrifice the lamb that I do love, To spite a raven’s heart within a dove. 
    

  



(V, i, 115–31) 




My readers will object, perhaps, that Viola is not Olivia and that the duke’s jealousy is entirely justified, whereas Othello’s is not. This is true, yet the situation is much closer to the tragedy than it seems. Orsino’s model of violence, the Egyptian thief, is really a prefiguration of Othello. And so is the duke, when he plans to murder the woman who loves him and whom he also loves. What makes the entire scene decidedly “Othelloesque,” is Viola’s reaction to Orsino’s threat, her eagerness to die at the hands of a murderous lover, a comic counterpart of Desdemona’s willing acceptance of death: 




And I most jocund, apt, and willingly, 

To do you rest, a thousand deaths would die. 

(V, i, 132–33) 




Death, of course, often has a sexual meaning in Shakespeare, and it certainly does in the present case. But, far from destroying my point, the sexual pun reinforces it. Like everything else in Shakespeare, the kinship of death and desire can be read in either a comic or a tragic vein. 

Whether or not it “really occurs,” and whether or not it is turned into a pun, the violent conclusion alludes to the overwhelming presence of death at the climax of the mimetic process. As desire becomes increasingly obsessed with the obstacles that it keeps generating, it moves inexorably toward self-and-other annihilation, just as erotic courtship moves toward its sexual fulfilment. 

In order to understand Desdemona and Othello, we may compare them to Romeo and Juliet. The death of these two young people is really a consequence not of their parents’ quarrel but of their own absurd precipitation, which must be read as the fulfillment of an aspiration made explicit by Romeo in his conversation with Friar Laurence. Thanks to the sacrificial substitution that determines all representation at the level of what we earlier called the “superficial play,” the responsibility for these deaths is ascribed to some treacherous villain, preferably a father (here old Capulet), but the real truth of the play lies in the voluntary rush toward destruction and death. 

As always in Shakespeare, the mean father and the family feud are empty scarecrows basically unrelated to the tragic ending except at the superficial and sacrificial level of countercultural mythology. Old Capulet is just as irrelevant to the whole drama as, in Act 5 of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the wall, the lion, and the father—toujours lui—are to the death of Pyramus and Thisbe. 

These ridiculous lovers must be the main model for the plot of Romeo and Juliet. A Midsummer Night’s Dream was written immediately after the tragedy, and its play within the play satirizes the sacrificial trickery of the earlier work, its cynical exploitation of romantic gullibility. Pyramus and Thisbe die as a result of the same absurd precipitation as Romeo and Juliet. The second time around, Shakespeare openly derides a young man who hurries to commit suicide without even verifying that his beloved is really dead. Friar Laurence vainly tried to forestall this mad rush toward death with his wise warning to Romeo: “These violent delights have violent ends” (II, vi, 9). 

Like Othello, Romeo and Juliet is a play of the darkest desire, a desire no longer tempted by anything but its own apocalyptic self-destruction. This darkest desire takes many diverse forms in Shakespeare; one of the most striking expressions occurs in Measure for Measure, where Angelo’s sudden passion for Isabella is prompted by the angelic purity of a young woman interested only in religious asceticism. Her indifference to men matches his own haughty indifference to women. He sees her chastity as a personal affront, an act of cruelty, an irresistible challenge, a deliberate obstacle placed in his path, the ultimate skandalon. 




O cunning enemy, that to catch a saint, 

With saints dost bait thy hook! Most dangerous 

Is that temptation that doth goad us on 

To sin in loving virtue. Never could the strumpet, 

With all her double vigor, art and nature, 

Once stir my temper; but this virtuous maid 

Subdues me quite. 

(II, 1, 179–85) 




Isabella’s purity becomes the mimetic double of Angelo’s puritanism, a life-and-death rival that must be vanquished. This is the opposite of Claudio and Othello lusting after promiscuity, and yet it is the same thing. Angelo openly acknowledges the destructive nature of his desire. His language shows that more is at stake in his passion than some regrettable but insignificant caprice. As in a flash of lightning, a whole terrifying dimension of desire is suddenly revealed: 




                                        Having waste ground enough, 

Shall we desire to raze the sanctuary 

And pitch our evils there? 

(II, ii, 169–71) 




In less than three lines, Shakespeare defines the infinite aspiration to evil that mimetic desire becomes at its most extreme. There is no fatality in this evil, no unconscious determinism, but a deliberate consent of the will. The desire to raze the sanctuary cannot be reduced to some anonymous force such as entropy or a “death instinct,” and even less to the hypocritical blandness of our “death wish.” This last expression is the most misleading of all, insofar as it suggests that the drive toward destruction and death is somehow separate from mainstream desire, an insignificant supplement, something necessarily alien to the beautiful innocence of desire, which is our most stubborn prejudice because it is also our last remaining myth, our only substitute for a mountain of already discarded illusions. Here again, Augustine is a better guide for a sound understanding of Shakespeare than Freud and his entire comet tail of postmodern epigones. 
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THOU DOST LOVE HER BECAUSE THOU KNOW’ST I LOVE HER 




Rhetorical Figures in the Sonnets 




The sonnets contain some amazing mimetic material and certainly deserve a place in this book. We do not know exactly when Shakespeare wrote them, but most scholars agree that it must have been rather early in his career. If I had kept strictly to the presumed chronological order of the works, I would have discussed them earlier. 

Some are so spectacular that, for a while, I toyed with the idea of beginning this entire essay with them. This solution would have furthered my overall strategy of maximum reliance upon the author himself as an explicator of his own works. In the end I decided against this, for fear of adding fuel to the eternal fire of the “biographical fallacy.” An early emphasis on the sonnets might have suggested that my perspective on the theater originates with them rather than with the theater itself. The number-one question with regard to the sonnets is always the same: “Are they or are they not autobiographical?” If I had begun this book with the sonnets, it might have been mistaken for a vast extrapolation of the mimetic triangle that dominates these poems. It is nothing of the sort. As far as my personal discovery of Shakespeare is concerned, the initial and most seminal work, as many readers undoubtedly surmised, was A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 




The three protagonists of the sonnets are the poet himself, a young man whom he loves, and the celebrated “dark lady,” a sensuous and unreliable mistress. In many sonnets only two characters are present, the poet and the young man, or the poet and the dark lady. In a smaller but still sizable group, three characters interact. Two of these are the poet and his young man. The third is a rival for the latter’s affection—either a second poet or the dark lady herself. 

The second poet remains a rather shadowy and unimportant figure; the dark lady is the principal rival as well as the erotic object of the author. The poems in which all three protagonists appear openly discuss the complex and ever changing mimetic triangle that they form. Here is a first example, sonnet 42: 




That thou hast her, it is not all my grief. 

And yet it may be said I lov’d her dearly; 

That she has thee is of my wailing chief, 

A loss in love that touches me more nearly. 

Loving offenders, thus I will excuse ye: 

Thou dost love her because thou know’st I love her, 

And for my sake even so doth she abuse me, 

Suff’ring my friend for my sake to approve her. 

If I lose thee, my loss is my love’s gain, 

And losing her, my friend hath found that loss; 

Both find each other, and I lose both twain, 

And both for my sake lay on me this cross. 

     But here’s the joy, my friend and I are one; 

     Sweet flattery! then she loves but me alone. 




The autobiographical question is unanswerable and of no real interest anyway. But the “existential” question is something else entirely. The desire portrayed in this sonnet and in all sonnets is the same as in the theater. To assume that a writer such as Shakespeare spent his entire life writing about a subject of no relevance to himself is simply ludicrous. 

The poet suspects an affair between his two friends and is distressed by it, but finds comfort in the idea that they are interested in each other because of him. “Thou dost love her because thou know’st I love her,” and so on, means that the poet is the mediator of the “loving offenders.” If his influence remains paramount, he can afford to be magnanimous; his pride is intact. But is this really true? “Sweet flattery” suggests otherwise. The tortuous reasoning of the sonnet may be a laborious attempt at self-deception. 

Without mimetic theory we cannot even summarize this poem competently. This fact alone is astounding. Almost any critic will tell you that mimetic desire is irrelevant to poetry, even intrinsically antipoetical. It may be of some use with satiric literature, esprit in the French manner, but it has nothing to say about poetry, and poetry, as we all know, is the inner sanctum of literature. 

This sonnet and others like it should never have been written, especially by such a poet as Shakespeare. Should we doubt their authenticity? This is impossible; they are as quintessentially Shakespearean as Twelfth Night and Troilus and Cressida. They recall those diseases in Molière with which seventeenth-century physicians did not have to bother: their existence was not acknowledged by la faculté. 

Could my personal prejudice exaggerate the embarrassment that these sonnets should cause to the literary bien-pensants? If the vast majority of sonnets are dual, a few triangular ones cannot matter very much; even the greatest poets occasionally make mistakes. With masses of authentically poetic sonnets at our disposal, unpolluted by mimetic contagion, why worry about a few regrettable exceptions? 

Let us examine a “dual” sonnet addressed to the dark lady. At first sight, it seems such as to reassure the guardians of orthodoxy: 




O, from what pow’r hast thou this pow’rful might 

With insufficiency my heart to sway, 

To make me give the lie to my true sight, 

And swear that brightness doth not grace the day? 

Whence hast thou this becoming of things ill, 

That in the very refuse of thy deeds 

There is such strength and warrantise of skill 

That in my mind thy worst all best exceeds? 

Who taught thee how to make me love thee more, 

The more I hear and see just cause of hate? 

O, though I love what others do abhor, 

With others thou shouldst not abhor my state. 

    If thy unworthiness rais’d love in me, 

    More worthy I to be belov’d of thee. 

(150) 




Instead of an erotic triangle, what we find in this sonnet is many striking figures of speech. This is what modern explicators love to find in a poem. They have been taught to emphasize language. In contemporary criticism, language is everything—this is the great discovery of our age. The real point of poetry is not what it says but how it says it. 

Our figures of speech remind us of the ones in the comedies. They consist in juxtaposing words that mean the “opposite” of each other, power and insufficiency, worst and best, love and hate, unworthiness and worthy. If two opposites are in close contact, their two meanings tend to obliterate each other, like matter and antimatter. This is what we always hear and it sounds logical enough. If the poet insists on this type of nonsensical conjunction, he must have some purpose other than the normal communicative function of language. 

What is this purpose? All current answers to that question are still rooted, it seems to me, in the littérarité of Roland Barthes. Whatever distinguishes a poem stylistically focuses the reader’s attention on the poem as poem, on its poetic identity. Through his figures of speech and also through the poetic form as such—here the form of the sonnet—the poem says: “I am literature.” In poetry especially, but also in prose, the single-mindedness of denotation gives way to many connotations. The principal of these is the distinctiveness of literature as literature, its “literarity.” 

Some of this is undoubtedly true. The constant return of the same figure of speech in our sonnet advertises its literary specificity. But is it the sole or even the principal function of the oxymoron in this poem? Obviously not. This stylistic effect is just as meaningful here as in the comedies, and the meaning is the same. 

Even though sonnet 150 seems dual, a little attention will reveal that it is just as triangular as sonnet 42, only less explicitly so. In the absence of a third character, the poet cannot spell out the lady’s trickery in all its detail and merely alludes to it through his figures of speech. But the poet’s complaint against his mistress should not be dismissed lightly. He is the victim of her mimetic strategy. Far from foolishly canceling each other, as the second part of the word “oxymoron” suggests—moron means almost the same thing in Greek as in English—the two opposites express opposite aspects of the author’s experience. Their coexistence is far from peaceful, but not so mutually destructive as to result in nonsense. 

The lady’s mimetic trickery consists in constantly playing with the affections of more than one man. This is the source of her power over the poet. Fidelity would not make her half as attractive as infidelity does. That is why the poet’s sentiments toward her are “contradictory.” He finds her desirable and repulsive, delightful and abominable. We are reminded of an enraged but impotent Troilus watching Cressida in the arms of Diomedes. 

It is therefore literally true, as far as this woman is concerned, that “her worst all best exceeds.” It is literally true that the poet is furiously in love as well as furiously in hate with her. His enslavement is paradoxically reinforced by that which, from the standpoint of nonmimetic logic, should put an end to it. It is literally true that the lady owes her power to her insufficiency—in other words, to the moral flaw that makes her receptive to the advances of other men. It is literally true that “in the very refuse of her deeds” there is enough “strength and warrantise of skill” to keep the poet permanently in chains. 

Since the lady’s “unworthiness rais’d love” in the poet, it is literally true that he is “worthy” of her love. These two people certainly deserve each other. Moral indignation is a luxury that neither one can afford. But if it is genuine affection that the poet seeks, the kind of affinity that exists between him and this mistress will not bring it about. What these two lovers have in common is also what separates them—their “hypermimetic” temperament. The more submissive the poet becomes, as a result of past indignities, the greater the incentive for his mistress to behave even more outrageously. Mimetically, her response is sound. Hers is the same “wisdom” that Cressida extracted from her disheartening experience with Troilus. 

The oxymoron is an elliptical expression of the mimetic paradox. It seems nonsensical only from the standpoint of a language that tries to preserve a false rationality by clinging to schoolgirl psychology. The opposites produce a contrast, no doubt, that alludes to the intellectual scandal of their encounter. But this scandal is only an apparent concession to schoolgirl psychology. The poet does not really take it seriously; he wants us to move beyond it and contemplate the disorder of his own mind, the disorder brought about by the tyranny of his mistress. 

The mimetic paradox fits the oxymoron like a glove. The opposites neither destroy nor complement each other, and their cumulative effect is monstrous in the sense of the midsummer night. The figures of speech treat conventional language roughly in order to express the poet’s predicament as economically and strikingly as possible. There is no reason to panic and proclaim that our sonnet is “pure rhetoric,” and even less, of course, to assert that language itself cannot cope, that language as such has broken down. 




The triangular sonnets and the dual sonnets of the dark lady have a common mimetic content. Traditional critics never explicitly refer to this content, of course, but they silently rely on it when they assume that there is only one lady for all the sonnets. They do not envisage the possibility that the lady might be different from one sonnet to the next. They are doing the right thing, no doubt, but on which ground? It cannot be the color of her hair, since it is not always mentioned. The one feature that is never missing is her mimetic strategy, the purposeful treachery that is explained in the triangular sonnets. 

In the London of Elizabeth, mimetic skill was certainly not the monopoly of one woman only. In theory at least, the possibility that the dark lady is not the only woman in the sonnets cannot be discounted. Concretely, however, this hypothesis is irrelevant. The woman is always the same in the sense that her relationship with the poet is always the same, and that its effect is always the same. It makes no real difference if the lady is denounced in general terms, through the means of the figures of speech, or if her chief weapon is discussed, the affair that she may be having with the poet’s best friend. 

Either the sonnets have three characters and the mimetic interaction in them is dramatized in almost the same sense as in the theater, or they have two characters and the triangular dimension is both signified and hidden by the figures of speech. The oxymoron can be regarded as a kind of sacrificial substitute for the third character, the specific recipe that turns dramatic prose into the type of poetry that “truly poetical” critics can appreciate—poetry in which the erotic triangle is still present, but hidden behind a veil of supposedly gratuitous linguistic exuberance. The critics who loudly celebrate “language” never lift that veil. Psychoanalysis never lifts that veil. In order to assess the importance of the mimetic dimension, we must remember that jealousy is not one topos among others in classical poetry, but the topos par excellence. 

Shakespeare can play the literary game of littérarité just as competently as his mediocre rivals. The difference is that he breathes real life back into this game, by turning it into one more expression of the desire that obsesses him. The theory of littérarité is blind to the real superiority of the great poet that, paradoxically, mimetic theory reveals. 

Too much emphasis on littérarité signals a narcissistic impoverishment of literature. Only a snob writes works of art for the purpose of being labeled “literary.” Mediocre poets are mediocre because they use the conventions of poetry conventionally, that is, for the sake of convention as such. 

Far from being antipoetical, mimetic theory alone reaches the essence of Western love rhetoric, which is never as empty as it seems. It is the closest thing we have to a linguistic vehicle for mimetic interaction. If this language were as meaningless as critics always claim, it would not have endured for so long. Even today, when a writer becomes able to apprehend the convolutions of mimetic strategy, he is labeled “rhetorical” by those who do not want to bother with the real meaning of what he says. The current praise of rhetoric is as irrelevant as the former blame, because it still implies the old indifference to content. The writers themselves are never indifferent to the content of their own works and, if they are good, they try to express that content as simply and economically as possible. 




The majority of the dual sonnets are addressed to the young man. It is easy to show that they too are implicitly triangular. Even in the absence of a devilish temptress or a rival poet, the relationship is never serene. The sense of insecurity that pervades these texts is essential to their poetic flavor. Its cause is less obvious in certain sonnets than in others, but it is never really difficult to uncover. As always, it is the fear of infidelity. 




Is it thy will thy image should keep open 

My heavy eyelids to the weary night? 

Dost thou desire my slumbers should be broken, 

While shadows like to thee mock my sight? 

Is it thy spirit that thou send’st from thee 

So far from home into my deeds to pry, 

To find out shames and idle hours in me, 

The scope and tenure of thy jealousy? 

O no, thy love, though much, is not so great, 

It is my love that keeps mine eye awake, 

Mine own true love that doth my rest defeat, 

To play the watchman ever for thy sake. 

    For thee watch I, whilst thou dost wake elsewhere, 

    From me far off, with others all too near. 

(61) 




The poet’s insomnia is due to the young man and, in the absence of a specific rival, his angoisse at first seems without a cause. Jealousy is the real problem once again, but this is revealed only in extremis, in the last five words. The fact that all others are indiscriminately feared, the fact that no other is exempt from suspicion, confirms the obsessive character of this jealousy. To confess it is a sign of weakness, no doubt; before yielding to his compulsion to speak, the poet resists as long as he can. 

Even the most conventional themes in the sonnets, such as the passing of time, are suffused with this jealousy. When the poet deplores old age, for instance, he does so not because aging as such distresses him, but because it places him at a disadvantage with younger rivals. 

Just as in the case of the dark lady, the young man’s possible misconduct terrifies the poet, but it is a necessary ingredient of the relationship, even its most important component, and for the same reason as ever. Instead of loosening the poet’s attachment to the culprit, as conventional wisdom says it should, infidelity strengthens it. 

The sonnets about the young man are often less blatantly triangular than the sonnets about the dark lady, and the reason is clear. The poet is less strict with his male friend than with his mistress. What seems like Machiavellian planning on her part is dismissed on his as naiveté, masculine insouciance, even excessive kindness. In sonnet 41 this gentler treatment of the young man is very much in evidence, and yet the jealousy is the same as with the lady. The relationship obeys the same mimetic law in both instances: 




Those pretty wrongs that liberty commits 

When I am sometime absent from thy heart, 

Thy beauty and thy years full well befits, 

For still temptation follows where thou art. 

Gentle thou art, and therefore to be won. 

Beauteous thou art, therefore to be assailed; 

And when a woman woos, what woman’s son 

Will sourly leave her till she have prevailed? 

Ay me, but yet thou mightst my seat forbear, 

And chide thy beauty and thy straying youth, 

Who lead thee in their riot even there 

Where thou art forc’d to break a twofold truth: 

    Hers by thy beauty tempting her to thee, 

    Thine by thy beauty being false to me. 




The mimetic principle enables us to see more than a heterogeneous assemblage of poems in the sonnets. A unifying theme emerges that is neither the young man nor the dark lady, not even the two of them together, but the poet’s suffering, caused by his hypermimetic sensibility. 

The explicitly triangular sonnets are most original and striking, it seems to me, not because of the voyeuristic interest that their possibly “autobiographical” resonance may arouse, but because they portray the poet’s predicament most lucidly and powerfully. The greatest one may well be sonnet 144: 




Two loves have I of comfort and despair, 

Which like two spirits do suggest me still: 

The better angel is a man right fair, 

The worse spirit a woman color’d ill. 

To win me soon to hell, my female evil 

Tempteth my better angel from my side, 

And would corrupt my saint to be a devil, 

Wooing his purity with her foul pride. 

And whether that my angel be turn’d fiend 

Suspect I may, yet not directly tell, 

But being both from me, both to each friend, 

I guess one angel in another’s hell. 

    Yet this shall I ne’er know, but live in doubt, 

    Till my bad angel fire my good one out. 




In my Joyce chapter, I portrayed as “caricatural” the Joycean invention of an Ann Hathaway making love to two of Shakespeare’s brothers for the sole purpose of perpetuating her dominion over him. I was too timid, it seems. The strategy to which the dark lady is accused of resorting runs along exactly the same lines as the Joycean invention. 

In our first triangular sonnet, 42, the poet bravely tried to transfigure a fundamentally repugnant situation by magnifying his own role as the mediator of his two friends. In 144 he adopts the opposite stance, portraying himself as mediated, a victim rather than an inspirer of suggestion. Those who do the suggesting are the young man and the dark lady. All positions are inverted. 

Behind all sonnets taken together, we must imagine a single triangle that is never interpreted twice in exactly the same fashion. We have no true insight into this “real” triangle or into the changes that it may or may not incur from time to time. The poet himself is never sure of anything. All we have are his successive impressions, none of which ever provides him or us with any permanent certainty. 

The sonnets that seems “least triangular” must correspond to those moments when the poet regards his own jealousy as so excessive and farfetched that it vanishes entirely, or almost. At the other extreme, betrayal seems so certain that the three protagonists must be present together. In other sonnets still, uncertainty prevails. 

This last attitude is ultimately the most significant, not because it is statistically dominant—it becomes fully explicit only in sonnet 144—but because the plurality of interpretations finally adds up to no interpretation at all. A swing in one direction is always followed by a swing in the other. In the last six lines of sonnet 42, for instance, not one but two successive swings are adumbrated. They are only temporary halts in a circular movement that never ends. Sooner or later, all interpretations will recur in a kind of “eternal return.” 

Implicitly or explicitly, all sonnets try to solve the same problem: is the poet the victim of a double infidelity? The question is straightforward enough, always amenable to a yes or no answer, yet it proves unanswerable. The solution depends entirely on the two human beings closest and dearest to the poet. One tiny word would settle this question once and for all, but it never comes. The poet keeps scrutinizing his mystery day and night, but always in vain. Far from helping him, his extreme subtlety and perspicacity make everyone and everything more opaque. 

Who is the lover and who the beloved in these sonnets, who the subject and who the object, who the mediator and who the mediated, who the deceiver and who the deceived? We cannot tell. The totality spells total ignorance. Sonnet 144 conceptualizes this radical doubt. Line 10 is a first acknowledgment of it: “Suspect I may, yet not directly tell”; then comes a second confession of doubt in the penultimate line: “Yet this shall I ne’er know, but live in doubt.” If we understand the last line as a desperate joke rather than a genuine expression of faith in the discovery of the truth, radical doubt is what this poem is really about. 

Radical doubt seems almost too “modern” a literary theme for the time of Shakespeare. It reminds us of writers closer to us historically, such as Kafka, or the Proust of La Prisonnière, obsessed with the same kind of jealousy as the poet of the sonnets. This is the same jealousy that we found in James Joyce. 

We also have this combination in the theater, of course, especially in Much Ado About Nothing, in Othello and, most important, as we soon shall see, in The Winter’s Tale. It should be defined as a disintegration of the erotic triangle, an internal collapse of its difference that affects not only the two rivals but their common object. In sonnet 144, something explicitly happens that is never more than a hint elsewhere. Under the influence of the dark lady, the good angel turns fiend: he too is affected by mimetic contagion. The principal difference of the sonnets is abolished. 

All relations become unknowable, owing not to an interpretive deficiency but to an excess. When differences are on the way out, just before they disappear entirely, they proliferate wildly. The victim falls prey to many unsubstantial demons, the “airy nothings” of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The differences thus released are weak and all tend to shade into one another. 

The sonnets are a kaleidoscope of all possible interpretations, attitudes, and strategies that an individual caught in a disintegrating triangle will espouse as he vainly tries to resolve his predicament. And this ordeal, in turn, is an introspective version of what we found everywhere in the theater, the crisis of Degree and its proliferation of monstrous doubles, all of them part angel and part fiend. Because of the feverish mental activity that it triggers and the many contradictory hypotheses that it generates, this disintegration may be what a writer needs in order to come up with amazingly diverse modulations on the same mimetic triangle: Shakespearean drama. 

If we examine the sonnets from the standpoint of the theater, we can always find some character in one of the plays after whom each sonnet could be named. In sonnet 42, we found, the poet makes a desperate effort not merely to resign himself to his distressing situation, but to embrace it enthusiastically. This attitude recalls the bawd-and-cuckold syndrome of the comedies, all those characters who invite betrayal through their ill-advised complacency. Pandarus is a caricature of this intellectual temptation. We can easily imagine how, for the purpose of magnifying his own role even more, the author of sonnet 42 might actively facilitate the amorous conjunction that he so desperately fears, thus turning himself into a perfect replica of Cressida’s uncle. 

Sonnet 144 is the other extreme. It is not redolent of Pandarus but of “real” jealousy. If we could be certain that the poet’s conviction of being deceived is justified, or even plausible, we would call this jealousy “normal.” But the “pessimistic” version of the triangle is just as doubtful as its opposite. If the poet’s jealousy is unfounded, it is not Pandarus that sonnet 144 evokes, but Claudio’s mad suspicion of Hero and the prince, or Othello’s mad suspicion of Desdemona and Cassio, or Leontes’ mad suspicion of Hermione and Polixenes. 

Acute jealousy could be the intellectual ferment out of which the idea of such characters as Phebe, Silvius, Orsino, Pandarus, Claudio, Othello, Leontes, and many others arose. The affective and intellectual landscape that we contemplate in the sonnets may be an image of Shakespeare’s mind at a time of intense creativity. The eternal return of all interpretations looks like the crucible out of which the theater was born. 

Joyce does not mention the sonnets in his Shakespeare essay but, more than any single dramatic work, they buttress his conception of the playwright’s creative process. As we discovered earlier, this great observer of himself was convinced that his own literary genius was inseparable from his mimetic jealousy. The same, he surmised, must have been true of Shakespeare. 

Indications abound that many great revealers of mimetic desire were compulsively “triangular” in the Joycean sense, the sense of Shakespeare’s sonnets. In addition to Joyce, Proust, and Shakespeare himself, the examples that immediately come to my mind are the ones that I have studied in the past: Racine, Molière, Dostoyevksi, and Nietzsche.¹ 

Being more sensitive than most of us to the role of mimetic contagion in human affairs, these great writers had a tendency, it seems, to over-interpret even the tiniest signs of its presence around them. They wildly exaggerated the risks of mimetic swings in their relations with the people dearest to them. As a result, their daily life was perpetually threatened with uncertainty and instability. A certain lack of psychic balance is the price they had to pay for literary genius. 

If the object is not distant enough from the beholder, the light produced by the mimetic insight may be so dazzling that the slightest possessiveness will turn it to total blindness. This blind spot at the center means that, valid as it may be intrinsically, the expert’s mimetic expertise is useless and worse than useless to himself. It becomes the source of his own tragic delusion. 

This last idea, explicit in The Winter’s Tale, will be developed in our next five chapters. My brief exploration of the sonnets in the present chapter, as well as my discussion of Othello in the preceding one, can be regarded as a preparation for this last major focus. The Winter’s Tale is unique in several ways. It deals with the darkest desire more openly than any other play. It is also the play in which the hero most resembles the poet of the sonnets. The morbidly jealous Leontes combines the Kafkaesque uncertainty of these poems with the furiously destructive jealousy of Othello. 

The Winter’s Tale is exceptional in still another way. Maybe because it explores the darkest desire with no compromise or attenuation whatever, it finds a way out of the labyrinth, a marvelous and mysterious way that this time is not death but new life, a genuine rebirth. Let us now turn to what is, I believe, the most profound and personal of all dramatic statements in Shakespeare, the most somber in its beginning but the first one, at long last, with a genuinely luminous and redemptive ending. 


1. See René Girard, Job, the Victim of His People (London: Athlone and Stanford, 1987; Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1987), chapter 7; Dostoevsky: du double à l’unité (Paris: Plon, 1963); “Strategies of Madness, Nietzsche and Dostoevsky,” in “To Double Business Bound” (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978; London: Athlone 1988). 
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AN INSTRUMENT TO VICE YOU TO ’T 




The Winter’s Tale (Act 1, Scene 2) 




The most monstrous jealousy in Shakespeare is that not of Othello but of Leontes, the protagonist of The Winter’s Tale. With no one at his side to poison his mind, this king of Sicilia comes close to destroying his entire family. His faithful wife of many years, Hermione, is selflessly devoted to him; his supposed rival, Polixenes, the king of Bohemia, is a perfectly loyal friend. Yet in Act 1, scene 2, we watch the sudden transformation of Leontes into a wild beast. Contrary to what many critics say, this great scene contains all that is needed for a full understanding of this hero’s jealousy. 

After a nine-month visit with Leontes and Hermione, Polixenes announces that he must return to his family and the affairs of Bohemia. Greatly distressed by this decision, Leontes begs his friend to stay at least a few more days. He is so desperately eager to keep Polixenes in Sicilia that he becomes incoherent and most abruptly, even impolitely, turns to Hermione, who is standing silently at his side: “Tongue-tied our queen? speak you” (I, ii, 27). 

The only “tongue-tied” character in this scene is Leontes himself. Knowing how persuasive his wife can be, he wishes that she had intervened without being asked. He is as dependent on her as he is on his friend, and feels that the two most important people in his life have betrayed him. Sensing his disarray, Hermione first tries to reassure him: 




I had thought, sir, to have held my peace until 

You had drawn oaths from him not to stay. You, sir, 

Charge him too coldly. 

(28–30) 




She then proceeds to “charge” Polixenes in her own warm and friendly manner, without ever losing her dignity. Leontes is highly pleased. Twice he repeats, “well said, Hermione.” When Polixenes quickly yields to Hermione’s entreaties and decides to postpone his departure, Leontes is full of admiration and gratitude: 




                       At my request he would not. 

Hermione, my dearest, thou never spok’st 

To better purpose. 

(87–89) 




Hermione asks her husband if he really means this last statement. In a lighthearted way he answers that, on one other occasion only, she spoke as well as she just did, on the day when she said “yes” to his marriage proposal. All she does after that is to repeat more or less what her husband has just said: 




. . . . I have spoke to th’ purpose twice: 

The one, for ever earn’d a royal husband; 

Th’ other, for some while a friend. 

(106–8) 




As she says these words, Hermione gives her hand to Polixenes. At this precise instant, Leontes feels overwhelmed with jealousy: 




                                      [Aside] 

                                                        Too hot, too hot! 

To mingle friendship far, is mingling bloods. 

I have tremor cordis on me: my heart dances, 

But not for joy—not joy. 

(108–11) 




Occurring as it does in front of Leontes, Hermione’s display of affection for Polixenes cannot mean what the husband now wants it to mean. Leontes is aware of this, yet persists in his mad new belief. What is the cause of his sudden jealousy? During his wife’s conversation with Polixenes, Leontes had moved away and, being out of hearing, he shouted, “Is he won yet?”—meaning Polixenes. In the following exchange, when she associated these two ideas, “earning a husband” and “earning a friend,” Hermione simply borrowed Leontes’ metaphor. 

When Leontes sees that his wife imitates him, he is terrified. For nine long months he had dreamed of a perfect triangular union with Polixenes and Hermione. The same close relationship should exist between these two, he felt, as he, Leontes, already entertained with each one separately. During the entire visit of his friend, he had sensed on his part some reticence toward his wife, and on her part, some reticence toward his friend. He interpreted their mutual reserve as an implicit rebuke of himself; maybe he was disdained by his wife for choosing the wrong friend, or disdained by his friend for choosing the wrong wife. 

At the beginning of the scene, Leontes was still attempting a rapprochement between Polixenes and Hermione, still convinced of his failure. Hence his unhappiness with Polixenes’ announcement of his departure, his irritation with Hermione for not spontaneously voicing her opposition. Then, all of a sudden, when he heard his wife echo his own words, this terribly insecure man changed his mind completely. He decided that his efforts had been successful after all, far too successful. His estimate of his own influence shifted from one extreme to the other. 

Hermione made Polixenes understand how important it was not to her but to her husband that his friend should stay a little longer, and Polixenes bowed to her request. Leontes perceives very well this docility to his slightest wish, this tendency of both Hermione and Polixenes to turn into carbon copies of himself. 

Leontes has been using his wife as his go-between with another man. Reflecting on this fact, he sees himself as a mimetic model quite different from the one he wanted to be, an involuntary Pandarus, driving his wife into the arms of his friend, and driving his friend into the arms of his wife. 

For nine long months, Leontes believes, he was le cocu magnifique, and he alone did not know it. Everybody must be making fun of him behind his back. When Camillo refuses to believe in the treachery of Hermione, Leontes concludes that he too must be part of the conspiracy: “Camillo was his help in this, his pandar” (II, i, 46). The king accuses his counselor of persevering in the role that he, the complacent husband, had mimetically invited him to play, by playing it in front of him. 

The meaning of it all is first formulated by the reliable Camillo, Leontes’ personal counselor and confidant, the man best informed of what his master is up to. Speaking to a startled Polixenes, he sums up Leontes’ delusion in eight words: 




He thinks, nay, with all confidence he swears, 

As he had seen’t, or been an instrument 

To vice you to’t, that you have touch’d his queen 

Forbiddenly. 

(414–17; italics mine) 




Leontes never said in so many words, “I myself planted an adulterous desire in the heart of my wife and of my friend,” and the prudent Camillo presents his diagnosis as tentative, but it is not conjectural in the slightest; it is fully confirmed both by Leontes at the end of this scene, and by Hermione at the beginning of Act 3, when she defends herself against her husband’s unjust accusation. 




Let us take up Hermione first. What she says is entirely true and vindicates her completely, but it also reveals the element of perspicacity in Leontes’ jealousy, the crucial point that the critics never see: 




                                               For Polixenes, 

With whom I am accus’d, I do confess 

I lov’d him as in honour he requir’d, 

With such a kind of love as might become 

A lady like me; with a love, even such, 

So, and no other, as yourself commanded: 

Which, not to have done, I think had been in me 

Both disobedience and ingratitude 

To you, and toward your friend, whose love had spoke, 

Even since it could speak, from an infant, freely, 

That it was yours. 

(III, ii, 61–71; italics mine) 




Hermione’s affection for Polixenes is genuine, she says, and it originates in her husband; Leontes commanded that she emulate his admirable friendship for his childhood companion and she willingly obeyed. She read this command less in what he said directly to her than in the kind of pressure exemplified by his behavior after Polixenes’ announcement of his departure, when Leontes felt personally betrayed by what he interpreted as her indifference. 

Hermione confirms that her husband has truly been her mimetic model in her relationship with Polixenes. Leontes has discovered something real, but he misinterprets this reality, which is perfectly innocent and not at all what he imagines. The hypermimetic Leontes puts his wife in a classical double bind. Whatever she does, she can only do wrong in his eyes: if she remains prudently aloof, she seems insensitive; if she displays her sympathy for Polixenes, she is accused of adultery. 

Leontes is the supreme expert on mimetic desire; he sees himself as the wrong kind of mimetic model not only to Hermione and Polixenes but to Camillo. His psychology is going awry, but for more complex and subtle reasons then is generally perceived. He cannot be dismissed as a senseless madman. 




Leontes’ famous soliloquy on affection is often presented as one of the most obscure, perhaps the most obscure, text in all of Shakespeare. In light of what we just found, this obscurity vanishes: 




Affection! thy intention stabs at the centre. 

Thou dost make possible things not so held, 

Communicat’st with dreams (how can this be?) 

With what’s unreal thou co-active art, 

And fellow’st nothing. Then, ’tis very credent 

Thou may co-join with something, and thou dost 

(And that beyond commission), and I find it 

(And that to the infection of my brains 

And hard’ning of my brows). 

(I, ii, 138–46) 




It is just as natural for Leontes to reflect on our ability to penetrate the true feelings of fellow human beings, as it is for the jealous narrator in Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. Leontes’ statement looks somewhat chaotic, but it is supposed to reflect a chaotic state of mind, so that a somewhat chaotic form makes dramatic sense. Shakespeare’s own mimetic views are faithfully reproduced in this text, and everything Leontes says is perfectly coherent from their standpoint. 

Some commentators think that the word “affection” refers to Leontes and his jealousy, others that it means the presumed desire of Hermione for Polixenes and vice versa. From Leontes’ perspective, these three desires, being copied from each other, are the same. Instead of choosing between the two interpretations, as if they were incompatible, we must combine them. “Affection” is inseparable from “infection”; it means mimetic desire in all its modalities. 

To Shakespeare it goes without saying that we not only misunderstand, but understand, other people by projecting our own sentiments upon them. In Twelfth Night, for instance, Orsino discusses Olivia’s desire on the sole basis of his own (chapter 13). In Leontes’ speech, too, the projective nature of all attempts to grasp other desires is taken for granted. If desire fellows nothing, if it does not reproduce itself mimetically, the subjective image that it projects has no objective counterpart; we think we understand something outside ourselves, when in reality we grasp nothing but phantoms. Either desire produces no real knowledge because it has no mimetic offspring, or it produces the desired knowledge because it has already produced the object of that knowledge. 

Not all projections are deceptive, therefore; if they all were, there would be no knowledge at all of other people’s desires. Shakespeare does not acknowledge our convenient distinction between, on the one hand, a projective and “subjective” knowledge that would always be false and, on the other hand, an “objective” knowledge that could be “scientific” and true. The idea of a nonsubjective unconscious that can be explored methodically enables Freud to reintroduce objective knowledge by the back door. The same is true with Lacan’s mythical distinction between what he calls the symbolique and the imaginaire. For Shakespeare, all knowledge of desire is projective. 

We have at least four different words or metaphors in this text for the mimetic knowledge of mimetic desire. One is the image of fatherhood; another is the idea of communication; a third is the theme of a desire that may or may not cojoin with another, an idea which is already present in “co-active art,” a desire that is separate and yet intimately related to the first, since begotten by it or by its begetter. All these formulas base the true knowledge of desire on the effective participation of the knower in what is known. Our text is an extraordinary essay on the very subject of this study, “thou co-active art!”—mimetic desire and the knowledge thereof. 

If a coproduction of desires has already occurred, Leontes’ partners already love each other as intensely as Leontes loves them, and it is “beyond commission”: his cuckoldry, the “hard’ning of his brows,” coincides with the “infection” of his brain, with his forever increasing mimetic obsession. Leontes correctly assumes that he has fathered Hermione’s feelings for Polixenes. Between the two possibilities that he outlines, he makes the right choice. As soon as he realizes, however, that success had crowned his efforts and that the sympathy between Hermione and Polixenes truly exists that he spent so much time nurturing, his self-distrust makes him feel excluded from this relationship; he transforms it into some kind of alliance against him, an adulterous complicity. 

Like many modern interpreters, Leontes goes wrong by excès de soup-çon. His wife’s affection for Polixenes is his own child, but he misunderstands it. His insecurity always goes straight to the worst possible interpretation from his own standpoint, and his dreadful error is inseparable from his shrewd mimetic insight. Far from helping him in his hour of need, his perspicacity precipitates his downfall. Such is the fate of many a theorist! To know if imitation has occurred is difficult enough but, even if we guess right on this point, we may still go wrong regarding the kind of imitation we have discovered. 
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THOU CO-ACTIVE ART! 




Jealousy in The Winter’s Tale 




The two possibilities defined in the text on “affection” correspond to the two types of mimetic heroes we encountered in the theater of Shakespeare. First, we have a large group of heroes—and occasionally heroines—whose desire “fellows something”: Valentine, Collatine, the four lovers of the midsummer night, Orsino, Troilus, and others. Through their mimetic boasting, they always manage to communicate their desires to other people and thus generate the dangerous rivals whom they are too foolish to recognize as their own creation. 

Second, we have the small group of those whose desire “fellows nothing,” or almost nothing; Claudio and Othello. These broody, introspective heroes distrust themselves greatly and constantly mistake loyal associates and friends for the rivals who they mistakenly believe have been generated by their inordinate appetite for mimetic approval. Through their precipitous and violent countermeasures, they bring about disasters far worse than the ones they anticipate. Leontes unquestionably belongs to this second group, but something in him is characteristic of the first—his relationship with Polixenes. The two kings are childhood friends of the same type as Valentine and Proteus, Helena and Hermia, Rosalind and Celia. 

Even though all members of the first group are not childhood friends, all childhood friends before The Winter’s Tale are members of that group. The reason for this is obvious: childhood friends constantly imitate each other and insist on being imitated: their desires cannot but “fellow something.” No childhood friend who falls in love can tolerate his friend’s indifference to the woman he loves. He does his best to arouse the latter’s desire, but then condemns him for trying to infringe upon his own superior right to possess the object. We recognize this old mechanism when we hear Leontes muttering dark threats against the man—Polixenes, of course—who “fixes/No bourn ’twixt his and mine” (I, ii, 133–134). 

Since he himself behaves just as doubles always have in Shakespeare, Leontes expects Polixenes to do the same, but Polixenes does not. Contrary to all precedents, neither Polixenes nor Hermione surrenders to the temptation that Leontes places in their path. The mimetic shift from love to hatred is the one-sided experience of Leontes only and this one-sidedness makes it deceptive. 

The examples of unjustified jealousy in Much Ado About Nothing and Othello do not diminish the uniqueness of The Winter’s Tale. In the two earlier plays, instead of being a close friend or some kind of peer, the target of suspicion is either the hero’s superior or his inferior in the most rigid of all hierarchies, the military: Don Pedro is Claudio’s commander; Cassio is Othello’s lieutenant. According to the mimetic law, this hierarchical difference should produce the innocuous variety of mimetic desire, external mediation, and indeed it does. Don Pedro feels briefly tempted to seduce Hero for himself, but his sense of duty prevents him from competing with Claudio. Similarly, Cassio does not compete with Othello. 

In these plays the lack of factual basis for the jealousy of the hero verifies the mimetic law, but The Winter’s Tale is something else. Its three protagonists are not separated by the social or cultural barriers that could forestall internal mediation. The probability of the latter is increased by the enthusiastic meddling of Leontes. After his behaving like Dostoyevski’s “eternal husband” for nine months, his sudden conversion to jealousy is far from absurd. In all previous plays with childhood friends, Leontes would not have borrowed Pandarus’s role for nothing; he would have been “successful” with at least one of his two partners in the triangle, and perhaps with both. 

Should we conclude that Shakespeare in this play recants his faith in the mimetic law, regards it as the paranoid raving of an intelligent madman, implicitly suggesting, perhaps, that Troilus and Cressida and similarly cynical plays were written by such a madman? I see self-criticism in The Winter’s Tale, but of a kind that suggests the need for a modification, not a rejection, of the mimetic law. Hermione, after all, is just as mimetic as her husband imagines, but in a manner vastly different from what he imagines. 

Leontes wrongly assumes that, as soon as the social and cultural barriers are down between human beings, internal mediation must take over and play havoc with their interaction. The only person in the triangle who verifies this scenario is Leontes himself. 

Hermione owes her love for Polixenes to a mediation that is not internal in the habitual sense, since it remains pure, innocent, respectful of the rights and duties of all parties involved; yet it is not external either. At the instant when Leontes’ jealousy is born, Polixenes and Hermione treat each other as familiarly as if they were brother and sister. Their loss of inhibition greatly contributes to the jealousy of Leontes. 

The power that arrests the infernal consequences of unobstructed mimesis is, first of all, Hermione herself, her good sense, her innate nobility of spirit, the wise use she makes of her freedom. There is not an ounce of bovarysme in her. She is more genuinely admirable than the women generally regarded as such in Shakespeare, the Juliets and Desdemonas who benefit in our eyes from a mimetic aura rooted in their mimetic propensities, Shakespeare is so great that we tend to read and misread his imaginary creations as we all read and misread the human beings around us. 

Judging from what happens in the second half of the play, Polixenes is less exceptional a human being than Hermione, but it does not matter. A man does not necessarily have to be a moral giant to abstain from lusting after the wife of his best friend. He may have a thousand other things on his mind about which the author does not have to inform us. We must not forget, besides, that Hermione has never done anything to lead Polixenes into temptation. This is what her husband foolishly resented a little earlier; he found her insufferably reserved with his dear friend. 

Leontes is not uniformly systematic in his thinking; he does not mistake the mimetic principle for the causal law that it is not. He makes allowance for desires that “fellow nothing.” He has been dreaming of the very innocent love that now exists between Leontes and Hermione. And yet, when confronted with the proof of its existence, he feels overwhelmed by jealousy. 

The more remote the chance that, somewhere in the real world, some real innocence exists, the more monstrous it is to mistake it for its opposite and try to crush it. Leontes not only does not recognize the true nature of those closest to him but, being the main beneficiary of the good that he misunderstands, he cannot destroy it without destroying himself. The stupidity of this enormous intelligence is even more abysmal than its guilt. 

Leontes’ behavior resembles the way in which Shakespeare himself long applied the mimetic law in his own theater, creating plays from which innocence was practically banished. Innocence was especially impossible in the case of triangles involving childhood friends. As late as Coriolanus, Shakespeare alluded to the mimetic ambivalence of close friends as if it were a law of nature. If we reread the words of Aufidius on the subject, we may find it easier to apprehend Leontes’ state of mind: 




                                         Friends now fast sworn, 

Whose double bosoms seem to wear one heart, 

Whose heart, whose bed, whose meal and exercise 

Are still together, who twin, as ’twere, in love 

Unseparable, shall within this hour 

On a dissension of a doit, break out 

To bitterest enmity. . . . 

(IV, iii, 12–18) 




Among the plays of unfounded jealousy, The Winter’s Tale is not unusual solely for its innocent childhood friend and its innocent wife. Something else makes it exceptional in its category—the lack of a villain. In order to assess the significance of this feature, let us first recall the dramatic function of Don John in Much Ado About Nothing and of Iago in Othello. 

When the two heroes of these plays are interpreted in mimetic terms, it becomes clear that their jealousy operates exactly like the jealousy of Leontes; it is just as self-induced and just as self-explanatory. From the standpoint of the “deeper plays,” Don John and Iago are superfluous. Only if we remain blind to the mimetic genesis of the two dramas, do we need the villains to account for the heroes’ jealousy. 

If for some reason the real explanation escapes us, the villains provide a slightly contrived but serviceable replacement. They are sacrificial instruments in the strict sense, since their function depends squarely on scapegoating. The villainy of the villains diverts toward itself the indignation that Claudio and Othello would certainly arouse, if no external “motivation” were provided for their cruel and criminal behavior. Without the villains, the spectators could not identify at all with the heroes. Don John and Iago are the two pillars upon which the “superficial” versions of their two respective plays are erected. The difference between a superficial play and a deeper play, I recall, is that the mimetic interaction visible in the latter is invisible in the former. 

In Much Ado About Nothing and Othello, the sacrificial structure generated by the scapegoating of the villain is similar to the one generated by the scapegoating of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice. As soon as we begin to understand the victimage mechanism, the sacrificial interpretation weakens and the mimetic one threatens. We can see this clearly, if we compare the critical reception of Much Ado About Nothing to that of Othello. Even though Claudio is the less criminal of the two heroes, more puzzled eyebrows have been raised in his direction than in the direction of Othello; the only possible reason is that Don John is a much thinner villain than the sinister Iago, much less satisfying as a sacrificial offering. 

The criticism often addressed to The Winter’s Tale makes the dramatic function of Shakespeare’s villains even more obvious. The traditional critics have always found Leontes simultaneously disturbing and unintelligible. Complaining that his jealousy is “insufficiently motivated,” they find him unsatisfactory as a protagonist of “serious drama.” In reality he is an Othello without his Iago, a Claudio without his Don John, the full revelation of a truth still partly veiled in the previous plays. 

Leontes should be the greatest symbol of jealousy in the theater of Shakespeare, but we can well understand why Othello was selected instead. He is more colorful in every way, of course, but the main reason lies elsewhere. Jealousy is a sentiment in which we all share to some extent, and it must be mitigated by sacrifice. The image projected by Leontes is too stark for universal consumption. 

The standard form of drama—as opposed to tragedy—is the hero-versus-villain dichotomy; popular success demands that this scheme be forever repeated. The differentiation it requires must be founded on some villainous culprit whose punishment the spectators anticipate with relish. This sacrificial scapegoat must polarize their hostilities in such a way as to deflect them from the hero, whose identical double he really is. To interact with the hero on equal terms, the villain must be sufficiently like him and yet, to quality as a villain, he must be strikingly different. These contradictory requirements are characteristic of all sacrificial victims everywhere, beginning with ritual immolation. 

In The Winter’s Tale Shakespeare throws all precautions to the wind and removes the props from under the superficial play. The whole horrendous truth is unmasked, and the author makes it even more horrendous by having Leontes destroy his childhood friendship and his entire family as well as the woman he loves. Compared to his two forerunners, he looks like a darker version of something already quite dark. He is the most intelligent, the most depressive, the most destructive of all Shakespearean hypermimetic characters. 

It must not be a mere coincidence, if the suppression of the villain occurs in the very same play that radicalizes the evil of mimetic self-poisoning and for the first time makes one of the two childhood friends innocent. This conjunction suggests that Shakespeare is coming to terms with something in his past that wanted to emerge into the light but did not quite succeed. As I already suggested in my Joyce chapter, the drama of the two childhood friends may well be his own, but we do not need a precise biographical correlative in order to sense the dynamics of truthfulness at work in the later plays, beginning with Hamlet, continuing with the first two romances, and culminating in The Winter’s Tale. 

We can strengthen this hypothesis, I believe, if, instead of comparing only three plays, as we have so far, we add a fourth, Cymbeline, one more drama of unjustified jealousy. Let us recall the plot: Posthumus has been forced to leave Scotland after marrying Cymbeline’s daughter, Imogen, against the wishes of her royal father. His exile takes him to Rome, and there, in front of some local playboys, foolishly bragging about the superiority of Scottish women in general and of Imogen in particular, he plants an “emulous” desire for his beautiful wife in a young man named Jachimo. 

Most typically, most quixotically, Posthumus facilitates his rival’s enterprise by giving him a letter of introduction to Imogen. Jachimo goes to Scotland and then returns with some illicitly acquired evidence that Imogen has been seduced; his intimate knowledge of her body certifies that he saw her naked and indeed he did, since he was hidden in a trunk in her bedroom. Posthumus immediately concludes that his wife has betrayed him, and loses all hope. 

In his depressive phase Posthumus is as rash, ill-advised, and self-defeating as the macho boaster of the earlier phase. Like all hypermimetic characters, he is manic-depressive in the extreme and perpetually oscillates between megalomaniacal elation and complete despondency, with no time for even the briefest stop at common sense on the way from the one to the other. 

Yet Posthumus is vastly superior to his forerunners: he has a capacity for self-understanding and repentance that prefigures Leontes. In an encounter with his father-in-law, he denounces his own bawd-and-cuckold syndrome less cynically than Stephen Dedalus but just as boldly: 




                                                           I am Posthumus, 

That kill’d thy daughter—villain-like, I lie— 

That caus’d a lesser villain than myself, 

A sacrilegious thief to do’t. The temple 

Of virtue was she; yea, and she herself. 

(V, v, 217–21; italics mine) 




By calling both Jachimo and himself villains, Posthumus acknowledges the perfect doubling of mimetic rivalry. The villain is not the tempted rival alone, but the mimetic tempter as well, and the tempter is the greater villain. Posthumus spells out a truth common not only to the Valentines, Collatines, and Troiluses, but to Claudio and Othello as well. He is the first Shakespearean hero humble and honest enough to acknowledge the truth publicly. 

Posthumus is really begging the spectators not to use the villainy of Jachimo as an excuse for himself; he is a Claudio who would say: “Do not look at Don John; I am the guilty one.” This new Othello proclaims, “I am more to blame than Iago.” Instead of being “lesser villains,” Don John and Iago were painted in such ugly colors that their supposed dupes, Claudio and Othello, were almost entirely discharged of the guilt that should have been theirs. In Cymbeline we see this guilt return to its legitimate owner—a process finally fulfilled in The Winter’s Tale. In Cymbeline, his third play of unjustified jealousy, Shakespeare indirectly condemns his own past use of villains. Instead of encouraging scapegoat transference, as he had in the the first two plays, he discourages it. In the fourth play he will make it impossible. 

Cymbeline is a mediocre play, and part of it may have been written by Fletcher or someone else. I am convinced, however, that Shakespeare had a hand in it, especially in the creation of a hero, Posthumus, too prophetic of Shakespeare’s immediate future not to be influenced by our writer. This character is of great interest to the critic because he provides a luminous “missing link” between Claudio and Othello on the one hand and Leontes on the other. The relative failure of Cymbeline may be due in part to its transitional status, halfway between two great dramatic formulas. Partaking as it does of two dramatic systems, this play is literally “monstrous” in the Shakespearean sense; it still has a villain, but one so deemphasized and “deconstructed” that it no longer constitutes an effective dramatic device. 

Cymbeline is indispensable to an understanding of Shakespeare’s final evolution, but it is not dramatically effective. Good drama demands a clear structural principle; before he could really embrace the fall-and-redemption pattern of The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare had to discard the old scapegoat structure completely. Cymbeline is neither the one nor the other, and tries to make up for its structural hesitation through a multiplication of extravagant incidents. 

In the first romances Shakespeare seems to be struggling against something that he cannot entirely overcome. If this is correct, my earlier conception of the superficial play as a purely strategic device, the fruit of coolly deliberate planning, is not entirely false but incomplete. Even in the theater, cynically manipulative attitudes are never so transparent and self-controlled as they seem to be. If the manipulator did not try to deceive himself in some respect, he would not try to deceive others. 
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NEITHER MALICE NOR MATTER 




Original Sin in The Winter’s Tale 




In The Winter’s Tale, childhood friends do not “function” exactly as they used to, but almost. Since Polixenes is almost as evil in the second half of the play as Leontes is in the first, bad reciprocity is simply deferred, and the friends can play their habitual role as a privileged illustration and a symbol of human divisiveness at its worst. In the opening lines, often essential in Shakespeare, Camillo offers a first portrayal of the friendship: 




Sicilia cannot show himself over-kind to Bohemia. They were trained together in their childhoods, and there rooted betwixt them then such an affection which cannot choose but branch now. Since their more mature dignities and royal necessities made separation of their society, their encounters, though not personal, have been royally attorneyed with interchange of gifts, letters, loving embassies, that they have seemed to be together, though absent; shook hands, as over a vast; and embraced, as it were, from the ends of opposed winds. The heavens continue their loves! 

(I, i, 21–32) 




The wise Camillo prays for a continuation of this beautiful relationship, but his interlocutor, a minor character named Archimadus, sees no need for divine help; the friendship should be indestructible: 




I think there is not in the world either malice or matter to alter it. 

(I, i, 33–34) 




“Malice” refers to what a villain can do to disturb harmonious relations. “Malice” means Don John in Much Ado About Nothing and Iago in Othello. “Matter” refers to all seemingly rational grounds on which friends, brothers, and associates depend to justify their quarrels: conflicts of passion, interest, prestige, power, whatever is deemed sufficient to justify enmity. 

It is literally true that neither malice nor matter will play any role in this drama. All the facts that a Don John or an Iago manage to hide from Claudio and from Othello are prominently and continuously displayed in front of Leontes. Camillo’s wife, Paulina, is more persistent and eloquent on behalf of truth and justice than any villain ever was on behalf of deception and evil. No one around Leontes perversely flatters his jealous passion; no one pretends to share his false belief, not even the timid courtiers who lack Paulina’s courage, to be sure, but at least remain silent. 

Not one equivocal word passes the lips of either Hermione or Polixenes; not one ambiguous glance is exchanged. The two kings are at peace with each other. Their kingdoms do not even have common borders. Neither man covets the possessions of the other. Neither malice nor matter can be blamed, yet the friendship is destroyed. For the first time, the author refuses to provide the sacrificial victims that our hungry optimism must have in order to maintain its faith in the intrinsic goodness of man. 

We do not see Archimadus again; the sudden destruction of the friendship should shake his optimism to its foundations, but it probably does not. Nothing ever shakes such people to their foundations. The Archimaduses of this world are the antitragic characters par excellence. They are constantly faced with the refutation of their optimistic prophecies. All around them friendships crumble, allies of long standing go to war, stable associations dissolve, lovers separate, spouses divorce—but they remain imperturbable. They greet each new catastrophe as an unheard-of exception, a miracle in reverse that will never be repeated and does not affect the larger picture. Here is an event, they say to one another, that contradicts the natural order of the universe. 

Whatever happens, the mimetic truth of human conflict is never acknowledged. If things get too bad, human beings never hesitate to invent the malice and matter required for its concealment. The theater reflects this practice, and so does Shakespeare as well, at least superficially, until The Winter’s Tale. The line of Archimadus indirectly warns us that this time it will be different; there will be no compromise with the truth. 




A few lines after the first evocation of the childhood friendship, there is a second one in the private conversation of Hermione with Polixenes: 




We were as twinn’d lambs that did frisk i’ th’ sun, 

And bleat the one at th’ other: what we chang’d 

Was innocence for innocence: we knew not 

The doctrine of ill-doing, nor dream’d 

That any did. 

(I, ii, 67–71) 




In the beginning there were these two childhood friends, or better still two brothers, twin brothers preferably. The less differentiated they are, the better, Shakespeare compares Polixenes and Leontes not to ordinary lambs but to twinned lambs. And yet they are not twins, not even brothers; their resemblance is exclusively mimetic: when one bleats, the other bleats back. Like the common “sampler” of Helena and Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the lambs are a metaphor of nonconflictual mimesis. 

Childhood friends are as far from actual sin as any two human beings can be; all they exchange is innocence for innocence. And yet, as they grow up, they turn into ravening wolves—either simultaneously or successively, it does not matter which. Even in these lambs—indeed, especially in them—the potential for evil is enormous and perfectly continuous with the innocence in which it is rooted. 

This is the transparent mystery that has always haunted Shakespeare. At the very end of his dramatic career, he resumes the meditation that we detected for the first time behind the apparent frivolity of The Two Gentlemen of Verona. Polixenes says: 




                          Had we pursu’d that life, 

And our weak spirits ne’er been higher rear’d 

With stronger blood, we should have answer’d heaven 

Boldly ‘not guilty’, the imposition clear’d 

Hereditary ours. 

(I, ii, 71–75) 




The meekness of the lambs is often invoked as an argument against the idea of original sin. Assailing the supposed ferocity of this doctrine, indignant philanthropists point to childhood innocence as a spectacular proof of the theologians’ perversity. Shakespeare could not disagree more. 

If the twinned lambs are the best that human beings can do in the way of innocence, if senseless conflict is always already lurking behind the relationship that comes closest to our idea of perfection, how can the thesis of intrinsically innocent man be defended? In the author’s eyes, the lambs are not a refutation of original sin, but a striking confirmation. 

Rising above the malice and matter of earlier plays, The Winter’s Tale invites us to confront the spirit of discord in all its horror. This time the meditation on the childhood friends does not dissolve in the ambivalence of perverse desire; it leads straight to the doctrine of the fall. Hermione, being a good listener, understands the allusion: 




                              By this we gather 

You have tripped since. 

(75–76) 




And Polixenes answers: 




                                     O my most sacred lady, 

Temptations have since then been born to’s: for 

In those unfledg’d days was my wife a girl; 

Your precious self had then not cross’d the eyes 

Of my young play-fellow. 

(76–80) 




Until these last lines, Polixenes was doing quite well, but now he is going astray: it cannot be fair to blame the quarrel of the mimetic twins on a woman, simply because she happens to be in the middle. Whenever the mimetic doubles seek some temporary reconciliation, they achieve it at her expense. She is their common scapegoat, but not the real explanation. 

We would be poor readers, at this point, if we believed that Polixenes is still speaking for Shakespeare. The fact that an opinion appears in a writer’s work, and that it was popular when he was alive, does not necessarily mean that he approved of it. If we want to know what Shakespeare really thought, we must wait for Hermione’s reply to Polixenes: 




                                                  Grace to boot! 

Of this make no conclusion, lest you say 

Your queen and I are devils. 

(80–82) 




The word “devil” diabolos, signifies not some inert obstacle but the stumbling block of the law and the prophets, the skandalon of the Gospels, the obstacle that fascinates us more and more as we keep painfully colliding with it, the crisscrossing of rivalrous desires. The character who illustrates this phenomenon in our play is obviously Leontes and, later on, Polixenes; it cannot be Hermione. 

At the end of the midsummer night, Hippolyta speaks a few words only in reply to Theseus. In her own reply to Polixenes, Hermione speaks even fewer words, but they are just as decisive in their context as were Hippolyta’s in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (see chapter 7). Once again the woman is right and the man is wrong. Woman is the preferred vehicle of truth in Shakespeare. 

Hermione is not speaking against the biblical idea of the fall, but against an interpretation that badly distorts the text of Genesis, that prevents its mimetic significance from emerging. Eve is first to sin, no doubt, but her chronological anteriority does not make her a real origin. Just as she listened to the serpent, so Adam listens to Eve. She is to him what the serpent is to her: a mimetic mediator. The two human beings become a continuation of the serpent, and their respective place on its coils does not make either one more guilty than the other, or less. Eve’s desire is in no way different from Adam’s, neither more nor less mimetic. 

In his answer to God’s query, Adam blames everything on Eve; he has been repeating this accusation ever since, in the teeth of a Biblical text that, far from condoning his cowardly avoidance of responsibility, obviously regards it as a continuation and aggravation of the original sin. There is no biblical reason for singling out Eve as the main culprit. Only from the narrowest perspective—the forever nonmimetic perspective of Adam—can the chronological priority of Eve be turned into a sacrificial mitigation of Adam’s sin. From the beginning, Adam has tried to transform a minor point into the total message of the story. He does this in order to elude the truth of his desire. What we inherited from him is both the desire, and the appetite for scapegoating that goes with it. 

This is typical of the current intellectual situation. Instead of going back to the biblical source and reading it with an eye free from prejudice, many contemporary feminists still docilely accept Adam’s interpretation of the fall and blame the book of Genesis for the gender discrimination that it really stigmatizes. The antifeminist bias is so entrenched that it triumphs with the feminists themselves. Fortunately, a few highly perceptive readers, whose brilliant insight I am now following, have discovered in the text of Genesis the priceless model of mimetic interpretation that it really is.¹ 




The debate of Polixenes and Hermione is not an attack against original sin, I repeat, but an implicit refutation of the reading that empties it of its real content and turns it into another scapegoat recipe at the expense of woman. This distortion paradoxically and shamefully exemplifies the way in which biblical ideas are turned into their opposites. The real idea of original sin is that human beings are all equally guilty of mimetic desire and scapegoating. Even though Shakespeare does not explicitly say so, the “twinn’d lambs” and their sinister transformation inevitably suggest themselves as a better archetype for original sin than the victimization of Eve. 

After rejecting Polixenes’ view, Hermione does not propose her own view of original sin, but she does not have to. Polixenes’ own emphasis on the “twinn’d lambs” does it for her, and so does the drama as a whole. Whenever Shakespeare thinks of original sin, he has his childhood friends and brothers in mind, I feel. In Hamlet his biblical reference is Cain and Abel: Claudius rightly feels that his own sin is the sin par excellence: “the primal eldest curse, a brother’s murther” (III, iii, 37–38). The Winter’s Tale suggests the same definition. It is not fortuitous that, in Genesis, Cain and Abel immediately follow Adam and Eve. The two stories define the whole mimetic process in a nutshell. 

The focusing on original sin and the refusal of malice and matter are two aspects of the same vision. But before sin can be acknowledged as this original sin portrayed in Genesis, it must be cleansed of the distortion against which Hermione rightly protests at the very instant when she becomes its victim. Hermione is no devil, but she is always treated like one, first in the words of Polixenes, and then in the deeds of Leontes. The debate of Polixenes and Hermione is a religious and philosophical condensation of The Winter’s Tale as a whole, its spiritual mise-en-abîme. 

Polixenes’ unfair singling out of woman is prophetic not only of Leontes’ injustice toward Hermione but of his own injustice toward Perdita in the second half of the play. Leontes and Polixenes are very much alike; they deserve each other more than they realize. 




For many years the mimetic principle fascinated Shakespeare as a source of complex structural patterns and paradoxical reversals. He portrayed these with tremendous brilliance and power in the comedies. Then, gradually, in the later tragedies, he lost interest in the mechanics of mimetic rivalry and focused more and more on its ethical and human consequences, on the needless suffering that this madness produces. 

The later plays, especially the romances, tend to revolve around unjustly persecuted women, often a young one and an older one, a daughter and a mother. Observing this, some critics have made a good case for the existential resonance of this theme, even for a certain feeling of guilt. Unlike the vast majority of previous Shakespearean heroines, these victims are free from mimetic perversity, but are unjustly suspected of it by hypermimetic characters such as Posthumus and Leontes. The first great example of the type is Cordelia in King Lear. 

To read The Winter’s Tale as some kind of personal confession seems a plausible hypothesis to me. Shakespeare seems to regret his past behavior toward some women very close to him, in conjunction with some friend intensely loved and intensely hated. This is interesting not from a biographical viewpoint but because it fits the difference of perspective between the earlier plays and the romances, especially The Winter’s Tale. 

A comparison of The Winter’s Tale with The Two Gentlemen of Verona is especially interesting. In the light of our hypothesis, it is the same story. In the early play there is already a hint, we found, that Valentine is at least partly responsible for the abominable behavior of Proteus. But this behavior is truly abominable, whereas in The Winter’s Tale it is so only in Leontes’ imagination. The Proteus of this play, Polixenes, has not betrayed his friend at all; he has not fallen in love with Silvia. 

It makes sense to believe that Shakespeare accuses himself of an excès de soupçon reflected in his former implacable application of the mimetic law, in his inability to portray innocent characters, especially childhood friends or brothers. This hypothesis does not mean that Shakespeare in The Winter’s Tale necessarily accuses himself of the same crimes as Leontes; it is sufficient to think in terms of symbolically equivalent misdeeds. 

Should we conclude from this self-critical aspect, and from the emphasis on the fall in The Winter’s Tale, that Shakespeare must have been wallowing in a morbid feeling of guilt when he wrote this play? In my view the very reverse must be true. For a man in the position of Leontes, the idea of original sin means liberation. 

Original sin does not turn the believer into the guiltiest of all men; pride alone can do that, with the impossible burden it places upon us. Even more than common sense in Descartes, original sin is la chose la mieux partagée du monde. To believe in it may be the best medicine against the most dangerous temptation, the pride that aspires to uniqueness, picturing this uniqueness first as a prize that must be won, and then as an insufferable burden that we frantically try to unload on others. The victimization of others is a defense against the self-victimization to which the failure of pride inevitably leads. 


1. Raymund Schwager, Must There Be Scapegoats? (New York: Winston, 1987), 79; Jean-Michel Oughourlian, Un mime nommé désir (Paris: Éditions Grasset et Fasquelle, 1982), 38–44; Aidan Carl Matthews, “Knowledge of Good and Evil,” in To Honor René Girard (Saratoga, Calif.: Anma Libri 1986), 17–28. 
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TO YOUR SHADOW WILL I MAKE TRUE LOVE 




The Winter’s Tale (Act 5, Scenes 1 and 2) 




Act 5, scene 1, of The Winter’s Tale could be entitled “the last temptation of Leontes.” Sixteen years after the tragedy of the first three acts, Polixenes’ son Florizel arrives in Sicilia in the company of Leontes’ long-lost daughter Perdita, whose identity is unknown. The couple is fleeing the rage of a royal father who does not want his son to marry the humble shepherdess that Perdita seems to be. During their first meeting with the king, these young people claim that Polixenes himself sent them as ambassadors to his old friend, but the truth is suddenly revealed, and Florizel begs Leontes to be his go-between with his father: 




Step forth as mine advocate. At your request 

My father will grant precious things as trifles. 

(V, i, 221–22) 




Leontes’ reply shows that he is greatly attracted to Perdita: 




Would he do so, I’d beg your precious mistress, 

Which he counts as a trifle. 

(223–24) 




The ever watchful Paulina then fiercely reminds the old king of his dead wife: 





  
    	
        Paulina: 
    
    	
                                                    Sir, my liege, Your eye hath too much youth in’t. Not a month ’Fore your queen died, she was more worth such gazes Than what you look on now. 
    

  

  
    	
        Leontes: 
    
    	
                                                     I thought of her, Even in these looks I made. 
    

  



(224–28) 




Leontes is not lying; far from forgetting Hermione, he remembers her too vividly. Perdita looks so much like her mother, and Florizel so much like his father, that the entire past seems resurrected. 

The same insolent happiness radiates from Florizel and Perdita as from Polixenes and Hermione sixteen years earlier, when they held hands in front of Leontes, and Leontes once again feels the pangs of jealousy, once again feels excluded from paradise. These lovers ask for a protector but, in Leontes’ eyes, they do not need any; they seem divinely invulnerable and self-sufficient. 

The gleam that Paulina sees in Leontes’ eyes reflects Florizel’s desire for Perdita, and Perdita’s desire for Florizel. Once again Leontes is threatened by mimetic contagion. This scene resurrects a past that never was, the distorted past of Leontes’ jealousy. This time the presumed lovers truly desire each other; they have truly asked Leontes to be their go-between. This true repetition of a false original gives a deceptive ring of authenticity to the old obsession. We can well understand why, once again, Leontes is tempted to appropriate this happiness or, if he cannot, to destroy it. 

Unless we perceive this uncanny repetition of Leontes’ most dreadful experience, we will fail to understand why he comes so close to stumbling a second time; we will not feel the sympathy that, for the first time, he deserves. The main point of the episode is not his temptation but his final victory, which contrasts with his earlier defeat. The scene is not supposed to undermine, but to strengthen, the credibility of Leontes’ repentence. 




At the end of this brief episode, Leontes once again addresses Florizel: 




                                       But your petition 

Is yet unanswer’d. I will to your father. 

Your honor not o’erthrown by your desires, 

I am friend to them and you. 

(228–31; italics mine) 




Leontes’ personal crisis is over and a happy end is in sight for the two lovers. All this is too obvious, it seems, to require further comment. 

And yet the last line is curiously worded. Instead of saying, “I am your friend,” Leontes first says, “I am friend to them,” meaning “your desires.” Should we assume that the two expressions are equivalent and that the final “and you” is superfluous? Everything we have learned in this study suggests that the arrangement of the words “friends,” “desire,” and “you” is a calculated allusion to the mimetic ambivalence of the situation. If two desires are each other’s friend, they will covet the same object, the same Perdita, and the men having these desires will not end up as friends but as enemies. The friendship of men means harmony and peace, the friendship of their desires means jealousy and war. Until the final “and you,” the words of Leontes harbor the dark possibility of a new tragedy. 

Shakespeare is once again playing with the desire that, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, “stood upon the choice of friends.” Once again the words “friend” and “friendship” suggest the insidious nature of mimetic rivalry, its tendency to creep up on us when our intentions are most pure. We may honestly believe that the interest of a friend still governs our actions when in fact, for the sake of this friend’s desire, the friendship is already betrayed. 

The last line sums up the temporality of Leontes’ experience. After “I am friend to them,” meaning your desires, the actor who plays Leontes should pause briefly for an almost imperceptible sigh of regret; then his “and you” should sound like the words of a man suddenly relieved of an invisible burden. This victory over temptation should be discreet, to be sure, but not so discreet as to remain invisible. 




In the following scene we learn that Paulina has invited Leontes and his guests, Polixenes, Camillo, Florizel, and Perdita, to unveil with her a wonderfully true-to-life statue of their late wife, mother, and friend. The statue is Hermione herself, who has been living for sixteen years at Paulina’s house. Thus a work of art is revealed as the original model itself rather than its mimetic reproduction. What seemed an illusion of Being is Being itself. This scene reverses the mimetic process of art. For what purpose? In order to answer this question, we must first raise another one already touched upon: the question of Shakespeare’s attitude toward art. 

If Shakespeare can treat the theater as roughly as he does in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Troilus and Cressida, we can expect some severity as well with the arts he did not himself practice. The consubstantial unity of aesthetic mimesis and mimetic desire characterizes painting no less than the theater, and some of the consequences were already spelled out in Shakespeare’s earliest and most straightforward portrayal of mimetic desire, the Proteus of The Two Gentlemen of Verona. 

This hero’s excessive yearning for a portrait of Silvia implies a diminished ability to distinguish the real woman from her copy; it is a symptom of the mimetic illness that pervades his entire being: 





  
    	
        Proteus: 
    
    	
        Madam, if your heart be so obdurate, Vouchsafe me yet your picture for my love, The picture that is hanging in your chamber; To that I’ll speak, to that I’ll sigh and weep; For since the substance of your perfect self Is else devoted, I am but a shadow; And to your shadow will I make true love. 
    

  

  
    	
        Julia: 
    
    	
        [Aside] If t’were a substance, you would sure deceive it, And make it but a shadow, as I am. 
    

  

  
    	
        Silvia: 
    
    	
        I am very loath to be your idol, sir; But since your falsehood shall become you well To worship shadows and adore false shapes, Send to me in the morning, and I’ll send it. 
    

  



(IV, ii, 119–31) 




Silvia is an idol in the literal sense of image worship. Turning himself into a mere shadow of Valentine, Proteus seeks a shadowy satisfaction in a shadow of Silvia. The contemptuous reaction of the two women—Proteus’s first love, Julia, is present in disguise—hints at onanistic impotence, nor does this suggestion contradict Proteus’s later attempt to rape Silvia. Both behaviors are rooted in the manic-depressive oscillation typical of hypermimetic characters. 

Being thoroughly unsubstantial to start with, images and signs cannot disappoint to the extent that real objects do, when they seem responsible for the mimetic entanglements in which human beings get caught. Images and signs thus acquire a paradoxical superiority over the objects for which they stand. The object most enjoyable in itself, feminine beauty, is so adversely affected by the mimetic crisscrossing of desires that, to acute cases of mimetic desire, it seems intrinsically frustrating and diabolical. Thanks to images, objects thus interdicted can be enjoyed indirectly, vicariously, sacrificially. 

In Twelfth Night, when Olivia wants to arouse the desire of Viola, she ceremoniously unveils her face as she would a painting. This pseudonarcissistic heroine knows “by instinct” the superior power of images in her world and turns herself into a false work of art, a mirror for Viola, a mere semblance of the woman she is. 

This negative attitude does not mean that Shakespeare “did not like art,” of course. He liked it so much that he regarded it as he did other passions, as a form of enslavement. To most of us art is little more than one of “the worthy causes,” vehemently but tepidly embraced, a little like ecology and social justice. Art and artistic values have many enemies in our world, and we valiantly take up arms against them, automatically assuming that the same must have been true, a fortiori, of the great artists we admire. Shakespeare would be grateful, we believe, if he could see the mighty battle that we are waging in defense of what he undoubtedly stood for, the “higher values”—in other words, our own. 

This modern use of the financial word “values” is alien to Shakespeare, and so is the philosophy behind it. Four centuries ago artists needed defenders but not art. Art was still closely associated with the spirit of discovery characteristic of the Renaissance and the early modern period. The split between the aesthetic spirit and the spirit of scientific and technical development had not yet occurred. 

The advance of realism in painting seemed like one example among others of what the forces of free human creativity could achieve when unleashed. It was not quite our notion of “progress,” but it was beginning to look like it. A strikingly realistic detail in a painting could arouse the same kind of excitement as the invention of some clever mechanical device. Among aristocratic patrons the love of art often had that starry-eyed what-will-they-think-of-next? quality that is reserved nowadays for state-of-the-art computers or superconductivity. 

Art works and the technical marvels of the day were often exhibited together. We have an allusion to this, it seems, in the last scene of The Winter’s Tale. On his way to the presumed statue of Hermione, Leontes walks through the private gallery of Paulina and takes a keen interest in its “singularities”: 




                                                    Your gallery 

Have we passed through, not without much content 

In many singularities; but we saw not 

That which my daughter came to look upon, 

The statue of her mother. 

(V, iii, 10–14) 




Leontes is a typical Renaissance connoisseur, a man curious about everything new and remarkable. That would certainly include a statue so mimetically realistic that it cannot be distinguished from its human model. The word singularity applies indifferently to art works and to ingenious technical artefacts. The presumed statue of Hermione belongs to both categories at once, and we can well understand why Leontes expects to find it in Paulina’s gallery. 

To us the cult of the true-to-life is worse than outdated; it is a proof of aesthetic illiteracy. After great excesses of realism, we shifted to the other extreme and our flag is still planted there. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that, for a century or more, art has been glorified in direct proportion to its divergence from what we disdainfully call “photographic realism.” The ancient obsession with verisimilitude has become an embarassment that we try to dismiss as an innocuous quirk, a minor flaw in the aesthetic mentality of our predecessors. In reality it was the major principle of art; it expressed the dynamic unity we have lost, the harmonious conjunction of aesthetic, scientific, and technical aspirations. 

The mimetic definition of art reigned unchallenged from the Greeks to the end of the nineteenth century, and then it was overturned in a few years. The revolution was such that we find it difficult to see any continuity between the late and the early modern periods. Shakespeare is going to suggest one. From our perspective, the cult of the true-to-life seems too subservient to appearances, too respectful of things as they are. Shakespeare views it negatively as well, but for reasons almost diametrically opposed to ours. He sees it as an enthronement of artifice, a first departure from Being that could authorize many others. 

In The Merchant of Venice, when Bassanio opens the lead casket and sees the picture of Portia, he cannot detach his eyes from it: 




Fair Portia’s counterfeit! What demigod 

Has come so near creation? Move these eyes? 

Or whether, riding on the balls of mine, 

They seem to be in motion? Here are sever’d lips, 

Parted with sugar breath; so sweet a bar 

Should sunder such sweet friends. Here in her hairs 

The painter plays the spider, and hath woven 

A golden mesh t’ entrap the hearts of men 

Faster than gnats in cobwebs. 

(III, ii, 115–23) 




Of course, Bassanio wants to marry Portia because of her wealth and beauty; being the object of a contest makes her seem even more attractive, no doubt. As soon as he finds her portrait, however, her Venetian suitor knows that the competition is over. Portia is his and immediately, I am afraid, some of her charm evaporates. 

While dutifully protesting that the original is enormously superior to the copy, Bassanio is so absorbed by the latter that, for fifteen splendidly interminable lines, he cannot return to the former. He seems unable to contemplate all of Portia at once, or even her entire portrait, her whole face, even her hair, even the real golden mesh in that hair; he focuses on the painted double of this flimsy adornment. In the meantime the real woman stands alone behind him, unoccupied and vacant. A perfect replica of herself has made her useless. 

This text is a muted and elegant version of Proteus in front of Silvia’s portrait. In order to understand Bassanio’s aesthetic absorption, we need an antidote to our own aesthetic pieties: let us turn to a sardonic observation of Pascal about art lovers who greatly admire the faithful reproduction of objects whose originals they disdain. This seems pure philistinism to us; we pay little attention to the idea that underlies this pensée, Pascal’s own version of mimetic desire, divertissement. Behind the fetishism of the true-to-life, Pascal, like Shakespeare, senses an evolution away from Being, reflecting the progress of a vast mimetic crisis. 

Before the Renaissance, painting had tried to stick to reality out of genuine respect for it. The absolute superiority of divine over human creation was taken for granted. With the Renaissance, things began to change: the emphasis shifted away from the reproduced reality to the reproduction itself. Artists still imitated nature, but in a spirit of competition that made them bolder and bolder. Soon they began to hope that human creation would overtake and even surpass its model. 

If we extrapolate the Shakespearean view of mimesis to the later periods, it will account for the aesthetic upheavals of the last two centuries less deferentially than art historians so far have, but more coherently and effectively. After competing for something they called the truth of nature, artists declared this object irrelevant and competed directly among themselves. At that same moment they decided that, far from being indispensable, imitation was after all abhorrent; the fear of repeating what others had already done or were about to do replaced the old fear of not imitating faithfully enough. And yet, far from putting an end to aesthetic fads and fashions, the universal search for originality accelerated and multiplied them; it generated modes of mimetic submissiveness more tyrannical than those produced by explicit imitation. 

The rejection of mimesis as a theoretical principle does not really mean the end of it in practice; it displaces imitation and drives it underground. The modern movement as a whole—with a few partial and glorious exceptions—reflects the general drift of modern society from external to internal mediation. 

When mimesis shifts from the positive to the negative, when it tries to elude duplication, it produces more and more of it through unintended reciprocity. The logic of competition destroys the rituals of the past, forcing art at first into hysterical distortion, then into formlessness and chaos, finally into absolute nothingness, self-destruction pure and simple. The technical perfection of Portia’s golden mesh is the first salvo in a mimetic escalation that paradoxically but logically leads to the modern exclusion of Being, even to our caricatural dismissal of “the referent.” We do not have to embrace Shakespeare’s mimetic radicalism in all its aspects to appreciate its prophetic insight. 




In The Winter’s Tale, just as in The Merchant of Venice, a discreet but unmistakable odor of satire attaches to the mimetic realism of what was then contemporary art. Just as Leontes is a mirror of his courtiers, so the courtiers are their king’s mirror, being as interested in art as he is. When they learn about a wonderful new statue of Hermione, they want to know who sculpted it and when. They are told that it is 




a piece many years in doing and now newly perform’d by that rare Italian master, Julio Romano, who had he himself eternity and could put breath into his work, would beguile Nature of her custom, so perfectly he is her ape. He so near to Hermione has done Hermione that they say one would speak to her and stand in hope of an answer. 

(V, ii, 94–1102) 




The most important word in this text, “ape,” sticks out like a sore thumb at the end of the main sentence, subtly undermining the smooth collection of clichés that surrounds it. Courtly life is the enthronement of apishness in all its forms and, at the court of Leontes, the cult of what our contemporary critics still call mimetic realism is one of its manifestations. 

Since the statue does not exist at all, the reference to Julio Romano is perfectly gratuitous and whimsical, prompted, no doubt, by the fact that this fashionable artist was praised as the supreme athlete of the true-to-life. The gentleman who spreads this false rumor is Paulina’s steward, who would not do this without her consent. The joke must be hers; this magnificent lady is having some fun at the expense of the same timid snobs who, sixteen years earlier, let her confront an insanely jealous Leontes all by herself. 
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DOES NOT THE STONE REBUKE ME FOR BEING MORE STONE THAN IT? 




The Winter’s Tale (Act 5, Scene 3) 




When Leontes finally sees the statue, he is taken aback by its marvelous resemblance to his wife. The loving husband in him is deeply moved, but the connoisseur still wants to be heard. Meticulously inspecting the strange object offered to his curiosity, he comes up with a remarkable finding: 




                                                              But yet, Paulina, 

Hermione was not so much wrinkled, nothing 

So aged as this seems. 

(V, iii, 27–29) 




According to Paulina, the sculptor wanted to portray Hermione “as she liv’d now.” So great was his devotion to the true-to-life that he was true even to the life that was not. A less complicated Leontes might have guessed, at this point, that the good lady is pulling his leg; our man suspects nothing. Being convinced that, sixteen years before, his blind rage destroyed his wife, he understandably resists the message of his senses. His stubbornness is too great, however, not to require an additional explanation. Discreetly, Shakespeare points to aesthetic snobbery. 

In the chic world of Sicilia, a smart gentleman must never confuse even the most perfect copy with the copied original. According to a Greek writer, some Greek birds were so completely fooled by the grapes on a Greek painting—the painter was a superchampion of the true-to-life—that they tried to eat them. Who wants to resemble those birds? “Modern artists have become so good,” Leontes says to himself, “that they can fool us all; I will not be fooled; I will not believe that this statue is my wife; I will stick to the stone that my eyes insist it cannot be.” In the world of Leontes, already, the greatest shame is to be taken in by representation. With each generation this shame takes a slightly different form, but it is with us still. 

Contemporary intellectuals keep chiding their fellow men for their assuredly deplorable but also rather touching tendency to confuse signs with the objects for which they stand. What about the reverse illusion? We have done so well that we made it unthinkable. A mere sign turn into real Being? Even if we saw this miracle with our own eyes, we would find it so scandalous that we would not believe it. Leontes is very like us, so on guard against one type of illusion that he proves defenseless against the opposite type. For the innocent wiles of Paulina and Hermione, he is the ideal dupe. 

Shakespeare is gently deriding the Western gullibility par excellence, the obsession with gullibility. When in doubt, experts always choose disbelief; this is what makes them experts. Like everybody else, poor Leontes wants to be an expert, and so, in matters aesthetic as well as erotic, he seeks safety in a denial of his own perception. This is a new variation on our old story; love by hearsay, love by another’s eye. The statue as statue is the equivalent of the “hard-hearted adamant” toward which all midsummer-night lovers instinctively gravitate. Between pure joy and a stone, we play it safe and choose the stone. 

We should not think ill of Leontes because of this. The depth of his repentance is not in question. Hermione comes first in his mind: 




                                        O, thus she stood, 

Even with such life of majesty, warm life, 

As now it coldly stands, when first I woo’d, 

I am asham’d; does not the stone rebuke me 

For being more stone than it? 

(34–38) 




Leontes has changed, and so suddenly that the minor aspects of his personality have remained the same; he needs more time to adjust. His aesthetic fashionability clings to him like wet clothes to the back of a man who just saved someone from drowning—someone who happens to be himself; he is too excited to think of changing shirts. 

If this jeu de scène involves nothing essential, why have it at all? Symbolically, its importance is enormous. Leontes’ hesitation recapitulates his former mimetic predicament with Hermione. The conclusion repeats the whole drama in a nutshell; it reactualizes Leontes’ “tragic flaw” in a minor key, so that we can see his old sinfulness vanish once and for all before our eyes. 

At first we, the audience, are just as ignorant as the hero; we think that Hermione is dead. When first unveiled, the “statue” should seem genuinely sculptural and lifeless. We discover the truth slowly, but less slowly than Leontes. When the wrinkles are first mentioned, the lighting should improve. Recognizing the actress who plays Hermione, we grasp the whole truth, but Leontes does not. Having briefly shared in his error, we can understand it. For the first time, we fully sympathize with the hero. 

When competently done, these last moments of the play affect even those with no particular interest in religion in a manner that can only be defined as religious, or bordering on the religious. Irresistibly, the word resurrection comes to our lips. Some people are chagrined by this; observing that no actual resurrection occurs and that no religious language is used, they deny a religious dimension to this ending of The Winter’s Tale. 

Is the resurrection effect a fabrication of religious zealots, always trying to inject religion into literature? Even the spectators most receptive to this scene never mistake it for some kind of Christianized Pygmalion story. Unless we dogmatically oppose religious effects for reasons that can hardly be literary, we will acknowledge them just as we would any other kind. To deny this one, on the grounds that there is no explicitly religious discourse behind it, would be tantamount to denying all erotic effects in literature unless accompanied by graphic excerpts from sexological textbooks. 

Leontes’ triumph over temptation harmonizes with the jeu de scène devised by Paulina. If mimetic desire is the devil that discredits and ultimately destroys the real, a genuine renunciation should produce the opposite result. A liberated Leontes should experience real presence after all, and indeed he does—with a little delay. 

This defeat of mimetic desire is a greater miracle than the violation of some stupid natural law. The one thing we have truly learned in this study is that, once this desire gets a firm grip on someone, it never relinquishes its prey. The character who dies in Act 2 and resurrects in Act 5 is not Hermione but Leontes, and the last scene must be staged from his standpoint. Reversing T. S. Eliot’s language, we shall say that Hermione’s apparent resurrection is the subjective correlative of something most objective and real, Leontes’ renunciation of his bad desire. The resurrection effect occurs when we sense that these two aspects have become one in the hero’s experience. The word resurrection is certainly appropriate, even unavoidable, from the only perspective that counts in this scene, the perspective of Leontes. I see no shame in using it. 




Scenes 1 and 3 of Act 5 stand in sharp contrast to each other. The author visibly intended to have a “false” resurrection of Hermione followed by a “true” one. The juxtaposition of the two is obviously intentional and confirms the pertinence of the word resurrection. Neither incident, of course, is really a resurrection; they both are the unexpected but natural reappearance of a long lost woman in the life of Leontes, first his daughter and then his wife. In the first scene, when Leontes sees Perdita, he is so powerfully reminded of his wife that she seems resurrected; this illusion is persuasive at first but vanishes as quickly as it appeared, as soon as the temptation that it triggers is vanquished. In this mirage of mimetic desire, the resurrected Hermione appears as youthful as she was when Leontes last saw her, as if some magical eternity had nullified the sixteen years in between. 

The second scene reverses the false impressions of the first one, and Hermione’s body bears the stigma of historical time. That is the reason for her wrinkles. The second resurrection is as true as the first was false. It is Leontes’ reward for purging his bad desire. This spiritual truth is also the literal truth. Greatly perturbed at first because of her master’s last temptation, then completely reassured, the wise Paulina has decided that Hermione can safely rejoin her husband. 

Hermione’s wrinkles should not be a source of misunderstanding. It is understandable that Leontes would find them puzzling in a statue. We should not think that, as soon as the curtain goes down, he will dream of a face-lift for his wife, or perhaps of a quick divorce for himself. Nowadays, of course, he might have to. He is a successful man, after all, and should be surrounded with nothing but impeccable objects. He should make sure, above all, that his sex objects arouse the envy of other men. 

The bawd-and-cuckold imperative has reached such cos . . . mimetic proportions in our “complicated” modern world—this is what the media always call it—that we mistake it for an ethical principle, our only indestructible one. Leontes’ Renaissance world was less “complicated” to start with, I presume, and his conversion has further “simplified” it. 




The statue scene is a unique reversal of a relationship between truth and illusion, being and nonbeing, that had always prevailed in Shakespeare before The Winter’s Tale. In all comedies and tragedies, we always found the main thrust to be away from immediacy and toward more and more mimesis, more metaphysical illusion. Things that first passed for genuine were shown to be fictional; representations supposedly true turned out to be false; those false from the start vanished entirely. Sharp distinctions got blurred; clarity gave way to confusion. Harmonious shapes contaminated each other and became monstrous. Famous men disappeared, then reappeared as phantoms. Form disintegrated; differences collapsed; hard objects liquefied, making “a sop of all this solid globe.” Symbols unraveled; nothingness triumphed. 

One could object that, in many previous plays, the ending already suggested a return to reality. This is true but, in all the conclusions we examined, the alleged reversal turned out to be a fiction of the superficial play, based on some sacrificial trickery, discreetly but effectively undermined by the deeper play. Degree itself stands exposed as the fruit of collective violence and is discredited. 

The ending of The Winter’s Tale is something else entirely. This time the triumph of being is genuine, no longer rooted in sacrificial death. What could be the cause of this revolution? Earlier we found that many obsessive Shakespearean themes reappear in this play but always with a difference. Leontes’ mimetic psychology is as subtle and profound as Shakespeare’s own and yet, when put to the test, it fails miserably. Is the paranoid insight that is stigmatized in this play the author’s condemnation of his own implacable psychology? Are the women persecuted in all the romances mere figments of his imagination or are they real women? For the first time, his meditation on the mimetic doubles leads the author to the notion of original sin. Does all this reflect a demystification of the demystifying stance, a self-critical, even a penitential mood? 

The conversion/resurrection of Leontes greatly bolsters this hypothesis. In the light of our previous chapters, it can hardly be a gratuitous fabrication; it must be rooted in the many aspects of this and previous plays that seem to call for it. 

How did Shakespeare shift from the brilliant but desperate cynicism of a Troilus and Cressida to the attitude suggested by the second half of The Winter’s Tale? His conversion does not look like an aesthetic caprice to me. It takes hold gradually and its first expression, Posthumus, sounds curiously awkward for such a powerful and experienced writer as Shakespeare. Posthumus, nevertheless, clearly prefigures the masterful handling of Leontes’ repentance. 

If we assume that the creator put a great deal of himself into these heroes, the specific difference of all themes in The Winter’s Tale makes perfect sense, including Acts 3 and 4, which we did not examine at all. As Shakespeare became more severe with himself, his tolerance of others increased and his portrayal of innocence acquired the power that it lacks in the first two romances. I see The Winter’s Tale and its conclusion as the indirect account of a creative experience based on the author’s deepening awareness that his past ferocity with sufferers of mimetic desire was still fueled by the virulence of the disease in himself. 

I view The Winter’s Tale as the successful accomplishment of a purpose that long remained unfulfilled and that can be traced back not only to the first two romances, but to the Cordelia of King Lear, more obscurely to the horror of Othello, to the sacrificial nausea of Hamlet, even to the plays most colored by nihilism, as for instance the fierce Troilus and Cressida, where it can be read only in the frenzy of its own negation, in the systematic eradication of anything even remotely conceivable as redemptive. 




The self-involvement of a writer in his work is often regarded as something beyond the reach of the critic; now the idea is less popular than ever, colliding with the fashionable conception of literature as “verbal play.” Even mimesis is enlisted in this battle—by the very same people who, in principle, deny all relevance to it. Writers are such mimes, we are told, that they can feign a thousand states of mind that they never experience themselves. This is true, no doubt, but it is not the whole truth, and partial truths are misleading. What a genuine writer truly desires to represent is his own state of mind. 

The arguments against the writers’ involvement in his work have never impressed me very much; in the case of The Winter’s Tale, they impress me less than ever. They remind me too much of Leontes in front of his statue. We do not want to be taken in by representation. Fearing to appear naive, contemporary critics stick to the illusion of an illusion; their false idea of art blinds them to the real Hermione behind the false statue. 

The spiritual experience I read behind The Winter’s Tale is deduced from the texts. It is not an “autobiographical” hypothesis, it is not an “opinion” or “belief” that I would gratuitously attribute to a man named William Shakespeare. 

A writer’s greatness as a mimetic revealer inevitably entails, at some point in his career, a concrete coming to terms with the truth of the doubles, and this experience can occur only at his own expense, at a severe cost to his mimetic ego. To accede to the mimetic awareness that structures his works, he must discover his identity with the targets of his own satire; he must accept the collapse of whatever mythical difference mattered most in his personal system of self-justification. Not theoretically but in his own flesh, he must verify the literal truth of Paul’s words to the Romans (2:1): “Therefore thou art inexcusable, O man, whosoever thou art that judgest: for wherein thou judgest another, thou condemnest thyself; for thou that judgest does the same things.” 

All writing that reenacts the mimetic truth of human relations necessarily originates in a spiritual experience that can write itself either directly as repentance, as in The Winter’s Tale, or metaphorically as death, illness, or some other kind of personal catastrophe upon which a resurrection symbolism is grafted. 

Mimetic circularity is not a question of “feeling,” of ideology, of religious belief; it is the intractable structure of human conflict explicitly acknowledged only in Jewish and Christian Scripture. All great writers implicitly acknowledge this truth, but not all do so explicitly. Ignorance, residual prejudice, and other factors are in the way. 

It does not really matter. The experience itself always assumes the same characteristic form, which is the form of sacrifice, the “death and resurrection” pattern, but in a paradoxical inversion, since the substance is nonsacrificial. Instead of some kind of scapegoat transferance, we have the very reverse, a return of the subject upon himself, genuine self-criticism. 

In my work on the European novel I found that in all major novelists there exists one key work, sometimes two, or even more, whose conclusions, although far from uniform, all belong to the same easily recognizable group because they all reproduce the death and resurrection pattern. This pattern is banal and may signify very little, but it may also refer to the experience I have just defined, so fundamental to the greatness of great works and so powerful that the creators are irresistibly led to allude to it, generally at the place in the work that is best suited to the purpose, the conclusion. In Deceit, Desire and the Novel I named these significant conclusions conversions romanesques—a misleading label, I am afraid, since this phenomenon transcends all literary distinctions, including distinctions of genre.¹ 

I see the conclusion of The Winter’s Tale as the first example of such a creative conversion in Shakespeare, and an exceptional one, not only for its beauty and its late date in the chronology of its creator, but for the extraordinary typicality of its overall structure, secured through means that seem entirely original with Shakespeare. 

Whereas in most novels the resurrection aspect is reduced to a few words, Shakespeare expands this meager symbolism to the majestic dimensions of the statue scene. The reverse is true of death, the other pole of this dual structure. Whereas death reigns supreme at the end of most novels, in our conclusion it is reduced to an absolute minimum, the slightly prolonged but still short-lived illusion that Hermione exists only as a piece of stone. 

If these conclusions really mean what I think they do, death in them, being defeated by resurrection, should appear only as a briefly dominant and then quickly discredited idea, a fast-vanishing background. This would seem impossible to do without fantastic tricks that would ruin the whole enterprise from the start, yet Shakespeare achieved it with the greatest of ease in The Winter’s Tale. If he had deliberately set out to illustrate the process of nonsacrificial death and resurrection, he could not have gone about it more effectively. 




Even though this conclusion has no overtly religious content, its similarity with certain resurrection scenes in the Christian Gospels is too remarkable to be fortuitous. Whenever Jesus appears after his Resurrection, his disciples cannot recognize him immediately. Mary Magdalen mistakes him for a gardener; the Emmaus disciples see him as an ordinary traveler. Thomas’s doubts are a variation on the same theme. What is the meaning of this delayed recognition? 

The reason lies not with Jesus but with the disciples, who are never “converted enough.” Their imperfection is structurally specific in the sense of always revolving around some kind of obstacle perceived as an external reality, even though it originates in the individuals themselves. This obstacle accompanies the would-be convert for a while, as a minor but stubborn impediment on his road to a higher faith; then, with the attainment of that faith, it disappears without a trace. Conversion and resurrection are thus closely interrelated; this is especially true in Mark, whose original ending is extremely short. 

Two days after the crucifixion, the holy women want to give Jesus a proper burial. As they proceed toward the tomb on Easter morning, they worry about the large stone blocking the entrance, which is too heavy for them to push aside. When they arrive, the stone has been removed and the tomb is empty (Mark 16:1–4). In The Winter’s Tale the statue plays a role similar to this stone. It is the obstacle to the recognition of Hermione. Even as Leontes feels the warmth of her hands, he still cannot believe she is alive. 

The stone and the statue are symbolic concretions of the mimetic stumbling block. In spite of its unreality, this skandalon is enormously constraining. It stems from the intersubjective—interdividual—collaboration of mimetic rivalry, and structures not only our individual psyches but the entire human world, imprisoning us all in its circular pattern. The violence that it generates is the real origin of the false forms of transcendence that severely limit our vision. As we already know, this principle of idolatry makes sacrifices indispensable, because it cuts us off not only from God but from one another. 

The women on their way to the tomb are as prepared to see their Lord as human beings can ever be, but our human best is still not enough on such occasions; there is always some skandalon left in our eyes to perpetuate our blindness. This is what the delayed recognition signifies, both in the Gospels and in The Winter’s Tale. 

For the statue scene to be fully effective, the stone to which Hermione seems reduced must signify not only her physical death in the eyes of Leontes but, more important still, his own spiritual death. Shakespeare makes all this completely clear by having Leontes himself, at the end of a passage quoted earlier, point to the twofold significance of this symbolism: 




              . . . does not the stone rebuke me 

For being more stone than it? 

(V, iii, 37–38) 




Already in Othello, in very much the same context, stone is an image of spiritual death. When the Moor is about to kill Desdemona, and her protestations of innocence cause him to doubt her guilt for the first time, he feels his heart turn to stone: 




O, perjur’d woman, thou dost stone my heart, 

And mak’st me call what I intend to do 

A murther which I thought a sacrifice. 

(V, ii, 63–65) 




This is how Leontes has been feeling ever since he discovered the innocence of his wife, thinking he had killed her. With one line only, Shakespeare transforms Othello’s confession of guilt into a revelation of sacrifice. Man is this strange animal who insists on calling his murders “sacrifice,” as if he were obeying the command of some god. 

The revelation of sacrifice as murder is not Othello’s truth only but the truth of Julius Caesar, the truth of all tragedy, the ultimate truth of sacrificial culture, the truth that informs The Winter’s Tale even more fully than any previous play. This greatest truth uncovered by Shakespeare is also found in the Gospels. 

The fact that Othello not only understands this truth but applies it to himself, makes him another forerunner of Leontes. What makes our hearts turn to stone is the discovery that, in one sense or another, we are all butchers pretending to be sacrificers. When we understand this, the skandalon that we had always managed to discharge upon some scapegoat becomes our own responsibility, a stone as unbearably heavy upon our hearts as Jesus himself upon the saint’s shoulders in the Christopher legend. 

One thing alone can put an end to this infernal ordeal, the certainty of being forgiven. This is what Leontes is granted when he finally sees that Hermione is being returned to him alive. This is the first such miracle in Shakespeare; it was still spectacularly impossible at the end of King Lear, but now comes to pass for the first time. As the statue turns from stone to flesh, so does the heart of Leontes. 

The model for this conclusion can only be the Gospel itself, interpreted as this dissolving of the skandalon just evoked. Shakespeare must have recognized in the Gospels the true revelation not only of God but of man, of what his mimetic imprisonment makes of man. His genius, and more than his genius, enabled Shakespeare to recapture in this conclusion something that belongs exclusively to the Gospels, the nonmagical and yet nonnaturalistic quality of their resurrection. The more we examine the statue scene, the more we are reminded of what that resurrection is supposed to be, a resurrection of the flesh, in contradistinction to the vaporous world of spirits conjured up by mimetic idolatry. The delayed recognition of Jesus has nothing to do with a lesser visibility of his resurrected body due to the lesser reality of the shadowy afterlife to which he now would belong. The opposite is true. This resurrection is too real for a perception dimmed by the false transfigurations of mimetic idolatry. 




Among the many masterpieces of Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale deserves a special place as the most moving. Before this play, signs of humility and compassion were not absent from this theater, but they were few, seemingly justifying the presentation of the writer himself as a faceless man, a mere cipher, a nonperson, nobody, no one, nadie. This is how Jorge Luis Borges portrays Shakespeare in the half-whimsical, half-serious interpretation advanced in his collection of essays entitled El Hacedor. Using the word nadie as his leit-motif, Borges really suggests that the writer bought his genius at the price of his own individual soul. 

This Faustian pact with a devil named mimesis is a brilliant idea, no doubt, but there is not the slightest evidence behind it except, of course, for the prodigious genius of Shakespeare, for his almost infinite power of mimetic impersonation, which proves strictly nothing regarding his own personality. Behind Borges’s thesis I read a subtle version of the same fear that we already encountered twice in the last few pages, the Western and modern fear par excellence, that of being taken in by representation. The faceless Shakespeare is one last mimetic myth, invented by a writer who, not unlike Joyce, understood a great deal about the true role of mimesis in literature but always stopped short of the ultimate questioning. 

The most eloquent refutation of Borges is The Winter’s Tale itself, the play in which the humanity of the author shines through as nowhere else, and most brightly, to be sure, at the crucial point where, for the first time in this theater, a transcendental perspective silently opens up. 


1. See René Girard, Deceit, Desire and the Novel (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966), chapter 12. 
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THEY’LL TAKE SUGGESTION AS A CAT LAPS MILK 




Self-Satire in The Tempest 




The Tempest is a spider web at the center of which Prospero/Shakespeare watches the process of his own creation. The entire play is within the play. In the omnipotent magician breaking his own staff at the conclusion, we recognize the playwright himself announcing his decision to give up the theater. 

According to current wisdom, the interpretation just outlined exceeds what a critic can reasonably ascertain regarding a literary work. It goes “too far,” we are told. But in my view it does not go far enough. Not Prospero alone but everything and everyone in The Tempest allude to Shakespeare’s creative process, beginning with Caliban, the main stumbling block to a real understanding of the play. Our Shakespearean piety rebels against the demonstrable truth that, when he created this last monster, Shakespeare was thinking primarily about himself and his own theater. 

Prospero’s harshness toward Caliban during the play contrasts with his earlier kindness. There was a period of mutual collaboration between these two characters. What could the ignorant Caliban do for such a learned man as Prospero? He initiated his master into the beauties of the island, 




And show’d thee all the qualities o’ th’ isle, 

The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile. 

(I, ii, 337–38) 




In those days Caliban was Prospero’s only companion and his devoted servant. The relationship parallels the later one with Ariel, but it seems more affectionate: 




                                 When thou camest first, 

Thou strok’st me and made much of me, wouldst give me 

Water with berries in’t, and teach me how 

To name the bigger light, and how the less, 

That burn by day and night. . . . 

(I, ii, 332–36) 




Caliban loved his island and knew it so well that, to someone who did not, such as Prospero, he could teach many things without saying a single intelligible word. In return for this service, Prospero endowed his friendly monster with a capacity for speech. 

This close collaboration of Caliban and Prospero has no bearing on what actually happens during the play. It is meaningful only in relation to the past. But the author obviously attaches great significance to that past; the theme of Prospero teaching Caliban how to speak is repeated and amplified by Prospero himself: 




                                                   Abhorred slave, 

Which any print of goodness will not take, 

Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee, 

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour 

One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage, 

Know thy own meaning, but wouldst gabble like 

A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes 

With words that made them known. 

(351–58) 




When he wrote these lines, Shakespeare obviously had something in mind that goes beyond their literal significance. For all his physical and moral ugliness, Caliban is an authentic poet; the critics never fail to observe that some of the most beautiful lines in the play belong to him: 




Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises, 

Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not. 

Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments 

Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices 

That, if I then had waked after long sleep, 

Will make me sleep again. . . . 

(III, ii, 135–40) 




Caliban symbolizes uneducated poetic feeling, poetry before language, formless, amoral, even immoral, dangerous therefore and possibly reprehensible, but real poetry nevertheless. Prospero teaching Caliban how to speak is Shakespeare himself transforming into actual poems and plays the still nonverbal poetic inspiration that he owes to Caliban. The monster represents a literary mode of which the later Shakespeare disapproves, while acknowledging the crucial role that it played in his career. 

Caliban symbolizes that portion of Shakespeare’s own works that, being full of monsters, may be viewed as somewhat monstrous itself. Shakespeare does not deny the poetic quality of his past works but detects in them a principle of disorder, bitterness, violence, and moral confusion that he retrospectively condemns as “monstrous.” The allegory would be obvious if we did not mistake Caliban for a nineteenth-century monster in the style of Frankenstein or, at best, Victor Hugo’s Quasimodo, the hunchback of Notre-Dame. Our ignorance of mythical monsters turns Caliban into a mere freak. 

It is significant that, in his major epiphany as a monster, Caliban is not Caliban alone but someone else as well; he is combined with Stephano. The two are huddled together under some kind of blanket. When a drunken Trinculo comes upon this bizarre assemblage, he mistakes it for a single monstrous creature of which he himself tends to become a part, as he proceeds with a tumultuous exploration of it. 

In connection with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we defined a mythical monster as a mixture of creatures or of parts thereof that, at the height of some sacrificial crisis, seem to lose their distinctiveness. This is what we have here. Caliban is both the product, the mythical monster, and the process that produces it—our mimetic process, of course. We can see this as soon as interpersonal relations come into play. Caliban is so impressed with the wine offered by Trinculo that he asks this poor drunkard to be his god: 




That’s a brave god, and bears celestial liquor. 

I will kneel to him. . . . 

                     . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . 

I’ll show thee every fertile inch o’ th’ island; 

And I will kiss thy foot. I prithee be my god. 

(II, ii, 117–18; 148–49) 




Caliban’s idolatrous propensity is more important than his physical ugliness; the former can account for the latter, whereas the reverse is not true. Caliban is a monster because he worships Trinculo, not the other way around. We can see this immediately if we remember the midsummer night. Caliban speaks of Trinculo just as Helena speaks of Hermia and Demetrius. To assert that Helena worships these friends because she is a horrible beast would be ridiculous. Helena feels like a horrible beast because she foolishly worships mere human beings. 

Idolatrous desire is not a gratuitously comic touch that could be removed from the play without changing its nature. If we separate the monster from his mimetic crisis, he makes no more sense as a monster. Trinculo’s wine is the object in a triangle in which Trinculo himself and Caliban occupy the other angles. This wine is the counterpart of Eros with the four lovers, or of theatrical impersonation with the craftsmen. 

As he selects Trinculo for his mediator, Caliban makes him the same offer as to Prospero earlier; he wants to show his new god his beautiful island. When the mimetic illness intensifies, its victims tend to exchange their mediators faster and faster. As these substitutions multiply, their destabilizing effect worsens, generating the violent confusion conducive to the proliferation of monsters. For giving up his cult of Prospero, Caliban would deserve our applause, if he did not immediately turn to the even less divine Trinculo. 

When Caliban discovers Trinculo’s wretchedness, he understands his error; he has the flash of insight typical of all hypermimetic characters when the sacred prestige of their current idol crumbles: 




                        What a thrice double-ass 

Was I, to take this drunkard for a god 

And worship this dull fool! 

(V, i, 295–297) 




We must not conclude from this that Caliban has really learned his lesson and that he will never relapse into idolatry. Caliban embodies the paradoxical combination of blindness and insight that characterizes the lower regions of conflictual mimesis. At times he seems so stupid that we doubt his humanity; at other times he seems more intelligent than anyone else in the play. 

Just like Cassius in Julius Caesar, Caliban enlists the support of Stephano and Trinculo as coconspirators against Prospero, his former god and present devil. This conspiracy is the same triple-headed monster that we saw crawling under the blanket a little earlier. In Julius Caesar, you will recall, Brutus speaks of the conspiracy’s “monstrous visage”; Caliban confirms the quasi-technical significance of the word monstrous in that passage. Conspiracies sprout when monstrous hallucinations become the rule at the height of the mimetic crisis, a time when desire is so exacerbated that it becomes murderous, and substitutions of antagonists begin to occur. Caliban is a whole theory of the monstrous in a nutshell. 

To lure his assailants away, Prospero has Ariel strew “glistening apparel” on their path. Caliban’s coconspirators are so attracted to this junk that they forget their original goal. Caliban alone remains focused on Prospero and bitterly derides the futility of his associates. Owing to Prospero’s omnipotence and the pathetic weakness of his opponents, the suspense of this scene is nil. Its purpose is more didactic than dramatic. It illustrates the contrast between, on the one hand, the still object-oriented desire of the two sailors, the superficial consumerism that belongs to the higher reaches of the mimetic process and, on the other hand, the sinister but profound single-mindedness of Caliban, characteristic of the most advanced desire, when the violent destruction of the obstacle-model is the only goal, obsessively pursued. It all ends with a hue and cry, a collective hounding of the conspirators by hunting dogs, in an obvious allusion to the unanimous victimization that concludes a crisis of Degree. The whole mimetic process is symbolically represented. 

This representation is so streamlined that the total effect is more allegorical than genuinely dramatic, unlike the great plays of Shakespeare’s early maturity, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Julius Caesar, and Troilus and Cressida. Yet all major aspects of the process are so clearly outlined that they are unmistakable. 

Caliban illustrates the descending spiral of mimetic intensification and disintegration, the same that we found reflected, phase after phase, in the growing mimetic extremism of the comedies. In the first part of this book, we discovered that the profile of all the plays, taken in chronological sequence, resembles the plunging spiral symbolized by Caliban. Following Joyce, we concluded that this trajectory must say something about the aesthetic and existential experience of the author himself. This is what Shakespeare confirms, I believe, when he associates Caliban with his own creative process. This association is most visible in the famous statement of Prospero at the end of the play: “This thing of darkness [Caliban] I / Acknowledge mine” (V, i, 275–76). This line suggests that the influence of Caliban on the author, regrettable as it may be, remains too great to be entirely transcended, at least in matters aesthetic. 




Shakespeare was still in the self-critical mood of The Winter’s Tale when he invented Caliban. But a second look at the past history of the “island” will convince us that, to mitigate the severity of his self-censure, he brings up extenuating circumstances. When Prospero arrived on the island, Ariel was already there as well as Caliban, but was imprisoned in a pine tree, so that the newcomer could not immediately encounter him. The former ruler of the island, the bad witch Sycorax, Caliban’s mother, had inflicted this punishment on Ariel because he refused to obey her orders: 




And, for thou wast a spirit too delicate 

To act her earthly and abhorr’d commands, 

Refusing her grand hests, she did confine thee, 

By help of her more potent ministers, 

And in her most unmitigable rage, 

Into a cloven pine; within which rift 

Imprison’d thou dist painfully remain 

A dozen years. . . . 

(I, ii, 272–79) 




Ariel represents the more refined, ethical, and noble literary mode that the later Shakespeare wants to substitute for Caliban. As all critics have pointed out, The Tempest is markedly different from earlier plays in some “technical” literary aspects. It is Shakespeare’s one mature play that strictly conforms to the so-called Aristotelian unities of time, place, and action. This may well be a significant aspect of the Ariel-Caliban opposition, but there are other and more important ones. 

Sycorax died before Prospero’s arrival, but with Ariel still in his pine tree and Caliban de facto master of the place, her spirit remained dominant for a while. This means, I believe, that the Calibanesque elements in his own work, now deplored by the author, are due at least in part to the deplorable state of the English stage when he started writing. Prospero should be blamed for his excessive fondness for Caliban but, up to a point, he was a victim of bad circumstances. 

The Tempest is no timeless “portrait of the artist” but a dynamic “history” of Shakespeare’s oeuvre, which is divided in two periods, one signified by Caliban and the other by Ariel. When Prospero first made Caliban his minister, Ariel was forcibly repressed; when Ariel was freed in order to take Caliban’s place, it was Caliban’s turn to be forcibly repressed. Caliban retains a certain freedom of movement, and his present confinement is less cruel than Ariel’s in the past. Symbolically, however, his prison is more rigorous, being made of hard rock rather than of the more tender pine wood. This reflects, I suppose, the gravity of the threat that Caliban represents, morally as well as aesthetically, in the eyes of the later Shakespeare. 

We cannot say exactly where the line should be drawn between Caliban and Ariel, and should not try to, because, even though the two spirits are incompatible in principle, their de facto coexistence is suggested. During Ariel’s imprisonment, his pitiful groans were heard all over the island; I take this to mean that, even though stifled and brutalized, the better spirit was already present in the works inspired by Caliban. And vice versa: Caliban is everywhere in Shakespeare, no doubt, since he prominently figures in the one work that we can ascribe with certainty to Ariel—The Tempest itself. 

Some connotations of Caliban make me think of Arthur Rimbaud’s A Season in Hell. A poet turns toward his past and, without repudiating it entirely, sees something literally infernal in it. Another tempting reference is the Nietzschean Dionysus. The similarities lie in the mixture of mythical and realistic elements, and in the “primitive” as well as “decadent” connotations, that we find in both Caliban and Dionysus. 

In Ariel, conversely, there is something serene, noble, and orderly that recalls Nietzsche’s idea of the Apollonian. I see the Shakespeare of The Tempest as something of a Nietzsche in reverse, warning his public against the dark attraction of Caliban/Dionysus—the undifferentiated violence and mythical metamorphoses that cannot fail to lurk behind the nihilistic vertigo of the modern sacrificial crisis. 

Both Ariel and Caliban want to be free, but not for the same purpose. A born slave, Caliban desires freedom only to squander it again on more mediators. Like Hermia loudly protesting her father’s tyranny, he can only go on choosing to choose by another’s eyes. 

Prospero freed Ariel from his pine tree in order to exploit his literary talent, but forced labor is abhorrent to this independent-minded spirit. By this, Shakespeare signifies, I think, that he finds the constraints of his literary career more and more unbearable. Ariel desires real freedom, freedom from all mimetic servitude. The revolution symbolized by the shift to Ariel is reminiscent of Leontes’ conversion. To say that The Tempest takes up the story of its creator at the point where The Winter’s Tale left off would be a simplification, but a useful one, insofar as it helps situate the two plays in relation to each other. 




Prospero’s shift from Caliban to Ariel does not make him a “convert” in the sense of Leontes. We might call him “reformed,” but we must immediately add that he is less reformed than he thinks. He sincerely loves his daughter, but he is pompous, self-righteous, authoritarian, and highly theatrical. All these faults point to something in his past, a great wrong done to him that he cannot forget. 

When he was writing The Tempest, Shakespeare was not retrospectively casting aspersion on the “authenticity” of Leontes’ conversion, but merely setting the stage for an ironic view of himself. The crucial scene is the one in which Prospero explains to Miranda why he, the legitimate duke, “absolute Milan,” should be marooned on a lonely island with no one around but his daughter. His nemesis is his younger brother, Antonio. The two siblings were great friends, of course, but their friendship ended when Prospero had the bad idea of inviting Antonio to replace him on the throne for a while. The villain took to his new role as a fish takes to water: 




                                        . . . he did believe 

He was indeed the Duke, out o’ th’ substitution, 

And executing the outward face of royalty, 

With all prerogative: hence his ambition growing— 

Dost thou hear? . . . 

To have no screen between this part he play’d 

And him he play’d it for, he needs will be 

Absolute Milan. 

(I, ii, 102–9) 




If Prospero had deliberately plotted to turn a potential into an actual rival, he could not have gone about it more adroitly than he did: 




I, thus neglecting worldly ends. . . 

                       . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . in my false brother 

Awak’d an evil nature; and my trust, 

Like a good parent, did beget of him 

A falsehood in its contrary as great 

As my trust was; which had indeed no limit, 

A confidence sans bound. 

(89–97) 




Prospero perversely incited this brotherly desire for his own ducal being. He nevertheless portrays himself as a naive victim, an idealist interested solely in books, totally alien to the passion he passionately dissects. 

Our long experience immediately recognizes one more hypermimetic hero, one more obsessive Valentine who, instead of a woman, dangled a duchy in front of his relevant other. No sooner had he lost it, however, than he furiously desired it back. Everything in this portrait runs comically true to type. His rhetorical flamboyance gives the man away: “that a brother should / Be so perfidious! . . . then tell me / If this might be a brother! (I, ii, 67–68, 117–18). Really? What other kind of brother has Shakespeare ever portrayed? There must be more symmetry between the two than Prospero is willing to acknowledge. 

What symmetry can there be between a ruthless man of action and an impotent intellectual on a desert island? The symmetry of all vengeful doubles, of course. The fact that one has real weapons in his arsenal and the other mere words is no radical difference. Words can be more lethal than guns, and Prospero is a man of many words—words to Miranda, words to the public, a deluge of vengeful words. Since Prospero and his daughter are alone on their island, her suffrage is equivalent to universal applause. This second Lear is the quintessential littérateur. 

What is this tempest that Prospero turns on and off at will and from which not the slightest harm results? It is une tempête sous un crâne, as Victor Hugo would say—Prospero’s own, a work of (im)pure imagination, the very play we are watching. This tempest has only one effect; it brings all the enemies of Prospero under his power, in the one place where all his wishes are immediately fulfilled, his island, the nonexistent world of literary creation. This is what every writer can do at will—turn his enemies into characters in his own fiction, where he can treat them as he sees fit. The imaginary nature of Prospero’s revenge becomes clear at the end of the play, in the absence of a conclusion. Antonio never humbles himself in front of his brother; Prospero’s literary vengeance goes up in smoke. 

Most writers keep writing to satisfy the very desire they spend their lives denouncing. Their worldly impotence convinces them of their spotless virtue. A play is the imaginary battlefield upon which the playwright wins the revanche that “real life” did not provide. 

The power of Prospero over real human beings does not match his literary power. When he sees Ferdinand and Miranda in love, he exclaims that “it works,” meaning his “magic.” Prospero sees himself as the sole engineer of this love, as of everything else in his play; he is, to be sure, but only insofar as it is his play. Vis-à-vis the real human beings that Miranda and Ferdinand also are, Prospero is an impotent old man. 

We can see this in his inept but touching maneuver to protect Miranda from suffering at the hands of a fickle lover. Seeing that this love is at first sight, the mimetic expert in him is concerned: 




They are both in either’s pow’rs; but this swift business 

I must uneasy make, lest too light winning 

Make the prize light. 

(I, ii, 451–53) 




Since Miranda is too innocent to teach Ferdinand a lesson or two, her father, as usual, takes things in hand. During much of the play Ferdinand will be seen piling up huge logs “upon a sore injunction” of his future father-in-law. 

Behind this bizarre ordeal, we, the mimetic experts, recognize the drift of Prospero’s thinking. He knows that, to strengthen a newborn desire, insurmountable obstacles are the thing—mimetic obstacles, of course. In their absence substitutes must be found, and Prospero has the bright idea of the logs. When we hear the lovers talk to each other in the same language as Caliban asking Trinculo to be his god, we doubt that this method will cure infidelity, but what is a father to do? 




The “tempest” of Act 1, scene 1, is not a natural phenomenon, but an absurd battle for power on a ship supposedly disabled by a tempest. At all times and especially in an emergency, the ship’s chain of command should be in charge, but on this particular ship all legitimate authority is undermined by unruly passengers, aristocrats all of them, including a duke and a king. Instead of each hierarchy minding its own business, the two groups mimetically compete for the dominance of their small kingdom, which as a result keeps sinking faster and faster. As the two hierarchies dissolve in a struggle of doubles, they precipitate the disaster that their orderly collaboration might have prevented. 

This is the “wizarding of Degree” all over again, the violent undifferentiation of the sacrificial crisis, the context of all Shakespearean plays without exception. It is the tempest of human beings among themselves. To trigger it, no meteorological tempest is needed; Prospero’s magic is irrelevant. 

Is this tempest taking place solely in Prospero’s imagination, as we first suggested, or in the real world, as we are now suggesting? The genius of this play is that both answers are true simultaneously. Given the Shakespearean postulate of mimetic circularity, Prospero’s imagination can be everything and nothing at the same time, or almost nothing, only a slight exaggeration here and there. A great writer’s invention does not have to coincide with the real world for the two to be fundamentally the same. The writer’s “magic” is made of the same substance as the real world, which can always supply what is needed to continue on its not-so-merry mimetic course. Hysterical as he may be, the hypermimetic author sees something that is really there, something that more seasoned observers never perceive. 

A case in point is Prospero’s brother, Antonio, who is even worse than as portrayed by Prospero. In Act 2, scene 1, we see him plot with Sebastian the murder of the two men asleep in front of them, Sebastian’s brother Alonzo, the king of Naples, and Gonzalo, an old counselor: 





  
    	
        Sebastian: 
    
    	
                                                    I remember You did supplant your brother Prospero. 
    

  

  
    	
        Antonio: 
    
    	
                                                                                   True: And look how well my garments sit upon me; Much feater than before; my brothers’ servants Were then my fellows; now they are my men. 
    

  

  
    	
        
    
    	
                               . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
    

  

  
    	
        
    
    	
        . . . Here lies your brother, No better than the earth he lies upon, If he were that which now he’s like, that’s dead; Whom I, with this obedient steel,—three inches of it,— Can lay to bed for ever; whiles you, doing thus, To the perpetual wink for aye might put This ancient morsel, this sir Prudence, who Should not upbraid our course. For all the rest, They’ll take suggestion as a cat laps milk; They’ll tell the clock to any business that We say befits the hour. 
    

  

  
    	
        Sebastian: 
    
    	
                                                Thy cause, dear friend, Shall be my precedent: as thou got’st Milan, I’ll come by Naples. 
    

  



(II, 1, 270–92) 




Like all mimetic addicts, Antonio is spreading his gospel around, trying to instill in Sebastian a more criminal version of the very desire that Prospero instilled in him. He wants Sebastian to become absolute Naples in the same fashion that he himself became absolute Milan. With its mirrors and mimetic trickery en abîme, the scene is so familiar to us that I leave to my readers the pleasure of its analysis. 

In The Tempest all quintessential Shakespearean themes are present; mimetic enticement, the sacrificial crisis, the mystified discourse of mimetic rivalry, the monstrous doubles, and so on, but they are disconnected from one another and not really dramatic. They are more like a series of allusions to previous plays, exquisite vignettes of delicate self-parody. 

By implying that he himself belongs to the mimetic system of relations that his plays so often illustrate, Shakespeare does and does not undermine the epistemological basis of his vision. To place the observer himself at the center is to make the picture complete. With each of the romances, we found, the question of the author’s own involvement became more insistent; now, in The Tempest, it is most insistent of all. Shakespeare has always perceived the circularity of desire, but in the comedies and tragedies he saw it primarily in the world outside, as something characteristic of others, the people he creates. As the circle is closing upon himself, he might say with Macbeth, “This even-handed justice /Commends the ingredients of our poison’d chalice /To our own lips (I, vii, 10–12). 

In this case, however, the closing of this circle is something devoutly to be wished, Prospero’s only real victory, his triumph over himself. Like Leontes earlier, Prospero/Shakespeare finally overcomes his desire for vengeance: 




Though with their high wrongs I am struck to th’ quick, 

Yet, with my nobler reason, ’gainst my fury 

Do I take part. The rarer action is 

In virtue than in vengeance. They being penitent, 

The sole drift of my purpose doth extend 

Not a frown further. 

(V, i, 25–30) 




Let us go back for one minute to Prospero’s great scene with Miranda (I, ii). In spite of his many warnings, interjections, and calls to vigilance, the great magician cannot compel his daughter’s attention: “I pray thee mark me. . . . Dost thou attend me? . . . Thou attend’st not! . . . I pray thee mark me. . . . Mark this condition, and th’ event. . . . Dost thou hear? . . . Hear a little further. . . . Sit still and hear the last.” Miranda tries to absorb Prospero’s obsession and play it back to him, but she feels drowsier and drowsier. In her eagerness to seem interested, she blurts out whatever comes into her head. She is not trying to embarrass her dear father, but this is nevertheless what she does; her questions reveal some holes in his story: 





  
    	
        Miranda: 
    
    	
                             Wherefore did they not That hour destroy us? 
    

  

  
    	
        Prospero: 
    
    	
                                             Well demanded, wench; My tale provokes that question. 
    

  



(I, ii, 138–40) 




Prospero’s excuse is the usual one: his subjects loved him so much that the usurper did not dare put him to death. We heard it all in Hamlet. If Prospero was as popular as he claims, why did no one rush to his defense? 

In spite of his great efforts, Prospero cannot captivate even his captive audience of one. At the climactic instant, gently, peacefully, Miranda goes to sleep. Shakespeare is ironically undermining himself: “this bad blood between brothers and friends has become so repetitious,” he speculates, “that it bores the young people to stupefaction. Times have changed; novelty is in demand, not this sempiternal chronicle of senile passion. Here is a beautiful girl, in the very first row, sound asleep before the end of Act 1. I brought this upon myself. Why did I have to write one more play?” 

If Shakespeare himself finally decided that enough is enough, what about his critic? Either my thesis became obvious ages ago or it never will. The moment is well past when I could have ended this study cleverly, with a decent Shakespearean quotation for a change, something everybody would recognize and appreciate, such as “brevity is the soul of wit.” It is too late for a graceful exit, but Shakespeare is not the kind of writer who would leave his friends in the lurch; he is beckoning to me; he has already suggested the most suitable conclusion for my enterprise, the inescapable ending for the study I have written. Miranda put to sleep by mimetic desire! With such a cue in front of me, the sole drift of my purpose doth extend not a line further. 
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