Old Light on Shakespeare’s Alexandrian Revels
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’m deeply honored to be in this remarkable city and in this august institution. And one of the

things that makes today truly special is the opportunity it provides to talk about one of
history’s greatest dramas in the setting that did so much to define its unique aura.

As my kind hosts are well aware, this is the first time I’'ve had the pleasure of visiting your
beautiful country. I've long cherished its many contributions to global culture, however, and T

can’t help recalling a delightful address that touched on that topic at the 1982 International

hak C in pon-Avon. On the occasion to which I allude, dramatist
and eventual Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka spoke, among other things, about the impact another
influential playwright had had on his part of the world. To illustrate his point he cited a 1974
Cairo Studies article by M. M. Badawi about “Shakespeare in the Arab World.” According to
Professor Badawi, the poet’s depiction of characters such as Cleopatra and Othello had so
profoundly impressed a number of Middle-Eastern admirers that they finally decided he must
have been a native of their region. As Soyinka put it, these enthusiasts hypothesized that the
playwright’s “real name, cleansed of its anglicized corruption, was Shayk al-Subair, . . . as dune-
bred an Arabic name as any English poet can hope for.”
1 like the idea that my favorite dramatist may have been a sheik. And perhaps the dignity this
title confers can help us with a dilemma that Stephen Booth identified a few years ago in another

Stratford lecture: that, i ding his 1 le prestige, Shakesp may still be our

most underrated writer. I mention this, not because I believe his works have received insufficient
reverence, but because I’m persuaded that we’d appreciate them even more deeply if we became
conversant with them in an old way: the manner in which a 16th- or 17th-century reader or

theatergoer might have experienced these literary and dramatic treasures.

uring recent decades we’ve learned from art curators that paintings by Old Masters such as
Michelangelo and Rembrandt become much more vibrant once centuries of grime have
been removed from their surfaces — once hues that have been obscured by extraneous matter are

permitted to radiate again with something like their pristine luminosity. In music,

we’ve learned that there are aesthetic rewards to be obtained from a return to the instruments and

ar with which Medieval, Renai: and Baroque compositions were initially

presented. In theater, we’ve learned from 20th-century experiments in the revival of Elizabethan
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and plays that an d thrust stage, to the performing spaces on which
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habitually employed in conjunction with other spins on a language that in his time was still

amenable to an almost limitless application of English.

\ rawing on the inference that, in a manner that would have endeared him to James Joyce

" and other adventurous literati from our own epoch, Shakespeare reveled in the flexibility a
largely unanchored orthography and grammar afforded.’ and based on the assumption that much
of the poet’s verbal playfulness proved impervious to sea-change and weathered a hazardous
Jjourney into print, THE EVERYMAN SHAKESPEARE adheres to early-modern spelling forms — or
adaptations of those forms that conserve their fundamental distinctions from current usage —
whenever there is any possibility that what we would now classify as archaisms or anomalies
might have some bearing on how given words were intended to be pronounced, or on what they
could have meant, in the author’s day. When there is strong likelihood that alternate versions of
the same phoneme could be significant, moreover, the EVERYMAN text replicates the diversity to
be found in the pages from which later editions derive.”

In many cases this procedure is relevant to the identities of individual dramatis personae. One
of the playwright’s most frequently quoted lines in Romeo and Juliet is “What's in a Name?” For
a quarter of a millennium we’ve been led to believe that the heroine was posing this query to a
youth called “Montague.” In fact “Montague” (or “Montagew™) was the spelling Shakespeare
would have found in the poem from which he drew the bulk of his material for the play. For
reasons that will become apparent to anyone who examines the tragedy in detail, however, the
playwright changed his male protagonist’s surname to “Mountague,” a coinage that alludes
suggestively to a combination of mount, a noun and a verb with both erotic and spiritual
associations, and ague, a violent, quiver-inducing fever.® Setting aside an editorial practice that
began with Lewis Theobald in the first half of the 18th century, EVERYMAN resurrects the sound
and sense of the appellation that Elizabethan audiences heard Julict speak.

Readers of The Merchant of Venice in the EVERYMAN collection may be surprised to see that
the character other editions identify as “Lancelot” is actually “Launcelet,” a sobriquet which calls
attention to the Clown’s lusty “little lance.” Like Launce in The Two Gentlemen of Verona,
Costard in Love’s Labor’s Lost, Peter in Romeo and Juliet, Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, and Dogberry in Much Ado About Nothing, Launcelet is an upright “member of the
common-wealth”; in due course we hear that he’s left a pliant wench “with child.””

In similar fashion, readers of the EVERYMAN Hamlet will note that “Fortinbras” — as the name
of the Prince’s Norwegian opposite is rendered in the 1623 First Folio and in most modern texts —
never appears in the 1604/5 Second Quarto of the drama. There Hamlet’s foil is “Fortinbrasse.”

In the opening scene of Q2 a surname that meant “strong in arms” or “strong-armed” in French is
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these works were originally enacted, will do more justice to their dramaturgical intricacy than
will a proscenium designed for modes of representation that evolved later in the annals of
Western drama. In archacology, we’ve learned from excavations in London’s Bankside that
playhouses such as the Rose and the Globe were configured in patterns that turn out to be rather
different from what historians had long inferred from documentary evidence. And now in textual
analysis we’re learning from a fresh scrutiny of the initial printings of Shakespeare’s plays and
poems that they too look different, and function differently, when we endeavor to view them
through early-modern eyes and resist the urge to “normalize” or rectify features that have struck

later interpreters as ill- i or i d

During the 1990s I produced THE EVERYMAN SHAKESPEARE, a 16-volume paperback set of
nearly half of the author’s plays," and one of the edition’s hallmarks was an effort to restore traits
a 16th- or 17th-century booklover would have enjoyed in contemporary issues of those titles.?

We all know that spelling, punctuation, and grammar were only starting to become
standardized by the time that dramas like Antony and Cleopatra were being set into type, and thus

that some words and phrases could vary a good deal from one stylist, or one situation, to another.

* such as

Because we’ve long been aware that “ were subject to scribal
and compositorial proclivities, however, as well as to the evolving practices of Renaissance
printing shops, we’ve been hesitant, when confronted with many of the peculiarities in late Tudor
and early Stuart publications, to attribute specific features to the authors whose scripts lay behind
the various stages of textual transmission.* And we’ve been even more careful in our approach to
the accidentals in books whose writers are thought to have been unconcerned about indifferent
details, especially when we have no indication that these artists were involved in preparing or
proofreading the volumes that derived from holographs or transcripts of their compositions.”

But is it possible that we’ve been overly cautious in our treatment of the spelling and
punctuation practices in early-modern printings? With respect to Shakespeare at least, I'm
persuaded that the answer is yes, and that many of us have unwittingly rendered ourselves
incapable of perceiving, let alone appreciating, characteristics which are more than likely to be
authorial and which are often rhetorically or semantically expressive.

At the risk of reading too much into what may sometimes be nothing more than incidental
variations, and variations that reflect copyists and compositors rather than the poet whose craft
we seek to elucidate, I'm prepared to argue that the original printings of Shakespeare’s plays and
poems contain orthographic and related patterns that are so conspicuous, so pervasive, and so
appropriate to many of the contexts they inform that they are almost certain to be the result of the
dramatist’s own deliberations. 'm willing to assert, for example, that for Shakespeare spelling

was analogous to a trope, a tool that could be put to a broad range of figurative uses, and one he
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lengthened and inserted into the dialogue to the accompaniment of puns on brazen, in the phrase
“brazon Cannon,” and on metal, in the phrase “vnimprooued mettle, hot and full.”

In a parallel manner, readers of the EVERYMAN Macbeth will wait in vain for the fabled
“Weird Sisters”; instead they meet three “weyward” or “weyard” figures. Shakespeare knew that
in his Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland Raphael Holinshed had used the adjective
weird to describe the “goddesses of destinie” who accost Macbeth and Banquo on the heath; but,
1o doubt because he wished to quibble on wayward, the dramatist altered the epithet for these
deceitful hags to weyward. Like Samuel Johnson, who thought punning vulgar and lamented the
playwright’s proclivity to seduction by this “fatal Cleopatra,” Lewis Theobald saw no purpose in
the 1623 Folio’s weyward spelling of an adjective that reflects the guile of Macbeth’s misleading
charmers. He therefore reinstated the “correct” form from Holinshed, and editors ever since have
followed suit."”

And speaking of Cleopatra, there are two instances in the play that bears her name where she
is spoken of as Cleopater. In 2.2.125-26, Octavius Caesar informs his advisor Agrippa that if
“Cleopater” were to overhear him proposing a marriage between Antony and Caesar’s sister
Octavia, she’d reprove him for “rashnesse.” Later in the same scene (lines 220-24), Enobarbus
recalls that when Rome’s most engaging triumvir first encountered his Egyptian temptress, as she
flowed down the river “Sidnis” in a barge, the spell she cast was so potent that, were it not for the
law that nature abhors a vacuum, every bit of the air in Alexandria would have “gone to gaze on
Cleopater t00.” It may well be that Shakespeare introduced the second of these variations on
Cleopatra’s name primarily for purposes of euphony. It is by no means unusual to find passages
in which alterations of the conventional form of a word result in more pleasing sound patterns.

But the context in which Cacsar takes liberty with the Queen’s name in the earlier passage hints

at a notion exp d repeatedly in the opening scenes: that a “Gypsy” who has
transformed “The triple Pillar of the world” into a “Strumpets Foole” (1.1.10-13) now rules him
as if she were his domineering “pater.” Most of today’s editions normalize Cleopater to Cleopatra.

The EVERyMAN text retains an anomaly that appears likely to reflect authorial design.

|| n many instances Renaissance English had a single spelling for what we now regard as two
A separate words. One example is humane, which embraces the definitions modern English
would come to supply for both “human and “humane.” In the 1623 Folio printing of Macbeth
the protagonist’s wife expresses concern that her husband may be “too full 0’th> Milke of humane
kindnesse™ to undertake a deed that will crown his ambition. As she phrases it, humane kindnesse
can denote several things, among them “humankind-ness,” “human kindness.” and “humane

kindness.” The Lady’s words are thus a reminder that to be true to his or her own “kind,” a



human being in Shakespeare’s era was expected to be kind in the sense we now limit almost
entirely to “humane.” To disregard this logic, as the title character and his “Partner of
Greatnesse” will discover to their everlasting regret, is to ignore a principle as fundamental to the
cosmos as the laws of gravity."

One word in Antony and Cleopatra that relates to this concept of what it means to be fully
human occurs in 5.1.31-32, where Dolabella responds to a report about the protagonist’s death
with the observation that “A Rarer spirit neuer / Did steere humanity.” What Caesar’s licutenant
alludes to is the same magnanimity that Cleopatra later essays to convey in her testimony (5.2.76-
78) that Antony’s

face was as the Heau’ns, and therein stucke
A Sunne and Moone, which kept their course, & lighted
The little o’th’earth.

Most of today’s editions alter this passage so that the final line refers to “the earth” as a “little O.”
Like many well-intended efforts to correct or improve the 1623 Folio text, our only authoritative
source for Antony and Cleopatra, this emendation seems to me to obscure a significant aspect of
what Shakespeare’s speaker is attempting to communicate. It is of course true that Cleopatra is
extolling traits in her lover that elicit celestial analogies. But at this point in her narrative she
appears to be placing primary stress upon his humane treatment of those who served under him as
soldiers and benefited from his insight, warmth, and generosity.

There were many word-forms that operated in i English as i I ble doublets.

Trauaile [travail] could mean “travel,” therefore, and trauell [travel] could mean “travail.” In
1.2.151-54 of Antony and Cleopatra, when a remorseful General expresses the wish that he’d
never met the woman who now holds him in thrall, Enobarbus says “Oh sir, you had then left
vnseene a wonderfull peece of worke, which not to haue beene blest withall would have
discredited your Trauaile.” Here, in a dialogue that features several “light Answeres” (line 178),
Antony’s aide plays facetiously on at least two senses of Trauaile: “travel” and “hard labor.”
Unlike most of today’s editions, EVERYMAN retains the word-form to be found in the Folio text.

Another intriguing example of the equivocal force some carried in p s

day is Joose, which oscillates between “loose” and “lose” when we adapt it to modern English. In
The Comedy of Errors when Antipholus of Syracuse likens himself to “a drop of water, / That in
the Ocean seekes another drop™ and then says that he will “loose” himself in his quest for a long-
lost twin, his words tell us both that he will release himself into a vast unknown and that he will

lose his own identity, if necessary, to be reunited with the sibling he seeks. On the other hand, in

debility in dntony and Cleopatra when they come across some remarks by Mecenas in 3.7.91-96.

Caesar’s lieutenant tells Octavia

Welcome deere Madam,
Each heart in Rome does loue and pitty you;
Onely th” adulterous Anthony, most large
In his abhominations, turns you off,
And giues his potent Regiment to a Trull

That noyses it against vs.

Current English treats as single words a number of expressions that were usually represented
as two separate words in Shakespeare’s era. What we write as myself, for example, and use solely
as a reflexive or intensifying pronoun, is almost always my selffe] in Shakespeare’s works; so
also with her self, thy self, your self, and it self (where, as usual, it does duty as a forerunner of
today’s its). Often there is no decipherable difference between Shakespeare’s usage and our own.
At other times there is, however, as we realize when we come upon “our innocent selfe” in
Macbeth and ponder how affected such an expression would sound in modern parlance, or as we
note when we see how naturally “selfe” is objectified, and associated with “name” and “thee,” in

the balanced clauses of the Balcony Scene in Romeo and Juliet. There the heroine says

Romeo, doffe thy name,
And for thy name, which is no part of thee,

Take all my selfe.

The same effect is achieved in the passage we examined a few moments ago, where Antony tells
Octavia that “if I loose mine Honour, / I loose my selfe.” Here Honour and selfe are treated as
interchangeable: to surrender or be deprived of one is to be bereft of the other.

Yet another distinction between Renaissance orthography and our own can be exemplified
with words such as today, tonight, and tomorrow, which — unlike yesterday — were conceived as
two-word phrases in Shakespeare’s time. In Macheth when the Folio prints “Duncan comes here
to Night,” the unattached 0 can function either as a preposition (with Night as its object, and at
this juncture as the King’s destination) or as the first part of an infinitive (with Night
masquerading tropically as a verb). These interpretive possibilities resonate tellingly with the
question Lenox asks the title character shortly after the monarch’s assassination: “Goes the King
hence to day?” And they anticipate the irony a 17th-century playgoer or reader might have

detected in one of the most penetrating of all the protagonist’s meditations:

Hamlet when Polonius says he’ll “loose” his daughter to the Prince, he little suspects that by so
doing he will also lose his daughter through a gesture that recalls the folly of Jephtha.

In 3.4.21-22 of Antony and Cleopatra the male protagonist complains about the disrespect
with which he is being publicly disparaged in Rome by his new brother-in-law. He then explains

to Caesar’s sister, to whom the triumvir is now married, that

if T loose mine Honour,
I'loose my selfe: better I were not yours,

Then your so branchlesse.

What Antony is asserting here is that if he lets go of what defines him by overlooking assaults on
his integrity, he’ll be divesting himself of qualities that are integral to his identity as a man of arms.

In some cases the playwright employs word-forms that can be construed multifariously, and
frequently as words we wouldn’t think of at present as being in any respect akin. Sowre, for
instance, can mean “sore,” “sour,” “sorrowful,” “sower,” or “sure,” depending on how it is
employed." In other cases he uses word-forms that have modern counterparts, but not ones with
the same potential for multiple denotation or connotation. Thus, although onely invariably means
“only” in the usual 21st-century sense, Shakespeare occasionally gives it an extra, figurative twist
that would require a deconstructive nonce adverb such as “one-ly” — often hinting at a virility
which is assertively “man-like” — to paraphrase in today’s idiom.'®

In 3.13.3-4 of Antony and Cleopatra, after the protagonist’s adherence to his tawny Queen has
led him to ignominious defeat, Cleopatra asks Enobarbus “Is Antony or we in fault for this?” The
General’s chief confidant replies, “Anthony onely, that would make his will / Lord of his Reason™
(3.13.3-4). Here as elsewhere, the Folio spelling offers a telling reminder of the genital male

“will” that frequently stands up in defiance of “Reason.” It thus epitomizes the kind of pride and

passion that can cloud a hero’s jud; and make him vulnerable to self-destructive behavior.

In a few instances Shakespeare employs word-forms that have only seeming equivalents in
present usage. For example, abhominable, which meant “inhuman,” “non-human,” or “sub-
human” to the poet and his contemporaries (who traced it, however incorrectly, to the Latin ab,
“away from,” and homine, “man”), is not the same word as our abominable (ill-omened,
abhorrent). In his advice to the visiting players in the Second Quarto Hamlet, the Prince satirizes
incompetent actors who imitate “humanitie so abhominably” as to make the characters they
depict implausible as real-life men and women. Modern readers who are unfamiliar with the
disparity between Shakespeare’s word and our own, and who see abominably on the page before

them, are ill equipped to register the full import of the Prince’s sarcasm. They suffer a similar

To morrow, and to morrow, and to morrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last Syllable of Recorded time:

And all our yesterdayes, have lighted Fooles
The way to dusty death.

Here, by virtue of the playwright’s deft use of parallelism, the route “To morrow” is shown to be
identical with “The way to dusty death,” a relationship we miss if we don’t know that for
Macbeth, and for the audiences who first heard these lines spoken, o morrow was not a discrete

word but a potentially multivalent word-pairing."”

V

&?hen we forget that the verbal nuances in Shakespeare’s scripts were initially conceived as
words and phrases for people to listen to in the theater, we sometimes overlook a fact

that is central to the artistic coherence of a work like Macbeth: that the a of

sounds transmit through the ear are, if anything, even more significant than the signals a

succession of letters, punctuation marks, and white spaces convey through the eye. A fascinating

illustration of this truth, and of the ial for

p or pol ous implication in
practically any Shakespearcan passage, may be discerned in the dethronement scene of Richard
11. After Henry Bullingbrooke asks the King if he is ready to resign his crown, Richard replies “I,
o no I; for I must nothing be.” Here the pointing in the 1608 Fourth Quarto, the earliest publication
to incorporate this multifaceted line into what modern editions designate as Act IV, Scene i,
permits each 7 to indicate either “ay” or “I” (7 being the normal spelling for “ay” in Shakespeare’s
day). Understanding 7 as “I” permits corollary wordplay on 10, which can be heard, at least in its
first occurrence, as “know.” At the same time the second and third soundings of I, if not the first,
can also be heard as “eye.” In the situation where this speech occurs, that construction echoes a
thematically pertinent exhortation from Matthew 18:9 — “if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out.”
But these are not all the meanings / can have here. It can also represent the Roman numeral for
“1,” which will soon be diminished, as Richard explains, to “nothing” (0), along with the

speaker’s title, his worldly p ions, his hood, and Ily his life. Shakesp was

ever mindful that to become “nothing” was, infer alia, to be emasculated, to be reduced to an
effeminate “weaker vessel” (1 Peter 3:7) with “no thing” or at best “an O-thing.” As the Fool in
King Lear warns another monarch who has abdicated his appointed station, a man in want of an
“I” is impotent and sterile, “an O without a ﬁgurc:f"8 In addition to its other dimensions, then,
Richard’s response is a statement that can be formulated mathematically, and in symbols that

adumbrate the binary system behind today’s computer technology: “1, 0, 0, 1, for 1 must 0 be.”






