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ABS-::HACT 

In recent years it has been generally accepted that the diffi

culties in the text of Shakespeare's Tin:;,.Q..Q_Qf AU1-ens c.rise primarily 

from the fact that for some reason or other Shakespeare left the 

play unfinished. Although critics have advanced several theories, 

some biographical and some dramatic, to explain why Shakespeare might 

have abandoned the play, none of these explanations sufficiently 

considers the formidable problems surrounding the dra~atic present

ation of misanthropy. Because thP. unqualified hatre-J o:::' r.,anki11d is 

an emotion which most hu~an beings find repugnant~ it is difficult to 

present a genuine misanthrope as a sympa-~hetic ch&racter. For this 

reason the most successful dramatic prescm:ador:s of mhanthropy, such 

as Moliere's f,lceste or Menander's Dysk::>los, have allm·;ed the audience 

the chance to ridicule the rr.isanthrop'2 even while it sympathizes Nith 

some of his condemnations of humanity. This tendency was particularly 

intense in the early seventeenth century, when the story of Timon, the 

arch-misanth:-:-ope, was commonly used as a cautionary example of degenerate 

behaviour. Shakespeare • s problems would have been further increased by 

the fact that misanthropy finds expression chiefly through words rather 

than '~tn·cug.h deeds, and thus does not easily lend itself to a theatrical 

presentation4 Because the misanthrope normally reveals his hatred of 

mankind in long tirades; and because his condition is not subject to 

change or develoJ..:•nent, there is always the danger that a play con·~aining 

such a character will degenerate into a st~tic series of abusive debates~ 
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This danger is especially prevalent ~hen, as in the case of Shakespeare's 

Timon, the misanthrope becomes the central figure. 

This thesis examines Shakespeare's depiction of misanthropy in 

the light of Elizabethan attitudes and practical stage considerations. 

In the first two chapters, I study sixteenth and early seventeenth

century treatments of misanthropy and the Timon story in an effort to 

discover what preconceived ideas an Elizabethan audience might have 

brought to Shakespeare's play. I have discovered that a significant 

number of didactic writers vigorously condemned misanthropy, either as 

a beastly vice born of envy, or as a symptom of insanity. So intent 

were they on cen;,uring Timon's behaviour, that they frequently altered 

Plutarch's account of the Timon story to depict the arch-misanthrope as 

an active seeker after man's destruction. By contrast, the period's 

literary works tended to depict the misanthrope as a figure of fun, 

either by exposing him to direct ridicule, or by associating him physic

ally or metaphorically with the figure of the Renaissance Fool. The 

third chapter introduces two non-Shakespearean stage misanthropes, 

Bohan from Greene's James IV, and the protagonist of the anonymous 

Timon Play, and examines the difficulties surrounding their presentation. 

In the fourth chapter I discuss Shakespeare's use of misanthropy as a 

character trait in several figures who are not themselves misanthropes. 

Chapte~five and six deal with two Shakespearean comic misanthropes, 

Jaques from As You Like It and Thersites from Troilus and Cressida, and 

examine the ways in which Shakespeare has surmounted the theatrical 

problems outlined earlier. Finally, I offer a detailed study of Timon 

of Athens, to show how Shakespeare attempts to build up sympathy for 
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Timon in the first threE=: acts through th~.~ behaviour of the Athenians, 

the cormnents of Flavius and Apemantus, and the Alcibiades subplot; and 

then counts on this buildup of sympathy to carry through to the end of 

the play. I conclude, however, ~hat for all its subtlety cf construction, 

Tim9J.l_of Athens fails as a tragedy, primarily because of the intransi

gence of its subject matter. I believe that my approach shoQld prove 

useful to a more detailed understanding of the play's dramatic structure. 



PREFACE 

All references to Shakesf.;eare' s plays are taken from )h'i 

Compl8te Pelican ~;hakesoear,g, Alfl'ed Harbage (gen. ed.), Baltimore: 

Penguin, 1969. I have checked dispu~ed passages against the readings 

of several modern editors, as well as the text of the First Folio, and 

whenever such a passage affects my interpretation, I have duly noted it 

and stated my own preference. 

Wher·ever possible I have quoted fr?m original editions or 

facsimiles,. and in all these quo·~ations I have endeavoured to preserve 

the orig~nal spelling and punctuation. However, for the convenience of 

my typist I have silently regularized the use of "u" and "vn; and "i 11 

and "j", a.r1d I have substituted normal lettering for the script "s" 

and the superscript "m" ard "n"., 

Because I have found it necessary to limit bibliographical 

listings to those works actually cited in the dissertation, I wish to 

acknowledge my debt to the wide-ranging field of Shakespearean scholar

ship, and more specifically, to all those who have paid particular 

attention to Timon of Athens. While it is impossible to dl:tail the 

specific contributions each of these scholars has made to this study, I 

am well. a·.v.:;re that rr.y own discoveries would have been impossible without 

them. 

Finally, I wish to thc.nk my Supervisor, Dr. Berners w.. Jackson, 

whose patience and encouragement have been instrumental in bringing this 

thesis to its completion. I would also lik9 to express my appreciation 
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to my typist, Miss Laurie Scott, and my proof-reader, Mrs. Marjorie Scott, • 

fo~ their meticulous preparation of this manuscript. 
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INTRODUCTION 

'fhe critical history of Shakespeare's Timon of' AtheY!..~ is chlefly 

distinfSuished by its ma.ny attempts to explain the play's a.pparent 

failure as a traP,edy. Admittedly, Tirr,on has had its staunch admirer·s, 

some of ;1hom make rather stranrse bedfdlc;.rs. Karl Harx 'fras attracted 

to Timon t s bitter denu!1Ciations of the corruptinr; p0vrer of gold;. while 

satirist Percy W~1~~am Lewis sided with the protagonist against the 

monstrous ingratitude of ~en: 

In Ti.."'lon's case this oicture (of '!'inon as a spendthrift) is 
enti:t'ely ignored; ani. in place of it a violent and mournful 
despair rises from a ~reat nature full of ~enerosity jn a 
t:irf,e of awakening and im:nense astonishment. at tr1e v.t:_s!l~ss 

of the world--whlch take:: everythin:; and 2;ivcs r.ct"!in?:, whose 
nature is poorer trnn any do'S's, on whom no reliance can be 
placed, and on whom all lo\'e or compassion is only wasted. 2 

In recent years the pla;:;r' s mo13t. eloquPnt advocate has been Professor 

G. Wilson Knh~hti who sees Timon as ttthe flower of hunan aspiration" 

whose betrayal at the hands of an ungrateful world parallels the betrayal 

of Christ. Professor Kni;~ht looks upe;n the play as the culmination of 

Shakes:pear0's tra~ic vision: 

The profoundest problems of racial destiny are he!'e symbolized 
and fou2;ht out. In no other play j_s a more forceful, a ID'J!'<;! 

irresistable masteiJr of tedmique--almost crude in it.s ma~siv~, 
architectural effects--e.TJJ.ploycd. But then no play is so lM.ssive, 
so rouJ:~;h-hewn into At.lant'=l"'l.n shapes from th~ mounta:'m rock of 
the poet's mind or soul, as this of Tirr~n..••For this play 
is HaJl!J:et, Jroilns and Cress~j~, Othe;llo, KinP.: Lear, become 
self-conscious and tmiversal ~ it inclt:des and transcend3 the,'Jl. 
all: it. is t.l:.e recurrent ard tvrmel'J.tim; hate-theme in Shakespeare, 
developed, !'R.ised to an iD:f.L:1i.i: e power, prese::1ted in all its 
tyrarm.:i.c st:~eng;th and prd\:tl.dity, and-killed. . . .Our vision 
thus >lith lnf~_nite care and every possible device focused, l<Te 

awed. t the onrush of a passion -,..·hic~1 sums jn its torrential 

1 
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enerrzy- all the lesser passbns of those protagonj.sts fore~one. 
Timon is the totality of all, his lo 1.re more rich and oceani.c 
than all of theirs, r.dl lift. their lonely voices in his universal 
curse. Christ-like. he suff<::n"s that- their pain m.ay cease, and 
leaves the Shakespe:'l.rh.n U.."liverse redeerned that Cleopatra may 
win her Antony in death, a~d Thaisa be restored to Pericles.4 

The majority of critics, however, bave been somffi'rhat less enchanted 

by the play, and while they ack."'loWlE;d!,Se the.t it contains moments of 

greatness, they fi::1d it lackina; in the tragic intensity of Ha1nlet, King 

Lear, or even Coriola~. At least part of the problem lies in the 

apparently unfinished state of' the text. While many scenes appear to 

have been carefully thought out and constructed, others show evidence 

of carelessness or the abseHce of revisio~. une of the rr.ore blatant 

instances of this carelessness occurs late in Act IV, vthen Apemantus 

annocmces the :imm1nent arrival of t.1rlo charac-t.e.,.s v.·ho do no-c put in an 

appearance for another one hundred r.inety lines (IV,iii,239). Similarly, 

much of the verse has a certain ro1;.ghness A.buut it which su~gests that 

Shakespear€ m:i~ht ha·v-c L1tended to recast his ideas at a later date. 

This exerpt from th~ Steward's soliloquy in IV,ii, affords an excellent 

example: 

Alas 1 kind lord, 

He's flil.n,g :L-., raP,e from this ing;ratef·ul seat 

Of monJtrous friends: nor has he with nim to 

Su.ppl;-,r t'is life, or t11at uhich can command it. 

Itll follo·..; anri inquire hi.rn out. 

I tll ever serve his mind ,..,.ith my best will: 

Whilst I ha·1e ;sold, I'll be his steward still. 


(I7,ii,44-50) 

Charact~rs tuchas T/entidius, who rouse the audience's interest at the 

beginning of the pla~.,., are inexplicably dropped, and their places are 

t,aken b:f mJidBntifie·'i L.n·ds. The connection between the primary action 

of the Timcn story and a subplot ir.~volving the banishment of Alcibiades 



is never suffic:Lently e::;q)lained. These and other instances of authorial 

carelessness have led a great many critics to the conclusion that TirnQ!!. 

of Athens has survived as an unfinished draft? Such a conclusion has 

naturally l.ed to speculation on the reasons why Shakespeare might have 

left the pl~y unfinished, and these have ranged all the way from 

suggestions of a nervous breakdown7to assf'lrtions that Shakespeare erred 

in his choice of subject-matter.8 Of those who do not subscribe to this 

theory, ruanv critics have sought to justify the play's apparent rough

ness as the result of Shakespeare's endeavour to create in 'l':i~ an 

experimental form of drame. unlike that of the plays with which it is 

usually compared. One t~1eory holds that Tj_rr,on of Athens was designed 

as a ty1~e of morality-play, with Timon himself cast in the role of 

Ideal Bounty disillusionen by reality, and Alcibiades as the Ht~~num 

Genus fi~re whose realistic approach to the world's treCJ.chery leads to 

the restoration of harmony? Another, first developed by 0. J. C&~pbell, 

treats the play as a tragic satire, whose features more <:losely renemble 

those of Troilus and Cressida or Jonson's Volpo,!_le. Campbel.l suggests 

that Sf.ak8e:pea!'e turned to a satiric treatment when he foun1 the Timon 

story unsuitable for tragedy;-0and later abandoned it for the more 

promisin~ sub,;ect-matter of Cod.olanus~1 He finds the play unappealin~ 

in that it evokes feelin~s of terror and absurdity which do not b~ing 

about a satisfactory catharsis~2 More recently, Alice Lotvin Bir~ey 

has revived this theory by citing Timon as an excellent example of 

what she calls satiric catharsis, the purging of hatred and censure 

through the action of the drama:3 Using a strange chemical analogy, 

Dr. Birney S'.IDuna:rizes the rlay's structure in this way: 



and then goes on to demonstrate the way in which Timon's actions evoke 

the proper feelinfSs of catharsis: 

The play ends with a reconciliation of elements, a purifi
cation throu~h sacrifice, a cure after an intensified infection. 
It becomes Timon's life-flission--':torkinq from the example of 
Apemantus--to Hl1j.p up ~:'.ants ha.t.red for himself and his institu
tions! to spread the dise:J.se, as it were, of his misanthropy. 
In do:tn~ so he makes himself the nexus of the hatred-censure 
syndrome and his martyrdom(!) allmfs a cure of the play's 
symbolic society to be~in.l5 

This very ingenious argument exemplifies the tendency on the part of 

many literar-y critic~1 to formulate theories that do not pay sufficient 

attention to the play's e·ffect on a theat!·e audience, most of whom have 

not been so fortunate as to have read the play beforehand, or studied 

contemp-:Jrary sc!wh.rly opinions. To gain a complete impression of the 

problems sur·r·oundinfS Shakespeare's Tirr.on it is therefore necessa.ry to 

glance briefly at its stage history. 

So far as we know, Timon o~ Athens was never acted during Shake

speare' s lifetime, or at any time before the closinfS of the theatres in 

1642. Throughout the Rest.oration and eighteenth century the play enjoyed 

a certain amount of popularity through the adaptations of Thomas Shadwell 

(1678), Jar:1es Love (1768), Richard Cumberland (1771) and Thomas Hull 

(17S6). Each of these adaptations reveals a desire to smooth out the 

roughness of Shakespeare's version to t.one down the bitterness of Timon's 

misanthropy and to make the subject-matter conform to contemporary 

dramatic fash::i.ons. Shadwell's rledication to the Duke of Buckingham 

nicely reflects the freedom with which the.:;e "improvers" approached 

Shakespeare's text~ 

http:necessa.ry
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I ::-::1: nc.-t~ to rrese!lt Your Grace t-dth this History of :f:pnon, 
·.:~5.(;:1 yo'.l WAt'f! pleased to tell me yc;U liked, and it is the 
mor<'; ~·ro:::~t.hy of :T~)U, since it has t:te inimitable hand of 
~'2:t~J.<.:_q_~:~f_'l.r ir. it., w~ich never made more 1-:r1sterly strok<:s 
th::;.n in this. Yet. I can truly say, I have made it into a 
Pla~r.l6 

Shad:wf..:ll le.:Os•'ns the impact of Timon's misanthropy by cuttir.g some of 

his more s~1Jr.·r~::ous outbursts, and by adding a love-plot in the form of 

two mistre:;ses, one true and one false, betvreen whom TirrLon must chooso. 

Having chosen the wrong one, Timon abandons himself to despair, only to 

be red.eened by his faithful lover, Evandra, who follows him i11to ths 

wilderness and dir:1s b;r his side. The role of Alcibiades is greatly 

expanded, and thoge of the Ste·llat'd and the cynic Apemantl1s dim.:i.nished. 

Shadwell {s approach to thf> Timon story ignores much of tr,e inter.sity 

that ha.d j:tarkr:ld ShakE:S~)eare' s treatment: 

While mf.l.k:i.ns chanaes in the str·Jcture 1o;hich may ·,.<ell be 
con3ldered socmd dra.;rE.tur,P:,{ ±'rom the neoclassica.l po:i.nt.:. 
of v:i.e':-t, Shadwel.l is not concerned vrith the possible deeper 
meanin~R of the ~lay. Rather, his objectives seer, to be: 
maldnr~ the p1<lY more of a C.omestic tragedy (b;.,r red'J.Cim: 
·rim::m from an ideal fi~S1 U"e to a.'l ordinary man): spicing the 
play '..:ith li_::;ht contzo::mporary satj_re of women:. • .making 
th:•usts at heroic poetry: •••and indulging in politic'll 
c~itici~n. . . .17 

Love~s a::laptation leaves out m'lny of Shadwell's interpolations, and 

furt.h-o-rs the process, begun by Shadwell, of sentimentalizing Timon's 

misanthropy. This process is completed in Cumberland's version, where 

Timun is ~~.Lven a faithful d:w.ghter, whom Alcibiades loves and wins. In 

sharp contrast to Sr.~tkespeare' s stark ending, Cu.rnberland treats his 

audience t':l ,~ t!'1L1..y heart-rendi:tg death scene in which the unhappy 

m.isa,..,thrcpe p:->oncur.:ces a blcss:.ng on the pair before dying :tn his 

daughter•ls arms.l8 In each of these adaptations the idea of poetic 

http:blcss:.ng
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justice is shA.rply e.."'lphasized throuESh the a~ency of the Alcibiades s~.lb-

plot, until,in C1~berland's version, each of the false friends is shown 

to suffer for his in~ratitu:le. As the folloi<~ing exerpt points out, the 

changes made by C~~berland and his predecessors merely reflect the taste 

of the period: 

The altered play is a complAtely different work, but the 
eighteenth centu:r.r was not preparsd t.o accept the Timon 
Shakespeare ·'Save them. The endim~ of Cu:nberland's alteration 
is full of reassurance, pr-omisinP, not only the continuity of 
life in. the younfS lovers, but .reiecting the cynicis:n toward 
all human relationships in which Shakespeare's Timon had 
persisted. Cumberland's play is not thou~Sht-provokin~, but 
it is comfortjng. Audiences have always enjoyed bein~S co~forted.20 

The nineteenth centu.ry sa~·.· the restoration of Shakespeare's 

Tim.£!:1. to the English stage, in notA.ble performances by Edmund Kean in 

1Sl6, and Samuel Phelps in 1851~1 Yet neithe~ in that century nor in 

this has the play achieved any degree of popularity. Indeed, it ranks 

only slightly above Ti.t;us Andronic·J~ as the least-produced of Shakespeare's 

tragedies. Over the past twenty years the play has undergone two 

significant productions in England, one in 1956 which starred Ralph 

Richar·dson, and another in 19~5 wi:.h Paul Scofield in the title role. 

In this country the Stratford Festival has produced Tim~ only once in 

1962, with John Colicos as Timon?2 Its director, Hichael Langham, looked 

upon the play as an illustration, of "amongst other thin~s. • • the 

hideous dangers of materialism11 ~3 and set about to E>.mpha.size this aspect 

by producing the play in modern dress. Timon and his guests appeared 

in evening dress in the opening ecenesJ while for the last two acts the 

misanthrope was clad .Jnly in a tattered Ghirt and trousers. Alcibiades 

and his soldiers were dressed as Castro-like guerrillas, while Apemantus 

http:centu.ry
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took on th:~ appr.~al•e.nce of a hard-bitten new;:,paper reporter. Langham 

completed the ''lr~!".Lin~ of the play with a jazz score by Duke Ellington, 

sound. effE.cts arrl a twist-like dance called the Skillipoop, performed 

at Tb.on' s fe3.st by lA.dies clad in Dior evening go~ms. 24 Although the 

prod1tcticn seems to have been a success, particularly in its 1963 

revival at Chichester, I would suggest that it reflected a feeling on 

the part of a contemporary director that Sha.kespeare's play had to 

be "dressed upn and ''made relevant" before an audience of today wculd 

find it acceptable. 

This sommthat ranao~ survey of the play's critical and sta~e 

histor·y leads inevitably to the conclusion that, despite all the different 

atte;r..pts to re-defir,e it or justify its roughn.ess, Timon of Athens lacks 

the appeal of other Shakespearean tra&;edies, chiefly because of the 

nature cf its prota£Sonist. Py choosing Timon, history's first and 

greatec~t misa."lt.hrope, t.o be the subject of a tragedy, Shakespeare 

attempted to drama.tize a state of mind which by definition is repu}~nant 

t.o virtually every htu-nan being. \'lhile some rr.ight pity a man on acco'Jnt 

of the ci.rcu>'ltstances which br-ouP:ht about his misanthropy, or even adrr.ire 

his fearless denunciation of human wickedness, the misanthrope's whole

sale repudiation of mankind tends to evoke a contemptuous or derisive 

reaction. As a r(>sult, a misanthropic character is better suited to a 

comic treatment, where the audience is given the chance to laugh at 

his outlook even whila it acknowledges the merits of his case against 

mankind. Such a treatment occu.."s in Holi'ere t s play, Le Misanthrope. 

Time and again t~e mis~nthropic Alceste vigorously indicts society for 

its h;y-pocrisy and frivolcusr.ess, D.nd in nearly every case his L"'l<Uct
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ments are borne out by the behaviour of his fellow characters. Yet 

in the end Alceste becomes a ridiculous figure whose stubborn refusal 

to tolerate human frailty is contrasted to the more humane views of 

his friend Philinte, the one character whose virtues are rewarded with 

success in love. In a perceptive analysis of the alienation produced 

by two d~·a.rnn.tic presentations of misanthropy, Paul G. Zolbred summarizes 

the problem in this way: 

In their hi?,h~inded scorn ••• (they) are heroic, for they 
hate the riq,ht things: perfidy, hypocrisy, inconsistency. 
But these things thev hate are the abstract products of vices. 
And (thev) JMY.e the mistake of also hating the people \'tho 
practise these vices, v>'hich is whr3re their herois."'ll ends. They 
cannot endure the imperfections of hwnan beings. Like Don 
Q.uixot'3, thev are ad..":lire1.ble vtheP. t.he~r express their ideals, 
but theY are frustrated a:1d appear foolish when they try to 
convert these ideals into deeds.25 

Zolbred's conclusion inad-rertently touches upon another, more 

practical consideration, for in attempting to convert his ideals into 

deeds, the misanthropic also tends to become theatrically borDl~. Since 

the essence of drama is conflict, there would, at first glance, appear 

to be little difficulty b. dramatizing misanthropy, for the misanthrope 

is clearl:,r in conflict with the whole of mankind. Yet a dramatist 

who seeks to build a play round a confir.med misanthrope soon faces the 

problent of inteo:ratin~ the character into a suitably varied dramatic 

action. For one thing, the misanthrope js primarily a static figure 

who expr<:sses his hatred in long denunciations of human perfidy. More

over, his repudiation of mankind is so absolute that it rules out the 

possibility of further character development, such as a growth of self

knowledrse or the achievement of a more bal!lnced perspective on the world. 

Consequently, the playwright m:.1st find some way of preventin~ his play 

http:deeds.25
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from der;ene:ratint:; int0 a borinP: scri~:Js of J.on~-winded declamations, or 

a chain of repetitioJ.s episodes in which v:.-trious specim<ms of humanity 

are b:rou~ht onstal\e to suffer the misanthrope's abuse. Naturally, the 

difficul.tics increase '.'/'hen, as in thEl case of Timon, the misanthrope 

becomes the centre of attention. Unless they are successfully o'lercome, 

these dorarr..atureical problems will combine ''lith tho audience's predis

position towards hostility to destroy any chance of a sympathetic reaction. 

In this thesis I propose to examine Shakespeare's treatment of 

misanthrcpy in ~lli•O~'. qf AtheQ§_ in the light of the conclusions I have 

just drawn. In th~ first two chapters I outline Elizabethan attitudes 

to misanthropy and to the Timon story as they ap:rear in contemporary 

non-dramatic sources. I indicate that the story of the arch-misanthrope 

was undo~btcdly familiar to a significant proportion of Shakespeare's 

audience, since it appeared in a wide variet~r of works. I also ronclude 

that the av-erafSe man's natural predisposition towards hostility was 

at that time intensified by an overwhelming tendency to treat misanthropy 

as a mo:rally reprehensible attitude or a symptom of insanity. In an age 

which looked uron the Timon story as an outstanding example of human 

beastliness,any attempt to treat the character sympathetically obviously 

faced formidable difficulties. I also exr..mine an interesting tendency 

on the part of a few Elizab8than •..rriters to ridicule the misanthrope's 

outlook by as~ociating him eithe:r literally or metaphorically with the 

character of the Fool. This connection appears most vividly in the work 

of Robert Armin, the actor for whom Shakespeare created the roles of 

Feste, la.vatch and Lear's Fool. The third chapter examines two non

Shakespeare~n plays that contain misanthr9pes, Greene's J&mes IV and 
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the anonymous }jmon Play. Althou~h neither can be called a dramatic 

masterpiece, they both contain interestinr; examples of the problems 

facin~ the playwright who seeks to bri11~ a misanthrope onstage. In 

the fourth chapter I glance briefly at a mnnber of Shakespearean 

characters who exhibit misanthropic tr.'3.its but whose funccion in their 

respective plays makes their behaviour acceptable. Chapters V and VI 

deal with t;t·:o instances of the successful integration of misanthropic 

characters, Jaques in As You Liks It, an1 Thersites in T~oilus anq 

Cressida. In both cases the misanthrope receives a predominantly coffiic 

treatment, and occupies a subordinate position as a commentator on the 

prirrtary action. Finally, I provide a detailed study of Timon of Athens, 

in an attempt to show that Shakespea:ce has made ev3ry effort to over

come the di..fficulties of presenting the arch-misanthrope as a tragic 

protagonist. Although I fil1d his treatment of the Timon stor,y unique 

among contemt:ora.ry Renaissance depictions of misanthropy, I conclude 

that the play remains a dramatic failure. 

http:contemt:ora.ry
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II 


DIDAC1 IC B1\CKGROUND 

'I'he Renaissance vimJ" of human nature has become such a familiar 

thame of scholarly research and appraisalt that I will offer here only 

a brief s1.1mmary of its essential features as a foundA-tion for a 

discussion of conta~porat7r attitudes to misanthropy. To put it sL~ply, 

man '\'Tas sean as a bein~ of contra.dictions. On the one hand, he ''~'as a 

creature of supreme dignity and apparently limitless potential, God's 

last a.nd greatest creation, made :i..n His o'\'m ima~e and placed on earth 

to rule all other creatures and to fSlorif.'y his Haker. Possessing the 

divine gift o.f a rational soul, h<3 occupind a place only slir;htly 

inferior to tha.t of the angels lr1 a universe that was seerningly desi~ned 

expressly for his benefit. As one conteoporary source emphatically put 

it: 

There is nothing more certaine than this, that all thinr;:3 .,.,hat
soever eit~er the e:re can behold, or tr.·8 care heJ.re, were 
cre3.t.ed for th~?. be11efit, profit, and use of r;.an 5 and that he 
was ~~de excellent above all th~1gs to rule over them.2 

Indeed, as the follo;.;in~ extract rather inr;eniously demonstrates, :nan 

was thought to e:nbod.v within himself all t.he chara<'teristi.cs o!.' this 

universE>: 

Han in this world is, as he were the center or epitome of :>.11 
creatures: )'or severa.ll creatures liYe in severall elem.'"nts, 
as water-fowlcs and fishes in the water, Birds in the ayre, 
Beastes upon the earth. 3ut man enjo;res all these: with his 
head hee lookes up to Heaven, with his minde hE' lookes in-'.:,o 
Heaven, \tith his feet hee 'l:ralkes uron the earth, his arme:s 
keepe th~~ ayre, as the bird flyes, with his e.ves hee contem
plateth hoaven and oarth, and all s'.lblunarie things, hee hath 
an eesence as 0ther bodies: produ<:eth hi.s SE:ede as Plants, his 
bones a:;:-e like stones, his hlr_•od like. the springs in the channels 
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of the eaY'th, his hayre like the grasse the orm.ment of the earth, 
&cc., h':'!e lives like a Plant, flourisheth as a Tree . . .Beside, 
some creatures _9-re onely, as Starres: some ~and live, as 
Plants: some ~' 1-i:..Y.£, and have ::3e~, as Beastes: some under 
standin~, as Am'cls: all these concurre in r.-1an. . . . 3 

In short, this optimistic vie't: of man praised him as the divinely-

appointed heir to limitless knowled~Se: 

I let no man to sli1~, and set f0rth the praises and ~reatnesse of 
the Spirit of man: th~ capacitie, vivacitie, quicknesse thereof: 
let it be called the :iJEa'!e of the livinr:; God, 3. taste of the 
inunortall S'Jbstance, a streame of the Divinitie, a celestiall 
ray, -...rhereunto God hath r:;ivcn reason as an animated stelle to move 
it by· rule and measure, and that it is an inst:rurr.ent of a 
compleat ha:::-rnonie: that b~r it there is a kinde of kindred 
bet;.rixt God er:.l m3.n, . . . to be brief, that t~err: is nothinp; 
l!reat. ~1pon the earth but me.n, nothin.r! l!reat in man but his 
spirit: i!' a man ascend to it, he ascendeth abov·e the heavens.4 

However, the R.enaissance also held another view of mankind, a vie'll based 

upon the teachings of orthodox ChY'istianity. Because he had vrilfully dis-

obeye:l. God's c0mmands, Adam caused. humanity to lose all but a vestig;e of 

its reasonir.!! ability, and subjected himself and his descendants to a 

multitude of corruptins;s passions. This degeneration of postlapsarian 

man became a favourite theme of several Renaissance moralists, and it 

comrr,only took the form of a svstematic survey of human misery from cradle 

to ~rave--a survev tihich demonstrated the many ways in which man had 

become worse off than the beasts.J
r: 

Here the idea of man's potential 

greatness was '..lsed merely to hei~hten the ma~nitude of his de~eneration. 

Hence, the R.enaissance view of human nature involved a cu::-ious juxta

position of these two contrastin!'; opinions, often in the same work. From 

this juxtaposition man emerges at best as a creature of bewildering 

complexity: 

U.:m is a c::-eature of all others the most hard to be sounded 
and knm-1en, f,..)l' he is the most double and artif:Lciall, covert 
and co1mt~rfeit 1 and there are in him so many cabinets and 
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blind corners, from whence he comes forth sometimes a man, 
sometL~es a satyre: ... all his carriage and motion is a 
perpetuall race of errours: in the morning to be borne, in the 
evening to die~ sometimes in the r3.c1<:e, sometimes at libertie: 
sometimes a 1=:od, someti.'1te3 a flie ~ hee lau~hs and weeps for one 
and the 3ame thing: he is content and discontent: he will, and 
he will not: and in the end he k~owes not what he will: now he 
is filled with joy and ~lad~esse that he can not stay within 
his O'tme skinne, and presently he falleth out with h:L~selfe, 
nay dares not trust himselfe. . . . 6 

Sir Joh!1 Davies' poem Nosce Teipsum best reflects the ambivalent Yiew 

of humanity held by so many of the period's moral philosophers. 

I know my Bodl' s of so fraile a kinde, 
As force without, feavers within c-3.nn kill: 
I know thA heavenly nature of my minde, 
But, tis corrupted both in wit and 'trill: 

I know my So11le hath power to know all thL~~s, 
Yet is she blind an1 ignorant in all: 
I know I em one of Natm•es litl.e kin<;s, 
Yet to the least and vHest thintSS arn thrall. 

I know my life's a paine, and but a span, 
I know my Sense is mockt with every th_i_ng: 
And to concludej I know m7 selfe a ~A.n, 
Tl'fhich is a proud and yet a wretcheq thine:. 7 

But if the;v tended towards pessimism in their view of man's 

nature, Elizabethan moralists never went so far as to conde~~ humanity 

outright. The reason was simple: to do so would have been blasphemous. 

The degeneration brou~ht about by the Fall did not erase the fact that 

man was formed in God's image. Therefore, if one were to hate man, he 

' would be indirectly expressing a hatred of God Himself. Horeover, man's 

reasonin~ powers had survived the Fall, and, thou~h severely diminished 

~~d beset by the conflic~ing passions of· the will, they still enabled 

him to asrire tc the divine ~oodness which it was his very nature to 

desire. 8 Hence it was necessary, as the following passa~e points out, 

t.o j~1dge h11nunity accordin;s to its potential rather than its performance: 
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Hee that desireth to know the use of any instrument, as of 
a sa"fr, he must not judge of it by the rust that hath eaten 
int0 it, or that it is defaced, or broken by some chance, 
but bJr the whole teeth, scoured. cleane, and fit to cut, 
even as it cao~e O'lt of t.hr; artificers shop. So likewise 
must l'lee judrre of a :ma.n; not esteeming his end, and greatest 
good, of hi~ blindnes, of his ifSncrance, of his ivickeclnesse, 
and such like that are come uppon hi1n: but of the excellencie, 
of the goodnesse, of the bri~htnesse, "\·therewith he was at the 
first end'Jed of th·3 Create:&:-. 9 

Finally, a."ld most :important, the entire doctrine of Christ's atonement 

for n~n's sin rested upon the assumption that for all his many faults, 

mankind was still accounted worthy of divine grace. Consequently, even 

the most severe indictments of hmnan degeneration were tempered by the 

assertion that they were desi~ed. not to condemn man outright, but to 

rem.i.nd him of his utter helplessness without divine grace. Perhaps the 

best exc..mple of this occurs in the •..rorks of Hontaigne. lilr,erever his 

true syl!lpathies lay, he nevertheless justified his clever and far-

reaching attad~ on human vanity ~'lholly in terms o.f orthodox Christian 

sentiment: 

The men.nes I use to suppresse this frenzie, and which seemeth 
the fittest for mv ptU-r.ose, is to bruze, to crush, and trample 
this pride and fier-cenesse of nan under·-foote: and violently 
to pull out of their hands, the silly Nearons of their reason, 
to make them 3too-pe, and bite and snarle on the ground, under 
the aucthoritie and reverence of Gods 1'.ajestie. 10 

Of all prominent Renaissance thinkers, ocly 11achiavelli was prepared 

to go any further in his denunciation of many and the furor raised by 

his viel-ts only testifies to their uniqueness. 

Renaissance moralists rainforced this religious argument with 

appeals to the ancients to shm'l that ma'l was by nature a creature who 

found it impossible to survive without the company of his fellows. 

Citi<"'H!; Plato, Aristotle, Cicero and others, they pointed out how human 
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love ber;ins with the self and radiates outward through the various 

ties of family and country to a general love of all mankind.ll The 

French "•n·iter Nicolas Coe.ffeteau explains it this way: 

Above all they [men] have aJ1 inclination to love their like, 
being a thing v!hich nature teacheth us deeply, that resemblance 
ingenders Lov~-' not one~v amon~ men, but also amon~ other 
creatures.••. Such po1.,rer hath resemblance to unite affections, 
the which 'fie In11St beleve is most rovrerful in rn.--:m, who can have 
no sweeter conversatio11 then vrith his like. The reason why 
every nan loves his like, is, that man loving passionately 
abovg other things, loves consequently any thin!! that hath 
corresponcy [sic] with him: so as respectin~ him whom he 
loves as another himselfe, hee cannot but bee inflamed 't-rith 
this consideration.l2 

rurthennore, as t~at champion of Anglicanism, Richard Hooker, demonstrates, 

there is no earthly substitute for human companionship: 

Betweene men an1 beastes there is no possibilitie of sociable 
corrmrunion: because the welsprinP: of that corrJnunion is a 
nat~rall deli~ht which W3n hath to transfuse from h~~selfe 
into others, and to receive from others into himselfe, especially 
those things wi1erein the excellencie of his kinde doth most 
consist. The chiefest instrur.1ent of humane communion therefore 
is speech, be:ause thereby we irr,part mutually one to another the 
conceiptes of our reasonable understandi.'1~. And for that cause 
seein~ beasts are not hereof capable, for as much as with thErn 
wee can use no such conference, ••. it is of Adam said that 
amongst the beastes Hee found not for himselfe anz reeete 
companion. 13 

Thus contemporary treatises on human conduct stress the need·for man to 

live Hithin the bounds of a civi.l society and to do all that is in his 

power to help his fellows. A most succinct example of this idea is to 

be found in the little work entitled The Dignitie of Han, written by 

Anthony Nixon and published in 1612. This book, which takes the form 

of a catechism, and is obviously intended for a wide reading public, 

contains all the Elizabethan commonplaces concernin~ mankind and his 

proper ec:..rthl:-;r conduct. After assertinQ; man's twofold duty towards God 
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311d h-~~., nei rt~:bor, Nixon outl:':..nes the latter in this way: 

9. 'I'(N'lrds our :Jeir:hbour, what? 
A To love him as vi'3E' love our selves: For Duty is the 

('nd >'lhcre:.mto ?r:'.t~~:2 tendeth: All things are made for 
M1n, and ~an for Lne benefite of Xqn: Hee liveth most 
happily w~(as 1ittle as may beeiliveth to him selfs.l4 

Other writers enlar~e upon this theme, pointing out that manrs lmre 

for. his ~ellows is one of the chief distin~uishing features between 

humanity and the beasts. Sir Francis Bacon in his essay "Of Goodnesse 

and Goo<i'1esse of Nature" is most emphatic on this point. Though he 

recommends a certain degree of caution in the bestowing: of ~?,enerosity 1 

heo states: 

Take Goo~:l:0_:2. ir. this sense. the aff'cctinC! o: the ,.,eal 
of men, vthich is, that the Grecia!l~ ~::>,11 Phi1a::t+.hrop:.i-=-~· 
Thi3 nf all vertURS is the ~reatest~ bejng the Ch~racter of 
the Deitv: ,'lnd. without lt., man is a busie, mischecvc,us, 
't<:retch~d--thin~: no b'9t~er then a kin-1 of ve:rndr~e.l5 

'I'his philant.hrcp;,r net only d:btin.!!,Uishes m.?.n from the animals: but 

also prompts him towards 3. lii'e of ideal virtue. The following entry 

in Robert Cawdery' s }'rea~:l'.l:rie or Storehouse cf Similes r·eflects the 

contemporary beliogf in its power: 

Like 2.s p~·ide oppresf'eth love, provoketh disdaine, 

kir.dlc-~h :nalice, con.Lcundeth Justice, and at len;;;th 

subver-:-,eth states: Even so Hum3.nitie stirreth up affection, 

au.:pi10Ilteth d.r:ti.tif.:~ maintaineth love, supporteth ecr.litie, 

and most soundly rreserveth Cities and Co,mtries .16 


Consequently, the truly virtuous m.g,n was obli~ed to remain a.111ong his 

felloi'IT t-eings if only as an example to them of the proper way to live: 

And beca11se he knoweth that he is not borne to himsel fe alone, 
but to ciYill sociE'tie and conversation, anJ to the good of 
ot~ers~ as well as of himselfe, he therefore doth his erdeavour 
with all c~r~ and dilligence so to car~r hi~selfe in words and 
deed:>, as he might be a ratterne ani example to other~ of see.1ll.y 
and vo·tc:ous sreeches and honest actions, an:! do t.l:'?lll all the 
good 1-:e CO'lld in rcduc::..na; them to a ~ood and commendable forme 
of life.l7 
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Indeed, as the fr;llo:-t:i ~t<Z: eA.-tract, from. Ect.;ard Tapsell's The Hou?_~ 

£lolce~...2£ Pe~:.fect Ban (1610) der.::onstrates, the achievement of human 

perfection is impossibl•J ;,-:;_;;:Cent the bwolvement of society. 

Thc!"c be fo1.i"<: ~hinr;s whereby a man is declared a perfect man: 
Fi::-st, \!L~::.k<1c, \•The!'eb.v he teacheth himselfe ani others. 
Secon1l;r, f;,:;'r;::--::;-:;'':r..c., l>lhereby he ruleth Limselfe e-nd others. 
Thirdl:v, Fr·:.:.::;::.--;..l~V ar.d L:tbo'-lr, whercbv he provideth for 
himselfe & c·~:: r:rs. Fourthly, LibernJ.ity and He':'r~ie, whereby 
he feedeth i::i.:r.::,<~1fo and others. All these m.ak:; a perfect 
man, e.~d 1: i tr>.')ut then., our perfection is i.Inperf e·~tion and 
lamE'r1t::sse. ::.8 

In short, E.Uz.absthan moralists firmlv believed that the maintenance 

of man's prope!' tc::nporal conduct depended upon his willingness to live 

with and for his follow beings. Their position is neatly summarized 

in this extract from the 1570 ejitio:'l of Domini~ Hanci'l'l'~ Birour of 

Good Eaners: 

'de be not borne onely fer C'l!" pr:lv-:=J.te profite, 

But eche man is botmde anot;i.er for 'to succour, 

For as prudent Plato playn0 dcth r~corde an::i vtrite, 

One man for another is b:.Jrnf~. ·':!YP.ry houre 

And time to he ready, refusJ.n;z n0 labc•ur 

To co.ufort, to counse11 and s'.lceoc:.r one another, 

Both true, ~~ad and ready as brother ~~to brother. 


Unreasonable beastes ofte ti·nes do this same, 

Then mucb.e more 5houlde JM.n to man be profitable, 

Or els if he be not he greatly is to blame: 

That. is a foule vila:vnB an::i churle aborr • .ina.bl.e 

Whiche to his own person is onely charitable, 

And on his or:el7 profite doth onely muf:>e and thinke, 

Cnr:i.n~ for none other whether they flete or sinke .19 


In the nreceding discussion I have set out to establish two 

facts~ first, that whatever they had to say about its faults, 

Rena:tssar,ce moralists acknowledl!,ed the inherent worth of ht11113.nity: 

and se'=ondly~ that they looked upon man as a creature born to live 

within a s0ciety and to contribute activel;y- to the well-being of his 
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fellows. These facts obviously influenced Renaissance attitudes to 

any individual who refused to abide by S'~Ch conventional beliefs. 

Such an ind~.vid1Jal was Timon of Athens, history's first known misanthrope. 

English dictionaries of the six~eenth and early seventeenth 

centuries define a misanthrope as 11he who hateth man", or "he that 

hateth man's company". 20 !<lost of' them illustrate their definition 

with a r.~ference to the story of Timon }asanthropos. Since nearly all 

contem?arary references to misanthropy do the same, it becomes impossible 

to discuss Renaissance attituC.es towards the misanthrope without 

mentionin~ TL~on. Indeed, as the followins discussion will demonstrate, 

the av~or<u;e El.izab~?than' s :iJnpression of a r.nisanthropic character stemmed 

entirely from what he kn~w about the career of its namesake. 

The standard Elizabetl1an version of the Tirr.on stor-J is derived 

from this extract from Plutarch's Life of Marcus Antonius: 

This !imon was a citizer1 of ATHE:JS, that lived about the war:ce 
of PELOPONriESUS, ae appeareth by Plato and !; ristonhA>nes 
comedies; in the which they mocked him_, callin<:; him a. viper, 
an1 malicious man \L"lto mankind, to sh1.mne all other mens 
companies, ~ut the companie of yotm~ Alcibiades, a bolde and 
insolent youth, whom he would greatly feast, and ruake much of, 
and kissed hi..~ verie glc:.dly. ~J25'.2f.antu.:?_ wondering at it, asked 
him the cause what he ment to rr.ake so much of that young man 
alon3, an::i to hate all others: Tirr:on ansv.,ered him, I doe it 
said he, because I kn<)W that one da.v he shall doe great 
mischief unto the ATHENIANS. This Timon somtimes would have 
~pemantus in his Cv~p~~ie, beCdUSe he was much like of his 
nature & conditions, ~nd also followed him in manner of life. 
On a time '\>Then they so1e.'1l111y celebrated the feasts called CHOAE 
AT ATHE!'JS, ...and that they two then feasted together by 
t~emselves, ~eB~ntu~ saied unto the other: O, hecre is a 
trim bar.quet Ti~~· !k~ answered againc, yea, sayd he, so 
thou '\orert not heer. It is reported of him al&o, that this 
Timon on a tiine (the peop.:i.e being assembled in the market 
place. about the di.spatch of some aff::l.ires) got up into the 
pulpit for ord.t.ior.s~ • • . and sile!'lce beinr~ made, every man 
listnin.g to heare •;hat he would say, because lt was a. wonder 
to see him ~ that place, at len~h he beg~! to ~peake in this 
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manner. Ny I.ordes of ATHE~,;s, I have a litle yard ]n my house 
where there grow.r:;th a fi£ne trE.e, on the which many citizt:ms 
have hangd themselves: & because I mcane to n:ake some buil·:ling 
on the place, I thou~~t good to let you all un0erstand it, 
that before the fi~ tree be cut downe, if any of you be 
desperate, you may th~re in tine goe hang your selves. He 
died in the citie of !LA.LES, a.nd 'tlas burled upon the sea side. 
Now it chanced so, that the se1. 2;ettinJ?; in, it compassed his 
t.ombe round about, that no :nan could come to it; and upon t.he 
same was written this Epitaphe: 

Heere g_es §i 'l;·rretched corse, of ~_:2h0~~ ,20'Jle bereft, 
Seeke not .!N': na."!le: §: :J.ague con~ :Y5Sl v~:i.\:ked 

wrctch~.:s }.eft. 
It is reported, that Ti1non hir.lself when-;;~- lived-made this 
Epitath: for that which is comnonly rehearsed was not his, 
but made bv the Poet Calli.n:achus: 

Heere ~ 1. T:i7r..on ~..;ho aliy...§_ 2-Jl Jiving rr.en di.Q hate, 
Passe Q;J:::, ~p.d .£.1.l_r~e thz tJll: but passe, and stay 

21not heere thy gate. 

have quct.ecl this well-known extract in its entirety because these 

four epi::>odes the,t demonstrate tbe extent of Ti.mon.'s misanthropy 

reappear time ancl a...;ain in the wo1·ks of Elizabethan mo1•ali.r.t s to 

reinforce their condemnation of such behaviour. Horeover, these writers 

occasionally made si~nificant changes in these episodes--changes that 

may well have affectAd their readers' idea of the arch-mjsa~thrope. 

From what has been said earlier about the Renaissance belief 

i11 the value of human society7 the misanthrc,pe obviously stood condemned 

for his solitary hacits. \fhile thay acknowledged its value as a help 

to the proper contemplation of virtue, most writers contended that the 

voluntary reti:rement from human society was both dangerous and unhealthy. 

For one thing, it was often a symptom of melancholy, and the indulgence 

of it only worsened the disease. In Stephana Guazzo's Civile Convers~tion 

a physician diagnosing a young gentleman's illness explains the effects 

of solH.arincss this 'lt;ay: 

Your evill cvzr.meth of the false imaginatio::1 you have by meanes 
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whereof . . • ·o>~ith pleasure, you purchase your death. . • . 
For, thinkin~ to rec~ive solace by meanes of a solitarie 
life, voa fil you-::- selfe f11l of ill hu:nors, '\"lhich take roote 
in you, and there l:Le in uaite readie to search out secrete 
and solita.rie places conforr:Ja.ble to their nature, & to flie 
all mirth and companic: and as hiddE:n fla1nes by force kept 
downe are most ardent, so these corrupt humors, covertlie 
lurkL~~, with more force consume, and destroie the faire 
pallace of your mind.22 

Persisting in the habit deprives man of his humanity: 

For some by remai;:1ing inclosed in their voluntarie rrisons, 
become ill favoured, leane, forlorne and filled full 
of putrified bloud: b:r meanes whereof, their life and 
manners coma to corruption. Insomuch that some take 
after the nat'.lre of savage beasts. 

And therefvrn it may justlie be .:;ayd, that who so leaveth 
the civile s0cietie to nlace h:imselfe in some solita.rie 
desert, taketh, as it \'lere, the forme of a beast, and in a 
certffi."le manner putteth upon himselfe a brutish nature. 23 

In The Ana.tcmie of Eelancr.oly Robert Burton is even more specific in 

l:inkmg the indul;:sence of sclitari.l'less wit.h the developnent of 

misanthropy: 

These wretches degenerat from men, and from sociable creatures, 
become beasts, monsters, in!'mrr.a.ne, ugly to behold, 1-as.n..nt!yroJ?..i:: 
th~y do even lothe the.i"!lselves, & hate the company of men, as 
so many Timons. Nebuchadnessars: by too much indulging to these 
pleasjng humors, and throu~h their owne default.24 

As Roger Baynes points out in The Praise of Solitarinesse (1577), only 

the truly wise rr.an may profit from solitariness, and in doing so he 

does not absent hi.'1lself totally from human fellowship, but cultiv-c~.tes 

instead a withdrawal of the mind for the contemplation of goodness. All 

other forms of voluntarr withdrawal lead only to the fostering of 

malignant thoughts. 25 To quote Guazzo again: 

And. hereof we have to concl'lde, that even as he which abandoneth 
(the) active life, to imbrace the contemplative, meriteth rraise: 
so he which being ~ the active life refuseth companie, not upon 
c..nie }lonest occ2.sion, but either for the hate he beareth to men, 
either throt!~h laz;~r slout.hfulnesse, either through distrust in 
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hirr.selfe, or for so:ne other de~ect, shrinketh aside into 
solitarinesseJ is greatlie to bee reprehenrted.26 

Naturally cnou~h Timon was often used as an example of what men 

became through a life of solitariness. The previously quoted extract 

from Burtvn's Anatomie of Helancho]_x linked his name with that of Nebuchad

nezzar, the Biblical King of Bab;;do:1. who lived as a beast for seven years~? 

William Painter's account of Ti:'r.on i.·1. The Pallace of Pleasure is even IP.ore 

unflattering: 

All the beastes of the worlde, do applye themselves to other 
beasts of the:rrr ldnd, }iE:QT< of .!..thRt;..£2_ onely excepted, • • • 
becat:se hee WGs a man but by s:v=•!)e onely, in qnalities, hee 
was the capitall ene::nic of mani~5-'1.dej whj.ch he confessed 
franckel:v uttArly to ahhorre a!"'.r1 hate. He ffi"elt alone in a 
little c:abane in the fields not fu.rre from Athenes, separated 
from all neit:;hbou;:•s an.j cmn.nany: he never >'lente to the cit.ie, 
or to any oth8r habitatle pl~ce, exce~t h~ were constraynsd: 
he ~onld not abide a-:1y m.c:.ns co:n.pany and conversation: he was 
never se~n to ~oe to any rr~nnes house~ ne yet would suffer 
thtm to come to hifl.28 

Painter then goes on to cite T.L':l.on's reply to Apernantus as further 

proof of Timon's beastly solitariness: 

\•Therein he shewed heM like a beast (in deede) he was. 
For he cculd not abide any other m'>.n, beinr:;e not able 
to suffer the company of him, which was of like nature.29 

Most other wo..~ks follow substantially the same pattern. There is, 

however. one interestin£; exception in Baynes's Praise of SolJ-tarinesse, 

where the author uses the Timon story to prove the impossibility of 

complete withdra>-ral from human society: 

So that a wis~ oughte by no meanes to ban;~rshe thys comfortable 
frieDdshin~ from ~is S0lit~ri2 ~~elllng, neither ~~Y he if he 
woulde, fox• fricndshin creepcth, I kno\'l not by what meane, unto 
the sec:;;•ete dealings of all kinde of people, • • • for thouJSh 
some rr~n may be found of naturP. so savage, that he abhorreth all 
company, as at ~thenes one Tii::o!}_ 1vas so ::-eported, yet can he not 
endure to be still alo:1.e, 1nt that, eithe:• one or another he must 
needly have, to whome he may utter the crookednesse of his nature.30 

http:nature.30
http:nature.29
http:Ti:'r.on
http:reprehenrted.26


25 

But mont other references follo..,.; Painter's lead in stressing the 

brutish effects on the misanthrope of his self-imposed isolation. At 

best, this idea receiYes only passine: attention in the classical 

original, where there is no mention of Timon's livint; in the midst of 

a wilderness among wild animals. It seems that in their efforts to 

show the solitary Timon as a. creature deprived of all humanity, 

Renaissance moralists were content to make the necessary changes in 

31Plutarch's story.

It goes without sayin~ that the misanthrope was also roundly 

cursed for his bitter unqualified hatred cf mankirtd. Except where it 

was rig.nteously directed apainst vice, the e11otion of hatred was 

generally held to be a purely destructive feeling, utterly useless to 

the promotion cf Yirtue. As the folloWil'1g quotation demonstrates, this 

was thought to be particularly true of the hatred of men. 

As kites or Ravens C'ln neither n1ore or lesse hurt a living 
Body, but work their tyranny on the dead: So h~e that hateth 
any 1'-Ian, lookes onely upon his dead Vices, and never lifts 
up an eye to his good and vertuous Actions. 32 

For this reas0n The French Aca~enie contains this warning against 

believing in the views of philosophers like Heraclitus wid Democritus 

who adopted a misanthropic outlook: 

The opinions of these philosophers ... , who being destitute 
of t.he light of God, and of true religion have no other 
found5.tion but their owne humane and w~ake discourses, are to 
be rejected for inclosir1g all rr,ankind in such a vile and abject 
estai:.e.33 

Another writer specifically warns p~inces against misanthropy for very 

practical reasons: 

And even as love is very requisit in a prin.1e, so say I also 
that hatred doth 't'iell become h:im. I meane not the hating of 
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any particular person, or of all in rrenerall, after the maner 
of 1'_iroon of Athens, 1•rho naturc.lly did hate all w.en, • • • for 
such kind of hatred is danc;erous in a prince, by reason of his 
overfSreat pow~r, which vlOuld be the cause of the destruction 
of infinit men.34 

Several moralists sought to undermine the misanthrope's viewpoint by 

ascribing it either to a disease of the mind or to some highly suspect 

personal motive. As I mentionBd earlier, the disease of melancholy was 

frequently cited as a cause of misanthropy. Analyses of the disorder 

appear in numerous medical treatises on the subject, among the most 

succL~ct of which is this extract from Coeffeteau's Table of Human 

Passions: 

Melancholly I-Iatreq growes from the great aboundance of adust 
choller, the whi~h doth so torment and asitate those miserable 
wretches i'rhich are afflicted there''lith, as they abhorre all 
the honest pleasures of life, fly the lif:ht of men, and wish 
evill unto the;nselves, for as they cannot indure to bee seene, 
neither will they speake to any r:-.an, but seeke deserts & 
solitary !-'laces, vthere thev confine the.!nselves, and consume 
themselves with the discontent and Hatred they beare to mankind: 
like unto that cursed :f;.then:i.an, who had conceived such a mortal 
Hatred against all men, as he i.lr:1e;ined it i'las not in his power 
to binde his felloN Citizens unto him more strictly, but jn 
plantin~ of trees which mi~ht serve the~ as Gibbets to hang 
themselves. 35 

From this sort of analysis Timon and his kind emerge as mentally deranged 

victims of melancholy fantasies, to be looked upon with wonder and 

abhorrence. Those who believe him to be sane preferred to depict the 

misanthrope as a mali~nant bein~ consumed with pride, envy or both. 

The twisted pride of misanthropy is described in an extract from a 1630 

treatise on courtesy by Richard Brathwait. In recommending discretion 

in the choi.ce of friends, Brathwait &Sives this description of what he 

calls "Timonists": 

These for the most part are Hale-contents, and affect nothing 
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less than what. is ~enec•ally plea. sinK,. • • • For disposition 
they are like the Antipodes lL.'1to c:s, opposing themselves 
directly against us in all our courses .••• For they imagine, 
there can be no truth, but what they professe. They proclaime 
defiance to the world, saying: Thou miserably deluded world> 
thou embracest pleasure, wee restraine it. Thou for pleasure 
dost all thin7.r, :'lee nothing. • • . Such was this T~'T,on from 
whose name wee entitle t!-lose fro~·rr:inr: friends, who can hardly 
be true friends to any, bein~ so Ofrposite and repu~nant to 
all. • • . rnfit therefore was this Ti~ for the AcguaL'1tance 
of man, who prcfest hirr,selfe so mortall and irreconcilable an 
enernie to the sociablest and entirest Acquaintance of man.36 

References to the misanthrope's envious nature are more plentiful. 

Thomas RoP,ers, for instance, offers this description of those affected 

by "ill iv'y11": 

And those which are affected with this q'la:.J.tie, as they hate 
all men, so are thev loved of ~(me: and as they can take no 
delight at anies welf<:re, so for their crooked and overthwart 
dealin~s, none taketh pleasure in them. One may easily knC'.Fe 
them, for they are in lookes gr:iJr.:ne, in talke snappishe, in 
behaviour unci"lrile, and in opinion perverse. Such were do~?,i.she 
DioP:enes, Heracli.t"t:£_J and Timon of AtheD.§., uncivile persons: and 
for their straun:ze manners, termed h9.ters vf men .37 

Rogers later cites an incident out of Plutarch to sl1ow the extent of 

Timon's envy. 

Amongst all envious person3 • • • none hath bene so much 
reprehended for the same as ;v-as Timon o~_Athens. For he 
cou.lde away with none, but;. onely with Alcib.b.des: and 
beinQ; asked of Anc;:-antu.§. why envi:mg; (sicJall ethers, he 
so favoured him, answered, that therefore he did love and 
acccmpt of him, because he perceived the disposition of 
Alcibiades to be such as he should in tyrr,e be a scour~e to the 
At.henians. • • . And, as he wa.s, so are all t~1ey which are 
envious, the,y can 1yke of none but such as are causers, and 
helpers to bring those which are at rest, and as it were in 
felicitie, ir..to miseries.38 

Another writer cites an apocryphal incident from Timon's life to 

demonstrate the same point: 

Envy and hate doe com.nonly goe to;rether: so that Timon 
who enviec! good men, becaus.:J they were so good, beeing asked, 
why he hated all men; answeredj I r~te all wicked men, because 
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of their wickednesse, and I hate all other men, because they 
hate not the wicked.39 

vlhatever passion li'as thought to have overborne his reason, the mis

anthrope rr~de himself abh~rrent to the Renaissance moralist because he 

strayed from the ideal of moderation into extremes of hatred. To quote 

a contemporary essayist: 

Man is allm,ed onely the middle way, he strayest when he 
affects extre.-:1es, his Erro,Jr is punished with Deformity, 
whatsoever he performeth thus becomming disgraceful and 
unseemly.40 

Perhaps it is for this reason that many writers of the late sixteenth 

and early seventeenth c~nturies seemed prepared to go to all lengths to 

picture the misanthrope as a freak of nature. 

This brings me to a most interesting development in the fortunes 

of the T:L11on stot;r during the sixteenth century. From the previous 

discussion it is cl~ar th~t certain writers of this period re-interpreted 

incidents from the cla.ssieal original to fit their conception of Timon's 

character. Rogers' version, for example, takes the incident of Timon's 

relationship with Alcibiades from Plutarch, but surrounds it with an 

interpretation that is entirely the author's ovm. But there is one 

episode from Plutarch that undei'\-Tent an even more signficant change 

at the hands of several well-known Renaissance writers, and that is the 

story of Timon's fig tree. In the extract from Plutarch quoted earlier 

in. the chapter, (w.2l-22) the misanthrope's behaviour reveals little more 

than foul-t~npered eccentricity. The tree chanced to grow on his property, 

and many Athenians happened to have used it as a gallows. Timon's 

announcement to the asse.~bled people does not involve actual persuasion, 

for he merely advises those who intended to hang themselves to do so 
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quickly before he cuts down the tree. But John Alday's 1581 translation 

of Pierre Boaistuau's Theatrum l~nni contains quite a different account: 

And not sufficed to have man only in horror, & detestation, & 
to fly their con:pany, as the company of a fierce or cruel beast, 
but in forsaking then, he sout!ht their ruine, & invented all 
the meanes he could to extinr~u.ish hwn.:lne kind. In consideration 
whereof, he caused ntmy Gibettes to be reared in his Garden, to 
the ende that the dispaired and those that are wearie of their 
lyves, shoulde come thether to han~ themselves .41 

Barckleyfs Discourse contains the same version, virtually word for word.42 

The French Ac~de~~L~proves on the story by suggestin~ that Timon's 

efforts met 'ti:i.th success: 

Tinon the Athenian detesti~~ • • • the imbecilitie of mans 
nature, used &inploied all his skill to per~Nade his countri
men to abrid_rse J.nd shorten the course of their so miserable 
life, and to hasten the]_r end, by han~Sing themselves upon 
gicbets, which he h..ad ca.ur;ed to be set up in r;reat nurnbers, 
in a field th.:1t he bouqht for the sarr.e purpose, unto whose 
pe~swasions many ~ave place.43 

Coeffeteau's 1621 version of the story, quoted earlier L~ this chapter, 

reverts to the fig tree of the orir;inal story, but asserts that Timon 

owned a considerable number of them, and all eiZes that he purposely 

planted them for the convenience of any Athenians wishing to han~ them

selves. The result of these changes was the presentation to the 

Elizabethan reader of a considerably more sinister Timon than the surly 

but essentially passiYe fisure of Plutarch. Indeed, in his diligent 

efforts to bring about the suicide of his fellow citizens, he reminds 

44one of the fi~tre of Despair in Spenser's p0em, The Faerie Queene. 

Thi:o; interpretation of Timon's character was probably just as widespread, 

as Plutarch's if 0ne is to judge by the poptliarity of tte works in which 

it appears. For not only does it occur in the moral discourses just 

cited: it n~y also be found in certain of those collections of literary, 
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historical and moral co;nmonplac.3s that appeared in p:r-int around the end 

of the sixteenth CPntury. For example, The French Acadernie's version of 

the sto~r crops up in a 1599 collection of this sort called ~'!its Theater 

of the Li.ttle ':Torld. 45 Another example occur<> in Bel-ved~re or The Garden 

9f H~ (160:)) in the chapter "Of 1·~ and Hen". 

Timon was cal 'd the e~entie to men, 
6And would pers\·tade them to destroy them-selves.4 

Since, as I said befor~, the figure of Timon was undoubtedly synonymous 

for most Elizabethans with their idea of the misanthrope, I would suggest 

that any '"riter "'!'Tho wished to make use of a misanth:r-ope could count on 

the presence of this concept i.n the minis of his readers. 

'l'o judge from the precedincs account, the Elizabethan reading 

public must have been t,horoughly familiar with the story of Timon, for 

in one way or another it rr~de its arpearance in a wide variety of 

popular works. Accounts of his nisanthropy fi~ured not only in discourses 

on moral philosophy and treatises on. conduct, but also in medical works, 

conversational aids, commonplace books, literary anthologies, and even 

books of rhGtoric. L.? I·:oreover, a great many of the works in which it 

appeared were, according to the frequency of their publication, among 

the most popular books of the age. It is therefore reasonable to assume 

that sooner or later the fi~ure of the arch-hU.santhrope would attract 

the attentio:1 of po6ts and dranutists, many of whom abandoned the serious, 

didactic approach of the moralists for the more subtle and potentially 

devastatL~g weapon of lau~hter. 
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III 


SATIRISTS AND FOOLS: LITERARY BACKGROUND 

Allusions to Timon and to misanthropic habits occur frequently 

in the satirical poet~ of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries. For example, this epif;ram frorr: John Davies' Scourge of :?olly 

(1611) derides the idiocy of an individual who has affected a Timon-like 

love of solitariness: 

!•fcnus delir:;ht s in solitar:r Cells, 

And places most remote fr~n-a11 repaire, 

He loves t.o live whm•e Desolg,t:i.op dvrels, 

And loaths the Su:rme fo1· ligntn:..ng o<' the aire. 

Its true indedR (oosc1Jr'd) hr-: hCJ.U.'1ts the hole 

Whi-ch n0 man >-rill ..._.__nere but s~ch a
come Fools..1 

Another epip;rammatist lampoor..s thE:: bitter railin~ of "a second Diogenesn: 2 

Because Dio~enes on rootes did feed, 

Philosophs.ster turnes p~.of!enes: 


Observes his dyet, and doth st.ill proceed 

To imitate that Cynieks bitternes. 

Cals each w.an !mave he meets, bv.t be it kncwne, 

That title h~ rbth P-:iva thcra, is his owne. 

Why doth he feed on rootes contir..ually? 

Faith 1-rill you know, it is the cheapest dvet. 

1'/hy doth he taxe mens vice so bitterly? 

Because the world shoul:l j'_~d.t>:c he noth defye it. 

Well this Philosopher deserves re;.o~ard, 


Let him be jud~'d by John in Paules churchyard) 


Specific allusions to Timon reveal that the arch-misanthrope's stor:r 

was one which the Elizabethan satirical poet expected his readers to 

kno,;. For instance, two versions of Timon's epitaph appear in six

teenth-centu.:ry- collect:icns of epi~rams. Th~ earlier of the two, pub

lished in 1577, is borrowed directly from Painter: 

Hy li!'etched caitiffe daies, 

Expired now and past 


:Hy carren corps enterred here, 

Is ~raspt in grounde: 
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In welt:r;rng weves of swellynfS seas by sourges cast; 
Ny name if thou desire, 

the Gods thee doe confounde.4 

A second, more ori~inal version, published in 1598, depicts the arch-

misanthrope as a pitiable fi~ure whose w:~etchedness in death is 

hei~htened by the fact that only by dyin~S has he ma.na!Sed to obtain men's 

good will. The grim irony of the epiP,ram brings out the futility of 

Timon's attitude. 

Here I lie sealed under this stone, 
Deat~es loathsome prisoner, lifes castaway. 
v'lhich when I lived '>~as loved of none~ 
Nor lovel:r to an.v as a lJ. men can 3ay. 

Now all men for dyin~ doe lmre me, though ill, 
I would not revive to loose their good will.5 

In addition tv th€se epecific trcatr:1ents of the "histol'ical" misanthrope, 

several short poems contain casual allusions to Tirrrcn as a ~ersonification 

of the most extreme hnnan d:i.scontent. A fine exa:nple of this occurs in 

one of ~rerard Guilpin's epigrams which ridicules the discomfiture of a 

yotm~ fop who !SOt his new shoes dirty: 

Fine f;pruce yon;:; E?.nsa's growne a malcont~nt, 


A mightv malcontent though yotmg ar.d spruce, 

As heresie he shu11S all merrinent., 

And turn'd good husband 1 puts forth si~hs to use, 

Like hate-r~n ~im2Q in his Cell, he sits 

tUsted i'Iith darknes like a s:noak:r roome, 

And if he be so mad to w2lke the streetes, 

To his sights life, his hat becomes a toombe. 


Roger Sharpe uses the same idea wh"-ln describing a "variable humorist" 

whose moods veer unpredictably from one extreme to the other: 

Now hee' s extrea.:nely nerrie, and anon 

He prooves a T':V!llon,, all his mirth is fSOne; 7 


Finally, Samuel Rowlands begins his comic poem "The :Helancholie Knie;ht" 

with an allusion to Timon which quickly establishes the pose of the 
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down-at-l1eels narrator: 

Like discontent8d 1\Jnon in his Cell, 
11y braines with mela!1choly hu..-·ners swell, 
I crosse mine armes at crosses that arise, 
And scoffe bljnde F'o'=._tu1Je.~ with hB.t ore mine eves: 
I bid the world take notice I abhorre it, 
Having great !!J..~lancholy reason for it.8 

After this portentous beginning Rowlands quickly sets about to lampoon 

the Knight's misanthropy by showing it to be the product of an empty 

purse and idle, tobacco-filled daydre~~s. 

In all these allusions we fjnd the same association between 

misanthropic attitudes and melanchol::.a that appears in so many of the 

more serious prose works of the period. But the overall tone here is 

much li~Shter and more fraught with laughter. In every case the 

misanthrope is associated with some ridiculous fiP,ure whose hatred of 

the world stems from the most trivial motives. I would suggest that 

the image of "hate-man Timon in his Cell" loses much of its ferocity in 

the eyes of readers who so often saw it lampooned in this way. A further 

point emerges from an examination of the way in which Timon's name is 

introduced into each poem. In every case the figure of the arch-

misanthrope enters the peen as part of a slimU.e or metaphor, and in no 

instance is the comparison a lengthy one. As every reader knows, such 

figures of speech will have no effect unless the point of comparison is 

absolutely clear. It stands to reason, therefore, that any Elizabethan 

poet who introduced s11ch an allusion did so on the assumption that his 

readers were perfectly familiar with T~non's story and would respond 

accordin~ly to even the most curso!""'J mention of his name. 

This assumption mi~ht help to shed some liP::ht on a most puzzlinp; 



u.se cf the mis.::mthrope' s name in another of Thomas Bastard's epigra.n:.s: 

:tiJilon is sicke of seven vThich deadly be, 
And yet noL like to die for ought I see. 
He hath the fo~P,ie sinn of Ale and cakes. 
He hath the sinn of lace and fustniapes rSi..£J ' 
He hath the seein~ sinn the lwartes e;reat t st woe, 
And yet he hath tiw s:L'1n, of winke~ to. 
He hath the sparrowes sinn, & these vlhich follm'l, 
He hath, he hath, the redd sinn and the yellow.9 

There are t1·1o possible ways of interpreting this poem, dependinJS on 

who is taken to be the "Timon" Bastard satirizes. On the one hand, 

the epi~ram mi~ht refer to the misanthrope himself, for Bastard vlas 

clearly familiar witl:": the story, as his previously quoted "Epitaphium 

Timonisn proves. If this is the case, Bastard would appear to be 

indictin;s Timon for the sins which 1 ed to his disillusiorunent and sub

sequent misanthropy, si..nce th8re is little in the Athenian's life as a 

man-hatin;s hennit to justify these accusations. Given this interpretation, 

Bastard's epigram may be one of th-:>se rare Elizabethan works which 

focuses on Timon's days of prosperity, a characteristic it shares with 

the anonymous TL~on comedy and with Shakespeare's play. On the other 

hand, the object of Bastard's satire might well be a contemporary figure 

WhOJeidentity is now lost to us, but whom the poet chose to ridicule 

under the name of Timon. But this name does not commonly appear as a 

pseudonym for a ss.tiric butt; i.n fact, so far as I can determine, this is 

the only tirr.e it appesrs as such in Elizabethan satiric poetry. ~hatever 

the interpretation, the implicit moral is the same: namely, that a 

character who is JSUilty of all Seven Deadly Sins can hardly assume the 

right to attack the deprs.vity of his fellows. But here the moral rests 

upon the assumption that whoever the object of satire was, he must r4ve 
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been enou15h of a misanthrope for Eastard to call him Timon, and thus to 

make the point of his epigr~~ abundantly clear to his readers. 

Consequently, the difficulty over trTimon's" identity does not detract 

from the poem's significance as an L"'ldirect attack on misanthropy and 

a noteworthy instance of the way in which Elizabethan poets relied on 

their readers' familiarity with the Tlinon story. 

For a more complex and si~ificant indictment of misanthropy it 

is necessar::r to examine the respons& to certain recurrin~ themes in 

Elizabethan formal satire.10 In theozy, two principles distinguish the 

satirist's tirades from the railing of a genuine misanthrope. First, 

although the satirist fe~ls compelled by righteous indi~ation to launch 

a savage verbal attack upon t~e kn~\Tes and fools of his world, he protests, 

like Jaques, that he hates the vice rather than the individual who 

practices it. One of John !f.o.:rston's sati:..•es makes this point most. 

explicitly: 

Preach not the Stoickes patience to me, 
I hate no rran, but men0 ~npietie. 
Ny soule is vext, 1-1hat power will'th desist? 
Or dares to stop a sl1arpe fan~d Satyr±st? 
ifuo 'le coole m'r rar;e? whole sta;r :ny itchL"'lr; fist, 
:9ut I will plarsue ar:d torture 1.rhcm I list? 
If that. the three-fold "'alls of Babilon 
Should hedf?_e m;v ton~ue, yet I should raile upon 
This f 1J.Stie world, that now dare put in ure 
'l'o make J!=:HOVA b'lt a coverture, 
To shade ranck filth, ••• 11 

Secondly, the principal aim of satire is supposed to be a constructive 

one, for the satirist professes to correct human vice and folly by 

depicting t"be.'!l i!'l all their ugliness. He must therefore write on the 

assumption that men are capable of good, and will strive to attain it 

once they- have been shown the evil of their ways. But i.n actual practice 
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Elizabetha!l foi'l11f:l.l satires appeared to stre:;s the bitter attack rather 

than the reformative purpose. 1tlhile they paid lip service to satire's 

legit:i..rnate aims, satirists like ~.:arston, Hall, Guilpin and ~'lither 

devoted much of their time to c:.busive outbursts that would have done 

credit to T:ilnon or Apemanh1s. As one modern critic has put it: 

l,·lhat had been a literary fad based on a classical 
tradition was twisted into a savage renunciation of 
ir_lmanity itself. . • The erring vrere not educable, for 
error was the condition of their beins: [the satirist's] 
aim was not to ridicule them back into their prL~l 
virtue, but to 'snarl, rail, bark, bite' at their 
vileness. 12 

Nowhere was this misanthropic outlook more vividly expressed 

than in the satires of John 1-:arston. In his second collection, 

entitled The Scout'r~e of Villa:inie (1598), ~:arston lashed out at all 

nk~nkind with a violence born of an apparent misanthropic despair. The 

world of these satires is peopled exclusively with depraved monsters 

totally incapable of refom.ation. Under these circumstances, asks 

Marston, how can any satirist refrain from snarlinp; at the ,..,.orld? 

)'That Academicke starved Satyrist 
Would gna..,.T rez'd Bacon, or with inke black fist 
i'l'ould tosse each muck-heap for som outcast scraps 
Of halfe-d1.mF', bones to stop his yavmin; chaps? 
Or with a h1mgry hollow halfe pin 'd jaw 
l'lould once a thrice-tur"l 'd bone-pick'd subject gnavr 
1tlhen swannes of Hou..'l'ltecancks, & Bandeti 
Damn'd Driareans, sincks of villanie, 
Factors for lewdnes, brokers for the devill, 
Infect our soules with all polluting evill. 13 

Satire VII of thiR collection, "A Cynicke Satyr", displays Harston's 

satiric per~ in his most Timon-like vein. The poem opens with a 

i'a.l'Tliliar Shakespearean echo: 

!. M.a:11, ~ !!§ll, ~ }~ir e!dome for .§!. man. 

l'lhy how now currisll mad Athenian? 
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Thow Cynick dog~e, see'st not streets do ~Narme 


1tlith troupes of r.v:m? No, no, for Circ~ charme 

Hath turn 'd them all to s·~Tine: I never shall 

'rhinke those same Sa..rr.ian sawes authentical1, 

But rather I dare s.1eare, the soules of swine 

Doe live in men, for that same radiant shine, 

'I'ha.t lustre whereHith natures Naturs decked 

Our intellectuall part, that glosse is soyled 

~'lith stayninf>' spots of vile impietie, 

And muddy durt of sensualitie, 

These are no men, but ~~aritions, 


Ignes fat11~, Glm·~.TE:.:.~s., r,'ictio'ls, 

1-~ete..9.!§_, 2-atts of ]!il1_:!s, f;_.mt:l_sics, 

Colosses, Pictures, s~:ades, Resemblances. 14 


As this extract sho1-ts, Harston develops his theme in the form of a 

conversation between the disillusioned satirist and a more optimistic 

companion. 1ilhile his observations are doomed to overwheL'"Iling defeat, 

this companion voices the averase man's reaction to such misanthropic 

outbursts by calling the satirist a 11currish mad Atheniar.", a term that 

might equally v1ell apply to Timon as to Diogenes .15 The satirist's 

reply le~wes the reader in no doubt about his wholesale disgust with 

humanity. By alluding to, -.Circe, the mythical enchantress who trans
' 

formed Ulysses• men into SW"ine, !{arston emphasizes man's bestiality in 

a manner reminiscent of Apen1..antus' remark, "The strain of men's bred out / 

Into baboon and monkey" (I, i, 248-9). The satirist next turns his 

attention to individual specimens of depravity. All the conventional 

satiric butts are re:rresented here, from the be-ribboned fop and lecherous 

old ma.n to the pox-eaten bragf_!a.rt soldier. In each case the companion 

attempts to silence the satirist's misanthropic tirade by pointin~ to 

an exam.ple of apparent virtue, only to be routed by the satirist's 

e:x"Posure of the monstrosity that lurks beneath the fair outward show. 

After several such instances Narston's satirist reiterates his bleak view 
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of the world in defiance of his ~ompanion's optj~sm: 

Now raile no more at r:rr sharpe Gvnick sound 
Thou brutish 1·Torld, that :Ln all vilenes drown'd 
Hast lost thy soule, for nauf!ht but shades I see, 
Reserablances of men inhabJ.te thee. 16 

The sat:l.~e concludes ~<Tith a vivid development of an idea mentioned near 

the bef',in.'1ing of ti1e poem--the i1ea that man throu15h his own sin has 

deprived himself of the reasonable faculty ><rhich made hi.m h1.1.mn. As 

with so ffi'1Ch else in this collection, Harston conveys the sentiment 

throu~h a startling image of dirt: 

Sure I nere t'1ink tr:cse axioms to he true, 

That soules of men, frcm th3.t great soQle ensue, 

And of his essence Joe participate 

As't "rere by pip~~, 1-rhen so de!SC'1erate, 

So adverse is our nCJ.tures rr.otion, 

To his imr1acU:ate condition: 

'l'hat sc:ch foule filth, from such faire p11rity$ 

Such sensuc:.ll acts from such a Deity, 

Can nere proceed. But if th,"J.t dreame were so, 

Then Stlre the slime th".t f1.'0r:J. our soules doe flow, 

Have stopt ·chcse p~pes by which it uas convai 'd, 

And noH no humane creatures, once disrai'd 

Of that fai:!:·e jem. 

Beasts §§~, plants Pr~1th, like being as a stone, 

But out alas, our Cognisance is gone. 17 


Here is misanthropy at its mo1::t ccrrosive, a total negation of the 

concept of man as the epitome of all created things. To heighten the 

sense of despair the satirist. hr.s even included himself among the host 

of reP-sonless beings. The poem thus ends on a note of utter pessimisn 

with the ccmpanion silenced b;<;r the satirist's apparently overwhelmin~ 

proof of mankind's degeneration. It was a position that did not go 

unchallenged. 

1\-to co:.U's6s lay open to thosa wishin.f; to reply in kind to the 

satirists' misanthropic outbursts. The first and most obvious was that 
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of 	counter-accusation. By lashing out so indiscriminately at his fellow 

men, the satirist naturally exposed himself to the serious charge of 

detraction. This universally despised practice was regarded by Eliza

bethans as a perversion of the divine gift of speech. Charron best 

expresses this idea in <~ warning against harshness of discourse: 

But above all it must never be offensive, for speech 
is the instrument and fore-runner of charitie, and 
therefore to use it against it, is to ab11se it, contrarie 
to the purrose of n1.ture. All kind of foule speech, detraction, 
mockerie, is Q~worthie of a ~~n of wisdome and honour. lti 

Consequently, wri;ters were quick to pounce upon any self-proclaimed 

castigator of human viciousness and -r,o discredit his accusations by 

accusinr:; him of detraction. Guazzo, for e..v.:ample, dwells upon the pitiful 

condition of those who exhibit their O'llrl ba~eness by r3.iling at others: 

I rneane by ill, all those who without feare, wit,hout shame, 
without anie resrect or differe[n] ce, ..,.;het their ton~ues 
to rent a sun 1er, and impaire in all their tali~e both publicke 
& private~ the good na!I'e of othe::-s, sparing none, either present 
or absent. But these sane, while they recount other mens 
faultes, doe many times more offend the mindes of the hearers 
than those 'lrhich doe cornr:1it them. And though they are 
knowne for infamous persons, ;vet for:o.smuch as they utter their 
venime openlie a."ld flatly, they olJght .•• rather to be pittied 
than bl~ed: for that they sheN plainlie, that their eviD. 
speakinr; is derived frcm their o..,.me corrupt nature, not from the 
parties of whome they speake ill. By reason whereof, their 
wordes are not much credited, and in my opinion, they doe 
nothin~ else but raise a dust to doe out their owne eies: for 
in accusin? others, the:~r condemne themselves, and ><~here they 
woulde have men think8 them to be CA.t~, they shew themselves 
Homes, Beastes, and not to be borne withall. 19 

Other writers responded more bluntly. In a poem entitled The Anatomie 

of 	B3.3enesse (1615) John Andrev.res offers this descrlption of the railer: 

So 	 stranf"e j_s thP. distraction of this Tom 

of B~dlarn, that all places, tirt1es, a.11d men 

w·ithout distinction seeme alike: for tr-rhen 


The furious rayling fit comes on him, from 



44 

His sti:rJ~im: sto:mcke, hoe'le belcl~ foct.h such fl;eere, 
such filth: and with such violence, as tho,_u;h 
he me:-J.n~, to eJ.st his rotten garb"l.g:e: so 

He joyes to rrv-1ke his loathsomnesse appeare. 20 

Andrewes declares that the foul-mouthed habits of this character arise 

out of a cowardly, servile nature: 

This ( i•That shall I teme hill?) wil.l dev•.)Ure your bre~d, 
call you his master, crouch idth cap in h~nd, 
professe he falls, if' you sh~ll f-D.ile to stand; 

Yet curse you livL~~, joy when you are dead. 

He'le be the Herald c~ your Infamy, 
and scandalize your worth, though you have bred 
him to the sh~pe of m~n even fro~ a shred, 

This is a £lack~ons, full o.:: trechcr;t. 2l 

An earlier poerr, called "The 'Vlhipping o: the Satyre11 (1601) specifically 

denou."lces this same sort of misanthropic ruiling as it c.ppeared in the 

works of contemporar;r satirists. Here one tr,·r. I." •ri~0rously refutes the 

conventional claim of the satirist to be a healer of tBnkind's ills by 

assertin~ that the proposed cure is far worse than the ori~Sinal sickness: 

What thou~h the world was surfeted with sinne, 

And with th:J surfet dan~erously sid::c, 

And with the sicKnesse had miscarried bene: 

Hust. U of force his fi.lth;r phisicke licke, 

::Tho J:l.ttle kno·.dn<7, v.rhat it ought to have, 

For purgL'lfS pilles, a pild purgation gave? 22 


(11. 1-6) 

He then In8.kes the same accusation as Gua.zzo and Andrewes by rortra-.,ring 

the satiric railer as a contem~tible figure befouled with the s~nc dirt 

he slings so enthusiastically at others: 

Behold. tho1.1 misconce:vvin~S Satvrist, 

The qu'lffinr; <>.le-knight hath a reelin-; pace: 

The Cobler alwaics shews a durt~e fist: 

Who l:l.ves a 3mith ::mst needs besmere his faee. 

Then know, thou f:i.lt.h;r S'..reepe-chimrley of sin, 

The soyle thereof ch·Jfiles thy soule within. 


(11. 7-12) 
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In the final stanza tr;·l. I." ur~es the satirist to abandon his misanthropic 

attitude and leave the judge.:nent of mankind to Christ, to whom the power 

rightly belonr;s. Otherwise, he warns, the satirist may suffer the fate 

of Lucifer, whom he imitates in his arro~ance: 

Leave that ambition, that ledde yee away, 

To censure men and their mis-~oV·3rnement, 


Judgi.11~ the .-rorld before the latter day, 

As though ye ~~ould the Sonne of God prevent: 

Leave it I say, and lay it quite aside. 

How can men rise, sith An;sels fell, by 'Pride? 


(11. 13-lS) 

All these direct attacks follow a similar pattern in their 

denunciation of satiric misanthropy. They question the satirist's 

motives fer abusing h~Jmanity by accusincs him of detrCl.ct:i..on. They assert 

that his condemnations are prompted by his own twisted pride and 

conte:·nptible nature. They revile him for his frequent use of coarse 

invective and sug~est that the filth which he appears so fond of 

hurlinr; at others sti~ks more to himself than to the objects of his 

atta.ck. 1'/ithin limits this direct form of condemnation proved to be a 

most effective weapon L~ the hands of poets and dramatists alike. 

But it does have its limits. For one thing, these attacks 

frequently descend to the level of scurrility they seek to condemn. A 

particularly vivid instance of this can be seen in the previously-

quoted excerpt from The Anatomie of Basenesse (pp. 43-44), where Andrewes 

portrays the loathsomeness of the railer through a revolting image of 

filthy vomit--an image that rivals even some of Harston's more disgusting 

passages. This tendency to use the satirist's own verbal weapons 

obviously leaves poets like Andrewes and '~d .I." open to the same 

accusation~: of detraction and coarseness with which they attempt to 
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discredit the satirist. Horeover, the serious didactic tone adopted 

by these rebutta.ls lends an undue si~nifica.nct:: to the objects of their 

denunciation. The potentially more devastatin~ 1-teapon of laughter is 

nearly always ignored. Finally, a straightforward conde1Ilnation of 

satiric railing does not lend itself to any par·ticularly subtle or 

extended literary treatment. After all, a writer can only heap so much 

abuse upon a subject before becoPrlng repetitious or boring. There was, 

however, a small body of works which sought to discredit the misanthropy 

of satiric railers lik~ Harston 'cy subjecting it to a more ironic 

scrutiny. Instead of settin~ up the satiric railer as an object of 

abuse, these ;torks ri:iicule his pretensions to superior vrisdom by 

associating him either literally or metaphorically with a figure around 

whom a wealth o:· ideas concerning ;.riadorr. and folly had gathered. This 

.figt1re 'Has the R>?.naissance Fool. 

Renaissance attitudes towards Fo0ls and folly involve a curious 

blend of se~~gly irreconcilable ideas.23 On the one hand, the Fool 

was often depicted as the epitome of 1msocial and ungodly behaviour, an 

example of con:iu·:!t to be shvnned by all ri.<sht-thinking men. This vier.-t 

had its roots in Biblical writings, specifically the Book of Ecclesiastes, 

and was further developed in the literatu.re of medieval Europe. 24 By far 

its most popular and influential expression is to be found in Sebastian 

Brant's Narrenschiff first published in 1494, and quickly translated into 

several European lanr;uages. In England this ·l'lork became popuh.r through 

Alexander Barclay's adaptation of 1509 entitled The Shyp of folys of the 

worlde P.ere individuals from all walks cf life are awarded the 

Fool's cap and bells and packed off to the ship for every imaginable kind 
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of stupidity or viciousness. Barclay's -?xhortation to his readers makes 

it abundantly clear that his collection of Fools must serve as a warning 

to all to avoid emulatL~g their antics: 

But ye that shal rede this boke: I you exhorte. 

And you that are herars thereof also I pray 

ivhere as ye k~1o·..,re that 3re be of this sorte: 

k"1lend your l;rfe and expelle that vyce away. 

Slomber nat in s:rn. t...mende you v-rhyle ye may. 

And yf ye so do and ensue Vertu0 ar::d f!race. 

itlythin my Shyp -:/e ~Set no ro'Wl!le ne place. 25 


This attitude is ver;r much in evidence a century later, particularly in 

the works of didactic writers. At best the Fool is depicted as a fiJSure 

to be pitied for his rne"ltal deficiency~ at worst 1 he epitomizes all that 

man can become o:~.ce he allows his will to dominate his reason. Stories 

of Fools' silly behaviour somet:im.es appear in these works as emblems 

of specific nlll'llan faults. In his ponderously didactic book The House

holder Ecr..,ard Tapsell relates an anecdote about a nobleman's fool who 

obstinately persisted in takinG sticks from the bottom of a woodpile 

even after he lias shovm he could get th5111. mo::·e easily from the top. 

Topsell uses the story to point out man's incurable stubbornness and his 

insistence upon tending exclusively to inferior "rorldly matters. 26 By 

contrast, Samuel Purchas' wide-ranging history of man stresses the 

pitiable condition of an individual \·those lack of reason provokes 

laughter ii others: 

It is a pleasar.ter discourse of Jov and Laughter:, 
but what f;reater miserie then to be a common Foole, 
to procure others lau>Y,hte:r by our Folly? Such men 
are Naturall Fooles, an:i such Fooles are Naturall 
He::1, the indi!;nation of Angels, the lauf!hter of 
Devils. in beholding such madde Courses and Chases 
as we take &~~ke tc please our deluded Fancie. 27 

To these v-~iters and others like the~ folly was the direct opposite to 
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reason and wisdom, and was therefore to be rejected without exception. 

While a :man l!l..i~Sht tolerate or even -rity a genuine Fool, he shou.ld find 

no merit what€v..;r in such a person's behaviour or conversation, and under 

no circumstances should he imitate either of them. This thumb-nail 

sketch of the Fool by Nicholas Breton best summarizes the "propern sense 

of righteous contempt vrith which the truly wise man should look upon 

all fools, whether "natural" or "artificial": 

A Foole is the Abortive of wit •-rhere Nature had more 
power than Reason, in brin~in~ forth the fruit of 
imperfection, his actions are nost L~ extre~es, and 
the s1::ope of his braine ::Ls but Jf!norance: onely 
Nature hath ~::.£:.UP:ht him to feede, and Use to labour 
without knowled~e: Hee is a kind of shadow of a 
better substance, or, like the vision of a 0reame, 
that yeelds nothinc; mvake: . . • His exercises are 
commonly divided into four p:1rts, Eatin~ and 
Drin.Kinr;, Sleeping and Lauf!hinr;: four thin~s are 
his chiefe Loves: a Bawble and a Bell, a Coxe
combe and a Pide-coate: Hee was be~otten in 
unhappinesse and dies but in forgetfulnesse. In 
si.l!TIIIl.e, he :i.s the sha.11e of Hature, the trouble of 
:nt, tha d:arr;e of Charity, a."ld the losse of 
Liberality. 23 

Yet alon~ with the censure there existed that much-discussed 

concept of wise foolishness which has led one critic to assert th'1t the 

Fool bec~11e the sixteenth century's primary litera~J spokesman.29 The 

history of the wise Fool has been thoroughly explored in the i'.'orks of 

Enid \velsford, Barbara Swain and \1Hliam :·lilleford, all of lvhom have 

traced his development from ancient folklore, Biblical exhortations and 

medieval attitude~ towards mental illness. To summarize briefly, the 

Fool's pretensions to •·risdom are ::,ased on the idea that mentally 

deficient individu:1ls sometimes utter penetrating truths about the world 

arou..'l'ld them through some accidental or divinely-inspired process. Hore
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over, these people were privileged to speak l'lithout offence because 

their imbecility freed them from responsibility for their words and 

actions. Probably the best contemporary description of this privilege 

is to be found in the ..,.rords of Erasmus' Foll;r: 

But some will saie, trouth maie not at all 
tynes be spoken, and therefore are these wysemen 
so eschewed, because without respecte they sp~ake 
franckly. • • . And yet ue see, that of fooles 
oftetymes, not onel7r true tales, 'out evin open 
rebukes are 1·tith pleasure declared. That ivhat 
woorde comyn;:; out of a 'f.ryse-mans mouthe were an 
hangyn~ mattier, the saine yet spoken by a foole 
shall much delirrht evin hym that is touched 
therewith. s~che a lively a,race to content men 
hath veritee, c..s lon1e as it be mixed vrith naught 
els that rude offend. 5ut ':litho'lt offence to dooe 
the same the f?Oddes have q,raunted to fooles onely. 30 

But since his profoundly wise sayin!:;;s were insep8.rable from his non

sensical words and behaviour1 the Fo0l beC:J'Tle in t~e hands of several 

Renaissance authors an ideal vehicle for sustained ironic corr.mentary 

upon the subtle dist,i\lCtions between the "rise 1nan and his "foolish" 

brother. As Parbara S·,.;a:tn ~B s rcma rked in her study of medieval and 

Renaissance Foolr, t:':As arrbiguous fiP,ure in cap and bells was used for 

a time as 11a . . • s.ymbol of !rc:J.n' s w~akness and strength" vrhile 

'folly' servP.d " . . . as an ex:0licit ts:::-rn .for the characterization of 

''JJhuman nature. · Erasmus' Pr8.i·.:;-:; of ?ol1v d'fers the finest instance of-----..-----·- ~ 
this sort of cc..Jm.entar:r. BJr putting his encomium into the mouth of 

Folly, Erasmus constantly plays ur;on the confusion between truth and 

jesting, so well, in fact, that the reader is not always certain where 

the one ends and the other be~L~s. Amid this confusion Eramnus deftly 

points out and deflates the preten&ions of supposedly wise men in 

several walks of life, .from the p.r-etentious scholar to the sordid 
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merchant. The fi!Sure of the Fool thus becomes a most suitable persona 

behind whose ma~•k the subtle artist. might ridicule his fellow man 

effectively and with lmpunity. Dependinr; on whether he subscribed to 

Brant's vie-11 of foll7 or to Er·a51I'.us', the wise man P,reet s the Fool's 

sallies with either lofty cont,empt or tcl-:n-ant arr.Cise:nent. Yet as the 

object of a F0ol 's r1.dicule he beco,';'!.:;s p,:tr\.. of the confusion. If he 

censures the Fool, he sto o:os to foll:.r him~'elf in faili."lg to detect the 

serious meanin~ behind t:-.~ j~st, 2.nd j f he is am1::.sed, he becomes one 

with the Fool in his la'v.o-ht.er. The reader is always led to ask who is 

really th~ wis-:r. r\s :·.'illef.'o:::d roin~.-s cut i.n his ~tudy, it is precisely 

this confusion bet.',i?>en s"-'n.se and nonsense. \ofisdo:n a~d foolishness, that 

lends the ambiguous fic;vr0 ir: mot lev his recu.liar effectiveness . .32 

Obviously a Tllisantl"oropic railer might find tha Fool's ability 

to ridicule rr.en ,..,it~ i.mpunity :.. I.J)St. cc'1ge'1ial mask for a wholesale 

attack on human \1icke-jn.,:ss. ';"et. there is a.n t:.nmistakable difference 

between a Fool's ridicule anrl a misanthrope's condemnation. \'ihile his 

analysis of human vice or stupidit:.r n·?.3r be just as pointed, and his 

ridicule just as devast.atinr;, -~;:,he Fool is never prompted by a.n~er, envy, 

disillusionment, or a~17 of the motives con-.w.only ascribed to the 

misanthrope. The Fool C2..'1not nate h5...::; fellow men since his ilr.becility, 

whether real or assumed, b:: convention precludes such an emotion. 

Instead, he speaks the 11trutl:" aoout m::-n because, to quote Folly once 

more: 

whatsoever he h"l.th in his thou~ht, that sheweth he 
also in his countenat:.nce; and expresseth it in his 
talke. 33 
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In oth~r wurds, the Fool attaches no m:Jre importa!'"'ce to the truths 

he utters than to the nonsettse ·Hith which it is mixed. His ridicule 

of humanity th,~s has r~o ccnsciow; purpose behind it since he is 

supposed to be um:,.;are 0f its sig;nificance. The misanth!'ope can make 

no such clam for his utterances. 

Yet the treatment of ·'l misanthropic chara.cter as a t:y·pe of 

Fool offers a number of interesting possibilities to the writer, and 

several exam:ples of such characters appear in the work of Shakespeare's 

contemporaries. So~etimes a writer plays upon the various meanings of 

the word "fool" by applyin!S it to an individual '"ho assurr.es the Fool's 

privilege in order to give rein to his corrosive hatred. In a work 

entitled The Hospitall of Incurable FoolP~ (1600) 'I'ommasso Garzoni 

has this to say about such a character: 

Those insolent sorte, ;.rho I'ashly and licentio,lsly 
proceedin~, usurpe a li'tertie to offende others, 
either in vrcrdes 01~ de·~des, they thinkinr; the '.<rhole 
world to be t:1eir ovrne, and that with t;1is abused 
libertie, the:v :na7 at their pleasure, bandie 

a~ainst everie one, are in f~we wordes termed 

unbrideled fooles, like an horse, havinf; naturally 
insl')rted in them i!11orr:ptable mindes, and insolent 
shamelesse dispositions, neither can you with fitter 
epDthites mor8 aptl:v describe the qualitie of this 
foolish crewe, who kiclre and ,.rince with their 
hecles forHarde, behinde, and on all sides at 

every one t:1ey meete withall. . . . 


Neither belon~eth ther., any thin~ more to 
these fooles, but that a sood hempen halter so 
gag~Se thei.r throates, as that they may no more 
bee able to vomite foorth such acerbitie and 
bitternes, 1..rhich so hard against their wils they 
keepe enclosed in their bres~s. 34 

Garzcni t s denw1ciat.icn plays upon both mcanim;s of the word, and thereby 

doubly condei11!1s the p:retee1.sions of the misanthropic railer. First, his 
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behaviour clearly shows him to be the sort of Fool with whom Brant 

manned his snip. Indeed, the entire fom.at adopted by Garzoni resembles 

the ~·Tarrenschiff, i.n that it co:1sists of a series of character portraits 

of people who;n Garzoni co:-!siders to be flt inhabitants of a hospital 

for incurable fools. Secondly, his 11sur~ation of the Fool's privilefSe 

of free s~eech reveals the misanthropic raile-r- to be a creature inferior 

even to the fi~ure he seeks to e~ulate, for he is incapable of achievin~ 

the genuine Fool's carefree detachment an1 his rescuting ability to 

speak without givinc; offense. 

Althoup:h Garzor,i' s use of the Fool motif is subtle and enter

taidnc;, it does not allow for any extended literary develo~ment, for 

like the direct condemnations of misanthropy discussed earlier, it 

depends for its effect whoJ.ly uron strai~htfo:n-tard authorial commentary. 

Once he h-'1:3 expressed his opi.11ion of the :~ailer, Garzoni drcps the sub,iect, 

and proceeds to a description of his next patient. In contrast to this 

techniq'le, there existed the possibility of presentin~ the misanthrope 

directly to the reader an:i allowing: him to speak and act for himself. A 

fe<ll Elizabethan non-dramatic writers attempted this technique and ir.lproved 

upon it by erJ.dowim; the m.i.santhrope with the trappin~s of a iSenuine Fool. 

He en~ases in conversation with a "norrrial" representatiYe of humanity 

who acts as his Hstrait!ht man", to feed him lines and to provide him ·.-~ith 

sufficient opportunity to disr;lay his ave'!"sion to mankind. In the end, 

however, the misanthrope suffers an abrupt and iGnomi.nious dismissal at 

the hands of his companion, whose more bal3.!"':ced view of huma.n society 

proves to be more acceptable. '~he h3st exa.11plc of this technique is to 

be found in the work of Robert Armin. 
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Robert Armin35 probably joined Shakespeare's company late in 1599, 

and it is generally assumed that the parts of Touchstone, Feste, Lavatch, 

Thersit8s and ~ear's Fool were all specifically created for him. His 

assur.1ption of these parts may well have been more than coincidental, for, 

as his own writin~s show, Armin was keenly interested in the fig;ure of 

the wise Fool. Indeed, John Davies' tribute to him in The Scourge of 

f9lly (1611) indicates that Armin's contemporaries closely associated 

the actor-writer with the role he so often played. Dedicated "To honest

~amesome Robin Armin/ That tickles the spleene like an harmles vermin", 

Davies' epigram begins by praisLn~ Armin for his ability to play the 

Fool without becomin~ one: 

Armine, what sf1all I say of thee, but this, 

Thou art a foole and km.ve? Both? fie, I misse, 

And wronr.; th':le much, sith thou in deede art neither, 

Although in shew, thou playest both to~ether. 36 


After elaboratinc; upou the well-kncwn metaphor of the world as a sta~e, 

Davies finishes by commending the judicious mixture of wisdom with merri

ment which he asserts will ~ain Annin a favourable review in Heaven: 

So play thy part, be honest still with mirth: 

Then \-rhen th 'art in the tyrin -:;-house of earth. 

Thou bein~ his servant whome all kim•s do serve, 

Mayst for thy part well playd like praise deserve, 

For in that tyrin~-house when either bee, 

Y'are one man's men, and equall in degree. 

So t.hou 9 in sport, the happiest men dost schoole-

To do as thou dost,- wisely play the foole. 37 


Armin himself offers a similar description of his Fool's role in his 

earliest wo:r•k, Quips Pr;op. Questions (1600). This little book takes the 

form of a series of questions, supposedly thrown at the jester from the 

audience, tofSether with Armin's ad libbed replies, and brief quips 

designed to S11In.!:'.ari~e both. At one point. Armin is supposedly asked 
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1'why he pla:rs the foole". In his reply Armin first distinguishes between 

the play·er and his po.rt, ;:mci twits the su:~=,posedly wise questioner for 

failin~ to m~ke the same distinction. Moreover, he asserts that the 

rtF'ooJ." displays a greater wisdom by prcfiting from the "vrise" questioner's 

foolish desire to see him perform. 

True it. is, he playes thfl Fool< indeed: 

But in the Flay he playes it as he must: 

Yet to~hen the Flay is enrie;d, t:-ten his speed 

Is better than the pleasure of thy trust: 


For he shall have vrhat thou that tiJne hast spent, 
Playin~ the Foole thy fully to content. 

Say I should meet.e him, and not kn,:,w his name, 

What shoul-l I say, Yor.der r~oes sucn a foole':' 

I., fooles will say so~ but the wise '!,·ti.ll aime 

At better thoC<~hts: when reason still doth rule. 


Yonder's the merry man, it jo,yes me m'lCh. 

To see him civill, when his part is such. 38 


In the cJ.inchin.g quip l.I·min stresdes the traditional confusion betto~een 

wisdom and folly, at the expe11se of all those who consider themselves 

to be wise: 

A merry m~n is often thou~ht unwise 

Yet mirth in niod.estvr s lo·rde of the wise: 

Then say, shoulde he for a foole goe? 

Hhen he's a more foole that accountes him so. 


Hany men descant on another's Hit, 

lihen they have lesse themselves in doin!S it. 39 


Elsewhere Arm.in points t.o the Fool's ability to utter wisdom uninten

tionally even as he p~ovokes laughter in the wise: 

Fooles questions r8ach to mirth, leadin~ wisdome 
b;y· the hand as aF~e leads children by one fin~er, 
and though it houlds not fast in wisdome, yet it 
points at it. 40 

This interest in Fools e.nd folly led Armin to publish a collection of 

ane-cdot.es o.b.:;ut six "nat~ralsn whose vlOrds and antics offer a valuabl~ 
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,rsli.mpBe into the life of the EJ.izabethan household Fool. This work, 

entitled E?ole 1.[29n F'oole or Six .G"Yrtes of_ Sottes, first appeared in 

1600, and un'i.erwent a second printint:r five years later. In 1608 

Armin enlarged and revised the work and re-issued it under the title 

A Nest of Ninnies. AriL.L"'l t s i,1ost si•~nifica.nt addition was an allegor

ical framework to l]nk the six Fool-biographies. It is 1-1ithin this 

framework that he err,ploys a most interestin~ treatment of misanthropy 

as folly. 

In Quips Upon Questions A!"rll.in briefly glances at the subject of 

misanthropy in his response to a question about a barking dog. Asked 

"why barkes that DofS?'e'?" he fra!'::iP.S an an81ier in which two individuals 

use the trivial querv as an excuse to moralize upon human nature. The 

first adopts the t:rpical misanthrope's view by compa.ring man unfavour

ably with the dog. Not only, he asserts, is man's wrath more furious~ 

but his skin is also far less valuable than the dog's once he is dead. 

His compc;.nion, whose nature is rather more philanthropic, sever~ly 

reprimands him for these inh111I'.an sentime::1ts: 

Thou that will make comparisons so odious, 
As twLxt a Christian and a barking Curre, 
I hold thy wit to be no whit co~~odiaus, 
But to be scrapt out like a parchment blurre: 

That lovin<s Dog!!es, and senselesse like as they, 
Naught fits thee, but their barking in the way. kl 

In t.he quip Armin ridicules both characters f0r extracting so much 

sententious morality out of a silly question: 

One to offP.nd.e in &.skin!S such a question, 
Th 'other defeT'lde c..nd choke iJ1 his diESestion: 
i•lell reaf.'oned both two fo0les, and if you marke, 
Both wanting wit, better be Dogges, and barke. l~2 

Judgin8 from the tone of the quip, I think that Armin considered the 
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misanthrope's 011tbnrsts too contemptible to be worth any reply. In !:_ 

Nest of Ninnies his treatment is more extended and subtle. Tl·ro 

alle~orical figures comrerse upon the lives of the six Fools from Armin's 

collection. The first of these f~u;ures is the i"lorld, depicted as a 

fl:i.ghty, but good-natured you.'1g woman who feels the need of some serious 

moral instruction after a lanes spell of frivoli.ty: 

The \•Jorld, wanton sick, a.s one surfetting on sinne (in morning 
pleasures, noone banquets, after riots, night moriscoes, 
midnights modicoms, and .g_bundancc of trash trickt up to all 
turbulent revellb~s) is now leanin.:s on her elbo·~r, devisinf! 
what doctour ~qy deliver her, wh:1t phisicke may free her, a.11d 
what antidotE'JS ma7 antissipate so d3nr:;e1·ous a do lemma. 

(p. 5) 

To cure her soul's hanfSover she goes to the cell of a "philosopher" 

called Sotto. Arm:L"l r s d~scr~ption of this chc.racter deftly combines 

misanthropic traits with the attributes of the Fool: 

.Away she flings--and whither thinck you?~-
but, of all, into a philosophers cell who, because he 
was alwa~res pol:inp; at Fort'Jlle with hls forefinger, the 
wise wittel;r namde him Sotto, as one besotted--d. r:;ru.."'lblin~ 
sir: one t~at was 1.dse enow:;h, and fond en.::n.:.r.::h, ani solde 
all for a. [:"lasse prosrective, heca11se he would 1-~isely see 
into all men bu'L himselfe, a fault ~enerall :L"'1 most: but 
s1.::.ch was his~ who thus b1.:_sied, was tooke nappiniS by the 
weale publike.... 

(pp. 5-6) 

Like Timon, Sotto avoids the company of me~, and scends his time 

denNmcing human "tTeakness. Yet, his very name instantly identifies him 

as a Fool. Fur:.hermor.e, Armi11 's tone exhibits a humourous contempt 

for Sotto's wilful blindness to his own faults. The same mixture of 

qualities is evident in Sotto's con-versation. His reply to the l'forld's 

initial greetin~S is Tiruon-like in its surliness: 

l<istresse ( sa~res Sot to) I will not say walcome, because you 
come ill to hit1 that >'lould bee alone: but, since you are come, 
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looke for suche entertain'3.':1sn"t. as my felly fits you with, that 
is, sharp s0..uce with bitter ·-Jvet: no S',.eetnes at al, for that 
,,.,ere to rr.im;le ycnr pils vdth s11:;ar: no, I am all one, winter 
in the hea.d, a"1d frost i11 t:1c foot: no sununer in me but my 
srrtiles, an1 t.ilr.tt C!.G soone gone as smiles. The bauble I play 
with is m2r:s '-~-:;L:;;t..:,s, which I so tnnble from hanj to hand, 
th.s.t, wearv ·,;it:~ it, I see ( gJ.uttinr:l:r and £Srie•Jer:lly, yet 
mingled with smiles too) L"'l my glasse prospective '-'Jhat shall 
become of it. 

(p. 6) 

Here again Armin stresses Sotto's u.r1willinP.;ness to endure compan;Jr, and 

his apparent enjo;nnent of discoursing upon human degeneration. Yet at 

the same t:i:.rne Sotto refers to his :,itter attitude as his Hfolly", an.i 

talks of men's estates as his ''bauble", the Fool's conventional pla~r-

thing. :r-:!avin'S prom.i.sed the Horld "bitter dyet", Sotto proceeds to 

show· her each of the six Fools in his telescope, tell his story, and 

then moralize 11pon the anecdotes. His attitude is one of self-righteous 

condemnation: 

But ma.rke me and my glasse: see into some (and in them thy 
selfe) whom I have discride, or describde, these sixc pa!'t.s 
of folly in thee: thou shalt see them as cleare as day, how 
m:i..stie thy clouds be, and what rancknesse raines from the;:n. 

(p. 6) 

The LYJ.congruit:v here of a Fool condemning his 01-m. kind is, I think, 

quite intentional. Armin seems to be poki.ru; jm;t as much fun at the 

misanthropic Fool's sententiousness as hG does at. the World's light

headcdness. Thus, while many of Sotto's criticisms are indeed valid, 

he is still shown to be ridiculous in his moralistic rose. For example~ 

in tellin~ the story of the fat Fool, Ja.r.w Camber, Sotto relates how 

the Fool made a Wat!er with a sea car.tai.'l during a storm. If the ship's 

company were drow:1ed, Jamy was to have the ship, and 1 f they survived, 

the captain \-Y3.:s to have Jamy's chain. (p. lS) Here is Sotto's moral: 
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By the foole is mea'!'lt all fatn,5sse: by the kin!';, Nature, 
that nurst him: b:r the nobles, such as sooth him: and by the 
ship, thee ,_the t·Jorld] ir: which man:v dan~ers are floating;, 
through the sense of ::;irt.'1e: and so, if life were awarranted 
fooles, fat ones, rich on~s, ,.,..ould give the chaine of their 
soules, that is l:l11ked to salva ~~tl ion, onely to inherit 
this earth in thy compa:rty: ltrhen earth, though it bee heaven 
to hell, by rea:::on of the paines, yet the comparison averts: 
it is hell to heaven in respect to pleasures. 

(pp. 25-6) 

It is impossible to t3ke such nit-pickL'1~ morality ve17 seriously, 

and I would su~gest that Armin did not intend it to be taken so. Rather, 

he encourages his readers to lau~h at this pretentious misanthropic 

fool who extracts moral lessons out of triviality much as the character 

in the quip extracted a moral frcm a silly ques:.ion about a dog. He 

further emphasizes Sotto's ridiculous behaviour by means of several 

derogatory epithets. Surely a writer who calls one of his characters 

"our philosophical poker11 , (p. 16) "the poking art's maister", (p. 17) 

"currish criticke", (p. 32) ar1d "the crooked stick of liqurish ['llrr.o] . 

wipes his rheumy beard and smites his philosophical nose" (p. 49) can 

hardly have expected his readers to accept that character's vie-...rpoint 

without question. Finally, Sotto receives a most ignominious rebuff 

for his pains at the hands of the 'tlorld who has listened with increasing 

annoyance to his S:.rictures. Several times durinfS their conversation she 

winces at Sotto's barbed comments, but conquers her displeasure for the 

sake of curin~ her disease. After the tale of Lean Leonard she even 

pleads for greater tolerance, and sets forth what I believe to be Armin's 

assessment of such mi3anthropic censure as Sotto has to offer: 

Sooth, tho~ saist t7~e, there a~e such nicks in mee, but I 
know not how to mende: I a."ll '\'lilling, but flesh is t-reake; 
prethee be more sparin~, carre not, confound not, hope the 
best ~enctnent may com3. Frethee goe in, furnish thy sallet: 
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these hearbs ali·eady are savory, and I picke out to my 
appetite, and thou~h I bee not altogether pleased, yet 
am I not quite p3.st patience: I 11ill endure, for that 
disease that festers so ~uch receives cure ~ladly, thou~h it 
come with exceeding paine, yet so much the profit by how 
much the perplexities, cries cure to the dan~er. 

(p. 34) 

By frankly acknowledging; her faults and promising amendment as she 

patiently listens to Sotto's carpinp; criticism, the 1\Torld displays a 

more bo.lanced and appealin!S vie'IT of human nature. She will endure 

Sotto's misanthropy for the grain of truth it contains, but she makes it 

clear that she will nd.ther accept it completely nor put up w·ith it 

indefinitely. Yet Sotto continues \'lith his gibes until he at last 

provokes his companion to reply in k1nd: 

But let me tel ye this, by the way, ~vorld: there are knaves 
in thy seames, th.'3.t must be ript out. I, sayes the ;·lorld: 
and s~ch, I feare, was your father. 

(p. 55) 

This brin~s on a verbal combat in which Sotto is soundly defeated: 

'tlel1, the Horld so buffeted the cinnicke at his owne 
'lleapon, that he playes with her, as weake fencers that 
carries flesh up and do·~e for others to dresse. Such 
was the cinnicke, onskilfull in ~uips [sicJ an'i worldly 
fla1mts, rather to pl3.Y with sl-lort rods, and ~ive venies 
till all s:r.arte againe: not in the braines, as the 'dorld 
did, but ir1 the buttocks, as such doe, havi..,..l"; their joses 
displaid, makin~ them expert till they cry it up in the 
top of question. 

(p. 55) 

Armin sees to it in his concludin~ remarks that neither the World nor 

his readers waste mt1ch sympathy upon the disgruntled misanthrope: 

Our sullen cim1icke sets by his ~lasse in IT~lice, 
knits a betill brow till the roome ~rew darke 
again, which the 'tlanton \Vorld seein'S, flin!Ss out 
of his cell. like a girle at barley brake, leavinfS 
the last co11ple in hell, a't~ay she P,ads, and never 
looke behind.e her. A whirle\'Tinde, sayes the cinnicke, 
goe after! -- is this all my thanks? -- the old payment 
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still! -- '\llill the 1<'forld still r.rMard mortality thus? -
is vertue thus berl!'icden? -- can she not helpe herselfe? 
anci lookes 1Jp tv heaven, as hce 3hould sav, some po"'ler 
assist! But there he s;J.t, frct-r,inr:, in his o\<me P-:rease, and, 
for ou~ht I know, nobody came to help him. 

(p. 56) 

Armin's treatment of Sotto pr.ovides for a more subtle and 

sustained depiction of the misanthrope in a disti."1ctly literary settinfS. 

Instead of piously wan1in~ his readers against the evils of Sotto's 

attitude, Armin pemtits the character to reveal himself throuP-:h his own 

words and actions, as he confronts a representative of "normal", 

L~perfect h~manity. In tris confrontation the extr~~e censure of the 

cne is measnred a~ainst the cbvj.ous flaws of the other, to show that, 

while the rrtis&"1thrope's comrr,ents are ·valid up to a point, they ultimately 

prove to be so exa~ge!'dted t.ha.t i.:,hey become ridicL1lo·1s. Thus, instead 

of provoking the reader's aversion, Arr.1in seeks to elicit his lau15hter. 

The same consicleration .CS07erns Armin's use of the Fool motif. By charac

terizin~ Sotto as a Fool, Armin eA~loits the traditional confusion 

between wisdom and folly, and thereby prompts his readers to greet Sotto's 

misanthropy with a mixture of a>nusement and thou:shtft:lness. All this 

makes Armin's framm·wrk in A Nc.it of NinDies a far m~re significant 

addition to the work than all previous critics have considered it to be.43 

Another interestin~ v~riation on this Fool motif ridicules the 

misanthrope's pretensions to wisdnm b:v confronting hio with a genuine 

Fool. Convinced of his superiority, the misanthrope rails aeainst the 

evils of men at the Fool! s prompt:i..ng, onl;)r to fall victim to his own 

conceit and to the Fool's ironic remarks. In the end he is shown to 

be more foolish than his unat·J:.:-al" co;npanion. Outside the drama this 
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situation is most cleverly presented in a short satire entitled "1dise 

In..?'locent", which forms part of a collection of satires attributed to 

Thomas l1.iddleton. The poem takes the form of a confrontation bebreen 

a raisanthropic satirist and an "innocent" 1·1hom he attempts to use as a 

then1e for his railin~ corr~entary. It begins in a conventional fashion 

with the satirist hailing his intended victim on a supposeo~y crowded 

st.reet. Under nor.:1al circmnstances this greeting is purely rhetorical, 

for the satirist does not e)~ect an an~~er 1 but uses the salutation as 

a means of i;.1troducins his c;ubject. Here, however, the Fool retaliates, 

and it soon becomes a?;arent that he is more than a match for th~ 

rdsanthrop<::: 

tf':la-r foP an Ir.nocent he: what a pure foole?" 

nNot sr:: (pure a:::se)'1 11 'l.:;se~ wher ,,,el~n] t :vo·.1 to schoole?" 

1tH:i..th In-:ccent<:"11 , nu.at rr.akes the foale to prCJ.te:" 

"Foole will you s:w·:H 11yes the foole shall ha[':te. 


(11. 1-4)44 

The Fool's choice of epit:Jet is an apt one for the misanthrope, since 

it assochtes h1m with a creature particularly noted for its limited 

intellect, ba1 temper, and loud, unpleasant bray. The misanthrope's 

reply (11. 2-3) indicates that aside froili bein~ somewhat taken aback by 

the Fool's une~~ected rejoinder, he rerrains totally unaware of his 

corr.panion' s insult., and dismisses it as senseless "prating". The Fool 

responds with a little tongue-in-cheek flattery, and angles for a tip, 

much as Feste does in TNelfth ~ight.. 45 Upon learning that he will only 

receive the name of 1'Fool" from his companion, he retaliates with some 

effective mimicr;:r: 

")fisdome what shal he tave?" "tl::e foole at least:" 
"Provinder for the Asse ho: stalk up the beast." 

(11. 5-6) 
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Once a;;dn the nisant.hrope ignores the inplications of these re.'narke 

and merE:l:;r expresses surprise at hearin~ o. Fool rail. His response 

implies that sc.1ch langu;;,l"e doe3 not sit ....,ell 11ith folly. The Fool 

answers with anothgr pointed instut and asserts that he acts as a 

model for the wise man: 

,,.,!ha.t shall '.Ve h3.V8 a railing Innocent?" 

"No f,;entle gilll, a '\~rise mans president." [precedentl 


(11. 7-8) 

Here a;;ain, the Fool's choice of epithet is singularly apt, for at the 

same time as he asserts his ovm superior ~·Tisdom, he btits the misanthrope 

for hehaYin~ like a ''~Sull" or sJJnpleton. In view of the misanthrope's 

apparent failure to see thB point of h Ls compar:·.ion t s gibes, the Fool t s 

estima·ce see:ns more than justified. The next six lines depict the 

misanthrope's 1msuccessful attempt to rid himself of his troublesome 

partner: 

"Then fol"'\-rard i'iisedome," "not without I list, 11 

''Twentie to one this foole' s some Satirist, 
Still doth the foole ha1mt me, fonde foole be bon, n 

"No I will sta:r, the foole to gaze ll}:on" 
"'dell foolc, stay stil," "stil shall the foole stay? no," 
"Then pack, sir.1plid.tie," "~ood Inr10cent, why so? 11 

(11. 9-14) 

Quibbling on the vmrd "precedent", the misanthrope sarcastically invites 

the Fool to "go before'him, and tries to excuse his discomfiture by 

assuming that his com-panion is really another satirist msquerading as 

a Fool. But the Fool wi.U not be dismissed so easily, and once more 

turns the tables on his ''wise" companion by addressing hint as a Fool. He 

follows this with a clever quibble in •..:hich he answers the misa11thrope' s 

corumand to remain "still" (motionless) by reft1.sing to remain "still" 

(silent). \1Then the bemused misanthrope demnds to know the reason for 
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his cond'J.Ct, the Fool counters with a. direct condemnation of misanthropy: 

"Nor :so nor stay, ·tThat will tlv:: foole do then?" 
"Vexe him that seemes to vexe a.ll other men." 

(11. 15-16) 

He i~plies that a man who stoops to the folly of abusin~ his fellow 

hum3.n bein~s deserves the const&nt companionship of a Fool: indeed, he 

mi~ht well benefit from it. The misanthrope's answer is a convention3.1 

one, familiar to all readers of satire. He asserts that in the face of 

such widespread depravity he cannot help bnt rail: 

It 5.s impossible, strea.'4es ~that.J are bard their course, 
S1tTel 'l'tith mere raru~, & for more t!rea.ter i'orce: 
Until their fuJ.l stuft qorge a passa.se makes 
Into the vride m.::>.1ttes of more seep] ou8 lakes: 
Spight me: !'lot sright it selfe Ca!l. discontent, 
Hy steeled tho1lghts, or breed disrara~ement: 
Had pale fac't coward feare bene reside:J.t 
\Vithin the bosome of m0 Innocent: 
I ,.,.ould have housde me frcm the eyes of ire, 
Whose bitter spleen vo:rdts forth flames of ffire. 

(11. 17-26) 

Complacently defyin~ all attemptsto curb him, he scornfully dismisses 

the idea of moderation as mere co'l'rardice. The Focl quickly and effect

ively deflates this self-righteous pose by Si'litching roles with the 

misanthrop.::. Not only does he repeat h1s assertion that the misanthrope 

is an ass~ but he also compounds the insult by offering his companion a 

tip for his entertai.ni~~ performance: 

"A resolute Asse, oh for a spurrin~ Rider, 
A brace of AnF:els: tt 111tihat is the foole a briber?" 

(11. 27-8) 

The remainder of the poem consists of an elaboration upon the comparison 

between the railin~ misanthr~pe and &~ ass: 

"Is not tl1e Asse yet "rearie of his load?" 
tt.;fua.t Nith o~ce bearing of the foole abroad? 
Haunt againe Fvole: n "ther'J. the Asse ·w-ill tire 

http:entertai.ni
http:passa.se
http:cond'J.Ct
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And leave the Foole to wallow in the mire. 
Dost thou thi."lk other":lise? ~ood. Asse the [n] be go [neJ." 

"I stay bur, till the Innocent get on . 11 

'"tlhat will thou needs of the ~·oole bereave mee? 
Then pack good foolish Asse, & so I leave thee." 

(11. 29-36) 

In the sense that he attempts to curb the misanthropic satirist's 

violent outbursts and provoke hL~ to make himself seem ridiculous, the 

Fool becomes the "::~purrj nrs rider" of his asi.11ine companion. 'dishing 

to regain control of the situation, the misanthrope dares the Fool to 

"mount again" for another exchange of insults, but the Fool declines, 

suggestin~ that his bad-t~~pered friend will probably leave him to 

wallow in a "tire" of scu.r:~ilous abuse. The po~11' s closing lines 

compl~te the reversal of roles between the two characters, as the Fool 

Sl.l1IL1larily dismisses -::.he misanthrope, just as the latter had tried to 

dismiss hi:r.. several lines earlier. The reader is left "'.'Tith the distinct 

impression th~::t t:1e nin.'locent" is by far the wittier of the pair. 

Kiddleton drives home his point by means of a short epilogue, 

the only t:L'Tte he does so in the entire collection. Once more he ridicules 

the extreme behaviour of the self-proclaimed "wise" misanthrope by 

stressing his transformation into folly's beast of burden: 

Thus nJ'l.;'T ~<le see b:r folly of.' the '~'lise. 


St111r.ble .::md fall into fooles raradise: 

For ·jocund 11it of force rrP.lst jan~lin~ bee, 

~·iit must have his •,.;ill and so had hee, 

•:Jit must have his Hill, yet :;:::J.rting of the frav 46 

" ' 
~<Tit was enjo;rned to c.:~.rrie the folle a..,1ay. 

The satire en'is vTith the Latin ta~ "Qui Color alb'JS erat, ~'!.£ ~st 

contrarius ~b~.n (One who v1as Nhite is now the opposite of Nhite.). 

The "wise" :nisanthrope has shmm hJmself to be a fool, while the more 

humane Fool tas displ~yed unlocked-for 11isdom. 
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Doth Armin t s ~Test of ?Ji.nn~es an:i ::iddleton' s tr:·iise Innocent" 

use the Fool motif as a means of creatin~ an ironic response to the 

misanthrope's unq•Jalified hatred of mankind. Si<snificantly, their 

approaci1 involves the cre3.tion of a draJ:.atic situation in vrhich the 

misanthrope confronts another representa.t:Lve of hurrcanity and reveals 

hi3 attitnie throw~h his words and actions. Instead of intervenir.fS 

directly, as the didactic vrriters had done, to let the reader kno-c·r 

>·that he sho11ld think of the char:tcter, Armin and l·~iddleton mr~intain an 

ironic:,.ll~r detached r:erspective by allmdn?: the misanthrope to sp~ak 

and act for h~self. Such a technique clearly offers a more subtle 

and thou~ht-pravold.n?; analysis of misanthropy, in that it invites the 

reader's la1whter at the sJR,e ti."'le as it :r:rompts hi."'l to consider the 

ironic confusic""l beb·reen wisdorr. =tnd folly t·rhich forms thB ce:..tral 

thematic desir;n o£' both ':rorks. ~·:ore i.'11portant, its dra:natic potential 

makes this technique of depictinr:r, misanthro:;:y a useful vehicle for 

adaptin~ the character for present:ttion on the stas;e. It is therefore 

hardly surprising that the best known exa.r.:iples of the ?ool motif should 

occur in ~he works of Shakespeare. 

http:intervenir.fS
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references to trie poem are taken from this edition. Quotation rr:arks are 
mine. 

45rrr, i, 42-51 ~ and v, i, 21.;.-35. 

46Thi s line is ernended by hand to read 1t::fit had his will. • •". 
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TWO NON-5HAKESPE/.REAN STAGE MISANTI-!ROPES 

So far, this discussion has concentrated exclusively on non

dram_q,tic :material in an effort to determine what attitudes an Eliza

bethan playgoer might h:we brought to a sta,cse representation of 

misanthropy. To ju1~e frcm the rr~ny and varied works in which they 

appear, the Timon story and other examples of misanthropy were far;u.liar 

subjects to sixteenth and senmteenth-centu~r readers. Noreover, the 

general tone o:t' contemp·c and ridicule th ':i.t accompanies the bulk of these 

references suggests th-:tt a the1.tre a'ldience of this period would probably 

have been prepared to react most unsympathetically to an~r character who, 

like Tirnon, professed an unalterable hatred of mankind. It is now time 

to consider the problems surrou.:'l1ing the dramatic presentation of 

misanthropy, and to examir1e a few non-Shakespearean examples. 

It would appear that a s:~pathetic treatment of misanthro~y 

on the Elizabethan sta?:e iiT:lS virtu~dly out of the question. Accustomed 

to the moral prcce:pts of The ?rs.n...ch Academie and other works, the average 

playgoer ·would have expected to see the misanthrope condeJ7l.ned as a 

dan,c;erot1s lunatic or contemptuously dismissed as an object of ridicule. 

Yet the character can be useful in a dramatic presentation. The mis

anthrope's tend::mc:r to rail furiously against the evil of mankind makes 

him most suitable as a means of exposing the folly or vice in other 

characters. His violent outbursts cut through pretense in a dramatically 

arresti!l~ fashion to force themselves upon the audience's attention by 

their sheer vitality. B~t however much he appeared to be tellin~ the 
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truth about a play's characters or events, Elizabethan moral and literary 

conventions demanded the misanthrope's ultimate dismissal, in order 

that a s::tner, more balanced view of hmnanity might triumph. Any dramatist 

who atte.'npted to defy such a well-established prejudice risked confusin12; 

or alienatinr~ his audience. 

Nor w~s this the only problem. The inclusion of a nusanthrope 

among the play's ch::tracters brings about a sin~ular difficulty in the 

maintenance of adequate theatrical action. Because his view of the 

world is so extreme and inflexible, the misanthrope is by his very nature 

incapable of ch"ln~e or development. The dramatist can bring such a 

character on stnf;e to denou.11ce hum3.nit;,r, and then perhaps confront him 

with another figure who opposes his view. But once he has caused the 

pair to trade ins,Jlts, and perhaps blows, there is little more he can 

do with thE-m. Indeed, too extend·~d a debate will seriously hinder the 

unfoldinr; of the plot. A good example of this problem, and of a means 

of a voidint; it, occurs in a brief exchanrse between Duke Senio!' and .Taques 

in As Yo11 Lj.ke It. Fresh from his enco'mter with Touchstone, Jaques 

lon~s for the Fool's privile~e of free speech so that he might rail at 

mankind '\>tith irllpunit:r: 

Invest me in my motley, give me leave 

To speA.k m:r m..1.nd~ and I "trill throu;sh ani through 

Cleanse the fo1~l body of th t infected world, 

If they 1-till patiently receive my medicine. 


(II, vii, 58-61) 

In the ensuin::; dialo~ue the Duke takes the conventional stand of the 

misar1thrope's attacker by accusing Jaques of h;>rpocrisy: 

Du..l.ce: ~'ie on thee! I can toll what thou 
--;o'\i!..d::;t do • 
~s: ;•Jr12.t, for a counter, would I do but f!.ood? 
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Duke: l'.ost mischievous foul sin, in chiding sin. 
F'or thou thyself h:J.st been a libertine, 
As sensual as the bruti3;1 :-::t-ine~ itself~ 
And all th t e.'nbc,ssed sores ~md headed cvi_ls 
That thou '.'lith licence of l:.'rec foot hast ca'l~ht, 
l·fouldst thou d:i.sgor2:8 into the ~eneral 1.vorld. 

(II, vii, 62-9) 

In the face of these accusations Jaques resorts to the n.isanthropic 

satirist's 'tJ.S',Jal defence -- a defence that sounds just as unconvincin~ 

here as it does in the prefaces to Hall's or Harston's satires: 

\·Thy, '\'Tho cries 0 1lt on pride 
'l'ha t can therein tax any rri ,,..ate p.-:1rty? 
Doth it not floH as htH;ely as the sea 
Till th'3t the "tTear;r vor:J r:1Arl.ns do ebb? 
vThat •,:oma..."l. in th8 cit~r do I name 
~·lhen that I s17 the cit:r "tro::an bears 
The C(>St of princes on un•.'lorthv shoulders? 
1·!ho c:J.n co:ne in and s<?.y that I r:tF"·an her, 
\vhen such a one as s:1e, r.•1ch is her nsighbour? 
Or '"hat is he of basest fu.11ction 
That. sows his brC3very is not on my cost, 
Thi!Mi.11 r; tln t I mean him, but therein suits 
His folly to the mettle o.f: my speech? 
There then, how then) what the~? Let :rnA see wherein 
:r.:y tonGue hath wron::;cd hirn. If it do him rirrht 
Then he hath wronc;ed himself. If he be free, 
Hhy, then my taxinc; iike a wild goose flies 
Unclaimed of any rran. 

(II, vii, 70-87) 

Since further extension of the debate would only slow do"m the action 

without contributing anything else to the development of either character, 

Shakespeare brings the episode to an abrupt close with Orlando's sudden 

'II ..ent ranee \ · , v~l, 8.~). Obviously this problem becomes more acute if 

the misanthrope occ:rpies a central role which kcers him on sta~e for 

much of. the time. Because this ci:aractert s cont:r-:1 bution to the play is 

essentiall~~ verbal, the dramatist ;nust find some way of providinJS 

effective s-::.a.;se moveoent. Otherwise his play can easily degenerate into 

a series of repetitive 1eb.:tte~ 1-Th:i..cr:. may produce some pointed satire, but 

http:1-Th:i..cr
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affords very little in the WCJY of tJw3.+.r:lcal spectacle. 

Clearly the successful prese~1-::.ation of misanthropy on the 

Elizabethan stage required considerable care and subtlety on the part 

of the dramatist. On the one hand, he had to strike a balance bet>-reen 

exploitino; the misanthrope's obvious possibilities as a satiric cornm.enta

tor, and subjectin.o: him to the ridicule and contempt that conventional 

morality de::JD.nded. At the same time, he had to fj_tt.'1is character into 

t.he play in a mnner that would enhance rather than irnpede the course 

of the action. ~10 plays of the period used genuine Inisanthropes in 

ways '.ihich illustrate some of th0 pitf;=..lls I have just disc,1ssed. The 

first, Robert Greene's !I.<E£S the_Ji'g_urth, e.rr,plo:vs a 1-:orld-hatinq; recluse 

as the choric presenter of a play-wlt.hin-a-pJ a~r. The second, the 

anonymous T:L-:1on Corn0Sy_, brin:;s th~;:: arch-misanthrope on stag~ as a pro

tagonist. Neither of these plays ranks among tl">e best -Lhe Elizabethan 

stage has to offer; indeed, they contain much that can only be ascribed 

to shee:r ineptness or carelessness. Nevertheless, they do provide a 

valuable indication of the problems that Shakespeare was later to face 

in his atterapts to dramatize similal:' material. 

The Scottish Histor:v of James the Fourtl~ (1590-91) 
~ 

appears to 

contain the earliest representation of misanthropy on the English stage. 

The play consists of t'\-To distinct plots: the better-known central 

epis0de of the Scottish kin~S, and a frame'nork-plot which introduces and 

comraents on the prilM.FJ action. The leading character of thls frame-plot 

is Bohan, a Scots nobleJMn whose experiences in life have so disillusioned 

him that he shuns all human society and liv-es in his mm grave. Prompt.ed 

by an enco"Lmter with Oberon, King of the Fairi<::s, Bohan presents the 

http:Prompt.ed
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story of the Scottish court as a drarll3.ti?,er:l illustration of the human 

viciousness which has brou~Sht about his a:...ie.nation. During the course 

of the play both he and Oberon reappear from t~e to t~.e to comnent 

on the action and provide interludes of nusic and da.ncin$5. 2 At the er:d 

Oberon thanks the Scot for the entertainrr.ent and leaves him to be sunfS 

to sleep, still confirned in his nlisanthropic outlook. 

It is not easy to tell juat hm·r seriously Greene meant his 

audience to take 0ohan's avowed misanthro?y, for its presentation is 

neither p!'ofound nor consistent. The basic difficclty arises out of an 

apparent uncertainty on Greene's part over whAther the character should 

function as a comic b'-ltt or as a valid choric commentator. On the one 

hand, the lnduction so clearly brands the man-hating ~,cot as a fi£:ure 

of ftm, that an audiencA vrould find it most diff:icult t:> treat his self-

justification with any s~=;rious~less. On the other hand, ~.:.here is nothing 

in the m'?.in plot tc 31J.P',<~est that Greene used it to "send up" Bohan's 

m.isanthrouy. r~s a result, the characterization of Bohan is merely 

confusing. Instead of strikino; the necessar;r balance between serious

ness a!ld ridicule, Greene atte:npts to exploit both possibiliti-es, 

changing sudderJ.y from one to the other. A 0lose examination of the play 

will reveal the nl".ny problems t!l.is a.ttempt createe for a theatre audience. 

The play opens with a revealinr; bit of si:.age business Hhich 

the 1593 Qu.:.rto prints as follows: 

Husicke playin c; w:Lthin. 
Entex After OberoG~, Ei~f ?_a;r.rie<;, an A.ntiqu.e, 
who dance abont 8._ Tor._E_e, plac '__::;_:L_s_~~~ni:_entl.Y o_g 
the st.~.~e_, 01.ct c ~ t'-~e '.v:j.c:l, _su-:Jd.1.inly starts up as 
they dn.n:1ce, Joh?..n -3. Scot, att7rcd like a ridste>.ll 
~n.2_:fi9".2--~.~~·IU_!:he ~~l}tiqu~ flyes. Ober-;nT:B.net~ 

http:Ober-;nT:B.net
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Textual critics have pointed out that the descriptive nature of these 

directions indicate they are of a litc:"'e.:r:v rather than a theatrical 

origin, and are therefore very likely to have been Greene's own.4 If 

this is tho case, they offer a valuable clue about what the playwright 

intended as the vital first irr.pression Bohan was to make upon the 

audience. I ;.rould S1JP:;!est that two of these directions ensure th9.t 

the impression will be a comic one. First, Bohan must appear suddenly 

from the last place one ;.rov.ld expect such an entrance. Noreover, he 

breaks up a dance of Antics, grotcsq'le fisures who perform in an 

exag~erated and ludicrous manner, as their name suggests. One can easily 

imae;ine the startled laughter prod·c1ced by Bohan~ s unexpected leap from 

the tomb, and the farcical disarray of the antics as they nee in panic, 

leavin~ a diminutive Oberon to confront the an~ry mi3anthrope. The next 

thin>s to catch the playgoer's e;re would 1mdoubtedly be Bohan's costume. 

This brin::;s up the interestin:s proble.-n of determ.ining exactly >-that 

impression Greene wished to ~omrey 1-rhen he stipulated that Dohan ·~ras 

to be "attyred like a ridstall ITIEI.n". His use of so specific a term 

see11s to indicate that he had a definite costume in mind, and that he 

expected the audience to be im:nediately familiar ·with it. So far the 

most lo~ical e)~lanation of the tern is that set forth in a series of 

articles that appeared in The Eoder!"l Lam:uage Review between 1934 and 

1949. They conclude that "ridstall" is a corruption of 17Redesdale", a 

town on the An;:;lo-Scottish Border, and that Greene therefore meant Bohan 

to be dressed like a Border reiver.5 AccordinJ? to the evidence of a 

recent Border historian, the misanthrope's cosLume wculd thus consist of 

a jack or quilted coat. of stout leather, breeches, leather riding boots, 



76 

and a bowl-like steel helmet.6 Later developments require that he be 

arrned 't-iJ.th a S'o1ord, prob;;,bly the "Skot.;.ische short sworde" common on 

the Border at that time.? If this rGadin~S is correct, it is possible 

to speculate on conternporar:y reaction. Certainly the iss11e of Border 

lawlessness was a pro:r.1inent one in the early 1590's, as Elizabeth I's 

fSo·.rernment vainly sour;ht ways of controlling the many familj.es, both 

EnQ;lish and Scottish, who made the area a virtual no-man's-land. 

Understandably, cont8!'":Iporary source0 reveal that the southerner held 

a very low opinion of the Borderer. The historian, Fraser, sums it 

up this way: 

Barbarous, c.,rafty, ve,1~Y,cful, crooked, quarrelsome, 
tou.:sh, perverse, active, deceitf'J.l--there is a harmony 
to be fo1.md about tl1e adjectivr::s in travellers' 
description2 and offi~ial letters. In gcnerr.l it 
is cc.nceded that th:: .?orderers, En~lish and Scottis11, 
'\'Terr.; much alike, that t:1cy made excellent soldiers 
if disciplined, tut that the raw material was hard, 
wild, and ill to taJne. 2: 

Hore specific references point to the fact that tv a Londoner of the 

early 1590's, the term n?_edesdale nan" was synonymous with "thief". 

The most familiar of these is Thon,as Hilson's statement in the popular 

Arte of Rhetoriaue: 

Nej.ther is he onel~r k!lo'tme uniYer~all;r to bee 
naupht, but his so;rle also (i1:1ere he Na.s borne) 
giveth him to bee an evill oan: consideri'1g he was 
~ -
bredde and brought up a.i1lonrs a deru'"lc of Theeves, 
amons the T.len of Tir:.sdale & R.iddesdale, ..:here 
pilla.~e is good J::'-lrcrnse, and murthE:ring is 
com::lted n1:1nhood. 9 

This is by no means a.n isolated reference. A historical document of 

1547 names the tm·m in much the sarr.e context: 

The chief dales are Tynedale and Redesdale, 
a countr:;r that ':lillian: the Conqueror did not subdue, 
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reta.ininp; to this di'W the ar.cient la"'trs and customs • 
•These Eir:;hlanders are famous fr.r thieving, 

they are all bred up and l:Lve by- theft. They come 
down from these dales into t..h(~ lovr countries, a.Y!d 
carry m-ray hcrscs e.nd cattle so cunningly, that 
it vrill be hard for any to o:et then or their cattle, 
except the:v b~ acq,tA-inted iotHh so:ne master thief, 
who for sorr.e monwr Trl3.Y help them to their stolen 

. "'1 r:
goods or deceive them.~v 

Still another, rr:ore hu1norons account comes from the memc>irs of the 

sixteenth-cem,ury preacher Bernard Gilpin. On one of his preachin<:; 

tours of the :·Jorth he stopped a.t Redesdale, '\!-There he found the church 

had neither minister, bell, nor book. Horeover, the inhabitants were 

totally unaccustomed to hea:dn~ sermons. )'/hen Gilpin preached against 

the evil of stealing, an eigi1t:1T-year-old m::~.n shouted from the con

greP,aticn, "Then the d::d.l 1 JSive my sall to, but ··:e are all thieves.n.ll 

Of course, so precisel~r-defined a character as &n inhabitant of Redes

dale could ha.rdl7 have been presented solely through costuming, unless 

the Elizabeth::~.ns were aware of some detail8 of' dress now lost to us. 

It seems more likely that Greene used the phrase i..'"l his directions to 

the theatre company tc ensure t.hat the misanthropic Scot would appear 

as an uncouth, ferocio·..ls·-looking; figure i..rr1'11ediately recognizable as a 

Borderer. By doin~ so I would suq:~est that ha was cmmting on the 

aud:Lence to react hur.1orously to this outlandish figure, since he could 

rely on both a well-established prejudice against the Borderer and the 

city-dweller's habitual scorn of the "uncivilized". 

Bohan's confrontation with Oberon, which takes up almost the 

whole of the L1ducticn, hei~htens the comedy of ~is first appearance. 

For one thin'S, he speaks with an exar!gerated Scots dialect: 
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Poh.o>.n: Ay say, what's thou? 

Ober_9D_: 'I'l1y friend, Bohan. 

Bohan: ':Ihat ~vet I or reck I that? 1il1vw, ;;uid man, 


I reck no frieni, nor ay reck DJ foe: al's 
ene to me. '}it thee rran~i:0.~, and trouble not 
may wha~ret, or ay' s ;:;8.r thee reckon me nene of 
thc:r friend, by the rr..ary mass sall I. 

(Induction: l-6) 

Significantly, Bohan's dialect becomes much less apparent later in the 

Induction, and disappears almost completely in the Choruses. But its 

liberal use in the play's openin~ lines constitutes still another attempt 

by Greene to e:A-tra.ct as much hmnour as possible from the misanthrope's 

initial appearance. The comic develop-nent continues, as Bohan attempts 

to take more positive c.ction a;ainst his intruder. '\'lhen his threats 

and insults fail to dri·.re h:i..m of:' (Induction, 6-22), Bohan resorts to 

violence, only to fini that Oberon has ca,.1sed his sword to stick in its 

sheath. His uncouth ferocity turns quickly to perplexity and am.usin£S 

frustration, as he tugs aYiay at the enchanted weapon ;-.rhile Oberon 

stands cal.."nly by: 

Obe.!:211: ':Jhy, stoical Scot, do what thou darest to me: 
here is my bre8.st, strike. 

f3ohart.: Thou 'l'tilt r:ot threap me: this whinyard has 
garred man:r better men to lope th:1n thou. 
But 'no"' now? Gos sayds, what, will 't not out'? 
\·lha7, thou witch, thou deel! Gad's fute, may 
whinyard! 

(Induction: 23-B) 

Oberon ta'Jnts the misanthrope and provokes yet another torrent of 

dialect abuse: 

Obero12: Hhy pull, man: but what an't1vere out, how then? 
Eo~1an: This, then: thou wert best be 'Sone first~ for 
- ay'll so lop thy l:i.!nbs th<ct thou's go with 

half a knave's carcass to the deel. 
(Induction: 29-32) 

He then permits Boh~n to draw his ffiiord and dares him to use it, where
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upon Bohan finds, to his disma;t, that he is under still another spell: 

Oberon: Draw it out. . . . Now strike, fool, canst 
thou. not'! 

Bohan: Bread ay Ge.d, vrhat deel is in me? )·lhay, 
tell me, thou skipjack, what art thou? 

(Induction: 33-6) 

At this point the actor plo.yirt?, Bohan must in some way !l"..ake his "enchanted" 

condition clear to the audience, presu.':J.ably by acting as if he were 

paralyzed once he has drmm the sNord. Eoreover, the position would 

likely be an exafSP,:eratedly mvbrard one to suit the comic distress 

implicit in the dialoP,:'J.e. }~y ~ess is either that Bohan is left ;orith 

his sword arm stuck in the air, or bo·ned dovm to the ground by a weapon 

that s'J.ddenly b~comes too heav;l to lift. 1Nhatever the case may be, the 

character must, accc.rding to Oberon's next speech, remain in this position 

for some time: 

!Jay, :'irst tell m0 ,,:he.t thou wast from thy birth, 
what thou hast passed hit:-,erto, why thou ct...rellest 
in a tomb and leavest the world~ and then I will 
release thee of these bonris: befo1·e, not. 

(Induction: 37-40) 

I have dealt at considerable length with the first forty lines 

because their action and dialogue are vita) to the establishment of 

Bohan's character in the minds of the audience. As I have tried to 

point out. every part o.f this initial confrontation with Oberon defines 

the misanthrope as a comic figure whose hatred of ma11kind is seriously 

undermL~ed by the circ~mstances lmder which the audience first meets him. 

So vivid is this first im.pression that it would be very difficult to 

allow for a more sympathetic portrait of Johan at a later point in the 

play. Yet this is p~ecisely wh~t Greene seeks to brine about in the 

next part of tr.e Induction. Bohan g:·'1dgingly obliges Oberon with an 
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account. of the L.uny disappointments in his life vrhich have prompted 

him to abandon the world i..11 disr7,ust (Induction: 41-75). His auto

biography contCJ.ins mar:;~· of the familiar satiric condemnations of the 

follies of court, countrv s.n:-i ci+..y lif8, and ends with an equally 

conventional display of "wrld-•-reariness: 

.In seeking fri.en1::;, I foun1 table-l!'lests to eat 
me and m.v meat, my wife's rrossips to be-;,-rra:v the se
crets of my heart, k)ndred to betray the effect of 
my life~ which 1·1!1en I ."loted--the court ill, the co'.lntry 
worse, and the city worst of all--in good t~~e ~y wife 
died-- . • .leaving my two sons to the ~>rorld and 
shutting myse:.lf into this tor.,b, i'lhere if I rl.ie, I a.-·n 
sure I am safe fro:n wild beasts: but ;1hilst I live, 
cannot be free from ill co:rnp::o.ny. Resides, nm-1 I am 
sure, gif all r.w friends fail me, I sall have a 
grave of mine mm providing. That is all. 

(L'"lduction: 64-74) 

Under other circ'JITlstances the spectacle of a disillusioned man driven 

to seek shelter in his o:m grave from the world's wickedness might evoke 

considerable pathos. Furthermo~e, th~ nicely-balanced phrasin~ of Bohan's 

self-portrait ~ives the actor an excellent opport1mity of catching the 

audience's attention, ·"l.!ld even of winni'1g its sympathy. But here the 

impact of Bohan's account is seriously undermined by the fact that he 

remains 1mder Oberon's "spell" until he has finished telling of his 

wretched life. The cornic possibilities which Gre'3ne has successfully 

exploited in '!:.he first part of the Induction nuw make it most unlikely 

th&t the a.udience will react to Bohan's autohiography without at least 

some skepticism. 

Bohan's autobiography marks a turnin~ point in Greene's hand

lin.g of the misanthropic presenter. Throushout the confrontation with 

Oberon, Bohan appears exclusively as an uncouth, ferocious henr.it whose 

roup;h dialect, outlandish costume and futile attempts at violence create 

http:co:rnp::o.ny
http:myse:.lf


~1 

an ent.P-rt.ainir1~ farcical jnterlude. 3ut from line forty ormard, he 

ceases to be an active character, and assumes instead the role of a 

presenter O!' :rr..aster of ceremonies. Once Oberon has released h:L11 from 

the spell, Bohan displays only one more short outburst of comic 

ferocity vrhen he threatens his t'i<JO sons with death if they chatter as 

they dance for Oberon's entertainment ( Ir:ctucti:m ~ 85-90), ar'.d then 

sends them ollt into the world (Induction: 95-7). Thereafter he functions 

solely as a coillllientator 1-:ho introduces the main plot and reappears from 

time to time to point out particu.larl7 glaring instances of man's 

treacher;-r. Certain C~1<'mr;cs irt Bohan's manner of speakin$S reflect this 

shift in presentation. As I mentioned before, Greene's use of the heavy 

Scots malect grad.ually disappears after line forty, recurring only in 

occasional 1-tords and phrases durinc~ the rest of the frame-plot. }~ore 

important, the prose of tbe Induction ~iYes \,ray to the more difSnified 

med.i.um of verse in all the Choruses. These chan<ses reflect a significant 

shift in the dr&T~tist's concept of Bohan's misanthropy. From exploiting 

its humorous potential Greene turns to a much more favourable presentation 

which stresses a 1cft;v conte.:npt for the world's va->.:ity and an accert:mce 

of death's inevitability. Unfcrtunatel:v, he brings about the change so 

abruptly, and with so many inconsistencies, that he destroys the unity 

of the play. 

Greene sets the tone for the misanthrope1s elevated status in 

Bohan's introduc-+.. ion to the main pl0f~: 

Now, king, if tho•J 'c-<.:: ·::\ kin~, I w:.11 shc.1., thee 
whay I hate the ;.:o!:'2.. .:J. ·:_,:r ·:~e:rr;.cnstration. In the 
year 1520 was in S·;oUar:d ,3. kin£:, overruled with 
parasites. J:-.:Lsled t~: 2t ..st. ar.d rr.any circu.rnstances 
too lon~ to t rat t1-:: or1 r.o'·', mu.ch like our court 
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of Scotland this day. That stcry have I set 
down. Gan~ ,.,it.h me to the r:'iller:v, and I'll 
show thee the zan,e in action b7 fSUid fellm:s of 
our count~nnen: and then when thou seest that, 
judr~e if any wise man would not leave the world 
if he cculd. 

(Induction: 105-13) 

Bohan reiterates this idea several tL~es in the Choruses. At the end 

of Act. I, for example, he directs Oberon's attention back to the play 

with this speech: 

T~en ma.rk my sto:r:y, and the stranae doubts 

That folloiT flatterers, lust, and la•,rless will: 

Ann then say I h:we reCl.son to forsake 

The world anJ. all that are vrithin the sa.'1le. 

Go ~hroud we in O'l.:-" harbour, where we'll see 

The pride of folly, as it ousht to be. 


(Chorus 1: 10-15) 

His spiritual preparation for death is most prorunent in his responses 

iJl the f,~ditionc:l Chorusas t0 Oberon's dJJm'.)-shows. In Cho;.·us VI he 

applauds .a shm.,r portrayinq, the fall of Se..."liramis in this >'lay: 

I see thou hast thine eyes, 
Thou bonny kin!!, if princes f3.ll from hish: 
Hy fall is p3.st, until I fall to die. 

(Chorus VI: 13-15) 

Bohan's r0narks on the other two d~b-shows exhibit a similar pre

occupation 1-rith his o1.,rn readiness for death. To the story of Alexander's 

visit to Cyrus' tomb he replies: 

Wh~t reck I then of life, 
\V!1o makes the grave my home, the earth my wife. 

(Chorus VII: 8-9) 

while he draw'3 this conclusion from th'3 	a.ccount of the murder of King 

Sesostris: 

How blest are peur men, then, that know 	 their grave~! 
(Chorus VIII: 7) 

Greene brL~~s th'3 two th~~es together in Bohan's final speech: 
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Thou nill me 3tay~ hail then, tho'..l }Jride of kinss! 

I ken the Norld and ·trot well "'trcol:lly thinrss. 

Hark thou my ,iig, in mirk<ost terms that tells 

The loath of sins and "~>There corruptton dl1clls. 

Hail me ne mere "rith sho~1s of ~uidl:r sights: 

Ky grave is mine, that rids me from despites. 

Accept my ji;s, r;uid kin~, and let me rest: 

The grave with >;11id men is a r;ay-bu.il t nest. 


(Chorus V: 3-10) 

What is more, Oberon see..'!ls wholly to approve of Bohan's m..isanthropy, so 

lonF, as it is not directed towards him. He states in the Induction 

that he has come to reHard the misanthrope for withdrawil'1JS f'ro:r, society: 

Bohan: . . .How, what art thou? 
Oberon: Oberon, Kin~ of Fairies, that loves thee 

because tho1l Latest the world: and to 
gratnlate thee, I brought those Antics to 
shoi·T thee some sport L'1 dancing, vrhich thou 
hast loved welL 

(Induction: 76-9) 

He enlarr;es upon this iC:ea at the end of the play's first act as he 

accepts Bohan's thanks for an interl11de of dancim;: 

I tell the8, Bohan, Cberon is kin~ 


Of quiet, plea!'n>:'e, profit, ani cont-ent, 

Of wealth, o~ honour, and of all the world: 

Tied to no place, yet all are tied to one. 

Live thou in this life, exiled from world and men, 

And I 11ill sho,,; thee \·mn-::l_ers sre we part. 


(Chorus I: 4-9) 

In the Additional Choruse~ (note 2) Oberon takes a more active part L"l 

the illustration o~ wcr1il;r vanity by presentinc; three dtunb-shows, each 

of which portrays the miserable fate of a once-great ruler. His 

corrJnentar~' 011 t:-le second of these shows, the visit of Alexander the 

Cyrus of Persia, 
1-lighty in life, within a marble £';rave 
~·las laid to rot: whom Alexander oCice 
Beheld entombed, and weeping, did coP..fess 
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Nothincs i."'l life could 'scape from wretchedness: 
':lhy then boast men? 

(Chorus VII: 2-7) 

Finally, at the close o: the play, Oberon thanks Bohan for the enter

taiP.ment an1 leaves the Scot, confirmed in his misanthropic outlook, 

to be sung to .sleep i..."l his torr;.b by the fairies of his train (Chorus V: 

11-14). By havinr: Oberon suprort Bohan's distaste for human society 

Greene my have been tryin>s to mak-::l him more belienble as the presenter 

of a moral tale. ?ar from achieving his object, he undermines the 

credibility of both characters. 

The chief difficulty v:ith the interior plot is a simple one: 

the outcome of Bohan's story flatly cont:cadicts all the connnentary of 

the framework. ?rom Bohan's introduction an audience is led to expect a 

bitter tale of m.ankjnd's treachery, but wh;lt it ~SOts is a conventional 

tale, lifted from a noyella by Giraldi Cinthio, about a lustful kin~ and 

his loyal wife. James, King; of Scotland, has no sooner married Dorothea, 

daucshter to the Ki.ru~ of Englan1, than he falls madJ_y in love with Ida, 

a beautiful and chaste yo1m~ Scotswoman (I, i, 1-1;7). Overpowered by 

his lust, he falls easy prey to the w::..les of the parasite Ateukin, '!>tho 

promises to \'lin Ida's love for him (I, i, 158-278). Ateukin soon ~ains 

complete control of bot.h King and ccuntry, to the disgust of James's 

ri;7,htful cmmsellors, whom the King tyranically banishes from Court (II, 

ii). ivhen Ida rejects his suit, James is persuaded to rid himself of 

Dorothea ( H, ii, 155ff.), and plots vdth Ateukin to have her killed. 

\'larned of the })lot, D0rothea flees the court disguised as !3. boy (III, iii), 

but Ateukin' s hired assassi."'l C3.tches up with her in the forest and wounds 

her, lcav:tn;; her fo!' dead (IV, iv, 3>3-59). At onCFJ disaeter overtakes 



James in t~e form of an Enr!lish invasion to revenge Dorothea's supposed 

murder, and the news that. Ida h&s married another. But Dorothea has 

been rescued by a Scottish knirsht (IV, iv, 60.:.70), who cures her and then 

at her ur~.,.1ng produces her in the nick of tim-3 to avoid a battle between 

the armies of the boJ'o kings (V, vi, 97ff). Dorothea's unswerving loyalty 

overcor:1es all diffic,_iLties. Ateukin is disgraced, James repents of his 

folly and returns to Dorothea, the two kings are reconciled, and the pl~y 

ends on a note of rejoicin:s. For added variety there is a comic sub

plot involvin~ the antics of Ateukjn's knavish servants, a minor crisis 

of mistaken ident:l.ty Hhen t;,e vrife of Dorothea's rescuer provokes her 

husband to jealous~r hy falljng in lo-._,-e 1dth the Queen on account of her 

male disguise, and a fe't~ coQrtship scE:nes behteen Ida and her lover 

Eustace. In short, Bohan's i]_lustration of human depravity turns out to 

be a conventional romF~ntir:: co'T!edy which cont.ains, as one commentator 

has remarked, enouc;h JT..aterial to fit out three or fo'-lr mediocre 

Elizabethan pla;vs.l2 :·ihile it does present some notable exarnples of 

wicked.."less and knaver;:r, the happy endinr:;. in '>'lhich loyalty and love are 

rewarded and the errins Ki~~ repents cf his folly, Nould hardly drive 

anyone to abandon the uorld. 

Nor is this the onl7 difficulty about the play. To complicate 

matters still furt~er, Greene has adopted a curious time scheme which 

permits characters from the framework plot to take up an active role 

in the rr.ain story. In the Induction, Bohan makes it clear that he is 

presenting a tale fruz.a the past: 

In the year 1520 was in Scotland a king, overruled 
with parasitesy misl~d by lust, and r.:any circumstances 
too lonr~ to tr·attle on novrJ much like cur court of 
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S.::ot::..c.nd this day. Thh; 3tory have I set do'<m. 
(Induction: 106-10) 

mi.s<mt.hro-pe's t1-:o t~c·:~:::-, ~Lmo the &7a.,.'-· G.n.i 3lipr.er, a loutish clown. 

As I mcn~.ic·n·.:d ~<·.Y"1ier, tlwse t 1vo ch"l.racters appear briefly in the 

InducU.cn to da:1~e for Oberon's enterte,in1lE'nt, and are then sent away 

by their father to ::;:e.2k tht!ir fortt:.nes }J1 the world of men: 

lJo·...: r::et you to the v:·~_ce N0:4 ld >·d :.:-l !:tor.:; than my 
fa th0.r g3ve :!le: that r s learnin~ enou~?~1, both kinds-·
knc~very :;n.d honesty; a11d th2:t:; I :~~:.ve ~rou, spend at 

( Indnctic·n: 95-7) 

appear.::.~ce i.n the ma:.n .s-:,or:_r: 

Nay, for thd.r '~rort I 'vilJ. ?lve the~n this f!i':'t~ 
to the d!·t,lrf 1 f!i·.re e. q'.lick Hit, p;:Pt:t~r of 'jody, 
an<.l awar'!"'ant h.:'...s :'r'?."c·err;;3:·:·, to a r--:i:lc:c>;:; ser'rice, 
l'.iher3 b.7 r,_i_s wisd''~' ::e. sh2l.:L R,ain i71Gr'0 l.n7e th.s.n 
cor:.1t.:m. And t-:. lor::P'e~~'1cad ~~r)lJ.I' ~-...:m J. ;-:: ;,,,.c :.l 

wanderi:1~ life, and ~·rorilisc i1e :;h::-c~.l nc:Ne!:- \u.i,;k; 
e.nd avo'>'~ that if' in all dist-resses he cd.l .1po:1 
~e, to help him. 

( Indclcticn: 915-J. Ol1-) 

True to Ohe~C'11' s predict. lens, n':l.{lO ':_,ecomes the loyal ser!s.nt of Queen 

Dorot~1-e2., while 3lipper takes up a p::;st as one of AteukL"1 T ::-; dishones':. 

hench;nen. F:vhan, t,he presE=mter, neitho::.· controls their actions nor 

seems a':Jare of t~·2ir .t'at.e. At the enr1. of Act IV_, f0r exar·lple, Obe;-or~ 

predicts that 3lipper' s kn.:J.very will bri~e; about his death, and 

promises tc resCl.18 h:irn when the occa:,.;:.on C:<::..c1:an·is. Boha~ disp~..a.y3 a 

consternation that is u.I1ch&.racteristic of a pr,3ser.ter -..;ho is su±:posed to 

knov.r the outcvme, an-:! :1an to be reassured. once a~;ain that all will be ·,tell: 

. :..n:-1 yfJn la::1di6, for his sport hs :nade 
~~t1en lea~t he hopes, I'll st·md ni~~ friend, 
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Or else he capers in a hJ.l"tPr's Pnd. 

Bohan: Hhat, h~n>; my son? I tro1~ not, Oberon: 


I'll rather die than see hi;a -...roebe~one. 


OberpB: Bohan, be pleased, for, do they what they will, 
Here is my hand., I'll save thy son from ill. 

(Chorus IV: 8-14) 

Oberon keeps his promise in V, vi, when he and the Antics interfere 

in the story to save Slipper from the r;allovrs. To complicate :matters 

still further, Green,3 has Ateukin express awareness of Bohan's existence 

when he asks !Jano vthether the dwarf was "the old stoic's son, that dr.-rells 

in his tomb" (I, ii, 119). 

Attempts to discoifer A- coherent t1.cmatic desirn behind these 

contradictions haY8 not been p?.rticula:•ly convinc:.n~. The play's most 

recent editors, J. A. !.:lVin an'i ~TOI"!:\"1.:1 Sanders, both see the outcome 

of the Scottish piot as Greene's deliberate repudiation of Bohan's 

misanthropy. By allm'l'ing the interior story to defy all the efforts 

of its s'lpposed creator to Irt3ke it an example of man's wickedness, 

Greene asserts the triumpt of ll1JllTan love over all obstacles. Consequently, 

Bohan's pessimistic speeches and Oberon's dumb-shows become hollow, 

futile a~.onitions beside the rr~in plot's exaltation of love and loyalty. 

1-Jhile they ar;ree that Greene dismisses Bohan's misanthropy, the t\-ro 

editors adopt sli~ht.ly different views of the relationship betvreen the 

presenter and his "jig". Lavin sees the relationship in terms of a 

simple contrast: 

Despite the m.:tsanthropy of Bohan, and Oberon t s approval 
of that attitude in the framet-rork, and despite their 
content,ion that the plot of the play supports such a view of 
the world, the rlay itself points quite a different moral. 
'Human love is seen as tne po1-rer which can overcome fortune 
and restore the natural order in both the individual and 
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the realm. . . . Nota.blv, -!:hr.· 11bi s1.::1t a!ld momento mori 
therr.es of t1.e three dtw.b-shows pr"::·~~ented by Obcron~-(in 
not corresroni to the Ol'.t~c:r.e of the play proper: the 
lesson the;r teach abo'lt worldl7 pomp is only relevant 
in a ~cneral "'T'ly to a trar;i-come:i;r concerning flattcr:-r 
and lu2t, in •·rhicl-1. the king silrvivss to live happi17.• 
The dmnb-sho'l!S iJJ.1J.~trate hu,nar. folly~ in the pla;r itself 
folly is re1ee.:aed.l.J 

Sanders adopts a r.,ore complicated outlook in an attempt to explain 

the arrarently telescoped time scherr.e: 

In dramatic terms '.vhat is happening here is that 
Bohan is ~ivin~ the ~orld he has quitted a second 
chance for tlle real-life audie!1ce. . • . As the 
actio11 pro~resses 'tle ::.ee t~a t, in this second-ti:ne
round, Virt·Je tr:i.1Jmphs and t.he end is happy. • . .14 

A third vie-,r, recently P'lt foT't·rarc': in an article by A. R. Braunmuiler, 

allmvs somm·that R;re?~tPr valid..i..ty to 3o!13.n' s outlock by maintaining 

that the attit~tdes express0d in the frru:J.e•To!·k !lnd interior plot 

quali:':r each other. Brau..runuiler arc;ues rather inge:1iously that Gre2:-:e 

has deliberately provided bm irreconcilabi_e concepts of human nature 

and rr.anipulated them through the skilful use of theatrical illusion, 

so that neither sho'Jld domins.te the ?lay's overall thematic desi:;n: 

To nchieve its f:Jll effect, the nlay must end with 
a contradiction beti-Te':>n its couyotly interior an!J. 
misanthropic circ1..T.ference. Sli-:htly skc;~-Ted 

conventiom.lit::.es at JaJnes IV' s court criticize 
their "inventor" Boho.n no less th~n his philosophy 
and dour certainty er:r:-:;hasize their Sllperficia.lit~r. 
Greene's fluid <Jse o.7.' theatrical illusion ESi·res form to 
this diversity and echoes in d:ta.TM.tic techniq·1e its 
challen!Sc to cc::11rention. By sxa~crerating the play's 
literariness, by turnin~ conventional situations 
upside-1own, by erectinc; a complicated set of theatrical 
illusicns, Greene ar:-ues that co;nplex h1lr.lan e..'11otion cannot 
be simplified t:1rou~h dramatic a:~.l romantic commonplaces.l5 

The trouble with all these interpretations is that they evolve 

more from the study than from the theatre. To argue, as Lavin does, 
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that Greene 1Jses the main plot to eryose the futility of Bohan's 

misanthrop;;r does not sufficiently account for the fact that the play 

ends with his apparent justification. Rather than witnessing the 

misanthrope's utter ro11t in the face of ove!"'trhelmin~ proof of the 

existence of hum~n love, the audience last sees Bohan r~narded for 

his presentation. It wculd require considerable in,csenuity fr-om both 

director and actors to make a rejection of misanthropy explicit on the 

stage without c""J.tting this final Chorus. Similarly, Sa11ders' idea of 

a double time scherne is not cne that can easily be presented in 

the theatre, for it wculd take a playgoer of extraordinar:r mental 

subtlety merely to infer from the inconsistencies that Bohan vras 

givin~ the 1·rorld a secon1 chance. Finally, if Greene's i':ltEmtion was 

to qualif~r his audience! s impressions of human emotion, as Braunmuiler 

S'J..e;~ests, he has atte:r.pted it in a manner thc:>.t would surely confuse 

arw theatregoer 11bo had not been so fortunate as to read the play before 

goin~ to s~e it. Instead of t~Jing to find coherence in the play, I 

would sc:gr.;est that Greene's atte.:npt t.o capitalize on several theatrical 

fashions has resulted in th~ creation of interestin~ but inferior drama. 

Nowhere is this tendency more apparent than in the treatment of his 

misanthrope. Faced ;.rith the choice of exploitin~ the character's comic 

possibilities or usin~ h:L"!l. as an effective conunentator, Greene seeks 

to make the most of both. As a result there occurs a sudden and 

confusing shift in Boha~'s character halfway through the Induction in 

order that the ridiculously 1mcouth figure of the opening lines might 

becor11e the more dignified presenter of the interior story. Then, haYin~ 

used the misanthrope to lD.1L'1Ch the play, Greene appears to have lost 
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interest in him, and ne~lected to reconcile his attitude with the 

optimism of his 11 jig". Thus the chare.cter·ization of Eohan provides 

an outsta.ndin~ example not only of the possible uses of a misanthrope 

on the stage, but also of ti1e pitfalls m.raitin~ a play..rri~ht who tries 

to exploit snc~ a ch~racter ;.rithout sufficiently accmmtin~ for the 

mor3.l and dra.ITJ?..tic proble,':ls misanthropy inevita~ly presents to his 

audience. 

History has not been kind to the anonymouf' Ti.1Ilo_IJ.___l'l&.v. First, 

it has s11rvived in a dn~le I:'.anuscript copy that offers no external 

clues to its authorship, date, or circill~stances of production, and so 

far no-one has m;.naged to unearth any contemporary references to its 

existence. Eore importc..nt, its closeress jn t:imP. to Sh3.kespeare's 

Timon of At,h~, and the many puzzling s:ir.<ilarities between the two 

pla:rs, have prompted i-t~s fe•t~ comnentatnrs to concern themselves 

ex-:::lus:i.·;ely with asscssin~ its possibilities as a Shakespearean source.l:S 

Often ass,lillin£ that the Dard could not possibly he.ve borrowed from so 

inferior a ·Nork, these commenta:.ors have ransacked the T:iJnon Plav' s_ 

text for topical allusions, echoes from well-knoh~ plays, professional 

jargon, and any other references that misht prove its author either 

copied from Shakespeare or wrote his play for a performance that Shake

speare could not have seen. About the content itself they say little, 

apart from thP. assertion that it does not merit discussion. ~..mile it 

would be absurd to hail this play as a neglected masterpiece, I would 

suggest that it is '1-Torth far closer scrutiny than it l1as so far received. 

lVhether it preceded or follm·red Shakespeare's Timon, this work is the 
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only other attc.'Ilpt to adapt the vlell-known Timon story to the dem3.nds 

of the Fn~lish Renaissance stage. It is tnerefore possible to exrunine 

the way in which another play11right approached the t'ltro problems of 

the audience's built-in 2ntipathy to the misanthrope, and the character's 

theatrical inflexibility. As this d.isC,J.Ssion will show, the playwri~ht 

adopts a convt!ntional solution to both problems by treating the mis

anthrope as a comic butt, and by surro1mdin~ the main stor:'r >-rith a 

wealth of miner' incidents and characters. The fact thc.t his attempt 

is a failurE: n~;:,kes the T:i.r:c.on_PJ.§:L no less inte!'estin'! as a reflection 

of contempora~r atti~udes both to lliisan~hropy and to Timon. 

The pla.:r opens '"'ith a debate bet·;.;een J:'imon and his stm:ard, 

Lachas, over the proper use of Tirr.on's considerable wealth. Having 

just collected the rents, Laches cot.:nsels his master to hoard his 

nsacks filled with r;oulden talE:ntsn (I, i, 3)17 against the dangers of 

poverty: 

Lett your chests be the pryso~, 


Your locks the keerer, and your keyes the porter, 

Othel"'rlise the:r'le fl:y~ al'fay, svJ:dter then birds or 


wyndes. 
( T •,.,_, ~, 

But Timon rejects this advice as mere avarice, choosing instead to 

lavish his money on all 'Ttrho seem to need it: 

I will noe miser bee. 

Flye, ~O'l..ld, enjo:re the s'ms bea.:nes! 'tis not fitt 

Bri~ht gould should lye hidd in obscuritie: 

I'le rather scatter it ~mon~ the people: 

Lett poore men some',.,.hat take o.f my t;reate plenty: 

I would not hav-e them -~reive th::.tt they went e'7lrtv 

l?rom Ti.'no!'ls threshoulci, and I 1-lill not see 

My pensive f.reinds to p_yne with penurie. 


(I, i, 9-16) 

1-lhen Laches persists with his advice, Timcn Yiolently de!'lolu1ces his 
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prudence as the offspi·inp; of a serviJ.:; m.5.nd, and threatens him with 

disraissal if he utters ar!other Nord on. the subject: 

I'st. even soe, my learned counsaylor? 

Rule thou this hmrse, be tho'J a citt i.zen 

Of AUw!1s! I thy ::>ervant vrill atten-1: 

Thou shalt correct me as thy bond slave: yes, 

Then shalt correct f."H':;, Laches~ I Hil:;_ beare 

As fitts a slave. By all the .~cds I sweare, 

Bridle thy tou,'1~e, or I ;.rill cutt it out, 

And turne thee out oi' dores. 


(I, i, 28-35) 

Finally he orders the reluctant ste'.'lard to "besto·..,re/The streetes 

with ~ould" (I, i, 50-51), and leaves the stage, complacently assured 

that his bom1ty has earned him the }~ods' favour: 

The noyse ascends to heav'n: Tinmns greate n~~e 


In the ~Qds eares resounds, to hia greate fame. 

This I heare 1·1ilJ.in~l_ie: and 'tis farre s•..,reeter 

Then sound of harpe, or EU17 pleasant meet:;.~e: 


I, mac;nified by the peoples cr:;re, 

Shall mou.Ylt in dor;-y-e to the heavens high. 


(I, i, 55-60) 

To appreciate this scene's impact upon a seventeenth-century 

audience, it is necessary to un1erstand somethin!S of conventional views 

on the proper definition of liberality. Elizabethan didactic writers 

defined liberality as the judicious use of nan's God-given riches for 

the s11pport of his fellm.,rs.l ~ and hailed it as one of the virtues 

essential to a tr'le ~entleman. Indeed, many writers asserted that without 

it no rich m"'l.n cou1d. 'ue counted a gentleman, since genuine nobility 

revealed itself in a ~reater wlllingnes3 to give th~~ to receive bounty: 

[Noble me!1] 011~ht also practvse ...liberality. For 
nothinr; ;;,ore p0.rchaseth l:lens favoure anri frendshvppe, ;.rhose 
prayse, as it 011~ht bee cowrr.on to all riche: so is 
especi2.ll~.· r,-:ost prop<~r to Noble oen. For •.. a Noble 
courage acco:npteth hi.t n~ore happie, to help~ then bee holpen: 
and tc bee ct ;;ever then taker, •..yea, rather reclmeth hit 
a sha!:l.e, and staine to his honor to take: glorious to geve.l9 
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Yet these same -rrtriters unanimously L"lsisted thRt discretion must always 

accompany the exercise of liberalit;:l. They carefully distin.guished 

between liberality, the measured display of generosity towards deservin~ 

men, and prodigality, the indiscrirr,inate lavishing of gifts upon all 

and sundry, a practice they held to be as darrillable a fault as the d0adly 

sin of avarice. To be truly liberal, a rich man had to learn to avoid 

the excesses of the miser and the spendthrift, and to bestow his money 

wisely only on those whose genuine need and >-rorthiness rr:erited his 

b:nmty. As one conter..:porar:r >ITiter put it: 

. • . If God blesse t~ee plentifully with riches 
and possessions, hoard it not ~i~~ardlie, nor spend 
it rrodi~':'lllie, 'but o~e oer,e::'ici3.ll to o"vhers, and 
use liberalitie to tr-.ose t'!'lt l;o,cke and deserve well 
of thee . • . , ;ret Nitll this con.sideraticn, tha.t 
thou s):a-rt:J at t:1€. ':::lr:iJncle, least i<lhilest thoL: 
shou.ldest poure out .~ pinte, there r1..m forth a 
pottle, e: 1·-:;t the old yroverbe never fal out of thy 
mi.l'J.d~ . It i3 teo late to spare .,.,hen all is out.20 

1.Vhile avarice and prodir;alit~r ..,'lere equ-:1lly condenned, many 

Elizabethan courtesy-':'lriters concerned the.T..selves more often with the 

la.tter, possibly because it constituted a ~reater dar;ger to a >iealthy 

and generous .nan. These i'lriters laid doHn a series of rules whose 

observance would preve~t a rich man from overstepping the bounds of 

liberality. First, a~d most L~portant, a truly liberal man should 

always consider both the appropriateness of his ~ift and the worth of 

the intended recipient, for this more than an3~hing else distinguished 

his display of bounty fran that of the prodigal. This rule involved 

a thorough exa.r1i.l'J.ation of all the circl..<m:Jtances surro1mding a proposed 

act of generosity: 

You aske me with what obserYations we ought to give 
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1-then we give any th:rno:. ~:Jherecnto I ans·rreare, that 
in adm·i nistrin~Y lib "Oralitie all rr.en ar'? t:re~ to 
these foure respe~tes: to consider wel what we give, 
to kno"'Te to \·,nome "'e gi.ve, to 1•n-:l.erstande the cause 
wh:v we give, ani to have req:arde to the time whm 
we ~ive, for it is needef1Ql to jui~e a~1 weigh the 
vc:.lue and q'nlitie of our- ~ift, l·2st '•Te Pive lesse 
than to S'lfficc [the] ;y;cessitie of hh,l to who[m,J we 
give: to know to ~·;ho[rr!] -vre JSiV~ le9-st the:-e bee no 
merit, no1· Just n<?cessitie i:1 Lt>-:~;_j oerso [n]: to 
examine ;.rell the· occasion vrh:r we ~i\re, to the end 
[ thatJ it be for qood resp'?ct: ,qn::l. above al, who ob
serves not the t~.nn"', t?:iyes p·erhaps to no fruit or 
col11!Iloditie of hym [ thatj rAceiveth: for that who 
gives 01.1t of.' ths·se conditions, r!i·res not in true 
liberalitie, but as th-e 'hl~mde m'ln, who weenin:::; to 
powre drinke into h7s d~rshe, rowreth it into [the] 
river which hath nc ne-:;de to bee liquored.2l 

Secondly, he should r."=lve1· i:r::;xwe~ish hirnself by his generosity, since 

by doin~ so he wonld depri':e h:iJrcself of all fc:.rther oprortunities to 

be liberal. 22 Third, the hope of gain should never become the motive 

behini the ex~rcise of generosity, for it utterly debased gift and 

~Siver alike. 23 Therefore, to quote a conte~'Tlporary moralist, the liberal 

man "must no~,, after he hath bestowed hj s gifts, cast ::J.nd hitt men in 

the teeth with the.ll, or b7 his prating cause the remembrance of his fY,ifts 

to perish". 24 :ay adhering to these rules a '-realthy man might rest secure 

in the knowledge that he exerciseti hi:o bounty with the r.1easure:i Judr;e

ment th"-tt was the hallmark of true liberality: 

Nor should your bo1mtie (like the sunne) runne round 
and shine on all alike, thouqh (like the beames,) 

The sa~e should seldome in the eclipse be found: 
truest Bo~~tie lives betweene extreames.25 

To judge from their frequent occurrence in moral treatises, 

courtesy-books ani proverb collections, these "rules for givin'S" were 

undoubtedl7 corrar.on kno'toTledge to a considere.ble number of seventeenth-

century ~lay?,oers. Su~h an audience wotud therefore be most Qnlikely 
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to greet Til.r.cn t s philanthrop~r 1-lith much sympathy, for in the short 

space of sixty lines he mana~es to brca~ most of them. His lavish, 

ill-considered display of ~eneroslty_, and his apparent inability to 

distinguish bet'.-teen prudencA and avarice, characterize Timon as a 

creature of extremes whose pride and folly demand harsh Fmishment. 

Not only does he neglect to ~?Uard his wealth Jj,gainst the dan~ers of 

overspending: he wilfully prevents his ste·t~ard, the servant charged 

with husbanding his :revenue, from carr.rin~S out, his appointed duties. 

He violently reacts arrainst any advice that contradicts his own 

desire for lavish display. His corr:m::tnds to Laches at the end of 

the scene indicate that Timon shoc.,rs concern neither for the amount 

of his gift nor for the worthiness of its recipient. Horeover, he 

acts entirely out of a desire to ce praised by his fellow citizens: 

It is to me a tryumph and a qlorye, 
That people f':vnfSer r:o:r,.'11t at me, and saye, 
This, this is he that his lardgc ttealth and store 
Scatters amen~ the comons and the poore: 

(I, i, 43-6) 

His complacent assertion that he enjoys divine favour reveals a 

pride that borders on blasphemy, and ensures that Timon is headed 

straight for a reversal of fortune. I would suggest that in view of 

Timon's extre~e folly, this reversal is intended to be comic, since 

most Elizabethans would be Thllikely to waste much s~r.mpathy on such a 

wilful prodigal. 

If the openin~ scene establishes Timon as a potential gull, 

the second confirms him in this role by introducing the first of his 

parasitic friends. In an age which held friendship with all men to 

be impossible, a man who sou~ht indiscrimin~tely after friends was 
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often likened to t!the unchast woman, 1.-:ho ,joying herselfe with many, 

hath no one ass11red 16ve:r'1, 2'J 
/ 

and lik':.' ~11ch a '14ow.an, h8 ofte:1 attracte::i 

the iV'orst sort of comp::>.nions. Therefore: Elizabethan moralists counselled 

tteir readers to extend f~i;:mdship only to those "rhose merit t:wv have 

carefully tested: 

It is not ~ood . . . to receive a~d admit of 
fr·i_ends over-lia;htly and over-soone, nor to set our 
mindes and knit our affections to those that come 
next h3.nd, and present thE·.:lselves first, ne yet 
love those incontinently that seeke us and follo·w 
us, but r·'l.ther seeke after t'le'Il .?.nd follov1 thsm our 
selves that are ;.rorthy 0f frisnriship: • and 
even so it i<:> not ahraies decent & good to er1ter
taine bto our far11iliaritie one ths.t is :readie to 
embrac,e and h'lnr: alJout 17.s: but rather such O'lgoht we 
our selves af:'er:t5..onatel7 e;liorace t-.rhom ';le h'lve tried 
to be Dl'ofitable tmto us, and ~-tho deserve t.tat. \ve 

. "'?should lovG and R'lke accou..~+. of the..m . ...: 

In this scene it becomes abunrl.antly clear that Tir:lon makes no such 

trial of his friends. The impoverished gallant Eutrapelus bursts 

in upon Timon &..nd his .ste>vard 1tfith a call to e:A'travagance: 

By Venus' lappe I S'tTeare, tho'l seem'st. to mee 

To bee too sadd. :·Thy w~lk' st thou not the streetes? 

Thou scarce art kno·....rne in tenn tavernes yett: 

Subdue the '\vorld with gould. 


(I, ii, 5-B) 

However, it b~comes immediately apparent that Eutrapelus has com<'3 to 

Timon for money, for he is pursued by the creditor Abys::>us, who refuses 

to be put off by his threats and insults: 

Pay what thou oi'r'st, Eutrapelus, 

Thou from m:v clamour n8ver shalt goe free: 

irThere e 're tho:.t go' st I still will follo'tre thee, 

An individm.ll rnate: when thou shalt dyne, 

I'le pull th7e me3.te o·.Jt of thie very mouth: 

Ttlhen thou wilt sleepe, ITle flye about thy bend, 

Like to a nyght rnare: no, I will not lett 

Thyne eyes to slumber or take ru1y rest. 


(I, ii, 23-30) 
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Eutro.pelus turns out to be the f:unilhr do.,m-at-heels braggart of 

Jacobean city corr.edy. His high-fioi-tn, affected lan~uagc, stuffed 

with classical epithets contrasts sharply with Abyssus' straightforward 

replies to reveal the ~ovrardice behind his empty threats: 

Eutr: By !?'reate Bellonas sheild, by th'thunderbolt 
Of Panomphaean Jove, b)r Neptunes mace, 
By the r crocerauni::m mountaines, 
And hy the glister1n~S jei~Jris of thye redd nose, 
Goe hence, or els l'le crush thee like a crabb. 
Looke to thy selfe, thou damned usurer: 
Looke to thy selfe: I gyve thee fa~~e warnin~. 

~bvs: Thou shalt net frisht :n8 'N"ith thye bugbeare wordes: 
Thye li'ountaines o~ Acroc'?ra,mj_a, 
Nor yett thy Partomp:!-:aean Jove I ffeare: 
I aske what is r;,y ovme. 

(I, ii, 43-53) 

His a.tte:::pt t0 stand upon his gentility when l\byssus continues to 

press him appears ridiculous under the circu:nstances: 

Thou loP,!!, thou stock, thou Arcadian beast, 

Knm·: 'st thou not what 'tis to be honored? 

Is't not a ~reditt and a ~race to have 

l~e be thy deb t:,our? 


(I, ii, 54-7) 

Finally, the plaY'I'lright reinforces this unfavourable portrait by means 

of an aside from the reli~ble commentator, Laches: 

Leave him no~, Abyssus. 

Oh, how I long :-or the confusion 

Of this saJne rascall that confounds our howse! 


(I, ii, 5'7-60) 

All this acts a3 a prelude to Tilr..on' s first public act of ~enerosit;r. 

Timon has reir.ained almost co:npletely silent. to this point, responding 

onl;r briefly to Eutrapelus' questions. Butrapelus now t"clrns to him and 

asks for the whoppinP.: SLL'n of four tale.nts, 2g and affectedly dis.11isses 

it as "a little F;oulden dust" (I, ii, 64-6). Timon's reply a.'11ply 

de!nonstra.tes his recklassness and gullibility: 



Yea, take ff;vve: \·rhD.e I hEtve r1ould, 
I will not see m~r ffreinds to stand in neede. 

(I, ii, 66-7) 

Eutrapelus' effusive p:ratituJe betrays a willingness to offer Timon 

the flatterinr; vrorship tl-1at :rroiT.pts his generosity: 

neroickBsriritt, I will thee adore, 
And sacrifice to thee in ffranckinsence! 

(I, ii, 68-9) 

FurtheTimore, the next few lines mnke it clear that Eutrapelus has no 

intention o£' '..<sino; the mone7 to pay his debt, for he puts Abyssus off 

with !3. prcnci.se ar.d tu:·ns i>'7lntediately to talk of "Vtine and women (I, ii, 

79ff). Once ar:ain the pla~T\'~ri:sht uses :Aches to voice the conventional 

reacticn to sue~ an outre.s-eous dis]:lay of prodit:;ality: 

I scarcelie am m:r selfe, I a":l st.':J.rke madd: 
The ~ods and '!\.)ddesses con:~o,_md this scabb! 

(I, ii, 70-71) 

Thus, althouc;;h T:im.on himself has very little to say in this scene, the 

dramatist directs the audience's s:;mpa.th:r a't'lay from him by beginnin~ 

to surround him "Vlith a collection of k11aves and flatterers, and by 

showinc;, both throu>!h his ot-m actions and Laches' comments, that Timon 

cannot distinr;uish bet11een their pretence and ~ermine friendship. 

This pattern is repeated several times throu~hout the play, 

as more flatte-.:·ers arrive to devour Tilaon's wealth. The first of 

these, the fiddler Herruo~enes, ga~1s Timon's favour with a song about 

the love of Ven,Js and l{ars (I, v, 27-48), and immediately turns on his 

forner benefactor Eutrapelus: 

Sirra, I must cast of th;-r company: 
(tf!: shE".1~ his .£:9uld1 given b7 Timon.) 

Thou are noe fitt C8rr,panion for me: 
'I'hy face I kn<X3 not! thou three farthinr~ Jack, 
Gett fellov:es like t!1ye selfe: this, this is it 
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(SheW'es hi_~ g_ct-!Ji ~ine) 
Makes mee a noble man. 

(I, v, 103-8) 

Again in this scene the pla:;r.·n·i~ht uses Laches as a mea.'"ls by which the 

audience can assess Tilr.on' s behaviour. 1:Jhen the stm•tard expresses his 

contempt of Hermogenes (I, v, 51-4), Timon invites the fiddler to strike 

him, and even goes so far as to hold Laches when Hermo~enes' cowardice 

causes him to hesit<'l.te (I, v, 55-75). He then cornmar:.ds Laches to wait 

upon Herrnogenes (I, v, 78-RO), and >vhen Laches pres1.unes once a!Ss.in to 

caution his m.:o.ster a~ai..11st extrav~~ance, Timon an!Srily orders him from 

the house. The fj_ne.l exchanP"e between the tv-ro reveals Timon at the 

height of his folly, as he -...rjj fully rejects the one character vrho feels 

a rsenuinn concern for hin<: 

Lach: Spend and cons12ne: ~vve go'J11 to this, to all~ 
Your ritches are :i;=..orta.ll. 

Tjr.: I 'le pull th7e e'res ot:t., yf J.:.hon add one word. 
Lach: Dut I will speahe: :rf I >·iere bl;;•-r1d, I' de speake. 
Tirn: ':ihat, art thotT soe naC"n:J.n:iJnous? Be go'-'l<e>! 

The dare is onen: freeze or sweate, thou knave: 
Goe, hang thie selfe. 

(I, v, 8i}-90) 

:1ith the dismiss2.l of Laches, Ti.rnon is left entirely at the 

me:-cy of the parasites, <:T}1ose m.u'llber is increased bv the additi_on of 

Demeas, a kl.avish orator '!rho:m Ti;non rescues from imprisonment, (II, iv), 

and t>·ro characters from the sub-plot, the rich youn~ idiot Gelasimus, and 

the lyin?: traveller Fseudocheus. Supported b:T Timon's wealth, this ;;:roup 

carries on a conti..'"!uous round of dr,mken revelrv which, by the end of 

Act II, reduces Tioon to the status of a lawmaker amonG roisterers. His 

concern for the proprieties of ~ettin~ drunk is a far cry from his 

previously-expressed ideals of generosity: 
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Th3.t this 011r co;;.potation .:nav h3.ve 
A prosp'rous eve:1te, vree ·..rill a~Ji ccmmaunde 
1:lhole hoP:sheades to bee empt '?::l, platters flll'd: 
None to depart, unlcs he2 first cbta·me 
Leave of the prince: Ytce also doe enacte 
That all holc-~e up their heades, and lau;she aloude, 
Drinke m'Jch at c'1e draw--:htc, breathe not j_n their drinke, 
That no~e ~oe out to Disse, that nc~e doe sp~~ 
In an:rr corner. Hee that shall offende 
In anv one o: these shall -vreare infixt 
Uppon his h3.tte an asses eares, and drinke 
Nothin~ but soure idne lees for three daies space. 

(II, v, 71-82) 

Althou~h La.ehes 1mna~es to re-enter Timon's service b:r disguisin;s him

self as a soldier (II, ii), he no lon~er rebukes his ro~ster directly. 

However, his asides still help to influence the andience's reaction 

to his fello~.; characters. ~-[hen, for exarr.ple, the orat0r Demeas vows 

eternal friendship to Tirr,on (II, iv, 58-j9), Laches' coronent sounds an 

ominous note of warni!1::;: 

This vo·,Te, 0 Jo·1e, reme."T.ber! let hirrt feele, 
If hee bee fa132, the strengthe or' thy rir.:ht hande! 

(II, iv, 70-71) 

The pla~J".-rric;ht also 15i.ves Laches a soliloqu~r L'1 the rr.iddle of Act III, 

when, after deli,;erin~ T.ir,on' s offer to marry the miser's daughter 

Callimela without a dovrry, ha sorro;.rfully predicts his master's inevit

able fall, prays for his conversion, and asserts his own fidelity: 

Soe are mv Inc'lsters r.:oods consum'd: this way 

\1ill brino, him to the ho'J.se of povert~r. 


0 Jove, co~vert hjm, leaste hee feele to soone 

To muche the rodcte of despfr~te misery. 

Before his c:1ests bee emptied, vrhic:1 hea 

Had lef't.e b;:.r his forefathers fill' d ·.vith golde! 

1·Jell, hoi-J"soever fcrt 1me pla7 her rarte, 

Laches from Timon never shall departe. 


(III, ii, 55-62) 

But none of Timon's actions to this point promise anythin~ but a 

continuc;.tion of his .folly. Having attracted the 1\-orst sort of companions, 
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he r:01·1 Froves himself just as foolish in his choice of a bride, as he 

falls madly in love w::.tn Callkela, a vro::1an who makes it perfectly 

clear th~t she ~oes to the hi~h~st bidder: 

~·.Jho doth pos2esse most c:olde shall mee possesse: 
Let vtomans love bee nE::ver ~e::--n'lnt::nt. 

(III, ii, 31-2) 

\'lith this proposed lve1dins the d:ramatist sets the stage for Timon's 

loss of wealth, the desertion of his friends and his subsequent 

conversion to misanthropy. 

T~on's decline into poverty occurs very sudder~y·in this 

play, when a shiprrecked saHor bursts into the flidst of Ti.'Tlon' s weddin~ 

feast vrith the nG;·rs that all his ships have gone down (III, v, 66-75). 

IIr.medi:ltel:r th~? parasites be~5.n to desert him, led by Callimela, who 

aptly S1Elf:larizes their attituC.e: 

I loved Timon riche, not Tirr,o!'l poore: 
Thou art not now the m::n thou i'f'lst hefore. 

(III, v, S3-4) 

Timon's reaction to all this is typically extreme, and couched in 

lan~'J.aR"e that is difficult to take at all seriously·: 

Great father o:!: the ~o::is, i'fh'l.t wic}ccdnes, 

\·Jhat inpious sinne h3.ve I cc::-:mit~c.ed? 


;;r}mt, 1El.Ve I piss'd u:t:;po:r.. nrr fathers urne? 

Or h:3:J"e I poyson' d mv forefath2rs? ':oJha.t, 

1·'That} ,.,i13.t ha.ve I dese~~v•d, an innocent? 


0 Jove, 0 .Jove, 
Have I "thy altc::.r sel.:iome visited? 
Or have I beene to ~ro'ld? or yet den~~•d 
To succour poore r.1en .in necessity? 
Not this, nor t:1.'l.t: ~r-;e !SOds have vo·t~'d m::r fall; 
Thou, thou hast YO':·t'd it, Jove: af\ainst rr,ee, then, 
Disch<J.rge 1.11lolt"' vollL~s o:· thy thunderc1apps, 
And strike 1::ee thorouf"h with th:;."' th~mderbolte, 
Or with a ~ode:Lne flashe of li~ht·:minc;e 
Destroy mee qaicke fro~ thy supernall throne! 
I bw·~re not hmv to s:1i'fer po;;erJ:,ie, 
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'l!ho h&.ve soe oft reliP.v'd the poore with ;>;olde. 
(III, v, 138-55) 

Horeover, his pre•lio,J.s conduct. makes these protestations of innccence 

sound hollm'l and foolish. .i3ecause the dramtist has depicted Timon 

so unsympatheticall7 in t~w first half of thA play, his attempt here to 

portray Timon t s mental anquish at the loss of his '.·Tealth and the desertion 

of his friends falls flat. !Jot even Laches' apparent concern (III, v, 

134-7) can counteract the impression t::tat Timon's disillusionment is just 

as ridiculous as his former complacency. 

The fourt~ act depicts Ti.'Ilon' s final conversion to misanthropy 

\'then, after su:'fer·ins utter rejection 9.t th8 hands of his erstvrhile 

friends, he invites thelil to a feast of stones paL~ted to resemble arti

chokes (r~v), beats tha~ out o: his hcuse, 3nd proclaims his intention 

to live apart from wankind. Once a0ain the pat~os of Timon's disil

lltsion.'Ilent is seriously un1errnined by ridiculous extretT.es of lang,1ar:e 

and actions more suited to farce than to potential tragedy. In the first 

scene, for example, Ti.rr.on meets I:utrapelus and De:neas, who first pretend 

not to know him (IV, i, 2-3), and then laugh at his discomfiture (IV, i, 

33-9). In the soliloquv that follows (IV, i, 40-62) Tlinon apain expresses 

his anger in lan~u~~e out of all proportion to the occasion. Instead of 

rousing s:vmpathy for his plight, this speech, ..-lith its echoes of The 

2Jlanish Tra£:edcr, lends a.'1 affected quality to Timon's disillusioned pose: 

Rushe on me heav'n, 

Soe that on them it rushe! Eount Caucasus 

Fall 0!1 my shoulders, soe on them it fall! 

Paine I respects not. 0 noly <bstice, 

If thou inheritte heav'n, descende at once, 

Evtn all at on~e unto a wretches hands! 

Hake mee an arbiter of ~hosts in hell, 

That, when thev 3hall with an unhappy pace 
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DescendA the sjlcnt house of :~rebus, 
They ma.;r feele paines that n0ver tonrrue can tell! 
But 'l.·rhere a.rn I? I doc lJJ::tente in vaine: 
Noe earthe as ~vet :reliev' d a '\·:retches paine: 
I am well pleas'd to !!oe 1.mto the ;;hosts. 
Open, tho11 earthc:, and sr.-rallo"!-3 n:ce alive! 
Ile headelo-:1r;e t,.::nl;)le into St:lx his lake: 
Hilt thou not open, earthe, at L..~r requeste? 
Hust I survive aa:ainst m:,r •,rill? then here 
Shall bee mv pla.ce: who on the earthe lies, hee 
Can fall noe lmver than the sane, I see 

('I'i:r.on lies doi'me) 
--· -- --- (IV, i, 44.-62) 

Huch the same thin;s hs.ppens in the third scene, when T:i.Jnon begs for help 

from Eem.ofSenes. Hermo7,enes enters in earnest conversation 'ttith tlvo 

"philosophers", Stilp:> and Soeusippus, who impress him with a stri."1~ of 

pseudo-accdemic ~ibberish: 

Stil: The moone nay bee taken in 4 manner of 
waies: either specificativeJ.v, or quidditatively, 
or superficiall7, or C3.tapodiall;r. 

Herm: To rr.orrc'YT, if Jove please, Ile buy these 
termes. 

Stil: The rr..~!.n in the moone is not in the moone 
--S'Jperficiall,.r, althou~h hG bee in the woons (as 

th-? Greekes Hill he.v·:) it) c2.tapodiall;r, specifi
catively, a.nd qnidditativel:v. 

2Jl_E?.:J..2,! I prove the contrar7 to thee th1ls. \·lhat
sce:ve:r is moved tc the motion of the moone, is in 
the r.loone S1Jpcrf':i_r~iall:r: b::tt the r::-.an in the :r..oone 
is moved to the ruotion o: the !r.oone~ er~o the r..an 
in the moone really exists in the moone superficiall;r. 

(IV, iii, 15-27) 

\vhen Tir.ion asks his help and reminds him of his former vows of friend

ship, Hermort,enes contemptuously turns on him, as he had previously done 

with Eutrapelus: 

If tho11 art ·..,retched, 2:0e and han~; thyselfe: 
An haltar soone Hill l!liti~Sate thy r;riefe. 

- (IV, iii, 67-8) 

Timon once more respo:1ds in a manner out of all proportion to the occasion 

by calli."'lfS down apocal;"Ptic destruction on this ridiculous tr1o: 
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0 Tit~n, seest thou this, and is it seene? 

Etern:tll darkncs ceazc uppon the d!ly! 

Yee starres, ~oe hacke~.rard! :o..nd a £'earefull fire 

Burne up the articke and -'lntart:I.ck~ role! 

Noe ar:e, noe co~mt ry yeelds a faithfull friende. 

A cnrsed fnrie o·Jerflm·Tes my brcnst: 

I will cons~1!i.1'3 this cittie into d11st 

And ashes! vrhere is fire? Tysipbone. 

BrinF; here th;r ±'lames! I am. to r:1ischiefe bente~ 


These naked han:l.e2 vrante but sorr.e instrumente. 

(IV, iii, 72-81) 

\\'ben the ttphilosophers" try to calm hiin with platit1.1.des about the virt.ue 

of patience in adversity (IV, iii, 85--106), T:D:-,on beats them. and chases 

then1 offstage. Their parting remarks are entirely in keeping ·.ofith the 

episode's prL~~rily farcical tone: 

SI?!11S: Oh 5 oh! 

Oh! dost thou buffet a rhiloscp~er? 


Stil: 0, I am holy! 0;1, ~1ithdrc>."' thy handes! 


Ho>--1 doth thy head~, Speusippus? 
Sueu2: It doth ake 

As \'Tell p0sterioristicall~r 
As prioristicall7. Let us her..ce, 
Least hee aga~ne assault us with his fistes. 

(IV, iii, 113-23) 

At this point Laches enters in search of his master, and as usual the 

playt>rright attempts to emphasize Timon's misery through the steward's 

comments: 

Hy masters voyce doth ecchoe in my eares: 

Hai-l full of fury is his countenance! 

His tcnt;u'3 doth threaten, a.nd his heartc doth si;she~ 


The p:reatnes of his spirit 1-lill not downe. 

(IV, iii, 133-36) 

But neither Laches' concern nor Timon's subsequent laments can adequately 

counteract the farcical material in the rest of the scene. Because he has 

concentrated so muc:1 on the s~lliness of Hermogenes and the philosophers, 

the dramatist fails to build up any s~npathy for Timon's miserable con
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dition. As Timon c.nd Lac!-les le:.:tve to prcr;are for the mock-banquet 

(IV, iii, 145-52) the audirmce's attention is directed more to"';ards the 

anticipation of the parasites' discomfiture than to a concern over the 

possible deterioration of Timon's mind. 

These expectations are fully met i1•1 the b:mquet scene, for the 

pla~,...,rri~ht focuses attention primarily on the beh:wiour of the parasites, 

who come swarr.lln;; back, ~reedy :or the promised food, and yet half afraid 

that Timon mi~ht be anr:ry at their recent display of i."'lgratitude: 

Is hee m.c:.dde? '\tree kne:r him not this nornin>;: 
Hath hee soe socne f0r~otte an ir1iury? 

(I"J, v, 11-12) 

After iror..icall;,r pr,3.ising their loyalty, (IV, v, 97-103), Timon furiously 

turns on his erstvrhile friends, thro,rs the stones paint-ed to resemble 

artichokes at them, and beats them from his house (Tv, v, 125-40). 

Like Scene iii, this episode js pri-narily farcical, because the drDJllatist 

!-las concentrated raainly on the disorc.ered scrrunblinF; and plaintive 

laments of the parasites: 

Dem: 0 m:r heade! 
He:!'Ill: 0 m~T cheekes! 
Phil: Is this a fcaste? 
Gelas: Trluy, a stony one. 
Stil: Stones subl,ma:ry have the same m.c.tter with the heavenly. 

(IV, v, 129-.33) 

1{oreover, Timcn' s curses are a<:<:ain so bombastic that they appear 

ridiculous: 

The pox goe with the.'Il: 

And whatsoe're th'3 horridce so1.mdin£S sea 

Or earthe produces, •,r:1atsoe're accu.rs'd 

Lurks in the house of silent :::rebus, 

Let it, 0, let it a_U spra1de forth herd here, 

Cocytus, flo,.,e, and ;ree blacke foords of Styx! 

Here barke thou, Cerberu~3! and here, yee trocpes 

Of cursed F•xries, shake ;four fir;r brands! 
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Earth's ':torse thm hell: let hell chaunge place with earth, 
And Plutoes regiment b0e next the S'J.nne! 

(IV, v, 1..46-56) 

His subsequent decision to become a misanthrope and Laches' VOl'l of 

fidelity sound equally unconVL'1Cin~, for -..rhethcr he intended to or not, 

the pla;vwrirsht has so exag,r;erated both speeches that the--r lack genuine 

human feeli:u;: 

Lashes: Tlill this thy fury never bee appeas'd? 
Timon: Never, never it~ it vtill burne for ever: 

It pleases mee to hate. Goe, T:ir.on, -'SOe, 

Banishe th7sdfe fron mans societ~r; 


Farther th:-:n hr::ll fly this inh1-Z11ane city: 

If there bee an;r exile to bee had, 

There I Hill hiri8 m7 he01.de. I -Exit.;

1 


La.~.: Ilc folloH t:1ee through ~Nord, throu?,fi fire, 
and deathe: 

If thou goe to the fl:hosts, Ile bee thy p1.ge, 
And. lacky thee to the rale hou·3e of hell: 
Thy mise~r s"lall make 1-ny .faith excell. [ExitJ 

(IV, v, 157-67) 

Thus, althoush he devotes an entire act to Timon's disillusioTh~ent and 

transformation, the play-:·;rif;ht does not succeed in ~eneratin~ an._v 

s:,nnpathy for the protac:onist. Indeed, he ~ee~ts more interested in 

exploitin~ the act's comic potential than evokin~ a heartfelt concern 

over Timon's pli~ht. TiL:ton, the sava.t;e n1isanthrope, is just as 

ridiculous as Timon, the fatu01.1sly generous reveller. His transformation 

brim~s neither a gr::>wt.h of self-a~·rareness nor even any particular anguish. 

The process of disillusionment serves merely as a vehicle for a series 

of farcical scenes in which the parasites' antics are really the central 

attraction. Even Laches' declared fidelity fails to arouse a sympathetic 

response since it so clearly lacks a suitable motive. All that has 

changed in the course of the fourth act is Tlr.on's relationship to the 

other characters. ~·lher8as the first three acts depicted. him as a gull, 



107 


the last t"t..;o snm·t him to be a railer. Ir.stead of drunken revelry an:l. 

boasts about his r;enerosity, vrc noH have stone-throwin~ and curses. 

Act V deals ".dth Timon's entire career as a misanthrope, 

from his first arpearance as a. labourer to his final attack on tr,e 

parasites, w'1o come .:'lockincs back to hi.il upon learning ti1at he has 

discovered more ~"'Ol :l.. T:v;; seco:1d scer.e de:-!10nstrates the extent of 

Tin'.on' s misanthrop;r tirougl1 a confrontatj_on i·Tith Laches 1'rhich results 

in the ste';lard' s con'lersion. ::!!lat mi?,ht have been a forceful dialogue 

turns out to be. mo:::-e of t:·.e sa.'!le bor;"",bastic 1J.tterance. Once more Ti.ilon' s 

o-:..1.tbursts l"lck pcMer a~1d conviction. He res"):.:or.ds to Laches' de.'llonstration 

of faithf1..1lness with the same old classical epithets: 

If then w~lt follo1...; me, then ddinge thy shape 

Into a Hydm thF::. t.' s i.n Lerrna b:reG, 

Or some stn1n~e monster hatcht in Affrica~ 


Bee 1'1:12-t tto'J art not, I vrill nu£?;=:: thee then: 

Tr1is fonner f3.ce I hate, detest, and f:L;re.


(u, .. v ~~, 13-19) 

\·Jhen Laches reveals his true identity, Timon remai.ns un.!loved, and 

accepts the ste.,rard' s coPlpany only on con::iition that the two of them 

should have nothim; to do 'tdth each othec-: 

Thou hast :r-reva~rled, b2 tho1.:. the::n my mate: 

But thou must s'-lffer I:lE. to nato;; thee still: 

Toucl-1 not our h3.n0.: and exercise tnis spade 

In the re;;,otest part of all the !:';round. 


(u, .. v ~~, 38-41) 

The scene closes 'lvith the ne~-lly-converted La0hes joining his master in 

a perverted prayer for the destruction of the i>Torld: 

Lach~s: Lett sees of b~oudsl-ledd overflow the earth! 
Tin:on: l·~en, 1·10 e."'1en, child-ren perish b:v the SHord! 
Lac!-~2_: Lett ffunera~l i'ollOI·'l funerall, and noe parte 

Of this 1..ror:!..d r11::rne '·rant! 

Tirao:1: Lett ~re:~fe te8rne griefe, 


And let it be a punisr.ru.ent to ly·ve! 
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laches: Lett h~rvest cease! 

1tr'~~: Lett rivers all ~<Ia:x ci.rye, 


The hnx1rer Fm'3d parsr.t ea >:; the sonne, 
LachrJs: Th8 SOtl..'18 the p"rPnt! 
:£jnw:l~ All pla'-lo:es [ :;i_~ J fall on thj s generacion, 

And never cca3e! ... 
(V, ii, 45-46) 

The sudden conversion of Laches to misanthropy is, next to the endin;s, 

ths most drarr.atically inept touch in the entire play, for there is 

nothi'1o- in t!-1e previous relationship betvwen Timon and his ste-:.raY'cl to 

provide a motive for Lach~3t transforr.J?.tion. I would sug.<sest th't t.~-.<:: 

episode illustrates the playvrri~ht' s lack of interest in the actual 

character of the mi3anthrope. Instead of ~xa~nin~ the internal pro

cesses that le3.n to misanthrc,py, he seems rf.ore :intent on exploiting its 

outHard r.-~a.,.li.. :'es·i:,ations. To b8 mo.ce specific, it is not the deterioration 

of Timon's mind, cr the moti'.res behind Laches' 1..rt1expec:.ed conversion tl'1.a t 

matter to this dr21natist. Rather, it is the out·trard display of cursins 

and hostility ~·Thich receives the r:tost attention. Since this display 

mirsht become rr.ore spectacular ~'lith the addition of a second r:d.santhrop3, 

then t~e only· lord.cal cho:'..ce for t.he role is Laches. :r.:oreover, the 

episode .r;ives t,he drar.ntis-:. an opportunity to associate Laches Nith 

Timon's subsequent attack on the parasites. 

The ret11rn of the false friends is heralded in the third scene 

by ~imon's sudden discovery cf gold (V, iii). Interestingly enough, it 

is Laches, net Tll1on, who sees the hoard as a means by which the mis-

ant.hrope 	can aYenr;e h:...'llsBlf upon tho parasites~ 

Und,=,r brl;:.:llt a;o'.lld publique revenge doth b1rke: 
Keep it, yf you ar~ '-tise, lc~ep it, I saye: 
Thus maist tho~1 be reven~'d of tlq false frej.nds, 
Exterminatin~ them m·rt of thie ctores. 

(V, iii, 	S3-6) 

http:r.-~a.,.li


_____ 

109 

'l'he p.r::tsites are soon b3.ck in 'force, led b~r Hermogenes and the two 

foolish philosophers (V, iv). Once more, the pri.ln2.ry interest in this 

c.nd tl:e follo·.,rin~ scene lies in the antics of the parasites as they vie 

with ~ne anothe:r .for T:LT.on' s favour and a share of the gold: 

CaJJ.ir.,el::t! :~~' Ti':'.on, ra:r husband! 

[J:l.i:lar_s~: =~y sorJle in la~·le! 


Her::lorfer._es ~ :-~;.r 2-:necen3.s~ 
____.____F.utranel•!s: :t:y protector! 

Demeas: subluJBZ:f Jupiter! 


Stilpo: Plato in his Acrostikes saith, it is better 
to give than receave. 

....._ __Spe'-1Si"DP'1S: IJeither doth Aris-cctle dissent frol:l Plato 
i:!~ his first of the .:etaph~rsicks, the last text save one. 

(V, vj 135-50) 

Tirr.on responds .rredictably wah a torrent of curses and physical abuse: 

~·!h;r vexe yee !:lee, ;ree ?uries? I pretest 

And all tte V-ods to witn~sse invocate, 

I doe abhorre the titles of a friende, 

Of f-'lther, or comna.nion. I curse 

The a;rre 7ee bre"-the: I lothe to t.re;;,the that aire: 

I ~rieve tha'L these rr.ine eyes 2hould see that sunne, 

I-fy feete treade on that earthe 7ee treade upon. 

I first vrill D8ete Jove thundri!1£; in the cb,~ds, 


Or i:1 the wide devour:in'": Sc7lla' s csulf8 

Or in Cha!-y~dis v-;ill I c.rm·rne r.rrselfe, 

Before Ile s~H~·r l'1umanity to ;;;.an. 


[He beates them with his spade J 
(V, v, 159-6q 

On.ce lnore Laches takes the initiative a.11d drives t.he parasites back to 

Athens, leavi.nP- Ti..-r..on alc!1e on the sta2e. (V, ·.;, 170-87). The dramatist 

no~" faces the obvious rroblem nf vrha.t t>) do with the rrd.santhrope at the 

end of th8 play. :3ecause he is 'ttriti!1g a comedy, it would hardly do to 

have Ti.11on 1ie as ~1e does in most versions of the story. Instead, he 

provides an erilo.'Su.e in which suddenly, and :!.'or no apparent reason, Timon 

promises to renounce his rnisanthropy if the audience applauds the play: 

I now a.cn left alone~ t!1is rascall route 
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Hath left m:;r side. ~'That's Ud s? I feele throushout 

A sodeine che.;J!":e: r:ty fury r:l.oU: abate, 

1-:y hearte !?ro~ves mi1de, and l'li':"s aside its hate. 

Ile ::1ot affect nevl titles ir1 rry m:i..nde, 

Or yet bee call 'd the hater of EJ.ankinde: 

Tir:ton doffs 'l'i.':',cn, an':i wj th bendcd knee 

Thus craves a favour,- i£' our co:r;<:>die 

And :nerry scene deserve -:1 plG.udite, 

Let loving hands, loude soundinr; in the ayre 

Cause TL':lon tu tbe cittv to repaire. 


(Epilogue, 1-11) 

This more than an~~hL~~ else in the play d~uonstrates that the play

wrisht was not particularly concer·ned uith the idea of a consistent 

portrayal of l7lisanthropv. Si'1ce conventi-:mal attitudes demanded that 

a misanthrope should eith0r relent or suf:~er humiliation at the hands 

of a more Yalanced character, his choice 1-.ras to some extent dictated 

by circ'Jmstances. Ho'tle'.rer, this cannt~t. excuse the weakness of the endin~. 

In caterinr; to audj_ence prajudice Ue dra.r:tatist llas merely disposed of 

Timon instead of adequately concludi-:-:~~ this depiction of his career. 

So far, I have concentrated pr:L':'.3.rily on the play's treat'!l.ent 

of the Timon story, i'1 an effort to show how the :ira.rnatist has depicted 

h:i..r:l as a comic bcltt Hhose disillusion.'1'.cnt is richly des.srved, and whose 

m:tsanthropy is not treated at all seriously. Hmrever, a survey of the 

entj_re play reveals another import;nt p0int. Instead of focusing on 

the character of Timon, or even on his relationship to the parasites, 

the play-drir;'ht has chosen to use the T:L'l:on story as a sort of peg on 

which to han~ a be'lrilderLYlq; array of subordinate actioP-s and characters. 

First, there is a clearly-defined sub-plot inYolving Gelas:L'llus, a rich 

and LYlcredibly stt~pid you..'1g heir "i'Tho falls Yictim to the tricks of 

Pseudocheus, a bosus tr':lveller. ~Y flatterL'1g him and enticin~ hL'!l. with 

tales of lii'e in the Ar.tipodes, Pseudocheus inC.uces the young man to part 
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with all his \'iealth in exr.~::tn'!'E:) for PH" flying horse Per;asus. As 

Gelas:i.r:ms vtaits bcoted and spurred in a meado'1T 0 1ltside Athens, his 

pase arriv-es ;.rith a car: with A-ss's ears from the traveller, vlho has 

left to1rm. There appe2.rs to be some attei~1pt at drawin~ a parallel 

betvreen the c<>.reers os.:' Gelasimus and Timo!1. L3oth are immensely ~.,realthy 

men whose <'l'1.1llibility attre.cts parasites. Both compete for the favours 

of Calli;·nela. Both J.osE: everythi.'1R; through their inability to dis

tinguish between true and false friendship, and both end up digging for 

their food. However, the parallel is never explicitly dr·m-m, and for the 

most p.rt the tvro p:O..ots exist inder;endentl;;r of one another, crossing only 

at those poj nts vlhere Gelasimus and Pseudocheus join Timon's retinue. In 

additiorl to this sub-plot there are a number of subsidiary actions which 

occupy at the most a scene or hro. For exa.."nple, t"tro short scenes are 

devoted to the antics of Gru1mio, a h1mc;r:r servant of the miser Phil-.. 

argurus, ;.rho sneaks into Til.ton' s house in the hope of snatching a bite 

to eat (III, iv and IV, iv). Sesides the characters alread~r mentioned, 

the plA.Y'1Trig:1t has inchlded a lecnero,Is old nurse, a countr':'v bur.J.pkin, a 

sauc;r par:>:e-'ooy and 8.ssortcd servants. ~·:any of their actions have little 

or nothing to do i'Tith the main plot. Obviously all this diversity 

results in a very loosely-constructed play in which the story of Tiwon 

often fades int~ thP. back-0round. The dramatist is thus freed of the 

necessity to o~fer a detailed and dramatically believable depiction of 

Timon's progress tm-.rards misanthropy. Ho•tfever, by adopting this solution 

he sacrific~s dramatic quality to theatrical expedience. In The Tiroon P13._.y:, 

individual scenes a.~d minor characters are more n:emorable than the rro

tagonist. 
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21Geffrey Fenton, Golden Epistles, Conteyning Varietie of 
Discourse Both Horall Fhilosonhicall and divi:"ll!. London: Ralph Ne'l'rberie, 
1582, p. 114. 

22see for example Richard Dalljngton, Aphorismes Civill and 
Militarie, London: For Edward Blount, 1613, Aphorism XXVIII, Book 
II, p. 133. 

24william Vaughan, The Golden Grove •.. , London: Simon 
Stafford, 1600, sig. H3V-H4V. 

25Andrewea, sig. C3V. 

26cawdrey, p. 286. The same simile occurs in Palladis Tamia, 
Yfits Treasurv,Vby Francis Heres, London: P. Shott for Cuthburt Burnie, 
1595, fol. 119 • 

27Plutarch, The Philosophie Connnonlie Called The Horals, tr. 
Philemon Holland, London: Arnold Hatfield, 1603, p. 226, 11. 11-21. 
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therefore as!dnr; T:ii.lOn fo:;:- a los.n of ;::t,, ClOO or more. 
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MISANTHROPY AS A CHARACTER-TRAIT 

So far I have sought to provide a detailed study of Elizabethan 

attitudes to misanthropy as they appear in the period's reading material 

and dramatic output, in an effort to determine exactly what ideas Shake

~peare might have expected his audience to brin~ to a play about the 

world's ~reatest man-hater. From the evidence presented here it is 

possible to make several assumptions. First of all, the number and 

variety of works that allude to misanthropy and the Timon story make 

it most likely that at least the literate portion of the audience would 

have been m0st familiar with both subjects. Accounts of Timon's deeds 

are to be found in some of the most popular books of the age, and appear 

in every kind of work from medical treatises to books of rhetoric. 

Secondly, most of the audience would probably expect to see an unsym

pathetic treatment of Ti.mon or any other character who professed to 

hate the whole of mankind. Without exception contemporary accounts 

looked upon misanthropy as a totally unacceptable attitude that trans

formed a man into a beast and rendered him unfit to play his God-given 

role in the world. The misanthrope was either to be pitied as the victim 

of a serious mental disorder brought on by melancholy, or condemned and 

shunned as a wilful or affected lover of solitude and a shirker of his 

obligation to help his fell·-'~" human beings. Naturally Timon became the 

epitome of all that was most hateful in misanthropy, and jn some instances 

the accott."'lt of his life was altered from the source in Plutarch to make 

him a sinister advocate of sui.cide. While the didactic authors adopted 
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a tone of ponderously ri~hteo1.1S condemnation, writers of literature 

often treated the misanthrope as a figure of fun, whose protestations 

of universal hatred spran~ from the most absurd causes, and whose 

extreme behaviour demanded ridicule. In addition to exposing the nrl.s

anthrope to outright derision, a few of these authors resorted to a 

more subtle ~ethod of ridicule by describing a misanthropic character 

as a type of Fool, or by associating him with a genuine Fool to the 

latter's advantage. This association of misanthropy with folly appears 

most prominently in t,he work of Robert Armin, whose connection with 

Shakespeare made it most likely that the latter was familiar with his 

ideas. All this would seem to indicate that Shakespeare had to contend 

with a deep-rooted prej'ldice against the misanthrope, a prejudice that 

would make it extremely diffic'.llt for any playwright to attempt placing 

a character such as Timon at the center of a tragedy. An examination 

of the dramatic material rev-eals the addL·,ional difficulty of generating 

a sufficient amount of action around a character whose role is essentially 

verbal. Clearly Shakespeare faced serious problems, and it is entirely 

due to his outstanding skill as a dramatist that his treatment of the 

misanthrope succeeds as well as it does. The remainder of this study 

will consist of an examination of just how Shakespeare sought to deal 

with these problems, first by using misanthropic behaviour as a 

character trait in figures who are not themselves misanthropes, and 

secondly by creating genuine misanthropes within three very different plays. 

One of the more obvious places to look for misanthropic 

behaviour would a~pear to be the words and actions of Shakespeare's 
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more outstanding villains. Tim~ and again these characters base their 

actions on an attitude to life that scornfully repudiates normal human 

values and holds the rest of uankind in contempt. Indeed, in its crudest 

form the villall1's mi~anthropic outlook sometimes finds expression 

through a perverse delight in bringing misfortune upon his fellows. Such 

is Aaron the Moor's account of his misdeeds in Titus Andronicus: 

Lucius: Art thou not sorry for these heinous deeds? 
Aaron: Ay, that I had not done a thousand more, 

Even now I curse the day, and yet I think 
F'ew come within the compass of my curse, 
Wherein I did not some notorious ill: 
As kill a man, or else devise hie death: 
Ravish a mid, or plot the 'ttay to do it: 
Accuse some innocent, and forswear myself: 
Set deadly enmity between two friends: 
Make poor men's cattle break their necks: 
Set fire on barns and haystalks in the night 
And bid the owners quench them with their tears. 
Oft have I digged up dead men from their graves 
And set them upright at their dear friends' door 
Even when their sorrows almost was forgot, 
And on their skins, as on the bark of trees, 
Have with my knife carYed in Roman letters 
'Let not your sorrow die, thou~h I am dead.' 
But I have done a thousand dreadful things 
As willingly as one would kill a fly, 
And nothin~ grieves me heartily indeed 
But that I cannot do ten thousand more. 

(V, i, 123-44) 

The same attitude appears in a subtler form in the soliloquies of Richard 

of Gloucester, later Richard III. Towards the end of Henry VI Part Three 

Richard asserts his isolation from the rest of mankind together with his 

rejection of those bonds of love and affection which govern the lives of 

his fellows. Shakespeare closely associates these feelings with Richard's 

physical deformity. Havin~ just murdered King Henry in a most cold

blooded fashion, the hunchback regales the audience with a detailed 

accou11.t of his abnormal birth, and interprets each detail as a justi.fica
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tion for his behaviour: 

Down, down to hell, and say I sent the thither, 

I, that have neither pity, l.:nre, nor fear 

Indeed 'tis true that Henry told me of: 

For I have often heard my mother say 

I came into the world uith my lefSS forward. 

Had I not reason, think ye, to n:ake haste 

And seek their ~uin that usurped our right? 

The midwife wondered, and the women cried, 

'0, Jesus bless us! He is born with teeth!' 

And so I was; which plainly si!Snified 

That I should snarl nnd bite ru1d play the do~. 


(V, vi, 67-77) 

He then goes on to repudiate filial duty and human affection as qualities 

unfit for his unique nature: 

Then, since the heavens have shaped my body so, 

Let hell I!LA.ke crock'd my mind to answer it. 

I have no brother, I au. like no brother: 

And this word 'lovP.', which ~re;:;rbea:.:-ds call divine, 

Be resident in men like one another, 

And not in me. I am myself al::me. 


(V, vi, 78-83) 

The same idea recurs in the opening lines of Richard III, where Gloucester 

once again cites his deformity as a sufficient excuse for isolatin~ him

self from the pleasures that delight other men: 

I, that am curtailed of this fair proportion, 

Cheated nf feature by dissemblin~ Nature, 

Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time 

Into this breathing world, scarce half made up, 

And that so larrlely and unfashionable 

That dogs bark at m~ as I halt by them-
Why I, in this weak piping tim~ of peace, 

Have no delight to pass away the time, 

Ur~ess to see m.v shadow in the sun 

And descant on mine own deformity. 

And therefore! since I cannot p!'ove a lover 

To entertain these fair well-spoken days, 

I am determin~d to prove a villaL, 

And hate the idle pleasures of these days. 


(I, i, 18-31) 

All Richardls subsequent actions reveal the extent of his self-imposed 
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alienation, as he successfully eliminates all those to whom he owes 

loyalty or affection. His soliloquies and asides indicQte a cynical 

disregard for his fellow men and the values by which they live. No

where is this attitude more vividly demonstrated than in his reaction to 

his mother's blessing: 

Duchess of York: God bless thee, and put meekness in thy 
breast, 

Love, charity,_obedience, and true duty! 
Richard: Amen. LAsid~ and make me die a fSOOd old man! 

That is the butt-end of a mother's blessing; 
I marvel that her ~race did leave it out. 

(ll, ii, 107-11) 

Only near the end of the play, as he \'lakes from a nightmare brought on 

by his own troubled conscience, dc)es Richard consider the fearful 

implj_cations of his isolation: 

What do I fear? Hyself? There's none else by. 

Richard loves Richard: that is, I am I. 

Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am: 

Then fly. i•lhat, from myself? Great reason why-

Lest I revenge. 1·~·ha t, myself upon myself? 

Alack, I love myself. \•Jherefore? For any good 

That I myself have done unto ~yself? 


0 no! Alas, I rather hate mvself 

For hateful deeds committed by rr~self. 


I am a villain. Yet I lie, I a.11. not. 

Pool, of thyself s~eak well. Fool, do not flatter. 

My conscience hath a thouE"and seV"eral tongues, 

And every ton~ue brin~s in a several tale. 

And every tongue condemns me for a villain. 


I shall despair. There is no creature loves me; 

And if I die, no soul will pity me. 

And, wherefore should they, since th~t I myself 

Find in myself no pity to myself? 


(V, iii, 1S3-204) 

Although this moment of self-accusation is a brief one, Shakespeare 

effectively uses it to display the extent of Richard's loss of h~nity. 

While this in no "~<<ay diminishes the extent of his villai..Tly in the eyes 

of the aud.ienc~, it does mark the cliwa.x of Richard's progress towards 



121 

complete aloneness, as the world of men he had contemptuously rejected 

at the beginning of the play is now shown to be totally beyond his 

reach. As one critic has put it: 

What distin~uishes him is that he is set apart 
from the rest of mankind, first by his malformed 
body, which is the outward sig;n of a malformed 
soul, and second by his thorough-going individualism. 
Order and society are nothing to him~ he is the 
first of those Shakes-pearean villains who refuse 
to be a part of the order of nature and who refuse 
to see the interconnections between the various 
spheres of Nature's activity. He is, to use the 
old mistaken etymology of the word, ab-hominable, 
cut off from the rest of manku1d.l 

'fhe villainy· of Don John in Much Ado About. Nothing has similar 

misanthropic overtones. Like Richard, Don John seeks to assert his 

total isolation from the rest of mankind and his contempt for all forms 

of social contact: 

I cannot hide what I am: I must be sad when I have 
cause, and &nile at no man's jest8~ eat when I have 
stomach, and wait for no man's leisure! sleep when I 
am dro~.;sy, and tend on no man's business: lau~h when 
I am merry, and claw no man in his humor. 

(I, iii, 11-16) 

But Don John's misanthropic utterances contain a petulant exaggerated 

quality more in keeping with his role as c. comic villain. iihen, for 

example, he is cautioned against rousing his brother's suspicion by 

his unsociable behaviour, he responds by striking a pose: 

I had rather be a canker in a hed~e than a rose in 
his grace, and it bett.er fits ~y blood to be dis
dained of all than to fashion a carriage to rob love 
from any. In this, though I cannot be said to be a 
flattering honest rrdn, it must not be denied but I am 
a plain-dealing villain. I am trusted with a muzzle 
and enfranchised with a clog: therefore I have de
creed not to sing L"l my cage. :r I had my mouth, I 
would bite~ if I had my liberty, I would do my liking. 
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In the meantime, let me be th~t I am, and seek not to 
alter me. 

(I, iii, 24-33) 

Such a pose obviously has its ridiculous side, as Beatrice wittily points 

out in the following scene: 

How tartly the gentlerr.an looks! I never c~n sec 
him but I rum heartburned an hour after. 

(II, i, 3-h) 

Moreover, Don John's actual intrigues turn out to be as ridiculous as 

the motives that prompted them. Although he resolve.:; to "bui1d m.iso;-;hiefll 

at every turn, it is Borachio who initiates both plots against Claudio 

and carries out the second, while Don J?hn w_<:r•ely follmvs his directions. 

Then, havL~g done his worst, the Bastard disappears frcrn the play, and 

is not even considered jmportant enough at the end to bring about a:-1y 

more than a momentary interruption of the r·evelry with the news of his 

capture (V, iv, 122-5). Thus, while Shakespeare indicates that Don 

John's attitude springe from a wilful dislike of his fellow men, he 

does not treat the character with sufficient depth to allow his avowed 

misanthropy to be taken at all seriously. For the working out of the 

various intrigues in Huch Ado About Nothing it is enough that Don ,Jc,hn 

should decide to behave like a villain. Too much concern over why he 

does so would eY..aggerate his importance out of all propcrtion to the 

small part he actually plays. 

Edmund and IC';.go, Shakespeare's most sophisticated and complex 

villains, display their contemptuous disregard for human values prjmarily 

through their actions to,..,ards individuals, rather than in any prolonged 

discussion of their attitude towards ma~~ind L~ general. Edmund, for 

example, indulges only once in a denunciation of h~~n foolishness, when 
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he scornfully dismisses the idea that ~an's dispositions might be 

influenced by the stars: 

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that 
when we are sick in fortune, often the surfeits of 
our O"t.'!'l behavior, we make guity of O'.l!' dis3.sters 
the sun} the moor.., and stB.rs: as if we were 
villains on nece3sity~ fools by h~avenly compulsion: 
knaves, thieves, and treachers by spherical predomin
ance: drU.l"lkards, liars, and adulterers by an enforced 
obedience of planetary influence~ and all that we 
are evil in, by a div5.ne thrusting on. An 
admirable evasion of 'N'horemaster man, to lay his 
goatish disposition on the charge of a star. 

(King Lear, I, ii, D.5-124) 

The rest of this solj.loquy, like the others in the scene, deals with 

Edmund's sense of grievance at the limitations his bastardy has imposed 

on him, and his determination to usurp his legitimate brother's 

privileges. Similarly, Iago is not given many opportunities to 

generalize upon human nature. In Act I of Othello he proclaims his 

scorn for the virtue of loyalty by likening it to the dumb obedience of 

a beast: 

You shall mark 
Many a duteous and knee-crooking knave 
That, doting on his own obsequious bondage, 
Wears out his time, much like his master's ass, 
For naught but provender: and when he's old, cashiered. 
Whip me such honest knaves! Others there are 
Who, trimmed in forms and visages of duty, 
Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves: 
And, throwing but shows of service on their lords, 
Do well thd.Ye by them, and when they have lined their coats, 
Do themselves homa.ge. These fellows have some soul~ 
And such a one do I profess myself. 

(I, i, 44-55) 

But for the most part it is necessary to judge the attitude of both 

these characters from their actions. Edmund's plots against Edgar and 

Gloucester clearly reveal his contempt for the bonds of filial love and 
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duty, while his relationship with Goneril and Regan exhibits an utter 

disregard for the ideaJs that govern normal human relations. Moreover, 

Edmund appears to consider such ideas to be fit only for credulous 

fools. After gulling both Gloucester and Edgar, he gloats over his 

success by ridic1.lling his victims' goodr1.ess: 

A credulous father, and a brother noble, 
1-Jhose nature is so far from doing harms 
That he suspects none~ on whose foolish honesty 
My practices ride easy. 

(King Lear, I, ii, 172-5) 

In the same way Iago's plot against Othello rests on his contempt for 

the bonds of marriage and friendship, and a total disbelief in the 

existence of human goodness. T~ him, the love between Othello and 

Desdemona is merely "sanctimony and a frail vow betwixt an erring 

barbarian and a super-subtle Venetian" (I, iii, 352-3), and while he 

indicates that he ic pe~fectly aware of their virtuous qualities, he 

regards them merely as naive fools, fit only for exploitation: 

Cassie's a proper man ••. 

He hath a person and a smooth dispose 

To be suspected--fr~~ed to make women false. 

The Moor is of free and open nature, 

That thinks men honest that but seem to be so; 

And will as tenderly be led by th' nose 

As asses are. 


(I, iii,J$6-96) 

Bernard Spivack's excellent study of Iago gives what is perhaps the 

aptest summary of this villain's outlook on mankind: 

He is homo emancip~s ~ Deo, seeing the world and 
human life as self-sufficient on their own terms, 
obedient o~~Y to natural law, uninhibited and unin
spired by any participation in divinity. In 
addition to his animal nature, man possesses the 
equipment of will and reason with which to fulfil 
or regulate his nc.tural appetites. He is the king 
of beasts, crowned by his supe~ior faculties. And 
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society, by the same token, is the arena of endless 
competition, more or less organized, between the 
appetites of one man and another, success attendin~ 
him who knows "he~ to love himseif", and how to 
maniptliate the natures of other men.2 

In short, both Iago and Edmund, like other Shakespearean villains, 

deliberately isolate themselves from the rest of ht®anity through their 

efforts to undermine and destroy those values that form the basis of 

human fellowship. It is possible to detect in their behaviour towards 

their victims a general contempt for all that is good in mankind. 

This is not te say that any of these characters is a genuine 

misanthrope. On the contrary, Shakespeare makes it abundantly clear 

that the prirr~ry characteristic of all his villains is an overpowering 

self-re£;ard which permits them to derive great pleasure from the ease 

with which they manipulate their victjms. Iago, for example, frequently 

gloats over the success of his schemes to discredit Cassie and destroy 

the love between Othello and Desdemona: 

Divinity of hell! 

Vfuen devils will the blackest sins put on, 

They do su~gest at first with heavenly shows, 

As I do now. For whiles this honest fool 

Plies Desdemona to repair his fol~Q~es, 

And she for him pleads stron~ly to the Moor, 

I'll pour this pestilence into his ear, 

That she repe.?.ls him for her body's lust; 

And by how much she strives to de him good, 

She shall QTldo her credit wit~ tht- 1-foor. 

So will I turn her virtue into pitch, 

And out of her own goodness make the net 

That shall enmesh them all. 


(II, iii, 333-45) 

Richard of Gloucester shows the same self-regard after he has successfully 

wooed Lady Anne under the most difficult circumstances: 

Was ever woman in this humor wooed? 

Was ever woman in th:i.s ht,mor won? 

I'll have her, but I will not keep her lon~. 


What? I that killed her husband and his father 
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To take her in her heart's extr~est hate, 

\'lith curses in h~r mouth, tears in her eyes, 

The bleedint; witness of my hatred by, 

Having God, her conscience, and these bars Rgainst me, 

And I no friends to b~ck my suit at all 

But the plain devil an1 dissemblin~ looks? 

And yet to win her! All the world to nothing! 


My dukedom to a be~gardly denier, 
I do mistake my person a.ll this while! 
Upon my life, she finds (although I cannot) 
Myself to be a m~rv'llous proper ~3n. 
I'll be at charges for a looking-~lass 
And entertain a score or two of tailors 
To study fashions to adorn my body: 
Si~ce I ~ crept in favor with myself, 
I will maintain it with some little cost. 

(I, ii, 227-59) 

Moreover, none of the villains act the way they do simply out of a dis

like for humanity. Rather, their cynical disregard of human values 

permits each of them to seek the destruction of others in order to 

gain the object of his desire, whether it be a crown, the land and 

title of a legitimate brother, or the do.,'l'lfall of an imagined rival. 

What is significant abo11t the misanthropic actions and utterances of 

these ShRkespearean villains is the way in which they illustrate how 

such behaviour can be used to depict a character without causing the 

difficulties that surround the dramatic presentation of a genuine 

misanthrope. First, the problem of overcoming the audience's antipathy 

obviously will not arise here, since the villain is supposed to arouse 

this feelin~. Secondly, the primarily verbal quality of misanthropy 

does not hinder the develo?~ent of dramatic action when misanthropy is 

used as a character-trait of a villain, because villainy always finds 

expression in some form of active behaviour. For example, Richard of 

Gloucester immediately follows his repudiation of hl~n love with a plan 

to destroy all those who bar his ouccession to the throne, and setsabout 
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at once to carry out his plot: 

Clarence, be<~<tare. Thou ke<:>p' st me from th~ light: 
But I will sort a pitchy day fo~ thee~ 
For I '"ill buzz abroad such prophecies 
That Edward shall be fearful of his life: 
And then, to pur;.;e his fear, I'll be thy death. 

(~ Henry VI, V, vi, 84-8) 

Similarly Iago and Ed~und nearly always follow their comments upon the 

credulous stupidity of their Yictims ~lith details of the next stage of 

their intrigues. Thus Shakespeare can use suggestions of misanthropy 

to enhance the portrayal of these villains without encountering the 

difficulties that attend the C.epiction of a genuine misanthrope. 

Oddly enough, some of the most memorable instances of mis

anthropic behaviour in all Shakespe&.re belong to one of hts most 

sympathetically-conceived protagcnj.5ts. Rejected by his dc.ughters and 

turned out to face ths storm on the heath, Ki.ng,Lear c:Nells constantly 

on the darker side of human nature. 7h~ sight of Edgar disg:.dsed as 

a poor naked beggar prompts him to tear off his own clothes, since he 

now views them a.s vain trappings that cover the miserable reality of man: 

Is man no more than this? Consider h:im well. Thou 
mot'st t:1e worm no silk, the beast no hide, the 
sheep no wool, the cat no perf~~e. Ha! here's 
three on's are sophis~~cated. Thou art the thing 
itself: unacon~odated man is no more but such a 
poor, bare, forked animal as thou art. Off, off, 
you lendings! come, unbutton here. 

(King Lear, III, iv, 97-103) 

But his most vivid den<~ciations of human nature occur in the fourth 

act, when, at the height of his madness, he comes upon Edgar and the 

blind Gloucester. Lear's description of women's hypocrisy and lechery 

rivals anything to be found in the utterances of a confirmed misanthrope 

like TL~n or Thersites: 
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Behold ycnd simp'rin;; dame, 
Whose face between her forks presages snow, 
That minces virtue, and does shake the head 
To hear of pleasure's nGme. 
The fitche-w nor the soiled horse goes to't 
With a more riotous &ppetite. 
Down from the waist they are Centaurs, 
Thongh 1rmmen all above. 
But to the girdle do the ~ods inherit, 
Beneath is all the fiend's. 
There's hell, there's darkness, there is the 
sulphurous pit: burnin~S, scalding, stenchs 
consumption. Fie, fie, fie! pah! pah! Give me an 
ounce of civet~ good apothecary, sweeten my 
imagination. 

(IV, vi, 117-130) 

Soon afterwards he sei2.es upon Gloucester's blindness as an excuse 

to comnent on the corruption of a l'Torld in which it is impossible to 

distinguish between the lawgiver and the offender: 

J;.ear: l,'fhat, art lTIE.d? A m"l.n may see how this world goes 
with no eyes. Look with thin~ e~rs. See how yond 
justice rails upon yond simple thief. Hark in thine 
ear; change pl3.ces and, handy-dandy, \.,..hich is the 
justice, which is the thief? Thou hast seen a 
farmer's dog bark at 2. begp;d.r? 

Glou: Ay, sir. 
Lear: And the cre:J.t·.lr= r1.:n from the cur. There 

thou mightst b::.:!:old th~ P,;reat image of authority-
a dog's obe:veC: :Ln office. 
Thou rascal ~3ea~ile, hold thy blood.y hand! 
Why dost tl:a,J. lash that w!1ore? Strip thy own back. 
'l'hou hotly lusts to ~<se her :tn that kind 
For which thou. whip' st. her. '.::'he usurer hangs the cozener. 
Through tattered clothes s;-;te.ll •ti•::es do appear; 
Robes and fur1•t>d go'1ms hide .1ll. Plate sin with gold, 
And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks; 
Arm it in rc..gs, a pygmy's straw does pierce it. 
None does offend, no,1r;-~-- I say none! I '11 able 'em. 
Take that of :ne, my friend, who have the power 
To seal th'accuserts lips. (7et thee glass eyes 
And, like a scurv:;r poliT,ician, sE:>em 
To see the things tt:o11 dost not. 

(IV, vi, 148-69) 

Obviously such wholesale cond~-:Jn..'1atic:-Is of manld..-·'l.d from the protagonist 

hav~ to be treated in a .....1ay tha.t. perr.nits the audience to make allowances 
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for the speaker, and Shakespeare brings this about by stressing Lear's 

madness and the pity it arouses in the other characters. During the 

storm scenes Gloucester and Kent constantly lament the King's pitiable 

state, while Edgar is hard put to maintain his disguise in the face 

of Lear's distracted ramblin~s: 

Hy tears begin to take his part so much 
They mar roy counterfeiting. 

(III, v, 59-60) 

In the fourth act Shakespeare prepares the audience for Lear's 

entrance with a short scene in which Cordelia sadly describes his condi

tion: 

Alack, 'tis he! ~·lhy, he "ras met even now 
As mad as the vexed sea, singing aloud, 
Cro~~ed with rank furr~ter and furrow weeds, 
With ba~docks, he~lock, nettles, c~ckoo flow'rs, 
Darnel, and all the idle weeds that grow 
In our sustaini.l'lg corn. 

(IV, iv, 1-6) 

And this is the way Lear enters to utter his condemnation of mankind 

(IV, vi). Throughout the scene Gloucester and Edgar act as a pitying 

audience to the King's d1.stracted speeches, and the spectacle of the mad 

Lear attempting to comfort the blind Gloucester (IV, vi, 173ff.) creates 

almost unbearable pathos. Moreover, Shakespeare ends the scene with the 

arrival of Cordelia's servent~ to bring Lear back to sanity and the 

reconciliation with Cordelia that follows immediately afterward (IV, vii). 

In this way Shakespeare never allows Lear's misanthropic utterances to 

become anything: more than the outpouring of a tortured mind pushed to 

ma<il'less by the cruellest disillusionment. Rather than arousing repug

nance, Lear's misanthropy prompts the audience to feel the sorrow 

expressed by one of Cordelia'~ servants: 
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A sight most pitiful in the meanest wretch, 
Past speaki!'lg of in a king. 

(IV, vi, 200-201) 

A far more enigmatic display of misanthropic behaviour can be 

found in the words and actions of Shakespeare's so-called ''wise Fools". 

In an earlier chapter3 I described the way in which the Renaissance 

Fool, with his prj_vile~e of unlicensed speech and his ability to utter 

tte most unpleasant truths under the guise of la~ghter, became in the 

work of Erasmus and others a fisure ideally suited for pointing out 

and ridiculing the faQlts of mankind. Whether this figure is seen as 

a genuine imbecile whose wisdor:1 was unconscious, or as a sane man 

consciously adopting the Fool's motley as a disguise, his c~iticism 

evades judgeinent because by convention it is impossible to Eeparatc it 

from the nonsense that surrounds it. rtlhoever censures the Fool for his 

abuse stoops to folly himself for taking too seriously the uttera."lces 

of a supposed "natural", while those who are merely amused by his sallies 

reveal themselves to be fools for failing to detect the serious meaning 

behind his jests. As a result the Fool proved to be most useful in the 

drama as an ironic commentato~ on the folly and corruption of his world, 

and Shakespeare's Fools provide the most subtle examples. Feste, Lavatch 

and Lear's Fool4 all comment with varying degrees of bitterness on the 

stupidity and wickedness of their fellow men, and their comments are 

indispensable in shaping the audience's reaction to characters and events 

in their respective plays. In each case their misanthropic remarks take 

the form of witticisms in which abuse and foolery become indistL"lguishable 

from each other. ~~tile these remarks escape censure because of the Fool's 

real or supposed imbecillty, it becomes a.b1mdantly ~~lear that any 
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spectator who fails to see the truth behind the fooling is h1mself 3 

fool. 

Feste, the musical jester of '..l'welfth Ni~Zht, is one of the more 

genial of Shakespeare's Fools, in that he criticizes mankind in a tone 

of wry amusement. Shortly after his first appearance, for example, he 

attempts to regain Olivia's favour with a display of his ''wit", and in 

doing so he subtly hits out at human imperfection, when he proves by way 

of a syllogism that man is incapable of true repentance: 

Bid the ~ishonest man mend htmself: if he mend, he 
is no lon~er dishor.est: if he cannot, let the 
botcher mend him. An~~hin~ that's mended is but 
patched~ virtue that transfSresses is but patched 
with sin, and sin that amends is but patched with 
virtue. If that this sirnple syllogis.'"J. will serve, 
sc ; if it will not, ''lha t remedy? 

(I, v, 40-46) 

Later Feste becomes an ironic spectator at the midnight carouse of 

Sir Toby and Sir Andrew (II, iii). Although he says little in the way 

of condemnation, and even takes part in the baiting of Malvolio, he appears 

to preserve a certai.'l detachment that helps to emphasize the foolish antics 

of the two drunken knights. In the following scene (II, iv) he moves on 

to Orsino's court, N'here, after entertaining the Duke with a melancholy 

love song, he seizes the opportunity to ridicule his host's lovesick 

posturing and changeability: 

Now the melancholy god protect thee, and the tailor 
make thy doublet of changeable taffeta, for thy 
mind is a very opal. I would have men of such 
constancy put to sea, thet their busi'less might be 
everything, and their. intent everywhere, for that's 
it that always makes a good voyage of nothing.

(II, iv, 72-7) 

At his next appearance Feste takes up the question of the distinction 
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between ,risdom and folly in a conversation with Viola. Referring to l:im

self as a "corrupter of words", he sardonically remarks upon man's ability 

to pervert language: 

Clown: You have said, sir. To see this age! A 
sentence is but a chev'ril glove to a good wit. How 
quiclcly the wrong side may be turned outward! 

Viola: Nay, that's certain. They that dally nicely 
with ..,.rords may quickly n:ake them wanton. 

Clown: I would therefore m;v sister had no name, sir. 
Viola: Why, man? 
Clo~rn: Why, sir> her name's a word, and to dally 

with that word might make rty sister wanton. But 
indeed words are very rascals since bonds disgraced 
them. 

Viola: Thy reason, man? 
Clown: Truth, sir, I can yield you none without 

words, anct ''m:rds ar·e gro,;n so false I am loath to 
prove reason with them. 

(III, i, 11-24) 

He then deftly turns the tables on Viola with a general comment on the 

world's folly which includes her among the universal brotherhood of Fools: 

Viola: I saw thee late at tt,e Count Orsino's. 
Cl9wn: Foolery, sir, does walk about the orb like 

the sun; it shines everywhere. I would be sorry, sir, 
but the fool should be as oft with your master as 
with my mistress. I think I saw your wisdom there. 

(III, i, 37-40) 

In the brief soliloquy that mal'ks Feste's exit, Viola shows herself to be 

the only character in the play wise enough to place the Fool's ironic 

jesting in its proper perspective: 

This fellow is wise enough to play the fool, 

And to do that well craves a kind of wit. 

He must observe their mood on whom he jests, 

The quality of persons, and the time~ , 

And like the haggard, check at every feather 

That comes before his eye. This is a practice 

As full of labor as a wise ruan's ar-t: 

For folly th3.t he wisely sho>'l'S, is fit: 

But wise men, folly-fall'n, ~~te taint their wit. 


(III, i, 58-66) 



13.3 

Her perceptivc:1.e:?s c:mtrasts sharply vtit.h the complacent or contemptuous 

attitude of other :.:ha.racters such r:s H9.lvolio, Orsino and Oliv:ta, who 

look on Feste as a source of G.musement or irritation. Her soliloquy may 

also be Shakespeare's way of indicatL~g to the audience that Fesle is using 

the F'ool' s privilege as a covar for his wit. In t'·m subsequent appear

ances Feste agai11 talcFJs ov?.~¥ opportur::ity at his disposal to remark on 

some aspect of human hypocrisy. As he puts on the disguise cf Sir 

Thopas th'::! curate, he comnv:mts wryly on the appropriateness of the 

clergy-hl:ln's gmm e.s a cost1Jme in which to deceive his fellow man: 

Well, I'll put it on, and. ::: wJ.ll dissemble myself intt, 
and I would I were the fir-st tha,::. ever dissembled in 
such a gown. 

(IV, ii, h-9) 

Later he uses Orsino's g:r·eeting as the excuse .for an ironic discussion 

on the falseness of friends: 

Duke: I knOi-i thee vlell. Hc'w dcsi~ '.:,hou, my good fellow? 
Clown: Truly, sir, the better for In.."'l' fees, and th<.; worse 

fot' my friend.5. 
Duke: Just the contrary: the better for thy friends. 
Clown: No, sir, th~ worse, 
Duke: How can that be? 
Clo~: Harry, sir, they prc:.ise me and make an ass of me. 

Now m.v foes t()ll me plai."lly I am an ass~ so that by r.w foes, 
sir, I profit in the knowled~e of ~vself, and by ~· frienis 
I am abused~ so that, conclusions to be as kisses, if you!' 
four negatives ::r..3.ke your two affirmatives, why then, the 
worsE:: for my friends, and the better for my foes. 

(V, i, 9-21) 

When Orsino mis~es the point and applauds the jester's verbal agility, 

Feste drives home the significance of his comment by rr.eans of a not

so-subtle insult: 

Duke: Wny, this is excellent. 
Clm~: By my tr•1th, sir, no, though it p1'3ase you 

to be one of my friends. 
{V, i, 22-h) 
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In the end he is left alone on stage to close the play with a song. 

Like the rest of the music in Twelfth Night this song contains a curious 

blend of merriment and melancholy, and, like many of Feste's comments 

throughout the play, it mixes sense with nonsense so thoroughly that it 

becomes impossible to distinguish between them. On the one hand, anyone 

who attempted too serious an interpretation would appear to be an even 

greater fool than the sin~er. Yet the suggestion of bitterness which 

pervades the sonr; causes the play to end on a dintinctly minor key, 

perhaps to reminj the audience that Illyria's merry characters do have 

their darker side. 

In All' :s Hell That Ends 'I{ell the comedy takes a decidedly 

bitter turn, and Lavatch, the play's jester is easily the most unpleasant 

of Shakespeare's Fools. Described by his mistress the Countess as "a 

foul-mouthed and calumnious knave" {I, iii, 53-4), Lavatch dev-otes much 

of his talk to a cynical description of the universal lechery in men 

that makes a mockery out of marriage. At his first appearance, for 

example, he seeks the Countess' permission to marry "Isbel the woman" 

(I, iii, 16-19), and cites his lust as the most compelling reason for 

taking the step. Shakespeare intensifies the distasteful quality of 

this Fool's cynicism by endowing him with a distinctly theological 

turn of ph:rase: 

Countess: Tell me thy reason why thou \<Tilt marry. 
Lavatch: Hy poor body, madam, requires it: I am 

driven on by the flesh: and he must needs go that the 
devil drives. 

Co~~ess: Is this all your worship's reason? 
Lavatch: Faith, madam, I have other holy reasons, 

such as they are. 
Countess: Hay the world know them? 
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La.yatc}}_: I h'lve bNm, r:t:.).~:':l.m, 1. '!'licked creature, as 
you ani all flesh and blooi are, and in1eed I do 
marry that I rr~y repent. 

(I, iii, 27-37) 

In the sarr,e way La.vatch remarks bitterly on the val'le of hmn:m friend

ship by suo-p;~stb~ that it lea.ris il\_evita.bly to cuckoldry, and by 

assertinr: that U"1faithf1.1lness in marri::J.'!e obserYes no denomi113.tional 

boundaries: 

Y'are sh3llow, madam, in ?:re!'lt f'riends~ for the 
kn:tvE>s come to io tr,a t for rr.e Hhich I am a'..;ear:-v- of. 
He that ear3 m1r lani sp::.:.:-es m'r tearn an·i f1ives me 
leave to in tr.e crop, if I be his cuckold he's 
m:v dr'Jd«e. E~ that comfot·ts J:-,•r Nife is the cherisher 
of my flesh ar.d blood~ ne that cherishes rn7 flesh ar:.rl 
blood loves mv flesh ar.i blood: he that lo·1::::s mv flesh 
and bloo::l. is my ~r.~End: errro, ite th:tJ~ kisses m1r 
'tli f'e is mv frieni. If men co·.1ld be conte'1tei to 
be what th'2v are [i.e., C'-lckolds], there were :to 
fear in rnarriac:e: for .vounr: Ch3.rbon the p.P'lt;:,n ani 
ol i Pov-sa..1: the pa"!Jist, ho·.;rsorr,e 1 er thei:· hearts are 
severed i~ religion, thPir heads are b0th one-
they may jowl hozns to~ether like o.n;r deer i'th' herd. 

(I, iii, 40-52) 

He then uses the Co;.mtess' demand that he surrmon P.elena as the sta.rtirH"

point from which to launch an attack on women's incontinence: 

An we mi~ht haYe a roc;d woman bo!'Yl but or every 
blazin~T star, or :1t an earthquake, 'hrould mend 
the lott·8Y':\' well: a :nan r;l8.y draw his heart o·1t 

ere 'a pl~ck one. 


(I, iii, ~1-4) 

The Fool's talent for coinin~ witty comparisons becomes in the mouth 

of Lavatch a means of reflectinf!; further on the more sordid asp~cts 

of human relations: 

.Qountess: :Jill your anm-rer serve fit to all questions? 
Lavatch: As ~it as ten ~roats is for the hand 

of an atto:·ney, or :-;·our French crown for YO'-'!' 
taffetv p'..l:'lk, or 'IH:'s rush for Ton's forefinger, 
as a pancake for S!Jrove Tuesd<\';r, a morris for 
Eay-da:v, as the nail to his hold, U:e cuckold to 
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his horn, as a scoldin~ quean to a wranglin~ 
knave, as the nun's lip to the friar's mouth; 
nay, as the pudding to his skin. 

(n, ii, 19-36) 

Near the end of the play, Lavatch once again calls upon the l~guage 

of the Bible to express a pessimistic outlook on the huruan condition, 

as he ironically justifies to Lafew his profession of service to the 

Devil: 

I run a woodland fellow, sir, that always loved a 

great fire, and the master I speak of ever keeps 

a good fire. But sure he is the pri11ce of the 

world; l-et his nobility remain in's court: I am 

for the hou~.e with the narrovr gate, \'l'hich !. take 

to be too little for pon1p to enter. Some that 

humble the:.nselves may, but the many will be too 

chill and tender, :l.nd they'll be for the flo>·tery 

way that leads to the b~oad gate and the great 

fire. 


(IV, v, 44-51) 

Yet for all this vividly-expressed misanthropy, Lavatch does not play 

as important a part as Shakespearets other Fools; nor does his jesting 

contribute so significantly to the shaping of the audience's reaction 

to characters or events. His conversations with the Countess, Parolles 

and Lafew have little to do with the events of the plot, but function 

inst.ead as brief pauses in the action in which the characters involved 

listen for a while to his bitter witticisms and then dispatch him on 

some errand while they turn their attention back to more important 

matters. As a result, Lavatch is not ~sually onstage for the unfolding 

of events, and offers little in the way of direct commentary on 

cr~racters and episodes. Rather, his misanthropic utterances act as an 

elaboration upon the already-established mood of cynical disillusionment 

surrounding the human relat:i.onships of this play. While the removal of 
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Lavatch would certainly diminish the impact of All's vlell That Ends Well, 

it would not alter it. 

Such is definitely not the case with Lear's Fool, seemingly the 

most misanthropic of Shakespeare's jesters. From the moment he enters to 

offer Kent his coxcomb for serving a powerless man (I, iv, 90-95), until 

he disappears unaccountably from the play (III, vi, 99) the Fool offers 

a continuous stream of bitter reflection on human depravity. Several 

characteristics help to set this Fool apart from Shakespeare's other 

examples of the type. Obviously, as the participant in a tragedy, he 

arouses quite different emotions from those created by a comedy like 

Twelfth ~igh~ or even All's Hell That Ends Vlell. One hardly needs a 

Fool here to qualify the merriment or darken the mood. Moreover, 

Shakespeare has chotlen to depict this Fool as a man genuinely "touched" 

with some form of mental weakness. Unlike Touchstone, Feste and Lavatch, 

whose jesting appears to be the result of a conscious effort, and whose 

actions are those cf a completely independent man who has adopted the 

motley as a professional habit, Lear's Fool displa~a childlike 

dependence on his master, while his jests, though just as pointed, do 

not seem nearly so studied. Finally, the misanthropy of Lear's Fool 

operates not only on the audience but also on Lear himself, for much 

of what the Fool has to say about the depravity of mankind bears 

directly on the situation in which the King finds himself after the 

division of his kingdom and the banishment of Cordelia. Usin~ his 

privilege as protection, the Fool calls upon all the conventional jesting 

tricks at his disposal to remind Lear constantly of his monstrous 

blunder and its ine~ltable consequences. At the same time, however, 
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Shakespeare uses the Fool's own loyalty in such a way as to provide the 

audience with a subtle contradiction of the misanthropic outlook he 

seems to advocate. It is through this contradiction and a deliberate 

confusion between the ideas of wisdom and folly that the dramatist 

hints at a more positive view of humanity--one that will ultimately 

lead to the healing of Lear's diseased fancy. 

From the moment of his first entry the Fool ct~'lells constantly 

on the idea that h1.liilan loyalty is practised only by imbeciles like 

himself. Having just witnessed Kent's punishment of O~~ild for 

impertinence to the King, he "rC"t~ards" the disguised nobleman by 

offering his coxcomb and. remarking that anyone who takes Lear's part 

against his powerful daughter is worthy of this badge of folly: 

Fool: Sirrah, you were best take my coxcomb. 
Kent: lvhy, fool? 
Fool: \Vhy? For taki~ one's part that's out 

of favor. Nay1 an thou canst not smile as the wind sits, 
thou'lt catch cold shortly. There, take my coxcomb. 
Why, this fellow has banished. two on's daughters, 
and did the third a blessinfl: against his -vlill. 
If thou follow him, thou ~ust needs wear my 
coxcomb. 

(I, iv, 92-9) 

Like most of his misanthropic jests, this comment of the Fool's has a 

double application. On the one hand, the Fool reflects bitterly on a 

world where loyalty ~~d gratitude are qualities fit only for such as 

himself, and where true wisdom lies in curryL~g favour with those in 

power. At the same time it becomes clear to the audience that such 

folly is morally preferable to the "wisdom" of following the Fool's 

advice. This idea reappears at greater length in the next act, when, 

after repudiating Goneril and seeking hospitality from Regan, Lear 
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and his company disco·rer Kent h:1s been set in the stocks for again 

quarrelin~ with Oswald. As the Kin~ goes off in a rage to seek his 

daughter, the Fool remains behind to gibe at the disgrace of his fellow 

servant: 

We'll set the to school to an ant, to teach thee 
there's no laborin~ i'th'winter. All that follow 
their noses are led by their eves but blind men, 
and there's not a nose among twenty but can smell him 
that's stinktng. Let f!.O thy hold when a great 
wheel runs down a hill, l6st it break thy neck 
't<rith follmdnf!,. But the great one that goes up
ward, let him draw thee after. vlhen a wise man 
gives thee better counsel, give me mine a~ain, I 
would have none but knavas follow it since a fool 
gives it. 

(II, iv, 65-73) 

The double-edged sirsnificance of the Fool's remai'k rests on a quibble 

upon the distinction between the vmrds "fool" and "knave", and between 

''wisdomn and "follytt. 5 The Fool seems to be advocating a totally 

misanthropic outlook in which disloyalty and favour-seeking bring 

rewards, while fidelity results in suffering and disgrace. Furthermore, 

the events of the play appear to prove him right, when the ''wisdom" of 

followers like Edmund and Oswald brings them power and wealth, while the 

folly of Lear's a~,erents causes them unbearable suffering. As one 

critic has pointed out,6 the characters who follow the Fool's advice liter

ally are those ;..·hose total lack of "fellow-feelingn renders them incap

able of seeing anythL~g in it but the most profound logic. Such a one 

is Goneril, .-rho repeatedly chides her husband with the name of fool on 

account of his fGeling for Le:1r's wrongs, and Edmund, who dismisses his 

brother's trustful nature as foolishness. Yet once again the Fool's 

own actions belie hi.s apparent misanthropy, for he does not follow his 
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own advice, and warn3 his listeners that it is only fit for knaves. 

This brings up the question of the distinction between ''knave" and 

"fool". The Fool is not the only one to quibble on the distinction. 

Goneril had previously sent him packing after Lear with the accusation 

that he was "mo:re knave than fool" (I, iv, 305). Used in this way, the 

word "knave" applies to a character whose words and actions sprL"lJ?; from 

malice, hypocrisy, viciousness, or some other morally damnable quality. 

Because his deeds arise from conscious motives, a knave is judged to 

be morally culpable, unlike the Fool, whose conduct theoretically 

escapes censure becanse it has no conscious purpose behind it. Thus, 

by advising only knaves to follow his misanthropic advice, Lear's Fool 

ircnically condemns it, and sets up his own (;onduct, and that of the 

disgraced Kent, as the epitome of true wisdom. 

The short song "Nith which the Fool rcunds off his advice to 

Kent drives this point home in a furthe~ confusion between wisdom and 

folly, knavery and foolishness: 

That. sir which S9rves and seeks for gain, 
And follows but for form, 

Will pack when it begins to rain 
And leave thee in the storm. 

But I will tarry; the Fool will stay, 
And let the wise man fly. 

The knave tu...-ns Fool that runs away; 
The Fool no knave, perdy. 

(II, iv, 74-81) 

Once more the son~ has both a general and a pa1~icular application, in 

that it reflects both on general human wickedness and on Lear's own 

predicament. By assc~cing his own fidelity the Fool repudiates the 

kna'lish wisdom of characters like Edmund for the wiser folly of Kent 

and Cordelia. As a result he is forced to follow his z:aaster into the 
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storm, and to participate in Lear's suffering and madness. 

The Fool has many other things to say about man's hypocrisy, 

greed and viciousness, and their effect on those who, like his master, 

choose to deny their existence. He offers, for example, a vivid 

indictment of men's tendency to favour a pleasant falsehood over the 

unpleasant truth when he ljkens the former, and by implication Goneril, 

to a foul-smelling bitch t!'lat is allowed to remain by the fire while 

the superior dog, truth, is beaten away: 

Truth's a dog must to kennel: he must be whipped out, 
when the Lady Brach may stand by the fire and stink. 

(I, iv, 105-7) 

Later, he sings a sin~ about the mercenary quality of filial love and 

gratitude: 

Fathers that "rear rags, 
Do make their children blind. 

But fathers that. bear bafSS 
Shall see their children kind. 

Fortune, thou arrant 't-rhore, 
Ne're turn& the ~ey to the poor. 

(II, iv, 46-51) 

As Lear descends into madness and takes up the misanthropic commentary 

hi~mself, the Fool's remarks become less frequent and pointed, until he 

departs from the play for good at the start of the journey towards 

Dover. Significantly his depa1~ure coincides with the re-entry of 

Cordelia and the prospect of reconciliation between Lear and his banished 

daughter. Having helped to force Lear into ar~ization of his tragic 

folly by constantly remindim; him of the ingratitude and wickedness to 

which his actions have exposed him, the Fool is dropped from the play 

in order to pav(~ the t•my for the King's regeneration. 

The character of' Lear's Fool thus provides the aud:i.ence with a 
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fascinating paradox. On the one hand, Shakespeare uses him as the 

mouthpiece for much of the play's indictmant of human nature, with the 

result that he seems to be the most obviously misanthropic of all 

Shakespeare's clever jesters. On the other h~nd, his obvious devotion 

to Lear, and the suffering he endures because of it make him a telling 

contradiction of that indictment. Charles Felver has perhaps best 

expressed this paradox in his s~~ry of the Fool's dramatic function: 

The savin~ grace of the Fool's laughter serves to 
heighten the poignancy of Lear's tragic folly, while 
simultaneously as'3ertin£S the basic di~STiity of the 
human bein2; vthc., when he rl"..mains faithful and 
lovin~ despiiJe rrd.sfortu."le, bec0m.es something more 
than a poor, b~re, forked animal. 7 

The three character-types examined here reveal the extent to 

which misanthropic behaviour can serve as a useful means of shaping an 

audience's reaction both to the character concerned and to his surrolli"ld

ings. In each case Shakespeare has avoided the difficulties involved 

in the dramatic presentation of misanthropy by making it only one of 

a number of complex traits which together form the essence of a particular 

character. As a resnlt the a'lclience is not prompted to react unfa.vour

ably, nor is the possibility of action impdbed, since other considerations, 

' .particularly the conventional demands of the characters role, tend to 

lessen the impact of the misanthropic behaviour. The difficulties 

remain, however, when a professed dislike of mankind dominates all other 

characteristics. It is now necessary to e~tne Shakespeare's attempt 

to meet this challenge in the creation of three very dissimilar 

misanthropes. 

http:bec0m.es
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NOTES 

1spencer, Shakes2eare and the Nature of Han, p. 72. 

2Bernard Spivack) Sha:<esJ?eare and the Allegory of Evil, New 
York: Colmnbia University Press, 1958~ p. 424. 

3see Chapter II, pp. 46ff. 

~Jhile Touchstone obviously belongs to this group, I wish to 
discuss him i."l assoc~.ation with my analysis of Jaques in the next 
chapter. 

5cf. vlel.sford. pp. 253ff. 

6welsfor.d., pp. 258-60. 

7Felver, p. 81. 
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JAQUES 

At first glance As YoE~ike Ii seems to provide a highly 

improbable settinrs for a misanthrope. Although the play begins with 

scenes of filial treachery and tyr~n~ical misgovernment, Shakespe~re 

never allows the mood to becoma toooppressive. The gay banter of 

Rosalind and Celia, Touchstone's witticisms, and Le Beau's pretentious 

absurdity all combine to alleviate tte sense of dan~er at the court, 

while Orlando's stur~v coura~e and the loyalt) of old Adam are more than 

a match for Oliver's schemin~. More important, the Forest of Arden, 

where the e:xile:d noblts "fleet the time carelessly as they did in the 

golden worldn (I, i, 110-11), remains constan-tly in t.he background as 

a potential refuge for all the endangered ch~racters. At the begL~ing 

of the second act the scene shifts to this forest world, and except 

for three brief interruptions, the remainder of the action lli!folds 

under its predominantly benign influence. Once in Arden the characters 

forget their former danger, and devote their attention to loYe and good 

fellowship. After a series of light..hearted encounters, feasts, debates 

and disguisLigs, matters sort themselves out to everybody's satisfaction, 

the villains repent, the Duke and Orlando regain their lost rights, and 

four pairs of lovers are united in a delightful scene of hannonious 

gaiety. Yet together w..i..th his first visible presentation of the forest 

world Shakespeare introd.'~ces the spectacle of the misanthrope, Jaques, 

gloomily m~ditati:.'lg on the evil of human society as he contemplates the 

plight of a wounded stag (II, i, 25-53). L"'l keeping ;d.th the predominantly 
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light-hearted mood of this play, Jaques' misanthropy is relati·tely 

mild, in that his dj slike of humanity takes the form of a melancholy 

cynicism rather than a vicious outpouring of hatred and scorn. He is 

also treated with consider&ble tolerance by the other characters. 

Instead of being driven ignominiously from the stage, like Thersites, 

or dying alone, like Timon, in a self-imposed exile, Jaques retires 

voluntarily from the final scene, still on the best of terms with his 

fellow exiles. Yet the atmosphere of good-natured fun which surrounds 

his misanthropic ucterances should not obsc:1re the fact that Jaques is 

given some of the best-remembe:r-ed lines ir~ the entire Shakespeare 

canon. Moreo·rer, his VAry presence, i1•1dependent of any hint from the 

play's source,l would seem to L~dicate that his role in As You Like It 

is far more ~i~1ificant than that of a comic butt whose pessimism is 

so ludicrously out of place in Arden that it creates amusement rather 

than the customary antagonism. 

One of the surest indications of the fascu1ation of Jaques' role 

is the disproportionate areount of attention it has received from the 

critics. Much ink has been spi11~ in recent years in an attempt to 

discover the cause of his pessimi~~. and to establish his function in so 

appar~1tly inccn~ruous a setting. Because of several references in the 

play to Jaques' melancholy, many scholars have ransacked Elizabethan 

p5,1cholo~ical works for evidence on which to base a diagnosis of his 

condition.2 In one of the earliest articles on the subject,3 E. E. Stoll 

argues that Jaques conforms to the so--called "malcontent typett described 

i.'l many contemporary works, and most forcefully dramatized i.."1 the 

character of Male·_..ole frorr. Marston's play The .Halcontent. Such a 
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character assumes a bi~terly cynical attitude towards man and society, 

usually because that society has i~STiored his merits and neglected to 

award him the distinction he feels he deserves. His displeasure takes 

the form of a scornf1li castigation of his fellow creatures: 

When the malcontent turned his jaundiced eyes up0n 
man and his concerns, he inevitably poured vials of 
bit~er scorn upon everythin~ that he saw. SometL~es 
his discontent took the form of broodin~ hatred of 
the corruption which he saw poisoning the very 
sprL~gs of life. Sometimes he fell into a macabre 
mood, in which his gloom was seasoned with a kind of 
sneering amusement at human futility. Then he found 
relief in sportive jesting at the fools about him.4 

Needless to say, this description appears excessively harsh when applied 

to Jaques. There is nothing in the play to indicate that Jaques is 

discontented wi~h his lot among the exiles in Arden: indeed, he refuses 

at the end to join the court when the Duke regains power. Moreover, 

the resemblance between Jaques and the genuine malcontent Malevole 

breaks down upon closer examination. l'lhereas lf.ta.leYole actively plots 

the overthrow of his enemies and himself takes part in the intrigue, 

Jaques seldom takes any action whatever. Indeed, the only task he 

undertakes in the entire play occurs when he interferes in the wedding 

plans of Touchstone and Audrey (III, iii). I would therefore suggest 

that Jaques conforms more closely to the essentially passive character 

of the misanthrope than to that of the active malcontent. As one 

critic has put it: 

The malcontent is more actively an agent of evil 
than the misanthrope: the mis~~thrope relieves him
self chi!~fiy through words: the malcontent plans 
actions ••• against the order of society.5 

~~other commentator has sought to explain Jaques' behaviour as the out
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come of his travels. Citing the character's own remarks on the subject 

and Rosalind's response to them (IV, i, 10·-34), he argues that Shakespeare 

intended Jaques to represent a typical It'llia.nat,ed En~Slishman who had 

picked up sever~l obnoxious affectations, includL,g a disposition 

towards melancholy, durin~ his tra~s on the Continent.6 Although this 

view is an interest~~ one, it seems to me rather stran~e that a dramatist 

of Shakespeare's ability would choose to base his character portrait 

on a relatively unimportant conversation that does not take place until 

the fourth act. Furthermore, such a topical interpretation as this one 

seems out of place among a cast of straightforward types, and simply does 

not do justice to the impact of Jaques on the average playgoer. This 

is not to say that atte~pts to explain the character of Jaques in terms 

of Renaissance psychology are totally valueless, for they often contribute 

significantly to an tmderstanding of Shakespeare's techniques of 

characterization by showing what opinions and prejudices he might have 

exploited. Bv.t too ri.gid an application of contemporary psychological 

principles, or, for that matter, any sort oi' historical de~..ail, to a 

lit.erarJ or dra.rna.tic creation fa.ils to take into account its imaginative 

and timeless qualities. E. E. Stoll best sums up the issue this vray 

in his eloquent and often humorous protest against the antiquarians' 

apprcach to Jaques: 

It is not merely that this method is difficult and 
exacting. It is not dr•amatic or poetic; it is not 
imaginative and emotional as drama and poetry should be. 7 

Havi.'lg said all this, I may seem to be commiti.n~S the same kind of 

error by suggesting that Jaques be considered as a misanthrope. Yet it 

seems to me that such an approach is just:!..fiable as a concept readily 
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understood by Elizabethan and modern playgoe~s alike. Moreover, one 

need only look to the play for all the necessary evidence. Jaques 

professes a dislike for his fello\'1 men, and wherever possible he shuns 

their company. \\'hether alone or in the society of others, he continually 

rails against human folly and vice. His role :is almost exclusively verbal, 

in that he constantly speaks of his aversion to human society but takes 

no action against his fellows. Although in the end he grudgingly 

pronounces a blessing on the Duke and the newly-married couples, he 

refuses to take part in the merry-making and retires to the Duke's 

cave with the intention of goin~ off to lead a life of contemplation. 

Having thus est~blished my reasons for calling Jaques a misanthrope, 

wish now to exa.Jld.ne Shakes:rea.re' s presentation an1 use of so unlikely 

an inhabitant of Arden. 

The first :i.:nportant thl.nEY, to note about Jaques' misanthropy is 

that it belon~Ss entirely to the forest world. Jaques is not introduced 

until the beginning of Act at the point where most of the action 

at the usurper's court has been completed, and he does not appear onstage 

until after Orlando's departure for Arden (II, v). The scenes which 

most vl.vidly depict the injustice and ingratitude Jaques deplores take 

place before Shakespeare makes him kno~m to the audience. The play 

opens with Orlando's complaint against his brother's unjust treatment 

(I, i, 1-23), his quarrel with Oliver, and Oliver's plot to have his 

brother kllled by the wrestler Charles. Oliver's soliloqu.y at the end 

of the scene emphasizes that his treachery stems entirely from hatred 

of his brother's goodness: 

I hope I shall see an end of him: for my sotu, yet 

I 
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I know not why, hates nothing more than he. ·ret 
he's gentle, never schooled and :ret learned.. full 
of noble device, of all sorts enchantint:t.lv beloved; 
and indeed so much in the heart of thP- v.rorl'.i., and 
especially of my own people, who best know him, 
that I am alto~ether m~sprised. 

(I, i, 151-7) 

Later the servant Ad~~ reiterates this idea, as he warns Orlando to 

flee Oliver's house: 

Why are you virtuous? i'lby do people love you? 

And wherefore are you gentle, strong and valiant? 

Why would you be so fond to overcome 

The bonny priz0r c f the humorcu~ Duke? 

Your praise .i.s cc.me too S'tliftly home before you. 

Know you :r..ot, T1!-l ~~t·n·, to sc,zn9 'kind of men 

Their graces se.ryc tne.'TI but a:.> enemies? 

No more do yo1.1rs. Youp virtue::;, .sentle master, 

Are sanctified and holy traitors to you. 

0, what a wor-ld is this, when what is comely 

Envenoms him th~t bears it! 


(II, iii, 4-15) 

Similarly Rosalind is banished from Duke Frederick's court only 

because he thinks she is too goc.d. Even before the event takes place 

the courtier Le Beau predicts that Rosalind's virtue will cause her 

trouble: 

But I can tell you that of late this Duke 
Hath ta'en displeasure '~ainst his gentle niece, 
Grounded upon no other argument 
But that the people prai3e her for her virtues 
And pity her for her good father's sake: 
And on my life, his malice 'gainst the lady 
Will suddenly break forth. 

(I, ii, 258-64) 

This prediction is soon confir.med by Duke Frederick, as he abruptly 

rejects Celia's plea for mercy: 

She is too subtile for thee: and her smoothness, 

Her very silance, and her patience, 

Speak to the people, and they pity her. 

Thou art, a fool. Sh~ robs thee of thy name, 

And thou "'ilt show more bright and seem more virtuous 
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When she . ~)ne. 

(I, iii, 73-8) 

The first act thus ; • c::ents a society where virtue is rewarded with 

evil, and where acts kindness, like Le Beau's timely warning to 

Orlando, must. be don,; -.'"t secret for fear of retaliation by those in 

power. By contrast, ~he Forest of Arden appears as a haven of freedom 

and good fellowship. Shakespeare gives the initial description of 

this forest world to the unsentimental >'lrestler Charles, perhaps to 

heighten its impact: 

They say he_ls a.lready in the Forest of Arden, 
and a l11Rny LtiiJ merry men with him: and there 
they live like the old Robin Hcod of England. 
They say many you.IlR: gentlemen flock to him every 
day, and fleet the time carelessly as they did 
in the golden world. 

(I, i, 107-11) 

The dominant impression left by Charles's description is one of youth, 

free living, and a goodness that recalls the mythological Age of 

Innocence--a. far cry from the situation at Oliver's house and Frederick's 

court. This impression remains in the background throughout the first 

act until Rosalind's sudden banishment prompts Celia to think of Arden 

as a refuge for them both from Duke Frederick's tyranny (I, iii, 103). 

The mere mention of the name Arden seems to raise the spirits of both 

girls, who eagerly turn their attention to plans of escape. The scene 

ends on an optimistic note with Celia's assertion that their flight to 

the forest will bring them to a better life: 

Now gc in we content 
To liberty and not to banishment. 

(I, iii, 133-4) 

In this way Shakespeare leads the audience to look upon the Forest of 
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Arden as a delightful place where the tyrrany of the usurper's court 

can be forgotten, and where the new exiles will lead a carefree life in 

the company of those already within its confines. It is here that he 

first introduces the figure of Jaques. 

Shakespeare's initial present~tion of Jaques is dramatically 

unusual, in that it provides the audience with a lengthy description 

of what promises to be an important character four scenes before that 

character himself appearsonsta~e. Moreover, it coincides exactly with 

Shakespeare's first visible depiction of the forest world. Although 

the overall mood of the scene is relaxed a~1 light-hearted, there are 

definite indicationsthat life in the forest is not quite so carefree as 

the first act mi~ht have led one to believe. Duke Senior speaks of the 

bitin~ l'Tind and cold which, though more palatable than the flattery of 

courtiers, still causes him considerable discomfort. As more than one 

critic of the plav has pointed out, the Duke often appears to be trying 

hard to convince himself that he is better off in Arden than he was in 

his lost dukedom. This seems particularly true of the latter half of 

his speech, where he extols the virtue of making the best of misfortune: 

Sweet are the uses of adversity, 
Which, like the toad; ugly and venomous, 
Wears yet a precious j~del in his head: 
And this our life, exempt from public haunt, 
Finds tongues in trees, books in the ruru1ing brooks, 
Sermons in stones, and good in everything. 

(II, i, 12-17) 

Furthermore, the Duke is quite aware that hi.s own well:-being involves the 

necessity of preying upon the deer, "the native burghers of this desert 

city" (II, i, 23). This idea leads the First Lord to think of Jaques, 

whom he has just seen re.editating upon the plight of a wounded stag 
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(II, i, 25-66). Given their context, it is impossible to take Jaques' 

remarks very seriously. First of all, there is the punning reference 

in the character's name to a jakes or privy--a quibble that hints none 

too subtly at one rossible response to his cynical attitude. Secondly, 

there are the images conjured up by the description itself. After the 

vivid instances of cruelty and injustice depicted in the first act, the 

spectacle of this solitary figure, stretched out at his ease under an 

oak tree by a babblin~ brook, with herds of deer leaping by every so 

often, severely unde~Jnes the moralistic tone of his reflections on 

human ingratitude. '£here is, after all, something rather ludicrous 

about a man who talks to himself in the middle of a forest with only 

a wounded deer for company. Whatever truth his rexnarks might contain 

drops from sight as a result of the self-conscious manner in which 

Jaques uses the sta.P,'s plight as an excuse to coin'a thousand similes" 

(II, i, 45): 

First, for his weeping in the needless stream: 
"Poor deer," quot.h he, "thou mak'st a testament 
As worldlin£;s do, giving thy sum of more 
'l'o that which had too much." Then, being there alone, 
!,eft a.nd abandoned by his velve+. friend: 
"'Tis right," quoth he, "thus misery doth part 
The flux of company." Anon a careless herd, 
Full of the pasture, jumps alon~ by him 
And never stays to greet h:im: nay," quoth Jaques, 
"Sweep on, you fat and greasy citizens, 
'Tis just the fashion: wherefore do you look 
Upon that poor and broken bankrupt there?" 
Thus most invectively he pierceth through 
The bod.y of the col.:..TJ.try, city, court, 
Yea, and of this our life, swearing that we 
Are mere usurpers, tyrants, and 1-rhar.' s worse, 
To fright the an:i.inals and to kill then up 
In this their assigned a:1d. native ch'lelling place. 

(ll, i, 46-63) 

Finally7 the Firr.t Lcrd's narrative is clearly designed to entertain the 
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Duke and to divert his attention from melancholy thoughts about his eY.ile. 

The Duke's response indicates that the story has indeed amused him, for 

he immediately sets off to find the solitary misanthrope, remarking 

as he leaves on the pleasure to be gained from provoking Jaques to rail: 

Show me the pl3ce. 

I love to cope him in these sQllen fits, 

For then he's full of rr~tter. 


(IT, i, 66-8) 

It is obvious that Shakespeare means the audience to consider Jaques 

primarily as a figure of fun, one who carrias his dislike of company 

to ridiculous extremes and chooses the most incongruous setting in 

which to launch his diatribe against human ingratitude. It is thus 

prepared to react with amus~ent when the misanthrope finally appears 

in person. 

Yet for all its foolish affectation, Jaques' railing does contain 

an element of truth. The events of the first act have shown that men 

do behave unjustly to one another, and, as the Duke has indicated 

earlier, even the supp~sedly ideal life of Arden does not rule out 

suffering. Sh~kespeare underlines the significance of these ideas in 

the next three scenes. From the light-hearted goings-on in Arden, the 

action shifts momentarily back to Duke Frederick's court, where the 

discovery of Celia's flight has raised the threat of pursuit and capture 

against both the women and Orlando (II, ii). The sense of danger 

intensifies in the following scene, when Adam warns Orlando of his 

brother's plot ag~inst his life. The mood here is one of dejection. 

Orlando's sadness and perplexity as he contemplates the thought of 

exile provide a sharp contrast to the optimism of P..osalind and Celia 
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under similar circumstances: 

What, wouldst thou have me go and beg my food, 

Or with a base and boist'rous sword enforce 

A thielfish lJ.vin:::; on the common roar!? 

This I mu~t do, or know not what to de; 

Yet this I >.;ill not c.o, do how I can • 

I rather will subject me to the malice 

Of a diverted blood and bloody b:--other. 


(II, iii, 31-7) 

Even old Adam's unwav·erin!S loyalty cheers him only slightly, as the 

two prepare to set out for an unknown destination: 

0 ~ood old man, how well in thee a~pears 


The constant service of the antique world, 

vfuen serV"ice ;y.-reat for dl~ty, no+, for meed! 

Thou art not :f:or the fashion of these times, 

Where none will S'r!e3.t but. for promotion, 

And havin:z that, do choke their service 'J.P 

Even with the havin~: it is not so vTith thee. 

But, poor old ~n, thou prun'st a rotten tree 

That cc>.nnot so much afl a. blossom yield 

In lieu of all thy pains and husbo.,1d.ry-. 

But come thy ways, we '11 .r!o along to15ether, 

And ere l>Te have thy youthful wa!Ses spent, 

We'll light upon some settled low co~tent. 


(II, iii, 56-68) 

Although Adam ends the scene on a more optimistic note w:ith another 

declaration of lo~alty (II, iii, 69-76), he does little to dispell the 

feeling of uncertainty. The action then moves back to Arden and to the 

arrival of the first of the new exiles. Clearly Rosalind and Celia do 

not at first discover their new surroundings to be as promising as they 

had hoped. Celia is utterly worn out (II, iv, 9), while Rosalind and 

Touchstone both display a marked lack of enthusiasm for the beauties 

of the forest world: 

Rosalind: 1·1ell, this is the Forest of Arden 
Touchstone: Ay, now am I in Arden, the ~~re fool I. 

vlhen I was g,t home, I was in a better place, but 
travellers must be cont.ent. 

(II, iv, 13-16) 

http:husbo.,1d.ry
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llith the arrival of Corin and Silvius the mood lightens, as Rosalind 

turns to m.usin-;; '.1pcn her love, and Touchstone indulges in a ~it of 

parody (II, iv, L..0-5"'). '-tntil Celia intervenes to remind them of her 

desperate condition: 

I pray you, one of you question yond man 
If he for s;old will ~ive us any food. 
I faint almost to death. 

Even Gorin, for all h:ts generous offer of help, reveals that the pt.stora.l 

world too has its share of selfish and inhospitable men: 

Fair sir, I pity her, 
And wish, for her Gake more th~~ for mine own, 
My fort1mes 11cre more able to r~J.ieYe her: 
B11t I am shepherd to another m:;.n 
And do not shear the fleeces that I graze. 
My ma~ter is of churlish disposition 
And little reeks to find the wav tc he3.V3i 
By doin~ deeds of hospitality. 

(II, iv, 70-77) 

The exiles' prospects .i.Jriprove only wher, they offer to buy the sheepcote 

and employ Gorin themselves. Clearly it is net so much the forest as the 

proffered friendship of one of its inhabitants that turns Arden from a 

hostile desert into a haven for Rosalind and Celia. 

Although a director might find it corrveni~nt to cha~e the 

order of these scenes by placin~ the first b•o before the introduction 

of Duke Senior and his followers, 8 I would suggest that Shakespeare 

purposely created this particular sequence of events to emphasize that 

the Forest of Arden is only as benign as the natures of its inhabitants. 

Arden is a refuge to Duke Senior and his men because they have made it 

one by virtue of their good fellowship. Ami~s makes this point clear 

early in tht? first scene,when he re:narks to the Duke: 
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Happy js your Grace 

That can tran::;b.te the stubbornness of' fortu."l.e 

Into so quiet and so sweet a style. 


(n, i, 18-20) 

By follo~:ir.~ this seen~ of well-being attained through human fellowship 

with three instances in which this contact is threatened1 Shakesp~~re 

brinss home to the audience that the new eY~les will experience only 

uncertainty and discomfort until they discover the friendship necessa11f 

to transform the Forest of Arden into a pleasant world. In all this 

the misanthrope Jaques plays an interasting role. On the one hand, 

his ridiculously affected pose as the castigator of hu::ran evil helps 

to lighten the mood, particularly when his examples are contrasted 

with the more immedh.te suffering of Orlando, Rosalind and Celia. On 

the other hand, he functions throughout the second act as a rerr.Jnder 

that the carefree life of the Arden outlaws is not so ideal as it 

seems to te at a ciistance. Alterin~ the order of these scenes so that 

Jaques' appearance comes hard on the heels of his introduction will 

underscore the absurdit;T cf his re1narks at the expense of their element 

of truth, and will thus deny the audience the opport,_mity of respondin!S 

full;>r to this comPlex character. 

The process continues in the .final three scenes of the second 

act. Scene Five opens with the first of the play's many lovely songs, 

"Under the Greerwwod Tree", followed by the lon~-awaited appearance of 

Jaques. Here Shakespeare one~ more stresses the misanthropets absurdity, 

when Jaqu~s begs Amiens for an en:::ors in order to nsuck melancholy out 

of a song as a weasel sucks eggs1t (II, v, 10-11). Even his expressions 

of gratitude are mineled. wit.h raili."'lg and. abuse: 
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Well then, if ever I thank any man, I'll thank 
you. But that they call compl:L"'lent is like th' 
encounter of two do~-apes, and o•Jhen a man thanks 
me heartily, methinks I have give11 him a penn:r and 
he renders me the 0e~garly thanks. Come, sinR, 
and you that \'rill not, hold your tongues. 

(II, v, 20-25) 

As his appraisal of the Duke indicates, Jaques owes much of his con

tentiousness to an immense vanity, so that his assertion of humility 

becomes laughable in its ffinugness: 

He is too disputable for my company. I think of 
as many matters as he, but I give hE>.aven than.\cs 
and make no boast of them. 

(II, v, 29-32) 

Yet Jaques is more than just a comic butt. For one thir1g, he scores a 

laugh himself at the expense of Amiens and the others when he explains 

to the curious men gathered round him that the word "ducdame" is "a 

Greek invocation to call fools into a circle" (II, v, 52). Moreover, 

the verse he adds to the song offers a more cynical view of the man 

who forsakes a life of comfort. in order to pursue an idealistic vision: 

If it do come to pass 
That any man turn ass, 
Leavin~ his wealth and ease 
A stubborn will to please, 
Ducdame, ducdame, ducdame, 
Here shall he see gross fools a~ he, 
An if he will come to me. 

(II, v, 44-50) 

Although this outlook is clearly unacceptable to the audience, and is 

contradicted by the obvious well-being even of Jaques himself, it does 

provide a nice balance to the pretty but equally excessive idealism of 

the first two verses. Silly as he may be. Jaques once more helps to 

qualify the sense of total felicity suggested by the song and the 

preparations for the banquet. Shakespeare follows this scene with the 
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arrival in the forest of the last of the new exiles, Orlando and Adamt 

who discover a \iorld far removed from the carefree setting described 

in Amiens' song. Deprived for the moment of the fellowship that makes 

the forest habitable, they see nothing in Arden but a barren desert 

whose bleakness and hostility exhausts the old servant and drives 

Orlando to desperation: 

If this t:mcouth forest yield anythinJ~ savage, I 
will either be food for it or bring it as food 
to thee. 

(IT, vi, 6-7) 

His behaviour in the following scene reveals the extent of his desper

ation, when, ''lith drawn sword., he rudely disrupts the convivial atmo

sphere of the Duke's banquet (II, vii, 87). T~e first one to answer 

his threats is Jaques, who responds to the danger with a show of cool 

defiance: 

Orlando: Forbear and ~at no more! 

~ag~_: ilhy, I have eat none yet. 

Orland-:): Nor shall not, till necessity be served. 

~§.gues: Of what kind should this cock come of? 


( II, vli, 88-91) 

By contrast the Thike appeals to Orlando's gentler side and offers 

hospitality, promptin~ him to reply in a tone of gratified surprise. 

Orlando's words clearly indicate the way in which his isolation from 

society has coloured his view of the forest: 

Speak you so gently? Pardon me, l pray you, 

I thought that all thin~s had been savage here, 

And therefore put I on the cou:1t.enance 

Of stern commandment. But whate'er you are 

That in this desert inaccessible, 

Under the shade of melancholy bouGhs, 

Lose and neglact the creeping ho'lrs of time; 

If ever you have looked on better days, 

If ever been where bells have knelled to church, 

If ever sat at any good man' s feast, 
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If ever from your eyelids wip.~d a tear 

And know what 'tis to pity and be pitied, 

Let gentleness m;;- strong enforcement be; 

In the which hope I blush, and hide my sword. 


(II, vii, 106-19) 

Si~ificantly, Orlando makes his plea in the na~e of human fellowship, 

and the Duke responds in kind: 

True is it that we have seen better days, 
And have with holy bell been knelled to church, 
And sat a!:.~;ood men's feasts, and wiped our eyes 
Of drops that sacred pity hath engend'red: 
And therefore sit you down in ~entleness, 
And take upon command what help we have 
That to your wanting may be minist'red. 

(II, vii, 120-26) 

Reassured by the prospect of~llowship, Orlando goes off to fetch Adam, 

thus setting the stage for Jaques' powerful depiction of the Seven 

Ages of Man. 

The "Seven Ages" speech is without doubt one of the finest 

statements on man's insignificance in the whole of English literature. 

More than anything else in the play it establishes Jaques as a memorable 

character, and often wins th~ actor playing him a round of show-

stopping applause if he has rendered the speech at all effectively. 

There is a danger, however, in giving this speech too much prominence, 

for audiences and readers alike have too often regarded it as an 

isolated anthology-piece rather than an integral part of the play's 

overall design. On the purely functional level it allows Orlando 

enough time to leave the scene and return with Adam. More important, 

Shakespeare has placed it in a context which neatly undermines its 

thematic impact. As I have jt1st pointed out, Orlando finds safety and 

comfort in the Dukeis proffered friendship. Moreover, he unselfishly 
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goes to help his servant before relieving his own wants. (II, vii, 

127-33). Jaques ignores this gesture, and chooses instead to 

improvise upon the Duke's sympathetic reaction to the spectacle they 

both have just witnessed: 

Thou seest we are not all alone unhappy: 
This wide and universal theatre 
Presents more woeful pageants than the scene 
~herein we play in. 

(II, vii, 136-9) 

At the end of the speech, Shakespeare even more eloquently contradicts 

Jaques through the entrance of Orlando and Adam, whose previous 

conduct totally belies the misanthrope's description of extreme old 

age: 

Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 

(II, vii, 163-6) 

Consequently, Jaques' speech appears in context to be more of a 

momentary diversion than an effec~ive commentary on the previous or 

subsequent action. This is not to say that the speech has no thematic 

significance. Indeed, it is far too powerful an utterance to dismiss 

as a clever improvisation. I would suggest instead that Shakespeare 

again uses the misanthrope's vision, to qualify a scene of rejoicing-

in this case the rejoicing prompted by Orlando's reconciliation with 

the forest world. The dramatist thereby asserts that only the friend

ship and hospitality of the Duke and his followers prevents this vision 

from coming true. The same id~a =ecurs in the song which closes the 

act. The words convey a strange mixture of high spirits and sober 

reflection on human failings~ 



Blow, blow, thou winter wind, 

Thou art not so unkind 


As man's ingratitude: 

Thy tooth is not so keen, 

Because thou art not seen, 


Although thy breath be rude. 
Heigh-ho, sing heigh-he, unto the green holly. 
Most friendship is faining, most loving mere folly: 
Then, heigh-ho, the'holly, 
This life is most jolly. 

Freeze, freeze, thou bitter sky 

Thou dost not bite 30 nigh 


As benefits forgot: 

Though thou the waters warp, 

Thy stin~ is not so sharp 


As friend rememb'red not. 
Heigh-ho, sing, &c. 

(II, vii, 174-90) 

Like the "Seven Ages" speech, .<.miens' song helps to cover a pause in 

the action durin~ which time the Duke can discover Orlando's identity. 

Moreover, Shakespeare has similarly placed it between two actions that 

contradict its message. But~e song also reiterates the most important 

theme of the second ~ct. The life of the Arden exiles is most jolly 

only because they themselves have made it so through their unfeigning 

friendship. This fellow-feeling ~as the capacity to transform the 

hostile forest into a benevolent world both for them and for the two 

groups of new refugees from the usurped dukedom. 9 Most important, 

their fellowship makes the misanthropy of Jaques an object of amusement 

rather than a disturbing truth. 

The beginning of the third act marks a significant change in 

the play's mood. There is a bri~f return to the usurper's court (III, i), 

chiefly to account for Oliver's subsequent arrival in the forest, but 

from this point on the threat from outside is apparently forgotten until 

the final scene. Similarly, the threatening side of Arden drops from 
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view as i.ts inhabitants settle down to a li.fe of carefree pleasure, and 

turn their minds once more to thoughts of love. I would suggest that 

this change evolves logically out of the re-establishment of fellowship 

in Act II. Faced wit~ the sudden upheaval of exile and the dangers of 

the initially hostile forest, Rosalind and Orlando spared hardly a 

thought for the mutual attraction that sprang from their first meeting 

in Act One. But once they have regained the security of membership in 

a society, Orlando starts festooning the trees with love-poems, (III, 

ii, 1-10) while Touchstone parodies his somewhat hackne,yed efforts 

(III, ii, 63-109) and Celia teases Rosalind about her unknry~ admirer 

(III, ii, 157ff.). Shakespeare reflects this shift in perspective through 

a corresponding change L~ the treatment of Jaques. First of all, the 

misanthrope's role is not nearly so prominent in the latter half of the 

play. He is given only five relatively brief appeara..~ces in the last 

three acts, and in one of these, (IV, ii), he merely introduces a som;. 

More important, L"l each of his remaining appeara~ces Jaques functions 

almost exclusively as a comic butt. His misanthropic outlook seems 

patently out of pl2.ce amid the gaiety of the other characters, and 

durin~ his encounters ,.dth the new inhabitants of Arden he faces some 

telling _ridicule. The first to flout h~~ is Orlando, whose lovesick 

condition makes him a most unfit companion for the solitary misanthrope. 

Although their spirited exchange of insults brings out the excesses in 

both their attitudes, Shakespeare definitely allows Orlando to get the 

best of the argument. Jaques appears perverse and silly when he attempts 

to pour scorn on Orlando's love, only to be met with Orlando's rejoinders: 

Jaques: Rosa,lind i.s your love's !lame? 



163 

Orlando: Yes, just. 
Jaques: I do not like her name. 
Orlando: There 1-ras no thought of pleasing you when 

she was christened. 
~gues: You are full of pretty answers. Have you 

not been acquainted '\'lith ~Soldsmiths' wives, and 
conned them out of rings? 

Orlando: Not so: but I answer you right painted 
cloth, from whence you have studied your 
questions. 

(III, ii, 251-62) 

Forced grudgingly to admit defeat in their verbal joust, Jaques invites 

Orlando to join him in a bout of misanthropic railing: 

You have a nimble wi.t: I think 'twas made of 
Atalanta's heels. \fill you sit do'W!l with me, and 
we two will rail against our mistress the world 
and all our misery. 

(III, ii, 263-6) 

In his reply Orlando indirectly observes that a misanthropic outlook 

such as the one Jaques professes springs from a totally untenable 

pose of moral superiority: 

I will chide no breather in the world but 
myself, against whom I know most faults. 

(III, ii, 267-8) 

Finally, he routs Jaques with a fresh exchange of insults which assert 

the superiority of love, however excessive, over his companion's 

unsociability: 

Jaquen: The worst fault you have is to be in love. 
Orlando: 'Tis a fault I will not change for your 

best virtue. I am weary of you. 
~agues: By my troth, I was seekin~ for a fool when 

I fo1md you. 
Orlando: He is drown'3d in the brook. Look but in 

and you shall see him. 
Jagues: There I shall see mine own figure. 
Orlando: '\·lhich I take to be either a fool or a cipher. 
Jagu~s: I'll tarry no lon,ger with you. Farewell, 

good Signior Love. 
Orlando: I am glad of your departure. Adieu, good 

Monsieur Helancholy. 
(TII, ii, 269-81) 
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All this takes place under the w~tchful eye of Rosalind, who treats 

Jaques to more of the same ridicule in a subsequent encounter. Replying 

tartly to his friendly advances, she roundly censures him for the extreme 

character of his professed melancholy: 

Jaques: I prithee, pretty youth, let me be better 
acquainted with thee. 

Rosalind: They say you are ~melancholy fellow. 
Jaques: I am so: I love it better than laughing. 
Rosalind: Those that are in extremity of either are 

abominable fellows, and hetray the:nselves to 
every modern censure worse tMn drunkards. 

Jaques_: ':lhy, 'tis good to be sad and say nothing. 
Rosliind: ~·Thy then, 'ti.s good to be a post. 

(IV, i, 1-9) 

Jaques responds by boasting about the exquisite nature of his melanchol;-{, 

and once again betrays the smug complacency behL~d his dislike of the 

world: 

I have neither the scholar's melancholy, which is 
emulation: nor the musician's, which is fantastical: 
nor the co1n'iier's, which is proud~ nor the soldier's, 
which is ambitious: nor the lawyer's, which is 
politic; nor the ladv's, which is nice: nor the 
lover's, which is all these: but it is a melancholy of 
mine own, compounded of :znany simples~ extracted from 
tna.n,y objects, and inc.eed the sundry contemplation of 
my travels, in which my often ~~ati0n wraps me in 
a most hurr~rous sadness. 

(IV, i, 10-18) 

Rosalind neatly deflates Jaques' claims with a few scathing remarks 

on the undesirable effects of foreign travel and the futility of becoming 

worldly-wise at the expense of one's good spirits: 

Rosalind: A traveller! By m..v faith, you have 
great reason to be sad. I fear you have sold 
your own lands to see other men's. Then to see 
much and to have nothing is to have rich eyes 
and poor hands. 

Jaques: Ye~I have gained my experience. 

Rosalind: And your experience makes you sad. I 

~d rather have a fool to make me merry than 
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experience to make me sad: and to travel for 
it too. 

(IV, i, 19-26) 

The sudden arrival of Orlando puts a stop to the argument, as Jaques, 

understandably puzzled by the young man's greeting to what he thinks 

is a boy, leaves the stage with a parting shot at Orlando's formal 

speech: 

Nay then, God b'wi'you, and you talk in blank verse. 
(IV, i, 28-9) 

In both these encounters Shakespeare follows a pattern which makes the 

most of Jaques' comic potential as a misanthrope ridiculously out of 

tune with his surroundings. In each case tt.e misanthrope is confronted 

with a character who has experienced hardships brought on by human 

wickedness, and whose merriment therefore makes his sourness look even 

more absurd. Both Orlando and Rosalind prove to be more nimble~itted 

than Jaques, \>-tho is both times literally ridiculed off the stage. Yet 

Jaques remains totally unmoved by their taunts. So rigidly extre1ne is 

the misanthrope's outlock that no amount of ridicule can make him aware 

of his foolishness. This brings up the problem mentioned in an earlier 

chaptez.lO of bringing these confrontations to a dramatically satisfying 

conclusion before the debate slows down the unfoldin~ of the action. 

Shakespeare gets round this difficulty by laying the foundation for the 

next part of the action while the argument is still in progress. In the 

first encounter, Celia and Rosalind are alread,y onstage when Orlando and 

Jaques enter. At Rosalind's suggestion they hide themselves (239-40), 

and remain as spectators ·-mtil Jaques leaves the scene. This pennits 

the audience to anticipate the first meeting between Orlando and the 

disguised heroine even as it enjoys Orlando's baiting of Jaques. In the 
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fourth act Orlando enters to interrupt Rosalind's conYersation with the 

misanthrope. His greetine; serves a double purpose, in t.hat it prompts 

Jaques' exit and ereates an entertaining bit of comic business in his 

bewildered reaction. Shakespeare then marks the speed of the transition 

from the debate to the mock-courtship which follows it in Rosalind's next 

speech: 

Farewell, Honsieur Traveller. Look you lisp and 
wear stra·~ge suits, disable all the benefits of your 
own country, be out of love with your nativity, and 
almost chide God for making you that co~,tenance 
you are~ or I will scarce think you_ have swum in a 
gundello. LExit Jaques] 
\Vhy, how now, Orlando, where have you been all 
this while? You a lover? An you serve me such 
another trick, never come in my sight more.ll 

(IV, i, 30-37) 

Needless to say, Jaques laarns nothing from either of these debates~ 

indeed, much of the humour in both scenes arises from the fact that he 

is the only one l-:ho is unaware of his absurdity. Still, neither con

frontation goes beyond the bounds of good-natured raillery. Although 

he becomes a figtwe of f1m, Jaques is not subjected to the physical and 

verbal abuse that e;reet.s other misanthropes in literature and drama. 

Instead, Shakespeare confronts him with more sensible characters who are 

amused rather them antagonized by his misanthropic outlook. w~ere the 

characters are 1~Tise", this amusement is expressed in the form of 

direct censure. But Shakespeare employs a much subtler for.m of ridicule 

by linkin~ the ~Lsanthrope with the play's second critic of human 

nature-the licensed Fool, Touchstone. 

Shakespe.:~.re gives the audience several glimpses of Touchstone's 

wit well before ,Jaque~first appearance. He is introduced in the first 

http:Shakespe.:~.re


167 


act as Duke Frederick's court jester, a man privileged by his ~1upposed 

"innocence" to take liberties even with Rosalind and Celia (I, ii, 42

53). It soon bec:cmes apparent, however, that Touchstone is far from 

idiotic, for he pointedly ridicules the swearing of meaningless oaths 

(I, ii, 57-74), and the pleasure taken by Le Beau in the breaking of 

ribs (I, ii, 120·-25). The fact that Rosalind and Celia decid~: to take 

him alon~ with them to Arden suggests that Shakespeare charact·=:rized him 

as a grmm man, ~~apable of protectinR; the women as well as amusing them. 

Once in the fore:3t, he helps to lighten the initial despondency of the 

exiles, and ridieules the lovelorn excesses of both Silvius and Rosalind 

with his reminiseences about his passionate affair with Jane Smile. Here, 

as elsewhere, Touchstone effectively criticizes the follies of others 

through pointed but good-humoured parod.y: 

I remember, when I was in love I broke m~r sword 
upon a stone and bid him take that for cominr.; a--ni~ht 
to Jane :3mile: and I remember the kissing of her batler, 
and the <~ow's dugs that her pretty chopt hands had milked: 
and I remember the wooini; of a peascod instead of her, 
from whom I took two cods, and givinF! her them a~ain) said 
'\'lith weepin~~ tears, rr:Jear these for my sake.". \'le that are 
true lovers run into strange capers; but as all is mortal 
in nature, so is all nature in love mortal in folly. 

(II, i v , 42-51.) 

Thus, before briJ'lP-;i."lg him into contact with Jaques, Shakespeare 

establishes Touc'1stone as a witty but sympathetic craracter, genuinely 

devoted to the t1110 women, and, though not above making others look 

foolish, more amQsed than embittered by the folly around him. All 

this helps to guide the audience's response to Jaques' account of his 

first encounter '!lith Touchstone. Ths misanthrope is greatly excited 

by his chance meeting, and rushes in to tell the Duke and his men: 



A fool, a fool! I met a fool i'th'forest, 

A motley fool! A miserable world! 

As I do :Live b;y- food, I met a fool 

Who laid him down and basked hi:n in the sun 

And railed on Lady Fortune in good terms, 

In good set terms, and yet a motley fool. 


(II, vii, 12-17) 

What apparently excites Jaques is the idea that anyone in motley, the 

traditional dres:> of the feeble-minded, should have the ability to 

rail so eloquently. He then proceeds to give an example of Touchstone's 

style: 

"Good morrow, fool," quoth I. nrJo, sir, n quoth he, 

"Call me not fool till heaven hath sent me fortune." 

And then he drew a dial from his poke, 

And lookin~ on it with lack-luster eye, 

Says ver:r wisely, "It is ten o'clock. 

Thus may we see," quoth he, 11how the world wags. 

'Tis but an hour a~o since it wa.s nine, 

And after one hour more 'bdll be eleven~ 


And so, from hcur to hour, we ripe and ripe, 

And then, from hour to hour, we rot and rot: 

And thereby hangs a tale." 1.-lhen I did hear 

The mo~ley fool thus moral on the time, 

My lungs began to crow like chanticleer 

That fools shculd be so deep contemplative~ 


And I did lau'Sh sans inte:rr;D.ssion 

An hour by his dial. 


(II, vii, lS-33) 

When the Duke enquj_res about the Fool's identity Jaques replies by 

enlarging on his talents as a railer: 

0 worthy fool! One that hath been a courtier, 

And says, if ladies be but ycung and fair, 

They have the gift to know it. And L~ his brain, 

~'lhich is as dry as the remainder biscuit 

After a voyage, he hath strange places crammed 

\'lith observation, the which he vents 

In mangled forms. 


(II, vii, 36-42) 

This whole account reveals more of Jaques' foolishness than Touchstone's 

wisdom. Having previously seen the Fool in action, the audience will 
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hardly take his apparent misanthropy at all seriously. .Horeover, the 

"good set terms" i.'l"l which he rails are hardly the most original or 

moving sentiments ever uttered. The lam;h appears rather to be on 

Jaques, who fail~: to perceive that Touchstone is actually mimicking 

him to his face. As a result, his condescending amazement that a mere 

Fool should be such a skilled railer backfires on hit!l, for Shakespeare 

ironically points out the silliness in his complacent air of superiority. 

The same criticism is brought to bear on Jaques' desire to be 

a Fool. Ironica:Lly, he already has his wish in part, for Shakespeare 

has indicated that he performs the jester's function for the Duke and 

his men, much as Touchstone does for Rosalind and Celia. In II, i, for 

example, Duke Serlior derives considerable amusement from the First 

Lord's account of Jaq'\les' meditation, and leaves at the end to seek further 

entertainment fr,,m him (II, i, 66-7). Similarly, in this scene, Jaques 

provides the assembled compa~y with a little before-dinner entertainment 

when he tells of his enco,mter with the Fool. This consideration adds 

an ironic twist to the Duke's reply to Jaques' rhetorical request for 

a motley coat: 

Jaques: 0 that I were a fool! 
I am ambitious for a motley coat. 

Duke Senior: Thou shalt have one. 
(II, vii, 42-5) 

Here important, Jaques' reasons for wanting the Fool's privilege 

reflect a total misunderstanding of the true nature of the Fool's 

criticism. Thrcughout the play Touchstone exposes felly primarily 

because he finds it funny and seeks to make his companions laugh at it. 

Nowhere is it suggested that he consciously seeks to improve others 
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through his ridicule. Yet this is exactly what Jaques wishes to do, 

and he looks upon the Fool's motley chiefly as a protection against 

society's inevitable hostility: 

It is my only suit, 
Provided that you "Yreed your better jude;ments 
Of all opinion that grc"tts rank in them 
That I anL wise. I must have liberty 
Withal, a.s large a charter as the wind, 
To blm·r on whom I please, for so fools have. 
And they that are most galled with my folly, 
They most. must laugh. And why, sir, must they so? 
The why is plain as way to parish church: 
He that e. fool doth very wisely hit 
Doth very foolishly, although he smart 
1-lithin, Eleem senseless of the bob. If not, 
The wise man's folly is anatomized 
Even by the squand 'rin~t; glances of the fool. 
Invest mEl in my motleyt give me leave 
To speak m,v mind, and I will through and through 
Cleanse the foul body of th 'infect;;d world, 
If they "Yrill patiently receive my medicine. 

(II, vii, 44-61) 

This speech is e3pecially ironic in that Shakespeare has put one of his 

two major descriptions of licensed jestingl2 into the mouth of the 

character least c:apahle of truly appreciating the art. For although 

Jaques readily understands that a Fool can utter the most unpleasant 

truths with impunity, his misanthropic nature prevents him from realizing 

that the Fool's primary function is to make men lallgh. In short, Jaques 

ehows himself to be unworthy of the Fool's privilege because he lacks a 

proper sense of humour. Horeover, the last four lines of his speech 

indicate that. Jaques consciously affects a position of superiority over 

those he L~tends to castigate. This is something Touchstone never does. 

Even in his debate with Corin (III, ii, 1-83) the Fool asserts his 

superiority in such a way as to make the audience laugh more at him than 

at the honest shepherd. Jaques' holier-than-thou attitude prompts the 
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Duke to accuse hi;:n of hypocrisy: 

Duke Senio~: Fie on thee! I can tell what thou 
wouldst do. 

~agues: ·tlhat, for a counter, would I do but 
good? 

Duke Senior: .Host mischievous foul sin, in chiding 
sin. 
For thou thyself hast been a libertine, 
As sensual as the brutish sting itself: 
And all th'embossed sores and headed evils 
Which thou with licence of free foot hast caught, 
Wouldst thou disgorge into the gen~ world. 

(II, vii, 62-9) 

Jaques defends himself with the conventional reply of the railing 

satirist, the assertion that he seeks to chide the sin rather than any 

particular sinner: 

Let me see wherein 
Hy tongue hath wronged him. If I do him right, 
Then he hath wront;ed h:Lnself. If he be free, 
i'lhy, then my tc:.xin~ like c. \<Tild goose flies 
Uncl-9.imed of any man. 

(II, vii, 83-7) 

His reply does little to clear him of the Duke's accusations, and nothing 

at all to justify his ambition to be a Fool, and Shakespeare brings the 

stalemated argument to an end with the arrival of Orlando. 

The next loej.cal step for the dramatist is, of course, to bring 

the Fool and the misanthrope together onstage. Shakespeare does this 

twice in the play, once in the third act and again in the concluding 

scene. In the f:Lrst i..1stance (III, iii) the misanthrope witnesses the 

Fool's mock-pastoral wooin~ of the goatherd Audrey, and intervenes to 

"save" him from an ineptly-conducted marriage cerem()ny. The entire 

scene offers the audience a telling instance of Jaques' humorlessness 

and lack of perception. He responds to Touchstone's clever puns and 

literary allusions with a sententious aside: 
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Touchston~: I am here with the') and thy goats, as 
the most capricious poet, honest Ovid, was 
amonJS :the Gotns. 

Jaques: (Aside] 0 knowledge 111-habited, worse than 
Jove in a thatched house! 

(III, iii, 5-8) 

Later, when Jaques steps from his hiding-place, Touchstone greets him 

with several marks of condescension which the misanthrope does not 

appear to notice. Although extravagantly polite, the Fool deliberately 

forgets Jaques' r..ame and then urges him to put his hat back on, in 

much the same waJ' as Hamlet speaks to Csric: 

Good even, good }'!.aster 1'Jhat-ye-call tt. How do 
you, sir!' You are very well met. Goddild you 
for your last company~ I am ve17 glad to see 
you. Even a toy in hand here, sir. Nay, pray 
be coverE?d. 

(III, iii, 64-7) 

In his behaviour towards Touchstone Jaques reveals that he considers 

himself intellectually superior to the Fool, and feels duty-bou.."ld to 

save this "innocent" from making an irresponsible match. Intent on 

this mission, he entirely misses the rich humour of Touchstone's replies: 

Jaques: i'lill you be married, motley? 
Touchstone: As the ox hath his bow, sir, the horse 

his curb, and the falcon her bells, so man hath 
his d•3sires; and as pigeons bill, so wedlock 
would be nibbling. 

Jague~: And will you, being a man of your breedi.."lg, 
be ma·rried under a bush like a beggar? Get you 
to ch11rch, and have a good priest that can tell 
you what marriage is. This fellow will but 
join :rou together as they join wainscot; then 
one of you will prove a shrunk panel, and like 
green tL~ber warp, warp. 

(III, iii, 68-77) 

Although Touchst.:me good-naturedly complies with Jaques' demand, he 

reveals in an aside that he was quite aware of what he was doing: 

I am not in the mind b~t I were better to be 
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married of him than of another; for he is not like 

to marry me well~ and not beinr~ well married, i.t 

will be a good excuse for me hereafter to leave 

my wife. 


(III, iii, 78-81) 

As the couple lea~e the stage to be counselled by Jaques, the audience 

remains in no dmiot as to who has proved himself the greater innocent. 

In the final scene Jaques introduces Touchstone to the Duke, 

and complacently d.cts as his "straight man" for the entertainment of the 

assembled company (V, iv, 35-101). Here Shakespeare uses the Duke as 

a more perceptive foil to the misru1thrope. Whereas Jaques is still 

convinced of his superior wisdom, and condescendingly attempts to put 

the Fool through rds paces for everyone's amusement, the Duke realizes 

that Touchstone is r~ally the on~ in control. Jaques first introduces 

his protegee in a·1 offhand way, much as one might speak of a precocious 

child or a freak: 

Good rr~r lord, bid him welcome. This is the 

motley~inded gentleT.an that I have so often met 

in the forest. He hath been a courtier, he swears. 


(V, iv, 39-41) 

Touchstone takes up the game, and provides Jaques with just the sort 

of social criticism he wants to hear: 

If any man doubt that, let him put me to my 
purgation. I have trod a measure~ I have flattered 
a lady; I have been politic with my friend;· smooth 
with mine enemy: I have undone three tailors: I 
have had four quarrels, and like to have fought one. 

(V, iv, 42-6) 

This remark introduces Touchstone's account o.f the seven causes of 

quartelling (V, iv, 47-97). Throughout this interlude Jaques feeds 

Touchstone the pi'<)per questions; brings him back to the subject (V, iv, 

64-5), and othe~1ise acts as if he were the one in control of the dialogue. 
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Yet it is clear that Jaques appears in this capacity only because Touch

stone finds in him a convenient means of displaying his wit. When he 

considers it expedient to plead his own cause with the Duke, he breaks 

off his conversation to introduce Audrey and to offer a whimsical 

justification for· his choice of so unlikely a bride: 

I press in here, sir, among the rest of the country 
copulatj_ves, to mtear and to forswear, according 
as rr.arriar:;e binds and blood breaks. A poor virgin, 
sir, an ill-favoured thin-!5, sir, but mine own; 
a poor humor of mine, sir, to take that that no man 
else will. Rich honesty dwells like a miser, sir, 
in a poor house, as your pearl in your foul oyster. 

(V, iv, 53-9) 

At the end of their dialogue Jaques turns to the Duke with a typically 

condescending appraisal of the Fool's unlikely talents: 

Is this not a ~are fellow, my lord? He's as good at 
anythinG, and yet a foql. 

(V, iv, 98-9) 

But the Duke has seen far more in Touchstone's jesting than the 

curiously apt ramblings of an idiot, and his reply helps to underline 

the misanthrope's egotistical lack of perception: 

He uses his folly like a stalking horse, and 
under t'1.e presentation of that he shoots his wit. 

(V, iv, 100-101) 

Touchstone's discours'3 on quarrelling reveals once again the 

fundamental differences between a Fool's criticism and a misanthrope's 

censure. Although he expounds on such potentially misanthropic subjects 

as men's quarrelsmneness, cowardice and pretentiousness, Touchstone does 

not resort to direct condemnation, nor does he introduce these subjects 

with any sense of bitterness. His aim is primarily to &~use rather than 

to criticize. Moreover, by including himself among the quarrellers he 
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frees his ridicule from the air of superiority that constantly makes 

Jaques sound like a hypocrite. Instead, he merely tells an ironic story 

in which the criticism is left for his audience to catch. The fact that 

Jaques does not appear capable of distintSUishing Touchstone's method from 

his own further emphasizes his U.'lfitness for the role of a genuine Fool. 

It is evident from this stuqy that Shakespeare has successfully 

brought about the· effective integration of a misanthrope into the 

apparently inconE:ruous settin~ of a romantic comedy despite the various 

theatrical difficulties presented by the role. Throughout the play, 

and particularly in the second act, the presence of Jaques paradoxically 

helps to underline the importance of the human fellowship that dominates 

the Arden world. I would even su~r-est that his inclusion significantly 

undermines the idea that there is something IJ'l..agic about the forest, and 

puts the emphasis where it belongs--on the forest's in!'labitants. At the 

same time, Shake~;peare successfully exploits the misanthrope's comic 

potential as a character at odds with his surroundings, and thereb~r 

satisfies his audience's demand that such a character be ridiculed. 

Yet this ridicule never becomes so abusive that it violates the pre

vailing mood of gaiety in the play. Shakespeare treats Jaques' dislike 

of humanity more as a silly affectation that amuses his fellows than a 

contemptible vic1~ that must be forcefully censured. 

This br:ings up the question of Jaques' final departure. As 

I have mentioned before, convention demanded that a misanthrope should 

in some way be expelled from the stage, because his extreme outlook made 

it impossible fo·r him to be reconciled with his fellows. Shakespeare 

appears to follo111 this practice, in t:b.at Jaques is left out of the final 
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rejoicing, and leaves the stage to pursue a life consistent with his 

outlook (V, iv, l'll~-9). At the same time, he is allowed to remain on 

good tenns with h:Ls former associates, and Shakespeare even goes so 

far as to put the final benediction into his mouth: 

[To Duke] 

You to yo·1r former honor I bequeath; 

Your patience and your virtue well deserves it. 


[To OrlandQ} 

You to a love that your true faith doth merit; 


[To Oliver] 

You to your land and love and great allies; 


[To Sil-vius] , 

You to a long and "'tell-deserved bed; 


[To Touch~ton~ 
And you to wrangling, for thy loving voyage 
Is but for two months victualled. So, to your pleasures: 
I am for other than for dancing measures. 

(.V, iv, 180-87) 

The last line of this speech s.vmbolically depicts the extent of the 

misanthrope's alienation from society, for to an Elizabethan audience 

the figure of the dance represented that universal h&rmony to which all 

things i.n the world contributed. The idea receives its most extensive 

treatment in Sir Jo~~ Davies' poem Orchestra: 

The richE,st J e1-rell in all the heav'nly Treasure 

That ever yet unto the Earth >'las showne, 

Is perfect Concord, th'onely perfect pleasure 

That wretched Earth-borne men have ever knowne, 

For many harts it doth compound in one: 


That '\":hat so one doth will, or speake, or doe, 
With c•ne consent they all agree thereto. 

Concords true picture shineth in thys Art, 

Where divers men and women ranked be, 

And every one do~h daunce a severall part, 

Yet all "'s one in measure doe agree, 

Observing perfect uniformitie: 


All turne together, all together trace, 
And all together honer and embrace. 13 

Nevertheless, ~Taques asserts his isolation without bitterness, and is 
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even asked to stay. Shakespeare turns even this final gesture into a 

tribute to the good fellowship which has turned Arden from a desert 

into a happy refuge. The fact that Ja.ques remains unconverted does 

not matter: indeed, such a change would create too great an improbability. 

It is enough that the misanthrope should have to admit that human 

society is not all bad. 
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THERSITES 

The most eonsistently misanthropic view of human relations in 

the whole of Shakespeare's work can be found in the so-called "dark" 

or "problem" comedies.l In their different ways each of these comedies 

leaves its audienee uncomfortably aware of the more unpleasant side of 

man's nature, and this discomfort lingers in spite of various scholarly 

attempts to explaLn it away. To put it simply, the three plays, All's 

Well Th-J.t Ends 1-'lell, Measure for Neas~.' and Troilus and Cressida, all 

depict worlds whose most outstanding L~habitants are either blatantly 

amoral or, for one reason or another, unpleasantly virtuous. Relation

ships between characters too often rest on some for.m of malice or deceit, 

and even where the outcome appears to reward the virtuous and punish 

the wrong-doers, the result leaves the spectator uneasy. An examination 

of the two most technically "comic" plays in the group, All's Well and 

Measure for Heasure, Nill eonfirrr. these impressions. In both plays the 

"good" characters appear either pallid and wooden, or in some way morally 

ambiguous. In All's r,vell, for example, the King, Lafeu, and the Countess 

of Rossillion are· all members of an older generation whose superior 

ethical standardl:: seem to be passing away. W'nile they each play some part 

in directing the audience's attitude towards characters and events, they 

react to the dran~tic situation instead of doing much to affect it. Even 

Helena, the play's sympathetic and resourceful heroine,·must resort to 

trickery to ".'tin back her husband's affections, and the strategern she 

employs, the famous "bed-trickn, is not wholly palatable, even though 

lBO 



Shakespeare's use of it here does not p':'ovoke the uneasiness it creates 

in Measure for Heasure. Moreover, while the audience can applaud 

Helena's ingenuity and. persavcrence, it might, in view of Bertram's 

character, be forgiven for questioning her jud~ement. The situation is 

even more diffict:lt in !'1£asure for Neasure, where no major charactr:~ is 

capable of en~agin~ the audience's tL"lqualified sympathy. Isabella's 

moral outlook haE: prompted more than one adverse response, while the 

Duke, whose efforts are the sole means of bri'1gin~ the wrong-doers to 

justice, seems to act out of a questionable sense of superior virtue. To 

complicate matters further, the most me.morable and dramatically vital 

characters in both plays are the least pleasant ones. In All's 1'fell That 

Ends Well the be1;t-r-m1embered episodes focus the attention upon the 

cowardice of Parolles and the efforts of Bertrnm to lie his way out of 

t-rouble, 't4hile in Measure for Neasure such matters as Angelo's pro

positioning of Isabella, Lucio's unprovoked slander of the Duke, 

Claudio's coward:Lce in the face of death, and Pompey's ca·valier approach 

to the law afford the greatest dramatic impact. Finally, although both 

these plays appear to end happily with the ptU"'lisb.ment of the evildoers 

and the coming to~ether in marriage of hero and heroine, they do not 

leave the audien(:e with the feeling of satisfaction imparted by similar 

endings to plays like Much t.do About Nothing and As You Like It. In 

the first place, Shakespeare indicates that for all the i~1ominy heaped 

on characters like Parolles and Pompey, the worlds they inhabi.t are 

by no means rid .:lf their particular brand of knavery. In All's Well 

Parolles remains Lmrepentant after his ~umiliating exposure at the hands 

of the French Lo~lB, and even resolves to earn his living in future by 
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exploitin~ his knavery: 

Captain I '11 be no more, 
But I will eat and drL.11k and sleep as soft 
As capta.in shall. Si.'llply the thin,s I am 
Shall malce me live. /Jho knows himself a braggart, 
Let him .fear th:l.s: for it will come to pass 
That eve:;oy braggart .shall be fo'md an ass. 
Rust, sword! cool, blushes! and Parolles, live 
Safest in shame~ being foaled, b:v foolery thrive! 
There's j:Jlace and means for every man alive. 

(IV, iii, 308-16) 

His ensuin12; beh<1.Yiour, as he begs a place of Lafew (V, :i.i), and slil.y 

reveals Bertram' :3 conduct towards Diana (V, iii, 231-66), confirms 

the impression that his humiliation has merely restricted the scope of 

his mischief-mak.L'ios. Huch the same is true of the "low-life" figures 

in Heasure for 1-:·easure. True, Histress Overdone and Pompey go to 

prison for conti·1uinr; to operate their brothel after "double and treble 

admonition" (III, ii, 181), while Lucio is forced to marry the whore he 

got with child, ·:mt there is no indication that the lech.er.r so rife 

in Vienna at the beP,irming of the play has noticeably diminished by the 

end.. On the contrary, Shakespeare illustrates the futility of all 

attempts to rid the world of this vice in a lively exchange between 

Pompey and Escalus early in the second act: 

Pompey: Does your worship mean to geld and splay 
all the youth of the city? 

Escalus: No, Pompey. 
PoMpey: Truly, sir, in my poor op~n~on, they will 

to 't then. If your worship vrill take order 
for the drabs and the knaves, you need not to 
fear the bawds. 

Escalus: There is pretty orders beginrtin~, I can 
tell you~ it is but heading and hanging. 

fompey: If you head and hang all that offend that 
t-tay but for ten yeg,r together, you'll be glad 
to give out a commission for more heads. If 
this law hold jn Vien11a ten year, I'll rent 
the fairest house in it after threepence a 
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bay~ if you live to see this come to pass, 
say Pompey told you so. 

(n, i, 217-29) 

Faced with the law's punishment, the pimp merely alters his profession 

temporarily to that of executioner, while Lucio, the unrepentant 

slanderer, protests that he spoke "but according to the trick" (V, i, 

499-500). To con:.plicate matters further, the vitality of these knavish 

characters is oft.en more appealing than the cold, ungenerous rectitude 

of the protagonists. '!'his is particularly true in the case of Bertram 

in All's 1:Tell. ~~uch of the enjoyment the audience derives from the 

humiliation of Pz.rolles derives from Bertram's ob,rious chagrin, so that 

his subsequent rE!pudiation of the parasite and his later repentance over 

his treatment of Helena remain suspect. Much the same principle applies 

to the: Duke in Measure for Eeasure, and in particular to his reaction 

to Lucio's slander, for it seems to arise as much out of offended 

dignitv as a righteous indignation directed against the evils of calumny. 

Lastly, the reaffirmation of the marriage-bond that gives a technically 

comic ending to both plays somehow fails to please, especially since 

nearly all the couples involved come together as a result of some form of 

trickery or coereion. Bertram's capitulation in All's Well comes about 

far too quickly to be emotionally satisfying, and consequently appears 

to b~ more an ac·t, of unconditional surrender to overpowerirtg odds than 

a gesture of sin,::ere repentance. Similarly, in Measure for Measure 

Shakespeare prov.ides his audience with four couples of whom only one, 

Claudio and Juliet, enter into marriage by mutual consent. It is almost 

as if Shakespeare were deliberately multiplying the number of marriages 

at the end of this play to emphasize the hollowness of the comic convention. 



As a result of all this, both !)lays leave their audiences with 

a disillusionin~ view of human nature. Although no completely evil 

characters like Iago or Richard III inhabit the world of these comedies, 

no generous and ~;ympathetic ones, like Rosalind or Orlando, can be found 

either. The virtuous arouse dislike by their cold rectitude, while the 

more lively knaves create uneasiness by their cynical disbelief i.n .human 

dignity. !'.ankind appears in these plays as a generally mediocre collection 

of individuals whose actions lack the gaiety and confidence present in 

the festive comedies, and ·..rhose attitudes exhibit a distressing lack 

of amiability. 1.11 the plays seem to lack is a professed misanthrope 

to make these feelinr;s explicit. 

Shakespeare zr.o.kes up for this lack :i.n Troilus and Cressida, 

easily the bitterest of the dark comedies. Here the dramatist presents 

a world where ideals of love and war a.re subjt-3cted tc the most 

destructive ridi(~ule, and where those vlho cherish such ideals suffer 

cruel disillusionme:r.t. The heroes of Homeric legend and medieval 

romance2 become :Ln this play an ill-assorted collection of empty 

rhetoricians, ineffectual schemers, chivalrous hotheads, and blustering 

imbeciles, while the glorious cause that brought them together degenerates 

into a pointless squabble over a lecherous woman whom both sides admit 

to be hardly worth the keeping. Both strands of the plot end on a note 

of futility, when Troilus' blind love turns into a equally blind rage 

upon his discovery of Cressida's infidelity, while Achilles' long-

awaited return to the field results in the cowardly murder of Hector. 

Into this setting Shakespeare introduces the misanthropic figure of 

Thersites, '\i'ho provides a running comrnentar"'.f on !:hara.cters and events 
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in the Greek camp. Unlike tTaques 1 who appears patently out of place 

araid the gaiety of Arden, Thersites seems to be an appropriate vehicle 

for expressing tr:e disillusionment and bitterness of the inconclusive 

war. Instead of "good set terms" Shakespeare puts into his mouth an 

endless fio;-1 of the most vicious invective, liberally interspersed 'fTith 

vivid images of filth and disease. Instead of treating his misanthropy 

with tolerant amt:sement, Thersites' fellow characters normally greet 

his railing with verbal and physical abuse. At the end of the play 

he is driven ir;nominiously from the stage, proclaiming his bastardy 

as he runs from the field of battle. Clearly this most disagreeable 

of Shakespeare's misanthropes helps to underline the bitterness which 

dominates the play and to influence audience reaction towards the objects 

of his hatred. Yet I think it is an over-simplification to think of 

Thersites as ShakP-speare's mouthpiece, particularly since the character 

is subjected to as savage a denunciation as any of his fellows. To 

appreciate fully the complex dramatic function of this character it is 

necessary to giv•e some detailed consideration both to Shakespeare's 

use of his sourc'e material and his method of transforming the foul

mouthed Homeric railer i.rtto a successful stage misanthrope. 

Unlike J.3.ques, who appears to have been a wholly Shakespearean 

invention, Thersites occupies a well-defined position in the dramatist's 

primary source. The appearance and character of this venomous railer 

is derived from .3.n incident in Bock Two of Homer's Iliad where, during 

one of the Greek cotL!cils, he taunts Agamemnon and earns a beating from 

Ulysses. A second legend concerning Thersites tells of the way in which 

he met his death at the hands of Achilles after he had jeered at the 
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warrior's grief over killing the Queen of the Ama.zons .3 By the sixteenth 

century the name of Thersites had become a byword for physical and mental 

ugliness. Both Elizabethan translations of the Iliad offer vivid 

accounts of his repulsive appearanc'!3 and unrestrained scurrility. Arthur 

Hall's 1581 version takes liberties with the Homeric original to stress 

the railer's -bestiality by likenin~ him to several of the more repugnant 

members of the animal kingdom: 

This Thersits \'las a surly knave, and eke a dogged swine, 

Not knowjng honour nor his god, and alwaies spent his time, 

And tooke delight to mocke and scorne, and use with trifling toyes 

Even the chiefe: and in such trickes consisted all his joyes: 

Thinking that it became him wel, when he did them contrary: 

And worse, he was the ugliest beast, that ere the earth did carry: 

It seemde Nature had sought hir wit his foulnesse for to shape: 

Ill limmcle he was, and for his head, it pillde was like an Ape, 

A Crass1m! canut, and his eares they were an Asses last, 

His l:i.mmes gourdie, crooked, and lame: in fine, take thys at last, 

His forme was monstrous to beholde, his shape none ever had~ 


He reaked not., though he were thought in trouble still to gad, • •4 


Hall's translation was superseded in J 598 by the publication of the first 

seven books of George Chapman's version, generally thought to be Shake

speare's primary source for the war-plot of Troilus and Cressida. Chapll'.an, 

who is more faithful to his original, stresses in his version of the 

Thersites incident the railer's envy of the Greek leaders and his status 

as an object of hatred: 

Alls sat~~ and silent, usde their seates, Thersites sole except, 

A man of tongue, whose ravenlike voice a t1meles jarring kept, 

Who in his ranke minde coppy had of unregarded wordes, 

That rashly and beyond all rule, usde to oppugne the Lords, 

But what.3oever carne from him was laught at mightilie: 

The filthiest Greeke that came to Troy, he had a goggle eye, 

Starke-lame he was of eyther foote: his shoulders were contract, 

Into his brest and crookt withall: his head was shame compact, 

And here and there it had a hayre: to mighty Thetides, 

and wise ulysses he retaind much anger and disease: 

For stili he chid them eagerlie: and then against the state, 

Of Agememnon he would rayle: the Greekes in vehement hate:s 
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And hi~Sh disdaine conceipted him: yet he with violent throate~ 
Would needes upbraide the General: and thus himselfe forgot.' 

Thersites' cowardice has its basis in his reaction to the beating given 

him by Ulysses as a result of his ill-timed gibes at Agamemnon. ChapiTan's 

translation gives this account of the incident and the amuserrtent it 

provokes among tte rest of the Greek council: 

This said, his backe and shoulder blades he with his scepter 
smit. 

r,.[ho then shrunke round and downe his cheekes the servile 
teares did flit: 

The golden scepter in his flesh a bloody print did raise, 
1tlith whj_ch he trembling tooke his seat, and looking twentie 

waies, 
Ill favoredlie he wipte the teares from his self-pittying 

eyes, 
And then though all the host were sad they laught to heare 

his cries,6 

In an age which saw physical deformity as an outward sign of 

mental or moral degEneracy the figure of Thersites naturally became an 

object of contempt. An exa.m..i.nation of a few of the better-known works 

of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries turns up several 

references to th~ character, and all ~f them emphasize his repulsive 

appearance and worthlessness. Significantly several of them develop 

a hL~t from the ~Iliad which treats him as a rather nasty type of Fool. 

First of all, Thersites' name appears in a few of the period's more 

prominent dictio:"laries as the epitome of deformity. An early example, 

the Bibliotheca :!!:;lj_otae (1548) describes him as "a prince that came with 

the Greekes to t~e seige of Troie, which in person and conditions was of 

all other most deformed". Henry Cockeram's E~ish Dictionarie (1623) 

lists 'Ihersites under two categories of men: ''Men who are captains" 

and ''men that are deformed". Under the first heading Cockeram describes 
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him as "a deformed Capt.aine, whose conditions answered his person~ 

Achilles slue him with his fist", and under the second as "one that 

was as crabbed in person as he was Cinicall and dog~ish in condition".? 

In The Art of English Poesie (1589) George Puttenham refers to Thersites 

in passin~ as "the glorious noddie, whom Homer maketh mention of", in a 

section dealin~ with the way in which the most obscure characters 

occasionally find their way into famous histories.8 A more extensive 

treatment occurs in Plutarch's ~ales (1603), where Thersites is 

accorded the misanthrope's sin of envy.9 The railer is cited as an 

example to show !:.ow the hatred of good men signifies the deepest 

wickedness: 

And the Poet Homer describing the deforrnitie of 

Thersitef! his bodie, depainted his defects and 

imperfections in sundrie parts of his person, 

and by many circumlocutions, but his perverse 

nature and crooked conditions he set down briefiy 

and in one word in this wise: 


I.Vort by Achilles of all the host 
And sage Ulvsses he hated most. 


for he could not chuse bnt be starke naught and 

wicked in the highest degree, ''~'hO was so full of 

hatred m1to the best men.lO 


Three allusions :Ln Thorr.a.s l'lalkington' s book The Opticke Glasse of Humors 

(1607) indicate that the author took it for granted his readers knew of 

Thersites as a foolish man noted for his empty prattle. In the first, 

Walkington refers to the habit of writing or speaking without study as 

"the picture of ,jangling Thersites whose words (as the Poet saith) were 

without measure and wit without weight. • • • ", while in the second he 

describes a man 1ihose wise appearance belies his true nature as a 

"Nesto_F- in outwa:rde semblance, and yet a Thersit.es in his inward essence11~1 

The third, more detailed allusion takes up the familiar theme of the 
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resemblance betwe·~n physical deformity and mental defectiveness: 

lfuo could not have cast The:r:§i'k~2 his water with 
but once lookin:;; upon the Urinall as we say seein~ 
in his bojy so great defonnitie, hee sure would 
have averred that in his soule there was no great 
conformity: he had one note, especially which is a 
badde si~~e in ph~siognomy whic~ Homer reckons as 
one of his mishapes. • • • His head was made like a 
broch steeple, sharpe and hie crownd, which among . 
all physiognomers imports an ill affected minde. (21V) 

Finally the cpigr3.1Ilmatist Thomas Bastard depicts the railer as an ugly 

"natural": 

A[l]thou~h Thersites have a filthy face, 

And staring eyes, and little ot:ti'lard grace, 

Yet this he hath to make amends for all, 

Nature her selfe is not more natural!. 12 


Only one other dr~-natic presentation of Thersites has survived 

from the sixteenth century, and that is the anonymous interlude 

Thersvtes, probably written for performance in a school or at court 

around 1537. Al~hough this play has little to recommend it, and bears 

no resemblance either to the Homeric original or to Shakespeare's 

treatment, it does offer an interesting example of popular b1terpretation 

of the railer's character. At the outset,the playwright introduces 

Thersites as a character from Homeric le~er.d, and makes him boast of his 

contrar;r behaviour towards the Greek leaders: 

Have in a ruffler foorth of the ISI'eke lande 
Called Tr ersites, if ye "'Yll me kno><re 
abacke, ~:eve me rotwe, in my way do ye not stand 
For if yE· do, I wyll soone laye you lowe 
In Homere of my actes ve have red I tro"r 
Neyther Agame[m]non nor Ulysses, I spared to checke 
They coulde not bringe me to be at theyr becke. 13 

From here on all resemblance to the legendary Thersites is forgotten, for 

the playwright depicts the character as a cowardly braggart who fears to 

do battle with a snail because of the creature's horns, and runs to hide 
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behind his mot:ht:!r at the sight of an arme·d man. Yet for all its depart

ures from Homer~c legend, the play accurately reflects the widespread 

contempt for Thersites which influenced all Elizabethan literary and 

dramatic portrayals. 

This ex~ensive and varied list of illusions clearly indicates 

that Shakespeare had to contend with a well-established attitude towards 

the figure of Thersites--an attitude that would most certainly influence 

his own treatment of the character. An audience coming to see a play 

based on material from Homeric legend would probably expect to find in 

Thersites a def•)rmed and ugly cov1ard whose love of scurrility made him 

an object of co1tempt to his fellows, and \'Jhose unrestrained vituperation 

very oft:en earned him physical abuse. These characteristics make him an 

excellent stage misanthrope, in that his role is by definition a pri

marily verbal one based upon a corrosive hatred of ~4nkind. Shakespeare 

finds in Thersites most of the traits that Elizabethans considered to 

be the hallmarks of misanthropy. He expresses his hatred of men in 

a spectacular flow of the most vicious invective. His misanthropy seems 

to proceed from a consuming envy of the Greek princes, all of whom he 

considers t:o be his intellectual inferiors. At the same time the leaders 

treat him as a mental defective whose twisted mind has earned him the 

Fool's privilege of free speech. At the end of the play Shakespeare 

fulfils his audience's expectations by ignominiously dismissing 

the misanthrope from the stage. Yet within the confines of literary and 

dramatic convention Shakespeare has created in Thersites a figu~e ad

mirably suited to bring out the pervasive sense of disillusionment which 

surrounds characters and events in this play. 3y examining his role in 
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detail it is possj_ble to determine just how the playwright has used the 

material at his disposal to direct his audience's reaction both to 

Thersites himself and to the targets of his misanthropy. 

Shakespeare's first significant change in the source material 

involves the handlin~:S of Thersites' status in the Greek camp. In The 

Ilia_i Thersites oecupies a seat in the Greek council, and ridicules 

Agamemnon for his disastrous attempt at testing Greek morale by pre

tending to abandon the siege. Post-Homeric tradition even makes him 

the kinsman of the Greek prince Diomedes. J4 His stature in Troilus and 

Cressida is by no means so lofty. Although he protests to Achilles that 

he se1•ves "volunt~:.r.r" (II, i, 91), his fellow Greeks treat him as a slave. 

During his initial appearance Ajax orders him to bring news of the Greeks' 

proclamation (II, i, 19), and beats him when he disobeys. Later Achilles 

sends him to Ajax with a letter inviting Hector to his tent (III, iii, 

234ff.), while on another occasion Thersites bears a message to Achilles 

from Queen Hecuba who warns him against fighting Hector for the sake of 

his love Polyxena (V, i, 6ff.). After watching the revelation of Cressida's 

infidelity Thersi1,es L~dicates that he also performs quite another sort 

of messenger ser~_ce for the Greek camp: 

Patroclus will give me anything for the intelligence 
of this whore. The parrot will not do more for an 
almond than he for a commodious drab. 

(V, ii, 188-90) 

But the most impm·tant change Shakespeare makes is to convert Thersites 

into an allowed Fool. Unlike Jaques, whose role as the Duke's jester 

is only implied, ~.'hersites' status as a Fool, employed first by Ajax and 

then by Achilles, is constantly stressed throughout the second act by 
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several members of the Greek camp. Achilles, for example, seeks to 

protect the raile:r- from the furJ of Ajax by shaming the latter for allow

ing himself to be,~ome enraged at so unworthy an object as a Fool: 

Ajax: 0 thou damned cur, I shall-
Achilles: 'dill you set your wit to a fool's? 

(II, i, 82-3) 

Two scenes later he again protects Thersites, this time from Patroclus, 

by alluding to the Fool's right of free speech: 

Thersites: I'll decli."'l.e the wh0le question. Agamemnon 
commands Achilles, Achilles is my lord, 
I am Patroclus' knower, and Patroclus is a fool. 

Patroc~us: You rascal! 

Thersites: Peace fool! I have not done. 

Achilles: He is a privileged man. Proceed, Thersites. 


(II, iii, 49-54) 

Throughout this dialogue,Thersites plays the part of a professional 

jester whose task is to provide his employer with lively after-dinner 

entertainment. Achilles ~reets him in teims which emphasize the 

misanthrope's stat'lS, and then sets out the prescribed subject of the 

ensuing conversation: 

Achilles: ~·lho's there? 

Patroclus: Thersites, my lord. 

AChilleS:. \'lhere? ~·There? 0, where? Art thou come? 


Why, rny cheese, my digestion, why hast thou not 
served thyself in to my table so many meals? 
Come, what's Agamemnon? 

(II, iii, 35-40) 

He and Patroclus then engage Thersites in a catechism-like discussion 

which Thersites ~redictably turns against them both: 

Thersite~:: Thy commander, Achilles. Then tell me, 
Patroc:lus, whatts .!tchilles? 

Patroclu:::: Thy lord, Thersites. Then tell me, I pray 
thee, what's thyself? 

!_persite~~: Thy knower, Patroclus. Then tell me, 
Patroclus, what art thou? 

Patroclu~~: Thou must tell what thou knowest. 
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Thersites·: Agamemnon is a fool, Achilles is a fool, 
---"Thersit.es is a fool, and, as· aforesaid, Patroclus 

is a fool. 
Achilles: Derive this: come. 
Thersites: Ag&~emnon is a fool to offer to command 

Achilles, Achilles is a fool to be commanded of 
Agame~1on, Thersites is a fool to serve such a 
fool, and this Patroclus is a fool positive. 

Patroclus: \fhy am I a fool? 
Thersites: Hake that demand of the Creator. It 

suffices me thou art. 
(II, iii, 41-64) 

Soon afterwards s:.1akespeare again undsrlines Thersites' servile position 

by makin~ it the subject of a discussion between Ulysses and Nestor. 

Observin~ that Aja.x has suddenly turned violently against Achilles, 

Nestor asks the reason, only to be infomed that "Achilles hath 

invei~led his fool from him" (II, iii, F5/). All this sugeests that 

Shakespeare viewed Thersites as a ~rasite ~vho depends for his mainten

ance on the very objects of his contempt, and who earns his keep through 

the socially demeaning occupations of messenger and licensed jester. 

Besides de~rading him,this portrayal has the added advantages of giving 

the misanthrope complete freedom of movement about the Greek camp, and 

of allowing him to eavesdrop and comment on events in which he takes no 

part. Consequently, Thersites remains on the edge of the action, offering 

his rm1ning commentary to the audience, and stepping into the events of 

the play only when another character arrives to engage him in conversation 

or demand his services. He remains in this role until, in the heat of 

battle,the Trojans chase him from the stage. 

Shakespeare's portrayal of Thersites raises some ccmplex 

questions for the audience. The most important of these concerns the 

dramatist's insi<;tence on the misanthrope's status as an allowed Fool, 
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for Thersites does not conform to the more orthodox representation of this 

character type. 'rhere is nothing in Thersites of the humour and ami

ability of Touchstone or Feste, or the appealing loyalty of Lear's Fool.l5 

On the contrary, his entire repertoire consists of the nastiest invective, 

while his loyalty is clearly to none but himself. He lacks the Fool's 

most essential qu1lity--a well-developed sense of hmnour. Far from being 

amused by the folly he sees round him, Thersites is enraged by it, and 

vents his anger 1n a continuous outpouring of violent personal abuse. 

His attack on Patraclus p~ovides an especially vivid example: 

Thersites: Prithee, be silent, boy! I profit not by 
thy talk. Thou art said to be Achilles' male 
varlet. 

Patroclus: Hale varlat, you rogue! 'tThat' s that? 
Thersites: \'lhy, his masculine whore. Now, the rotten 

diseases of the sout;1, the guts-griping ruptures, 
catarrhs, loads o? gravel in the back, lethargies, 
cold ralsies, raw eyes, dirt-rotten livers, wheez
ing lungs, bladders full of imposthmne, sciaticas, 
lime-kUns i 'th 'palm, incurable bone-ache, and 
the rivelled fee-simple of the tetter, and the like, 
take and take agaL~ such prepostrous discoveries! 

Patroclus: ':'Thy, thou damnable box of envy, thou, what 
means thou to curse th·1s? 


Thersites: Do I curse thee? 

Patroclm:> i'lhy, no, you ruinous butt, you whore


son indistinguishable cur, no. 
ThersiteE:..:_ No? ~v'hy art thou then exasperate, thou 

idle 1mmaterial skein of sleave silk, thou green 
sarcer:.et flap for a sore eye, thou tassel of a 
prodi,e;al 's purse, thou? Ah, how the poor world 
is pestered with such water-flies, diminutives of 
natur£:. 

(V, i, 14-33) 

More important, 'I'hersites' rage appears to be prompted by a furious 

envy of the Greek warriors, and this envy stems from the fact that he 

considers himself vastly superior to them in intellect. Time and again 

in the course of his invective he returns to the th~e of the total 
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absence of wit in all but himself. He complains, for example, to 

Achilles of A.jax1 muscle-bound stupidity: 

Lo, lo, lo, lo, wh3.t modicums of wit he utters! 
His evas:.o!'ls have ears thus lonn;. I have bobbed his 
brain mOJ•e tha."'l he has be3.t my bones. I will buy 
nine sparrows for a pe!l."'ly, and his pi3. mater is not 
worth the ninth part of a sparrow. This lord, 
Achilles), Ajax, who wears his wit in his belly and 
his guts in his head, I'll tell you what I say of him. 

(II, i, 65-71) 

It is not lon~ before he turns on Achilles and berates him in the sa~e 

way: 

E'en so. A great deal of your wit, too, lies in 
your sin,31'1S 1 or else there be liars. Hector shall 
have a ~:reat catch if he knock out either of your 
brains. 'A ,.,.ere as good crack a fusty nut with no 
kernel. 

(II, i, 95-8) 

As he departs, T:1ersites flings a last insult which leaves the audience 

in no doubt about his estimation of himself: 

I will see you han~ed, like clotpoles, ere I come 
any more to your tents. I will keep where there is 
wit stirring and leave the faction of fools. 

(II, i, 112-14) 

This sort of arrogance never appears in the utterances of Shakespeare's 

other Fools. Indeed, the Fool's art, whether sprung from genuine simple

mindedness, or assumed as a professional attitude, owes much of its 

effectiveness to the assumption that the Fool himself should seem 

unaware of the aptness of his remarks. It is left instead for the 

audience to perceive the Fool's superior wisdom. Li..l{e Jaques, Thersites 

is far too convinced of his o\<tn worth to qualify as a candidate for the 

motley. More in:.portant, he certainly doe~ not appear to see himself in 

the role of jester. Rather, it is the Greek host, and in particular the 
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trio of .\jax, Achilles and Patroclus, ,.,.ho employ him as one, and insist 

on his privile~ed status. Finally, Shakespeare puts into Thersites' 

mouth some of the most startling images of filth and corruption to be 

found anywhere in his plays. As he makes his first appearance Thersites 

talks of runninJ; sores: 

Agamemnon, how if he had boils--full, all over, 
generally? • • . And those boils did run?--say so, 
did not the general run then? Here not that a 
botchy core? • • . Then would come some matter from 
him. I see none now. 

{II, i, 2-9) 

His previously-quoted cursing of Patroclus reveals an excessive fondness 

for images of venereal disease and bodily decay. Thersites resorts to 

these images at every opportu.'lity to revile the Greek warriors and their 

cause. He prays, for exa~ple, that the whole camp might be appropriately 

punished for going to '\'Tar over a woman: 

After thls, the vengeance vn the w!'lole camp! or, rather, 
the Neapolitan bone-ache, for that, methinks, is the 
curse depending on those that war for a placket. 

{II, iii, 16-19) 

Later he curses the w·ar in a similar fashion as he watches the Greek 

leaders arrive at Achilles' tent in another vain effort to persuade 

the hero to fight: 

Here : ..s such patchery, such jugglinf;, and such 
knavery. All the argument is a whore and a cuckold, 
a good quarrel to draw emulous factions and bleed to 
death upon. Now the dry serpigo on the subject, and 
war and lechery confmmd all! 

{II, iii, 67-70) 

Although Shakespeare's other Fools frequently resort to bawdy talk, and 

very often display a frank interest in sex, they rarely dwell so con

sistently on its more prurient details as Thersites does. This tendency 
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of his is best rE:vealed as he watches Cressida flirting with Diomedes. 

For all his censcriousness, Thersites appears to derive considerable 

pleasure from thE! scene: 

How the devil Luxury, with his fat rump .oJ.nd potato 
finger, t.icl--~es these together. Fry, lechery, fry! 

(V, ii, 53-4) 

In fact, I would su~gest that his gleeful interjections and increasing 

excitement might indicate that he gains a voyeur's satisfaction from 

watching the pair's wooing, much as Pandarus gains his by presiding 

over the earlier coming together of Troilus and Cressida (III, ii). In 

short, Shakespeare has exhibited in Thersites all those characteristics 

which make a railing misanthrope singularly unfit to play the role of 

a Fool. Because he hates his fellows so vehemently, Thersites never 

attains the ironic detachment that makes the comments of a genuine Fool 

like Feste so perceptive. Horeover, by insistently asserting his 

superiority of insight he sets himself up as an essentially rational 

figure, and as a result his remarks tend to antagonize rather than amuse 

or instruct. 

Why then, does Shakespeare so frequently stress this misanthrope's 

status as a licensed jester? First of all, I believe that by insistin~S 

that his audience consider Thersites as a Fool he deliberately i."'lvites 

the sort of compa.rison I have just made. By the time he wrote Tro;lus 

and Cressid~ Shakespeare had already created two fine examples of the 

wise Fool in Touchstone and Feste, and may well have intended that the 

character of Thersites should be undermined through an unfavourable 

comparison to these more acceptable representatives. Although this is 

admittedly a matt.er of speculation, it is interesting to note that all 
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three characters \Tere proba~ly played by the same actor, Robert Armin, 

whose own interest in the Fool has already been examined.16 If this 

is the case, Shakespeare may be applying the word "Fool" ironically to 

Thersites, for by failing to perform the functions of a genuine wise 

Fool, the misantt.rope becomes as great a fool as the objects of his 

contempt. Seconcny, Thersites' role as jester reflects upon those 

characters who en~loy him and appear to derive pleasure from his railing. 

Shakespeare has emphasized this point by making another significant 

change in his source material. 1.'lhereas Homer's Thersites flin!SS his 

insults directly at Agamemnon and the Greek leadership, Shakespeare's 

remains exclusiVElly in the company of Ajax, Achilles and Patroclus. 

Although he frequently refers to Agamemnon, Nestor, Henelaus and 

Ulysses, and the;r to him, at no point in Troilus and Cressida does he 

confront them directly.l7 \'/hen the Greek leaders enter, the railer 

either leaves thE~ stage altogether, as in Ii, iii, or retires to one 

side as an un-noticed observer of events, as in V, i. Only twice is 

he confronted with acknowledged superiors, the Trojan princes Hector 

and Margarelon (V, iv and vii), and in both instances the encounter 

turns out to his disadvantage, when he is forced to admit to his abject 

cowardice. His Ineeting with Hector provides a good lLlustration: 

Hector: 'i~lhat art thou, Greek? Art thou for Hector's match? 
Art t:10u o:' blood and honor? 

Thersites: No, no, I am a rasc:J.l, a scurvy railing 
knave; a very filthy ro~e. 

Hector: I do believe thee: live. (Exi~ 
Thersite~: God-a-mercy, that thou wilt believe me; 

but a plague break thy neck--for frighting me. 
(V, iv, 25-31) 

By altering the source in this way Shakespeare has drawn a sharp 
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distinction betwE'~n the Greek leaders, \'lho for all their faults, are 

at least trying to bring some order ir..to the conduct of the war, and the 

three disaffectec: warriors. This distinction first appears in the council 

scene (I, iii), v.·hen lllysses outlines the causes of the discord in the 

Greek camp. After discoursii'l!S at len;sth on the virtue of 'degree', and 

citing its absence as the sole cause of the Greeks' inability to conquer 

Troy (I, iii, 75-·137), he indicts Achilles and Patroclus as the 

instigators of discontent: 

The g1•eat Achilles, whom opinion crowns 

The sineH and the forehand of our host, 

Havin_c; h:~s ear full of his airy fame, 

Gro,-rs da:~nty of his worth, and in his tent 

Lies moc1:ing our designs. :lith him Patroclus 

Upon a lazy bed the liv~lon;s day 

Breaks seurril jests, 

And with ridiculous and silly action 

(Which, :3landerer, he imitation calls) 

He pageants us •••• 

• • .And in this fashion 

All our abilities, g~.ft.s, nat11res, shapes, 

Severals and generals of grace exact, 

Achievements, plots, orders, preventions, 

Excitements to the field or speech for truce, 

Success or loss, what is or is not, serves 

As stuff for these two to make paradoxes. 


(I, iii, 142-84) 

Nestor then joins in to add Ajax to the company and, more important, to 

introduce the fi1sure of Thersites: 

And' i.J1 the imitation of these twain, 

\fuo, as Ulysses says, opinion crowns 

\'lith an .imperial voice, many are infect. 

Ajax is ;rown self-willed, and bears his head 

In such a. rein, in full as proud a place 

As broad AchLLles: keeps his tent like him~ 


Makes fa:;tious feasts~ rails on our state of war, 

Bold as ln oracle, and sets Thersites, 

A slave ,Nhose gall coins slanders like a mint, 

To match us in comparisons with dirt, 

To weaken and discredit our exposure, 

How rank soever roanded in i-Tit.h danger. 


(I, iii, 185-96) 
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Shakespeare follows this introduction by showing the sort of relation·

ship th:tt exists between Ajax and his servant. There is an abrupt 

lowering of tone from the measured blank verse of the council scene 

to the snarling, abusive prose of the misanthrope and his brawny 

employer: 

Ajax: Thou bitch-..,.TOlf's s0n1 canst thou~not hear? _ 
Feel 1:,hen. LStrikes him ; 

Thersite:i: The plague of Greece upon thee, thou -·· 
mongr,~l beef-111itted lord! 


Ajax: Speak then, thou vinewed'st leaven, 

speak. I will beat thee into handsomeness. 


Thersite:?_: I shall sooner rail thee into ':tit and 
holin·3ss: but I think thy horse 'N'ill sooner co:t 
an oration than tho11 le=trn a p:::-ayer without 
book. Thou canst strike, canst thou? A red murraL~ 
o'thy jade's trickst 

Ajax: Toadstool, learn me the ;:>rocla:JJat:i.on. 

Thersit~-~: Thou a:!""': prccla.i.J;;ed 1\..,o:L., I think. 

A,iax: Do not, porpe::Une, do net: ~:~.; fi.:·1;;e~s itch. 

Thersite s: I would thou r~i·:ist itch f.r·-:n:J. head to foot: 


an I ::1ad ~he scrc.;.tcr.~.:-·~· c:' 1,hee. I >-:,"Juld ::::.ko tt.ee 
the l·)athsoil'~st scab in Greece ••.•• 

(II, i, 9-2?) 

Besides revilin~S Ajax i'or his br1..~tali tv, Thersites deliberately fans 

the discord between him an~ Achilles: 

Thersites: Thou ~rtt'T.blest and. raiJ.est every hour on 
Achilles: and thou art as full of anv:'l at !1is 
greatness as Cerberus is at Frose"rp:5.c-Jals beaut,y, 
ay, that thou bark'st at ~~u. 

Ajax: Histress Thersites! 

Thersites: Thou s~oulrJst 3tri2m hi:n. 

Aja~: Cobloaf! 

Thersites: He '"otU.d pun thee into shivers ~..,ith his 


fist, as a sailor breaks a biscuit. 
Ajax: You whoreson cur! [Beatin~ him] 

(II, :l, .30-Jg) 

Thersites continues this process under the protection of Achilles by 

entertaining him with disparaging corr..:nents O\? A.jax' stupidity. However, 

Shakespeare soon makes it clear that Thersites thi.."'l!~s no more highly of 
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his ne'!>~ protector than he did of the old, for the railer gleefully 

reviles the pai.r of them for allo1-rin;; themselves to become the brutish 

pawns of the Gr·e8k leaders: 

Therf3' s Ulysses and old Nestor, whose wit was 
mouldy ere your ~randsires had nails on their toes, 
yoke yc a like draur;ht oxen anci make you plm., up the 
wars.... Yes, ~ood sooth. To, Achilles, to, Ajax, to-

(II, i, 99-104) 

When Patroclus intervenes in an attempt to make peace, Thersites turns 

on him 1-rith a p.rticulRrly nasty insult, to the evident deli~ht of 

Achilles: 

Patroclns: No more words, Thersites: peace! 
'I'he-::-sites: I will hold my peace vthen Achilles' brach 

bids me, shRll I? 
Achilles: There's for you, Patroclus. 

(II, i, 108-11) 

The whole scene effectively undermines the characters of the three 

disaffected wa:rr."5_ors by showin,;; their demeaning relationship to the 

misanthropic railer. Aj.1.X:; who, aecordl:ng to Nestor, had ori~inally 

set Thersites t.o rail a"t the leaders, reveals hilr.self to be little 

more than a muscular idiot. But the more damning comment is directed 

against Achilles, who so obviously derives pleasure from Thersites' 

attacks on his ~ompanions, and ,rho becomes nettled only when the r3.iler 

turns against hi.m. Achilles' complacent assertion that Thersites is 

merely a Fool t:ms reflects more on his own arrogance than on his 

~ 

new protege's t''l.lents. Shakespeare sees to it that. both he and his 

companions suffr~r a loss of reputation throu~h their association with 

so unpleasant a character. 

This i-i,::la is further developed in the three scenes in which 

Thersites visit:3 Achilles. As Ulysses later points out, Thersites has 
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changed his allegiance from Ajax to Achilles, much to the latter's 

delight. He ir:citially receives a hearty welcome for his services as 

entertainer of the warrior and his friend (II, iii, 2lff.), and, as 

always, his entertainment takes the form of vicious abuse directed 

against the Greek leaders. F'or the n1oment, at least, AchiJles seems 

willin~ to put up with the railer's attacks on himself. On his second 

visit (III, iij_, 242.ff.), Thersites once more re?,ales Achilles and 

Patroclus with his abuse, this time of Ajax, whose election to fight 

with Hector haB m.ade Achilles uneasy: 

l'lhy., 'a stalks up and down like a peacock--a 
stride and a stand: ruminates like an hostess that 
hath no arithmetic but hE:r brain to set down her 
reckon:Lnf\: bites his lip with a politic re;;ard, as 
who sho,li.d say, ' There were ~-rit in this head an 
'twould out ': and so there j_s, but it lies as coldly 
in him as fire in a flint, which '\'lill not show with
out knockin?,. 

(III, iii, 251-7) 

Although he ensages in a mock-dialogue at Ajax' expense (III, iii, 

266-95) Achilles has clearly been distracted by his recent conversation 

with Ulysses (Ill, iii. 95-215): 

My mind is troubled, like a fountain stirred: 
And I ::nyself see not the bottom of it. 

(III, iii, JOJ-4) 

Thersites' exit-lines indicate that his relationship with the warrior 

may be on the decline: 

~'fould the fountain of your mind were clear again, 
that I rright water an ass at it! I had rather be a 
tick in a sheep than such a valiant ignorance • 

.(III, iii, 305-7) 

By the time of his third visit (V, i, 4-46) the disintegration is 

complete, and their conversation has degenerated to the level of 



vituperation: 

Achille~: How now, thou cur of envy! 
Thou crusty batch of nature, wh"l.t 's the news? 

Thersites: l'Jhy, thou picture of what thou see.mest, 
and idol of idiot-worshipers, here's a letter for 
thee. 

Achille§.: From whence, fra~ent? 
Thersites: 1-Thy, thou full dish of fool, from Troy. 

(V, i, 4-9) 

Indeed, the precess seems to have come full circle, right back to the 

sort of abusive dialogue that marked Thersites' initial appearance 

with Ajax. Sh~kespeare seems to u1dicate that prolonged association 

with this misar.thrope eventually drags other characters down to his 

level of railing. More important, the dialo~es between Achilles and 

Thersites help to point out those distasteful qualities in Achilles' 

nature that in the end provoke him to the cowardly murder of Hector. 

So far I have discussed at length the ways in which Sh~kespeare 

degrades Thers:.tes in the eyes of the audience, and uses him to bring 

out the less desirable traits of those who have anything to do with 

him. This does not mean, however, that hj_s view is entirely discredited. 

Indeed, the bitterest irony of the play rests on the fact that his 

analysis of ev~mts proves so often to be the correct one. His smmnary 

of the war, for example, as a dispute about "a whore and a cuckold" 

(II, ii, 6S-9) receives considerable support throughout the play. 

Menelaus never appears onstage without some reference being made to 

his cuckold's horns, while Helen's "honey-sweet" sensuality (III, i), 

together with Hector's expressed doubts about the wisdom of keeping 

her (II, ii, Sff.) serio11sly undermine her value as a theme of honour. 

Furthermore the strongest condemnation of Helen is given not to Thersites 



but to Diomedes: 

She's bitter to her country. Hear me, Paris: 
For every false drop in her r)a11d7r veins 
A Grecian's life hath sunk: for every scruple 
Of her contaminated carrion weight 
A Troyan hath bee~ slain. Since she could speak, 
She hath net given so many good words breath 
As for her Greeks and Troyans suff'red death. 

(IV, i, 6S-74) 

Another instance involves Ulysses' plot to induce Achilles to rejoin 

the fightin~. For all his ma~nificent rhetoric on the necessity of 

observing degre·e, and his shrewd am.lysis of the trouble in the Greek 

camp, Ulysses c:oes resort to a trick which exploits Achillest vanity 

and Ajax' gullibility, and thereby gives credence to Thersites' gibe 

that the two warriors are harnessed like oxen to plough up the wars 

(II, i, 101). Horeover, his carefully--laid scheme backfires, and 

Shakespeare lea.ves it for Thersites to drive the fact home to the 

audience: 

Otth' Vother side, the policy of those crafty S't~ear
ing rascals--that stale old mouse-eaten dry cheese, 
Nestor, and that same dog-fox, Ulysses-is not proved 
worth a blackberry. They set ~e up, in policy, that 
mongrel cur, Ajax, against th'lt dog of as b3.d a kind, 
Achilles. And now is the cur Ajax prouder than the 
cur Achilles, and will not arm today. 1t!hereupon the 
Grecians begin to procla:iJil barbarism, and policy 
grows :~nto an ill opinion. 

(V, iv, 8-16) 

Thersites' est:~te of the Greek princes also contains a distressing 

proportion of truth. Ajax consistently proves himself to be the 

hulking simpleton of the railer's jests, while Achilles' surly pride 

and subsequent cowardice over the killing of Hector lend considerable 

justification t.o the canine epithets with which Thersites epitomizes 

him. King A;;;aro.eml"lon, whom Thersites di3l!lisses as a man with "not so 

much brai."l as ~~ar-',...ax" (V, i, 51), is depicted as a pompous but slow
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acts the part of the ineffectual old man of Thersites' gibes. But it 

is surely his c:om."llentary on the love-plot that provides the bitterest 

mockery in the play. From his v~ntage-point on the edge of the action 

Thersites gleefully interprets the flirtation of Cressida and the 

mental angtdsh of Troilus as the se~lilly-prompted impulses typical of 

a trcommodious drab" and a lovesick fool. His parting lines summarize 

in a nutshell that misanthropic attitude which the endings of both 

plots appear unfol"tunately to support: 

Lechery, lechery: still wars and lechery~ nothin~ else 
holds f.:~shion. A burning devil take them! 

(V, ii, 190-92) 

To what extent, then, is Thersites Shakespeare's spokesman? 

Certainly the outcome of the play seems more than amply to justify 

his mieanthr..:>pic cutlook for instead of finishing it with some 

decisive action, Shakespeare allows it to trail off in a welter of chaotic 

fighting. Hector is slain in a das~~rdly fashion by Achilles and his 

Myrmidons, when he stops to pillage a corpse (V, viii), while Troilus 

and Diomedes pursue each other up and down the battlefield, much to the 

delight of Thersites: 

Now they are clapper-clawing one another: I'll 
go look on. That diss6nbling abominable varlet, 
Diomede, has got that same ocurv.v dotin~ foolish 
young ~nave's sleeve of Troy there in his he~a. I 
would fain see them meet, that that same young Troyan 
ass, ttat loves the whore there, might send that 
Greekish whoremasterly villain with the sleeve back 
to the dissembling luxurious drab, of a sleeveless 
errand. 

(V, iv, 1-8) 

With the dea:th of Hector the feeling of disillusionment intensifies, 

as Troilus leaves the field with a gloo:ny prediction on Troy's fate: 



Frown on, you heavens, effect your rage with speed; 

Sit, gods, upon your thrones, and smile at Troy, 

I say, at once let your brief plagues be mercy, 

And liwz:er not our sure destructions on. 


(V, x, 6-9) 

As Troilus retires from the stage with futile thoughts of revenge, 

Pandarus comes fonlard to sound the other half of Thersites' wars

and-lechery theme in the epilogue: 

' As :many as be here of Pandarts hall, 

Your e:res, half out, weep out at Pandar's fall: 

Or if :rou cannot weep, yet give some groans, 

Though not for me, yet for your aching bones. 

Brethren and sisters of the hold-door trade, 

Some t".m months hence mv will shall here be ::v:lde. 

It should be novr, but that mv fear is this, 

Some galled t:;oose of 'di!'1Chester i·rou1d hiss. 

Till then I'll S'..reat and seek about for eases, 

And at that time bequeath yo,l my diseases. ' 


(V, x, 46-55) 

In short, Shak,::speare has surrounded what in Homeric and medieval 

legend had been a tale of heroic exploits, with an atmosphere of 

futility and d.isillusior.ment. Yet, as I have tried to point out, 

several aspect.s of Shakespeare's presentation work directly against 

a complete surrender to the miE-anthrcpe's view. The playwright has 

taken every op·~ort1.mity· to stress Thersites' meanness, and to show how 

his company de~rades others. ExpandL~g on the conventional view of 

the railer as the epitome of physical and mental deformity, Shakespeare 

has presented his audience with a character whose hatred of his fellows 

finds expression in terms th'lt ultimately repel their hearers despite 

the truth they contain. Finally, Shakespeare follows Elizabethan 

dramatic convention by dismissing his misanthrope from the stage in as 

undignified a manner as possible. Having already ex.~ibited his abject 

cowardice jn the face of Hector's challenge, Thersites is finally routed 
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by Margarelon, Priam's bastard son. As he beats a hasty retreat, the 

railer leaves this self-denunciation fresh in the minds of the audience: 

I ail a bastard too~ I love bastards. I am a bas
tard b1~got, bastard instructed, bastard in mind, 
bastard in valor, in everything illegitimate. 

(V, vii, 16-18) 

But the most telling point against the wholesale adoption of Thersites' 

misanthropic 011tlook is the fact that it promotes an over-simplified 

response to th'e dramatic situation. Nowhere is thio more evident 

than in the case of one's reaction to Troilus. If, as many cormnentators 

on the play seem to think, Shakespeare has endorsed Thersitest judgement 

of Troilus as "that yo1.m~ Troye.n ass that loves the \<Thore", there would 

be little cause to waste any· sympathy on him in the course of his 

disillusionment. Yet Shakespeare has managed to generate considerable 

sympathy for the young man, even as he dew~nstrates the obvious folly 

of his misplaced love. For all his L~patuosity and lack of perception 

in his failure to see the falseness of Cressida and Panda.rus, Troilus 

is shown to possess many good qualities which earn him the respect of 

Greek and Trojan alike. In fact, Shakespeare gives the most compli

mentary accounts of Troilus' character to Ulysses, the shrewdest of 

the Greeks: 

The younP.:est sen of Fria.m, a. true knight, 

Not yet mature, yet rr.3.tchless, firm of word~ 


Speakln~ in deE-ds and deedless i.'l his tonguP-, 

Not soon provoked, nor being provoked soon calmed: 

His heart and hand both open and both free, 

For what he has he gives, "'.-lh3.t thinks he shows; 

Yet gives he not till judgmep.t guide his botmty, 

Nor d~_gnifies an impare [sic] thought with breath: 

Hanly as Hector, but more dangerous: 


They call him Troilus, and on him erect 
A second hope as fairly bullt as Hector. 

(IV, v, 96-109) 
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Consequently, his transformation into a bitter, death-seekinl?, reven~er 

after witnessin~?, Cressida' s infj.delity arouses conside:rable pity, for, 

as one critic has pointed out, the fact that Troilus' love has been 

tragically misdirected does not utterly rob that love of its nobilit~8 

Shakespeare ensures that the audience maintair1s a more balanced 

attitude to Troilust disillusionment by providing h:im with a sympathetic 

companion in ~Lysses, at the same time as he exposes the entire scene 

to the derisivt3 scrutiny of Thersites. In an agonized attempt to 

square his idealistic love with Cressida's visible proof of her 

wantonness, Troilus at first refuses to believe what he sees: 

Let it not be believed for womanhood! 

ThL~ we had mothers: do not ~ive advantage 

To stubborn critics, apt, 't-rithcut a theme, 

For depravation, to squG.re the l!eneral sex 

By Cressid's rule. Rather think this not Cressid. 


(v, ii, 125-9) 

To Thersites such anguish is simply incomprehensible: 

\fill 'a swagger himself out on's own eyes? 
(V, ii, 132) 

Shakespeare then vivi::U;r demonstrate~ the depth of Troilus' bitterness 

in a powerful speech: 

This she? No, this is Diomede's Cressida. 

If beauty have a soul, this is not she: 

If souls guide vows, if vows be sanctimonies, 

If sanctimony be the gods' deli~ht, 


If there be rule in unity itself, 

This -was not she. 0 madness of discourse, 

That cause sets up with and a~au1st itself: 

Bi-fold authorit;r, where reason can revolt 

Withot:.t perdition, and loss assume all reason 

i'lithoL~t revolt. This is, and is not, Cressid. 


(V, ii, 133-42) 

To Thersites, however, this is merely another example of man's lustful, 

belligerent nature, and he ends the scene by gleefully anticipating 
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the comi.n~ fi$Sht between Troilus and Diomedes: 

\'lould I could meet that rogue Diomede, I would 
croack like a raven: I woul:i bode, I would bode. Pa
troclus will ~ive me anything for the intelli!Sence of 
thi.s ;.ihore. The parrot will not do more for an al
mond th;_m he for a commodious drab. Lechery, lechery: 
still 1-1ars and lechery: nothin~ else holds fashion. 
A burn:l.ng devil take them! 

(V, ii, 186-92) 

In short, ShakBspeare has indicated in this scer1e that the savage 

misanthropy of Thersites often fosters just as blinkered a vievr of 

humanity as the blind idealism of Troilus or the shrewd practicality 

of Ulysses. Complacent in his gleeful assumption of a superior insight, 

the railer becomes as much a victim of delusion as those he derides. 

Of all Shakespeare's misanthropes Thersites clearly receives 

the most con·renticne.l dramatic treatment. Because he rem3.ins con

sistently on t:1e edge of the action, his exclusively verbal role does 

not interfere 1t~ith the unfolding of events. Instead, Shakespeare 

uses him to help direct the audience's response to characters and 

episodes, chiefly through the mediQ~ of deflation. Thersites is 

instrumental to the creation of the bleakly pessimistic atmosphere 

that surrounds the play, because his vie'..r nearly always turns out to 

be the correct one. At the same time, however, Shakespeare takes care 

to make his misanthrope as Q~acceptable a figure as possible, and 

ultimately dismisses him ignominiously from the scene. Moreover, 

he makes it clear to the audience that a whole-hearted acceptance of 

Thersites' misanthropic outlook involves a loss of the impartial 

perspective necessary for a total understandin~ of the play's meaning. 

The dominant impression left by the play is not the savage gloating 

over human frailty implicit in Thersites' misanthropy, but a feeling 

http:burn:l.ng


210 

of distress tr'"-1t his fello"T men have so obviously fulfilled his 

expectations. Shakespeare does not even allow his audience the 

alternative of a superficially happy outcome as he does in the other 

II II •t\-IO dark comedJ.es. Instead of merely su~gestinr; th'lt knavery and 

foolishness predominate in the affairs of men, he brin.gs on a confirmed 

misanthrope to insist on the sordidness of men and the futility of 

their endeavours. The fact that Shakespeare ultimately dismisses this 

misanthrope as a fi~re "in eve!"fthing illegitimate" does little to 

alleviate the feelin!S of depression brought on by his derisive 

commentary. 

http:comedJ.es
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1For a concise surnma~r of the critical history of both these 
terms see John ~'lilders, "The Problem Comediesu, Shakespeare, Select 
Bib].iographica:_ Guides, ed. Stanley ':Tells, Oxford: University Press, 
1973, pp. 94-6. Althou~h I am aware that both terms have now gone out 
of fashion, I eonsjder that the term "dark comedy" most aptly 
communicates the disquieting effect all three plays exercise upon the 
audience. 

2cf. Robert K. Presson, Shal<_espea.re's 11Troilus and Cressida" 
and the Legends of Trov, Hadison, Hi::;.: University Press, 1953. 

3The f·Jllest account of this story is to be found in the work of 
the fourth-century poet Quintus of Snt;rrna. Althou~Sh I have not been 
able to detenr~ine the exact source from which the Elizabethans may have 
got the le~end, contemporary references make it certaL~ that it was 
known at that time, 

~omer, Ten Bookes of Homers Ilia?es, tr. Authur Hall, London: 
Ralph Newberrie, 1581, p. 25. In a side-note to the lines quoted here 
Hall informs his readers that "Hor.J.er in the name of Thersites describes 
a seditious person." 

5Homer, Seaven Bookes of the Ili?.des of Homer, Prince of Poets, 
tr. George Chapm..:tn, London: John ·dindet, 1598, p. 34. 

. p. 98. 

7 . H V I Vsl.gs. 8 ; 2 • 

8George Puttenham, The Art of English Poesie, (1589) ~colar 
Press Facsimile No. 110, Menston, Scalar Press, 1968, sig. G2" • 

9see Chapter I, pp. 27-28. 

10Plutarch, Horale§, p. 235, 11. 19-26. 

1~homas \-Talkington, The Opticke Glasse of Hu.."!lors London: 
John iVindct fer Hartin Clerke, 1607 ff. 2'J; 1 7V. 
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1 =i3astard, Chrestoleros, (1598) p. 22. Epig . .35: "In ThersitE>.-.~'11". 

l3Anon. A Nat Enterlude called Thers;vtes, London: John 
Lysdale, cl550, 11. 1-7. Tudor Facsimile Text, ed. JohnS. Farmer, 
1912. NeW' Ycd:: ANS Press, 1970. The play has been attributed to 
John Heywood (F'armer) and Nicholas Ud.:tll (Harbage). 

14For the most detailed account see Quintus of Smyrna, The ~'far 
at Troy:, tr. Frederick Combellack, Norman, Okla.: University Press, 
1968, p. 4.4. 

15Ther~;ites is probably closest in Bpirit to Lavatch of All's 
\'Tell that E!1ds r:!ell. Lavatch, ho'rlever, never attains the pitch of 
vituperative ft~r;r prevalent in this misanthropic railer. 

16Chapter II, pp. 5.3-60. 

l7By contrast, Thomas He:y·wood 's play The Iron Age ( cl612) gives 
Thersites a more prominent role as an advisor to 1-~enelaus. The railer 
is thus present. at all the most important events, and frequents the 
company of the Greek leaders. 

1~.1-U.,r. Tillyard, Shakesneare's Problem Plays, Toronto: 
University Pre~;s, 1950, p. 47. 
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TIMON 

It is evident that Shakespeare haR so far managed to treat 

misanthropy laJ~aely according to the dictates of conventional literary 

and dramatic practice. Despite their hit:!hly jndividualized characte::s, 

and the verv d:.fferent ways in which each affects the play in which he 

occurs, both Jaques and Thersites conform to the accepted El.:.zabethan 

view of the miBanthrope as one whose extreme aversion to society 

alienates hL-n from his more balanced fellows. Consequently both 

characters function primarily as comic figures, and although their 

jaundiced vie-..r of human rela.tio!ls is shown to be at least partly 

justified, it j_s ultimately dismissed as the product of an unsound 

mind. In each case the dramatist's rejection of misanthrcPfis 

symbolized by the expulsion of the misanthrope from the stage once he 

has fulfilled his function as commentator. Horeover, neither Jaques 

nor Thersites presented Shakespeare with the theatrical difficulties 

that often surround the depiction of misanthropy on the stage, since both 

function as secondary characters whose position on the edge of the action 

is admirably suited to their primarily verbal contribution. Situated 

as they are, they can be used to influence the audience's response to 

various characters and episodes without hindering the rapid unfolding 

of events. In short, both As You Like It and Troilus and Cressi04 

illustrate that ShakespeP.re was capable of working within established 

conventions and prejudices to create highly individualized presentations 

of misanthropy. 

http:ShakespeP.re
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But She.kespeare faced a much tou~her challense when he sought 

to fashion a tragedy around the career of Timon of Athens. As in 

the case of Thersites, the character of Timon was well-known to 

Elizabethan plc.yfY,oers from their reading, and, as I have already 

pointed out, sixteenth and seventeenth-century accounts of the Timon 

story were almost unanimous in their disapproval of the character. 

Any attempt to transform this epitome of ~isanthropy into a sympatheti

cally-conceived traa;ic protal!onist would face the formidable task of 

overcoming the prejudices of an audience predisposed to be hostile. 

Furthermore, the best-knmm accounts of the Timon stor;r do not furnish 

enoufY,h material on which to base a five-act play. Plutarch, Shake

speare's only 1.mdisputed source,l takes up the story after Timon's 

fall from prosperity, and mentions only four incidents to illustrate 

the depth of h:_s hatred. These incidents are hjs prediction that 

Alcibiades will destroy Athens, his surly reaction to Apemantus' 

friendly overtures, his offer of a fig-tree to the Athenians to use as 

2a 15allows, and his burial by the sea. All subseq'J.ent versions, with 

the exception of Lucian's Timon and the anonymous Timon ~' follow 

the same patteJ~. Shakespeare, however, devotes the greater part of 

his play to an examination of the reasons behind Timon's conversion 

to misanthropy. The first three acts trace his career as the city's 

wealthiest and most generous inhabitant, and illustrate the greed 

and ingratitud!~ which bring about his terrible disillusiorunent. Timon 
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proclaims his intention to become a 1dsanthrope at the end of the 

third act (III, vi, 105-6) and first appears in that guise at the 

beginnin!1: of the four+,h. The remainder of the play deals with his 

life in the wiJderness, his discover,y of ~old, the return of his 

erstwhile friends, and his death and burial. The familiar examples 

of his misanthropic behaviour take up t>-To scenes in the fourth act 

(i and iii) and part of one in the fifth (V, i, 190-211). To 

supplement the T~~n story Shakespeare has also added a subplot, 

loosely based on Plutarch, involving the exile of Alcibiades and his 

subsequent conquest of Athens. By expandin£S the original account in 

this way Shake1>peare has sought to resolve some of the difficulties 

presented by the subject matter. First, the heavy concentration on 

events leadin~ up to Timon's conversion allows the pla7~right more 

opportunities Lo build up audience sympathy for his protagonist and, 

as far as possible, to justify Timon's bitterness. At the same time 

he has provideri himself with the means of developing a suitably 

dramatic plot. Devoting three complete acts to the depiction of 

Timon's life b1 Athens obviously involves the introduction of several 

new characters ~~d episodes. Furthermore, this change allowed 

Shakespeare th~s chance to expand the rolf!s of Ape>.mantus and Alcibiades, 

the two characters who~ along l'rith Timon, figure prominently in all 

•ttell-known accounts of the story. Shakespeare has thus endeavoured 

to transform a brief episodic narrative about a repugnant figure 
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into an entertaining and thoughtful dramatic study of a noble man 

so embittered ty h,J.man im;ratitude that he became history's first 

and greatest ~~santhrope. 

Like sc many of Shakespeare's plays, Timon of Athens begins 

with a revealing conversation between minor characters. Two seekers 

after Timon's favour, a Poet and a Painter, arrive to await their 

patron's notice, and proceed to comment both on Timon and on his 

many clients. By using these two as spokesmen,Shakespeare creates 

a highly ambivalent response to Timon's fabled generosity before 

the prota~onist himself appears onstage. At first glance these 

t't'To appear to be representatives of the arts, creators of beauty 

in word and picture. Theoretically Timon's support of such men 

speaks well of his generosity. However, both Painter and Poet soon 

reveal themselves to be inspired solely by greed. After greeting one 

another with excessiV·3ly fulsome compliments (I, i, 1-7), they 

suspiciousl,y eye t,.;o other candidates for Ti.IJlon' s favour, a Herchant 

and a Jeweller. This latter pair frankly combine praise of Timon 

with discussion of the wares they have to offer him: 

Merchan~: 0, 'tis a worthy lord! 

Jewell~r: Nay, that's most fL'Ced. 

Merchan~: A most incomparable man: breathed, as it were, 


To an untirable and continuate goodness. 
He p9.sses. 

Jeweller: I have a je.,.rel here-
Herch.§12~: 0, pray let's see't. For the Lord Timon, sir? 
Jeweller: If he ;ofill touch the estimate: but for that-
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~·:e!'ch~1.:1t:------ [L::J.::Ji<:s at V;e jE"...,.e1] 'Tis a ~ood form. 
Je"·le] 'l.f';·t:-------- Ar.d rich. Hera is a water, look ye. 

(I, i, 8-18) 

The Poet smu~ly deplol~es th:Ls obvio-s.s display of mercenary calcu

lat.ion by way of a. Wf:ll-turned. platitude: 

''l'lhen vre for rsco;;;pr.:nse have r;raised the vile, 
It stains t:--,-3 glor.v in that happy verse 
'Vlhich aptl7 slr.':_;s tne !SOOd,' 

(I, i, 15-17)3 

Yet before long he is shovm to be ISUilty of the sanLe fault. Striking 

an affected pose of 11rtistic preoccll'ration~ he deliberately i:wites 

the Painter'.s ~:uriosity about his gift to Timon: 

You a!'E3 rapt, sir, .i.n sot1'3 uork~ scme dedication 
To the ~reat lord. 

(I, i, 19-20) 

In his reply tlw Poet exhibits tree Plib cc:r,placency of the second-

rate artist, to wh:>m v:ords, b11t not i1eas, ~o:::te all too easily: 

A thing slipped :.dly from me. 
Our poesy is as a ~um ·,.rhich oo?.e~· 

From whence 'tis nourish'ed. The fire itth'flint 
Shows not till it te struck: OL1r -sentle flame 
Provokes itself and like the current flies 
Each bou.'1rl it chafes. 

(I, i, 20-·25) 

He follows this prc!louncement with an eJ\.-pression of curiosity s.bout 

the work of his companion and potential rival. Al.7I10st too politel:r 

the men question each ether about their hopes for preferment at 

Tj.mon's hands. They then proceed to indulge in the same sort of 

flatterin~ a-pp::-s.isal for which the Poet had previously condemned the 

Jeweller an·~ the 1-.:.erchant: 
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Poet: 1dhat ha.ve you there? 

Paintel': A picture, sir. :'Then comes your book forth? 

Poet: Upon the heels of my presentr:;.ent, sir. 

-Let 1

' s see your piece. 

Pain~e1:: '7is a good piece. 

Poet: So 'tis. This comes off well and excellent. 

Painte1·: Indifferent. 

Poet: Admirable. Ho"'r this grace 


Speaks his mm standing! ·,fu:o.t a mental power 
This eye shoots forth! How bifS i.rna.d..nation 
Heets in this lip! To th'du11lbness of the gesture 
One might interpret. 

(I, i, 25-34) 

Naturally the Poet expects some return for his compliments, and as 

soon as possibJ.e he turns the conversation towards the subject of 

his own work. UsinP, the arrival of a group of Athenian senators as 

a sprinJ5board (I, i, 39-41), he hastens to inform his companion 

·about the contents of his latest poem: 

You se13 this confluence, this great flood of visitors: 
I have in this rough work shaped out a man 
\'lhom this beneath vtorJ d both embrace and hug 
·/lith amplest entertainmen+,. l·~y free drift 
Halts not particularl~r, but mo-:.res itself 
In a w:Lde sea o.f wax~ no leYelled malice 
Infect:3 one corm::-,a in tl-te course I hold, 
But fl:Les an eagle fli\ht, bold and forth on, 
Leavin:; no tract behind. 

(I, i, 42-50) 

Despite his grandiose claims to artistic generality, there is little 

doubt that the Poet's subject is Timon and his intent is to flatter. 

He confesses a:3 much L"l his next speech, when he enlarges on the moral 

import of his pcem: 

Sir, I have upon a high and pleasant hill 
Feigned Fortune to be throned. The base o'th'mount 
Is ran::<ed with all deserts, all kind of natures 
That l·1.bor on the bosom of this sphere 
to pro:~gate their states. Amongst them all 
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Whose eyes are on this sov-er-ei~ lady fixed 

One do I personate of Lord TLT.~n's frame, 

Whom Fortune with her ivory hand wafts to her, 

Whose present £;race to present slaves and servants 

Translates his rivals. 


(I, i, 63-72) 

Instead of supplying the expected complL11ent the Painter indt.~:.;ses in 

a little artistic oneupmanship: 

'Tis conceived to scope. 
This throne, this Fortu.11.e, and this hill, methin.l<s, 
~'lith one man beckoned from the rest below, 
Bowing his head a~ainst the steepy mount 
To climb hls happiness, would be well expressed 
In our condition. 

(I, i, 72-7) 

Undeterred by his companion's egotism, the Poet goes on to develop 

the theme cf Fortune's chan~eability and the consequent fickleness 

of human friendship: 

Nay, sir, but hear me on. 
All those which were his fello'ti'S but of late 
(Some better than his value) on t.he moment 
Follow his strides, hi.s lobbies fill 1'1ith tendance, 
Rain sacri:'icial whisperinfSs in his ear, 
Hake sacred even his stirrup, and through hi.Jl 
Drink the free air.••• 
When Fortune in her stift and chan~e of mood 
Spurns down her late beloved, all his dependants, 
\'lhich labored after him to the mountain's top 
Even on their knees and hands, let him slip down, 
Not on13 accompanying his declining foot. 

(I, i, 76-88) 

This idea is, of course, one of the most commonplace themes of 

Renaissance li·~erature, and Shakespeare's audience would be quick to 

notice the Poe'::.' s lack of originality. The Painter's condescending 

reply further :~einforces the point: 

'Tis common • 
A thousand moral paintin;;s I can show 
That s:1all demonstrate these quick blows of Fortune's 
More pregnantly than words. Yet you do well 



:?20 


To sho"r Lord Timon that mean eyes have seen 
The foot above the head. 

(I, i, 89-94) 

But there is a lot more to this conversation than the self-conscious 

posturin~?; of a pair of conceited parasites. In one of the play's 

finest ironic touches Shakespeare has used these two ridiculous 

fi£;ures to foreshadow the impending tragedy of Timon's situation. 

Both Poet and Painter clearl,y form part of that crowd of "glass-fac'd 

flatterers" whl.ch dances attendance on Timon in order to devour his 

substance. Horeover, it is far from the Poet's mind that his alle

gorical potboiler might hold some actual significance for his patron. 

Yet almost despite hi."'lself the Poet actually fulfils the true artist's 

aim by using hi.s creative powers to offer instruction through the 

delight of the senses. Consequently, the dialogue between the Poet and 

the Painter acts as a prologue to the story of Timon's fall :L"'l that 

it presents the audience with a preliminary viEn'l of the situation that 

leads ultimately to his downfall. As yet there is no definite indica

tion that Timon is incapable of distinguishing between friendship and 

flattery, but the h:L~t of impending disaster is present, and it 

receives further development as Timon himself makes his first appearance. 

At first glance Timon's initial display of generosity seems 

wholly commendable. A comparison with a parallel situation in the 

Timon Plav reveals that Shakespeare has gone out of his way to stress 

the noble inter..tions behind Timon's philanthropy. Whereas the anonymous 

playwright frorr~ the first depicted Timon as a reckless prodigal 

motivated by a desire for renown (Timon I, i, 43-60), Shakespeare 

emphasizes that Timon's excessive bounty arises primarily out of a mis
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placed but still noble idealism. His first acts of generosity invol..,;e 

the releasing cf a friend from prison and the bringing together of a 

pair of lovers in a.n honourable marriage. Once more, a similar 

incident from the Timon Play illustrates how Shakespeare has sought to 

emphasize his protagonist's nobility. In both plays Timon frees a 

man from the dEmands of his creditors. But while the anonymous play

wright quickly shows Eutrapelus to be a worthless parasite, Shakespeare 

reserves the details of Ventidius' character until a later scene. 

The audience i::: merely informed that a friend of Timon's needs his 

help and that 'I'imon generously agrees to assist him: 

Timon: Imprisoned is he, say you? 
Me_§~;er: Ay, my good lord. Five talents is his debt, 

His means most short, his creditors most strait. 
Your honorable letter he desires 
To those haYe shut him up, which failing 
Perlods his comfort. 

Timon: Noble ~ventidius! 1'/ell, 
I am not of that feather t~ shake off 
My friend when he most needs me. I do know him 
A gentleman that -w·ell deserves a help, 
V\'hic:h he shall have. I'll pay the debt and free him. 

(I, i, 94-103) 

The same is true in the case of Lucilius. There is nothing in the 

play so far to suggest that Timon's estimate of his servant is 

anything but justified: 

This gentleman of mine hath served me long: 

To build his fortune I will strain a little, 

For 't::.s a bond in men. 


(I, i, 142-4) 

Although it is possible to read a certain hollowness into Lucilius' 

extravagant protestations of gratitude, they are not, at this point, 

shown to be outright lies: 

Humbly I t}"'.ank your lordship. Never may 
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That state or fortune fall into my keeping 
Which is not owed to you! 

(I, i, 149-51) 

This does not mean that Shakespeare i1p1ores or suppresses the fact 

that Timon is tragically naive in his idealistic view of his fellow 

men. He makes .it clear throughout this scene that the men clamourinP, 

for Timon's favour are preoccupied with mercenary considerations. 

Ventidius has been imprisoned for debt, and looks to Timon for a 

ransom of five talents to free him from his creditors. The old 

Athenian puts t:1e matter of Lucilius' poverty ahead of any question 

about his intri:1sic merit, and even refers to his daughter as a 

saleable i tern: 

This fellm.; here, Lord Tiinon, this thy creature, 

By night frequents my house. I am a man 

That from my first h~ve been inclL~ed to thrift, 

And my estate deserves an heir more raised 

Than one wh:i.ch holds a trencher. 

One only daughter have I, no kin else 

On whom I may confer what I have got. 

The maij is fair, o'th'youngest for a bride, 

And I h~ve bred her at my dearest cost 

In qualities of the best. This man of thine 

Attempts her love. I prithee, noble lord, 

Join with me to forbid him her resort: 

Hyself have spoke in vain. 

Timon: The man is honest. 

ofdMan: Therefore he will be, Timon, 


His honesty rewards him in itself~ 
It must not bear my daughter. 

(I, i, 116-31) 

Once Timon has promised to enrich Lucilius, the father's resistance 

melts away: 

Timon: Give him thy da~u-,hter: 
1fuat you bestow, in him I'll counterpoise, 
And .make him weigh with her. 

Old Nan: Xost noble lord, 
Pawn me to this your honor, she is his. 

(I, i, 144-7) 



Finally, the fcur would-be clie!'!ts who opened the play press fc:rward 

to show off their wares and assert their claims on Timon's bou~ty 

(I, i, 152-72). Their praise is specifically connected to their hopes 

of financial reward. Shakespeare provides an especially tellin~ 

example of this fact in the behaviour of the Jeweller, who had 

previously ass€rted that Timon must "touch the estimate" if he would 

possess the jew·el he had to offer. 'tlhen Timon appears to balk at 

rumours of the gem's high price (I, i, 164-8), the Jeweller immediately 

resorts to flattery: 

Ky lord, 'tis rated 
As those which sell wo"J.ld give~ but you well know 
Things of like value, differin~ in the owners, 
Are pri.z~d by their ID3.sters. Believe't, dear lord, 
You mer..d the jewel by the wearing it. 

(I, i, 16S-72) 

Yet these hints of tragic blindness in Timon do not at this point 

seriously detract from the audience's initial impression of him as a 

noble and idealistic man. In seeking to build up sympathy for his 

protagonist Shakespeare has chosen to reveal the greed and corruption 

with which he has surrcunded himself through a gradual, step-by-step 

process which takes up the entire first act. So far he has merely 

hinted that Tin:.on's idealism will lead to his ruin. These hints 

become much more insistent with the entrance of Apemantus. 

The character of Apemantus is almost wholly a Shakespearean 

creation, for the play's sources say of him only that he closely 

resembled Timon Hisanthropos in disposition and manner of living. 

Shakespeare first introduces him to the audience through a remark of 

the Poet, who numbers him among ths various sorts of men who seek 
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You see how all conditions, hew all ninds, 
As well of glib and slipp'ry creatures as 
Of grave and austere quality, tender down 
Their services to Lvrd Timon. His lar~e fortune, 
Upon his ~ood a~d gracious nature han~in~, 
Subdues and properties to his lov,.~ and tendance 
All sorts of hearts: yea, from the ~lass-fac'd flatterer 
To Apemantus, th·:t few things loves better 
Than to abhor himself--even h•; drops down 
The knee before him and returns in ;):~ace 
Most rich in Timon's nod. 

(I, i, 52-62) 

The Poet's description might lead the audience to believe that Apew3ntus 

is just another sycophant, and it may Hell be an indication of the 

Poet's o~m shallowness that he sees his own image in the behaviour of 

the churlish philosopher. Tlinon certainly holds no such view, for he 

warns his companions of the abuse in store for them the moment he 

catches sight of Apemantus. He then proceeds to entertain himself 

and his company by treating Apemantt:.s in the manner of a licensed Fool, 

offering him subjects on which to exercise his misanthropy: 

Timon: Good morrmv to thee, gentle Apemantus. 
Apemantus: Till I be ~entle stay thou for thy good morrow-

When thou art Timon's do~ and these knaves honest. 
Timon: 1dhy dost thou call them knaves? Thou know' st them not. 
~ntus: Are they not Athenians'? 
Timon: Yes . 
.Apeffiantus: Then I repent not ••.• 
Timon: \'/hither art ~oin~? 
~eman~~: To knock out an honest Athenian's brains. 
Timon: That's a deed thou'lt die for . 
.i\pe.mntus: Rip;ht, if doing nothing be death by th' law. 

(I, i, 17g-93) 

Each of the four craftsmen comes in for his share of abuse, often at 

Timon's sugE?;estion. Hore and more the dialogue assumes the form of a 

witty exchange between a complacent nobleman and his jester. Apemantus, 

however, like all misanthropes, lacks the Fool's subtlety, and conse
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quently provoke:3 the anger of his listeners: 

Timon: How lik'st thou this picture, Apemantus? •.. 
Apemant:.1s: He wrought better that made the painter, 

and ;ret he's but a filthy piece of work. 
Painter: Y'are a do iS. 
Apell@nt:!§.: Thy mother's of my ~eneration. 1Nhat' s 

she, if I be a do~? • • 
Tiffi£rr: How dost thou like this jewel, Apemantus? 
Ape."Tlantlls: Not as '..rell as plain-dealing, which will 

not cost a man a doit. 
T~: ~ihat dost thou think 'tis worth? 
Apemant~: Not worth my thinking. How now, poet? 
Poet: How now, philosopher? 
Apemantns: Thou liest. 
Poet: Art not one? 
Apem~ntus: Yes. 
Poet: Then I lie not. 
Ape.'11antus: Art not a poet? 
Poet: Yes. 
A'j?eina.ntu~: Then thou liest. Look in thy last work, 

where thou has feigned him a worthy fellow. 
Poet: That's not feigned: he is so. 
Apemant~: Yes, he is worthy of thee, and to pay thee 

for thy labor. Hethat loves to be flattered is 
worthy o'th'flatterer .••• Art not thou a merchant? 

Merchant: Ay, Ape~antus: 

t.pema.ntu§.: Traffic confound thee, if the ~ods will not! 
Me~han1: If traffic do it, the gods do it. 
Aperr~nt~: Traffic's thy god: and thy god confound thee! 

(I, i, 194-238) 

This dialo~ue provides the most definite indication so far of the 

complacency that will bring about Timon's ruin. By casting Apemantus 

in the role of licensed jester, Shakespeare has placed Timon in the 

position of the self-assured man who derives amusement from ur~ing the 

philosopher to rail at himself and his companions, but who see."Tls 

totally blind to the serious implications of the jests. At the same 

time, however, the impact of Apemantus' remarks is qualified by his 

unkempt appearance and surly behaviour. Like Thersites, Apemantus 

demonstrates through his scurrility that he lacks the genuine Fool's 

ironic detachment, in that he is an~ered rather than amused by the 

http:Apemant:.1s
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knavery he sees around him. As a. result, he doas not immediately win 

the audience's :3ympathy despite the aptness of his railin~. Shake

speare further 1mdermines Apemantus' credibility in the closin~ lines 

of the scene by stressing the extent of his misanthropy. llhen Timon 

turns from his eompanions to welcome Alcibiades and his train, the 

philosopher sava~ely attacks the courtesy of their greetin~S: 

Aches contract and starve your supple joints! 
That there should be small love 'mon~st these sweet 

knaves, 
And all this courtesy! The strain of man's bred out 
Into baboon and monkey. 

(I, 1, 241,-9) 

Since the audience is at this point in no position to jud~e the 

sincerity of Aleibiades' greeting, Apemantus' hatred seems rather 

excessive. It provides a sharp contrast to the exit-lines of Timon, 

who departs with the new arrivals, leavin~S Apemantus to his mm devices: 

Right welcome, sir! 
Ere we depart we'll share a bounteous time 
In differen-t:, pleasures. 

(I, i, 251-3) 

In a subsequent enco~nter with two Lords, Apemantus ~ets the better 

of the verbal battle, but is forced to retreat from the stage when 

his barbs provoke a violent response: 

1 Lord: Tdhat time o 'day is't, Apemantus? 
Apemantus: 'fi.'Ile to be honest. 
1 Lord: That time serves still. 
Apem.antus: The more accursed tho~ that still omit'st it. 
2 Lorq: Thou art goin~?; to Lord Timon's feast? 
Apema'1tus: Ay, to see meat fill knaves and wine heat fools. 
~Lord: Fare thee well, fare thee well. 
Apernantus: Thou art a fool to bid me farewell twice. 
2 Lord: V'lhy, Apemantus? 
Apemantus: Shouldst have kept one to thyself, for I 

mean to give thee none. 
2 Lord: Hang thyself! 
Ape.mantus: No, I will do nothing at thy bidding. 
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Make thy requests to thy friend. 
2 Lord: Away, unpeaceable do~, or I'll spurn thee hence! 
Apemant11s: I will fly, like a do~, the heels o 1th' ass. 

[ExiiJ
(I, i, 254-69) 

Apemantus thus :3uffers for the moment the conventional fate of the 

railing misanthJ~ope, in that he becomes an object of ridicule. I 

would su~~est tl~t Shakespeare purposely stresses this aspect of 

Apemantus' role to keep the audience from allying itself too firmly 

with the philosopher's viewpoint so early in the play. The forces 

which brim~ about Timon's conversion to misanthropy must be allowed 

to unfold fSradually if the draJnatization of his downfall is to ~enerate 

any sympathy. Too early an acceptance of Apemantus' view would there

fore detract from the character of Timon, since he would be seen from 

the first as a eredulous fool who revels in the flattery of parasites. 

Consequently Sha.kespeare seeks to keep the audience guessin~ by 

balancing the ~tny obvious indications of Timon's complacency and the 

parasitic nature of his companions against the equally compelling 

instances of hi:3 ,mforced generosity and the scurrility of the one man 

who sees throu~h the artifice of flattery surrounding him. The fin-'ll 

part of this balancin~ act involves the conversation of the two Lords, 

who indulge in an encomium on Timon's godlike bounty as they prepare 

to go to his feast. On the one hand, their tribute bears witness to 

the almost supe::-natural quality of his generosity, so magnificent that 

a god seems to be in charge of his estates: 

He pours it out. Plutus, the ;sod of gold, 
Is but his steward. No meed but he repays 
Sevenfold above itself~ no gift to him 
But bre,eds the ~iver a return exceeding 
All use of quittance. (I · 73 ?), 1, 2 
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On the other hand, Shakespeare hints at a more ominous interpretation 

of the Lords' conversation, chiefly through the imagery. In inviting 

his companion to go in and "taste Lord Timon's bounty" (I, i, 271), the 

First Lord take:3 up an i1nage pA.ttem that recurs throughout the play. 

This image of men consuming Timon and his fortune becomes a dominant 

symbol of the h·.unan greed and treachery that eventually converts 

Timon to misanthropy. Horeover, their praise emphasizes the material 

side of T~on's bounty and the obvious advantages of becoming a 

recipient. Such emphasis gives an ominous double meaning to their 

closing remarks: 

1 Lord: The noblest mind he carries 
That ever ~overned man. 

~Lord: Long may he live 
In fortunes! Shall we in? 

1 Lord: I'll keep you company. 
(I, i, 277-9) 

Shakespeare thus ends the scene on a note of anticipation. The 

audience is left to anticipate not only the spectacle of Timon's feast, 

but also the further development-of Timon's character. 

In cont~ast to the quiet opening of the first scene, Scene 

Two begins with ~reat ceremony, to the accompaniment of loud music and 

the servinR' in o:f a great banquet. Shakespeare follows this immediately 

with a. further demonstration of Timon's generosity, when, to the 

applause of his companions, he refuses Ventidius' offer to repay the 

loan that freed him from prison: 

0, by no means, 
Honest Ventidius. You mistake my love: 
I gave it freely ever: and there's none 
Can truly say he gives, if he receives. 
If our betters play at that grune, we must not dare 
To imit:Lte them: faults that are rich are fair. 

(I, ii, 8-13) 
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This gesture of Timon's reveals in him an idealism that strives towards 

the absolute, both in 15enerosity and in friendship. In contrast to 

the self-conscious applause-seeker of th'.3 Timon Pl.§.y, this play 

confronts its audience l'Tith a r.t"'.n for whom the act of giving is itself 

sufficient. Ti.non even goes out of his way to forestall the company's 

adoration of hin by insistin15 that they abandon the practice of waitin~ 

for him to be seated: 

Nay, my lords, ceremony was but devised at first 

To set a gloss on faint deeds, hollow welcomes, 

Recantin~ goodness, sorry ere 'tis shown: 

But whe:~e there is true friendship, th~re needs none. 

Pray si·:.. Hore 'I'Telcome are ye to my fortunes 

Than my fortunes to me. 


'I ..
\ ' l.l., 15-20) 

But immediately upon the heels of this noble-minded declaration come 

the first barbed remarks cf ApeJTla.ntus who had, according to Shakespeare's 

stage directions, brou.ght ur the rear of the procession "dropping after 

all • • • diSC£Jltented.lY, lik~ r.L':f!Sel_f". Alw·ays true to his idealistic 

philanthropy, T:imon chides Apernantus for his surliness and gives hi.-n. 

a place by himself (I, ii, 26-35). From this vantaf!,e point Apemantus 

functions as a c:horic commentator whose asides help to deflate the 

extrava~ant declarations of Timon and his guests. At the same time 

this professed misanthrope exhibits an unwonted concern for Timon which 

itself pays tribute to the latter's nobility. His next corrm1ent offers 

a telling instance of this concern, when, for a brief moment, he 

abandons his mi:~anthropic stance to express his sorrO\" at the appallin15 

waste of Timon' :3 substance: 

• • • 0 you gods, '~hat a number of m·:m eats Timon, 
an1 he sees 'em not! It grieves me to see so many 
dip their meat in one rnan' s blood; and all the mad-· 

http:diSC�Jltented.lY
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ness i~3, he cheers th"3I'!l 11p too. 
(I, ii, 37--40) 

Once arsain .Shakespeare us~s the image of men constuning food to 

emph'3.size the self-destructiveness of Timon's bounty. As in the first 

example, the ir:L:'lge is strongly cannibalistic, for Apernantus wishes 

to stress the fact that the flatterers are devouring Timon himself 

when they cons1~~e his feast. At the same time, his use of the image 

contains distil1ctly Biblical overtones 1ihich recall St. ~~tthew's 

accou..nt of the Last Supper and Judas' betrayal (Hatt. 26: 20-25). 

Shakespeare thus employs this most unlikely figure to create a momentary 

impression of pathos, as he picture::; a saintly Timon cheerfully 

entertaining a horde of treacherous men, all eager to dip their meat 

in his blood. But this note of soleDnity is not sustai~ed, for Shake

speare once m01•e attempts to qualify the effect of Apelnantus' remarks 

by stressing the extreme nature of his nisanthropy. In an ill-assorted 

mixture of pro~;e and rhyming couplets the philosopher begins to moralize 

on the example of Timon and his guests, and to draw conclusions which 

the audience wj~l find hard to A.ccept: 

I wonder men dare trust th€J11.selves with men. 

Methinks they should invite them without knives: 

Good for their meat, and safer for their lives. 

There'H much example for't. The fellow that sits 

next h:i.m. now, parts bread with him, pled~Ses the 

breath of him in a divided draft, is the readiest rr~n 


to kil~. him. 'T has been proved. If I were a huge 

man, I should fear to drLnk at meals, 

Lest they should spy my windpipe's dangerous notes. 

Great nen should drink with harness on their throats. 


(I, ii, 41-50) 

A similar qual:.fication takes place when ApE'.mantus proceeds to eat 

his own meal. On the one hand, the simplicity of his fare accentuates 

the excessive quantities of food and drink conswned by Timon's other 
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guests. Yet. t:~ere is also a definitely ridiculous side to the spectacle 

of this unkempt fi~ure gnawing away at a root amid the splendours of 

Timon's banqueting-hall. (I, ii, 61-9) Shakespeare thus endeavours 

_to retain the balance between the attraction of Apemantus' perceptive

ness and the alienatin~ effect of his oisanthropy. The maintenance 

of this balance is doubly important at this point in the play since 

it helps to pr•epare the audience for the second of Timon's philanthropic 

statements. 

Timon's discourse on the sanctity of friendship reveals the 

extent to whic:1. his idealism has blinded him to the reality of his 

surroundings. Shakespeare makes this point abundantly clear by leading 

up to the declaration with a most blatant example of flattering 

affectation from the First Lord: 

Might we but have that happiness, my lord, that 
you wo·1ld once use our hearts, whereby we might 
express some part of our zeals~ we should think 
ourselYes for ever perfect. 

(I, ii, 79-82) 

Such Osric-lik·e blandishments hardly seem worthy of the emotion they 

prov·oke in Timon: 

0 no doubt, my good friends, but the gods them
selves have provided that I shall have much help 
from y1)U! how had you been m.v friends else? Why 
have you that charitable title from thousands, did 
not yo1J chiefly belong to my heart? I have told more 
of you to ~vself than you can with modesty speak in 
your 01'm behalf: and thus far I confirm you. 0 you 
gods, think I, ~~hat need we have any friends if we 
should ne'er have need of 'em? They were the most 
needless creatures living, should we ne'er have use 
for 'em: and would most resemble sweet. instruments 
hung u;;J in cases, that keeps their ~ounds to them
selves. ~fhy, I have often wished myself poorer, that 
I migh·c come nearer to you. We are born to do bene
fits; a.nd what better or properer can we call our own 
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than the riches of our friends? 0 what a precious 
comfo~~ 'tis to have so many like brothers commanding 
one another's fort1mes! 0 joy, e'en made away ere't 
can be born! Mine eyes c~ot hold out water, me
thinks.. To forget their faults I drink to you. 

(I, ii, 83-101) 

Like so many of his utterances in the first part of the play, this 

outburst of Tin1on's is heavy with irony. To Timon the "help" decreed 

by the gods is that idealized universal friendship to which he aspires, 

little knowing that he will ve~ soon have to rely on quite another 

sort. All his pronouncements on the usefulness of friends indicate 

that Timon looks upon the world from as extreme a viewpoint as that 

of his alter e.r;:;o, Apemantus, for whereas the philosopher can see no

thing good in men, T:irr.on can see nothing evil. It is therefore most 

important to ensure that Apem.antus' gibes at Timon do not detract so 

much from the latter's idealism that the pecUliar relationship between 

the two is upset in Apemantus' favour. Once again, Shakespeare 

attempts to maintain a balanced response by allowing Apemantus to 

acknowledge Timon's statement only briefly before he turns his 

attention to tt.e deflation of the guests' fulsome compliments: 

A pernant.us: Thou weep' st to make them drink, Timon. 
2 Lord: Joy had the like conception in our eyes 

And at that instant like a babe sprung up. 
Apemantus: Ho, ho! I laugh to think that babe a bastard. 

(I, ii, 102-5) 

Apem.antus' rolE! as commentator reaches its climax during a masque 

put on in Timon's honour by a troupe of ladies dressed as P~zons 

(I, ii, 114-50). This masque, with its stately music and dancing, 

adds a touch of formality to the banquet, and helps to set Timon 

apart in almost a kingly fashion, for he receiv-es the adoration of 
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the dancers L~ much the same way as Kin~ James accepted the homage 

of participant:;; in the contemp<.'rary court masque: 

The Lo:~ds rise from te.ble.l with much adori~ of T:ilnon, 
and to sho·.-r their loves, each sin~Yl e out an Amazon, 
and al\ dance, men vtith 'llowm, a lo.::'tv strain or 
two to the hautboys, and cease. 

(S.D., I, ii, 138) 

It is interest:Lng at this point to comp~re this feast scene with 

parallel scene::; from the Timon Play_, where such fonnality and decor

ousness is tot<uly lackin~. Whereas the anon~~ous playwright chose 

to emphasize T:imon' s reckless profligacy by involving him in scenes 

of disorderly l~evellin~ with a host of drunken friends, Shakespeare 

depicts a much more appealing character who likes to surround himself 

with beauty in all its forms. The masque is thus of a piece with the 

jewel, the painting and the poem, all of which come :L"lto being as a 

result of Timon's generosity. But like the other three, the masque 

too can be vi~red as a tool of flatterers, and it is again left to 

Apemantus to drive this point home to the audience: 

Hoy-da:~•! 
~ihat a ~~eep of vanity comes this way! 
They dance? They are madwomen. 
Like mc~dness is the glory of this life 
As thin pomp shows to a little oil and root. 
lie makH ourselves fools to disport ourselves 
And spend our flatteries to drink those men 
Upon whose age we void it up again 
l'lith poisonous spite and envy. 
Who lives that's not deprav'ed or dep-aves? 
Who dies that bears not one spurn to their graves 
Of their friends' gift? 
I should fear those that dance before me now 
Would one day stamp upon me. 'T has been done. 
Men shut their doors against a setting sun. 

(I, ii, 124-38) 

Here again Shakespeare creates an interesting visual contrast between 
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the shabby, carping figure of Apemantus and the graceful appearance 

of the masquers. This, coupled with his extreme misanthropy, helps 

to mitigate the effect of Apemantus' remarks on the audience's con

ception of Tim~n. As he has done several times before, Shakespeare 
.. / 

here endeavours to depict Timon's naivete and its probable consequences 

without making his prota~onist too contemptible. Since Apemantus' 

effectiveness olS a Comrr.entator is clearly limited by his misanthropic 

bias, it is ne•:essary at this point to bring in another character 

whose view of Timon is less censorious. This character is Flavius 

the Steward. 

Flavius makes his first appearance at the end of the masque, 

when, in anoth•3r burst of generosity, Timon orders him to bring a 

casket of jewels. Although outwardly obedient, he voices his concern 

over his maste;~' s extravagance in an aside: 

More jewels yet? 
There :Ls no crossin~ him in's h1..unor ~ 
Else I should tell hL~ well, i'faith I should: 
lfuen a1l's spent, he'd be crossed then, and he could. 
'Tis p:Lty bounty h2.d not eyes behind, 
That man might ne'er be wretched for his mind. 

(I, ii, 153-8) 

Soon afterwards Flavius tries to warn Timon of his perilous financial 

condition, but is thwarted by the latter's refusal to listen and his 

own apparent reluctance to create a disturbance in front of the guests. 

{I, ii, 170-74) Finally, when a procession of servants provokes 

Timon to new excesses of bounty with tributes from still more admiring 

friends, the steward despairingly reveals to the audience that Timon 

has nothing left to give: 

What will this come to? 



235 

He commands us to provide and give ~Sreat gifts, 

And all out of an empty coffer~ 


Nor will he kriOW his purse, or yield me this, 

To shoH him what a begJS.J.r h:i.s heart is, 

Being of no power to make his wishes good. 

His promises fly so beyond his state 

That what he speaks is all L'1 debt: he owes 

For every word. He is so kind that he now 

Pays interest for't: his land's put to their books. 

Well, 1>rould I were gently put out of office 

Before I were forced out! 

Happier is he that has no friend to feed 

Than such that do e'en enemies exceed. 

I bleed inwardly for my lord. 


(I, ii, 185-99) 

Coming as it dc,es from the servant in charge of Timon's estates, 

this speech carries far greater conviction than all the warnings 

of Apemantus. Noreover, Flavius immediately proves to be a much more 

appealing character than the surly philosopher. Once again, a com

parison with tte T~~n Play reveals the extent to which Shakespeare 

has used Flavit:.s to create sympathy for Timon. In that play the 

st~tard, Laches, is depicted as a forthright, rough-spoken man who 

chides Timon for his recklessness at every opportunity until he is 

driven from the house with blows and abuse. Consequently his sub

sequent loyalty to his master and his decision to follow Timon into 

the wilderness is totally uriffiotivated. Flavius, by contrast, exhibits 

from the first a deference towards his master that makes him unwilling 

to shame Timon before company. Hore :important, his asides reveal a 

genuine concern for Timon's well-beLng and an equally genuine sorrow 

at his undoinP.;. As a result, Flavius instantly wins the audience's 

~pathy in a way that is impossible for the misanthropic Apemantus. 

He is therefore able to confirm the truth of the philosopher's warnings 

without making Tii-non seem contemptible. Indeed, his words enhance the 
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character that has won Timon the love of this most admirable servant. 

After this revelation of Timon's poverty, the remainder of 

the scene takes place in an atmosphere of bitter irony, as Timon 

extravagantly persists in displaying his generosity, oblivious to 

his fast-approachin~ ruin. Shakespeare gives him one last philan

thropic declaration in the form of a farewell speech to the departing 

parasites: 

I take all and your several visitations 

So kind to heart 'tis not enou~h to give. 

Methinks I could deal kingdoms to my friends 

And ne, er be weary. 


(I, ii, 212-15) 

The speech takes on added significance as Timon's farewell to the 

last of his departing fortune. As the feast breaks up with courteous 

leave-taking (I, ii, 220-24), Shakespeare a~ain uses Apemantus to 

reduce the entire spectacle to absurdity: 

vfuat a coil's here! 
Servin.~: of becks and jutting-cut of bums! 
I doubt whether their legs be worth the sums 
That ar·e given for 'em. Friendship's full of dregs. 
Methinks false hearts should never have sound legs. 
Thus honest fools lay out their wealth on curtsies. 

(I, ii, 224-9) 

The philosopher then directs his abuse at Timon in a vain effort to 

warn him of his danger: 

Timon: Nol<t, Ape.'I!antus, if thou wert not sullen, 
I wculd be good to thee. 

Apemantus: No, I'll nothing; for if I should be 
bribed too, there would be none left to rail upon 
thee, and then thou wouldst s:Ln the faster. Thou 
giv'st so long, Timon, I fear me thou wilt give 
thyself away in paper shortly. i'fhat needs these 
feasts, pomps, and vainglories? 



Timon: Nay, an you begin to rail on society once, 
I am sworn not to give regard to you. Farewell, 
and come with better music. 

(I, ii, 2.30-39) 

Apemantus angr£Ly leaves the stage, resolvin~ to abandon Timon to his 

fate, and lamentin;:: the obduracy of men addicted to flattery: 

So. Thou wilt not hear me now~ thou shalt not 
then. I'll lock thy heaven from thee. 
0 that men's ears should be 
To counsel deaf b11t not to flattery! 

(I, ii, 240-4.3) 

Although this final exchange does reveal Timon's unwillin~ness to 

accept advice, Apema!ltus too receives his share of ridicule for the 

self-importance he displays in assuming that he alone holds the key 

to Timon's salvation. Here, as elsEfN"here, Shakespeare indicates that 

Apemantus' misa~"lthropy limits his usefulness as a balanced observer 

of characters and events. Like a Fool, whose role he sometimes usurps, 

he is noticed and baited, but hardly ever believed. 

I have dwelt at considerable length on the dialogue of the 

first act in an effo~to show how Shakespeare attempts a gradual 

revelation of Timon's lack of perception, desi~ed to maintain sympathy 

for the protago:"list without blinding the audience to his obvious 

faults. By using Apemantus as both the instigator and the object of 

ridicule, he seeks to keep the audience from passim~ judgement' on 

Timon's extrava~ance until it has been provided with abundant evidence 

of his nobility. Unlike the author of the Timon Play, who exhibits 

his protagonist's folly within a few lines, and then goes on to 

present several variations on the same idea, Shakespeare unfolds the 

details of Timo:1's situation little by little, so that, by the end of 



238 

the first act, he has prepared his audience to witness the inexorable 

forces that bri!'lg about his downfall. 

With the beginning of the second act, the pace of the action 

picks up notice~bly, as Timon's creditors begin to gather. Although 

Shakespeare does not identify the Senator of the opening episode, 

he may well have intended that the audience should recognize him as 

one of Timon's rsuests from the previous scene. This circumstance 

would add an edge of bitter irony to the Senator's self-righteous 

cond~~ation of Timon's extravagance, especially since his remarks 

directly parallel the tribute of the Second Lord at the end of I, i:4 

It cannot hold: it l'till not. 
If I wa~t gold, steal but a beggar's dog 
And give it Timon--~hy, the dog coins gold. 
If I would sell my horse and buy twenty moe 
Better than he--why, give my horse to Timon: 
Ask not~in~, give it him--it foals me straight, 
And able horses. No porter at his gate, 
But rat'her one that smiles and still invites 
All that pass by. It cannot hold: no reason 
Can sou!'ld his state in safety. 

(II, i, 4-13) 

The Senator's c·riticism of Timon evokes a complex response. On the 

one hand, his m·;rcenary outlook and calculating decision to call in 

his debts befor'~ Timon goes bankrupt, place him firmly in the company 

of Timon's rapa<::ious trencher-friends: 

My uses cry to me~ I must serve my turn 

Out of mine oHn • • . I love and honor him, 

But must not break my back to heal his finger. 


(II, i, 20-24) 

On the other hand, he is undeniably right in his estimate of Timon's 

financial state·--a fact which the reliable Flavius drives home only a 

few lines later: 



No care, no stop: so senseless of expense 
That he will neither know how to maintain it 
Nor cease his flow of riot~ takes no account 
How things go from him nor resumes no care 
Of what is to continue. Never mind 
Was to be so unwise to be so kind. 

(II, ii, 1-6) 

What Flavius hesitated to do in the first act is finally accomplished 

here, when Timon suffers the humiliation of being dunned by his 

creditors' servants while in the company of his guests (II, ii, 15-36). 

Once again Shakespeare endeavours to rouse the audience's sympathy 

for Tiw~n, this time by depictin~ his b&~ilderment at this sudden 

onslaught of the creditors' servants, and by indicating that the 

latter are not particularly enthusiastic about their assi~nment: 

Caphis: Good even, Varro. What, you come for money? 
Va,..ro: Is't not your b1Jsiness too? 
Caphis: It is~ and yours too, Isidore? 
Isidore's Servant: It is so. 
Caphis: \{auld we were all discharged! 
Varro's Servant: I fear it. 

(II, ii, 10-13) 

The situation now requires that there be a pause in the action while 

Flavius informs his master about the details of his debts. Since the 

audience already knows this information, it would serve no purpose 

to reiterate the details here. l1oreover, the Steward would be most 

unlikely to augment Timon's humiliation by publicly exposing his 

financial condition. Shakespeare therefore removes the pair from the 

stage for a brief period (II, ii, 245), and fills the interval with a 

most puzzling dialogue between the creditors' servants, Apemantus and 

a Fool (II, ii, 47-119). 

The sudden appearance of a Fool in this play has so mystified 

commentators and directors alike that it is normally dismissed as an 
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unfinished scen,a and cut from productions. Admittedly the scene 

contains a number of loose ends which indicate that Shakespeare mi1~ht 

have intended to use the Fool elsewhere but later changed his mind. 

At one point, for example, Apemantus reveals that he is bringitlg the 

Fool to visit Tilnon, and perhaps to become his servant: 

A~emantus: •••Fool, I will go with you to Lord Timon's. 

Fool: 1rlill you leave me there? 

Apema.n..tus: If Timon stay at horns. 


(II, ii, 86-9) 

Yet it is obvious from the beginning that the Fool is already employed, 

since his status as the servant of a bawd has been previously exploited 

in the dialo~ue with the servants. Furthermore, the Fool does not 

appear again, n~r is any mention made of his ever havin~ visited Timon. 

There is also the matter of the Page (II, ii, 72-85). This fellow 

servant of the Fool's carries letters to Timon and Alcibiades, yet 

there is never any explanation given of what these letters contain or 

why the proprietress of a brothel should be writing to Timon. Indeed, 

the Page's sole function in the play seems to be that of providing 

yet another target for Apemantus' insults: 

Pa~: • How dost thou, Apemantus? 
Apeme.ntus: Nould I had a rod in my mouth, that I 

might answer thee profitably. 
Page: Prithee, Apemantus, read me the superscription of 

these letters: I know not which is which. 
Apernant~~: Canst not read? 
Page: No. 
r-~ntus: There will little learning die then 

the day thou art hanged. This is to Lord Timon: 
this to Alcibiades. Go: tho'l wast born a bastard, 
and thou'lt die a bawd. 

(II, ii, 74-83) 

Yet the scene is not completely irrelevant, nor is it merely a piece 

of comic relief. For one thins, Shakespeare uses the Fool's position 



as the servant of a bawd to draw a tellin~? parallel between t.l:e habits 

of Timon's cre-Utors and U:ose of the brothel-keeper. Apernantus first 

makes this connectio:1 Hhen he derides the three servants as "poor ro~u~s 

and usurers' men: b3.w·ds between 15old and want" (II, ii, 59-60): an:i 

the Fool later enlarges upon it when he too discovers the nature of 

their employment: 

Fool: Are you three usurers' men? 

All Se:~ants: Ay, Fool. 

Fool: I think no usurer but has a fool to his ser


vant. Ey mistress is one, and I am her fool. 
When men come to borrow of your masters, they 
app::-oach sadly and go a'tlay merry: but they enter 
my mistress' house merrily and t;o away sadl~r. 

(II, ii, 94-100) 

This witUcism of the Fool's has a grimly ironic application to Timon, 

:for like a man who looks for love in a brothel, Tiinon il<:!.s sought fer 

the ideals of .friendship amonP' mercenary men. Shakesrea.re may 3.lso 

have intended -~o use the Fool to point out Apemantus' li.n:dted effective

ness as a social critic. At the beginning of the scene the t.hree 

usurers' men t?,::oeet the philosopher's entry with an.-sry ccrranents on his 

well-kno'ttm hab:it of scurrility, and then attempt U..T"Jsuccessf,Jlly to 

exclude hin1 from their conversation with the Fool: 

Caphis: Stay, stay~ here comes the fool •,.;ith Apemantus. 
Let's ha' some spor• with 'em. 


Varro's Servant: Han~ him, he'll abuse us. 

Isidor3~S Servant: A pla~ue upon him, do~! 

Varroi.s Servant_:_ Hovl dost, fool? 

Ape~3.nt~: Dost dialogue with thy shadow? 

Varro's Servant: I speak not to thee. 

Apeman;~.2:1.:?.:-1r0, 'tis to thyself. [to the F'oolJ 


Come away. 
(II, ii, 47-54) 

Later his ~ibes at the Page earn Apemantus the usual ca."'line epithet: 

Thou was whelped a d::>g and thou shalt fawish a dog's 
death. An~er not, I a.m gone. 

(TI, ii, 84-5) 
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Yet the Fool rails just as bitterly at the three men without provoking 

their anger. Indeed, Apem.antus himself pays tribute to his companion's 

misanthropic rejoinders by comparing them favourably with his own 

efforts: 

Varro'B Servant: ~fuat is a whore.master, fool? 
Fool: A fool in ~ood clothes, and something like 

thee. 'Tis a spirit~ sometime't appears like a 
lord, sometime like a law:rer, sometime like a 
philosopher, with two stones moe than's artificial 
one. He is very often like a kni~ht: and, generally, 
in all shapes that man ~oes up and down in, from 
fourscore to thirteen, this spirit walks in. 

Varro":3 Servant: Thou art not altof!ether a fool. 
Fool: Nor thou altogether a wise man. As much 

foolery as I have, so much wit thou lack'st. 
Apeman·::.us: That answer might have become Apemantus. 

(II, ii, 105-15) 

Although it is impossible to discover Shakespeare's intentions from 

the evidence o:~ this one scene, he may have considered including the 

Fool instead o.~ the philosopher in later scenes with Timon, much as he 

had used the same sort of character in K~n~ Lear. This might explain 

Apemantus' motives for bringinES the Fool to Timon. Having vainly 

attentpted to criticize Timon himself the philosopher now seeks to 

provide him wi·~h a companion whose gibes might gain some hearing. 

Unfortunately, the interlude ends as mysterio•J.sly as it begins, and 

the Fool disappea:r-s from the play without further comment. 

~Vith the departure of the Fool and Apemantus, the audience's 

attention turns back to the confrontation between Timon and his steward. 

Once again Shakespeare seeks to build up sympathy for Timon by 

depicting his anguished bev.J'ilderment, as, one by one, the props that 

supported his ~::>enevolence are knocked out from under him. Paradoxically, 

this scene presents a most effective depicticn of Timon's admirable 
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qualities even as it informs the audience of his mret glaring faults. 

Shakespeare manages to bring this ab~ut by emphasizing the obvious 

distress of Flavius, as the unhappy steward forces his master to face 

the truth of his poverty. When, for example, Timon attempts to blame 

the steward for his own negligence, (II, ii, 125-9) Flavius justifies 

himself by recounting instances of Timon's carelessness, but his 

accusations arE' made with sorrow rather than anger: 

0 my good lord, 
At many times I brought in my accounts, 
Laid them before you. You would throw them off 
And say you found them in mi."'le honesty. 
lfuen for some trifling present you hav·e bid me 
Return so much, I have shook my head and wept: 
Yea, 'f:ainst th 'authority of :ri.3.nners prayed you 
To hold your hand more close. I did endure 
Not seldom, nor no sli~ht checks, when I have 
Prompted you in the ebb of your estate 
And your great flow of debts. i'~Y lov.ed lord, 
Though you hear me now too late, yet now's a time: 
The greatness of your having lacks a half 
To pay your present debts. 

(II, ii, 129-42) 

While Timon da~~edly tries to comprehend the fact that all his land 

is now gone, Flavius offers a graphic account of the riotous waste 

that brought about their loss. Yet here again Shakespeare places the 

emphasis not upon Timon's prodigality but on Flavius' sorrow: 

When all our offices have been oppressed 
With r:.otous feeders, >'lhen our vaults have wept 
\<lith drunken spilth of wine, when every room 
Hath bJ.azed with li~hts and brayed with minstrelsy, 
I have retired me to a wasteful cock 
And set m.ine eyes at flow. 

(II, ii, 155-60) 

His sorrow quiekly turns to anf!,er at the remembrance of those who 

devoured Timon,, s wealth: 
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Heavens, have I said, the bounty of this lord! 

How many prodi~Sal bits have slaves and peasants 

This nl~Sht en~Slutted! h'ho is not Timon's? 

Hhat heart, head, S'ttord, force, means, but is Lord Timon's 

Great Timon; noble, worthy, royal Timon! 

Ah, when the means are ~one that buy this praise, 

The breath is J<:One whereof this praise is m::>de. 

Feast-won, fast-lost: one cloud of winter show'rs, 

These flies are couched. 


(II, ii, 161-9) 

Having thus allowed Flavius to dominate the conversation for much 

of the scene, ::,hakespeare no·..t shifts attention back to Timon, who 

reasserts the idealistic vision of friendship he had developed in 

the first act and optimistically resolves to put it to the test: 

Come, sermon me no further. 
No villainous bounty yet h:tth passed my heart: 
Unwisely, net i~nobly, hav8 I given. 
~tlhy, dost tho11 weep? Canst thou the conscience lack 
To think I shall lack friends? Secure thy heart~ 
If I would broach the vessels of my love, 
And try- the argument of hea~ts by borrowin~, 
Men and men's fortunes could I frankly use 
As I ca.n bid thee speak, • . . 
And in some sort these vtants of mine are crowned, 
That I account them blessinqs~ for by these 
Shall I tiJr friends. You shall perceive how you 
Mistake my fortunes: I am wealthy in my friends. 

(II, ii, 169-81) 

This confidence of Timon's might strike the audience as no more than 

hollow bravado, were it not for the effect i.t has on Flavius. Although 

sceptical, the steward keeps his doubts to himself, and hopes against 

hope that his master will prove to be right (II, ii, 177). Only when 

Timon orders him to ask the senators for a loan does Flavius add to 

his master's disillusionment in a bitter description of their response: 

They answer in a joint and corporate voice 
That now they are at fall, want treasure, ca~ot 
Do what they would, are sorry: you are honorable, 
But yet they could have ,.,.ished--they know not-
Something hath been amiss--a noble nat:.~re 



11ay catch a wrench--would all were well--'tis pity

And so), intending other serio'lS matters, 

After distasteful looks and these hard fractions, 

With certain half-caps and cold-movin13 nods 

They fJ~oze me into silence. 


(II, ii, 200-209) 

Timon's reaction to this news demonstrates the stren~th of his idealism 

and thus heightens the pathos of his subsequent disillusionment. 

11omentarily shaken, he immediately recovers his optimism and even 

seeks to comfol't Flavius: 

You gods, reward them! 
Prithee, man, look cheerily. Those old fellows 
Have their ingratitude in thP-m hereditary. 
Their blook is caked, 'tis cold, it seldom flows; 
'tis lack of ki<''lily vrarmth they are not kind; 
And nature, as it R:ro,.,s again tovmrd earth, 
Is fashioned for the journey, dull and heavy. 
Go to Ventidius. Prithee be not sad: 
Thou art true and honest~ im;eniou.sly I speak, 
No blame belon~s to thee. 

(II, ii, 209-18) 

Shakespeare closes the second act on a note of foreboding, as Timon 

leaves the sta,E;e with one last idealistic outburst: 

Ne'er speak or think 
That T:lmon' s fortunes 'mong his friends can sink. 

(II, ii, 226-7) 

Ironically these lines mark Timon's final appearance before his 

conversion to rrl.santhropy. 

When examining the events that lead up to Timon's first 

misanthropic outburst, it is again interesting to compare Shakespeare's 

version with that of the Timon Play. The anonymous dramatist postpones 

the disclosure of TL~on's downfall until near the end of the third act, 

and then presents it in the form of a sudden announcement delivered by 

a shipwrecked sailor in the middle of Timon's wedding banquet (III, v, 

66-75), Immediatel~r the false friends begin to desert, and throu~hout 



the fourth act they are seen to abuse Timon, who himself goes to test 

their constancy. As a result the playwright exposes his protagonist 

to a great deal of humiliation and ridicule. The audience is treated 

to the spectacle of a character who first raves at the injustice of 

the gods in a most ludicrous fashion (III, v, 138ff,), calls on the 

earth to swallcw h~n (IV, i, 40-62), and throws himself on the ground 

to suffer the gibes of his erstllhile drinking companions (IV, i; ii). 

Timon's fury breaks out at several points during the course of these 

scenes, so that his decision to revenge himself by means of the false 

banquet comes as no surprise.5 By contrast, Shakespeare keeps Timon 

offstage throu~hout the exposure of his friends' treachery, and 

mirrors his anguish in the reactions of several minor characters. 

This device allows Shakespeare to create a variety of incidents and 

responses, each of which contributes to the buildup of tension leading 

to the disclosure of Timon's conversion. In the first scene, for 

example, he confronts the glib hypocrisy of Lucullus with the righteous 

anger of Timon's servant, Flaminius. Their meeting starts out on a 

rather farcical note, as Lucullus' greedy anticipation of a gift froo 

Timon prompts him to mix unctuous flattery of Timon with what might 

be L~terpreted as an atte~pt to frisk the se1~nt: 

Lucullus: [aside] One of Lord Timon's men? A gift, 
I warrant . Hhy, this hits right, I dreamt c f a 
silver basin and ewer tonight--Flaminius, honest 
Flaminius, you are very respectively welcome, sir. 
. • • And how does that honorable, complete, free
hearted gentleman of Athens, thy very bo~~tiful 
good lord and master? 

Flaminius: His health is well, sir. 
Lu.ci:iiJ::;l.S: I am righ:. ,c;lad that his health is well, 

sir. And what hast thou there ur.der thy cloak, 
pretty Flaw~nius? 

(III, i, 5-14) 



1-lhen Flarninius reveals his errand, Lucullus reacts with a pious 

rectitude that greatly heightens the irony of his words: 

Alas, good lord! a noble gentleman 'tis, if he 
'\<TOuld not keep so good a house. l{any a time and 
often I ha' dined ,,.fith hirn a.11d told him on 't, and come 
again to supper to him of purpose to have him spend 
less: and yet he would embrace no counsel, take no 
warninf; by my coming. Every man has his fault, and 
honesty i~ his. I ha' told him on 't, b11t I could 
ne'er get him fromtt. 

(III, i, 21-7) 

Up to this point Flaminius has merely acted the part of the respect

ful subordinate. His raaction is thus all the more startling, when 

he responds to Lucullus' attempt at bribery (III, i, 32-41) with 

an outburst of rage: 

Let molten coin te thy damnation, 

T·hou disease of a friend, and not himself! 

Has friendship such a faint and milky heart 

It ·turns in less than ::.-ro ni€:hts? 0 you gods, 

I feel my master's passion. 'I'his slave tmto his honor 

Has my lord's meat in him. 

'~'hy should it thrive and turn to nutriment 

~~en he is turned to poison? 

0 rray diseases only work upcn't: 

And 11hen he's sick to death, let not that part of nature 

Hhich ny lord paid for be of any pmver 

To expel sickness, but prolong his hour! 


(III, i, 49-60) 

Flaminius' anger foreshado\<TS the subsequent fury of Timon, whose 

passion is reflected in the disease imagery used here by the servant. 

In the next encounter Shakespeare varies the pattern by transferring 

the function of corrmentator from the servant, Servilius, to three 

Strangers. These men have already informed Lucius, the second of the 

false friends, of Timon's poverty and Lucullus' treachery (III, ii, 3-14) 

by the time Servilius arrives, and Lucius has responded with self-

righteous cond~11ation, never believLTlg for a moment that he will have 



to live up to his promises: 

\'lhat a stran~Se case was t~nt! Now before the gods, 
I am ashamed on 't. Denied t~.J.t honorable man? There 
was very little honor showed in't. For my own part, 
I must needs confess, I have received some smell 
kindnesses from him, as money, plate,jffi~els, and 
such-like trifles--nothing comparing to his: yet had 
he mistook him and sent to me, I should ne'er have 
denied his occasion so many talents. 

(III, ii, 16-23) 

Shakespeare emphasizes the hollovmess of this pledge by following it 

immediately with the entrance of Servilius, who strives to relate 

his message in spite of constant interruptions from the greedy 

parasite: 

Servilius~ See, by good hap, yonder's my lord. ~have 
S'>'ieat to see bis ho:r.or--iiy honored lord! 

Lucius: Servilius? You are kincly met, sir. Fare 
thee well: corrmend me to thy honorable virtuous 
lord, my very exquisite friend. 

Servilius: Nay it please your honor, my lord hath 
sent-

Lucius: Hat \'/hat has he sent? I am much endeared 
to that lord! He's ever sendin~. How shall I 
thank him, think'st thou? And what has he sent now? 

(III, ii, 24-32) 

Once he is convinced that Servilius is not jokin~, Lucius changes 

his tune with grim predictability, and makes a mocke~ of his for.mer 

pose: 

What a wicked beast was I to disfurnish myself 
against such a good time, when I might ha' shown 
myself honorable! How unlackily it happ'ned that I 
should purchase the day beforce fer a little part and 
undo a great deal of honor! Servilius, now before 
the gods, I am not able to do~-the more beast, I say-
I was sending to use Lo~d Timon myself, these gentle
men can ~ritness: but I would not for the •~eal th of 
Athens I had done't now. Commend me bountifully to 
his gcod lordship: and I hope his honor will conceive 
the fairest of me, because I have no power to be kL~d. 
And tell him thi.s from me: I count it on~ of my 
greatest afflictions, say, that I cannot pleasure 
such an honorable gentleman. (III, ii, 43-55) 
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Although these lines speak for themselves, Shakespeare seeks to drive 

home the mat;nitude of Lucius' perfidy still more forcefully throuJ;Sh the 

commentary of the three Strangers (III, ii, 63-86). Unlike Flaminius, 

whose loyalty to Timon drives him to an~Ser, these neutral observers 

maintain a tone of measured indignation, in the face of Lucius' 

shameless lies. Using the food image that had dominated the feast 

scene, the First Stranger reveals the true eA~ent of Lucius' debt to 

Timon in a wholesale denunciation of flattery: 

Why, this is the world's soul, and just of the same piece 
Is every flatterer's spirit. :·rno can call him 
His friend that dips in the same dish? For in 
My knowing Timon has been this lord's father 
And kept his credit with his purse, 
Support,ed his estate. Nay, Timon's money 
Has paid his men their wages. He ne'er drinks 
But Timon's silver treads upon his lip: 
And yet--0, see the monstrousness of man 
When he looks out in an ungrateful shape!-
He does deny him, in respect of his, 
vlhich charitable men afford to beggars. 

(III, ii, 63-74) 

He then goes on to emphasize Timon's nobility in a speech that 

directly parallels Lucius' pledge of III, ii, 19-23: 

For mine ovm part, 
I never tasted Timon in my life, 
Nor carne any of his bounties over me 
To mark me for his friend~ yet I protest, 
For his right noble mind, illustrious virtue, 
And honorable carriage, 
Had his necessity made use of me, 
I would have put m'J wealth into donation 
And the best half should have returned to him, 
So much I love his heart. 

(III, ii, 75-84) 

For the third encounter, Shakespeare reverts to the pattern of con

fronting the false friend with a single servant. This time, however, 

it is the friend, Sempronius, who becomes angry in a barefaced attempt 
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to bluster his way out of his obligations. First, he petulantly 

wonders why Timon came to him before the other friends (III, iii, 1-5), 

and then shifts his position with arr~zing rapidity when he is informed 

of their refusal to help: 

Must I be his last refu;;e? His friends, like physicians, 

Thrice give him over. Lust I take th'cure upon me? 

Has muc.h disgraced me in 't; I'm anr:;ry at him, 

That might have known my place. I see no sense for't 

But hi~; occasion might have woo~;d me first: 

For, in my conscience, I was the first man 

That e'ter received gift from him: 

And doElS he think so bach1ardly of me now 

That I'll requite it last? No. 


(III, iii, 11-19) 

Unlike Flaminius, Timon's third servant reacts to Sempronius' treachery 

with Apemant~s-like cynicism: 

Excellent! Your lordship's a goodly villain. The 
devil knew not what he did when he m::tde man politic. 
He crossed himself by't: and I cannot think but in the 
end tho villainies of man will set him clear. 
How fairly this lord strives to appear foul! takes 
virtuous copies to be wicked, like those that under 
hot ardent zeal would set whole realms on fire. Of 
such a nature is his politic love. 

(III, iii, 27-34) 

He then reverts to verse in a speech that prepares the audience for 

the events of the following scene: 

This was my lord's best hope: now all are fled 

Save only the gods. Now his friends are dead. 

Doors that were ne'er acquainted with their wards 

Hany a bounteous year must be employed 

Now to guard sure their master. 

And this is all a liberal course allows: 

lfuo cannot keep his vrealth must keep his house. 


{III, iii, 35-41) 

By presenting the desertion of Timon's friends in this way, 

Shakespeare avoids the loss of dramatic tension evident in the fourth 

act of the T~on Play. lbe use of three different commentators instead 
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of Timon himself, not or~y enhances the dignity of the protagonist 

by indicatin..s that r..e does not run his own errands~ but also builds 

up suspense by causin~ th~ audience to wonder what effect all this 

is having on Tjmon. Furthermore, Shakespeare seeks to avoid monotony 

by creatin~ in the evasions of Lucullus, Lucius and Sempronius, 

three distinct variations on the theme of human ingratitude. The 

scenes convey the impression that Athens has become a city where the 

finer qualities of loyalty and generosity !•eside only in servants and 

foreigners. It is amid this atmosphere that Shakespeare finally 

presents the reaction of Tirr~n. 

The fourth scene opens >'lith the realization of the Third 

Servant's fears, as the creditors' :;;ervants again gather before Timon's 

house. Before revealing Timon's distraction to the audience, Shake

speare once more seeks to emphasize the magnitude of his friends' 

treachery, this time by putting the condemnation into the mouths of 

the very men who are besieging Timon on behalf of those friends: 

Titus: I'll show you how t'observe a stran~e event. 
Your lord sends no1v for money. 

Hortensius: Host true, he does. 
Tit:'US:---xrict he >'lears jei'lels now of Timon's gift, 

For which I wait for money. 

Hortensius: It is a~ainst my heart. 

Lucius t Serv.:1nt: Hark how stranp;e it shows: 


Timon in this should pay more than he owes, 

And e'en as if your lord should wear rich jewels 

And send for money for 'em. 


Hortensius: I am weary of this charge, the gods can witness: 
I knm<T my lord hath spent of Timon's wealth, 
And now ingratitude makes it worse than stealth. 

(III, iv, 18-28) 

Their regret is brief, however, and the defense of Timon soon reverts 

to the Sta'la~d, who confronts the creditors' 8er\~nts with an angry 
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dentmciation: 

If money were as certain as your waiting, 
'Twere sure enou~h. 

1.fuy then preferred you not your sums and bills 
~!hen your false masters ate of my lord's meat? 
Then they co11ld smile, and fawn upon his debts, 
And take do.,.m th'int'rest into their glutt'nous maws. 
You do yourselves but wron~ to stir me up: 
Let me pass quietly. 
Believ't, my lord and I h2.ve r...ade an end: 
I have no more to reckon, he to spend. 

(III, iv, 47-56) 

All this time the audience has been aware that Timon remains within 

the house besieged by this flock of insistent creditors, and haunted 

by the knowled1se that the 11en he thonet:tt "t 3.S friends have turned on 

him in ingratitude. Shakespeare constantly r~~-nds the audience of 

this fact both in the comments of the credit~rs' servants and in the 

actions of Timon's own retainers, whc, like Flavius (III, ii, L.l-2) 

go to great lenr,ths to evade the creditors' insistent demands. 

Timon's predicament is forcefully brought home in the vindictive 

reaction of Varro's two servants to Flavius' an~er: 

1 Varro's Han: How? 'vThat does his cashiered worship mutter? 
2 Varro's !Ian: No matter what: he's poor, and that's 

revenge enough. :lho can speak broader than he 
that has no house to put his head in? Such may 
rail against great buildings. 

(III, iv, 60-65) 

After all this preparation, the disclosure of Timon's convers~on takes 

place quickly. First, Shakespeare brings on Servilius to warn the 

creditors' servants of Timon's distraction: 

If I might beseech you, gentlemen, to repair some 
other hour, I shoul1 derive m11ch from 1t.. For take't 
of ~y soul, my lord leans wondrously to discontent. 
His comfortable temper has forsook him: he's much 
out of health and keeps his chamber. 

(III, iv, 67-71) 



Then, after a few remarks from the sceptical creditors, T:imon 

suddenly bursts onto the scene: 

What, are my doors opposed a~ainst my passa~e? 
Have I been ever free, and must my house 
Be my retentive enem:r, m;r jail? 
The place which I have feasted, does it now 
Like all mankind, shew me an iron heart? 

(III, iv, 78-g2) 

The impact of 'I':imon' s ra~e is hei£Shtcned by the i1nplicit contrast 

between this scene and his last app€arance in II, ii, and by the fact 

that its revelation comes as the climax of a carefully-planned buildup 

of dramatic tension, designed to focus as much attention as possible 

on the pathos of Timon's disillusionment. Shakespeare now seeks to 

augment this pathos in a bitterly farcical dialogue between the enraged 

Timon and his bewildered creditors, who persist in dunning h:im in 

spite of his obvious transformation. As each of the servants presses 

forward with his bill, Timon speaks of himself in terms of the 

sacrificial imagery first used by Apemantus during the feast scene 

(I, ii, 37-40): 

1'imon: Knock me down with 'em; cleave me to the 
girdle! 


Lucius_!_ Servant: Alas, my lord-

Timon: Cut mv heart in sums! 

--- <Titus: Hine, fifty talents. 

Timon: Tell out my blood! 

Lucius' Servant: Five thousand crowns, my lord. 

Timon: Five thousand drops pays that. IVhat yours? 


and yours? 
1 Varro' s Nan: 1-ly lord-
2 Varro' s l·:a.n: I•:y lord-
!imon: Tear me, take me, and the gods fall upon you! 

(III, iv, 89-98) 

Timon then leaves as ab~~ptly as he had come, only to enter a moment 

later to anno,xnce preparations for what later turns out to be the 

false banquet. Once more it is instructive to compare Shakespeare's 



handling of this episode with the co-rrespondin~ lines from the 'l'i!:lcn 

Play. The anonymous playw-right has Timon specifically proclaim his 

intention of reven~in~S himself at the proposed feast: 

TiiT~n: 0 thou, revenge, come wholy to my hands! 
I wj~l reven;se. 

Laches: That takes not ~riefe away. 
~iffiOn: But it will lessen griefe: somethL~g Ile doe~ 

Ile not consume this day in idlenesse. 
Invite these rascalls. 

Laches: ~·Jhat shall they doe here? 
Ti!!!Qn: I have prepared them a worthy feaste: 

Goe, call tha~ therefore~ tell them there remaines 
Of soe much wealth as yet some overplus. 

(Timon: IV, iv, 142-51) 

Shakespeare, on the other hand, leaves Timon's intentions mostly to 

the audience's imagination. He also augments the speaking part of the 

Steward in another effort to win sympathy for TL~on in his disillusion

ment: 

Timon: They have e'en put my breath from me, the 
slaves! Creditors? Devils! 

Stewar:i: NY dear lord-
Timon: ~fuat if it should be so? 
Ste',rar::l.: gy lord-
Timon: I'll have it so. My steward! 
§j:,ewar;!: Here, my lord. 
Timon: So fitly? Go, bid all my friends again, 

Lucius, Lucullus, and Sempronius--all. 
I'll once more feast the rascals. 

Steward: 0 my lord, 
You only speak from your distracted soul: 
There is not so much left to furnish out 
A moderate table. 

Timon: Be it not in thy care. Go, 
I charge thee, invite them all: let in the tide 
Of knaves once more: my cook and I'll provide. 

(III, iv, 102-16) 

Having thus raised the audience's expectations, ShRkespeare now brin?,s 

the primary action to a momentA-ry halt whi~e he develops what is 

undoubtedly the most puzzling element of the entire play--the Alcibiades 

sub-plot. 
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Up to this point, the audienct) has seen relatively little of 

Alcibiades. In his initial appearance, as one of Timon's many guests 

(I, i, 245-54), there is nothing to distinguish Alcibiades from the 

host of flatterers. Indeed, he even provokes the ridicule of Ape

mantus with his courteous salute (I, i, 245-9), and greets Timon with 

the food imaf;e used else'tThere to denote the voracious greed of Timon's 

false friends: 

Sir, you have saved my longin~, and I feed 
Most h1mp,erly on your sight. 

(I, i, 250-51) 

During the feast scene, however, Shakespeare uses the same image to 

differentiate between Alcibiades and the flatterers: 

Timon: Captain Alcibiades, your heart's in the field now. 
Alc_tp}~t~-~: E:v heart is ever at your service, my lord. 
Timcn: You had rather be at a breakfast of enemies than 

a dinner of friends. 
Alcibiades: So they were bleeding new, my lord, 

there's no meat like 'em: I could wish my best 
friend at such a feast. 

(I, ii, 71-7) 

This dialogue is reminiscent of Prince Hal's ironic description of 

Hotspur (I Hen~ II, iv, 97-104), and may well suggest a comparable 

soldierly naivete. The suggestion is further reinforced by the fact 

that Apemantus seems to approve of the sentiment: 

Would all these flatterers were thine enemies then, 
that then thou mightst kill 'em--and bid me to 'em! 

(I, ii, 77-8) 

At the end of the scene Alcibiades is included among the recipients 

of Timon's faredell distribution of gifts (I, ii, 215-19~ and in the 

second act he appears briefly as a silent witness to the first onslaught 

of Timon's creditors (II, ii, 15-36). These appearances do little to 
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prepare the audience for Alcibiades' emergence in Act III as a major 

character. l{oreover, Shakespeare's portrayal of Alcibiades departs 

significantly from the account of his primary source, Plutarch's Life 

of Alcibi§:des. Plutarch describes the character as a man of great 

beauty and promise, l-Those outstandin!Z talents both as general and 

politician were of~set by his arrogance and ostentatiously dissolute 

life-style. This extract from North's translation of Plutarch clearly 

sets out the duality of Alcibiades' character as it appeared to six

teenth-century Englishmen: 

Yet with all these goodly deedes and faire words of 
Alcibi_9.de..§., and 1.,rith this great courage and quicknesse 
of Q~derstandinF, he had m~ny great fa~lts and im
perfections. For he was too daintie L~ his fare, 
wanton.ly ghren unto li~ht women, rioto,.ts in bankets, 
vaine and wow~nish in aprarell .••• The noblemen, 
and best ci.tizens of ATP..l:';NS perceivinrs this, they 
hated his fashions and conditions, and •..rere much 
offended at hir:l, and >.,rere afeard '..rithall of his rash
nesse and insolencie: he did so contea~e the lawes and 
customes of their countrie, bein_c; manifest tokens of 
a man that aspired to be KL~g, and would subvert and 
turne all over hand. And as for the good will of the 
common people tovrards hir:l, the poet ~ristophanes doth 
plainely expresse it irt these words: 

For to say truely: his curtesies, his liberal
ities, and noble eA~ences to shew the people so great 
pleasure and pastime as nothins co,lld be more: the 
glorious memorie of his auncesters, the ~race of his 
eloquence, the beautie of his person, the strength 
and valiantnesse of his body, joyned together 1-.rith his 
wisedome and experience in martiall affaires: were 
the very co.uses that made them to beare with him in 
all things, and that the ATHENIANS did paciently en
dure all his light parts, and did cover his fat:J.ts, 
with the best wordes and termes they could, ~allir.s 

them youthfull, and gentelmens sports.6 

Shakespeare, however, ignores this duality and presents Alcibiades as 
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a plaln-spoken soldier whose loyalty and appreciation of valor 

prompts him to appeal to the Senate on behalf of his friend. Plut?..rch's 

account also attaches some blame to Alcibiades for his banishment 

by indicating that his own insolence did as much to rouse tht=> 

suspicion of t'he Athenians as the false accusations of his enemies.7 

Shakespeare passes over this consideration, and invents the <>tor;,:- of 

the soldier accused of manslau~hter in order to place the bJ.a.me 

entirely with the Senators. From the first, their self-rir;hteous 

insistence on the law's ri~or is contrasted unfavourabl~.r >>lith the 

eloquence of Alcibiades' plea for mercy: 

1 Senat.or: I:y lord, you have m:r voice to't~ the fault's 
Bloody: 'tis neces.sary he should die. 
Nothing emboldens sin as much as mercy. 

Alcibi::Ldes: I am 3.n humble suitor to your virtues: 
-~For -p-it.y is the virtue of the law, 

And none but tyrants use it cruelly. 
It pleases tirae and fortune to lie heavy 
Upon a friend of mine, who in hot blood 
Hath stepped into the la'tT, ifhich is past depth 
To those that without heed do plunge intoVt. 
He is a man, setting this fault aside, 
Of comely virtues; 
Nor did he soil the fact with co,.,..ardice 
(An honor in him "tlhich buys out his fault) 
But with a noble f'J.r;r and fair spirit, 
Seeing his reputation touched to death, 
He did oprose his foe: 
And with such sober and unnoted passion 
He did behave his an~er, ere 'twas spent, 
As if he had but proved an argument. 

(III, v, l-23) 

iVhen Alcibiades contL~ues to urge his case, the Senators compound 

their guilt cy adding the sin of ingratitude to that of mercilessness: 

Alci2ia~1es: I cannot think but your a~e has forgot me: 
It could not else be I should prove so base, 
To sue and be denied such common grace. 
Ny wounds ache at you. 

1 Senator: Do you dare our anger? 

http:Senat.or
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'Tis in few words but spacious in effect: 
\ve banish thee for ever. 

(III, v. 92-7) 

Although Shakespeare does not specifically identify him as such, it 

would make good dramatic sense to consider this First Senator as the 

same man who expressed his concern over Timon's debts in II, i. This 

touch would certainly lend added significance to Alcibiades' closing 

soliloquy: 

Now the gods keep you old enough that you ~~Y live 
Only in bone, that none may look on you! 
I'm worse than mad: I have kept back their foes 
\Vhile they have told their money and let out 
Their coin upon large interest, I myself 
Rich only i."l 1-"1 rge hurts. All those for this? 
Is this the balsam that the usurjng senate 
Pours into captains' wounds? Banisr.rnent! 

(III, v. 103-10) 

It would also provide a thematic link with Timon's predicament, and 

might help to explain why Shakespeare chose to introduce a sub-plot 

at this point i."l the play. Having just depicted the mercenary greed 

of Timon's erstwhile friends, Shakespeare appears to have been intent 

on dernonstratin:s th"lt the sin of usury has bec.::>rne universal in Athens, 

subverting all considerations of mercy and gratitude for past service. 

Timon and Alcibiades are thus linked in that they suffer un,justly for 

their generosity at the hands of petty, self-righteous men. 1-.i:ore 

important, Shakespeare sets up an implicit contrast between the two 

men in their reaction to this ingratitude. Alcibiades quickly resolves 

to avenge his wrongs by taking arms against the city: 

It comes not ill~ I hate not to be banished~ 


It is a cause worthy my spleen and fury, 

That I rr~y strike at Athens. I'll cheer up 

Hy discontented troops and lay for hearts. 

'Tis honor totith most lands to be at odds~ 
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Soldiers should brook as little wrongs as gods. 
(III, v, 111-16) 

His quick decision contrasts sharpl:r Hith the more deliberate resolve 

of Timon, whose purpose in inviting his friends is as yet unclear to 

the audience. By placin~ the Alcibiades scene between the first 

revelation of Timon's transformed character and the climactic display 

of this transformation at the false banquet, Shakespeare deliberately 

invites comparison between Alcibiades' determination to take destructive 

action a~ainst those who wrcn~ed him, and TL~on's sweeping rejection 

of the whole of mankind. He will return to this comparison in the 

next act, when the two men confront one another in the wilderness. 

Another comparison with the Timon Play reveals the way in which 

Shakespeare attempts to exploit the full ironic potential of the false 

banquet. In the anonymous play, for example, the flatterers arrive at 

the banquet fw_ly aware of the change in Timon's nature. Indeed, the 

dramatist extracts a certain amount of comedy from the timorous behaviour 

of three of thE~ characters who.m T:imon had previously beaten (Tim.on: IV, 

v, 13-18). Eoreover, Timon's poverty is an acknowledged fact among the 

guests, since they were all present when the Sailor announced the 

wreck of his fortu.11.es in III, v. By contrast, Shakespeare emphasizes 

the perplexity of Timon's guests at the apparent revival of his pros

perity, and th13ir concern lest their refusal to help Timon should lose 

them any further benefits of his generosity: 

1 Friend: The good time of day to you, sir. 
2 Frie~d: I also wish it to you. I thiruc this 

honorable lord did but try us this other day. 
1 Friend: Upon that were my thoughts tirin~ vrhen we 

encount'red. I hope it is not so low with hirr. 
as he mr~de it seem in the trial of his several friends. 

http:fortu.11.es


2 Friend: It should not be, by the persuasion of 
his new feastin~. 

1 Friend: I should think so. He hath sent me an 
earnest inviting, which r..any my near occasions did 
urge me to put off: but he hath conjured me beyond 
them, and I must needs appear. 

2 Friend: In like rnanner was I in debt to my impor
tunate business, but he would not hear my excuse. 
I an sorry, when he sent to borrow of me, th~t my 
provision was out. 

1 Frier!_~: I am sick of that grief too, as I under
stand how all thinr;ss f!O. 

2 Friend: Ever7 man here's so ••.• 
(III, vi, 1-19) 

This emphasis on the friends' perplexity follows logically out of 

Shakespeare's handling of the scenes involving their trial. By usin~ 

the servants instead of Timon himself in the first part of Act III, 

Shakespeare makes it dranatically belie·.rable that the friends should 

nm-r c0nsjder the rumour of his povert:r to be a false alarm. 8 This 

consideration heightens the irony of their shamelessly hypocritical 

efforts to set things right with Timon: 

1 Frie:1d: I hope it remains not unkindly with your 
lordship that I returned you an empty messenger. 

Tirr~~: 0 sir, let it not trouble you. 
2 Friend: ~{y noble lord-
Timon~Ah, my good friend, what cheer? 
2 Friend: :·1y most honorable lord, I am e'en sick of 

shame that >-rhen your lordship this other day sent 
to me I was so unfort~~ate a beggar. 

Timon~ Think not on't, sir. 
2 Frfend: If you had sent t>-w hours before-
Timon: Let it not cumber your better remembrance. 
-- (III, vi, 35-45) 

Shakespeare also draws an obvious parallel between this scene and 

the feast of I, ii, in that Timon is once again surrounded by the same 

host of flattering parasites. Even Timon's initial compliments appear 

at first glance to partake of his fonuer graciousness: 
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Gentlemen, our dinner vrill not racompense this lon£S 
stay. Feast your ears with the music awhile, if thev 
will fa.re so harshly o' th' trumpets' sound; we shall 
to't presently. 

(III, vi, 31-4) 

Yet the effect on the audience is totally different, for in the light 

of what has preceded this scene, every one of Timon's remarks is 

heavy with irony. Another difference between the two feasts lies in 

the absence of Apemantus. :•Jhile this chan~e arises consistently out 

of the philosopher's determination to abandon Timon to his fate 

(I, ii, ~.0-41), there are also sound drrunatic reasons for excludin~ 

him from this particular scene. He is, first of all, unnecessary, 

since Timon's di sillusionrnent needs no elaboration. Eore important, 

his cynical remarks would direct the audience's attention towards 

himself at a time when the dramatic situation demands its total 

concentration on Timon. In short, the presence of Apemantus at this 

mock banquet would detract frc:m the gradual buildup of tension that 

leads inexorably towards the revelation of Timon's misanthropy. 

This buildup of tension reaches its peak in the ironic grace 

pronounced by Tioon over the covered dishes of lukewarm water. Here 

again I would suggest that Shakespeare intended to remind the audience 

of a similar gesture by Apemantus during the first banquet (I, ii, 60

69), and perhaps even to indicate that Timon has now taken on the 

philosopher's disposition. Timon's grace, however, reveals a mounting 

fury at the perfidy of ~n, which makes Apemantus' doggerel look feeble: 

You great benefactors, sprinkle our society with 
thankf1Jlness. For your own gifts make yourselves 
praised: but reserve still to give, lest your deities 
be despised. Lend to each man enough, that one need 
net lend to another; for were your godheads to borrow 
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of men, men would forsake the gods. Hake the meat be 
beloved more than the man that gives it. Let no 
assembly of twenty be without a score of villains. 
If there sit hrelve '-"omen at the table, let a dozen 
of then be-- as they are. The rest of your foes, 0 
gods--the Eenators of Athens tosether with the comwon 
lag of people--what is amissin tha~, you gods, make 
suitab:Le for destruction. For these my present 
friends, as they are to me nothin~, so in nothing 
bless them, and to nothing are they w~lcome. Uncover, 
dogs, and lap! 

(III, vi, 69-8.3) 

Shakespeare's use of warm water as the main ingredient of the mock 

banquet constitutes an improvement over the stones painted to resemble 

artichokes of the Tir..on Play9, in that it symbolizes more aptly the 

tepid quality of the parasites' friendship which has driven Timon to 

the repudiation of all mankind. Having roused himself to a furious 

pi.tch durinf1, the grace, Timon now indulges in the first of his mis

anthropic curses, as he violently assaults his astou.Tlded guests: 

Live loathed and long, 
Host snilinr<:, smooth detested parasites, 
Courteous destroyers, affable ,,.rolves, meek bears, 
You fools of fortune, trencher-friends, time's flies, 
Cap-and-knee slaves, vapors, and minute-jacks! 
Of man and beast the infinite rr~lady 
Crust you quite o'er! ~·That, dost thou p;o? 
Soft, take thy physic first~ thou too, and thou! 
Stay, I will lend thee money, borrow none. 

{III, vi, 90-98) 

After this climactic display of Timon's fury Shakespeare relieves 

the tension with the grL~y comic spectacle of the disconcerted 

parasites searching anxiously ~ong the remnants of the feast for 

their lost belongings: 

3 Friend: Push! Did you see my cap? 

4 F_rJ__~d: I ha.ve lost m,y gown. 

1 Friend: He's but a mad lord and nau~ht but humors 


m~ays him. He ~ave me a jewel th'other day, and 
now he has beat it out of my hat. Did you see my 
jewel? 
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J. Friend: Did you see ~y cap? 

£_.friend: Here 'tis. 

!t Frier·rl: Here lies ~Y gown. 

1 Frier-:9= Let's IT~ke no stay. 

£_ Frierl_S!: Lord Timon's mad. 

.:L_Frier~q: I feel't upon my bones. 

!±_Friend: One day he gives us diamonds, next day stones. 


(III, vi, 105-15) 

Besides offerin.fS a moment of comic relief between two intense mani

festations of Timon's misanthropy, this episode once again dra1natizes 

the small-minded greed of Timon's erstwhile friends, each of whom 

is more concerned about the threatened loss of his possessions than 

by his host's ap:farent derange."ll.ent. It provides an ironic afterpiece 

to a scene which for the audience had reached its climax with Timon's 

proclamation of misanthropy: 

Burn house! Sink Athens! Henceforth hated be 
Of Timon man and all hurr~nity! 

(III, vi, 101-2) 

The mock-banquet sce;.'le marks a turning-point in Shakespeare's 

development of Timon as a tragic protagonist. Up to this point he 

has sought to focus the audience's attention on the nobility of Timon's 

character by contrasting his generosity and idealism vdth the petti

ness and greed of his fellows. To emphasize this contrast, Shakespeare 

has used a number of minor characters, each of whom helps build up 

s,ympathy for the wronged protagonist. Timon himself rerr~ins in the 

back-gro,md for much of the time, while these lesser figures inform 

the audience of his situation either through direct comrr.ent or indirectly 

by means of the action. Indeed, Timon seems to be more of a passive 

object of events than an active participant. This pattern changes 

dramaticall;;;r at the end of the third act with Timon's convarsion to 
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misanthropy. From this point on he is almost continuously present 

onstage, as nearly all the remaining action consists of his encounters 

with various former associates. More important, Timon becomes the 

centre of attention, while the lesser characters function primarily as 

objects of his misanthropy. Finally, Shakespeare appears to turn 

away from his efforts to build up sympathy for Timon and to concentrate 

instead on undermining his misanthropic outlook. Th"-lse changes appear 

to take place because of the demands of Shakespeare's source material. 

Aside from the Timon Play, whose status is questionable, there is no 

known source for Shakespeare's treatment of Timon's prosperity. 

Consequently, ~)hakespeare was free to handle the first three acts 

much as he pleased. This freedom did not extend to the treatment of 

Timon's misanthropy, for Shakespeare novr had to deal with a story whose 

outcome and interpretation were well documented L~ numerous sixteenth

century works an-i thus familiar to a significant proportion of his 

audience. Since this interpretation does not easily lend itself to 

the creation o: sym~athy for Timon, Shakespeare appears to have counted 

on using the li1pressions created in the first three acts to counteract 

the less favourable picture of the misa~thrope which dominates the 

remainder of the play. 

Shakespeare begins his depiction of Timon's misanthropy with 

two short episodes of his own invention, both of which help to link 

the Athenian scenes of the first three acts with the events that take 

place before Timon's cave. The first of these episodes presents Timon 

outside the walls of Athens, where he once again curses the city for 

its ingratitt1de and further enlarges on his determination to forsake 



the society of men (IV, i). The ima~ery of this scene vividly 

illustrates the way in which Timon's conversion to misanthropy has 

affected his mind. Vlhereas he formerly envisioned a world where men 

shared their fortunes in universal brotherhood (I, ii, 95-9), Timon 

now evokes a picture of chaos that would undoubtedly have appalled an 

audience whose concept of world order is reflected in Ulysses' often-

quoted "de~ree" speech (Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 85-124): 

~~trons, turn incontinent! 
Obedience fail in children! Slaves and fools, 
Pluck the grave wrinkle1 senate from the bench 
~nd minister in their steads! To general filths 
Cc.,~~vert o 'th 'instant, green virginity! 
Dot1. in your parents' eyes! Bankrupts, hold fast: 
Rathe!' than render back, out with your knives 
And cut your trusters' throats! Bound servants, steal; 
Large-ha~ded robbers your qrave masters are 
And pill bv law. Eaid, to thy master's bed: 
Thy mistress is o'th'brothel. Son of sixteen, 
Pluck the lined crutch from thy old limpin:s sire; 
l'lith 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, obser·.rances, customs and laws, 
Decline to your confounding contraries, 
And let confusion live! 

(IV, i, 3-21) 

Following as it does so closely upon the heels of his disillusionment, 

this speech is meant to underline the pathos of Timon's situation by 

showing how terribly his experiences have warped this once-noble figure. 

Further evidence of 'I'imon's degener<ttion immediately follows, when he 

curses the city in language filled with the images of venereal disease: 

Plagues incident to men, 
Your potent and infectious fevers heap 
On Athens, ripe for stroke! Thou cold sciatica, 
Cripple our senators, that their lirnbs may halt 
As lamely as their manners! Lust and libe:r·ty 
Creep in the minds and marrows of our youth, 
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That 'gainst the stream or virtue they may strive 

And drown themselves in riot! Itches, blains, 

Sow all th'Athenian boso~s, and their crop 

Be general leprosy! Breath inf:=ct, breath, 

!hat their society, as their friendship, may 

Be merely poison! 


(IV, i, 21-32) 

So far Timon has directed his abuse only at the citizens of Athens. 

He now anno1mces his intention to take to the woods (IV, i, 35-6), and, 

after a last burst of invective against the city, he prays that the 

gods transform his specific hatred of Athenians into a hatred for all 

men: 

The gods confound--hear me, you ~ood ~ods all-

Th'Athenians both within and out that wall~ 


And grant, as Timon grows, his hate may grow 

To the whole race of IT3r~ind, high and low! 


(IV, i, 37-40) 

Hardly have his ~rds died away than Shakespeare confronts the audience 

with several objects of his curse in the persons of Flavius and some 

of Timon's former servants (IV, ii). Their conversation evokes a 

curious do~ble-ed~ed response to T~~on's recent soliloquy. On the 

one hand they· again stress the fact that their master has been unjustly 

wronged, primarily because of his nobility: 

~ Servant: Such a house broke! 

So noble a master fall'n: all gone, and not 

One friend to take his fortune by the arm 

And go alon~ with him? 


2 Servant: As we do turn our backs 
From our companion thrown into his ~rave, 
So his familiars to his buried fortunes 
Slink all away; leave their false Vo'\vS with him, 
Like empty purses picked; and his poor self, 
A dedicated beg~ar to the air, 
With his disease of all-shunned poverty, 
i·/alks like contempt alone. 

(IV, ii, 5-15) 

Their tribute to Timon's gcoQ~ess receives further sup?ort from the 



Steward Flavius, whose judgement the audien~e has by this time come to 

trust: 

Poor honest lord, brouQ;ht low by his oW11. heart, 

Undone by gcod.YJ.ess! StranfSe, unusual blood, 

When a man's worst sin is he dces too much good! 

~fuo then dares to be half so kini again? 

For· bounty, that makes gods, does still mar men. 

My dearest lord, blest to be most accurst, 

Rich only to be wretched, thy ~reat fortunes 

Are rr~de thy chief afflictions. Alas, kind lord, 

He's flung in rage from this ingrateftll seat 

Of monstrous friends, nor has he with him to 

Supply his life or that which can corrnnand it. 


(IV, ii, 37-47) 

Yet even as it reasserts the pathos of Timon's do>·tnfall, this dialog11e 

between the servants neatly undermines his misanthropic vision of 

society by demonstrating that the bonds of loyalty and friendship have 

flourished in the very city that Timon has so vehemently cursed. Hhile 

Timon calls for the destruction of "domestic awe, night-rest and 

neighborhood" (IV, i, 17), his servants swear a heartfelt pledge of 

mutual loyalty in his name: 

~__2E_i: Yet do our hearts wear Timon's livery: 
This see I by our faces. :·le are fellows still, 
Serving alike in sorrow. Leaked is our bark: 
And we, poor mates, stand on the dying deck, 
Hearing the surges threat. '!le must all p:1rt 
Into this sea of air. 

St~~ard: Good fellows all, 
---rh~-latest of my wealth I'll share &~ongst you. 

Whenever we shall meet for Timon's sake 
Let's yet be fellows: l~t's shake our heads and say, 
As 'brere a knell unto our mastert s fortunes, 
tWe have seen better days.' 

(IV, ii, 17-27) 

Needless to say~ their pledge makes a mockery of Timon's assertion that 

only "wolves" inhabit Athens. Similarly, the Steward's gesture of 

sharing his rewainin~ wealth among his fellows, and his subsequent 



decision to follow Timon into exile (IV, ii, 4~-50) both counteract 

the effectiveness of Timon's curses and prepare the audience for the 

confrontation between master and servant which fo~s the climax of 

the next scene. In this way Sh~kespeare offe~s, as it were, a pro

lo~ue to his portrayal of Timon's life in the wilderness, in that 

these two short episodes present the a11dience with a fo~te of the 

misanthrope's future behavioc~ and an insi~ht into the way in which 

this behavio11r will be questioned. )'fuile Timon still retains the 

sympathy of the audience, Shakespeare has sought to ensure that all 

future misanthropic outbursts will be greeted with a certain amount of 

scepticism. 

The third scene opens >orith a soliloquy which marks the ful

filment of Timon's prayer to the gods at the end of IV, i. TNhereas 

he had formerly called for the destruction of the Athenians, he now 

reviles the whole of humanity, includin~ himself: 

~'lho dares, who dares 
In purity of manhood stand upri~ht 
And say 'This man's a flatterer'? If one be, 
So are they all: for every grise of fortune 
Is smoothed by that below. The learned pate 
Ducks to the golden Feel. All's obliquy: 10 
There's nothing level in our cursed natures 
But direct villainy. Therefore be abhorred 
All feasts, societies and thron~s of men. 
His semblable, yea himself, Tirr,on disdains. 
Destruction fan~ mankind! 

(IV, iii, 13-23) 

Timon's appearance in this scene hei~htens the bitterness of his 

outbursts, for, like Lear, he has stripped himself of all his finery 

(IV, i, 32-4), and now presents himself to the audience as an unkempt, 

virtually naked figure armed only with a spade (IV, iii, 204), and 
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P;rovellin~ h1l..'17rih- ::.r• the earth for root.s. His total rejection of 

hu!r.anity is i;:-onica.lly crowr:.ed t:r the discovery of ~cld (IiJ, ii.i, 25-6). 

Signi£'icaCJtly, Shakespeare has ::.:1tr::)duced this episode before brin~Sin~S 

Timon into contact with his foruer associates. By doin~ so he provides 

an element of irony to Tim~n 's conYersat:Lons with Alcibiades and Ape

mantus, neither of '~her:. is a>·tare of the misanthrope's new-fou:1d ';Tealth. 

For the moment, however, the discover)- merely provides Timon vlith the 

opportunity of revealin~ the depth of his misanthropy by scorni~1g t!"le 

temptation to repair his fortunes: 

No, gods, I am no idle votarist: 

Roots, you clear heavens! Thus much of this will make 

Black white, foul fair, V'.'!tm~ ri;:;ht., 

Base noble, old youm;, co,'lard ·raliant. 


This yellow slave 

vlill knit and break reli;:sions, bless th ?accursed, 
Make the hoar leprosy adored, place thieves 
And give them title, knee, and approbation 
Vlith senators on the bench. This is it 
That makes the wappened widow wed again; 
She whom the spit~l-house and ulcerous sores 
~vould cast the ;;orge at, this enbalms and spices 
To th'April day a~ain. Come, damned earth, 
Thou ccmr.10n whore of mankind, that puts odds 
Among the rout of nations, I will make thee 
Do thy right nature. 

(rv, iii, 27-45) 

Having thus acquainted the audience with the full extent of Timon's 

hatred, Shakespeare now begins to confront him once more with the 

society of men. 

Shakespeare's treatment of the meeting beb;een Timon and 

Alcibiades differs in every way from that of his source. In the Life 

of ~lcj.biades, Plutarch declares that the meeting took place in Athens 

at a time when Alcibiades was at the height of his popularity, and 
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recounts the incident as an ironic prophecy of his future conduct: 

And on a daye as he came from the counsell and 
assembly of the citie, where he had made an excellent 
oration, to the ~reat ~ood likLn~ and acceptation of 
all the hearers, and by meanes thereof had obtained 
the thing he desired, and was accompanied with a 
great traine that followed hiffi to his honour: Tjmon, 
surnamed l·~isanthr~ (as who w::>uld say, Louu-.c;arou, 
or the manhater) meeting Alcibiades thus accompanied, did not 
passe by him, nor gave hi.'Il way ---ras he was wont to do 
to all other men) but went strai_g;ht to him., and tooke 
him by the hande, and said: 0 thou doest well my 
sonne, I can thee thanke, that thou goest on, and 
climest up stil: for if ever thou be Ln authoritie, 
woe be unto those that follow thee, for they are 
utterly undoe1e. 'dhen they heard these words, 
those that stood b~r fell a lau~hing: other reviled 
Timon, other agains rr,arked well his words, and 
thought of them ~any a time after, such sundrie 
opinions they had of him for the unconstancie of his 
life, and WaJii·rardnesse of his nature and conditions. 11 

Elsewhere Plutarch states that Timon constantly showed affection for 

Alcibiades because he knew that this "bolde and insolent youth . 

shall do great mischi0fe U."lto the P.thenia!1s11 .12 By contrast Shake

speare treats the episode as a means of linking the subplot, begun in 

III, v, with the prL~4ry events of the Timon story. The two exiles 

confront one another in the wilderness, to which each has fled from the 

treachery of the Athenians. Both have a just complaint against the 

inhabitants of their native city. But while Timon has abandoned hi~mself 

to misanthropic cursing~ Alcibiades has taken active steps to remedy 

his situation by marching upon Athens. Shakespeare thus prompts the 

audience to comp~re the two ch2racters, and then proceeds to quali~ 

this comparison throughout the ensuing dialogue. InitiallY,Alcibiades 

might seem to be the more dangerous of the two, as he marches in, 

accompanied by his soldiers and whores. Yet it soon becomes apparent 

that Timon is the one· who harbours the more destructive vision. Having 
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learned th~t Alcibiades intends to destroy Athens (IV, iii, 102-3), 

Timon seeks to bribe him into carryin~ out his purpose, and conjures 

up a lurid picture of wholesale slaughter: 

Put up thy gold. Go on. Here's ~old. Go on. 
Be as a planetary pla~ue when Jove 
Will o'er s0me hi~h-viced city han~ his ~oison 
In the sick air. Let not thy S'·rord skip one. 
Pit;>r not honored ape for his 'tThite beard: 
He is an usurer. Strike me the counterfeit w.atron: 
It is her habit only that is honest, 
Herself's a bawd. Let not the virgin's cheek 
Hake soft thy trenchant S'..rord: for those milk paps 
That through the window-bars bore at men's eyes 
Are not within the leaf of pity writ, 
But set them d~Nn horrible traitors. Spare not the babe 
\vhose dimpled smiles fl·om fools exhaust their mercy: 
Think it a bastard 1-.rhom the oracle 
Hath doubtfully pronounced thy throat shall cut, 
And mince it sans re~orse. Swear against objects: 
Put armor on thL~e ears and on thine eyes, 
~fuose proof nor yells of mothers, maids, nor babes, 
Nor si~ht of priests in holy vestments bleedin~, 
Shall pierce a jot. There's ~old to pay thy soldiers: 
}lake larcse confusion: and, thy fury spent, 
Confounded be thyself! 

(IV, iii, 108-29) 

Timon's bloodthirstiness appears to give even the soldier Alcibiades 

pause, and though he opportunistically accepts the misanthrope's 

gold, he refuses to carry out the ter.ms of the bribe (IV, iii, 130-31). 

Horeover, although Alcibiades' "brace of harlots" reveal hirn to be no 

saint, his sexual appetite pales into i"lsignificance before Timon's 

horrifying vision of destructive sexuality--a vision that rivals the 

most virulent curses of Thersites: 

Consumption sow 
In hollow bones of man; strike their sharp shins, 
And mar men's spurring. Crack the lawyer's voice, 
That he may never more false title plead 
Nor sound his quillets shrilly. Hoar the flamen, 
That scolds against the quality of flesh 
And not believes himself. Down with the nose-
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Down with it flat: take the brici~e quite a•nay-

Of him that, his particular to forsee, 

Smells from the general weal. liakf; curled-p3.te 


ruffians bald, 
And let the unscarred brag~arts of the war 
Derive some paL~ from you. Plague all, 
That your activity may defeat and quell 
The source of all erection. 

(IV, iii, 151-64) 

Timon directs this exhortation at Alcibi3.des' two concubines, Phrynia 

and Timandra,l3 in an effort to bribe them as he had bribed Alcibiades 

(IV, iii, 134ff.). Shakespeare uses the two whores to stress once 

again the mercenarrJ basis of human flattery, as their curses turn 

quickly to blandishments at the sight of T~on's gold. Finally, the 

entire dialo~ue between Timon and Alcibiades emphasizes the latter's 

nobility by contrasting his compassion for Timon with the misanthrope's 

surly responses: 

Alcibiades: Noble Timon, 

:•That friendship may I do thee? 


Timon: None, but to 

Naintain my opinion. 

Alcibiades: 'dhat is it, Timon? 
Timon: Promise me friendship, but perform none. If 

thou wilt not promise, the ~ods plague thee, for 
thou art a man! If thou dost perform, confound 
thee, for thou art a man! 

Alcibiades: I h3.Ve he3.rd in some sort of thy miseries. 
Tirnnn~--rhou saw'st them when I had prosperity. 
Alcibiades: I see them nm'f: then was a blessed time. 
Timon: As thine is now, held with a brace of harlots. 

(IV, iii, 70-80) 

Such exchanges as these paradoxically su~gest that .for all his warlike 

preparations Alcibiades, in his specifically-directed anger, holds less 

danger for humanity than Timon. Shakespeare will develop this idea 

further in the concluding scenes. 

In his conversation with Alcibiades Timon reveals a snarling 

wit that calls up memories of Apen~ntus' gibes in the first act. This 
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is partic~arly true of his exch~n~es with Fhrynia, &~d his ironic 

summary of his downfall: 

Timon: .••This fell whore of thine 
Hath in her more destruction than thy sword 
For all her cherubin look. 

Phryni~: Thy lips rot off! 

Timon: I will not kiss thee: then the rot returns 


To thine ovm lips ap;ain. 
Alcibhdes: How came the noble Timon to this change? 
Timon: As the moon does, by wanting li~ht to ~ive. 
~t then renew I could not, like- the moon~ 

There were no suns to borrow of. 
(IV, iii, 62-70) 

Horeover, Timon now be,c;ins to use the sa.'ne beast imaQ:es that had 

characterized Apemantus' vituperation before and during the feast: 

Alcibi3.des: ~·lhat art thou there? 
Speak. 

Timon: A beast, as thou art. The canker gnaw thy heart 
For showin~ me a~ain the 8yes of man. 

Alcibiades: ~-n1at is thy name? Is -rnan so hateful to thee 
That art thyself a man? 

Timon: I am ~··Iisanthropos an:i hate mankind. 

For thy part, I do wish thou wert a dog. 

That I might love thee something. 


(IV, iii, 43-56) 

It is therefore appropriate that Apemantus should be the next to 

confront Timon. The philosopher's entry interrupts yet another of 

Timon's destructive invocations, directed this time at the very earth 

that feeds him: 

Ensear thy fertile and ccnceptinus womb; 

Let it no more brin~ out ingrateful man! 

Grovt great >vith tigers, dra<sons, wolves, and bears: 

Teem '"lith new monsters whom thy upward face 

Hath to the mnrbled m2nsion all above 

Never presented!--0, a root! Dear thanks!-

Dry up thy rrurrows, vines, and plou~h-torn leas, 

~fuereof ingrateful man t-rith liquorish drafts 

And morsels unctuous ~reases his pure mind, 

That ·rrom it all consideration slips-

[ Enter A pemant us ] 

More man? Plague, plague! 
 (IV, iii, 137-97) 
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There are several differences between this encounter and the meeting 

with Alcibiades. First ~nd most obvious, Timon and Apemantus are 

alone onstage, whereas the confrontation with Alcibiades took place 

under the gaze of the two whores and probably several of Alcibiades' 

soldiers. But far more significant is the contrast in tone built up 

by the differing relationships between Timon and his two companions. While 

Alcibiades had pitied the misanthrope's plight, and even restrained 

Timandra from returning his curses (IV, iii, 89-90), Apemantus glee

fully mocks Timon with the memory of his former wealth: 

\fuat. think ' st 
That the bleak air, thy boisterous chamberlain, 
Will put thy shirt on >Hrm? ~Hll these messed trees, 
That have outlived the ea~le, pa2e thy heels 
And skip when thou point' st out? :1i1l the cold brookf 
Candied with ice, caudle thy mornins taste 
To cure thy o'er-nis;ht's surfeit? Call the creatures 
lfuose naked nat'J.res live in all the suite 

'\Of wreakful heaven, whose bare unhoused trunks, 

To the conflicting elements exposed, 

Answer mere nature: bid them flatter thee. 


(IV, iii, 221-31) 

Moreover, he appears delighted that his predictions of Timon's downfall 

have come true: 

Thy flatterers yet wear silk, drink wine, lie soft, 
Hug their diseased perfumes, and haTre forgot 
That ever Timon was. Shame not these woods 
By puttin~ on the cunning of a carper 
Be thou a flatterer now and seek to thrive 
By that which hastundone thee..•. 

'Tis most just 

That thou turn rascal~ hadst thou wealth again, 

Rascals should have't. 


(IV, iii, 206-lS) 

Fer his part, Timon responds to Apemantus' gibes with appropriate ferocity: 

Timon: Were all the wealth I haV"e shut up in thee, 
I'd giV'e thee leave to hang it. Get thee gone. 
That the whole life of Athens were in thiB! 
Thus would· I eat it. [GnaNs §!:.root.] 
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Apemantus: Here! I will mend thy feast. 
[Offers hi!g food] 

Tiro~n: First mend my company; take away thyself. 
Apemantus: So I shall mend mine own, by th 'ln.ck of thine. 
Timon: 'Tis not well mended so~ it is but botched. 
- If not, I would it were. 
Apemantus: i,\fhat wouldst thou have to Athens? 
Timon: Thee thither in a whirlwind. 

(IV, iii, 279-88) 

Exchanges such as this reveal the extent of Timon's degradation, in 

that they show him seeklllg to out-curse the man whose scurrility he 

had formerl:;.r chided. Hare important, Shakespeare uses this conflict 

between the two misanthropes to demonstrate the futility of their 

hatred. First, he pits them against each other in an argument over 

which of the two is more justifiably misanthropic. Apemantus charges 

Timon with hYfoCrisy, and asserts that Timon has assumed the guise of 

a man-hater out of necessity: 

If thou didst put this sour cold habit on 
To castigate thy pride, 'tvrere well~ but thou 
Dost it enforcedly. Thou'dst courtier be again 
vlert thou not beggar. 

(IV, iii, 239-42) 

Here, of course, Ape.-rnantus is wrong, since Timon has just rejected the 

ch~~ce to remedy his losses. Timon responds to the charge by flinP,ing 

it back at Ap~T~ntus, and asserting that the philosopher's curses arise 

from envy of what he can never enjoy: 

Thou art a slave whom Fort~ne's tender arm 
:1ith favor never clasped, but bred a dog. 
Hadst thou, like us from our first S'•lath, proceeded 
The sweet degrees that this brief world affords 
To such as may the passive dru~s of it 
Freely ccmnand, thou wouldst have plunP,ed thyself 
In P,eneral riot, melted down thy youth 
In different beds of lust, and never learned 
The icy pre~epts of respect, but followed 
The sug'red grune before thee. 



·.r:-.y shouldst thou hate ru:m? 
They n·:··-·-:- flattered thee. ';Th:..t hast thou given? 
If t:r..o·.: ::lt curse, th~r f-'l.'t~1er, t:1at poor rag, 
Hust b( :." subject, v-rho in spit.e put stuff 
To so:r.f:• ·"-ber:r:3.r and compounded thee 
Poor rc ~eredi.t'lry. Hence: be g;one! 
If tho'; . ::st not been born the worst of men, 
Thou ha·.:: ~ been a knave and flatterer. 

(IV, iii, 250-76) 

In the course of this in1ictment T~~n attempts to justify his own 

misanthropic outlook by reco~!ting the anguish of his fall from pros

perity, and by contrastin~ his paL~ful transition from wealth to 

wretchedness with Apemantus' long acquaintance with poverty: 

But myself, 
l'lho had the i·mrld as my confectiono.ry, 
The mouths, the tong•..tes, the e:res, end hearts of men 
At duty, more than I co'lld frame eiT.ployment: 
That numberless upon me stuck, as leaves 
Do on the oak, have, with one ;.;interts brush, 
Fell from their bou~hs and left me open, bare 
For every storm that bloHs--I to bear this, 
That never k..'1e';l but better, is some burden. 
Thy nature did commence in sufferance: time 
Hath made thee hard in't. 

(IV, iii, 259-69) 

In accusing Apemantus of envy, Timon ascribes to him the quality most 

commonly thou~ht to be the ca~se of mis~!thropy.l4 Yet Timon's 

cond~'1ation is not wholly convincing. For one thing, Shakespeare does 

not provide any other evidence to support Timon's allegations against 

the philosopher, and in view of his previous behaviour, Timon is hardly 

a reliable '-ritness. Hore ~1lportant, despite its moving quality, Timon's 

self-justification betra3rs some hints of that pride of which Apemantus 

had acc~1sed him, as the philosopher is quick to point out (IV, iii, 276). 

The pair exchan~e more telling a.::cusations a few li.~es later, vthen, 

after a short abusive dialogue, Apemantus L'1dicts Timon for his 
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immoderate behaviour and taunts him wit~ ineffectualness: 

The middle of hwnani ty thou never kne11est, ':mt the 
extrenity of both ends. ~men thou wast in thy gilt 
and thy perfume, they mocked thee for too much curio
sity: in th;v rar:s thou knm·r' st none, but art despised 
for the contrary. 

(rr' iii, 299-303) 

This accusation proves to be far more apt than the last one, for it 

neatly S'JIIliilarizes Timon's behaviour to this point in the play. Timon 

responds by cleverly trapping Apemantus into advocating a philosophy 

that is out of touch with reality, and then by exposin~ the fallacy 

of his attitude: 

'fimon_: • . .~·Jhat wouldst thou do 1-rith the world, 
Apemantus, if it l2.y in thy power? 

Apemantus: Give it the beasts, to be rid of the 
men. 

!_~oD:: Houldst thou have thysel.:' fall i.n the confusion 
of men, and remain a beast with the beasts? 

~eTIL.!1.ntu~: Ay, Timon. 
Time~: A beastly ambition, which the ~0ds ~r~nt thee 

t'attain to! If thou wert the lion, the fox would 
beguile thee: if thou wert the lamb, the fox would 
eat thee: if thou wert the fox, the. lion would suspect 
thee when peradventure thou wert accused by the 
ass: if thou wert the ass, t:1y dullness would to:r.nent 
thee, and still thou livedst but as a breakfast to 
the wolf. If thou wert the wolf thy greediness 
would afflict thee, and oft thou shouldst hazard 
thy life for th;r dinner. ~'lert thou the unicorn, 
pride and >vrath '~Tould conf:mnd thee and make thine 
own self the conquest of thy fury: vrert tho•.1 a bear, 
thou wouldst be killed by the horse: 'ITert thou a 
horse, tho~ wouldst be seized by the leopard: 
wert thou a leopard, thou wert germane to the 
lion, and the spots of thy kindred 1vere jurors 
on thy life~ all thy safety were remotion and thy 
defense absence. ~ihat beast couldst thou be that 
were not subject to a beast? And what a beast art 
thou alread~r, that seest not thy loss in trans
formation! 

(IV, iii, 319-43) 

This long catalogue of animals has proved to be a puzzle for subsequent 
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adapters and producers of Shakespeare, many of whom delete it entirely 

or cut it to its barest essentials. Admittedly, the speech does not 

significantly contribute to the plot's development, and would undoubtedly 

prove to be a nightmare to any actor who had to memorize it. ~1oreover, 

its philosophy is inconsistent with Timon's own utterances both before 

(IV, iii, 50-56) and afterwards (IV, iii, 388-9). Nevertheless, the 

"beast speech" effectively explodes Apemantus' unrealistic conception 

that the soeiety of beasts differs in any way from that of men. Ape

mantus further d~~s himself in the audience's eyes by foolishly missing 

the whole point of Timon's discourse: 

If thou couldst please me with speaking to me, 

thou miRhtst have hit upon it here. The common

wealth of Athens is become a forest of beasts. 


(IV, iii, 344-6) 

Havin~ pointed out the flaws in the attitude of both misanthropes, 

Shakespeare now illustrates the futility of their hatred by climaxing 

the encounter y-rith a violent exchange of abuse: 

~emant~: Thou art the cap of all the fools alive. 

Timon: 1.Tould thou wert clean enough to spit upon! 

Apemantus: A plague on thee! TI1ou art too bad to curse. 

Tinlcln:--x11 villains that do s~and, by thee, are pure. 

Apew~ntus: There is no leprosy but what thou speak'st. 

Timon: If I name thee, 

---I'll beat thee, but I should infect my hands. 

Apemantus: I i-rould thy tongue could rot them off! 

Timon: Away, thou issue of a mangy do;;! 


Choler does kill me that thou art alive; 
I swoon to see thee. 


Ape.w.ntus: \'lould thou wouldst burst! 

TiJnon: Away, 

- Thou tedio11s rogue! I am sorry I shall lose 


A stone by thee. 
[Throws @:. stone at himJ 


Apemantus: Beast! 

Timon: Slave! 

Fpe.11ant~: Toad! 

Timon: Rogue, rogue, rogue! 


(IV, iii, 355-71) 
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By the time Apemantus depArts with the promise to plague Tlincn 

with company by informin~ others about his ~old (IV, iii, 389-91), 

Shakespeare has managed to turn a great part of the audience's sympathy 

away from Timon. The argmaents of both misanthropes combine to form 

an effective denunciation of Timon's vision of mankind, while his 

behaviour to..,.rards Apemantus reveals that he now outdoes the philosopher 

in scurrility. In fact, were it not for the power of some of his 

utterances, and Shakespeare's numerous hints that his bitterness 

proceeds from his great suffering, Timon might well appear utterly 

ridiculous. As it is, Shakespeare treads a fine line between pathos 

and ridicule throughout this encounter, so that it depends very much on 

the actors to prevent the scene's more laughable elements from dis

tracting the audience. 

Timon's encounter with the three Banditti (IV, iii, 395-453) 

graphically illustrates the effect of his misanthropy on characters 

who have had no prev~ous contact with him. It appears to parallel 

the dialogue of the three Strangers (:II, ii) where independent witnesses 

paid tribute to Ti."!lon' s generosity, and I would suggest that the parts 

of the Strangers and Banditti rr~y well have been doubled. Having 

sought out the misanthrope with the sole intent of getting hold of 

his treasure (IV, iii, 395-403), these hardened thieves are unexpectedly 

confronted with a man whose commendation of thievery far surpasses 

their own. As he exhorts them to join robbery with murder, Timon 

justifies the crimes in a speech that recalls his catalogue of 

animals in its depiction of nature's wholesale rapacity: 



I '11 ex3Il'.ple you with thievery: 
The stn's a thief, and with hi.s oreat attraction 
Robs the v1.st sea: t~e ;noon's an arrant thief, 
An-i her pale fire she .sn-'.'.tches from the sun: 
The sea's a thief "v'lhcsc liquid surge resolves 
The moon into salt tears; the earth's a thief, 
That feeds and breeds by a composture stol'n 
From gen'ral excrement. Each thing's a thief. 
The laws, your curb and whip, in their rou_!Sh power 
Has unchecked theft. Love not yourselves: away, 
Rob one another. There's more gold. Cut throats. 
All that yon meet are thieves. To Athens go; 
Break open shops; nothing can you steal 
But thieves do lose it. Steal less for this I give you, 
And gold confound you howsoe'er. 

(IV, iii, 431-45) 

The reaction of the Banditti vividly reflects_the impact of Timon's 

destructive misanthropy on men who, despite their criminality, retain 

a rrnormal" vi&..r of human relations: 

3 Bandit: Has almost charmed me from my profession 
by persuadin~ me to it. 

1 Bandit: tTis in the malice of mankind that he thus 
advises us, not to have us thrive in our mystery. 

2 Bandit: I'll believe hL~ as an enemy, and give 
over my trade. 

1 Bandit: Let us first see peace in Athens: there is 
----no time so miserable but a man may be true. 

(IV, iii, 446-53) 

Throughout this scene, Shakespeare has brought Timon into 

contact with characters who had little or nothing to do with the ev2e1ts 

leading to his do~~fall. In an effort to plumb the depths of Timon's 

misanthropy, he confronts Timon first with a man whose friendship has 

been genuine, then with another misanthrope whose behaviour Timon has 

adopted with a vengeance, and finally >-rith three total strangars, 

whose own cynical disregard for humanity isshaken by Timon's destructive 

attitude. In each case, however, the-reactions of these men are 

qualified by considerations that undermine their reliability as witnesses. 

Alcibiades' friendly overtures are balanced b:5r his opportunistic 
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behaviour iil acceptit~!S Timon's gold, ani by the blatant foSreed of his 

two whores. Apemantus seeks out Timon only to gloat over his dis

comfiture, and, as I have indicated, his criticism of Timon combines 

with Timon's responses to form an effective indictment of them both. 

The status of the three Banditti needs no elaboration. Now, however, 

Shakespeare confrents the misanthrope with a character whose previous 

words and actions have earned him the audience's unqualified trust, and 

whose motives for seekin~ Timon are free of any self-interest. This 

character is, of course, the Steward, Flavius. 

In examinin~ Shakespeare's handlin~ of this encounter it is 

again helpful to compare his version with a similar episode from the 

Timon Plav. The anonymous pla~flright brings master and steward together 

before confronting Timon with any of his former associates (Timon, V, 

ii). As a result of this encounter, the steward is himself converted 

to misanthropy (Timon, V, ii, 34-44), and later joins with Timon to 

drive off the parasites.15 Shakespeare confronts Timon with Flavius 

only after he has revealed the extent of TL~on's misanthropy in several 

encounters with other men. Eoreover, there is a world of difference 

between the compassionate Flavius and Laches, his blunt, aggressive 

counterpart from the Timon Plav. Flavius sets the tone for the 

encounter with an err~tional speech deploring the terrible change that 

has come over his beloved master and proclaiming his own loyal intentions: 

0 you gods! 
Is yon despised and ruinous man my lord? 
Full of decay and failing? 0 monumen~ 
And wonder of ~ood deeds evilly bestm.,ed! 
What an alteration of' honor has deap'rate "trant made! 
What viler thin~ upon the earth than friends, 
Who can bring noblest minds to basest ends! 
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How rarely does it meet with this time's fSUise 

~Vhen man was wished to love his enemi8s! 

Grant I may ever love, and rather woo 

Those that would misch:.:.ef me tr:a;-J those that do! 

Has caught me in his eye: I will present· 

Hy honest grief unto him, and as my lord 

Still serve him ''lith my life. 


(IV, iii, 454-67) 

This speech appears to be another attempt on Shakespeare's part to 

bring out the pathetic side of Timon's transformation by stressing its 

effect on a character whose word the audience trusts. However, Timon 

soon undercuts whatever pity Flavius' tribute mi~ht have evoked by 

brusquely rejectin~ the steward's assertion of past service: 

Timcn: Away! ·~mat art thou? 

St~ward: Have you forQot me, sir? 

Timon: 'dhy dost ask that? I have for~ot all men; 

- Then if thou ~rant'st thou'rt a man, I have forgot thee. 

Steward: An honest poor servant of yours.

T:i1Ilo!l:·- Then I knm.; thee not. 


I never had honest man about me; ay, e.ll 
I kept were knaves to serve in meat to villains. 

(IV, iii, 468-74) 

As the audience well knows, this accusation of Timon's is patently 

untrue, for Shakespeare has in several places emphasized the loyalty 

and compassion of Timon's entire household. Indeed, Tirr~n's speech 

seems to be especially designed to call up memories of his servants' 

sad leave-taking in IV, ii. ~then Flavius insists upon his honesty and 

reinforces his oath with tears (IV, iii, 465-7) and generous offers 

of further service (IV, iii, 483-5), the incred1uous Timon is forced 

to alter his opinion. His concession is, however, a most grudginR one: 

Had I a stewe.rd 

So true, so just, and now so comfortable? 

It almost turns my danserous nature mild. 

Let me behold thy face. Surely this man 

l-Ias born of "'Toman. 

Forgive my general and exceptless rashness, 
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You perpetual-sober !=!ods! I dv procla.im 
One honest ~~n--mist~ke me not, but one~ 
No more, I pray-and he's a stew:1rd. 
How fain would I h-'l.ve h3.ted all mankind, 
And thou redeem'st thyself. But all save thee 

I fell with curses. 
(IV, iii, 4~6-97) 

By praying to the gods that he find no other exceptions to his mis

anthropic outlook and by seeking to di~inish the significance of this 

exception by e..uphasizim~ Flavius' humble social status, Timon exhibits 

the degree to which his misanthropy has me de him unwilling or unable 

to come to terms with this obvious contradiction. He further seeks 

to deny its validity by questioning the steward's motives: 

Hethinks thou art more honest now tha.'1. wise~ 
For by oppressing and betrayi:1;; n:e 
Thou r.dghtst have sooner ~ot another service: 
For many so arrive at second masters, 
Upon their first lord's neck. i3ut tell me true-
For I must ever doubt, thou~h ne'er so sure-
Is not thy kindness subtle-covetous, 
A usuring kindness, and as rich men deal ~ifts, 
Expecting in return blenty for one? 

(D!, iii, 498-506) 

Flavius' reply constitutes another of Shakespeare's atte..upts to evoke 

pity for Timon, as the Steward rzcalls past glories and seeks to 

ascribe his master's disbelief to his painful experiences: 

No, my raost worthy master, in whose breast 
Doubt and suspect, alas, are placed too late. 
You should have feared false times when you did feast. 
Suspect still comes where an estate is least. 
That which I sho'.<T, he1.ven knows, is merely love, 
Duty, and zeal to your urillatch$d mind, 
Care of your food and living: and believe it, 
My most honorable lord, 
For any benefit that points to me, 
Either in hope or present, I'd exchange 
For this one Hish, that you had pcwer and wealth 
To requite me b.v making rich yourself. 

(IV, iii, 507-18) 
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But Timon a~ain undermines this attempt to excuse his bitterness. 

....Forced to admit to the genuineness of Flavius' unselfish act, vne 

misanthrope now seeks to corrupt his generosity by urging the steward 

towards a disregard for humanity: 

Thou singly honest man, 
Here, take. The gods out of my misery 
Have sent thee treasure. i}o, lhre rich and happy, 
But thus conditioned~ thou shalt build from men, 
Hate all, curse all, show ch~rity to none, 
But let the farr.ish ed flesh slide from the bone 
Ere thou relieve the be~gar. Give to dogs 
~'/hat thou deniest to men.. Let prisons swallow 'em, 
Debts wither 'em to nothing~ be men like blasted woodsj 
And may diseases lie~ up their false bloods! 
And so farewell, and thrive. 

(IV, iii, 519-29) 

1ihen Flavius pleads only to stay and comfort him (IV, iii, 529-30), the 

misanthrope churlishly orders him out of his sight: 

If thou hat'st curses, 
Stay not~ fly, while thou art blest and free: 
Ne'er see thou rr~n, and let me ne'er see thee. 

(IV, iii, 530-32) 

It is difficult to see how, after witnessing this scene, the 

audience can retaL~ much SJ1mpathy for Timon. Nor is it any easier to 

ima.p.;ine N'hat more Shakf.:speare can do l<rith the character, since by 

rejectins Flavius., Timon has t 1lrned his back on his last opportunity to 

chanze his nind and acknowled~e the error of his wholesale condemnations. 

Aside from bringing on still more characters to confront Timon and 

provoke him to further misanthl'opic outbursts, the dramatist seems to 

have no other alternative but to provide for his removal. Shakespeare 

has already begun this process during Timon's encounter with Apemantus, 

when the misanthrope abr~ptly leaves off cursing his visitor to 

express a wish for death: 



I am sick of this f;:.).lse world, and. will love naught 

But even the mere necessities lcpon 't, 

Then, Timon, presently prepare thy grave. 

Lie "rhere the li~ht faa.m of the sea may beat 

Thy gravestone daily. ~{ake thine epitaph, 

That death in me at others' lives may laugh. 


(IV, iii, 372-7) 

He completes it in the next act with Timon's lonely death, but not 

before he has allol>red the misanthrope to avenge himself on a few of 

his parasitic friends. 

Like all act and scene divisions in this play, the traditional 

beginnin~ of Act V, with the entry of the Poet and Painter derives 

16from eighteenth-century editions of Shakespeare. Although at least 

one modern editor has found this div~ion an arbitrary one,17 there 

is, I would su~sest, a soQ~d dra~tic reason for such a division. First, 

the characters l>rho confront Tirr.cn in this act differ from their :::ounter

parts in Act IV in that they belong to the horde of parasites whose 

treachery had brou~ht about Timon's conversion. Horeover, there is a 

distinct change of tone between Timon's deadly serious conversation 

with Flavius and his ironic enco~~ter with both Poet and Painter and 

the two Senators. Indeed, these latter confrontations appear as light 

relief beside the snarling vituperation of the dialogue with Apemantus 

or the bitterness of the meeting with the steward. Shakespeare's 

selection of characters for the first two scenes is also significant. 

Instead of brim·ing in every one of the parasites, as the author of 

the Timon Play has done, Shakespeare confronts T~non only with two 

representative ~oups. The first, which consists of the Poet and 

Painter, evokes memories of the opening scene~ a~d thus provides the 

audie~ce with a basis for comparing Timon's behaviour in his prosperity 



with hls present actions. Furthermore, these two ridiculous figures 

are a~~rably suited to an ironic treatment. The choice of two 

Senators as the final targets of TL~on's misanthropy not only gives 

Shakespeare the chance to include the well-known "fig-tree episode", 

but also allows for the smooth transition of emphasis from the events 

of the TiiD~n story to those of the Alcibiades subplot which take up 

the remainder of the play. In this way Shakespeare attempts to provide 

for a satisfactory continuation of the dramatic action beyond the point 

of the prota~onist's disappearance from the scene. 

The final act begins with the sudden appearance of the Poet and 

PaL~ter, 1q lured back by the rumour of Timon's n~d-found wealth. Full 

as ever of their own importance, they candidl~r discuss their motives 

for hastenin~ to rene~ Timon's acquaintance: 

Poet: Then this breakL~g of his has been but a try 
---ror his friends? 
Painter: Nothin~ else. You shall see him a palm in 

Athens ao:ain, and flourish with the hi~=;hest. 
Therefore, 'tis not amiBs we tender our loves to 
him in this supposed distress of his~ it will show 
honesty in us and is very likely to load our 
purposes with what they travail for, if it be a 
just and true report that ~oes of his having. 

(V, i, 9-16) 

In an eloquent sumn-..ary of the techniques of sycophancy, the pair go on 

to reveal how they intend to win the misanthrope's favour: 

Poet: 1lhat have you now to present unto him? 

PaL~ter: Nothin>; at this time but my visitation. Only 


I will promise him an excellent piece. 
Poet: I must serve him so too, tell him of an 
----intent that's comi~~ toward him. 
Painte1:: Good as the best. Promising is the very air 

o'th'time: it opens the eyes of expectation. 
Perforrr~nce is ever the muler for his act: and, 
but in the plainer an1 simpler kind of people, 
the deed of saying is quite out of use. To promise 
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is most courtly and fel.shionable~ performance is a 
kind of will or testament which ar.crues a great sick
ness in his judFOnent that makes it. 

(V, i, 17-28) 

The blatant knavery of these hTo recalls to mind both their mm 

previous behaviour in I, i, and the self-revealing utterances of Lucius, 

Lucullus and Sempronius from Act II. The Poet's next speech similarly 

conjures up memories of his last presentation-piece, also framed to 

warn Timon abo11t the treacher:r of flatterers: 

I am thi~~ing what I shall say I have provided 

for him. It must be a personating of himself: a 

satire aqainst the softness of prosperity, with a 

discovery of the infinite flatteries that follo•..r 

youth and opulency. 


(V, i, 31-4) 

The whole of this dialo~ue nicely sets up the pair for their ironic 

reception by Timon. Using the simple expedient of allowing Timon to 

overhear their conversation, Shakespeare engages misanthrope and 

flatterers in a richly comic dialogue laden with ironic misunderstandings: 

Poet: Hail, worthy Timon! 

Paiftt~: Our late noble master! 

Ti1non: Have I once lived to see two honest men? 

Poet: Sir, 

--:HavL~g often of your open bounty tasted, 


Hearing you were retired, your friends fall'n off, 

Tl/hose thankless natures--O abhorred spirits!-

Not all the whips of heaven are large enough-

Hhat, to you, 

~fuose starlike nobleness gave life and influence 

To their whole being?--I a~ rapt, and cannot cover 

The monstrous bulk of this ingratitude 

\'lith any size of wcrds. 


Timon: Let it r:so naked~ men may see't the better. 
You that are honest, by being what you are 
Make them best seen and kno-v:n. 

Painter: He and m;:rself 
Have travelled in the ~reat show'r of your gifts, 
And sweetly felt it. 

Timon: Ay, J.nJu are honest men. 
(V, i, 53-69) 



Timon's Si'l.rcastic repetition of the word "honest" throu~hout the 

dialogue has the same effect as Antony's co··:tinual use of the phrase 

"honourable men" duri'!'lg Caesar's funeral Ol'f?.tion (Julius C~e.§£, III, 

ii, 73ff.). He continues in this vei.'1. lmtil, having thoroughly conf·1sed 

the two parasites with his sarcasm, he drives them off (V, i, 112-lJ). 

Before sen~in~ them packin~, however, he treats them and the audience 

to his punning opinion of their craftsmanship: 

[To the Painter] Thou draw'st a counterfeit 

Best in all Athens. Thou'rt indeed the best: 

Thou counterfeit'st most lively. 


[To the Poei] And for thy fiction, 
~fuy, thy verse swells with stuff so fine and s.cnooth 
That thou art even natural in thine art. 

(V, i, 78-83) 

The same ironic spirit presides over Timon's encounter with 

the Athenian Senators, only this time the comedy is darkened by the 

threat of war. Shakespeare's puzzling choice of Flavius as the Sen3tors' 

guide (V, i, 114ff.) mi~ht have been prompted by a wish to sound one 

last note of pity for Timon in the episode that immediately precedes his 

death. If this is the case, the SteNard would have to display his 

emotion visually, since he has very little to say after the first three 

lines. These lines merely help to hi!:;hlight the falsity of the Senators' 

optimistic assertion that prosperity will soon cure Timon of his misanthropy: 

Steward: It is vain that you would speak with Timon: 
For he is set so only to himself 
That nothing but himself which looks like man 
Is friendly with him. 

2 Senator: At all ti~mes alike 
Hen are not still the same. ''I'vra:::; tirne and griefs 
That framed him thus. Time, with his fairer hand 
Offerin~ the fortunes of his former days, 
The former man my make him. 

(V, i, 114-23) 



Again, I would suggest that Shak9speare :ni.gtt have intE:nded to identify 

the two Senators vrho ha.ve sought out Tim:m as the same ones 't~ho had 

participated in his downf~ll and Q~justly bnnished Alcibiades. Such 

an identification wo~d lend co~siderable dramatic impact to Timon's 

initial greeting: 

1 Senator: The sen~tors of Athens ~reet thee, Timon. 
Timon_: I thank the.rn~ 2.nd would send them back the plafSue, 

Could I but catch it for them. 
(V, i, 134-6) 

The penitent speeches of the two Senators (V, i, 136-53) represent 

the first half of an intentional parallel drawn betl-teen Timon's 

attitude towards offering forgiveness and that of Alcibiades, depicted 

two scenes later. In this case, the Senators condemn themselves, first 

by att&~pting to bribe Timon (V, i, 148-53), and then by revealing that 

they have only sought Timon's forgiveness because they need him (V, i, 

157-66). Timon's reply evokes some of the imagery he had used in his 

earlier destructive ey~ortation to Alcibiades: 

\vell, sir, I vrill ~ therefore I will, sir, thus: 
If Alcibia des kill my countrymen, 
Let Alcibiades knm.,r this of Timon, 
That T:L~on cares not. But if he sack fair Athens 
And take our Roodly ag~d men by th'beards, 
Giving our holy virgins to the stain 
Of contumelious, beastly, mad-bra:L"1ed war, 
Then let him knm1 (and tell him Timon speaks it 
In pity of our ag~d and our youth) 
I cannot choose but tell him that I care not-
And let him tak't at worst--for their knives care not. 
)fuile you have throats to an Sitler. For myself 
There's not a whittle in th 'Q"lrul:f ca.~p 
But I do prize it at my love before 
The reverend'st throat in Athens. 

(V, i, 166-80) 

At this point Shakespeare introduces ~"lather of the Plutarchan 

anecdotes about Timon's misanthropy, the so-called "fig-tree episode". 



This anecdote, which relates how Timon went into Athens one day and 

publicly invited the citizens to hang themselves on his fig tree, 19 

was cited by a munber of Elizabethan moralists as a cautionary example 

of the effects of envy.20 Shakespeare changes the story only slightly, 

first by altering the settin~ to the Athenian wilderness, and secondly 

by introducin~ it as part of Timon's ironic confrontation with the 

Senators: 

Tim£Q: Commend me to them, 
And tell them that, to ease them of their griefs, 
Their fears of hostile strokes, their aches, losses, 
Their panfSS of love, i'tith other incident throes 
That nature's fragile vessel doth sustain 
In life's Q~certain voya~e, I will so~e kindness do them: 
I'll teach th~. to prevent wild Alcibiades' \4rath: 

1 Senator: I like this vtell. He •,..;ill return again. 
Tim~: I have a tree which ~rows here in my close 

That mine own use invites me to cut down, 
And shortly must I fell it. Tell my friends, 
Tell Athens, in the sequence of degree 
From high to low throughout, that whoso please 
To stop affliction, let him take his !'1aste, 
Come hither ere my tree hath felt the ~xe-
And hang himself! I pray you do my greeting. 

(V, i, 195-210) 

The tone now changes abruptly, as Timon leaves off baiting the Senators 

to infor.m them of his coming death: 

Come not to me again: but say in Athens, 

Timon hath made his everlasting mansion 

Upon the beached verge of the salt flood, 

Vlho once a d.3.y i'tith his en1boss~d froth 

The turbulent sur£;e shall cover. Thither come, 

And let my gravestone be your oracle. 

Lips, let sour words ~o by and langua~e end. 

',\'hat is amiss, plague and i!'lfection mend! 

Graves only be men's works, and death their gain. 

Sun, hide thy beams; Timon hath done his reign. 


(V, i, 212-21) 

Because this speech turns out to be Tim01·.ts last, it occupies 

a dramatically important position in .the play as Shakespeare's final 
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attempt to evoke a sympathetic reaction towards the protagonist. I 

would suggest that the atteopt does not succeed, primarily because 

the transition from irony to pathos is too abrupt. ~hile 3hakespeare 

has admittedly sought to prepare the audience for this final speech 

through Tiillon's utterances at IV, iii, 372-7 and V, i, 183-8, the 

essentially comic impact of the dialogue with the Senators makes Timon's 

farewell to the world fall rather flat. In addition, the events of 

the subplot have becooe ao intrusive here that they deflect attention 

from Timon at a time when it should be focused exclusively on him. 

Hampered by the anti-climactic nature of the misanthrope's death, Shake

speare has apparently chosen to proceed quickly on to the more drama

tically rewarding episodes of the Alcibiades subplot. 

The pace picks up noticeably after Timon's final departure. 

After two brief scenes which depict the fading hopes of the Athenian 

Senate (V, ii) and the discovery of Timon's tomb (V, iii), Shakespeare 

brings the play to a close with the confrontation between Alcibiades 

and the Senators, and the announcement of Timon's death. If my previous 

conjectures about the identity of certain Senators is true, it would be 

reasonable to assume that the Senators who treat with Alcibiades in 

this scene are not meant to be the same ones who had banished him and 

robbed Timon. Although Shakespeare makes no explicit distinction between 

the two groups, he does imply in the speech of one of the Senators that 

the men who had perpetrated the wrongs have somehm·1 been punished: 

Nor are they living 

',Jho were the motives that you first went out. 

Shame, that they wanted cunning, in excess 

Hath uroke their hearts. 


(v' i v' 26-9) 
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As was mentioned earlier, Shakespeare see1ns to have designed thi_s 

scene as a parallel to Timon's encounter with the Senators. Here, 

however, the Senators strike a nore sympathetic chord, as they appee~ 

to Alcibiades' huin.anity i.."'lstead of seekinrs to bribe him with promises 

of ~..,ealth and honour: 

All have not offended. 
For those that were, it is not square to take, 
On those that are, reven€e; crimes, like lands, 
Are not ~~erited. Then, dear COQ"'lt~~nJ 
Brin,!S in thy r3.nks, but leave Hithvut thy rage; 
Spare thy Athenian cradle, and those kin 
Which in the bluster of thy wrath rr.ust fall, 
With those that have offended. Like a shepherd, 
Approach the fold and cull th'infected forth 
But kill not all together. 

(V, iv, 35-44) 

For his part, Alcibiades shows, unlike Timon, a willingness to dis

tinguish between those who vrronged him and the rest of mankind: 

Those enemies of Ti.rnon' s and mine own 

tfuom you yourselves shall set out for reproof 

Fall: and no more: and to atone your fears 

~vith rr.y more noble m3aning, not a man 

Shall pas3 his quarter or offend the ~tream 


Of regular j~stice in your city's bounds 

But shall be rendered to your pUblic la,.rs 

At heaviest an~rer. 


(V, iv, 56-63) 

At this point, Shakespeare brings in a messenger to announce Timon's 

death and to reveal his epitaph (V, iv, 65-81). As a tribute to the 

dead protagonist,Alcibiades' closing speech does not runount to much, 

and resa~les, rather, a hurried attempt on Shakespeare's part to bring 

the play to a close: 

These well express ~! th~e thy latter spirits. 
Thou~h thou abhorred'st ~ us our hunnn ~riefs, 
Scorned'st 01.1r brains' flo·tl and those our C.rcplets which 
From niggard nature fall, yet rich cor..ceit 
Taught t,hee to make vast l'!eptune weep for aye 
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On thy low grave, on faults fort:;iven. Dead 
Is noble Timon, of whose memo~r 
Hereafter more. Bring me into your city, 
And I will use the olive with my S'..rord, 
Nake war breed peace, JT13.ke peace stint war, make each 
Prescribe to other, as each other's leech. 
Let our drums strike. 

(V, iv, 74-85) 

Clearly this speech is supposed to function in much the same way 

as that of Fortinbras at the end of H~et, by paying tribute to the 

dead prota~onist and asserting the renewal of order. Its effect, 

however, is much less satisfyin~, perhaps because it does not follow 

a dramatically compellL~g catastrophe. The result could be compared 

to the iiT~act Fortinbras' speech might have had if he had been inter

rupted in the midst of negotiations with the King of Poland by the news 

that Hamlet and the entire D~~ish court had perished as the result of 

a fencing~atch. 

In providing so detailed an examination of the play, I have 

attempted to show ho>·T Shakespeare has sought to overcome the difficulties 

inherent in creatins a tra~edy around the sto~J of Timon. As I have 

indicated, many of the alterations to his source material reveal a 

conscious effort to counteract the more ridiculous aspects of Timon's 

character and thereby make him a more appropriately sympathetic pro

tagonist. Similarly, his development of minor characters such as 

Flavius and the Servants, and his addition of the Alcibiades subplot are 

primarily the res1uts of an attempt to generate sufficient stage action 

to carry this potentially static plot. Yet despite its many interesting 

dramatic moments, T~on of Athens fails as tragedy, and I would contend 

that a considerable part of this failure is due to the impossibility of 



p~esenting so complete a misanthrope as a sj~pathetic figure. Despite 

Shakespeare's many efforts in the first th~ee acts to overwhelm the 

audience t'lith evidence of Timon's noble idealism, it is impossible to 

rid the play of the impression tbat Timon •ttilfully ignores the facts 

of his situation and therefore richly deserves to be gulled. In the 

last two acts Shakespeare is forced to depend almost exclusively on 

the testimony of Flavius, Alcibiades and one or t'\'To others to remind 

the audience that Timon's behaviour is to be pitied rather than laughed 

at, and this is def]nitely not enough to contradict the impression 

left by a protagonist who often acts in a rr~nner more suited to farce 

than tra~edy. .1:-:oreover, Shakespeare se;ems to h.?..ve been influenced b;7 

the prevailin~ moral and literary conventions to tre~t misanthropy as 

an unacceptable outlook. Such a view would purtially explai11 his 

develop."'lent of Alcibiades and Flavius as foils to Timon. Unfortunately, 

it also has the effect of detracting from Timon's status as a figure 

whose anguish should evoke pity. Finally, Shakespeare's efforts to 

generate sufficient action can~ot prevent the play from degenerating 

into a static sequence of debates during the fourth act, and trailing 

off rather lamely in the fifth. At least part of the problem is due 

to the fact tnat once Tlinon has become a misanthrope, he takes over as 

the instigator of the action. 3ecause he is by definition confined to 

one pattern of behaviour, the type of action he initiates is necessarily 

limited. Although Shakespeare has endeavoured to vary the action by 

confronting the misanthrope with widely differing characters, Timon's 

predictability makes his behaviour in the last two acts wear a little 

thin after t,.1o or three episodes. Hore important, Shakespeare had to 
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overccme the difficulty of elevating Timon's unspectacular rie."l.th to 

the level of a tragic catastrophe. To do this he again had to rely 

on the testimony of another character, in this case, Alcibiades, and 

the result, as I have pointed out, is anything but convincing. Finally. 

because Timon merely disappears from the scene to suffer an unspecified 

death, Shakespeare had to close the play with material from the subplot. 

In short, I would suggest that for all its obvious superiority over 

other contemporary treatments of misanthropy, Timon of Athens fails 

because of the intransigence of its subject. 

http:rie."l.th


NOTES 

1I have already discussed this and other versions of the Timon 
story in Chapter 1. For a thorough analysis of the play's sources see 
Bullough, Other Classical Plays, pp. 21-22. 

2Quoted on P• 22. 

lvarious editors have treated this speech either as a specimen 
of the Poet's work or as an aside to the Painter. The former inter
pretation fits in nicely with the Painter's subsequent observation 
that the Poet seems "rapt•••in some work", prompting editors like the 
one quoted here to put the speech in quotation w~rks or italics. The 
Folio text, however contains no such indication, and many editors there
fore treat it as a simple aside. In either case I believe that the 
Poet is meant to be remarking upon the overheard dialogue between 
the Merchant and the Jeweller, and although I prefer the reading given 
here, I do not think either version has any serious bearing on my 
interpretation. 

4Quoted ~~aon p. ,£ • 

5por a detailed examination of these scenes see Chapter III, 
PP• 102-106. 

6Plutarch, Lives, 

7According to Plutarch Alcibiades was banished twice, first 
after he had been accused of sacrilege, and later aft~r he had been 
charged with mismanagement of the Atheni~fleet. Although neither 
charge was proved, Alcibiades' own behaviour did lend colour to the 
accusations. 

~imon's furious outburst of III, iv, 78ff. need not provide any 
inconsistency here, since there is no indication given that the flatterer~ 
knew of it, and even if they did, they might possibly consider it to 
be part of Timon's attempt to try them. 

9All modern editions of the play indicate that Timon throws 
stones as well as water at his guests. Editors base this stage direction 
on the remark of the Fourth Friend at III, vi, 115. There is, however, 
no other evidence besides this for such an assumption, first made in the 
c.l773 edition of George Stevens. 



10This word appears to be a vuriant either of "obliquity" or 
"obloquy''. The context makes the former word the more likely choice. 
See Oliver's note in the Arden ed. 

11Plutarch, J...~, P• 218o 

12plutarch, Live~, p. 1001• 

13of these two character5 only one, Timandra, appears in 
Plutarch, and she receives more sympathetic treatment as the person 
who saw to Alcibiades' honorable burial after he had been murdered 
(Plutarch, Lives, p.234). Shakespeare seems to have introduced them 
primarily as an excuse for Timon's inveetive against lechery. 

14See Chapter I, ~ 27-28. 

15For a mor~ detailed examination of this encounter, see 
Chapter III, pp. 107-8. 

16 
see Butler, PP• 9-10. 

17 see Oliver, Arden ed., Act V 

18Although the~xt of the play has Apemantus announce their 
coming as early as IV, iii, 349, this discrepancy seems to have 
resulted from a change of mind on Shakespeare's part after he had 
completed the scene with Apemantus. See Oliver, Arden ed. IV, iii, 
353n. 

19Plutarch, 1Jves, p. 1001. 

20See Chapter I, PP• 2.7· 28. 
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