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Descanting on Deformity:
Richard III and the
Shape of History

And thus having resolued ali the doubts, so farre as I can imagine,
may be moued against this Treatise; it onely rests to pray thee
(charitable Reader) to interprete fauorably this birth of mine, ac-
cording to the integritie of the author, and not looking for per-
fection in the worke it selfe. As for my part, 1 onely glory thereof
in this point, that I trust no sort of vertue is condemned, nor any
degree of vice allowed in it: and that (though it not be perhaps so
gorgeously decked, and richly attired as it ought to be) it is at the
least rightly proportioned in all the members, without any men-
strous deformitie in any of them.

James 1, Basilikon Doron

Upon a time when Burbidge played Richard 1II there was a citi~
zen grew so far in liking with him that, before she went from the
play, she appointed him to come that night unto her by the name
of Richard the Third. Shakespezare, overhearing their cenclusion,
went before, was entertained and at his game ere Burbidge came.
Then, message being brought that Richard the Third was at the
door, Shakespeare caused return to be made that William the
Conqueror was before Richard the Third.

John Manningham’s Diary, 13 March 1601

How does the logic of ghostly authorship inform—or deform-——not
only the writing of literature but also the writing of history? As a way of
approaching this question, [ begin with a passage from The Comedy of
Errors:

O! grief hath chang’d me since you saw me last,
And carefal hours with time's deformed hand
Have written strange defeatures in my face:

But tell me yet, dost thou not know my' voice?

‘ {5.1.298—-301)"

A complex interrelationship between time and deformation is clearly
outlined in Egeon’s plea for recognition. For time’s hand is already de-
formed as well as deforming, and it is, explicitly, a writing hand. Be-
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tween the “deformed hand” and the still r‘ecogniz.able spez;kmg Ix-rlome
comes, as always, the shadow. I—Iand!volc'c; wmttengs%oqen.. 'b:“:é
though, that which is written is deformed, twisted out of shape, 1r;1 oucd
with “strange defeatures.” The wonderful word defeature mean

“undoing, ruin” and “disfigurement; c%efacement; marring }ff f;,atureso .
(OED). In The Comedy of Errors it 18 TWICe used to descrlbe: the ¢ 1:;.111g.cven
appearance wrought by age upon the face, both in Egcon s;pecc 551 e
bove and in Adriana’s lament for her lgst beauty, its los? Oa;tened;fea_
thinks, by her hushand's neglect: “then 1s“hc the gro’:.md . mz fefea-
tures” (2.1.97-98). It is unforturate t}.lat” §efcature. has ecor}rll ,Of e
OFED points out, “obsolete,” “archaic,” "NOW chiefly an e pt e
Shakespearean use,” because it offers a supetbly con;re:te pic rcom—
the effects of ruin, the visible, readable consequences of being—o0
mgl wz?l(lj; 3‘;{-6 to arrive, in this essay, at a consideration 0; .the wayT ;;
which “time’s deformed hand” writes, and thus ﬁefaces, .15.;ciry. e
concepe of defeature ig 3 useful place to start from, since Fhe v1§1t Z:;aa :
of political defeat are often written, or characterized, m;v a on “d%:_
will call history writing and another, Propag:'mda. My subject, he "o
featured” player in this exemplum, will b; R{Chard 11l an f:spc}c:a : zxer_
teresting case not only because of the fascination that hlsl‘si:oré as e
cised on both admirers and detractors, but also bccaus_e, 1 ; mxh r 2
Bacon in the Shakespeare authorship controversy, Richar : da:’gn "
the occasion for much amateur detective work gnd for the houIr;. ;:1 1rd o
both English and American socliftier ;:10 clegr hifntz;ln;ew"{;itz Bxgai o
] - inally known as the Feliowship . )
iS’sL:)ec;‘e{,d i?:flg?glazd in 1924; the Friends of Richarc.i I Incglrporatecrcli’l,btgz
Society’s American counterp;qﬂ, ﬁn;:l;d];d z;{n}:or:lg its founding m
resses Helen Hayes and Talluian ban cad, .
the’:I‘if; r:.ost recent full-ilength study ofl Richartil,lby gk{jiilziiﬁoisiic\;\rémj::
] ‘ srently an extremely caretul an ; : ,
zgon\:rzsih\:azssuilp%iquc Zt this “amateur” espousal of Richard’s “;:aittliss,
which has led in turn to the anwelcome development of amateu}gi r Sevg_
history: “an Oxford professor of English .1aw, 2 headmaster atd c:*;:rs ”
eral peers of the realm and a number of historical novelists and W S1C s of
detective stories,” prominent among C;hfm Won;:.oféogihtfss {106 arlfy e
; wl arman, and “a num 1S,
;rjz’mif i:f?ilferrz, iﬁ: w?oril the rehabilit.ation of Fhe .repftatlon of ]:;) 10;;;1:
dead king holds a strange and unexplained fascinaton (p}.l IIf)'theYLad
plication these women are followlir}g g},e scliizl;j;dtop]?:khoard’s L ii
“strange and unexplained . capl : .
l‘g}?;;ésgiiz’es ;}ay femonstrates female folly and a slightly sentimental
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belief that a bad man can be reformed or redeemed by the love of a good
woman.

Ross’s view of Richard is fact-oriented, balanced but binary. He con-
cludes that Richard “does not appear to have been a complex man,” and
that “any contrarity of ‘character’ of Richard III stems not from what we
know about him but from what we do not know zbout him” (p. 229). It
is the historian’s job to disover the facts, and thus to dispel mystery, fan-
tasy, undecidability. With this decidedly “professional” (p. 1i), male, and
hegemonic view of the use and abuse of history writing, set forth in an
introductory chapter that is designed to articulate “The Historical Repu~
tation of Richard I1I: Fact and Fiction,” we may begin our consideration
of 2 dramatic character who is self-described as both deformed and defea-
tured, himself compact of fact and fiction: “cheated of feature . . . de-
formed, unfinished . . . scarce half made up” (Richard III, 1.1.19~21).

I

Shakespeare’s use and abuse of history in the Henry VI plays, and partic-
ularly in Richard I1I, is often viewed as a consequence, deliberate or ad-
ventitious, of the move by Tudor historians to classify Richard Il as self-
evidently a villain, his deformed body a readable text. Shakespeare, m
such interpretations, emerges as either an unwitting dupe of More, Hall,
and Holinshed, or as a coconspirator, complicit in their design, seizing
the opportunity to present the Plantagenet king defeated by Elizabeth’s
grandfather as unworthy of che throne, as unhandsome in persorn as in
personality. Either the dramatist was himself shaping the facts for peliti-
cal purposes, or he was taken in by the Tudor revisionist desire to 1n-
scribe a Richard “shap’d” and “stamp’d” for villainy.

In either case, the persuasive power of the portrait has endured. As
recently as 1984, for example, René Girard could assert confidently that
“when Shakespeare wrote the play, the king’s identity as a ‘villain® was
well-established. The dramatist goes along with the popular view, espe-
cially at the beginning. Richard’s deformed body is a mirror for the self-
confessed ugliness in his soul.”?

It is clear, however, that no account of Shakespeare’s literary or politi-
cal motivations in foregrounding his protagonist’s deformity is adequate
to explain the power and seductiveness of Richard’s presence in the plays.
Indeed, the very fascination exerted by the historical Richard IIf seems to
grow in direct proportion to an increase in emphasis on his deformiry.

It may be useful here to document briefly the ways in which the va-
garies of transmission, like a game of historical telephone, succeeded in
instating Richard’s deformity as the party line. The story of Richard’s
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prolonged gestation, “held for two years in his mother’s womb, emerg-
ing with teeth, and with hair down to his shoulders,” like the picture of
the hunchback, “small of stature, having a short figure, uneven shoul-
ders, the right being higher than the left,” is first told in the Historia
Regium Angliae of Warwickshire antiguary John Rous, who died in 1491."
Polydore Vergil, Henry VII’s Jtatian humanist historian, situated Richard
in the scheme of providential history as the antagonist of Tudor ascend-
ancy. Thomas More's History of Rithard 111 established the enduring pop-
ular image of the villainous king as monstet, in an account that artfully
ascribes some of the more lurid details to rumor while passing them on.

Richarde the third sonne, of whom we nowe entreate, was in witte and
courage egalt with either of them, in bodye and prowesse farre vnder
them bothe, little of stature, i1 fetured of limmes, croke backed, his left
shoulder much higher then his right, hard facoured of visage, and
suche as in states called warlye, in other menne other wise. He was
malicious, wrathfull, enuious, and from afore his birth, euer frowarde.
It is for trouth reported, that the Duches his mother had so muche a
doe in her trauaile, that shee coulde not bee deliuered of hym vncutte:
and that hee came into the worlde with the feete forwarde, as menne
bee borne outwarde, and (as the fame runneth) also not vntothed,
whither menne of hatred reporte aboue the trouthe, or elles that nature
chaunged her course in hys beginninge, whiche in the course of his tyfe
many thinges vnnaturallye committed.®

More's account was borrowed by both Hall and Holinshed, and survives
substantially unchanged in Shakespeare’s Richard LI, We might note that
there is already a disparity between Rous’s “history” and More’s. Rous
describes Richard’s right shoulder as being higher than his left. More,
with equal particularity, asserts that “his left shoulder [was] much higher
than his right.” The augmentation “much” puts a spin on the reversal;
More grounds his own authority in rhetorical emphasis and in doing so
further distorts the figure of Richard—and the rhetorical figure for
which he will come to stand. Both the change of shoulder—toward the
sinister—and the emphasis implied by “much” suggest the pattern of
amplification and embellishment characteristic of the Richard story
throughout its history.®

In the first tetralogy, unusual stress is placed on Richard’s physical de-
formity, which is repeatedly anatomized and cataloged. King Henry calls
him “an indigested and deformed lump” (3 Henry VI 5.6.51), Clifford 2
“foul indigested lump, / As crooked in thy manpers as thy shape!” (2
Henry VI 5.1.157-58), and the Lady Anne a “lump of foul deformity”
(Richard III 1.2.57). Significantly, he is at once “misshap’d,” unshaped,
and preshaped. Born in a sense prematurely (“sent hefore my time”), feet
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ﬁr.st, :ftnd with .te.eth zlready in his mouth, to the wonderment of the
m1dw1{c and waiting women {3 Henry VI 5.6.52, 75-76), he 15 dispropor-
tioned and deformed, but at the same time unfinished, incomplete, as his

own testimony makes plain. - i
with love ¥ s plain. Nature, he says in 3 Henry VI, conspired

Yo shrink mine arm up like a wither'd shrub
To make an envious mountain on my back ,
Where sits deformity to mock my body;

To shape my legs of an unequal size,

To disproportion me in every part, .

Like to a chaos, or an unlick'd bear-whelp
That carries no impression like the dam.

{3.2.156-62)

In the opening soliloquy of Richard III, b -
; - , he recurs to this d it
again placing the blame on nature and love, o this descriprion,

I, that am rudely stamp’d, and want love's majesty
Te strut before a wanton ambling nymph;

I, that am curtail’d of this fair proportion,
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time,
Into this breathing world scarce half made up
And that so lamely and unfashionable ’
That dogs bark at me 2s [ halt by them—
Why 1, in this weak piping time of peace,
Have no delight to pass away the time,

Unless to spy my shadow in the sun,

And descant on mine own deformity.

(1.1.16-27)

Generations of readers have been strongly affected by this relation be
tween the deformity and the moral or psychological character of Rich:
?];{r.d. On:: such rea-der was Sigmund Freud, who turned to the example of
i 1chard.s dc;formlty to characterize patients who think of themselves as

exceptions” to normal rules. Such patients, Freud says, claim that “the
have renounced enough and suffered enough, and ha’ve a claim to bz
spared‘ any further exactions; they will submit no longer to disagreeabl
necessity, for they are exceptions and intend to remain 50 t00.”7 Thgis clair -
seems apt enough for Richard’s opening soliloguy, which Freud oes czn
to quote: “that figure in the creative work of the greatest of goets ig
whose ct}aracter the claim to be an exception is closely bound }le with
and motivated by the circumstance of congenital injury” (p 1601:; But
when Freud comes to discuss the passage, he finds it to signif;’ not Rich—
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ard’s desire to deflect his energies from love {for which his deformity
renders him unsuitable) to intrigue and murder, but rather a more syml-
pathetic message for which the resolution to “prove 2 villain” acts as a
“sereen.” The “something much more serious” (p. 161) that Freud des-
cries behind the screen is, essentially, a variation on the theme of the
farnily romance. His Richard declares,

Narure has done me a grievous Wrong in denying me that beauty of
form which wins human love. . . . T havea right to be an exception, to
overstep those bounds by which others let themselves be circum-
scribed, I may do wrong myself, gince wrong has been done to me—
and now [says Freud] we feel that we ourselves could be like Richard,
nay, that we are already a little like him. Richard is an encrmously
magnified representation of something we can all discover in ourselves.
We all thirk we have reason to reproach nature and our destiny for
congenital and infantile disadvantages; we all demand reparation for
early wounds to our narcissistm, our seif-love. . .. Why were we born
in a middle-class dwelling instead of a royal palace? (p. 161}

Tor Freud, then, Shakespeare’s Richard 1II represents not $0 much 2
particular aberrant personality warped by the accident of congenital
deformation, as the general psychological fact of deformation at birth
and by birth, the congenital deformation that results “in ourselves,” in
“a11” of us, because we are born to certain parents apd in certain cir-
cumstances, incurring, inevitably, certain narcissistic wounds. Thus for
Freud the character of Shakespeare’s Richard marks the fact of deforma-
tion in the register of the psychological, just as we shall see the same
character mark the inevitability of deformation in the registers of the
political and the historicgraphical.

Mortcover, in Freud’s narrative the political is also explicitly present,
though it is signified by a lacuna, a lapse in the progress of his exposition.
“For reasons which will be easily understood, I cannot communicate
very much about these . . . casc-histories. Nor do I propose to go into
the obvious analogy between deformities of character resulting from
protracted sickliness childhood and the behavicur of whole nations
whose past history has been full of suffering. Instead, however, I will
take the opportunity of pointing to that figure” (p. 160), and so on t0
Shakespeare and Richard I What is the “obvious analogy” he resists? It
seems reasonable to associate the “deformities of character resulting
from protracted cickliness in childhood” and, indeed, the “behavior of
whole nations whose past history has seen full of suffering” with some
specific rather than merely general referent. And if we consider the year
in which this essay was first published, 1n Imago 1915~16, We may be
reminded of the circumstances of Germany in the First World War and,

B4

Descanting on Deformity

most directly, of the personal circumnstances of Kaiser Wilhelm. For Wil-
helm 11 prrussia was born with a withered arm, a congenital defect that
made hlm the target of gibes from his childhood playmates, including
hils cousin, who would become Czar Nicholas of Russia. As a recent
hlgtorical study describes him, Wilhelm II “was a complicated man of
pamful insecurity—his left arm was withered and useless—who sought
in pomp and bluster, in vulgar displays of virility, to mask his handicap
and to assert what he devoutly believed in: his divine right to rule. But
he craved confirmation of that right and yearned to be loved and idolized

Beyond the flawed character was a man of intelligence and vision.”? |

.Wilhelm IL, then, is also considered—or considered to have considered
h‘1m§elf—.an “exception” to normal rules. Freud takes exception to men-
tioning him—or even, perhaps, to consciously identifying him—and
instead displaces his analysis onto the safely “literary” character of
Shakespeare’s Richard. And Richard’s opening soliloquy, descanting on
deformity, provides a revealing narrative of the ways in which the line
between the “psychological” and the “historical” is blurred.

"‘Unlick’d,” “unfinished,” “indigested”—"not shaped” for sportive
tr-lcks, “searce half made up.” The natal circumstances and intrapsychic
‘dz.sc.ourse of Shakespeare’s Richard, who ironically resolves, despite his
initial disclaimers, to “court an amorous locking-glass” ,(Richard I
1.1.15, 1.2.255, 262), uncannily anticipate the language of Jacques La-
can’s description of the “mirror stage.” Lacan writes of

the vif:W I have formulated as the fact of a real specific prematurity of
birth in man. . . . This development is experienced as a temporal dia-
lect that decisively projects the formation of the individual into history,

Thc m:‘z'rror stage is 2 drama whose internal thrust is precipitated f'rorr;
insufficiency to anticipation—and which manufactures for the subject

caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies thajr
extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I shall call
?rth?paedic———and, fastly, to the assumption of the armour of an alienat-
ing identity, which will mark with its rigid stricture the subject’s entire
mental development.®

Chara;teristicaliy, Richard turns this chaotic physical condition into a
rhetorical benefit, suggesting that he can “change shapes with Proteus
for advantages” (3 Henry VI 3.2.192), be his own parent and his own
agthor, lick himself into shape-—whatever shape the occasion requires
Cueen Flizabeth tells him that he cannot win her daughter “Unless thoa;
couldst put on some other shape” (Richard III 4.4.286). But the shape in

:which we encounter him is already a defctmed one—the natural deform-
ity of historical record.
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. - hard
Peter Saccio gives a highly useful account of the‘cvoluuon of Richar
the monster in his study of Shakespeare’s English kings.

This lurid king, hunchbacked, ciad ip blood-s.pattcred bll_lacska\:;edt‘:lif:;g
witig his nether lip or grasping for h1§ dagger, ha nduring

e in lish mythology. He owes something to the facts a out | 1
Phce c F;gicl}iard ﬂl‘ He owes far more to rumor and to .the politica
Eliil;c’)r:::duiity and especialiy the 1it§r§ry taietit;lzf Tud(i::;f;::;; .go.w_
As myth, the Tudor R.ichard is Ipaljelsetrtécc)me of t.h.c i {ncred_
;;’;f» ;:;Zﬁgfniigaig Ecugilscec,eitnd much is uncertain or unproved.

o . o
The physical deformity, for examﬂle, is quite unhk::ly}:l Nﬁ Cogiii?tlzed
rary portrait or document attesis to it and the fact that he p

i inti 1 onation
himself to be stripped to the waist for anointing at 11’;15 own cor
suggests that his torso could bear public inspecticn.

In fact, when we come to examine t.he pqrtraut ?v1ﬁlcncz,dv§;:0i'§?t}tﬁhi
it 1s of cc;nsiderable interest for evaluating Blchard s allege clormity: &

i in the Society of Antiquaries of London, pai v
portlrmthnow -mRichard with straight shoulders. But a second portrait,
el O?S . tier date, in the Royal Collection, seems to emblerrllajaze1
e 10 eartrcv\zf:rsy,for in it, X-ray examination reveals an origina
e 'Who E1:'1(:O?der line ’which was subsequently painted over to Pl.'eser:.]t
5“’3181_“ ; (?uh houlc;.er silhouette so often copied by later portraitists.

i {3156"-1 o 5t only deformed, his deformity is itself a deformgnon.
RlCh?rd‘;S nz rnissg'lapen body encodes the whole strategy of history
e 9:-11 deforrhing and unforming-—with the o@ect of Teform—
o e pash Shakespeare exemplifies this strategy with precision in 3
mg—thl}Pa“- ment ii Much Ado about Nothing, when the \{‘1g11ant lalm
remair:?cnfig;)d Watch overhears a comment“by Boracl;;o: DSzzs;tn;dO\j
not what a deformed thief t.his1 fashggn SJ:; mi Ex;sc)\ge;n r;tvﬂg orm th,is
remarks the Second Watch wisely to mzmiéman e e
219527 ,aﬁiisgaﬁsigg ’gifZ:e};tkslchram men grown out of two, this
(3-3'12_1_"25}(;(3““&&011 takes on an uncanny life otl“ its own in tfl:xg sc%lz;
Persom}; chio and Conrade are confronted with their perfidy, "
Whend ‘Orizlcientiﬁed as a coconspirator: “And one Deforrr}ed“l‘s[ or}le1 of
e him, 'a wears a lock” (lines 169—70), and agamn, ~“You
e 1‘Fno‘\;;)efor,med forth, 1 warrant you” (lines 172—73}. This is pre-
“}ade brmgh ns to the reinvented historical figure of R1chard HI.‘
el Whatb‘ appeﬂmﬂar process of ideological and polemical dlStOrth]:,
_Cfeat?d }/ : S't is a figment of rhetoric, a figure of abuse, a catach-
Rlc'hard o Of‘? 1:. Yas a metaphor, In a viciously circula}r manifestation
refs ;i]er:)l;fg;:i (;e';scrminism, Richard is made villainous in appearance to
o

well-
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match the desired villainy of his reputation and then is given a personal-
ity warped and bent to compensate for his physical shape.

For Shakespeare’s play, in fact, encodes what we might call a supposi-
titious presupposition. Richard’s deformity is not claimed, but rather
presupposed, given as fact in service of the question, “Was his villainy
the result of his deformity?”—a question: not unlike “Have you stopped
beating your wife?” Jonathan Culler has shown that the presuppositions
that govern literary discourse are mistakenly designed a5 givens, as “mo-
ments of authority znd points of origin,” when in fact they are only
“retrospectively designated as origins and . . . therefore, can be shown
to derive from the series for which they are constituted as origin.” As
with literary conventions, so also with historical presuppositions that
constitute the ground of a discursive continuum——here the “History” of
Richard 1II. To adapt Culler’s argument abour speech acts, “Nope of
these [claims of historical veracity] is a point of origin or moment
of authority. They are simply the constituents of a discursive space from
which one tries to derive conventions.”

Richard's deformity, itself transmitced not genetically but generically
through both historiography and dramaturgy, becomes the psychologi-
cal and dramatic focus of the play’s dynamic. Shakespeare has written
history backward, taking Hall’s and More’s objective correlative (he
looked the way he was; he should have looked this way because he was in
fact this way; he should have been this way, so he must have looked this
way) and then presupposed it. Richard’s own claim that he can “change
shapes with Proteus for advantages” is a metahistorical comment on his
Lamarckian evolution as villainous prototype, every misshaped part an
overdetermined text to be interpreted and moralized, descanting on his
own deformity. Shakespeare’s play brings “Deformed forth” as an em-
bodiment of the historical process that it both charts and epitornizes.

History is indeed shown by the play to be a story that is deformed
from the outset, by its very nature, The figure of Hastings, for instance,
seems predestined to bring out particularly uncanny modes of deforma-
ton through the ghostly doublings of the Scrivener and the Pursuivant.
The Pursuivant {an official empowered to serve warrants) who accosts
Lord Hastings in Richard II1, act 3, scene 2, is also named Hastings and
appears by that came not only in the Quarto text but also in Hall’s Union
of the Tivo Families of Lancaster and York. The absence of his name from
the Folio has caused some editorial speculation, and the Arden editor’s
long discussion of this absent name emphasizes the strangeness of the
figure: “The entire episode as it appears in F seems pointless: it merely
repeats what has already been said by Hastings, adds a superfluous char-
acter, and would probably be cut by an economy-minded producer, The
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fact that it was not cut in Q suggests that someone fclt strongly enouih
about it to retain it, and that the identity of the pursuivant served to make
an ironical point.” ! : . -

Accordinpg to both Hall and Shakespeare, Hastings receives a numilaer
of warnings of the fate that is to befall him, His horse stumi?ies, Stan eg
dreams that the boar will rase their helms and send§ a cautionary wor
to Hastings, and still Hastings remains adamantly blind to his dangetr., g

At this point, in a remarkable scene reported. by Hall and drag}a iz
by Shakespeare, Hastings encounters the pursuivant who 'bearsh is ow?
name. He greets him warmly, reminiscing about the last time they met,
thn' I—Iasting%s was fearful for his life. Now, ironically f:el:zng 1r.norf}:1 se-
cure, he rejoices to note that his former enemies, the queen’s al 1e§, avi
been’ put to death, and he himself is “in better state thlan cre 1 was
{3.2.104). Hall moralizes with some satisfaction on this latest ironic
tva;is-t‘ “Q lorde God, the blyndnesse of our mortal nzttkllr.e, Wl'lfuen he tmost

: i d when he reconed his selfe most sur-
feared, he was in moste surety, and ° 58 :
est, he lost his lyfe, and that within two houres after. shakc;jpear
ma’kcs the same point more subtly and forcefully- bydpreé‘al_clmgl this eri11-;

b 113 : EEEE S W

i i " to “chop off his head” if Hasting

counter with Richard’s decision [F Plastings will
ir ” (3.1.192~03) and then following

not agree to their “complots” (3.1 ] :
knowging aside from Buckingham to the audlence.. The‘ encounter 'fvn(:)};

i i “follower”) named Hastings 1s an example
the pursuivant (literally, a “fo : '
the Encanny in eone of its mast direct forms, recogmz{?ble gnd s’frangf? at
once. The action itseif is doubled, as Hastings meets H.astn}gs comzn%
and going and does not understand what he sees. Hastings's own n}a}.r::xh
functions in a subdued allegorical way throughogt thlls sclenla:, whi
could be emblematized as festina lente, making Hastings slowly. corical

Another example of doubling and displacement Wlthm a ;stogc
event is provided by the odd little scene with the Scrl\.fener (3.b). or
rowed by the playwright from his chronicle sources, t(}ins fscinc: ecimgs
in i ic i del of history as 2 kind of ghostwriting,
in its dramatic embodiment a mo y as ghostwricng,

i i “ " the fashioning of a rival text.
since it encodes and “engross{es] : . The
Scrivener complains that he has spent eleven hou;s ;opycllngfthe 1‘r‘1d1;:(t:

ings “i d,” or legal script. The first draft, or “prec-
ment of Hastings “in a set hand, -1 draft, or prec”
v ~doing, / And yet within these five hou
edent,” “was full as long a domg,' . ese | .
tings liv’d / Untainted, upexamin'd, free, at liberty .(hncs 7 9))’1;{}‘11';&;
i ici f the times—“Who is so gross
Scrivener laments the duphclzlt}:’ of ) s T hat
cannot see this palpable device” {lines 10~11), “engross’d” by his
he sees it?
set hand—and yet who dares to say , .
This packed lictle scene demonstrates at once thc’T play’s prcoccfl-lpanon
with writing and the preemptive—indeed preseriptive-—nature ot its po-
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litical design. The Serivener’s indignation is both moral and professional,
for his task of scriptwriting had begun before the incident that was to
occasion it and ended too late to authorize—although it will retrospec-
tively “legitimize” —the death of Hastings. Since the previous scene has
already presented the spectacle of Hastings’s decapitated head, displayed
by Lovell and Raccliffe to the London populace and an apparently grief-
stricken Richard, the existence, belatedly revealed, of z meticulously
crafted indictment undercuts the idea of historical accident or sponta-
neous action. History is not only deformed but also preformed. Hall

recounts the stoty with particular attention to the length of time the
drawing of the indictment would take,

Nowe was thys proclamacion made within two houres after he was
beheaded, and it was so curiously endyted and so fayre writen in
Parchement in a fayre hande, and therewith of it selfe so long a pro-
cesse, that every chyld might perceyve that it was prepared and studyed
before (and as some men thought, by Catesby) for ail the tyme betwene
hys death and the proclamacion proclaimyng, coulde skant have suf-

fyced unto the bare wrytyng alone, albeit that it had bene in paper and
scribeled furthe in haste at adventure, ¢

Like the disparity between the “truth”
torical figure it encodes, the “palpable
dictment and the apparent hasting of
tion of authority, Which comes first, ¢
So far is Richard from being merel
of his deformity, he early on become
lator, not only “descanting” upon
characteristics onto others. The dea
how this works in the play. Claren
but at the instigation of Richard, The two murderers who go to the
Tower to carry out the execution bear Richard’s warrant for eatry. And
Edward is nonplussed when, at the worst possible time from a political
standpeint, Clarence’s desch is announced. “Is Clarence dead?” he asks.
“The order was reversed.” “But he, poor man, by your first order died,”
says Richard. “And that a winged Mercury did bezr; / Some tardy
cripple bare the countermand, / That came too fag to see him buried”
(2.1.87—01). : '

The phrase “tardy cripple” spoken by the crippled Richard is doubly
izonic, He himself is represented in this account not by the cripple, but
by “winged Mercury,” fleet of foot, who bears the message of execu-
tion—here, in fact, made possible by Richard’s forged warrant, The

of Shakespeare’s play and the his-
device” of the long-prepared in-
Hastings’s demise opens the ques-
he event or the ghostwriter?

y the passive psychological victim
s deformity’s theorist and manipu-
it, but projecting and displacing its
th of Clarence is 2 good example of
ce is imprisoned at Edward’s order,
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“tardy cripple,” coming “too lag” to save Clarencej, is Richard’s dlsplaﬁe—
ment of deformity onto the foiled intentions of his well-formed brother
thiﬁl;ligv'en more striking instance of, this crippling or !deforrmng of t}}e
world outside Richard occurs in the scene at Bayngrclis Castle (3.7), in
which Richard enters aloft between two bishops, f‘dwmely bent to meg—
itation”™ {line 62), and Buckingham stages a Pubhc entreaty to pe;s}tiafe]
him to accept the throne. Buckingﬁam desc;1‘ges Richard as the rightfu
heir, with “due of birth” and “lineal glory” (111.153 120-21}, ;bl,c to pr;:;
vent the resigning of the crown “to,the corruption of a blemish d Stodiﬂ

(line 122). But his description of the present state of governance is oddly
pertinent {and impertinent) to the man he is apparently addressing,.

The noble isle doth want her proper limbs;
Her face defac’'d with scars of infamy,
Her roval stock graft with ignoble plants,
And almost should'red in the swallowing guif
Of dark forgetfulness and deep oblivion.
(3.7.125-29)
Here the cripple is England, wanting “proper 1imbs”- (compare Riiharc‘l‘s
own ironic description of “me that halts and am misshapen thus” as “a
marv’llous proper man” in the eyes of the Lady Anne {1.2.250—54]).1
“Defac’d” and especially “should’red” make the transferred anatomica
nmistakable. -
rciiiiic;;lal scene of 3 Henry VI an ambitious and disgruntled‘Rlchard
had murmured 2side, “Yer I am not look’d on in t.he world, / Th1§ shoul-
der was ordain’d so thick to heave, / And heave 1t sha_ll some we1ghtl, ﬁr
break my back” (5.7.22—24). In the scene of the Woomg“of.Annel, Ric.l—
ard protests that Queen Margaret’s slanderous tongue 1a1§1 th@r gmlt
upon my guiltless shoulders” (Richard 111 1.%.98), again n?lschx‘evodust)y
calling attention to his own physical deformity; la.ter h'c is tw1tte/ Hy
young York to the same effect (“Because that [ am”httle like an apeRl hf:
thinks that you shouid bear me on your shoulders” {3.1. 1.30-31]). 11-: (;
ard’s deformed shoulder is what “shoulders” the noble islc of Englan
into near oblivien, but in Buckingham’s anatomy of the d‘eformcd sta}:e
the “proper man” is the well-derived Richard, who will restore t (}
kingdom to its wonted shape. In both .of these cases a condition od
deformity is transferred, to the hypothetical messenger or the disease
poll;tzi;ormity as a selfraugmenting textual eﬂ"ect-, contaminating thc{tcllc-{
ing of Richard’s story as well as Richard’s story itself, ha,s heen assm:}atic-1
with his literary presence almost from the first. More's account of the
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notorious sermon of Dr, Shaa is a good example. Dr. Shaa had been
persuaded to preach a sermon in which he would impute the bastardy of
Edward’s sons and point out Richard’s physical resemblance to his father,
the Duke of York. He was to have intoned these sentiments, comparing
Richard’s visage and behavior to those of the admired duke, at the point
when Richard himself appeared in the congregation. Richard, however,
was fate, and the key passage already past when he did turn up. Seeing
him enter, Dr. Shaa, in 2 flurry of discomfiture, began to repeat his
point-for-point comparison, but “out of a! order, and out of al frame,” !
to the consternation of the audience. The “shamefull sermon” having
backfired, Shaa fled to his house and was forced to “kepe him out of sight
lyke an owl,” and soon “withered away” of shame.

In this little story Dr. Shaa sees himself as a writer of predictive his-
tory, predicating the future on a repetition of the past (the second Richard
an image of the first). But his narrative, out of all order and out of all
frame, like Richard’s own misshapen body, becomes in More’s retelling
the perversion and distortion of its intended form and design. Moreaver,
Dr. Shaa himself is contaminated by the rhetorical force of the prevailing
mythology about Richard. In the course of More’s account Shaa himself
becomes deformed, or “withered,” as if by the disseminated agency of
his ignoble association with Richard, whose own arm is “like 2 wither’d
shrub” (3 Henry VI 3.2.156), “like a blasted sapling, wither'd up” (Rich-
ard I1I 3.4.69). The figure of Richard keeps escaping its own boundaries,
to appear uncannily replicative in the authors of his twisted history.

Other putative sources for Shakespeare’s play have suffered the same
suggestive narrative contamination. Francis Seager’s complaint, Richard
Plantagenet, Duke of Gloucester, one of the tragedies published in the 1563
Mirror for Magistrates, is described by a prose commentator in the volume
as appropriate to its subject. The roughness of the meter was suitable,
since “kyng Rychard never kept measure in any of his doings. . . . it
were agaynst the decorum of his personage, to use eyther good Meter or
order.”"® The “decorum of his personage” seems also to have affected the
Arden editor, Antony Hammond, who describes this same poem as “a
dull, lame piece of verse.”'®

Such observations reflect the powerful ghostly presence of the lame
and halting Richard. E. M. W. Tillyard, writing of the first tetralogy,
remarks upon “the special shape in which the age of Elizabeth saw its own
immediate past and its present political ‘problems,” and again of “the
shape in which the War of the Roses appeared to Shakespeare’s contem-
poraries,” 2

That “special shape” is Richard’s. Images of “the beauty of virtue and
the deformity of vice” were commonplace in Tudor writings (this partic-
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ular phrase comes from the second preface to Grafton's Chronicle at Large

(1369}, probably written by Thomas NOI‘COI.I, the author of Gerboduc);

but when the subject turned explicitly to R1charq, the corrcqundence

of physical, moral, and poetic or Isty]istic deformity seems particularly
ined.

ngjcccfi'rsmessay “Of Deformity” reads like 2 description of Richard I,

though it may have been provoked more directly by Robert Cecil.

Deformed persons are commonly even with nature; for as nature hath
done ill by them, so do they by nature; being for the most part, as the
Scripture saith, “Void of natural affection,” and so they have their re-
venge of nature. Cerzain there is a consent between the body a‘nci the
mind, and where nature erreth in the one, she ventureth in the
other. . . . Whosoever has anything fixed in his person that doth md'uce
contempt, hath also 2 perpetual spur in himself, to rescue and deliver
himself from scorn; therefore all deformed persons are extreme
bold. . . . Also it stireth in them industry, . . . to watch and obser}ve
the weakness of others that they may have somewhat to repay. Agam,
in their superiors it quencheth jealousy and it layeth th.eir competitors
and emulators asleep; as never believing they should be in possibility of
advancement, till they see them in possession. So that, upon the: matter,
in a great wit deformity is an advantage to rising. . . - they will, 1f‘they
be of spirit, seek to free themselves from scorn, which must be either

by virtue or malice.?

Sarmuel Johnson cites these sentiments with approbation i‘r‘z his notes
on 3 Henry VI, making explicit their releva.nce to Rllc}.lard (“Bacon re-
marks that the deformed are commonly daring, anid it is almost prover-
bially observed that they are ill-natured. Thf‘: tr_uth is, that the de{ormed,
like all other men, are displeased with inferioriry, and endcavogr tzo gain
ground by good or bad means, as they are virtuous or corrupt”).? And,
indeed, this too may be an instance of overdetermined contamination.
Dr. Johnson's stress on “deformities” reflects his own self-consciousness
of deformation. Suffering from scrofula as an infant, Johnson was
marked throughout life by “scars on the lower part gf the face and- on the
neck,”? which he sought to conceal in his portraits by presenting the
better side of his face to the painter’s view. Unti! the age of six hle bore
on his arm an open, running sore, or “issuet” cut and left open with the
idea of draining infection. This, and the partial bl;ndn@ss also mduceld bz
tuberculesis in infancy, produced in him a “situation so appalling,
writes Walter Jackson Bate, that “we are naturally tempted to speculate

on the psychological results” (p. 7).
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But Johnson’s most striking observations about deformity in Shake~
speare occur in another connection. “We fix our eyes upon his graces,
and turn them from his deformities, and endure in him what we should
in another loathe or despise.” The subject of these comments, astonish-
ingly, is not Richard I, but Shakespeare himself—and the “deformities”
are those of literary and dramatic creation. “T have seen,” he continues,
“in the book of some modern critic, a collection of anomalies, which
shew that he has corrupted language by every model of depravation, but
which his admirer has accumulated as 2 monument of honour.”*
“Anomalies,” “corrupted language,” “model of depravation”—all this
sounds very like Richard Il as he is received by a reluctantly admiring
audience. Not only does Richard theorize his own deformity, he gener-
ates and theorizes deformity as a form of power.

II

In a response to a recent collection of essays entitled “Race,” Writing, and
Difference, Houston A. Baker, Jr., discusses Shakespeare’s Caliban as an
example of what he calls “the deformation of mastery,” the way in which
a representative of the indigenous population finds 2 voice within the
colonialist discourse of the master, Prospero. Caliban, the “hooting de-
formed of Shakespeare's The Tempest,” provides for Baker an opportu-
nity to describe “a drama of deformation” zs it is articuated by the indig-
enous Other that advertises itself through a phaneric mask of display.
Caliban’s metacurses, his deployment of language against language, are a
result of his conscription by Western culture, his “willingness to barter
his signs for the white magician’s language” (p. 392). His physical de-
formity and his curses are alike indices of this double bind, What Baker
proposes—and he is here troping the present-day Afro-Armerican schol-
ar’s discourse on Caliban's—is 2 ““vernacular’ invasion and transcendence
of fields of colonizing discourse in order to destroy whitemale he~
gemony” (p. 382). Unable to go back to a prelapsarian or pre-Prosperian
innocence (another impossible and hypothetical origin only fantasized in
retrospect by the play), Caliban and his twentieth-century heirs must
find a solution to the double bind in a triple play” of what Baker calls
“supraliteracy,” the deployment of the vernacular, “hooting” phaneric
deformities that are the sign of the slipped noose, of the freed, indepen-
dent, and victorious subject. ‘

What Baker is here calling for, in an clegant phaneric display of his
own, is essentially a rhetoric and a politics of deformation. His word
“hoot,” which he takes from an ethologrical description of gorilla display,
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nowhere appears in The Tempest, but it suggests the “mimic hootings” of
Wordsworth's Boy of Winander, and even the phaneric “hoos”™ of Stev-
ens’s Chieftain Iffucan of Azcan.

The “deformed slave” who is Caliban has lately been taken as the site
of deformation for a number of cantemporary debates. Thus we might
consider Caliban not only as a figure for the colonized subject, but also
as a figure for mixed genre, as Paul Howe has suggested,” or {on the
model of Prankenstein's monster) as a figure for woman, And this kind
of deformation, too, has potential relevance for Richard IIIL In the course
of Shakespeare’s play Richard himself develops what is in effect a rhetoric
of deformation, calling attention!to the novelties of his physical shape
and the ways in which that shape liberates him from the constraints of
conventional courtly deportment. “Cheated of feature by dissembling
nature,” Richard himself feels free to cheat and dissemble; “deformed,
unfinished,” he freely descants on his own deformity.

“Man,” writes Nietzsche in his essay “The Use and Abuse of History,”
“braces himself against the great and ever greater pressure of what is past:
it pushes him down or bends him sideways, it encumbers his steps as a
dark invisible burden which he would like to disown.”?” So Richard
“Crook-back” (3 Henry VI 1.4.75; 2.2.96; 5.5.30) is bent not only by
specific historical distortions but by the intrinsic distortion of history,
which Richard bears, like an ape, on his shoulders. Again, as Titus An-
dronicus particularizes in its decapitations and cutting off of hands the
disrnembering of historiographical writing, so Richard IIT anatomizes the
dangers of re-membering, of history as an artifact of memory.

Writing of what he describes as “monumental history,” Nietzsche az-
gues that

as long as the soul of historiography les in the great stimuli that 2 man

of power derives from it, as long as the past has to be described as
worthy of imitation, as imitable and possible for 4 second time, it of

course incurs the danger of becoming semewhat distorted, . . . there have
been ages, indeed, which were quite incapable of distinguishing be-
tween a monumentalized past and a mythical fiction. . . . Monumental

history deceives by anzlogies: with seductive similarities is ispires to
fanaticism; and when we go on te think of this kind of histery in the
hands of gifted egoists and visionary scoundrels, then we see empires
destroyed, princes murdered, wars and revolutions launched and the
number of historical “effects in themselves,” that is to say, effects with-
out sufficient cause, again augmented. (Pp. 70-71)

“Gifted egoists and visionary scoundrels,” “wars and revolutions
launched,” “princes murdered,” the past “somewhat distorted” in the di-
rection of mythical fiction—Nietzsche is uncannily describing not only
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monumental history but also Richard Hl—and Richard III. Moreover,

Richard himself in his opening soliloquy articulates the process of mon-
umental history. |

Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths,
Our bruised arms hung up for monuments,

Qur stern alarums chang’d te merry meetings,

Our dreadful marches to delightful measures,

{1.1,5-8)

This is the description of something completed and assimilated, some-
;thing finished—against which Richard remains defiantly incompieté and
1mperfect: “curtail'd of this fair proportion, / Cheated of feature by dis-
sembling nature, / Deform’d, unfinish’d, sent before my time / Into this
brgathing world scarce half made up” (lines 18~21). Yet Nietzsche, too
writes of the consciousness of history as something that reminds n;an 0;’
“what his existence fundamentally is—an imperfect tense that can never
become a perfect one” {p. 61). So the imperfect and unperfected Richard
stanclls over against “the phrase ‘it was’” (p. vo).

It is in the multiple narratives of birth that Richard comes most clearly
to stand as an embodiment of the paradoxical temporality of history. On
che one hand, he is premature: “deform’d, unfinish’'d, sent before [his}
time.” Yet on the other, he is born too late, “held for two years in his
mother’s womb, emerging with teeth,” overdeveloped and overarmed
Both Robert N. Watson and Janet Adelman® have identified, in psycho;
analytic terms, another birth scene, a fantasized one in which the “un-

lick’d bear-whelp” carves his own way out of the womb, making a birth
canal where none exists.

Seeking a way, and straying from the way,
Not knowing how to find the apen air,
But toiling desperately to find it out—
Torment myself to catch the English crown;
And from that torment I will free myself,
Or hew my way out with 2 bloody axe.

(3 Henry VI 3.2.196-81)

F%guratively, this may be seen as a process of violently willful biological
birth; politically, it presents itself as a birth of historical process. Prema~
ture, Protean, fully and functionally toathed, Richard here hews out an
historical path, the way to the crown (and to the chronicles). The vio-
lepce of his act is inseparable and indistinguishable from that act itself.
His use of history is simultaneously and necessarily its abuse.

There is another retelling of the birth story in Richard 111, this one by
the Lady Anne:
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If ever he have child, abortive be it,
Prodigicus, and untimely brought to light,
Whose ugly and unnatural aspect '
May fright the hopeful mother at the view,
And that be heir to his unhappiness!
(r.2.21-25)

This passage, too, can be conceived as a deslcriptjon pf autogenesis. The
fantasy child who is to be the only oﬁ”spnng of Rlcharc% and Anne is
Richard himself.?® A different construction, or reco_nstructlmn, of Anne ]
speech, however, might read this predictive curse as the birth of hl.story.

History—the historical subject anid the synthetic Sh;}kespearean lhistoré(
play—is the prodigious and untimely result of the? union of chronicle an ;
drama. Anmne’s imagined scene of the mother’s dlsmay‘(she ldoes not, o

course, envisage herself as the “hopeful nllother” qf his Cl:l‘lld) strongly
recalls King Henry VI's account of the birth of Richard: “Thy mother
felt more than a mother’s pain, / And yet brought forth less than a moth-

’ ” enry V15.6.40~30).

N f&l;?}favgaiucﬁ elscivh:rgc,” recent critical displacements'o.f the once-
fashionable notion of “providential history” by' 2 Pohticaliy” self-
conscious, ideologically determined reshap.ing. of h1sto'nca1. .fa.ct have
foregrounded the degree of belatedness intrinsic to and implicit n Ehz?—
bethan history plays. The “now” of these plays is alw'ays preeminently
the “now” of the time of their literary gcneslls——the time is ”mamfestly
out of joint, and the retrospective reconstruction of history (' to;eil n*iy
story,” to pursue Hamlet’s own chronicling ‘of: the process) is the only
means of shaping time at either the protagonist’s or the dram’?tlst s com-
mand. “May not an ass know when the cart draws _the hor;e? _asks Lear’s
Fool (King Lear 1.4.223), but the cart., or tumbril, of hlStOI’lCE%l §ventsf
inevitably draws the hero’s charger in its wakg. T,‘,hus the repud;a.tlon 0d
the fiction of historical accuracy or “objectivity,” the self—dc‘eluswe an

far-from-benign assumption that the past can bevrecaptu'rcd w1Fhout con};
tamination from the present, has become a crucial starting point of bot_

the Foucaldian and the deconstructive projects_. For 1}1story is alwaz; in
the process of deconstructing itself—of becoming, as it alwaysdwas, t ;s—f
story,” the story that the teller imposes upon the reconstructed events o

th?fi?:ti.s not new news to the chroniclers of chronit‘:lers. Sidney’s far.nous
description of the historian in his Apologie for Pqerrle f:haracter;zes him as
“loaden with old mounse-zaten records, authorlzm'g. hzmself(fér the mol-slst
part) upon other histories, whose greatest authorities, are bg1lt upon the
notable foundation of hearsay, having much adq to a.c_co?d d1Eer1gg \,zr;t—
ers, and to pick truth out of partiality.”* The historian is constrained by
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his burden of facts; “many times he must tel events, whereof he can
yield no cause; or if he do, it must be poetical” (p. 233)~—must, that is,
make the move from “fact” to fiction, “for that a feigned example, hath
as much force to teach, as 2 true example.” One of the best known pas-

sages in the Apclogie addresses the question of theatrical fictions, mime-
sis, and allegoresis.

What child is there, that coming to a play, and seeing Thebes written in
great letrers upon an old door, doch believe that it is Thebes? If then a
man can arrive, at that child’s age, to know that the poet’s persons and
doings, are but pictures what should be, and not stories what have
been, they will never give the lie, to things not affirmatively, but alle-
gorically, and figuratively written, And therefore, as in history, locking
for truth, they go away full fraught with falsehood; so in poesy, looking
for fiction, they shall use the narration, but as an imaginative

ground-
plot of 2 profitable invention, (P. 249)

‘This quotation, often cited, is frequently truncated by the omission of
the last sentence. Its sense seems to be that poesy—which here inciudes
drama—is less culpable of distortion than history, because it does not
pretend to objectivity. O, to put the positien somewhat differently, its
distortion is the product of design. A very similar position is adumbrated
in “The Use and Abuse of History,” in Nietzsche’s argument that the
only possible “objectivity” in the framing of history comes in the work
of the dramatist, who alone writes history as an expression of the “artis-

tic drive” rather than as a putatively auchoritative and objective record of
what was. For drama, in Nietzsche's terms, offers

an artistically true painting but not an historically true one. To think of
history objectively in this fashion is the silent work of the dramatist;
that is to say, to think of all things in relation to all others and to weave
the isolated event into the whole: always with the presupposition that if
a unity of plan does not already reside in things it must be implanted
into them. Thus man spins his web over the past and subdues it, thus
he gives expression to his artistic drive—but not to his drive towards

truth or justice. Objectivity and Jjustice have nothing to do with one
another. (P. g1)

By contrast to drama all other modes of historical writing are fundamen-
tally unsatisfactory, constructive in some ways but destructive in others,
Since they are written by historical subjects in effect created by the very
history they seck to document, there can be no objective or authoritative
vantage paint for their observations, And this point is oddly but firmly
msisted upon by both Sidney and Nictzsche. Thus Sidney claims that
“the best of the historian is subject to the poet; for whatsoever action, or
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faction, whatsoever counsel, policy, or war stratage@., _the‘ historian %s
bound to recite, that may the poet (if he list) with his immitation make his
own” (p. 234). And Nietzsche writes that the.human subJeFt must situate
himself or herself “against history” (p. 106); “if you want b10g;aph1esy, do
not desire those which bear the legend "Herr So-and-So and' his age, bl’J,E
those upon whose title-page there would stand ‘a fighter against his age
(P.Tg)ife).title page of biographies; “the history of great men” .(p. 9s). It is
often asked about Shakespeare’s Richard 111, as abogt other pivotal \fvolrks
in the Shakespeare canon (e.g., Julius Caesar): s it a_tra“gedy or is it z;
history? Is it, as both Quarto and Folio title pages call it, lthe tragedy o
Richard {IL,” or, as the Folio classifies it, generically to be listed under the
histories? Nietzsche has here uncannily provided an answer to the ques-
tion of why this is a question: the birth of history can only be presented
birth of tragedy,
N ‘t‘}”?[?he Use and ibu};e of History” (1874) is indee.d in some seénse a coqa
or extrapoiation of Nietzsche’s great study of the rise and fall of the tragic
vision in ancient Greece, The Birth of Tragedy (1871). In that work, as
Hayden White has noted, MNietzsche “lamt?nteq the de§11.ne and fall .of
ancient tragedy, and named the modern hlstonc# consciousness as its
antitype.”* “The Use and Abuse of History” continues this exploration
of what has gone wrong, of what has been lost with the loss of the
ical tragic vision. .
Cla];iiaNietgsche’s remarks are not confined to the Greeks alone. There is
another dramatist who haunts Nietzsche’s text, and thatl dramapst, per-
haps unsurprisingly, 1s Shakespeare. Twice he takes as his starting point
what someone else has said about Shakespeare’s intersection Wl-tljl the
modern historical world, Quoting Franz Grillparzer, N1etzsche“crst1qu§s
the contemporary German’s sensibility, deve}‘opec’l, 50 'he says, from‘hls
experience in the theater. "We feel in abstractions, [G?lllparze:r] says, ‘we
hardly know any longer how feeling really expresses itself with our con-
temporaries; we show them performing actions such as they 1o longer
perform nowadays. Shakespeare has ruined all of us deEI‘T.IS {p. 81).
Shortly thereafter, Nietzsche quotes Goethe: “Goethe once said of Shake-
spezre: ‘No one despised outward costume more'than he; he knew very
well the inner human costume, and here all are alike. They say ht_: hit off
the Romans admirably; but I don't find it so, they are all notlhmg but
flesh-and-blood Englishmen, but they are ccrtain%y human beings, hu-
man from head to foot, and the Roman toga sits on them per_fectly
well.”” Nietzsche takes this opportunity to condemn present-day literati
and officials, who could not be portrayed as Romans
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because they are not human beings but only Hesh-and-blood compen-
dia and as it were abstractions made concrete, , creations of histori-
cal culture, wholly structure, image, form without demonstrable cot-
tent and, unhappily, ill-designed Jorm and, what is more, uniform. And
so let my proposition be understood and pondered: history can be borne
only by strong personalities, weak ones are wtterly extinguished by it . . He
who no longer dares to trust himself but involuntarily asks of history
“How ought I to feel about this?” finds that his timidity gradually turns
him into an actor and that he is playing a role, usually indeed many
roles and therefore playing them badly and superficially. (pp. 85—86)

“Iil-designed form and, what is more, uniform.” For Nietzsche the mod-
ern politician’s failure lies precisely in his conformity to unthinking stan-
dards of political correctness, what Nietzsche scornfuily calls “objective”
standards, as if any strong personality, in his view, could be “chjective”
or subscribe to an “objective” reading of history. “Ill-design” for Nictz-
sche is thus the obverse of what it is for Rickard I1]. In Shakespeare’s play
Richard’s physical appearance, his ill-design, perversely glories in its dif-
ference from the usual, the uniform, the fully formed.

The famous scene in which he woos and wins the Lady Anne (“and
will she yet abase her eyes on me. . . . On me, that halts and am mis-
shapen thus / My dukedom to a beggarly denier, / I do mistake my per-
son all this while! / Upon my life she finds {aithough I cannor) / Myself
to be a marv'lious proper man. / I'll be at charges for a looking glass”
[1.2.246-55]) displays a Richard whose narcissistic posturing translates
il-design (“misshapen thus”) into “proper” or handsome appearance—
and thus to proprietary and approptiative behavior, made possible by his
flouting of the conventional proprieties.

Shakespeare appears a third time in this relatively short essay, when
Nietzsche is offering a critique of the “philosophy of the uncenscious” of
Eduard von Hartmann {p. 115). Von Hartmann’s description of the
“manhood of man” is ironically disparaged by a citation from Jaques’s
celebrated speech in As You Like It, on the seven ages of man—a citation
that not surprisingly encodes the word “history™:

Last scene of all,
That ends this strange, eventful history, |
Is second childishness, and mere oblivien,
Sans teeth, sans eves, sans taste, sans every thing.
(2.7.163~66)

The Richard who comes into the world already provided with teeth is
an apt counterimage to this toothless historical deterioration, Yet, as
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these citations make clear, the power of drama as 2 historical force can be
enfeebling as well as enabling, reducing men to actors in the very act of
raising history to drama. “Overproud European,” writes Nietzsche in an
apostrophe that neatly deconstructs Pico’s De dignitate hominis,

you are raving! Your knowledge dees not perfect nature, it only de-
stroys your'own nature, Compare for once the heights of your capacity
for knowledge with the depths of your capacity for action. Itis true you
climb upen the sunbeams of knowiedge up to Heaven, but you also
climb down to chaos. Your manner of moving, that of climbing upon
knowledge, is your fatality; the ground sinks away from you into the
unknown; there is no longer any support for your life, only spider's
threads which every new grasp of knowledge tears apart.—But enough
of this seriousness, since it is also possible to view the matter more
cheerfully.

The madly thoughtless shattering and dismantling of all founda-
tions, their dissolution into 2 continual evolving that flows ceaselessly
away, the tireless unspinning and histericizing of all there has ever been
by modern man, the great cross-spider at the node of the cosmic web—
all this may concern and dismay moralists, artists, the pious, even
statesmen; we shall for once let it cheer us by looking at it in the glitter-
ing magic mirror of a philosophical parodist in whose head the age has
come to an ironical awareness of itself. (P, 108)

Self-irony, proclaimed by a philosophical parodist eying history {and
the construction of the human subject) in a glittering magic mirror. It is
a stunning evocation of Richard HI. “Shine out, fair sun, till I have
bought a glass, / That I may see my shadow as I pass” (Richard III
1.2.262-63). Over and over again, Shakespeare’s Richard Crook-back is
compared to a spider, spinning plots. Queen Margaret refers to him as a
“bottled spider, / Whose deadly web ensnareth thee about” {1.3.241-42),
and the hapless Queen Elizabeth recalls her warning when it is too late:
“Q), thou didst prophesy the time would come / That I should wish for
thee to help me curse / That bottied spider, that foul bunch back’d toad!”
(4.4.8c—81). The Lady Anne likewise classes him with “spiders, toads, /

Or any creeping venom'd thing that lives” (1.2.19—20)—even as she
succumbs to his designs. Indeed Richard’s father, the duke of York, his
predecessor in vengeful soliloquy, had claimed for himself the same iden-
tification: “My brain, more busy than the laboring spider / Weaves tedi-
ous snare to trap mine enemies” (2 Henry V1 1.1.339-40).

Is the present afflicted or instructed by the power of tragedy to “weave
the 1solated event inte the whole?” Can the “tireless unspinning and his-
toricizing of all there has ever been by modern man, the great cross-
spider at the node of the cosmic web”—occupied with weaving “spider’s
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threads which every new grasp of knowledge tears apart”—be seen as
that which cripples as well as empowers the observer who would profit
from historical models, historical example, historical textualizations?
This is perhaps the question Shakespeare forces us to ask of our own
ambivalent fascination with “that bottled spider / Whose deadly web en-
snareth [us] about”: Richard III-—and Richard [II—as the dramatization
of the power of deformity inherent in both tragedy and history.
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