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Abstract

EDW AR D  BOND, TOM STOPPARD, AND SHAKESPEARE:

THE ANX IE TY  OF INFLUENCE 

By

Wagdi Zeid

Ac cording to the theore tic al perspe cti ve  of this research, 

a belated d ram ati st 's version may be judged to be as origin al as 

his pre cursor's origin al  if the belated dramatist manages to 

swerve away from his precursor by so reading his pr ec ur sor 's  play 

as to excute a co r r ec t i ve  mo ve me nt in his own play. In the truly 

new play the playwri gh t cr eates a movement of dis co nt in u it y  with 

the pa rent-play th rough an ant it he t i ca l proceeding.

In the new textual encounter, L e a r , Bond's attempt to 

be the dominant in t e rp r e te r  is quite evident. The basic di ffe ren ce  

be tween Sha ke sp e a re ' s  and Bond's version consists of Bond's co ncern  

not only for the perso na l tragedy of the characters, but for the 

tragedy of a society that revels in mo r al i z ed  and i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  

patterns of aggression. Bond's urge to reinf or ce his an tit he t ic a l  

state men t compels him to change drasti ca lly  the pattern of

i v
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re lat io n sh i p s in S h a k e s p e a r e ’s play. Bond's antith et ic al  

s tatement is undersc or ed fay the o n e - s i d e d - s t r u c t u r e , the 

devel opm en t of scenes, and the use of powerful theatric al  imagery.

Despite the appa re nt der iv at iv e n es s  recogniz ed in Ros encrantz 

and G ui l d en s t er n  Are D e a d , Stoppard could e st a bl ish  his own 

individual presnce in the new textual encounter. Acco rd in g to the 

theoret ica l pe rsp ec tiv e of this study, Stoppar d' s version may be 

j udged to be less origi na l than that of bond because Stoppard's 

play lacks a di sti nc tiv e an ti th et i ca l  atatement. Nevertheless,  

through bringing R os e n cr a n tz  and G u i l d e ns t e rn  and the players to 

the for egr ou nd of his play, and by de vel opi ng  thoroughly his 

so ph i st i c at e d  use of mi rror technique ( the play withi n the play 

and mimetic scenes ), Stopp ar d could bring about a brilliant 

inv ers io n of S h a k es p ea r e 's  material. Like Bond, Stoppard uses 

theatri cal  imagery which is basic to the concerns, forms, and 

the dramatic stru ct ur e of his play.

v
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INTRODUCTION

Dramatic crit ic ism  has not yet closely examined Harold 

Bloom's theory of the anxiety of influence. While Bloom has 

applied his theory only to Romantic poets and lyric form, neithe  

he nor any other critic has tried to demonstrate how far the 

theory could operate when applied to dramatists. Although " it 

was in the name of drama that the Romantics assailed n e o c l a s s i ­

cism, Bloom, by his own admission, excludes not only 

Shakespeare but all dramatists before or after him, Rom antics 

or otherwise.

Nevertheless, this research takes for granted Bloom's 

claim that his theory is a theory of poetry which, by necessity,

-  1 -
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wo uld  mean that it is a pp l i c a b l e  to all writers in all 

literary genres. We shall at te mpt  to see how far his theory 

of the anxiety of in f l ue n c e can be applied to the dramatists 

Edward Bond, Tom Stoppard, and W i l l i a m  Shakespeare.

No major a tt e m pt  has been made so far to define

concretely, from a t h e o r et i c al  perspective, the re la ti ons hi p

betwee n Bond and S t o p p a r d ' s  v e rs i o ns  Lear and Ros en cr a n t z and

G u i l d e ns te r n Are Dead and S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  King Lear and H a m l e t .

Studi es dealing with  this r e l a t i o n s h i p  tend to emp hasize

si mi l ar i t ie s  and d i f f e r e n c e s  but never try to offer a theory of

infl uen ce  based on c on cre te  an al y s es  of the four plays. Critics

a c k n o w le dg e  that B o nd ' s  play is dep endent on S h a k e sp e a re ' s  play

but i,n a wh olly cr ea t i ve  sense, and that Stoppar d' s play, though
2" r ec o g ni z a bl y  d e r i v a t i v e , "  is ge n ui nel y different. Yet, no

cr itic has tried to provide a th eor et ica l perspe cti ve by which

we can define the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b et wee n the mo dern vers ion s and

the Sh a k es pe a re a n  originals.

Studies of B on d's  Lea r and S t op pa rd 's R os e n cr a n tz  and

Gu il d e n s t e r n  Are Dead are e x c l u s i v e l y  co ncerned either with

-  2 -
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the c on t e mp o r ar y inf luence on them or with how the Shakes- 

pearean model fun ctions as a " point of departure," but seldom 

with the in t r a- dr a ma t i c relationship. In her article " Edward 

B o n d ’s L e a r , " Le slie Smith, for instance, deals with " Brec ht' s  

socia l and political pu rpo siveness allied to St rin db e rg ' s  t o r ­

me nte d vision of man's s e l f - d e s t r uc t i ve n e ss ,"  which con sti t ut e  

B ond 's  " double visi on ." ^ " Bond," she states, " has a great 

p l a y w r i gh t ' s abili ty  to express this double vision in dramatic 

images, in dialogue and action that have ex t r a o r d i n a r y  force 

and p o w e r . W h e n  she comes to the Sh ake s p ea re a n influence, she 

me re l y quotes Bo nd's words, " I can only say that Lear was 

s ta nd in g in my path and I had to get him out of the way. I 

co ul dn 't  get beyond him to do other things that I also wanted, 

so I had to come to terms with him."*’ Smith does not try to 

relate Bo nd 's  words to his play so that we can see why and how 

Lear was stan di ng in Bond's path or why and how, again, Bond had 

to come to terms with Lear. Instead, she simply ends her article 

with the co n c lus ion  that " Bond completes a pla y. . wh i c h does not 

suffer by co mp a r i so n  with S h a k e sp e a re 's  great or ig in al . "^

Other aca de mi c co mm en tat ors  look upon Ro se n cra nt z and

- 3 -
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Gui lde n s te r n  Are Dead in a like manner. For them, Sto pp ar d's  

play is nothing but a combina tio n of " the brittle wit of
Q

Oscar Wilde with mordant humour of Samuel Beckett," or a 

" spirited union of ma t eri als  from various dramatic and non- 

dramatic sources." They describe its composi tio n as if it had 

been " neatly prescribed by a recipe: plot and char ac ter  from 

S ha k e spe ar e folded into a Bec ke t ti a n  a m b i a n c e , or vice versa; 

a dash of concept, echo or tone from the other dramatic or 

literary sources; and W i t t g e n s te i n 's  ph ilo sop hy  cracked, its 

lan gu a g e- g a m es  sepa rat ed  and used to bind the other i n g r e ­

d i e n t s . " ^  I agree with Jill L ev e n so n ' s ju dg men t that Stoppar d's  

play does not resemble the co m p os i t io n  of a " pudding.

De spite those influenc es  we may reco gn ize  in it, it offers a 

vision as harmonious and distinct as that offered by Shakesp ea re  

in H a m l e t .

Like 

my Maste r's  

in 1982 ) di 

c om p a rat iv e  

Are Dead and

-  4 -

those st udies of Bond and Stoppar d's  versions, 

thesis ( w r i tt e n  and su b m it t e d to Am. Univ. of Cairo 

d not provide a t heo ret ic al perspective. It was a 

study of S t op pa r d' s  Rosen cr ant z and Gu il d en s t er n  

S ha ke sp ear e' s Hamlet in which I ex c l us i v el y  dealt
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with points of si mil ar it y in dramatic technique and Language.

To provide the required theoretical perspective, 

the present study follows a two-fold strategy. While it deals 

with the tra dition of influence, showing what debts Bloom owes 

to his precursors and how his theory can be adapted to the 

needs of dramatic criticism, it also tests the theory against 

the rel at i on sh i p be tw een  Bond and Stoppard's versions and the 

S ha ke sp ear ea n originals.

One main aim of this research is to formulate a 

theoretical pe r s pe cti ve  by which we can define the relationship  

between old and new dramat ic  works. Another aim is to see in 

what way Bl oom's theory of the anxiety of influence can operate 

when applied to the dr am ati sts  Edward Bond, Tom Stoppard, and 

their re la ti ons hip  to W i l li a m Shakespeare.

This thesis is divided into five chapters. The primary 

aim of the first cha pter is to provide the required theoretical 

perspective. The refore, Bloom's concept of influence will be 

conside red  in relati on  to those concepts of W. Jackson Bate

- 5 -
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12and T. S . E l i o t , his two most imp ortant precursors. In 

the light of chapter One's conclusions, we shall investigate, 

in the following four chapters, the re la ti on s hi p  be tw ee n the 

various playwrights.

-  6 -
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CHAPTE R ONE

AT THE CROSS -RO ADS

Influence, as conc ei ve d by Harold Bloom, seems to have 

a history as old as literary history itself. Tracing it, W. 

Jackson Bate could look back to " an almost f o r g o t t e n ” Eg yptian 

writer of 2000 B.C. " K h a k h e p e r r e s e n b ," Bate tells us, " who 

inherited in his l it er ar y legacy no Homer, Sophocles, Dante, 

Shakespeare, Milton, Goethe, or Dickens - no formidable variety 

of literary genres av a il a b le  in thousands of libraries - yet 

who still left the poignant epigram:

Would I had phrases that are not known, utteranc es  

that are strange, in new language that has not been 

used, free from repetition, not an utte ra nc e which 

has grown st a le ,w h ic h  men of old have spoken."'*'

Infl uen ce  as an xi et y or, as Bate puts it." the re mo rs el ess

dee pening of s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  before the rich and intim ida ti ng
2legacy of the p a s t , ” has been felt, indeed ha l f -a c k n o w l e d g e d  in 

all ages. Sixteen ce nt u r ie s  ago, Longi nu s in On The Sublime 

wonder s " why minds of a high order of sub li mit y and greatness

- 7 -
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are no longer pr od uce d, " and " why this world-wide barenness 

of l i t e r a t u r e ... perva des  our life." " Every age," Ortega y 

G as s e t states, " will in evi tab ly  feel itself " empty" in co m­

pa ri s on  with the past." Bate assures us that this dilemma, 

the a nx i e t y  of influence, has been privately wrest le d with 

by maj or  wr it er s from the Renaiss an ce  to the present day. The 

n ag g i n g  q ue s ti ons  wh ic h have " haunted every poet since Milton, 

h ow e v e r  muc h he may have resisted" them, are: what is there left 

to wr ite? and how, as craftsmen, do poets get not only new 

s u b j e c t s  but a new idiom? Bate points out that the anxiety of

i n f l ue n ce  has become the greatest single problem art has had
4

to face, and that it will become incre as ing ly so. Bloom goes 

fu rt h er  to predict that;

Th ere  is no escape. It is simply the given, 

and there is nothing we can do. In fact all 

we can do is keep increasing it, and this of 

c our se  is where Hegel is the prphet. Hegel 

p ro p he sie d that this must finally mark the 

death of art, because this growing self- 

awa ren es s,  this growing s el f - co ns ci ous nes s  

must finally be destruc ti ve  of the aesth et ic. ^

-  8 -
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I

Bate is Bloom' s imm ediate precursor. Indeed, in Bate's 

book The Bu rden of the Past and The Englis h Poet (1970 ) we 

can trace back the basic pr em ise  of Bloom's theory which he 

proposed later in his book The Anxiety of Influence (1973 ). 

Bloom's argu me nt is based on Bate's success fu l bold attempt 

to pose the pr ob le m and find ways to bring it out into the 

open. Bate a pp r o a c h e d  it throug h di scu ss i ng  several diagnoses 

advanced by major writers of different periods and, after each 

diagnosis, he would restate the problem, opening up avenues in 

many directions. Bloom's theory, as we will show, is nothing but 

one of those directions, whi ch Bl oom  manag es to explore, if not 

thoroughly exhaust.

In ve s ti g a ti ng  the diagnoses, Bate finds that most major 

writers betwe en  the Ren ai ss an c e - the ep oc h of Sh akespeare and

Mi lton - and the Vic tor ia ns and moder ns  ( 1660- 1830 ), are
6, _

intimidated by the " b ril li an tly  c r ea tiv e achieve men t before 

them. Looki ng  back upon the wr it ers  before the Restoration, 

Dryden, for instance, d es cr ib ed them as " the giant race before 

the f l o o d . A l e x a n d e r  Pope, Dryde n' s successor, could say " if

- 9 -
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ever there was any author who de served the name of an original,
g

it was Shakespeare." Goethe frankly admi tte d that " Shakespeare

has already exh austed the whole of human nature in all directions

and in all depths and heights," and that " for those who came

9after him, there remains nothing more to do."

On the other hand, Bate re alized that the views of such 

English writers as Johnson, Edward Young, and Blake are not 

practically useful even though they add ressed the problem 

of originality in more optimist ic  terms. Johns on believed that 

originality was always possible if only we " shed our s u p e r ­

stitious reverence of the dead. "* ^ Similarly, Blake could say 

" Drive your cart and your plow over the bones of the dead."** 

Young' s advice was that the writer  should " pull himself up by

his own bootstraps," and, still, " imitate the general spirit

12of the past write rs  we admire." None of these views, however, 

tells the writer how he can pra cti c al l y  procee d to achieve that 

ori ginality at tr ib u t ed  to Sha ke speare.

Bate's own dia gnosis is that we have been caught in a 

self-created prison. We can get ours elv es  out of this s el f ­

created prison only if we kno w how to reduce that taboo, o r i g i ­

nality, to size. " The c om pla int ,"  he says, "that all

-  10 -
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topics are pre occupied" is re p ea ted  only by the timid or by

the mi li t an t l y conservative, a com plaint " by which some

13di sc o ur a g e others and some t he mse lv es V The burden of the 

past is the burden of choice. The Roma nti cs  succeeded because 

they knew when and how to make their own choice. They were the 

ch il d re n  of the period which was be ginning " to develop 

a n t i b o d i e s ,"^^and learning h o w " to lift the burden of the 

past or to shift it to one side ." *^ The greatest lesson we can

16learn from them, Bate advis es us, is " the value of boldness."

D es p it e  the odds against them, the e i gh te en th century could face

the whole ques tio n of the beautiful. Their boldness involved

" dir ect ly  facing up to what we admire and then to be like it."*^

Bate informs us that the old Gr ee k ideal of education, of

p a i d e i a , means " to be like the excellence, or a r e t e , that we

18have come to admire - wh a t ev er  our se l f -d e f e ns i v e protests."

Bate's conclusion, w hi c h  Bloom takes later as his 

point of departure, is that a major a ch iev eme nt  of the 

e ig h te e n th  century E n li g h t e n m e n t  was their discovery of 

how  " open and elus ive  ( indeed p ote nt ia ll y self- c o n t r a ­

di cto ry  ) " the premise of " or igi na l it y  " is, and

-  11 -
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from this, the nec ess it y of creating " their own ideal of 

ii 19origin ali ty . This is where Bloom is the disci ple  of Bate, 

the Enl igh t en m e nt , and the Romantics. He took from them this 

premi se of ori gin a li t y  as open, elusive, and po t e nt ial ly  s e l f ­

con tra d i ct o r y,  and de te rmi ne d that he could be original as a

critic only if he could build his whole theory of influence on

20" the essen ce  of n e u r o s i s , ” conflict. Bloom himsel f ad mits that

" in so far as I find a wa v er i n g center in my own work, it would

21be the notion of the a g o n .11 Indeed, this notion of conflict 

( agon ) is the single pr i n cip le which we have to keep in mind 

wh ile  co m par ing  B l o o m ’s concept of inf lu enc e to Eliot's sense 

of tradition.

11

M. H. Ab rams claims that the phrase " the anxiety of

in fl u en c e "  is used by Bl o om  to identify " his radical rev ision"

of the st a nda rd theory that inf luence is a " direct borrowing,

or a s si m i la t i on ,  of the ma t er i a l s  and features found in earlier 

2 2w r i t e r s . "  Abrams' s t at e m en t  implies that the theory 

of in f l ue nce  be fo re  Bloom was a one-way system. This 

im pli ca tio n, I believe, is an ov er- si m pl i f ic at i on .  In fact,

-  12 -
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the same implication has been made in recent studies on 

T. S. Eliot by critics who maintain that Eliot saw tradition

as mere repetition. Before we proceed, it is necessary to come

to a better un de rstanding of Eliot's concept of tradition.

Close study of Eliot's two essays " T r ad it io n and the 

Indivi dua l Talent " and " The Function of Cr i ti ci s m at The 

P re s e nt  Time," written more than fifty years before Bloom  

proposed his theory, reveals that Eliot saw tradition, not as 

a stagnant pool, but as a friction or tension between the poet 

and his tradition, the present and the past, the new and old 

works of art. Indeed, Eliot even warns us against the implic ati on  

made by Abrams and other critics. Eliot states:

Yet if the only form of tradition, of handing

down, consisted in following the ways of the

immediate generation before us in a blind or

timid adh erence to its sucesses, " tradition"
23should positively be discouraged.

For Eliot, tradition, as he himself says, " is a matter

2 Aof much wider signifi ca nce ."  In his view, the poet does not

- 13 -
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" inherit" a tradition, he must obtain it by " great labour".

To obtain it, the poet must have the historical sense which

involves " a perception, not Only of the pastness of the past,

25but of its presence." It is this historical sense which compels

the poet " to write not merely with his own generation in his bones,

but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe

from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own

2 6country has a simultaneous order." This historical sense is

2 7" a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal."

Eliot was clearly aware that no poet " has his complete meaning 

alone," and he went even further to state that " the past should

be altered by the present as much as the present is directed by

2 8the past." Bloom's seemingly bold notion of the belated poet

de termining his precursor's law or the strong poet failing to

beget himself and waiting for his son who will " define him as

29he defined his Poetic Father," can be seen here as an echo of 

the first half of Eliot's statement.

In "Tradition and The Individu al  Talent" and " The 

Function of Criticism at The Present Time," Eliot offers a

- 14 -
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theory of poetr y whose practical object is to direct our a t t e n ­

tion to the poetry itself rather than the poet. Eliot describes 

his theory as an " im pe rs on a l theory" of poetry to dis tinguish  

it from the poetic theory commonly associated with Romanticism, 

literary and philos op hic . Eliot is attacking the importance a t ­

tached to p e r s on a l it y  and the shift from the objective outlook of 

the clas si ca l world to the sub je ct ive  outlook of Romanticism. As 

he rep re se nts  his theory and Roma nti c theory, the one is i mp e r ­

sonal and o b j e c t i v e  and the other is personal and subjective.

The poet, Eliot says, in virtue of having acquired an 

his tor ic al  sense, stands in a subtle relation to the entire body 

of poetry be fore him. He can be fully appreciated and un de rs to o d  

only when he is set wi thi n this body of poetry which Eliot c o n­

ceives as " an ideal order ." E l i o t ’s notion of the ideal order in

poetry and c r i t i c i s m  is a " pri nciple of aesthetic, not merely

3 0hi st or ica l c r i t ic i s m. "

Again, poetry, Eliot observes, is not properly to be u n d e r ­

stood as the e x p r e s s i o n  of personal emotion: it is a workin g up of 

co nc e n t r a t i o n  of i m p r es s i on s  and experiences. What the poet has 

to expre ss  is not " a pe r so nal ity ,"  but " a particular m e d i u m . " 31

- 15 -
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It is the practice, Eliot tells us, to value in a poet's

work the part which is individual. But, he says, if we approach

a poet without this pr ejudice we will find that " not only the

best, but the most in di vi dua l parts of his work may be those

in which the dead poets, his ancestor s,  assert their immortality

3 2most vigorously."

Lewis Freed has su g g est ed that Eliot's ideas of tradition

and his to ri cal  sense are de v e lo p e d from the particul ar  way " in

33w h i c h  he con cei ves  the re l a ti on  of the past and the present."

By the past, Freed explains, Eliot does not mean " the past of

ar c h a e o l o g y  or of phi lol ogy  - a record of objects, events, ideas

i n s t i t u t u t i o n s , or literary m o n u me n t s classif ie d acc ord ing  to

types and periods r e p r es e nt i n g factual know le dg e of bygone 

3 Atimes." Nor does he mean by it " the past which we reconstruct 

with  the help of such kn ow l e dg e  and by an exercise of the hi s ­

torical imagination, pro je ct in g  o ur s e lv e s  into other periods

and r e- ena cti ng  modes of thought and feeling other than our 

35own. " In Eliot's view, there is only one time, which is ever 

present: for there is no time apart from consciousness, and 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  is always a prese nt  fact. " Past and present are
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3 6di sti nc tio ns within time but for the poet they are one." the 

poet lives in the present and his awa reness of the past is part 

of his experience, so that the past and present are together in 

a moment of co nsciousness. Thus, the past which lives in the 

present is the present moment of the past. The poet who acquires 

the hi st or i ca l  sense is cons ci ous  not of what is dead, but of 

what is " alrea dy living."

However, recent studies of Eliot still suggest that Eliot

37was " caught in the aporia of tradition versus innovation," or 

of imperso nal  versus personal, and his statements were in e s­

capably mysterious, if not inconsistent. In fact, Eliot himself 

was fully aware that he was co nfronting this aporia as we can 

easily detect in his essay " The Use of Poetry." After stating

that genuine taste is " in ex t r ic a b le  from the development of

3 8pe rso na li ty and ch ar ac te r ,"  he adds, in a footnote, that he 

refuse s to be drawn into any discussi on  of the definition of 

these two terms. Eliot could assert that poetry, though or i gi ­

nating in the depths of the poet, is an express ion  not of 

personality, but of feeli ng s and emotions which are extra- 

personal. Yet he could also at tribute the superiority of Yeats'
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later poetry over his earlier to the greater expression in it 

of a unique p er son ali ty  and explain the apparent contradiction 

by di s ti ngu is hin g the impe rso nal it y of craftsmanship and that 

of the poet who turns his personal experience into an expression 

of general truths. Further, when he deals with Milton's influence 

on the Englis h language, he declares that it is implicitly the 

personality of M i lt o n  which is in question - " not specifically 

his beliefs, or his language or versification, but the beliefs as

realized in that par ti cu lar  personality, and his poetry as an

r •*. t|39 expression of it.

Obviously, Eliot knew that he was confronting an area 

in which all opp osi tes  si mul t a ne ou s ly  coexist, and Bloom, 

drawing upon Ro ma n t ic i s m and Bate, knew that this is the c r o s s ­

roads where Bloom could meet his Laius, Eliot. This is precisely 

where Bloom could advise us to " clear our minds of Eliotic 

cant," and " give up the failed enterprise of seeking to u n d e r ­

stand any s in gle  poem as an entity in itself." Bloom realized 

that this a por ia of t r a d i t io n  versus innovation, of text 

versus author, is the cross-r oa ds  where he could establish his 

own dif fe re nc e  and, still, be mistaken for his father. In this
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particu lar  sense, Bloom' s idea that poetic inf luence deals 

with " the abo ri gin al poetic s e l f ' ^ c a n  be taken as one side 

of the coin whose other side is Eliot's '! sense of tradit ion ."  

But, in his attempt to empty out his pr e c ur sor 's  readi ng of 

tradition, Bloom does not realiz e that his own reading is not 

so abso lut e as it seems, be ca us e it exists only as a difference. 

Eliot, Bate, and Bloom, like all pr ec u r s o r s  and their followers, 

are envol ve d in De r ri da' s Scene of W r i t i n g ,which a llo ws all to 

exist only as d if fer en ce s in a netwo rk of di f fe r e nt ia l  r e l a ­

tionships. From  these d i f f e re nc e s we can learn how to re co ns tru ct  

our u n d e r st a n di n g  of this ap or ia of tr a d i t i o n  versus inn ov ati on  

or, in our case, of the S h a k e s p e a r e a n  o r ig i n a l s  ve rsus Bond 

and Sto pp a rd 's  new versions.

Ill

If Bloom appli es his theory only to lyric form, Bate 

reco gn i z es  the nece ss it y of pr ovi di ng  a th eo ry  of in f l uen ce  

which can deal with all l i ter ary  genres. Indeed, Bate, unlike 

Bloom, rea liz es  that " the major R o m a nt i cs  never lost their 

heal thf ul  c on f i de n c e that in or through the dr a ma . . .t h e  open 

door could ev en t ua l l y be f o u n d . T h e  Ro m a n t i c s  o pen ed  up the
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A 2subjec tiv e world but ” refu sed  to view it as an end in itself."

Their greatest lyric poetry can be " desc ri be d as an attem pt  to

A 3begin a new a pp ro ac h to drama." Bate believes that the dramatic

form is the rescue from that de s t ru ct i on  of the aes thetic which

Bloom predicts becaus e the dramatic form has the as pi rat ion

toward " a unity of being in which all the usual di sti n c ti o n s  -

objective, man and nature, inte lle ct  and feeling, cons cio us

us- w e r e . .. o n ly  a sp ect s or modes of the whole.

us of K e a t s ’ habit of re r e ad in g  Shake sp ea re' s King

be gi nn ing  each large new effort. Bate goes even

peculate that:

...Keats, if he had lived even to the age of

fifty ( and t h er ef or e had five times his active

career of five years still before him at his

dispo sal  ), would have fulfilled the hope he

me nt i on s  ( 1819 ) after writi ng the odes, L a m i a ,

and the Fall of H y p e r i o n : that a few long poems,

" w ri tt e n in the course  of the next six years...

would nerve me up to the writing of a few fine

Pl a y s -  my greatest a m bi t i on  when I do feel
45a m b i t i o u s .

However, despite Bate's success in showing how the

R om a nt ics  faced up to the n ot ion  of originality, he seems to
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be i nt imi da te d by the fearful legacy of Shakespeare. Bate

real ize s that S h a k e sp e ar e  and his contemporaries were free to

be and to do what they were and did because they were not yet
46

shackled by our mo der n " petulant demand for originality."

They could look upon the mass of old plays before them as only 

” waste stock, in w h ic h  any e x pe rim en t could be tried. But Bate 

himsel f wonders:

But what were you to do? Treat Sha kespeare

himsel f and other writers in the same spirit

as only so much " waste stock"? You might in a

mo ment of madnes s or desperation try to do so, or

pretend to do so. But you could be sure that

the s ym pa th y of those around you would begin
48to c h i l l ,a n d  you could understand why.

It seems that whe n Bate made these remarks he was not aware 

that Tom S t op pa rd  and Ed ward Bond, like many others before them, 

were engag ed in the " mad and desp er at e " task of treating S h a ke s ­

peare as " waste stock." In 1965 Stoppard started his first 

versi on of R o s e n cr a n tz  and G u i l d en st e rn  Are Dead and in August. 

1967, the play was pr e se nt ed  by the National Theatre at the 

Old Vic. In 1968, Bond began thinking of his Lear and in
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S e p t e m b e r , 1971, the play had its first perfor man ce by the Royal 

Court Theatre. The two plays c o n s c i o u s l y  attempt to work with and 

a ga in st  many of the concerns of Shakespeare. What is needed 

now from dramatic c r i t i c is m  is to acknowledge, modify, and re­

co ns tr uct  the d if fer en ce s within  the theory of in fluence so as 

to provide a crit er ion  by which we can decide how far the two 

mo der n versions are original.

IV

Given a frame, si mp li fie d an 

B l o o m ’s conce pt  of inf luence can b 

Poetic Inf luence and, thus, be use 

research. Bl oo m' s notion of the Sc 

the frame required. By this Scene 

wr ite rs  pass from origin s to repet 

thence to the d i sc o n ti n u it y  that m 

Since " every Primal Scene is nece 

or a fa ntastic f i c t i o n , ” Bloom con 

as primal for writers like Freud's
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Oedipal fantasy and of the slaying of a father by his rival

sons. " Behind any Scene of Writing, at the start of every

textual en counter," Blo om  says, there is an unequal love,

"where ne cessarily the giving famishes the receiver. The receiver

49is set on fire, and yet the fire belongs only to the giver."

In this Scene of Instruction, the belated writer has the c o m ­

pulsion to repeat the pre cur s or ' s  patterns in an attem pt  to 

" recover the prestige of o r i g i n s . B u t  " poetic re p e ti ti o n  

quests, despite itself, for the m ed i a te d  vision of the fathers, 

since such m ed ia ti on holds open the per petual po s s ib i l it y of 

one's own sublimity, one's el e c ti on  to the realm of True I n s t r u c ­

t o r s . " ^  In this Scene of I n s t r uc t io n  which is founded upon an 

encounter trapped in time, the rece iv er tries to gain control 

over the text and be its first interpreter. The first element

to note about the Sc ene  of I n s t r u ct io n  is " its ab s ol ute  firstness

52it defines priority."

Bloom 's own view is that in f lue nce  ine sca p ab l y  involves

a drastic distort io n of the work of a predecessor:

Poetic Infl ue nc e - when it involves two 
strong, au th e nt i c  poets, - always proceeds

by a mi s r e a d i n g  of the prior poet, an act of 
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creative co r r ec t i on  that is actually and

nec ess a ri l y  a m i si nte rp ret ati on . The history

of fruitful poetic influence, which is to

say the main trad it io n of Western poetry

since the Renaissance, is a history of anxie

ty and se lf -c ari cat ur e,  of distortion, of
53

perverse, of wilful  revisionism.

In B l o o m ’s theory of influence, the dramatist is mo tivated  

to write when his im ag in ati on is seized  upon by a work of a 

predecessor. The belated d r a m a t i s t 's .a tt itu de  to his precursor, 

as in F r e u d ’s analy si s of the Oedipa l re l at ion  of son to father, 

is co mp oun de d not only of love and admiration, but ( since a 

strong dra matist has a compelli ng need to be au ton om ou s and 

ab sol ut el y original ) of hate, envy and fear of the pr ecursor's 

p re- em pt ion  of the son's i ma gin ati ve  space.

To saf egu ard  his own sense of auto nom y and priority, the 

belated dram at is t swerves away from his precursor by so re a d­

ing his pre cu r so r' s  play as to excute a co rr ect iv e move me nt in 

his own play, which implies that the pr ecu r s or ' s  play went 

ac cur a t el y  up to a certa in  point, but then should have swerved 

pr ecisely in the dir ect io n that the new play moves. In the new
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play, the drama tis t tries to co mp le te his precursor a n t i ­

th etically by so reading the p are nt- pl ay  as to retain its 

terms but to mean them in ano t h er  sense, as though the 

pr ecursor had failed to go far enough. In short, in the truly 

new play the pl ay wr i g ht  m a n ag e s  to create a movement towards 

d i s c o n ti nu i ty  with his p r e c ur s or  through an a n ti t h et i c a l  

p r o c e e d i n g .

In the f ol low in g four chapters, we will posit that Edward 

Bond, Tom Stoppard, and S h a k e s p e a r e  are en gaged in Bl oom's Scene 

of In st ruction. We will try to answ er  these questions: How do the 

c on t em p o ra ry  pl ay w ri gh t s try to crea te  a m ove men t of d i sc o n ­

tinuity with S h a k es p e ar e in their own plays? In what way or 

ways do Bond and Sto p p ar d pro ce ed  a n ti t he t i c al l y ? In the words 

of Eliot, what are those " m os t individ ua l parts" of Bond 

and St o pp ar d 's  work in wh ich Sha kespeare, their ancestor, 

ass ert s his " i m m o rt a l it y  most, vigorously"? Wh ere and how do 

those in di vi dua l parts or d i f f e r e n c e s  occur in the belated 

en co un ter  texts, B on d ' s  Lear and Sto ppa rd 's  Ro s e n c r a n t z  and 

G u i l d e n s t e r n  Are D e a d . It is hoped that the answer of the
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above que st ion s will help us not only to define the relat ion sh ip  

between the two modern  versions and the Sha ke s pe ar e an  originals 

but to show how far the two new plays are themselv es  original.
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CHAPTER TWO

BOND VERSUS SHAKESPEARE

The basic difference between S h a k e s p e a r e ’s play 

and Bond's version consists of Bond's concern not only for the 

personal tragedy of the characters ( Lear, Cordelia, Kent, Glou 

cester, and Edgar), but for the tragedy of a society that revel 

in moralized and in s t it u ti ona liz ed  patterns of aggression. 3ond 

argues that Shakespeare, in spite of his original design, pro­

duced " a total arraign me nt of conventional authority and the 

morality used to explain and excuse it."^ The antithe sis  of 

justice against law and order is one central strand of Bond's 

L e a r . " The plav demon str ate s one's r i g ht s , wh i c h can only be 

obtained in a society of justice and not one of law and order..

2justic e is the experience of liberation." This an tit hes is  is, 

indeed, central to Bond's, vision..

Bond is a skillful and self-conscious artist, well

aware of his own aims, ideas , and methods. For some critics, 

he " probably has formulat ed a social philosophy more syste-
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3ma ti ca lly  than any dra matist since Shaw." Bond's preparation 

for Lear was more e x te ns iv e than for the plays before it. His 

first public thoughts and notes for the play show not only 

an over pow er in g ne c es sit y of e sc ap in g from the shadow of 

S ha k e spe ar e which he felt, but also the de ve lo pm e nt  of his 

own an ti the ti ca l statement.

When Bond first c o n c e i v e d  the idea of wr it in g his own 

versi on of King L e a r , he a p p r o a c h e d  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  version in 

a sceptical and qu e s ti on i ng  spirit: •

I very muc h object to the w o r s h i p pi n g of th at play

by the a ca de mi c theatre... because it i s a t otally

di shone st ex pe r i e n c e . "  Oh, yes, you kn ow, this

ma rvell ous man suffering, and all the rest of it."

I think that at the time i t would have been a

complet ely di f fe re nt  exper ience to see Lear reactin g

in the Tudor set up...Now, I think it' s an invitati on

to be a rt i s t i c a l l y  lazy, to say, " Oh, h o w . . sensiti ve

we are and this ma r v e l l o u s a rt i s t i c  ex per ie nee we 1r e

ha ving, u n d e r s t a n d i n g  this play," and all the rest of

it . . . He 's a R e n a i s s a n c e  fi gure and he doesn 't impin ge

on our so ci ety  as much  as he would. So that I would

li ke to rewrite the play t o try to mak e it more
4r e l e v a n t .
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Initially, Bond thought of e xc lud in g the figure of 

Lear himself; " If you get rid of the King, the play becomes 

much more intersting. He is a R en a i s s a n c e  preacher addressing 

himself to the Gods. He tells all the lies. He belongs to the 

se ven t e en t h  century, but he is i r r e l e v a n t ^  Y e t , three months 

after be ginning L e a r , in October* 1969, Bond had changed his 

mind and brought Lear back into his play.

I'm not c r i t i c i si ng  King Lear in any way. It's 

a play for which  ( It's a stupid thing to say)...

I have e n orm ous  admira tio n,  and I've learnt more 

from it than from any other play. But... as a so ciety 

we use the play in a wron g way. And it's for that 

reason I would like to re wri te it so that we now 

have to use the play for ourselves, for our society, 

for our time, for our problems.

Bond's attention, as his notes on Lear indicates, 

was basically focussed on the figure of Lear be cause Bond knew 

that Sh a ke s p ea r e 's  thesis of authority, law, and order was 

whol ly based on the figure of Lear. Bond realized that he could 

swerve away from his p re cu rs or and pr oceed ant it he t i ca ll y  

towards a m ov em en t of di s co n t in u i ty  only if he could d i f f e r e n t ­

ly deal with the center of Sh a k e s p e a r e ' s  world:
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I can only say that Lear was standing in 

ray path and I had to get him out of the way.

I couldn't get beyond him to do other things 

that I also wanted, so I had to come to terms 

with him.^

In fact, it was more a question of Bond's coming to terms dialec- 

ti cal ly  with his precursor, Shakespeare. Bond finally returns 

the figure of Lear to his version only to represent a thesis 

d om i n at e d  by Bond's an tithesis. In Bond's L e a r , not only the 

King and his evil dau ghters but also Cordelia are co rr upted by 

the n e c e s s i t i e s  of power. They are all caught in the moralized 

and i n st i t ut i o n a l i z e d  pattern of aggression. Bond's urge to 

re in f o r c e  his thesis of the pattern of violence and the need 

for j u s t i c e  compels him to change dr astically the pattern of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in Sh a ke s p ea r e 's  play.

In Sha ke sp ea r e 's  King L e a r , Cordelia arous ed a strong 

h os t i l e  reac ti on in Bond: " one of the very important things in 

the play was to re-define the rel ationship between Cord eli a and 

Lear. I don't want to make this seem easy or slick, but Cordelia  

in S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  play is an absol ute  menace. I mean she's a very
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Q
da nge ro us  type of person.." Bond, in the early notes for the 

play ( 21 J a n u a r y ,1970), des cribes Cordelia as " a sort of 

un suc ce ss f u l Robespie rr e,"  the greatest force that destroys 

Lear. In Bo nd's play Cordelia is not one of Lear's daughters. 

Bond chang es the rela ti ons hip  b u t ,s i g n i f i c a n t l y , keeps the 

name of C o r d e l i a  to be given to the counter-force which will 

destroy Lear. Yet, both Lear and Cordelia in Bond's play are 

defeated by their own premise of violence. Both perpetuate 

and moral ize  violence and the suppression of truth. What is 

impo rtant for Bond is not the question of inheritance and 

au th or ity  but how society create s and perpetuates violence:

It's not a ques ti on of inheritance, who gets 

to the top: it's to do with the total structure, 

the complete dance, the force that holds it

together. In my play there can be no Albany
. . . u 9wa iti ng  in the wings.

In Bond's play, C or d el ia' s re vol ut i on  demonstrates how violence

may be used to re inforce the very things it initially revolts

against. "-Vio le nce ," Bond says, " has its own logistics- and

terror and fear will follow from its use. If the use is large

( as in St a li n's  regime) the terror and fear will be large-
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and this will enforc e the use of more v i o l e n c e . Therefore, 

Cordelia, for Bond, is a S t a l i n - f i g u r e •

In the Prefa ce  to L e a r , Bond tries to define " our 

innate ag gr es sio n,"  or as he con ceives it, " our original  

sin." T ho ugh  agg res si on is an " ability" and not a " nec essity," 

human beings in our con te m po r a ry  society have- been caught in this 

vicious circle of or ganized and mora li ze d violence. For Bond, 

human violence is more dan ger ous  than that of animals:

. . .The pred at or hunting its prey is violent but not 

ag gre ss iv e in the human way. It wants to eat, not 

destroy, and its violence is dangerous to the prey but 

not to the predator. Animals only become a g g r e s s i v e -  that 

is de st ru cti ve in the human sense- when their lives, 

territory or status in their group are threatened, or 

when they mate or are preparing to mate. Even then the 

agg res s io n  is controlled. F i gh ti ng  is usually ritualized, 

and the we ak er or ba dly -p l ac e d  animal will be left alone 

when it runs away or form al ly submits. Men use much of 

their energy and skill to ma k e  more e ff i ci ent  weapon s  

to destroy each other, but animals have often evolved

in ways to ensure they they can *t destroy each
-u 11 o t h e r .
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Our society, Bond believes, justifies, moralizes, and

perpetuates ag gr es si o n when it bases its whole st ructure on
i 2

these " natural feelings of opposition inherent in human

nature. Thus, society becomes an or ga n iz a t io n " held together

13by the ag g r es s i on  it creates." Law and order are the means 

by which societ y j u st if ie s and mai nta ins  ag g r ess ion  which 

eventu all y creat es dis rup ti ve injustice. For Bond, pow er-politics 

wheth er of the left or right, is nothing but an in s t it ut io nal ise d  

and legitim iz ed  form of inj ust ice  because

It is so easy to s ubo rd in ate  justi ce to power .. .

when this happens power takes on the dy namics and

dialecti cs of aggression, and then nothing is reall

changed. Marx did not know about this problem,
14and Lenin di sc ove red  it when it was too late.

To bring more directly home to us his radical concept of 

our " diseased cult ur e, " which he believes to be more relevant 

to us than S h a k e s pe ar e 's  concep t of law and order, Bond 

must go further than Shakespeare. He.can swerve away 

from his precursor only by co nfr on t in g  him and using his material 

differently. In Sh a k es p e ar e' s  original the mad Lear cries out 

in the hovel: " Then let them ana tomise Regan, see what breeds
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about her heart. Is there any cause in nature that makes these

hard h ea rt s? " Ac ce p ti n g  the challenge, Bond, in the belated

te xtual encounter, L e a r , an swers this despairing question 

by l i te ral ly  using S h a k e s p ea r e 's  idea and by providing a con -

Crete scene of violence. Bond " an atomises " Fontanelle to show

that human  ex is t en ce  is not hing but an act of violence:

Lear: So much blood and bits and pieces packed in

with all that care. Where is the... w h e r e ? .....

Where is the beast? The blood is as still as

a l a k e . . .Where? Where?

4th Prisoner: What 's  the man asking ?

Lear: She sleeps inside like a lion and a lamb and

a child. The things are so beautiful. I am 

astoni she d.  I have never seen anything so

beautiful. If I had known she was so beautiful

  how I would have loved her. ..D id  I make

this - and de stroy it?...I knew nothing, saw 

nothing, learned nothing! Fool! Fool! Worse 

than I knew.( He puts his hands into Fo nt ane lle  

and brings them out with organs and viscera. The 

so ldi er s react awkw ar dly  and ine ff ect ual ly  )

Look at my dead daughter! ..I killed her! Her 

blood is on my hands! Destroyer! Murderer! and 

I must begin again. I must walk thr ough my life, 

step after step, I must walk in we a r in e s s and
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bitterness, I must become a child, hungry

and strip pe d and sh ivering in blood. I must
^ . 15 open my eyes and see!

To provoke his audie nce  into viewing society rationally

and objectively, Bond uses what he himsel f has labelled " the

ag gr o -e f f ec t "  to di sti n g ui sh  it from the Br echtian " alienation

e f f e c t ” . While Brecht aims at distanci ng his audience emotionally

so as to ra tionalize o b j e c t i v e l y ,  Bond believes that disturbing

his audience e mot io na lly  is ne cessary to galvanize their 

consciences:
In cont ra st  to Brecht, I think it's necessary to 

disturb an a ud i e n c e  emotionally, to involve them 

em tio na ll y in my plays, so I've had to find ways

of making that " a g gro -ef fe ct  " more complete.
16which is in a sense to surp ris e them...

Bond has used and d e v e l o pe d  his ag g r o - e f f e c t  technique 

in all his plays before L e a r . In each play he j u x t a p os e s  a 

clust er of powerful th eat ric al  images which, indeed, genuinely 

r ei n fo rce  his u n c o mp r om i s in g radical vision. In The Pope's 

W e d d i n g , S a v e d , Early M o r n i n g , and N a r r o w  Road to The Deep 

North he has co nsi st e nt l y  deve lo pe d not only this concept of 

m or a li sed  violence, which is central to his vision, but his
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" aggro-effect" technique. In L e a r , he seems to have perfected 

both his ends and means.

Bond's aggro-effect technique has been severely attacked 

by many critics. Indeed, it is because of this technique that B o m  

has been " subjected to perhaps the most violent storm of protest 

and denigration aimed at any dramatist since I b s e n . I n  fact, 

the hostility which greeted Saved paralleled the first English 

response to G h o s t s .

Bond's technique and use of violence in the theatre can 

be properly understood when we compare it to Peter Brook's view

of the use of violence in the theatre. In his book The Empty

S p a c e , Brook asserts that in real life, the shocking atrocity 

stories, or the photogr aph  of the napalmed child,

are the roughest of e xpe ri en ces  - but they open the 

spectator's eyes to the need for an action which in 

the event they someho w sap. It is as though the fact

of experi en ci ng a need vividly quickens the need and

quenches it in the same breath. What then can be done?

I know of one acid test in the theatre. And it is

literally an acid test. When a performance is over,

what remains? Fun can be forgotten, but powerful
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emotion also dis app ea rs and good arguments lose 

their thread. When emotion and argument are h a r ­

nessed to a wis h from the audie nc e to see more 

clearly into itself - then something in the mind 

burns. The event scorches on to the memory an ou t ­

line, a taste, a smell, a picture. It's the play's 

central image that remains, its silhouette, and if 

the elem en ts are highly blended, this silhouette 

will be its meaning, this shape will be the essence 

of what it has to say. When years later I think of 

a st ri ki ng l y th ea tri ca l ex p e rie nce  I find a kernel 

e ng ra ved  in my memory: two tramps under a tree, an 

old wo ma n dr a ggi ng a cart, a sergeant dancin g. .. .I  

haven 't a hope of re mem be r in g  the me a nin gs pr e ­

cisely, but from the kernel I can re co ns tru ct a set 

of meanings. Then  a purpose will have been served.

A few ours could amend my thinking for life. This is
18almost, but not quite imposs ib le to achieve.

B ro o k' s  words can be used to shed light on an essential part 

of Bo nd 's  orig ina lit y.  In L e a r ' s notes Bo nd's search for what 

" burns in the mind,'' those kernel images which can be engraved 

in memory, is evident: " My own version of L e a r . . .isn't enough.

I must start from my own image, and not merely my own ideas...
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the reversal of the ac a d em i c  m o r a l / a r t i st ic / th e a tr i c al  myth 

isn't enough, the ma ki ng real ity  of Lear my t ho l o gy  isn't enough, 

because the play isn't to get its life merely from being a 

commentary on King L e a r , or an at tack on it or cor re cti on of 

it. The play must have a s tr u c tu r e  rooted in itself, which then 

throws light across onto King L e a r . . .The play must be its own 

dynamo and experience...

In the 

to free himself 

of di s con tin ui ty  

t e x t , is demonst 

we will examine 

characte rs to id 

sought to be the 

encounter, L e a r .
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CHA PT E R THREE

D IS C O N T I N U I T Y  AND THE D OM IN AN CE  

OF ANTITHESIS

In the Pr ef a c e to L e a r , Bond offers a thematic summary of 

his play's dr am ati c structure: " Act One shows a world dominated 

by myth. Act Two shows the clash be tween myth and reality, be ­

tween su p e rs t i ti ou s  men and the aut ono mou s world. Act Three shows 

a re s o lu t i on  of this, in the world we prove real by dying in 

i t . " 1

If Sh ak e sp e a re  uses the Gl oucester sub-plot to underscore 

the main plot's s i g n i f i c a n c e s  and, thus, int ens i fi e s  the tragic 

effect, Bond, to es ta b li s h  and re inforce his an t it h e ti c a l  st at e ­

ment, not only ignores the entire G l ou c e st e r  sub-plot but embeds 

the thesis of King L e a r 's main plot in Act One of L e a r . Bond's 

a n t i t h e ti c a l st a te men t is e x t r ao r d in a r il y in te nsi fie d by the 

o n e - s i d e d - s t r u c t u r e  and the develop men t of scenes of the
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whole drama. " The tectonic s t ru ct ur e” of Bond's drama, Horst

Oppel and Sandra Christ en son  observe, " rests chiefly upon the

fundame nts  of parallel and contrast scenes. There is hardly a

single scene in Lear which does not have a special function

in the whole fabric of the dramatic structure; each one, in its

own way, co nt ri but es  to the illumination of the demoniac inter-
2play between violence and c o u n t e r - v i o l e n c e . ” Using variation

and creative repetition, Bond compels us to succumb to ” the

i nes ca pa ble  co ncl us io n that there is no more room for humanity

in a world which is founded only on the interplay between
3

violence and c o u n t e r - v i o l e n c e . ” His technique is, therefore, not 

a stagnant repetition, but a continuous experiment in probing the 

depths of m is f o rtu ne s that transform people into slaves."^

The myth of Act One concerns the figure of Lear 

himself, his blinkered refusal to see and understand what is 

hap pen in g around him. From the very beginning Bond presents 

him as a king exercising absolute authority at the very moment 

of his own displacement. He creates the conditio ns  of his own 

overthrow. If Sh a ke spe are 's  Lear abandons his auth or it y by 

dividing his kingdom, Bond's Lear is an aut hority figure over-

- 40 -

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



taken by re vol utionary violence.

Lear begins with the arriv al of Lea r to inspect the

rk on pro gress on a wall being built by forced labour to

otect his kingdom. Lear's great enterpri se, his lifetime's

rk >has be en the building of a great wall to keep his enemies

t and his allies in:

I started this wall when I was young. I stopped my 

enemies in the field, but there were always more of

them. How could we ever be free ? So I built this

wall to keep our en em ie s out. My people will live 

behind this wall whe n I'm dead. You may be governed 

by fools but you'll al ways live in peace. My wall 

will make you free.^

The workers and soldiers in the first scene live in fear

of Lear because he " always comes looking for tr ouble." But he

does not come inte ndi ng  to shoot one of the workers, wrongly

s us p ect ed of sabotage. Also, his dau gh te rs,  Bodice and Fontanellej

do not come proposing to tell their father of their impending

m ar r ia g e s to his enemies, the Dukes of N o r t h  and Cornwall. Bond

is careful to make what happ en s in the sc ene  grow directly from

the events of the scene. Lear himse lf  p re c i p i t a t e s  the events and

creat es the co ndi tio ns  of his own o v e r t h r o w  by de lib er a te l y
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using the a c c i de n ta l  death of a worker to force the pace of 

work on the wall, because ” other wi se  ray visit's wasted." Lear 

is given the best m o t i v es , an d  his actions are those of a man 

utterly co n vi n c ed  of his own rightness. To protect his people, 

to put into effect what he has learned from history and his 

life, makes the shoot in g of one worker an insignifi ca nt  i r r i ­

tation. The tragic irony of the scene is given an ad di t i on a l  

savage twist when Lear himself shoots the worker and in the same 

breath pr o cl a i ms  his love for his people:

Lear: My ene mie s will not destroy my work! I gave my 

life to these people. I've seen armies on their 

ha nds and knees in blood, insane women feeding 

dead ch il d re n at their empty breasts, dying men 

sp it t i ng  blood at me with their last breath, our 

brave young men in tears -. But I could bear all 

this! When I'm dead my people will live in fr eedom  

and peace and rememb er my name, no- ve ne rat e it ! 

...They are my sheep and if one of them is lost I'd 

take fire to hell to bring him out. I loved and 

care d for all my c h i l d r e n . . . ( He shoots TH I RD  W O R K E R . 

and his body slumps forward on the post in a low 

b o w .) The r e' s  no more time, it's too late to learn 

a n y t h i n g .
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The first scene of Bond's Lear 

co mp l et e  autocra tic  authority. There 

he is, for the first time, publicly 

daughters. He does not realize that 

worke r is itself the moment of disas 

He can not relate cause to effect an 

m u r d e r i n g  the worker, is responsible  

or will be. Instead, he resorts to c 

ag ai n st  them.

To un der st an d what 

the cost of his own life 

the folly of its power 

to travel. First, he is 

violence. So, says Bond, " I 

first four scenes of the pla 

are played out in the revolt 

throw s him. Scene I,ii shows 

same time, contains the esse 

whi ch is to depose him. Lea 

the old st r ate gy which defeated the
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Still, he is unable to relat e cause to effect and wonders aloud
g

about his daughters: " Wh ere  does their vileness come from?" In

the foll ow in g two short sc enes (I,iii& I,iv) Bond introduces

black farce elements, wh ich  some critics consider an essential

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the dr am at ic technique which he uses to

prepar e the ground for his own exploration of violence and

op pression. In Early M o r n i n g , for instance, the theme of

c a n n i b a l i s m  is first in tro du c ed  farcically - Len and Joyce

stand trial for eating a man while queuing outside the

Ki lb u rn  Em pi re  to see a film called " Policeman in Black

Ny lon s. " Then  c a n n i b a l i s m  becomes more and more the central

image for men devo ur ing  and destroying each other. It is

a tech niq ue  " that goes as far back in British drama as the

me di e va l  m i ra c l e  plays, wh e r e in the Towneley Secunda Pa s t o ru m

the farcical s h ee p - s t e a l i n g  and mock nativity precede and strength
9

en the se ri ous  and real nativity." In Lear Fontane lle  and 

Bo dic e are pr e s ent ed as " figures of black farce, figures out of 

Ja rr y 's  Ubu R o i . ch i l d i s h l y  indulging their cruelties and sexual 

a p p e t i t e s . " ^ A f  ter in i ti a t in g the revolution by co ntracting 

m a r r i a g e s  with their fa t he r's  enemies, the Dukes of North and
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Cornwall, they now c om pla in  in bitter asides of their h u s b a n d s ’ 

sexual incompetence. Fo n ta nel le  says " When he gets on top of 

me I'm so angry I have to count to ten. That's long enough. Then 

I wait till he's asleep and work myself off. I'm not making do 

with that for long." Similarly, Bodice says " Virility! It'd be 

easier to get blood out of a stone, and far more probable. I've 

bribed a major on his staff to shoot him in the b a t t l e . " ^  This 

element of black farce becomes more apparent in scene I,iv where 

W a r r in g to n  is tortured. His tongue already cut out, he is m e­

tho dic al ly  beaten , while Bodice calmly knits and Fontanelle 

jumps up and down in perverse childlike merriment:

Fontanelle: 0, Christ, why did I cut his tongue out?

I want to hear him s c r e a m ..smash his hands; 

..kill his feet...kill him inside! Make him 

dead! Father, Father! I want to sit on his 

l u n g s !

Bodice: Plain pearl, plain. She was just the same

at school.  ̂

Bond del ib e ra t e ly  uses these black farce and 

gro tesque elements i mme dia te ly before he moves to confront

directly, not in dis torted caricature, the int ole r ab l e  e x t r e m ­

ities of violence at the end of Act One. Lear, overthro wn
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by Fo nt an e l le  and Bodice, seeks refuge in the pastoral world 

of the G r a v e d i g g e r ’s boy andi.his wife. But the pastoral dream 

turns into a nig htm are  when Lear brings with him his madnes s and

the threat of d e st ru c ti o n  to the simple world of the G r a v e ­

digger's boy and his wife. In the last scene of Act One the 

soldiers captu re  the escaped King, kill the boy, and rape his 

wife. The pasto ral  alterna tiv e is shattered as the wife is raped 

and the boy is shot and a huge red b l oo d- st ain  spreads over the 

the white sheet he is clasping around himself. It is here we 

realize for the first time that the wife's name is C o r ­

delia . The wi t h h o l d i n g  of Cordelia's name until the end of

Act One marks the point at which Bond " em ph ati ca l ly  thrusts

13S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  play well into the background of his own play." 

Indeed, this is pre ci sel y where we can re cognize Bond's attem pt  

to assert the mo ve me nt of dis con tinuity with Shakespeare. In the 

first four scenes of Act One, the S ha ke sp ear ean  echoes are in ­

sistent: the i ng rat itu de  of Lear's dau ghters and Lear's madness. 

To exorcise these Sh a kes pea re an echoes, Bond not only introdu ce s  

the viol en ce of the two daughters on a farcical level hut moves 

the past or al al t er n a ti v e  where the more serious horrible act of
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viol enc e takes place. Further, be fore we are told that this 

c ha r a c t e r ' s  name is Cordelia, we discover that though she is not 

L ea r 's  daughter in this play, she, like Lear, wants " to put 

a fence " round herself and her husband, the gravedigger's boy, 

and " to shut every on e else o u t . " ^  Bond provides her with 

a dif ferent kind of life but keeps the name of Cordelia to 

imply s i m i l a ri t i es  betwee n herself and Lear. Given her 

e du c a t i o n  and given what she sees, she, like Lear, applies her 

logic and becomes a source of c o un t e r-v iol en ce.  Therefore, C o r ­

delia and her world in B ond 's Lear are a var ia tio n on the theme 

of viol en ce which perv ad es Bond's play. It is at the end of Act 

One, when the past ora l dre am  turns into a nightmare, that Bond's 

stron g individ ua l pr es en ce asserts itself and the very different 

di re c t i o n  of his play begins to become  clear.

If Bond shows " a world do m in ate d by myth " in Act 

One, in Act Two he opens up his c on t e m p o r a r y  world of dream 

and nightmare, of pu rg at or i al  suffering, throu gh  which 

Lea r must pass to ac hie ve  sanity and understa nd ing . In a 

s u c c e s s i o n  of po w er f u l haunting scenes Bond dramatises
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Lear's education. " What I wanted him to do," Bond says, " was 

to recognise that they were his da ughters - they had been formed 

by his activity, they were children of his state, and he was 

totally re spo ns ibl e for them." ^ P u t  through a trial m an age d by 

Bodice, Lear refuses to re cognise either his daughter or his 

own reflecti on  in a mirror that is ha nded to him:

How ugly that voice is! That's not my daughter's

voice. It sounds like ch ains on a prison wall.. ..And

she walks like som eth ing  str ug gli ng in a sack( Lear

glances down briefly at the m i r r o r ). No, that's not

the king. .. .Th is is a little cage of bars with an

an imal in it.... No, no, that's not the kin g.. .w ho  shul

that animal in that cage? Let it out. Have you seen

its face behind the bars? There' s a poor animal with
16blood on its head and tears running down its face.

Lear becomes lost in his specul ati on s and his daughters continue 

to goad him: Bo dic e says she will " polish " the mirror every

day and see " it's not cracked", Fontanelle, seeing Lear's tears, 

relives her en j oy me nt  of Wa r r in g t on ' s  torture. Lear's vision 

of injustice g r a d u a l l y  broadens so that his last two lines in H »  

i,.suggest that he " hears all the vict ims  cry, all the
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er passed through the c o u r t r o o m . " ^  Yet, although  

e blood of the victims of the daughters' injustice, 

ready to re cognise his own responsibilities. He 

uelty to his daughters, or as he puts it, the 

have replaced them:

My dau ght ers  have been murdered and these

monsters have taken their place! I hear all
18their victims cry, where is justice?

i Lear comes to his cell still agitated about the

s " I must forget" because he knows he will go mad

forget. " The secret of playing the scene," says

19consider II, i and II,ii as one scene for Lear " 

n various ways to distance himself from the animal 

n the mirror. Pr eo ccu pie d as he is with the 

ruction of the world, he takes very little notice 

of the Gr av e di g g er ' s  boy who enters the cell. The 

ys there when Lear wants to escape from reality and 

y. It is the Ghost which calls up the ghosts of 

en, who then pathet ic al ly demonstrate why they are 

The scene shows how far back Lear's m is ta ke s reach.
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The scene is dramat ica ll y sig nif ic an t because it explains 

how far family and society are re spo nsi bl e for shaping or m i s s h a p ­

ing their children. At this point Lear can see an end to the 

pain in a vision of the future but the vision slips away as soon 

as it is e s ta b l is h e d when he is presented, with the Old Orderly,

one his own victims. The Old Orderly has been imprisoned for

years th oug h he was " a survivor" who n e v e r  challenged anyone 

directly. He stands as a victim of the pattern of violence which

Lear initiated:
I come in 'ere thousands a years back, 'undreds

a thousands. I don't know  what I come in for.

I forgot. I 'eared so many tell what they come

in for it's all mixed up in m e  'ead. I ' e a r d

every crime in the book con fe sse d t' me. Must be

a record. Don't know which was mine now. Murder?

Robbin'? Vi olence? I'd like t f know. Just t' put

me mind t' rest. Satisf y me conscience. But no one

knows now. It's all gone. Long ago. The records
20is lost. Undred s a years back....

The Old Orderly is one of the people Lear saw being dragged

throug h the c o u r t r o o m  while on trial. But Lear can not make the

c o n n e c t i o n  and, instead, retreats to the Ghost who is another of
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his victims. For the first time in the scene, Lear really 

" sees" the Ghost, sees what he has destroyed, and he has to 

live with the dead, his creation, before he can feel compassion  

for others:

Ghost: Let me stay with  you, Lear. When I died I went

somewhere. I d o n ' t know where it w a s . I wait ed

and nothing h ap pe ne d . And then I star ted to r o t ,

like a body in the ground . Look at ray h a n d s ,

they're like an old man ' s . They' re wi t h e r e d . I'm

young but my stomac h ' s sh rivelle d up and the hair ' s

turned white . Look, my arms! Fee 1 how thin I a m .

( Lear doesn 't move . ) Are you a f raid to touc h me?

L e a r : No.

G h o s t : F e e l .

L e a r : ( hesitates. Feels) . Y e s , t h i n .

G h o s t : I'm afraid. Let me stay with you , kee p me he re,

p l e a s e .

L e a r : Yes, yes, Poor boy. Lie d own by me. Here. I' 11

hold you. We '11 hel p each o t h e r . Cry while I s l e e p ,

and I'll cry and wa tch yo u while you s l e e p . We'll

take turns. The sound of the human vo ice will corn­
* „ 21 fort us.
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The scene ends with the two, Lear and the Ghost, the cause 

and the effect, holding each other in a " frightening tableau." 

Yet, this is only the beginning of the nightmare. Act Two leaves 

Lear and the Ghost in scenes three and four to show the effects 

of the civil war on C o rd e l ia , w ho  has become the leader of a 

g u e r r i l l a ’s army, and on the forces of Bodice and Fontanelle. The 

two brief scenes «£ re v ol u t io n apd co u n te r- re vol uti on  are set 

in the rival camps. At once, we can see clearly where Cordelia's  

c i r c u m s t a n c e s  have brought her. Violence and power has turned 

her into a woman of abs o lu te  determination. She, like Lear at 

the b e gi nni ng  of the play, calmly asserts the necessity of s h o o t ­

ing the Wou n de d Sol di er  because he has become of no use to the 

guerrillas. She finds his death regrettable but inevitable in 

order to a ch iev e power. In a letter of 18 March 1977, Bond tersely 

states that

Cordel ia represe nts  Stalin, it's as simple as 

tha t...The simple fact is that if you behave v i o­

lently, you create an atmosph er e of v i o l e n c e ,wh ich  

generates more violence. If you create a violent 

revolution, you always create a r e a c t i o n . . .Lenin 

thinks for example that he can use violence for
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specific ends. He does not understand that he

will produce Stalin, and indeed must produce 
22a Stalin . . .

The rapid and tense movement of Act Two shows us the 

me chanics of violence. In scene four Bodice and Fontanelle are 

shown as puppets in the vicious circle of violence. Both have 

become the victim and the aggressor. For the conclusion of the 

act, Bond returns us to the prison and the caged animals within 

it. Now, a chain of prisoners moves along a country road and Lear 

is one of the chain gang. Then the defeated Fontanelle is added 

to the chain and, in her turn, is manacled. Lear is still in full 

retreat from the animal in the mirror but he is mas sively self- 

absorbed and can not recognise Fo n t ane lle ,w ho is captured and 

attached to the chain of pri soners as Cordeli a's  forces take 

control. But it is the grimmer reality of political execution 

and the ever present risk of violence leading to more violence 

which will force him to get outside his se lf -ce nt re d thoughts. 

Fontane lle  ;is shot,and the Fourth Prisoner, a doctor, see k­

ing to d emo nst ra te  his us efu lne ss  to the new regime, 

prepares for the autopsy on Fo nta nelle's body. Lear is shocked
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when he sees his dau gh te r' s  corpse because

He expects to find som et hin g hideous but can't

...now he sees a human being for the first time.

It's important to Lear that he finds so mething

hideous. He's killed tho us and s of people fighting

her because she was wicked. But he can't find

anyth ing  hideous. He should be ins ist en t that she

was cruel and angry and h a r d . .. W h en  he says,' If

I had known she was so beautiful...,' it is a

rej ect io n of e v e r yt h in g  he's ever said or ever
23done- he w ou l d n' t  have- built the wa l l . . *  etc.

Le ar's shock grows as he takes his full place in the 

scene, and truths are pushed further home to him when Bodice 

is brought into the cell. He shows his remaining daughter 

the organs and visce ra  of her dead sister. Bodice tries pa t h e ­

tically to avoid her si st er ' s fate and, ironically, demands 

j us ti ce  in court. But things revert back to normal with

her pr olonged and messy death. Now, Lear thinks of how he

is to open his eyes and see. He, then, at this moment, finds 

his answer to the quest io n posed in Sh a ke s p e a r e ' s  play. There 

is no cause in nature, that makes these hard hearts. It
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is in man, not nature. And Lear takes upon himself a total, 

almost C hri st- li ke r e s p on s ib i l it y  for m a n ’s destructiveness.

Lear now can see what he has done:

Lear: Look! I killed her! He r  blood is on my hands!

Destroyer! Murderer! And now I must begin again.

I must walk  through my life, step after step,

I must walk in we ar i ne s s  and bitterness, I must

become a child, h un gry  and stripped and s h i v e r i n g
i 24in blood, I must open my eyes and seel

Aptly enough, however, Bond ends the act with a crowning

act of violence; Lear is sa v ag ely  and " s ci en ti fic al ly " blinded 

by the Fourt h Prisoner. Th o u gh  Bond has n e gl ec te d Gl ou ce ste r's  

story in S h ak e s p e a r e ' s  play, he keeps the idea of blindness and

insight to re in force his own thesis. Le ar 's  blindness is a kind

of savage, the at ric al conceit, in whi ch Bond forces together the 

idea of power and the idea of a cruel blindness, a s e l f ­

i mp ri so nme nt as s oc i a te d with authority. Like Gloucester who 

" stumbled" when he "saw," Lear in B o n d ’s play is blinded,

and this c ru el ty  to him a f fe ct s  his c a p a ci t ie s  radically

as he begins to u n d e r s t a n d , h e  has to learn again how 

to act as a man and a politician. Only at this last stage
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of the act does the Ghost enter the scene to help Lear out 

of the cell. Bond takes Lear back to the play's opening scene, 

near his wall, where he encounte rs  his victims. Outraged by the 

news that C or del ia  is rebuilding the wall and, thus, perpetua­

ting violence, he kneels by his wall and admits the sum of his 

m i s t a k e s :

Lear: I am the King! I kneel by this wall. How

many lives have I ended he r e? . . .M e n  destroy 

themselves and say it's their duty? It's not possi­

ble! How can they be so abused? Cordelia doesn't

know what she's doing! I must tell her- write
25to her...I can t be silent...

Bond's Cord eli a becomes the Lear of Act One. She insists 

as he once did, that building the wall is an essential part of 

the power game; she has the same con vic ti on that she is the 

savi our  of her people. But Lear is now anothe r figure in the 

play. He has earned the right to know the truth and what he 

will choose to do with this kno wledge will be the theme of Act 

III.

For B ond 's  Lear, " ripeness is not all." He resolves to
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commit himself to action. The first three scenes of Act Three 

show him as for mul a ti n g :h is  plan of action. He has developed a

skill at speaking the truth but he now realises that articulating

the truth is useless. Instead of undergoing a reconciliation

with C or de li a ( as in Sh a kes pe ar e's  play), he decides to confront 

her as the new head of a people's government. Though Bond e s t a b ­

lishes her reasons and allows her her conscience in this c o n ­

frontation, Co rdelia ad mits her failure and Lear recognises his 

strength. Lear m an age s to ex pose the mentality of violence:

Lear: Listen, Cordelia. You have two enemies, lies and

the truth. You sac rif ice  truth to destroy lies, and 

you sac rif ice  life to destroy death. It isn't sane.

You squeeze a stone till your hand bleeds and call

that a miracle. I'm old, but I'm as weak and clumsy

as a child, too heavy for my legs. But I've learned

this, and you must learn it or you'll die. Listen, 

Cordelia. If a God had made the world, might would 

always be ri gh t, th a t would be so wise, we'd be spared 

so much suffering. But we made the world- out of our

smallness and weakness. Our lives are awkward and

fragile and we have only one thing to keep us sane:
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pity, and the man without pity is mad.

Cordelia: You only und er st and  self-pity. We must go

back,, the g o v e r n m e n t ’s waiting.. .We have other 

opponents, more ruthless than you. In this 

sit uat io n a good government acts strongly. I 

knew you wouldn't co-operate, but I wanted to 

come and tell you this before we put you on 

trial: we'll make the society you only dream of.

Lear: It's strange that you should have me killed,

Cordelia, but it's obvious you would. How simple!

Your Law always does more harm than crime, and
26your moral it y is a form of violence.

Sig nificantly, the c o n f r on t a ti on  takes place i mm edi ate ly

before the last scene of Bond's play. While Shakesp ear e starts 

his drama with the co nfrontation, Bond chooses to present it 

before he takes us to the a u d a ci o us  climax of his play. Bond 

reverses the str uct ur e of King Lear to imply that Shakespeare^s 

play does not have a real c on f r o n t a t i o n  that deals with what Bond 

believes to be the basis of his an tit he tic al statement. In Bond's 

play i t 'is fear which forces Lear and Co rdelia to build the wall 

a n d , t h u s ,perpetu at e the pattern of mo ralised violence. For Bond, 

fear, not filial ingra tit ude  or inheritance, is deeply rooted in 

human nature. Indeed, the c o n f r o n t a t i o n  scene in Bond's play
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ma rks  the com pl eteness of that mov 

Shakes pea re . Now, Bond can move to 

pr ec u r so r  failed to reach. In Bond 

with Co r d e l i a  is for Lear the cruc 

ear ly scenes of Act III we have see 

figure pr eaching in parables to the 

After the con fr on ta t io n  Lear realiz 

resi gna ti on , of ripe wisdom, is ove 

and an act to perform. The play's 

the wall, as in the opening scene, 

way. In st ead  of sa cr if ici ng a life 

sa c r i f i c e s  his own life to unbuil d  

his bare hands and a shovel to tear 

been his life's work, the wall that 

He is shot by one of the j un ior  off 

The en ding of the play is sple nd idl  

t og e t h e r  of the play's me an i ng  into 

is the ine vit a bl e  climatic m ov eme n  

the play has been leading.

One of the powerful dramatic
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create the movem en t of d i sc o n ti n u it y  with Sh ak es pea re and u n d e r ­

score the do m i nan ce of his antit het ica l s t at eme nt  is his use 

of theatrical imagery. L e sl i e  Smith believes that B o n d ’s Lear 

is more suc ces sf ul than E l i o t ’s dramas because Bond's " poetry

of the theatre is not de p en d e n t  on verse: it functions through

27the c on cr et e a cti on and the physical images of the drama." Bond

himself has said ” What I begin from is a series of small visual

i m a g e s ... when I write, the r hyt hm - the who le  concentration of

the writi ng - requires action. Finally s o me bod y has to get up
28

and do som et h in g . " . Bo n d' s  Lear begins arid ends with the

killing of a man wo r k in g  on the wall. It is one of the main

central images of " o p p r e s s i o n  and co n f in e m en t "  in the play. This

image " bri ll i an t l y ev o k e s  both an ancien t lan dsc ape  and a

modern  one : we think at one and the same time of the Berlin

wall and the Cold War; and of the massi ve  ear thw o rk s  near Bond's

home ca lled Devil' s Dyke and Fle am  Dyke thrown up by the East

Angli ans  after the d e p a rt u re  of the Romans to protect themselves

29from m ar a u d e r s . "  Bond be gi ns his play with Le ar 's tour of 

in sp ec tio n in which he co ul d be seen as " any con temporary field 

marsha l or b el l ic ose  p o l i t i c i a n  claiming to defend the peace
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by preparing for war, and calling self-imprisonment f r e e d o m . ” 

From the very beginning of the play, the wall has imposed its 

dark shadow over the action.

Another image central to Bond's meaning is the 

image of a man as a caged animal. This image reverberates 

beyond the immediate context and relates to the governed 

as much as the governors, people and rulers alike, imprisoned 

within  a social and political structure that does not answer 

their real needs. It is noticea bl e that Bond uses and develops 

this image precisely where he tries to assert the movement 

of discontinuity with Sh ak esp ear e and the dominance of his 

own thesis . Act One,  for instance, ends with the caged animals, 

in a chain of prisoners mo ving along a country road. The chain 

includes Le ar , F o n t an el l e, a n d their victims. It is a vivid 

theatrical metaphor which acts out the meaning of the play: the 

vicious circle of viol enc e and oppress io n in which governors 

and governed, tyrants and victims end up chained to each other.

Physical theatre imagery is the main dramatic tool used 

by Bond not only to relate the meaning of his play to its
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structure but to escalate the intensity of the dramatic movement. 

In Act One, for example, the death of the Gra ve digger's boy and

the raping of his wife are accompanied by the off-stage sq u e a l-

.ing of pigs as they are slaughtered. This combination of the 

visual and auditory effects is to return immediately before 

Lear is shot in the brief but most powerful ending of the play. 

There is heard off-stage " the distant squealing of angry pigs, 

further off than at the end of Act One.... The Ghost stumbles
31

in. It is covered with blood. The pig squeals slowly die out." 

Gored and trampled by the pigs, the Ghost drops dead at Lear's 

feet as the pig squealing finally stops..Now, the auditory 

imagery gives way to the imagery of light, of clear vision, and 

of an un der st and ing  that Lear needs b e f o r e .performing his last 

a c t :

I see my life, a black tree by a pool. The branches

are covered with tears. The tears are shining with

light. The wind blows the tears in the sky. And my
O Otears fall down on me.
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Apart from the main ch ar act ers , Bond presents a group of 

min or cha ra ct ers  which r e p r e s e n t s  the common man and corrupted 

innocence. These minor f i gu r e s are not much more than representa 

tives of spec if ic behavior p at te rn s and power constella tio ns  

in society. While Bond giv es  his main  cha rac te rs  names, he 

reduce s most of the other c h a r a c t e r s  to the title of their 

fu nct io n in societ y with no fu rt he r d i f f er en t ia t i on  than the 

nu me r i ca l  or a lp h a be t i ca l ord er  of their ap p e ar a n c e  on stage.

For Bond, these min or  c h a r a c t e r s  are mere fu n ct ion ar ie s of 

the system, thereby losing their in d iv i d u a l i t y  or personal 

identity. W or k e rs  on the wall, soldiers, Prisoners, and Farmers 

are all alike: they help p e r p e t u a t e  injustice, either through a 

passive a c c e pt a nc e  of the given social m o ra l i ty  and of their 

duty to it, or through an ac t i ve  p ar t i c i p a t i o n  in injustice 

with  the hope of personal a d v a n t a g e  or gain. They are all 

g uil ty  of a g g r es s i on  and vi o le n c e and, si gn if ica ntl y,  Lear 

is shot by the Farmer's son wh o m  Lea r once tried to preserve 

from the cl u tch es of the vi ci o u s circle of violence.
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To sum up: in the new tex 

attem pt to be the dominant int 

words, the fire-giver, is evid 
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imagery and cha rac te rs can sub 

Bo nd's play has the two qualit 
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s t a n ti a te  our conclusion that 
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ed d r a m at i st ' s  antith et ica l
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CHAPTE R FOUR

STOPPA RD AND INFLUENCE

The t heo ret ic al  perspective of this study ought to

cause us to reco gn is e some in ad eq uac ie s in the vocabulary

some cr it ics  curr ent ly  use to describe the composition of

S t o p pa r d' s  R o s e nc r an t z  and G ui ld e ns t e rn  Are D e a d . Ruby Cohn,

for instance, says that Stoppard proved " extremely skillful

in do vet a i li ng  the Hamlet scenes into the Godot situation" ;

Ch ar l es  Ma r o w i t z  w ri tes  that " Stoppard displays a remarkable
✓

skill in ju g gl i n g the donnes of existential philosophy" ; and 

Th oma s Wh it a ke r s u gge sts  " the raisonne ur  of this clever pas­

tiche is of course  The Player... who knowingly plays himself." 

Such l an gua ge  - " skillful dove tai lin g, " " clever pastiche" - 

co nd e mn s  while it praises, not only failing to show us where 

S t o p p a rd 's  or i g in al i ty  resides in his play but subtly categori 

zing the play as a der iv at ive  piece of workmanship.
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As soon as Ro se ncr ant z and G ui l d en s t er n Are Dead appeared 

in performance, critics recognized its derivation from Sh ak es ­

peare's Hamlet and Beckett's Waiting For G o d o t . They have noticed 

other in flu en ce s as well: Pirandello, T. S. Eliot, Wilde, Kafka, 

and Pinter have left their literary or theatrical traces and 

Ludwig W i t t g e n s t e i n ' s  In v es tig at ion s provide philosophical beat- 

ings. Stoppard himself seems to be vague or non-committal about 

some of these influences: " Prufr oc k and Beckett are the twin 

syringes of my diet, my arterial system,"; I really wasn't aware 

of... Pi r an d e ll o as an influence. It would be very difficult to 

write a play which was totally unlike Beckett, Pirandello and 

K a f k a . . ."^

From S t op par d' s remarks, however, we might expect that 

allu sio ns  in R o se nc ra ntz  and Gu il de ns t er n  Are Dead to writers 

other than Beckett and Shakes pe are  seem to be unintended or 

sup erficial. In fact, Stoppard 's  debt to Waiting For G o d o t , 

as he admits, is enormous: "- there's just no telling what sort 

of effect it had on our society, who wrote because of it, or 

who wrote in a different way because of it... Of course it
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would be absurd to deny my enor mo us debt to it, and love for 

it." When he ac kn o wl e d ge s  his debt to Beckett, Stop pa rd empha- 

sises what he de scribes as " a Beckett joke," meaning a technique 

which Beckett uses in his plays: " It appear s in various forms 

but it consi sts  of con fi den t statement followed by im m e dia te  

re fut a t io n  by the same voice. It's a constant process of e l a b o ­

rate st ructure and sudde n-  and total- d is ma n tl e m en t . "^

R o s e n c ra nt z  and Gu i l d e n s t e r n  Are Dead shows some strong 

infl uen ce  from W ai tin g For G o d o t . Both plays deal with two little 

men, lacking power and knowledg e,  who are trying to grappl e with 

a world full of unc er tainty. Sim il ar i t ie s in c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  and 

in the re l at i o n s h i p s  betwe en  the two main cha rac ter s in each play 

can be easily recognised. G u i l d e n s t e r n  res embles Vladimir, who is 

more prone to an g u is h  becaus e he has a livelier i m a g i na t i on  than 

his partner, E s t r ag o nr w h o r e se mb le s Ro sencrantz. Further, the 

two plays share familiar the atr i ca l  or literary co nv entions: a 

m in i ma lly  lo calized scene; addre ss to the audience; the use of. 

m ul t i t u d e s  of seri ous  and fr i v olo us puns which are i nt eg ra l to 

the meaning of the play.

N e v e r t h e l e s s , :there are basic dif fe r en c e s betwee n
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Rosenc ran tz  and Gu i ld e n st er n  Are Dead and Waiti ng  for G o d o t .

The two plays differ st r uc t u ra ll y  in two respects. The 

st ructure of Waiting For Godot reflects the process of waiting 

and is basically circular and repetitive. Criti cs have generally 

recognis ed that the play's two acts suggest a repeated rather than

a com pleted action,a nd  that t h e “second act largely repea ts  the 

first. On the contrary, the stru ct ur e of Stoppar d' s play is b a si ­

cally linear because it has a com pl ete d action: the summons of 

Ro sen cr an tz and G u i l de n st e r n at the b eg i nn ing  of the play leads 

to their involvment in the H a m l e t plot and finally leads to their 

deaths. Another di ff ere nce  is that in W a iti ng  For Godot Vladimir 

and Es tragon generate their own action of waiti ng ( whether Godot 

will or will not come), wh er ea s the two cour tie rs  in Stoppard's 

play are trapped the Ha mlet plot through what seems to them to 

be a supern at ur al agency. Ro se n c ra nt z  and G ui l d e n s t e r n  are b e­

w il de re d by fast-m ovi ng dev el op me n ts  in the Hamlet pattern. They 

can not understa nd why these su dden and un f o re se e n changes have 

come to them. Whereas B e ck e t t' s  two tramps rep resent the u n i ­

versal experien ce  of waiting, Sto pp a rd ' s  two princip al s represent
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the u ni v e rs a l  ex p e ri e n c e  of feeling caught up by an i n c o m p r e ­

he ns ib le  force in an odd tragedy " where everyone who is marked 

for death d i e s ." R o s e n c r a n t z  and Gu i l de ns t er n  wonder what are 

they to do w it h o u t  ad e q u a t e  ins tr uc ti o ns  in their blank context. 

Yet, their co n t ex t  is not blank; it is the script of H a m l e t .Their 

d es ti ny  is S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  s cr i p t , w h i c h  has them led to death. They 

are not, as W i l l i a m  Ba bu l a  says, " escapees from Shak es pe are 's  

tragedy, but victims, as Hamlet is a victim, of the story line."^

In S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  Hamlet R ose ncr an tz and Gu i ld e n s te r n  are 

a couple of ch a r a c t e r s  so uni mpo r ta n t  and marginal that they have 

been a ct u a ll y e x c l u d e d  fro m some produc tio ns of the play without 

any n o t i c e ab l e  di ff icu lty . But in Stoppar d's  version they are the 

pivot. In the story of these two minor characters in H a m l e t , Stop ­

pard saw a s i t u a t i o n  that could truly mirror the ab surdity of 

human condition. Indeed, the ab s urd it y of their story is already 

there in S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  text and St op par d's  ac hievement 

re sid es  in f o r e g r o u n d i n g  the a b su rd i ty  of their story in his own 

play. It is s i g n i fi c a nt  that in the first published editio n of 

the play ( May 1967), the action, like that of Wait in g For G o d o t , 

is circular; R o s e n c r a n t z  and G u il d e ns te r n may be dead but there is
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someone shouting and banging on a shutter, ind is tinctly calling 

two names. In rehearsals at the National Theatre, Stoppard 

cut this ending,and in subseque nt edit io ns,  as in performance, 

Shakespeare has the last word. Stoppard's return at the end of 

of the play to the final scene of H a m l e t , which echoes his play' 

title, not only reminds us that the fate of Rosencr an tz and 

G ui ld en ste rn  has been prede te rm ine d but implies that Stoppard 

has accepted Sha ke speare's limita tio ns  so that Hamlet functions 

as a frame. When asked why, St oppard answered that he had no 

other choice for this kind of drama: he considers S h ak es pe ar e's  

tragedy "probably the most famous play in any language; it is 

part of a sort of common my tho log y"  ; and R os enc ran tz  and Guil-r 

denstern " are so much more than me rely bit players in another 

famous play...As far as their involvement in Sha ke speare's  

text is concerned they are told very little about what is going 

on and much of what they are told isn't true. So I see them 

much more clearly as a couple of bewildered innocents rather 

than a couple of he n c h m e n . " ^

From the beginning, then, Stoppard viewed H a m l e t as
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a means for solving practical problems of composition. The 

in evi ta bil ity  of the Hamlet plot is used by Stoppard as a 

device for denying choice in human affairs and, thus, asserting 

the major theme of his play*which is the absurdity of the human 

condition. Like Bond who initially thought of excluding the 

figure of Lear but later returned him. to rep resent a minor theme 

do minated by another major antithetical statement in L e a r ,

Stoppard returns the final scene of Hamlet to his play to serve 

his own purposes. Though the foundation of Rosencrantz and 

G ui l d en s t er n  Are Dead is Shakespeare's play, Stoppard reduces 

to abs urdity everything noble and weighty in H a m l e t . In S t o p p a rd ' ®  

version Hamlet becomes a slick conniver who drifts in and out 

addin g to the general c o n f u s i o n , and the most significant exchanges 

and soliloq ui es  in Sh ak espeare's play are eliminated and diluted 

with comedy or so drastic al ly  abridged that they are mere r e mi ­

nisc enc es  of Shake sp ea re' s passages. At the same time, the focus 

becomes the minor characte rs and incidents, and action that had 

taken place off-stage.

If Bond ignores the entire Gloucester sub-plot and goes

- 71-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



further to embed the thesis of the plot of King Lear into the first 

act of his play, St o p p a r d  del ib e ra te l y bases the dramatic st ru c ­

ture of his play on the Ha mle t pattern to reinforce his major 

theme. Ionesco, the re p r e s e n t a t i v e  spo kesman for the principles 

of the ab surd drama, has pointed out that " the c o nve nti on al  

plot in its predictability and re so lut ion  is a re ass ur in g di s t o r ­

tion of life, who se  primary law is unpred ic ta bil ity . A me an ing fu l

action, on the other hand, is one that captures and refle cts  on 
8

the a b s u r d . ”

Despit e the ap p ar e n t d e ri va t i v e n e s s  recognised in R o s e n ­

crantz and G u i l d e n s t e r n  Are D e a d , St oppard can still' be seen 

as the do m in a n t in te rp r et e r  of the new textual encounter. P e r ­

haps, his t he sis  is not d r a s t i ca l l y a nt i t he ti c al  to that of 

Shakespeare. Yet, the vision put forth by Stoppard is, I would 

argue, d i s t i n c t l y  d if f er ent  from that of Shakespeare..

In Ha ml e t  S h a k e s p e a r e  exploits all possible dr amatic

means to locate  the c h a r ac t e r of Hamlet at the core of the p l a y . 

Hamlet, thus, stands in the foregrou nd of Sh ak es p e a re ' s  text.

All in t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of Sh a ke s p e a r e ' s  text, co nsequently, are
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most, if not all the critics of H a m l e t . had been c on c e r ne d  with

the char ac ter  of Hamlet* and even if they co nsi d e re d  other elements

in the play, they did so in relat io n to the protag on is t. In his

Ph.D. dis se rtation; Paul S. Conklin i n v e st i ga t e s the growth of

Hamlet c r i t i ci sm  from 1601 through the year 1821 and co n cl u d es

that " It need ha rd ly  be said that the cha racter of the hero

is the point of major con si de ra t io n , " and " sooner or later all
, 9

roads lead to this focal point. Claude C. H. W i l l i a m s o n  c o m ­

piled all re a di ngs  on the ch aracter of Hamlet from 1661 till 

1947 from over one hundre d sources, to reali ze  that " there is no 

single topic under the dramatic sun on whi ch  so many lances, 

quix oti c and other, have been broken to no avail as H a m l e t .11 ̂

" To no avail," W i l l i a m s o n  goes on, " becaus e the w i n d mi l l s
„11

stand exactly wh ere  they stood in 1603, when H am le t was born.

St op pa rd  ma n a g e s  to-br ea k this pa tte rn  in his play through 

a bri lliant inve rsi on  of Shake spe ar e' s material. In the following 

c ha p te r  we will s h o w  how Stoppard es ta bl ish es  his own vision. We 

will exami ne  the dra mat ic structure, c h ara cte ri zat ion , and thea t--
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rical imagery of Rosencrantz and Gu i l de n s te r n  Are Dead to 

ide nti fy  the differences through which Stoppard sought to 

be the dominant interpreter of the new textual encounter.
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CHAPTER FIVE

FORE GR O UN D I NG  THE ABSURD

The

slight porti 

place these 

the centre o 

used by Shak 

the same too 

Hamlet Shake 

sus pe n se  bef

the audie nc e by the air of mystery and expectancy, the eeriness 

of the hour and the reasonably quick entrance of the ghost. 

Hamlet is introduced by name when Bernardo, Francisco, Marce llu s
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story of Rosenc ra ntz  and Guildenstern occupies a 

on in the dramatic structure of H a m l e t , and to 

two m a rgi nal  characters in Shakespeare's text at 

f his play Stoppard applies the same dramatic device 

es peare in H a m l e t . The two dramatists manipulate  

Is for two different ends. In the first scene of 

speare manages to create a mood of tension and 

ore we see Hamlet. The scene holds the interest of



and Horatio decide to " impart" what they have seen " unto 

young Hamlet."* Sh a k es pea re  skilfully links the sup ernatural  

element with his protagonist. The second scene brings Hamlet 

closer to our at te n ti o n  and sympathy. Now the setting changes 

from the tense a p pr e h e n s i o n  under the open night sky of the 

first scene to the pomp and ceremony of the K i n g ’s council 

chamber. In cont ra st to the nervous e xc h an ges  of the first 

scene here is the court ly  wo r l dl i n es s  of the new King's life 

wi thi n the castle. Before Cl au diu s turns to Hamlet, Shakesp ea re  

presents the i n d i v id u al s and environ men t ag a in s t  which Ha m le t's  

ch aracter is revealed. The general co r r up t i o n  of the court 

serves to a c c e n t ua te  Ha m le t's  integrity. The King's speech is 

se lf - re v e al i n gT and the number of figures of speech in.which 

two opposing ideas are brought closely toge th er - defeat (spoilt) 

and joy; mirth and death; dirge and m ar ri ag e - may make his 

long* formal speech sound im pre ss iv e and fi tt in g for a king but 

can not co mp let ely  cover up his guilt;

Th er e fo r e  our sometime sister, now our queen,

The im perial j o in tre ss  of this warli ke  state,

Have we, as 'twere with a d ef ea te d joy - 

With one auspicious, and one dropping eye,
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With mirth in funeral, and with dirge in marriage

In equal scale weig hin g delight and dole
2Taken to wife.

To marry his s is t e r - i n - l a w  so soon after his br other's death is 

a dubious thing, and by using these fine phrases he tries to make 

it sound more forthrig ht  than it really is. The rest of the scene 

informs us that his cou nci l lo r s  su p p ort ed  him when he married 

Haml et' s mother. Indeed, from the very beg inn ing  of Shakespeare's  

play we are made to respo nd  negativ ely  to the King, Gertrude,and 

Polonius. Hamlet is thus placed at the centre of our sympathy and 

interest* and an overall look at the next e i gh te en  scenes will 

dem ons t r at e  how he remains the focal point of the dramatic 

structure. On the other hand, when in t ro du c in g  Ro sen cr an tz and 

G ui l d en s t er n  for the first time ( Act II,ii.), Shakes pe are  si g n i ­

ficantly as s oc i a te s  them with Cl a u d i u s * t o  whom we have responded

negatively. Their first scene clearly i n di ca te s that Shakespeare
3

has given them " a group ch a r ac t e r i z a t i o n . "  The King's words

" to use," " supply", and " profit" tell us that they exist

merely as tools in the hands of the court, and their first words 

d em o n str at e this:-

Rosencrantz: Both your majesties
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Might, by the so v e rei gn  power you have of us

Put your dread pleasures more into command

Than to entreaty.

Guilde nst er n:  But we both obey

And here give up our selves in the full bent
4

To be commanded.

R o s e n c r a n t z 's answer is hardly diff er ent  from G u i l d e n s t e r n 's , and

the King and the Q u e e n ’s words

Claudius: Thanks, Ro sencrantz, and gentle Guildenstern. 

Gertrude: Thanks, G u i l d e n s t e r n  and gentle Rosencrantz..^

u n m i s t a k a b l y  esta bl ish  their ch aracters' note: they are sub­

mi ss i ve  and in d is t i ng uis ha ble . The fact that they have no ide n­

tity and exist only as tools in the hands of Claudius and 

G e r t r u d e > w i t h  who m we do not sympa thi se,  makes us less sympa­

thetic toward them. This ex p la ins  why we tend to accept Hamlet's 

cruel wor ds ann ou n ci ng  their death ( Act V,ii.).

In St opp ar d 's  versio n the whole process is si gni ficantly  

reversed. Hamlet is excluded from the plot e x p o s i t i o n ,and the 

ghost, that m a k i ng -s t ra n g e elemen t used by Sh ak es pea re  to direct 

our at t e n ti o n  to Ham le t,i s enti re ly di sp ensed with. The first 

c h a r ac t er s  we see when St op p a rd ' s  play opens are R os enc ran tz  and 

Guil de n s te r n . Those given " group c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n "  in Hamlet
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are now given mi nu te  physical descriptions. They are " well- 

dressed, hats, cloaks, sticks and a l l . ” ' While each of them 

has " a large leather money b a g , ” G u i l d e n s t e r n 's bag is made 

” nearly e m p t y ” and R o s e n c r a n t z *s " nearly full."^ These 

physical details, however, do not embody any sense of i n d i v i ­

duality. We are told by the stage direct io ns that " two E l i z ­

abe tha ns " are " passing the time in a place without any visible 

cha rac t e r. "  Ros en c ra n t z and Gui lde n st e r n are " betting the toss 

of a coin," and " they have a p pa ren tl y been doing this for some 

time." R o s e n c r a n t z , w h o s e  bag is nearly full," betrays no surprise 

at all," and Stopp ar d comments," he feels none- however he is nice 

enough to feel a little emb ar ra ss e d at taking so much money off 

his fr ie nd - let that be his cha racter note." G uil de ns ter n,w ho  is 

losing all the time "is not worrie d about the money." He is 

" aware but not going to panic about it." This, Stoppard comment? 

again, is " his character note."^ Exam in ed carefully, the two 

ch ara c t er s  are found to be the same in dis ti n gu is h ab l e  submissive 

human beings we have seen in H a m l e t , and Stopp ar d deliberately 

f or e gr o u nd s dramatically, but farcically, those basic c h a r a c ­

ter istics which Sh ak es pea re has already given to them:
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Rosencrantz: My name is Guildenstern, and this is

Rosencrantz ( Guil. confers briefly with 

h i m ♦) ( without e m b a r r a s m e n t .) I'm sorry - 

his name's Guildenstern, and I'm Rosencrantz.

Claudius : Welcome, dear Ro se nc ran tz ( he raises a hand 

at Gu il den ste rn  while Ro se nc ra n tz  bows -

G ui ld en ste rn  bows late and hur ri ed ly ) .....

( he raises a hand at Ro s e nc r a nt z  while 

Gu ild e n st e r n bows to him - Rosenc ran tz  is 

still st r aig ht en ing  up from his previous bow 

and half way up he bows down again. With his head 

down, he twists to look at Guildenstern, who 

is on the way u p .).... Thanks, Rosencrantz 

( turning to Ro sen cr an tz who is caught un ­

prepared, while Gu i ld e n st e r n b o w s ) and gentle 

G ui ld en ste rn ( turning to G u i l d en s te r n  who 

is bent d o u b l e ) .

Gertrude : ( correcting ) : Th anks Gu il d en s t er n  ( turning 

to Rosencrantz, who bows as Gu i ld e n st e r n checks 

upward mov em ent  to bow too - both bent d o u b l e . 

squinting at each o t h e r )...and gentle Ro s e n ­

crantz ( turning to Guil de nst ern , both s t r a i g h ­

tening up- Gu il d en s t er n  checks again and bows 

again ) .
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Be si d es  the comic effect 

they also show us that Ros en cra n  

those same ch ar ac te r s we have se 

chang es the re lat io n sh i p  between 

keeps the same pattern Of relati 

to re i nf or ce  his major theme. St 

about a m o ve men t of di sco nt inu it  

to the fo regroun  

crantz and Guild 

Stop par d in his 

E s s e nt i al l y  and 

crantz and Guild 

itself a highly 

whi ch St o pp ard  r

One as 

ful attempt to 

theme. It is 

of players before 

other cha ra ct ers  

players dis app ear

these dramatic beats create, 

nd Gu ildenstern are still 

n Hamlet. Unlike Bond,who 

r and Cordelia, Stoppard 

ips in Sha ke speare's text 

does not try to bring 

his precursor but brings 

characte ris ti cs  of Rosen- 

limitations are used by 

why the human cond it io n is 

Though the story of Rosen- 

event in H a m l e t , it is in 

ntally dramatic sit uat ion  , 

s for a different end.

ovelty lies in his succ es s-  

the play within the play"

troupe 

any of the 

these 

" Give

tz a 

en i 

Lea 

onsh 

oppard 

y with

d of his versi on  those 

enstern. Sh a ke sp e ar e ' s  

play to show how and 

i n e s ca p ab l y  absurd, 

e nst er n is a fringe 

ir onical and fundame 

e wri te s in three act

pect of St op p a r d' s  n 

deve lop  th or o ug h l y " 

si gni f i ca n t  that Stoppard brings on the 

R os e n c r a n t z  and G ui lde ns ter n meet 

from S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  play. In H a m l e t , 

i m m e di a te l y  after Claudius' words
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M
me some light! Away! ( Act III,ii ). But in Rosencrantz and 

G u i l d e n st e r n Are Dead these s p e c i a l i s t s  in illusion exist in 

all three acts which c o n s t i t u t e  the dramatic stru ct ure .a nd  

are m e a n i ng f u ll y  conn ec ted  with  R o se nc r an t z  and Guildenstern.

In Act One Stoppard ma na g es  to es t a bl i s h swiftly but subtly the 

si mi l ar i t y  between his major ch aracters' situation and the 

co nd i ti o n  of the players. B e f o r e  they meet, Rosencrantz and 

G u i l de n s te r n  infor m us that they have been spinning coins as 

long as they can remember. V ag ue l y u ne asy  and unc ertain which 

of them is Ro s en c r an t z  and w h i c h  Guildenstern, they know only 

that they have been su m mon ed to court. When they try to remember, 

they can recall only that " the re  was a messenger" and " they 

were sent for." In spite of man y details they still can remember 

they can not pr e ci sel y de f i ne  that message. Rosencrantz can 

r em e m be r  that " pale sky b ef o r e dawn" when  " a man, standing on 

his saddle to bang on the s h u t t e r s ... called their names," and that 

" it was urgent - a m at ter  of ex tre me  urgency, a royal summons."

He can recall those " lights in the st able-yard" and that he 

was fearful lest they " come too late." When Gu id e n st er n  asks 

him: " too late for w hat ?" he answers: " How do I know ?" They are
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like " a man breaking his journe y between one.place and another 

at a third place of no name, character, population or s i g n i f i ­

cance," and this is pre cisely the condition of the players. They 

are all " travelling" people:

Guil

Player

G u i l . 

Player 

G u i l . 

Player 

G u i l . 

Player 

G u i l . 

Player 

G u i l . 

Player

Whe re from?

Home.We're travelling people. We 

take our c h a n c e s  where we find them. 

It was chance, then?

Chance?

You found us.

Oh yes.

You were looking?

Oh n o .

C h a n c e , t h e n .

Or fate.

Yours or ours?

It could ha rd ly  be one without 
9the other.

Although the idea of em p lo yi n g different fictional levels 

may have its origin in the play wi t hi n  the play of S h ak e s pe a r e' s  

play, Stoppard manages to go furth er  by connecting Ro se nc r a nt z  

and Gu il de ns t er n  and the player s in a single world. Stoppard
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allo ws his two major characters and the players to dominate 

the whole structure.

Through developing the re lat ionship between Rosencrantz 

and Guild en ste rn and the players, Stoppard not only obliterates 

all demarcation lines between different plays and worlds but 

at tem pt s to unsettle his audience, compell in g them to identify 

themsel ves  with his tra gi-comic protagonists. The complex irony 

derives from the fact that Ro sencrantz and Guildenstern, who 

boast, on stage, of their superio ri ty  as spectators of the 

di sre p u ta b l e actors, are, indeed, twice removed from the reality 

of the audience ( actors imperson at ing  ch ar act er s in Stoppard's 

play who, in turn, are based upon two figures from H a m l e t ) ; yet 

they are also gradually shown as human beings becoming trapped 

in the circ ums ta nce s in whic h they find themselves. The dis r e pu ­

table actors, on the other hand, " know which way the wind is 

b l o w i n g " ^ a n d  can offer advice to the re spe ct ab le courtiers, who 

are at a loss:

Guil. : But for God's sake what are we supposed to d o ?

Player: Relax. Respond. That's what people do. You can't 

go through life questioning your situation at 

every turn.
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Guil. : But we don't know  what's going on,or

what to do w it h  ourselves. We don't know 

how to a c t .

Player: Act n a t u r a l ... E v er yt hi ng has to be taken
11on t r u s t :. . O ne  acts on assumptions.

Th rou g h ou t  the play R os e n c r a n t z  and Gu ild en s te r n  are not

aware that, like the players, they are employed at the court

of Elsinore, w he r e as  the au di e n ce  can clearly see how they

constan tly  revea|  their natures. When they meet the troupe

of players for the first time, they in sist on the distinct

division into a cto rs  and spectators. Guildenstern says .1

12thought we were g e n t l e m e n . ” Both are co nvinced of their own 

su per io ri ty over the low " r a b b l e , ” and are shocked at the 

sug ges ti on  of ta king part in a pe rfo rm an ce of Th e  Rape 

of the Sabine Women. They ad op t  a pat ro n iz i n g attitude towards 

the players:

Guil. : P er h a p s  I can use my influence.

Player: At the tavern?
1 ̂Guil. : At the court. I would say I have some influence.

Al th ou gh the P l ay er  treats Ro se n cr a n tz  and G u i l de n s te r n  as 

his pr o sp e c ti v e  patrons, his critical remarks have made us aware
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that they are not s p e c t at o r s only. In Act Two they des pe r at e l y  

try to avoid becoming en t a ngl ed in the action so as to ma i nta in  

their positions as s p e c t a t o r s , n e v e r  realizing that actor and 

sp ectator are i n t e rc h an ge a bl e  roles, " two sides of the same 

coin," or " the side of two coins." Not only their words but 

also their mimetic s cen es un der s c or e this dramatic irony by 

showing them as actors. Just before the players rehearse The 

Mur der  of G o n z a e o . R o s e n c r a n t z  and Gu i l de ns t er n  practise for 

their enco unt er  with Ha ml et ( Gu il d en s t er n  assu min g the chara c-  

of the prince) and pe r f or m the scene of their arrival in England 

Ro se n cra nt z playing the E ng l i sh  King. Thus, they u n c o n sc i o us l y  

assume the role of act or  wh ic h they have resisted earlier.

The scene in whi ch G u i l d en st e rn  and Ros en c ra n t z watch

the rehearsal of the " m o u s e t ra p "  is the most sign ifica nt scene

in the play. The P l a y e r ’s request, " Now if you two wo u l dn ' t

min d just moving b a c k . . . " ^  te llingly implies that sp ect at or s

and actors have changed roles. Wh ile the disreputa ble players

hav e es ta bl ish ed their superiority, Ros en c ra t z  and Gu il d e n s t e r n

hav e become more and more insecure:

Player : I can come and go as I please.

Guil. : Y o u ’re e vi d e nt ly  a man who knows his way aroun
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Playe r : I've been here before.

Guil. : We're still finding our feet.

Player. : I should concentrate on not losing
u . 15your heads.

When Ro se n c ra n t z and Gu il de n s te r n  are face to face with their 

rairror-images ( the two spies ), they are still unwil li ng  to 

reco gnise their own real selves:

Ros. : Well, if it isn't -! No, wait a minute,

don't tell m e —  it's a long time since- 

when was it? Ah, this is taking me back to- 

when was it? I know yours, that is. For a 

forget a f a c e —  ( he looks into the spy's 

face) not that I know you, that is. For a 

mome nt I thought - no, I don't know you, do I? 

Yes, I'm afraid you're quite wrong. You must 

have mi st ak en me for someone else.

[ Guil., me a nw h i le  has ap proached the other s p y »

brow creased in thought.]

Pl ay e r : ( to Guil.) Are you familiar with this play?

Guil. : N o . 16

Ro se n cr a n tz  and G u i l d en s te r n  insist on being sp ec tat ors  and, 

ironically, even their clappin g at the pe rf orm anc e foresh ad ows
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their tragic fate. What blinds them to reality and makes them 

stumble helplessly towards their fate is this illusion 

about their own status, this discrepancy between what they think 

they are and what they really are - mere pawns in the hands of 

the court. Indeed, this is precisely where we can identify one 

basic difference between Stoppard and Shakespeare. In H a m l e t , 

Just before the play within the play starts, Shakespeare 

p rovides this scene:

Hamlet: [ to P o l o n i u s ] My lord, you played once 

i' t h ' university, you say?

Polonius: That did I, my lord; and was accounted a good 

actor .

Hamlet: And what did you enact?

Polonius: I did enact Julius Caesar. I was killed 

i' t h ' Capitol; Brutus killed me.

Hamlet : It was a brute part of him to kill so

capital a calf there- Be the players r e a d y . ^

Ro sen c r an t z  and Gui lde n st e r n in Stoppard's play, Hamlet and 

nius in Shakespea re 's play seem to miss the signi fic an ce  of 

r own words, which clearly anticipate the death of Polonius. 

while we can not rec ognise a real similarity between Polo- 

and Caesar, Stoppard uses all dramatic devices to
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de mon st ra te how R os enc ran tz  and Gu il d e n s t e r n  and the two spies, 

reality and illusion, real and acted life, reh earsal and p e r f o r ­

mance, spe ctator and actor, are two sides of one and the same 

coin. In other words, if S ha kes pea re  guides us to di s t in g u is h  

reality from illusion in H a m l e t , Stoppard, through develop ing  

thor oug hl y the " play wi thi n the play within the p l a y . . 11 theme, 

compe ls us to realize that the demarca ti on  line betw ee n reality and 

illusion is itself unreal. In contrast to R o se n c ra n t z and G u i l ­

denstern, the players accept this paradox as a fact:

Guil. : W e l l . . . a r e n ' t you going to change into your

costume?

Player 

G u i l . 

Player

I never change out of it, sir. 

Always in character.

Th at's i t . ^

The re cog ni tio n of this paradox, however, must be, indeed, 

deeply disturbi ng  to any percepti ve audience. The mood of d e t a c h ­

ment in which we have been watch in g the chil dis h games of S t o p ­

pard's pr ota go nis ts in Act One grad ua ll y gives way to a feeling 

of unease in Act Two, and Sto pp ar d's  so ph i st i c at e d  use of mirror  

tech niq ue  ( the play within the play and other mimeti c scenes) stills 

our anxiety about not only the freedo m of Ro s e n c r a n t z  and G ui l -
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denst ern  but our own un d e rs t a nd i n g of the r el ati on shi p between 

illu sio n and reality. By the end of Act T w o  there are many hints 

that the remoten es s from the actu al it y of death is about to be 

changed. Ro se nc ran tz  and G u i l de n st e r n discuss their ability to 

c on ce iv e of their own deaths when they suggest that they can 

imagine themsel ve s alive in a box or coffin. The third act opens 

in silence and in pitch d ar k n e s s , w h i c h  suggests the nothingness 

of death - a rec urrent theme in the final act of Stoppard's  

play. In this act Stoppard i n t r o d uc e s  the sea travel theme to rein ­

force the play-life metaphor. Ro se n c ra n t z assume s the role of 

the Engli sh King while G u i l d e n s t e r n  plays both himself and 

Ros encrantz. We move from one layer of unr eal ity  to another 

when they forget th em se lv e s and break the seal on Claudius' 

letter to find that it asks for Hamlet to be killed. At last, 

so me th ing  depends on their choice. The ap p e ar a n ce  of 

c on tr ol  over their three destinies, h o we ve r, is only illusory: 

Hamlet ov erhears their co n v e r s a t i o n  and sub sti t ut e s  a letter . 

askin g for their deaths; but by then, si gnificantly, they have 

reali zed  that they would not have been strong enough to interfere 

with Claudius' plot:
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Haml 

in " 

and 

angr 

thea

. ...Let us keep things in p r o p o r t i o n ..As Socrates so

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y  put it, since we don't know what death

is, it is ill og ica l to fear it. It might be...very

nice. Ce r t ain ly it is a release from the burden of

life, and, for the godly, a haven and a reward. Or

to look at it anoth er way - we are little men, we

don't kno w the ins and outs of this matter, there

are wh ee ls  w i th in  wheels, etcetera - it would be

p re s u m p t u o u s  of us to interfere with the designs

of fate or even of Kings. All in all, I think
19we'd be well advis ed to leave well alone.

Before the end of the play they discover the letter which 

et has fo rged as ki n g for their deaths. The players who are

the same boat with  them" form a menacing circle around them,

Gui lde n s te r n , s na t ch ing  a dagger from the Player's belt,talks  

ily abo ut  the di f fe r e n c e  betwe en  the reality of death and the 

trical i ll u s i o n  of it:

Player: In our exp erience, most things end in death.

Guil. : ( fear, v e n g e a n c e .s c o r n ) : Your exp eri e nc e ? - Actors ? 

...I'm talkin g about death- and you've never 

e x p e r i en ce d  t h a t . And you cannot act it. You 

die a th o u sa n d  ca sual d e a t h s ... even as you 

die you kno w that you will come back in a 

d if f er e n t hat. But no one gets up after death-
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there is no a p p l a u se -  there is only silence 

and some second hand clothes, and that's- 

de ath- ( and he pushes the blade in up to 

hilt. The player stands with huge, terrible

eves, c l ut che s at the wound as the blade

withdraws: he ma kes  small weeping sounds and 

falls to his k n e e s . ) ^

Yet, this turns out to be a theatrical death. The Player 

has already told us that when one of his actors was condemned to 

death and he ar ranged for the s en te nc e to be carried out during

performance, the results were unco nvi nc in g. Even the death of

Rosenc ran tz  and G u i l de n s te r n  is re pr es e nt e d  theatrically through 

a co njuring trick: they di s ap pea r into the upstage darkness just 

before the dialogue s w it che s back to the sequence from H a m l e t . 

G u i l d e n s t e r n 's last words " we'll kno w better next t i m e c l e a r l y  

shows that Stoppard is c ar efu l to be amb iguous about the reality 

of their death.

To di f fe re n ti a t e betwee n two worlds, that of his f o r e ­

grounded cha ra ct ers  ( R o s e nc r an t z  and Gu ildenstern and thft 

players ) and that of all other characters, Stoppard em­

ploys a two-sided strategy. Wh il e  all the other charac te rs

- 92 -

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



are made to utter the same kind of language that Shake 

speare has origina ll y given to them, the foreg ro un ded  

characters are given the English of today. If the poeti 

Elizabethan language makes Shakespea re 's  central charac 

ters seem to be moving pu rp osefully towards a specific  

end, the language of the foregrounded ch a ra cte rs  shows 

them to be circumambu la ti ng.  Language is one of Stoppard's 

means to bring home to us the abs urdity of his central 

characters' world; the simplest statement or question  

can become amazing source of perplexity:

Player 

G u i l . 

R o s . 

G u i l . 

R o s . 

G u i l . 

R o s . 

G u i l . 

R o s .

Why?

Ah. ( to R o s . ) Why? 

E x a c t l y .

Exactly what? 

Exactly why.

Exactl y why what? 

What?

Why ?

Why what, exactly? 21

The imagery in Rosenc ran tz and G u i l de n st e r n  Are 

Dead is basic to the concerns, form, and st r uc tur e of 

the play. Coin tossing and the long run of " h e a d s ”
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reveals an absurdist universe and fores h a d o w s  the u n b r e a k ­

able chain of events which will catch up Rosen c r a n t z  and 

G u i l d e n s t e r n  in the Hamlet pattern, leading to their deaths. 

The coin tossing in the opening scene defines the differ - 

ence between the universe which S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  Hamlet and 

St o p p a r d ' s  Rosen c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n s t e r n  struggle to u n d e r ­

stand. The image s uggests a world in which all causality  

is absent, and p r esents us with the notion that the s e ­

quence of e i g h t y - f i v e  heads is both surpri s i n g  and u n e x ­

pected :

Guil. : It must be i n d i c a t i v e  of something

besides the r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of w e a l t h . ( He 

m u s e s .) List of p ossible explanations. Onei 

I'm willing it. Inside where nothing shows,

I am the essence of a man spinning d o u b l e ­

headed coins, and betting heads against 

himself in private a t o nement of u n r e m e m ­

bered past. ( He spins a coin at R o s .)

Ros. : Heads

Guil. : Two: time has stopped dead, and the single

e x p e r i e n c e  of one coin being spun once has

been r e peated ninety t i m e s . . ( He flips a

a coin, looks at it, tosses it to R o s . )
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On the whole, doubtful. Three: divine 

i n t e r v e n t i o n , t h a t  is to say, a good turn 

from above c o n c e r n i n g  him...Four: a s p e c ­

tacular v i n d i c a t i o n  of the p r i n c i p l e  that 

each indivi d u a l  coin spun i n d i v i d u a l l y  (he 

s pins o n e ) is as likely to come down heads

as tails and t h e r e f o r e  should cause no
22sur p r i s e  each indivi d u a l  time it does.

The final e x p l a n a t i o n  is s t a t i s t i c a l l y  a c c u r a t e  and 

p resents us with a world of total unreliability. The 

e i g h t y - s i x t h  spin is tota l l y  u n d e t e r m i n e d  by the previous 

e i g h t y - f i v e .Facts rema i n  i solated and all e x p l a n a t i o n s  remain 

e qua l l y  possible since we can not comprehend the nature 

of c i r c u m s t a n c e s  d e t e r m i n i n g  the run. G u i l d e n s t e r n  himself 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  draws the c o m p a r i s o n  between the two kinds 

of world:

Guil. : The e q u a n i m i t y  of your average tosser

of coins depends upon the law, or rather 

a tendency, or let us say a probability, 

or at any rate a m a t h e m a t i c a l l y  c a l c u ­

lable chance, w h i c h  ensures that he will 

not upset hims e l f  by losing too mu c h  nor 

upset his opp o n e n t  by winning too often.
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This made for a kind of harm o n y  and a 

kind of confidence. It related the f or­

tuitous and the ordained into a rea s s u r ­

ing union which we r ecognized as nature.

The sun came up about as o ften as it went 

down, in the long run, and a coin showed 

heads about as often as it showed tails. Then

messenger arrived. We had been sent for.
23Nothing else happened..

The me s s e n g e r  summons them from the endless cycle 

of f o r t u i t o u s  r e p e t i t i v e  facts to a world which proceeds 

in an ordained linear pattern towards a p r e d e t e r m i n e d  end. The 

summons and the coin tossing, both with each other arid 

with the players, lead to Rosen c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n s t e r n  

being " caught up in " the Hamlet pattern.

If the i n t ricate game of coin tossing in the first 

act introduces the in f l u e n c e  of probability and chance 

over man's life, the box and the boat serve as a p p r o ­

priate me t a p h o r s  which i llustrate the limited control man 

has over his own fate. The box has bo u n d a r i e s , a n d  the 

boat is m e rely a larger box whose movement on a p a r t i ­

cular course toward a spe c i f i c  destination has been
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predetermined. While a passenger is free to move about, 

speak, think, he can not fundamentally alter the course the 

vessel must follow. Similarly, man follows a pre d e t e r ­

mined course s t arting from birth and moving invariably 

towards death. Stoppard uses the box and boat metaphors 

to show how m an's ultimate mortality remains an immutable

fact despite some sort of free d o m  to act during his span

of travel. In Act Two R o s e n c r a n t z  recognises man's m o r t a ­

lity and clearly prefers existing within boundaries to not 

living at all:

Ros. : ...( Guil. stirs restlessly, pulling his cloak

round h i m .)..Stuffed in a box like that, I

mean you'd be in there for ever. Even

taking into account the fact that you're

dead, really,, ask yourself, if I asked

you straight off- I'm going to stuff you

in this box now, would you rather be alive

or dead? Naturally, you'd prefer to be

alive. Life in a box is better than no 
24life at a l l ...

Like R o s e n c r a n t z , w h o  seems to enjoy the confines 

of the box, G u i l d e n s t e r n  in Act Three enjoys the c o n ­

tained quality of the boatj which becomes a coffin image:
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Guil. : Yes, I'm very fond of boats myself.

I like the way they're contained.

You don't have to worry about which

way to go, or whether to go at all -

the q u e s t i o n  doesn't arise, because
25

y o u ' r e  on a b o a t , aren't you?

R o s e n c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n s t e r n ' s r e c o g n i t i o n  of their destiny 

should, indeed, d e eply a l t e r  the way in which we can respond 

to them because if they h a v e  to die, so do we and the entire 

thrust of S t o p p a r d ' s  s t r a t e g y  has been to make us recognise that, 

in our s h a d o w  world, the i d e n t i t y  of man is defined only by 

his mortality.

To sum up: In B l o o m ' s  terms, S t o p p a r d ' s  vision may seem

to be less ori g i n a l  than that of Bond because Stoppard does 

not try to create a m o v e m e n t  of d i s c o n t i n u i t y  with Shake s p e a r e  

through f o r m u l a t i n g  a d i s t i n c t i v e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  statement. N e v e r ­

theless, in the new t e x t u a l  encounter, Rosen c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n ­

stern Are D e a d , Sto p p a r d  m a n a g e s  to be the dominant interpreter. 

T h r o u g h  bri n g i n g  R o s e n c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n s t e r n  and the players
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to the foreground of his play, and by t h o r o u g h l y  developing 

his s o p h i s t i c a t e d  use of mirror t e c hnique ( the play w i thin 

the play and mimetic scenes ), Sto p p a r d  e s tablished his own 

i ndivi d u a l  presence.
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CONCLUSION

THERE WILL BE ALWAYS EAGLES

To fo r m u l a t e  the theor e t i c a l  persp e c t i v e  by which we 

can define the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Bond and Stoppa r d ' s  new 

v e r s i o n s  and the S h a k e s p e a r e a n  originals, we have closely 

e x a m i n e d  Bloo m ' s  theory of the a n x i e t y  of i n f l uence in relat 

to those con c e p t s  of his precursors, W. Jack s o n  Bate and T. 

Eliot. We have considered, modified, and r e c o n s t r u c t e d  the 

d i f f e r e n c e s  w i thin the theory of in f l u e n c e  in order to adapt 

it to the needs of dramatic criticism.
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A c c ording to the t h e o r e t i c a l  perspective of this 

research, a belated d r a m a t i s t ’s version may be judged to be 

as ori g i n a l  as his p r e c u r s o r ' s  ori g i n a l  if the belated dramatist 

m a n a g e s  to swerve away from his p r e cursor by so reading his 

p r e c u r s o r ' s  play as to excute a c o r r e c t i v e  movement in his own 

play. In the truly new play the playwright creates a movement 

of d i s c o n t i n u i t y  with the pare n t - p l a y  through an antithetical 

p r o c e e d i n g .

In the new textual encounter, L e a r , Bond's 

a tte m p t  to be the dom i n a n t  i n t e r p r e t e r  is quite evident. The

basic d i f f e r e n c e  between S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  original and Bond's

vers i o n  c o nsists of Bond ' s  conc e r n  not only for the personal

trag e d y  of the c h a r a c t e r s ,  but for the tragedy of a society

that revels in m o r a l i z e d  and institut i o n a l i z e d  patterns of 

a g g ression. Bond bel i e v e s  that S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  design in King 

Lear p roduces a total a r r a i g n m e n t  of conventional authority and 

the m o r a l i t y  used to e x p l a i n  and excute it. Bond's urge to 

r e i n f o r c e  his a n t i t h e t i c a l  s t a t e m e n t  compels him to change
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d rast i c a l l y  the pattern of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in S h a k e s p e a r e ’s 

play. Further, Bond igno r e s  the entire Glouce s t e r  sub-plot 

and embeds the thesis of the main plot of King Lear in the dramatic 

s t r ucture of his own play. Bond's a n t i t h e t i c a l  statement is 

in tensified by the o n e - s i d e d  structure, the d e v elopment of 

scenes, and the use of a p p r o p r i a t e , t h e a t r i c a l  imagery.

D espite the a p p a r e n t  d e r i v a t i v e n e s s  r e c o g n i z e d  in 

Rosen c r a n t z  and G u i l d e n s t e r n  Are Dead_, Sto p p a r d  could e s t ablish 

his own indivi d u a l  p r e s e n c e  in the new textual encounter. A c c o r d ­

ing to the theo r e t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  of this study, S toppard's 

version may be judged to be less ori g i n a l  than that of Bond 

because S t o p p a r d ' s  play lacks a d i s t i n c t i v e  anti t h e t i c a l  

statement. In c ontrast to Bond, Sto p p a r d  does not alter the 

pattern of r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in his p r e c u r s o r ' s  text.

N e v e r t heless, t h r o u g h  b r i n g i n g  R o s e n c r a n t z  and 

G u i l d e n s t e r n  and the p l a y e r s  to the f o r e g r o u n d  of his play 

and by develo p i n g  t h o r o u g h l y  his s o p h i s t i c a t e d  use of mirror 

technique ( the play w i t h i n  the play and mime t i c  scenes), Stoppard
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could bring about a br i l l i a n t  i n v ersion of Sha k e s p e a r e ' s  

material. In the s tory of the two mar g i n a l  charac t e r s  in H a m l e t , 

S t o p p a r d  saw a s i t u a t i o n  that could truly mirror the a b s urdity  

of human condition. The i n e v i t a b i l i t y  of the Hamlet pattern 

is d e l i b e r a t e l y  used by Sto p p a r d  as a device for denying choice 

in human affairs. S t o p p a r d  retains S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  terms only to 

a s s e r t  his major theme which is the a b s u r d i t y  of human condition. 

Like Bond, Sto p p a r d  uses theat r i c a l  imagery which is basic to 

the concerns, forms, and the s t r ucture of the play.

Desp i t e  the d i f f e r e n c e s  between the two new versions, 

each p l a y w r i g h t  could set up a cre a t i v e  dialogue with the 

original, out of w h i c h  comes a t h e a t r i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  of 

i m p r e s s i v e  power. If Bate bel i e v e s  that there is nothing 

" a p p r o a c h i n g  or a n a l o g o u s  " to S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  originals, if 

Keats could not fulfill his hopes of writ i n g  fine plays and 

kept d e s p e r a t e l y  w o n d e r i n g  " why should we be o w l s . . w h e n  we 

can be eagles,'' this research, through c o n c r e t e l y  defining

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw e e n  the new ver s i o n s  and the S h a k e s p e a r e a n  

o riginals, has d e m o n s t r a t e d  that both Bond and S toppard could
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c o m p l e t e  two plays which, I w o u l d  argue, do not 

c o m p a r i s o n  wi t h  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  great originals, 

two c o n t e m p o r a r y  p l a y w r i g h t s  could prove that c 

v e r s i o n s  a n a l o g o u s  to their great o r i g i n a l s  is 

possible. T h e r e  will be a l w a y s  eagles.
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