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The Embodiment of Political Thought in Shakespeare’s Lear and Coriolanus; 

The Personal is the Political.

At the beginning of Shakespeare’s play King Lear
, a king seeks to do two things; divide his kingdom among his daughters, and divest himself of the day to day running of the realm whilst still retaining ‘the name and all th’addition to a king;’ (I.i.138). The play was performed before James I on December 26th, 1606. A month before he saw the play performed, James had opened the third session of Parliament where he had urged a decision on the Union of Scotland and England
. According to Alex Gorganigo,
 James ‘insisted that his body natural, his physical body, had effected the union of the crowns of England and Scotland, that the union was ``an Action, which God, by the Laws of Nature … hath now in effect perfected in my Person``’ Two points emerge from this, that the Kingdom is embodied in the person of the ruler and that is in concordance with the ‘Laws of Nature’.

Lear is saturated with a discussion of the laws of nature and what is natural, indeed, differing conceptions of what is natural are offered to the reader in the form of Lear’s ultimately flawed view of what is natural and Edmund’s view that ‘nature’ legitimates his plan to seize what is denied him by nature of his bastardy. As Valerie Traub
 points out, Lear contains over forty references to ‘nature, natural, unnatural, and disnatured’. There is not space to consider this fully, but two instances will be discussed. In Act I.i., Lear asks his daughters to express how much they love him. Goneril and Regan both give answers which signify referents which apparently do not exist. Their words therefore, in a sense, end up being meaningless. This appears to satisfy Lear greatly. By contrast, Cordelia’s answer seems grudging and somewhat petulant, but in fact makes the case that her love is entirely natural and provided for by the natural, reciprocal, bonds of love that a father and daughter should have for one another (I.i.95 -97). Her answer then is in accordance with the laws of nature, and, by its emphasis on reciprocity, references the qualities of temperance and harmony, which, as we know from Sidney’s Defence of Poesy and Spenser’s Faerie Queene, (especially Book II, which is directly referenced in Lear at I.v.226), are essential for the harmonious existence of the individual, the community and the state.
 Lear makes two mistakes; he misconstrues the answers that his daughters give him, failing to notice that two of them contravene the laws of nature, while at the same time believing that his view is in accordance with those laws. In so doing he undermines his own views on what is natural
. Secondly, he divorces the ruling of the kingdom from its embodiment in the person of the King. From these mistakes, the natural order is fractured, and infection spreads through the body politic. At the same time the idea of what is natural is placed in debate by the contrasting view of Edmund, that Nature legitimizes the pursuit of individual self-interest, and Lear’s view that Nature ratifies the social order of family, state and Kingship. The notion of ‘Natural’ is thoroughly discussed; undermined by Edmund at I.ii.124 – 140 and used by Gloucester (I. ii. 76) to characterise the reasons, (I. ii. 71-74) for Edgar’s alleged attempt to supplant his father. In doing so Gloucester provides a comment on Goneril and Regan’s rather similar reasons (I. i. 283 -308) for their subsequent behaviour towards their father.

It would be premature, and ultimately wrong, to conclude from this that Shakespeare is providing King James with a cautionary tale about the consequences of not attending to the unity of the Sovereign and the Body Politic. That many consequences flow from Lear’s decision to fracture the kingdom and the Kingship is without doubt, but the discussion of ‘Nature’ is so extensive that the idea of it as a governing principal which can heal the wounds created is ultimately brought into serious doubt. If nature, and with it, harmony, were the overriding principle capable of healing the wounds created by Lear’s ‘unnatural’ decisions and his daughters’ and others’ ‘unnatural’ behaviour, then it would be entirely appropriate that Cordelia, who, we have already seen, can be viewed as an embodiment of ‘natural’ virtues should be the agent through which the body politic is healed. This does not take place, she is hanged, and Lear enters in the last scene carrying her dead body. The symbolism of this does not require comment. The view that the ending is unsatisfactory, without a resolution, and without the opportunity for a compassionate view of the human situation, can be maintained if we take the view that tragedy requires a resolution roughly in line with that proposed by Sidney in The Defence of Poesie
. That tragedy is, amongst other things, a kind of surgery where disease, which may have been masked by tissue which has grown over the infection, is exposed to view, emptied of infection, and then allowed to heal. In Lear there is no healing, the devastation that has been wreaked by Lear’s initial actions is complete, and the natural order is not restored. In this way we can approach an understanding of the play as constituting a debate with some of the propositions in The Defence. In addition, the notion that ‘Nature’ ratifies man’s social, political and economic relations is thoroughly dismantled in the different conceptions of nature embodied in the various characters of the play, and in Lear’s coming to see that his view of what is natural; family, class, inequality, and kingship, is mistaken. Lear shows that there must be a unity and a harmony in government if it is to succeed. It also shows that to rely on what is natural is a form of false consciousness which simply serves as a ratification for the status quo with its attendant injustices and inequalities. In the end we see that what is natural, embodied by Cordelia, is not the solution, but that we should consider the ills we wreak on one another and recognise that the way we live together is something we construct and must take full responsibility for
.
In Coriolanus, first produced some 3 years after Lear, we move from a play which undermines many cherished assumptions about the nature of the body politic, to a play which, in its action, displays different models of political systems through the characters in the play. Three different approaches will be described. First is Menenius, the Patrician. In an attempt to calm food riots, he tells the plebeians the fable of the belly, where the belly, which receives all the food, is in fact merely the distributor of it, being left ‘but the bran’ (I. i. 145)
. That this is but a fantasy of benevolence which masks exploitation does not escape his audience; and anyway, the cat has already been let out of the bag by Menenius saying that though the patricians have the interests of the plebeians at heart, the Roman State will brook no resistance. (I. i. 64 – 77)

The Tribunes represent the people and appear to have the interests of the people at heart. This initial impression is later modified when it becomes clear that they are largely motivated by animosity towards Caius Martius, and are prepared to manipulate the people to prevent Caius Martius being created Consul. (II. iii. 153 – 261 and again in Act III sc. iii). When things go against the Tribunes, we find that they have no power or authority. In Act IV sc. vi., when news comes in of the advance of Caius Martius, the Tribunes are isolated and unable to do anything to redeem the situation. Throughout the action, the Tribunes are revealed as more interested in power than in the real needs of the people. Caius Martius, however, makes no secret of his hatred of the people and this proves to be a major stumbling block in his progress towards the Consulship. Naturally brave to the point of recklessness, he is regarded as proud by the people, (I. i. 32) though he behaves in a self-effacing manner when he is lauded for his achievements, (I. ix. 36 – 52). In addition, he exhibits an incomplete understanding of the political realities of being a citizen of Rome. Caius Martius rejects honours and a share of booty when he is victorious, saying, ‘I have done as you have done, that’s what I can; induc’d as you have been, that’s for my country. (I. ix. 15 – 17). This country does not appear to include all its people; the plebeians are clearly excluded from his definition of Rome, to the point where he is able to banish the people (III. iii. 119 – 135) in a symbolic gesture that identifies Rome with himself. The problem for Caius Martius as a political figure is that he does not understand the qualities required to bring unity and good government to a country. As a personification of a polity, he lacks an important dimension. The clue to understanding this is his mother, Volumnia. She is a woman who appears completely obsessed with bloodshed, valour and denial. The one thing she has never done is nurture 
Caius Martius, but delights in his warlike attributes (I. iii.) which she takes full credit for, ‘Thy valiantness was mine, though suck’st it from me’. (III. ii. 129). In the same way, Caius Martius is adamantly against nourishing the people (III. i. 118 -60), and this incomplete aspect of his character embodies his incomplete political understanding. His tragedy is that his understanding of this only comes when his wife and mother kneel to him and he achieves a more mature understanding. By the time this happens, he is unable to redeem the situation. Coppelia Kahn’s
 insight that King Lear can be read as ‘Lear’s progress towards acceptance of the woman in himself’, could usefully serve as a starting point for an examination of Caius Martius’ situation.

How are political ideas understood when presented in these plays? It is important to recognise that unlike some political dramas we may be familiar with, such as St. Joan by Bernard Shaw, the characters are not simply mouthpieces for political ideas. These plays are best approached from the idea of embodiment. The characters embody certain political ideas, and in their personal responses to the events of the play, display for us the flaws and shortcomings of various political propositions. If James the First can state that the union of the crowns of England and Scotland can be perfected by Nature in his person, we can see that, as Francis Barker puts it about Lear ‘[…] the body of the King, the place of representation, and the correspondences of kinship, power and sense, are ideologically coterminous.’
 Because these are plays and not political tracts or lectures, we respond to them at the personal level. There is no distinction in the plays between the political and the personal, they constitute a gestalt which we respond to in kind, that is, at the personal level. To put it another way, our response to the events on the stage is visceral. We are cued to this by Gloucester’s line, ‘I see it feelingly’. (IV. vi. 150) and Lear’s subsequent elaboration of this (IV. Vi. 151 - 157). The advent and influence of Cartesian Dualism has left a legacy of wishing to extract or separate the ideas that a play may contain from the concern (more focussed on by idealist criticism) with the fate or destiny of the characters
. This is not entirely an ideal approach and has been questioned by such writers as Maurice Merleau-Ponty who reject the idea that what one does with one’s mind is necessarily different from what one does with one’s body. He describes thought as a ‘carnal experience’ and refers to ‘the bond between the flesh and the idea’
. Two examples can be given. We respond to the tragedy of Caius Martius, whose incomplete (one might even say damaged) personality moves us in his tragic fate at a personal level, without having to consider, separately as it were, that it may also be an essay in the need for temperance and harmony in government. In King Lear, we do not require the efforts of historicist criticism
 to tell us that wills and other documents of the time testify to inter-generational anxieties about the usurpation of power by the young from the old; an immanent reading of Shakespeare’s text shows how he exploits what is a common understanding of an abiding issue in human society throughout time, to propel the action in King Lear. The power of a visceral response to the events portrayed in these plays, and the embodiment of complex ideas in the characters of the plays, is why it is possible for Harold Bloom to say, ‘Coriolanus is a far more powerful reading of Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon than any Marxist reading of Coriolanus could hope to be.’
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� All references to the play are taken from King Lear, ed.by Kenneth Muir (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd, 1952


� Annabel Patterson, Shakespeare and the Popular Voice (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), p 106


� Alex Gorganigo, ‘Coriolanus, the Union Controversy, and Access to The Royal Person’, Studies in English Literature, 1500 – 1900, 42, 2 (2002) 335 – 339 (p. 336)


� Valerie Traub, ‘The Nature of Norms in Early Modern England: Anatomy, Cartography, ‘‘King Lear’’’,


South Central Review, 26. 1&2 (2009) 42 – 81 (p.61)


� The fact that Cordelia’s answer has been treated as problematic by critics, demonstrates Shakespeare’s skill in undermining and calling into question our own conceptions of what is ‘natural’.


� In addition, he embarks on the process of effectively selling his kingdom for praise.


� Sidney’s ‘The Defence of Poesy’ and Selected Literary Criticism, ed. by Gavin Alexander (London: Penguin Books, 2004) pp. 3 – 54 (p.27)


� I find myself at this point in agreement with Kiernan Ryan, though I have arrived at this view by a different route. See Kiernan Ryan, ‘King Lear: The Subversive Imagination’ in King Lear: Contemporary Critical Essays, ed. by Kiernan Ryan (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993) pp. 73 - 84


� All References to the play are taken from Coriolanus ed. by Phillip Brockbank (London: Routledge 1988)


� Coppelia Kahn, ‘The Absent Mother in King Lear’ in Kiernan Ryan, Ed. 1993, p105


� Francis Barker, The tremulous Private Body (Anne Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995) p. 41


� Stanley Cavell’s view that ‘the politics of the play is the politics of any given production’ is an example of the problems that arise from this approach. Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge in Six Plays of Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) p. 146


� Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, ed. by Claude Lefort, translated by Alfonso Lingers (Evaston Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1968) p. 149


� For instance, see Annabel Patterson (1989) pp. 106 -119 and Stephen Greenblatt The Cultivation of Anxiety: King Lear and his Heirs in Kiernan Ryan, ed. (1993) pp. 158 - 179


� Harold Bloom, The Western Canon: The Books and School of the Ages (London: Macmillan, 1995) p. 25


While I accept Bloom’s point, I do not think he considers the extent to which it is his historical position which enables him to say that.






