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AUTHOR’S ARGUMENT 

LOOKING BEFORE AND AFTER 
 
 
 
Shakespeare’s best-known assessment of the greatness of man in 

Hamlet is indebted to one of his encounters in the “dark backward and 
abysm of time” with Plato, as he is quoting from a passage in Cratylus 
where Plato is quoting … Homer. Discourse (understanding) and reason, 
Hamlet muses, give the paragon of creation the capacity to “look before 
and after.” Commonly associated with a language of full signifiers, the 
transparency of referents, and natural signs, capable of expressing “the 
true form of things in letters and syllables,” Plato’s Cratylus quoted by 
Hamlet is actually a relativistic and historicist philosophy of language, 
resumed by Heidegger in his “Destruktion” of 1920. In this dialogue, 
Socrates defines names as representations of people and things which do 
not correspond to them in all respects, otherwise, instead of Cratylus and 
his image, there would be two Cratyluses (Cratylus 432b-c). Socrates 
revises his initial idea about the necessary correspondence between name 
and person/ thing, conceding that names are interpretations which vary in 
time. For instance, the word for “day” changed from [imera] to [emera], 
variations of accents or long and short vowels causing variations of 
meaning, such as the desire for the light, and the effect of light which 
makes things gentle. Socrates is aware of the interpretive nature of 
language and the historicity of meaning, which implies changes in the way 
humans relate to the world of their experience. Socrates, therefore, stops 
from time to time to retrace his steps, reinvestigating what he has said by 
looking “before and after simultaneously,” “as the aforementioned poet 
[Homer] puts it,” in order to check the logical sequence of his argument 
(Cratylus 428d1-e2).  

Are we attributing a historicist view to Shakespeare only because this 
fits into our own epistemology? Gary Taylor’s Reinventing Shakespeare: a 
Cultural History from the Restoration to the Present (1991) ought to warn 
us against each generation’s tendency to colonize Shakespeare, forcing 
him into interpretative frames which make him their “contemporary.” 
Each new grid placed on his texts did indeed work, even if it contradicted 
the previous canonization. The Romantic Keats appreciated his “negative 



The Shakespearean Search for Archetypes: The Mirror and the Signet ix

capability,” the uncertainties and obscurity so characteristic of life’s 
mystery, but archetypal criticism, sorting out invariants, iterative images, 
incremental symbols, and timeless prototypical narratives proved to be as 
successful. Also convincing was the launch into public discourse of 
psychological, phenomenological, fictional, functional, constructivist and, 
after the war, anthropological, deconstructionist, postcolonial, feminist, 
culturalist, and semiotic approaches. Forgetting Socrates’s warning against 
self-deception, each reinvention of Shakespeare claimed to possess the 
true understanding of Shakespeare’s meanings.  

There is, however, an important difference between Shakespeare’s 
critics of the post-war age and their predecessors. Postmodernism ruled 
out the myth of newness, evolutionism, progressivism, and updatedness. 
There is no need to fetch Shakespeare from the past, or to take an 
imaginary travel back in time to join him in the sixteenth century. 
Shakespeare is free of at least a critique of his anachronisms. 
Transhistorical parties unite across time, in a superposition of past and 
present history. 

Shakespeare’s historicist position in his treatment of history – and what 
is not history, farther back or nearer in time, in his plays? – can be seen in 
his textualization of reality. Instead of a chronotope constructed in 
accordance with real space and time, Shakespeare laid the scene of his 
plays against a background of texts, images, and myths, generated in the 
area of conflict and constituting it semiotically. Past history is to 
Shakespeare a collection of archetypal narratives, often contradictory but 
culture-specific, which determine the individual’s vision, values, and 
destiny. Attention to them ought to have been aroused by the educational 
system inherited from the Middle Ages, in which the “universal languages 
of the Church” established an “inner connection between all scholarly 
disciplines – including those of natural science – in a common function 
aimed at the understanding of the world and its meaning as represented in 
the word” (Ohly 2005, 19). Friedrich Ohly explains how the medieval 
curriculum encouraged trivium and quadrivium-awakened students to an 
intense awareness of not only the polysemy of words, which meant that 
the properties studied varied with each sense of the word, but also their 
layered structure of meaning. The literal sense, connecting vox (sounds) to 
res (referent), was limited to the exemplar designated by the word, 
whereas the sensus spiritualis placed it against a higher system of 
reference – the world as God’s manuscript, nature infused with divine 
presence, nature teaching the human the Way to God. The four-level 
structure of meaning in medieval discourse ran from literal to allegorical, 
ethical, and anagogic significance, the last being studied by theology as 
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the summit of the process of cognition in the quadrivium. Representation 
was expected to include the highest level, anagogical, where a society 
accrued meaning to itself in the general scheme of the universe. 

Sixteenth-century schooling benefited from the new, humanistic 
education sponsored by the London Reformers, especially Erasmus, who 
shaped a different mindset based on a relativistic epistemology of the 
existence of multiple points of view on the same issue, whose validity was 
not to be assumed but rationally argued. The clash of old and new 
philosophies and values informs Shakespeare’s plots to the point where it 
causes a crisis of consciousness, as in Hamlet. Shakespeare constructed his 
fictional worlds like a philosopher of culture or an archaeologist of 
knowledge, connecting the historical scene to a heaven of beliefs, icons, 
and narratives shared by the members of society, the more so as the 
Elizabethans themselves lived by models and books for governors and 
courtiers, or even almanacs for farmers.  

 Stuart Hall’s classification of systems of representation shows 
Shakespeare much in advance of his time. The function of language had 
previously been either reflective (of a world of things, people, and events 
existing objectively out there in the historical world) or intentional 
(expressing the author’s intended meaning). In Shakespeare, representation 
is constructed through semiotic encoding, a knowledge of society’s 
cultural narratives being essential in efficient communication (Hall 1997, 
19–21).  

Similar to Hall’s theory of a conceptual map that structures meaning in 
cultural representations is Niklas Luhmann’s autopoietic society theorized 
in his 1997 Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft [Theory of Society]. An 
advanced civilization will complete its emancipation from nature through 
its capacity to reflect on itself in narratives which act as signs of 
recognition among the members of a community of discourse, or build a 
higher order system to which individual acts of language refer to coded 
meanings that make sense to social others. At this higher level, a discourse 
maker is no longer isolated in its private set of representations but is a 
member of a statutory class, whose gesture acquires ritualistic and 
symbolic meaning. These are the advanced Western societies, centres of 
civilization which contrast with the segmented societies at the periphery, 
where individuals are each shut up in their individual minds. 

In “Das große Meisterwerk der Alchemie in der Mythologie,” the last 
chapter of his 1934 Die Alchemie und ihr großes Meisterwerk der Stein 
der Weisen, Max Retschlag makes an inventory of the narratives that went 
into the cultural matrix of the bonded Western civilization, including 
Shakespeare among the very few contributors: “All the myths, as well as 
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the great poetic masterpieces, the Iliad, the Odyssey, the Apocalypse, The 
Divine Comedy, Shakespeare’s drama and others, as well as the old 
sayings and folk tales, allow different interpretations” (Retschlag 1934). 

At the crossroads of the classical world and modernity, Shakespeare 
contributed to the making of Europe as a unified culture by selecting and 
interpreting narratives of its past filtered through a visionary’s intuition of 
their relevance to the new spirit of the emerging modernity. The old world 
had grounded its practices in an array of celestial archetypes, or cast a 
ghostly paradigm of things over the material universe. The breaking up of 
this unity – the separation from divinity of a humanity growing materialistic, 
pragmatic, and mechanical in mind and social praxis, the divorce of words 
from things in the order of simulacra whose rise accompanied the 
dissolution of social relationships, the loss of possessions (estates, castles, 
rank), the rituals of caste and class, and the commutability of the signs of 
prestige, for example – was a symptom of the end of the old world, which 
bowed to authority but was also grounded in faith, meaning, and values. 
The reason why Shakespeare – after a modernist inquiry into his 
psychoanalytic intuitions, symbolic forms, semantic fields, and clusters of 
images or paradigmatic fictions – seemed to offer the best application field 
for postmodern deconstructionism, and no less for its opposite, new 
historicism, is the polarization of the text’s semantic energy in the 
representation of Europe’s “fall” into modernity. The exit from teleological 
life systems and networks of social interaction, seen, however, according 
to the nostalgia of a modern reflector well aware of what was being lost in 
the process. 
 



 



CHAPTER ONE 

TO BE (THE METAPHYSICAL PRESENCE IN THE 
IDEA), OR NOT TO BE (THE SOULLESS BODY) 

IN SHAKESPEARE  
 
 
 

1.1. Archetype versus Simulacrum 

Jean Baudrillard’s (1981) theory of the derealization of the sign, from 
transcendental signifier (archetype) to prototype (original model of a series 
of copies), and finally to simulacrum (copies without the original, 
indistinguishable among themselves), as a process which started at the 
time of the Renaissance, came after centuries of well-established opinions 
to the contrary. Among the more popular bibliographical sources, E. M. 
W. Tillyard’s The Elizabethan World Picture (1942) and Michel Foucault’s 
Les mots et les choses (1966) credited the period as a logocentric one, a 
word coined by Ludwig Klages in the 1920s nourishing the myth of 
original signifiers of meaning and the equivalence between word and the 
world at the very time when Heidegger was undermining both in his 
lecture on the Destruktion of the unique, theological meaning, vanishing 
under erasure and semiotic overlays through time. 

Francis Bacon’s hermeneutics of suspicion about the vanity of words 
which are there for ornament instead of faithfully mirroring the “matter,” 
adumbrations of the loss of a transparent language which allows referents 
to show through unadulterated words, can be sensed in his 1605 essay on 
The Advancement of Learning. Bacon’s example of the vanity of language 
is Pygmalion’s sculpture: “It seems to me that Pygmalion’s frenzy is a 
good emblem or portraiture of this vanity: for words are but the images of 
matter; and except they have life of reason and invention, to fall in love 
with them is all one as to fall in love with a picture” (1901). Bacon 
considers the possibility of the referent being substituted by another 
signifier, born of the word user’s interpretation of the thing. The speaker 
has in mind their own representation of the thing instead of the thing itself. 

Shakespeare’s genius caught the very mechanism of change from 
referential language to its derealization into an opaque screen between 
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words and things. This language – which was interpretive, filtering the 
world through representations, offering pictures of the thing instead of 
unproblematic reflections in the mirror of words – was the outcome of 
greater forces at work in sixteenth-century England than the grammar 
lessons in schools. The change had been triggered by the emergence of 
liquid capital, which, unlike substantial goods, could be counterfeited 
(Bassanio’s word for Portia’s picture in The Merchant of Venice), and the 
rise of the market economy (See the Bastard’s speech on commodity in 
King John) and exchange values (“If I don't help you, death’s my fee, but 
if I do help you, what do you promise me?” – All’s Well That Ends Well). 
What Nietzsche would call the “revaluation of all values” had already 
begun, but, unlike the philosopher of Sils Maria, Shakespeare perceived 
the phenomenon with deep anxiety. Not only is Helen, a physician’s 
daughter, buying a sick king’s promises instead of paying him 
unconditioned service, but her whole speech and conduct bespeak a post-
logocentric, latitudinarian age. Her soliloquy in act 1, scene 1 of All’s Well 
That Ends Well desacralizes the theological and patriarchal values 
inherited from the pre-modern world by using holy language in reference 
to the man she loves, and finally marries pretty much against his will. The 
myth of the original divine light (lux) of Creation versus the warming light 
of the sun perceived through the senses (lumen) serves to describe her 
“collateral” status in the eyes of a deified Count Bertram of Rossillion. 
Sexual desire has replaced all the other objects of her affection, such as 
God’s temple in her heart, memories of her father, or the cult of the saint’s 
relics: 

 
HELEN  
In his bright radiance and collateral light 
Must I be comforted, not in his sphere. 
Th’ ambition in my love thus plagues itself: 
The hind that would be mated by the lion 
Must die for love. ’Twas pretty, though a plague, 
To see him every hour, to sit and draw 
His archèd brows, his hawking eye, his curls 
In our heart’s table – heart too capable 
Of every line and trick of his sweet favour. 
But now he’s gone, and my idolatrous fancy 
 Must sanctify his relics. 
 
Later in the play, Helen expresses doubt in the divine attributes and 

belief in knowledge induced from experiments (“It is not so with Him that 
all things knows/ As ’tis with us that square our guess by shows”), in the 
centrality of divinity, the human displacing God “presumed” to be behind 
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mundane history (“But most it is presumption in us when/ The help of 
heaven we count the act of men”), and more likely to fail than a human 
professional capable through talent of beating God at the art of healing 
(“Dear sir, to my endeavours give consent;/ Of heaven, not me, make an 
experiment./ I am not an impostor that proclaim/ Myself against the level 
of mine aim”). The king’s authoritative speech (like God’s “breath” or 
Word pregnant with Being) began to be perceived as illegitimate in the 
Tudor Age of promotion for merit instead of privileges of birth, class, 
rank, and the secularization of miracles which then fell into the area of 
mundane agency. Although Queen Mary Tudor still entertained ambitions 
of thaumaturgy, having herself been portrayed in the act of miraculous 
healing, in the early sixteenth century Erasmus had carried to England his 
humanistic message of trust in the human’s capacity for advancement 
through art and science. Helen has the impudence to throw the parvenu’s 
self-reliant claim of personal talent in the king’s face, who distrusts her 
“know-how”: “Inspired merit so by breath is barr'd” (2.1.). The vanishing 
hierarchical relationship between God and human (unless reversed, with 
God as imposter) lies in the abyss of the king/subject symmetrical 
relationship in the form of bargaining (offer and demand, service and pay) 
and framed by Lafeu playing Pandarus as a deceitful love affair (“I am 
Cressid’s uncle,/ That dare leave two together”).  

Prevailing in historical plays and dark comedies, such deconstructionist 
exercises are however pitted against firm statements of belief in degree (as 
does Ulysses, the voice of wisdom, in Troilus and Cressida), in an ethical 
universe in which good triumphs over evil, or in the redemptive resources 
and reestablishment of ties with the beyond which ensures a return to 
meaning and order (including demonic characters such as Macbeth and 
Richard III). Like Richard II’s two buckets in the deposition scene, 
sameness replaces the fixity of the king’s highest position sanctioned 
through divine anointing, but the high/low polarity of a hierarchical 
society is still there, even if the pulley trope suggests a time for change 
and instability. 

Baudrillard’s table of values in “The System of Objects” is inconsistent, 
in the sense that he combines distinct criteria – economic (functional 
versus economic) and semiotic (symbolic – an object’s value for another 
subject, or semantic – the object’s value within a system of objects). They 
appear to be related to each other, however, an axiological assessment now 
acquiring an economic basis. An estate, which used to symbolize the 
aristocratic status (blue blood, title) of peers from knight to king, becomes 
a piece of land like any other, assessable in terms of market value. In 
Shakespeare, the denial of traditional values is consistently associated with 
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social displacement, hybrid status, or emerging identity in the class system 
(bastards, professionals, usurpers, rebels). In all these cases, there is a loss 
of meaning or reference, experienced as derealization (Macbeth: “Life is 
but a walking shadow”) and confusion (Lear becoming uncertain about his 
identity). Shakespeare’s Lear is not the instance saying “I am,” a 
grammatical subject’s position, a linguistic construct, as defined by 
Derrida, Jonathan Culler, and other deconstructionists or pragmatists, but a 
full signifier whose identity is grounded in a psycho-physical complex and 
social interaction: “(a) one’s lasting presence to oneself as one and the 
same bodily and mental self, and (b) one’s self-shaping by one’s free 
choices, especially of commitments” (Finnis 2005, 250). John Finnis 
suggests a Thomistic source of Shakespeare’s idea of identity as a 
tributary of the four kinds of order “instantiated paradigmatically in the 
human person.” Lear expresses doubt about all these elements that used to 
give his person substance and guaranteed its reality:  

 
LEAR 
Does any here know me? This is not Lear.  
Does Lear walk thus, speak thus? Where are his eyes?  
Either his notion weakens, his discernings  
Are lethargied – Ha! Waking? ’Tis not so.  
Who is it that can tell me who I am?  
 
FOOL 
Lear’s shadow. 
 
LEAR 
I would learn that, for, by the marks of sovereignty,  
Knowledge, and reason, I should be false persuaded  
I had daughters. (1.4) 
 
It is only natural that passages like this should have encouraged 

revisions of Shakespeare as a proleptical deconstructionist, one of the most 
persuasive approaches being Jonathan Goldberg’s Voice Terminal Echo: 
Postmodernism and English Renaissance Texts (1986).  

No less convincing are modernist approaches to Shakespeare which 
hunt for fictions – Hans Vaihinger, for instance, reads Hamlet as a 
“heuristic fiction,” with the protagonist elaborating a heuristic hypothesis 
for unveiling the truth about his father’s death (Vaihinger 2013, 54–8) – or 
find him to be an archetypal poet of the elements (Bachelard), projector of 
symbolic forms (Cassirer), or spinner of iterative images, as Caroline 
Spurgeon argues in Shakespeare’s Imagery and What It Tells Us (1935). 
His images, however, seem to come closer to algebraic ciphers than fixed 
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arithmetic values, as they take different meanings in different contexts. The 
Shakespearean text is not one which conveys meaning through syntagmatic 
connectivity of the narrative sort, but rather a meaning structure generated 
by the collocation of certain images (as in dreams, whose meaning is 
interpreted on the basis of juxtaposed images) which act as a sort of 
resonance chamber yet whose infinite semantic potential is limited by the 
text’s system of signs. We could compare this battery of meaning to a laser 
tube, where the shapes of the wavelengths are determined by the two mirrors 
placed at either end of the tube (see Fig. 1 below). 
 
Fig. 1. Wayne D Kimura, lasers and applying EM wave theory (Kimura 2017) 
 

 
 
The opposite attempt to narrativize (for the sake of some presumed 

elucidation) the Shakespearean text or to ascribe context-free meaning to 
images can result in ludicrous “modern translations,” such as the ones 
posted as No Fear Shakespeare (SparkNotes), although, even centuries later, 
Shakespeare is a continent where angels fear to tread. Here is, for instance, a 
passage from Hamlet in the original and the SparkNotes versions: 
 
ORIGINAL TEXT 
 

MODERN TEXT 

HAMLET HAMLET 
Why, even in that was heaven ordinant. Heaven helped me out with that too. I 

had my  
I had my father’s signet in my purse, father’s signet ring in my pocket, with 

the  
Which was the model of that Danish 
seal. 

royal seal of Denmark on it. I folded  
 

Folded the writ up in form of th' other, up the new document, signed it, sealed 
it, and  
 

Subscribed it, gave ’t th’ impression, 
placed it safely, 

put it safely back so that no one  
 

The changeling never known. noticed any difference. 
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In the final act, a redeemed Hamlet is prepared to see order even in the 
fall of a sparrow (Matthew 10:29), whereas, in the beginning, he could 
only perceive the universe as “a foul and pestilent congregation of 
vapours.” The meaning of “ordinant” is not that of God helping him out, 
but of the divine institution of order (that which ordains, decrees, or 
regulates) and the generation of a providential chain of events. In the 
original, two synonyms are mentioned in connection with the act of 
authorization and the right of life and death over an individual: signet, 
from the Latin Cygnus (Gr. Kyknos) meaning “swan,” and seal, from the 
Latin sigillum (small picture, engraved figure), the diminutive of signum 
(sign), meaning a design stamped on wax for the authentication of a letter, 
including sentences to death, whose increasing number in the century of 
successive and bloody religious reforms was probably responsible for the 
birth of a new phrase – “to seal their fate” (to condemn someone to death). 

In the Pseudo-Apollodorus version of the Cycnus or Cygnus narrative 
in his Bibliotheca of ancient myths, there are two heroes who go by this 
name: Cycnus the Thessalian, the son of Ares by Pelopia, and Cycnus the 
Macedonian, the son of Ares by Pyrene, both of whom challenged 
Heracles to battle and were killed by him. It was out of love and devotion 
to this warrior god of a father that the Thessalian slaughtered people, 
collecting their bones to build a temple for his cult. Another Cycnus, king 
of Liguria (Ovid, Metamorphoses, 2), a friend or relative of Phaeton, was 
struck by Zeus’s thunderbolt because, by driving in his father’s chariot too 
close to the Earth, almost set it on fire. Cycnus/Cygnus was also 
transformed into a swan after trying to retrieve Phaeton’s bones from the 
river into which he had been hurled by the god, to bury them. Finally, 
Orpheus himself is believed to have changed into a swan after being torn 
to pieces by the Maenads, this constellation neighbouring the Lyre into 
which his enchanted instrument had metamorphosed itself. In an exercise 
of rhetorical diminution, Hamlet compares himself, not to Heracles, the 
hero, but to the Nemean lion which Heracles killed. As well as Heracles’s 
ancient antagonists, he admires his warrior-father who had fought 
Fortinbras’s father in single combat, and who is responsible for the heap of 
dead bodies onstage at the end of the play. Pulling away from the 
historical truth, Shakespeare has his protagonist share the name of his 
father, in whose footsteps Hamlet wholeheartedly walks, filling a slot in a 
paradigmatic display beginning with the god of war:  

 
HAMLET: 
My fate cries out 
And makes each petty artery in this body  
As hardy as the Nemean lion’s nerve.  
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Still am I called. Unhand me, gentlemen! 
By heaven, I’ll make a ghost of him that lets me. 
I say, away! [To Ghost] Go on, I’ll follow thee. (1.4) 
 
Finally, according to the online Etymological Dictionary, the third 

notion employed by Hamlet, impression, is obviously related to the 
industry of print born of Gutenberg’s revolutionary invention: 

Meaning “copy made by pressure from type or an engraving” is from 
1550s; that of “printing of a number of copies, aggregate of copies printed 
at one time” is from 1570s. (Harper 2000, impression) 

Whereas signet is a metaphysically full signifier, originating in Ares as 
divine warrior, the mechanical multiplication of a design on wax is a 
signifier devoid of symbolical value, an empty form. The copy is a 
changeling, a stand-in for the original, Shakespeare’s use of newly coined 
words for emerging realities adding one more signified of supplementarity 
– “subscription.” The entry in the online Etymological Dictionary reads as 
follows:  

early 15c., “to sign at the bottom of a document,” from Latin subscribere 
“write, write underneath, sign one’s name; register,” also figuratively 
“assent, agree to, approve,” from sub “underneath” (see sub-) + scribere 
“to write” (from PIE root *skribh – “to cut”). (Harper 2000, subscription) 

Departure from the original (not the face itself, not even its likeness, 
such as an engraving, but a copy of it, an imprint) is departure from truth. 
The encounter with the ghostly paradigm of the warrior has a 
transformative effect on Hamlet – he “waxes wild with imagination,” as 
Horatio describes his state after the fatal encounter. Hamlet himself loses 
his grip on life (memories of his youthful experiences), becoming a locus 
of inscription – the origin of his obsession with revenge is in the tablets on 
which he has jotted down his father’s words, while his whole body 
covered in “inky clothes” suggests a writing instance. The written text, 
according to Socrates (Phaedrus, 274c–277a), is unreliable. In this 
dialogue, Socrates bemoans the fate of someone’s words which are 
misinterpreted by those who read them, because the speaker is no longer 
around to defend their intended meaning. The original letter and Hamlet’s 
copy have only the form in common: 
 

SOCRATES: You know, Phaedrus, writing shares a strange feature with 
painting. The offspring of painting stand there as if they are alive, but if 
anyone asks them anything, they remain most solemnly silent. The same is 
true of written words. You’d think they were speaking as if they had some 



Chapter One 
 

8

understanding, but if you question anything that has been said because you 
want to learn more, it continues to signify just that very same thing forever. 
When it has once been written down, every discourse roams about 
everywhere, reaching indiscriminately those with understanding no less 
than those who have no business with it, and it doesn’t know to whom it 
should speak and to whom it should not. And when it is faulted and 
attacked unfairly, it always needs its father’s support; alone, it can neither 
defend itself nor come to its own support. 

PHAEDRUS: You are absolutely right about that, too. 

SOCRATES: Now tell me, can we discern another kind of discourse, a 
legitimate brother of this one? Can we say how it comes about, and how it 
is by nature better and more capable? 

PHAEDRUS: Which one is that? How do you think it comes about? 

SOCRATES: It is a discourse that is written down, with knowledge, in the 
soul of the listener; it can defend itself, and it knows for whom it should 
speak and for whom it should remain silent. 

Socrates knew only the nature of the letter that is dead; Shakespeare 
had also been initiated into the spirit that gives life (2 Corinthians 3: 4–6 
NKJV). The Cygnus sequence (Cygnus 1, 2, 3) as we might call this 
gallery of portraits of one and the same person (by analogy with the 
number sequence or series), is grounded in the myth of metamorphoses or 
resurrection in another form. They die in the human body and come to life 
in the body of the otherworldly swan which, moreover, goes to heaven as 
an immortal, incorruptible heavenly body in the firmament, as one of the 
beautiful forms of Plotinus’s Urania – the intellectual beauty which is set 
over and against the carnal beauty and love impersonated by Aphrodite 
Pandemos, and which is enshrined as the supreme ideal of sonneteers from 
Thomas Wyatt to Shakespeare. The heavenly sign – in fact, all the signs of 
the Zodiac – signifies angelic/noetic intelligence, whereas the sign written 
by the hand is the sema – the sign for the entombed dead body among the 
ancient Greeks. The swan symbolism that inspired the meaning of the 
medieval signet was redolent of the whiteness of light and its association 
with mental illumination, as well as the prophetic message of its death 
song. The depth/surface (meaning/form) polarity is almost a mannerism in 
Shakespeare, as we shall see. Here is one example of supreme 
Shakespearean wit from A Lover’s Complaint, which embeds the dark 
lady/fair youth antagonism in the sonnets into a mythical (neo-Platonic) 
representation: 
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O then advance of yours that phraseless hand  
Whose white weighs down the airy scale of praise;  
Take all these similes to your own command,  
Hallowed with sighs that burning lungs did raise;  
What me your minister for you obeys  
Works under you; and to your audit comes  
Their distract parcels in combined sums.  

 
Shakespeare engages here in one of his finest deconstructionist games 

with words, where, as Paul de Man glosses in Allegories of Reading, the 
literal meaning is reversed through rhetorical play:  

The grammatical model of the question becomes rhetorical, not when we 
have on the one hand a literal meaning and on the other hand a figural 
meaning, but when it is impossible to decide by grammatical or other 
linguistic devices which of the two meanings (that can be entirely 
incompatible) prevails. Rhetoric radically suspends logic and opens up 
vertiginous possibilities of referential aberration. And although it would 
perhaps be somewhat more remote from common usage, I would not 
hesitate to equate the rhetorical, figural potentiality of language with 
literature itself. (Man 1979, 10)b 

Although the poet assumes a humble and awed attitude in relation to 
the lady, the tropes clustering around the speaker and the object of his love 
reveal a narcissistic confidence of the former in his superiority. The “less” 
suffix suggests insufficiency, lack, absence of value (here, the exclusion 
from logos – “phraseless hand”). The beloved’s white hand improbably 
outweighs the poem’s “airy scale of praise,” a phrase which suggests lofty 
ascension and the power of the imagination to create a song of praise, a 
blazon. Hearing, the act of perception, is not here associated with the 
divine logos addressing the human ear or fertilizing the imagination, but 
with the deflating connotations of the money world (audit, which degrades 
the poet-minister’s hallowed altar of erotic devotion to a scene of the 
lady’s checking of financial accounts; the focus imaginarius of the burning 
lungs of creative breath/logos disintegrates “under” the beloved’s eyes into 
“distract parcels,” which are then “combined” into “sums” (the simple 
substance, defining what one essentially is in Aristotle’s Organon, is 
corrupted and devalued by the hybridity of combinations and sums). 

There are several encodings of the sonnets’ cast of triangular love 
relationships. The discourse about the inner split within the human, 
between sinful body and rational mind, was common to Eramsus’s 
Enchyridion and the church, also being the core of Hamlet’s reflection 
upon human character embittered by the royal couple’s betrayal. Shakespeare 
also uses Pythagoras’s philosophy of elements, seeing himself disputed 
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between the lady – an alias for his lower composition of earth and water – 
and the purer air and fire elements attributed to the fair youth. Biblical 
symbolism underwrites the script of the female devil threatening to drive 
out the male angel in Sonnet CXLIV. Finally, in a Lover’s Complaint, 
Shakespeare combines two scripts of spiritual redemption and 
transcendence: the absolute metaphysical status of the youth, who is 
absent from all embodied hypostases in the earthly world (such as the 
alchemists’ spirit freed from matter), and the biblical Revelation, with the 
poet’s verse assimilated to the gems in the walls of heavenly Jerusalem. 
The passage is a piece of meta-poetry, as the reference is the very generic 
definition of the sonnet as blazon (song of praise), characterized by the use 
of witty conceits and themed as complaint about the unrewarded love of a 
cruel lady: 

 
The diamond? why, ’twas beautiful and hard,  
Whereto his invised properties did tend;  
The deep-green em’rald, in whose fresh regard  
Weak sights their sickly radiance do amend;  
The heaven-hued sapphire and the opal blend  
With objects manifold; each several stone,  
With wit well blazoned, smiled, or made some moan.  

 
The heavenly gems of The Revelation are ideas which couple with 

“objects manifold” – the manifold of objects created by God in the image 
of divine and intelligible archetypes (something similar to Immanuel 
Kant’s schemata). They are obviously separate from the physical universe 
of hot, carnal desires, and are their sublimated (purged, redeemed) version 
– “pensive and subdued” (filtered by thought and controlled, cooled by 
reason). The signifying medium of the text (as compared to the laser 
medium of the laser tube) is beaming with religious references: the poet as 
patron saint, the lady as ultimate object of cult – alpha and omega, “origin 
and ender” – and alphabetic divine logos, the poem as altar of offerings, as 
the poet decides not to hoard his purified love and enjoy it by himself: 

 
Lo, all these trophies of affections hot,  
Of pensived and subdued desires the tender,  
Nature hath charged me that I hoard them not,  
But yield them up where I myself must render –  
That is, to you, my origin and ender;  
For these, of force, must your oblations be,  
Since I their altar, you enpatron me. 
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The above stanza is addressed to Aphrodite Urania, who is patron of 
the arts, while the woman with the “phraseless hand” is obviously another 
addressee (Aphrodite Pandemos of bodily desire and carnal love). By 
harbouring two opposite structures of meaning – the one in which the 
poem emulates the new Jerusalem, purged of sinful flesh, and the one of 
an actual woman who dwells in a fragmented world, of “parcels” or 
“combined sums” – the poem is no longer unified as paradigmatic display. 
The Platonic tradition distinguishes, for instance, between the series of 
ideas of numbers and the series of numbers of actuals (objects in the 
material world). By setting apart the manifold that fits into a paradigm 
(falls into some category) and the collection of discrete objects (parcels, 
each one packed up in separation from a system of relations, from the 
intended totality in God’s knowledge of his created world), Shakespeare 
indeed seems to come close to Aquinas’s fourfold model of order 
informing reality. The youth loved by the bewitched lady keeps hearts in 
livery while his own heart is free to command in its monarchy – he 
belongs with the order of God’s knowledge of essences, not with the 
created things. The manifold of objects informed of divine design (the 
gems of the paradisal walls) may be said to participate in the heavenly 
order, in a mediated way, whereas the objects as parcels belong with 
unredeemed nature: 

A further indication pointing in this direction is the important discussion in 
the Summa Contra Gentiles where Aquinas elaborates on the traditional 
distinction between God’s “simple knowledge” (i.e. of all possible to him, 
including non-actuals) and God’s “knowledge of vision” (i.e. of what he 
actually creates). Aquinas defines the difference by the fact that in the 
latter God knows the acts of existence proper to the creatures, while in the 
former things are known only “in” God’s power and not “in themselves … 
In contrast to his knowledge of non-actuals, in his “knowledge of vision” 
God sees creatures in their proper causes. That knowing their proper acts 
of existence also involves knowing their causal interactions with other 
creatures sounds like the constitutive context we were seeking. This is the 
point of our second kind of evidence, namely, Aquinas’s doctrine of 
providence. (DeHart 2016, 3–4) 

The “planes in relation” which Tillyard speaks of in The Elizabethan 
World Picture, layering horizontally the Great Chain of Being, include 
“the divine and the angelic, the commonwealth or body politic, man or the 
microcosm, and the lower creation.” (1943, 77)  

Etymologically, archetype means a higher model. It is obvious that 
invariants abstracted from the examination of exemplars (such as Ernst 
Cassirer’s symbolical forms) or psychological contents that act as pivots 
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attracting related images (such as Bachelard’s poeticized elements) do not 
qualify as archetypes. The priority of the archetype is not temporal but a 
matter of degree – it serves as a model for the generation of sets of 
elements (extension) that are similar according to the former’s intention 
(definition, essence). The archetype implies ontological distinction, the 
elements created after the model having only a participatory identity, 
which is of a hybrid nature. The soul of the universe, for instance, as well 
as the souls of mortals, were created by the Demiurge (Timaeus), but the 
latter had bodies attached to them, bodies woven by mundane gods which 
bring in corruption and mortality. Hamlet’s blaming of the stain from birth 
which is responsible for the existence of evil in the world is an echo of 
Timaeus’s complaint about the “revolutions within our head, which were 
distorted at our birth” (Timaeus, 90d). Distinctions are commonly made 
between the four elements used by God in the first creation of the universe 
and those used for the making of the sublunary world, or between 
intelligible or intellectual essences and ideas of actual creatures (forms 
subject to variability in the space-time order) which are separate in the 
divine mind but mixed up in the human. Nevertheless, Timaeus’s 
emphasis on the complete separation of the intelligible, intellectual, and 
sensitive ontological levels is contradicted by Plato’s later texts – for 
instance in Politicus, where the statesman is urged to let himself be guided 
by a weaving of paradigm (abstract, ideal model) and the contingency of 
the facts and events which he should wisely govern. Unlike Arabian 
necessitarian doctrines deriving from Aristotle which ascribe to the 
divinity only intelligible non-actuals, while the creaturely world becomes a 
den of emanations, Aquinas sees in the world the manifestation of God’s 
power (effective cause) and free will. In the Summa Contra Gentiles, 
Aquinas elaborates on the traditional distinction between God’s “simple 
knowledge” (i.e. of all that possible to him, including non-actuals) and 
God’s “knowledge of vision” (i.e. of what he actually creates). The 
difference is that, in the latter, God knows the acts of existence proper to 
the creatures, while in the former things are known only “in” God’s power 
and not “in themselves” (DeHart 2016, 3–4). By combining the vertical 
chain of being extended to include the divine, while also admitting to the 
existence of vertical layering – “planes, arranged one below another 
according to dignity, but connected by an immense net of correspondences,” 
as deployed in Ulysses’s speech on degree (Troilus and Cressida, 1.3) – 
Tillyard (1943, 77) aligns his world picture with medieval doctrines 
disseminated by Aquinas, except for the agency that energizes these 
planes, placing them in relation. It is through the Word that the whole 
universe came into being: 
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To the eternal Word is appropriated the content of the divine knowledge 
and wisdom; but though the Word expresses the Father’s total knowledge, 
it only “speaks” actual creatures, i.e. the Word is only “of” creatures, not 
of “possibles.” (DeHart 2016, 8) 

By letting themselves be moved upward by the fire within in order to 
regain the full power of his reason – God’s undefiled bequest – as well as 
by speaking the truth, the human finds redemption. The “deeply brained” 
word is one more plane or ontological level that consistently steals into 
Shakespeare’s world picture – Hamlet’s story, in the absence of which 
there is only silence; the play within A Midsummer Night’s Dream which 
becomes the object of the gaze of both mortals and divines, and whose 
literal absurdity qualifies it as a plane distinct from both mortals and 
divines; the mental and verbal drama played by Lear or Richard after 
being removed from their royal office; the “wooden O” of the stage, 
imitative of the perfect rotundity of the universe, as embedding and shape-
giving to a frame of glorious history in Henry V. In Shakespeare, the 
World doubles up as Word. 

It is only natural that Aquinas should interpret the universe as a cosmos 
of orderly interrelated components, as the principles underlying its 
creation were the unlimited, the limited, and cause. Creatures are causally 
related, which accounts for the existence of providence. At the end of the 
play, we are listening to an enlightened Hamlet – as well as a student of 
Wittenberg, persuaded of the importance of the working of Providence 
rather than of good deeds – who had progressed from universal doubt to 
the universal certitude that:  

 
There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, 
Rough-hew them how we will … 
even in that was heaven ordinant … 
Not a whit, we defy augury: there’s a special 
providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be now,  
 ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be  
 now; if it be not now, yet it will come. The  
 readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves 
 knows what is’t to leave betimes, let be. (5.2) 
 
In Shakespeare’s biblical universe, human speech echoes God’s Word, 

but it is not pregnant with the universe born out of light – Hamlet’s “let 
be” is his conceding to the divine “let there be light”:  

Aquinas’s mature position on ideas is a hybrid: as intelligibilities the ideas 
protect God’s full knowledge of created detail and possibility against Arab 
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necessitarianism; the privileging of exemplars over intelligibilities in turn 
reflects the ontological priority of the actual over the possible, and 
maintains the centrality of free willing in the creative act. Only the 
concrete will to create this world resolves the infinite divine potency into 
multiple definite forms, mediated by the wisdom that envisions a cosmos. 
(DeHart 2016, 5) 

As Proclus comments on Timaeus, the Platonic vision of the universe 
is hierarchical and hegemonic, but not discontinuous – we could say that it 
is instead functional. The same entity exists in the Godhead intelligibly, in 
the Demiurge intellectually, and on earth sensitively. The paradigm exists 
in the Godhead intelligibly and in the Demiurge intellectually, but there is 
also a paradigm for the generation of mundane creatures (Proclus II, 1820, 
273). Art has thaumaturgic as well as life-giving (in the romances) and 
creative powers, through recourse to the archetype in a godly manner. 

Shakespeare often plays on the polarity of mythical/mundane, 
original/copy, identity/surrogate, and truth/falsehood. Some archetypal 
idea is the theme – for instance, of the commonly shared humanity that is 
lost and regained – even in comedies (The Comedy of Errors, Twelfth 
Night, and The Two Gentlemen of Verona). 

1.2. Archetype and Paradigm 

“Anyone who continues to think as Plato did must pay for his 
anachronism by seeing the ‘supracelestial,’ i.e. the metaphysical essence 
of the Idea relegated to the unverifiable realm of faith and superstition, or 
charitably left to the poet,” says Jung in his 1954 “Psychological Aspects 
of the Mother Archetype” in defence of his “empirical and scientific” 
investigation (Williamson 1985, 94). Actually, Plato’s Ideas are implanted 
in the soul before their confinement in the body, and Socrates’s midwifery 
is meant to help his disciples remember them through contemplation of the 
things whose shadows they are in the sensible world. In Phaedo 79, 
Socrates does indeed relegate Ideas to the realm of the invisible and the 
eternal, completely separated from the sensible world. 

Going through contexts relevant to the relationship between the soul 
and supersensible ideas, George J. Seidel concludes that, although the soul 
is said at some time or other to be like, more like, or most like them, “there 
is not an absolute identity between the two … When the soul is in the 
body, that distance is provided by the body itself. For the soul must use the 
body to sense the resemblance to the idea in the sensible thing, and thus be 
made to recall the true idea” (2000, 57–8). That explains Shakespeare’s 
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insistence on the conditions of perception and characters, among whom is 
Lear, famously sermonized or persuaded to “see better.” 

The archetype, which is Plato’s eidos, idea, or form, can be perceived 
in the sensible world in moments of revelation – a sort of Transfiguration. 
In Cymbeline, for instance, the conduct of princes Guiderius and Arviragus 
betrays their royal blood, despite their upbringing in low life. Angelo (in 
Measure for Measure) promises to show the quality of the metal he is 
made of, which will end up a blighted promise; Portia’s portrait (in The 
Merchant of Venice) displaces her from reality into fancy’s representation. 
Identity cannot be realized in the person itself but through the mediation of 
some symbolic image or action, i.e. in an otherness. Archetypes and 
sensible things resemble – a far-fetched, yet suggestive comparison – the 
distant quantum systems in which changes are correlated (the Einstein-
Podolsky-Rosen experiment). 

Archetypes – superior, original models – are to be distinguished from 
copies which merely imitate pre-existing sensible things. In 1,320, Proclus 
comments on Plato’s answer to the question concerning “the nature is of 
the paradigm of the universe, whether generated, or eternal?”: 

For he perceived that every artificer either assumes the paradigm of the 
things which he fabricates, externally, or himself produces them from the 
paradigm in himself. Just as of human artificers, some are able to imitate 
other things accurately; but others possess themselves a power capable of 
fashioning admirable and useful works. Thus he who first made a ship 
formed in his imagination the paradigm of it. Farther still, this also must 
be observed, that every thing which makes in an orderly manner, has the 
scope and measure of that which is made. For if it has not, it will err in 
making, and will not know whether it has arrived at the end when it has. 
For whence will it know that this is the end, since something may be 
deficient or redundant, and it may be necessary to take something 
away, or to add something? (Proclus 1820, 1, 320) 

Judging by the above, an archetype or a paradigm is characterized by 
completion (for instance, the paradigm of a verb), wholeness, self-
sufficiency, and teleology, while a copy is redundant, a repetition of the 
same, a matter of sheer corporeality or of randomness. A paradigm 
conceptualizes exemplars, existing on a different level of reality: 

 
SOCRATES: … Indeed, the opposite is true of them – an image cannot 
remain an image if it presents all the details of what it represents. See if 
I’m right. Would there be two things – Cratylus and an image of Cratylus – 
in the following circumstances? Suppose some god didn’t just represent 
your colour and shape the way painters do, but made all the inner parts like 
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yours, with the same warmth and softness, and put … motion, soul, and 
wisdom like yours into them – in a word, suppose he made a duplicate of 
everything you have and put it beside you. Would there then be two 
Cratyluses or Cratylus and an image of Cratylus?  

CRATYLUS: It seems to me, Socrates, that there would be two Cratyluses.  

SOCRATES: So don’t you see that we must look for some other kind of 
correctness in images and in the names we’ve been discussing, and not 
insist that if a detail is added to an image or omitted from it, it’s no longer 
… an image at all. Or haven’t you noticed how far images are from having 
the same features as the things of which they are images?  

CRATYLUS: Yes, I have.  

SOCRATES: At any rate, Cratylus, names would have an absurd effect on 
the things they name, if they resembled them in every respect, since all of 
them would then be duplicated, and no one would be able to say which was 
the thing and which was the name. (Cratylus, 432b–d) 

Paradigms themselves, however, similarly to the soul, undergo a loss 
of power when verging on bodies and matter. The highest degree is the 
paradigm the Demiurge has in itself, while those that are fabricated 
through telestic art are of a second or third degree. There is no general 
definition for a paradigm, its power depending on the degree of its 
participation of form (ideas), of the “first and highest powers of God!” 
(Proclus, 1,331). There is a paradigm buried in the body, as there is a 
purely intelligible paradigm in the Demiurge, while in between is the 
artist’s capacity to fabricate paradigmatically through knowledge: 

At the same time however, to fabricate paradigmatically, and to be a 
paradigm demiurgically [i.e. fabricatively] differ. For the former is to 
energize essentially; but the latter is to impart essence energetically. And 
the former is to perceive intellectually, intelligibly; but the latter is to be 
intelligible intellectually. For the peculiarity of the paradigm is to make by 
its very being; but of the Demiurgus, to make by energizing. (Proclus, 
1,336) 

1.3. Archetypal Scripts 

Another peculiarity of Shakespeare’s use of archetype is that he does 
not limit himself to single ideas and images, which is why former 
approaches to “imagery” differ widely among themselves. For Caroline 
Spurgeon (Shakespeare’s Imagery and What It Tells Us), Northrop Frye 
(The Myth of Deliverance: Reflections on Shakespeare’s Problem Comedies; 
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On Shakespeare), Geraldo U. de Sousa (At Home in Shakespeare’s 
Tragedies), and René Girard (Les faux de l’envie), one and the same image 
suggests different things to different commentators. Actually, Shakespeare 
uses archetypal scripts, i.e. images building a semantic field of related 
archetypal reference. Such are the collections of cultural archetypes which 
build the fictional time-space of the setting in The Taming of the Shrew, a 
text which abounds in quotes from Latin and Italian authors for the play 
within the play, and in recognizable tokens of medieval chivalry and 
amour courtois in the Induction, which pits Anglo-Norman feudalism 
against early modern bourgeois pragmatism in the Italian republics. 

In The Tragedy of King Richard II, the repentance of the king 
imprisoned in the Tower contains images which consistently refer to three 
paragraphs in Timaeus about the value of music in the healing of fallen 
souls. 

Shakespeare’s “archetypal method” is analogous to the correspondences in 
Plato’s planes in relation, Richard’s plight being mapped onto icons from a 
repertoire of cultural or mythical archetypes. As in many other cases, 
Shakespeare changes history in order to build a symbolic frame of 
carefully selected and slotted-in meaningful units. Although the Tower to 
which the deposed king is being taken was not “ill-erected” by Julius 
Caesar, and although William I’s White Tower would more appropriately 
have served as a prop for conquest, Shakespeare will only go back to the 
first in the series that set the model – Caesar’s invasion of the British Isles 
in 55 BCE. At one more remove backwards, that is, at the beginning of 
history, the “model” of Troy comes to the queen’s mind as she is casting 
about for icons of Richard’s enactment of the fall of the princes tragedy:  

 
Ah, thou, the model where old Troy did stand, 
Thou map of honor, thou King Richard’s tomb, 
And not King Richard! (5.1) 
 
Having eavesdropped on the gardeners’ conversation, who blame 

Richard for having failed to take good care of the kingdom as they 
groomed their garden, the queen defends Richard on the grounds that, in 
the fallen world, the fall of the human was inevitable. Shakespeare 
constructs his plot through appeal to generic conventions corresponding to 
the two worlds held in equipoise: Richard’s medieval doctrine of the 
king’s divine, and, therefore, indisputable right, versus Bolingbroke’s 
Machiavellian use of the right of might (a superior army of mercenaries). 
The medieval tragedy tended to absolve the mighty ones from guilt for 
their fall, while the gardeners’ conversation in act 3, scene 4 makes use of 
the state as garden metaphor, which can also be found in a fragment in 
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alliterative verse from the fifteenth century, Mum and the Sothsegger. 
Shakespeare, however, does not simply take over pre-existing patterns, but 
changes them in some significant way which allows him to give his 
audience a sense of history in the making. An anti-language is born within 
the old pattern, the tragical plot returning to the ancient model in re-
establishing the function of the hybris as the event which triggers the 
action, implicitly emphasizing the responsibility of the tragical hero in his 
fall. Likewise, the organic medieval metaphor of the state as a garden is 
counterpointed by a resurrected Platonic “model” or paradigm (humanity’s 
essence as a communion of souls, whose bodies were woven in the 
receptacle/nurse, and which continue to be related to the world soul), 
which is the new standard of the commonwealth’s ideal condition: 

 
GAUNT: 
This blessèd plot, this earth, this realm, this 
England, 
This nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings, 
Feared by their breed and famous by their birth, 
Renownèd for their deeds as far from home 
For Christian service and true chivalry 
As is the sepulchre in stubborn Jewry 
Of the world’s ransom, blessèd Mary’s son, 
This land of such dear souls … (1.1) 
 
The queen starts by framing Richard as the ill-fated victim of a brutish 

commoner, but the king’s speech is hardly redolent of Trojan heroes’ 
dignity, presenting him as the victim of necessity: 

 
I am sworn brother, sweet, 
To grim necessity, and he and I 
Will keep a league till death … (5.1) 
 
 Why should the queen react to this through a disappointed rebuke of 

the king, who fails to behave as the primate of humans (the king) the way 
the lion honours its status as primate of animals? 

 
What, is my Richard both in shape and mind 
Transformed and weakened? Hath Bolingbroke 
Deposed thine intellect? Hath he been in thy heart? 
The lion dying thrusteth forth his paw 
And wounds the earth, if nothing else, with rage 
To be o’er-powered; and wilt thou, pupil-like, 
Take the correction, mildly kiss the rod, 


