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(©bat was the Religion of
Shakespeare?

It is by observing the frequency and emphasis with which
certain views aml expressions oceur and reccenr inoan author,
aned the consistency with which they are given the preference,
that we may be able Lo zeneralize as to his philosophiy or relig-
ion, As Ehakespeare’s works are neither a treatize on the-
ology wor 4 mamal of philosophy, eur only means of discaver-
ing his attitude toward the protems of life and destiny is
hy reading, a5 it were, between the linas.

4 greal mind can neither sophisicate noe suppress ils catn-
eat convictions.  This does nol mean that anvone with carmest
convictions must necessarily be a propagandist. To think and
to let thinl, represents a state of mind which is entirely con-
sistent, hoth with enthusiasm and tolevation, if not with pro-
selvtisin. We believe that Shakespeare has nnmistakably ex-
pressed himself on the subject of religion, as he has on that
of patriotism, for instanee, but withour any missionary =eal,
which fact has led not a few students of his works to the con-
clusion thal of alt the great poets Shakespeare i the onby one
without a religio,

Green, in his Short History of England, writes, that “It is
difficult to #ayv whether Shakespearve had any religious faith
or no.”  But this is not a fair way of stating the problem.
If by “religions faith” Green means the Anglican, the Preshy-
terian, or the Unitarian faith, then 1t is true that we do not
know to which of these he nominally belonged, and it does not
much matter. But ii he means that we have no means of
knowing whether or not he accepted the Christian or any other
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supernatural interpretation of the Universe, the allegation is
not true, so far as we are able to judge. It is difficult to read
any one of Shakespeare’s tragedies without perceiving that
its author is an anti-supernaturalist. In Shakespeare this world
iz all there is, and it is what men have made it. Tt is in terms
of naturalism, pure and simple, that Shaku.l;w:are states the
problem of human existence.

It is no ubjection to this to say that thm_ are ghosts, witches,
and apparitions on his stage, and that therefore he was a be-
licver in the supernatural.  We must not confound the machin-
ery of the stage with the stage-master, Even Hamlet, when
he exclaims that he sees his dead father and Horatio asks him
“Where ® answers: “In my mind's eve;” which shows how
fittle the appurtenances of the theatre of those times affected
the atmosphere of the author’s mind. This same Hamlet who
in popular erﬂucr'hus beheld his dead father “revisit the
glimpses of the moon,” declares in the language of his own
sober thought, that the hu::und is an “‘undiscovered country
from whose bonrne ne traveler returns!’ And If Macheth,
unlike Hamlet, puts faith in the supernatural, he does so to
his own hort  But even Mucheth recovers his senses suffi-
clently 1o exclaim:

And be these juggling lends no more believed,
That palter with 43 in A double sense;

and again:

Tnfected be the air whereon they ride;
And damned all theose that trust them!

If it he objected that Shakespeare’s hostility to the super-
natural is confined to what might be called the bogus varicty,
and not to the kind that is true, we reply that there is no evi-
dence in the plays that Shakespeare ever made such a dis-
tinction. Without anywhere intimating that he believed in one
kind of the supernatural and not in another (the kind people
believe in is generally their own, and the kind they deny, that
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of somebody else), Shakespeare expresses his opinion of those
who aceept the supernatural in no uneertain way —

Look bow the world's pogr peopls are amazed
At apparitions, signs. and prodigics,

Whereon with fearful eves theéy long have gaz'd
Infusing them with dreadful prophecies®

Having just told us that "It 15 difficult to say whether Shale-
speare had apy religious faith or no," Green intimates that
Shakespeare wus an agnostic, and prohably a discipte of Man-
taizme. If he was an agnostic, it is not troe that we do not
lenow “whether he had any religious faith or no  We can
be sure that he was without relicfous faith of any kind, using
the word “religions™ in the sense of the sapemmatural--i1f he
preferred agnosticism to the creeds.  Tle was an agnostie, it
i= to be supposed, because he could not conscientiously pro-
fes= anv of the “religious faiths’" of his day.

But to be an agnostic does not mean (o be withoul a religion;
it only means 1o be wilhout a revealed religion. This wery
agnosticism, as the expression of a courageous, honest and
rational protest against revealed rehigions, is a religion— more
manly, certainly, than the popular religions, because while the
latter are imitative {o a large exienl, the former 15 uncon-
sirained and personal,

Those who say ungualifiedly that Shaleespeare had no relig-
ion, as Prof Santayana of Harvard Tlniversity, does, muost
mean by religion a recognition of the supernatural, which we
submit is 1o mzake a parlisan use oufy of the word religion.
Wishing to prove the absence of religion in Shakespeare, Prof.
Santayana writes: I we were asked to select one monument
of human civilization that should survive to some future age,
or be transported to anather planet to bear witness to the
inhahitants thereol whal we have been upon earth, we should
probably choose the works of Shakespeare. In them we recog-
nize the truest portrait and best memorial of man  After
this magmnificent tribute to the universality of Shakespeare,
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Prof. Santayvana proceeds to qualify his statement by deplor-
ing what he calls “the abzence of religion in Shakespeare.” He
fears that if Shakespeare were our sole interpreter, “the archee-
ologists of that future age, or the cosmographers of that other
part of the heavens, after conscientious study of our Shake-
spearian autobiography, would misconceive our kife in one im-
portant respect.  They would hardly understand that man had
had a religion.” This fear 1s unfounded. 1t may surely be
learned from Shakespeare that “man had had” many supersti-
tions. and also that there was in our world the worship of the
Good, the True and the Beautiful. Such a report would not
leave the inhabitants of a strange planet in the dark as to
whether or not “man had had a religion.”” Lel us make this
point a little clearer: In Shakespeare we find both the relig-
ion of superstition—addicted to the helief in ghosts, spirits,
miracles, visions. and revelations past and present—and the
religion of scnse, namely, the climination of the supernatoral
fromy human affairs, and the exaltne of Gooduess, Heaoly,
and Truth, with Trulh as the greatest of the three, as the
highest possible ideals of man,  But, evidently, Prof. Santa-
yana does not believe that 1t 1s possible to leave ont the super-
natural Irom religion and still have a religion, “Hut for
Shakespeare, in the matter of religion,” writcs Sanlayana,
“the choice lay between Christianity and nothing. He chose
nothing,” In our opinion Shakespeare chose something which
was more i accord with the concensus of the competent,
though oppused to the prejudices of the populace, namely: the
rationalist attitude in the presence of life and death. And
why is not this attitude as much entitled to be called a phi-
losophy and a religion as the theological?

Would it not be unfair to say, for instance, that Tennvson’s
The Coming Chureh of Ihwmanity is no church at all, because
it is not after the fashion of orthodoxy

T dreamed that stone by stone T reared a sacred fane,
A temple, neither pagod, mosgue, nor church,
But Ioftier, simpler, always open-doored
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To every breath from heaven: and croth and peace
And dove and justice came and dwelt therein:

—or to contend that Geethe was profane and irreligious be-
cause the verse in which he smus wp his philosophy anuts all
reference to the essentials of revealed religion?

I the Entire. the Good, the Beauritnl resolve to live—
Wonldzr fazhion for thvaell o seémly life.

Then direl nob over what 5 past amd gone;

Amd spite of all thow nav'st have last bebind,
Yoo ner ng if thy life were just begun

The religion of not a few ol the best minds bas been of
the above Lype; and surelv, o & reascuable man the Catholic
who demes that the Protestant 12 a Christian, or the Trim-
tartan whe excommunicates the Unitarian 1% not more secta-
rian than the philosopher who dentes that (eethe, Tennvson,
Voltaire, or Shakespeare. had any religion at ail hecanse they
did not have his religron.

The German critic. Gervining, on the other hand, expresses
the opinton that Shokespeare was silent on religion “becanse
his platform was not a pulpit,” Dot it was o very narrow
view to fake of religion, {0 inlimate that outside the pualpit
religion s an inlruder. I religion is ane's philosophy of life,
it is at home everywhere, but il i 15 only one’s beliefs con
cerming dogmas and rtes, then the pulpt s 1ts exclusive
sphere.  Shakespeare was silent on religion of the kind Ger-
vinius has in mind, nat becanse “his platform was not o pulpit,”
hit because he had no such religion to express. A man's
religion is his philosophy of life, in accardance with which he
shapes his conduet and interprels munan destiny, and surely
Shakespeare was not without such a working-religon,

The position of W. J. Birch, the English parliamentatian
who writes from the Christian standpoint, appears to ws more
consistenit. e believes thal Shakespeare was nat at all silent
on religion, in the Christian or supernatural sense of the word,
but demonstrably antagonistic (0 it. He then produces pas-
sage after passage to show Shakespearc's positive dislike for
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such fundamental tenets of revealed religion, as the doctrines
of providence, the Fall of Man, the Holy Sacrament, the Word
of God, Salvation, the Church, the Priesthood, etc. Birch de-
nounces Shakespeare becaunse he was not a Christian ; because
“not only the details, but the essentials, also, of Christianity
are the themes of his flippancy.” He infers further, from the
companions of Shakespeare—Marlowe, Green, Raleigh, Beau-
mont and Fletcher: and from the books he read—Lueretius,
Plutarch, Lucian, Montaigne and Bruno—that he could not
have heen a Christian, as no follower of Jesus Christ could
Llake any intercst in such profane writers.

Eeplying to those who quote the Will of Shakespeare to
prove his piety, Birch says that the Will is not in the poet's
handwriting ; that the signature; alone, was his, the rest heing
the customary form of legal documenis drawn by lawyers for
such occasions.  The real sympathies of Shakespeare, Mr,
Birch thinks, may be inferred from such lines as the follow-

ing -—
A adior holds his hanble for 2 (6o, *

and again;

Ty that same (ol st fopd soc’er 1f be, ¥

—-which seems to imply, according to thiz Chrostian eritic ol
Shakespeare, that there are as many (Gods as there are fancies.

The reason which Mr. Birch assigns for the indifference of
Shakespeare’s contemporaries to his works and fame was his
non-Christian teachings, which made him rather an object of
distrust and fear than of admivation. The world of his day
was religions, savs Mr. Birch, and, therefore, it was glad
cnovgrh to forget Shakespeare and remember the men who had
left monuments of picty behind, The opposition of the relig-
jous element is thus given as one of the reasoms [or the
absence of any recognition of his genius and the oblivion to
which he seems to have been condemned before a less pions
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or puritanic age discovered with ecsrasy the wealth and glory
of his thousand souls. Milton's joyous exclamation echoes the
gratitude of the intellectual world:

Thou, in our love and asconishment
Hast found a life-long monunment,

But the majority of the apologists of supernaturalism, appre-
ciating the wvalue of Shakespeare as an ally, have stoutly
claimed him az a Christian believer. Bishop Wordsworth has
written a voluminous work to show how much of the Bilile
there is in Shaleespeare. Mr. George DBrandies, with much
justice, calls thi= pious bishop's book “unrcadable” Another
Christian interpreter of Shakespears offers the folllowing apol-
opy for the poet's seeming indillerence 1o the lenets of ortho-
dox religion: "Doubts have been entertained as to Shake-
speare’s religions belief, because ferv or ne notices of it ocour
in hiz works. This pught to be atiributed to a fender and deli-
cote resoree about holy things, rather than to inattention or
neglect™

The above shows how indispensable to fhe interests of
Christian doctrine Shakespeare’s approval of them had come
to be regarded by the later Chrictians,  ITis was too great and
shining a name not to have it listed on their side, and so was
invented “a tender and delicate reserve’ on the part of the
poet, 1o explain his open protests against their creeds, which
they mildly call his failure to vake “natice” of them.

Others, again, have writlen leugthy argumenis to prove
that the immortal poet was o devount Catholic, an orthodox
Calvanist, a loyal Anglican, and so forth, The man who in
his lifelime was associated with hlarlowe and his school, and
who was vehemently derounced by the exponents of religion
in that day—the Puritans—is today hailed by the descendants
of these same Turitans as the honor and glory of their faith.
But this change of heart is a purely sentimental one. It is,
as already intimated, the iacreasing eelad of Shakespeare’s
namie and fame which has made him desirable as a coreligion-
ist. Already, even Thomas Paine is being claimed as a fellow-
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