
Copyright bv 
PIIYLLLS BRIDGES 
1972 



TIE WnSTERN HERITAGE OF WISDOM 

FROM THE GRin-KS TI [ROUGH 

SHAKESPEARE'S KING LEAR 

b y 

PHYLLIS BRIDGES, B . A . , M.A. 

A DISSE.RTATION 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

May, 1972 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION 1 

PART I 

Chapter 

I. THE GREEK CONCEIT OF KNOWLEDGE 7 

II. THE MEDIEVAL CONCEPT OF KNO^VLEDGE 37 

III. THE RENAISSANCE CONCEPT OF KNOWLEDGE 74 

PART II 

IV. KING LEAR AND TIE CULMINATION OF 

TIE TRADITION OF WISDOM 126 

CONCLUSION 178 

NOTES 182 

BIBLIOCRAPiri' 210 

11 



CXir happiness depends 

on wisdom all the way. 

The gods must have their due. 

Great words by men of pride 

bring greater blows upon them, 

So wisdom comes to the old. 

--Sophocles 

INTRODUCTION 

In The Renaissance Idea of Wisdom, Eugene F. Rice observes that 

"wisdom was a virtue hiphly and consistently prized in antiquity, the 

Middle Ages, and tlie Renaissance."•'^ Since the golden age of Greece, 

the concept of knowledge has undergone constant evaluation and modifi

cation. Thinkers in every age have considered the concept of knowl

edge and have identified wisdom as the greatest human virtue. 

The great minds of ancient Greece attempted to find an intelligi 

ble system in the world. The Greeks taught that in order to find an 

intelligible pattern in life, man must begin with a study of his own 

being. The dictum of Socrates, "Know thyself," was the cornerstone 

of the Greek concept of loiowledge. Throut^h the careful exercise of 

reason, man could hope to discover the mystery of his own being. From 



an understanding of self, man could advance to a perception of the 

intelligible pattern in the world of objects. Finally, man could 

aspire to knowledge of the ideal world, or divine being. 

To the Greeks, knowledge not only led man to an understanding 

of the intelligible pattern of life, but dictated action as well. 

Right reason guaranteed riglit action. Tlie reverence for knowledge 

was intense amonQ the Greeks. The only virtuous man was the reason

able man. Knowledge and virtue were inseparable. Conversely, the 

absence of knowledge, as the classical dramas illustrate, doomed man 

to error and ruin. Only through the pursuit of knowledge could man 

hope to govern his life properly and achieve an understanding of the 

universe. 

Although the Church Fathers of the Middle Ages rejected the 

paganism of early Greek philosophers, there can be no denial that the 

teachings of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle profoundly influenced the 

medieval concept of knowledge, particularly as it is expressed by 

Saint Augustine, Boethius, and Saint Thomas Aquinas. The medieval 

thinkers, like the Greeks, valued wisdom above all human virtues; but 

they insisted that wisdom was laiowledge, not of worldly matters, but 

of (k)d. During the Middle Ages, philosophy became the handmaiden of 

theology; and medieval theologians took up the concept of knowledge 

and fastened it securely to Christianity. Wisdom became laiowledge of 

God. 

The Renaissance concept of knowledge sprang from the double 

heritage of ancient and medieval ideas. Writers of the Renaissance 



drew upon the writings of the humanistic Greeks and the Scholastic 

Qiurch Fathers. The concept of knowledge in the Renaissance thus 

blended classical and Christian elements. 

Renaissance thinkers were attracted to the humanistic doctrines 

of knowledge advanced by the Creeks. Tlie teachings of Socrates, 

Plato, and Aristotle were revived and studied during the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries. Renaissance thinkers believed with the 

Greeks that the beginning of knowledge was knowledge of self. In 

Shakespeare's Tragic Heroes: Slaves of Passion, Lily B. Campbell 

notes that the "absorbing problem of the Renaissance was laiowledge 

of one's self."^ Tlie Frenchman Charron, whose works were translated 

and widely circulated during the Renaissance, stated the value of 

self-laiowledge in Of Wisdome Three Books: "The most excellent and 

divine counsell, the best and most profitalbe advertisement of all 

others, but the least practised, is to study and leame how to know 

ourselves: This is the foundation of Wisdome and the highway to 

whatsoever is good; and there is no folly comparable to this. To be 

painfull and diligent to know all things els whatsoever rather than 

our selves: for the true science and studie of man, is man himselfe." 

Although the Renaissance man accepted the Greek notion that 

self-knowledge is the beginning of wisdom, he accepted at the same 

time the influence of the medieval Church, which taught him that the 

beginning of knowledge is fear and love of the Lord. From the Church 

Fathers, the man of the Renaissance knew the value of knowledge and 

the price of wisdom. Biblical teachings concerning wisdom were 



constantly emphasized. The proverb of Solomon, "For wisdom is bet

ter than rubies; and all the things that may be desired are not to 
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be conpared to it,'* was frequently quoted. Christian reverence for 

truth and understanding was accepted wholeheartedly during the Renais

sance. 

The doctrines of knowledge based upon holy scripture which 

were postulated by medieval theologians were added to Greek princi

ples; and during the Renaissance, a period the basic philosophy of 

which is a synthesis of Hellenic and Judeo-Christian thought, the 

heritage of knowledge and wisdom surveyed in this study reached its 

zenith. General evidence of this culmination in England is trace

able in various types of writing and in masterpieces composed by such 

intellects as those of Spenser, Marlowe, and Milton. If one examines 

commentaries upon The Faerie Oueene, Doctor Faustus, and Paradise 

Lost, however, no one of these works can, without reservation, be 

singled out as the acme of the heritage which made the Renaissance 

a major period in English literature. Allegorical and topical ele

ments of The Faerie Queene affect the universality of its appeal. 

If the subjectivity attributed to Marlowe is tenable, that factor 

as well as flaws in the dramaturgy of Doctor Faustus leaves room for 

still greater achievements in drama. Theological emphasis in 

Paradise Lost has caused readers to question its timelessness. 

None of these limitations undercuts Shakespeare's achieve

ment in King Lear. The time setting being pagan, what happens in . 

Kinq: Lear is dramatic action which could happen almost anywhere at 



any time. The dramatic mold is large and flexible enough to accomo

date any philosophic system whatever, regardless of how a doctrinal 

narrowing might reduce dramatic objectivity at its height to sinister 

propaganda. In King Lear, disregard for reason and proper order, 

divine attributes which from the time of ancient Greece through the 

time of Shakespeare were the focus of knowledge and wisdom which 

characterized a man at the height of his earthly potential, results 

in chaos: disorder in every unit of society, insanity in the micro

cosm, and, at least symbolically, sympathetic correspondences in the 

macrocosm. In King Lear, Shakespeare objectively explores the conse

quences of actions whose origin is a deficiency of knowledge, of 

actions whose course can be fully run only when results include 

enlightenment, acceptance, humility, and transcendence. Negative 

and positive development in King Lear, the cause-and-effect sequence 

in vrfiich the dramatic action consists, dramatize the concepts of 

knowledge and wisdom discussed in this study. 

Inasmuch as the problem, of knowledge in King Lear can be 

adequately analyzed only against a background traceable from antiq

uity through the Renaissance and inasmuch as the significance of the 

heritage involved can be adequately viewed only when it is pursued 

to a point of its culmination, the objective of this study is twofold. 

Part one, which of necessity is the longer section, will survey 

ancient Greek writings. Medieval writings, and Renaissance \\rritings 

to identify the origin and substance of concepts of knowledge and 

wisdom utilized by Shakespeare. Part two will analyze King Lear to 

file:////rritings


demonstrate that it is the culmination of a philosophical heritage 

the diversity of which Renaissance humanists synthesized to bridge 

the gap between medieval and modem times. Though the knowledge in

volved includes countless particulars, the wisdom to which they are 

reducible consists of four principal admonitions: Greek insistence 

that a man must know himself, biblical warning that love and fear of 

the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, Greek and biblical emphasis on 

knowledge of social responsibilities, and remembrance that proof of 

wisdom lies in conduct. The dramatic potential of this heritage 

focuses attention upon the following conviction: that, no matter how 

wilful men motivated by opinion rather than governed by knowledge and 

wisdom may stumble, "life, although full of sorrow, is worth living, 

and that Man is a noble animal." 



aiAPTER I 

TIE GREEK CONCEPT OF KNOWI.EDGE 

The Renaissance notion that knowledge and virtue are in

extricably linked was a concept which originated with the ancient 

Greeks. From the ancients, the Renaissance humanists learned to 

identify right reason with right action. In the Greek philosophy 

and poetry which were revived by Renaissance sdiolars was the asser

tion that the core of thought and action lies in ethics. The Greeks 

insisted that knowledge should direct action. The whole Greek vision 

of life concentrated on the pursuit of knowledge with the end that 

proper knowledge leads to proper action. 

The Greeks were concerned with practical knowledge and practi

cal wisdom--that sort of insight which produced proper action--rather 

than mere speculation or contemplation. To the Greeks the pursuit 

of knowledge was a practical matter, not an abstract exercise. There 

was always a puipose for the search for truth, and generally that 

purpose was the practical application of knowledge to conduct. The 

search for knowledge led to the method for applying knowledge. The 

search for wisdom began invariably for the Greeks with a search for 

self-knowledge. From knowledge of self came knowledge of others and 

finally, ideally, knowledge of the universe. From the study of his 
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own being, man could advance to an understanding of other lives; and 

he could determine the proper action for himself. The search for 

knowledge was the cardinal responsibility of any thoughtful Greek, 

and both Greek poetry and philosophy bear out the importance which 

the Greeks attached to the search for knowledge and the application 

of that knowledge to the proper government of life. 

According to legend, enlightenment and the capacity for 

knowledge came to the Greeks as a gift from the immortal Titan 

Prometheus or Forethought. Prometheus, the champion of mankind, 

dared to steal a bit of the sacred light of reason from the gods. 

He gave the light of reason to man. For his theft of the divine 

spark and for his generosity to man, Prometheus was forced to suffer 

the wrath of Zeus. Prometheus was chained to a rock and forced to 

endure a lonely agony for thirteen generations until Heracles, a 

descendant of lo, rescued him and aided him in making peace with 

Zeus. Prometheus secured his release from chains in exchange for 

the revelation of his knowledge about the dangers of Zeus' marriage 

to Thetis. 

The myth of Prometheus was frequently treated in Greek 

literature. Although many of the dramas dealing with the rebellion 

and suffering and expiation of Prometheus have been lost over the 

years, Prometheus Bound, a drama by Aeschylus, survives and provides 

insight into the Greek view of the hero and his gift of reason. 

Gilbert Norwood has pointed out in his study Greek Tragedy 

that Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound was once part of a trilogy which 



included Prometheus the Fire-bringer, Prometheus Bound, and Prometheus 

Unbound. Although the first and last plays of the trilogy have been 

lost, something is known of their content. In the first drama, 

Prometheus the Fire-bringer, the Titan commits his act of rebellion 

by supplying the light of reason to man. In the second play, the only 

extant drama of the set, Prometheus, proud and rebellious, is chained 

to the rock and forced to endure his agony. The last play includes 

the freedom of Prometheus with the aid of Heracles and the reconcilia

tion of Zeus and Prometheus. 

In his treatment of the Prometheus legend as it appears in 

Prometheus Bound, Aeschylus illustrates the conflict between reason 

and force in the world. Zeus, the symbol of might, is at odds with 

Prometheus, the symbol of intelligence. In his introduction to the 

drama David Grene observes that Aeschylus has presented a conflict 

which corresponds with "an opposition between the animal and the 

spirit in man, between violence and persuasion, between might and 

intellect." Within the framework of Prometheus Bound, the conflict 

between Zeus and Prometheus reaches its highest intensity; and this 

mythical conflict is for Aeschylus, as Grene points out, "the illus

tration of a great permanent truth that he finds at the heart of 

man's activity.' This great conflict between extremes which must 

finally meet in compromise and resolution represents for Aeschylus 

the dual nature of man. 

In Prometheus Bound, Prometheus or Reason is for the moment 

bested by force; for he is enslaved. But even if he is chained to 
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the rock, his mind remains free; and he is in no way humbled by his 

imprisonment. He boasts to Might and Hephaestus, who have been com

missioned by Zeus to chain him to the rock: 

It was mortal man 
to whom I gave great privileges and 
for that was yoked in this unyielding harness. 
I hunted out the secret spring of fire 
that filled the narthex stem, which when revealed 
became the teacher of each craft to man, 
a great resource.^ 

Prometheus does not deny that he has broken the ordinance of 

Zeus or that he has aided man. Indeed, his speeches indicate his 

pride in rebellion. He catalogs his manifold gifts to man and glories 

in the benefits which he has worked for man's welfare: 

I found them 
witless and gave them the use of their wits and made 
them masters of their minds. I will tell you this, not 
because I would blame men, but to explain the goodwill 
of my gift. For men at first had eyes but saw to no purpose: 
they had ears but did not hear. Like the shapes of 
dreams they dragged through their lon^ lives and handled 
all things in bewilderment and confusion. They did 
not know of building houses with bricks to face the sun; 
they did not know how to work in wood. They lived like 
swarming ants in holes in the ground, in the sunless 
caves of earth. For them there was no secure token 
by which to tell winter nor the flowering spring nor the 
summer with its crops; all their doings were indeed without 
intelligent calculation until I showed them the rising 
of the stars and the settings, hard to observe. And further 
I discovered to them numbering, pre-eminent 
among the subtle devices, and the combining of letters as a 
means of remembering all things, the Muses' mother, 
skilled in craft. It was I who first yoked beasts for them 
in the yokes and made of those beasts the slaves of trace 
chain and pack saddle that they might be man's 
substitute in hardest tasks; and I harnessed to the carriage, 
so that they loved the rein, horses, the crowning pride of 
the rich man's luxury. It was I and none other who 
discovered ships, the sail-driven wagons that the sea buffets. 
Such were the contrivances that I discovered for men.^ 
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Prometheus is in no way modest about his accomplishments for 

man's sake. He takes credit for teaching man about medicine, prophecy, 

even the precious metals of the earth: 

Hear the rest, and you will marvel even more at the 
crafts and resources I contrived. Greatest was this: in the 
former times if a man fell sick he had no defense against 
the sickness, neither healing food nor drink, nor unguent: 
but through the lack of drugs men wasted away, 
until I showed tliem the blending of mild simples wherewith 
they drive out all manner of diseases. It was I who 
arranged all the ways of seercraft, and I first adjudged 
what things come verily true from dreams; and to men I 
gave meaninf! to the ominous cries, Iiard to interpret. It 
was I who set in order the omens of the highway and the 
flight of the crooked-taloned birds, which of them were 
propitious or lucky by nature, and what manner of life 
each led, and what were their mutual hates, loves, and 
companionships: also I taught of the smoothness of the vitals 
and wliat color they should have to pleasure the Gods 
and the dappled beauty of the gall and the lobe. It was 
I who burned thiglis wrapped in fat and the long shank 
bone and set mortals on the road to this murky craft. It 
was I who made visible to men's eyes the flaming signs of 
the sky that were before dim. So much for these. 
Beneath the earth, man's hidden blessings, copper, iron, silver, 
and gold--will anyone claim to have discovered 
these before I did? No one, I am very sure, who wants to 
speak truly and to the purpose. One brief word will tell 
the whole story: all arts that mortals have come from 
Prometheus.^ 

In exchange for the gift of reason which Prometheus gave to man 

he took away the attribute of absolute knowledge, the knowledge of 

destiny. David Grene notes that the knowledge that man had of his day 

of death was a particle of the absolute knowledge which was the prov-

ince of the gods. To replace the knowledge of destiny, Prometheus 

gave man "the fire itself . . . a symbol of practical, not speculative 
o 

reason."° Prometheus gave man practical knowledge, for it was practi

cal knowledge which nan needed to order his life and his society. 
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In the Prometheus legend Aeschylus is concerned not simply 

with the capacity of reason in man. He is concerned as well with the 

need for reason among the gods, even all-powerful Zeus. It is the 

moral foundation of Zeus' will which eventually brings his reconcilia

tion with Prometheus. Once the reconciliation between force and reason 

is accomplished, both Zeus and Prometheus are the stronger and the 

better. Norwood observes that the eternal wisdom which Prometheus 

embodied "is mysteriously assimilated into the soul of Zeus; this is 

the consummation; omnipotence and omniscience are at one." 

In Prometheus Bound, Aeschylus is probing the fusion of knowl

edge and power among the gods. In the Oresteia, as Laura Jepsen 

notes in her book Ethical Aspects of Tragedy, Aeschylus places his 

emphasis on the "evolving moral nature of the gods, under whose 

power the freedom of choice of the individual is limited."^^ The 

Oresteia is the slow working out of the system of justice which is 

practiced among the gods. The system of error and punishment is 

based upon the moral nature of the gods, and it is a system upon 

which man can depend. The moral and ethical judgments of the gods 

provide a basis for order both in the universe and in the affairs of 

man. 

In Prometheus Bound, Zeus is the symbol of power separated 

from reason; but in the Oresteia, Zeus has settled his differences 

with Prometheus. In the Oresteia, Zeus is the guardian of truth as 

well as the agent of justice. Zeus has charted the path which man 

must follow in order to gain truth. Tlie quality of wisdom can be 
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achieved by man only if he follows the formula which Zeus devised for 

securing knowledge. The Chorus of Argive Elders in Agamemnon gives 

voice to tlie ancient prescription for wisdom which comes directly from 

the law of Zeus: 

Zeus, who guided men to think 
has laid it down that wisdom 
comes alone through suffering.^^ 

Zeus' ordinance that wisdom follows only upon suffering is not 

only stated by the Chorus in Agamemnon, but is carefully dramatized 

through the action of the Oresteia, particularly in the first drama of 

the cycle. Amid the proud and haughty characters of Agamemnon, there 

is only one who displays wisdom and humility. Only Cassandra, the 

captive princess of Troy who has attained her knowledge by divine 

favor and by suffering, is simultaneously blessed and cursed by the 

knowledge which she possesses. Cassandra was blessed by Apollo with 

the gift of prophecy, but she was cursed by the god as well. Apollo 

decreed that although Cassandra would give true prophecy, none would 

believe her. The words of truth which came from Cassandra's lips 

were doubted and rejected. 

In Agamemnon, Cassandra, whose warnings are unheeded, gives 

evidence of her knowledge of truth. Cassandra proves tliat she has 

knowledge of the past and knowledge of the future. Tlie prophetess 

knows of the curse on the house of Atreus even though she has never 

witnessed any of the crimes which compounded the blight on the house. 

She shames the unbelieving Chorus for doubting her powers and proves 

that she knows the curse which hangs over the head of Agamemnon: 
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Am I 
some swindling seer who hawks his lies from door to door? 
Upon your oath, bear witness that I know by heart 
the legend of ancient wickedness within this house.^ 

Cassandra knows the future as well as the past. She prophe

sies her own death and the death of Agamemnon. She reveals her fate 

to the Qiorus, and she forewarns of the revenge which Orestes will 

seek for his father: 

We two 
must die, yet die not vengeless by the gods. For there 
shall come one to avenge us also, bom to slay 
his mother, and to wreak death for this father's blood.1^ 

Cassandra, aware of the truth yet unable to avoid the fate 

which awaits her and Agamemnon, passively accepts her death at the 

hands of Clytaemestra. Because she knows not only the past and future 

of human events but also the principles of divine justice, Cassandra 

yields to death with the assurance that the gods will exact retribu

tion of Clytaemestra and Aegisthus for their murderous acts. As 

Cassandra goes quietly to her death, the Chorus pays tribute to her 

suffering and wisdom by singing of her as a "woman much enduring and 

so greatly wise."^^ 

The truth and humility of Cassandra are juxtaposed in Agamemnon 

to the deception and haughtiness of Clytaemestra, a woman with "male 

strength of heart." Upon learning that the war at Troy is over and 

that Agamemnon and the Argives are returning home, Clytaemestra 

speaks to the Chorus of elders. The queen assures her listeners that 

the troubles of Argos are over. Yet even as she speaks of the cessa

tion of violence and death and prays that the Argive soldiers commit 
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no offense to the gods which would thwart their immediate return home, 

Clytaemestra is plotting the murder of her husband. 

Clytaemestra greets her returning husband with high sounding 

phrases, and with flattery she feeds his ballooning pride. Although 

Agamemnon enjoys the effusive praises which his wife offers, he pro

tests her invitation to walk upon a purple carpet as a god might or 

as a barbaric conqueror might. The king knows that the gods do not 

tolerate a man who oversteps his bounds. In mock humility, Agamemnon 

speaks of his fear of overreaching the limitations of mortal glory, 

and he pays homage to the gift of decency of mind: 

I am a mortal, a man; I cannot trample upon 
these tinted splendors without fear thrown in mv path. 
I tell you, as a man, not god, to reverence me. 
Discordant is the murmur at such treading down 
of lovely things; while God's most lordly gift to man 

is decency of mind.^^ 

For all his protests about fearing to assume the privileges 

and stature of a god, Agamemnon accepts the proposal of his wife. He 

falls easily into the trap which Clytaemestra has set for him. His 

pride makes him blind to the truth of Clytaemestra's motives. He 

basks for a moment in the glory of a conquering hero, but the moment 

is long enough for Clytaemestra to gain her revenge for the sacrifice 

of her daughter Iphigenia. Almost as soon as he is home from the 

struggles of battle and the dangers of war, Agamemnon, the great war

rior, falls victim to his wife's treachery and deceit. He is slain 

at a reckless moment, a moment in which he is intoxicated with his 

own power, a moment in which he is ignorant of the treachery of 

others. Agamemnon goes to his death duped by the lies and flattery 
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of his wife. 

The murder of Agamemnon provides Aeschylus with the opportunity 

to explore the justice meted out by the gods. The murder gives him 

also the chance to present a problem which is frequently treated in 

Greek literature--the problem of establishing the difference between 

truth and opinion. In Agamemnon the importance of deciphering the 

truth is delegated to the Chorus. As the Chorus stands outside the 

palace door, the old men hear the death cries of their king, who was 

stricken in a moment of ignorance. Unsure of what has happened within 

the palace despite their suspicions, the old men reflect that they 

must find the truth before they break into a rage. They know that they 

must establish the truth and avoid acting merely upon opinion: 

Yes, we should know what is true before we break our rage. 
Here is sheer guessing and far different from sure knowledge. 
From all sides the voices multiply to make me choose ._ 
this course: to learn first how it stands with Agamemnon. 

The Chorus' quest for the truth of "how it stands with Agamem-

18 
non' is quickly answered, for they discover immediately that their 

king and Cassandra have been slain. Dejected and angry once they 

know the truth, the Chorus looks to Orestes, the son of Agamemnon, 

to return home and avenge his father's death. 

In the Libation Bearers and the Eumenides, the two plays 

which accompany Agamemnon to complete the Oresteia, Aeschylus charts 

the revenge of Orestes for his father. As the Chorus at the end of 

Agamemnon wished, Orestes returns home and seeks vengeance for the 

death of his father. Orestes slays his mother and Aegisthus, but 
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immediately he is put to flight by the Furies. Aeschylus presents 

the suffering which Orestes endures as a result of his crime before 

he arrives finally at expiation before the gods. After almost endless 

suffering, Orestes is finally brought to an understanding of divine 

laws and order. Throughout the Oresteia, Aeschylus concentrates on 

the moral system of the gods; and at the end of the trilogy, the 

playwright brings man, in the character of Orestes, to an appreciation 

and understanding of the concept of knowledge and its attendant code 

of behavior. 

Like Aeschylus, Sophocles treats ethical questions, especially 

the problems of seeking truth and acting according to reason. Whereas 

Aeschylus is concerned primarily with the ethical nature of the gods 

and with the system of justice which the gods devised for measuring 

man's deeds, Sophocles is concerned with the ethical nature of man. 

Although Aeschylus and Sophocles drew upon the same reservoir of 

legend, Sophocles, as Laura Jepsen notes, "came to express more fully 

19 than Aeschylus the ethical thought of his age." Aeschylus presents 

the universe as an orderly system controlled by gods who dispense 

punishment and reward according to man's actions. For Aeschylus, a 

man's suffering, or even a god's suffering, is causally related to 

his conduct. Sophocles, on the other hand, "emphasizes the fact 

that suffering and guilt are not necessarily related causally, that 

suffering is not always penal, and that the good do not always pros

per and the bad incur punishment."^^ It is in his view of human 

suffering that Sophocles most departs from the thought of Aeschylus. 
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For Aeschylus, suffering is punishment meted out by the gods to trans

gressors; and the benefit of suffering is to teach man to live an 

ethical life in order to avoid hardship and punishment and to come to 

an understanding of the process of divine order. For Sophocles, human 

suffering leads man to an understanding of his own being. The suffer

ing which Sophocles' characters endure leads them to an understanding 

of their own humanity; and it leads them as well, if not to happiness, 

at least to enlightenment. 

The most vigorous and most poignant example of the Sophoclean 

hero who comes to knowledge through suffering and endurance is Oedipus, 

king of Thebes, who in his search for truth embodies the cardinal pre

cept of Greek philosophy that the beginning of wisdom is knowledge of 

self. Oedipus, who begins in ignorance, comes painfully and tragi

cally to the recognition of his own identity in Oedipus the King. 

Oedipus gains knowledge of his own identity only incidentally. 

His principal objective is to relieve the suffering of his people by 

breaking a spell which hangs over the city. In order to ease the 

affliction of his people, Oedipus learns that he must first solve a 

crime, the murder of Laius. In his investigation of the murder of 

Laius, Oedipus becomes intrigued with the mystery of his own identity. 

In the opening scene of Oedipus the King, Oedipus is attempt

ing to console the suffering citizens of Thebes, who are afflicted 

with a plague. Immediately Sophocles reveals the quest of Oedipus: 

to find the cause of the blight upon the land and to find a cure for 

the suffering of the people. Oedipus realizes that he is powerless 
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to aid his people, for he docs not have sufficient knowledge to break 

the spell of the curse. Because his own knowledge is incomplete, 

Oedipus sends Creon, his wife's brother, to the oracle of Apollo in 

an effort to gain information. Wlien Creon returns, he tells the king 

that the blight is visited upon the land because the murderer of 

Laius dwells within the city. Eager to dissolve the spell and free 

his people, Oedipus, without reflection immediately curses the crimi

nal and vows to drive him from the city. Oedipus, who is skilled in 

solving riddles, is confident that he can save his people; for at 

last he knows why the city is besieged by disease and sterility. Once 

Oedipus knows the cause of the blight, he sets to work immediately to 

solve the murder of Laius and thus effect salvation for his people. 

Once Oedipus begins his quest for truth about the murder of Laius, he 

works with all his energy; and nothing can dissuade him from his 

search. 

J. T. McCullen notes in his article 'Two Quests for Truth: 

King Oedipus and Winterset" that Oedipus feels a sense of duty about 

his search for truth.^ Oedipus is persistent, even stubborn, about 

his quest; for he is obliged as a king and as a man to discover 

truth. 

Oedipus' quest for knowledge is hampered by opposition from 

those who would keep him from truth: Teiresias, Jocasta, and the 

Shepherd. So strong is the conflict between Oedipus and his oppon

ents that the very plot of the drama relies upon their disputes. 

In his introduction to Aristotle's Poetics Francis Fergusson ob-
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serves that "each episode is a dispute between Oedipus and one of his 

antagonists about the quest for the slayer, and each one ends as the 

disputants fail to agree, and new facts are brought to light."^^ 

Through these disputes between Oedipus and the antagonists who oppose 

his search for truth, the tragedy of Oedipus is gradually and ironi

cally unfolded. The result of the arguments between Oedipus and his 

opponents is the discovery of truth. Because of his disputes with 

Teiresias, Jocasta, and the old Shepherd, Oedipus gradually passes 

from ignorance to knowledge. 

Oedipus begins his search for knowledge in complete ignorance. 

In an effort to gain knowledge, he first seeks help at the oracle of 

Apollo. Once he receives the message from the oracle that he must 

rid the city of the murderer of Laius, Oedipus seeks the information 

which will lead him to the discovery of the criminal. He calls upon 

Teiresias, the prophet of Thebes, in an effort to gain knowledge 

which will lead him to the accomplishment of his duty, \\hen Oedipus 

solicits the aid of Teiresias, he encounters his first opposition in 

the search for truth. The prophet refuses to reveal the information 

he has concerning the murderer of Laius, for he knows that the revela

tion of his knowledge will destroy Oedipus. Teiresias says to Oedipus 

and the Chorus: "All of you here know nothing. / I will not bring to 

the light of day my troubles."^^ Enraged at Teiresias' refusal to 

speak the truth, Oedipus insults the prophet and accuses him of 

criminal intent. Teiresias, irate because of Oedipus' rash accusa

tions, speaks the naked truth to Oedipus: "You are the land's 

file:////hen
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pollution." Oedipus is shocked by Teiresias' statement of truth; 

he does not believe the prophet. Oedipus tauii teiresias and makes 

light of his ability to discern truth. Oedipu , who has always 

gloried in his ability to discover truth and solve mysteries, reminds 

his listeners, both the Chorus and the audience, that he, not Teiresias, 

possessed the knowledge vdiich solved the riddle of the Sphinx and 

saved the city. Oedipus chides Teiresias for inadequate knowledge: 

When the dark singer, 
the sphinx, was in your country, did you speak 
word of deliverance to its citizens? 
And yet the riddle's answer was not the province 
of a chance comer. It was a prophet's task 
and plainly you had not such gift of prophecy 
from birds nor otherwise from any God 
to glean a word of knowledge. But I came, 
Oedipus, who knew nothing, and I stopped her. 
I solved the riddle by my wit alone. 
Mine was no knowledge got from birds.^^ 

Teiresias responds to the king's chastisement by warning 

Oedipus: 'Tou have your eyes but see not where you are / in sin, nor 

7f\ 
where you live, nor whom you live with." Teiresias tells Oedipus 

that he does not have true knowledge about his birth or present situa

tion. The prophet warns Oedipus: "Unknowing / You are an enemy to 
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kith and kin / in death, beneath the earth, and in this life." ' 

The Chorus, like Oedipus, does not believe the admonitions of 

Teiresias. The Chorus believes in Oedipus' power to solve mysteries, 

for it has seen proof of the king's power in his encounter with the 

Sphinx. In a speech praising the knowledge of the gods and support

ing the ability of Oedipus to solve riddles and discover truth, the 

Chorus sings: 
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Truly Zeus and Apollo are wise 
and in human things all knowing; 
but amongst men there is no 
distinct judgment, between the prophet 
and me--which of us is right. 
One man imiy pass another in wisdom 
but I would never agree 
with those who find fault with the king 
till I should see the word 
proved right beyond doubt. For once 
in visible form tlie Sphinx 
came on him and all of us 
saw his wisdom and in that test 
he saved the city. So he will 
not be condemned by my mind.28 

Doubtful of Teiresias' revelation that the king himself is the 

polluter of Thebes, Oedipus attempts to explain why the prophet would 

attack him with accusations. To Oedipus' mind, the only explanation 

is that Teiresias and Creon are conspiring to destroy him. Oedipus 

quickly accuses Creon of conspiring with Teiresias. Creon maintains 

that he is innocent; and in logical refutation, he warns Oedipus not 

to judge on opinion, but to seek truth. Creon advises Oedipus: 

But do not charge me on obscure opinion 
without some proof to back it. It's not just 
lightly to count your knaves as honest men, 
nor honest men as knaves.29 

The Chorus joins with Creon in advising Oedipus not to judge purely 

on opinion: 

He has been your friend before all men's eyes- do not cast 
him away dishonored on an obscure conjecture. 

Oedipus turns aside from his accusations of Creon and Teiresias 

and begins once more his search for the murderer of Laius. He gains 

from his wife Jocasta a description of the place where Laius was killed. 

Realizing that he has killed a man at the crossroads where three roads 
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came together, Oedipus begins to fear. For the first time, he gives 

voice to his feeling of ignorance: "0 god, I think I have called 

curses on myself in ignorance."^^ Oedipus admits for the first time 

that his knowledge is incomplete. Once he realizes that he is lack

ing in knowledge, he can begin to search for truth successfully, even 

if the knowledge which he seeks brings him to ruin. 

Jocasta assures Oedipus that he cannot be the murderer; for, 

according to report, Laius was set upon by a group of highwaymen 

rather than by a lone assailant. But as the search for truth advances 

and as the possibility that Oedipus could indeed be the murderer de

velops, Jocasta urges him to give up his search for knowledge. Jocasta 

opposes the quest for truth: "I beg you--do not hunt this out--I beg 
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you." But Oedipus, intent upon knowing truth, answers: "I will not 

be persuaded to let be / the chance of finding out the whole thing 

clearly."^^ 

Oedipus is so intent upon the quest for truth that his adver

saries, Teiresias and Jocasta, cannot deter him from his path. Not 

even the Herdsman, who had been charged with casting the infant 

Oedipus out to perish, can withstand the demands of the king to know 

the truth. Oedipus brings the Herdsman in from the country and in

terrogates him. The Herdsman begs the king to cease his investiga

tion: "0 master, please--I beg you, master, please / do not ask me 

more."^ But Oedipus insists upon knowing, and he threatens the life 

of the Herdsman for his unwillingness to give information. When the 

Herdsman at last admits under threat of death that Oedipus is the son 
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of Laius, Oedipus learns at last the truth of his own identity. He 

recognizes that he is both son and murderer of Laius. The king 

laments: 

0, 0, 0, they will all come, 
all conrc out clearly! Light of the sun, let me 
look upon you no more after today.' 
I who first saw the light bred of a match 
accursed, and accursed in my living 

with them I lived with, cursed in my killing. 

Wretched because of the knowledge of his own identity, Oedipus 

blinds himself to the world and spends the last days of his life in 

introspection. Oedipus comes at last through many obstacles to knowl

edge. Through his suffering, he comes to enlightenment; and through 

his suffering, he gains an understanding of truth. He learns about 

himself and about the world. Oedipus passes from faulty opinion to 

right reason. 

The concept of knowledge which Aeschylus, Sophocles, and other 

contemporary dramatists presented on stage was also the central point 

of emphasis in the teachings of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. To 

the philosophers as to the playwrights, the problem of knowledge was 

a matter of ethical and moral consideration. The playwrights treated 

the problem of knowledge symbolically through character and imagina

tion. The philosophers, on the other hand, approached the problem 

of knowledge intellectually and analytically. Like the poets, the 

philosophers related knowledge to behavior; and like the dramatists, 

the teachers concentrated on ethical rather than physical inquiry. 

The distinct characteristic of Greek philosophy, as it is expressed 
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by Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, is that the noblest activity of 

man is the pursuit of knowledge. 

The whole of Socrates' theory of knowledge is bound up in 

ethical and moral considerations. In the Meno Socrates equates 

knowledge with virtue. According to Professor Zeller in his study 

entitled Socrates and the Socratio Schools, so integrated were the 

concepts of knowledge and virtue in Socrates' mind that "he is unable 

to distinguish between morality and knowledge, and can neither imagine 

knowledge without virtue, nor virtue without knowledge."^^ 

For Socrates, as Zeller notes, "knowledge is the root of all 

moral action; want of knowledge is the cause of every vice." In 

Socrates' view, the knowledge which a man needs in order to direct 

his action properly is the knowledge of good and evil. In the Meno, 

Socrates states: "And the only right guides are knowledge and true 

opinion--these are the guides of man; for things which happen by 

chance are not under the guidance of man: but the guidance of man 
TO 

are true opinion and knowledge." ° 

The knowledge which Socrates considers to be the guide for 

human behavior is practical wisdom. In a book, Socratio Humanism, 

Laszlo Versenyi observes that Socrates' principal consideration in 

the search for knowledge was the knowledge of good and evil: "The 

only knowledge that makes man good, i. e., makes him fulfill his 

nature and attain to eudaimonia, is the knowledge of good and evil. 

This is what Socrates calls sophia, phronesis, the only truly practi

cal knowledge--wisdom." 
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According to Socrates, a man must follow a method of evaluating 

concepts rationally and critically if he is to gain a knowledge of 

good and evil. Zeller observes that Socrates taught his followers to 

acquire knowledge by dealing with notions critically. Versenyi ex

plains that for Socrates the way to knowledge was through reason: 

For Socrates to know something means to be able to give rea
sons for it, to defend it by rational argument, and to demon
strate it to others. It means to hold something not as un
connected, isolated pieces of information, unsupported by 
anything else, but to hold it as a conclusion fastened by a 
long chain of reasoning to an unshakable foundation in the 
first principles whose truth can no longer be questioned. 
In contrast to opinion (right and wrong) knowledge is some
thing reflected upon, something reasoned, criticized, and 
argued, something that is not merely accepted on someone 
else's authority but appropriated by the knower himself 
through rational reflection, made by his own questioning and 
accepted on his own authority as a reflective human being."^1 

Socrates teaches that a man can come to knowledge only through 

his own efforts. Knowledge cannot be transferred from one person to 

the next. Each man, by necessity, must make his own search. The 

search for knowledge in the Socratic system begins with an admission 

of ignorance, for only when a man is conscious of his lack of knowl

edge can he seek wisdom. In order to guide his followers into a 

search for knowledge, Socrates emphasizes not only the need to admit 

ignorance but also the need to distinguish between knowledge and 

opinion. Versenyi comments on Socrates' distinction between knowl

edge and opinion: 

An opinion is any statement someone accepts and is willing 
to act on. It is whatever we believe, are convinced and 
persuaded of, hold to be properly or certainly so. Since 
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our beliefs are not always right, we have to distinguish 
between right and wrong, true and false opinion. This 
precludes the identity of opinion and knowledge, for some
thing that can be false, as can opinion, cannot without 
contradiction be called knowledge. To have false knowl
edge means to hold something to be otherwise than it is 
and that means to fail to know it, to hold an opinion about 
it rather than to have knowledge of it.^^ 

Once a man can admit his lack of knowledge or admit that he 

has mistaken opinion for knowledge, he can begin his search for 

knowledge. If he studies concepts rationally and critically, he may 

come to an understanding of truth which can guide him in the proper 

government of his affairs. Only if a man seeks knowledge of good 

and evil can he hope to attain virtue. For Socrates all virtues out

side the search and achievement of knowledge are simply applications 

of that knowledge to a particular action in human affairs. A man's 

knowledge of himself, of his limitations, is the beginning of virtue. 

A man who learns his own limits can exercise the temperance which 

should be the guide of his behavior. 

Throughout his teaching, Socrates emphasizes the importance 

of the quest for knowledge rather than the attainment of knowledge. 

At the end of his life, Socrates, who had devoted his energy and 

thought to the pursuit of knowledge, both for himself and for his 

followers, and who was called "the wisest of all men," confesses in 

the Apology of Plato: "I neither know nor think that I know.''̂ -̂  

In true humility Socrates remarks that after a lifetime of reflection 

and inquiry, his only knowledge is that he knows nothing. Yet Socra-

tes insists that the noblest endeavor and the greatest good of man 

is the quest for knowledge. In the Charmides, Socrates states, "For 
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I am persuaded that wisdom or temperance is really a great good; and 

happy are you if you possess that good."^'* 

Socrates' veneration for human reason and his insistence that 

knowledge leads to virtue passed naturally to his disciple Plato. In 

Platonic thought, as well as in Socratic thought, reason and virtue 

are equated. In Right Reason iii this English Renaissance Robert Hoopes 

observes that for Plato "the truly rational man is also the truly 

virtuous man.""*^ For Socrates, philosophy, or the love of wisdom, is 

pursued in order to determine a suitable pattern for conduct. For 

Plato, as well, philosophy serves as a guide to action. In his book 

PIatonism and Its Influence A. E. Taylor notes that in Platonic thought 

philosophy is needed for the direction of life: "The whole object of 

philosophy is to lead us into a sure and abiding knowledge of good and 

evil, and so to make our judgment and the conduct which ensues from it, 

sound, and to restore the soul to health and unity with itself."^" 

Plato regards reason as the highest faculty of man, and he as

serts that man should rely on reason rather than sensation in order 

to perceive truth and gain a knowledge of good and evil. In the Laws, 

Plato sees man as a puppet pulled in opposite directions by the cords 

and strings which are attached to him. Plato advises that there is a 

cord which "man ought to grasp and never let go, but to pull with it 

against all the rest; and this is the sacred and golden cord of reason."^^ 

It is through reliance upon the "golden cord of reason"^^ that 

man can attain the highest state of existence--the ideal state of true 

beauty. The more complete a man's reliance upon reason, the more 
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likely he is to acquire knowledge, the element of the soul. 

Plato argues that through reason man may gain an understanding 

of the intellectual world or the realm of the soul. On the other 

hand, if a man relies upon passion or sensation, his understanding is 

limited to the visible world, llie man governed by passion operates 

only with a set of opinions based upon the imperfect visible world of 

objects; he is deprived of an understanding of truth. In The Republic, 

Plato explains his idea that within man there are the elements of rea

son and sensation. He states that a man's bias toward reason or sensa

tion determines whether he is master or slave of his own action: "The 

meaning is, I believe, that in the human soul there is a better and 

also a worse principle; and when the better has the worse under control, 

then a man is said to be master of himself; and this is a term of 

praise: But when owing to evil education or association, the better 

principle, which is also the smaller is overwhelmed by the greater 

mass of the worse--in this case he is blamed and is called the slave 

of self and unprincipled. ""̂ 9 

Although Plato urges man to be guided by reason, he acknowl

edges that there are many whose impulses turn toward passion. Not 

every man is capable or even desirous of communion with the ideal 

world of the soul. Those who rely upon sensation cannot aspire to 

the ideal state or the "true upper worid,"^^ for reliance upon sensa

tion leads to error and prevents the exercise of reason. In The 

Republic, Plato describes those who do not seek knowledge but who 

depend on sensuality: 
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Those then who know not wisdom and virtue, and are always 
busy with gluttony and sensuality, go down and up again as 
far as the mean; and in this region they move at random 
throughout life, but they never pass into the true upper 
world; thither they neither look, nor do they ever find 
their way, neither are they truly filled with true being, 
nor do they taste of pure and abiding pleasure. Like 
cattle, with their eyes always looking down and their 
heads stooping to the earth, that is, to the dining table, 
they fatten and feed and breed, and, in their excessive 
love of these delights, they kick and butt at one another 
with horns and hoofs which are made of iron; and they kill 
one another by reason of their insatiable lust. For they 
fill themselves with that which is not substantial, and 
the part of themselves which they fill is also unsubstan
tial and incontinent.^^ 

Those who rely upon sensuality are destined to live lives of 

incontinence and temporal delights, deceived by appearances in the 

world of objects. But those who follow reason in the pursuit of wis

dom can aspire to an understanding of the essence of soul. Those who 

seek truth can achieve a knowledge of appearance and reality. Plato 

discusses the rewards for those who seek knowledge: 

And have we not a right to say in his defense, that the 
true lover of knowledge is always striving after being--
that is his nature; he will not rest in the nultiplicity 
of individuals which is an appearance only, but will go 
on--the keen edge will not be blunted, nor the force of 
his desire abate until he has attained the laiowledge of 
the true nature of every essence by a sympathetic and 
kindred power in the soul, and by that power drawing 
near and mingling and becoming incorporate with very be
ing, having begotten mind and truth, he will have knowl
edge and will live and grow truly, and then, and not till 
then, will he cease from travail.^^ 

In Platonic thought it is not sufficient for a man merely to 

perceive truth. He must also be able to define truth, or the idea of 

good, rationally; and he must be able to defend it logically. Only 
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when a man can perceive, define, and defend truth can he be said to 

have achieved the ideal state: "Until a person is able to abstract 

and define rationally the idea of good, and unless he can run the 

gauntlet of all objections, and is ready to disprove them, not by ap

peals to opinion but to absolute truth, never faltering at any step 

of the argument--unless he can do all this, you would say that he 

knows neither the idea of good nor any other good; he apprehends only 

a shadow, if anything at all, which is given by opinion and not by 

science."53 

Once a man has perceived truth and has defended it logically, 

he must apply it; for in Platonic thought knowledge requires action. 

To Plato's mind a man is required not only to seek knowledge; he is 

required to apply it as well. As Hoopes observes, for Plato, "reason, 

in its noblest state, involves doing good as well as discovering 

truth.' The truly virtuous man applies reason to action. 

The noblest man in Plato's view is one who truly loves knowl

edge, who disciplines his passions through the exercise of reason, who 

recognizes the existence of absolute beauty, who applies his reason to 

the proper government of affairs. Tlie wisest man is able to distin

guish between appearance and reality, and he is able to distinguish 

the object from the idea. Tlie man who properly manages his private 

and public affairs concentrates his attention on the ideal, the source 

of all knowledge and virtue: "But whether true or false, my opinion 

is that in the world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, 

and is seen only with an effort; and when seen, is also inferred to 
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be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent of 

light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the im

mediate source of reason and truth in the intellectual; and this is 

the power upon which he who would act rationally either in public or 

private life must have his eye fixed. "^^ 

Plato admits that philosophers, lovers of wisdom, make up 

only a small part of humanity; but Plato selects the philosophers to 

serve as the guardians of his ideal State in The Republic. The man 

who is ruled by reason is best able to guide others. The citizens 

of the State benefit from the wisdom and discipline of the guardians 

or leaders. With reasonable direction and proper education, all mem

bers of the State may improve and progress toward knowledge: "Also, 

I said, the State, if once started well, moves with accumulating force 

like a wheel. For good nurture and education implant good constitu

tions, and these good constitutions taking root in a good education 

inprove more and more, and this improvement affects the breed in 

man as in other animals."^" 

Plato's Republic is the ideal society directed by philosophers 

v^o revere knowledge. The guardian-philosophers encourage the citi

zenry to follow reason, for the society is but a reflection of its 

citizens. Only if the citizens seek improvement through reason can 

the society hope to arrive at an understanding of ideal goodness. 

The ethical society, like the individual virtuous man, must first 

seek knowledge. For the society, as for the individual, the begin

ning of virtue is knowledge: "First among the virtues found in 
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the State, wisdom comes into view."^^ The identification of virtue 

and knowledge applies to the State as well as to individual consti

tutions. Throughout his works, Plato urges man to seek the way of 

reason in both public and private affairs in order to guarantee 

virtue in individuals and in society. 

Aristotle, like his teacher Plato, believes that knowledge 

leads man to happiness. The greatest good and hence the greatest 

happiness for man lies in the acquisition of wisdom. Although he 

questions many of the philosophic principles of Plato and rejects 

much in Socratic thought, Aristotle concurs with the Greek tradition 

that ethics and knowledge are inextricably related. Like the Greek 

teachers who preceded him, Aristotle asserts that knowledge and vir

tue are one and that the proper end of thought is action. In the 

Nicomachean Ethics, his most comprehensive statement on the value 

of knowledge, Aristotle identifies knowledge and virtue: "It is 

clear, then, . . . that it is not possible to be good in the strict 

sense without practical wisdom, nor practically wise without moral 
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virtue."*'° Throughout the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle emphasizes 

the strong correspondence between virtue and knowledge. In his 

study Aristotle on Practical Knowledge and Weakness of Will Ronald 

Ehiitri Milo observes that "the aim of moral philosophy, for Aris

totle, is to acquire practical wisdom.' 

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle attempts to define what 

he means by practical wisdom: 
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Regarding practical wisdom we shall get at the truth by 
considering who are the persons we credit with it. Now 
it is thought to be the mark of a man of practical wis
dom to be able to deliberate well about what is good 
and expedient for himself, not in some particular re
spect, e. g. about what sorts of things conduce to the 
good life, to health, or to strength, but about what 
sorts of things conduce to the good life in general 
. . . It follows that in the general sense also the man 
who is capable of deliberating well has practical wis
dom. ̂ 0 

To Aristotle practical knowledge is the exercise of reason in a 

matter of choice or deliberation. The knowledge which is used in 

making choices is directly related to virtue. Aristotle asserts 

that virtue is choice based upon rational principles: "Virtue, then, 

is a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean, i. e. 

the mean relative to us, this being determined by rational principle 

and by that principle by which the man of practical wisdom would 

determine it."^^ 

Choice for the virtuous man is based upon rational principles. 

In order to make a good choice, man must rely on reason, the highest 

virtue. Only through reason can man approach practical wisdom and 

hence come to happiness as a result of his choices. By the careful 

exercise of reason, man can live in accordance with the highest vir

tue and consequently achieve the highest good, happiness. In the 

Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes of the correspondence between 

virtue and reason: "If happiness is activity in accordance with 

virtue, it is reasonable that it should be in accordance with the 

highest virtue; and this will be that of the best thing in us. 

Whether it be reason or that element which is thought to be our 
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natural ruler and guide and to take thought of things noble and 

divine, whether it be itself also divine or only the most divine 

element in us, the activity of this in accordance with its proper 

virtue will be perfect happiness."^^ Aristotle further asserts that 

reason is the element most natural and most pleasant to man. "That 

which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant 

for each thing; for man, therefore, the life according to reason is 

best and pleasantest, since reason more than anything else is man. 

This life therefore is also the happiest.""^ 

Practical wisdom, for Aristotle, cannot be separated from 

action. Knowledge manifests itself in action. Aristotle states that 

"practical wisdom, then, must be reasoned and true state of capacity 

to act with regard to human goods." He observes also that "fur

ther a man has practical wisdom not by knowing only but by being 

able to act.""^ In Aristotelian thought, the man who knows and acts 

according to reason with regard to human good is the philosopher. 

Tlie philosopher allows reason to govern both his thought and 

his action. Because of his reliance upon reason, the philosopher 

attains the supreme excellence in life, happiness. Aristotle notes 

that the reasonable man is the most fortunate man, honored by mor

tals and the gods: 

Now he who exercises his reason and cultivates it seems 
to be both in the best state of mind and most dear to 
the gods. For if the gods have any care of human af
fairs, as they are thought to have, it would be reason
able both that they should delight in that which was 
best and most akin to them (i. e. reason) and that they 
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should reward those who love and honor this most, as 
caring for the things that are dear to them and acting 
rightly and nobly. And that all these attributes 
belong to the philosopher is manifest. He, therefore, 
is the dearest to the gods. And he is that who will 
presumably be also the happiest; so that in this way 
too the philosopher will more than any other be happy.^^ 

The assertion that the greatest happiness for man depends 

upon a strong reliance on reason is not only typical of Aristotelian 

philosophy, but representative of all classical Greek thought. Aes

chylus and Sophocles warn again and again in their dramas that the 

man who forsakes reason or who mistakes opinion for knowledge negoti

ates his own disaster. Socrates and Plato, as well as Aristotle, 

advise repeatedly that man must hold fast to the "golden cord of 

reason" if he is to avoid suffering and achieve happiness. 

The central theme of Greek drama and philosophy throughout 

the fifth century is the veneration of reason through which man 

gains both knowledge and virtue. As both the dramatists and phi

losophers illustrate, the purpose of life is the discovery of truth. 

The value which the ancients attached to the search for knowledge 

and their ideas concerning knowledge have found new expression and 

variation in each century since the golden age of Greece. 



CHAPTER II 

TIE MEDIEVAL CONCEPT OF KNOWLEDGE 

To the succeeding ages the ancient Greeks bequeathed a rich 

legacy of philosophy. For the Greeks, the purpose of philosophy 

was the quest for knowledge. Reason provided the means for acquir

ing knowledge. For the ages which followed antiquity, the purpose 

of philosophy remained the discovery of truth. But each succeeding 

age sought a new method for acquiring knowledge, and each age ad

vanced a new definition of knowledge. Frequently the new concepts 

and new definitions had their roots in the classical view. The con

cept of laiowledge which was developed during the Middle Ages was but 

a step away from the pagan philosophies of Plato and Aristotle. 

During the Middle Ages, serious thinkers, many of whom had 

been schooled in classical Greek teachings, turned to the new and 

compelling force of Christianity. With the impact of Christianity, 

thoughtful men turned to theology rather than pure philosophy. Study 

centered upon the knowledge of God rather than on the knowledge of 

man or knowledge of the world of objects. The means of discovering 

truth during the medieval period emphasized revelation rather than 

reason. Medieval thinkers preached faith rather than dialectics and 

revelation rather than reason. Every philosophical concept took on 

37 
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religious significance. 

Because of the emergence of Christianity during the Middle 

Ages, leaders of the church became prominent philosophers. From the 

time of Augustine in the fourth century through the time of Saint 

Tliomas Aquinas at the twilight of the Middle Ages, the medieval con

cept of knowledge was governed by religious doctrine. 

The religious philosophy of the early Middle Ages is best 

expressed in the \>rritings of Saint Augustine, who was bom midway 

through the fourth century in North Africa. As Maurice De Wulf ob

serves in his Histor\^ of Mediaeval Philosophy, Augustine "was situ

ated at the summit of the ridge which separates antiquity from the 

Middle Ages." From his unique place in history, Augustine drew 

from the reservoir of philosophy which the ancients had left; and, 

as De Wulf notes, "Augustine sums up and condenses in his works a 

great part of the intellectual treasure of the ancient world." 

Although Augustine, son of a pagen father and Christian mother, 

studied and appreciated the ancients, he did not adopt the Greek 

point of view. He added his own definition and interpretation to 

the classical concept of knowledge. Eugene Rice notes Augustine's 

variation of the Greek formula for knowledge: "Yet Augustine's 

idea of wisdom is a radical metamorphosis of the antique conception. 

Like any creative thinker he used the past as a storehouse to be 

plundered; and he mastered it by the familiar double process of 

omission and positive reinterpretation. He selected from among the 

varieties of ancient wisdom those definitions he thought useful to 
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his own purpose. The rest he rejected."'̂  

By studying and selecting from the Greek teachings on wisdom, 

Augustine gained a philosophical background for his own concept of 

knowledge. To the teachings which he gleaned from the ancients, par

ticularly from Plato, Augustine added principles of the Christian 

religion. He became the first Christian philosopher. In his study 

Augustine's Quest of Wisdom, Vernon J. Bourke observes that Augustine 

joins the precepts of classical philosophy to the doctrines of 

Christianity: "Yet it was Augustine who first wrought out a real 

synthesis of Christian wisdom as combined with what was true and best 
4 

in the richest elements of Greek philosophy." 

From the moment of his conversion to Christianity, Augustine 

became the champion of the Catholic Church. Frequently he defended 

Catholic orthodoxy against the attacks of those whom he considered 

heretics; and often he refuted the teachings of the ancients, who 

lacked the enlightenment of Christianity. In his arguments against 

heretics and pagans, Augustine fused philosophy and theology. Pro

fessor De Wulf comments on the inseparable union of philosophy and 

theology in Saint Augustine's thought: "We are thus in presence, 

not of two objective orders, philosophy on the one hand and theology 

on the other, which the mind calmly studies in turn, and each of 

which has its autonomous significance, but rather in presence of one 

great whole, in which the two points of view intertwine, compene-

trate, and complete each other."^ 
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To Saint Augustine, both philosophy and theology are directed 

toward the discovery of truth; and, as Robert Hoopes notes, the quest 

for truth is associated with God, the source of truth: "For Augus

tine the objects of philosophy are truth and felicity, and these are 

inseparable in their embodiment of the meaning of life. Philosophy 

and religion unite in Augustine's concept of Truth, so that whenever 

he thinks of Truth, his thought passes immediately to God, who is 

the source of Truth." Augustine conceives of wisdom as the goal of 

both philosophy and theology; and Rice observes that "Augustine's 

wisdom is thus fundamentally Christian insight indistinguishable from 

religion."' 

Throughout his writings. Saint Augustine speaks of wisdom as 

the attribute of God. In early works written shortly after his con

version, Augustine views God's wisdom with wonderment and awe. In 

The Confessions, he writes of the magnificence of God's wisdom in 

which all things were created: 

In this beginning, 0 God, hast Thou made heaven and 
earth--in Tliy Work, in Thy Son, in Thy Power, in Thy 
Wisdom, in Thy Truth, wondrously speaking and won
drous ly making. Who shall comprehend? Who shall re
late it? What is that which shines through me, and 
strikes my heart without injury, and I both shudder 
and bum? I shudder inasmuch as I am unlike it: and 
I b u m inasmuch as I am like it. It is Wisdom itself 
that shines through me, clearing my cloudiness, which 
again ovenvhelms me, fainting from it, in the dark
ness and amount of my punishment. For my strength is 
brought down in need, so that I cannot endure my bless
ings, until Thou, 0 Lord, who has been gracious to all 
mine iniquities, heal also all mine infirmities; be
cause Thou shalt also redeem my life from corruption, 
and crown me with Thy loving-kindness and mercy and 
shalt satisfy my desire with good things, because my 
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youth shall be renewed like the eagle's . . . Let 
him that is able hear Thee discoursing within. I will 
with confidence cry out from Thy oracle. How wonderful 
are Thy works, 0 Lord, in Wisdom hast Thou made them 
all. And this Wisdom is the Beginning, and in that 
Beginning hast Tliou made heaven and earth.° 

In his early writings Augustine, amazed by the power of the 

divine mind, dwells on the astonishing omniscience of God. In a 

passage of praise in his autobiographical Confessions, Augustine 

marvels that God knows all things as intimately as man may know a 

single psalm: 

Surely if there be a mind, so greatly abounding in 
knowledge and foreknowledge, to which all things past 
and future are so known as one psalm is well known to 
me, that mind is exceedingly wonderful, and very as
tonishing; because whatever is so past, and whatever 
is to come of after ages, is no more concealed from 
Him than was it hidden from me when singing that psalm, 
v ^ t and how much of it had been sung from the begin
ning, and what and how much remained unto the end. 
But far be it that Thou, the Creator of the universe, 
the Creator of soul and bodies--far be it that Thou 
shouldest know all things future and past. Far, far 
more wonderfully, and far more mysteriously. Thou 
knov\'est them.^ 

Throughout his early works, Augustine writes with the zeal 

of a new convert. His principal subjects are the power of God's 

wisdom and the awe which God's wisdom inspires in man. In later, 

mature works, Augustine turns his attention from sheer praise to 

the problem of fonrnilating a theory of knowledge. Like his ancient 

predecessors, Augustine relates knowledge to virtue. He believes 

that only the righteous man may aspire to knowledge. In his essay 

"On the Nforals of the Catholic Church," Augustine states the neces

sity for righteousness in the quest for knowledge: "Diligence and 
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piety are both necessary: on the one hand, we must have knowledge 

to find truth, and, on the other hand, we must deserve to get the 

knowledge."^^ 

Also like his predecessors, Augustine believes that knowledge 

is prerequisite to proper conduct. Vemon Bourke observes Augus

tine's application of knowledge to virtuous behavior: "Augustine 

. . . was far from satisfied with simply discovering truth. Merely 

to acquire tlie knowledge of this he considered of little avail, if 

he did not also learn to live wisely thereby and so to provide for 

his own eternal happiness. His search, therefore, did not terminate 

in purely speculative truth. With that attained, he pressed eagerly 

onward to the knowledge of what is right, and of what must be taken 

into account if man would act well and live well."•'••*• In Chapter 

Twelve of his treatise On the Trinity, Augustine comments on the re

lationship between knowledge and action: "And therefore, whatsoever 

we do prudently, boldly, temperately, and justly belongs to that 

knowledge or discipline wherewith our action is conversant in avoid

ing evil and desiring good; and also whatsoever we gather by the 

knowledge that comes from inquiry, in the way of examples whether to 

be guarded against or to be imitated, and in the way necessary 

12 
proofs respecting any subject, accommodated to our use." 

Augustine concurs with the Greek notion that knowledge and 

virtue are linked, and he agrees with the Greek idea that knowledge 

and behavior are associated. He quarrels, however, with the Hellenic 

contention that the philosopher is a "lover of wisdom." Augustine 



43 

argues that "the philosopher is a lover of God."^^ The difference 

between Augustine and the Greeks on the definition of the philoso

pher is a difference of words rather than a difference of ideas, for 

Augustine holds that God is wisdom. It follows, then, that the lover 

of God and the lover of wisdom are the same. Augustine identified 

wisdom as the essence of God, not the activity of God. In On the 

Trinity, he establishes the definition of Cod as being and wisdom: 

And the knowledge of God is itself also His wisdom, 
and His wisdom is itself His essence or substance. Be
cause in the marvelous simplicity of that nature, it 
is not one thing to be wise and another to be, but to 
be wise is to be . . . But our knowledge is in most 
things capable both of being lost and of being recov
ered, because to us to be is not the same as to know or 
to be wise in tliat which we have learned from elsewhere. 
Therefore, as our knowledge is unlike that knowledge of 
God, so is our word also, which is bom from our knowl
edge, unlike that word of God which is bom from the 
essence of the Father. And this is as if I should say, 
bom from the Father's knowledge, from the Father's 
wisdom; or still more exactly, from the Father who is 
knowledge, from the Father who is wisdom.-'-'̂  

In developing his ideas concerning the quest for truth, Augus

tine separates knowledge into two types, temporal knowledge and eternal 

knowledge. Tenporal knowledge is the province of man; and eternal 

knowledge, or wisdom as Augustine defines it, is the realm of God. 

In his essay On the Trinity, Augustine states that there are higher 

reason and lower reason. The two levels of reason are but two 

natures within one mind. Lower reason belongs to temporal action, 

and higher reason belongs to contemplation of eternal truths. Augus

tine writes, "We precisely should refer knowledge to things human, 

and wisdom to things divine." 
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Augustine distinguishes between the two types of knowledge, 

but he considers that both temporal knowledge and etemal knowledge 

are products of God's grace. Temporal knowledge comes to man through 

exercise of reason, which is a gift of God. Etemal knowledge, or 

wisdom, comes to man through faith in God. God has endowed man with 

intelligence for a two-fold purpose. Because of his intelligence, 

man may come to understand his world; and he may aspire to divine 

contemplation in the after-world. In The^ City of God, Augustine 

relates the possibilities for blessedness which intelligence offers: 

"For it is He Who in the beginning created the whole full of all 

visible and intelligible beings, among which He created nothing 

better than those spirits whom He endowed with intelligence, and 

made capable of contemplating and enjoying Him, and united in our 

society, which we call the holy and heavenly city, and in which the 

material of their sustenance and blessedness is God Himself, as it 

17 were, their common food and nourishment." 

God is the center of Augustine's theory of knowledge. God is 

the source and object of all wisdom. De Wulf notes that for Augus

tine "all knowledge is reduced to God, and He is the centre of pre-

spective towards which all Augustine's speculative thought is direc-

ted." Augustine believes that the intelligence which God has 

granted to man should lead to etemal truths. Through God's grace, 

man is given reason and understanding; and these gifts should fix 

the mind upon God. Each man, according to his understanding, can 

come to an awareness of God's wisdom. In The City of God, Augustine 
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praises the capacity of man's rational nature: 

It is Ife, then, Wlio has given to the human soul and mind, 
in which reason and understanding lie as if they were 
asleep during infancy, and as if they were not destined, 
however, to be awakened and exercised as years increase, 
so as to become capable of knowledge and of receiving in
struction, fit to understand wliat is true and to love 
what is good. It is by this capacity the soul drinks in 
wisdom, and becomes endowed with those virtues by which, 
in prudence, fortitude, temperance, and righteousness, it 
makes war upon error and the other inborn vices, and con
quers them all by fixing its desires upon no other than 
the supreme and unchangeable God."^^ 

By exercise of rational nature, Augustine does not mean merely 

analysis or speculation; rather he insists that faith in God must be 

joined to reason. For Augustine, truth cannot be discovered empiri

cally. He remarks in On the Trinity "that a certain faith is in some 

20 
way the starting-point of knowledge." In his introduction to the 

writings of Saint Augustine, iNhitney Gates observes that in order to 

find truth, Augustine "starts from within and from illumination in 

man's soul which God has planted there." The discovery of truth 

for Augustine begins with the inner experience of divine illumination. 

Truth comes from within, not from without. Christ illuminates the 

soul of man, and man may know truth only by relying upon the illumi

nating power of Christ. In his essay Concerning the Teacher, Augus

tine explains his mystical view that Christ teaches man about wisdom 

from within the soul: "But referring now to all things which we 

understand, we consult, not the speaker who utters words, but the 

guardian-truth within the mind itself, because we have perhaps been 

reminded by the words to do so. Moreover, He who is consulted 



46 

teaches; for He wlio is said to reside in the interior man is Christ, 

that is, the unchangeable excellence of fjod and His everlasting wis-

22 
dom, which every rational soul does indeed consult." Rice notes 

that in Augustine's thought "one becomes wise not by any natural 

23 
light but by an illuminated participation in the divine light." 

Only through faith and divine illumination can man aspire to the 

blessedness of the supreme good, contemplation of the divine. 

Augustine asserts that God desires every man to commune with 

Him in etemal happiness. But, Augustine argues, God has granted man 

free will; and consequently He does not demand man's participation in 

higher knowledge. In "On the Spirit and the Letter" Augustine writes, 

"God no doubt wishes all men to be saved and to come into knowledge 

of the truth; but yet not so as to take away from them free will, for 

the good or the evil use of which they may be most righteously judged."^^ 

The exercise of will determines man's salvation or damnation, 

Augustine states. Man must choose to submit to God; he must choose 

to do good works if he is to achieve wisdom. Man must direct his 

will toward goodness: but in order to direct his will toward good

ness, man must have God's help. Alone, man cannot aspire to wisdom; 

but through God's aid and guidance, he may approach goodness and 

wisdom. Robert Hoopes explains that "for the attainment of wisdom, 

by which Augustine means not accurate knowledge but regeneration of 

the whole man, what is needed is a radical redirection of the will 

and affections to the great task of imitating Christ."^^ Regenera

tion, for Augustine, depends on the will to perform good deeds. 
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Hoopes remarks that by good deeds, Augustine "is not thinking of a 

series of isolated phenomena . . . but of the natural activity of 

man in accordance with the highest principle in him, the principle of 

reason.' By admission of faith and exercise of reason, man may 

discipline his will to imitate Ciirist. He may harmonize his will 

with the will of God and thus approach salvation and etemal wisdom. 

Augustine views wisdom or knowledge of truth as the naturally 

desired end of man. The search for wisdom, the summum bonum, links 

man to God and brings joy in both this world and the world to come. 

Augustine charts the path which leads man at last to wisdom. Rice 

summarizes Augustine's progress toward wisdom in seven steps: 

Seven ascending steps lead to it: a fear of God; pietas, 
the wxDrship of God, a submission to the teachings oT 
Scripture and the rejection of the wisdom of the world; 
scientis, now significantly redefined as a knowledge of 
Scripture whose fruit is a humble love of God and one's 
neighbor for the sake of God; fortitude, which is the 
strength to turn away from human, temporal things to 
etemal things, that is to say, the immutable and single 
Trinity: consilium, works of charity to others; and 

furgatio cordis, a cleansing of the heart and soul which eaves only a single devotion to the truth through faith. 
By these stages man rises to the seventh and last, to 
Wisdom itself, and becomes wise in the peaceful contem
plation and enjoyment of God.^^ 

Augustine admits that not every man is willing to ascend the 

seven steps which lead to wisdom. Not everyone wishes to yield to 

divine illumination; not everyone desires participation in God's 

wisdom. But for the philosopher, the lover of God who seeks His 

wisdom, there is the reward of true blessedness. Bourke remarks 

that Augustine teaches perhaps his greatest lesson when he advances 
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the concept tliat knowledge is achieved only after an earnest and 

sincere quest and only as a result of God's help: "Perhaps the 

greatest lesson that Augustine has to teach is that wisdom and true 

happiness are not to be bought, or handed over by other creatures 

like a chattel, but are solely the result of divinely aided, personal 

effort. Each man may reach a different degree of understanding of 

his own nature and its destiny--such understanding is always the cul-

mination of a private and somewhat solitary quest of wisdom." ° 

In Saint Augustine, the cause of Christianity found a strong 

and persuasive voice during the early Middle Ages. Augustine took 

his role as explicator and defender of the faith seriously, and he 

attempted with all his energy to develop and transmit the Christian 

doctrine philosophically. His labors were readily rewarded, for his 

writings were incorporated into the dogma of the Catholic Church. His 

works were considered authoritative almost from the moment of composi

tion. Augustine's Christian philosophy became a corollary of the 

Scriptures. His theory of knowledge ranked with the ancient teachings 

on wisdom. Augustine's concept of knowledge, based upon reason and 

divine illumination, was a doctrine accepted almost without question 

for centuries. By the end of the fifth century, no man could claim 

to be educated in philosophical ideas if he had not studied the works 

of Saint Augustine. 

During the sixth century, Boethius, a classical scholar and 

Christian humanist who had read and appreciated the ideas of Saint 

Augustine, emerged to provide the Middle Ages with translations of 
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ancient texts and with a work of Christian philosophy. Boethius was 

intimately acquainted with the ideas of classical writers; and he 

was profoundly influenced by the ancients, particularly Aristotle. 

So familiar was Boethius with the ideas of antiquity that he intended 

to translate the complete works of Plato and Aristotle, and he in

tended to show that their \^itings were in basic accord. Although 

he did not complete the task of translating all the works of Plato 

and Aristotle, Boethius did translate a great body of Greek philoso

phy; it was largely through his scholarship that Aristotelianism 

exerted great influence on the Middle Ages. 

Boethius accepted literally the ancient principle that right 

reason leads to right action, and he attempted to live the exemplary 

life described by the Greeks. Boethius was bom into a patrician 

family. He was advanced politically because of the excellence of his 

character and the flexibility of his mind. Once he achieved im

portant public office, Boethius labored to fulfill the role of the 

guardian-philosopher which Plato had prescribed in The Republic. 

In The Wisdom of Boethius, Gerald Vann comments on Boethius' efforts 

to satisfy the demands of public office with wisdom: "It was his 

personal ambition, when holding high office, to enact the Platonist 

idea of the philosopher-king: to make sure that power should be 

put to the service of wisdom, not of short-sighted knowledge or 

folly."2^ 

Boethius' philosophical attitude toward public service did 

not spare him the suspicion and ruthlessness of politicians. His 



50 

tenure in high office was cut short when he was accused of conspiracy 

against the king. He was condemned and imprisoned; eventually he was 

executed. 

During his imprisonment, Boethius had the opportunity to write; 

and his exi^jeriences and thoughts during imprisonment are recorded in 

his philosophical treatise. The Consolation of Philosophy. Although 

he had excelled in classical scholarship and public service, Boethius 

offered his greatest contribution to the Middle Ages with The Consola

tion of Philosophy. 

In his introduction to the works of Boethius, Richard Green 

notes that "The Consolation of Philosophy was one of the most popular 

and influential books in Western Europe from the time it was written, 

in 524, until the end of the Renaissance."^^ Green explains the ap

peal of Th£ Consolation of_ Philosophy among medieval readers: "For 

the reader of the Christian Middle Ages, Th£ Consolation of Philoso

phy celebrated the life of the mind, or reason, and the possibility 

of its ultimate victory over the misfortunes and frustrations which 

attend fallen man's pursuit of transitory substitutes for the 

M31 
Supreme Good which alone can satisfy human desires." 

Nfedieval readers readily accepted Boethius' Consolation of 

Philosophy, for it represented Christian philosophy in its purest 

form. They valued Boethius' discussion of human happiness and his 

concept of knowledge because, as Green indicates, "Boethius had 

personally tested the power of wisdom to free the mind from the bond

age imposed by its own failures as well as forces of evil outside 
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itself."^2 

In The Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius presents his con

cept of knowledge and his ideas concerning human happiness in the form 

of a dialogue with Lady Philosophy. He begins the dialogue with Lady 

Philosophy while he is in the most abject of human circumstances. He 

has been publicly humiliated, stripped of his worldly possessions, 

and jailed. In his confinement, he doubts the justice of life; and 

he questions whether man may achieve happiness in a world of misfortune 

and suffering. To his anguished complaints that he has been unfairly 

treated. Lady Philosophy answers that the cure for misery lies within 

his grasp. She advises him, "But be grateful to the Giver of health 

that nature has not entirely forsaken you. For you have the best 

medicine for your health in your grasp of truth about the way the 

world is govemed."^"^ Lady Philosophy warns Boethius that "it is 

the nature of men's minds that when they throw away the truth they 

embrace false ideas, and from these comes the cloud of anxiety which 

obscures their vision of truth." 

Still dejected despite Lady Philosophy's efforts to console 

him, Boethius rails at the blows which Fortune has dealt him. He 

laments the inconstancy of Fortune. Lady Philosophy responds by 

describing the irregular character of Fortune: "When Fortune tums 

her wheel with her proud right hand, she is as unpredictable as the 

flooding Euripus; at one moment she fiercely tears down mighty kings, 

at the next the hypocrite exalts the humbled captive. She neither 

hears nor cares about the tears of those in misery; with a hard 
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heart she laughs at the pain she causes. Ihis is the way she amuses 

herself; this is the way she shows her power. She shows her ser-

35 
vants the marvel of a man despairing and happy within a single hour." 

Having indicated the unpredictable nature of Fortune, Lady Philoso

phy admonishes Boethius that happiness does not depend on the uneven 

movement of Fortune. 

Eager to understand his own situation, Boethius asks Lady 

Philosophy about the equity of Fortune. He complains that the good 

are punished and that the evil go unchecked. Lady Philosophy re-

spends to Boethius' complaint by saying that "All fortune is good." 

She explains her assertion by revealing the purpose of Fortune: "Since 

all fortune, whether sweet or bitter, has as its purpose the reward 

or trial of good men or the correction or punishment of the wicked, it 

37 
must be good because it is clearly either just or useful." Lady 

Philosophy tells Boethius that man complains of his Fortune because 

he does not comprehend its purpose. Man cannot hope to understand 

the rise and fall of Fortune because he lacks divine wisdom. He must 

simply accept the notion that Fortune is within the control of God, 

Who orders all things to His divine knowledge. 

Lady Philosophy explains to Boethius that man frequently mis

judges the workings of Fate because he is deceived. He mistakes 

opinion for true knowledge, and consequently he falls into error. 

Lady Philosophy wams Boethius of the dangers of opinion, and she 

explains to him the distinction between opinion and knowledge: 
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Finally if anyone thinks that a thing is other than it 
actually is, he does not have knowledge, but merely a 
fallible opinion, and that is quite different from the 
truth of knowledge. So if the outcome of some future 
event is either uncertain or unnecessary, no one can 
know in advance whether or not it will happen. For 
just as true knowledge is not tainted by falsity, so 
that which is known by it cannot be otherwise than as 
it is known. And that is the reason why knowledge can 
never deceive: things ipust necessarily be as true knowl
edge knows them to be.-^^ 

Lady Philosophy insists tliat man is not the victim of Fate. 

He is not the plaything of chance, for he has the divine attribute 

of reason and the benefit of free will. When Boethius laments the 

loss of his possessions and honors and when he resents the poverty 

and ignominy of imprisonment. Lady Philosophy chides him for his 

attitude and reminds him that he still has the most sacred of his 

possessions, the gift of reason. Lady Philosophy chastizes Boethius 

for railing against Fortune and neglecting the power of reason for 

the sake of trivia: 

What an upside-down state of affairs when a man who 
is divine by his gift of reason thinks that his ex
cellence depends on the possession of lifeless bric-
a-brac I Other creatures are content with what they 
have: but yea, made in the likeness of God by virtue 
of your reason, choose ornaments for your excellent 
nature from the base things, without understanding 
how great an injury you do to your Creator. God 
wished the human race to be superior to all earthly 
things, but you have lowered your^dignity below the 
level of the most trivial things. 

Lady Philosophy celebrates the free spirit and power of 

reason. She argues that reason is not handicapped by imprisonment. 

The power of the mind and soul transcends material limitation. She 

tells Boethius, "You can never impose upon a free spirit, nor can 
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you deprive a rationally self-possessed mind of its equanimity."'*^ 

She then speaks to Boethius of the harmonizing power of fKjd's love: 

"All this harmonious order of things is achieved by love which rules 

the earth and the seas, and commands the heavens."^ She advises 

the prisoner of the possibility of happiness for the man who exer

cises reason and yields to the harmonizing power of God's love: "0 

how happy the human race would be, if that love which rules the 

heavens also ruled your souls." 

Lady Philosophy reminds Boethius tliat man has the benefit of 

free will in addition to the gift of reason. Because of his rational 

nature, man chooses his own actions. Consequently, he is not victim

ized by Fortune: "There is free will . . . and no rational nature 

can exist which does not have it. For any being, which by its nature 

has the use of reason, must also have the power of judgment by which 

it can make decisions, and by its own resources, distinguish between 

things which should be desired and things which should be avoided." 

Further, Lady Philosophy teaches, the human will is free according 

to its direction. The will disciplined by reason and directed toward 

the divine is truly free; but the will governed by passion is en

slaved: "Human souls, however, are more free while they are engaged 

in contemplation of the divine mind, and less free when they are 

joined to bodies, and still less free when they are bound by earthly 

fetters. They are in utter slavery when they lose possession of 

their reason and give themselves wholly to vice."^^ Only by proper 
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exercise of reason and proper direction of will can man hope to 

arrive at wisdom and happiness. 

Lady Philosophy promises to lead Boethius to the supreme 

good so that he may enjoy the life of true happiness. Before she 

identifies the supreme happiness, however, Lady Philosophy destroys 

the false illusions of happiness. She denies the ability of wealth, 

honor, power, fame, or bodily pleasure to lead to happiness. She 

insists that these substitutes for the supreme good lead only to 

false happiness. Tlie source of true happiness, the supreme good, 

is God: "We must agree that the most high God is full of the high

est and most perfect good. But we have already established that 

perfect good is true happiness; therefore, it follows that true 

happiness has its dwelling place in the most high God."^ 

In order to find the supreme good. Philosophy advises, man 

must look within his own being. In a speech reminiscent of Augus

tine's doctrine of divine illumination. Lady Philosophy reminds 

Boethius that truth lies within man: 'The man who searches deeply 

for truth, and wishes to avoid being deceived by false leads, must 

turn the light of his inner vision upon himself. He must guide his 

soaring thought back again and teach his spirit that it possesses 

46 hidden among its own treasures whatever it seeks outside itself." 

Through Lady Philosophy's careful instruction, Boethius gradu

ally learns about the power of reason and freedom of will. He is 

puzzled, however, about the apparent incompatibility of God's fore

knowledge and freedom of will. Toward the end of his dialogue with 
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Lady Philosophy, Boethius raises the question of the coexistence of 

man's free will and God's foreknowledge: 

There seems to be a hopeless conflict between divine 
foreknowledge of all things and freedom of the human 
will. For if God sees everything in advance and can
not be deceived in any way, whatever his Providence sees 
will happen, must happen. Therefore, if God foreknows 
eternally not only all tlie acts of men, but also their 
plans and wishes, there cannot be freedom of the will; 
for nothing whatever can be done or even desired without 
its being knoun beforehand by the infallible Providence 
of God. If things could somehow be accomplished in some 
other way than that which God foresaw, his foreknowledge 
of the future would no longer be certain. Indeed, it 
would be merely uncertain opinion: and it would be wrong 
to think that of God.'*' 

In answering Boethius' question. Lady Philosophy distinguishes 

between human knowledge and divine knowledge. She asserts that "the 

process of human reason cannot comprehend the simplicity of divine 

foreknowledge." Because of his own limited knowledge, man cannot 

understand the simplicity and perfection of God's knowledge. God's 

knowledge does not hinder man's free will, for He does not fore

ordain man's action simply because He foreknows them. Further, Lady 

Philosophy argues, God's knowledge is not limited by time and space 

as man's knowledge is. God is not restricted by man's view of time 

in the past, present, and future; rather God sees all things and 

knows all things in the "etemal present.""*^ Lady Philosophy explains 

the etemal view of the divine mind: "He sees all things in his 

etemal present as you see some things in your temporal present. 

Therefore, his divine foreknowledge does not change the nature and 

properties of things; it simply sees things present before it as they 
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will later tum out to be in what we regard as the future. His judg

ment is not confused; with a single intuition of his mind He knows 

all things that are to come, whether necessarily or not." 

Lady Philosophy informs lk)ethius that God's knowledge and man's 

free will function simultaneously and independently. God's comprehen

sion is not affected by man's changes in thought or action, and man's 

free will is not violated by God's knowledge: 

For divine Providence anticipates every future action 
and converts it to its own present knowledge. It does 
not change, as you imagine, foreknowing this or that 
in succession, but in a single instant, without being 
changed itself, anticipates and grasps your changes. 
God has this present comprehension and immediate vision 
of all things not from the outcome of future events, 
but from the simplicity of his oivn nature. In this way, 
the problem you raised a moment ago is settled. You ob
served that it would be unworthy of God if our future 
acts were said to be the cause of divine knowledge. Now 
you see that this power of divine knowledge, comprehend
ing all things as present before it, itself constitutes 
the measure of all things and is in no way dependent on 
things that happen here. . . . Since this is true, the 
freedom of the human will remains inviolate.^^ 

Once Lady Philosophy has reconciled Boethius' problem concern

ing the apparent contradiction of divine foreknowledge and free will, 

she comforts the prisoner by reminding him that God knows all things 

and judges equitably. Man is secure in God's wisdom. Lady Philoso

phy concludes her visit by urging Boethius to lift up his spirits and 

strive for virtue, for all things are known and evaluated by God's 

wisdom: 

God looks down from above, knowing all things, and 
the etemal present of his vision concurs with the 
future character of our actions, distributing rewards 
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to the good and punishments to the evil. Our hopes 
and prayers are not directed to God in vain, for if 
they are just they cannot fail. Therefore, stand firm 
against vice and cultivate virtue. Lift up your soul 
to worthy hopes, and offer humble Prayers to heaven. 
If you will face it, the necessity of virtuous action 
imposed upon you is very great, since all your actions 
are done in the sight of a Judge who sees all things.^^ 

Through lengthy dialogue, Boethius presents the passage of 

a man from dejection to consolation. Within the framework of The 

Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius comments on the necessity of 

reason in a world of disappointment and suffering; and he illustrates, 

through his personal conduct and through his philosophical attitude, 

that reason ultimately triumphs over misfortunes and leads man to 

happiness. Boethius asserts that proper knowledge persuades man to 

accept the frustrations and injustices of temporal life and to an

ticipate the blessedness and happiness of etemal life. 

In The Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius presents an elo

quent statement on the power of reason. He provides, as well, an 

articulate expression of the philosophical attitudes of medieval 

Christianity. In presenting his statement on the value of knowledge 

and Christian faith, Boethius draws together the teachings of the 

ancients and the precepts of medieval churchmen; and he establishes 

an ethical philosophy which profoundly influenced succeeding 

generations. Richard Green observes Boethius' use of past thought 

and his influence on future thought: "Boethius' work was at once 

a synthesis of the best that had been achieved before his time, and 

a new formulation of the solution that was to be part of the 
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philosophical basis of Christian ethics for over a thousand years."^"^ 

Even though Boethius preferred the authority of Aristotle to 

the Neo-Platonism of Saint Augustine, the concept of knowledge which 

he advanced in Tlie Consolation of Philosophy agrees basically with 

the ideas of Augustine; and the philosophical attitudes of both these 

early Christian thinkers were accepted for centuries. The notion 

that knowledge depends on faith and divine illumination as well as 

reason was an idea unchallenged and practically unchanged until the 

classical revival of the thirteenth century, when Saint Thomas 

Aquinas advanced a new philosophical system. 

Like Boethius, Saint Thomas Aquinas admired the teachings of 

Aristotle. Profoundly influenced by Aristotle's theory of metaphysics 

and his philosophical method. Saint Thomas developed a systematic 

philosophy based on reason. In his works, Aquinas explores the vari

ous branches of knowledge and the various ways of arriving at knowl

edge. Although Aquinas mentions knowledge in each of his works, the 

clearest record of his concept of knowledge appears in his last work, 

the Summa Theologica. 

In the Summa Theologica, Saint Thomas treats the problem of 

knowledge and develops a systematic philosophy which admits both the 

power of reason and the power of revelation. As with Augustine and 

Boethius, for Aquinas the search for knowledge begins with the re

lationship between the divine mind and the human mind. 

Like Saint Augustine, Aquinas establishes the fundamental 

difference between God's knowledge and man's knowledge. To Aquinas 
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tlie order of the universe is directed according to the wisdom of 

God; only the divine mind can fully comprehend the processes of the 

universe. Aquinas asserts in the Summa Theologica that "in God 

knowledge is consummate . . . Since Cod is at the summit of non-

materiality, he is at the summit of knowledge."^"* 

Because of his goodness and generosity, God has granted man 

the ability to gain knowledge. Aquinas states that man is like God 

intellectually. Man is made in the image of God inasmuch as he has 

reason, the attribute of God. Further, God wishes to share his 

knowledge with man. Aquinas writes in his comments on Dê  Divinis 

Nominibus that "it would scarcely accord with the character of divine 

goodness were God to keep his knowledge to himself without intimately 

disclosing himself to others, since to be generous is of the nature 

of good."^5 

Through his generosity God has granted reason to man, and 

reason teaches man that there is a mind higher than his own. In 

Summa Theologica, Aquinas observes that "man's natural reason tells 

him that he is under higher power because of tae deficiencies he feels 

in himself crying out for care and comfort. Whatever that higher may 

be, it is what all men term God."^^ Tlie limitations of the human 

mind convince man that there is a higher mind, a perfect mind. Aquinas 

writes of the necessity of a divine mind which is the source of the 

human mind: 

Above the human mind there must be set a higher mind, 
from which our mind receives its power of understanding. 
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To that which shares and which is mutable and imper
fect there must always be presupposed that which is 
perfect essentially and which is unchanging and perfect. 
The human spirit is called intellectual by sharing in 
intellectual power. A sign thereof is that the human 
spirit is partially and not wholly intellectual; also 
that it comes to an understanding of truth by research 
and discussion; also that it enjoys imperfect under
standing, for it does not understand everything, and 
even if it did there would have been a transition from 
potentiality. Therefore some higher mind must exist 
to kindle our soul into understanding.^'' 

Although he has the gift of reason and although he acknowl

edges the higher power of God, man cannot comprehend truth fully. 

Man's knowledge is naturally limited. Aquinas admits the inability 

of the human mind to understand the perfection of God solely on the 

basis of human reason: "By native power no created mind can see the 

essence of God. Knowledge implies the presence of the known in the 

knower in the knower's own way. To know subsisting being is natural 

to the divine mind alone. It is above the natural ability of the 

created mind. Therefore a created mind cannot see the divine essence 

except God by his grace shows and gives himself."^^ Aquinas proves 

the inferiority of the created mind to the divine mind by contrast

ing the limited knowledge of man to the complete knowledge of God: 

"For God the whole fullness of intellectual knowledge is contained 

in one object, namely the divine essence, in which he knows all 

things. Rational creatures achieve a lower and less simple complete

ness. IVhat he knows in single simplicity, they know in many forms. 

How a less exalted mind needs more ideas is partly illustrated by 

the fact that people of lower intelligence need to have things 
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explained to them point by point in detail, while those of stronger 

mind can grasp more from a few hints." 

Because His mind is comprehensive and etemal, God can under

stand truth completely. God sees truth as unity. Man, on the other 

hand, has a limited mind; consequently his view of truth is frag

mented. Saint Tliomas notes in his comments on Dê  Veritate that 

"truth is simply one in the divine mind, but many truths flow thence 

into the human mind." Human reason and understanding appear frail 

when they are compared to God's transcendent powers; nevertheless, 

man's intellect derives from the substance of God's mind. In his 

discussion of Aquinas, Robert Hoopes notes the correspondence between 

human reason and divine reason: "The nature of divine reason, if it 

could be fully apprehended by man, would be found to differ only in 

degree, but not in kind, from human reason; for God created man in 

his own image." 

Although human reason is inferior to divine reason, the cre

ated mind of man bears the image of the divine mind; and it enjoys 

the potential of complete knowledge and contemplation of truth in 

etemal life. Saint Thomas explains that "there is nothing that the 

divine mind does not understand actually, nor the human mind poten

tially."^^ Despite the fact that the full potential of the human 

mind cannot be realized until etemal life, reason remains man's 

godliest attribute and surest guide in temporal life. 

In demonstrating the fundamental difference between human 

reason and divine wisdom, Aquinas supports concepts which Saint 
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Augustine had advanced eight hundred years before him. Aquinas, 

however, does not agree with Saint Augustine on the nature of the 

human mind. Saint Thomas particularly disagrees with Augustine's 

assertion that within the human mind there are higher reason and 

lower reason. Quoting Saint Paul as his authority, Aquinas calls 

into question Augustine's division of reason; and he contends that 

higher and lower reason are one faculty: 

The higher and lower reason, of which Augustine speaks, 
are in no wise distinct faculties. For he says that 
by the former a man is intent on things etemal, con
templating them in themselves and consulting them for 
his rule of conduct, while by the latter he is intent 
on things temporal. Now these two, namely eternity and 
time, are so related that one is the medium in which 
the other is known. For in the order of discovery, we 
come to the knowledge of things etemal through things 
temporal, according to the words of Saint Paul, the 
things of God are clearlv seen, being understood by the 
things tTiat are~ma5e^ Uri the other hand, in the oFder 
of interpretation, we judge of temporal things in the 
light of eternity and dispose of temporal matters ac
cording to etemal laws. The higher and lower reason, 
then, are one and the same faculty, distinguished only 
by different habits and active functions.^^ 

Aquinas rejects Augustine's idea that there are higher truth 

and lower truth. He insists that there is but one truth, God. He 

allows, however, that there may be two ways of gaining truth; and in 

the development of the concept of knowledge, Aquinas illustrates two 

distinct areas of knowledge, both of which lead to truth. Saint 

Thomas divides knowledge into two categories, theology and metaphysics. 

In his exposition of De Trinitate, Aquinas states that "Christian 

theology issues from the light of faith, philosophy from the light 

of reason." He adds that "philosophical truths cannot be opposed 
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to the trutlis of faith; they fall short indeed; yet they also admit 

common analogies; and some moreover are foreshadowings, for nature 

is the preface to grace." The two divisions of knowledge which 

Aquinas establishes have the same end. Robert Hoopes remarks that 

both theology and philosophy lead to God: "Tlieology . . . is the 

science of what faith receives by divine illumination; philosophy 

is the knowledge of what flows from the principles of natural reason. 

Yet both lead to truth, however partial and fleeting a glimpse each 

one alone may afford. Because the proper end of faith is God, be

cause the proper end of reason is God, they can never contradict one 

another. Or, in other words, to man's quest for certainty and 

security God has freely given the way of faith and the way of reason; 

sliaring a common source, their answers are bound ultimately to agree."^" 

Following Aristotle's model, Aquinas develops his theory of 

metaphysical knowledge. To Aquinas metaphysical knowledge is gained 

purely through natural reason; it is gained without the aid of divine 

revelation. NJetaphysical knowledge derives from careful, step-by-step 

reasoning which begins with sensation and culminates in knowledge of 

the divine. Aquinas accepts the validity of metaphysical knowledge 

even though knowledge gained through rationalism cannot be demonstrated 

according to the articles of faith. In the Summa Theologica, Saint 

Thomas defends truths attained by rational process: "The existence of 

God and similar truths about him attainable by strict rationalism 

are not articles of faith, but preambles to them. Faith presupposes 

natural knowledge, even as grace presupposes nature, and perfection 
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the capacity for it. Nevertheless there is nothing to prevent a 

man from accepting as an article of belief something that can be 

scientifically known and demonstrated, though perchance not by 

K- M67 him." 

In order to gain scientific, demonstrable knowledge, man must 

rely on sensation. In his Summa Contra Gentes, Aquinas establishes 

the value of empirical processes in gaining knowledge when he says, 

"The human intellect though able to know itself, must start from out

side objects and cannot know these without sense-images.""^ Through 

the senses, man gains an awareness of outside objects. From his 

awareness of objects, he proceeds step by step to an understanding 

of truth. In the Summa Theologica, Aquinas mentions the value of 

sensation in determining scientific knowledge: "Scientific knowledge 

in the reason for the present has to do with images formed in our 

sensitive part. By repeated acts the mind grows in the ability of 

considering meanings, and the sensitive powers correspondingly im

prove and more readily promote speculation. Such intellectual knowl

edge is chiefly and formally in the mind, dispcsitively and materially 

in the lower powers of sense." 

Through scientific inquiry which begins with sensation, man 

may find evidence of truth. If he proceeds by reason "from one under

standing to another,"^^ he may relate his scientific knowledge of 

one matter to other matters. Aquinas explains the steps in scientific 

knowledge which lead from knowledge of the particular to knowledge of 

the general, from one truth to all truth: "A truth may be accepted 
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as evident either in itself or through another truth. What is self-

evident is like a first principle; the quality of mind perfecting 

knowledge at this stage is termed understanding, or sense of princi

ple. What is evident through another truth is not perceived immedi

ately but arrived at by inference. The conclusion may be confined 

to one department or it may embrace all human learning; in the former 

case the appropriate habit is termed science; in the latter, wisdom."^^ 

Aquinas states that the senses may lead to knowledge of God's 

existence, and he argues that the senses may lead to knowledge of 

first principles. He admits, however, that sensation does not lead 

to a full understanding of God's essence or His power: "Our natural 

knowledge begins with sensation, and therefore can be led as far as 

sensible things can take us. Through these effects, which do not 

equal the virtue of their cause, we cannot know the full power of God 

or, consequently, his essence. Nevertheless they are his effects 

dependent on their cause. We can be led by them so far as to know of 

his existence and some necessary attributes. He is the first uni

versal cause surpassing all his effects, and we can know his relation

ship to creatures and their difference from him."^^ 

Although he admits that sensation and reason do not lead to 

a complete understanding of God, Aquinas insists that truths derived 

from the material may lead to knowledge of the immaterial. By the 

exercise of rational knowledge, which is the combination of sense 

and reason, abstract truth may be gained. Aquinas indicates that 

through rational process, one may pass from material to immaterial 
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knowledge and from particular to general truth: "Rational knowledge 

is the middle stage between sensation and pure intellection. It is 

not the ability of an organ, and yet it rises from the faculty of the 

soul, which is in the form of body. Accordingly, rational knowledge 

is properly concemed with forms that in fact exist individually in 

bodily matter, and yet are not kno\Nm immediately as existing in such 

or such individual matter. This implies abstraction of the form from 

the individual matter represented by sense-images. Through material 

truths thus considered we can reach some knowledge of immaterial 

truths."^^ 

Saint Thomas qualifies his view that truth can be gained em

pirically by admitting that neither sensation nor reason can guarantee 

knowledge of truth. In addition to sensation and rational processes, 

judgment is necessary in the discovery of truth; for, although the 

senses and reason lead to an awareness of the existence of truth, 

they do not assure knowledge of truth. Aquinas explains the neces

sity of judgment in the Summa Theologica: 'The matter is well put 

by saying that sense and mind in the simple apprehending may be true 

but do not thereby know truth. Truth, of course, is present in sen

sation or simple apprehension as in any true object, but not--and 

this is the essential point--as in subject knowing object known. 

Truth is the achievement of mind, and therefore, properly speaking, 

is reached by judgment, not by simple sensation or intellectual per-
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ception of meaning." 



68 

Aquinas' concept of metaphysical knowledge illustrates his 

veneration of human reason. Aquinas argues that man may begin with 

sensual knowledge of objects and through the process of reason ar

rive at scientific tmth and even abstract truth. Eugene Rice ob

serves that Aquinas' theory of metaphysics has as its ultimate goal 

an understanding of truth acquired by natural reason: "Its object 

is the end of the universe . . . Its content is the knowledge of 

such causes, that is, knowledge of God and of truth, for all causes 

and all truths reduce themselves to God. Metaphysics is therefore 

autonomous human wisdom, independent of theology and naturally ac

quired by man without the aid of grace."^^ 

The second division in Aquinas' concept of knowledge is 

theology. Whereas metaphysics derives its truth from human reason, 

theology derives its truth from divine illumination. Although 

Aquinas admires the empirical method of Aristotle, he values even 

more the direct relationship between God and man which is manifested 

by divine revelation. Aquinas regards theology as the superior and 

nobler means of gaining knowledge. Eugene Rice summarizes Saint 

Thomas' view of theological wisdom: 

The wisdom of the theologian is nobler and more exten
sive. For Christian theology yields a knowledge of God 
as First Cause of exemplary precision. It is not con
tent with that knowledge about God which philosophy 
derives from creatures, but teaches us things about God 
which can be known to no one but God himself. These He 
communicates to us by Revelation . . . By definition such 
wisdom is profoundly Christian and a gift of the Holy 
Spirit . . . It is a kind of inner Revelation, a divine 
illumination, which raises the mind to a knowledge of 
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those invisible and divine things closed to the light 
of the natural intellect. It is a revealed knowledge 
of divine things, a human participation in the Word, 
which is Wisdom itself and an intellectual participation 
in the illumination and stability of the Ideas of God.'^ 

Aquinas states that divine illumination is necessary in order 

that knowledge of God may be provided for those who lack the ability 

to find God through scientific inquiry and rational processes. In 

the Summa Theologica, Saint Thomas explains the need for instruction 

by revelation: "Instruction by divine revelation was necessary even 

concerning truths about God accessible to rational investigation, for 

otherwise tliey would have been arrived at only by few, and after long 

period, and then mixed with errors; more especially when we consider 

77 
that man's entire salvation, which is God, depends on such knowledge." 

Through faith and divine illumination, man gains not only a 

knowledge of God, but also a knowledge of other truths. By gaining a 

knowledge of first principles, the man of faith gains a knowledge of 

other principles. First principles may be applied to other considera

tions. In his comments on Dê  Trinitate, Aquinas mentions the con

clusions which may be drawn from the first principles which are 

achieved through divine illumination: "From doctrines held by faith 

the knowledge of other truths can be developed by discourse from 

principles to conclusions. The truths of faith are the first princi

ples, as it were, of the science of Christian theology, the others 

are like conclusions." 

Saint Thomas values the knowledge of metaphysics and the 

knowledge of theology. He considers the two systems of knowledge to 
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be compatible. All knowledge, whether it is gained through scien

tific inquiry or through revelation, comes from God and returns to 

God. Through metaphysics and theology, Aquinas charts two ways to 

the final goal of achieving knowledge of fjod. 

With his divisions of metaphysics and theology. Saint Thomas 

provides a unique system of gaining knowledge. In the application 

of knowledge, however, he agrees with the ancients and with Augus

tine and Boethius. Saint Thomas, like his predecessors, believes 

in the practical application of knowledge. He holds that there are 

two purposes in the exercise of reason: knowledge determines con

duct in temporal life, and knowledge of God represents the final goal 

of etemal life. 

Throughout his works, Aquinas asserts that proper conduct is 

the result of proper knowledge. Robert Hoopes observes that Aquinas 

regards the acquisition of knowledge as prescriptive of behavior: 

"And for Aquinas . . . the attainment of true knowledge by right 

reasoning is neither a process of deduction nor a moment of vision; 

it is instead . . . a mode of being, a life, a vital activity by 

which the knower is or becomes the known."'^ 

In the Summa Theologica, Saint Thomas affirms the relation

ship of knowledge and conduct in his definition of the wise man: 

"Since the wise man's office is to set things in order and pass 

judgment on them, and since lesser affairs should be measured by 

greater, he is called wise in any sphere who studies there the 

highest causes, like the architect in comparison with the builder's 
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men who hew the timber and trim the stones. In the human scene 

prudence becomes wisdom when all conduct is controlled by the proper 

end of human living."°^ Knowledge teaches a man to act reasonably 

in all circumstances. In his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, 

Aquinas writes of the controlling power of right reason: "The works 

of virtue shine out when a man readily bears many and grievous blows 

of misfortune; not that he is insensitive to pain and sadness . . . 

but that he remains manly and great-hearted, and upright in his 

01 

reason. "°-^ 

Knowledge not only guides man's conduct in temporal life, 

but also leads to blessedness in etemal life. Aquinas writes of 

the value of reason in conducting human affairs, but he does not be

lieve that earthly action is the end of right thinking. Rather, he 

states, the end of knowledge is an understanding of God. The ulti

mate goal of the reasonable man is to know God. In his commentary 

of ^ Causis, Saint Thomas states, "The final joy of man consists in 

the superlative activity of his supreme power, namelv the activity 

of the mind engaged with incomparable truth."^^ In explaining that 

man's final goal is not safety in temporal life or selfish achieve

ment of knowledge, Aquinas provides an analogy which suggests that 

man must look beyond temporal existence for his ultimate end: "The 

overriding consideration of an admiral is not to keep his ships 

undamaged, for his fleet is meant to serve a purpose outside itself. 

As that is entrusted to him, so a man is commissioned by his reason 

and will, and since man is not himself the supreme good, his busi-
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ness is to serve another end. Consequently his safety is not his 

o-r 

ultimate end."°-^ Saint Thomas believes that man's ultimate goal is 

God. He defines the proper end of man in the Summa Theologica: 

'The ultimate end of everything is its completion , . . The uni

verse of creatures in which man is like a part of the whole is not 

an ultimate end itself; it is ordered to Cod. Man's last end, 

therefore, does not consist in the total and collective good of 

the universe, but in God." Man achieves his ultimate goal through 

knowledge. Whether he comes to knowledge by scientific reason or 

by divine revelation, man arrives at the same goal, knowledge of 

God. And in achieving the final goal of knowledge of God, man 

enters into the blessedness of etemal happiness. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas united the teachings of ancient philoso

phy and Scripture in developing his concept of knowledge. From the 

ancients he adapted the system of metaphysics, and from the Scrip

tures he abstracted the system of theology. Aquinas, following 

Aristotle, recognized the power of human reason to find truth by 

systematic, scientific inquiry. At the same time, he acknowledged 

the process of divine illumination by which God directly reveals 

truth to man. In formulating his ideas on both pagan and Christian 

philosophical principles. Saint Thomas Aquinas provided scholasti

cism with its most comprehensive statement on the concept of 

knowledge. 

Throughout the Middle Ages, the nucleus of the concept of 

knowledge was faith. Because of the impact of Christianity, faith 
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became the touchstone to wisdom. In their writings. Saint Augustine, 

Boethius, and Saint Thomas Aquinas recognize and emphasize the neces

sity of faith; and they insist upon the importcince of the revealed 

truth of God. Augustine, the early champion of Catholicism, attacked 

the pagan view of knowledge which was grounded exclusively in human 

reason. He questioned the power of pure reason to lead to the highest 

knowledge, God's wisdom. According to Augustine, man could approach 

knowledge only by faith and divine guidance. One hundred years after 

Augustine, Boethius formulated a Christian concept of knowledge with

out rebuking classical ideas. Boethius succeeded in haimonizing the 

classical celebration of reason and the Christian imperative of faith 

by establishing that reason and faith work together to provide knowl

edge. Because of the influence of Boethius, the great antagonism 

between classical and Christian philosophy slowly abated; and by the 

end of the Middle Ages, Saint Tliomas Aquinas had adapted classical 

methods to Christian principles without apology. Aquinas developed 

a dichotomous system of knowledge: reason served as agent for knowl

edge of metaphysics, and faith served as agent for knowledge of God. 

In formulating his concept of knowledge, Aquinas allowed for two 

methods of discovering truth: but he insisted steadily that faith is 

the nobler and sounder path to knowledge. In emphasizing the exer

cise of faith, Aquinas, like earlier medieval writers, illustrated the 

influence of Christianity on philosophy. 



aiAPTER III 

THE RENAISSANCE CONCEPT OF KNOIVLEDGE 

An understanding of the Renaissance concept of knowledge is 

inseparable from an understanding of ancient and medieval teachings 

on wisdom. The Renaissance idea of wisdom is essentially a blend

ing of ancient philosophy and medieval theology. Tlie Renaissance 

view of knowledge joins the classical traditions of the Greeks with 

the Judeo-Christian principles of the early Church Fathers. The 

Renaissance concept of knowledge balances classical reliance on 

natural reason and medieval insistence on supernatural faith. 

Thinkers of the Renaissance accepted the classical command: 

"Know thyself." They adopted the notion that wisdom begins with 

self-knowledge. In The French Academie, one of the most popular 

and most influential books of the seventeenth century, Peter de La 

Primaudaye cites the admirable example of Socrates' search for 

knowledge: "As touching this point the example of Socrates is 

verie memorable, and to be imitated, who being demanded what the 

world was, answered, that since he had any iudement he gaue him

selfe to seeke out the true knowledge of himselfe, which yet he 

could neuer finde. But so soone as he attained thereunto, then 

would he seeke for other things." 

74 
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Philosophers of the Renaissance joined the medieval Christian 

idea that the capacity for self-knowledge comes from God to the Greek 

idea that wisdom begins with knowledge of self. La Primaudaye, whose 

writings on wisdom reflect the typical attitudes on Renaissance thinkers, 

explains that self-knowledge derives from God. He also notes that 

self-knowledge leads man to God. In Ihe French Academie, La Primau

daye writes, "we are ledde and induced to know, that in God onely 

consisteth and resteth the true light of wisdome, firmnesse of vertue 

and certaine fulness of all good things and the purity of Justice and 

Righteousnesse. From whence we leame that the knowledge of ourselues, 

not onley proveketh and inciteth euery man to know God, but also 

leadeth them by the hand to finde him out. . . . man neuer attaineth 

to the true knowledge of himself, untill with eyes of faith, he be

holds the face of God, and from beholding it, looks into the depths 

2 
of his owne heart." 

The eagerness of Renaissance writers to link ancient and 

medieval teachings on wisdom is evident in the works of La Primau

daye 's compatriot, Pierre Charron. In Of Wisdome, Three Books, a 

study which Eugene Rice has labelled "the most important Renaissance 

treatise on wisdom," Charron advances the union of ancient philoso

phy and medieval theology. Like La Primaudaye, Charron notes that 

self-knowledge is valuable because it leads man to an understanding 

of the divine: 

By the knowledge of himselfe, man ariueth sooner and 
better to the knowledge of God, than by any other meanes, 
both because he findeth in himselfe better helps, more 



76 

marks and footsteps of the diuine nature, than in 
whatsoeuer besides he can any way know, and because he 
can better understand and know that which is in him
selfe than in another thing . . . and therefore there 
was engrauen in letters of gold over the Porch of the 
Temple of Apollo the god (according to Panims) of Knowl
edge and Light, this sentence, KNOW THY~?mF¥, as a 
salutation and aduertisement of fjod unto all; signifying 
unto them, that he that would haue accesse unto that 
Diuinitie, and entrance into that Temple, must first 
know himselfe, and could not otherwise be admitted.^ 

Charron establishes the importance of self-knowledge as the 

first step toward wisdom, and he identifies knowledge with the proper 

government of life. In Of Wisdome, he writes, "To become truly wise, 

and to leade a life more regular and pleasant, there needs no other 

instruction but from our selues: and doubtlesse, if we were good 

scholars, there are no books could better instruct us, than we teach 

our selues." 

In addition to establishing the value of self-knowledge as the 

beginning of wisdom, Charron suggests the means by which man may 

achieve self-knowledge. Man comes to self-knowledge by means of "a 

true, long, and daily studie of himself, a serious and attentiue 

examination not onely of his wordes, and actions, but of his most 

secret thoughts (their birth, Progresse, continuance, repetition) 

and whatsoeuer is in him, euen his nightly dreames, prying narrowly 

into him, trying him often and at all howres, pressing and pinching 

him euen to the quicke." 

The writings of La Primaudaye and Charron on the union of self-

knowledge and universal knowledge represent Renaissance efforts to 

reconcile and harmonize pagan and Christian teachings of earlier ages. 



77 

The inclination of Renaissance writers to draw from the double heri

tage of the Ancients and the Middle Ages involved more than the 

identification of self-knowledge as the nucleus of all knowledge. 

In his monumental work. The Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Richard 

Hooker, who was profoundly influenced by Aristotle and Saint Thomas 

Aquinas, illustrates the coml-jination of ancient and medieval ideas 

on wisdom on a grand scale. In the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, 

which was written as a defense of Anglican moderation against the 

attacks of Puritans, Hooker presents his Christian ideal of knowl

edge which is founded on the natural reason of the ancients. Hooker 

bases his Christian philosophy on reason. He argues that reason is 

the essential quality of God. Further, he observes that man enjoys 

the attribute of reason because he is made in the image of God. Man 

is joined to knowledge of God and separated from the ignorance of 

brute creation by virtue of natural reason. Through exercise of rea

son, man reaches toward God, Absolute Reason. 

Hooker supports the idea that man is able to know God through 

reason, and he advances the notion that natural reason should be the 

basis of church law. The church should be founded on reason, the 

faculty which enables man to know God. Hooker explains that the laws 

of church government should be based on man's reason, and he denies 

that church law should be limited to scriptural authority. In fusing 

the authority of natural reason with church law. Hooker achieves a 

comprehensive merger of classical and Christian principles. 
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Ikjoker aligns himself with both ancient philosophers and medi

eval theologians in emphasizing the ethical and moral value of knowl

edge. Knowledge, which serves as the basis for determining good and 

evil and which provides a guide for conduct, issues from reason. In 

Book 1 of The Laws of_ Ecclesiastical Polity, Itooker asserts the 

authority of the Law of Reason by which man has knowledge: "Law 

rational therefore, which men commonly use to call the Law of Nature, 

meaning thereby the Law which himian Nature knoweth itself in reason 

universally bound unto, which also for that cause may be termed most 

fitly the Law of Reason; this Law, I say, comprehendeth all those 

things which men by the light of their natural understanding evidently 

know, or at leastwise may know, to be beseeming or unbeseeming, 

virtuous or vicious, good or evil for them to do." 

In addition to reformulating and combining the ideas of knowl

edge from earlier times. Hooker expresses the Renaissance belief that 

the fundamental order and reason of God are displayed in the universe. 

The essential order and rational principles of the universe which 

come from God are evident in nature. By careful study of nature, 

man can perceive order and achieve knowledge. 

The view that nature reflects God's rational ordering of the 

universe was widely held during the Renaissance. Among the influential 

exponents of the theory that nature teaches truth was the Swiss phy

sician Paracelsus, whose works were translated and circulated through

out Europe and England during the Renaissance. Paracelsus, who de

fined happiness as "compliance with the order of nature through 
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knowledge of nature,"° was both scientist and moralist. He respected 

knowledge of science and knowledge of faith. 

In his writings, Paracelsus notes two levels of knowledge. He 

holds that both nature and God instruct man in truth: "Tliere are two 

schools for man. The school of the earth teaches earthly things and 

lias its schoolmaster from nature, in nature; indeed, it is nature 

herself. It inculcates knowledge of itself, that is to say, of the 

things which are in it. Then there is the other school, that from 

above. There, the teacher is our Father in Heaven. He from whom we 

are . . . teaches us in the reborn body, and not in the old body, and 

in this reborn man, he teaches heavenly wisdom." 

As a man of science, Paracelsus recognizes the authority of 

nature: "Nature possesses the knowledge and makes the meanings of 

all things visible."^^ As a man of faith, he concedes the power of 

spiritual forces to yield knowledge of things invisible. Paracelsus 

values spiritual knowledge more than natural knowledge: "The wis

dom of Christ is more profound than that of Nature." 

Paracelsus identifies natural knowledge and spiritual knowl

edge as the two types of wisdom in the world, and he explains that 

spiritual knowledge is etemal and that natural knowledge is temporal: 

"There are two kinds of wisdom in this world--one etemal and one 

perishable. Tne etemal wisdom originates directly in the light of 

the Holy Ghost, the other wisdom directly in the light of nature. 

The one that comes from the light of the Holy Ghost is of only one 

kind--it is the just and flawless wisdom. The one that originates 
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in the light of nature is of two kinds: good and evil. The good 

wisdom is inseparable from the Etemal, the evil from Itoom." 

Paracelsus explains the distinctive characteristics of spiri

tual and natural knowledge, and he writes that God is the source of 

both types of knowledge. He believes that God shares His knowledge 

with man. Paracelsus believes that God endows man with reason and 

that God intends man to have knowledge. Paracelsus, like his ancient 

and medieval predecessors, observes the inherent divinity of man 

which enables him to achieve knowledge: 

Human nature is different from all other animal nature. 
It is endowed with divine wisdom, endowed with divine 
arts. Therefore, we are justly called god and the chil
dren of the Supreme Being. For the light of nature is 
in us, and this light is God. Our mortal bodies are 
vehicles of the divine wisdom. Within our power there 
are arts that we owe to no one but God: they are given 
us in the hour of our conception. For this reason there 
is not justification in the skeptical question "Is man ^ 
able to see the future and is he able to know it?" Such 
doubts imply that not man, but only God is capable of 
this knowledge. But since God has created the art, Ife 
is not alone to liave the knowledge, it is also inherent 
in his art . . . and this art He has entrusted to man.^' 

Paracelsus notes that it is a high privilege for man to share 

in God's knowledge. Through the divine attribute of reason, man is 

able to apprehend truth: and he is able to identify good and evil. 

In learning to distinguish good and evil, man achieves his spiritual 

destiny: "To what end has man been created except that he may learn 

to distinguish between good and evil and choose the good? If we 

have no knowledge of this, we know nothing of God."^^ 
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In his writings, Paracelsus established the tradition of link

ing natural and spiritual knowledge in scientific inquiry. Paracel

sus' medical writings were admired and followed as much for their 

strong spiritual character as for their effective cures. As a physi

cian and philosopher, Paracelsus believed that the whole man--the 

physical and the spiritual man--must be treated. And he believed 

that in order to gain the knowledge required to treat the whole man, 

the physician must look to the teachings of nature and to the teach

ings of God. 

Paracelsus' view that knowledge is the combination of natural 

science and moral philosophy profoundly influenced Renaissance think

ing. In 1585, an English physician R. B. , who was inspired by Para

celsus' ideas, published The Difference Betweene the Auncient Phisicke 

and the Latter Phisicke, a treatise half medical and half moral. Fol

lowing the teachings of Paracelsus, R. B. explains that man has reason 

through the generosity of God. He insists that man must have faith 

as well as reason if he is to attain knowledge and direction. Like 

Paracelsus, R. B. argues that all truth resides in God. Man achieves 

knowledge only by reliance on Christ: "And seeing wisdome and sci

ence be the riches of God, and all wisdome is of him, and the power 

of God is wisdome and science, and the working power of God is 

Christ, and Christ is the trueth, therefore hee that swarveth from 

Christ neither hath the treasures and riches of the wisdome and 

science of God, neither is lead into the trueth by the trueth itself, 

therefore hath not trueth."^ 
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In Tlie Difference Betweene the Auncient Phisicke and the 

Latter Phisicke, R. B. demonstrates the importance of theology in 

the Renaissance concept of knowledge by identifying the fundamental 

Christian nature of truth. Ife explains that the proper center of 

knowledge is God. Christian philosophy is based on God, the true 

center of knowledge. In God there are unity, concord, and agreement; 

and the knowledge which flows from God produces unity and harmony. 

Truth issues from unity. 

R. B. charges that heathens and pagans lack proper knowledge 

because they base their ideas upon "divers Centers" rather than 

upon God. Because pagan philosophy deviates from the true center of 

knowledge, it is a philosophy of discord: "Such Philosophie and 

phisicke hang not together in the chaine aforesaid, nor yet bee il-

luninated from the right center nor seene from the same, but be 

founded upon divers Centers, whereby their Circles doe cut one an

other, or touch ech other, therefore they doe not consist in union, 

but are contrary to eche other. Such Center is the Center of duality, 

17 
contrarietie, and discord." 

R. B. goes beyond his classification of pagan philosophy as 

the product of discord and Christian philosophy as the product of 

unity. He notes that man originally lived in a state of perfect 

unity and concord in the Garden of Eden. With the sin of Adam, man 

fell from unity to duality: " . . . captious sophisticall reason 

did persvade him to eate of the Apple forbidden, whereby he brake 

unitie, and fwll headlong into disobedience, dualitie and con-
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trarietie. Then was he spoyled of perfection, and of the health of 

his soule and body, and purchased to himself all the filthinesse of 

vice, infirmitie and sicknesse."^° 

Adam's disobedience destroyed the perfection and unity of 

human life, and God punished the sin of Adam by removing the abso

lute concord of human life. R. B. explains that with the loss of 

unity came the curse of duality: "Wliereupon by the curse of God 

impure Seedes were mingles with the perfect seedes, and did cleave 

fast to them, and doe cover them as a garment; and death was joyned 

to life. So imperfections and impuritie, is joyned to puritie, and 

death to life, sicknesse to health, not onely in man but also in all 

living creatures." 

Because of the fall of Adam and its attendant curse, man must 

contend with the problem of duality. Man must seek knowledge in an 

inperfect world where unity and duality are mingled. In his efforts 

to gain truth, man must recognize the admixture of good and evil. 

In The Difference Betweene the Auncient Phisicke and the Latter 

Phisicke, R. B. observes the coexistence of good and evil: "They 

also finde by this arte, as there is nothing so good, but it hath 

in it also some impure thing and unholsom, which they separate 

from the pure, so also there is nothing so unholsom, perilous nor 

venemous, but it hath in it also some good thing and pure which 

vertue and power to cure and helpe those diseases and hurtes which 

20 
be caused and procured by them and by others also." 



84 

The fall of man and the problem of unity and duality, which 

R. B. treats in Tlie Difference Betweene the Auncient Phisicke and 

the Latter Phisicke, are central to the Renaissance concept of knowl

edge. From earlier ages, the Renaissance learned of the dual nature 

of man. Both the Greeks and medieval theologians had taught that 

man is composed of a higher element, i. e. reason, and a lower element, 

i. e. passion. The Renaissance viewed the fall of man as a sin of 

passion. Tlie desire for knowledge in excess caused man to break 

from the unitv of God. The Christian humanists of the Renaissance 

assumed that the only means of restoring unity was conduct based on 

reason. By subordinating passion to reason, man might regain the 

unity of paradise. 

In Enchiridion Militis Christiani, Erasmus, who attempted 

throughout his life to join practical Christianity to classical philoso

phy, explains the dual nature of man by noting that every person is 

composed of two parts. Erasmus labels the two parts of man the inner 

man and the outer man. Ife observes that sin divided man from God, 

and he notes that sin destroyed the unity of man by setting reason 

at odds with passion. The inner man, or reason, is forced to wage 

constant war with the outer man, passion: 

They contend with one another to such an extent that 
one would think that they were utterly incompatible, but 
they are, in reality, one. Inasmuch as the body is it
self visible, it delights in things visible; inasmuch as 
it is mortal, it follows things temporal; inasmuch as it 
is heavy it sinks downward. On the contrary, the soul, 
mindful of its celestial nature, struggles strenuously 
against the weight of the earthly body to press upward. 
It distrusts things seen because it knows such things 
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to be transient. It seeks only those things that 
are true and everlasting. Tlie immortal loves things 
immortal; the heavenly, things heavenly. Like takes 
to like unless it be too deeply immersed in the sordid 
things of the body. The resulting contagion may 
cause it to lose its natural gentleness. Neither the 
fabled Prometheus nor nature itself has implanted this 
discord, but sin, evilly corrupting what has been well 
founded, has sown the poisonous seeds of dissension 
between these two natures that formerly dwelt together 
in peace. In the past the mind commanded the body with
out trouble, and the body obeyed freely and willingly. 
Now, with the natural order of things disturbed, tJie 
passions of the body seek to override the reason, and 
reason is compelled, in a sense, to forsake its direc
tion. 21 

Erasmus implies that man may achieve unity if he controls 

passion and if he behaves reasonably. If man seeks God, he may re

turn to unity and triumph over evil and discord. Through God's 

wisdom, man may conquer sin: "Through His Wisdom, by His example, 

we are able to triumph over the malice of the enemy. If we are 

22 
wise in Him, in Him also shall we conquer." 

In his contention that divine wisdom should be the goal of 

man and the guide for human behavior, Erasmus sounds one of the 

cardinal principles of Renaissance learning. For the Renaissance, 

the purpose of knowledge was virtuous action. Knowledge should 

guide man's life. The Renaissance idea of knowledge did not rest 

in contemplation; rather it insisted upon the translation of knowl

edge into action. 

In De Saplentia, Hieronimo Cardan, the Italian mathematician 

and moral philosopher who preferred knowledge gained by experience 

to knowledge gained from books, catalogues many varieties of wisdom. 
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The primary argument of his work is that knowledge permits man a 

long and happy life. Cardan observes that knowledge moderates the 

passions and thus guarantees moral virtue and long life. In addi

tion to noting the value of knowledge as a guide to happiness and 

virtue. Cardan comments on the consoling power of wisdom. In 

Cardanus Comforte, one of the most influential of Renaissance conso

lation books. Cardan explains that wisdom aids man in good fortune 

and consoles him in evil fortune: "There is nothing more requisite 

in a wyse man, than modestly to suffer both fortunes. For who so 

knoweth not how to do in prosperitye, forgetteth hee is mortall: 

there is not greater argumente of wisdome, then when a man doth that 

23 
presentley which others by benefyte of time have learned." 

In The Boke Named the Gouemour, the first treatise on educa

tion written and published in Fjiglish, Sir Thomas Elyot describes 

the proper behavior for a man of government; but he clearly intends 

that his instruction is not exclusively for princes. Elyot's ideas 

concerning knowledge may be applied by any man who wishes to govern 

his conduct properly. Elyot incorporates basic principles of 

Renaissance knowledge in prescribing the education of "gouemours." 

Elyot emphasizes the principle of self-knowledge in his rules 

of conduct. He views knowledge as the perfect instructor, and he 

believes that knowledge begins with self-knowledge: "Knowledge also, 

as a perfeyete instructrice and mastresse, in a more briefe sentence 

than yet hath ben spoken, declareth by what meane the sayd preceptes 

of reason and societie may be well understande, and therby iustice 
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finally executed. The words be these in latine, Nosce t£ ipsum, which 

is in englysshe, know thy selfe.''̂ "* Elyot teaches that self-knowledge 

leads man to knowledge of others: "And what gouemour in this wise 

knoweth him selfe he shall also by the same rule knowe all other men, 

and shall nedes loue them for whome he taketh labours and forsaketh 

25 
libertie." Elyot notes that self-knowledge makes man aware of his 

dual nature and his equality with others: "If thou be a gouemour, 

or haste ouer other soueraygntie, knowe thy selfe, that is to saye, 

knowe that thou arte verely a man compacte of soul and body, and in 

that all other men be equal1 unto the."^^ 

In addition to demonstrating the importance of self-knowledge, 

Elyot advances the Renaissance principle that knowledge must be 

translated into virtuous action: "Therefore whiles thou wearest it 

[autorite] knowe that the name of a soueraigne or ruler without ac-

tuall gouemaunce is but a shadowe, that gouemaunce standeth nat 

by wordes onely, but prinipally by acte and example; that by example 

of gouemours men do rise or falle in vertue and vice."^^ Related 

to Elyot's insistence that knowledge must manifest itself in action 

is his contention that knowledge obliges man to serve others. Knowl

edge persuades a man to satisfy his responsibilities to others: 

"Wherefore ye that haue any gouemaunce . . . knowe the boundes of 

your authorite, knowe also your office and duetie, beinge you selfes 

men mortall amonge men, and instructours and leaders of men. And 

that as obedience is due unto you, so is your studeie, your labour, 

your Industrie with vertuous example due to them that be subiecte 
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to your autoritie." 

Tlie ideas conceming knowledge which were drawn jointly from 

ancient and medieval thought informed the handbooks and treatises 

of the Renaissance. The concept of knowledge naturally found expres

sion also in belles lettres. Both poetry and drama of the Renaissance 

reflect the emphasis on knowledge. So important was wisdom to 

Renaissance thinking that the finest works of the major writers of 

the Renaissance center on knowledge. The Christian poets Spenser 

and Milton developed epic poems around the idea of knowledge. The 

playwrights Marlowe and Shakespeare worked with the theme of knowl

edge in their most skillful dramas. 

In The Faerie Queene, Spenser intentionally fuses ancient and 

medieval teachings on knowledge. In a letter to Raleigh which serves 

as preface to his theological epic poem, Spenser explains that he 

uses both classical and Christian ethics. He informs Raleigh of his 

plan to develop allegorically the twelve moral virtues of Aristotle 

by presenting twelve knights-errant. To the twelve classical vir

tues, he adds the Christian virtue of magnanimity and heavenly grace. 

The highest Christian virtue of heavenly grace is revealed in Prince 

Arthur, who aids the twelve knights. Arthur, the perfect knight, 

possesses the twelve classical virtues and the Christian virtue of 

magnanimity. In his letter to Raleigh, Spenser writes " . . . I 

labour to pourtraict in Arthure, before he was king, the image of 

a braue knight, perfected in the twelue priuate vertues, as Aristotle 

29 
hath deuised . . ." 
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Although Spenser did not live to complete the plan which he 

revealed in his letter to Raleigh, he did create adventures for 

knights representing six of the twelve Aristotelian virtues. Each 

knight of the first six books of The Faerie Queene reflects an Aristo 

telian virtue. But the classical virtues, admirable as they are, 

are not adequate for man. Each of the knights must look to the high

est Christian virtue, the heavenly grace of Arthur. 

Spenser's fusion of classical and Christian ethics and his 

union of ancient and medieval teachings on wisdom are particularly 

evident in the first two books of The Faerie Queene. In Book I of 

The Faerie Queene, Spenser describes the quest of Red Cross Knight, 

who represents Christian holiness and knowledge gained by faith. 

In Book II, Spenser presents the sojoum of Sir Fuyon, who represents 

classical moderation and knowledge gained by natural reason. Spenser 

indicates that both Red Cross Knight and Sir Guyon are on a quest 

for knowledge. Through his allegory in the first two books, Spenser 

implies that both faith and reason are valuable guides to knowledge. 

In Book I of The Faerie Oueene, Spenser presents the quest 

of Red Cross Knight, a Christian "everyman" in pursuit of the highest 

ideal truth, or holiness. As Red Cross Knight begins his journey, 

he is accoirpanied by Una, who symbolizes abstract truth and perfect 

faith. Along the way, Red Cross Knight is separated from Una. Once 

he loses contact with Una, or Truth, Red Cross Knight falls victim 

to error and falsehood. He is easily duped by the forces of evil. 

Because Red Cross Knight loses Una, he is forced to rely on his own 
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faulty judgment, lie falls into error and suffers hardships because 

he accepts blindly. He is easily led astray and victimized by evil 

because he lacks knowledge. The plight of Red Cross Knight is ag

gravated because the quester does not recognize or admit his ignorance, 

Burdened by self-confidence and pride, Red Cross Knight stumbles from 

one pitfall to the next. Lack of knowledge and experience thwarts 

Red Cross Knight and causes him to confuse truth and falsehood. His 

belief that Duessa is a symbol of truth illustrates his ignorance. 

Red Cross Knight confuses truth and appearance, and he is duped by 

the disguise of IXiessa: 

\shat man so wise, what earthly witt so ware. 
As to decry the crafty cunning traine. 
By which deceipt doth maske in visour faire. 
And cast her coulours, dved deepe in graine, 
To seeme like truth, whose shape she well can faine, 
And fitting gestures to her purpose frame. 
The guiltlesse man with guile to entertaine? 
Great maistresse of her sort was that false Dome, 

The false Duessa, cloked with Fidessaes name.-^^ 

While Red Cross Knight contends with the forces of evil during 

their separation, Una attempts to find her way back to the knight. 

In her search for Red Cross Knight, Una encounters problems; but she 

is aided in her difficulties by the forces of nature. IVhile Red 

Cross Knight suffers the lawlessness and evils of society, Una enjoys 

the order and protection of nature. Una is at one with nature. Una's 

relationship with animals and satyrs symbolizes the unity of truth 

and nature, and it underscores Ifooker's contention in Laws of Ecclesi

astical Polity that unity of God and unity of nature are parallel. 

The perfect peace and harmony of Una represent the unity of God, and 

file:///shat
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even the wildest beasts recognize that unity. Not even the starving 

lion would molest the harmony of Una: 

It fortuned out of the thickest wood 
A ramping Lyon rushed suddeinly. 
Hunting full greedy after salvage blood, 
Soone as the royall virgin he did spy, 
With gaping mouth at her ran greedily. 
To have attonce devourd her tender corse; 
But to the pray when as he drew more ny. 
His bloody rage aswagcd with remorse. 
And, with the sight amazd, forgat his furiour forse. 

In stead therof he kist her wearie feet. 
And lickt her lillv hands with fawning tong, 
As he her wronged innocence did weet. 
0, how can beautie maister the most strong. 
And simple truth subdue avenging wrong 1 
Uhose yielded pryde and proud submission. 
Still dreading death, when she had marked long. 
Her hart ean melt in great compassion: 

And drizling teares did shed for pure affection.^^ 

Protected by the forces of nature, Una continues her search for 

Red Cross Knight. Along the way, she finds Prince Arthur; and she 

enlists his aid for Red Cross Knight. Una and Arthur join forces to 

aid Red Cross Knight in his struggle with evil. Una and Arthur find 

the knight defeated and imprisoned, and they rescue him. Only the 

faith of Una and the heavenly grace of Arthur can effect the deliver

ance of Red Cross Knight: 

Ay me I how many perils doe enfold 
The righteous man, to make him daily fall. 
Were not that heavenly grace doth him uphold. 
And stedfast truth acquite him out of all. 
Her love is firme, her care continuall, 
So oft as he, through his own foolish pride 
Or weaknes, is to sinfull bands made thrall: 
Els should this Redcrosse knight in bands have dyde, ^̂  
For whose deliverance she this Prince doth thither guyd. 
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When he is rescued by Una and Arthur, Red Cross Knight remarks 

that he has learned from his painful experience. He knows first hand 

the difficulty of finding truth in a world of sin and deception. Red 

Cross Knight explains to Una that experience teaches man to be wise: 

"Faire lady," then said that victorious knight, 
"The things, that grievous were to doe, or beare. 
Them to renew, I wote, breeds no delight. 
Best musicke breeds delight in loathing eare: 
But th' only good that growes of passed feare 
Is to be wyse, and ware of like agein. 
This dais ensample hath this lesson deare 
Deepe written in my heart with yron pen. 
That blisse may not abide in state of mortall men."^^ 

Although Red Cross Knight learns from experience, he lacks the 

knowledge which leads to Holiness, his goal. In order to achieve the 

highest knowledge. Red Cross Knight must travel to the Itouse of Ifoliness. 

Una conducts the knight to the House of Ifoliness. By the time they 

arrive at the House, Red Cross Knight has lost his arrogant pride and 

brash self-confidence. Ite is admitted to the House of Holiness by 

Humility: 

"They passe in stouping low j. 

For streight and narrow was the way which he did show." 

Within the Ifouse of Holiness, Red Cross Knight leams about the 

holy virtue which he seeks. At Una's request, Fidelia, or Faithfulness, 

teaches Red Cross Knight about heavenly wisdom: 

Now when their wearie limbs with kindly rest. 
And bodies were refresht with dew repast. 
Payer Una gan Fidelia fayre request. 
To have her knight into her schoolehouse plaste. 
That of her heavenly learning he might taste. 
And heare the wisedome of her wordes divine. 
She graunted; and that knight so much agraste. 
That she him taught celestiall discipline, -̂  
And opened his dull eyes, that light mote in them shine. 
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Before he can achieve heavenly leaming. Red Cross Knight must 

come to terms with himself. He must gain knowledge of himself before 

he can advance to the knowledge which Fidelia describes. Red Cross 

Knight is forced into an awareness and admission of his shortcomings 

and evils. The self-awareness which Red Cross Knight gains in the 

House of Ifoliness causes him great pain, but self-knowledge is neces

sary for his perfection: 

In which his torment often was so great, 
That like a Lyon he would cry and rore. 
And rend his flesh, and his owne synewes eat. 
His owne deare Una, hearing evermore 
His ruefull shriekes and gronings, often tore 
Her guiltlesse garments and her goolden heare. 
For pitty of his payne and anguish sore: 
Yet all with patience wisely she did beare. 
For well she wist his cryme could else be never cleare. 

Once Red Cross Knight achieves self-knowledge and repents his 

sins, he is released from isolation. Cleansed and purified. Red 

Cross Knight rejoins Una, who has patiently endured his suffering: 

Whom, thus recover'd by wise Patience 
And trew Repentaunce, they to Una brought. 
Who, joyous of his cured conscience. 
Him dearely kist, and fayrely eke besought 
Himselfe to chearish, and consuming thought 
To put away out of his careful brest.^^ 

Purged of sin and selfishness. Red Cross Knight is able to achieve the 

highest knowledge. In the presence of the holy virtues which inhabit 

the House of Holiness, Red Cross Knight leams to conduct his life 

properly. Ife comes at last through many hardships and transgressions 

to holiness: 

There she awhile him stayes, himselfe to rest, 
That to the rest more able he might bee; 
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IXiring which time, in every good behest. 
And godlv worke of Almes and charitee, 
Shee him instructed with great industree. 
Shortly therein so perfect he became, 
That, from the first unto the last degree, 
His mortall life he learned has to frame 

In holy righteousnesse, without rebuke or blame. ° 

In relating the quest of Red Cross Knight, Spenser emphasizes 

the need for knowledge. In developing the narrative of Book I, the 

poet illustrates basic principles of Renaissance knowledge. Spenser 

views the journey of Red Cross Knight as education. The knight seeks 

truth; but before he can attain truth, he must gain knowledge of him

self and knowledge of the world. He must learn about deception and 

sin through direct experience. The knight must be humble in his 

search for truth, and he must be able to recognize and apply truth. 

Red Cross Knight must use his knowledge to regulate his life. Above 

all, he must rely on faith and heavenly grace in his efforts. 

The faith which guides Red Cross Knight to knowledge is care

fully defined in Book I. In his account of the quest of Red Cross 

Knight, Spenser examines many varieties of faith. Red Cross Knight 

must rely on faith if he is to acquire holiness, but Spenser implies 

that the knight should seek the classical ideal of moderation. Spenser 

suggests that Red Cross Knight should seek the golden mean. He should 

avoid the deficiency of faith which Sansfoy represents, and he should 

avoid the excess of faith which Corceca and Abessa symbolize. Spenser 

argues that Red Cross Knight, or any Christian, must have faith dis

ciplined by prudence and moderation if he is to acquire truth. 
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In Book I of The Faerie Queene, Spenser emphasizes the value 

of disciplined faith in the search for knowledge. Red Cross Knight, 

whose faith guides him to truth, is the Christian hero. In Book II, 

the poet tums his attention to the classical hero. Sir Guyon, whose 

quest for truth is directed by reason. Spenser accepts both faith 

and reason as reliable guides to truth. His belief in the essential 

harmony of religion and reason is evident in the friendship and 

equality of Red Cross Knight and Sir Guyon. In Book II of the poem. 

Red Cross Knight blesses Sir Guyon: 

God guide thee, Guyon, well to end thy warke. 
And to the wishe hauen bring thy weary barke.^^ 

The parting of the two knights illustrates the good will which exists 

between them, and it symbolizes Spenser's view that faith and reason 

are compatible: 

So courteous conge both did giue and take. 

With right hands plighted, pledge of good will."^^ 

Sir Guyon's encounter with Red Cross Knight at the beginning 

of Book II not only illustrates the friendship between classical and 

C3iristian philosophy, but also provides background for the quest of 

Guyon. The distance which Guyon must travel in order to achieve his 

goal, temperance, is reflected in his rash behavior during the early 

stages of his journey. At the beginning of Book II, Guyon is seeking 

Red Cross Knight because he has been told by Archimago that the 

Christian knight has violated a virgin. Guyon is easily tricked by 

the lies of Archimago and the play-acting of Duessa, who poses as 

the ravaged girl. Guyon recklessly accepts the deception of Archimago 
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and IXiessa as truth; he grows enraged and vows that Red Cross Knight 

must pay for his crime. Guyon accosts the knight of holiness, who 

recognizes that his accuser lias been deceived. Guyon, whose goal is 

self-control, is ruled by passion; and Red Cross Knight shows Guyon 

that he has wandered from reason: 

But when he heard him speake, streight way he knew 
His error, and himselfe inclyning sayd; 
An deare Sir Guyon, well becommeth you. 
But me behoueth rather to vpbrayd, 
Whose liastie hand so farre from reason strayd. 
That almost it did haynous violence 
Of that faire image of that heauenly Mayd, 
That decks and armes vour shield with faire defence: 
Your courtsie takes on you anothers due offence.^ 

After the episode with Red Cross Knight, Sir Guyon continues 

his journey toward a virtuous life. He is accompanied in his pursuit 

of temperance by the Palmer, his guide and teacher: 

Then Guyon forward gan his voyage make. 
With his blacke Palmer, that him guided still. 
Still he him guided ouer dale and hill. 
And with his steddie staffe did point his way: 
His race with reason, and with words his will. 
From foule intemperance he oft did stay. 
And suffred not in wrath his hastie steps to stray.^^ 

The Palmer possesses the virtue of temperance which Guyon seeks. He 

attempts to instruct Guyon in the ways of reason and temperance, and 

he tries to prevent Guyon's falling victim to passion: 

The whiles on foot was forced to yeed. 
With that blacke Palmer, his most trusty guide; 
IVho suffred not his wandering feet to slide. 
But when strong passion, or weake fleshlinesse 
Would from the right way seeks to draw him wide. 
He would through temperance and stedfastnesse, . 
Teach him the weake to strengthen, and the strong supresse. 



97 

The knowledge which Guyon gains from the instruction of the 

Palmer aids him in developing prudence and self-control. Education by 

the Palmer, however, is not sufficient for the achievement of moral 

perfection. In order to attain his goal, Guyon must add the knowledge 

which comes from experience to the instruction of the Palmer. Guyon's 

experiences parallel the teachings of the Palmer and demonstrate the 

need for reason and moderation. 

Sir Guyon's visit to the House of Nfedina is typical of his 

experiences. Tlie Ifouse of i*̂ tedina symbolizes the Aristotelian golden 

mean. In the Ifouse of Nfedina, Guyon encounters three sisters: Elisa, 

Perissa, and Nfedina. Elisa represents deficiency of pleasure, and 

Perissa s>'mbolizes excess of pleasure, Midway between the extremes of 

Elissa and Perissa is Nfedina, whose position may be identified as 

moderation. The structure of the House of Nfedina coincides with the 

choices which Guyon has in the world. His goal is the median, but 

to achieve his goal, he must be aware of extremes. 

When he is separated from the Palmer, Guyon is bereft of reason 

and self-control. The knight is defenseless without the Palmer. Alone 

he is teirpted by sensuality and passion. After he is conducted through 

the cave of Mammon, which is laden with riches, Guyon falls victim to 

the spell of Acrasia's sons. Ife is rescued from thrall by Prince 

Arthur. Arthur's rescue of Guyon suggests the necessity of grace 

even for a classical hero. Even with reason and self-discipline, 

man needs grace. Through Arthur, God extends his love and care to 

Sir Guyon: 
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And is there care in heauen? and is there loue? 
In heauenly spirits to these creatures bace. 
That may compassion of their euils moue? 
There is: els much more wretched were the case 
Of men; then beasts. But 0 the exceeding grace 
Of highest God, that loues his creatures so. 
And all his workes with mercy doth embrace. 
That blessed Angels, he sends to and fro. 

44 To serue to wicked man, to serue his wicked foe. 

After Arthur rescues Sir Guyon, the two knights proceed to the 

Ifouse of Alma, where Guyon is to leam self-control. The House of 

Alma symbolizes the human body which is disciplined by reason. At 

the Ifouse of Alma, passions are obedient; and the necessity of temper

ance in the body is emphasized: 

Of all Gods workes, which do this world adome, 
Ther is no one more faire and excellent. 
Then is mans body both for powre and forme. 
Whiles it is kept in sober gouemment: 
But none then it, more fowle and indecent, 
Distempred through misrule and passions bace: 
It growes a Nfonster, and incontinent 
Doth loose his dignitie and natiue grace. 

Behold, who list, both one and other in this place."^^ 

From the order of the Ifouse of Alma, Guyon finds the model for regu

lating his life. He brings his passions under control of reason. 

While Arthur and Guyon are visiting in the House of Alma, the 

five senses and seven deadly sins attack. The battle between the 

knights and the attackers is so intense that even Arthur needs the 

benefit of divine grace in order to survive. After furious battle, 

Arthur and Guyon subdue the passions. The two knights successfully 

defend the Ifouse of Alma against the enemies of temperance. 

The victory at the House of Alma foreshadows Guyon's ultimate 

triumph at the Bower of Bliss. The instruction of the Palmer, the 
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experiences with temptation, and the aid of Arthur prepare Guyon for 

his ultimate battle with sensuality and passion. Once Guyon has 

gained self-control and disciplined reason at the House of Alma, he 

is able to destroy Acrasia's Bower of Bliss. Guyon's triumph at the 

Bower of Bliss dramatizes his mastery of passion; Sir Guyon has become 

the knight of temperance. 

In developing the legend of Sir Guyon, Spenser relies on 

classical traditions conceming knowledge. Classical wisdom is in

separable from temperance. Spenser implies that Guyon's quest for 

temperance is a search for knowledge. In his pursuit of virtue, 

Guyon comes to knowledge of himself by leaming of his weaknesses and 

limitations. In his efforts to follow a life of temperance, Guyon 

also gains knowledge of passion. Ite is forced to wage war with 

physical passions, such as sensuality and lust, and with mental pas

sions, such as anger and ambition. Guyon's goal is to bring the 

passions under the control of reason. His object is not total ab

stinence from pleasure: it is discipline of passion. Reason teaches 

the knight that moderation is the wise course. The prudent man seeks 

the middle path. Guyon leams to regulate his life by opposing the 

extremes of excess and deficiency. For Guyon, a classical Greek hero, 

the final test of virtue is action. And in his quest for temperance, 

Guyon leams to regulate his actions according to reason. In his 

joumey toward temperance, Guyon achieves both self-knowledge and 

self-control. 
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Spenser is principally concemed in Book II of The Faerie 

(^eene with classical wisdom and right reason. The poet stresses 

the steadfastness and discipline which lead Guyon to temperance. 

Spenser does not believe, however, that reason and control are suf

ficient for achieving virtue. The quest of Guyon is not altogether 

satisfied by classical virtues. To the classical virtues, Spenser 

adds the Christian principle of faith. Sir Guyon needs faith as 

well as reason. Guyon, like Red Cross Knight, arrives at his goal 

only because of the gracious intercession of Prince Arthur. 

In the first two books of The Faerie Queene, Spenser develops 

the Christian virtue of holiness and the classical virtue of temper

ance. Both holiness and temperance are virtues gained through knowl

edge. The quests of Red Cross Knight and Sir Guyon constitute in

struction. In detailing the education of Red Cross Knight and Sir 

Guyon, Spenser charts the course of virtue. In guiding Red Cross 

Knight to holiness and Sir Guyon to temperance, Spenser accomplishes 

the goal which he set for his poem. In Books I and II of The^ Faerie 

Queene, Spenser uses knowledge as the means to accomplish the purpose 

v^ich he had described in his letter to Raleigh: "The generall end 

therefore of all the booke is to fashion a gentleman or noble person 

in vertuous and gentle discipline." 

Red Cross Knight and Sir Guyon incamate Spenser's idea that 

virtue is the result of prudent action based on knowledge. Both 

knights arrive at virtue only because they endure many trials. Their 

virtue arises from their perseverance and resistance to evil. Spenser's 
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presentation of virtue subjected to severe tests was greatly admired 

by Milton. In Arcopagitica, Milton praises Spenser as a teacher 

greater than the medieval theologians, Scotus and Aquinas. In his 

essay condemning censorship, Milton points out the value of active 

virtue by noting that Spenser "in describing true temperance under 

the person of Guion, brings him in with his palmer through the cave 

of Niammon, and the bowr of earthly bliss, that he might see and know 

and yet abstain."^' 

To Milton, as to Spenser, the only virtue is the tested virtue. 

Milton claims "that our faith and knowledge thrives by exercise."^° 

In Areopagitica, Milton gives eloquent expression to his belief that 

virtue requires awareness and rejection of evil: "I cannot praise a 

fugitive and cloistered vertue unexercis'd and unbreath'd, that never 

sallies out and sees her adversary, but slinks out of the race, where 

that immortal garland is to be run for, not without dust and heart. 

Assuredly we bring not innocence into the world; we bring impurity 

much rather; that which purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is 

contrary. That virtue therefore which is but a youngling in the con

templation of evil, and knows not the utmost that vice promises to 

her followers and rejects, is but a blank virtue, not a pure; her 

whitenesse is but an excrementall whitenesse."^^ 

Areopagitica served Milton as an opportunity not only to speak 

out against the evils of censorship and to celebrate the freedom of 

the mind, but also to pay tribute to Spenser and to sound ideas which 

were to characterize his philosophy and literature. The concept of 
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knowledge, which was to become Milton's grand theme, appears in em

bryonic form in Areopagitica. Milton's concem with knowledge of 

good and evil and his association of knowledge with the fall of man 

are evident in the speech: 

Good and evill we know in the field of this World grow up 
together almost inseparably; and the knowledge of good is 
so involved and interwoven with the knowledge of evill, 
and in so many cunning resemblances hardly to be dis
cern* d, tliat those confused seeds which were imposed 
upon Psyche as an incessant labor to cull out, and sort 
asunder, were not more intermixt. It was from out the 
rinde of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of good and 
evil, as tivo twins cleaving together, leapt forth into 
the world. .And perhaps this is that doom which Adam fell 
into of knowing good and evill; that is to say, of knowing 
good by evill.^0 

Milton also comments on the value of reason, which guarantees man's 

freedom: "Nlany there be that complain of divin Providence for suffer

ing Adam to transgresse. Foolish tongues! when God gave him reason 

he gave him freedom to choose, for reason is but choosing; he had been 

else a mere artificiall Adam, such an Adam as he is in the motions."^-^^ 

In Areopagitica, Milton gives brief expression to the ideas 

v^ich were basic principles of his concept of knowledge. The fall of 

man and the value of reason which Milton mentions in Areopagitica were 

to receive full development years later in his epic poems. Milton, 

who was thoroughly schooled in theology, naturally associated the fall 

of man with the problem of knowledge. As a serious student of classi

cal literature, he gained an appreciation for natural reason; and he 

incorporated the value of reason into his theory of knowledge. Milton 

drew together principles of classical reason, medieval theology, and 
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Renaissance humanism in formulating his theory of knowledge. In 

Milton's writing, as in Spenser's, the classical and Christian ideas 

of knowledge flow together. In his lectures published under the 

title Paradise Lost iii Our Time, Douglas Bush notes Milton's apprecia

tion of ancient, medieval, and contemporary ideas on truth. Bush 

also defines Milton's view of right reason: 

Right reason is not merely reason in our sense of the 
word; it is not a dry light, a nonmoral instniment of in
quiry. Neither is it simply the religious conscience. 
It is a kind of rational and philosophic conscience which 
distinguishes man from the beasts and which links man with 
man and with Cod. This faculty was implanted by God in 
all men. Christian and heathen alike, as a guide to truth 
and conduct. Though its effectual working may be obscured 
by sin, it makes man, in his degree, like God; it enables 
him, within limits, to understand the purposes of a God 
who is perfect reason as well as perfect justice, goodness, 
and love, ftence the ancient pagans, to whom the evangeli
cal Christian is indifferent or hostile, are for the 
Christian humanist men who achieved very positive steps 
toward ultimate truth and virtue. Though even the highest 
pagan wisdom, like Plato's, was the product of only the 
natural reason, and must be fortified and illuminated by 
Christian revelation and love, that natural reason was it
self a divine gift and it sought the true light. Since all 
truth is one, since man and the universe and God are ra
tional, the human reason is an ally, not an enemy of 
Christianity.52 

Throughout his life Milton was attracted to the concept of 

right reason. In his political writings, he pleaded for exercise of 

reason: " . . . there can no greater testimony appear, than when your 

prudent spirit acknowledge the voice of reason. . . . " When he 

turned from active political life to the creation of literature, Mil

ton naturally focused on the value of reason. Forced into the exile 

of private life by his political opponents, Milton devoted himself 
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to literature. He conceived the project of writing a monumental work. 

For a time, Milton considered basing his great literary work on the 

Arthurian material which had served as the framework for Spenser's 

Faerie Queene. In time, however, he rejected the legend of Arthur 

and settled on the fall of man as his true subject. Because of its 

universality, Milton preferred man's disobedience to the chivalric 

tales of Arthurian legend. Once he had decided on the fall of Adam 

as his subject, Milton experimented with form. After attempting a 

drama on the loss of paradise, he chose epic poetry as the form to 

convey his ideas on reason and the fall of man. In his epic poem 

Paradise Lost, Milton advanced his comprehensive statement on the con

cept of knowledge. 

Knowledge is the principal theme of Paradise Lost. In the 

poem, Milton examines many varieties of knowledge. He comments on 

knowledge of God, knowledge of the angels, and knowledge of man. 

Milton relates the concept of knowledge to the great chain of being. 

The wisdom of God is the source of all knowledge. God's knowledge 

descends through the order of existence. In Book V of Paradise Lost, 

Raphael explains to Adam the nature and order of God's wisdom: 

0 Adam, one Almighty is, from whom 
All things proceed, and up to him return. 
If not deprav'd from good, created all 
Such to perfection, one first matter all, 
Indu'd with various forms, various degrees 
Of substance, and in things that life, of life: 
But more refin'd, more spirituous, and pure, 
As nearer to him plac't or nearer tending 
Each in thir several active Spheres assign'd. 
Till body up to spirit work, in bounds 
Proportion'd to each kind,^^ 
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Raphael tells Adam that the order of nature parallels the order of 

God. The scale of nature reflects the scale of the spiritual world. 

Raphael also informs Adam that spiritual order determines knowledge. 

Angels have intuitive knowledge because they are close to God. Man, 

on the other hand, has discursive knowledge. Through faith and 

obedience, man may ascend the great chain. He may grow in spirit and 

knowledge and approach divinity if he resists temptation. Raphael 

outlines the order of knowledge and speaks of man's ability to ascend: 

So from the root 
Springs lighter the green stalk, from thence the leaves 
Nfore aerv, last the bright consummate flow'r 
Spirits odorous breathes: flowrs and thir fruit 
Man's nourishment, by gradual scale sublim'd 
To vital Spirits aspire, to animal, 
To intellectual, give both life and sense, 
Fancey and understanding, whence the Soul 
Reason receives, and reason is her being. 
Discursive, or Intuitive; discourse 
If oftest yours, the latter most is ours. 
Differing but in degree, of kind the same. 
Wonder not then, what God for you saw good 
If I refuse not, but convert, as you 
To proper substance: time may come when men 
With Angels may participate, and find 
No inconvenient Diet, nor too light Fare: 
And from these corporal nutriments perhaps 
Your bodies may at last tum all to Spirit, 
Improv'd by tract of time, and wing'd ascend 
Ethereal, as wee, or may at choice 
Here or in Heav'nly Paradise dwell; 
If ye be found obedient, and retain 
Unalterably firm his love entire 
Whose progeny you are.^^ 

Milton demonstrates the superior knowledge of angels through 

the example of Abdiel. Endowed with intuitive reason, Abdiel distin

guishes clearly between good and evil. Abdiel, unlike Adam, is able to 
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resist temptation. Abdiel recognizes the falseness of Lucifer and 

shuns it. Abdiel's adherence to truth eams God's praise: 

Servant of God, well done, well hast thou fought 
The better fight, who single hast maintain'd 
Against revolted multitudes the Cause 
Of Truth, in word mightier than they in Arms; 
And for the testimony of Truth hast borne 
Universal reproach, far worse to bear 
Than violence: for this was all thy care 
To stand approv'd in sight of Cjod, though Worlds 
Judg'd thee perverse: the easier conquest now 
Remains thee, aided by this host of friends. 
Back on thy foes more glorious to return 
Than scorn'd thou didst depart, and to subdue 
By force, who reason for thir Law refuse. 
Right reason for thir Law, and for thir King 

Nfessiah, who by right of merit Reigns.^^ 

At God's invitation, Abdiel joins the forces of reason in con

fronting the rebellious angels. During the battle between the good 

angels and the evil angels, Abdiel addresses Satan. Abdiel combats 

the lies of Satan with pure truth. Ife charges that Satan has perverted 

truth. He bluntly tells Satan that the kingdom of error is a place 

of servitude: 
Abdiel stem repli'd: 

Apostate, still thou err'st, nor end wilt find 
Of erring, from the path of truth remote: 
Unjustly thou deprav'st it with the name of 
Servitude to serve whom God ordains 
Or Nature: God and Nature bid the same. 
When he who rules is worthiest, and excels 
Them whom he govems. This is servitude. 
To serve th' unwise, or liim who hath rebell'd 
Against his worthier, as thine now serve thee. 
Thyself not free, but to thyself enthrall'd.^/ 

Milton develops a sliarp contrast between the truth of the obedi

ent angels and the falseness of the rebellious angels. After the fall. 
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the rebellious angels are stripped of goodness and truth. They have 

a perverted knowledge. Mien they recall their days in paradise, the 

rebels attempt to engage in philosophical discussions; but their talk 

is only idle speculation. They are enthralled by sophistry: 

Others apart sat on a Hill retir'd. 
In thoughts more elevate, and reason'd high 
Of Providence, Foreknowledge, Will, and Fate, 
Fixt Fate, free will, foreknowledge absolute. 
And found no end in wand'ring mazes lost. 
Of good and evil much they argu'd then. 
Of happiness and final misery, 
Passion and Apathy, and glory and shame. 
Vain wisdom all, and false Philosophie.^S 

In hell the fallen angels devise counterfeit truth. They rely on 

deception and cunning to give falsehood the appearance of truth. The 

most skillful of the false rhetoricians of hell is Belial: 

On th' other side up rose 
Belial, in act more graceful and humane: 
A fairer person lost not Heav'n: he seem'd 
For dignity compos'd and high exploit: 
But all was false and hollow; though his Tongue 
Ih-opt Manna, and could make the worse appear 
The better reason, to perplex and dash 
Maturest Counsels.^^ 

In Paradise Lost, Nlilton explores the realms of divine and 

angelic knowledge. Milton presents divine reason as the source of all 

goodness and truth. He examines the defense of truth by Abdiel and 

the obedient angels, and he notes the perversion of truth by Satan and 

the fallen angels. Milton's discussions of divine truth and angelic 

intuition serve as contrasts to man's knowledge. Between the absolutes 

of Godly truth and Satanic falsehood is human knowledge. Human reason 

is Milton's principal concem in Paradise Lost. 
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Milton explains that man is created with the divine attribute 

of reason. Man, the last work of creation, is endowed with reason so 

that he may rule over the rest of creation. Because of the spiritual 

origin of reason, man is able to know and love God: 

There wanted yet the Master work, the end 
Of all yet done; a Creature who not prone 
And Brute as other Creatures, but endu'd 
With Sanctity of Reason, might erect 
His Stature, and upright with front serene 
Govern the rest, self-knowing, and from thence 
Magnanimous to correspond with Heavn, 
But grateful to acknowledge wliench his good 
Descends, thither with heart and voice and eyes 
Directed in Devotion, to adore 
And worship God vSunreme who made him chief 
Of all his works.60 

God provides man not only with sanctity of reason but with free

dom of will. Although he may know and love God through reason, man is 

not required to worship God. Reason involves choice, and man is free 

to choose. God prefers the loving servant who freely chooses obedi

ence; He takes no pleasure in the forced obedience of the slave. Mil

ton records God's purpose in granting man free will and reason: 

I made him just and right, 
Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall. 
Such I created all th' Ethereal Powers 
And Spirits, both them who stood and them who fail'd; 
Freely they stood who stood, and fell who fell. 
Not free, what proof could they have giv'n sincere 
Of true allegiance, constant Faith of Love, 
Where only what they needs must do, appear'd. 
Not what they would? what praise could they receive? 
What pleasure I from such obedience paid. 
When Will and Reason (Reason is also choice) 
Useless and vain, of freedom both despoil'd. 
Made passive both, had serv'd necessity. 
Not mee.^i 
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Man's freedom of choice involves responsibility. God declares that 

free men are responsible for their actions: 

Authors to themselves in all 
Both what they judge and what they choose; for so 
I form'd them free, and free they must remain. 
Till they enthrall themselves.^2 

God insists tliat man is responsible for his actions. Yet Cjod 

extends aid to guide man in his decisions. God sends his angel Raphael 

to the Garden of Eden to w a m Adam of the dangers of Satan. God does 

not leave Adam in ignorance; Ife sends Raphael to instruct Adam about 

temptation. Through the angel, God shares his divine knowledge with 

man. Raphael is commissioned to provide Adam with foreknowledge. God 

orders Raphael to describe the exact nature of Satan's wiles so that 

Adam cannot complain of ignorance. God orders Raphael to provide knowl

edge vdiich Adam needs in order to avoid tenptation: 

w a m him to beward 
He swerve not too secure: tell him withal 
His danger, and from whom, what enemy 
Late fall'n himself from Ifeaven, is plotting now 
The gall of others from like state of bliss; 
By violence, no, for that shall be withstood, 
But by deceit and lies; this let him know 
Lest wilfully transgressing he pretend 
Surprisal, unadmonisht, unforewam'd.^^ 

In the Garden, Raphael reveals Satan's designs to Adam. Raphael 

provides Adam with foreknowledge of temptation. The angel explains to 

Adam that man is free to ascend or fall because his free nature is in

violable. Raphael advises Adam that man is responsible for his free 

decisions; man must account for his choices. Raphael also tells Adam 

that happiness comes from prudent choices. The angels of heaven are 
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happy because they freely serve God. The bliss of heaven results 

from willing obedience to God. In his waming to Adam, Raphael ob

serves that those who disobey God exchange bliss for woe: 

That thou art happy, owe to God; 
That thou continu'st such, owe to thyself. 
That is, to thy obedience; therein stand. 
This was the caution giv'n thee; be advis'd. 
God made thee perfet, not immutable; 
And good he made thee, but to persevere 
Ife left it in thy power, ordain'd thy will 
By nature free, not over-ruled by Fate 
Inextricable, or strict necessity; 
Our voluntarv service he requires, 
.\'ot our necessitated, such with him 
Finds no acceptance, nor can find, for how 
Can hearts, not free, be tri'd whether they serve 
Willing or no, who will but what they must 
By Destiny, and can no other choose? 
Myself and a l l t h ' Angelic Ifost that stand 
In sight of God enthron'd, our happy state 
Ifold, as you yours, while our obedience holds; 
On other surety none, freely we serve 
Because wee freely love, as in our will 
To love or not; in this we stand or fall: 
And some are fall'n, to disobedience fall'n, 
And so from Iteav'n to deepest Hell: 0 fall 
From what high state of bliss into what woe 1̂ 4 

During his visit in the Garden, Pvaphael tells Adam about the 

disobedience of Satan and his host. He describes the battle in heaven 

and God's victory over the arrogant rebels, who fall from happiness to 

abject misery. The angel goes on to describe the creation of the world 

and the creation of man. Adam, who is fascinated by the revelations 

of Raphael, seeks more knowledge. When Adam begins to display idle 

curiosity, Raphael wams Adam that man should not seek knowledge in 

excess. Raphael advises Adam of the proper limits of man's knowledge: 



Ill 

Solicit not thy thoughts with matters hid. 
Leave them to God above, him serve and fear; 
Of other Creatures, as him pleases best, 
Wherever plac't, let him dispose: joy thou 
In wliat he gives to thee, this Paradise 
And thy fair Eve: Heav'n is for thee too high 
To know what passes there; be lowly wise: 
Think only what concerns thee and thy being: 
Dream not of other Worlds.^^ 

Rapliael admonishes Adam tliat man should seek practical knowl

edge rather than speculative knowledge. The angel argues that man 

should concem himself with the government of his daily life. Raphael 

says that wisdom for man is not to dream of other worlds, 

but to know 
That v^ich before us lies in daily life, 
Is the prime wisdom; what is more is fume. 
Or emptiness, or fond impertinence. 
And renders us in things that most concem 
Unpractis'd, unprepar'd, and still to seek.^^ 

In his conversation with Raphael, Adam reveals the weaknesses 

vdiich later bring about his fall. Adam displays his excessive thirst 

for knowledge. He also mentions to Raphael that Eve incites in him 

such passion that all else seems degraded. Adam says that his passion 

for Eve is so great that he values her even more than reason itself: 

yet when I approach 
Her loveliness, so absolute she seems 
And in herself complete, so well to know 
Ifer own, that what she wills to do or say 
Seems wisest, virtuouest, discreetest, best; 
All higher knowledge in her presence falls 
Degraded, Wisdom in discourse with her 
Loses discount'nanc't, and like foolly shows: 
Authority and Reason on her wait. 
As one intended first, not after made 
Occasionally; and to consummate all. 
Greatness of mind and nobleness thir seat 
Build in her loveliest, and create an awe 
About her, as a guard Angelic plac't."^ 
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Adam's desire for knowledge and his passion for Eve cause him to per

vert natural order. Adam seeks knowledge beyond the limits of human 

reason. He displays idle curiosity. Because of undisciplined passion 

for Eve, Adam neglects reason; he places Eve, an inferior creature, 

above himself, even above reason and authority. Adam's fall, the result 

of errors of passion, is presaged even before God's messenger departs 

the Garden, even before Satan appears to Eve. 

Adam understands clearly the warnings of Raphael. Armed with 

foreknowledge of temptation, Adam is responsible for his deeds. He 

is also responsible for Eve, whose knowledge is inferior. Eve looks 

to Adam for knowledge: 

God is thy law; thou mind: to know no more 

Is woman's happiest knowledge and her praise.^° 

Adam explains to Eve that reason is the chief faculty of the soul. 

When Eve is troubled by the dream of Satan, Adam instructs her in the 

problem of appearance and reality: 

But know that in the Soul 
Are many lesser Faculties that serve 
Reason as chief; among these Fancy next 
Ifer office holds: of all extemal things, 
IVhich the five watchful senses represent. 
She forms Imaginations, Aery shapes, 
Which Reason joining or disjoining, frames 
All what we affirm or what deny, and call 
Our knowledge or opinion; then retires 
Into her private Cell when Nature rests. 
Oft in her absence mimic Fancy wakes 
To imitate her; but misjoining shapes. 
Wild work produces oft, and most in dreams, 
111 matching words and deeds long past or late.^^ 

The problem of deceptive appearance is central to Adam's instruction 

on free will and reason. Adam attempts to teach Eve about the authority 
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of reason and the responsibility of free will. He says that man must 

distinguish between truth and mimicry. Man must avoid deception so 

that reason properly informs the will. If reason is duped, the will 

is misguided; and man falls from grace: 

Secure from outward force; within himself 
The danger lies, yet lies within his power: 
Against his will he can receive no liarm. 
But God left free the Will, for what obeys 
Reason, is free, and Reason he made right. 
But bid her well beware, and still erect. 
Lest by some fair appearing good surpris'd 
She dictate false, and misinform the will 
To do what God expressly hath forbid.70 

71 
Despite Adam's wamings. Eve falls victim to "fair appearing" 

evil. When he accosts Eve in the Garden, Satan relies on false 

rhetoric. His arguments pervert Eve's reason; his skillful lies cap

ture her confidence: 

Yet rung of his persuasive words, impregn'd 
With Reason, to her seeming, and with Truth.^^ 

Once Eve's reason is overtumed by deception, truth is displaced by 

falsehood. Passion usurps reason. Eve believes the lies of Satan; 

she is an eager victim of his fraud. Reason and truth abandoned, Eve 

violates the one command of God. Passionately she consumes the for

bidden fruit of the tree of knowledge: 

Greedily she ingorg'd without restraint. 
And knew not eating Death.^5 

The immediate effect of Eve's transgression is registered by the 

whole order of existence: 

Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat 
Sighing through all her Works gave signs of woe 
That all was lost.74 
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When he leams of Eve's transgression, Adam determines to fol

low his mate into sin. Because of his passion for Eve, Adam violates 

his reasoned judgment and joins in the crime: 

She gave him of that enticing Fruit 
With liberal hand: he scrupl'd not to eat 
Against his better knowledge, not deceiv'd, 
But fondly overcome with Female cliarm.'^ 

The sin of Adam is more grievous tlian that of Eve, for Adam has fore

knowledge of temptation. His reason is not confused. Adam deliber

ately enters into sin with full knowledge. He freely chooses to dis

obey God and break natural order. The order of nature buckles at 

Adam's sin: 

Earth trembled from her entrails, as again 
In pangs, and Nature gave a second groan.'O 

Once Adam and Eve desert reason and enter into sin, they are 

ruled by passion. Immediately their love tums to lust: 

Carnal desire inflaming, hee on Eve 
Began to cast lascivious Eyes, she him 
As wantonly repaid; in Lust they bum.7' 

The disobedience of Adam and Eve results in manifold sins. A flood 

of passions fall on them after their transgression. They weep at their 

exchange of happiness for misery: 

They sat them down to weep, nor only Teares 
Rain'd at thir Eyes, but high Winds worse within 
Began to rise, high Passions, Anger, Hate, 
Mistrust, Suspicion, Discord, and shoot sore 
Thir inward State of mind, calm Region once 
And Full of Peace, now toss't and turbulent; 
For Understanding rul'd not, and the Will 
Heard not her lore, both in subjection now 
To sensual Appetite, who from beneath 
Usurping over sovran Reason claim'd 
Superior sway.7^ 
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The unity of paradise is destroyed by sin. The unity of man and woman 

and the unity of man and God are lost: 

Love was not in thir looks, either to God 
Or to each other, but apparent guilt. 
And shame, and perturbation, and despair. 
Anger, and obstinancy, and hate, and guile.79 

Because Adam has broken faith, God sends His Son to the Garden 

to judge man. Christ takes pity on Adam, who languishes in sorrow 

and guilt. Christ intercedes for man. After Christ's petition. Cod 

sends His angel Michael to expel Adam and Eve from paradise. Before 

he evicts Adam and Eve from the Garden, Nlicliael presents a catalogue 

of future events. Adam is permitted knowledge of the future. He 

leams that in time his sin will be cleansed by Christ and that man 

will be restored to grace. 

After Michael's instruction about future generations and the 

eventual redemption of man, Adam prepares to leave the Garden. Adam's 

misery is assuaged by knowledge of events to come; he is hopeful and 

peaceful as he spends his last moments in paradise. Adam explains to 

Michael that he has leamed that happiness results only from obedi

ence to God. The highest knowledge is fear of the Lord: 

Greatly instructed I shall hence depart. 
Greatly in peace of thought and have my fill 
Of knowledge, which this Vessel can contain; 
Beyond which was my folly to aspire. 
Henceforth I leam, that to obey is best. 
And love with fear the only God, to walk 
As in his presence, ever to observe 
His providence, and on him sole depend. 
Merciful over all his works, with good 
Still overcoming evil, and by small 
Accomplishing great things, by things deem'd weak 
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Subverting worldly strong, and worldly wise 
By simply meek; that suffering for Truth's sake 
Is fortitude to highest victory. 
And to the faithful Death the Gate of Life; 
Taught this by his example whom I now 
Acknowledge my Redeemer ever blest.80 

Micliael replies that in leaming obedience Adam has "attain'd 

81 
the sum of wisdom. "°-^ The angel explains that Adam has gained the 

knowledge which leads to liappiness. He encourages Adam to add holy 

virtues to obedience so that he may find paradise within himself: 

This having learnt, thou liast attain'd the sum 
Of wisdom; hope no higher, though all the Stars 
Thou knew'St by name, and all th' ethereal Powers, 
All secrets of the Deep, all Nature's works. 
Or works of God in Heav'n, Air, Earth, or Sea, 
And all the riches of this World enjoy'dst, 
And all the rule, one Empire; only add 
Deeds to thy knowledge answerable, add Faith 
Add Virtue, Patience, Temperance, add Love, 
By Name to come call'd Cliarity, the soul 
Of all the rest: then wilt thou not be loath 
To leave this Paradise, but shalt possess 

A paradise within thee, happier far.S2 

The final conversation between Adam and Michael reveals Mil

ton's definition of wisdom. Milton considered knowledge of God to be 

man's greatest good. In order to gain knowledge of God, man must first 

have practical knowledge, or prime wisdom. Practical knowledge serves 

man in the government of his daily life, and it teaches him the need 

for obedience to God. Through obedience to God, man can achieve hap

piness; and he can begin the spiritual ascension toward divine knowl

edge. 

Ideas conceming knowledge, which were basic to the poetry of 

Spenser and Milton, also found expression in Renaissance drama. Even 
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before Milton wrote his theological epic on the fall of man, Marlowe 

had given the Renaissance stage a drama which portrayed the fall of 

a man who attempted to go beyond the bounds of human knowledge. In 

the Tragicall Historie of Doctor Faustus, Marlowe presented the danger 

attendant to ignorance of truth and the errors which result from pre

suming upon faulty knowledge. 

In Doctor Faustus, Nlarlowe treats the power and limitations 

of human knowledge. Doctor Faustus wishes to overreach the limita

tion of human knowledge in order to gain power. Doctor Faustus' 

desire for knowledge in excess calls to mind a speech of proud Tam-

burlaine, who argues that aspiration for unlimited knowledge yields 

earthly power: 

Nature that fram'd vs of foure Elements, 
Warring within our breasts for regiment. 
Doth teach vs all to haue aspyring minds: 
Our soules whose faculties can comprehend 
The wondrous Architecture of the world: 
And measure euery plannets course. 
Still climbing after knowledge infinite. 
And alwaies moouing as the restles Spheares, 
Wils vs to weare our selues and neuer rest, 
Vntill we reach the ripest fruit of all. 
That perfect blisse and sole felicitie, 
The sweet fruition of an earthly crowne.83 

Faustus is so eager to gain "knowledge infinite" and the power 

v^ich unlimited knowledge grants that he bargains with the devil. 

Faustus rejects the traditional disciplines of leaming and tums to 

necromancy for power: 

Philosophy is odious and obscure. 
Both Law and Phisicke are for pettie wits, 
Diuinitie is basest of the three, 
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Unpleasant, harsh, contemptible, and vilde, 
Tis Magickc, Magicke tluit hath rauisht mee.S"* 

Faustus boasts that practice of black arts provides him with transcen

dent powers: 

All things that mooue betweene the quiet poles 
Slialbe at my commaund.^^ 

He even claims that through magic he enjoys the power of a god: 

A sound Magician is a mighty god: 

Ileere Faustus trie thy braines to gaine a deitie.^^ 

In denying traditional knowledge for the alluring, deceptive 

attraction of necromancy, Faustus betrays the shallowness of his leam

ing; and he commits the error which leads eventually to his tragic 

damnation. J. T. >fcCullen notes that Faustus is "a dramatic figure 

consciously presented who brings tragedy upon himself because of his 

limited and defective knowledge."°7 in negating the value of philoso

phy, medicine, law, and divinity, Faustus rejects leaming which is 

founded on holy truth. Faustus substitutes the sophistry of Satan and 

his followers for the knowledge which comes from God. By abjuring 

the truth of God, Faustus invites his ruin. By cursing God, Faustus 

summons up the forces of hell. Tlie immediate result of Faustus' 

blasphemy is the appearance of the devil Nfephistophilis, who explains 

that the way to conjure up evil is to curse goodness: 

For when we heare one racke the name of God, 
Abiure the scriptures, and his Sauiour Christ, 
Wee flye, in hope to get his glorious soule. 
Nor will we come, unlesse he vse such meanes 
Whereby he is in danger to be damnd: 
Therefore the shortest cut for coniuring 
Is stoutly to abiure the Trinitie, 
And pray deuoutly to the prince of hell.^^ 
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Faustus wishes to engage ^tephistophilis as an aid in his prac

tice of necromancy, but Nfephistophilis may perform only as Lucifer 

commands. In order to secure the service of Nfephistophilis, Faustus 

makes a pact with the devil. Faustus relinquishes his etemal soul 

in exchange for magical powers. In order to make himself a "mighty 

89 
god"®-' for twenty-four years, Faustus agrees to an etemity in hell. 

Faustus' bargain with the devil demonstrates his zeal for power. 

Professor rfcCuUcn states that Faustus' "quest has become a craze 

for power, yet his predicament betrays a want of intellectual honesty 

and prudence needed to control whatever power he may attain."^^ 

Faustus' damnation does not result from his practice of necro

mancy or his allegiance to Satan. His condemnation results from his 

refusal to repent his sins and ask for God's mercy. It is Faustus' 

arrogance and denial of truth which prohibit his salvation. The 

thought of repentance courses through Faustus' mind from the time of 

his bargain with Satan until the last hour of his life. Almost im

mediately after his agreement with the devil is consummated, Faustus 

begins to think of deserting Satan and calling for God's aid; but, 

burdened with arrogant pride and unbridled ambition, Faustus shuns 

redemption and remains resolute in his trust to Lucifer: 

Now Faustus must thou needes be damnd. 
And canst thou not be saued? 
What bootes it then to thinke of God or heauen? 
Away with such vaine fancies and despaire, 
Despaire in God, and trust in Belsabub: 
Now go not backeward: no Faustus, be resolute. 
Why wauerest thou?^^ 
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Again and again Faustus thinks of tuming to God for forgiveness: 

"I will renounce this magicke, and repent."^2 j ^ ^ ̂ ^ch time he re

fuses to commit himself completely to God. Faustus lacks the 

humility which salvation requires. Faustus admits tliat he has grown 

so hardened that he cannot even consider the tender loving-kindness 

which heaven offers: 

My hearts so hardned that I cannot repent. 
Scarce can I name saluation, faith, or heauen. 
But feareful ecchoes thunders in mine eares, 
Faustus, thou art damn'd.93 

Faustus slowly gains self-knowledge. Ife becomes aware of his 

damnation. In realizing tliat his soul is damned, Faustus cries out 

for Christ's help: 

Ah Christ my Sauiour, 

Seeke to saue distressed Faustus soule.^^ 

Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Nfephistophilis spring from hell to quell 

Faustus' thoughts of tuming to God. The devils combat Faustus' desire 

to seek salvation. Satan upbraids Faustus for considering repentance, 

and he promises to show the necromancer a parade of the seven deadly 

sins. Under the pressure of Satan's castigation, Faustus again re

jects thoughts of heaven and rededicates himself to the dark powers. 

Faustus welcomes the vision of the seven deadly sins. He sacreligiously 

compares the pleasure of witnessing the parade of sins to Adam's delight 

in viewing paradise: 
That sight will be as pleasing vnto me, 
As paradise was to Adam, the first day 
Of his creation.9^ 
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Although he renews his pledge of loyalty to Satan, Faustus is 

never free of the torment in his soul which makes him want to repent. 

Faustus amuses himself with petty tricks of magic, but he cannot 

escape the nagging impulse to throw away false knowledge and tum 

to truth. Professor NfcCullen observes that Faustus' "inward con

flict is the result of his erroneous approach to leaming and his 

boasted wisdom is nothing more tlian his own delusion."^^ Because 

of the conflict which rages in his mind, Faustus wavers between 

total allegiance to Satan and desire for repentance. As Faustus 

slowly grows in self-awareness, he realizes that he has exchanged 

his soul for empty pleasures and vain tricks. Faustus defines him

self as a condemned man; yet his thoughts are never far from repen

tance and forgiveness: 

Vvhat art thou Faustus but a man condemned to die? 
Thy fatall time doth drawe to finall ende, 
Dispaire doth driue distrust vnto my thoughts. 
Confound these passions with a quiet sleepe: 
Tush, Christ did call the thiefe vpon the Crosse, 
Then rest thee Faustus quiet in conceit.^7 

The battle for Faustus' soul, which haunts the magician's 

mind, is portrayed by the debate between the good angel and the evil 

angel. The good angel and the evil angel reflect Faustus; vacilla

tion between the desire for salvation and the resolution for damnation. 

The angels demonstrate the battle of truth and falsehood in the world; 

they suggest the difference between reality and appearance. The 

doubts that vex Faustus' mind find expression in the arguments of 

the angels. The evil angel advises Faustus to continue his loyalty 
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to Satan, for Satan has given him power. The good angel pleads with 

Faustus to give up perverted knowledge and abusive power and tum to 

God for truth. The Old Man echoes the invitations of the good angel. 

The Old Man begs Faustus to seek truth and find salvation: 

Ah Doctor Faustus, tliat I might preuaile. 
To guide thy steps vnto the way of life. 
By which sweete path thou maist attaine the gole 
That shall conduct thee to celestial rest. 
Breake heart, drop bloud, and mingle it with teares, 
Teares falling from repentant heauinesse. 
Of thy most vilde and loathsome filthinesse. 
The stench whereof corrupts the inward soule 
With such flagitious crimes of haincus sinnes, 
As no commisseration may expel. 
But mercie Faustus of thy Sauiour sweete. 
Whose blood alone must wash away thy guilt.^8 

The Old Man urges Faustus to repent, and he promises that Faustus may 

yet be saved if he asks forgiveness. Heaven eagerly awaits the peti

tion of Faustus with mercy and grace: 

Ah stay good Faustus, stay thy desperate steps, 
I see an Angel1 houers ore thy head. 
And with a violl full of precious grace. 
Offers to powre the same into thy soule. 
Then call for mercie and auoyd dispaire.^^ 

Facing etemal damnation, Faustus desperately desires to save 

himself. But he cannot save himself; only God can save him. Faustus 

cannot gain salvation because he is unwilling to repent sincerely and 

humble himself completely. Faustus' impulse to repent is offset by 

his arrogance and his fear of Satan. When Faustus does entertain 

thoughts of repentance, Nfephistophilis threatens him: 

Thou traitor Faustus, I arrest thy soule 
For disobedience to my soueraigne Lord, 
Reuolt, or H e in peece-meale teare thy flesh.i^O 
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Faustus retreats from his desire for redemption and once again aligns 

himself with hell. He tells Nfephistophilis to ask Satan to forgive 

his thoughts of repentance. 

In the last episodes of the drama, Faustus determines to die 

alone. He does not seek God's mercy. Knowing that he is condemned 

to hell because of his own proud designs, Faustus retums to the 

scholars at Wittenburg. He admits his folly in bargaining with the 

devil: "A surffet of deadly sinne hath damned body and soule."101 

The scholars urge Faustus to "looke to heauen, remember Gods mer

cies are infinite."^^2 j ^ ^ Faustus replies that "I gaue them my 

soule for my cunning."^03 jfe accepts his punishment: "For vaine 

pleasure of 24. yeares hath Faustus lost etemall ioy and feleci-

tie."104 

Faustus knows that he owes his soul to hell, but he cannot 

deny the impulse to seek God even in the last hour of his life. He 

cries 

0 lie leape vp to my God: who pulles me downe? 
See see where Christs blood streames in the firmament. 
One drop would saue my soule, halfe a drop, ah my Christ.^^5 

Although he knows that "halfe a drop"^^^ of Christ's blood could 

cleanse his sins, Faustus does not ask for redemption. He refuses 

to humble himself before God, and he goes to sure damnation. 

As the last minutes of his life speed away, Faustus, who in

tended to make himself a god with unlimited knowledge, longs to be 

changed into a beast. In wishing to become a "brutish beast"•'•07 

which has no soul.to be tormented through etemity, Faustus poignantly 
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demonstrates the irony of his grand scheme. By following falsehood 

and trickery instead of seeking truth, Faustus reduces himself ulti

mately to subhuman stature: 

Ah Pythagoras metemsucosis, were that true. 
This soule should flie from me, and I be changde 
Vnto some brutish beast: al beasts are liappy. 
For when they die. 
Their soules are soone dissolud in elements. 
But mine must liue to be plagde in liel.^08 

Within moments, the devils of hell come to claim Faustus' soul. 

Faustus, who in his passion for power trusted evil and deception, is 

carried off to an etemity of servitude. 

Tlie epilogue of the Chorus sums up the tragedy of Doctor Faus

tus. In his zeal for power, Faustus violated the limits of human 

knowledge. In order to gain mastery, he cast off the truth of God 

and bound himself to sin and error. Apollo's laurel bough, the symbol 

of knowledge, bums in hell because misguided Faustus chose sophistry 

of Satan rather than truth of God. The Chorus suggests that the 

tragedy of Doctor Faustus should serve as instruction and waming 

that wisdom rests in obedience to heaven: 

Cut is the branch that might haue growne ful straight. 
And burned is Apolloes Laurel bough. 
That sometime grew within this leamed man: 
Faustus is gone, regard his hellish fall. 
Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise, 
Onely to wonder at vnlawful things. 
Whose deepensee doth intise such forward wits. 
To practice more than heauenly power permits.-^09 

Ideas conceming knowledge which inform sixteenth and seven

teenth century treatises on medicine, education, theology, courtesy, 

and moral philosophy and the ideas of wisdom which appear in the major 
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works of Spenser, Milton, and Marlowe reflect the fundamental princi

ples of Renaissance leaming. Professor McCullen notes that the 

principles of Renaissance knowledge "included the pursuit of self-

knowledge, faith in man's spiritual destiny, the acceptance of re

sponsibility to society, and proof of wisdom in conduct."^^0 xhese 

principles derive from classical and medieval teachings on wisdom. 

From the ancients, the Renaissance leamed the importance of self-

knowledge and moderation. From the Middle Ages, the Renaissance 

gained the idea that man must have faith in order to achieve the 

highest knowledge, knowledge of God. Both ancient and medieval 

thinkers bequeathed to the Renaissance the notion that knowledge 

govems conduct and the idea that happiness results only from dis

ciplined action. These principles of knowledge influenced not only 

the moral philosophers but also the best creative artists of the 

Renaissance. The intellectual milieu which produced The Faerie 

Queene, Paradise Lost, and Doctor Faustus also brought forth King 

Lear, Shakespeare's development of the concept of knowledge. 



CHAPTER IV 

KING LEAR AMD THE CULMINATION OF TIE 

TRADITION OF WISDOM 

The ideas conceming knowledge which supported the works of 

Spenser, Milton, and Marlowe also nourished the drama of Shakespeare. 

Like other Renaissance writers, Shakespeare drew upon ancient and 

medieval teachings. In Shakespeare's Philosophical Patterns, Walter 

Clyde Curry notes that Shakespeare was not a thinker who attempted 

to formulate an original philosophical system. Instead, he was a 

dramatic poet who integrated philosophical traditions into his art: 

" . . . he must, however, have been acutely sensitive to the materials 

of philosophic traditions from the past. And, if he sought truth in 

this direction at all, his concepts of man and the world were probably 

fashioned out of principles furnished him by earlier or contemporary 

thinkers." Ancient, medieval, and Renaissance traditions supplied 

the philosophical background for Shakespearean drama. Curry notes 

that Shakespeare "possessed a comfortable and accurate knowledge of 

the basic principles" of Neo-Platonism and Scholasticism. Curry 

explains that Neo-Platonic concepts and Scholastic doctrine were 

transmitted to the Renaissance by tradition and tliat "Shakespeare 

. . . came to share in these respective patrimonies by right of in-

126 
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heritance and assimilation.""^ Like Spenser, Nlarlowe, and Milton, 

Shakespeare fashioned a concept of knowledge out of his ancient and 

medieval heritage, llie principles involved in Sliakespeare's concept 

of knowledge provide the basic philosophical background for his 

tragedy King Lear. 

Shakespeare's King Lear represents the culmination of ancient, 

medieval, and Renaissance philosophical traditions conceming knowl

edge. The concept of knowledge which serves as the foundation for 

King Lear blends ideas from the three periods. Ancient Greek ideas 

conceming knowledge were filtered through medieval theology and 

arrived to the Renaissance as a fusion of classical and Christian 

concepts. The mixture of pagan and Christian ideas, which is the 

essential characteristic of Renaissance philosophy, is evident in 

Shakespeare's development of King Lear. From ancient and medieval 

sources Shakespeare leamed the importance of self-knowledge, the 

value of natural reason, the necessity of faith, the benefit of 

temperance. From classical and Christian philosophy, he knew that 

knowledge involves virtuous action and that knowledge requires satis

faction of responsibility to others. He understood, as well, the 

fundamental order of the universe and the rational nature of creation. 

These ideas provide the moral system which supports King Lear. 

The fundamental ethical considerations of the drama derive 

from both ancient Greek and Judeo-Christian traditions vdiich the 

Renaissance inherited. Although King Lear occurs in a pagan setting, 

the play incorporates Christian doctrines. Hardin Craig notes that 
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"religion and acknowledging of Cjod are not forgotten in the moral 

system of this play."^ In King Lear, Shakespeare develops a moral 

system which has its roots in antiquity and the Middle Ages. The 

morality and ethics of the drama are inseparable from Shakespeare's 

concept of knowledge. In King Lear, Shakespeare portrays the stagger

ing tragedy which results from violation of established ethical 

principles. Shakespeare details the suffering which follows upon 

imprudent action, and he outlines the arduous joumey from ignorance 

to truth. Shakespeare deals with the problem of self-knowledge and 

the problem of distinguishing between good and evil. Ife treats the 

rational order of the universe and the chaos of irrational behavior. 

Shakespeare establishes the idea of knowledge as the thematic 

framework of Kin^ Lear. The central focus of the drama is the pas

sage from ignorance and pride to knowledge and humility. Throughout 

the drama, Shakespeare stresses the importance of truth and virtuous 

action. The worth of every character in the play is measured by his 

adherence or opposition to truth. Violation of right reason provides 

the impetus to tragic action. In both the mai.i plot and the subplot 

of King Lear, Shakespeare emphasizes principles of knowledge by 

demonstrating the painful education of old men who abandon reason 

and act on impulse. The tragic fall of Lear, which results from 

arrogance and ignorance of truth, supplies the action of the main 

plot. Action of the subplot stems from the mistaken judgment and 

imprudent behavior of Gloucester. The initial mistake of Lear and 

Gloucester is presumptuous action based on false knowledge. The 
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manipulations of evil, self-seeking children compound the suffering 

of the tragic heroes. Lear and Gloucester are redeemed from complete 

despair and restored to order only by the loyal and patient service 

of those who love truth. 

King Lear's violation of right reason and ethical principles 

is evident in the first scene of the play. In the first scene, Lear 

outlines his thoughtless, foolish plan for dividing the kingdom 

among his three daughters. Ife betrays his lack of awareness by indi

cating that upon dividing the kingdom, he intends to retain authority 

for himself and surrender responsibility to his sons-in-law: 

Only we still retain 
The name, and all the additions to a king: 
The sway, revenue, execution of the rest. 
Beloved sons, be yours.^ 

Before he divides his kingdom, Lear calls upon each of his 

daughters to make a public speech expressing her love for him. In 

insisting that Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia give public testimony of 

their affection, Lear exhibits his pompous, arrogant, demanding 

nature. Goneril, who speaks first, displays her ability to seize 

upon opportunity and bend events to her advantage. With glib rhetoric, 

Goneril assures her father of her love: 

Sir, I love you more than v«Drds can wield the matter; 
Dearer than eye-sight, space, and liberty; 
Beyond that what can be valued, rich or rare: 
No less tlian life, with grace, health, beauty, honour; 
As much as child e'er love, or father found; 
A love that makes breath poor, and speech unable; 
Beyond all manner of so much I love you.^ 
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Regan, whose falseness and deception rival Goneril's, also satisfies 

the doting king's demand by delivering a high-sounding love speech: 

Sir, I am made 
Of the self-same metal that my sister is, 
And prize me at her worth. In my true heart 
I find she names my very deed of love; 
Only she comes too short: that I profess 
Myself an enemy to all other joys; 
Which the most precious square of sense possess; 
And find I am alone felicitate 

In your dear higliness' love.7 

Cordelia irmediately recognizes the falseness of her sisters' ad

dresses, and she refuses to favor the king with a grand declaration. 

Cordelia, whose love for Lear is genuine, knows that she cannot 

match the flattery and lies of her sisters. Truth is plain. Cor

delia responds to Lear's request for a tribute in simple language: 

Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave 
My heart into my mouth: I love your majesty 

According to my bond; nor more nor less.^ 

When Lear urges his youngest daughter to mend her speech, Cordelia 

asserts that she loves the king according to her bond; and she ques

tions the sincerity of her sisters' remarks: 
Good my lord, 

You have begot me, bred me, love me: I 
Retum those duties back as are right fit, 
Obey you, love you, and most honour you. 
Why have my sisters husbands, if they say 
They love you all. Haply, when I sliall wed. 
That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry 
Half my love with him, half my care and duty: 
Sure I shall never marry like my sisters 
To love my father all.^ 

Although Lear apparently intends to bestow equal gifts upon 

his daughters, he does not give them equal affection. He voices his 



131 

preference for Cordelia and thus reveals unequal treatment of his 

children. His preference for Cordelia throws the action of the drama 

into violent motion. Wlien his favored child refuses to flatter him 

with a public tribute, Lear rages. He hastily judges Cordelia and 

disowns her. Cordelia's stubbom adherence to truth, which does not 

admit flattery, eams her father's curse: 

Let it be so, thy truth then be thy dower.' 
For, by the sacred radiance of the sun. 
The mysteries of Hecate and the night. 
By all the operation of the orbs 
For whom we do exist and cease to be. 
Here I disclaim all my paternal care. 
Propinquity and property of blood, 
And a stranger to my heart and me 
Ifold this from thee for ever. The barborous 

Scythian 
Or he that makes his generation messes 
To gorge his appetite, siiall to my bosom 
Be as well neigliboured, pitied, and relieved, 
As tliou my sometime daughter. 10 

Lear's tirade demonstrates his self-indulgence and pride. His wrath 

and fury give proof that he is ruled by passion rather than reason. 

Because of Cordelia's unwillingness to satisfy his demands for 

a love speech, Lear gives the kingdom to Regan, and Goneril. He is 

deceived by the practiced, artificial love speeches of Goneril and 

Regan. In believing the false speeches and in rejecting the plain 

truth of Cordelia, Lear demonstrates his lack of knowledge. His 

outburst of passion indicates that he mistakes falsehood for truth 

and that he is taking a decisive step toward ruin. 

Lear's rash dismissal of Cordelia represents violation of 

reason. In his fury, he casts out truth. V̂hen Kent attempts to 



132 

intercede in Cordelia's behalf, Lear refuses to listen. Kent risks 

the wrath of Lear and begs him to reconsider his decision. Kent sees 

the truth of Cordelia and the flattery of Goneril and Regan, and he 

tries to make Lear see his error. He urges Lear to exercise reason: 

IVliat wilt thou do, old man? 
Think'St thou that duty shall have dread to speak. 
When power to flattery bows. To plainness lionour's bound. 
When majesty stoops to folly. Reverse thy doom; 
And, in thy best consideration, check 
This hideous rasluiess: answer my life my judgement. 
Nor are those emptv-hearted whose low sound 
Reverbs no hollowness.^l 

Kent's plea for restraint of passion and exercise of reason only in

tensifies Lear's ire. In an act of stubbom pride, Lear banishes Kent: 

Ifear me, recreant! 
On thine allegiance, hear me I 
Since thou hast sought to make us break our vow, 
Which we durst never yet, and with strain'd pride 
To come between our sentence and our newer, 
Which nor our nature nor our place can bear. 
Our potency make good, take thy reward. 
Five days we do allow thee, for provision 
To shield thee from diseases of the world; 
And on the sixth to tum thy hated back 
Upon our kingdom: if, on the tenth day following. 
Thy banish'd trunk be found in our dominions. 
The moment is thy death. Awayl by Jupiter, 
This shall not be revoked.12 

The immediate rejection of Kent's pleas and the exercise of 

stubbom power point up Lear's obstinate ignorance. Kent's support 

of truth and his exposure of flattery serve as contrasts to Lear's 

blind judgment. As he leaves the court, Kent once more reveals his 

loyalty to truth and his opposition to pretense. Kent blesses Cor

delia and praises her for judging and speaking truly: 
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Tlie gods to their dear shelter take thee, maid. 
That justly think'st, and hast most rightly said.^-^ 

To Goneril and Regan, Kent utters a parting remark which indicates his 

knowledge of their treachery. He opposes their flattery, and he 

charges them to act according to their grand speeches: 

And your large speeches may your deeds approve. 
That good effects may spring from words of love.-*̂ ^ 

Lear's wounded pride persuades him to disown his true daughter and 

banish his loyal servant. Lear's grievous misjudgment of Kent and 

Cordelia demonstrates his ignorance of truth and neglect of reason. 

In his tirades, Lear exhibits the weaknesses which bring his downfall. 

His unwillingness to listen to reason and his refusal to change his 

mind prompt his doom. 

Counterpoint to Lear's unbridled passion is the disciplined rea

son of the King of France. Ife, like Kent, provides a sharp contrast 

to Lear. During his brief appearance on stage, France displays the 

control requisite for government. His prudent action is behavior 

suitable for a king, and his reasoned judgment underscores Lear's 

faulty opinions. Although he is a regent much younger than Lear, 

France displays the wisdom and prudence which the old king lacks. 

When Cordelia is disowned by her father and rejected by Burgundy, a 

greedy suitor, France takes the dowerless princess as his wife. He 

recognizes Cordelia's virtue; he knows truth and acts upon it. In 

seizing and protecting the cause of outcast truth, France reveals the 

quality of character which distinguishes true gentlemen and kings: 
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Fairest Cordelia, that art most rich, being poor; 
Ntost choice, forsaken; and most loved, despisedI 
Thee and thy virtues here I seize upon: 
Be it lawful I take up what's cast away. 
Gods, gods, 'tis strange that from their cold'st neglect 
Nly love should kindle to inflamed respect. 
Thy dowerless daughter, king, thrown to my chance. 
Is queen of us, of ours, and our fair France: 
Not all the dukes of waterish liurgundy 
Can buy this unprized precious maid of me.15 

As she prepares to leave with France, Cordelia once again gives 

evidence tliat she speaks truth and that she recognizes falseness in 

others. In taking leave of her sisters, Cordelia indicates that she 

knows their pretense; and she echoes Kent's charge that Goneril and 

Regan treat Lear with the affection they have claimed in their speeches: 

The jewels of our father, with wash'd eyes 
Cordelia leaves you: I know you what you are: 
And like a sister am most loath to call 
Your faults as they are named. Use well our father: 
To your professed lx)Soms I commit him: 
But yet, alas, stood I within his grace, 

I would prefer him to a better place.1^ 

Cordelia's last words reflect her suspicion of Goneril and Regan. Cor

delia sees the cunning of her sisters, and she prophesies their treach

ery: 
Time shall unfold what plaited cunning hides: 
Who cover faults, at last shame them derides.17 

Once Cordelia and Kent, the voices of truth and reason, are 

removed from action by the king's order of banishment, Lear falls 

prey to the cunning deception and skillful manipulation of Goneril 

and Regan. By casting out truthful allies and harboring self-seeking 

opportunists, Lear invites his downfall. By giving the kingdom over 

to Goneril and Regan, he invites his own doom. Once Cordelia and 
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Kent are dismissed, Goneril and Regan practice their machinations 

without successful question or cliallenge. Goneril and Regan seize 

upon Lear's error of misjudging Kent and Cordelia. The two sisters 

immediately begin to plot against their father. In their cold in

tellectual schemes, they make use of Lear's fiery temper. Their 

plan to work together in exercising their father's authority is evi

dent in their first discussion after Cordelia's departure. Goneril 

mentions their cooperation in treachery: 

Sister, it is not a little I have to say 
Of what most nearly appertains to us both.18 

Goneril, wlio moments earlier had delivered an eloquent tribute 

of love praising her father, reveals her true feeling by declaring to 

Regan that Lear is insufferable. Goneril impugns the dignity and wis

dom of her father: 

You see how full of change his age is: the observation 
we have made of it hath not been little: he 
always loved our sister most; and with what poor 
judgement he hath now cast her off appears too 
grossly.1^ 

Regan responds that she is in accord with Goneril's estimate of Lear, 

for she also finds Lear offensive. In a statement which reveals ab

sence of filial affection, Regan deprecates her father's behavior: 

'Tis the infirmity of his age: yet he hath ever 
but slenderly known himself.^0 

To Regan's suggestion that Lear does not know himself, Goneril adds 

that Lear has always been willful and rash. She explains that Lear's 

advanced age will be an advantage in their schemes, for they can use 

Lear's unruly old age as evidence of his unfitness for authority: 
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The best and soundest of his time hath been 
but rash; then must we look to receive from his age, 
not alone the imperfections of long-engraffed condition, 
but wherewithal the unruly waywardness that 

infirm and choleric years bring with them.^l 

In her efforts to humiliate Lear and strip him of authority, 

Goneril instructs her servant Oswald to abuse the king; she tells Os

wald that she will not endure the demands of the king or the behavior 

of his knights. Goneril allows a servant to slight a king; she en

courages Oswald to "put on what weary negligence you please."22 she 

confides to Oswald tliat she and Regan are in determined agreement on 

the ill treatment of Lear; and she also declares her scorn for her 

father and her opinion that Lear surrendered all authority with the 

division of the kingdom: 
Idle old man. 

That still would manage those authorities 
That he hath given away.' Now, by my life. 
Old fools are babes again; and must be used 
With checks and flatteries,--when they are seen abused.^3 

Goneril and Regan take and maintain the upper hand once Lear 

has divided the kingdom. They successfully gain authority from their 

unthinking, unsuspecting father. A knight notices the neglect which 

the king suffers at the hands of Goneril even before Lear complains: 

Nly lord, I know not what the matter is: 
but to my judgement, your highness is not enter
tained with that ceremonious affection as you were 
wont; there's a great abatement of kindness appears 
as well in the general dependants as in the duke him
self also and your daughter.^^ 

As Goneril and Regan seize control, Lear is befriended only by Kent, 

who retums from banishment in disguise, and the Fool. 
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The loyalty of Kent and the Fool, both of whom adliere to truth 

and combat falsehood, indicates that Lear is a man worthy of true ser

vice. Altliough he judges wrongly and acts rashly on occasion, Lear 

is essentially a good man. He does not deserve to be the unaided 

victim of cunning manipulators. In disguise, Kent watches over Lear 

and serves him by bluntly contesting the actions of Goneril and Regan. 

The Fool, who is usually cliarged with the king's amusement, provides 

instruction. He also serves as irritant to emphasize Lear's lack of 

knowledge. Because Cordelia is away and because Kent is in disguise, 

the Fool takes the part of truth. The Fool has license to speak 

plainly and bluntly. His advice to Lear points up a compulsion to 

speak truth and an effort to show the king his error: 

Have more than thou showest 
Speak less than thou know-est, 
Ix̂ nd less than thou owest. 
Ride more than thou goest, 
Leam more than thou trowest. 
Set less than thou throwest; 
Leave thy drink and thy whore. 
And keep in a door. 
And thou shalt have more 
Than two tens to a score.^5 

When the Fool implies that the king has behaved foolishly in giving 

7f\ 

up his lands and power, Lear asks, "Dost thou call me fool, boy?" 

The Fool rejoins, "All thy other titles thou hast given away; that 

thou wast b o m with."^^ Ironically, the Fool sees truth and correctly 

appraises Lear's predicament long before the king becomes fully aware 

of his folly. When he finally begins to see his situation, Lear ques

tions, "IVho is it can tell me who I am?"^^ The Fool promptly answers. 



138 

"Lear's shadow."-9 ne realizes that Lear has stripped himself of 

power and authority and lost his identity as king by yielding his 

property. The Fool, like Kent and Cordelia, sees the selfish calcula

tion of Goneril and Regan. He knows that Lear has confused flattery 

for truth; he knows that Lear is no match for the treachery of Goneril 

and Regan. 

Goneril goes beyond her initial step of encouraging Oswald's 

rudeness to the king. She blatantly humiliates her father by complain

ing of his fool and his retinue. She states that she is offended by 

Lear's "all-licensed fool"^0 ^^ "insolent retinue."^! She insists 

that she is disturbed by "not-to-be-endured riots."^^ In a bold af

front, Goneril openly questions her father's wisdom and insults the 

character of his knights: 

As you are old and reverend, you should be wise. 
Here do you keep a hundred knights and squares; 
Nfen so disorder'd, so debosh'd and bold, 
That this our court, infected with their manners. 
Shows like a riotous inn: epicurism and lust 
Make it more like a tavern or a brothel 

Than a graced palace.-^^ 

Goneril goes on to suggest that Lear diminish his retinue. By recom

mending that Lear dismiss part of his train, Goneril indicates the 

security of authority. Confident of her power, she makes demands of 

Lear. She brazenly insults the knights whom Lear considers "men of 

choice and rarest parts."^^^ 

When Goneril lies about the beliavior of Lear's knights and 

suggests that the king has no need of a large train, Lear bursts into 

violent rage. He ignores Albany's plea for moderation: "Pray, sir, 
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be patient."^^ The king lashes out at the ingratitude of Goneril. He 

contrasts the abrasive insults and grasping ambition of Goneril to the 

"most small fault"-^^ of Cordelia. Shocked into awareness by the 

abuse of Goneril, Lear recognizes his foolishness. Striking his head, 

he cries, 

0 Lear, Lear, Lear.' 
Beat at this gate, that let thy folly in. 
And thy dear judgement out I-̂ 7 

In passionate fury, Lear tums on Goneril and pronounces a savage 

curse: 

Ifear, nature, hear; dear goddess, hear! 
Suspend thy purpose, if thou did'st intend 
To make this creature fruitful I 
Into her womb convey sterility.' 
Dry up in her the organs of increase: 
And from her derogate body never spring 
A babe to honour her! If she must teem, 
Create her child of spleen; that it may live 
And be a thwart disnatured torment to her! 
Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth; 
With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks; 
T u m all her mother's pains and benefits 
To laughter and contempt; that she may feel 
Ifow sharper than a serpent^s tooth it is 
To have a thankless child.^8 

In venting his violent temper on Goneril, Lear displays excess 

of passion. His outburst of fury demonstrates his continued neglect of 

reason. The painful experience which Lear gains at the hands of 

Goneril represents his first step toward knowledge. Because of Cjoner-

il's haughty conduct, Lear begins to question his identity: he con

siders the problem of self-knowledge. When he suffers neglect and 

abuse, Lear admits the folly of relinquishing his property. Even 

though he gradually recognizes the flattery and cunning of Goneril, 
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he does not yet attain true knowledge. Ife lacks the wisdom which 

comes from exercise of reason, adherence to truth, and achievement of 

humility. Even after his encounter with Goneril, proud Lear expects 

to find a place of honor with Regan. As he storms from the palace of 

Goneril, he shouts his confidence in Regan's kindness. Lear be

lieves tliat Regan will harbor him and that she will chastize Goneril: 

yet have I left a daughter. 
Who, I am sure, is kind and comfortable: 
When she shall hear this of thee, with her nails 
She'll flay thy wolvish visage.^^ 

When he leaves the court of Goneril and Albany with the inten

tion of seeking accommodation at the home of Regan and Cornwall, Lear 

is accompanied by his true friends, Kent and the Fool. The king im

mediately sends Kent with a message to Regan. Alone with the Fool, 

Lear indicates a growing awareness of his plight. In simple confession, 

he acknowledges his misjudgment of Cordelia: "I did her wrong." 0 

Lear's admission of error demonstrates his expanding knowledge. Only 

by recognizing error can Lear advance toward truth. Troubled by his 

conflict with Goneril and disturbed by his false judgment of Cordelia, 

he voices his fear of madness and loss of order. Tormented by guilt 

and acutely aware of his vanishing power, he cries, 

0, let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven! 
Keep me in temper! I would not be mad!^l 

Lear's predicament is clear to the Fool. The Fool's sharp ob

servations emphasize Lear's lack of wisdom and reversal of order. The 

Fool declares, "If thou wert my fool, nuncle, I 'Id have thee beaten 

for being old before thy time."'^^ He adds, 'Thou shouldst not have 
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been old till thou hadst been wise."^^ In one of his seemingly non

sensical poems, the perceptive Fool, who possesses knowledge and 

wisdom lacking in Lear, sums up the king's problem: 

Fathers that wear rags 
Do make their children blind; 
But fathers that bear bags 
Shall see their children kind. 
Fortune, that arrant whore. 

Ne'er tums the key to the poor.^^ 

The Fool knows that Lear does not yet realize his hopeless plight. 

With mock humor, the Fool observes Lear's ruinous ignorance and in

evitable tragedy: 
All that follow 

their noses are led by their eyes but blind men; and 
there 's not a nose among twenty but can smell him that's 
stinking. Let go thy hold when a great wheel runs down a 
hill, lest it break thy neck with following it.^^ 

When he arrives at the court of Gloucester where Regan is 

visiting, Lear discovers that his faith in his second daughter is 

misplaced. Tlie king finds his messenger Kent in the stocks. Regan 

and her husband Cornwall exhibit their character and intent by con

fining a man of truth. It is their purpose to imprison goodness and 

truth. Even Cornwall, who suspects almost everyone of treachery, 

admits the honestv of Kent: 

he cannot flatter, he 
An honest mind and plain, he must speak truth!^^ 

Regan and Cornwall place Kent in the stocks not only because his 

blunt truth challenges them, but also because they are conspirators 

with Goneril in the ill treatment of Lear. By arresting Kent, the 

king's messenger, Regan and Cornwall openly insult Lear. 
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When he sees Kent in the stocks, Lear is outraged. He immedi

ately demands to speak with Comwall and Regan. The refusal of the 

duke and duchess to see him on the excuse that "they are sick"^^ in

tensifies Lear's wrath. As Lear contends with his "rising heart,"'^S 

Regan and Comwall finally appear and release Kent. Upon seeing his 

daughter, Lear protests the cruel behavior of Goneril. Lear tells 

Regan: "Thy sister's naught."^^ 

Regan instantly supports Goneril's conduct. She questions, 

Lear's ability to judge behavior correctly by remarking, 

I have hope 
You less know how to value her desert 
Than she to scant her duty.^0 

Regan defends Goneril's abuse of Lear and pretends that the only 

fault is in the king himself. She tells Lear that his judgment is 

so poor that he must be governed by others: 

0, sir, you are old; 
Nature in you stands on the very verge 
Of her confine: you should be ruled and led 
By some discretion, that discerns your state 
Better than you yourself.^1 

As Lear and Regan debate "the offices of nature, bond of child

hood, effects of courtesy, and dues of gratitude,"^^ Goneril enters. 

In a gesture of mutual support against the king, Goneril and Regan 

join hands. Lear realizes their treacherous alliance. Goneril and 

Regan quickly begin to work together to overpower Lear and strip him 

of all his retinue. Although Lear has given them all, Goneril and 

Regan offer only food and shelter for the king himself. When he 

understands the strict conditions which Goneril and Regan seek to 



143 

impose on him, Lear, in a tirade of grief and anger, curses his 

daughters. In a flood of vengeance, he cries. 

You see me here, you gods, a poor old man. 
As full of grief as age; wretched in both! 
If it be you that stir these daughters' hearts 
Against their father, fool me not so much 
To bear it tamely; touch me with noble anger. 
And let not women's weapons, water-drops. 
Stain my man's cheeks! No, you unnatural hags, 
I will have such revenges on you both, 
That all the world shall--I will do such things,--
What they are, yet I know not; but they shall be 
The terrors of the earth. You think I'll weep; 
N'o, I'll not weep: 
I have full cause of weeping; but this heart 
Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws. 
Or ere I '11 weep.^-^ 

In high rage, Lear rushes from the presence of Goneril and Regan. 

Accompanied by his Fool and Kent, he "abjures all roofs"^^ and charges 

headlong into a tempestuous storm. 

In the turbulence and chaos of the storm, Lear finds a match 

for his fury. The violent upheaval of nature parallels the disordered 

frenzy of Lear's mind. In "contending with the element"^^ of the 

storm, Lear pours out his passionate rage. He identifies the disrup

tion of nature with his own wretched state: 

Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! spout, rain! 
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire, are my daughters: 
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness; 
I never gave you kingdom, c a l l ' d you chi ldren. 
You owe me no subscription: then let fall 
Your horrible pleasure; here I stand, your slave, 
A poor, infirm, weak, and despised old man: 
But yet I call you servile ministers. 
That have with two pernicious daughters ioin'd 
You high engender'd battles 'gainst a head 
So old and white as this. 0! 0! 'tis foul!^^ 
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Lear's outpouring of emotion during the storm is somewhat a 

catharsis. Out in the open air, away from the manipulations of Goneril 

and Regan, Lear purges himself of violent passions. In the presence 

of Goneril and Regan, he has stubbornly insisted on the respect and 

privilege of a king. But once he departs the seats of power and takes 

up residence in a hovel, he ceases to think of himself as a king; he 

begins to think of himself as a man. In viewing himself as a person 

rather than as a position, Lear gains self-knowledge. On the heath, 

Lear, the "unaccommodated man' stripped of the trappings of civili

zation, develops self-awareness. Ife reveals his knowledge of past 

neglect and his identification with all humanity: 

0, I have ta'en 
Too little care of this! Take physic. 
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel. 
That thou mayest shake the superflux to them. 
And show the heavens more just.^^ 

Lear's growing knowledge is evident in his attention to others. LYitil 

he abandons the palaces of Goneril and Regan, he is concemed only with 

his own needs. On the heath, his selfish demands vanish. In the midst 

of the storm, Lear thinks of others. His changed attitude is exempli

fied by his effort to protect the lowly Fool from the ravages of 

nature. Lear reveals his changed character and his consideration for 

others by his care of the Fool: 

Nfy- wits begin to tum. 
Come on, my boy: how dost, my boy? art cold? 
I am cold myself. Where is thy straw, my fellow? 
The art of our necessities is strange. 
That can make vile things seem precious. Come, your hovel. 
Poor fool and knave, I have one part in my heart 
That's.sorry yet for thee.^^ 
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When Kent invites the king to enter the hovel and shelter himself from 

the storm, Lear puts the needs of others before his own. Ife allows 

his two loyal friends to go before him. To Kent, Lear says, "Prithee, 

go in thyself; seek thine own ease."^^ To the Fool, he says, "In 

boy; go first. You houseless poverty,-- / Nay, get thee in."^^ 

Lear's feeling for others does not end with his concem for his atten

dants, however. His sympathy encompasses all who suffer: 

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe'er you are. 
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, 
Ifow shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, 
Your loop'd and window's raggedness, defend you 
From seasons such as tliese?^2 

On the heath, Lear reveals his expanding knowledge by express

ing his thoughts for all sufferers. He joins himself to all humanity. 

Lear's search for knowledge is also reflected in his half-mad trial of 

Goneril and Regan. Asking the Fool and Edgar, who is disguised as mad 

Tom o' Bedlam, to serve as justices, Lear arraigns his false daughters. 

The trial symbolizes Lear's efforts to determine truth. Lear's em

ployment of Edgar, whom he labels "most leamed justicer"""^ and the 

Fool, whom he calls "sapient sir,"64 demonstrates his accurate judg

ment of character. Although the Fool and Tom o' Bedlam are scorned 

by society, Lear, in his madness, recognizes their value. In his 

deranged scheme, Lear unwittingly but ironically chooses judges who 

are clear-sighted. Both the Fool and Tom, outcasts who are forced 

to live by their wits, are reasonable, truthful men. 

The cathartic experiences in the storm cleanse Lear of pride 

and vanity. In leaming that a king is, after all, nothing more than 
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a man and therefore no different essentially from the "poor naked 

wretches"^^ of the world, Lear gains self-knowledge. After his vio

lent ravings during the storm, his emotional fury subsides. By giv

ing up his servitude to passion, the king gradually becomes a reason

able man. Only when Lear's mind breaks do self-importance and demand

ing pride rush from him. When he is purged of faulty values and 

erroneous opinion, Lear gains steady vision and accurate knowledge. 

The grand irony of the drama is that Lear's self-awareness and knowl

edge of truth come with madness. The problem of appearance and 

reality, which had vexed Lear and caused his initial error and which 

had dogged him through his power struggle with Goneril and Regan, 

reaches its climax when he in madness becomes a man of sound judgment. 

At the height of insanity, Lear clearly recognizes truth. In 

a field near Dover, Lear, fantastically dressed with wild flowers, 

encounters Gloucester. The king acknowledges his own ordinary human 

identity, and he acknowledges the flattery and deception of Goneril 

and Regan: 

They flattered me like a dog; and told me I had white 
hairs in my beard ere the black ones were there. To say 
'ay' and 'no' to every thing that I said!--'ay' and 'no' 
too was not divinity. When the rain came to wet me once, 
and the wind to make me chatter; when the thunder would 
not peace at my bidding; there I found 'em, there I smelt 
'em out. Go, to, they are not men o' their words: they 
told me I was every thing; 'tis a lie, I am not ague-
proof.66 

When Gloucester questions Lear's identity by asking "Is 't not 

the king?"^'' Lear declares, "Ay, every inch a king."^^ Lear's asser

tion that he is "every inch a king"^^ is not a proud boast, for the 
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king has leamed the absurdity of power: "a dog's obeyed in office."70 

Lear, who could not properly govern his children, ridicules authority. 

Ite pessimistically questions why any subject should quake at the power 

of a man who cannot even order his own life. Lear's "reason in mad

ness"^ drives him to the point of nihilism. He observes that all 

are guilty of vices; wealth conceals the guilt which poverty exposes. 

The impossibility of justice causes Lear to near despair: 

Through tatter'd clothes small vices do appear; 
Robes and furr'd gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold. 
And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks; 
Arm it in rags, a pimv's straw does pierce it. 
None doth offend, none, I say, none.72 

Just after Lear has renounced organized society through nihil

istic comments, Cordelia retums from France to aid him. Through her 

correspondence with Kent, she has been apprised of the treachery of 

her sisters and the suffering of her father. In an effort to restore 

her father, Cordelia invades Fjigland with the French anny. Cordelia 

has no selfish purpose, no idea of gaining power or lands, when she 

brings her armv into Britain. Her only goal is to comfort the dis

tress of her father: 

0 dear father. 
It is thy business that I go about; 
Therefore great France 
My mourning and important tears hath pitied. 
No blown ambition doth our arms incite, 
But love, dear love, and our aged father's right. ̂ -̂  

It is the loving-kindness of Cordelia which restores Lear's 

balance. The power of her love soothes his troubled spirit. Aided 

by Kent and Cordelia, reason and truth, Lear regains his senses and 
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orders his values. At the height of his power, Lear had fancied him

self the equal of a god; and he demanded to be honored as a god. When 

he yielded his power and fell victim to the ambitious designs of 

Goneril and Regan, he identified with wretches and animals, thus recog

nizing his kinship with beasts. Reunited with his loyal allies Kent 

and Cordelia, he comes to truth. Ife finally achieves self-knowledge 

by realizing that he is neither god nor beast; and he admits at last, 

"I am a very foolish, fond old man."74 

In achieving truth, Lear also gains himiility. He casts off 

arrogant pride. When he rejoins Cordelia, the king in true humility 

asks the forgiveness of his wronged daughter: 

You must bear with me: 
Pray you now, forget and forgive: I am old and foolish.75 

In his plea for forgiveness, Lear squares himself with Cordelia; and 

"the great rage . . . is kill'd in him."76 

Encouraged by Cordelia's love and forgiveness and fortified by 

truth, Lear is able to endure hardship. Consoled by knowledge, he ac

cepts all of life. The king recognizes at last the absurdity of ab

solutism and the accuracy of relativism. He knows at last that all 

fortune is good if the mind judges properly. In his last hours, Lear 

believes Kent's observation that "Nothing almost sees miracles / But 

misery."77 Lear understands that happiness and misery are attitudes 

of mind rather than effects of position, and he realizes that in all 

things there is the mixture of good and evil. When the forces of 

Regan and Goneril defeat his French protectors, Lear even accepts 
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imprisonment without complaint. He sees the possibility of joy in 

misery. Proof of Lear's wisdom is his ability to transcend. He tells 

Cordelia of the happiness they can experience even in prison: 

Come, let 's away to prison: 
We two alone will sing like birds i' the cage: 
When thou dost ask me blessing, I'll kneel down. 
And ask of thee forgiveness: so we'll live. 
And pray and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh 
At gilded butterflies, and I car poor rogues 
Talk of court news; and we'll talk with them too, 
Who loses and who wins; who 's in, who 's out; 
And take upon 's the mvstery of things. 
As if we were Ciod's spies; and we'll wear out, 
In a wall'd prison, packs and sects of great ones. 
That ebb and flow by the moon.78 

In his last speeches to Cordelia, Lear demonstrates that he 

has gained wisdom. Throughout the drama, Lear is characterized as a 

good man, even though he is not at first a wise one. His joumey 

toward wisdom constitutes the movem.ent of the main plot of the play. 

When he foolishly divides his kingdom, Lear is imperious, arrogant, 

and blind. His folly hurls him into a quest for truth. Lear does 

not intend to be a seeker of truth; he plans instead to retire to 

idle leisure. But faulty opinion leads him to erroneous judgment and 

imprudent action. Lear's undisciplined, unreasoned conduct forces him 

into a quest for truth. Throughout his travail, Lear is vexed by 

falsehood and blind opinion. With their machinations, Goneril and 

Regan deliberately compound the old man's woe. Although he is preyed 

upon by the treachery of Goneril and Regan, Lear is protected and com

forted in his trials by the Fool, Kent, and Cordelia, all of whom sup

port truth and combat pretense and aid Lear in his final discovery of 
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truth. After many difficulties, he comes at last to knowledge. In 

his passage from a rich palace to a crude hovel, he gains wisdom, lie 

understands and accepts his own identity as a himian being. He reali

zes his weaknesses and limitations. He accepts his responsibilities 

to others, and he expresses his feeling for the misfortunes of others. 

Tempered by suffering, Lear displays humility and patience, virtues 

requisite to wisdom. Girded by knowledge, he accepts all of life with 

the understanding that good and evil coexist in everything. When Lear 

appears on stage for the last time, he is no longer the demanding, 

unruly, selfish king who had divided his kingdom in a fit of rage. 

Instead he is a long-suffering man of wisdom. Lear makes his final 

appearance bearing the body of Cordelia. As he holds the corpse of 

his murdered daughter, his identification with truth and reason is 

complete. Grief-stricken over the execution of Cordelia, Lear weakens 

and dies. Kent, the voice of reason, indicates that he will soon 

join Lear and Cordelia in death: 

I have a joumey, sir, short to go; 

My master calls me, I must not say no.75 

Lear, Kent, and Cordelia are spent in the king's joumey toward truth. 

And the three noble characters, who have been divided by Lear's pas

sionate error and reconciled by his knowledge of truth, unite in death. 

The lonely tragedy of Lear reflects both classical and Chris

tian ideas on human knowledge. The painful education of Lear, which 

results from ignorance of truth, calls to mind the unmitigated suffer

ing of the Greek hero Oedipus. Like Oedipus, Lear neglects reason, 
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presumes upon false knowledge, and incites his ruin. Like Oedipus, 

Lear struggles toward enlightenment and emerges from his suffering a 

nobler man. Lear's application of knowledge also suggests theologi

cal concepts. Once he lias gained knowledge, Lear's attitude parallels 

the view of the Christian philosopher Ifoethius. In accepting his 

error and consequent fall and in arriving at a transcendent resolution 

of his misfortune, Lear finds consolation. In reconciling his pre

dicament, Lear practices the doctrine of medieval theology which 

Boethius expresses in Consolation of Philosophy. 

In outlining the tragedy of Lear, Shakespeare draws upon classi

cal and Christian ideas to develop his theme of knowledge. Shakes

peare uses both Hellenic and Judeo-Christian concepts in portraying 

Lear's passage from ignorance to knowledge. Shakespeare's intense 

concentration on the problem of knowledge in King Lear is evident in 

his employment of tragic ignorance as the foundation of action in 

both the main plot and subplot of the drama. The education of a king 

provides the action of the main plot of King Lear. In the subplot, 

Shakespeare agair* cliarts the path from error to enlightenment. In 

the subplot of the drama, Shakespeare dramatizes the tragedy of the 

Earl of Gloucester, who, like the king, is a stubbom, gullible old 

man. Gloucester, like Lear, achieves knowledge only after suffering. 

At the beginning of the drama, Gloucester, like the king, is 

a selfish, willful man interested solely in his own welfare. Glou

cester's indifference to the feelings of others is evident in his 

insensitive references to his bastard son Edmund. Like Lear, Glou-
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cester prefers one of his children over the other. In the opening 

speech of the drama, he reveals his preference for Iklgar, his son "by 

order of law. "80 Gloucester admits tliat he does not liave the equal 

regard for his bastard son. In fact, Edmund lias been an embarrassment: 

"I have so often blushed to acknowledge him tliat I am brazed to 't."^^ 

Gloucester jests in a ribald manner with Kent about Edmund's birth: 

"this knave came something saucily into the world before he was sent 

for."°2 Although he admits that "the whoreson must be acknowledged,"^^ 

Gloucester's recognition of Edmund is prompted by obligation, not by 

love. 

In his failure to value his sons equally, Gloucester reveals 

his lack of feeling for others. In his disregard of Edmund, he pro

vokes the cause of his eventual tragedy. The earl's welfare is in

volved with the conduct of his sons; and, in scorning Edmund, Glou

cester incites his destruction. Gloucester indulges in cruel jokes 

about Edmund's illegitimacy, but he does not realize that his flippant 

humor feeds the bastard's determination to usurp power and gain posi

tion. Gloucester is unaware that his preference for Edgar and his 

reluctant acknowledgement of Edmund intensify his illegitimate son's 

hostility and desire for revenge. 

Edmund, the rejected bastard son, resents unequal treatment; 

he objects to the privileges of Edgar. Like Goneril and Regan, Edmund 

determines to seize power from his father. Edmund intends to "top 

the legitimate."^^ Ambition and hatred persuade Edmund to usurp pre

rogatives which belong to his father and brother. In his appeal to 
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the forces of chaotic nature to aid him in his treachery, Edmund ques

tions traditional order; and he reveals his plan to exchange his place 

for Edgar's: 

Thou, nature, art my goddess; to thy law 
My services are bound. Wherefore should I 
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit 
The curiosity of nations to deprive me. 
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines 
Lag of a brother? Whv bastard? wherefore base? 
When my dimensions are as well compact, 
Nly mind as generous, and my shape as true. 
As honest madam's issue? Wliy brand they us 
With base? with baseness? bastardy? base, base? 
Wlio, in the lusty stealth of nature, take 
Nfore composition and fierce quality 
Than doth, within a dull, stale, tired bed. 
Go to the creating a whole tribe of fops. 
Got 'tween asleep and wake? Well, then; 
Lcritimate Edgar, I must have your land: 
Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund 
As to the legitimate: fine word,--legitimate! 
Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed. 
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base 
Shall top the legitimate. I grow- I prosper: 
Now, gods, stand up for bastards!°^ 

Gloucester and Edgar are easy victims for Edmund's schemes, for 

they are ignorant of his true character. Edmund, then, can use the 

unsuspecting trust of his father and brother to contrive his plan for 

usurpation. In order to achieve his goal, Edmund relies on falsehood 

and cunning. Ife, the real usurper, accuses his brother of excessive 

cimbition and greed. By forging Edgar's name to a letter which suggests 

the murder of Gloucester and division of his lands, Edmund intends 

to discredit his brother. Edmund succeeds in his efforts to destroy 

Gloucester's faith in Edgar by using lies and forgery to pervert his 

father's reason. Gloucester is a ready target for the criminal cun-
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ning of Edmund. When Edmund maintains that Edgar has often stated 

that "the father should be as ward to the son, and the son manage 

8fi 
his revenue," Gloucester explodes into rage. Ifelieving Edmund's 

false accusations, he irmiediately misjudges Edgar: 

0 villain, villain! His very opinion in the letter. Ab
horred villain, unnatural, detested, brutish villain: 
worse than brutish! CK), sirrah, seek him. I'll appre
hend him. Abominable villain! Where is he?°7 

Gloucester's outrage and false judgment reflect his lack of 

knowledge. In his failure to question and prove the accusations of 

Edmund, Gloucester disregards reason. By acting on the unsupported 

charges of Edmund, he commits the error which liastens his tragedy. 

In trusting the falsehood and deception and in acting on false opin

ion, Gloucester opens himself to Edmund's attack. By disowning his 

faithful son and favoring his evil son, he contracts his ruin. As a 

result of his error, Gloucester stumbles into a storm of passion and 

suffering. He, like the king, leams the anguish of cruelty and in

gratitude from an evil child whom he favors. Gloucester's enlighten

ment and realization of truth are delayed by the treacherous machina

tions of his bastard son Edmund. 

The moment that Gloucester curses Edgar, Edmund seizes the 

upper hand. The bastard dupes both Gloucester and Edgar. Edmund 

promises his father more evidence of Edgar's villainy, and with con-

sunmate skill he maneuvers Gloucester and Edgar to provide false evi

dence. Edmund uses the goodness of his father and brother to accom

plish his goal; he gloats over his ability to confound the integrity 

of good men: 
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A credulous father! and a brother noble. 
Whose nature is so far from doing harms, 
Tliat he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty 
My practices ride easy.^^ 

Edmund is careful to prevent direct confrontation between Edgar and 

Gloucester, for direct confrontation would expose his schemes. In 

order to produce the promised evidence, Edmund stages a meeting which 

convinces his father tliat Edgar is false. Within Gloucester's view, 

he draws Edgar into a brief nock duel and then urges his brother to 

flee for safety. Edgar takes his brother's waming and runs away. 

By running away, Edgar unwittingly provides Edmund with additional 

false evidence of villainy, which seems to be proof of treachery. 

Edmund states that his altercation with Edgar was an attempt to ar

rest his brother's usurpation; and Gloucester, ignorant of truth, 

hastily believes the bastard and condemns his true son: 

Let him flv far; 
.Not in this land shall he remain uncaught; 
And found--dispatch.^^ 

Edgar's flight prevents investigation of Edmund's charges and 

consequently delays Gloucester's discovery of truth. Edgar's escape 

also leaves Gloucester without aid in the intrigues of Edmund. Un-

allied, Gloucester, who is convinced of Edgar's treachery solely on 

the basis of false evidence, is easily confounded by Edmund's cunning. 

Duped by Edmund, Gloucester confuses appearance and reality, opinion 

and truth. He displays his ignorance of truth by acting on appearance 

and false opinion. In a gesture which signifies his lack of knowl

edge, Gloucester rewards Edmund's service with gratitude and promise 
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of inheritance: 

and of mv land. 
Loyal and natural bov I'll work the means 
To make thee capable.^0 

Gloucester's trust in Edmund is misplaced, for Edmund deliber

ately confuses and manipulates his father. Gloucester's ignorance of 

truth and unquestioning acceptance of false information aid Edmund in 

his plan to ruin his father and brother. Once he tricks Gloucester 

and Edgar, Edmund is in control. With methodical brilliance, he in

creases his power by bending every situation to his advantage. Nb-

ments after the fray between Edgar and Edmund, Comwall and Regan 

arrive at Gloucester's castle; and Regan asks about the threat on 

Gloucester's life: 

What did my father's godson seek your life? 
Ife whom mv father named? Your Edgar?-^^ 

When Gloucester states that Edgar is the one who plotted against him, 

Regan questions whether Edgar is in alliance with her father's forces: 

Was he not companion with the riotous knights 
That tend upon mv father?^2 

Gloucester answers simply, "I know not, madam."^^ with criminal in

stinct, Edmund seizes upon Regan's inquiry to further his ambitions. 

He says that his brother "was of that consort."^'* Edmund's false 

answer stems from his desire to slander Edgar and from his percep

tion of Regan's subtle suggestion that both Edgar and Lear's knights 

are out of favor for greed of revenue. 

Because of his opposition to Edgar and his pretended defense 

of Gloucester, Edmund gains the favor of Comwall. Comwall's 
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immediate affection for Edmund reflects the like-mindedness of the two 

men. The alliance between Gloucester's bastard son and Lear's evil 

daughters begins with Cornwall's praise of Edmund: 

For you, Edmund, 
Wliose virtue and obedience doth this instant 
So much connend itself, vou shall be ours; 
Natures of such (\ccp trust we shall much need; 
You we first seize on.i^^ 

The visit of Comwall and Regan at the castle of Gloucester 

joins the main plot and the subplot of the drama. In their efforts to 

insult Lear, Comwall and Regan travel to the home of Gloucester so 

that they do not have to receive the king at home. But the visit of 

Comwall and Regan involves much more than the denial of Lear. When 

they appear at the home of Gloucester, Comwall and Regan take control. 

They violate the traditions of hospitality by asserting authority over 

their host's property. Despite Gloucester's objections, Comwall and 

Regan order Kent placed in the stocks; and by confining the king's 

messenger, they abuse both Lear and Gloucester. The crueltv of Com

wall and Regan evokes Gloucester's feeling for others. Gloucester, 

who once thought exclusively of his own comfort, provides a sharp 

contrast to the savage pxjwer of Lear's adversaries; and he exhibits 

his growing concem for the suffering of others by his simple state

ment of sympathy for Kent: "I am sorry for thee, friend." 

The impropriety and lawlessness which Regan and Comwall dis

play during their stay with Gloucester matches well the schemes of 

Edmund. Edmund, whose designs for power parallel the plans of Lear's 

opponents, allies himself with Comwall and Regan. His association 
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with Comwall and Regan serves him well in his efforts to confound and 

destroy his father. Wliile Comwall and Regan are in residence at 

Gloucester's cas t le , Lear rushes into the storm; and Comwall forbids 

the comfort of the king. Ignorant of the deception and danger of his 

i l legitimate son, Gloucester informs Edmund that he has received a 

confidential l e t ter which t e l l s of plans to revenge the i l l treatment 

of Lear. Unaware of Edmund's pretense and machinations, Gloucester 

also confides tliat he will break Cornwall's order which prohibits 

comfort of the dispossessed king: 

I have received a letter this night; 'tis dangerous to be 
spoken; I have locked the letter in my closet: these in
juries the king now bears will be revenged home: there 
's part of a power already footed: we must incline to the 
king. I will seek him, and privily relieve him: go you 
and maintain talk with the duke, that my charity be not of 
him perceived: if he ask for me, I am ill, and gone to 
bed. Though I die for it, as no less^is threatened me, the 
king my old master must be relieved.^-^ 

In daring to violate the command of Comwall and aid Lear, Glou

cester illustrates goodness of heart and sympathy for the suffering 

of others. Unaware of Edmund's villainy, Gloucester slips from the 

palace and seeks Lear, who is contending with the storm on the heath. 

When he finds Lear in madness, he identifies with the king's suffer

ing. Still Gloucester confesses to Kent that he, like Lear, grieves 

because of the filial ingratitude: 

Thou say'st the king grows mad; I'll tell thee, friend, 
I am almost mad myself: I had a son. 
Now outlaw'd from my blood; he sought my life. 
But lately, very late: I loved him, friend: 
No father his son dearer: truth to tell thee. 
The grief hath crazed my wits.^^ 
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In pity of the king's anguish, Gloucester guides Lear and his 

faithful attendants to a farmliouse near the palace. He provides them 

with shelter from the storm. Wlien Gloucester leams that Lear's life 

is in immediate danger, he retums to wam the king's attendants. 

Unaware that his own life is in jeopardy, Gloucester urges Kent to 

conduct Lear toward Dover for protection: 

Good friend, I prithee, take him in thy arms; 
I have o'erheard a plot of death upon him: 
There is a litter ready: lav him in 't. 
And drive towards Dover, friend, where thou shalt meet 
Both welcor:c and protection. Take up thy master: 
If thou shouldst dally half an hour, his life. 
With thine, and all that offer to defend him. 
Stand in assured loss: take up, take up; 
And follow me, that will to some provision 

Give thee quick conduct.^^ 

Gloucester's loyalty and courage in serving the interests of 

Lear illustrate his opposition to the king's enemies. By risking 

death to help the king, Gloucester demonstrates that he is a man of 

virtue; but he lacks the virtue which he needs most--wisdom. He is 

an opponent to villainy: yet he cannot see the villainy of his own 

son. Although he is guilty of imprudent action and passionate tirades 

at times, Gloucester is a good man whose error stems from ignorance 

rather than evil. His defeat results not from evil but from faulty 

judgment. By revealing confidential information and confessing his 

loyalty to the king, Gloucester unwittingly provides Edmund the means 

to accomplish his goal. Edmund, who constantly preys upon the ig

norance and trust of Gloucester, betrays his father's confidence to 

the Duke of Comwall. Edmund reveals his intention to inform Comwall 
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of his father's efforts to relieve Lear's anguish and of communication 

with Lear's supporters: 

This courtesy, forbid thee, shall the duke 
Instantly know; and of that letter too: 
This seems a fair deserving, and must draw me 
Tliat which my father loses; no less than all: 
The younger rises when the old doth fall.^oO 

Wliile Gloucester is ministering to the needs of Lear, his son is plot

ting against him and making preparations to betray his father's trust. 

As Gloucester wams of dangers to Lear, Edmund hastens to Comwall to 

reveal his father's activities. Edmund uses the confidence of Glou

cester to contract his father's ruin and assure his own advancement. 

Pretending to be distressed by his duty to inform on his father's 

treason, r:djnund shows Gloucester's secret correspondence to Comwall: 

Ifow malicious is my fortune, that I must repent to be just! 
This is the letter he spoke of, which approves him to an 
intelligent party to the advantages of France. 0 heavens! 
that this treason were not, or not I the detector.-^01 

The Duke of Comwall, who has no interest in determining the truth of 

the accusations, reverses natural order and rewards Edmund by grant

ing him Gloucester's title: 'True or false, it hath made thee earl 

of Gloucester. '̂ ^̂  Ite urges son against father by ordering Edmund to 

"seek out where thy father is, / that he may be ready for our appre

hension. "^03 

Edmund conspires with Comwall and Regan to destroy his father, 

and the evil of the three manipulators comes to a violent climax when 

Gloucester is brought in after his meeting with Lear. When Comwall 

and Regan set upon him and accuse him of treason, Gloucester, still 
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confident of Edmund's faith and service, calls upon his illegitimate 

son to aid him. As Comwall gouges out the eye of Gloucester as 

punishment for comforting Lear, the earl cries out for his son: 

All dark and comfortless. Where 's mv son Edmund, 
Edmund, enkindle all the snarks of nature. 
To quit this horrid act.^04 

To Gloucester's plea for Edmund, Regan replies. 

Thou call'St on him that hates thee: it was he 
That made the overture of thy treason to us: 
Who is too good to pity thee.^05 

Regan's statement stuns Gloucester into awareness of truth. When he 

gains knowledge of Fxlmund's betrayal, Gloucester realizes that he has 

been deceived from the beginning; he admits his faulty judgment of 

his sons. Blinded, Gloucester gains insight: and he laments his error 

in condemning Edgar: 

0 my follies! then Edgar was abused. 

Kind gods, forgive me that, and proper him!-''0" 

Gloucester's recognition of error constitutes his first step 

toward wisdom. Once he casts off faulty opinion, Gloucester gains 

the ability to know truth. Ironically, he is compelled to search for 

knowledge in darkness. The blinding of Gloucester parallels the in

sanity of Lear. Madness and blindness are not obstacles to knowledge, 

for the tragic heroes distinguish between appearance and reality and 

perceive truth at the height of their affliction. Lear's madness and 

Gloucester's blindness reflect their mental anguish, and it is this 

suffering which leads them to wisdom. When he stumbles from his 

castle after the brutal attack of Regan and Comwall, Gloucester begins 
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his pursuit of wisdom. 

Gloucester is comforted in his suffering by his loyal son Edgar. 

Edgar, whose conduct provides a striking contrast to the self-seeking 

manipulations of Edmund, performs for Gloucester the service which 

Cordelia, Kent, and the Fool perform for Lear. Like Cordelia, Edgar 

suffers unjust condemnation; yet he forgives his father's error and 

strives to heal his father's wounded spirit. Like Kent, Edgar re

tums from banishment in disguise to aid his master; and in the dis

guise of mad Tom, Edgar serves as Gloucester's Fool. Edgar, like 

Lear's protectors, is a man of truth who serves with love. Although 

he is wronged, he does not demand vengeance. Edgar's humility and 

love of truth allow him to comfort both Lear and Gloucester as they 

stagger toward truth after assaults by their false children. When 

he is forced from society by the intrigues of Edmund, Edgar disguises 

himself as mad Tom o' Bedlam. By assuming the identity of a Bedlam 

beggar, Edgar demonstrates his wisdom and humility; for the lowly dis

guise permits survival: 

Whiles I may 'scape, 
I will preserve myself: and am bethought 
To take the basest and most poorest shape 
That ever penury, in contempt of man. 
Brought near to beast.^07 

Condemned by false opinion, Edgar survives by assuming the iden

tity of "the basest and most poorest shape."^^^ In his disguise, 

Edgar is able to lead Gloucester and Lear to enlightenment. Edgar 

functions to guide both sufferers out of the chaos which their rash 
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opinions create; and he represents the one surviving voice of wisdom 

in a world of disorder. 

In the disguise of mad Tom, Edgar encounters Lear and his fol

lowers on the heath; and he becomes an instrument in Lear's redemption. 

Edgar's wretched condition as mad Tom causes Lear to perceive and to 

pity all human misery. Edgar's passive acceptance of his misfortune 

serves as contrast to Lear's violent conflicts with his children and 

the forces of nature, conflicts which illustrate the king's self-

assertion and self-importance. At the height of his insanity, Lear 

appoints the Bedlam, whom he calls "leamed Theban," ^ and "noble 

philosopher,"-''^0 ^ justice in the mock trial of Goneril and Regan. 

In madness Lear calls upon a true philosopher to aid him in his search 

for truth. In his service to Lear, Edgar displays his keen awareness 

of reality; and he finds consolation in the knowledge that his mis

fortune is dwarfed by the calamity of Lear. Edgar's steady vision 

and knowledge of truth are evident in his soliloquy at the conclusion 

of the trial scene. In a chorus-like observation, Edgar comments on 

the danger of false opinion; and he reveals his relativist philosophy: 

When wc our betters see bearing our woes. 
We scarcely think our miseries our foes. 
Who alone suffers suffers most i' the mind. 
Leaving free things and happy shows behind: 
But then the mind much sufferance doth o'erskip, 
Wlien grief liath mates, and bearing fellowship. 
Ifow light and portable my pain seems now. 
When that which makes me bend makes the king bow, 
He childed as I father'd! Tom, away! 
Nfark the high noises: and thyself bewray. 
When false opinion, whose wrong thought defiles thee. 
In thy just proof, repeals and reconciles thee.^^J-
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Armed with sound philosophy, Edgar manages to accept and sur

vive misfortune. In the worst of circumstance he sees the possibility 

of change and improvement; and amid the dejection and despair of Lear 

and Gloucester, he expresses hope: 

Yet better thus, and known to be contemn'd. 
Than still contemn'd and flatter'd. To be worst. 
The lowest and most dejected thing of fortune. 
Stands still in esperance, lives not in fear: 
The lamentable cliange is from the best; 
The worst retums to laughter.^^^ 

Edgar's acceptance of reality and his faith in improvement 

provide a contrast to the absolutism and pessimism of Gloucester and 

Lear, Edgar illustrates his wisdom by clinging to truth and hope 

even through the blasts of misfortune. He is 

A most poor man, made tame of fortune's blows; 
IVho, bv the art of known and feeling sorrows, 
Am pregnant to good pity.-'--'--̂  

Edgar refuses to despair when he sees his blinded father led about by 

an old man, and he endures even Gloucester's painful admission of 

error: 

I have no way, and therefore want no eyes; 
I stumbled when I saw: full oft 'tis seen. 
Our means secure us, and our mere defects 
Prove our commodities. 0 dear son Edgar, 
The food of thy abused father's wrath! 
Might I but live to see thee in my touch, 
I 'Id say I had eyes again!^^^ 

Gloucester's confession of ignorance is the result of bitter 

experience, and it prepares the way for enlightenment. Gloucester 

recognizes his erroneous judgment of his sons, and he identifies with 

the suffering of others. He displays his feeling for humanity through 
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charity to mad Tom. 

Itere, take this purse, thou whom the heavens' plagues 
Have tumbled to all strokes: that I am wretched 
Nlakes thee happier still: heavens, deal so still! 
Let the siqierfluous and lust-dieted man. 
That slaves your ordinance, tliat will not see. 
Because he doth not feel, feel your power quickly; 
So distribution should undo excess. 
And each man have enough.^^^ 

Although Gloucester admits his faulty judgment and displays a concem 

for suffering humanity, he does not possess wisdom; for he despairs. 

Ifopeless and dismayed, he says. 

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods. 
They kill us for their sport.^16 

Tormented by guilt, Gloucester seeks death; and he asks his son, who 

is disguised as mad Tom, to lead him to "a cliff, whose high and bend

ing head / Looks fearfully in the confined deep."^^7 Gloucester dis

closes his suicidal intentions by adding, "from that place / I shall 

no leading need."^-^^ 

Edgar's task is to lead his father from desperation to accep

tance of life. Gloucester's redemption requires the patient kindness 

and loving service of his son. Gloucester's suicide attempt provides 

Edgar with the opportunity to save his father; for he convinces the 

blind, half-crazed earl that his life has been spared by a miracle. 

The real miracle is tliat Gloucester's despair dies and regeneration 

begins. The Bedlam, whose very name suggests chaos, paradoxically 

restores his father to order. As Edgar encourages his father to 

"bear free and patient thoughts,"^^^ Lear enters: and Gloucester's 

self-pity vanishes. 
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The meeting of Lear and Gloucester occurs as they are at the 

point of redemption. The meeting marks the retum from isolation, and 

it dramatizes the growine knowledge of the sufferers. When Gloucester 

considers the king's plight, he realizes that his own misery is slight. 

Gloucester forgets his own grief in the presence of Lear's suffering. 

The conversation with Lear also prompts Gloucester's awareness of 

truth. When Lear says, "yet you see how the world goes,"^20 Glou

cester replies, "I see it feelingly."^^•*- His response indicates his 

perception of truth and his submission to circumstance. 

After his meeting with Lear, Gloucester accepts life. Discip

lined by suffering, he attains humility; and he submits to the gods: 

You ever-gentle gods, take my breath from me: 
Let not nv worser spirit terpt me again 
To die before you please.-^^2 

Having cast off his "worser spirit,"^^^ Gloucester agrees with Edgar's 

admonition: 

Nfen must endure then 
Their going hence^^ even as their coming hither: 
Ripeness is all.-'̂ '-'̂  

Purged of selfish demands and faulty opinion, Gloucester 

achieves humility and wisdom. The evil machinations of Edmund which 

have confounded his father's reason are neutralized by the loving-

kindness and patient endurance of Edgar; and Gloucester emerges from 

his suffering as a man of truth and understanding. He is exhausted 

in his pilgrimage from error to enlightenment. Before his death, he 

is reconciled to Edgar; and thus his tragedy comes full cycle: he 

"endures his going hence"125 fortified by knowledge of truth: 
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his flaw'd heart. 
Alack, too weak the conflict to support! 
"TV'ixt two extremos of passion, joy and grief. 
Burst smilingly.-^^^ 

Gloucester's painful joumey from ignorance and opinion to 

knowledge and truth parallels the tragic passage of Lear, and it under

scores Shakespeare's emphasis on knowledge. In the subplot, as in 

the main plot, Sliakespeare illustrates the calamity which arises from 

neglect of reason; and he stresses the tragic effects which result from 

stubbom ignorance. By presimiing on faulty opinion, Lear and Glou

cester invite ruin. Arrogant pride and undisciplined passion make them 

easy marks for the flattery and deception of their false children; and 

these faults blind them for a time to their own errors. Only the gen

tle guidance and loval protection of truthful supporters sustain Lear 

and Gloucester in their purgatorial struggle toward knowledge. Basic 

goodness of character and true repentance save Lear and Gloucester 

from absolute destruction. Although they are cast down because of 

their vain errors, Lear and Gloucester achieve triumph in adversity 

by their acceptance and transcendence of misfortune. Both Lear and 

Gloucester are purified and humbled by bitter experience; and they 

emerge from their suffering comforted and fortified by wisdom. 

The quests for truth which Lear and Gloucester endure incor

porate basic principles of Renaissance knowledge. In King Lear, 

Shakespeare comments on the consequences of opinion, the danger of 

passion, and the need for humility. Through the actions of Lear and 

Gloucester, Shakespeare charts the course from ignorance to knowl-
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edge by illustrating perception of error, recognition of reality, 

acceptance of responsibility, and transcendence of misfortune. 

All the characters of King Lear are involved with the re

education of Lear and Gloucester. The suffering of the old fathers 

naturally involves the actions of their children and servants, and 

the supporting characters are measured by their attitude toward 

truth. Through his cliaracterization of Kent, Cordelia, Albany, the 

Fool, and Edgar, Shakespeare sharpens his focus on the problem of 

knowledge by presenting positive wisdom. Through the characteriza

tion of Edmund, Cjoneril, and Regan, Shakespeare develops negative 

wisdom. 

Kent, who chooses to serve Lear even after he has borne the 

king's wrath, is a man of truth and loyalty. He is remarkably like 

the king he serves in his outbursts of passion. Typical of Kent's 

overeager defense of truth is his assault on Oswald. Kent's out

raged damnation of Oswald lands him promptly in the stocks. Although 

he is overendowed with righteous indignation and passion and although 

he is quick to challenge and condemn, Kent does not stray from his 

strong adherence to truth and propriety. 

Like Kent, Cordelia is a character of genuine love and ser

vice. She is the essence of faith and filial duty. Her goodness of 

character and devotion to truth are evident in her will to sacrifice 

rather than to demand. By her faith, sacrifice, and love, Cordelia 

is able to lead her father to self-knowledge. A substantial part of 
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the wisdom which Lear ultimately acquires derives from the gentle and 

loving attention of Cordelia. 

Albany functions primarily as the voice of moderation, which 

is a basic principle of Renaissance knowledge borrowed from Greek 

thought. Characteristic of Albany's moderate position is his admoni-

1 jn 

tion to Goneril "Striving to better, oft we mar what's well." 

Despite his basic wisdom, Albany remains a passive character; he is 

powerless in the face of the villainy of Goneril and Regan. Although 

he is a passive character whose chief importance is as commentator 

on the need for moderation, Albany serves as a constant reminder that 

those who swerve from the golden mean, whether by excess or deficiency, 

invite ruin. Through Albany, Shakespeare develops the principle that 

reason demands moderation. 

Particularly important in the development of positive wisdom 

is Shakespeare's use of the Fool and Edgar, whose dramatic functions 

include efforts to lead Lear and Gloucester toward enlightenment. 

Edgar and the Fool serve as positive elements, for they ironically 

typify basic knowledge and wisdom which can arm men against actions 

that entail destructive consequences. Their roles are ironic because 

each of them appears as an individual who is somewhat mentally de

ranged. A somewhat licensed character, the Fool hazards reminding 

Lear of consequences of his folly while the old king is still deter

mined to evade thoughts of self-criticism. Gnomic wisdom spoken by 

the Fool appears as a simple digest of the heritage upon which 
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Shakespeare drew: awareness tliat in conduct individuals reveal the 

soundness of their knowledge. Emphasis on the words "why?" and 

"know" identifies the Fool as a commentator on the presence or ab

sence of order, the basis of which is rational distinction between 

false opinion and sound knowledge. His use of beast imagery accom

panied by insight more common to the simple folk than to powerful 

monarchs and manipulators of mankind bespeaks the traditional heri

tage of his speech. Genuine love and selflessness of the Fool under-

gird the courage with which he undertakes the re-education of his 

master, the sorrow he shares because Lear fights against enlighten

ment until he becomes a victim of madness, and the anguish with which 

he babbles generalities of wisdom after he lias lost the ear of his 

impassioned master. Tlie Fool is a character who apparently senses 

that to be wise in a cliaotic world is to suffer, primarily to suffer 

because potentially great and good men such as Lear is do have a 

capacity at once to win real love and loyalty, yet to loose the fury 

of self-seeking villains against both themselves and others. The 

Fool is a reminder that it is not nature or life itself that of neces

sity imposes disorder but the disordered lives of ignorant men that 

make humanity the tragic thrall of himian motives which are more 

bestial than divine. 

Edgar, like the Fool, is a character whose words and actions 

demonstrate a clear understanding and acceptance of life. Because 

of his wise acceptance of human life, Edgar is able to transcend his 

own misfortunes; and he is able to guide both Lear and Gloucester 
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from faulty opinion toward a relative philosophical position which 

admits the admixture of good and evil in all things. In "Edgar: The 

Wise Bedlam," J. T. NfcCullen discusses the ironic condition of Edgar, 

who through disguise achieves both the means of survival and the 

privileges accorded to lunatics of Shakespeare's time, privileges 

which included respect for wisdom: "Disguised as a Bedlam, he then 

shares with the Fool . . . the painful and apparently mad task of 

upholding the idea that wisdom may yet survive in a chaotic world 

1 nq 

of King Lear." Throughout the drama, Edgar supports the value 

of wisdom; and he provides a hopeful voice amid the nihilistic de

spair of Gloucester and Lear. In addition Edgar functions as chorus 

to interpret the actions of the drama; and his commentary invariably 

concerns the need for wisdom. Edgar's basic philosophy of wise ac

ceptance gradually becomes the position which Lear and Gloucester 

adopt as they recognize their follies and suffer the consequences 

of their imprudent actions. The wisdom of Edgar leads Lear and 

Gloucester from the isolation to which their faulty opinions had 

driven them to truth and redemption. Only after intense suffering 

do the tragic heroes achieve the wisdom and humility which Edgar 

displays from the beginning of his misfortune. Positive wisdom 

sustains Edgar and guides Lear and Gloucester to regeneration. 

The positive wisdom of Kent, Cordelia, Albany, the Fool, and 

Edgar is juxtaposed against the negative wisdom of Goneril, Regan, 

and Edmund in King Lear. After their ruthless capitalizing on the 

false opinions and gullibility of others, Goneril, Regan, and Edmund 
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succeed for quite a while. Ultimately there is an ironic reversal 

of their fortunes, however. They arc secure only so long as they can 

act with cold intellectuality detached from himuin feeling. Once 

they dabble in emotion, they effect their own destruction. Here is 

the honored tradition of the self-destructiveness of evil. 

Through action and characterization, Shakespeare focuses on 

the problem of knowledge in King Lear. Essential to the development 

of wisdom in the drama is the principle of cosmic order based on 

reason. Shakesneare emphasizes the concept of rational order, an 

idea basic to Renaissance philosophy. The destruction of natural 

order reflects and complements the private tragedies of Lear and 

Gloucester. The chaos of Lear's kingdom results from his violation 

of reason and perversion of order. In attempting to cast off re

sponsibility while retaining the benefits of authority, Lear ex

poses his divided mind. His divided will leads him to upset tradi

tional order by yielding power to his daughters. By splitting the 

kingdom in a fit of rage, Lear abdicates his position; and he rup

tures the rational order of his own life and the rational order of 

the kingdom. Unity in private and public life is lost. 

Although the king does not realize the danger of his passion

ate tirades, several other cliaracters perceive the loss of order 

which issues from the king's irrational conduct. Immediately upon 

the irrational division of the kingdom, Kent urges Lear to recon

sider his action: 
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Reserve thy doom. 
And in thy best consideration check 
Tliis hideous rasliness.^^^ 

France also notices the sudden change in Lear's world, and 

he conments on the king's thoughtless judgment of Cordelia. As a 

reasonable man, France questions the treatment of Cordelia; and he 

questions the king's illogical values: 

This is most strange. 
That she whom even but now was your best object. 
The argument of your praise, balm of your age. 
The best, the dearest, should in this trice of time 
Commit a thing so monstrous to dismantle 
So many folds of favour. Sure her offence 
Mist be of such unnatural degree 
That monsters it, or your fore-vouched affection 
Fall'n into taint; whicli to believe of her 
Must be a faith that reason without miracle 
Should never plant in me.^^0 

Gloucester realizes the far-reaching effects of Lear's ruin

ous disorder. Gloucester, a superstitious "sectary astronomical,"^-^^ 

universalizes Lear's break up of order; and he relates the destruc

tion of familv order to the collapse of natural order. Although 

Gloucester's observations reveal his superstitious nature and his 

reliance on a faulty initial premise, his syllogistic reasoning 

ironically characterizes the state of Lear's kingdom: 

These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good 
to us. Though the wisdom of nature can reason it thus 
and thus, yet nature finds itself scourged by the sequent 
effects. Love cools, friendship falls off, brother di
vide. In cities, mutinies: in countries, discord; in 
palaces, treason: and the bond cracked 'twixt son and 
father. This villain of mine comes under the prediction, 
there's son against father; the King falls from bias of 
nature, there's father against child. We have seen the 
best of our time. Machinations, hoUowness, treachery, 
and all ruinous disorders follow us disquietly to our 
graves.-^^2 



174 

The clear-sighted Fool correctly appraises the confusion and 

opposition which result from Lear's violation of reason, and he com

ments consistently on the absence of order. He refers continually 

to the topsy-turvy state of affairs. In the give and take between 

the Fool and the king, Lear asks, "Wlien were you wont to be so full 

of songs, sirrah?"^^^ Tlie Fool responds with a statement which in

dicates his awareness of disorder: 

I have used it, nuncle, ever since thou madest thy daugh
ters thy rx)ther: for when thou gavest them the rod, and 
put'St down thine own breeches.^^^ 

When rational order is destroyed by Lear, evil seizes author

ity and chaos results. Once the natural bond between child and 

father is broken, the state of affairs is thrown into wild and vio

lent motion: every unit of society is affected. The individual, the 

family, the state, and even nature itself are thrown into confusion 

and opposition by violation of order. Lear's personal disorder mani

fests itself in madness, and Lear's deranged mind parallels the 

turbulence of nature in the storm. In his insanity, Lear identifies 

with the wild storm; and he calls on the cliaotic storm to lay waste 

to the order and mould of nature: 

Blow winds and crack your cheeks. Rage, blow. 
You cataracts and hurricanoes spout 
Till you have drenched out steeples, drowned the cocks 
You sulph'rous and thought-executing fires. 
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts. 
Singe my white head. And thou, all-shaking thunder. 
Strike flat the thick rotundity o' th' world. 
Crack Nature's moulds, all germains spill at once. 
That makes ingrateful man.i^^ 
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Lear's identification with the storm suggests a symbolic 

correspondence between the disorder of humanity and the chaos of 

nature. The turbulent cosmos reflects the derangement and confusion 

of the individual. Lear's disruption of order is also reflected in 

the affairs of state. His personal tragedy parallels the collapse 

of governmental order. Cliaos rules in the state as well as in the 

individual and in nature. Rumors of civil war between Albany and 

Comwall suggest a bitter struggle for power and dominance. Internal 

strife in Lear's "scattered kingdom"-*̂ ^̂  is delayed only because Albany 

and Comwall are forced to unite against the attack of France. The 

kingdom is ravaged by internal and extemal assault. Kent, who con

spires with Cordelia in her efforts to restore order to the kingdom, 

reveals the division l)etween Lear's heirs and the imminent invasion 

of the French Army: 

There is division. 
Although as yet the face of it is covered 
With mutual cunning, 'twixt Albany and Comwall; 
Who have--as who have not, that their great stars 
Throned and set high?--servants, who seem no less. 
Which are to France the spies and speculations 
Intelligent of our state. What liath been seen, 
Either in snuffs and packings of the Dukes, 
Or the hard rein which both of them hath borne 
Against the old kind king, or something deeper, 
IVhereof, perchance, these are but fumishings--
But, true it is, from France there comes a power 
Into this scattered kingdom, who already. 
Wise in our negligence, have secret feet 
In some of our best ports and are at point 
To show their open banner.^^7 

Disorder in the state results from defiance of law and order, 

and lawless offenses occur at every level of society. Comwall, 



176 

Goneril, and Regan, who are charged with proper execution of the law, 

pervert order at every tum. Characteristic of their flagrant dis

regard for order is their violation of the laws of hospitality--not 

only in Lear's home but also in Gloucester's. They blind Gloucester 

and tum him out of his house despite his plea, "Good, my friends, 

consider, / You are my guests. Do me no foul play, friends."^^8 

The violation of rational principles which characterizes the leaders 

spreads throughout the kingdom. The total collapse of restraint and 

reason appears in the servants' rebellion against traditional order. 

The revolution of Gloucester's servant, who attacks and mortally 

wounds the Duke of Comwall, symbolizes the disintegration of decorum 

even in the lowest levels of the kingdom. 

The correspondence between reason and order is evident through

out the drama. When Lear neglects reason, chaos results. Personal 

and public tragedy issue from Lear's lack of knowledge. Because Lear 

is king and thus the center of order, the kingdom responds to his 

actions. The error of Lear hurls the whole world into violent con

fusion. But the enlightenment and consequent wisdom of Lear suggest 

a new order. At the end of the drama, Lear, Gloucester, and nature 

retum to order and reason. The champions of truth and moderation--

Kent, Edgar, and Albany--remain to "rule in this realm, and the gored 

state sustain."^-^^ 

King Lear constitutes Shakespeare's comprehensive statement 

on the concept of wisdom. In expressing his ideas on wisdom. Shakes-
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peare elected to dramatize a tragedy which results from a deficiency 

of knowledge. In outlining the actions of Lear and Gloucester, Shakes

peare relies on fundamental principles of Renaissance leaming, which 

derive from ancient and medieval sources. He leads the tragic heroes 

to self-knowledge, sympathy for others, and reasonable conduct. 

Through the suffering of two proud, willful old men, who, in their 

sorrow, are purified and ennobled, Shakespeare charts the path to 

wisdom. The wisdom which Lear and Gloucester ultimately achieve as 

a result of suffering is inextricably linked to the positive wisdom 

of Kent, Cordelia, Albany, the Fool, and Edgar and to the negative 

wisdom of Comwall, Regan, Goneril, and Edmund. Along with the ex

periences of Lear, Gloucester, and the supporting characters, Shakes

peare develops the Renaissance idea that the world operates on 

rational principles. Like Itooker and Milton, Shakespeare stresses 

the reasonable order of man and the universe. By concentrating on 

error, catliarsis, purification, and redemption, and by emphasizing 

reason and order, Shakespeare blends classical and Christian principles 

of wisdom and universalizes the tragic situation of Lear and Glou

cester. With Sliakespeare's King Lear, the synthesis of Ifellenic and 

and Judeo-Christian ideas on knowledge, which provided the foundation 

of Renaissance philosophy, reaches its culmination. 



CONCLUSION 

The Renaissance concept of knowledge derived from a long 

and honored philosophical tradition which began with the dawn of 

Western civilization in Greece. From the poets and philosophers 

of ancient Greece, the Renaissance inherited an appreciation of 

wisdom. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle differed in many particu

lars of philosophy; but they agreed in the value of wisdom. To 

the Greeks, wisdom was man's highest good and noblest goal. They 

regarded reason as the divine attribute of man, and they thought 

that exercise of reason could lead man to wisdom and happiness. 

Like the philosophers, the playwrights of the golden age con

sidered wisdom to be the key to virtue and the foundation of 

ethics. Through their drama, Aeschylus and Sophocles illustrated 

the importance of reason and virtuous conduct. Aeschylus treated 

wisdom and justice among the gods and celebrated human reason 

which was given to man as a gift of the god Prometheus. Sophocles, 

on the other hand, examined wisdom in the affairs of men. In 

Oedipus the King, he dramatized the tragedy which results from de

ficiency of knowledge and violation of right reason. 

The Greek concept of knowledge which was expressed by poets 

and philosophers reached the Renaissance only after it had been 

178 
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filtered through the Christian minds of medieval theologians. Among 

the early Church Fathers was Saint Augustine, who objected to pagan 

teachings. Augustine, the voice of Catholic orthodoxy, insisted 

that the highest knowledge is knowledge of God; and only through 

supernatural faith can man aspire to divine knowledge. A century 

after Augustine, Boethius reinstated the veneration for human rea

son in philosophy. In his Consolation of Philosophy, one of the 

most influential books of the Middle Ages, Boethius developed a 

system of thought which was supported by faith and reason. By the 

end of the Middle Ages, Saint Thomas Aquinas, following the teach

ings of Aristotle, formulated an elaborate pliilosophical system 

which recognized both human reason and supernatural faith as means 

of achieving wisdom. 

The Renaissance idea of wisdom was formulated upon classical 

and medieval teachings. The writings of Peter de La Primaudaye, 

Pierre Charron, Richard Ifooker, Paracelsus, Desidirius Erasmus, 

Hieronymo Cardan, and Sir Thomas Elyot are representative works 

of the Renaissance which reflect the synthesis of Ifellenic and 

Judeo-Christian philosophy in utilitarian literature. Tlie Western 

heritage of wisdom found expression also in belles lettres. In 

The Faerie Queene, Edmund Spenser charts the quest for truth for 

knights who incamate the virtues of holiness and moderation, vir

tues which were prized in antiquity, medieval times, and the 

Renaissance. In Paradise Lost, Jolin Milton gives epic expression 
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to the synthesis of classical and Christian ideas which formed the 

basis of Renaissance philosophy. Christopher Marlowe dramatized 

basic principles of Renaissance leaming in Doctor Faustus. Spenser, 

Milton, and Marlowe illustrated basic principles of Renaissance 

knowledge which included the importance of self-knowledge, reliance 

on reason, exercise of faith, acceptance of responsibility, and 

proof of wisdom in virtuous conduct. These ideas drawn from an

cient philosophv and medieval theology provided the framework for 

the Renaissance idea of wisdom. 

The philosophical tradition which supplied the idea of wis

dom for such great works as The Faerie Queene, Paradise Lost, and 

Doctor Faustus reached its fullest expression with William Shakes

peare's King Lear. The dramatization of positive and negative 

wisdom which Shakespeare achieves in King Lear may aptly be labelled 

the culmination of the heritage of wisdom surveyed in this study. 

Whereas decisions and consequences attributable to Lear and Glou

cester- -and later those made by the evil characters--reveal nega

tively the tragic fall of ignorance, the quiet, often foolish-

sounding remarks of the Fool and Edgar are positive evidence that, 

but for the lives of willful blunderers and villains, human society 

could exist in conformity with the dictates of wisdom hammered out 

of experiences by ancient peoples, medieval theologians and philoso

phers, and hopeful modems perturbed by clianging conditions now 

known as the Renaissance. King Lear is a culmination of a great 
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and wise tradition which bespeaks what is, what might be, but what 

will not be because the wise are all too often the impotent and those 

^AkO detennine what is have too little respect for sound wisdom and 

ignore needed faith and genuine love. Not even the Book of Job is 

so realistic a commentary on the estate of humanity as is King Lear. 

King Lear is almost the final commentary on the inhumanity of the 

ignorant to themselves, to humanity in general, to nature, and to 

God. 
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