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STEPHEN LEO CARR 
PEGGY A. KNAPP 

Seeing through Macbeth 

T EXTS CHANGE in meaning and value 
over time, as the conditions under which 

they are interpreted change and new social 
forces and intellectual paradigms supplement 
their formal structures and patterns of meaning. 
Augustine, for example, transforms the nation- 
alistic and epic orientation of the Old Testa- 
ment, "The Lord brought the children of Israel 
out of the land of bondage," into a spiritual 
promise made to all souls in sin's bondage.1 
What changes in this shift is both the historical 
and tribal standpoint of the interpreter and his 

conception of a text's genre. Despite such strik- 

ing turns in interpretation, some "classic" texts 
remain central to a culture, even as both the 
culture and the ways these "classics" are under- 
stood undergo revolutionary changes. In English 
literature, Shakespeare is the prime example of 
this phenomenon. His plays engage our most 
crucial values and beliefs, as they have engaged 
those of every culture since they came on the 
stage, and they do so notwithstanding the radical 
difference between our modern Shakespeare and 
the Shakespeare of, say, Samuel Johnson or of 
the Jacobeans. How can a writer like Shake- 
speare continually overcome historical change 
and seem to speak directly to our situation, to 
our needs, desires, and fears? 

Augustine's allegorical reading resolved this 
problem neatly, if aggressively, by premising a 
correspondence between history and stories, 
which he understood as analogies, foreshadow- 
ings, and repetitions of Christ's life and Chris- 
tian doctrine. Though modern secular critics 
have no such rationale, we still often "see" the 
present in past texts. We use our critical sys- 
tems, assumptions, terms, and modes of argu- 
ment and persuasion to understand remote 
texts, to reconstitute them within our own ho- 
rizon of expectations. In this process, we often 
rethink a text's generic claims or even, like 
Augustine, make new ones on its behalf, for 

identifying genre is a ready way of indicating our 
sense of a text's purpose and of specifying those 
expectations that will guide its interpretation. 
Making claims primarily about a text's genre, 
moreover, obscures the cultural imperialism im- 
plicit in assimilating past texts into present-day 
systems of signification. By transforming our 
own perceptions as historical subjects into for- 
mal qualities of the text as object, we empower 
ourselves to locate our constructions of genre or 
meaning as though they were always and un- 

problematically "in" the text. 
This revisionary process manifests itself most 

dramatically when we interpret a text as though 
it offered an accurate vision of the future. There 
appear to be two kinds of such prophetic fulfill- 
ment. One, initially more surprising though ul- 

timately less significant, occurs when an early 
text seems to predict a later historical event, 
making the text seem (anachronistically) a 
roman a clef. These coincidences are often ex- 
ploited by staging a play in the trappings of a 
later historical period. Such a setting lends 
spurious authority to a performance by making 
the playwright seem clairvoyant. Setting Richard 
II in midseventies America, for example, would 
have revealed all sorts of occult correspon- 
dences. The second sort of prophetic fulfillment, 
more interesting and fundamental, occurs when 
we interpret a text as seriously addressing issues 
outside the universe of discourse in which the 
text was composed, when we see Hamlet, for 
example, as a Freudian case history or treat The 
Tempest as a study of protocapitalist colonial- 
ism. In such interpretations, the range and depth 
of correspondence may make authors seem privy 
to a body of discourse articulated long after their 
deaths. They seem not only to approach the 
same topic but to do so from a perspective strik- 
ingly similar to that of later interpreters. 

Of course, correspondences between a past 
text and the present, however finely articulated, 
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emerge only through interpretive sleights of 
hand. We make the text over, rewriting it in our 
own image so that it seems to anticipate and 
validate that image. In a way, this aggressive 
interpretive process is an amply justified re- 
sponse to the open-ended richness of texts, to 
their ability ever to yield to new readings. How- 
ever we understand a complex text, some details 
remain outside our interpretive scheme and in- 
vite further explanation. Interpretation necessi- 
tates that we reallocate textual details into new 
categories, different clusters of associations, and 
thereby make a text meaningful in new terms. 
Modern critical theory and practice have repeat- 
edly shown how changing perceptions of literary 
meaning and value derive from the radical 
openness of texts and the overweening strength 
of our will to power over language. 

But textual indeterminacy and the interpretive 
will to power are not absolutes unaffected by 
historical interests. The choice of which textual 
elements warrant the exercise of interpretive will 
is mediated by the situation of the interpreter 
and the institutional and social traditions that 
inform all responses, including deconstructive 
ones. Moreover, "classic" texts like Shake- 
speare's both comment on and constitute the his- 
torical situation of interpreters and their critical 
assumptions and methods. When we treat "clas- 
sics" as though they were speaking to us in our 
terms, we do so partly because they helped de- 
velop those terms, or at least articulated the cul- 
tural context in which our critical formulations 
seem significant.2 

Just as interpretive acts are bound up in his- 
torical situations and processes, so the author's 
work is bound by the unique and often contra- 
dictory demands of a particular time, which do 
not allow a final textual closure but always invite 
further knitting up. Gaps in the otherwise 
smooth fabric of a narrative can open when the 
narrative's subject proves intractable, not ame- 
nable to (relatively) transparent representation 
within the author's universe of discourse. A nar- 
rative's openness is not solely the result of textu- 
ality, of being inscribed in writing and left to the 
play of interpretation; a text becomes and re- 
mains open to further interpretations at least 
partly because of constraints in the historical 
situation encompassing its creation. Critics may 
be doing more than merely exercising their 

power to fracture and fragment texts according 
to the machinations of the analytic will. They 
may also be responding to gaps in the text left 
open by unresolvable conflicts in the author's 
discursive system. Our later historical situation 
enables new interpretations that respond to the 
further evolution of these issues. Although our 
vantage point has no inherent privilege, it bene- 
fits from the fuller articulation, over the course 
of time, of the conflicts that were the material 
but covert concerns of a "classic" but that have 
been unraveled and rewoven both by succeeding 
generations of texts and by the movement of his- 
tory itself. 

The virtues of an approach conscious of his- 
torical interests can perhaps best be exemplified 
by examining a Shakespearean text like Mac- 
beth, for historically mediated shifts in its inter- 
pretation have been treated in terms of its for- 
mal structure, especially as questions about its 
genre.3 Many critics, as well as readers and 
audiences of the play, have felt that Macbeth's 
fall, though shocking and dramatic, does not 
embody the mysteriously double-valued vision 
of life (we understand that the hero must fall, 
yet we find that we cannot consent to his de- 
mise) we associate with tragedy. Many would 
secretly agree with Samuel Johnson's verdict if 
not with its vehemence: "every reader rejoices 
at [Macbeth's] fall." Much learned and in- 
genious criticism has sought to enhance Mac- 
beth's character and complicate his tragic strug- 
gle in order to place Macbeth more securely 
among Shakespeare's tragedies. The sharp focus 
of this debate suggests that determining genre is 
a key step in allocating the details of this text 
and locating those textual gaps that require in- 
terpretive closure. Rather than show how this 
massive body of critical debate reflects historical 
concerns, we propose to examine two eighteenth- 
century illustrations of a crucial scene in Mac- 
beth (II.ii), which were painted conveniently near 
the midpoint between Shakespeare's time and 
ours. Their historical perspectives and their im- 
plicit construals of Macbeth's genre help identify 
the social and psychological issues that were 
knotted together in Macbeth's tragic character 
and that have since partly unraveled. Our 
oblique approach is here a virtue, an economy of 
interpretive motives, for it transforms the ques- 
tion of Macbeth's tragic status from a self- 

838 



Stephen Leo Carr and Peggy A. Knapp 

contained "critical" problem with purely formal 
solutions to one that admits from the start the 
interplay of history and interpretation. 

John Zoffany and Henry Fuseli illustrated not 
only the same scene but the same production, 
the Garrick production of 1766.4 We might ex- 
pect two illustrations of the same two actors 
playing the same scene on the same stage to 
resemble each other closely; both illustrators, 
after all, are bound by the linguistic "meanings" 
of the text, the visual impressions of a particular 
staging, and the artistic conventions of their 
epoch. In fact, nothing about the two paintings 
is alike. Instead of "doubling" a clear text or 
representing an already presented image, each 
man has asserted an astonishing power over the 
details of text and stage, producing from his new 
arrangement new patterns of meaning. Though 
neither Zoffany's painting nor Fuseli's water- 
color is in itself tragic in conception, both de- 
velop perspectives on Macbeth that allow us in- 
sight into the play as a tragedy. Social satire is 
the mode of Zoffany's image, and like most 
satires, it both comments on and reflects con- 
temporary social and political concerns. Fuseli's 
style suggests psychomachy, imaging the inner 
world of terror and conflict as though it were the 
outer; his melodramatic style embodies percep- 
tions amenable to psychoanalytic investigation. 
What both designs focus on, it seems, is the 
issue of Macbeth's manhood. The brilliant irony 
around which the early scenes of the play re- 
volve is that soldier Macbeth glimpses a future 
that he may either await or effect. Manliness- 
as valor-prompts him to seize the opportunity; 
Lady Macbeth makes waiting for the kingship 
seem like effeminacy.5 Yet by her taunts, the 
wife takes control of her husband, rendering him 
subservient to a woman in his commission of the 
very act he intends as a display of his self-suffi- 
cient manhood. 

In trying to see the implications of these 
eighteenth-century illustrations of Shakespeare, 
we must consider the advantages and constraints 
of the artists' historical situation. But we must 
do more than that; we must also locate our own 
vantage point on both the paintings and the text 
by acknowledging the mediation of the different 
universes of discourse that constitute this com- 
plex hermeneutical sequence. Such a three-stage 
description of Macbeth II.ii attempts to do more 

than analyze Shakespeare by looking at pictures 
or analyze pictures by seeing them through con- 
temporary concerns: it tries to include in one 
glance the text of Macbeth, which both yields to 
and authorizes Zoffany and Fuseli; the paintings, 
which interpret Shakespeare and their own 
worlds and yet require interpretation; and mod- 
ern critical perspectives, which, although re- 
sponsible to such texts and images, shamelessly 
alter them. 

The movement from verbal to visual changes 
our perception of the drama. The images inter- 
rupt the tumultuous sequence of events, con- 
centrating attention on one moment so that the 
tensions and problems of Macbeth's existential 
situation can be perceived. In the play Macbeth 
is motivated by a sudden passion, a strange 
greed for power. His reasons for the regicide are 
never completely explicit, and because they are 
not articulated, he remains a problematic tragic 
hero, one whose actions continue to seem so 
reprehensible that we may be amazed at what- 
ever sympathy we develop for him. By giving a 
definite visual form to a climactic scene, Fuseli 
and Zoffany create a space in which the motiva- 
tions and implications of Macbeth's actions can 
gradually unfold and in which, moreover, mod- 
ern interpreters can inscribe their own readings 
of Macbeth. 

Both artists represent the scene in which 
Macbeth, just returned from murdering Duncan, 
is enjoined by his wife to go back to the scene of 
the crime. Zoffany focuses on a moment of de- 
cision: Macbeth hesitates and Lady Macbeth 
chides him for not resolutely carrying out their 
plot. Lady Macbeth's eagerness to complete 
their project-Zoffany depicts her with the dag- 
gers in hand-suggests that she has assumed 
control, that she has now become the more 
forceful actor, the precipitator of events. Yet 
Zoffany's painting lingers on the crucial moment 
before her usurpation of command is complete. 
His design is static, a motionless tableau. Lady 
Macbeth is frozen in a statuesque pose, arrested 
suddenly as she leaves, as though she were offer- 
ing Macbeth a last opportunity to act decisively. 
Macbeth is also still, fixed both by Lady Mac- 
beth's demanding stare and, as he looks out of 
the pictorial space, by the audience's awed and 
inquiring gaze. (See p. 840.) 

The painting emphasizes Macbeth's inner con- 

839 



Garrick and Mrs. Pritchard in Macbeth 
Mezzotint engraving by Valentine Green after the painting by John Zoffany. Reproduced by courtesy of the 
Harvard Theatre Collection. 
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flict: his arms move one way, his body leans the 
other; he looks toward the audience, but he must 
oe listening to Lady Macbeth. Such formal or 
thematic oppositions readily suggest inner tur- 
moil, but Zoffany also draws covertly on the 
tradition of emblematic painting, a tradition just 
disappearing as a dominant force in the visual 
arts but one whose traces still emerged, as in a 

palimpsest, to add an underlying layer of signifi- 
cation to the pictorial surface. In particular, 
Zoffany playfully refers to a commonplace eigh- 
teenth-century topos, "The Choice of Hercules," 
an emblematic depiction of Hercules' choice be- 
tween Virtue and Vice. Zoffany's allusion is also 
obviously a revision, for he shows only two fig- 
ures. Yet he includes the audience to fulfill the 
triangular relationship of the topos: Macbeth's 
outward gaze and gesture engage observers in 
his dilemma, entreating advice to counterbalance 
Lady Macbeth's counsel. 

Although this alteration or displacement of 
the topos is itself a sign that the emblematic 
tradition was being supplanted by other styles, it 
would not have prevented contemporaries from 
recognizing Zoffany's allusion. Numerous pic- 
torial details correspond exactly with earlier 
paintings using the topos and most especially 
with Lord Shaftesbury's dicta concerning its 
properly naturalistic representation in contem- 
porary painting.6 Thus, Macbeth is shown as he 
is "torn by contrary passions" and at the 
moment just before he makes his decision. The 
portrait of Lady Macbeth is even more strongly 
invested with topological details, an overdeter- 
mination perhaps made necessary by her surpris- 
ing identification with Virtue. Like Virtue, Lady 
Macbeth has one hand pointing upward and 
toward the light and the other holding the 
knives, an ironic displacement of the iconic 
"magisterial sword" of Athena. Lady Macbeth 
appears exactly as the topos requires. She is 
"dressed neither negligently, nor with much style 
or ornament," she is "a lady of goodly form, tall 
and majestic," and she is shown when the "high- 
est tone of voice and strongest action are em- 
ployed."7 

Identifying Lady Macbeth as Virtue is, of 
course, a witticism, a private joke for connois- 
seurs, a "decadent" use of a topos, which was 
facilitated or even made possible by Zoffany's 

historical position as a latecomer in the tradition 
of emblematic painting. And the primary effect 
of such a playful allusion is satiric, for the topos' 
inappropriateness reflects back on the text and 
invites us to see Macbeth's tragic situation as 
vitiated by a confusion in roles or identities. The 
image of Virtue is treated lightly; Lady Macbeth 
is seen as making a jest of her husband's di- 
lemma. Zoffany's topos opens a grimly humor- 
ous, unsympathetic perspective on Macbeth's 
plight. 

Yet, from our modern perspective, the paint- 
ing's satiric thrust can offer a rich insight into 
Macbeth's tragic character. By the mideigh- 
teenth century the "Choice of Hercules" topos 
was already a cliche, a commonplace trope or 
stock element in a painter's repertoire that a 
bricoleur like Zoffany could innocently incor- 
porate into a design as an unproblematic vehicle 
for his wit.8 His "innocence," however, is ques- 
tionable, for the presence of the topos alters the 
meaning of the whole design and interacts with 
the text the painting "illustrates" by making a 
new, here a playfully new, arrangement of the 
scene's features. Even if the topos were only a 
private joke on Zoffany's part, one that went 
unrecognized by his peers, we would be able to 
see it as a trope that significantly reveals both 
Zoffany's enabling historical perspective and a 
previously unillumined aspect of Macbeth. 

The choice between Virtue and Vice was fre- 
quently translated in the eighteenth century into 
a nearly synonymous choice, that between In- 
dustry and Idleness.9 With this slight, but impor- 
tant, translation, the point of Zoffany's "joke" 
becomes clear. Macbeth is seen here between the 
imperious urgings of his lady to act, to seize the 
main chance, and the passive, perhaps fearful, 
counsel of the audience (long since associated 
with idleness by being in the theater, keeping "A 
general market of bawdry")10 to stop acting. 
To interpret Zoffany's painting is to see with 
special clarity two related features of this scene. 

The first is that the audience instinctively 
sides against further killing. The triangular struc- 
ture of the topos requires that Lady Macbeth's 
forceful injunction be balanced by the whole- 
hearted disapproval of the idle, mute audience 
Macbeth turns to so imploringly. Lady Macbeth 
puts the question as if the only deterrent to ac- 
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tion were physical danger and taunts her husband 
with his lack of valor, his unmanliness, in refus- 

ing to take the risk, but the audience understands 
the moral danger of her kind of "self-sufficiency" 
and sees that when Macbeth averts his gaze from 
theirs, he will turn away from the human com- 
munity altogether and cease to be a man among 
other men. This point is useful in formulating 
the generic problems of the play: we know all 

along (as we do not with Oedipus or Hamlet)" 
that Macbeth is wrong; we may understand his 
act, but we have not approved of it. 

The second thing we notice as we try to 
understand the painting is that Zoffany's topos 
cannot be taken at face value: either Lady Mac- 
beth will not appear as hallowed Industry or In- 

dustry will not appear as hallowed. Or both. 

Lady Macbeth as Industry is easy to dismiss; we 
know right away that the role is only a disguise 
and that Macbeth is a dupe for believing in her. 
Not seeing Industry as hallowed requires a tena- 
cious refusal of the self-evident value afforded it 
in Zoffany's time. Although Shakespeare does 
not explicitly invoke this topos, we can hardly 
deny the appropriateness of Industry and Idle- 
ness altogether by concluding that Zoffany mis- 
read the scene because the emblematic tradition 

provided the material at hand from which he 
fashioned his paintings. Indeed, Zoffany's play- 
ful use of the topos (which reflects not only the 

genre of his painting but his historical moment) 
was an enabling device that helps modern read- 
ers see into Macbeth. Reflection on this topos 
leads us to recall the many occasions when Lady 
Macbeth poses activity, daring, and resolve as 
alternatives to reflecting, imagining, and waiting, 
which she scorns.'2 Zoffany's emblematization 
of her cannot be wholly rejected any more than 
it can be wholly approved. Insofar as we move 
toward seeing Lady Macbeth as Industry, we 
devalue Industry, but even our devaluation may 
be relevant to the play. 

Shakespeare may well be invoking an ideal 
of conduct, in this play and others, that later 

generations forgot or repressed. In heroes like 
Hal, a young example, and Antony, an older 
one, an important part of what we admire is an 

unlitigated regality, a magnanimity toward time, 
what Castiglione calls sprezzatura. Hal is in no 

hurry to redeem the time until the crisis of the 

civil war forces him to appear like the royalty he 
is. This quality is also pronounced in the her- 
oines of the romantic comedies; they routinely 
"commit to time" (the phrase is Viola's) mat- 
ters they might have tried to push willfully to 
conclusion. Macbeth himself knows of this pos- 
sibility from the start, as he indicates in "If 
chance will have me King, why chance may 
crown me, / Without my stir" (I.iii. 144-45). 
Zoffany, in calling up this outdated notion of 
placid waiting for God's (or time's) plan to take 

shape, produces a pointed satire of the impa- 
tience of his own age to achieve "progress" 
through Industry. 

Today we can see both this satire (a satire of 

eighteenth- and twentieth-century values) and 
the underlying features of the text of Macbeth 
that made it possible. Moreover, we can see 
what Zoffany could not-we see how similar 
Macbeth's despairing isolation is to our own 
various social arrangements when we are most 

fully under the spell of Industry. We see Mac- 
beth aspiring to self-sufficiency and abandoning 
his allegiance to the great chain of being under 
the influence of a malign lady posing as Indus- 

try. We reject the role Lady Macbeth is given in 
the topos because we cannot be forced to see the 
murder of sleeping men as a display of resource- 
ful independence and courage. Yet we may also 
view Macbeth's mistake as a larger one: to 
abandon duty and feudal sprezzatura even in 
favor of a more benign Industry than his wicked 
lady represents would be a fatal error. To accept 
untempered the right to seize the main chance, 
and to assert that serving oneself single-mind- 
edly is the best service to the commonwealth,13 
changes the social contract irrevocably. What 
was embryonic in Shakespeare's society-the 
substitution of prerogatives earned or seized14 
for those passed on through inheritance in the 
feudal way-was endemic to Zoffany's and is 
pandemic today. Zoffany's satiric painting allows 
us to see Macbeth as a social document, a re- 
sponse to the destruction of the feudal social 
contract and to the inhumanity of the social 
ideals that replaced feudalism. Zoffany compli- 
cates and deepens our perception of the hero's 
conflict by showing us that Macbeth accepts an 
ideal in which our own world places some stock, 
however we may hate its embodiment by Lady 
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Macbeth. Thus the painter's comic detachment 
-his playful invoking of the Industry-Idleness 
topos-enables a tragic confluence of sympathy 
and revulsion to inform our response to Mac- 
beth's dilemma. 

Whereas Zoffany's painting suggests its be- 
lated situation in the tradition of emblematic 

painting, Fuseli's watercolor reflects the growing 
contemporary interest in a more immediately 
expressive style. This early design, although 
more naturalistic than his mature works, antici- 

pates the simplification of detail and the trans- 
figuration of human posture and form respon- 
sible for the intensity and evocative power of his 
later illustrations to Shakespeare and Milton. 
Fuseli depicts the moment Macbeth returns from 

killing Duncan, when Lady Macbeth cries out, 
"My husband," and he answers, "I've done the 
deed."15 The design in fact includes this text, 
written on the floor near the figures, appearing 
as a strange intrusion on the visual integrity of 
the image. The complex interaction between 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth dominates the 

composition formally and psychologically. They 
both advance toward and recoil from each other, 
their mutual attraction and antipathy held at 

equilibrium by the central mediating image of 
the bloodied knives. (See p. 841.) 

The characters' exaggerated postures and ex- 

pressions reveal their strong responses to the 
knives. Fuseli has surpassed a mimetic transcrip- 
tion of an actual dramatic performance in favor 
of an intensely expressive visual whole. Indeed, 
his stylization of the scene is responsible for the 
effective psychomachy of his design, and it is 
this melodramatizing quality of his imagination 
that allows a modern interpreter insight into the 

tragic qualities of Macbeth's situation. Consider 
Macbeth's relationship to the bloody knives. His 
lengthened stride, backward-leaning body, and 
bent right knee give him an unnaturally off-bal- 
ance posture. Since his weight leans back with 
inadequate support from his bent knee, we must 
imagine (at least as a kinesthetic impression) a 

counterbalancing force in the knives. They seem 
to pull him across the floor, a not so fantastic 
notion given the phantasmic knife Macbeth 
sought to grab, the "air-borne dagger" that ear- 
lier led him to Duncan. 

Fuseli invests the central mediating image of 

the knives with yet more expressive significance. 
Macbeth holds them high in front of him, away 
from his body and raised as though they were 
ritualistic objects. He holds them, moreover, so 
that he seems to advance menacingly on his 
wife. Yet Lady Macbeth only stares imperiously 
at the daggers. We may infer that she does not 
fear this half threat from her husband, just as in 
the play she does not respect his qualms. Or we 
may imagine that she welcomes the knives, hold- 
ing out her hand so that it too may be bloodied. 
However we interpret the image, the knives are 
clearly as animated and meaningful as the char- 
acters. 

Fuseli's dramatic illustration remains mute, a 
visual equivalent of the sound and fury that 
characterize Macbeth and insistently demand 
interpretation. We know the knives have just 
been used to kill the king, which is a double 
violation of taboo, for Duncan is both the father 
of the country and a guest in Macbeth's castle. 
The directness and intensity of Fuseli's naive 
mode of presentation, which might embarrass a 
more self-consciously sophisticated art, can best 
be articulated from our post-Freudian perspec- 
tive. But it is the style itself that enables our 
perceptions. Thus the bloody daggers are apt 
visual tropes for the phallus, and their impor- 
tance in the design signals Macbeth's oedipal 
violation of the king's body and his subsequent 
usurpation of the king's place. Other pictorial 
features clarify the psychosexual concerns under- 
lying the design's expressive power. Macbeth's 
clothes, for example, are unbuttoned and in dis- 
array, and the text so strangely inscribed on the 
floor has a strong sexual connotation. 

If Zoffany's playful reference to the Industry 
and Idleness topos defines a satiric horizon for 
the interpretation of Macbeth, Fuseli's tumultu- 
ous design signals melodrama. The comic de- 
tachment of Zoffany's image frees us to see 
the sociopolitical force of the taunts Lady Mac- 
beth levels at her husband's manhood. Attending 
to that force allows us to appreciate more fully 
that something real, though still mysterious, 
prompts Macbeth to perform an action that, be- 
cause it is at odds with his usual character, 
makes the whole plot more congruent with our 
expectations for tragedy. Will the extravagant 
turbulence of Fuseli's watercolor also lead back 
toward sober, majestic tragedy? 
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The image of the man and woman, mes- 
merized by the knives, seeming to move toward 
each other but avoiding touch, abounds in mean- 

ings that remain at the threshold of articulation. 
Condensation, in Freud's sense of the term, ap- 
pears to be at work. One resource of interpreta- 
tion, then, would be to unpack what is implied in 
the illustration, scrutinizing each implication to 
understand its latent content in the image and 
in the submerged layers of Shakespeare's text. 

An obvious implication is that Macbeth is 

recoiling from contact with his wife. At first 

glance this impression seems seriously at odds 
with the text it illustrates. Macbeth has just 
committed the murder his lady counseled, 
proved to her his "manhood," and therefore 
needs and expects her companionship and solace 
in managing the aftermath. A second look, 
though, shows his revulsion justified: when a 
man commits a heavily tabooed act like Mac- 
beth's parricidal murder of the king and usurpa- 
tion of his office, he hates the act, renounces it, 
and seeks to blame someone else for it. The best 
candidate for this psychically charged, "oedipal" 
crime is the evil mother. And Lady Macbeth has 
invited this identification with the terrible 
mother by "teaching" Macbeth his duties, put- 
ting herself in charge of his initiation into adult- 
hood, linking his obedience to her with her con- 
tinued love for him, and making him depend on 
her for the actual plan of the crime. 

The power of movement the knives seem to 

possess is also relevant. They can be appropri- 
ately represented as phallic because his lady has 

manipulated Macbeth through her sexual power 
over him; by displaying the knives so promi- 
nently, Macbeth seeks to prove the manhood his 
wife has called into doubt. If she is not dismayed 
by the apparent threat of the knives, it is be- 
cause she recognizes that flaunting them is a 
childish act, a wish for recognition as a sexually 
powerful agent. In this configuration she still 
has the power to grant or refuse that recognition, 
and her imperious gaze clearly signals her aware- 
ness of that fact. She is not, and should not be, 
surprised that the knives are held in such a men- 

acing way, for it was she who imagined the con- 

sequences of uncoupling desire from conscience 
and pity when she spoke of dashing out the 
brains of her nursing baby. She now accepts with 

apparent equanimity that Macbeth has been 

freed to do anything, including killing within the 

family. Perhaps it is not too outrageous to link 
the menacing thrust of the knives with the blood 

Lady Macbeth cannot wash from her hand later 
in the play. Such a reading would add fear to 
remorse of conscience as a motive for her sleep- 
walking. In the kingdom she has urged Macbeth 
to create nobody is safe. The knives do control. 

But there is another important-and not at all 

outrageous-sense in which the knives are con- 

trolling. A tragic hero destroys what he loves, 
renders impossible the full exercise of his own 
career. Macbeth wants kingship, of course, but 
what he wants from the beginning is power to 
define his own course. Richard Horwich puts it 

persuasively when he traces Macbeth's wish for 
the recovery of his own unified personality, his 

"single state of man.""' The tragic implications 
of Macbeth's murder and usurpation lie just 
there: Macbeth destroys his own autonomy in 

seeking to extend it-from this moment in the 

play on, his actions are dictated by his crime. 
The knives with which he severed his con- 
nections with the civilized community control 
both his conduct and his destined end completely. 

What Fuseli's image brings into especially 
clear focus, then, is the pressure on Macbeth's 
freedom to act exerted by what we now call the 

oedipal struggle. This horribly charged situation 
leads us to discoveries that clarify otherwise 

enigmatic features of his behavior. It is often 
noted, for example, that Macbeth does not like 

being king very much, that he takes no pleasure 
in command or luxury. We are now in a position 
to note that as the play unfolds, he has no com- 
mand; he may only do what his parricide dic- 
tates he must. The clothing he wears, disheveled 
in the illustration, never fits him again. And he 
finds he cannot sit at feasts, since he has with- 
drawn from the community that makes feasting 
possible. We can also see why the marriage 
partnership, which seemed the stake for which 
the killing was performed,17 deteriorates so 

quickly without further contention between hus- 
band and wife. The roles in which Macbeth and 
his lady have cast themselves in II.ii serve to fix 
their relationship unalterably: the terrible 
mother and the son who, to his shame, has done 
her bidding are guises too entangling to be dis- 
carded for more genial domestic roles. Even the 

problematic childlessness of the Macbeths is 

845 



Seeing through Macbeth 

more interesting in this reading. Their childless 
condition becomes an emblem of Macbeth's iso- 
lation from the Scotland of the future, predicted 
by the witches but also enacted by his complicity 
in his wife's murder of their imagined child. The 
"love" Macbeth wins from his wife by matching 
her ruthlessness proves infertile. And his will- 
fully exercised power to kill others' babies leaves 
him impotent to conceive any of his own. Con- 
fusing phallus and knife has repercussions. 

Making texts into images usually makes cer- 
tain unexpected things happen. What happens in 
this encounter between eighteenth-century illus- 
trations of Zoffany and Fuseli and twentieth- 
century interpretive stances alert to social and 
psychological issues is perhaps especially unex- 
pected. But in the end we have carried off a rich 
gift; we have seen something that prevents us 
from joining Johnson and his "every reader" in 
rejoicing, untroubled by the complexities of 
tragic sympathy, at the fall of Macbeth. Zof- 
fany's satiric image points out the social and 
political watershed that separates his age-and 
ours-from a social idealism only beginning to 
be challenged in Shakespeare's time. It leads us 
to recognize the tragic complication underlying 
Macbeth's choice by reminding us how reso- 

lutely our whole history since Shakespeare has 
rejected the notion of a great chain of being and 
dignified seizing the main chance. Fuseli's psy- 
chomachy lets us appreciate Macbeth's dilemma 
as an exaggerated version of pressures and reac- 
tions implicit in all Western families and links us 
to the monster villain through our subterranean 
selves. Looking attentively at these images al- 
lows us to see through the inchoate and repellent 
surface of Macbeth's actions into his tragic re- 
cesses. And looking attentively involves taking 
up certain tools of contemporary thought to clar- 
ify certain implications in these designs. So, 
paradoxically, because of the layers of media- 
tion we have used, Macbeth seems to confront 
us directly, like something newly created, as it 
will readers and audiences not yet born. Perhaps 
that is what it means to be a classic. 

Stephen Leo Carr 
University of Pittsburgh 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

Peggy A. Knapp 
Carnegie-Mellon University 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
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