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ABSTRACT

Ge. WILSON KNIGHT
AND
THE LAST PLAYS OF SHAKESPEARE

by John Emory Van Domelen

This dissertation 1s an attempt to define and
appraise G, Wilson Knight's contribution to contemporary
Shakespearian criticism, and it includes an intensive
study of Knight's "spatial® approach to Shakespeare's
last five plays--Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale,

The Tempest, and Henry VIII, This study reveals that

Knight finds in Shakespeare's last plays certain mythic
patterns and that he interprets these patterns and the
dominant imagery 1ln metaphysical terms, An examination
is made of Knight's literary interpretation, begimming
with his first published article, a note on Wordsworth's
"Immortality® Ode in The Adelphi (September, 1926), and

ending with Knight's estimate of Scrutiny in Essays in

Criticism (January, 1964), '
Knight's article, "The Poet and Immortality,*
outlining his thesis concernlng Shakespeare's last plays,
appeared in the September and October, 1928 issues of
The Shakespeare Review, Thls was published the following

year in Myth and Miracle, which was in turn later incore

porated in The Crown of Life (1947). Knight has writtemn

18 books of literary interpretation, among which is a set

of books concermned with Shakespeare. This set includes



John Emory Van Domelen

The Wheel of Fire, The Imperial Theme, The Crown of Life,
The Shakespearian Tempest, The Sovereign Flower, and The

Mutual Flame, However, all of Knight's work is at least

in part concerned with his Shakespearian theories,
A comparison of Knightt's interpretative work with
other recent Shakespearian scholarship which has appeared

since the publication of A, C. Bradley's Shakespearian

Tragedy in 1904 reveals that what distinguishes Knight
from other recent Shakespearian scholars is not a tendency
to "Christianize" Shakespeare, for there are many scholars
recent and past who have attempted this; moreover, Knight's
theory of a Power-Love, Christ-Eros synthesis in Shake-
speare would make him a somewhat eccentric ally, unlikely
to be acceptable to the more orthodoxly inclined Christian
humanists, It 1s rather his interpreting Shakespeare as

a romantic: Knight sees the synthesizing Coleridgean
imagination as sovereign in Shakespeare., A close reading
of Knight's Shakespearian works with speclal attention
paid to hls The Starlit Dome, & volume on Wordsworth,

Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats, reveals that Knightts

quest is for the eternal: the immortality of Wordsworth's
ode and the immortality Knight finds in the birth and
rebirth patterms in the last plays of Shakespeare are

both fitted by Knight into his private metaphysical scheme,
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CHAPTER ONE

The purpose of this chapter is to relate G. Wilson
Knightt's interpretation of Shakespeare to the Shakespear-
ian scholarship which has appeared since the publication
of A, C. Bradley's Shakespearian Tragedy in 1904, First,

I shall enumerate the books of G. Wilson Knight as they
appeared chronologically and indicate which ones are
relevant to a study of Knightt!s interpretation of Shakespeare;
afterwards, I shall attempt to indicate: 1) where Knight
departed from the dominant critical theory of his time and,
11) where Knight was in substantial agreement ﬁith various
contemporary critics who, like Knight, challenged the pre-
vailing critical orthodoxies by introducing new methods of
criticism or of interpretation., Later chapters will show
that much of Knight's work which was taken at the time of
its appearance as a radical new departure 1s in reality
only a logical extension of what had already been going on
in Shakespearian scholarship, some of it since the time
of Coleridge.

Ge Wilson Knight'!s first published article, which

appeared in The Adelphi, September 1926, was a note on

Wordsworth's *Immortality Ode," In the Shakespeare

Review, September and October 1928, appeared Knight's
article, "The Poet and Immortality," which outlined his
thesis concerning Shakespeare's last playse This essay

was published the following year in Knight's first book,
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Myth and Miracle, Knight's constant concern with lmmore

tality, the centrality of the last plays of Shakespeare in
his scheme of interpretation, and the romanticlism of his
interpretation of Shakespeare are thus significantly re-
vealed in the very first of Knight's writings, All three
of these points will be treated later, when it will be
demonstrated that even the most extravagant or eccentric
of Knight's later books is merely a further carrying out
of what was implicit in his work from the start,

The Wheel of Fire, the book which has done the most

to establish Knight'!s reputation as one of the major modern
Shakespearian critics and which has exerted the most influ-
ence upon such scholars as D, A. Traversll, Je Fo Danbyz,
Be WalkerB, Se Bethellu, and L. C. Knights5, appeared in

1930, Since 1its first appearance, The Wheel of Fire has

lSee his Scrutiny essays; for example, "Trollus and
Cressida," Vol, VIT (1I938-9), 301-19, In a footnote on
Pe 301 he acknowledges Knight's influence,

2J.F Danby, Shakespeare's Doctrine of Nature
(London, 1949) and Poets on Fortune's Hill(Iondon, 1952).
There 1s no mention of RKnight In elther, though both in
his book on Lear and in the essays on the final plays
Knight's infTuence is patent,

3Roy Walker, The Time 1s Free: A Study of Macbeth
(London, 1949), =

uS .L. Bethell, The Winter's Tale: A Study (London,
n.d.)s There is no mentIon of Ko Tcht,
5For example, in his Scrutiny essay, "Prince Hamlet,"
Vol. IX(1940-1), 148-60, wheTe ofi D, 150 he acknowledges
the achievement of Knlght in his two Hamlet essays in
The Wheel of Fire.
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gone through five editions. The Scrutiny critics, whose

reaction to Knight'!s later writing is, for the most part,

6

unfavorable , acknowledge the profound influence and the

brilliance of many of the essays contalned in The Wheel

2£ Fire,

The Imperial Theme, published in 1931, 1s concerned

with further interpretations of Shakespeare's tragedles,

including the Roman plays, The Imperial Theme appeared

the year after Caroline Spurgeon's first pamphlet, Leading

Motives in the Imagery of Shakespeare. Her Shakespeare's

Iterative Imagery came out in the same year as The Egperial

Theme, Stanley Hyman in The Kenyon Review(Winter, 1948)

has argued that from The Imperlal Theme onwards Knight

owes a debt to Caroline Spurgeon, In reply to Hyman's

asseftion, Knight maintalned that "wherever any detaill of

her discovery lay within the area of my own rapidly uafold-

ing interpretations, I tended to see it...as a debt, This

was the more natural, since our relations were most friendly."7
In 1932 Knight's growing tendency to build a meta-

physical scheme out of his Sh;kespearlan interpretation

became increasingly apparent with the publication of his

The Shakespearian Tempeste Knight's close analysis of the

imagery in Shakespeare had led to his concluding that the

6

See, as examples, F, R, Leavls's review of The
Christian Renalssance, Vol, II(1933-4), 208-11; R.O.C.
Winkler's review ol The Burni Oracle, VIII(1939-40),
233-6; and R.G. Cox'S ¥Interpreter or Oracle?" (review of
The Crown of Life), XIV (1946-7), 317-20.

7The Imperial Theme, 3rd ed,, corrected reprint,
1961, p. VvIi.
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two fundamental categories of the Shakespearian schema
were tempests and music (Tempests he equates with chaos
and music he identiflies with harmony)e Knight attempted
to establish a polarity between tempests and music and in
this way to obtain a coherence uniting the whole of Shake-
speare's work, In what I believe a Just summary of Knight,
M. C, Bradbrook, reviewing the book for Scrutiny, concluded
that "Mr., Knight provided Shakespeare with a philosophy
which, while wholly idealist in its tendency, is strictly
dualist in its organizatlon.'8 It 18 apparent that Knight
was not long content to treat imagery without subordinating
it to some unifying principle, I shall later show that
Knight used British destiny as the unifying theme of
Shakespeare's history plays--including Henry VIIIeeand

that other polarities besides the tempest-music opposition
are introduced by Knight into his Shakespearian interpre-
tation.

The Christian Renaissance, containing Knight's

interpretations of Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe, appeared
first in 1933; a revised edition came out in England in
1961 and in the following year in the United States., It

is in The Christian Renalssance that Knight's affinity

with J. Middleton Murry first becomes apparent, Like
Murry, Knight is unwilling to remain a mere literary critic
but instead assumes a prophetic or apocalyptic role, As

with Murry, there is no mincing matters: on the first page

8Scrutiny, I(March, 1933), 396,
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of the text in The Christian Renalssance Knight maintains

trat: "It has been evident that my interpretations of
Shakespeare must eventually be related to Christianity."
It is not the purpose of this writer to examine Knight's
somewhat private brand of Christilanity; it 1s sufficient
to emphasize that neither the author's intention nor his
achieved result 1s primarily literary,

The following year, 1934, saw the publication of
the pamphlet, Shakespeare and Tolstoy, which 1s Knight's

reply to Tolstoy's essay, Shakespeare and the Drama,®

which had appeared in England in 1926 in a book published
by the Oxford University Press, Tolstoy on Art, The pam-
phlet is important in forming an estimate of Knight'!s
Shakespearian interpretation because 1t reveals much of
what Knight rejects of the nineteenth century approach to
Shakespeare, To summarize briefly: Knight sees Tolstoy's
estimate as understandable but wrong-headed because of
Tolstoy's insistence upon the ilmportance of psychologilcal
naturalism in evaluating poetic drama, which, according to
Knight, should not be judged by the same criteria as the
novel, In other words, Tolstoy 1s trying to measure poetry
by the standards of prose-fiction, and at a time when
realism was an important standard of Judgment, Likewise,

Robert Bridges9, whose somewhat moralistic arguments

9Bobert Bridges, "The influence of the Audience on
Shakespeare's Drama," Collected Essays, Vol, X, London,

1927,




6
against Shakespeare Knight also refutes in the pamphlet,
is wrong in objecting to certain of Shakespeare's characters
as being inadequately motivated., He, too, according to
Knight, 1s seeking psychological realism in poetic drama,
where it need not be,
Two years later, in 1936, Knight published his

Principles of Shakespearian Productlon.lo as well as his

imaginative and autoblographical Atlantic Crossing., A

sequal to Atlantic Crossing, The Dynasty of Stowe, was

published in 1945, A third autobiographical work concerning
part of Knight's 1life prior to that covered in Atlantic
Crossing has been written but is not yet published.ll

The Principles of Shakespearian Production, on

the other hand, is valuable for three reasons: 1) it
contains much of Knight's literary theory; 1i) it contains
much of Knight's view of Shakespeare's last plays; and

111) it contains some sound sense, of use to anyone wishing
to free stage~productions of Shakespeare from the tyranny
of realism and the various technical gimmicks which Knight,
rightly I bellieve, condemns for diverting attention from
the poetry,

- In 1939 The Burning Oracle was published; and though

Knight in this book admits that Shakespeare's concern was

105cneduled to reappear sometime in 1964, revised
and enlarged,

11Referred to in The Dynasty of Stowe, where The
Dynasty of Stowe i1s spokem oI (p.7) &8 Ythe third part of
&n autoblographical trilogy of which the second has already
appeared and the first, though written, has yet to be
published," Mr. Knight has informed me that it has not
yet been published,
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primarily humanistic rather than naturalistic or super=-
naturalistic and sees Shakespeare's main 1ssues being
*fought out in terms of a humanistic conception setting man
between subhuman tempests of nature and a superhuman musilc
blending with the universe and thence the divine,"l2 it 1s
evident that he is by this time mainly intent upon making
Shakespeare the creator of a satisfying synthesis between
the various oppositions which Knight belleves to exist in
Shakespearet!s plays, Some of these oppositions are:
remantic emotion versus critical cynicism, order against
disorder, soldierly honor opposed by feminine devotlon,
life struggling with death, and tempests symbolically
countered by music. Even more important, this book drives
home hard the growing tendency on the part of Knight to
yoke together violently opposed literary figures who in
fact have very little in common., With the mere excuse of
a few superficilal similarities in subject-matter, Knight,

in The Burning Oracle, compares the following writers:

Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Swift, Pope, and Byron.,
Moreover, in his effort to show "the slow transmutation of
volcanic and destructive into creative energles, together
with the substitution for the power of the sword of the power
of Christ, the sun,'13 Knight groups Tennyson, Browning,
Hardy, Arnold, Eliot, Sean O'Casey, John Cowper Powys,
Francis Berry, and G. Wilson Knight (in his own Atlantic

Crossing, "my own attempt at a modern art-form of concentric

lzThe Burning Oracle, p. 30. 13Ib1d., Pe 292
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circles, with discursive views on the general situatioNeeee").

It is thus apparent, and I shall return to this later, that
Knight 1s not now concerned elther with the ordinary tasks
of literary criticism or with those of literary scholar-
ship; rather, he 1s pressing into his service writers of
the most diverse interests and styles~-who often did not
even work in the same literary forme--in order to bolster
his metaphysical theories,

The works which Knight wrote about British destiny
during the Second World War or shortly thereafter will be
described briefly; they all contain varying mixtures of
patriotism and Knight's private metaphysical system, DlNost
of them could be called "apocalyptice® They are: This
Sceptred Isle(1941), The Chariot of Wrath (1942), The Qlive

and the Sword (1944), Hiroshima (1946), and Christ and

Nietzsche (1948), There is little matter here that is
directly to our purpose, except that the Shakespeare who
emerges from these books 1s a Shakespeare with an apoca-

lyptic vision of British destiny. Indeed, Knight would

have Shakespeare see England as the world's future spiritual

hope, the heir and successor of Rome, The only matter in
Knight's books on British destiny that need concern us is

his use of Hemry VIII,

The Starlit Dome, which reappeared in an enlarged

edition in 1959, first came out in 1941, Though the book

18 concerned with Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, and Keats,

o6, cit.

14
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it is important for my argument because of its concern
with immortality and Knight's own kind of romanticism,
The book, which its author regards as a companion plece to

The Burning Oracle, shares both the preoccupations and the

weaknesses of the other booke In addition to the manifest
difficulty of treating four such diverse poets coherently,
there 1s a continual drafting of unlike literary works by
dissimilar writers to serve the preconceived purpose of

the author, The fouf poets dealt with in this book are all
shown "making a blend of instinct with sanctity and of

15 When

power with the grade to make a golden humanisme.ese"
Wordsworth proves himself recalcitrant, Knight observes
disapprovingly that in Wordsworth'!s poetry "there 1s a
failure in face of erotic powers."l

But with Coleridge it 1s an altogether different
matter, Knight, who himself sees poetry as a balance be-
tween the natural and the transcendent, observes approvingly:
*Coleridge's ever-present itch for transcendence in three
main divisions: (1) natural, (11) human, and (1ii) divine,
But the groups intershade and each poem is at once nétural-
istic, psychological, and religious.'l7

The Starlit Dome, moreover, reveals how much of

Coleridge's literary theory there is in G, Wilson Knight's
worke I hope to prove that Knight has accepted Coleridge's
view of the lmagination in toto; that Knight regards the
lmagination as soverelgn not only in the creation of art

but also in its interpretation; that Knight depends upon

1
151b1d., p. 158. 16Ib1d., p. 82. 7Ib1d0, p. 970
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the synthesizing imagination to unite his myriad dualities
or oppositions; that Knight accepts the formula

The crown - The soverelgn lmaglnation
The state Art, the mind, or the Interpretation of art;

and that if one were to carry Knight's pronouncements to
their logical conclusions, the synthesizing lmagination
would ultimately be the same in Knight's metaphysical
scheme as divine grace is to orthodox Christianltye.

The most important single volume for our purpose 1s

The Crown of Life, which contains essays lnterpreting Shakee

speare's final plays, Though this book, which appeared in
1947, was regarded by its author as the ccnclusion of his
work on Shakespeare, it has, in point of fact, been succeeded
by two other books primarily concerned with Shakespeare,

The Mutual Flame (1955) and The Soverelgn Flower (1958).

The Crown 2£ Life contains as its first essay

*Myth and Miracle, ® which had, as we recall, appeared 1n
1929 as Knight's first published statement of Shakespearian
interpretation. It is in the Preface to the original edition
that Knight states his long-considered opinion that "those
two binding principles of Shakespearian unity, the tempest-
music opposition and Ellzabethan nationalism, are vital

to any full appreclation of Shakespeare's last, and per-

haps supreme, phase; so too, is the study of the romantic
poets."18 This statement is doubly significant for our
purpose: 1) it indicates the importance that the last plays

occupy in Knight's final, comprehensive, estimate of

18mhe crown of Life, vi.
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Shakespeare; and 11) it hints at what 1s, in essence,
Knight's romantic view of Shakespeare., This dissertation
rests primarily upon two arguments: 1) that the totality
of Knight's Shakespearian interpretation can best be com-
prehended through an intensive analysis of his interpreta-
tions of the last plays, and 11) that a proper understanding
of Knight's treatment of the final five plays 1s the key
to an understanding of Knight's own peculiar variety of
romanticism,

At the same time, however, the quotation in the
preceding paragraph betrays Knight's attempt to find prin-
ciples of coherence in what are otherwlse plays dealing in
vastly different ways with widely diverse subjects, Indeed,
I hope to prove that Knight'!s search for unity or coherence
at the price of an abrogation of esthetic judgment and an
ignoring of the differences in the tone and texture of the
poetry is an ever-increasing threat to his stature as an
interpreter of Shakespeare, R. G. Cox, reviewing Knight's

The Crown of Life in Scrutiny, offers an excellent criticism

of Knightts work that I belleve is still valid. He asserts
that "it 1s the pecullarity of Mr. Knight's analysis that
it improves in direct ratio to the strength of the text.'19
The closer Knight adheres to the text, the better the
criticism; it is when Knight departs from the Shakespearian
text in his metaphysical speculations or when he deals with

writers whose work he does not know as intimately as that

of Shakespeare that the results are unfortunate,

9
*Interpreter or Oracle?", Scrutiny, XIV, 320,
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The three published works which deal with Byron lie,
for the most part, outside of the range of this studye

They are: Byron's Dramatic Prose (1953), a short pamphlet

published by the University of Nottingham; Lord Byron:

Christlan Virtues, which appeared in the same year; and

Lord Byron's Marriage (1957), in which Knight develops

his somewhat blzarre thesis that the root cause of Byron's
emotional and marital difficulties was hls unacknowledged
homosexuality,

Among the many oppositions into which Knight divides
the cosmos is that of sex; the homosexual, or the seraphic
temperament, as Knight usually calls it, 1s an intermediate
sex, l.e., & synthesis or resolving of the conflicts that
arise between the sexes, This bisexual theory with all
its metaphysical ramifications becomes increasingly prom-
inent in his later work, As well as in the above-menticned
books on Byron, Knight treats homosexuality in most of his
later works--Christ and Nietzsche, The Golden Labyrinth,

and The Mutual Flame, It 1s in the last-named that he 1s

applying this theory to Shakespeare, concentrating almost
exclusively upon the Sonnets.

Knight's book, Byron and Shakespeare, has not yet

been published,
The Laureate 2{ Peace (1955) is primarily of use in

this study because it contains a partial explanation of
Knight's *spatial® method., As an interpretation of Alex-
ander Pope it leaves much to be desired. The wrenching of

Pope out of his time and place 1s best i1illustrated by a
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quotation from the book itself: "Pope offers what is per-
haps the most valuable of all insights: a coherent romante

1cism.'2°

Another unfortunate tendericy is the forced com-
parison between the neo-classical satirist and the Eliza-

bethan dramatist: “Notice 1in the Essay on Man (1) the

reference of human evil to earthquakes and tempests, as
in the Shakespearian symbolism; and (i11) the preliminary
forgiveness of all evil which we may suppose to be at the
back of Shakespeare's work."21 Tone, texture, and context
all go by the board in an effort to prove similitudes where
differences greatly predominate,

Most of G. Wilson Knight's fiction--Klinton Top,

The Shadow of God, and The Green Mazurka, all novels-~-~

is unpublished and today exists only in typescriptss A

play, however, The Last of the Incas, was published by the

author at the University, Leeds, in 1954, The play was
produced by the Little Theatre Players of the Sheffield
Educational Settlement, Sheffield, under the direction of
Arnold Freeman, on 25 October, 1954, It is a three-act
play and the action takes place in Peru in 1532-33, This
is not the place for a criticism of the play, which 1s,
after all, relevant only because of two things: Valverde,
one of the Spaniards, echoes a sentiment which we shall
encounter at various points in Knight's Shakespearian work;
Valverde declares that "whoever enters the arena of action,

in that cholce engages in evil, inevitably and irrevocablye.

20 21 |
The Laureate of Peace, p. L6, Ibide., Dpe U4,
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That is what we mean by calling man a fallen creature,"
The other relevant point is Atahualpa's being portrayed
as a sacrifice, a Christ-figure., Knight finds many such
Christ-figures among the Shakespearian characters, I am
making no case for eilther the originality or the validity
of Valverde's statement: one need go no further than

Robert Penn Warren's All 'The King's Men to find a modern

application of this idea, But it is of interest that the
same view cccurs both in Knight's interpretative work and
in his creative effort, Indeed, Knight apparently makes
an inadequate distinction between literary creation and
literary interpretation, since he sees both of them as
governed by the imegination,

The Soverelgn Flower, published in 1958, adds much

to our understanding of the author's conclusions about

Shakespeare., In The Sovereign Flower there is an interest-

ing return to the nineteenth century way of seeing Shakespeare
the man in the works of Shakespeare the artist, For example,

Knight asserts that: “Here [?n Timon of Athen%] Shakespeare

sets his soul on paper as perhaps in no other work, not

22

even Hamlet," There are two very important essays in

The Soverelgn Flower: one 1s the recently anthologized23

"The Shakespearian Integrity,® which had elready appeared
in The Burning Oracle,and the other is "The Third Eye,"

22The Sovereign Flower, pp. 53k,

23In Shakespeare Criticism, 1935-1960, ed. Anne
Ridler (World's Classics)e
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a perceptive essay on All's Well That Ends Well, Moreover,

there is additional matter on Henry VIII, which Knight

regards as being loaded with "orthodox Christian feeling.'24

It 18 also in this book that Knight recapitulates his view
of the final plays as the conclusion or culmination of
the Shakespearlan progress,

The last two works by Knight to appear, both in

1962, are Ibsen (Writers and Critics series) and The Goldem

Labyrinth, These two books simply continue to reflect the
prevalling concern of their author with various dichotomies
or dualities, such as the Christ-Dionysus opposition, the
antithesis between virtue and virility. There are scattered

bits of information in The Golden Labyrinth relevent to

our concern with Knight's theory of poetic drama, It 1s

interesting that Kenneth Muir in his Last Periods of
Shakespeare, Bacine, and Ibsen (1961) has also--as Knight

does in his Ibsen--called our attention to certain simllar-

ities between the last periods of Shakespeare and Ibsen.

Knight's Shakespearian interpretation will next be
related to the varlous schools of contemporary Shakespearian
scholarship. The first of these to demand our attention
will be the enormously influential Bradley-school of char-
acter-analysis, With this school will be included Robert
Bridges and Leo Tolstoy, both of whom, according to Knight,
interpreted Shakespeare's plays largely in terms of psycho-

logical realism, Another very important school of interpretation

2"’The Sovereign Flower, p. 73.
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to be discussed is the one which concentrates upon the
study of imagery and symbolism, With this school are to
be assoclilated the Scrutiny critics, C. Spurgeon, and
Knight himself, Attention will also be given to the 1lit-
erary historians, the realistic school of E, E. Stoll and
L. L. Schéicking, and the *disintegrators"™ who attribute
Shakespeare's work to other authors. Various Shakespearien
scholars willl be introduced into the discussion in order
elther to indicate their influence upon Knight or to indi-
cate the agreement or disagreement that exists between
Knight's conclusions and their findingse

The most profound difference between the Shakespear-
ian criticism of A, C. Bradley and of the nineteenth cent-
ury and what has followed the appearance of Knight's

The Wheel of Fire (1930) and C. Spurgeon's pamphlet,

Leading Motives 1n the Imagery of Shakespeare, 1s the shift

from character-analysis to an intensive study of imagery
and symbolism, F. B, Leavis has, in the recently reissued

25 perhaps

photographic reprint of the long-scarce Scrutiny,
claimed more credit for the Scrutiny writers in effecting
the dislodgement of the Bradley-Archer school of characterw
analysis than they deserve, He asserts in "Scrutiny:

A Betrospect" that "1t |Scrut1ny did indeed effect the

relegation of Bradley....'26 He goes on to maintain that
*Scrutiny will be credited in literary history with having

effected a reorientation in Shakespeare criticism."27 But

25Scru1:1ny, reissued in 20 vols., with an Index and
Retrospect by F. R. Leavis, Cambridge, 1963,

27

20scrutiny, Vol. XX, 12, Ibid,, 12-13,



17

a simple glance at the chronology of the appearance of Knight
and Spurgeon's work and at that of Scrutiny, which 4id not
come into being until 1932, will refute this assertion.
Moreover, all of the signiflcant Shakespearian essays in
Scrutiny--those of D, A. Traversi, for examplezs--did not
appear in the first year of its life., A sharing of credit,
if not an acknowledgment of influence is, I believe, in
order,

The fact that many younger writers--F, R, Leavis,
D. A. Traversi, L. C. Knights, for examples--did shift
their attention from the study of character to that of
imagery and symbol and began to regard Shakespeare's plays
as poetic and symbolic drama instead of as dramatized fic-
tion subject to the same criterion of psychological realism
as the nineteenth century novel, does not mean that otner,
often older, critics did not continue to follow the lead of
A, C. Bradley.29 Such scholars as L, L, Schacking,Bo
He B, Charlton,31 and J. Dover w1laon32 remained unre-
constructed and unregenerate Bradley men,

However, there are many Shakespeare scholars whose
contributions are concerned primarily with nelther characters

nor symbols. One should not ignore the excellent insights

28ppaversits first Scrutiny essay, "Coriolanus,"
did not appear until 1937 In VoI. VI, 43-58,

29Prefatory Note to the 1947 ed, of The Wheel of
Fire, pp. v-vi, -

3

0
Character Problems 1n Shakespeare's Pleys, London, 1922,

31Shakespearian Tragedy, Cambridge, 1948,

32Fortunes of Falstaff, Cambridge, 1944,
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of Harley Granville-Barker, who saw Shakespearian drama
primarily in terms of stage-presentation. Then, too,
there was the ilmportant contribution by Ashley Thorndlke;33
whether or not one agrees with his conclusion that Shakes=-
peare imitated Beaumont and Fletcher in his final plays.

The Influence of Beaumont and Fletcher on Shakespeare was

a perceptive study of possible influence., Nor should one

34

forget such literary historians as A, Harbage” and G, B,

Harrison.35 Moreover, the contemporary preoccupation with

"themes" in Shakespeare, as reflected in the writings of

36 J. F, Dan.by,37 We C. Curry,38 and John

4o

L. C. Knights,
Vyvyan39 was prefigured by such writers as Colin Still,
Msgre F. C. Kolbe,u1 and R, Moulton,u2 who could not fairly
be categorized either as Bradley disciples or as apostates

to the Bradley creed,

' 33The Influence of Beaumont and Fletcher on Shakes-
peare, Worcester (Mass.), 1901,

34

Shakespeare and the Rival Traditions, New York, 1952,

35snakespeare st Work 1592-1603, Ann Arbor, 1958.
36

Some Shakespearian Themes, Stanford, 1960,

37Shakespeare's Doctrine of Nature, London, 1949,

388hakespeare's Philosophical Patterns, Baton Rouge, 1937,

39‘I‘he Shakespearian Ethic, London, 1959.
Lo

418hakespeare's way, London, 1930.

Shakespeare's Mystery Play, London, 1921,

quhakespeare as a Dramatic Artist, 3rd ed. rev,
and enlargéed,
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The reaction of G. Wilson Knight to the Bradley-
Archer school of character-analysis is best formulated in

Shakespeare and Tolstoy (1934)s This essay first appeared

as Pamphlet No., 88 of the English Association, but in 1947

i1t was included in a later edition of The Wheel of Fire,

which contains most of the remainder of Knight's criticism

of character-analysis. Shakespeare and Tolstoy 1s concerned

with far more than Tolstoy's hostility toward, or failure

to appreciate, Shakespeare, Nor does the addition of Knight's
analysis of Robert Bridges's adverse criticism completely
define the purpose of this essay, What Knight 1is doing

here 1s to expcse the weaknesses and deficliencles of the
nineteenth century tendency to concentrate exclusively

upon "characterization.®™ Bradley, Bridges, and Tolstoy

were simply representatives of the movement which sought

to apply rigid standards of psychological realism to the
wrong art-form, that of poetic drama,

Since Tolstoy and Bridges were too intellligent,
sensitive, or discerning to be satisfied with Shakespeare
on the baslis of hls "unreal® character-creations, they
attacked him for his failure to achieve the right degree
of verisimllitude in his characters. Knight begins his
essay by granting that:

The Shakespearean world does not exactly
reflect the appearances of human or nat-
ural life, The events in his world are
often strange to the point of impossie
bllity. Whoever knew the sun go out?
What man has ever acted as did King Lear,
what woman as Hermione? Now Shakespeare

has been pralised to excess for his 'charac-
terization', The term 1s vague. But, if
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we take it in 1ts most usual and pop-
ular sense, as photographic verisimil=-
itude to 1life, depending on clear dif-
ferentiation of each person in the
play or novel, we find 'characteriza-
tion' not only not the Shakespearean
essence, but actually the most pene-
trable spot to adverse criticism th&%
may be discovered in his technique,

Knight goes on to summarize his estimate of Shakespeare
and the fallacious views of Bridges and Tolstoy: ®Shake-
speare 18 a great poet, We have, misled by nineteenthe
century romantic criticlism, regarded him rather as a
great novelist.'u4
Knight excuses the misguided strictures of Bridges
by assuring the reader that: ®Writing when he did, Bridges
could not be expected to read the deeper meanings in
Shakespeare."™5 Here Knight 1s subjecting Bridges to the

transience of time, a thing which he never does with

Shakespeare, Indeed, Shakespeare 18 always treated
*gpatially®; his imagery 1is detached from its context, since
it possesses a "vertical® quality, which Knight assoclates
with eternity. Imagery, regarded by Knight ®sgpatially"
as a permenent structure, need not be submitted to temporal
consideration, which Knight refers to as "horizontal,"
Knight's "spatial® approach will be dealt with more thoroughly
in a later chapter,

Expecting to find the familiar faces of surface
reality, Bridges and Tolstoy see only blurred outlines
and distortions, The reality experienced in Shakespeare
is, Knight rightly maintains, much more profound:

“BShakespeare and Tolstoy, The English Assocliation
Pamphlet No. 88, April 1934, P. e

Ll
Loce cite. usIbid., Pe 11,
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Again, the Shakespearlian world 1s not the
world we habitually see, But i1t is the
world we experience: the poignant world
of primal feeling, violent subterranean
life, and wayward passionate thought, cone
trolled, denled, hidden often, then up-
gushing to surprise ourselves; the imner world
we experience, the world we live and fear, but
not the world we normal&g see; nor the world
we think we understand,
It 1s the poetic vislon that 1s primary; and imagery 1is
the best means to realize this vision, while human realism
is strictly subordinated to this poetic vision,

After attacking realistic criticism for blinding
Bridges and Tolstoy to the power of Shakespeare's sym=
bols, Knight further asserts that this school of criticism
(the one advocating psychological naturalism and the im-
portance of verisimilitude) soon metamorphosed itself into
the school of the "disintegrators," "such pseudo-realism
and pseudo-scholarship, 1if carrled far, being essentially
disintegrating and destructlve."u7 Now 1t 1is manifestly
unfalr to make J. M. Robertson the logical product of the
Bradley school; Robertson with his rationalistic and
skeptical speculations upon the authorship of what had
been regarded as the Shakespeare canon needed more in his
intellectual ancestry than A, C. Bradley, himself the
natural product of the romantic preoccupation with character

begun by that archromantic Coleridge.

In his Character and Characterization (1962) Leo

Kirschbaum, in a critical aslde, warns that though there

has been much excellent work undermining the critical

uéIbld., Pe 16, u7Ibid., Pe 24,
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assumptions of Bradley's Shakespearilan Tragedy, yet Bradley's

work"is not quite the simple target most of the avant garde

Shakespeare critlics take it to be.""F8 Knight 1is, I be-
lieve, one of the modern critics who has perhaps done more
than any other one interpreter of Shakespeare to establish
the current dictum that Shakespeare wrote poetic drama and
not naturalistic drama,

Let us examine first Knight's criticism of the
Bradleyite "character®" school and then his qualification

of his own criticism, In The Wheel cf Fire (p. 9),

Knight declares that: "In the following essays the term
B:haractez:j is refused, since it is so constantly entwined
with a false and unduly ethical criticism." Again, on the
following page, Knight has the criticism of Bridges,
Tolstoy; and Bradley in mind when he states that %ethical
terms, though they must frequently occur in interpretation,
must ohly be allowed in so far as they are used in absolute
obedlence to the dramatlc and aesthetlic significance: 1n
which case they cease to be ethical in the usual sense.®
Many modern critics welcome the shift away from the ethical
preoccupation, but few-=barring John Middleton Murry--
would endorse Knight's pronouncement that (p. 11) "inter=-
pretation must be metaphysical rather than ethical.,® It

1s precisely his growing obsession with metaphysics that
causes critics who would otherwise acknowledge thelr debt

to Knight to keep silence,

uaCharacter and Characterization, p. l.
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One could continue to cite instances from The Wheel

of Fire of Knlght's running attack upon Bradleian "charac-

ter" analysis«-or upon most of the other recognizable schools

of criticism that flourished at the time the book was writ-

ten. But the mellower Knight of 1947, secure in his own

accomplishment, can afford "to clear up certain misunder-

standings.,® Knight concedes that: "My animadversions as

to 'character! analysis were never intended to 1limit the

living human reality of Shakespeare's people., They were,

on the contrary, expected to loosen, to render flexible

and even fluid, what had become petrified., Nor was I at

all concerned to repudiate the work of A, C. Bradley.'ug
Knight repudiated the Bradlelan position as summar-

1zed by Bradley himself in his Shakespearean Tragedy (1904):

*"The centre of the tragedy, therefore, may be said with
equal truth to lie in action issuing from character, or in
character 1issulng in action.'5° For Knight, symbol and
pattern replace character and plot., But the Bradley who
wrote Oxford Lectures on Poetry (1909) shows us the Bradley

who wrote, in addition to his classic "The Rejection of
Falstaff,® the essay "Poetry for Poetry's Sake," in which
he introduces a distinction between art and life that 1s
certainly one of Knight's tenets: "The one [iifé] touches
us as beings occupying a given pcsition in space and time,

and having feelings, desires, and purposes due to that

ugThe Wheel of Fire, p. V.

5°Shakespear1an Tragedy, reprint of 2nd ed. (1905),
New York, 1909, pe 1Z.
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position: it appeals to imagination, but appeals to much
besides, What meets us in poetry has not a position in
the same series of time and space...."5l Poetry, he con-
tinues, 1s addressed only to the imagination. Knight not
only accepts this but adds a questionable corollary of his
own: Iinterpretation too is addressed solely to the imagi-
nation,

One unconverted Bradley man, H, B, Charlton, has
volced his dissenting views of the assault upon Bradley
in his Shakespearian Tragedy (1948), and one cannot doubt

that he has G, Wilson Knight in mind when he refers to those
who attack Bradley because "he takes Shakespeare's dramas
as plays and not as poems; he accepts the persons of them
at thelr value as semblable men and women, and not as
plastic symbols in an arabesque of esoteric imagery, nor

as rhythmic ripple, intoned in a chromatic r1tua1.'52
Furthermofe, Charlton touched upon the weakest point of
those who emphasize the importance of symbolic imagery in
Shakespeare when he saw the principal shortcoming of this
mode as its lacking syllogistic universality: "One mant's
imeginative sequences are not another's: for each one, the

ultima ratio 1s personal, individual and autonomous.'53

When Knight adheres to the Shakespeare text his interpre-~
tation possesses some objJective validity, but much of his

later interpretation would deserve Charlton's criticism,

5loxford Lectures on Poetry, London, 1919, p. 6.

SZShakeggearlan Tragedy, Pe le 531b1d., P. 804
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In Knight's early work on Shakespeare, he relled
upon a close scrutiny of the text and a heavy emphasis
on the significance of lmagery. Also apparent in Myth and
Miracle and The Wheel of Fire is his brilliant handling of

mood or atmosphere, themes and patterns, The later work,
in which Knight pays less attention to the text, distressed
F. B. Leavlis and various Scrutiny reviewers, who see Knight
as deserting the rightful tasks of literary criticism to
fashion a nebulous system of metaphysics,

Knight has sometimes been grouped with the !Cambridge'
school of literary critlcism,54 which has been said to
include such diverse figures as T, S. Eliot, I. A. Richards,
and F, R, Leavis; but this 1s somewhat misleading, though

Eliot!s introduction to The Wheel 2£ Fire would seem to

lend 1itself to this view,

It 1s the emphasis upon theme, pattern, and symbollc
imagery-~-Knight sometimes sees an entire play as an expanded
metaphor55--that Knight shares, in varying degrees, with
such wrlters as F., B, Leavls, D, A, Traversl, L, C. Knights,
Colin Still, Caroline Spurgeon, Maud Bodkin, and Msgr.

F. R. Kolbe,
The best work of Knight, contalned most abundantly

in The Wheel of Fire, though also, to a lesser extent, in

The Imperial Theme and The Crown of Life, is characterized

5"’See Kemmeth Muir, "Changing Interpretations of
Shakespeare,® The Age of Shakespeare, ed., Borlis Ford,
Pelican, 1955, p. 298; compare Knight's reaction to this
kind of grouping, The Imperial Theme, 3rd ed. London, 1951, p. Vi.

55

Shakespeare and Tolstoy, Pe 17.
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by a close exegesis of the text and what may be called the
inductive method. What Knight is doing in these books,
essentially, is devoting a rationsl method to a romantic
end, Much of Knight's work contains a strange amalgam of
preclise analysis and vague and nebulous apocryrhal specu-
latlions,

But employment of the inductive method to literary
interpretation was not original with Knight, Knight himself
directed my attention to Msgr. F. C. Kolbe's excellent
though short book, Shakespeare's Way: A Psychological

Study (1930) in which the author uses the inductive method
in finding the themes and significant imagery in a selec=-
tion of Shakespeare's plays. Kolbe, in turn, acknowledged

the influence of R, G. Moulton, who in his Shakespeare as

a Dramatic Artist (1906) lays down the principles of induc-

tive criticism, It 1s interesting that Moulton points out
the assocliation of Ariel, with the upwardtending elements
of Alr and Fire and the higher nature of man; and that of
Caliban with the downward-tending elements of Earth and
Water and the lower nature of man. Colin Still, whose

Shakespeare's Mystery Play (1921) Knight regards as
56

'disciplined speculation', incorporates this theory in

his elaborate attempt to show that The Tempest contains

the pattern found in pagan initiation rites and is indeed
*an account of the spiritual redemption of man.® Colin

Still will receive more consideration when I treat Knight's

56The Imperial Theme, pe V.
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method of interpretation and theory of poetic drama in
Chapter II and again 1n Chapter IV when I examine Knight's

interpretation of The Tempest,

The Wheel of Fire, like Spurgeon's Leading Motives

and Kolbe's Shakespeare's Way, advanced a similar thesls:

in Shakespeare's plays there are significant coherences

that can be discussed without being subjected to plot and
character; in other words, there are key themes and patterns
in Shakespeare that are not part of plot or character.
However, Spurgeon emphasized only the importance of imagery
while Kolbe gave equal attention to images, ideas, and things.
That Knight'!s own concern--at least in his later worke-

is not confined to imagery 1s asserted in the preface to

the third edition (1951) of his The Imperial Theme:

®1Imagery' by itself is--in so far as we make such distinc-
tions at all--glways a minor accompaniment, and by itself
as likely as not merely to modify, even sometimes, in the
way of art, to tend to contradict the central interest,

as with the pastoral similes in Homer and V1rgil.'57 This
is as good a statement as any to distinguish between the
differing degrees of importance attached to imagery by
Knight and Spurgeon. To Spurgeon, lmagery was largely

a statistical matter and a means of reconstituting Shake-
speare the man; to Knight it 1s Just one means among several
of securing a degree of coherence, whether in an individual

play or among the entire Shakespeare canon,

57Ib1d., P. ix,
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In his Image and Zxperience (1960), Graham Hough

suggests that "Wllson Knight expresses himself in tradi-
tional moral and metaphysical terms, but his discovery of
symbolic patterns in drama, underlying and partly differ-
ing from the overt pattern of character and incident,
could hardly have been made without the habits of thcught
to which psychoanalysis has accustomed us.'58 Precisely:
and both Maud Bodkin and Colin Still could easlily be sub-
stituted for Knight in the above quotation. It was only
a few years after the appearance of Knight's first books

that Bodkin's Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (1934) appeared.

In 1936 Colin Still published his The Timeless Theme, which

is really only his Shakespeare's Mystery Play with an

elaborate critical theory added, a theory I shall later
show to be most congenial to Knight's own theory of 1lit-
erary interpretation., Knight, however, never insists
upon establishing as elaborate a relationship between the
patterns he discovers in Shakespeare--that of ilmmortality
in the last plays, for example--as Colin Still attempts

in his Shakespeare's Mystery Play. Knight is usually

content to regard the archetypal pattern as Maud Bodkin,
following Gilbert Murray, chooses to denominate it: that
which "leaps in response to the effective presentation in
poetry of an ancient t:heme."59 Still's book may be regarded

as the extreme mythic approach beyond which one cannot go.

58Granam Hough, Imege and Experience, London, 1960,

Pe 124,

‘59Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns in Poetry,
London, 1934, p. 4. —
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Knight never attempts an elaborate comparison of a symbolic
work either with pagan ritual, as Still does, or with the
medieval Christian tradition, as John Vyvyan60 has attempted,

Knight has been attacked for lacking the historical
sense, 61 refusing to acknowledge the validity of tradi-
tional scholarship (literary history and philology),62
declining the task of literary evaluation,63 and substitut-
ing subjectivistic interpretations of esoteric symbols for
character-analysis, This last charge, we will recall, was
that made by H. B. Charlton, but since it was dealt with
earlier it need not concern us now,

One could handle all the criticisms at once by re-
plying that they are all valid, They are: but it is nec~
essary that we dlscover why Knight rejects the more orth-

odox scholarly methods and what he substitutes for them,

A summary explanation would be that Knight sees a transcen-
dental rather than an immanent Shakespeare; that he belleves
literature should cast light upon its age and not the re-
verse; that he repudlates philology because of the trive
iality of its concerns and the insignificance of 1ts achieve-
ments; that he 1s continually distinguishing between the

rational faculty of the critic, whose duty it is to evaluate,

60rne Shakespearean Ethic, London, 1959,

61833 Bene Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of

Literature, New York, 1956, p. 200,

6210 YWES, XIV (1933), 9-10,

63By M. Bradbrook in Scrutiny, I, 397-8.
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and the imaginative faculty of the interpreter, whose func-
tion it 1s to see the work in its wholeness; and that the
interpretation of symbolic imagery is a truer key to the
themes and patterns that unite the plays of Shakespeare
than the study of character,
In his somewhat discursive autoblographical book

Atlantlic Crossing, Knight gives his view of the more orth-

odox modes of literary scholarship: "Shakespeare disclosed
shafts of rich ore, and hidden veins of stratified and
variegated tints like the foothills below Persia., This
was the beginning of the ascent, red-gold riches of thought
and symbol passed by centurles of desert commentary.'6u

Elsewhere he becomes more explicit, In The Wheel g£ Fire

the first essay 1s entitled "On the Principles of Shakes=
peare Interpretation.® Much of the content of this essay
rightly belongs to the next chapter, which will discuss
the theory of Knight's technique, But it also contains
much of the "why" for Knight's rejection of other kinds of
literary study.,

Knight first repudliates the school that seeks to
Judge the work of art by the artist's intentions: "There
is a maxim that a work of art should be criticized accord-
ing to the artist's t'intentions': than which no maxim
could be more false.'65 On the next page Knight declares
that his essays willl "say nothing new as to Shakespeare's

intentlions'®* and "attempt to shed no light directly on

6N pt1antic Crossing, London, 1936, p. 40,

65
The Wheel of Fire, p. 6.
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66 Six years after the Wheel g£ Fire

Shakespeare the man,"

was published, J, Dover Wilson in the Robert Spence Watson

Memorial Lecture for 1936, The Meaning of 'The Tempest',

asserted that: "The Tempest was his [§hakespeare'§] offl=-

cial congé; and if not in truth his last word, was intended
[Bic] to be so. It is the intention [81¢] that matters

and gives significance to the tone of the play.'67 Knightts
implicit belief that the imagination should be soverelgn

in literary interpretation is apparent when he states that:
*tIntentions® belong to the plane of intellect and memory:
the swifter consciousness that awakens in poetic composile
tion touches subtletles and heights and depths unknowable
by intellect and intractable to memory."68 Knight's
constant and unwavering emphasis upon the primacy of the
imagination should be remembered when we attempt to evaluate
Knight's literary contribution in the concluding chapter

of this studye.

Knightts anti-rationalistic bias also goes far to
explain his rejection of the usefulness of source-study:
*Both [§ources and 1ntentiom§a try to explain art 1in terms
of causallity, the most natural lmplement of 1ntellect.'69
Thus both intentions and sources are rejected because of
thelr subservience to intellect, Knight, who regards arte

istic creation as a marrlage between the material and the

spiritual, 1.e., an 1ncarnat10n,7° sees sources as being of

661b1d., Pe 7o 6?The Meaning of 'The Tempest!, p. 3.
68

The Wheel of Fire, p. 7. 69Loc. cit.

70
Ibid., p. 8.
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greater use to the artist than to the 1nterpreter7l for
the artist must find a body for hls intuition, but the
interpreter must only extract the intuition from the bodye.
Thus a study of sources would be of little use to the inter-
preter,

Granville-Barker's knowledge of stagecraft does not
win Knight's approval, either: ®"Nor will a sound knowledge
of the stage and the especial theatrical technique of
Shakespeare's work render up its imaginative secret.'72

In the prefatory note to the 1947 edition of The Wheel 2£

Fire Knight was to remain firm in his 1930 criticism of
Granville=Barker: "I w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>