Hamlet and Modern Metaphysics

The following material is taken from my dissertation and is, as such, somewhat detailed. 

It is often asserted that Shakespeare’s Hamlet is the English Renaissance play which most fully formulates the metaphors of the shift from the medieval to the modern age. This turn to the modern age manifests itself in various modalities: in the shift, beginning with the turn of the sixteenth century and the discovery of the New World, from the politics of earthly renunciation to the grand politics of imperial control and expansion, the corresponding movement from local, feudal structures toward the centralization of state apparatuses, and the shift from the development of the self as an organ of the community to the historical construction of the individual or sovereign subject with its autonomous imagination and conscience.
 This historical confluence of the creation of the imperial sovereign and of the sovereign subject finds its foundational statement in the modern metaphysics of subjectivity as developed by Descartes.
 Descartes’ formulation of modern metaphysics asserts that human thinking--doubting, feeling, perceiving, and imagining, human being and activity in general--constitutes the foundation of existence as a whole. The human subject is “that-which-lies-before” (Gk: hypokeimenon), “which, as ground, gathers everything onto itself” (“AWP” 128). The human subject as hypokeimenon is interpreted within modern metaphysics by means of the Latin translation of hypokeimenon as subiectum. According to this interpretation, the subiectum as ground is that which provides the conditions necessary for that which is, the conditions of possibility of existence as a whole. Existence is a play or show as structured and (re) presented on the stage of the subiectum as ground (cf. Heidegger 1973, 26-32, 1982, 114-18, “AWP” 128-33). It is this shift to the construction of the modern subject as that which, in its thinking, positing, and representing, conditions existence that Hamlet most fully formulates. Frank Kermode insists that the play is “a model for the new mind of Europe” (1974, 1136). Similarly, Duncan Salkeld asserts that “the play anticipates the Cartesian moment when the soul or mind would be decisively separated from the body” (89). The Cartesian subject as ground, in its representational constitution of existence, posits a “ground plan” which regulates the ways in which beings will be allowed to arise within the theatre of the subject’s representations. The sovereign subject, in this way, becomes master over existence inasmuch as that which is arises only as structured ahead of time by the process of representation, just as the imperial sovereign, whose royal box has the only sight lines which provide the “true” perspective, is master of the “private,” royal masque or show. In what follows, I will discuss the ways in which the thinking of Descartes and that of Bacon provide a context for Hamlet’s “The Mouse-trap” and will show the ways in which the latter is a figuring forth of the modern metaphysical “theatre of representation.”
What is Metaphysics?:

What, we must ask ourselves at this point, is the nature of this modern metaphysics of the subject, of representation? What distinguishes this metaphysics from that of the Middle Ages or that of the Greeks? Before attempting to answer these questions, we must keep in mind that the word “metaphysics” here refers not to the doctrine of a particular thinker, nor to a philosophical discipline that is considered alongside ethics, epistemology, and aesthetics (cf. “NW” 54-55). Rather than being a philosophical doctrine or discipline, “metaphysics” grounds an age. Metaphysics is the essential way in which the humanity of a historical epoch disposes itself toward Being and opens a realm for the arising of beings “through a specific interpretation of what is and through a specific comprehension of truth.” This interpretation is the essential decision of a historical humanity: “[i]n metaphysics reflection is accomplished concerning the essence of what is and a decision takes place regarding the essence of truth” (“AWP” 115). In “What is Metaphysics,” Martin Heidegger claims that metaphysics is the essential ground of Dasein, as that which is held out over the nothing, as that which is a “transcendence.” The nothing is the concealed (lethe) and reserved mystery of Being in its presencing or un-concealing (a-lētheia) in beings. Human existence (Dasein) is a “transcendence,” is metaphysical, in its “being held out into the nothing” (“WM” 105), in its encounter with the concealed essence and mystery of Being. Just as the essence of un-truth, concealment (lethe), is not the Anegation” or opposite of the essence of truth as un-concealment (alētheia)
--but is, rather, the sheltering archē of the presencing of truth--so too the “nothing” is not a negation of existence; it is our “proper and deepest limitation” (“WM” 108). The encounter with the nothing, the encounter with the lethe essential to Being and truth, is an encounter with the “heretofore concealed strangeness” of beings “as what is radically other--with respect to the nothing” (“WM” 105).
 For the most part, in its average everyday existence, humanity does not encounter the nothing. Self-deception and the idle talk of the marketplace replace genuine thinking and the encounter with the nothing (“NW” 112). In this way, the nothing, for the most part, is distorted or concealed (“WM” 106). Metaphysics, then, arises as the interpretation of beings, the forgetting of the essence of the nothing (and, thus, of Being), and the denial of this forgetting (cf. “NW” 56, 104-5, 110). Each metaphysical epoch has developed its propositions concerning Being and the nothing, but these do not become a “problem” or a “question” (“WM” 109-110). For the ancients, nothing is “non-being” in the sense of a matter without form. For the metaphysics of the Christian Middle Ages, the nothing is that out of which created beings (summum ens) arise; the nothing is the counter concept to being proper (“WM” 109). Before undertaking an analysis of Hamlet with respect to the modern experience of metaphysics, of Being and the nothing, we will have to distinguish the metaphysics of modernity more precisely from that of the Greeks and that of the Middle Ages. Let us remind ourselves, then, of the distinctive features of the historical unfolding of the essence of truth.

The essence of truth as experienced in the primordial Greek founding is alētheia. Alētheia is first thought by Anaximander, Parmenides, and Heraclitus; they are the primordial thinkers; they are the thinkers of the beginning of essential Western history. The beginning is what is always returned to in (or, rather, arises again to meet) the future; it is futural in that it “lies in advance of what is to come.” This is what Nietzsche means when he asserts, in On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life, that “[w]hen the past speaks it always speaks as an oracle” (1983, 94). It is a “gift to an epoch” (Heidegger 1992, 1). In this way, the beginning as what is past “is nothing detached from us, lying far away. On the contrary, we are this past itself” (Heidegger 1997, 7). In the same way, our engagement with the modern metaphysics of representation in relation to Hamlet is no idle affair or intellectual flight of fancy. Rather, it touches on what is most essential about our existence today; the modern metaphysics of the subject and of methodology, as founded by Descartes and Bacon, culminates in the Nietzschean metaphysics of the absolute subject (of the Will to Power, of the essence of technology [das Gestell]) and of absolute procedure (of the positing of what is as available for manipulation within the “standing reserve” of technology).

The primordial thinking of Being in the Greek word “alētheia” first directs us to an awareness that concealment is an essential component of truth within the primordial Greek experience. The word also directs us to the fact that truth is the “suspension or cancellation” of concealment: “The prefix ‘un-‘ corresponds to the Greek a-, which grammar calls ‘a privativum.’ What kind of privatio, deprivation, and taking away is at stake in a privative word-formation depends in each case on what it is that is exposed to the deprivation and impairment. ‘Un-concealedness’ can mean concealedness is taken away, cancelled, evicted, or banned, where taking away, cancelling, evicting, and banning are essentially distinct” (Heidegger 1992, 14). From this it is “clear that we can never think ‘the true’ and ‘the false,’ ‘truth’ and ‘falsity,’ as separate from each other in essence” (20); rather, we must understand that the essence of truth, for the early Greeks, was tied to falsity. And since “unconcealedness gives the essence of truth its character, then we must attempt to understand falsity as a concealment” (20). 

This primordial experience of truth as the strife (polemos) of concealment and un-concealment has been transformed throughout the history of Being. To think the essence of truth, as historically sited in each epoch, we must think the counter-essence of truth. The Greeks use pseudos to name the the counter-essence of truth. Just as the ‘false’ has many meanings for us--as non-genuine (a “false Rembrandt”), as incorrect, and as erroneous (29)--so too does pseudos have many senses. For instance, as we have already noted above, “[t]he meaning of pseudos in ‘pseudonym’ eludes us if we translate it as ‘false.’ We have here a covering that at the same time unveils something recondite and does so in a specifically recondite way, whereas a ‘false name,’ e.g., that of the impostor, is also not simply incorrect, but it covers up while making visible something pertaining only to the facade and to the most unrecondite” (1992, 30). In this way, and like lethe as concealing, pseudos names untruth as the covering which is essentially related to un-covering or truth. Pseudos belongs to the counter-essence of truth--that is, it exists in the manner of concealedness--inasmuch as it is a “dissembling” (1992, 32).

The counter-word to truth as alētheia, which we usually translate as “false,” is a dissembling concealing that is at the same time a showing and bringing into appearance. But what does “false” mean for subsequent metaphysics? How is pseudos translated in the unfolding of the history of Being? Our word “false” comes from the Latin falsum which originally means the “bringing to a fall.” Although not related to the Greek counter-word to truth (pseudos), for some reason “bringing to a fall” (falsum) is the essential counter-word to truth for the Romans. In the Latin translation of Greek philosophical terms the “imperial” disposition gains a certain sway in humanity’s relation to beings as a whole. This “imperial” disposition has constituted the ground of all subsequent thinking and relating to beings. “The realm of essence decisive for the development of the Latin falsum is the one of the imperium and of the ‘imperial.’ . . . Imperium means ‘command’“ (Heidegger 1992, 40). Understanding Being and truth in terms of the command (imperium) is the “essence of domination,” of all mastering-knowing. All mastering-knowing and domination of a region of beings rests on a “commanding-on-high” or a commanding-overseeing (cf. Heidegger 1992, 41).

With the Roman transformation, falsum is essentially related to the true as verum. However, what does verum mean? “The stem ver is Indo-Germanic. . . . Ver means to be steady, to keep steady, i.e., not to fall (no falsum), to remain above, to maintain oneself, to keep one’s head up, to be the head, to command. Maintaining oneself, standing upright--the upright” (1992, 47). Thus, Heidegger points out that there are two things to keep in mind with respect to the Latin name for the true, verum. Heidegger says, first of all, that “[v]erum, ver-, meant originally enclosing, covering. The Latin verum belongs to the same realm of meaning as the Greek alethes, the uncovered--precisely by signifying the exact opposite of alethes: the closed off.” Secondly, Heidegger asserts that “because verum is counter to falsum, and because the essential domain of the imperium is decisive for verum and falsum and their opposites, the sense of ver-, namely enclosure and cover, becomes basically that of covering for security against. Ver is now the maintaining-oneself, the being-above; ver becomes the opposite of falling. Verum is the remaining constant, the upright, that which is directed to what is superior because it is directing from above. Verum is rectum (regere, “the regime”), the right, iustum” (1992, 48).

The sheltering-concealment of pseudos-lethe that is transformed by the Romans into the securing-enclosing vantage-point of the imperium (that brings to a fall--falsum) becomes, in the Middle Ages, a “securing” of salvation--thus preparing the ground for the modern determination of truth as certitudo. The next step is from the securing-enclosing of the soul to the securing of the “certain-subject” in terms of its rational judgements. This is the “step” taken by modern metaphysics (cf. Heidegger 1992, 51-2).

Descartes:

Descartes, the founder of modern metaphysics, begins his meditation by applying himself “to the general destruction of all [his] former opinions” (95). The “First Meditation,” then, concerns itself with the destruction of the foundation of all knowledge. Because he is destroying the foundation of knowledge, truth, and Being, he does not have to concern himself with individual propositions that would be derived from that foundation: “the destruction of the foundation necessarily brings down with it the rest of the edifice” (Descartes 95). This foundation will have to, in turn, be reconstructed on a new ground. Descartes finds a new Archimedean point for the truth of beings in the “Second Meditation”: “Archimedes, in order to take the terrestrial globe from its place and move it to another, asked only for a point which was fixed and assured. So also, I shall have the right to entertain high hopes, if I am fortunate enough to find only one thing which is certain and indubitable” (102). This Archimedean point of security and certainty, and with it the founding of modern metaphysics, stands in Descartes’ statement: Ego cogito, ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am.” Here, the Latin interpretation of truth as verum, the secured and overseeing standpoint, has its locus of securedness shifted to the subject in its certain representing. “All consciousness of things and of beings as a whole is referred back to the self-consciousness of the human subject as the unshakable ground of all certainty” (Heidegger 1982, 86; cf. also “AWP” 127-28). The essence of truth becomes this self-asserted certainty. We have seen that, for the Greeks, human existence consists of a certain receptivity to that which presences in unconcealment (alētheia). The medieval metaphysics founded by the Latin translation of a-lētheia into verum-falsum, and prepared for by the Platonic-Aristotelian assertion of truth as homoiosis, still echoes this receptivity inasmuch as the true and the fallen are taken to be that which are given by God; they are not products of human representing. The salvation to be secured in medieval metaphysics is grounded in revelation as interpreted and consolidated in Christian doctrine.
 In becoming the ground of Being and truth, the modern subject becomes the self-secured locus of certainty as well as the measure and setting of beings. That is, beings arise in their Being and are true inasmuch as they are grounded in the certain representing of the subject (“AWP” 131-32).
 

Descartes’ formulation of the position that humanity is the measure of beings is to be distinguished from Protagoras’ statement pertaining to man and measure: “man is the measure of all things--alike of the being of things that are and of the not-being of things that are not” (Plato, Theaetetus 152a). For Protagoras, thinking within the Greek experience of truth and Being as alētheia, “the man of the basic relationship with beings is metron, ‘measure,’ in that he lets his confinement to the restricted radius (restricted for each respective self) of the unconcealed become the basic trait of his essence. That also implies the recognition of a concealment of beings” (Heidegger 1982, 94). In other words, for Protagoras within the Greek experience of truth, Being in its presencing in beings, arising as the restricted radius of a “world” or of beings as a whole, Ameasures” humanity. For Descartes, on the other hand, and the modern age in general, humanity “measures” beings in their Being (cf. Heidegger 1982, 91-5 and “AWP” 143-7).

Bacon:

We have seen that within the Cartesian metaphysics of the modern age humanity is the measure and ground of beings in their truth. Beings can only arise as “true,” and in the modern age this always means as “certain,” inasmuch as they are thought of, felt, or perceived by the subject. The nature of perception here is understood in terms of a possessive presenting to and for the self: AIn important passages, Descartes substitutes for cogitare the word percipere (per-capio)--to take possession of a thing, to seize something, in the sense of presenting-to-oneself by way of presenting-before-oneself, representing” (Heidegger 1982, 104-5; cf. “NW” 87-88, “AWP” 128-33).
 This perceiving-representing sets up over against us, and thus sets forth into Being, the entity as “ob-ject” [Gegen-stand] (1982, 107; cf. also “MSMM” 280). Entities, in their being perceived or represented, arise as what is “pregiven” or as “available.” The modern articulation of cogitatio and perceptio in terms of representation means that the beings so posited or represented for humanity are Aestablished and secured as that over which [the human undertaking the representation] can always be master unequivocally, without any hesitation or doubt, in the radius of his own power to enjoin” (Heidegger 1982, 105). In short, humanity measures beings within the modern experience of Being. Humanity is the secured and certain ground of beings (subiectum) in its cogitatio and perceptio. As a result, beings are true (certain), are in Being, in their arising within the representational theatre of the modern subject’s positing by and for itself of these beings. And this positing-presenting of beings within the modern metaphysical theatre of representation corresponds to the modern experience of beings as a whole--that is, of nature and of history--as that over which humanity wields “imperial” power.

Generally, as Timothy H. Paterson points out, “attempts to understand the historical origins of the modern concept of mastery of nature have devoted at least some attention to the thought of Francis Bacon” (427).
 The modern experience of beings as a whole as that which is mastered implicates a corresponding conception of the essential knowing of these beings. The experience of knowing as an “imperial-mastery” over beings reaches a certain culminating phase in the thought of Bacon. Knowing, as the encounter with the truth of beings, in the modern age, is science. Insofar as entities are true, within the modern age, in their being certain and secured representations, the mode of access to these beings is a knowing (modern mathematical science) which grasps these entities within the framework in which they are already posited, and hence already known. It is for this reason that modern science gains its “precision” in the degree to which it becomes “mathematical”: “The mathēmata, the mathematical, is that ‘about’ things which we really already know” (“MSMM” 252).
 But how can we refer to Bacon in the context of modern “mathematical” science? It is well-known that Bacon did not hold much faith in mathematics. The answer to this question lies in the fact that the “mathematical” nature of modern science lies not in the particular application of geometrical or algebraic rules but in the general “application of a determination of the thing which is not experientially derived from the thing and yet lies at the base of every determination of the things, making them possible and making room for them” (“MSMM” 265). This pre-understanding of things is the essence of the “mathematical project.” Modern science, which today primarily means Aresearch,” founds itself in the mathematical projection, the projection of a “ground plan” [Grundriss] (cf. “AWP” 118-122 and “MSMM” 267-9). The projection of a ground plan opens up a sphere in which and by which entities can arise and be known. Knowing exists, then, as a securing-procedure which grasps and explicates the entities that arise as pre-given and pre-understood within the sphere of the ground plan: “The projection sketches out in advance the manner in which the knowing procedure must bind itself and adhere to the sphere opened up. This binding adherence is the rigor of research. Through the projecting of the ground plan and the prescribing of rigor, procedure makes secure for itself its sphere of objects within the realm of Being” (“AWP” 118).

In Bacon’s inductive reconstruction of the sciences, as particularly manifested in his The Great Instauration, we see a foundational event in the modern scientific projection of a ground plan onto every realm of that which is. The irony here is that Bacon feels that he is the first to attempt to let beings arise as they are, rather than projecting a human fabrication, a method or an art, upon existence. In fact, for Bacon, human knowledge has failed to lay a claim to “the subtlety of nature, the hiding-places of truth,” up until the modern age because modes of interpretation (“arts”) have halted at that which is concealed (lethe) with respect to the way in which things present themselves within the parameters of that art: “And then whatever any art fails to attain, they ever set it down upon the authority of that art itself as impossible of attainment; and how can art be found guilty when it is judge in its own cause? So it is but a device for exempting ignorance from ignominy” (Bacon, Great Instauration 305). Because the human mind is fraught with “idols, or phantoms” (317),
 the making “faithful and secure” of knowledge rests, for Bacon, in “no other means than the true and legitimate humiliation of the human spirit” (308). In this way, Bacon can “humbly pray, that things human may not interfere with things divine” and “that knowledge being now discharged of that venom which the serpent infused into it, and which makes the mind of man to swell, we may not be wise above measure and sobriety, but cultivate truth in charity” (309). Perhaps our guiding question, as we attempt to come to terms with Bacon’s “total reconstruction of sciences, arts, and all human knowledge, raised upon the proper foundations” (299), should be the following: does Baconian science, as it manifestly attests, allow beings to arise as they are in their own coming to presence and self-emerging (phusis)?

Bacon asserts that the only way in which we can encounter beings as they are is through the method of eliminative induction. In this way, he feels he is going to the thing itself as it shows itself--that is, as phainomenon (cf. Heidegger 1962a, 51 and 1997, 5-6): “Those however who aspire not to guess and divine, but to discover and know, who propose not to devise mimic and fabulous worlds of their own, but to examine and dissect the nature of this very world itself, must go to facts themselves for everything” (Bacon, Great Instauration 318). According to Bacon, science undertaken on a reconstructed foundation is an “interpretation” of the self-showing of nature. Similarly, according to Bacon, this “interpretation” attends to the self-showing of nature rather than positing its own ruling measure; that is, humanity, “being the servant and interpreter of Nature” (New Organon Book I, 331), must “be content to wait upon nature instead of vainly affecting to overrule her” (Great Instauration 298-99). The interpretation which obeys and serves nature is distinguished from what Bacon calls “Anticipations of Nature”: “The conclusions of human reason as ordinarily applied in matters of nature, I call for the sake of distinction Anticipations of Nature (as a thing rash or premature). That reason which is elicited from facts by a just and methodical process, I call Interpretation of Nature” (New Organon Book I, ' XXVI, 334).

However, if we are properly to think through the relation of Bacon to the essence of the modern age, we must keep in mind that although the ostensible modality of this interpretation is one of servitude to nature, the ultimate telos of this scientific interpretation of nature is a certain, secured power over and commanding of nature: “For the end which this science of mine proposes is the invention not of arguments but of arts, not of things in accordance with principles but of principles themselves, not of probable reasons but of designations and directions for works. And as the intention is different, so accordingly is the effect, the effect of the one being to overcome an opponent in argument, of the other to command nature in action” [my emphasis] (Great Instauration 314). The ambiguity of this position--that is, the trick of seeming to serve nature but, in fact, having as an end goal the of commanding of nature--is observed by Bacon himself: “Nature to be commanded must by obeyed” (New Organon Book I, ' III, 331; cf. also Great Instauration 323). Bacon expresses a similar duplicitous front on this point elsewhere. On the one hand, he asserts that the end of knowledge is not profit, fame or power: “Lastly, I would address one general admonition to all, that they consider what are the true ends of knowledge, and that they seek it not either for pleasure of the mind, or for contention, or for superiority to others, or for profit, or fame, or power, or any of these inferior things, but for the benefit and use of life; and that they perfect and govern it in charity.” On the other hand, in the next paragraph, he asserts that the goal of his reconstruction is “to lay the foundation, not of any sect or doctrine, but of human utility and power” [my emphasis] (Great Instauration 310). Knowledge of entities, then, is implicated in a particular wielding of power in relation to these entities; or, according to that most infamous of Baconian adages, knowledge is power: “the roads to human power and to human knowledge lie close together and are nearly the same” (New Organon Book II, ' IV, 378). This integration of knowledge into the procedures of power is related to Bacon’s blurring of the distinctions between the two poles of his own philosophy. That is, Bacon distinguishes between the “speculative” and “operative” aspects of his science: “the former involved an ‘inquisition into causes,’ the latter, the ‘production of effects’” (Urbach 59). However, speculative knowledge, for Bacon, always serves the goals of an operative power: “Nor indeed [does Bacon] ever allow [himself] to be drawn away from things themselves and the operative part” (New Organon Book II, ' XVII, 388). Thus, the knowing of beings, for Bacon, is always experienced as the “production of effects” “for the benefit and use of life,” for “human utility and power.”

The power over nature that is acquired and grounded in the reconstruction of the sciences establishes the certainty and security of beings for humanity. In this way, for Bacon, an ostensible humility with respect to beings and our knowing of them is always at the service of the ultimate goal of all knowing: the certainty of beings as secured resources to be commanded and disposed of according to the needs and projects of humanity. “Nor need any one be alarmed at such suspension of judgement in one who maintains not simply that nothing can be known, but only that nothing can be known except in a certain course and way; and yet establishes provisionally certain degrees of assurance for use and relief until the mind shall arrive at a knowledge of causes in which it can rest” (Great Instauration 323). Bacon’s reconstruction of knowledge on a sure ground, on an Archimedean point, constitutes a “remedy” for the failings of the human mind and its endeavors (316-17). In this way, through progressive stages of certainty, we are able to overcome the inductive skepticism toward the axiomatic proposition as what is pre-given.
 Bacon’s “plan is to proceed regularly and gradually from one axiom to another, so that the most general are not reached till the last, but then when you do come to them, you find them to be not empty notions but well defined, and such as nature would really recognize as her first principles, and such as lie at the heart and marrow of things” (315). Simply turning to the phenomena in their self-showing will not lead us to the gradual construction of axioms and of ultimate certainty and power over nature. We must turn, rather, to things as they are allowed to arise within the structure of the inductive methodology. For instance, there are many “who have committed themselves to the waves of experience, and almost turned mechanics; yet these again have in their very experiments pursued a kind of wandering inquiry without any regular system of operations” (306). The necessity, for Bacon, of a ground plan of nature, and of the adherence to this plan in procedure and methodology, means that “[o]ur steps must be guided by a clue, and the whole way from the very first perception of the senses must be laid out upon a sure plan” (307). Thus, although Bacon constantly reminds us of the limits of human reason and knowledge, this does not mean that the experience of truth has not become grounded in the certainty of the human subject in its securing of beings within its sphere of knowing. Limited knowledge is always provisional, and is part of the ground plan. Gradually, through the rigor of research, we will build our knowledge from the particular to the more general and all-embracing truth; eventually, for Bacon, we will be able to know the forms, general essences, or necessary conditions of things (cf. New Organon, Book II, ' IV - V, 378-81). In short, Bacon proposes “to establish progressive stages of certainty” (New Organon, “Preface” 327).

Bacon’s ground plan of nature, then, is posited in the progressive stages of certainty constitutive of and constituted by the human subject. Rather than being a heeding of things as they presence out of themselves, the ground plan means that nature is moulded, structured, and secured according to the uses it is put to by human activity. The projected “third part” of Bacon’s Great Instauration was to embrace “the Phenomena of the Universe; that is to say, experience of every kind, and such a natural history as may serve for a foundation to build philosophy upon” (318). This embracing of phenomena, this natural history as the foundation of a new philosophy, is “to be a history not only of nature free and at large (when she is left to her own course and does her work her own way) . . . but much more of nature under constraint and vexed; that is to say, when by art and the hand of man she is forced out of her natural state, and squeezed and moulded. . . . Nay (to say the plain truth) I do in fact (low and vulgar as men may think it) count more upon this part both for helps and safeguards than upon the other, seeing that the nature of things betrays itself more readily under the vexations of art than in its natural freedom” (320). Nature, or phenomena in general, is experienced here as that which can be forced, through a certain human moulding and measuring, to ‘betray itself,’ or show itself in a way that is not “natural,” that is outside of its own limit and measure. Within Baconian science, beings are “drag[ged] into light” (320) and are not granted the withdrawal and limits which make them what they are. If the primordial experience of Being is that of phusis as a self-emerging--within the domain of a-lētheia, and thus, as a self-emerging out of a sheltering self-concealment--then the modern age, marked by the positing of humanity (subiectum) as the ground and measure of beings, means a transition from the experience of a being as what arises out of itself within the limits and self-concealment proper to it to an experience of a being as what is posited, commanded, and measured by the human subject and as what is available for human manipulation and moulding. 

Insofar as the goal of Baconian science is a certain imperial power and command over nature, it is not surprising that his vision of a society that has advanced toward this goal--the Bensalem society in New Atlantis--is described partly in the form of a utopian travel narrative and partly in the form of a discourse of colonial conquest. The new age of humanity that Bensalem figures forth--where Bensalem is a New Atlantis or New Jerusalem--is not one in which we have a Platonic or humanist concern with human virtue in accordance with nature; in fact, in Bacon’s scientifico-technological utopia the perfection of the society--that which marks this as a new age for humanity, a New Jerusalem or heavenly city on earth--is based on the scientific manipulation of the physical world and not on moral or legal reform as it is in Plato’s The Republic and More’s Utopia (Frye 207). Bensalem figures forth a new age for humanity which is akin to the discovery of a New World (over which European humanity wields a politico-imperial control) and akin to the corresponding scientific discovery of the laws of the natural world (over which humanity wields an epistemologico-imperial power). For instance, the relation of the discovery of Bensalem to the politico-imperial intercourse of old and new worlds is made explicit insofar as the narrator of the New Atlantis recalls informing his crew that they “are men cast on land, as Jonas was out of the whale’s belly, . . . [they] are but between death and life, for [they] are beyond both the old world and the new” (424). The question of the relation of life to death, as the “undiscovered country,” and of the relation of the old to new (undiscovered) worlds raised in this passage dovetails, throughout Bacon’s works, with the question of drawing out the subtlety of nature in the discovery of her laws--which, because science is always operative, corresponds to practical inventions. Toward the end of New Atlantis, the Father of Salomon’s House describes their “ordinances and rites.” He describes a “long and fair” gallery in which is placed “the statuas of all principal inventors”: “There we have the statua of your Columbus, that discovered the West Indies; also the inventor of ships; your monk that was the inventor of ordnance and of gunpowder; the inventor of music; the inventor of letters; the inventor of printing . . .” (456).  In both the geographico-political and the scientifico-technological discovery a certain power over what is dis-covered, or “drag[ged] into light,” corresponds with the act of knowing that which is dis-covered; it is for this reason that the two operations are conceived of as intimately related within the thought of Bacon: 

But as in former ages when men sailed only by observation of the stars, they could indeed coast along the shores of the old continent or cross a few small and mediterranean seas, but before the ocean could be traversed and the new world discovered, the use of the mariner’s needle, as a more faithful and certain guide, had to be found out; in like manner the discoveries which have been hitherto made in the arts and sciences are such as might be made by practice, meditation, observation, argumentation, for they lay near to the senses and immediately beneath common notions; but before we can reach the remoter and more hidden parts of nature, it is necessary that a more perfect use and application of the human mind and intellect be introduced. (Great Instauration 308)

The discovery of a New World--for example, that of Bensalem or of the Americas--which, as we have seen corresponds to scientifico-technological discovery and invention, is compared with the power of God to create out of the nothingness and chaos of the deep. New Atlantis opens with an account of the voyage that eventually was to discover Bensalem: “So that finding ourselves in the midst of the greatest wilderness of waters in the world without victual, we gave ourselves for lost men, and prepared for death. Yet we did lift up our hearts and voices to God above, who showeth his wonders in the deep, beseeching him of his mercy that as in the beginning he discovered the face of the deep, and brought forth dry land, so he would now discover land to us, that we might not perish” (419).

To the extent that they participate in the imperial disposition of metaphysics, both Plato’s Republic and More’s Utopia define the polis as an autarchic structure which secures itself through the exclusion or suppression of an exterior. This “politics of exclusion” manifests itself in these texts, in a rather obvious way, in the form of a military barrier set up in order to secure the border of self and other, of inside and outside, of familiar and strange. One of the first stages in the construction of a hypothetical society in The Republic--after it is deemed that this society will have a certain amount of luxury and, thus, will be threatened by external forces--is the determination of the nature of the military class: the guardians. The guardian, like a watchdog, is to be philosophic in that he or she is to love the known and familiar and to be violent toward the unknown and strange: “It is annoyed when it sees a stranger, even though he has done it no harm: but it welcomes anyone it knows, even though it has never had a kindness from him” (376a). This, then, is an active differentiation of the “one” and the “other” insofar as it does not arise as a reaction to a previously harmful or beneficial action. A similar active differentiation is expressed in Hythloday’s description of the geography of Utopia. Because of the physically self-enclosed nature of the island, “hardly any strangers enter the bay” without Utopian permission and guidance. As the gloss to the text--provided (perhaps) by Peter Giles and Erasmus--points out, this means that the island is “naturally safe” (More 42). However, we can hardly say that this self-enclosed disposition of the island is “natural” in the sense that it has arisen out of its own accord, out of its own nature. Rather, the enclosure is the result of a brutal Baconian moulding of nature on the part of Utopus. The founder of Utopia, 

who conquered the country and gave it his name . . . and who brought its rude, uncouth inhabitants to such a high level of culture and humanity that they now excel in that regard almost every other people, also changed its geography. After subduing the natives, at his first landing, he promptly cut a channel fifteen miles wide where their land joined the continent, and thus caused the sea to flow around the country . . . . [T]he project was finished quickly, and the neighboring peoples, who at first had laughed at his folly, were struck with wonder and terror at his success. [my emphasis] (43)

Insofar as Amaurot, the capital, “lies at the navel of the land” (44), and insofar as the land thus arises as a “body-politic,” we are reminded that the politico-geographic self-enclosure of Utopia and the politico-militaristic self-enclosure of Socrates’ imagined Republic are directly related to the medical discourses which each of the writers employ in order to define health as an exclusion of external-parasitical threats and as a corresponding self-enclosure of the body-proper. In order to delimit the healthy body and the just polis, that which is unhealthy and unjust must be excluded or brought to a fall: “This then is the kind of medical and judicial provision for which you will legislate in your state. It will provide treatment for those of your citizens whose physical and psychological constitution is good; as for the others, it will leave the unhealthy to die, and those whose psychological constitution is incurable corrupt it will put to death” (The Republic 409e-410a). Hythloday’s description of Utopian practices displays a similar impulse toward the securing of health and justice through the exclusion of potential medical and moral infections: “Bondsmen do the slaughtering and cleaning in these places [that is, outside the city]: citizens are not allowed to do such work. The Utopians feel that slaughtering our fellow creatures gradually destroys the sense of compassion, the finest sentiment of which our human nature is capable. Besides, they don’t allow anything dirty or filthy to be brought into the city lest the air become tainted by putrefaction and thus infectious” (57).

Bacon’s New Atlantis, insofar as it also expresses the imperial determination of the essence of truth (as verum/falsum), participates in this diagnosis of health and justice as a closing off of the secure position of identity and as an exclusion of the fallen (the not-closed off). When the narrator first encounters it, for instance, Bensalem is shrouded by a thick cloud: “And it came to pass that the next day about evening, we saw within a kenning before us, towards the north, as it were thick clouds, which did put us in some hope of land, knowing how that part of the South Sea was utterly unknown, and might have islands or continents that hitherto were not come to light” (419). The clouds that shroud the island do not mark a sheltering concealment (lethe) out of which the island can arise in its openness (a-lētheia); rather, the reserve and withdrawal of the island from what is known, which the clouds signify, marks the island as the secured and closed off position. The imperial determination of truth as the closed off (verum), the secured, and ultimately with the modern age, the certain (certitudo) means that the truth of the state (the just state) and the truth of the body (the healthy body) are rendered as autarchic vantage points which overlook fallen exteriors.
 It should not surprise us, then, that the advanced Bensalemites should be so reserved in their reception of foreigners--so reserved, in fact, that travelers, the external threat, must be contained within the “House of Strangers.” The initial reaction of the officials meeting the visitors to Bensalem is also indicative of this point: “My lord would have you know that it is not of pride or greatness that he cometh not aboard your ship; but for that in your answer you declare that you have many sick amongst you, he was warned by the Conservator of Health of the city that he should keep a distance” (422). As the governor of the House of Strangers points out, this closed off and secretive disposition also explains why the Bensalemites know the outside world so thoroughly--which they overlook from their scientific vantage point--yet are seemingly unknown by the rest of the world: “by means of our solitary situation and of the laws of secrecy which we have for our travelers, and our rare admission of strangers, we know well most part of the habitable world, and are ourselves unknown” (427).

On Secretive Discovery
Bensalem’s security rests upon a certain secretive surveillance of the outside world, a seeing from an unseen vantage. Of course, this operation of seeing while unseen is a prevalent and important catalyst of the action in Hamlet. This operation also marks the site of conjunction of “a series of contemporary contexts in which the language of spying, discovery, or bringing before the eye . . . appears across a broad range of discourses” (Parker 231). The discourses of “spying, discovery, or bringing before the eye” manifest themselves in two contexts which are particularly pertinent to our treatment of Hamlet in relation to modern metaphysics: first of all in “the function of the delator or informer as secret accuser, part of the sixteenth-century development of a nascent secret service and the apparatus of judicial discovery,” and in the “early modern European fascination both with monster literature and with narratives of the ‘discovery’ of previously hidden worlds” (Parker 231).
 The “imperial” disposition of modern metaphysics--with its basis in the representation (the “bringing before” [Vor-stellen] the eye) of the subject--corresponds with, as we saw in the work of Bacon, the “imperial” operations of geographic “discovery” and with, as we will see in Hamlet, the operations of spying, surveillance, and judicial discovery.

The imperial position is en-closed. “Close,” in early modern English usage, means secret or private, as opposed to that which is on display or shown, as in Claudius’s “we have closely sent for Hamlet” [my emphasis] (III.i.29). “Close” also suggests that which is constricted or closed (cf. Parker 232). The imperial position secures itself, as does Bensalem, by closing itself off, by remaining private. The importance of the construction and preservation of an enclosed, private realm arises in the early modern age as a manifestation of the turn to the subject and its self-grounding as the hypokeimenon of existence.
 The securing of the private, as related to the modern metaphysics of the subject, also corresponds to the “paranoid atmosphere of spying and being spied upon” that plagued the court in the last decades of Elizabeth’s reign. Parker cites, as one instance of the emerging importance of this aspect of spying and discovery in late sixteenth century England, the fact that “Francis Walsingham--the secretary of state who so enlarged the Elizabethan network of intelligence--was described in his obituary notice as ‘a most diligent searcher of hidden secrets’” (Parker 233-34). Parker makes the case that “[t]hings done in secret that depended on intelligence or report--crimes, like adultery and witchcraft, beyond the access of ocular proof--are very much part of the atmosphere of espial and informing in the period before Hamlet, itself filled with attempts to uncover an ‘occulted guilt’ (III.ii.80)” (234).

This “espial,” or judicial discovery, is connected to the discourses of geographic discovery in that “[t]ravelers and discoverers were informers to a European audience, bringing reports of matters otherwise hidden and unseen--an ocular emphasis that frequently makes the activity of reporting of the foreign or exotic one of informing in the sense of espial or spying out” [my emphasis] (Parker 241). This informing or reporting, in turn, connects the operations of judicial discovery and geographic discovery with the various modalities of poetico-rhetorical bringing forth--that is, as an “imperial” naming or as a dis-closive naming as “founding saying”. The discourses of discovery are also connected to poetic and rhetorical operations insofar as both, to ensure reliability, utilize enargeia, the creation of convincing, life-like pictures that are brought before the mind’s eye of the audience.
 The discourse of discovery can also ensure its own authenticity by appeal to the “authority of the eyewitness” (Parker 243), if visible proof is unavailable. Africanus’s narrative, as translated by Pory (A Geographical Historie of Africa Written in Arabicke and Italian by Iohn Leo A More [1600]), is illustrative: “These are the things memorable and woorthie of knowledge seene and observed by me John Leo, throughout all Africa, which countrey I have in all places travelled quite over: wherein whatsoever I sawe woorthy the observation, I presently committed to writing: and those things which I sawe not, I procured to be at large declared unto me by most credible and substantiall persons, which were themselves eie-witnesses of the same” (cf. Parker 243).
 

The relation of Hamlet to the various discourses of secretive discovery that we have mentioned lies, according to Parker, in “the play’s persistent harping on opening something closed, the attempts everywhere within it to ferret out secrets and disclose what is hid” (256). The thematic of indirection and spying, while usually associated with Polonius, is prevalent in the play. “Spying is everywhere in Hamlet” (Parker 257). The discourses of spying, of surveillance, and of secret service, mark both the plot and the “obsessive language” (Parker 256) of the play. The “vigilant eye,” which secures the state and sets up the world as objects for the subject, manifests itself in Hamlet via this prevalent spying. The “vigilant eye” of the state and subject replaces, in the early modern era, the Greek experience of the look of the things themselves in their self-appearing and the medieval experience of God’s judgemental gaze. “Hamlet comes at this crucial historical juncture, the point where an older language of divine or angelic intelligence, or the eye of God, was being converted into the new lexicon of espial, and the ‘privy intelligences’ provided by a progressively more organized network of informers and spies” (Parker 257). Thus, the prevalence of the thematic of spying and secretive discovery in Hamlet marks it, in many ways, as a foundational work of the modern metaphysics of representation. 

First Polonius, then Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, spy on Hamlet at Claudius’s request. The spying has as its objective the plucking out of Hamlet’s “mystery”--that is, the hidden causes of Hamlet’s strange behavior, of his “antic disposition.” Polonius, similarly, sends Reynaldo to inquire into the private details of Laertes’ life. Polonius, as he does with respect to his own son, also wishes to discover the private matters of the heart that transpire between Ophelia and Hamlet. Finally, the close of the play leaves us with the impression that Horatio will “report” (or, “inform”) a particular audience, outside the theatrical spectacle, of the play’s events; “the narrative of Horatio/oratio . . .  [promises] to report Hamlet’s story faithfully to those who could not see or ocularly witness it” (Parker 257). In fact, intelligence gathering and reporting are so prevalent in the play that it seems to Hamlet as if existence as a whole, that is, Aall occasions,” “inform” or accuse him (IV.iv.32-66).

Maynard Mack, in a famous phrase, said that Hamlet dwells in an “interrogative” mode. Parker, picking up this commonplace of Hamlet criticism, shifts the emphasis somewhat. For her, “[t]he impulse that stands behind such questioning as Hamlet’s address to the Ghost”--a Ghost that appears in a “questionable shape”—“(‘Say why is this? wherefore? what should we do?’) frequently verges on what elsewhere in Shakespeare are called ‘interrogatories,’ forms of interrogation in a more aggressive sense” (257). The impulse to question in Hamlet, to the interrogative, if understood as interrogation, implicates the play in the structures of knowing which mark the modern metaphysical determination of beings: the Cartesian structures of the representational bringing of that which is before the self as measure and the Baconian structures of the ground plan in which nature is put “under constraint and . . . moulded. . . . under the vexations of art” (Great Instauration 320).

The operation of forcing the truths of nature into the light and of forcing the truths of another’s conscience into the light, and out of a private and hidden sphere, belong to the same metaphysico-imperial experience of truth. This is what links “The Mouse-trap” with the discourses of spying, of surveillance, and of the dis-covery of that which had formerly been covered or hidden. For Hamlet, the play will achieve the dis-covery of Claudius’s deepest secrets and of what is most private. It will bring forth, before the eye of Hamlet as audience, the “occulted guilt” of Claudius. The play, as “trap,” will “catch the conscience of the King”:

I have heard

That guilty creatures sitting at a play,

Have by the very cunning of the scene

Been struck so to the soul that presently

They have proclamed their malefactions,

For murder, though it have no tongue, will speak

With most miraculous organ.  (II.ii.545-51)

Within the discourses that we have explored cursorily so far in this chapter--that of the modern metaphysics of representation, that of the scientific ground plan, and those of geographical, judicial, and poetico-rhetorical discovery--a certain determination of theatre and the “theatrical,” as that which “depends on the sense of something viewed or seen” (Parker 252), has prevailed. That is to say, what we have called the “modern metaphysical theatre of representation” is an understanding of Being as a theatre in which things arise as presented before the view of the human subject. We shall see that this modern determination of the theatrical is not the only one possible, and certainly not the primordial determination. The modern determination involves a certain distance from the theatre that arises out of and as the look of the goddess (thea-horein). At this point, however, we must delineate the ways in which the modern metaphysical theatre of representation manifests itself in Hamlet’s “Mouse-trap.”

Theatre, Representation, and “The Mouse-trap”
As Clark Hulse points out, the publication of Stephen Orgel’s The Illusion of Power: Political Theater in the English Renaissance (1975) “initiated a new wave of study of the political dimensions of Renaissance literature” (316). This new analysis has as its focus the material and symbolic configurations of power in which the Renaissance artist is situated or “embedded.” It looks to the poetic work, for instance, as a particular confluence of the economy of discursive and non-discursive forces operative within a local situation. As such a confluence of local forces, the work can then be calculated in terms of the quality and quantity of “social energy” it manifests (cf. Greenblatt 1985, 1-20). This mode of analysis has, indeed, been quite productive. However, within the context of our analysis of the metaphysics of representation, I want to take Orgel’s work as a point of departure for thinking about the way in which the theatre of power arises out of the essential metaphysical bearing of the modern age, and for thinking about the ways in which “The Mouse-trap” in Shakespeare’s Hamlet figures forth this theatre of power. Orgel’s work, “an essay about theatre at court” (1), can help us to understand “The Mouse-trap” in Hamlet as an instanciation of the Renaissance conception of court theatre and of the modern conception of the theatre of representation.

As Robert Weimann points out, the question of representation (mimesis) is central in Hamlet. “The play contains the most sustained theoretical statement on the subject that we have in Shakespeare’s whole oeuvre” (1985, 279). “The Mouse-trap” figures forth the imperial metaphysics of representation and its ground in the experience of truth as verum/falsum. The essentially imperial structure of “The Mouse-trap” entails the bringing of Claudius before the subjective theatre of Hamlet. Hamlet possesses a secure vantage point from which to view Claudius and the truth of the latter’s conscience as it is revealed to the observer. From his secretive-self-enclosed position of feigned madness, Hamlet is able to observe Claudius as Claudius observes the play. Hamlet, like the Bensalemites, sees but is himself unseen. Claudius, in being open to a structured seeing, is thereby brought to a fall.
 In order for Hamlet to secure his own position, and thus that of truth as certainty, Claudius’s “cculted guilt” (III.ii.71) must be brought to a stand within the viewing vantage of the subject; Claudius’s hidden intentions must be brought into the open and, thus, brought to a fall. In bringing out Claudius’s conscience into the open, and thereby bringing it to a fall, Hamlet is secured in his certainty of Claudius’s guilt.

Although we are concentrating on “The Mouse-trap,” we should also take notice that this imperial motif of the relation of the enclosed (as true) to the open and fallen (as false) position is prevalent throughout Hamlet. The play opens with a scene emphasizing the monitoring of a secure perimeter. The sentinel calls out to the darkness asking it to reveal itself to his overlooking vantage: “Stand and unfold yourself,” says Francisco in the process of watching the perimeter of the secure state (I.i.2). The basic correspondence of the open (insecure or unfortified) with the fallen, false, or “incorrect,” also manifests itself in Claudius’s protestations over Hamlet’s extended grief: “‘Tis unmanly grief./ It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,/ A heart unfortified . . .” (I.ii.94-96). Finally, the imperial disposition as figured forth in the motif of the secure fort is also applied to the truthfulness of “reason.” Hamlet, for instance, asserts that Danish drunkenness, like a natural defect, “[o]ft break[s] down the pales and forts of reason” (I.iv.28). Reason is sovereign; it is in the truthful and upright position. When one is brought to a fall, when the fort of reason is brought down through a drawing into madness, one loses one’s “sovereignty of reason” (I.iv.73). Ophelia, in dismay over the fall of Hamlet’s fort of reason, summarizes this imperial motif of the confluence of truth and reason:

O, what a noble mind is here o’erthrown!

The courtier’s, soldier’s, scholar’s, eye, tongue, sword,

Th’expectancy and rose of the fair state,

The glass of fashion and the mould of form,

Th’observed of all observers, quite quite down!

And I of ladies most deject and wretched,

That sucked the honey of his musiced vows,

Now see that noble and most sovereign reason

Like sweet bells jangled, out of time and harsh; (III.i.146-154)

The gravity of Claudius’s crime, the rottenness and the foul falseness at the heart of the state, lies in the fact that the secure position, the upright position of vantage, has been penetrated and itself brought to a fall. The proper order has been inverted. Claudius poisoned the Old Hamlet upon his “secure hour” (I.v.61) in his enclosed garden. Hamlet’s uncle, “[w]ith witchcraft of his wits” (I.v.43), had infiltrated the enclosed garden; his poison is then able to penetrate the house and city of the King’s body through the “porches” of his ears, gates, and alleys (I.v.63). In securing his position as true, Claudius also tries to enclose his own position and draw out that of Hamlet. Hamlet’s feigned madness is his way of shrouding his inner intentions and, thus, a way of not falling under the sway of his uncle. As Robert Weimann points out, Hamlet’s “antic disposition” allows him to elude the representational strategies of the court: 

What, especially in the court scenes, the “antic disposition” involves is another mode of release from representivity. Such release is at the center of a nonrepresentational dramaturgy as manifested in the achieved strategy of dissociating Hamlet from the courtly world of dramatic illusion and aristocratic decorum, the strategy of distancing this privileged world through proverb, pun, aside, “impertinancy,” and, most important, the use of the play metaphor. (1985, 284)

For this reason, the play does not present madness as an individual psychodrama but as a political threat; Claudius, for instance, insists that “Madness in great ones must not unwatched go” (III.i.185).
 Because he cannot find Hamlet out and bring him within his viewing-vantage-point, Claudius compares Hamlet, in his madness, to a disease that corrupts the (ideally enclosed) body-politic:

But so much was our love,

We would not understand what was most fit,

But like the owner of a foul disease,

To keep it from divulging, let it feed

Even on the pith of life. Where is he gone? (IV.i.19-23)

The upsetting of the proper order of the state and of the bodies and the minds (the sovereign reason) of several of the characters is figured forth as a general poisoning and infection of the properly enclosed and sealed corpus; it is an ulcer that, unseen, corrupts from within.
 This just order is “rejustified”; that is, the play achieves its resolution in the last scene where the major remaining characters are poisoned and Fortinbras enters “to claim [his] vantage” in the kingdom (V.ii.369).

Nowhere, however, is the essential operation of the imperial disposition of the verum more apparent than in Polonius’ advice to Reynaldo. Polonius suggests, much like Bacon in “Of Simulation and Dissimulation,” that Reynaldo, in his spying mission on Laertes, veil his own intention to the one with whom he is speaking. Reynaldo will thereby be able to draw the other’s intention out into the open:

Your bait of falsehood takes this carp of truth,

And thus do we of wisdom and of reach,

With windlasses and with assays of bias,

By indirections find directions out; (II.i.62-5)

Because the true is that which is enclosed, hidden, occulted, secured, and reserved, Polonius believes that in order to find the “truth” of Hamlet he must follow the advice he gave to Reynaldo. In this way, Polonius can rightly be called “Claudius’s master of surveillance” (Jardine 1996, 149). He will have to, while being himself in a reserved and secure position, draw the truth of Hamlet out into the open: “I will find/ Where truth is hid, though it were hid indeed/ Within the centre” (II.ii.156-8). In order to objectively overview Hamlet’s disposition, “[s]ince nature makes [Gertrude] partial,” Polonius must “o’erhear/ The speech of vantage” [my emphasis] (III.iii.32-33).

Let his queen-mother all alone entreat him

To show his grief. Let her be round with him,

And I’ll be placed, so please you, in the ear

Of all their conference. If she find him not,

To England send him: (III.i.178-84)

All of these secretive acts of bringing the other before the unseen eye of the subject manifest “court theatre” as it is most broadly defined. Orgel differentiates between the public and the court theatre in the following manner: in public theatre, the theatrical company and its apparatus construct the audience and assign their positions; with court theatre, on the other hand, the audience (the monarch) composes the theatre and assigns its role. That is, “private theatres are the creation of their audiences, and are often designed not only for a particular group but for a particular occasion” (6). This aspect of court theatre raises certain practical or political questions. Within the context of the argument of this paper, however, we should consider the act of an audience positing the position and modality of its theatre as a manifestation of the essential experience of truth in the modern age; we should consider it as a manifestation, that is, of the metaphysics of the sovereign subject as hypokeimenon and its self-grounded certainty. For Hamlet, the crime is not a crime, it is not true, unless he can be certain of it. Certainty is to be self-grounded. That is, he will be certain only if the evidence is brought before him in a pre-conditioned manner. The words of the Ghost, the “portentous figure” (I.i.109), are not “relative” enough grounds. For this reason, Marjorie Garber rightly calls Hamlet “the poet of doubt” (301), as manifested in his love poem to Ophelia:

Doubt thou the stars are fire,

Doubt that the sun doth move;

Doubt truth to be a liar;

But never doubt I love. (II.ii.116-19)

Certainty arises out of the regulation of seeing; the subject secures certainty through the projection of a grid through which phenomena must arise in order to be considered true. This projection of a procedural grid is what Hamlet proposes with his idea of the play that will “catch the conscience of the king” (II.ii.562). With the rigorous procedure of the conscience-catching play, Hamlet will be able to “observe” and probe (“tent”) Claudius as if he were an object within the field of a scientific gaze (cf. II.ii.551-562).

In court theatre, the monarch is the centre of the action. The royal seat was often on stage itself and the monarch directly involved in the action (Orgel 9-10). After 1605, with the dawn of perspective settings--used only in court theatre--the monarch becomes the centre of the action in another way. The monarch and his or her royal seat become the structural centre of the scene by occupying the position which embodies the central point of view. “In a theatre employing perspective, there is only one focal point, one perfect place in the hall from which the illusion achieves its fullest effect. At court performances this is where the king sat” (Orgel 10). In a similar manner, Hamlet describes “The Mouse-trap” as a play presented to and for the King: “There is a play to-night before the king” (III.ii.66). In this way, Claudius, as imperial sovereign and sovereign subject, is directly on the stage or puts himself on the stage inasmuch as his positing, his point of view, means a putting of the self on the scene--that is, by structuring the scene itself. Orgel makes this point clear with respect to that form of court theatre known as the masque: “The climactic moment of the masque was nearly always the same: the fiction opened outward to include the whole court, as masquers took partners from the audience. What the noble spectator watched he ultimately became” (39).

A certain modality of this perpsectival theatre involves the institution of a proscenium (or framed) stage. “To begin with, perspective settings require a proscenium, a frame at the front of the stage--Montagu’s audience was separated from his actors in a way that the popular dramatist’s was not. But a frame does more than separate the viewer from the scene. It also directs his attention and provides a context for the action it contains” (Orgel 20). That which is presented before the sovereign subject, as framed, becomes an object to be possessed and controlled. “The frame . . . comes into being when paintings become commodities, objects to be bought and collected. . . . So it is with a framed stage, the theatre created and possessed by its audience” (Orgel 21). That which arises as an object gives itself over, opens itself, and thus brings itself to a fall within the purview of the subject. “The Mouse-trap” as object, for instance, shows all, according to Hamlet; it does not reserve itself and hold back in order to exist as something apart from the viewer: “The players cannot keep counsel; they’ll tell all” (III.ii.125-6). Because Hamlet shelters his intentions in the words of madness--that is, his Cartesian “method” is madness: “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t” (II.ii.201)--he cannot be framed and brought into the certain view of the court of Denmark. It is for this reason that Guildenstern asserts, “Good my lord, put your discourse into some frame, and start not so wildly from my affair” [my emphasis] (III.ii.281-2). Similarly, although Guildenstern cannot “command” the pipe “to any utt’rance of harmony” (III.ii.329), he is a party to the attempts by Polonius and Claudius to draw Hamlet out into the open and to thereby “pluck out the heart of [Hamlet’s] mystery” (III.ii.333). As framed object, brought before the open view of the subject, a thing stands over against (Gegen-stand) the subject, and its relation to the subject becomes its normative measure. That is, a thing arises as what is posited and valued as good or bad within the structure of the cogitatio; “for there is nothing either good or/ bad, but thinking makes it so” (II.ii.241-2). The earth itself is a “goodly frame” (II.ii.284), and the fact that its measure and value has come to be posited by humanity means that, for Hamlet, it is meaningless and valueless, “a sterile promontory.” For the world to have value, for Hamlet, it must be “rejustified” and he must gain a certain control over it by means of his presenting--his theatre of representation. This theatre in which the subject controls and posits what is present before it is a private theatre. Orgel points out that the masque as private theatre manifests the power of the imagination (of the sovereign and of the sovereign subject) over nature: “Imagination here is real power: to rule, to control and order the world, to change or subdue other men, to create; and the source of the power is imagination, the ability to make images, to project the workings of the mind outward in a physical, active form, to actualize ideas, to conceive actions” (47).
 

The Renaissance saw private theatre in general, and thus “The Mouse-trap” in particular, “as models of the universe, as science, as assertions of power as demonstrations of the essential divinity of the human mind” (Orgel 58). We have seen that “The Mouse-trap,” as a private theatre of representation, celebrates the metaphysico-imperial power of “the human mind” and that it is grounded in the following essential components of modern metaphysics: 1) the imperial experience of truth (verum/falsum) as the relation of that which is self-enclosed and that which is exposed to view, 2) the Cartesian metaphysics of the subject and its self-grounded certainty, and 3) the Baconian goal of knowing entities in order to gain a certain power over them.
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The majority of titles to which I refer can be discerned by finding the corresponding author and, if necessary, the corresponding year in the “Works Cited.” The following clarifications, however, need to be made: 1) With the exceptions of The Republic and Poetics -- for which I have used the Desmond Lee (Plato 1955) and the Richard Janko (Aristotle 1987) translations -- references to the works of Plato and Aristotle are from the Collected Dialogues (Plato 1961) and The Basic Works (Aristotle 1941) respectively. 2) References to the original Greek text of the works of Plato and Aristotle are based on the corresponding Loeb Classical Library edition of the work. 3) References to the works of Shakespeare are based on the individual, scholarly editions listed under Shakespeare in the “Works Cited”; references to Hamlet are to the Norton Critical Edition (1992a). 4) For the sake of convenience and consistency, I have transliterated Greek words. 5) Again for the sake of convenience and consistency, I have silently modernized the letter usage of the Elizabethan texts I cite (mostly Florio’s translation of Montaigne and Spenser’s The Faerie Queene): for example, v ‘ u. 6) I have referred to dramatic and poetic texts by line, scene, and/or act numbers where possible. 7) With certain prose works with internal divisions -- such as Heidegger’s Being and Time, Ficino’s commentaries, Bacon’s works, and those of Nietzsche -- have referred to the appropriate book and section numbers. 8) For the sake of convenience, with certain works which I cite quite often, I have used the following abbreviations within parenthetical references.

Elizabethan Texts:
DoP
Sidney, Sir Philip.  A Defence of Poesie.  1963, 3-46.

FQ
Spenser, Edmund. The Faerie Queene.  1977. 

SC
Spenser, Edmund.  The Shepheardes Calender. 1989, 12-213.

“LR”
Spenser, Edmund.  “Letter to Raleigh” 1977, 737-38.

Modern Essays in Collections:
“AWP”
Heidegger, Martin.  “The Age of the World Picture,” 1977a, 115-54.

“BDT”
Heidegger, Martin.  “Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” 1977b, 323-39.

“Dif”
Derrida, Jacques.  “Différance,” 1982, 3-27.

“ET”
Heidegger, Martin.  “On the Essence of Truth” 1977b, 117-41.

GM
Nietzsche, Friedrich.  On the Genealogy of Morals 1966, 439-599.

“LH”
Heidegger, Martin.  “Letter on Humanism” 1977b, 193-242.

“MSMM”
Heidegger.  “Modern Science, Metaphysics, and Mathematics,” 1977b, 247-82.

“NGH”
Foucault, Michel.  “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” 1977, 139-64.

“NW”
Heidegger, Martin.  “The Word of Nietzsche: God is Dead,” 1977a, 53-112.

“OWA”
Heidegger, Martin.  “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 1971a, 17-87.

“PPh”
Derrida, Jacques.  “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 1981, 61-171.

“QCT”
Heidegger, Martin.  “The Question Concerning Technology,” 1977a, 3-35.

“Th”
Heidegger, Martin.  “The Thing,” 1971a, 165-86.

“TP”
Foucault, Michel.  “Theatrum Philosophicum” 1977, 165-96.

“SR”
Heidegger, Martin.  “Science and Reflection” 1977a, 155-82.
“WM”

Heidegger, Martin.  “What is Metaphysics” 1977b, 95-112.
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�.  On the construction of subjectivity in the Renaissance in relation to the theatre, and from a psychoanalytic perspective, see Freedman 7-46; on this topic in specific relation to Hamlet, see Barker 29-40, Lacan 1977a, 11-52, and Garber 303, 319.


2.  Although I will concentrate on Heidegger’s analysis of Descartes’ thought as the founding statement of modern metaphysics, the position that the Cartesian Cogito marks the inception of the philosophical discourse of modernity is a widely held one. The rise of human thinking with respect to the philosophical determination of truth marks, for many, modernity as the Aepistemologically centred philosophy” that follows Descartes (Rorty 357). As Bernstein summarizes, “[b]riefly stated, the history of modern philosophy is the history of the rise and fall of the ‘mind’ and the prized philosophical discipline—‘epistemology’” (27). Similarly, Timothy Reiss asserts that the “discourse of modernism” finds its “exemplary formal statement” in the “cogito-ergo-sum” (31). On this point, see, also, Mark C. Taylor xxi-xxii, Porter 3-4, and Smith 49-57.


3.  On this point, see Being and Time (1962a, '44) and “ET.”


4.  As Bernhard Radloff has pointed out in an unpublished lecture, the encounter with the mystery of Being or the lethe of alētheia corresponds to the essential experience of human existence in Being-towards-Death. Death is not the negation or opposing of human, mortal existence; rather, death is that which makes us what we are. Death is, not in a theoretical sense of causes in linear time, the archē out of which mortals arise; it is also the telos of mortals, the fulfilment and coming to be of what they are. 


5.  On this point, see Heidegger 1982, 85-138, 1987, 178-80, “AWP,” “NW,” and “QCT.”


7.  On this point, the Christian experience of truth as related to the securing of salvation, see Heidegger 1973, 19-26, 1982, 87-89, “NW” 89-90, “AWP” 122, and 1992, 51.


8.  On this self-grounding of knowledge and truth, see, also, “MSMM.” 272.


9.  The German word for “representation,” Vor-stellen, is foregrounded in Heidegger’s reading at this point in that it literally means ‘to posit or position’ (stellen) ‘before’ (vor).


10.  On the notion of the “Theatre of Representation” as that which privileges identity and forgets difference, and on this theatre of representation as opposed to the “Theatre of Repetition” as a theatre of movement or physis, see Deleuze 1994, 5-11; on this topic in relation to Hamlet, see Deleuze 1994, 91-2. For a good commentary on Deleuze’s notion of philosophy as theatre, see ATP. 


11.  The list of commentators who interpret, as Paterson and I do, the goal of Bacon’s science as being a total mastery or power over nature, or the beings which arise within the object-sphere laid out by the scientific ground-plan, would be too voluminous fully to list here. However, for some of the more recent and cogent examples of this position, see the following: Hulse 318, 322, Faulkner 4, 7, Whitney 1, Weinberger 9, and Van Leeuwen 2).


12.  On ta mathemata as what is already known, see also “AWP” 118.


13.  On the limits of human knowledge due to the mind’s innate failings and due to the restraints imposed by the adherence to a tradition, see The Advancement of Learning 198-271 and The New Organon 326-92.


14.  On the axiomatic proposition as part of the mathematical projection inasmuch as it is taken as what is pre-given, see “MSMM” 268.


15.  In this Baconian passage, one encounters that which is dis-covered in a mood of wonder and awe. On the topic of the disposition of “wonder” that beholds the discoverer in relation to the New World, where the New World arises as a “marvelous possession,” see Greenblatt 1991.


16.  For further examples in Bacon’s work of a determination of truth as the secure vantage point, see “Of Truth.” One of the formulations of truth in that essay is a citing, interestingly, of the Roman Lucretius: “It is a pleasure to stand upon the shore, and to see ships tossed upon the sea; a pleasure to stand in the window of a castle, and to see a battle and the adventures thereof below; but no pleasure is comparable to the standing upon the vantage ground of Truth (a hill not to be commanded, and where the air is always clear and serene), and to see the errors, and wanderings, and mists, and tempests, in the vale below” (48). Similarly, on the importance and value of secrecy and reserve in relation to that which is open and thus inferior or fallen, see “Of Simulation and Dissimulation” (58-60). For an astute analysis of these two essays in relation to the imperial essence of truth, see Radloff 1996, 145-63.


17.  Parker also points out that “[t]he business of detection and informing, of espial and bringing ‘privie secretes’ before the eye, was part of the obsession in early modern England with things done ‘privilie’ or in secret, in the confessional, the ‘secret chamber’ of the heart, or the ‘closet’ of a monarch” (234). On the closet as a “private”


realm, and on the implications of this for the “closet scene” in Hamlet, see Jardine 1996, 150-57. With respect to Act III, Scene iv of Hamlet, Jardine asserts that “[t]he erosion of privacy which has already been effected by the constant surveillance which has characterised Claudius and Polonius’s management of the state of Denmark here reaches its logical conclusion: the state invades the Queen’s inner sanctum, and in the ensuing confusion it is defiled by a botched and mistaken act of violence” (151).  For discussions of the “private” in similar contexts, see Reiss 1982, 189-90, Barker, Montrose 1991, Greenblatt 1980, and Kermode 1979. For general discussions of spying and the secret service in the English Renaissance, see Plowden and Archer.


18.  Parker lists the usages of “private” and “privy” in Hamlet in the process of arguing for the centrality of this concept-trope to the play: 


from Horatio’s asking if the Ghost is ‘privy to thy country’s fate’ (I.i.133) to Polonius’s observation that Hamlet has given Ophelia ‘private time’ (I.ii.92) and his command that she ‘lock herself from his resort’ (II.ii.143). Hamlet swears his friends to secrecy, after the revelations of the Ghost: ‘Never make known what you have seen tonight’ (I.v.143). The sense of secrecy is also suggested by the play’s repeated references to sealed documents, in ‘Upon his will I seal’d my hard consent’ (I.ii.60), in the ‘letters seal’d’ (III.iv.202) borne by the spies Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to England; in Claudius’s ‘every thing is seal’d and done’ (IV.iii.56); and in Hamlet’s decision to ‘unseal’ (V.ii.17) this sealed ‘commission’ (V.ii.18). (366n66)


19.  On the importance of “enargeia” in discourses of geographic discovery, see Parker 242.


20.  Two other examples of travel narratives which appeal to the eyewitness, examples which directly bear on the readings of Elizabethan literature that I have undertaken here, are More’s Utopia and Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals.” For a good reading of this aspect of Montaigne’s essay, see De Certeau’s “Montaigne’s ‘Of Cannibals’: The Savage ‘I’” (1986, 67-79).


21.  For the image of the Christian story of the Fall in Hamlet, see I.v.36, and for the image of Cain’s murder of a brother, see III.iii.36-8.


22.  Hamlet also uses indirect language--language that reserves itself, holds itself back, puns and metaphors, for instance--in order to conceal his intentions and secure his position. On this point see Calderwood 1983, 73.


23.  On the metaphor of the disease of the body-politic, see Salkeld 91.


24.  The Mouse-trap is Hamlet’s privileged mode of representing the crime, by bringing Claudius’s guilty conscience into the open, but the murder of the old King arises (is represented) throughout the play: “The act of rupture or contradiction, the killing of the old King, is dispersed throughout the text, in the ghost’s testimony, in the dumb show and Claudius’s prayer, to form the truth which on which [sic] the revenge narrative depends” (Salkeld 90). We should note that a similar representational securing of certainty occurs in Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy. The whole play is a scene presented for the ghost of Don Andrea and the spirit of Revenge. Within the broader theatre presented before Don Andrea and the spirit of revenge, two letters (III.ii and III.vii), two dumb shows and a play within a play represent the murder of Horatio and its consequent resolution in revenge. Finally, as do the characters in Hamlet, Balthazar and Lorenzo observe their enemies from an enclosed position: in secret (II.ii) and in disguise (II.iv). We should also take note that a representational method--the “scientific-method” of the chastity test invented by Antonius Mizaldus (IV.i.46)--is utilized as a mode of securing the certainty of a crime in Thomas Middleton and William Rowley’s The Changeling. Beatrice puts the chastity of Diaphanta “Upon an easy trial” (IV.i.97). Beatrice, in turn, is put on trial because Alsemero “cannot be too sure” (IV.ii.125). As with Hamlet’s Aantic disposition” in relation to the strategies of Claudius, the attempts to secure certainty in The Changeling can also be avoided through cunning and feigning. Beatrice, when faced with the test involving the “glass inscribed there with the letter M” (IV.ii.114), makes the following evaluation: 


 		I’m put now to my cunning; th’effects I know,


If I can now but feign’em handsomely. (IV.ii.136-37)


25.  On the relation of Bacon, masque, and imperial power, see Orgel 55.
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