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The use of serpent imagery as an allusion to “The Fall of Man” in Macbeth, King Lear and Titus Andronicus
Shakespeare’s awareness of Christianity is, for the purpose of most interpretations of his plays, an undeniable fact. This of course does not mean that he necessarily promotes, believes or criticises any Christian concepts in the staging of these plays, as such assertions are debatable. What is evident, however, is his knowledge of certain Christian beliefs, a knowledge which manifests itself in the discourse he assigns to his characters, such as Isabella in Measure for Measure;
“How would you be,
If He, which is the top of judgment, should
But judge you as you are? O, think on that;
And mercy then will breathe within your lips,
Like man new-made.”
Measure for Measure II.II 75-9
Shakespeare clearly exhibits an understanding of the Christian concept of an omnipotent judge (God), who does not judge unkindly and with such fault as Angelo chooses to. Isabella also promotes the view that through the consideration and comprehension of God’s fair and perfect judgement, Angelo will become more merciful and subsequently, a new, improved individual. 
It is evident, therefore, that Shakespeare was aware of the teachings of Christianity, which in turn implies the great likelihood that he would been aware of the stories of the bible, both those belonging to the Old Testament and the New Testament. This is further bolstered by the fact that King James translated and published an edition of the Bible during the time in which Shakespeare was alive and writing his plays. Shakespeare, however, does not stage an obvious inclination to any religion; his characters are merely assigned religious convictions which most fit their personality and role within the plot, although their opinions are sometimes employed to pass judgement subtly on certain ways of thinking. It may be claimed, with copious amounts of textual evidence, that a great deal of the characters discourse in which they discuss religion or issues from a religious perspective, suggests that Shakespeare is amusedly observing the popular view to religion at the time as it was adopted and practiced by those who he would consider as the more simple-minded and ignorant members of his society;
“HOSTESS: Nay, sure, he's not in hell: he's in
Arthur's bosom, if ever man went to Arthur's bosom…So 'a cried out "God, God, God!" three or four times. Now I, to comfort him, bid him 'a should not think of God; I hoped there was no need to trouble himself with any such thoughts yet.”
King Henry V 
The hostess mistakes ‘Abrahams bosom’ for ‘Arthur’s bosom’, an apt example of Shakespeare’s satirical commentary on society; more specifically, the way in which the social group represented through characters such as the Hostess, appeared to consume all religious concepts that they happened to stumble across but they often were never greatly knowledgeable on the subject, grasping each idea only vaguely and with fleeting consideration to its worth. This was due to there fact that there was much religious confusion at the time as Queen Elizabeth sought to implement a situation in England in which Catholicism and Protestantism could peacefully coexist. This attempt was perhaps reflected in the popular Elizabethan attitude to religion and moral concepts, which often simply entailed keeping an open mind and exercising an almost insatiable appetite for the teachings of faith. 
Prior to Shakespeare’s time, various religious ideas had previously evolved in such a way as to concern the magical; at the end of the fifteenth century, descriptions of witchcraft and rules for its subjugation were submitted in the popular textbook Malleus Maleficarum or Hammer of Witches by Father Kramer and Father Sprenger, which remained a standard reference book on the subject for the following two hundred years.
 This popular topic of attention to witchcraft was adopted by King James I, Shakespeare’s King and contemporary, who became an author of a learned work on the subject. As witchcraft was usually viewed in relation to the devil, such works of this theme, particularly those setting out rules for its repression, could perhaps have been rather disconcerting for people at the time, as they may have logically inferred that introduction of these texts was instigated by witchcraft having become a problematic issue. The concern for such things in the last decade of the fifteenth century may have prompted questions about Christian beliefs, a questioning which could also have contributed to the noninterventionist thinking of the following generations, who, as there were so many possible concepts available, on the whole assumed a non judgmental approach and adopted all that they happened to encounter. This liberal attitude to religious, spiritual and magical notions which was prevalent at the time in which Shakespeare was writing, led to great acceptance of many ideas and a collective majority which had at least a vague awareness of many different Christian concepts.
Shakespeare, therefore, was writing at a time in which religious beliefs were firmly grounded in the minds of few although most were aware of the Bible and its most famous stories. This did not mean that they all strictly believed and followed it, nor did it mean that if they did choose to believe it, they shunned all other ways of considering moral concepts. Not only did Shakespeare himself possess at least an adequate grasp of the Old Testament and therefore knew the stories of genesis but he was writing plays for an audience that would also be aware of stories such as ‘Man’s Shameful Fall’. It is, therefore, highly plausible that Shakespeare may have made either conscious or unconscious allusions to biblical stories in his use of serpentine imagery.
The serpent first appears in King Lear, slyly emerging in the King’s curse for Goneril, after she has complained about his “disordered rabble”;
“Turn all her Mother’s pains and benefits
 
To laughter and contempt, that she may feel

 How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is

To have a thankless child.” King Lear I.IV 278-81

The very slight extended vowel sounds of “how” and “tooth” deftly emphasise the metaphorical image of the serpent’s tooth. The ‘sharpness’ of its tooth is attributed two different meanings within the context of the following phrases; it first alludes to the physical nature of a snake’s pointed fangs and then assumes a different meaning, referring to the emotional trauma experienced when one discovers that their child is ungrateful. This subtle use of syllepsis renders the word ‘sharper’ rather versatile and adaptive, much like the cunning nature of the snake, who was famed for its biblical ability to acclimatize itself to the situation and deviously conjure a persuasive and deceptive argument to led mankind into temptation and sin. The employment of such subtle techniques also interestingly reflects the serpent’s disposition as it is portrayed in the Bible;
“Now the serpent was more subtil 

 than any beast of the field which

 the LORD God had made…”

It is also intriguing but not surprising, that Shakespeare has engaged the conventional connection between a snake and the idea of a threat, a common association which was likely implemented by the Bible’s representation of a snake as a dangerous, malicious being who appeared to knowingly lead Eve into temptation; 

4.And the serpent said unto the woman,
  



Ye shall not surely die:

 5. For God doth know that in the day

   



Ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be

    



opened, and ye shall be as gods, know-

   



ing good and evil.”

These strong religious connotations make a further appearance in Lear’s discourse, who again employs the image of the serpent, this time in his description of another daughter;
 “Never Regan:

She hath abated me of half my train,

Looked black upon me, struck me with her tongue

Most serpent – like, upon the very heart.” King Lear II.II 347-50

This absurd metaphor inspires particularly graphic, fantastical imagery of a hybrid serpent – woman which, when juxtaposed with the colour “black”, is rendered darker, with a relentlessly pressing sense of evil. The effect of the metaphor is most notably visually oriented, yet the scene that it conjures is ridiculous; Regan does not literally strike his heart with her tongue – the comment is dependent upon exophoric references. For example, to fully understand his phrase, one must know that the heart was once believed to be the source of emotions and despite scientific findings that this is incorrect, the association was and still is made for poetic purposes. The metaphor also requires the audience to know that during the time in which Shakespeare was writing the play, it was believed that a snake’s venom was kept in its tongue therefore the contemporary audience would have considered an encounter with a snake’s tongue as fatal. The most significant strand of knowledge that the audience would have had to possess in order to understand the correct sense of Shakespeare’s meaning in this description of events, is the common characteristics attributed to a serpent, which were originally inspired by the Bible’s depiction of a conniving, threatening creature. It may also be worth noting that Lear applies this detestable image to a woman, which is also in keeping with the Bible as after the serpent, the next in line of sin was technically Eve, as she was tempted to eat the forbidden fruit and then encouraged Adam to do so.

This is in fact, one of several cases in which the serpent is associated with females as Edmund later makes a similar reference;
“To both these sisters have I sworn my love,

Each jealous of the other as the stung

Are of the adder.” King Lear V.I 56-58

It could perhaps be argued that the idea of being jealous of the snake, who inflicted pain and distress, strays somewhat from the story of Genesis as neither Adam nor Eve could plausibly be jealous of the serpent for it, like them are outcast from the garden and is eternally cursed;

“14. And the LORD God said unto the 

 Serpent, Because thou hast done this,
 thou art cursed above all cattle, and
 



above every beast of the field; upon thy

 belly shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou

 



eat all the days of thy life…”
 

Despite this divergence, Edmund’s metaphor is yet redolent of the Bible story as he mentions “both sisters” as both the stung and the adder, an oblique reference to Eve’s role as the tempted, as she was perhaps viewed as being as corrupted as the snake and vitally instrumental in the fall of man.
Interestingly, all women accused of possessing snake-like qualities in these plays are accused by men (this is not to say that such accusations were undeserved but rather the fact they choose to liken these women to serpents is significant), a perfect example is Albany’s attack on Goneril;
 “…I arrest thee
On capital treason, and in thine attaint

This gilded serpent. (Points to Goneril)” King Lear V.III 82-4

His insult ‘this gilded serpent’ is simply blunt and direct, an approach which successfully heightens the effects achieved by the very subtle, minor use of sibilance in “This” and “serpent”, which serves two purposes; it adds sense of malice and bitterness, attributing these qualities to the subject rather than the speaker, but it also further reinforces the image of the serpent by mimicking the sounds it makes. ‘Gilded’ then implies something which is finely and delicately finished, covered in precious metal, beautifully presented and aesthetically pleasing. The premodifier “gilded” attempts to shape the meaning of “serpent” into something beautiful, however, the term “serpent” is somewhat resistive due to the negative associations to often attributed to it. The effect then, is inspiring; the common conceptions of the noun “serpent” prevents it from morphing into something wholly beautiful and “gilded” – the noun almost resists its premodifier and had it successfully done so, we would have been left with a quasi – oxymoronic noun phrase, What it does however, is generate an impression of the premodifier as a deceptive description, which fittingly bolsters the Biblical notion of a snake as deceptively good, hiding the reality of a sinful creature under a deceptively moral (“gilded”) layer.

The negative consequences of succumbing to temptation are also associated with the notion of a serpent as demonstrated by Macbeth;
“We have scorched the snake, not killed it;

She’ll close, and be herself, whilst our poor malice

Remains in danger of her former tooth.” Macbeth III.II 13-15

The temptation in this case refers to Lady Macbeth and Macbeth himself, who were seduced by the apparently appealing prospect of becoming King and Queen, tempted to murder the existing King in order to ensure the prophecy is fulfilled. The threat of the snake which seems to be troubling Macbeth greatly, perhaps refers to the guilt that is haunting them both. Once again the famous Biblical tale may be called upon for an explanation; the guilt manifests itself in the avatar of a snake within the realms of Macbeth’s imagination as his guilt is a result of temptation into sin and the ultimate and original temptation was instigated by the figure of the serpent and Shakespeare has made yet another link allusion to “The Fall of Man” through serpentine imagery. It is worth mentioning Macbeth’s attribution of femininity to the snake “She’ll close”, which demonstrates that not only is the notion of a threatening serpent forced upon women, but a potentially genderless concept which may be associated with the image of a snake, such as the impending feeling of guilt, is rendered female.
Aaron in Titus Andronicus is also seen to promote a link between a deadly snake and a woman;
“My fleece of woolly hair that now uncurls

Even as an adder when she doth unroll

To do some fatal execution?” Titus Andronicus II.III 34-6

He implies that the adder moves only to commit a fatal act, a depiction which is forcefully reminiscent of all other portrayals of this concept of a dangerous, spiteful and cunning snake within the plays. It is evident that such representations are originally derived from the Biblical account of the serpent in “The Garden of Eden” who is described as the most “subtil” of creatures and leads Adam and Eve to their exile.
Shakespeare was undoubtedly aware of the famous temptation story of Genesis and despite his somewhat cynical views regarding “popular religion” of his time, it seems he could not escape the conventional link between the image of a serpent and its role in “The Garden of Eden” as a threatening, conniving, dangerous beast. He also failed to detach these connotations from the implications they contain for women and in fact strengthens the notion of women as sinful, dangerous temptresses by directly and obviously involving them with the imagery of snakes.
With the exception of the “weird” sisters of Macbeth who say “Fillet of a fenny snake…Adder’s fork, and blinds worms sting” and who as witches are hardly ordinary human females, any allusion to serpents is made by a male and is more often than not, assigned to, concerning or generally associated with females. This misogynistic pattern is a result of Eve’s succumbing to temptation and the notion that she, the origin of all women, failed human kind. It is therefore clear that the serpent imagery in Macbeth, King Lear and Titus Andronicus, whether by the intention of Shakespeare or an unconscious projection of his Biblically influenced thoughts, whether in an obvious or oblique manner, alludes to “The Fall of Man” as it is known in the Old Testament.
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