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Renaissance Warfare: A Metaphor in Conflict 

The paper that follows needs to be regarded as a kind of epilogue to 
the proceedings of this conference, since it involves a considerable 
shift of focus. Its subject is the literary consequences of a cultural 
collision that occurred in western Europe during the sixteenth 
century. Thus we must make first of all a leap in time, since most of 
the men I shall be dealing with were, in terms of the calendar, at 
least as close to us as they were to Urban II. But we must also shift 
disciplines, since we shall primarily be concerned with the imagi­
nation of the sixteenth century, and I shall be zigzagging back and 
forth across the fuzzy line between literary and intellectual history, 
a line that is particularly indistinct in Renaissance studies. We 
must also interpret the phrase "holy war" somewhat freely, since 
this particular century, for better or worse, was free of Crusades in 
the medieval sense, although by no means free of religious conflict. 
In making all these shifts, I can only hope that the altered perspec­
tive will shed some measure of light on human responses to conflict 
that will transcend its era. 

The cultural collision that concerns us came about when a 
civilization ostensibly committed to the values of civic order and 
Christian love was confronted with the new destructiveness of 
modern warfare. Trends in social, intellectual, and doctrinal his­
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tory encountered trends in military, political, and technological 
history, and the strains that resulted were explosive. There can be 
no doubt that a new chapter in the history of warfare did in fact 
begin roughly at the turn of the century, or more precisely in 1494 
when the French king Charles VIII led his troops into Italy to claim 
the throne of Naples, proclaiming his intention to use that city as a 
stepping stone to the Holy Land. His invasion thus constituted a 
kind of holy war manque. The wars that it triggered were new in 
several respects. They were no longer fought by purely mercenary 
troops led by irresponsible warlords like those which had made 
earlier wars in Italy into polite if risky games of military chess. Nor 
were they fought, like most earlier wars in northern Europe, be­
tween greater or lesser feudal suzerains commanding the personal 
loyalties of their vassals and mindful of decaying codes of chivalric 
conduct. The new warfare would stem from conflicts between 
national states, unified by growing royal power and growing tax 
revenue, dependent on the leadership of a sovereign or his ap­
pointed deputy. Modern warfare would also depend increasingly 
on gunpowder technology. The devastation of artillery, when skill­
fully used, was demonstrated at the battles of Ravenna and Marig­
nano, and we can measure its growing effectiveness by following a 
topos from Ariosto to Milton ascribing its invention to the devil. 
Milton in fact took the topos away from rhetoric and made it 
narrative. But technology finally mattered less than politics; the 
emergence of the national state, the consolidation of dynasties, and 
the growing art of diplomacy produced wars that were no longer 
localized as before but increasingly pan-European. For our pur­
poses the most important effect of these developments was the 
terrible increase in destruction and in the suffering of civilian 
populations, especially in Italy, which would become the focus of 
so much conflict after 1494. And when later in the century war 
assumed a religious character, the destruction and cruelty were by 
no means mitigated. 

The suffering of Italy was ironic because men of the Quat­
trocento in that country had come to feel a new respect for human 
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society. The growth of Humanism in Florence had occurred under 
the leadership of a series of Humanist chancellors, Salutati, Bruni, 
and Poggio, who incarnated harmoniously a veneration of antiquity 
together with a proud and loyal devotion to the civic affairs of the 
city. The old debates over the active and contemplative modes of 
life paid increasing homage to the ideal of responsible action in the 
service of a community. Tributes to human excellence and dignity 
stressed man's role as builder and civilizer, as administrator not 
only of his own communities but of the entire creation, placed at his 
disposal by God. Man was believed by many Humanists to dem­
onstrate his fitness for God's trust by cultivating himself and the 
world about him, and by constructing buildings, cities, laws, 
governments, and works of art.1 

Until 1494, the military function of human society was not 
perceived in Italy as a serious challenge to this optimistic an­
thropology. In Florence, the Medici staged mock battles, mock 
sieges, jousts, even imitation Roman triumphs to amuse their 
subjects, and the very existence of such amusements demonstrates 
the mildness the face of Mars wore. In fact, literal representations 
of Mars in the Quattrocento excluded the terrifying and demoniacal 
aspect he had worn during the Middle Ages and portrayed him 
rather as a chivalrous and valiant knight, susceptible to the tender 
charms of Venus.2 But the French invasions shattered Italian 
complacency, and as the Italian wars were renewed in decade after 
decade, adjustments had to be made in Humanist anthropology. 
Homo faber had to be reconciled to homo homini lupus. And 
insofar as Quattrocento Humanist ideals had penetrated northern 
Europe, this crisis of Italian Humanist faith would become pan-
European. It is the fallout from this crisis that I want to survey 
briefly here. What we discover is a literary search that tries to 
understand violence by assigning it interpretive images, images 
designed to explain its relation to human life. Warfare could be 
perceived more or less lucidly for what it was and still become a 
metaphor for something beyond itself. The interplay of imagery 
can be read as a kind of running conflict over the appropriate 
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meaning attributable to violence. This conflict by its nature allows 
of no clear victory. 

The earliest literary response I am aware of to the invasion of 
Charles VIII is the last extant stanza of Boiardo's immense un­
finished romance, Orlando Innamorato. Boiardo may well have 
gotten tired of his poem or despaired of putting an end to its 
labyrinthine plot, but he attributes his decision to break off to 
heartsickness at his country's helpless posture—"all Italy in flame 
and fire."3 There is something fitting in Boiardo's decision, since 
he and his poem were both in a sense vestiges of an older and 
somewhat unreal ethos. He was an aristocrat bound by kinship to 
the ducal house of the d'Este, for whose court he composed the 
Innamorato, and the Ferrarese court itself was notable for its 
medievalizing cult of chivalric modes. The army that followed 
Charles to Naples spelled the beginning of the end for that cult and 
whatever piety was still accorded its archaic gestures. This fact was 
clearly seized by Ariosto, whose continuation of Boiardo de­
nounces gunpowder precisely because it has rendered impossible 
the display of valor and individual glory: 

You [gunpowder] have destroyed military glory, and dishonored the 
profession of arms; valour and martial skill are now discredited, so that 
often the miscreant will appear a better man than the valiant. Because of 
you no longer may boldness and courage go into the field to match their 
strength.4 

Modern warfare for Ariosto means the end of a heroic myth and an 
affront to his patrons; it means finally the deepening of his own 
narrative irony. Yet that irony lifts at least once for a passionate 
invective against those greedy, wicked, and fierce Harpies who 
descend on Italy to devour the bread of starving mothers and 
children.5 Here the imagery points beyond sentimental nostalgia to 
the monstrously and hideously inhuman. 

Metaphors of inhumanity also focus the jeremiads of the most 
tireless foe to warfare that the Renaissance produced, Desiderius 
Erasmus. Erasmus struck out repeatedly against what he saw as a 
scourge and a scandal to Christian society—in three or four of his 
Colloquia, in the Praise of Folly, in the diatribe Querela Pads, 
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and in several of the Adages, most notably the "Dulce bellum 
inexpertis." This last adage, which might be translated "War is 
sweet if you've never seen it," drew one of the longest commen­
taries of the Adages and was certainly the best known; published in 
1515, it was reprinted separately twenty-four times in the sixteenth 
century and was translated into German and English. It remains 
one of the most powerful and eloquent polemics against war ever 
composed. It employs any number of metaphors to carry the 
polemic: war as a pestilence or a plague, as a product of hell, as a 
form of insanity, an offense against Nature, as a Christian farce for 
the amusement of the heathen. But underlying all these is a central 
metaphor that channels Erasmus's anger and concentrates his ar­
gument: war is a debasement of man to the level of bestiality; war 
turns man into beast. This metaphor is deeply felt, resourcefully 
developed, and orchestrated by allusions and quotations from a 
dozen different authors as well as from Scripture. Behind Eras­
mus's passion one feels the idealizations of Quattrocento Italy and 
the temperate equilibrium of ancient wisdom, but the supreme 
appeal is to the charity and forgiveness of Christ Himself. "If Christ 
is a figment," he asks, "why do we not frankly reject him?"6 True 
Christian Humanist as he was, Erasmus drew upon his faith to 
illuminate a passage in Pliny that distinguishes human anatomy 
from that of all other creatures. "If one considers," he writes, "the 
outward appearance of the human body, does it not become clear 
that nature, or rather God, created this being not for war, but for 
friendship?" 

For she endowed everyone of the other living creatures with its own 
weapons. . . . Only man was produced naked, weak, tender, unarmed, 
with very soft flesh and a smooth skin. . . . The other creatures, almost 
as soon as they are born, are self-reliant. . . but only man makes his 
appearance in such a condition that he must depend . .  . on the help of 
others. . . . From this one may conjecture that this animal alone was 
born for friendship. . . . Nature wished man to owe the gift of life not so 
much to himself as to loving-kindness, so that he might understand that 
he was dedicated to goodness and brotherly love. . . . And so even if it 
were perfectly possible to live a comfortable life without relationships 
with others, nothing would seem merry without a companion, unless 
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one were to throw off human nature altogether and sink to the level of a 
wild beast.7 

Thus Erasmus argues that war is a bestial violation of that amicitia 
which is so much uniquely human that our very bodies demonstrate 
its fitness and its necessity. War, he adds, can only be "called 
helium by antiphrasis, because in war there is nothing either good 
or beautiful." And then, turning upon his central metaphor, he 
rejects the etymology that connected helium with belua, a beast, 
because, he now says, armed conflict is worse than bestial.8 

In denouncing the scandal of universal Christian hypocrisy, 
Erasmus's outrage is moving and his courage impressive, though it 
must be pointed out that the basis of his argument stood close to 
heresy. Here as elsewhere he seems to imply that it remains within 
man's unaided will to lead a life of charity and purity, and this is a 
doctrine, of course, that the church has regarded as heretical ever 
since Saint Augustine denounced its formulation by Pelagius. The 
Renaissance Humanist believed as a pedagogue in the effective­
ness of training; if he was truly a Christian Humanist, he had to 
accommodate this belief to the doctrines of original depravity and 
necessary grace. Erasmus might have been less angry had he fully 
accepted those doctrines. His anger at the brutalization of warfare 
stemmed from his deep Pelagian hope that men could attain on 
earth a harmonious Christian community. 

Erasmus's distress was shared by a contemporary thinker who 
ran no risk of the Pelagian heresy and who would publish six years 
after Erasmus's adage a volume in seven books onThe Art of War. 
This was Niccolo Machiavelli. War was a subject that received 
major treatment in all of Machiavelli's discursive works, including 
The Prince, the Discourses, and the History of Florence, just as 
the training of troops and the supervision of military operations 
preoccupied him as a bureaucrat. He too suffered from what he saw 
about him, though he suffered not as a Christian but as an Italian at 
the humiliation and despoilment of his country. Italian armies were 
the scorn of Europe, he thought, because Italian society itself was 
self-indulgent, slack, and effeminate. What was needed was a 
native militia instead of undependable mercenaries, a militia eager 
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to defend the borders of the state against all invaders, and trained in 
the disciplines of ancient Rome. But also needed was a stern, 
valiant, clear-sighted leader to restore manhood to a decadent 
people, thus bringing justice as well as security, for, he wrote, 
"without a good military organization, there can neither be good 
laws nor anything else good."9 All the arts, all the benefits, all the 
restraints established in a civil society are worthless without a 
sufficient military force, like a magnificent palace that lacks a 
roof.10 

If for Erasmus the opposite of military force is universal friend­
ship, for Machiavelli the opposite is abject ruin, disorder, indo­
lence, and corruption. In the History of Florence he seems to see 
this ruin as one term of an eternal historical shuttle, moving 
inevitably from valor to peace, from peace to repose, thence to 
disorder and ruin, which in turn lead back to order, virtu, glory, 
and good fortune.11 But in the Art of War, he leaves room for an 
individual genius who can arrest historical vicissitude by imposing 
his own chosen form upon the shapeless matter of a decadent 
people. In this forming and shaping activity, military discipline 
becomes merely an extension of civil discipline, and military valor 
a touchstone of community virtue. Thus the truly strong leader is a 
kind of artist; in Burckhardt's terms, Machiavelli saw the Italian 
states as botched works of art that, with severe training, might be 
redeemed. Thus his spokesman in the Art of War, Fabrizio Co­
lonna, dismisses the value of mercenary troops by asking "What 
good form . . . could I impress upon such matter?" and later, 
speaking of the need for an Italian prince to make a fresh start, he 
likens the state to a block of marble: 

Just as no good sculptor can hope to make a beautiful statue out of a 
block of marble that has been previously . . . spoiled by some bungler, 
so he will be sure to succeed if he has a fresh block to work upon.12 

Earlier, Colonna had compared a well-trained army moving to the 
beat of a drum to a dancer moving in time to music. Thus it is not 
surprising to find Machiavelli in the closing paragraph of his 
treatise calling for a resurrection of this supremely important art, a 
resurrection comparable to the revival of the other arts. 
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Let me urge you not to despair of success since this province seems 
destined to revive the arts and sciences which have seemed long since 
dead, as we see it has already raised poetry, painting and sculpture—as 
it were—from the grave.13 

The military art for Machiavelli becomes the central, crucial art 
that, once revived, will restore to an abject Italy the pride of her 
Roman forebears. It is the only art necessary to one who com­
mands, permitting the soldier-statesman-artist to become a physi­
cian as well, curing the body politic of those ill humors and that 
corruption bred from effeminate peace. 

As all religious republics and monarchies must have within themselves 
some goodness, by means of which they obtain their first growth and 
reputation, and as in the process of time this goodness becomes cor­
rupted, it will of necessity destroy the body unless something inter­
venes to bring it back to its normal condition. Thus, the doctors of 
medicine say, in speaking of the human body, that "every day some ill 
humors gather which must be cured."14 

This intervention to prevent civic corruption involved a necessary 
and inevitable act of political medicine, calling for the tough and 
pitiless prudence of a master healer. 

In the literature and thought of the later Renaissance, we can 
observe these metaphors of the soldier as artist or physician in 
conflict with Ariosto's and Erasmus's metaphors of the soldier as 
monster, beast, or devil. To these we can add another, of particular 
interest to us here: the soldier as the servant of God, as holy 
warrior, and even as sacrificial priest. Needless to say, this concep­
tion had roots at least as old as the Carolingian empire, but in a 
century when war of conquest came to be or came to masquerade as 
war of faith, this age-old metaphor received a new force. This force 
may be said to have gathered strength in part from Luther himself, 
who discussed at length the moral problems posed by war in several 
sermons and tracts. Luther's position on war was too complex and 
too qualified to lend itself to a brief summary. But a few points can 
be made. In theory he sanctioned only a defensive war waged by a 
sovereign against rebels or invaders, and only after the failure of 
negotiations in good faith. In theory, this position is not unlike 
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Erasmus's. But in the spirit and tone of their writings, the two men 
stood opposed. It is clear from Luther's tracts that he felt no deep 
aversion to the very thought of war as Erasmus did, no loathing of 
the soldier as soldier. We see this in the way his emphasis falls in 
the tract "Whether Soldiers can be Saved." Here Luther writes that 
except for rebellion and aggression, the use of the sword is neces­
sary to maintain peace and protect the innocent. 

Although slaying and robbing do not seem to be a work of love, and 
therefore a simple man thinks it not a Christian thing to do, yet in truth 
even this is a work of love. . .  . A good physician, when a disease is so 
bad and so great that he has to cut off a hand, foot, ear, eye, or let it 
decay, does so, in order to save the body. Looked at from the point of 
view of the member that he cuts off, he seems a cruel and merciless 

^man; but looked at from the point of view of the body, which he intends 
to save, it turns out that he is a fine and true man and does a work that is 
good and Christian, as far as it goes. In the same way, when I think of 
the office of soldier, how it punishes the wicked, slays the unjust, and 
creates so much misery, it seems an unchristian work and entirely 
contrary to Christian love; but if I think of how it protects the good, . . . 
then it appears how precious and godly this work is. 

Thus, Luther goes on, "The hand that wields this sword and slays 
with it is then no more man's hand, but God's, and it is not man, but 
God, who hangs, tortures, beheads, slays, and fights. All these are 
His works and His judgments."15 In this revealing passage, the 
medical role of the soldier as surgeon yields to the divine role of the 
soldier as godly instrument. In a later tract, Luther wrote that the 
emperor is justified in taking arms against a pope bent on destruc­
tion, and he asserts that God will intervene, indeed has intervened, 
to make the right triumph. 

If the pope and his followers were to attack the empire with the sword, 
as the Turk does, he should receive the same treatment as the Turk; and 
this is what was done to him by the army of Emperor Charles before 
Pavia.16 

Although Luther in other passages counseled Christian meekness 
and long-suffering before injustice, the conception of the soldier as 
godly and the sword as potentially divine sufficed to justify wars of 
religion for many Protestants in the terrible century that fol­
lowed.17 
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One way to follow the shifts and alterations of attitudes toward 
war in the sixteenth century is to trace the interplay, the conflicts, 
the metamorphoses of the metaphors that emerged in its opening 
decades. As the Humanist ideals of a harmonious civilization grew 
ever more remote, as violence became almost constant in some 
regions, and as moral, political, and spiritual issues were fused 
with the practical issue of survival, the frightful tensions and 
confusions came inevitably to be reflected in the imaginative rep­
resentation of warfare. Through all this welter of principles and 
mythologies, we can make out a few underlying trends. We can 
note first of all that the Erasmian image of animality became a locus 
of particular contention and pressure. At the beginning of the 
century, Leonardo had translated the animalistic metaphor into 
visual terms by sketching the grimace of a man in combat next to 
hideous grimaces of warhorses and a lion. "Animals will be seen on 
earth," he wrote, "who will always fight each other with immense 
loss."18 And he leaves no doubt who these animals are. In Thomas 
More's Utopia, the chapter on military affiars opens with the same 
image: 

War, as an activity fit only for beasts and yet practiced by no kind of 
beast so constantly as by man, they regard with utter loathing.19 

The Latin text plays punningly with the resemblance oibellum with 
belua, "beast," we have already met. But in the maelstrom of 
religious controversy later in the century, the image of the beast is 
accompanied by the counterpoise of a heroic or divine warrior who 
will destroy it. Thus Ronsard would liken the Huguenot army to a 
hydra overcome by a Hercules, the future Henri III, who is invited 
to finish off the monster and to fix its bloody remains over the gate 
of a holy temple.20 Equivalent passages can be found in Huguenot 
authors, for example in Agrippa d'Aubigne's extraordinary epic of 
the civil wars, Les Tragiques, where the Catholic wolves and tigers 
are to be dealt with in the earthly vengeance and heavenly judgment 
of Christ which occupy the two concluding books. But mingled 
with this simplistic opposition, other images appear in d'Aubigne 
that reflect the suicidal insanity of both parties, and here briefly a 
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kind of Erasmian disgust for all violence gets translated into the 
poem's lurid rhetoric. Bellona, goddess of war, appears as a mon­
ster of self-laceration who tears at her skin with her own nails, and 
whose hair consists of vipers covering her body with ulcers by their 
stings.21 

The struggle of Reformation and Counter Reformation produced 
of course any number of Saint George figures created deliberately 
to deal with various dragons, infidels, and heretics. We think 
immediately of Spenser's Red-Cross Knight, of Camoens' Vasco 
da Gama, of Tasso's Goffredo. It is interesting to recognize the 
conflict of a monster with a heavenly champion half-concealed at 
various levels beneath the surface narrative of Renaissance epic. In 
the ninth canto of Tasso's Gerusalemme Liberata, the monster is 
reduced to an ornament on the helmet of the pagan leader Sol­
imano, as he leads a night raid on the Christian encampment. 

The sultan's great and horrid helmet shows 
a writhing serpent with his neck upraised: 
his body half in air reveals two wings 
while like an arch his forking tail appears. 
It seems that from three quivering tongues he spits 
a livid foam with a loud hissing sound. 
Now that the fight is thick, with each new stroke 
this serpent, too, pours out new flame and smoke.22 

This female dragon spitting flame resembles the Fury Allecto who 
has stirred up the infidels to battle by strewing fire in their hearts, 
and who will finally be driven off by the angel Michael. Thus the 
purely human conflict on earth is overlaid by the symbolic conflict 
of a monster with a heavenly champion. The ultimate version of 
this archetypal conflict is enacted of course in Paradise Lost, 
where the supreme champion, Christ, overcomes the supreme 
serpentine Adversary. 

Against that current of Apocalyptic imagery, counter-currents of 
esthetic and medical imagery continued to hold their own. In the 
Gargantua of Rabelais, the hero's army is said to be so well trained 
that "it seemed more like a concert of musical instruments or a 
perfect clockwork mechanism than an army or a squadron of 
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horse."23 And in Sir John Davies's Orchestra, the dance of the 
cosmos and the dance of civil government find their counterpart in 
the marching and maneuvering of an army: 

For after towns and kingdoms founded were, 
Between great states arose well-ordered war, 
Wherein most perfect measure doth appear; 
Whether their well-set ranks respected are 
In quadrant forms or semicircular, 
Or else the march, when all the troops advance 
And to the drum in gallant order dance.24 

Beneath the opposition of metaphors and intellectual traditions we 
can make out a deeper uncertainty over the organic role of warfare 
in a properly constituted society. The Apocalyptic current suggests 
that war is either subhuman or superhuman or both at once; here 
Erasmus and Luther reach out to each other across the gulf that 
divides them. The Machiavellian idea that war is the proper con­
cern of man and is in fact an essential, health-giving function of 
society, flourished most vigorously in Elizabethan England, for 
reasons that are not far to seek. Tudor England escaped major 
armed conflict on its own soil, with the exception of the extreme 
north; and thus, despite its expeditions to Ireland and the Low 
Countries, Tudor England could contemplate with relative security 
the risks of external warfare. But it perceived with correspondingly 
greater apprehension the risks of prolonged inaction—what Ham­
let calls: 

. . . th' imposthume of much wealth and peace 
That inward breaks, and shows no cause without 
Why the man dies.25 

It is this relative security that produced Davies's Terpsichorean 
army and that produced the ubiquitous medical metaphor that 
appealed to the Elizabethan imagination. Typical is the image of 
Fulke Greville: 

So doth the War and her impiety 
Purge the imposthum'd humors of a Peace, 
Which oft else makes good government decrease.26 
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Thus Arcite, in The Two Noble Kinsmen, addresses Mars as the 

. . . great corrector of enormous times, 
Shaker of o'er-rank states, . . . that heal'st with blood 
The earth when it is sick, and cur'st the world 
O' th' plurisy of people!27 

Spenser's variant of this makes Artegall into a kind of civic gar­
dener cutting back the overgrown "wicked seed of vice"; Artegall 
and other virtuous heroes "crope the branches of the sient base, / 
And with strong hand their fruitfull ranckness did deface. "28 War in 
all these authors preserves the community from that vicious circle 
of Machiavelli's leading from peace to repose to disorder to ruin. It 
is absolutely necessary civic therapy. 

In several major authors of the sixteenth century, one can follow 
a conflict of metaphors struggling to dominate within a single canon 
the author's representation of warfare. This is the case quite clearly 
of Montaigne who on this subject, as on so many, remained 
disarmingly ambivalent. On the one hand, Montaigne professed to 
admire the military life above all others, although he seldom 
gratified this taste, and he professed to admire most ardently of all 
great men Alexander, Caesar, and Epaminondas along with Homer 
and Socrates (Book II, chapter 36). Yet his metaphor for the 
actions of Caesar and Alexander might give us pause; they were two 
forest fires or two floods that ravaged the world, he writes, and goes 
on to quote a Virgilian simile that employs both figures (fire and 
flood) in a clearly negative context.29 Elsewhere he considers the 
argument that an external war drains off a nation's rank humors and 
preserves it from the mortal fever of internal hostilities. But he 
doubts that God would favor such cynical and calculating 
surgery.30 And in the late essay "On Physiognomy" he represents 
the savage turbulence of his shattered nation in terms of a disease 
that has infected the entire body. 

When these epidemics come to last, like ours, the whole body is 
affected, head and heels alike; no part is free from corruption. 

"Monstrous war!" he cries, recalling d'Aubigne: 

It is by nature so malignant and ruinous that it ruins itself together with 
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all the rest, and tears and dismembers itself with rage. . .  . All disci­
pline flies from it. It comes to cure sedition and is full of it. . .  . Our 
medicine carries infection.31 

Here the image cuts both ways. The present civil war is monstrous 
because the soldier fails to play the physician, which is his proper 
and necessary role. Only the present war, then, is evil. Against that 
implication still another passage can be cited, from the Apology for 
Raymond Sebond, where the rejection is absolute, where war is 
cited as "testimony of our imbecility and imperfection," and where 
an army collectively becomes a single monster whose immensity 
deceives the eye in a Swiftian play with perspective. 

This great body. . . which seems to threaten heaven and earth. . . this 
furious monster with so many arms and so many heads is still man, 
feeble, calamitous, and miserable. It is only an anthill stirred and 
wrought up.32 

The Essais clearly provide no single judgment or single metaphor 
that circumscribes the subject; what they do provide, what they 
always provide, is rather the image of a man trying out judgments 
and metaphors, rewriting and recasting them restlessly, trying to 
avoid fantasies and conventions, trying to keep in touch with the 
actualities, and trying to respond with realism and humanity. The 
interplay of imagery corresponds to the incessant movement of that 
restive mind. 

In the case of Shakespeare, any number of books might be 
written, and some have been,33 on the range and complexity of 
soldiering in his imagination. We have only to recall the gallery of 
soldiers he created to recognize the manifold faces he attributed to 
Mars, including Titus Andronicus, Talbot and Joan la Pucelle, 
Prince Hal and Falstaff, Fluellen and Bardolph, Ajax and Hector, 
Bertram, Othello, Fortinbras, Edmund and Cordelia, Macbeth, 
Coriolanus, Alcibiades, and even Imogen, among many others. If 
drama can tell the truth about war, Shakespeare tells as much as can 
be told; he renders each figure and each story its own truth and even 
all the paradoxes of its truth, its double and triple paradoxes, so that 
necessity and folly are somehow conjoined; the farcical and the 
noble, heroism and self-deception come together; patriotism fades 
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into brutality and brutality into prudence. Shakespeare is capable 
of giving us in a single battle Hotspur crying "An if we live, we live 
to tread on kings"; and Falstaff, pointing to the corpse of Sir Walter 
Blunt, "There's honor for you"; and Prince Hal, over Hotspur's 
body, "111 weav'd ambition, how much art thou shrunk"; and the 
guilty king, after the victory, losing control of his ironies, "Thus 
ever did rebellion find rebuke." But to try to hear all the resonances 
of Shakespeare's terrible honesty would require a foolish kind of 
courage, and we can limit ourselves to registering a few of the ways 
he deals with the imagery we've been tracing. 

What strikes one first in surveying these images is the way each 
usage, emerging from a context of paradoxes, invites ironic 
scrutiny; the play always supplies us with alternative perspectives 
to the speaker's, and so supplies us with a basis for skepticism. 
Shakespeare's pitiless lucidity seldom allows one to accept the 
metaphor on its own absolute terms. If he echoes the metaphor of 
soldier as high priest, he assigns it, grotesquely, to Hotspur: 

Let them come. 
They come like sacrifices in their trim, 
And to the fire-ey'd maid of smoky war 
All hot and bleeding will we offer them. 
The mailed Mars shall on his altar sit 
Up to the ears in blood.34 

Or again, Shakespeare will assign the role of physician to Macbeth, 
the very breeder of his land's infection. "What rhubarb," asks 
Macbeth, "senna, or what purgative drug, / Would scour these 
English hence?" 

If thou couldst, doctor, cast 
The water of my land, find her disease, 
And purge it to a sound and pristine health, 
I would applaud thee. (V, iii, 50-56) 

In both of these instances, the whole play is there to underscore the 
misplacement of the imagery. Othello may be alluding to some­
thing like this process of misplacement when he refers to "the big 
wars that make ambition virtue. "35 But this very remark, coming as 
it does in his anguished and misguided farewell to his occupation, 
invites its own ironic consideration. 
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In those plays of Shakespeare most firmly focused on warfare, 
certain images seem to attract to themselves the very crux of the 
dramatic contention. In Troilus and Cressida one thinks of the 
grim climax to Ulysses' speech on degree, where power and will 
degenerate into appetite, 

And appetite, an universal wolf,

So doubly seconded with will and power,

Must make perforce an universal prey

And last eat up himself. (I, iii, 121-24)


What Ulysses in fact gives us is an organizing image by which to 
understand the rest of the play, and whatever irony intrudes here 
lies perhaps in his insufficient awareness that the universal wolf is 
already within the door. Priam will refer later to the "hot digestion 
of this cormorant war" (II, ii, 6). A similar nexus appears in Henry 
V where Exeter, the English ambassador, threatens the French king 
by urging him "to take mercy / On the poor souls for whom this 
hungry war /Opens his vasty jaws" (II, iv, 103-5). This is a form of 
mercy to which Henry himself does not yield, and we remember 
the play's opening lines ostensibly painting an ideal king who 
should 

Assume the port of Mars, and at his heels 
(Leash'd in, like hounds) should famine, sword, and fire 
Crouch for employment. (I, Prologue, 6-8) 

Henry V is a play that will always set critics at odds because it is 
genuinely ambivalent, because its royal protagonist cannot be 
judged adequately from any single moral posture, and because its 
imagery localizes the ambivalence of the whole. We might be able 
to deal satisfactorily with this elusive play if we could deal satisfac­
torily with these images of animality and accommodate them to the 
king's remark to his footsoldiers on the eve of Agincourt: "War is 
his [God's] beadle; war is his vengeance" (IV, i, 175-76). But the 
very difficulty of these accommodations is perhaps a key to the 
play's knotty strength. And in another context Shakespeare can 
employ a military metaphor to resolve a play's intolerable tensions. 
This occurs at the conclusion to Timon of Athens, where in the last 
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scene Alcibiades enters as a justicer to scourge what he calls "this 
coward and lascivious town" of Athens. But then, after listening to 
the reasonable pleas of the Athenian senators, he chooses to mod­
erate his chastisement and, in the closing lines of the play, employs 
the medical metaphor we know well to define his middle course. 
"Bring me into your city," he says 

And I will use the olive, with my sword, 
Make war breed peace, make peace stint war, make each 
Prescribe to other, as each other's leech. (V, iv, 81-84) 

In a play about excessive generosity and excessive misanthropy 
this metaphor of reciprocal healing offers whatever equilibrium the 
play is able to provide. 

The last work I want to discuss in this historical hedgehopping is 
the long book written by Frangois Rabelais, a book that also 
reflects the tensions of its age and that exposes them to its own 
peculiarly perverse and quirky humor. In the first volume of his 
work, the Gargantua, Rabelais pays his respects to the pacifist 
principles of his acknowledged master Erasmus; and in his second 
volume he specifically excludes a holy war from those wars of 
defense which both he and Erasmus acknowledged to be neces­
sary.36 But mingled with passages deeply impregnated with the 
values of peace, generosity, and clemency, are other passages that 
cut athwart those values with characteristic Rabelaisian paradoxi­
cality. Part of the young Gargantua's regimen is training in the use 
of arms, and Rabelais presents the strenuous training with lance 
and sword and dagger as great sport. And later when his second 
hero Frere Jean discovers enemy soldiers pillaging his abbey's 
vineyard, he uses the staff of his cross to lay about him with relish 
and sends all the pillagers to paradise, as he says, "as straight as a 
sickle." The scene of Frere Jean's massacre is written with splendid 
high spirits, and word-master Rabelais catches in his language the 
rousing fun of crunching all those bones. Most fighting may be 
inhuman, but when it is necessary, apparently, it can also be 
exhilarating. 

Only in the Third Book, however, do the problem of war and the 
metaphor of war become absolutely central to Rabelais's story. I 
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venture this remark despite the fact that war is mentioned explicitly 
only in the great Prologue to that volume and briefly in one or two 
of the early chapters. In the Prologue Rabelais retells a story he had 
found in Lucian, a story about the philosopher Diogenes. The story 
begins with the hasty preparations of the city of Corinth in anticipa­
tion of a siege by Philip of Macedon, preparations that Rabelais 
catalogues in his own exhausting manner until the page comes alive 
with the teeming and frantic fever of activity. Then enters the 
Rabelasian hero: 

Now when Diogenes saw them all so warm at work and himself 
assigned no duties by the magistrates, he watched their behavior for 
some days in complete silence. Then, as if spurred by the martial spirit, 
he slung his cloak across his chest, rolled his sleeves up to his elbows 
. . . and made off out of the town towards Cranium, which is a jutting 
hill not far from Corinth and a fine look-out place. Thither he rolled his 
earthen tub, which served him as a shelter against the inclemencies of 
the weather; and putting out all his strength, in a tremendous outburst of 
spirits, he twirled it, whirled it, scrambled it, bungled it, frisked it, 
jumbled it, tumbled it, . .  . rolled it from top to bottom of the hill, and 
precipitated it from the Cranium. Then he rolled it uphill again, as 
Sisyphus did his stone, so violently that he almost knocked the bottom 
out of it. 

At the sight of this activity one of his friends asked him what moved 
him thus to torment his body, his spirit, and his tub. To which the 
philosopher replied that, not being entrusted with any other duties by 
the State, he was giving his tub a thrashing in order not to seem the one 
lazy idler among a people so feverishly busy.37 

Thus ends Rabelais's story. And here, we realize, in this little 
anecdote he has given us another image for war, an inspired parody 
of the whole wretched farce, or what he would call on the next page 
the "tragicomedy" performed on the stage of Europe. All of that 
meaningless frenzy, all the self-destructive ritual, all the weary 
Sisyphean futility travestied in the mauling of that poor tub; and the 
whole rigamarole transmuted into an enduring symbol by the witty 
malice of a cantankerous barefoot philosopher! 

But once this story has been told, there begins a very curious 
paragraph, which has not in my opinion been adequately weighed. 
First, Rabelais goes on to refer to the preparations that were being 
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made as he wrote against an invasion of northern France by the 
Emperor Charles V. 

In the same way . .  . I am still not unperturbed at finding myself 
counted unworthy of employment, whereas throughout this most noble 
kingdom of France . .  . I see everyone today busily and earnestly 
working, . . . some in repelling the enemy, and some in attacking 
them: and all this under such excellent direction . . . and with such a 
clear view to future advantages—for the frontiers of France will soon be 
magnificently extended, and our people rest in peace and security.38 

All of this is delicious irony, and when we hear all about that peace 
and security, knowing what we know of international relations in 
1546, we catch the wink of the eye. But then, as he does so often, 
Rabelais modulates his tone a little, so that we no longer quite 
know where we are, and he even proceeds to take issue with 
Erasmus, in the only instance of his career. The passage he takes 
issue with is one we know: 

I can almost subscribe, therefore, to the opinion of the excellent 
Heraclitus, to the effect that war is the father of all good things. Indeed, 
I believe that war is called helium (a fine thing) in Latin, not out of 
antithesis, as certain botchers of old Latin tags have believed [he means 
the Erasmus of the Adages], because they saw but little beauty in war, 
but positively and literally, because in war every kind of beauty and 
virtue shines out, every kind of evil and ugliness is abolished.39 

Now this paragraph is arresting because it is hard to interpret either 
as irony or as affirmation. If it is ironic, it seems a little gratuitous; 
if it is positive, it works against a great deal in this book and in 
particular against the very first chapter to follow. In fact, we do not 
yet have the means to interpret this paragraph, because the key will 
only be given to us by the narrative of the Third Book we are about 
to read. 

That narrative is about a man who cannot make up his mind 
whether or not to marry. On the surface, it has absolutely nothing to 
do with the morality of warfare. But Rabelais hints indirectly that 
this question of marriage stands as a kind of comic synecdoche to 
the much larger question of assuming our full responsibilities as 
human beings, of participating in that network of mutual bonds and 
affections which Erasmus saw as the basis of human life. Thus the 
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drama of Rabelais's anxious antihero, Panurge, comes to adum­
brate every man's drama because it centers on the problem of 
courage in a problematic world of contingencies. Panurge's vacilla­
tions before the risks of marraige are funny, pathetic, and exas­
perating at once, but through them we come to see the virtue of 
courage as the crucial virtue for living in a world of risks, large and 
small. And finally we understand that only through the risky and 
the contingent do we attain to the higher courage Rabelais calls 
"Pantagruelism," which he defines as a gaiety of the spirit contemp­
tuous of accident. When we understand how that inner gaiety stems 
only from confronting the risky and the painful, then we are ready 
to understand how war can be said in the Prologue to be the father of 
all good things. Literal war, shooting war, receives Rabelais's 
scorn, but he writes his book nonetheless, he tells us, for Pantag­
ruelist soldiers. War is contemptible as the tenor of Diogenes' 
parody, but as a metaphoric vehicle it comes to adumbrate the 
whole problematic and purgative struggle to lead a human life. 
Here for once the Renaissance imagination transcended the terrible 
immediacy of bloodshed and compelled it to serve the purpose of 
comic understanding. 
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