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“The Dog is Himself”: Humans, Animals and Self-control in The Two Gentlemen of Verona
Erica Fudge
1. Shakespeare’s Animals

What does it mean to open The Complete Works of Shakespeare and think about animals? Is this a digression from the true focus of the plays and poems or is it paying attention to an important aspect of them that has been previously ignored? Is reading for animals in the writings of William Shakespeare reading anachronistically? In this essay I will attempt to address these questions and show how a concern about animals in an analysis of early modern writing is not simply exercising a modern preoccupation that sits happily alongside the development of welfare organisations such as the R.S.P.C.A. and P.E.T.A. but that fails to reflect sixteenth- and seventeenth-century ideas. Rather, I want to argue that concern about the representation and meaning of animals should sit alongside an analysis of Shakespeare’s plays just as the Bear Garden sat alongside the theatre at the time he was writing.

This argument about the relevance and significance of animals to a reading of early modern literature emerges out of wider developments currently taking place in the Humanities. No longer regarded as simply the home of humans the Humanities, paradoxically, are being reinterpreted to include nonhumans.
 This inclusion of animals recognises the centrality of nonhumans in human culture now and in history. As geographers Chris Philo and Chris Wilbert have written, ‘With the human domestication of animals and plants, the number of non-humans existing alongside people proliferates exponentially, making it impossible to recognise a pure “human” society.’
 From this perspective to ignore animals is to ignore key aspects of our own culture. 
Using the work of the sociologist of science Bruno Latour, scholars such as Philo and Wilbert, Jonathan Burt in history, and Philip Armstrong in literary studies have argued for the inseparability of the human and the animal and for the logical and necessary inclusion of animals in our study of culture. They also argue that we must now regard animals as having an active and not simply a passive role to play in the construction of that culture.
 For Jonathan Burt, for example, animals were not simply objects for early film makers to record, they were central to the development of the medium and thus the history of early cinema is in large part the history of human relationships with animals.
 The same can be said in other fields of human life: in 1978, for example, Joan Thirsk presented a compelling case for the significance of the horse to the development of the early modern English economy.
 But it is not only real animals that are significant to so-called human culture. It is also conceptual animals - that is, animals of the mind - that are important. For the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, for example, animals lie at the heart of philosophy. He writes that ‘Interpretive decisions (in all their metaphysical, ethical, juridical, and political consequences) thus depend on what is presupposed by the general singular of this word Animal.’
 Western philosophy, he argues, relies upon the concept not just the being of this creature called ‘the animal’ in order to establish and construct its own arguments. By implication, without the animal there would be no human, and thus no metaphysics, no ethics, no law, no politics. 
But the real and the conceptual are not, of course, wholly separate spheres. In the early modern period they can become enmeshed, as in the image of the dog lying at the feet of the philosopher as he worked in his study which was popular in sixteenth-century woodcuts of thinkers including St Jerome and St Augustine. Such images reflect, Karl Josef Höltgen notes, the perception of the dog that ‘may most aptly convey the properties of those natural human faculties – reason, imagination, and memory – that search out and “retrieve” ideas. ... Dog-like, the mind ranges through its memories and associations to retrieve thought otherwise hidden.’
 This dog it would seem is purely conceptual: a visual metaphor for a very human thought process. In 1598, then, the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe followed convention when, in an engraving in his Astronomiae Instauratae Mechanica, he pictured himself with a dog at his feet [Fig.1]. 

Fig. 1: ‘Qvadrans Mvralis sive Tichonus’ from Tycho Brahe, Astronomiae Instauratae Mechanica (Noribergae, Levinvn Hvlsivm, 1602), sig. A6v. 
Brahe’s explanation of the image, however, reveals this dog to be more than a concept:

At the number 12, one of my hounds is lying at my feet. This dog was exceptionally faithful and sagacious and is shown in shape and size much as he was in life, a symbol not only of his noble race, but also of his sagacity and fidelity.

Undercutting the convention in which the animal was not animal but merely symbol, this hound’s meaning emerges from both its life and its iconographic context. Brahe has fulfilled humanist convention by placing the dog at his feet, but he has also challenged that convention by reiterating that this dog is his dog; that it is not just an image of a human trait. Perhaps it was by living with a real dog that Brahe came to understand what it was to really think? From different perspectives then, that take in real animals, that look at conceptual ones, and that conflate the two, it is possible to make the case that a study of culture that does not take in animals ignores a central aspect of its object of analysis. 
As this new field called Animal Studies in the Humanities continues to develop so it will inform and expand the horizons of more orthodox areas of academic inquiry. Shakespeare Studies, for example, is already beginning to reflect the development of these new ideas, and I will discuss a number of recent works that have begun to bridge the gap between the study of early modern literature and the study of animals in the following discussion of Shakespeare’s first play.

2. The Critical History of a Dog

The Two Gentlemen of Verona is, for many modern critics, a problematic play. While it contains elements that were to become the staple of later comedies - a cross-dressing female character, changeable masculine desire, the lovers’ retreat to the forest - the concluding scene of the play is generally regarded as, to say the least, unsatisfactory. In 5.4 one of the two gentlemen of the title, Proteus, attempts to rape Silvia who is running away from Milan and her father to meet up with her beloved, Valentine, the other gentleman who is also the best friend of Proteus. 

PROTEUS

Nay, if the gentle spirit of moving words

Can no way change you to a milder form,

I’ll woo you like a soldier, at arms’ end,

And love you ‘gainst the nature of love - force ye.

[Seizes her.]

SILVIA

O heaven!

PROTEUS

I’ll force thee yield to my desire. (5.4.55-59)

At this point Valentine, who has hidden himself in order to watch his mistress and his friend, steps forward: ‘Ruffian, let go that rude uncivil touch, / Thou friend of an ill fashion!’ (5.4.60-61). It would seem at this point that the amity of the two gentlemen is at an end, but a mere twenty-two lines later Valentine forgives Proteus and states ‘All that was mine in Silvia I give thee’ (5.4.83). This strange offer led Arthur Quiller-Couch to write in 1921 that ‘there are, by this time, no gentlemen in Verona.’
 Silvia does not have a response to Valentine’s suggestion but is silent for the remainder of the play. However, Julia, the patient lover of Proteus who has disguised herself as a page in order to follow her beloved to Milan, finally reveals herself and agrees to marry the repentant gentleman. At the end Proteus blames human nature for his falling from the path of good:


O heaven, were man

But constant, he were perfect. That one error

Fills him with faults, makes him run through all th’ sins;

Inconstancy falls off ere it begins. (5.4.109-112)


Stanley Wells termed Proteus’ treachery a ‘loss of moral coherence’ in his 1963 essay ‘The Failure of The Two Gentlemen of Verona’.
 Such a negative assessment that focuses on the play’s lack of consistency has a role in relegating it to the status of an interesting but early and imperfect attempt by a novice writer, and is given impetus by the presence on stage of a dog, Crab. The dog belongs to Proteus’ servant Lance and these two characters, so Inga-Stina Ewbank argued, have ‘probably received more critical attention than all the other scenes of the play put together.’
 Since 1972 when Ewbank made this statement critical attention may have shifted from the dog to questions of masculinity and male friendship (such has been a key interest in Shakespeare studies in the last quarter century) but Crab remains of critical interest. 

It is Lance’s first monologue that has received most attention from critics. In 2.3 he enters the stage with Crab and relates the scene of his farewell to his family as he follows his master to Milan: ‘’twill be this hour ere I have done weeping; all the kind of the Lances have this very fault’ (2.3.1-2) he states. He then turns to the one member of the household to challenge this view: 

I think Crab my dog be the sourest-natured dog that lives: my mother weeping, my father wailing, my sister crying, our maid howling, our cat wringing her hands and all our house in a great perplexity, yet did not this cruel-hearted cur shed one tear. He is a stone, a very pebblestone, and has no more pity in him than a dog. (2.3.4-10)
Lance attempts to re-enact the scene of his departure but what follows is a confusion of subjects, objects and identities:

I’ll show you the manner of it. This shoe is my father. No, this left shoe is my father. No, no, this left shoe is my mother. Nay, that cannot be so neither. Yes, it is so, it is so: it hath the worser sole. This shoe with a hole in it is my mother, and this my father. A vengeance on’t - there ‘tis. Now, sir, this staff is my sister; for, look you, she is as white as a lily and as small as a wand. This hat is Nan, our maid. I am the dog. No, the dog is himself, and I am the dog. O, the dog is me, and I am myself. Ay, so, so. (2.3.13-22)
Gail Kern Paster has noted that in the humoral psychology of the early modern period there was a ‘whole analogical network’ that linked humans not only with animals but with objects as well. She cites Prince Hal and Falstaff’s dialogue in 1.2 I Henry IV in which Falstaff’s melancholy links him with a cat, a bear, a lion, a lute, a set of bagpipes, a hare, and a sewage ditch.
 Such a network may also be visible in Lance’s monologue, and what is clear is the potential for comic confusion in that network: comparisons can work to deflate as much as to explain human passions. But in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, amid all the emotional confusion and status shifting of Lance’s monologue there is one constant: the silence of the canine. ‘Now the dog all this while sheds not a tear nor speaks a word; but see how I lay the dust with my tears.’ (2.3.29-30) 


The dog’s lack of interest in the world around him is visible once again in his next appearance in the play when Lance and Speed, Valentine’s servant, discuss Proteus and Julia’s relationship: ‘will’t be a match?’ asks Speed. Lance replies: ‘Ask my dog. If he say “Ay”, it will; if he say “No”, it will; if he shake his tail and say nothing, it will.’ (2.5.30-33) The dog we can assume - there are no stage directions - does nothing. Crab’s final appearance is perhaps his most active (although as dogs are not necessarily to be trusted to act on cue, his activity, very sensibly, is given by report). Lance tells how he has been sent by the faithless Proteus to present Silvia (Valentine’s mistress) with a lapdog. The lapdog is, however, ‘stolen from me by the hangman’s boys in the market-place’ says Lance, and so he selflessly offers Silvia his own dog in its place (4.4.53-55). Crab’s behaviour, however, is unacceptably currish: he steals a ‘capon’s leg’ and then, as Lance narrates it, 

thrusts me himself into the company of three or four gentleman-like dogs under the Duke’s table. He had not been there - bless the mark! - a pissing-while but all the chamber smelt him. “Out with the dog”, says one; “What cur is that?” says another; “Whip him out”, says a third; “Hang him up”, says the Duke. (4.4.16-22)
As if to exemplify true loyalty, Lance bears Crab’s beating himself before being dismissed by a furious Proteus never to reappear.

For many critics the dog’s relationship with the main plot of the play is non-existent and as such Crab becomes emblematic of the play’s overall failure of dramatic coherence. In 1927 Louis B. Wright argued, for example, that Lance and Crab merely ‘furnish a series of variety show performances’:
 they are mere interludes between the real moments of the drama. Likewise, almost seventy years later, Matthew Bliss wrote of their performances filling ‘the action in the manner of a vaudeville.’
 Kathleen Campbell, while admiring Lance’s scenes, argues that they are comic set pieces which ‘seem to be grafted onto the plot’.
 And Richard Beadle, in a detailed historical analysis of the relationship of the non-weeping Crab to the weeping dog of the medieval theatre, still views the dog as only marginally significant to the play as a whole: ‘Though Lance and Crab are effective in reflecting aspects of the main plot and the principal characters in a parodic or ironic light,’ he writes, they ‘were almost certainly not part of the original scheme of the play.’
 For these writers, Crab is of interest in terms of theatre history, not literary criticism.

But some critics do attempt to situate the dog and his owner within the play’s wider thematic structure. Harold F. Brooks, for example, writes of a comparison between Proteus and Crab: ‘The want of sensibility to old ties and to his friend Launce’s feelings which Crab is alleged to show at parting from home, is ominous as a parallel to Proteus’ parting from Julia and impending reunion with Valentine.’
 An alternative parallel is offered by John Timpane who proposes that Lance’s constant devotion to his unresponsive dog is not only ‘a comic corrective to the inconstant Proteus,’ but is also ‘a very funny parallel to Valentine and his love for Sylvia.’
 Likewise, Jeffrey Masten states that ‘Launce’s comic monologues (dialogues?) with his dog Crab take up and parodically rewrite both male-female relations in the play and the idea of the male friend as an indistinguishable second-self.’
 (I return to this latter point.) For these critics the dog is part of the meaning of the play: Crab is not simply grafted onto an existing play in order to provide the clown with his part, or to offer the audience some comic interludes. 

In a recent critical analysis Michael Dobson brings theatre history and literary analysis of the play together and he interrogates the conception of identity that can be traced when confronting Crab. Dobson traces the history of what he terms ‘non-performing dogs’ on the stage: that is, dogs that do not attempt any tricks. ‘What is unusual about [Crab]’ he states, ‘is the way in which Shakespeare draws attention to, and thinks through his sheer lack of a performance.’ Other critics have drawn a parallel between Crab’s indifference to Lance and the silence at Proteus’ parting from Julia in 2.2, Dobson, however, argues that Crab’s lack of performance offers a very different parallel: 

While Proteus, superficially the most important and independent character in this play, is too busy generating the main plot to be anyone much in his own right, the unwilling mongrel at the end of his servant’s string is obdurately and supremely himself throughout. ... Crab is visibly irreducible to the roles the play requires of him, serving neither as a sympathetic confidant to Lance nor as an acceptable present to Silvia, but just wonderfully being “as it were, a dog at all things”.


Such an assessment of the dog can also be traced in Bruce Boehrer’s discussion of the play in his study Shakespeare among the Animals. Here Boehrer takes note of Crab’s and Lance’s lack of performance: the two are, he writes, ‘deliberately constructed to serve as theatrical anomalies: central failures in a play about the failures of playing.’ He continues:
while the dog clearly “is himself” for all commonplace purposes, to make the dog be “himself” upon the stage is to ask him to participate in patterns of deliberate doubling of which any dog, by virtue of being a dog, is incapable. Crab is certainly himself - no one more contentedly so - but for that very reason Crab is unable to act himself, since acting involves an alienation from the persona being adopted, and that alienation, in turn, is a function of language. Being wholly “himself” and nothing other, Crab cannot perform himself, for performance is the province of imitation rather than identity.

Certainly Boehrer’s analysis places an important focus upon Crab that has often been missed by earlier critics - the dog is not simply a parallel to other (human) characters, but is significant in and of himself - but like Dobson before him Boehrer posits a notion of animal identity that, I want to argue, is not present in play. In fact, as I will show, Crab is not a representation of nature in its positive glory (Dobson’s and Boehrer’s conception of the contented and stable identity of the dog) he is a representation of nature as the uncivilized that stands against the rational civility that is understood to be truly human. 
3. Selfless Dogs
‘When didst thou see me heave up my leg and make water against a gentlewoman’s farthingale? Didst thou ever see me do such a trick?’ (4.4.35-38). This is the final question that Lance asks his dog in The Two Gentlemen of Verona and it is a question that symbolises a crucial opposition between human and animal. This is an opposition made most clearly in the image of Crab pissing under the Duke’s (Silvia’s father’s) table. Where in humanist iconography the dog at the philosopher’s feet was a metaphor of rigorous contemplation, in Shakespeare’s play the dog at the feet of the human signifies the difference of man and canine. But this is not, as Dobson and Boehrer have argued, because the dog has a stable, non-fragmented identity. Reading this moment in Shakespeare’s first play within the context of contemporary ideas about urine, about civility, and about conceptions of private and public we can begin to piece together, I think, another meaning in Crab and another way of thinking about Shakespeare’s humans.

In the anonymous text The Seing of Urynes (1562) the author takes the reader through the meaning of the various colours of urine (white ‘betokeneth indigestion’, ‘blacke as a cole ... betokeneth death’). What can also be told from the urine, so this text proposes, is the species of the being from whence it came: ‘Beastes water smelleth more then the mans.’ As well as this difference in degree it would seem there is also a difference in nature of human and animal urine: ‘medle the vrin of a beaste with a mans vrine, and they shall part a sonder.’
 Like oil and water, human and animal piss can never be mixed. Similarly, in The Differences, Cavses, and Ivdgements of Vrine (1623) John Fletcher also proposes urine as a means to distinguish humans from beasts, arguing that an animal’s water is ‘thicke’. But unlike the earlier text, where the difference between human and animal is in one representation absolute - like the difference between oil and water - Fletcher proposes that it is possible for human urine to come to be just like that of an animal. He writes that ‘their vrines which haue crammed themselues with meate and drinke are more easily turned and waxe thicke.’
 This transformation of human into animal urine offers us one place in which vice - here greed - is understood to lead humans physiologically - not just metaphorically - to become indistinguishable from the lower animals. The impossibility of telling the urine of one from the urine of another offers empirical evidence for this transformation. 

But writers also reiterate the dangerous slippage from human to animal in another way that plays into ideas that go beyond the body. When, for example, the question of when and where urination should take place is raised we find that the discussion of physiology has become a discussion of civility. For James Hart, writing in 1625, involuntary urination can be due to bodily sickness but it can also be caused by ‘some perturbations of the mind, as great and sudden feare and astonishment makes men often void, not the vrine onely, but other excrements also against their will.’
 In the same vein William Fiston argued in 1595 that ‘These are wordes of fooles to say: I was like to bepisse my selfe with laughing.’
 In both of these cases, as in greed, passions have overwhelmed reason; the body overcome the mind.
 


John Fletcher took the idea of ‘involuntary pissing’ in a slightly different way. While mentioning the possibility of sickness leading to weakness of the bladder, Fletcher also wrote of the ‘Principall Agent the braine not directing the animal facultie, nor communiting [sic] it [to] the sinnewes and muscles of the vessels of vrine, wherupon they cease from their function, and let the vrine passe away by droppes, as they receiue it, as in mad men, rauing, doting, in sharpe diseases.’
 Here lack of control over the bladder is not simply the result of organic injury or illness; it is a lack of reasonable control over the body. The madman, in his abandonment of accepted reality, has also abandoned his self-control. And as the other side of the coin to this loss of humanity, it might be worth noting in passing that Tycho Brahe, the astronomer with the dog at his feet, died - so myth had it - of a burst bladder when he attempted to hold back his urine out of politeness while at a dinner party in 1601.
 Brahe, in this story, died because he attempted to assert too much self-control; to be, if you like, too human. 

Michael C. Schoenfeldt has outlined the way in which ill health was linked with immorality in early modern medical writing,
 and in the discussions of involuntary urination we find a clear comparison being made between a person with a ‘weakned, or decaied’ bladder and a person with a weakened or decayed mind, but it is not absolutely clear which came first. In this discourse, to be mad is to be sick, but by the same token to be sick is to be mad, and madness, whether it precedes or follows sickness, because it is a loss of use of reason, is also a loss of human status.
 To lose control of one’s bladder, then, is to be unreasonable and therefore urinating inappropriately can stand for a lack of humanity. But inappropriate urination is not simply about self-control (or its lack). It is also about being civilized. As Norbert Elias argued in his seminal study The Civilizing Process, in the period we are looking at there was a ‘shift in the frontier of embarrassment,’ ‘a notable rise of the shame threshold, compared to the preceding epoch.’
 Stephen Greenblatt, following Elias, writes:
The behavior manuals of the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries return again and again to codes elaborated for the management of the body’s products: urine, feces, mucus, saliva, and wind. Proper control of each of these products, along with the acquisition of the prevailing table manners and modes of speech, mark the entrance into civility, an entrance that distinguishes not only the child from the adult, but the members of a privileged group from the vulgar, the upper classes from the lower, the courtly from the rustic, the civilized from the savage.

The figure of the speechless Crab pissing under the table of the Duke clearly asks us to add to Greenblatt’s list of binaries. The distinction of human from animal (self-controlled man from urinating dog) is also a cornerstone of the civilizing process. The fact that Greenblatt does not include this opposition in his list signals, perhaps, that he assumes that the difference between human and animal does not need to be elaborated upon as it is one that has existed across history and thus can be taken for granted. I would argue instead that the difference between humans and animals as we understand it now is itself a creation of the civilizing process. As such it is anachronistic for Elias and the many critics who follow him to ignore the animals in the Renaissance debates about civility as they do because ignoring them assumes a position that can exist only after the civilizing process has taken place. Early modern writers - as the presence on stage of Crab in The Two Gentlemen of Verona argues - did not ignore these animals.

So if we do turn to ruminate upon the animal what can we find?
 If we take Crab’s activities beneath the Duke’s table as a marker of absolute incivility we can begin to establish what it is that might demarcate civil behaviour in this period. Self-control (of the bladder as of all things) is clearly important, and alongside this is an increasing awareness of the distinction of the private and the public; of the appropriate place for urination: as Paster has written, ‘the history of the civilizing process is also the history of social space.’
 Increasingly, as the period under examination here progressed controls on where urination should take place came into being. Elias records warnings against relieving oneself in public from the second half of the sixteenth century. In Germany in 1589, for example, gentlemen were advised: ‘Let no one, whoever he may be, before, at, or after meals, early or late, foul the staircases, corridors, or closets with urine or other filth, but go to suitable, prescribed places for such relief.’
 The fact that such a statement seem so odd to us - imagine having to tell an adult where to pee - signals how successful the civilizing process has been. We are so inculcated in the ways of civility that we no longer need to be told not to urinate on staircases, and when we come upon urine-soaked staircases we are likely to regard them as dangerous, as a place of the uncivil, the barbaric.

What the civilizing process reinforces in humans then is a distinction between reasonable and unreasonable, self-controlled and uncontrolled, civil and savage. It also underlines a conception of the difference between the private and the public: in one, urination is allowed, in the other, prohibited. Thus, lacking reason, self-control and civility, and displaying no concept of the difference between the private and the public a pissing dog comes to stand for everything that a human is not, and cannot be. I use ‘cannot’ here rather than ‘should not’ because the logic that underpins the civilizing process means that if a person does piss in a prohibited place they cannot any longer be counted as human.

But we can go further than this opposition of the pissing dog and the human: identity, so Burton Hatlen has noted, ‘is born at the interface between the public and the private realms. But because it is ambiguously both personal and social, identity is inherently flawed, vulnerable, and shame represents the (always reluctant) acknowledgment of the problematic status of individual identity.’
 But what happens to identity if the individual has no concept of the distinction of public and private? if the individual does not experience shame when that distinction is violated? What happens if one is a being for whom concepts of civil and uncivil are meaningless and yet it is those very concepts that form identity? Such, I think, are questions that we must have in mind as we think about Crab. In early modern terms Crab’s identity is not, as Dobson and Boehrer argue, stable; it is, in fact, non-existent. Indeed, it could be said that if a dog has no self then it can never, like the human fool in William Fiston’s text, ‘bepisse’ itself. A dog can only ever simply piss.
 

Thus the presence of a live dog on stage signals in the most explicit way possible the very real danger of incivility that hangs over the play. In Shakespeare’s later plays dogs exist as symbols - the dog Cordelia would have allowed into her house on a stormy night in King Lear; the breeds of dogs that suggest the different levels of humanity in Macbeth, for example. In this play though the dog is, like Tycho Brahe’s hound, real and it is the reality of the animal that is his meaning. But as well as this very important real presence of the pissing canine in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, we can also see that Crab plays a role in another crucial aspect of the play; its representation of friendship. What we can also begin to see, in fact, is that the two - the representation of urination and the representation of friendship - are inextricably linked.

Crab’s first appearance in the play is in the report of his failure to act as a true friend. He has ‘no more pity in his than a dog.’ Such a failure reveals in another way the true doggishness of the dog and, by default, offers an alternative illustration of how the human could be traced in early modern ideas. In fact The Two Gentlemen of Verona shows that the distance between the pissing dog and the human friend is a dangerously short one. As such, the current critical interest in male friendship might be enhanced and supported by an understanding not simply of the friend, but of man’s best friend, the dog.
 
4. Rape and a Bit with a Dog

A key conception of early modern friendship can be found in Cicero’s De amicitia, which was translated into English as The Booke of freendeship in 1550 by John Harington, who was also, it should be noted in the context of this discussion, the designer of the first flushing toilet.
 For Cicero friendship is never ‘wythout vertue,’ it is ‘neuer vnreasonable.’
 Friendship is doubly inseparable from human status: only humans can be virtuous and thus friends, and because virtue requires reason, and only humans are reasonable thus only humans can be friends. As such it is clear from the start of The Two Gentlemen of Verona that we are witnessing not simply the separation of two friends, but a challenge to human status. ‘Cease to persuade, my loving Proteus’ is the play’s opening line and it signals a breakdown in the rational order that friendship offers. Valentine, the speaker of this line, has chosen to travel, ‘To see the wonders of the world abroad’ (1.1.6), while Proteus has decided to stay at home in Verona and, in Valentine’s opinion, be mastered by his love for Julia (1.1.39). This division between the friends is the stimulus for the subsequent action of the play.

But it is, as Jeffrey Masten has shown, a particular aspect of friendship that is particularly important in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle wrote that ‘his friend is another self,’
 and likewise in De amicitia Cicero wrote ‘euen as another hym selfe shal his frende bee to hym’; and later in the same text, ‘For hee surely is a freende, that is an other I.’
 This idea is repeated, as Masten shows, by Michel de Montaigne in the late sixteenth century in his essay ‘Of friendship’:

In the friendship I speak of, our souls mingle and blend with each other so completely that they efface the seam that joined them, and cannot find it again. If you press me to tell you why I loved him, I feel that this cannot be expressed, except by answering: Because it was he, because it was I. 

Montaigne goes on to say of his friend Etienne de la Boétie: ‘not only did I know his soul as well as mine, but I should certainly have trusted myself to him more readily than to myself.’ The friend is, for Montaigne, as for Aristotle and Cicero, ‘not another man: he is myself.’
 Likewise, in The Two Gentlemen of Verona Valentine tells the Duke - using, significantly, the past tense - ‘I knew [Proteus] as myself’ (2.4.60). 

This sense of friendship in which self dissolves into other might appear to align friend with canine: both, it would seem, lack individual identity. In fact, Lance’s statement ‘I am the dog. No, the dog is himself, and I am the dog. O, the dog is me, and I am myself’ seems to offer a comic version of such true friendship. However, the fact that Lance finds himself inseparable from his dog signals his failure as a human: because, as Thomas Aquinas wrote, ‘all friendship is founded on some community of life … and irrational creatures have no share in human life, which of its nature is rational, therefore no friendship is possible with them except metaphorically speaking.’
 Friendship, once again, is human. Thus a breach of friendship is also a breach of humanity - of civility, rationality, self-control. Thus when Proteus states ‘I to myself am dearer than a friend’ (2.6.23) as he decides to pursue Valentine’s beloved Silvia for himself he is laying aside the kind of bond outlined in classical theories of friendship, and it is at this point that Proteus’ humanity truly comes under threat. It might seem paradoxical to our modern conception of selfhood, but it is as he asserts his individual identity - as he becomes simply one gentleman of Verona - that Proteus’ potential to exist as a self collapses. And indeed Proteus’ actions reveal his lack of humanity in a particular way two scenes later: he violates what he himself calls the ‘law of friendship’ when he reveals to the Duke Valentine’s plot to elope with Silvia to which he has been ‘made privy’ (3.1.12) - and the coincidence of being ‘made privy’ meaning being told in confidence, as a friend, and the term privy being used to describe a toilet provides yet another link between friendship and urination in the period.

But this is not the end of the destruction of humanity in the play; there are more complex violations to come. In the same scene as Proteus’ revelations to the Duke, when his plot is uncovered and he is banished Milan on pain of death, Valentine bemoans his fate in the following terms:

And why not death, rather than living torment?

To die is to be banished from myself,

And Silvia is myself; banished from her

Is self from self - a deadly banishment. (3.1.170-173)

Valentine has by this point replaced Proteus in his friendly affection with Silvia; it is she who is now his other self. But this is a problematic substitution: Montaigne writes, ‘the ordinary capacity of women is inadequate for that communion and fellowship which is the nurse of this sacred bond [friendship].’
 As such, Valentine’s relationship with Silvia is not reasonable, it is, like Lance’s love for his dog, a violation of reason as well as a violation of the rules of friendship. By the beginning of the third act, then, the threat to human status present in the very first line of the play has been made real: neither of the gentlemen can register themselves any longer as a friend, and thus as a human. 


At this point it is utterly logical that Valentine should travel to the ‘wilderness’ outside of Milan; that he should leave behind the civility and community of court life to join up with the ‘wild faction’ who live outside the law (4.1.62 and 37). It is also logical that in this same wilderness in the following act Proteus should attempt to rape Silvia; that he should try to violate the lady that he has stolen from his former friend. And what provides a link between these two scenes in which humanity is witnessed only in its destruction is the pissing dog. The lapdog has been stolen away by the hangman’s boys and the dog offered as a replacement gives immediate evidence of his inappropriateness. In the first version of this triangular relationship we have two former friends and a stolen lady, in the second a stolen dog and two inseparable companions. It is not simply that ‘there are, by this time, no gentlemen in Verona,’ by this time there are no humans in Verona. ‘Did I not bid thee still mark me, and do as I do?’ Lance chides Crab after his actions beneath the table of the Duke (4.4.34-35). Ironically of course we can now see that the dog has followed his so-called human superiors and that his currish behaviour is simply another rendition of their incivilities of which the play is so full.

But, of course, the play does not end on such vulgarities. First of all there is Proteus’ repentance. He is accused by Valentine not of being a rapist but of being a ‘friend of an ill fashion’, a ‘common friend, that’s without faith or love’ (5.4.61 and 62). It is when Valentine notes that ‘The private wound is deepest’ (5.4.71 - my italics) that Proteus sees the error of his ways: his following line is ‘My shame and guilt confounds me.’ (5.4.72) Proteus’ statement does not only represent his own humanity - shame and guilt are both traits that only humans possess; it also illustrates the humanity of his friend. Aristotle wrote in his Rhetoric, ‘no one feels shame before small children or animals.’
 It is as a signal of the return of their friendship, and thus their human status, that Valentine can make the - to us - uncomfortable offer to Proteus: ‘All that was mine in Silvia I give thee.’ We can turn to Montaigne for an explanation for this strange offer. He writes of the friendship of Caius Blossius and Tiberius Gracchus, ‘Having committed themselves absolutely to each other, they held absolutely the reins of each other’s inclination.’
 Where Valentine loves and respects Silvia so will Proteus, but where Valentine is betrothed to Silvia, so Proteus will respect that betrothal. To make the offer of Silvia to Proteus, then, is to make no offer at all. Alternatively, as Jeffrey Masten notes, Valentine’s offer can be read rather differently: it may signal that Valentine has transferred ‘all his love for Silvia to Proteus;’
 that he has replaced the inappropriate other self with the appropriate one. It is only Julia - Proteus’ abandoned mistress - who misses the true meaning of this offer; but then, within this discourse, she is a woman with an ‘inadequate’ capacity for understanding.


The play, of course, ends with two marriages, but most importantly, it ends with friendship. The final four lines of the play are Valentine’s:

Come Proteus, ‘tis your penance but to hear

The story of your loves discovered.

That done, our day of marriage shall be yours,

One feast, one house, one mutual happiness. (5.4.168-171)

It is tempting - following Alan Bray’s important study of the rituals of friendship in early modern Europe
 - to read the mention of marriage here as not simply referring to the linking of Valentine and Silvia and Proteus and Julia. Perhaps by the end of The Two Gentlemen of Verona what is being planned is also a ‘handfast’ ceremony whereby two male friends can be joined in ‘marriage’. If not this then at the very least what is witnessed here is a reaffirmation of their friendship.

By the end of the play, then, the status of humanity has with the friendship been reasserted and what has been learned is the difficulty of being human. Proteus blamed his fall on his human nature - ‘O heaven, were man / But constant, he were perfect’ - and what the presence of the dog emphasizes is the constant danger of inconstancy. Humans, this argument goes, cannot rely on the stability of their humanity, they must struggle to maintain it. In fact, the struggle represented in The Two Gentlemen of Verona is, it seems, typical of its age. Not only is Crab a twist on the established image of the dog at the feet of the human, as two further examples show, the urinating canine remained a symbol of the fragility of human status in the century after Shakespeare was writing.

Svetlana Alpers has argued that ‘if the theater was the arena in which the England of Elizabeth most fully represented itself to itself, images played that role for the Dutch,’
 and we can turn to one genre of Dutch art - the church interior - to see the significance of dogs in the human construction of itself. In this genre artists depict the interiors of the plain, beautiful churches of the period, and in doing so represent the distinction between human life on earth and the life everlasting in their emphasis on the distinction between the light of the roof of the church and the darkness of its base. At the bottom of numerous of these paintings, alongside prosaic human activities, are dogs, brought into the buildings by owners as part of their daily round. But in one painting by Hendrick van Vliet (c.1611-1675) the dog is not simply loitering by its owner. Van Vliet makes the distinction between the life of the spirit and the life of the body explicit when, alongside a man being watched by a dog as he digs what appears to be a grave, he depicts another dog urinating on one of the church’s main columns [fig.2].

Fig. 2: Hendrick van Vliet, The New Church at Delft (n.d.). Oil on panel, 40 x 35 cm. Reproduced by permission of Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp.
As the eye travels up the painting away from the dogs, the grave and the people, it enters the world of light. It seems significant that such a world can only be understood when it is contrasted with the inevitable decay of the human body and the constant threat of incontinence, inconstancy: with death and the pissing dog.


The final version of this trope comes from across the Atlantic. In 1700 Cotton Mather found himself forced to contemplate his nature:
I was once emptying the cistern of nature, and making water at the wall. At the same time, there came a dog, who did so too, before me. Thought I; “What mean and vile things are the children of men ... How much do our natural necessities abase us, and place us ... on the same level with the very dogs!”


My thought proceeded. “Yet I will be a more noble creature; and at the very time when my natural necessities debase me into the condition of the beast, my spirit shall (I say at that very time!) rise and soar ...”

Accordingly, I resolved that it should be my ordinary practice, whenever I step to answer the one or other necessity of nature to make it an opportunity of shaping in my mind some holy, noble, divine thought.

From an English comedy, to a Dutch church interior, to the anxious realisation of a New England clergyman, the urinating dog persists to remind humans of their fragility; to prompt us that we are who and what we are only because there are animals standing at our side. As well as this the presence on stage of a dog should not be read as a failure of dramatic coherence on Shakespeare’s part, it should remind us that even in this first play Shakespeare is already contemplating the difficulty of being human. For Hamlet’s ‘What a piece of work is a man?’
 read Lance’s ‘I am the dog. No, the dog is himself, and I am the dog. O, the dog is me, and I am myself.’ 
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