I

[Fig. 1] In The Symposium Alcibiades suggests that Socrates is akin to a ‘Silenus statue’: there is a stark contrast between the latter’s ugly appearance (not to mention, his cantankerous behavior) and his beautiful mind.
 Silenus statues were commonly carved in the shape of Bacchus’ pot-bellied tutor and were [Fig. 2]: 

[…] small figure[s] of carved wood, so made that they could be divided and 
opened. […] when they were closed they looked like a caricature of a 
hideous flute-player, when opened they suddenly displayed a deity.










(CWE, 34, p. 262)
It is easy to see how during the Renaissance Sileni came to encapsulate paradoxical wisdom of folly. For Erasmus, the raptures of the prophets make them akin Sileni; while they may appear foolish in the eyes of the worldly, they have actually drank from [quote] ‘the true fountain head [of] heavenly wisdom, against which all human wisdom is mere folly’ (Ibid., 263). It is not, however, the significance that this image has in conceptions of holy folly in general, and Erasmus’ ‘theology of ecstasy’
 in particular, that what I wish to talk about today. 


Rather, I contend that this image of duplicity, prominent in Erasmus, Rabelais and Montaigne and Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, has far more than two aspects. What at first blush epitomizes the disjunction between appearance and essence is for from straightforward. It is a protean figure: evoked by these writers to explain theories of loving, writing, reading and interpreting; it is also used by them to provide caustic social and religious critique. 

II

On the one hand, Erich Auerbach argues that by the Renaissance the Silenus head had become a metonym for the humanist ideal of absolute clarity of expression. Montaigne and Rabelais saw it as representing ‘Socratic style [which] meant to them something free and untrammeled, something close to ordinary life, and indeed, for Rabelais, something close to buffoonery’.
 Beneath the surface of Socrates’ homely metaphors and the commonplaces—which furnished Erasmus with the material for his compendious Adages—there is philosophical wisdom. 

On the other, Foucault does not see the primary meaning of the Silenus head in the Renaissance as a stylistic one. In a discussion of its use in Sébastien Franck and Erasmus, he contends: 


The abyss of folly into which men are plunged is such that the appearance 
of 
that men find there is in fact its complete opposite. But there was more: the 
contradiction between truth and appearances was present in appearance
itself, for if the appearance was coherent with itself, at least it would be an 
allusion to the truth, or some form of hollow echo.

What Foucault means here is that man is so immersed in folly—in the sense of misapprehension—that what he considers to be essence is mere appearance. But these appearances are not wholly convincing in themselves and because of this appearance cannot recall the essence of things. Man is left in a double bind, in which he is aware that appearances are deceptive and yet is unable to get beyond them. 

 
Erasmus suggests that one of the original functions of Sileni was to provide a ‘humorous surprise [that] made the carver’s skill all the more admirable’ (CWE, 34, p. 262), in which the ‘ugly outer folded back to revel a golden statue of a god’ (Ibid). Shakespeare delights in implying his audience’s wider delusion—that, they are taken in by appearances all the time—by drawing attention to his own virtuoso skill at generating artifice. In the opening scene of The Merchant of Venice, Antonio displays a melancholic awareness that the world of appearances is not even (as Foucault puts it) ‘coherent in itself’: ‘I hold the world but as the world, Graziano—| A stage where every man must play a part, | And mine a sad one’ (I. 1. 77-79).
 This effectively quotes Erasmus verbatim. Folly observes ‘[A]ll this life of mortall men, what is it els, but a certaine kynde of stage plaie? wheras men come forthe one in one araie, an other in another, eche playing his parte’.


However, for the Venetian Christians, the realization that ‘All the world’s a stage’ (As You Like It, II. 4. 138) does render earthly ambitions absurd, as it does for Erasmus’ Folly. This global duplicity is something that can be used instrumentally. In full Machiavellian mode the prodigal Bassanio advises Graziano that one must manipulate appearances to give the right impression. Sometimes one must ‘Use all the observance of civility’; at other times, ‘put on | Your boldest suit of mirth’ (II. 2. 172-95). Essence, it seems, has become obsolete. We should note Shakespeare’s remarkable duplicity. He critiques the instrumental manipulation of appearances by evoking the fact that drama is a manipulation of appearances.

III

Erasmus was fascinated by Sileni. They appear in different guises throughout his work. From his Handbook for a Militant Christian (1503) to The Praise of Folly (1509)—the paradoxical wisdom of which he compares to a ‘Silenus’ in his celebrated letter to Martin Dorp of May 1515. His most detailed consideration of it, however, appears in his essay about the adage ‘Sileni Alcibiades’. This was expanded a hundredfold for the 1515 edition of his best-selling Adages and was translated into almost every major European vernacular, including English in 1541.
 Shortly after this translation was printed, its printer, the protestant John Gough was imprisoned—quite possibly for printing a text that contains such openly subversive attacks on the abuse of power by judges, sovereigns and prelates.
  It would take a full hour to trace the contours of his preciously brilliant argument. All I can do here is highlight its key points. But even these make manifest the centrality this image has to Erasmus’ thought and the events of his age [Fig. 4]: 

1. Scripture is like a Silenus in two ways. First, we must interpret its metaphorical and polyvocal form to reach its essence. Second, beneath its rough—even contradictory—surface, the Old Testament prefigures the essence of the New Testament. (First, one must not ‘Pause at the surface’ because all the allegories, ambiguities and riddles appear make the surface of the text ‘ridiculous’ (CWE, 34, p. 267). Rather, the reader must attempt to ‘pierce the heart of the allegory’, so as to be able to ‘venerate the divine wisdom’ (CWE, 34, p. 267). Second, for Erasmus, the Old Testament displays a prophetic grasp of the New Testament; its Sileni are the way in which events of the New Testament are prefigured. Hence:





What the Old Law taught under a veil, the New Law placed 


before 
the eyes; what that foretold in riddles, this displayed 


more clearly; what that promised somewhat darkly, this for the 


most part displayed openly. 










(CWE, 40, p. 167).

2. [Fig 5] The whole world is akin to a Silenus. There is continual strife between worldly-wise fools and holy fools.



In this world there are, as it were, two worlds, which fight 



against each other in every way, one gross and 




corporeal, the other heavenly and already practicing 



with all its might to become what it one day will be. 











(CWE, 34, p. 276).

3. [Fig 6] Christ is a Silenus because as John Donne echoing St. Paul puts it He ‘clothed Himself [i.e. his divine essence] in vile man’s flesh’ (CPJD, ‘Holy Sonnet’, IX 13): 


What of Christ? Was not he too a marvelous Silenus?’ 


his appearance as not only human, but also a poor, even 


wretched human at that is opposite to his goodly 



essence (Ibid., p. 264) The incarnation, Erasmus writes, 


provides a ‘cheap setting’ for a ‘glorious pearl’ (Ibid., p. 


264). 
For this reason, worship should not take into account visible things; rather it should focus on that which is hidden from sight. This is of course a key cause for contention in the Reformation. 


‘The Christian picks out what is least visible to the eye [and] 

pass[es] over all the rest or using them with a measure of 


contempt, because he 
draws his principles of judgment entirely 

from what is within’ (Ibid., p. 268). The ceremonies and 


sacraments of the Church Militant are akin 
to ‘seeing the 


Silenus from the outside’ (Ibid., p. 167). 
We can even see this idea at work Erasmus’ translation of the New Testament. The Vulgate translates the opening words of Jesus’ ministry as ‘do penance [paenitentiam], for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand’ (Matthew 4: 17); Erasmus (following Valla) suggest that the Greek should be translated as ‘repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’. Thus the sacrament of penance, a visual display of guilt, is negated in favour of ‘repentance’, a subjective attitude. 

[Fig. 7] 

3. Finally, this adage itself has a double (seriocomic) nature:


But whither has the flood of my language carried me away, so 

that I, who profess myself a mere compiler of proverbs, begin 

to be a preacher?’(Ibid., p. 281), as well as the double nature of 

his subject matter, which has moved from the drunken praise of 

a man’s wisdom for knowing nothing, to a discussion of the 

way in which the world is universally taken in by appearance: 

‘Of course it was Alcibiades in his cups, and his Sileni, that 

drew me to this very sober disputation’ (Ibid., p. 281). 
IV

If the mean is splendid, the foolish is wise and the insubstantial substantial then the inverse must also be true. Erasmus regrets that the current state of affairs is akin to a Silenus head, which has been reversed. The essence is ugly, but the exterior grand: ‘The judgment of the multitude is topsy-turvy’ he exclaims and providing copious examples to evidence this, including: ‘gold is valued more than sound learning’ (CWE, 34, p. 269). He contends that beneath the attractive trappings of civil man is a bestial essence: 


Those of whom you would say, were you to inspect their outward bodily 
form, that they are human beings and distinguished beings too; open the 
Silenus, and inside you will find maybe a pig or a lion, bear or a donkey.  









(CWE, 34, p. 268)

This topos of the disjunction between inner paucity and external richness recurs throughout his essay ‘Sileni Alcibiades’ and The Praise of Folly. Montaigne argues to a similar end when he suggests that ‘We are nought but ceremonie: ceremonie doth transport us, and wee leave the substance of things; we hold-fast by the boughs, and leave the trunke or body’.
 Dazzled by the brightness of signifiers man forgets what they purport represent. This, needless to say, has particular resonance with the reformers’ dissatisfaction with the apotheosis of ritual in the Catholic Church.  


Lear’s ‘reason in madness’ (Conflated Text, IV. 6. 169) tears through this façade of ceremony; it exposes the degraded nature of mankind, bloated by self-importance:


LEAR

Thou hast seen a farmer’s dog bark at a beggar?


GLOUCESTER
Aye, sir.


LEAR

And the creature run from the cur? There thou mightst



behold the great image of authority: a dog’s obeyed in office.






[…]



Through tattered clothes small vices do appear;



Robes and furred gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold,



And the strong arm of justice hurtles breaks;



Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does pierce it.







(IV. 6. 150-152, 157-161)

Shakespeare develops the idea of the bestial nature of authority and the way in which man is taken in by appearance, in order to launch a devastating critique of the double standards of the judicial system. Erasmus’ Folly rails against the duplicity of ‘Ambidexter Advocates’ (PF., p. 70) and ‘Lawiers’, more concerned with ‘enlarg[ing] their possessions’ (PF., p. 45) than justice. Shakespeare’s demotic—even squalid—analogy of a farmer’s dog is a fine example of ‘Socratic style’. Moreover, the demented Lear formulates explicitly what the action of play implies. Kings are but men and ‘man, proud man’ is but ‘Dressed in a little brief authority’, as Isabella reminds Angelo in Measure for Measure. 


Rabelais retains the convivial context of The Symposium when he refers to the Silenus. Indeed, the Chronicles of Gargantua and Pantagruel are effectively one big symposium, in which philosophy mingles copious drinking and eating. The first thing the narrator does in the prologue is to compare the text to a ‘Silenus’: beneath the all the praises of ‘the dignity of Cod-peeces’ and the ‘jests, mockeries, lascivious discourse, and recreative lies’ (GP., p. 20) lies wisdom. The implied readers are themselves Sileni: the narrator addresses them as outwardly risible, syphilitic sots by calling them ‘Most noble and Illustrious Drinkers, and you thrice precious Pockifed blades’ (GP., p. 20). The implied readers as well as the characters in the novel are evidently as ‘taken up with Dionysus and Aphrodite’ (177e) as Socrates suggests the drinkers at the Symposium are.  

V

The Merchant of Venice is a play about duplicity. We could discuss the dual loci of the play. They are like Erasmus’ Silenus turned inside out. Beneath Belmont’s peaceful appearance, lies in the rancor and ruthless exploitation of the Venation marketplace. We could also comment at length on the play’s tragicomic nature, or we could examine in depth how beneath the demotic discourse of the clown Gobbo’s there is cogent social critique. Consider his regrets about Jessica’s conversion to Christianity:  ‘This making of Christians will raise the price of hogs. If we grow all to be pork-eaters we shall not shortly have rasher on the coals for money’ (III. 5. 19-21). This furnishes us with reductio ad absurdum of the logic of the market place; the way in which commodity, competition and exchangeability blinds people to their better intentions is highlighted by Gobbo’s doctrinal ignorance. For Early Modern man, the conversion of Jews had an even more important significance than an increase in the price of bacon. It presaged the Second Coming of Christ.
The most obvious way in which Erasmus’ Silenus is evoked, however, is through the seriocomic casket game.
 Portia’s suitors must choose one of three caskets in order to marry her and acquire her fortune. In the winning casket lies a ‘picture’ of Portia (II. 7. 11). Each casket is inscribed with a riddle, which Morocco, the first to play the game reads:




This first of gold, who this inscription bears:




‘Who chooseth me shall gain what many men desire’.




The second silver, which this promise carries:




‘Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves’




This third dull lead, with warning all as blunt:




‘Who chooseth me must give and hazard all he hath.’











(II. 7. 4-9)


Correct interpretation of appearances, it seems, can enable us to fathom the essence of things. The audience is not informed which casket contains the image of Portia. They too are set an interpretative puzzle, which is only solved by a process of elimination, once two incorrect choices have dramatized. We can infer from this that Shakespeare assumes his audience tends, in Paul’s words, to ‘look on things after the outward appearance?’ (II Corinthians 10. 7). Morocco, who asks Portia not to be deceived by his ‘complexion, | The shadowed livery of the burnished sun’ (II. 1. 1-2), is naive realist—at least insofar as he thinks essence corresponds to appearance and thus that no one could put the beautiful picture in ‘gross’ ‘lead’.

When he opens the golden casket, he is disabused of his illusions. He is greeted a skull, which in the age of Vanitas iconography [Fig. 8] was shorthand for the essential paucity of all human wealth and ambition, a reminder that ‘all is vanity’ (Ecclesiastes, 1. 1). The scroll, placed in the ‘empty eye’ of the skull, exhorts the wisdom of correctly interpreted commonplaces. In nonsensical sounding couplets actually purvey wisdom. They castigate him, “All that glistens is not gold; | Often have you heard that told” (65-66). While on the surface Portia’s relieved comment ‘Let all of his complexion choose me so’ (79) should not be read a racial slur. Rather, it suggests that she hopes all those worldly-wise fools, who put their faith in appearance or ‘complexion’, will be unsuccessful; in Early Modern English, this word primarily denoted a person’s ‘temperament’ not their colour.
 


There is the short scene in which we hear of Jessica’s betrayal of Shylock and his agonized cries cruelly imitated by street urchins, ‘Oh my daughter! O, my ducats!’ (II. 8. 15), then it is Aragon’s turn to play the casket game. He discloses the game’s rules to the audience. He may not say to anyone which casket he chooses; he must leave if he chooses wrong. Most seriously, ‘if [he] fail[s] | Of the right casket’, he may never ‘woo a maid in way of marriage’ (II. 9. 11-14). The significance this last vow would have in a society based on rigid structures of primogeniture need hardly be pointed out. 
Aragon is a little more successful in his interpretation. He will not choose gold, ‘what many men desire’:


ARAGON
[…] the fool multitude, that choose by show,




Not learning more than the fond eye doth teach,




Which pries not to th’interior











(25-30)

He does not assume that there is a correspondence between appearance and essence. Like Montaigne in ‘Of Physiognomy’ or Lear, he goes on to employ the exemplum of people, who ‘cozen fortune’ and corruptly acquire ‘dignity’ (35-45) to prove this point. He chooses the silver casket. As its inscription predicts he ‘get[s] as much as he deserves’ (48). He is presented with [quote] ‘a portrait of a blinking idiot’ (53). There is another riddle with this portrait. It suggest that those who think themselves wise, (not ‘fool[s] of the multitude’), are foolish. For, as Touchstone, echoing Socrates, quips: ‘the fool doth think he is wise but the wise man doth know himself to be a fool’ (As You Like It, V. 1. 29-30). This self-satisfied knowledge, of what Portia calls ‘deliberate fools’ (79), the riddle informs Aragon, characterises old men—those who are grey, ‘Silvered o’er’ (68). Despite being among Folly’s greatest devotees, they consider themselves wise (PF, p. 17). The riddle allows him to marry (‘Take what wife you will to bed’), but informs him that ‘I [i.e. the blinking idiot] will ever be your head’ (69-70). 


Perhaps because Bassanio is a good Machiavellian, who knows how seem, when he comes to play the game a scene later, he is not taken in by appearances:


BASSANIO [aside]
So many the outward shows be least themselves.




The world is still deceived with ornament.




In law, what plea so tainted and corrupt




But, being seasoned with a gracious voice,




Obscures the show of evil? In religion,




What damnéd error but some somber brow




Will bless it and approve it with a text,




Hiding the grossness with fair ornament?
(III. 2. 71-8) 

Aragon’s arguments against duplicity in public life are reiterated. The legal system corrupt and so is the clergy, who justify their vices with deceptive readings of scripture. Yet his critique of the duplicities of Lawyer’s and Preacher’s language is itself expressed through a remarkable piece of rhetorical ingenuity: the concept of the duplicities of powers of rhetorical ‘Ornament’ is itself emphasised through the use of  rhetorical ornament, anaphora.
  


Social critique done, Bassanio rejects the ‘gaudy’ gold casket, as ‘hard food for Midas’ (101), and the silver because it is a ‘pale and common drudge’ (106). He foolishly chooses the outwardly unpromising lead and is appropriately rewarded. Shakespeare’s most explicit reference to the Silenus head occurs when he opens the casket:


BASSANIO

What find I here?



Fair Portia’s counterfeit. What demi-god


Hath come so near creation? […]


The painter plays the spider, and hath woven



A golden mesh t’untrap the hearts of men



Faster than gnats in cobwebs. […]



The substance of my phrase doth wrong this shadow



In underpirizing it, so far this shadow



Doth limp behind the substance. 
(III. 2. 114-129) [my italics]
On the surface, it seems as though Erasmus’ comment that ‘All humaine thynges are lyke the Silenes or double images of Alcibiades’ (PF, 37) holds true in a straightforward way. The casket text has shown us that what [quote] ‘outwardly seemed death […] looking within ye shoulde fynde it lyfe and on the other side what seemed lyfe, to be death: what fayre to be foule’ (Ibid, 37), as Folly puts it. Beneath ‘what men most desire’, the gold casket, lies a skull; inside the leaden casket—compared by Morocco to a shroud, since because both materials covered corpses—lies the notably lifelike picture of Portia.


However, when we look deeper this is not the case. When Bassinio opens his Silenus he gets a ‘counterfeit’ (115). When he engages in his eloquent praise of Portia’s beauty he is offering the audience ekphrasis—a vivid description of the beauties of a painting. Finally, Portia, the ‘substance’, which even this painting or rather, the ekphrasis of this painting, by a masterful creator, a ‘demi-god’ (such as Shakespeare), cannot fully represent, is no ‘substance’ at all. She an actor in a play and, as her later disguise the Balthasar foregrounds, a boy actor playing a woman. 

 It may prove almost impossible to get to what Rabelais, quoting a memorably visceral phrase of Erasmus’, calls ‘the marrow of the bone’ (GP, p. 20)—that is, the philosophical significance—of the abysmal and infinitely reflexive ‘Sileni Alcibiades’. We encounter the very problem that it epitomises and which fascinated Erasmus. Since we are immured in the world of appearances, how is it possible to tell if, once we get to the ostensible essence of the Silenus, that we are not being deceived by a ‘counterfeit’, or even, a counterfeiting ‘substance’ as Bassanio is? When thinking about Sileni, then, it is necessary to follow the course of learned ignorance prescribed by Montaigne: ‘That ignorance which knoweth, judgeth, and condemneth it selfe, is not an absolute ignorance: for to be so, she must altogether be ignorant of her selfe’ (E, Book 2, Chapter VII). 
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