
Tracing The Snail In King Lear And
Renaissance Painting
Shakespeare's King Lear is a timeless masterpiece, captivating audiences with
its tragic story and profound themes. However, amidst the eloquent language and
complex characters, there is a peculiar presence – the snail. While seemingly
insignificant, the snail holds symbolic significance in the play and is closely
intertwined with Renaissance painting. This article delves into the connection
between the snail motif in King Lear and its representation in Renaissance
artwork.

The Symbolism of the Snail in King Lear

In King Lear, the snail makes its appearance in Act II, Scene 4, when Edgar
disguises himself as "poor Tom" to escape his father Gloucester's wrath. As
Edgar vents his frustration and contemplates the cruel nature of humanity, he
muses, "The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long / That it had its head bit off
by its young. / So out went the candle, and we were left darkling" (II.iv.81–83).
Here, Edgar compares his situation to that of the cuckoo, a brood parasite, and
the hedge-sparrow, its unsuspecting foster parent. The snail enters the picture as
a representation of vulnerability and impending danger.

Just as the hedge-sparrow's trust was betrayed by the cuckoo, Edgar finds
himself at the mercy of his treacherous siblings, Regan and Goneril. The snail,
with its slow and delicate nature, serves as a metaphor for what Edgar perceives
as his own helplessness and the potential for harm. It underscores the theme of
betrayal and evokes a sense of impending doom that permeates the play.
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The Snail in Renaissance Artwork

Interestingly, the presence of the snail extends beyond King Lear and appears in
various Renaissance paintings. Renaissance artists often infused their works with
symbolic motifs, conveying deeper meanings to the viewers. The snail, as a
signifier of vulnerability and fragility, became a popular element that artists
incorporated into their compositions.

An exemplary painting that showcases the snail motif is Hieronymus Bosch's
"The Garden of Earthly Delights." This triptych masterpiece features a multitude
of symbolic creatures and objects, including a prominently positioned snail. The
snail is depicted crawling over a knife, representing the transience of life and the
inevitability of death. Bosch's inclusion of the snail elevates the viewer's
engagement with the artwork, creating a thought-provoking connection to the
themes explored in King Lear.

Another notable painting where the snail takes center stage is Albrecht Dürer's
"The Fall of Man." In this artwork, the snail is depicted crawling over a mushroom,
symbolizing the inevitability of decay and the temporary nature of human
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existence. Dürer's skillful depiction of the snail draws parallels to Edgar's musings
in King Lear, enhancing the profound emotional impact of both works.

The Significance of the Snail Connection

By tracing the presence of the snail in King Lear and Renaissance painting, it
becomes evident that this seemingly insignificant creature holds metaphorical
weight. The snail encapsulates vulnerability, impending danger, and the transient
nature of life. Its presence in both the play and artwork serves to deepen the
emotional resonance and convey profound messages to the audience.

Furthermore, this connection highlights the interplay between literature and visual
arts in the Renaissance period. The snail motif bridges the gap between
Shakespeare's tragic play and iconic paintings, revealing the shared themes and
concerns of the time. It underscores the interconnectedness of artistic expression
and the power of symbolism in conveying complex ideas.

The snail, often overlooked within the grandeur of King Lear and Renaissance
paintings, possesses a rich symbolic significance. It represents vulnerability,
impending danger, and the transient nature of life. By exploring its presence in
both the play and artwork, we uncover a profound connection that enhances the
emotional impact of these masterpieces. Tracing the snail motif allows us to delve
deeper into the shared themes of betrayal, human frailty, and mortality,
transcending the boundaries of time and artistic mediums.
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Shakespeare's Spiral aims to explore a figure forgotten in the dramatic texts of
Shakespeare and in Renaissance painting: the snail. Taking as its point of
departure the emergence of the gastropod object/subject in the text of King Lear
as well as its iconic interface in Giovanni Bellini's painting Allegory of Falsehood
(circa 1490), this study sets out to follow the particular path traced by the snail
throughout the Iuvre. From the central scene in which the metaphor of the snail
and of its shell is specifically made manifest when Lear discovers, in a raging
storm, the spectacle of Edgar disguised as Poor Tom coming out of his shelter
(III.3.6-9) to the monster, this fiend, displaying on the cliffs of Dover, 'horms
whelked and waved like the enridg_d sea' (IV.6.71), this work is the trace of a
narrative - of a journey of the gaze - during the course of which the cryptic
question of the gastropod - 'Why a Snail [_]?' (I.5.26) - does not cease to be
developed and transformed. Incorporating a wide-ranging post-structuralist
critique, the study aims to bring to light the particular functions of this 'revealing
detail' in both its textual and visual dimension so as to put forward a new and
innovatory understanding of the tragedy of King Lear.
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