
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

APPROVED: 
 
Jacqueline Vanhoutte, Committee Chair 
Jeffrey Doty, Committee Member 
Alex Pettit, Committee Member 
Robert Upchurch, Chair of the Department of 

English 
David Holdeman, Dean of the College of Liberal 

Arts and Social Sciences 
Victor Prybutok, Dean of the Toulouse Graduate 

School 

CORPOREAL JUDGMENT IN SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS 

Heidi Nicole Cephus 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of  

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

December 2017 



 

Cephus, Heidi Nicole. Corporeal Judgment in Shakespeare’s Plays. Doctor of 

Philosophy (English), December 2017, 219 pp., bibliography, 328 titles.     

In this dissertation, I examine the complex role that the body played in early modern 

constructions of judgment. Moving away from an overreliance on anti-theatrical texts as the 

authority on the body in Shakespeare’s plays, my project intervenes in the field Shakespearean 

studies by widening the lens through which scholars view the body’s role in the early modern 

theater. Through readings of four plays—Richard II, Hamlet, King Lear, and The Winter’s 

Tale—I demonstrate that Shakespeare uses a wide range of ideas about the human body from 

religious, philosophical, medical, and cultural spheres of thought to challenge Puritan 

accusations that the public theater audience is incapable of rational judgment. The first chapter 

outlines the parameters of the project. In Chapter 2, I argue that Richard II draws parallels 

between the theatrical community and the community created through the sacramental 

experiences of baptism and communion to show that bodies play a crucial role in establishing 

common experience and providing an avenue for judgment. In Chapter 3, I argue that 

Shakespeare establishes correspondences between bodily and social collaboration to show how 

both are needed for the memory-making project of the theater. In the next chapter, I show how 

Shakespeare appropriates what early moderns perceived of as the natural vulnerability in English 

bodies to suggest the passionate responses associated with impressionability can actually be 

sources of productive judgment and self-edification. I argue the storm models this passionate 

judgment, providing a guide for audience behavior. In Chapter 5, I argue that the memories 

created by and within the women in The Winter’s Tale evoke the tradition of housewifery and 

emphasize the female role in preservation. Female characters stand in for hidden female 

contributors to the theater and expose societal blindness to women’s work. Through each of 



 

these chapters, I argue that Shakespeare’s plays emphasize the value of bodily experience and 

suggest that the audience take up what I have termed “corporeal judgment.” 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the first printed antitheatrical tract, John Northbrooke laments, “Truly you may see 

dayly what multitudes are gathered togither at those Playes, of all sortes, to the greate displeasure 

of almightie God, and daunger of their soules, &c. for that they learne nothing thereby, but that 

which is fleshlye and carnall.”1 Over the next century, antitheatricalists echoed Northbrooke’s 

complaint that the “fleshly and carnall” aspects of the public theater misled audiences, rendering 

them incapable of virtuous learning or rational judgment. Shakespeare’s plays take issue with 

this complaint by insisting on the importance of the body not only for the success of the theater, 

but for the creation of judgments that reflect embodied human experience. 

While many scholars have turned their attention to the study of antitheatricalism and the 

resulting theatrical response since Jonas Barish first addressed the Puritan attack on the early 

modern theater in The Antitheatrical Prejudice (1981), their research often focuses only on the 

body’s metaphoric role or privileges antitheatrical descriptions of the human body, neglecting 

the potential use of the body as a tool for judgment in the theater.2 Michael O’Connell and David 

Hawkes, for instance, emphasize the role that the body plays as a signifier on stage, tying the 

actor’s body back to theoretical and religious dimensions.3 Such research establishes the 

potential value of the body as metaphor but does not take full advantage of the various on- and 

                                                 
1 John Northbrooke, A Treatise Wherein Dicing, Dauncing, Vaine Playes or Enterludes with other Idle Pastimes &c. 
Commonly Used on the Sabboth Day, Are Reproved by the Authoritie of the Word of God and Auntient Writers 
(London: H. Bynneman, 1577), 62. 
2 Jonas Barish, The Antitheatrical Prejudice (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1981), 81–
83. 
3 See Michael O’Connell, The Idolatrous Eye: Iconoclasm and Theater in Early-Modern England (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000); David Hawkes, “Idolatry and Commodity Fetishism in the Antitheatrical 
Controversy,” Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 39, no. 2 (1999): 255–273.  
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off-stage roles assigned to bodies in the theater. Theatrical production relies not only on the 

bodies of actors and the characters they play, but also on those of laborers who build the theaters 

and make costumes and props, on those of gatherers who sell tickets and guide the audience into 

the theater, on those of writers and directors, and significantly on those of playgoers who 

influence productions with their physical responses. Scholars, including Gail Kern Paster and 

Jonathan Gil Harris deny the full range of possibilities that bodies offer in the theater when they 

focus on the ways that Shakespeare and other early modern writers portray bodies of the type 

described in antitheatrical texts: leaky, penetrable, and easily movable.4 Because understandings 

of the body were not monolithic—a fact emphasized by the presence of competing Paracelsan, 

Galenic, and anatomical medical models, alongside Protestant and Catholic religious ones—

focusing primarily on medical rhetoric through the lens of antitheatricalism results in an 

incomplete view of the early modern body and the theater.5 

In this dissertation, I argue that Shakespeare utilizes a wide range of ideas about the 

human body to challenge Puritan accusations that the public theater audience is incapable of 

rational judgment.6 Rather than ridicule his audience members, like his contemporary Ben 

Jonson, Shakespeare insists that audiences are capable of judgment and places partial agency for 

                                                 
4 See Gail Kern Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004) and Jonathan Gil Harris, Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic: Discourses of Social Pathology 
in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
5 These models offered different approaches to gender, the body’s functions, and the division of body and soul. On 
gender, see: Ambrose Paré, The Workes of that Famous Chirurgian Ambrose Parey, trans. Thomas Johnson 
(London: Thomas Cotes, 1634); Galen, On the Usefulness of the Parts of the Body, 2 vols., ed. and trans. Margaret 
May (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1968); Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of 
Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988); Thomas 
Laqueur Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1992), 28. On the body’s function, see Nancy Siraisi, Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduction to 
Knowledge and Practice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). On body and soul, see A Bloudy Tenet 
Confuted, Or Bloud Forbidden (London, 1645); The Eating of Blood Vindicated (London, 1645); and Hawkes. 
6 All references to Shakespeare’s plays in this project come from The Riverside Shakespeare 2nd ed. (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997).  
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this judgment in the bodily experiences provided by the theater. Shakespeare presents an 

alternative to the widespread ideal of rational judgment, derived from classical sources and 

embraced by antitheatricalists, by drawing on portrayals of the body from medical, religious, and 

philosophical spheres of thought. He also takes into account cultural practices that dictate the 

roles of the body in spaces such as the home, workplace, and theater.7 While antitheatricalists 

insist that somatic reactions have no place in knowledge formation and that rational thought is 

solely a product of mental operations, medical, religious, and philosophical texts show early 

moderns disagreed about whether “passions” could be “forms of knowledge” and whether “sense 

experience” could be a form of “reason.”8 Helkiah Crooke, court physician to James I, for 

example, insists the external senses (vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch) naturally influence 

the internal senses (common sense, imagination, fantasy, estimation, and memory), an idea I 

return to in Chapter 3.9 In Hamlet, I argue, connections fused between the internal and external, 

or body and mind, facilitate memory formation and provide a correction to Hamlet’s faulty 

memory and failed judgment. The processing of external information requires the physical body. 

Antitheatricalists did not deny a relationship between the body, the mind, and the soul, but they 

perceived of this relationship as dangerous, fearing that the external senses would negatively 

affect the soul. In contrast, Shakespeare draws on texts that insist on the productive contributions 

of bodily experience to re-imagine the visceral response antitheatricalists describe in the theater 

                                                 
7 Scholars cite Ben Jonson’s comments about the public playhouse alongside some of the harshest critiques of 
antitheatricalists. Robert Ormsby references Jonson’s prologue to Poetaster, in which Jonson describes his audience 
as composed of “illiterate apes.” “Coriolanus, Antitheatricalism, and Audience Response,” Shakespeare Bulletin 26, 
no. 1 (2003): 47. For another example, see Gregory Chaplin, “‘Divided Amongst Themselves’: Collaboration and 
Anxiety in Jonson’s Volpone,” ELH 69, no. 1 (2002): 57–81. 
8 Bruce Smith, The Key of Green: Passion and Perception in Renaissance Culture (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 2000), 100. 
9 Ibid., 103. 
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not as dangerous, but as productive in establishing community and leading to valuable 

judgment.10  

In Shakespeare’s plays, the body does not function only as an alternate avenue to rational 

thought, but also as a window into the human condition. What results is a new type of thought 

formation, which I refer to as “corporeal judgment.” Corporeal judgment challenges the idea that 

rational thought is purely of the mind and insists on the body’s role in the theater, where the 

shared human condition is especially important for interpreting values and actions. Across 

Shakespeare’s plays, iterations of corporeal judgment vary. Rather than simply evaluate whether 

something is right or wrong, good or bad, as traditional rational judgment does, corporeal 

judgment acknowledges, forgives, creates, and remembers. Through varied portrayals of 

corporeal judgment that rely on community building, collaboration, passionate outpouring, and 

appreciation of the feminine, Shakespeare shows bodily experience is necessary for the purposes 

of theater and performance. 

Drawing on ideas from a variety of medical and religious contexts, Shakespeare’s plays 

reveal how the audience may be viewed as a multi-dimensional entity, capable of judgment 

despite, and sometimes even because of, physical weaknesses. As medical treatises from the 

period show, early modern medicine was as much about prevention and self-edification as it was 

about diagnosis and treatment. Drawing on these equally important aspects of medicine, 

Shakespeare’s plays explore not only the limitation, but also the potential of human bodies. 

Identifying areas of intersection and conflict between medical and religious understandings of 

                                                 
10 Thomas Wright describes how “Anger stimulates flushing, trembling and breathlessness, pleasure warms and 
dilates the arteries, fear occasions paleness, sweatiness and pounding of the heart, and grief makes, ‘our teeth ake, 
our fingers, toes, or legges pain vs.’” The Passions of the Minde in General (London: V. S., 1604), 13–14. 
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the body, Shakespeare provides a more complete account of the ways corporeal experience 

affects judgment than antitheatricalists do.  

By moving away from narrow interpretations of the body in Shakespeare’s works, I avoid 

the tendency that Keir Elam and Robert Ormsby identify in the work of earlier scholars to 

diagnose either characters or audience.11 Instead of diagnosing the bodies on stage, or associating 

bodies with symptoms, I argue that Shakespeare’s bodies, regardless of whether sick or healthy, 

sinful or innocent, leaky or constant, contribute to the process of human judgment. Drawing 

attention to the performative aspects of the theater, I interpret Shakespeare’s bodies as more 

corporeal than “bookish,” rejecting the “Puritan aesthetic, or anti-aesthetic, of the drama as 

pathology.”12 While scholars have begun to consider the performative and public sphere aspects 

of the theater, identifying “the crucial role that audiences play in shaping theatrical events,” there 

is still much work to be done in the study of Shakespeare’s audience.13 By examining the 

relationship of performance and audience, I build on the work of Jeremy Lopez, Nova Myhill 

and Jennifer Low, Paul Yachnin, and others who focus on the ways plays and their audiences can 

grant us a better understanding of each other.14 These scholars address Ormsby’s suggestion that 

the absence of focus on performativity in early modern scholarship can be rectified “by focusing 

on antitheatrical constructions of audience” and “the live transaction between performers and 

                                                 
11Keir Elam, “‘In what chapter of his Bosom?’: Reading Shakespeare’s Bodies” in Alternative Shakespeares, ed. 
Terrence Hawkes, vol. 2 (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 141–163.  
12 Elam complains that scholars portray the early modern body as “more bookish than corporeal” (154). 
13 Ormsby, 44.  
14 Jeremy Lopez, Theatrical Convention and Audience Response in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003); Nova Myhill and Jennifer A. Low, Imagining the Audience in Early Modern Drama, 1558–
1642 (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011) and Anthony B. Dawson and Paul Yachnin, The Culture of Playgoing 
in Shakespeare’s England: A Collaborative Debate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). On the public-
sphere, see Jeffrey Doty, Shakespeare, Popularity and the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017). See also: Bridget Escolme, Talking to the Audience: Shakespeare, Performance, Self (Abingdon, UK: 
Routledge, 2005).  



6 

spectators.”15 My work builds on theirs by connecting observations about the plays’ relationship 

with audience to cultural understandings of the human body which influenced both the 

antitheatrical writers and Shakespeare.  

This introduction sets the stage by examining the anxieties that antitheatricalists express 

regarding bodily experience in the theater, focusing on how their concerns influence claims 

about judgment. I demonstrate how these anxieties are also linked to larger claims about social 

and political disruption and the action of judgment. Having established a connection between 

antitheatricalist claims about the body, the body politic, and judgment, I conclude by showing 

how Shakespeare employs multi-dimensional understandings of the human body to defend the 

theater against Puritan accusations that the public playhouse audience was incapable of 

judgment. 

Although I argue that Shakespeare uses a broader understanding of the body than that 

provided by antitheatrical tracts, examining these same Puritan texts illuminates the complaints 

about bodily experience and judgment to which Shakespeare responds. Puritan writers employ 

the body in their arguments that the theater serves as a force of corruption which renders a 

mixed, public audience incapable of rational thought and judgment in the theatrical space. While 

sixteenth-century Protestants (including John Bale, John Foxe, and patrons of court 

performances such as Robert Dudley) and even early antitheatrical writers (including 

Northbrooke and Philip Stubbes) find educational value in performances at schools or at court, 

the public theater introduced a new set of concerns for religious and political thinkers. Along 

with the “creation of a permanent class of professional actors,” and “the gradual tightening of 

government control over all theatrical activity,” the introduction of the public theater became a 

                                                 
15 Ormsby, 45. See also Elam who identifies a “lack of reference to performance” (160). 
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driving force behind the antitheatrical movement.16 For the first time, an audience composed of 

individuals from various walks of life influenced what was performed on stage as they paid 

specifically for entertainment and pleasure through their purchase of tickets.17 Some of the 

arguments against the theater focus on the nature of this transaction—for example, Anthony 

Munday accuses theatergoers of “purchas[ing] with a penie damnation”—while others 

emphasize the transformations taking place inside the theater.18 John Rainoldes describes how 

the practice of cross-dressing, for example, could “kindle great sparkles of lust therevnto in 

vncleane affections.”19 Still other arguments pinpointed the possible political impact of public 

theaters, including rebellion and violence.20 These accusations contributed to a larger concern 

that the theater invited the wrong sorts of people to judgment in a sensual space that conflicted 

with that same process of judgment. 

Early modern antitheatricalists emphasize that the type of people who patronize the 

public theaters possess weak bodies, unsuitable for judgment. In a typical accounting of 

attendees, William Prynne describes “Adulterers, Adulteresses, Whore-masters, Whores, 

Bawdes, Panders, Ruffians, Roarers, Drunkards, Prodigals, Cheaters, idle, infamous, base, 

                                                 
16 Barish, 82–83. This was not the case for all antitheatricalists. John Rainoldes and I. G. express specific concerns 
about the use of plays in schools, and Northbrooke clarifies that school-sponsored plays should be performed only 
rarely and in private without profit, and that they should be mostly in Latin with no “baudrie and filthie [...]wordes,” 
no excessive costuming, and no “vaine and wanton toyes of loue” (76). John Rainoldes, The Overthrow of Stage-
Playes (Oxford: Iohn Lichfield, 1629); I. G., A Refutation of the Apology for Actors (London: W. White, 1615). 
17 Andrew Gurr explains that troupes put on more plays (about 35/year) to appease audience members and cites 
Middleton’s plays as reflecting a growth of women in the playgoing public. Playgoing in Shakespeare's London 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004): 147, 199. 
18 Anthony Munday, A Second and Third Blast of Retrait from Plaies and Theaters (London: H. Denman, 1580), 66. 
I. G. similarly complains of members of the commonwealth, “yearly spending many poundes on these vaine 
representations” (I. G. 4). Hawkes argues, “[t]he most conspicuous novelty which scandalized puritan opinion was 
the fact that playing companies had become commercial enterprises, selling a product for a fee” (256). 
19 Rainoldes, 32. 
20 See for example, Northbrooke and Phillip Stubbes Anatomie of Abuses (London: Printed by Richard Iohnes, 
1595). 
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prophane, and godlesse persons, who hate all grace, all goodnesse, and make a mocke of 

piety.”21 Stephen Gosson more generally refers to the audience as “the meaner sorte” and 

Munday and Northbrooke focus on the attendance of maids and women.22 Both Gosson and 

Munday write from a place of experience. As former playwrights who had sworn off the public 

playhouse after personal failures, these writers simultaneously provide insiders’ looks at the 

theater and present accounts that cannot be extricated from their own biases.23 Recent scholars 

agree that the public-theater audience was wide-ranging, although they differ in claims about 

extent. Ann Jennalie Cook proposes that most attendees were actually those “with status, wealth, 

education, and/or achievement,” while acknowledging others were in attendance.24 Andrew Gurr 

focuses on evidence for a diversely composed audience, citing the low cost of admission. On the 

subject of women, Gurr maintains that citizens’ wives were in attendance, but suggests that the 

claim “whores” were present reflects male prejudice on the part of antitheatricalists and other 

writers.25 While those with more wealth certainly had more opportunity to attend plays, as Cook 

points out, Shakespeare’s interest in the power of the masses supports Gurr’s argument that the 

low cost of admission facilitated the attendance of a wide-range of playgoers. Claudius’s concern 

that about the “love the general gender bear [Hamlet]” (Hamlet, 4.7.16) and Antony’s successful 

appeal to “Friends, Romans, countrymen” (Julius Caesar, 3.2.73) illustrate the power that 

Shakespeare attributes to the people, not only as political participants, but also as judges of 

                                                 
21 William Prynne, Histrio-Mastix (London: 1633), Sig. V. 
22 Stephen Gosson, Playes Confuted in Fiue Actions (London: 1582), C8v. For additional discussion on women in 
the theater, see Gurr and Karoline Szatek, "Women and Crowds at the Theater," Medieval & Renaissance Drama in 
England 21 (2008): 157–169. 
23 For more on the careers of Munday and Gosson, see Tanya Pollard, Shakespeare’s Theater: A Sourcebook, ed. 
Pollard (Malden, MA; Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2004), 19–21, 62–64. 
24 Ann Jennalie Cook, “Audiences: Investigation, Interpretation, Invention,” in A New History of Early English 
Drama, ed. John D. Cox and David Scott Kastan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 317. 
25 Gurr, Playgoing, Ch. 3. 
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theatrical performance. Regardless of the actual composition of the audience, anxieties about 

who attended the theater influenced antitheatrical rhetoric and theatrical practice. 

Antitheatricalists use humoral theory to justify fears that weak bodies would prevent 

rational thought. According to antitheatrical rhetoric, audience members and players alike cannot 

regulate what enters and exits their bodies and thus will be transformed by the theatrical 

experience. Where Gosson defines a judge as “graue, sober, discreete, wise, [...] immoueable, 

uncorrupted, upright,” Munday characteristically describes “the rude multitude” in the theater as 

“mooued with vnconstant motions, whereby manietimes they likeof that which is more hurtful; 

and dislike that which is most profitable: because the one pleaseth their humors, and the other 

restraineth their affections.”26 Unlike the modern Western “biomedical” understanding of 

medicine, which posits “that the mind and body can be ministered to separately in much the way 

as a malfunctioning machine,”27 early moderns viewed psychological and physical experience as 

intricately linked and saw “human emotion in corporeal terms” to such an extent that 

“embodiments of emotion were not dead metaphors but rather explorations of the corporeal 

nature of self.”28 When emotions, and their accompanying passions, changed, the fluctuation 

altered one’s essence, a change which the antitheatricalists connect with inconstancy and 

inability to judge. Robert Burton, who identified as a religious and medical expert, makes this 

point in The Anatomy of Melancholy, drawing the connection between rising passions and 

morality. Burton explains that immoderate passions result in the “infirmitie of Body and Soul” 

                                                 
26 Gosson, Playes Confuted C8v; Munday, 47. 
27 Louise Hill Curth, English Almanacs, Astrology, and Popular Medicine: 1550–1700 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2007), 14. 
28 Michael C. Schoenfeldt, Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England: Physiology and Inwardness in Spenser, 
Shakespeare and Milton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 6, 8. 
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and thus require both “corporall” and “Spirituall” cures.29 Antitheatricalists extend such 

understandings of the body to the theater when they describe how “affections and wicked 

concupiscence ouercome reason” as weak audience members “are caried away with euery rumor, 

and so easily corrupted.”30 Thomas Wright more specifically argues that “these affections […] 

trouble woonderfully the soule, corrupting iudgement, & seducing the will.”31 In the view of 

these writers, the theater renders the audience incapable of judgment as the humors within their 

bodies fluctuate, altering their identity and creating bodies that opposed the ideal of 

“immoueable, uncorrupted, upright” judges. 

Antitheatricalists further connect the body, the mind, and morality in their emphasis on 

the eyes and ears as the passageway for affections to “bring but confusion both to our bodies and 

soules.”32 Munday describes spectators’ eyes “carried awaie with the pride of vanitie” and “eares 

abused with [...] lecherous, filthie, and abhominable speeche.”33 Through the eyes, the ears and 

“the pleasure of the flesh,” the heart and mind are “withdrawen from the seruice of the Lorde.”34 

Gosson stresses “that [...] which entreth into vs by the eyes and eares, muste bee digested by the 

spirite, which is chiefly reserued to honor God” and Northbrooke complains that the “soule of 

the wise is snared & condemned” through “the filthie songs [that] hurte [...] chaste eares” and the 

                                                 
29 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Iohn Lichfield and James Short: Oxford, 1621), 12–13. For more on 
this connection, see: Mary A. Lund, Melancholy, Medicine and Religion in Early Modern England: Reading "The 
Anatomy of Melancholy" (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 171. 
30 Northbrooke, 69; Gosson, Playes Confuted, C8v. 
31 Wright, 13–14. Wright further describes the passions originating in the senses or memory and moving through the 
body, stirring the humors, and then “blind[ing] [man’s] judgments” (82–84, 88). 
32 Munday, 64. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. Although writers differed on their emphasis on either the eyes or the ears (a difference Gurr takes up in his 
exploration of the nomenclature of “spectators” or “audience”), most antitheatricalists agree that both are potentially 
harmful. 
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“unlawfull things” that the eyes, or “windowes of the mynde,” observe.35 Munday, Gosson, and 

Northbrooke emphasize that people needed to control what enters and exits their bodies through 

their eyes and ears to maintain a body suited for judgment. Attending a play was antithetical to 

the project of rational self-construction.  

Once audience members allowed passions to rise up in their bodies, they could face 

permanent loss of identity. Empathetic aspects of the theater were particularly suspect, and 

antitheatricalists expressed concern that emotions on stage could infect audience members. 

Montaigne describes a similar transfer of passions through empathy in “On the Power of the 

Imagination,” as a man who “so tensed his soul to understand the essence and impulsions of 

insanity [...] he toppled his own judgement from its seat and was never able to restore it again.”36 

Montaigne describes a permanent physical transformation that comes from imagining the 

passionate responses connected with insanity. Antitheatricalists similarly warn against the 

permanent consequences of theatrical participation, imagining that performing madness or 

femininity could imprint such characteristics onto the actor’s body. Such concerns extended to 

audience participation. Gosson, for example, insists that play attendance is worse than if men 

“had nigh burnt their guts with ouer feeding” because “the surfite of the soule is hardly cured.”37 

To allow passions into one’s body, or to subject oneself to “immoderate sorrow, heauines, 

womanish weeping and mourning” in response to tragedies was equivalent to neglecting one’s 

health, or in Northbrooke’s words, “pollut[ing]” the body.38  

                                                 
35 Gosson, Playes Confuted, B8v, Northbrooke, 61. 
36 Michel de Montaigne, “On the Power of the Imagination,” in The Complete Essays, trans. and ed. by M. A. 
Screech (London: Penguin, 1993), 110. 
37 Stephen Gosson, The schoole of abuse conteining a plesaunt [sic] inuectiue against poets, pipers, plaiers, iesters, 
and such like caterpillers of a co[m]monwelth (London: Thomas VVoodcocke, 1579), 7. 
38 Gosson, Plays Confuted, C5v–C6r. Northbrooke, 69. 
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Although antitheatricalists insist men drawn in by “pleasure of the flesh” are infected by 

the “common plague” of the theater as “[t]he venome and poison [...] spred it selfe [...] through 

more parts of [the] body,” close examination of medical texts reveals it is also possible to 

deduce, as I argue Shakespeare does, that somatic reactions provide another pathway to 

judgment.39 Both arguments coincide with medical rhetoric of the period, which emphasizes that 

substances entering the body influence identity by altering one’s humoral constitution. Early 

moderns often draw on the Greek conflation of poison and remedy under the term pharmakon.40 

Friar Laurence evokes such a connection in Romeo and Juliet when he describes “poison,” which 

“hath [...] medicine power” (2.3.24). The theater’s possession of “venome and poison” does not 

preclude possible curative effects. Furthermore, as Michael Schoenfeldt demonstrates, 

controlling what entered and exited the body is an empowering tool of self-construction, and thus 

correlated with judgment.41  

While antitheatrical texts portray women as even more susceptible to influences of the 

passions in the theater, some medical texts suggest that women could also perform the self-

regulation needed for judgment. Northbrooke expresses concern over the presence of women and 

maids, arguing females should avoid plays because their “curiositie” will lead them to harm, and 

Munday describes “honest women allured with abhominable speeches” who confess how “they 

                                                 
39 Munday, 87, 73; Rainoldes, 36. Rainoldes also links performance and disease, writing that “bodily diseases may 
bee gotten [...] by him, who faining for a purpose that he was sicke of the goute, became (through care of 
counterfeiting it) goutie indeed” (20). See also: Gosson, Playes Confuted, C2r. 
40 Tanya Louise Pollard, Drugs and Theater in Early Modern England (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 4. 
41 Citing Nicholas Culpepper’s translation of John Veslingus’s Anatomy of the Body of Man and Thomas Vicary’s A 
Profitable Treatise of the Anatomie of Mans Body, Schoenfeldt describes the stomach’s differentiation between good 
and bad as a form of ethical judgment (26). While Schoenfeldt’s research emphasizes that the early modern 
“consuming subject was pressured by Galenic physiology, classical ethics, and Protestant theology to conceive in all 
acts of ingestion and excretion as very literal acts of self-fashioning,” he does not extend such acts to judgment in 
the theater (Schoenfeldt, Bodies and Selves, 11).  
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haue receiued [...] such filthie infections” in the theater, “as haue turned [...] their bodies into 

sicknes, and their soules to the state of euerlasting damnation.”42 The inability of women to resist 

the influence of the theater derives from the Galenic idea that “[m]en’s bodies were [...] hotter 

and drier, women’s bodies colder and more spongy.”43 Women were incapable of “productive 

agency, individuality, and higher reasoning,” because they did not possess the hot and dry bodies 

required for rational thought.44 However, exceptions to this rule exist, and texts like Gervase 

Markham’s The English Huswife, Isabella Whitney’s Sweet Nosegay (1573) and Anne 

Wheathill’s A Handfull of Holesome (Though Homelie) Hearbs (1584) grant women agency over 

their own health and the health of their families and neighbors. The responsibility of women to 

care for themselves and their family by providing “kitchen-physik” depends on decision-making 

and body-regulating capabilities.45 While the presence of female bodies in the theater 

exacerbated the concerns of antitheatricalists, medical texts written for or by women, provide 

women with agency to make judgments. As I show in Chapter 5, Shakespeare draws on this 

alternate tradition, granting women not only the ability to judge, but also the responsibility of 

remedying the diseased judgment of men.  

                                                 
42 Northbrooke, 62, 68; Munday, 56, 54. 
43 Paster, 27. Schoenfeldt confirms, “The Galenic physiology of the period argued that because women were cooler 
and wetter than men, they were also more susceptible to extreme emotion, and less capable of the rational wisdom 
required properly to regulate their emotions.” “‘Commotion Strange’: Passion in Paradise Lost” in Reading the 
Early Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion, ed. Gail Kern Paster, Katherine Rowe, and Mary 
Floyd-Wilson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 45. 
44 Paster, 27. 
45 Paster explains that “most theorists believed that some men, especially old or melancholy ones, were colder than 
some women” (Paster 77). Gervase Markham, The English Hus-wife, Contayning, The Inward and Outward Vertues 
Which Ought to Be in a Compleat Woman (London: 1615); Isabella Whitney, A Sweet Nosgay, or Pleasant Posye 
(London: R. Jones, 1573); Anne Wheathill, A Handfull of Holesome (Though Homelie) Hearbs (London: H. 
Denham, 1584). For a discussion of early modern female-authored medical texts see Rebecca Laroche, Medical 
Authority and Englishwomen’s Herbal Texts: 1550–1650 (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2009). 



14 

Because the passions in the early modern period are not only linked to physical and moral 

change, but also to changes in the body politic and the universe, anxieties about commodification 

or social disruption have as much to do with the body as anxieties about physical transformation 

and feminization. When antitheatricalists express concerns about the influence of the theater on 

society, they use what Harris describes as a belief in “a system of correspondences” between the 

physical body, the body politic, and the universe.46 While Harris draws heavily on the work of 

Leonard Barkan, who provides an extensive overview of the ways early moderns used the body 

as a metaphor to understand less tangible concepts such as the commonwealth or the universe,47 

Harris stresses that the connections between the body, body politic, and the universe were more 

than metaphorical.48 Changes in any one of these entities had real and immediate effects on the 

other two. Antitheatricalists criticize the theater not only for “bring[ing] [...] men’s soules into 

danger,” but also for bringing “the whole Common-weale into disorder.”49 Among the actions 

one might learn at a play, Northbrooke lists, “howe to murther, howe to poyson, howe to disobey 

and rebell agaynst Princes” and how “to ransacke and spoyle cities and townes [....] and deryde 

any nation.”50 The attention to actions intended to disrupt social and political order indicate a 

belief in the wide-ranging effects of the theater. 

                                                 
46 Harris, 2. Curth further explains, “The early modern model [was based on the idea] that humans and animals were 
a microcosm composed of four primary elements of earth, air, fire and water, and four qualities of heat, cold, 
moistness and dryness which corresponded with those in the macrocosm (i.e. universe)” (14). 
47 Leonard Barkan, Nature’s Work of Art: The Human Body as Image of the World (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1975). 
48 Harris, 2. 
49 Munday, 44. 
50 Northbrooke, 68. In a similar complaint, Stubbes claims audience members “will learne to murther, slay, kill, 
picke, steale, rob, and roue [....], to rebell against Princes, [and] to commit Treason” (106). And, I.G. claims that 
plays are responsible for the “ouerthrow” of the “Romane Common-wealth” and its eventual subjection to 
“Tyrannicall gouernement” (13–14). 
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While scholars recognize this concern with social disruption, many fail to tie it to 

concerns about corporeality, seeing it instead as solely a political issue. Cook explains that the 

gathering of crowds in theaters “provoked fear in a period when no organized police system 

existed and when officials had to deal with civil disturbances on a frequent basis,” and David 

Kastan writes that the unique threat of performance was that it allowed a public to come together 

to analyze and make judgments about political situation.51 Antitheatricalist texts reveal that the 

concerns that Cook and Kastan identify were also tied to the presence and alteration of physical 

bodies in the theater. Puritans argued that “Even if a play was written and performed with the 

noble intention of teaching a moral lesson, the spectator would be too engrossed in carnal 

pleasure to consider vice objectively within the plays moral context.”52 The body provided the 

avenue for moral and political disruption. For antitheatricalists, allowing a mixed audience to 

view plays meant leaving judgment—something that should be reserved for the government and 

the church—in the hands of people who could take down the nation with their sensual appetite 

and lack of reasoning skills. 

Shakespeare resists the argument that the characteristics of the body highlighted by 

antitheatricalists render it incapable of judgment, instead assigning new value to the common 

corporeal condition of mankind. His plays recognize that people can understand each other better 

and thus are better suited to judgment when they allow their bodies to operate naturally, even if 

that means allowing affections to transform the humoral body. By refashioning the faults that 

                                                 
51 Cook notes only two major disturbances occurred in theaters between the opening of the public theaters and their 
closure in 1642 (312). David Scott Kastan, Shakespeare After Theory (New York: Routledge, 1999), 216. Many, 
including Queen Elizabeth herself, condoned the watching and writing of contentious plays by the privileged class 
(Dutton 293), but this concession did not extend to the general public (Mullaney, Ch. 2). Richard Dutton, 
“Censorship” in A New History of Early English Drama; Stephen Mullaney, The Place of the Stage: License, Play, 
and Power in Renaissance England (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995). See also Doty. 
52 Paul Whitfield White, “Theater and Religious Culture” in A New History of Early English Drama, 140. 
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antitheatricalists identify as necessary components of the theater, Shakespeare offers plays that 

“embody and virtually become defenses against [...] the suspect and occult powers of the 

theatre.”53 The plays move the audience by stirring the passions, as antitheatricalists claim, but 

the audience also invigorates current performances through bodily actions inspired by their 

transformation—clapping, shouting, jeering, crying, and laughing—and future performances 

through attendance and ticket sales. In contrast to Burton, who repeatedly reminds the reader that 

“passions should be moderated through reason,” and Aristotle, who sees the theater as useful for 

purging the passions,54 Shakespeare portrays the passions as useful in themselves. Tears cried in 

response to a moving speech, for example, confirm the success of the performance while also 

demonstrating compassion. Passions transform the theater into a space in which swayed 

emotions reveal human understanding. Furthermore, the pleasure generated by these passions 

contributes to an economic benefit for “those who act, write for it, regulate it, provide costumes, 

build and maintain the playhouses, ferry customers across the river, pick pockets or pick up 

tricks during the performance, provide refreshment, sweep up after the crowd, and so forth.”55 

By referencing audiences in his plays, Shakespeare demonstrates the economic and artistic need 

for audience participation through passionate response and judgment. 

When Shakespeare’s plays acknowledge the audience through asides, metaphorical 

representations, the presence of model audiences on stage, or other meta-theatrical remarks, they 

invite audience judgment. The “collapse of [...] distance” between the audience and the players 

refigures the “infectious contact” of the theater described by antitheatricalists as shared bodily 

                                                 
53 Jonathan V. Crewe, "The Theatre of the Idols: Marlowe, Rankins, and Theatrical Images," Theatre Journal 36, no. 
3 (1984): 322. 
54 On Burton, see Lund, 10. Aristotle, Poetics (4th cent. B. C.), trans. Malcolm Heath (London: Penguin, 1996). 
55 Lund, 9; Greenblatt, 18. 
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experience. Observations, emotions, and shifting humors become evidence on which to base 

judgments in the theatrical space.  

The final speech of A Midsummer Night’s Dream reveals the potential for judgment that 

Shakespeare identifies in the body. In this speech, Puck famously calls for audience applause, 

compares the theater to a dream, and asks the audience for forgiveness and acceptance, which 

they should offer with their hands:  

If we shadows have offended, 
Think but this, and all is mended, 
That you have but slumb’red here 
While these visions did appear. 
And this weak and idle theme, 
No more yielding but a dream, 
Gentles, do not reprehend. 
If you pardon, we will mend. 
And, as I am an honest Puck, 
If we have unearned luck 
Now to scape the serpent's tongue, 
We will make amends ere long; 
Else the Puck a liar call. 
So, good night unto you all. 
Give me your hands, if we be friends, 
And Robin shall restore amends. (5.1.423–38) 

In this speech, Shakespeare acknowledges and critiques the antitheatrical belief that the theater 

produces weakness and idleness, which affects the thinking of both performers and playgoers. 

Although Puck describes the performance as a “vision” and “dream,” the language of production 

in the terms “mend[ing]” and “mak[ing]” stresses the physical labor that theater requires. The 

performance is only possible because the actors and theater workers have labored to produce it. 

The “broom” with which Puck “sweep[s]s the dust behind the door” (5.1.389–90), when he 

arrives in this scene provides a visual reminder of labor, which Wendy Wall connects with the 
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female tradition of housewifery.56 As I argue in Chapter 5, Shakespeare uses traditional female 

tasks associated with housewifery and motherhood to draw attention to the physical work of 

women in the theater. Puck does not only call attention to the labor of theater workers, but also 

asks the audience to recognize their own role in influencing the production. Theater requires 

affirmation, of the type that can only be offered by an audience. Rather than only “think” about 

what has occurred on stage, the audience must physically respond to it, offering their “hands” in 

support. The giving of hands certainly signals applause and thus approval, but it also can be read 

as a willingness to become part of the theatrical community. Puck does not dismiss concerns 

about the “visions” outright, but asks for non-traditional judgment: the joining of hands and the 

consideration of forgiveness. 

Shakespeare insists on the utility of bodily experience in the space of the theater even as 

he accepts the human body as flawed. Extending the work of other scholars, who acknowledge 

Shakespeare’s approach to the body as significant—Lynn Enterline, for example, points to the 

importance of female voices and bodies animated in The Winter’s Tale57 and Jeffrey Knapp 

argues that “the carnal spectacles of the theater [...] are sacramental”58—I argue that bodies in 

Shakespeare’s plays facilitate productive judgment. By allowing for “spiritual edification” 

through its “communal” and “flesh[ly]” attributes, the theater prepares the audience to judge 

themselves, the actions on stage, the quality of the production, and ideas and concepts circulating 

in society. Shakespeare’s plays emphasize the bodily aspects of judgment, challenging 

antitheatrical concerns about the judgment of audience members in the public theater.  

                                                 
56 Wendy Wall, Staging Domesticity: Household Work and English Identity in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge, 
U.K.; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), Ch. 3. 
57 Lynn Enterline, The Rhetoric of the Body from Ovid to Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), Ch. 6. 
58 Jeffrey Knapp, "Preachers and Players in Shakespeare's England," Representations no. 44 (1993): 33–34. 
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 This project is divided into four chapters, each of which examines a different play in 

which Shakespeare engages with questions of audience judgment. Although Shakespeare insists 

on corporeal judgment in each of these plays, he does so in different ways, interpreting judgment 

in terms of community, collaboration, acknowledgment, and forgiveness.59 While judgment is 

traditionally identified as an individual activity, Shakespeare shows how perceiving of oneself as 

part of a larger entity enhances a person’s awareness of the human condition and alters one’s 

judgments. Choosing to collaborate, individuals make a decision to participate in such a 

community, recognizing the experiences and observations of others as crucial components for 

building knowledge about the world. Acknowledgment and forgiveness emerge out of the 

acceptance of one’s reliance on others and of one’s own fallibility. Rather than judging someone 

or something as right or wrong, like traditional rational judgment, the judgments of 

acknowledgment and forgiveness place emphasis on the interconnectedness of the human 

condition. Shakespeare’s plays argue for the need for judgment within the theater, while also 

interrogating the concept of judgment in a larger framework. 

 Chapter 2, “A Community of Flesh and Blood in Richard II,” examines Richard II 

through the multiple meanings of “flesh and blood” found in early modern Protestant culture. 

Richard draws attention to his existence in “flesh and blood” as he faces deposition (3.2.171). 

This acknowledgment of weakness exposes Richard to judgment, but it also connects him to his 

subjects and to the audience through the commonality of bodily experience. In identifying 

Richard as part of the fleshly community, the play challenges the idea promoted by 

antitheatricalists that some bodies are more capable of judgment than others. By encouraging the 

                                                 
59 To further discuss these other values, I draw on the work of Sarah Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of 
Forgiveness (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2011). 
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use of one’s “flesh and blood” in corporeal judgment and community, while at the same time 

acknowledging that this is the very flesh and blood that makes the characters vulnerable, the play 

parallels cultural constructions of ideas about the body. While antitheatricalists stressed the 

sinful nature of the flesh, consistent with the understanding of “flesh and blood” as “human 

nature with its emotions and infirmities,” other religious texts focused on “flesh and blood” as a 

signifier of the connection between mankind and Christ. 60 I argue that Richard II draws parallels 

between the theatrical community and the community created through the sacramental 

experiences of baptism and communion. The play reveals the crucial role that bodies play in 

establishing common experience and providing an avenue for judgment in the theater.  

 This common, corporeal experience also becomes the framework for the collaborative 

processes on which early modern theater depends. In Chapter 3, “Collaborative Memory in 

Hamlet,” I argue that Shakespeare establishes correspondences between bodily and social 

collaboration to show how both are needed for the memory-making project of the theater. 

Hamlet’s failures to remember stem from his rejection of the connections between the senses, 

between mental faculties, and between individuals. Yet, as a successful play, Hamlet provides a 

corrective to such failures, demonstrating how a turn towards collaboration may effectively 

preserve memories, a project the audience must participate in as the play ends.  

The processes and manifestations of judgment in Shakespeare’s plays come in multiple 

forms, from forgiveness to collaboration to affective reaction. In Chapter 4, “The Thundering, 

English Audience in King Lear,” I read the storm in King Lear as a model and analog for the 

audience. The tempest guides the audience to offer passionate responses, critiquing the 

                                                 
60 OED Online, s.v. "flesh and blood, n." (Oxford University press, 2013), 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/71462?rskey=t4Z3ac&result=1&isAdvanced=false (accessed March 14, 2013). 
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antitheatrical idea that the expression of emotion undermines judgment. I argue that the storm’s 

function as a model for physical response is specifically tied to the idea of an inherent connection 

between the body and environment. Early moderns believed that the damp and stormy 

environment of England contributed to a natural vulnerability in English bodies. King Lear 

exposes the risk of denying this vulnerability, and shows how the passionate responses 

associated with English impressionability can actually be sources of productive judgment and 

self-edification. 

 In the last chapter, I continue to explore the relationship between judgment and 

community as I address the presence of female bodies in the theater. Chapter 5, “Memory as a 

Remedy for Judgment in The Winter’s Tale,” reads memory as a physical process that corrects 

for the widespread failure to recognize female contributions, whether it be to society or to the 

theater. Although female labor contributed to the health of the household and the success of the 

theater, males in society and in the play disparage women’s work, accusing females of 

whoredom, bastardry, and witchcraft.  Shakespeare portrays such judgments as diseased, 

resulting from the failure to recognize or remember female labor. Female characters provide a 

remedy for this disease, standing in for hidden female contributors to the theater and exposing 

societal blindness to women’s work. Through these characters, the play helps the audience 

recognize and remember the contributions women make to society and to theater. 

 Finally, the afterword reflects on how Shakespeare’s calls for alternatives to traditional 

judgment still have relevance today. By continuing to challenge our preconceived notions and by 

turning towards those who are marginalized by society, we become more aware of the human 

condition and more compassionate as judges. Shakespeare’s plays prepare us for such important 

work. 
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Shakespeare’s plays have offered fodder for many scholars exploring the early modern 

body. However, at times the work of these scholars leaves Shakespeare’s plays feeling more like 

texts than pieces of performance. Focusing on the conditions of the theater and the placement of 

bodies in the theater and highlighting Shakespeare’s use of various perspectives on the human 

body, I offer new perspective on the ways audience bodies contributed to judgment and thus 

became essential components of the early modern theater. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A COMMUNITY OF FLESH AND BLOOD IN RICHARD II 

Facing deposition, the king of Shakespeare’s Richard II draws attention to his human 

condition by emphasizing his existence in “flesh and blood” (3.2.171).1 As he does so, Richard 

exposes himself to judgment and connects himself to his subjects and to the audience through the 

commonality of bodily experience. This chapter examines the parallels between the “flesh and 

blood” community created through these connections in the theater and the sacramental 

community developed through participation in Protestant rituals to show how corporeality 

facilitates judgment grounded in affirmation and forgiveness. 

Richard II has long been recognized as a play about judgment and popularity. The 

commission of a performance of the play at the Globe by the supporters of Robert Devereux on 

the eve of the Essex rebellion demonstrates the play’s early association with the power of public 

opinion. Over the last four decades, scholars have examined the relationship of public judgment 

and power in Richard II, often noting the connection between the envisioned public in the play 

and the actual audience in the theater. Phyllis Rackin, for instance, argues that the play 

“implicates the audience in the action” when it asks them to take sides between Richard and 

Bullingbrook.2 By swaying audience loyalties, the play forces the audience to think about the 

way their judgments influence exchanges of power. David Bergeron contends the theatrical 

portrayal of power in the play mimics the subversion that takes place in carnival festivals. Such 

an interpretation emphasizes the role of the public or the audience, but does not account for the 

                                                 
1 All references to Shakespeare’s plays come from The Riverside Shakespeare 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1997). Future mentions will be listed parenthetically in the text.  
2 Phyllis Rackin, “The Role of the Audience in Shakespeare's Richard II,” Shakespeare Quarterly 36, no.3 (1985), 
281. See also: Rackin, Stages of History: Shakespeare’s English Chronicles (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1990). 
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lasting impact left by such a reversal of power or the fact that kingship depends on the people, 

even when such influence is not acknowledged. Jeffrey Doty, on the other hand, emphasizes the 

ways that Richard II encourages audiences to “practice thinking about how power works in the 

political domain.”3 As a “training ground for citizenship,” the theater encourages audience 

members to think about political concepts in a safe environment.4 While Bergeron and Rackin 

limit their discussion of judgment largely to the mental processes of the audience, Doty identifies 

physical responses, such as applause, as significant manifestations of judgment.5 Such 

expressions, along with affective responses, allow for a split between the audience and the 

commons midway through the play with Richard “ascend[ing]” in the minds of the audience but 

remaining out of favor with the “commons.”6 Each of these authors recognizes a connection 

between the audience and the characters for the purpose of judgment. They also separate the 

audience from the stage and focus primarily on the ways Richard II cultivates political thought.7 

Reevaluating the idea of judgment to focus on, rather than just include, physical and 

affective communal responses, I read Shakespeare’s calls to the audience as evidence that 

audience participation does not become irrelevant or external once the play’s conflict is resolved. 

Much as a confessor might plead for forgiveness and assurance of their place in the earthly and 

heavenly community, Shakespeare’s plays ask for “kind” judgment (Henry V, Prologue 34) and 

“friend[ship]” (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 5.1.437), encouraging the audience to “like or find 

                                                 
3 Jeffrey Doty, “Shakespeare's Richard II, ‘Popularity,’ and the Early Modern Public Sphere," Shakespeare 
Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2010), 185. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Doty, Shakespeare, Popularity and the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 154–55. 
6 Ibid., 53. 
7 Rackin, for example, who argues the play reestablishes a “comfortable demarcation between stage and audience” 
looks at the historical effect of the play performed on the eve of the Essex rebellion (“Role,” 281). 
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fault” with the performance (Troilus, Prologue, 30). Characters plead with the audience to 

engage corporeally as they construct their judgments. Romeo and Juliet asks for “patient ears” 

and The Two Noble Kinsmen and Midsummer Night’s Dream for “helping hands” (The Two 

Noble Kinsmen, Prologue 26).8 The audience must use their eyes, ears, and hands to transform 

the material on stage into a story which is “[w]orth two hours’ travail” (Two Noble Kinsmen, 

Prologue 29). These confessions and calls for physical participation insist on the value of the 

body as a tool for expressing judgment. The urgency of the pleas also illustrates what Jeffrey 

Knapp, Regina Schwartz, Joel Altman, and Sarah Beckwith recognize as the reliance of the 

theater on “the communal participation of the audience.”9 As audience members rub shoulders 

with their fellow theatergoers and experience the sights, sounds, and smells of the theater, they 

affirm their place in a flesh and blood community, contributing to the performance with their 

groans, applause, tears, and laughter.  

Consistent with calls for participation in Shakespeare’s other plays, Richard II insists that 

the body, in its unstable humoral and communal form is central to judgment formation. From the 

first act, Richard draws attention to the influence of “flesh and blood” on both community and 

judgment by commanding Gaunt to “call [Henry Bullingbrook and Thomas Mowbray] to 

[Richard’s] presence; face to face, / And frowning brow to brow,” so that the king may “hear / 

The accuser and the accused freely speak” (1.1.15–16). Privileging the physical confrontation of 

faces and brows, and unwilling to act on hearsay, Richard recognizes that a physical community 

                                                 
8 Puck asks for the audience to “Give me your hands” (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 5.1.166). 
9 Jeffrey Knapp, Shakespeare's Tribe: Church, Nation, and Theater in Renaissance England (Chicago; London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), 120, 133. Knapp specifically cites Henry V’s prologue, in which the chorus asks 
the audience to “Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them” (120). Joel Altman argues that Richard II, both 
parts of Henry IV, and Henry V rely on the audience’s “participation” in a sacramental, poetic, and political manner. 
“‘Vile Participation’: The Amplification of Violence in the Theater of Henry V,” Shakespeare Quarterly 42, no. 1 
(1991), 1–32. 
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must be established before judgment can take place. The play’s emphasis on the presence of 

bodies—and in the case of banishment, absence—stresses the influence of “flesh and blood” on 

theatrical judgment. 

Richard II posits a relationship between the body and judgment, illuminated by the 

context of the church’s rites. Acknowledging the power of communal and corporeal judgment in 

Richard II, I not only reevaluate the body’s role in judgment but also revise the current 

conversation about sacramentality in the theater. Scholars tend to limit the discussion of 

sacramentality in Shakespeare’s histories to a single sacramental figure or focus on the idea that 

the theater fills the empty spaces left by the abandoned or altered sacraments. Altman, for 

example, limits the audience’s eucharistic experience in Richard II to the “partaking” and 

destruction of Richard.10 Although Altman acknowledges that the audience feeds upon those in 

power, he does not recognize the importance of audience bodies in the experience of 

sacramentality. Knapp astutely ties the theater’s project of redemption to the “fleshly and carnal” 

in his discussion of Henry V, correcting Altman’s oversight, and offering a precedent for 

extending the identification of sacramental elements beyond a single figure to include “the 

spectacles of the theater.”11 Yet the purpose of these sacramental elements is not limited to a 

critique of the church, as Knapp implies, or a replacement for the transformative power of the 

rejected sacraments as Beckwith, Schwartz, and Elizabeth Fowler argue.12 Although the Church 

                                                 
10 Altman, 16. 
11 Here Knapp quotes Northbrooke, who refers to the theater as containing the “fleshly and carnal” (Shakespeare's 
Tribe, 119). 
12 Knapp, 120. Knapp largely focuses on how theater is working towards the “homiletic purpose” of the church (144, 
119). See also: Knapp, “Preachers and Players in Shakespeare's England,” Representations 44 (1993), 29–59. 
Regina M. Schwartz argues that Shakespeare’s plays attempt to replace the transformative power of the rejected 
sacramental idea of transubstantiation. Sacramental Poetics at the Dawn of Secularism: When God Left the World 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008). Sarah Beckwith and Elizabeth Fowler focus on the spaces left with the 
rejection of penance. Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2011) and Fowler, “Towards a History of Performativity: Sacrament, Social Contract, and The Merchant of Venice,” 
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of England discounted confirmation, penance, holy orders, matrimony, and extreme unction, the 

post-Reformation sacraments of baptism and holy communion continued to insist on a coming 

together of individuals to experience and then remember their “adopcion” into the Christian 

community.13 Creating a parallel experience that includes its own forms of affirmation, the 

theater offers more than a compensatory measure to the church.14  

I argue that the theater adopts the reformed sacraments’ project of establishing a 

community to mold playgoers into an audience that draws on its corporeality to create judgments 

that reflect its members’ embodiment in flesh and blood. Sacramental experience exists within 

the theater itself as Richard II offers an iteration of corporeal community that allows for 

affirmation and forgiveness as positive alternatives to traditional ideas of rational judgment, 

which exclude the participation of the body and rely on binaries of right and wrong. Like the 

sacrament of communion, which assumes a flawed existence, the theatrical community is flawed 

from the start, relying on imperfect representations; yet, as Richard II demonstrates, this 

representative nature can be overcome through bodily judgment. In addition to transforming 

                                                 
in Shakespeare and the Middle Ages, ed. Curtis Perry and John Watkins (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 68–77. See also: Julia Reinhard Lupton, who considers Shakespeare’s treatments of “sacramental 
marriage” and “civil divorce” as examples of the coming together of religion and politics. Citizen-Saints: 
Shakespeare and Political Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). For a more detailed description 
of the rejection of the Catholic sacraments, see Velma Richmond, Shakespeare, Catholicism, and Romance (New 
York: Continuum, 2000), 24. 
13 Church of England, The Booke of Common Prayer, and Administracion of the Sacramentes, and Other Rites and 
Ceremonies in the Church of England (London: in officina Richardi Iugge & Iohannis Cawood, 1559): R2r, Q1r, 
R5r. Thomas Broke also emphasizes the role of remembrance in Certeyne Meditations and Thinges to be had in 
Remembraunce, and Well Considered by Euery Christia[n], before He Receiue the Sacrament of the Body and 
Bloude of Christ (London: Iohn Day and William Seres, 1548). See also Lucy Wooding, “Remembrance in the 
Eucharist,” in The Arts of Remembrance in Early Modern England, ed. by Andrew Gordon and Thomas Rist 
(Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013). 
14 David Coleman and Fowler neglect to recognize the effectiveness of the audience’s intervention when they claim 
the drama fails “to wash away sin in Macbeth,” to provide effective “deathbed confessionals in Hamlet and 
Othello,” or to incorporate members of the community in The Merchant of Venice. On Macbeth, Hamlet, and 
Othello, see: Coleman, Drama and the Sacraments in Sixteenth-Century England: Indelible Characters 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 129. On The Merchant of Venice, see Fowler, who focuses on the critique 
of social contract in the play (68). 
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individual audience members, the “flesh and blood” pact transforms the entire community, play, 

performance, and theater. These larger transformations result from physical change and 

judgment, as the audience agrees to use “helping hands” and “patient ears” to “kindly judge” the 

play.  

I begin by examining the meta-theatrical moments in Richard II in conjunction with 

theatrical and sacramental practice to show how Shakespeare answers anxieties about immoral 

participation and about unethical exclusion in the theater and church by insisting on the value of 

fleshly involvement. I then argue that Shakespeare rejects the exclusivity present in intrapersonal 

and familial forms of a “flesh and blood” community to portray acceptance of corporeality as the 

most important criterion for judgment. Emphasizing the importance of inclusivity, Richard II’s 

female characters offer transformative corporeal judgments that exceed those offered by male 

characters. Finally, I examine parallels between the dependence of kingship on corporeality and 

the dependence of the theater on the same to show how bodily support transcends traditional 

avenues of judgment. Affirmation and forgiveness provided through sacramental participation in 

the theater facilitate afterlife for the characters and for the production as a whole.  

 

I 

In the idea of “engrafting,” Shakespeare’s sonnets provide a metaphor for the type of 

bodily communion that Richard II finds in the theater. Resigned to the idea that the young man 

will not reproduce and realizing time is limited because “everything that grows / Holds in 

perfection but a little moment,” the speaker of the procreation sonnets takes matters into his own 
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artistic hands, deciding to “engraft [the young man] new.”15 The theater, like the poet, 

perpetuates life by engrafting the personalities of the characters onto the actors’ bodies. Even as 

the speaker describes life as a “huge stage” that “presenteth nought but shows” (15.3), the theater 

generates life on stage. William Lawson describes “grafting” as “[t]he reforming of the Fruit of 

one Tree with the fruit of another, by artificiall transplacing or transposing of a twigge, budde, or 

leafe, (commonly called a Graft) taken from one tree of the same, or some other kind, and placed 

or put to, or into an other tree.”16 Although the process is “artificiall,” Lawson advises that this 

merging of two plants is “the plainest way to have store of good fruit.”17 This non-natural 

mechanism produces life, connecting “what had been separate or alien” in an “indissoluble 

marriage.”18 When the theater takes on the project of engrafting, it provides a real, physical 

connection. Like Christian children “regenerate and grafted into the bodye of Christes 

congregacyon” as they are marked with the “cross vpon [their] foreheads” during baptism, the 

characters and actors join the theatrical community through a bodily ritual of performance.19  

In the case of a history play, such as Richard II, this connection exists between the 

historical model, the stage character, and the actor who embodies both variations of identity. As 

                                                 
15 As printed in Stephen Booth, Shakespeare’s Sonnets (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977): Sonnet 15, Lines 
1–4, 14. 
16 William Lawson, A Nevv Orchard and Garden. Or the Best Way for Planting, Grafting, and to make the Ground 
Good, for a Rich Orchard Particularly in the North Parts of England (London: Bar: Alsop, 1618), 28. See also, Vin 
Nardizzi and Miriam Jacobson, “The Secrets of Grafting in Wroth’s Urania,” in Ecofeminist Approaches to Early 
Modernity, edited by Jennifer Monroe (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 175–94. 
17 Lawson, 28. For a further description of engrafting see Gervase Markham, The English Husbandman (London: 
T[homas] S[nodham], 1613), 47–58. 
18 Rebecca Bushnell, Green Desire: Imagining Early Modern English Gardens (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2003), 148.  
19 The Booke of Common Prayer, R4v–R5r. Although the communion liturgy includes prayers that ““all carnal 
affections may dye [...] and that al thinges belongyng to the spyryte, may liue and grow” (R4v), the physical actions 
confirm a corporeal component to the sacrament. See also William Hussey, An Ansvver to Mr. Tombes His 
Scepticall Examination of Infants-Baptisme: Wherein Baptisme is Declared to Ingraft Us into Christ (London: 
1646). 
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the flesh of the actors provides life for the characters and the souls of the historical personalities 

animate the actor’s bodies, the actors, the stage characters, and the historical models become part 

of a community, which like that of the sacraments encompasses both “living and dead.”20 

Audience members join this community through their own physical participation prompted by 

meta-theatrical remarks that make playgoers aware of their position in the theater. 

Shakespeare illustrates the mechanisms that unite theatrical community in his portrayal of 

Richard’s deposition. Scholars commonly read Richard’s relinquishment of the kingship in terms 

of the separation between the body politic and the body natural. Katherine Rowe, for example, 

explains the scene depicts Richard’s “famous ‘undoing’ of himself as king by himself as man,”21 

and Rackin identifies “the problem in this play” as “the inadequacy of Richard the man to sustain 

the office of King Richard.22 Richard’s self-identification as “a traitor” who has given his “soul’s 

consent / T’ undeck the pompous body of a king” (4.1.248–50) supports the hypothesis that a 

rupture has occurred between the body natural and the body politic. Yet, if the communion 

between his identity as king and his identity as man is broken in this moment, Richard gains 

access to a wider and more inclusive community as he embraces his fleshly existence. Even 

while the scene depicts “the very unravelling or unmasking of institution, state, and kingship,”23 

                                                 
20 Wooding, 22. Although this is a Catholic sentiment, Wooding, who has worked on the idea of remembrance in the 
early modern period, contends that prayers for the dead during post-Reformation communion services confirm that a 
“conception of the Eucharist as a vision of Christian unity” that included both the living and the dead “could still 
find a place within some versions of Protestant understanding” (29). 
21 Katherine A. Rowe, “Dismembering and Forgetting in Titus Andronicus,” Shakespeare Quarterly 45, no.3 (1994): 
286. 
22 Rackin, “Role,” 267. 
23 M. M. Slaughter, “Sacred Kingship and Antinomianism: Antirrhesis and the Order of Things,” Cardozo Studies in 
Law and Literature 4, no. 2 (1992), 228. See David Bevington, who points out the “inversion of structure” in this 
scene was “so daring” that it was removed “from the two early quartos.” Action is Eloquence: Shakespeare’s 
Language of Gesture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 42. 
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it calls attention to the perpetuation made possible through the physical gestures of the theater.24 

Having agreed to give over his crown, Richard emphasizes the physical actions required for his 

new identity as a subject and laments that he has “hardly yet [...] learn’d / To insinuate, flatter, 

bow, and bend [his] knee (4.1.162–65). Yet Richard’s embodiment in the flesh of a successful 

actor undermines the sincerity of his claim. The person playing Richard knows his scripted role, 

which requires both flattery and bending of the knee.  

Richard is more like the actor than he might imagine. The physical actions surrounding 

Richard’s deposition reinforce the communion between actor, character, and historical model 

even as they “undo” (4.1.201) the bonds between body and body politic. Richard removes from 

his body what Rowe refers to as the “kingly instruments so often associated with the medieval 

doctrine of the body politic”25: the crown, sceptre, pride, balm, and oaths. Asking the audience to 

“mark” his actions, Richard takes the “heavy weight” from his “head,” the “unwieldy sceptre” 

from his “hand,” and the “pride” from his “heart” (4.1.202–204). In doing so, the king draws 

attention to his physical movements and replaces that which is ephemeral with that which is 

corporeal. The body becomes the agent of this transformation: the “tears” cleansing him of the 

“balm,” his “hands” offering the “crown,” and his “breath releas[ing] all duteous oaths” 

(4.1.205–210). Like a communicant who kneels before God to receive forgiveness and 

absolution during communion, Richard offers his previous self, opening the possibility of being 

engrafted onto a new community. What Richard accepts in place of his previous self is not a 

heavenly soul, but an earthly body which he shares with the actor. 

                                                 
24 Christopher Pye notes, “[I]f power is to be transferred legitimately only the king may unking himself. And that is 
an impossible act”; however, “[t]he problem for the onlooker is not that Richard’s sport seems real, but that its 
theatrical illusion seems limitless.” “The Betrayal of the Gaze: Theatricality and Power in Shakespeare’s Richard 
II,” ELH 55, no. 3 (1988), 577, 578.  
25 Rowe, 286. 
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The physical connection between actors and characters extends past the stage to the 

audience as playgoers participate through sensory experience and physical response. Stephen 

Gosson describes the “heauing, and shoouing, [...] ytching and shouldring” that takes place “in 

our assemblies at playes in London.”26 Although antitheatricalists portray such physicality in a 

negative light, they repeatedly return to such descriptions, identifying corporeality as intrinsic to 

the theatrical experience. Emphasizing theatricality and performance, Richard II encourages the 

audience to recognize their own inclusion in the congregation of the theater. While most scholars 

have identified the meta-theatrical references in the play as divisionary, “reestablish[ing] the 

comfortable demarcation between stage and audience,”27 these references are the very bonds 

through which the play enforces community. As Jeremy Lopez argues, the “self-reflexivity” of 

Shakespeare’s plays functions as “a tool for unifying the spectators.”28 Meta-theatrical remarks 

allow the audience to feel they are “‘in on’ all the jokes” and thus to identify as part of the 

community that exists in the shared space of the playhouse.29 The performativity of the proposed 

                                                 
26 Stephen Gosson, The schoole of abuse conteining a plesaunt [sic] inuectiue against poets, pipers, plaiers, iesters, 
and such like caterpillers of a co[m]monwelth (London: Thomas VVoodcocke, 1579), 17r. Carla Mazzio draws 
attention to this use of the word “assembly,” replicated in several antitheatrical texts, arguing the term “implied not 
only a coming together of persons but a physical touching of bodies in space.” “Acting with Tact: Touch and 
Theater in the Renaissance,” in Sensible Flesh, ed. Elizabeth D. Harvey (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2003): 162. 
27 Rackin claims the exposure of theatrical scaffolding “remind[s] us that we are [...] an audience in the theatre” and 
“release[s] us from our complicity” in the acts of the play (“Role,” 263). Isabel Karremann argues, “the open display 
of such passion, both on and off stage, may threaten that very effect precisely when this passion becomes obvious as 
spectacle” in “A Passion for the Past: The Politics of Nostalgia on the Early Jacobean Stage,” in Passions and 
Subjectivity in Early Modern Culture, ed. Brian Cummings and Freya Sierhuis (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 151. See 
also James Phillips, “The Practicalities of the Absolute: Justice and Kingship in Shakespeare's Richard II,” ELH 79, 
no. 1 (2012). More generally, Stanley Cavell argues playgoers are rendered incapable of action because they “have 
given over the time and space in which action is [theirs].” Disowning Knowledge: In Seven Plays of Shakespeare, 
Updated Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 110.  
28 Jeremy Lopez, Theatrical Convention and Audience Response in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 18. See also, Donavan Sherman, who recognizes the meta-theatricality in Richard II as 
powerful even in its “insubstantiality” in “‘What More Remains?’: Messianic Performance in Richard 
II,” Shakespeare Quarterly 65, no. 1 (2014): 48. 
29 Lopez, 34. 
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trial by combat, the ceremonial divestment of Richard’s power, the repeated public 

announcements, and the numerous references to “eyes” remind playgoers of their place in the 

theater and their responsibility to participate. 

Urging the audience towards an active role in the playhouse, Shakespeare responds to 

anxieties about participation and exclusion in both the church and the theater. Early modern 

sacramental theology and practice is fraught with anxieties about participation and exclusion 

expressed by congregants, clergymen, official church texts, and religious writers.30 Parishioners 

express their desire to be part of the sacramental community when they file complaints that their 

vicar or parson did not “administer the sacrament” often enough or excluded them from the 

communion table, preventing access to the eucharist, which Beckwith identifies as “the entire 

forgiven community.”31 Despite concerns that participating in the eucharist “unworthelye” would 

“encrease your damnation,” The Book of Common Prayer reprimands those who refuse to 

participate in the “banquete of moste heauenly foode.”32 To reject communion is to “neglect” 

and “mock [...] the Testamente of Chryste” and to “depart from your brethren.”33 The inclusion 

of a two-page “exhortation” for “tymes when [...] people [are] negligente to come to the holy 

                                                 
30 John Northbrooke cautioned that theatrical participation taught spectators “to bee false, and to deceyue [one’s 
spouse], [...] to splaye the harlottes, to obtayne ones loue, howe to rauishe, howe to beguyle, howe to betraye, to 
flatter, lye, sweare, forsweare, how to allure to whoredome, howe to murther, howe to poyson, how to disobey [...]” 
so that they would return to church with “polluted feet.” A Treatise Wherein Dicing, Dauncing, Vaine Playes or 
Enterludes with other Idle Pastimes &c. Commonly Used on the Sabboth Day, Are Reproved by the Authoritie of the 
Word of God and Auntient Writers (London: H. Bynneman, 1577): 64, 69. Gosson insisted that play attendance was 
worse than if men “had nigh burnt their guts with ouer feeding” because “the surfite of the soule is hardly cured” 
(Schoole of Abuse, 7).  

 31 These complaints from parishioners come from 1602; three times per year was “the minimum requirement.” 
Judith Maltby additionally reports that one minister “did not celebrate Communion [in his church for almost 9 years] 
in the 1640s and early 1650s [because] he considered the vast majority of his congregation to be [...] unworthy of 
receiving the sacrament.” Prayer Book and People in Elizabethan and Early Stuart England (Cambridge, U.K.; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 51–52. Beckwith, 35. 
32 The Booke of Common Prayer, Q1r–Q2r. 
33 Ibid. 
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Communion” demonstrates the Church’s desire to cultivate a sense of community both in each 

congregation and in the Church as a whole.34 Amplifying the need for community in relationship 

to the theater, antitheatricalists repeatedly urge the banishment of both playgoers and players 

from the eucharist.35  

The desire of vicars and of antitheatricalists to exclude individuals from the communion 

table and from the theater derives from the widespread assumption that human flesh is 

antithetical to righteous living and rational thinking. According to The Book of Common Prayer, 

individuals focused on the flesh and not the spirit risk consuming their “own damnation” at the 

communion table.36 Antitheatricalists similarly warn of the transformative potential of bodily 

participation in the theater. The players’ constant changing of identity and of costumes 

compromised their self-cohesion, and the passionate responses of the audience “tickle[d] [the] 

senses,”37 causing “affections and wicked concupiscence [to] ouercome reason.”38 In this vein, 

Gosson identifies the “laughter and pleasure” of the theater as “foes to temperance.”39 Because 

“we know our selues to be flesh,” he argues, we should avoid the theater which employs our 

                                                 
34 The Booke of Common Prayer defines its purpose as providing “one uniforme order of common service and 
Prayer,” connecting all worshippers in England, a2v. 
35 Phillip Stubbes, William Prynne, and Northbrooke all argue that players and/or playgoers should be excluded 
from communion. See Phillip Stubbes, The Anatomie of Abuses (London: Richard Ihones, 1595): L7r and L8r; 
Prynne, Histrio-Mastix (London: 1633): 134; and Northbrooke, 70. For more information, see Knapp, Shakespeare's 
Tribe, 14. 
36 The Booke of Common Prayer, M6v. 
37 Northbrooke, 69. 
38 Gosson, Playes confuted in fiue actions prouing that they are not to be suffred in a Christian common weale 
(London: 1582), G4r. Northbrooke warns that theaters teach only “that which is fleshlye and carnall” (62), Prynne 
insists that plays and players “corrupt the mindes [and] the manners”of audience members (*2v), and Gosson writes 
that playgoers are incapable of showing “indifferency of judgment” because they are not “graue, sober, discreete, 
wise, [...] immoueable, uncorrupted, upright” (Playes Confuted, C8v–D1r). See Julie Stone Peters who explains 
antitheatricalists believed the passions “transform the devout and asensuous [audience member] into a creature of 
raging sensual consciousness.” Theatre of the Book 1480–1800: Print, Text, and Performance in Europe (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2000), 148. See also: Paul Whitfield White, “Theater and Religious Culture,” in A New History of Early 
English Drama, ed. John D. Cox and David Scott Kastan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 140. 
39 Gosson, Playes Confuted, G4r. 
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fleshly nature to teach us “how to fall.”40 These criticisms, along with the societal belief that “the 

inability to restrain passion leads to committing sin and to bodily illness” paint both the 

communion table and the theater as places where transformation is inevitable and often 

undesired.41 

Through the “sacrament” taken by Aumerle, Carlisle, and the abbot, Richard II 

acknowledges the fears of religious critics and antitheatricalists, who worried that immoral, 

bodily involvement could tarnish one’s soul but also offers hope that such fears can be allayed 

and not exacerbated by a pact of corporeal participation. Before the abbot will confirm whether 

there is a “plot / To rid the realm of this pernicious blot [i.e. Bullingbrook]” (4.1.324–25), he 

insists that Aumerle “shall not only take the sacrament / To bury [his] intents, but also to effect / 

What ever [he] shall happen to devise” (4.1.328–330). Although the sacrament could refer to “an 

oath or solemn engagement” or to any number of “solemn ceremonies” in the early modern 

period, the invitation from a religious figure to the sacrament and then “to supper” where he will 

“lay / A plot,” encourages the audience to consider the religious meaning of sacrament as “The 

Lord's Supper, Eucharist or Holy Communion.”42 The pact of the conspirators seems at first to 

evoke and condemn the pre-sacramental confession of the Catholic Church, which relies on the 

authority of a priest to absolve. Here, the abbot is complicit in the crime, encouraging sinful 

behavior which he implies can be mitigated by the religious ritual. The conspirators’ pact alludes 

                                                 
40 Ibid. 
41 Mary A. Lund, Melancholy, Medicine and Religion in Early Modern England: Reading "The Anatomy of 
Melancholy" (New York: Cambridge UP, 2010), 171. Despite drawing briefly on the work of antitheatricalists, 
Schwartz fails to acknowledge the many claims made by these writers that the theater actually effected physical 
change in the bodies and the theater (44). 
42 "sacrament, n.". OED Online. March 2013. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/169523?isAdvanced=false&result=1&rskey=tWO9x0& (accessed May 07, 2013). 
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to the most criticized version of this practice—confession prior to the transgression itself.43 

Shakespeare’s repeated use of confessional rituals in the theater, however, complicates the 

assumption that he criticizes the practice of confession prior to sin. Prologues to Troilus and 

Cressida and Romeo and Juliet, for example, confess that the plays leave out much of the story, 

saving only that which “may be digested in a play” and performed in “the two hours’ traffic of 

our stage” (Troilus, Prologue 29; Romeo, Prologue 12). The audience becomes complicit in the 

faults of the theater, much like the abbot shares responsibility for any harm that comes to 

Bullingbrook. Despite the problematic circumstances of the pact, the sacramental connection 

between the conspirators provides a model for the audience’s involvement, one that may invite 

danger, but also carries immense theatrical power. As audience members join actors, stage 

characters, and their historical models in the theatrical community, they enter a pact, which has 

the potential to transform the audience, the actors, the stage characters, and the entire production. 

The audience’s acceptance of the actor as Richard, or any of the actors as the historical 

models or stage characters they embody, exemplifies the antitheatrical fear that the putting on of 

a costume physically transformed the actor, but it also shows how faulty bodies can function as 

agents of productive judgment.44 Agreeing to affirm the presence of the historical bodies on 

stage, audience members acknowledge their own flawed, human existence. Richard’s call to 

Scroop, Carlisle, Aumerle, and Salisbury to “mock not flesh and blood,” also goes out to the 

audience, who also “have but mistook [the king] all this while” (3.2.171, 174). As Richard asks, 

“How can you say to me I am a king?” (3.2.175–77), he encourages the audience to think about 

the effects of their participation in the theatrical pact. Reminding the playgoers of their mistake, 

                                                 
43 See Beckwith, specifically 37–42 and 53–56 on the role of the priest in granting forgiveness and absolution. 
44 See White, 140. 
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the actor playing Richard forces the audience to contemplate their own weaknesses as people 

who are persuaded by costumes, performances, and other facades on stage. But the success of the 

play also exposes the powerful theatrical resonance of mistaking the actor for Richard. Through 

their tears, applause, and sensory responses the audience has affirmed his performance and made 

him king—a victory that is at once short lived and boundless as their participation creates 

memories and encourages repeat performances. 

The transformation of the audience members and the judgments they offer in response to 

the play cannot be separated. As the characters, actors, and audience are joined through the 

imperfect condition of the flesh, they experience a transformation of self, which in turn affects 

their judgments. Audience members and conspirators alike offer their hands as symbols and as 

actual tools of corporeal involvement. When York says the conspirators have “set down their 

hands” (5.2.98), he creates a connection between faulty judgments and physical participation that 

reflects anxieties expressed in early modern religious and medical texts. Yet, “more than any 

other drama, early modern drama talks about and openly solicits applause.”45 In embracing this 

practice, Shakespeare draws on more positive cultural understandings of the hand as intrinsically 

linked with judgment.46 The hand “distinguishes human from animal” through its association 

with “apprehen[sion] and discern[ment]” and its representation of “dominion,” or agency.47 

Drawing on Helkiah Crooke, who writes, “Reason, is the hand of the understanding, Speech the 

hand of Reason, and the Hand it selfe, is the hand of the Speech,” Elizabeth Harvey argues that 

the “gestural, signifying properties of the hand could translate the physicality of the organ into 

                                                 
45 Lopez, 33. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Elizabeth D. Harvey, “The Touching Organ: Allegory, Anatomy, and the Renaissance Skin Envelope,” in Sensible 
Flesh, 89–90. 
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the rational principle it exemplified.”48 More than a symbol of rational thought, the hand 

represents a physical type of judgment that reminds audience members of their role as creators of 

applause and thus judges in the theater. While Prynne drew on works from the early Christian 

writer Tertullian to argue that “Stage-applauses defile mens hands and hearts, making them so 

polluted, that they can neither lift them up in prayers [...] nor yet extend them to embrace 

Christ’s saved Body and Blood, without defilement,”49 Shakespeare repeatedly insists that the 

hand provides an avenue for the sacramental affirmation and forgiveness experienced in the 

theater. 

The hand is not, however, the only bodily tool of judgment available to the audience. In 

the final act of Richard II, Richard’s Queen questions whether Richard has been “transform’d 

and weak’ned” by Bullingbrook, urging Richard towards “rage” (5.1.27, 30). Yet Richard 

advocates for a different response. He urges his wife to relate his “lamentable tale” and “send the 

hearers weeping to their beds” (5.1.45). Her “moving tongue,” he argues, will provoke 

“sympath[y]” and “compassion” (5.1.46–48). Because the audience in the theater is the audience 

for Richard’s “lamentable tale,” these reflections tell us about the passionate transformation 

Shakespeare expects to come from audience participation. Passions, according to Thomas Wright 

could “dilate” or “compress and restringe the hart.”50 The heart of those experiencing too much 

pleasure would beat quickly, “engender[ing] much cholericke and burned blood”; “feare, 

sadnesse, and despayre,” perhaps the emotions felt in the audience as Richard’s kingdom slipped 

away, could affect digestion and “drieth the whole bodie.”51 While Wright generally portrays the 

                                                 
48 Harvey, 89. 
49 Quoted in Lopez, 33. 
50 Thomas Wright, The Passions of the Minde in General (London: V. S., 1604), 102. 
51 Ibid., 103–106. Robert Burton demonstrates the close connection between body and emotion in the early modern 
period. The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford: Iohn Lichfield and James Short for Henry Cripps, 1621), 70. For 
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passions in a negative light, “early modern rhetoricians” depicted persuasion as dependent on 

“rousing the passions.”52 Rather than impede rational thought, the passions could guide a person 

towards morality. Those writing in support of the theater commonly referenced Aristotle’s 

suggestion that both seeing “a play performed” and reading the text of a play could “evoke fear 

and pity” to stress the usefulness of transformation in the playhouse.53 And, as Richard II shows, 

passions can prompt sympathy and compassion for other humans. 

While it may be tempting to read the theater’s insistence on fleshly involvement in 

contrast with Protestant conceptions of communion, which reject the literal presence of Christ’s 

body, contemporary religious understandings of flesh and blood as physical and spiritual entities 

illuminate how the body becomes an essential tool for creating community and forming 

judgments in Richard II. While some early modern Protestant writers, including Calvin, Gervase 

Babington, and Martin Luther, distance themselves from their identity as corporeal beings, 

seeing bodies as mere vehicles for the soul, the exploration of the term “flesh and blood” in 

numerous exegetical works reveals a more complicated relationship of body and soul in early 

modern Christianity.54 “Flesh and blood” could refer to “the material of which man’s physical 

frame is composed,” to “mankind [or] an individual man,” to “human nature with its emotions 

                                                 
further exploration of the tie of emotions and the body in the early modern period, see Michael C. Schoenfeldt, 
Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England: Physiology and Inwardness in Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
52 Lund, 27. 
53 Schwartz claims, “The acts performed by the priests are not intended to inspire pity or strike terror, as Aristotle 
said tragedy does, or delight and instruct, as Horace said poetry must, but to change the world” (44).  
54 Martin Luther says men are “sinner[s] by reason of the imperfect mortification of [their] fleshe,” focusing on the 
inescapability of sin due to the earthly body. Although he claims evil thoughts are as bad as evil acts, Luther still 
identifies the flesh as ultimately responsible for sin and encourages the reader to turn away from the inevitability of 
fleshy lusts.” A Methodicall Preface Prefixed Before the Epistle of S. Paul to the Romanes, trans. W. W. (London: 
1594?): B1v, B2v, B5. 
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and infirmities,” or to “(one’s) near kindred.”55 The sacrifice of Christ and the resulting holy 

supper identified “flesh and blood” as a means through which salvation could be obtained and 

entrance into a community of believers could be achieved. Religious texts paint Christ’s sacrifice 

in vivid corporeal terms: in A Generall Free Pardon, for example, the author describes the 

pardon of God as written on the “parchement of [...] the body & the skin of our lord Jesu Christ” 

and John Saltmarsh emphasizes that Christ was “manifested in the flesh.”56 The blood of Christ 

acts on the body, granting the convert membership in the Christian community through grace. 

Additionally, the emphasis on “flesh and blood” as the sinful basis for “human existence” 

connects believers in their need for salvation.57 When Richard asks his men to “mock not flesh 

and blood” (3.2.171), he reminds them of their shared human existence. Even if he is a Christ-

figure, as he portrays himself to be, Richard is still subject to the conditions of the flesh. He turns 

to “flesh and blood” in the context of theology that insists on the power of corporeal existence 

despite the grim nature of the human condition. 

The physical changes that audience members undergo during performances and the 

resulting changes in judgment recall the changes that members of the Christian community 

                                                 
55 OED Online, s.v. "flesh and blood, n." (Oxford University Press, 2013) www.oed.com (accessed March 14, 
2013). 
56The anonymous author of A Generall Free Pardon Or Charter of Heuyn Blys further describes the “hard & 
paynfull woundes” that Christ had to suffer to ensure the forgiveness of mankind (London: Rychard Lant, 1542): 
A2r, A3r. John Saltmarsh, Free-Grace or The Flowings of Christs Blood Free to Sinners, Second Edition (London, 
1646): 34. H. Graie explains that Christ had to exist as man because he had to “suffer[...] death” in A Short and 
Easie Introduction to Christian Faith Conteining the Summe of the Principles of Religion, Necessary to be Knowne 
of all before they Presume to Receiue the Sacrament of the Lords Supper (London: Robert Waldegraue, 1588), 4. 
These protestant writers echo the Catholic sentiment of Thomas Moore, who portrays “the Pretious Blood” of Christ 
as a physically transformative power that “sinketh to the heart” and “effecteth” a “piercing sorrow.” A Discourse 
About the Pretious Blood and Sacrifice of Jesus Christ (London: 1646): 55. 
57 Theodore Basille describes mankind as “the children of wrath be gotten in synne, conceyued in syn, borne in 
synne” before offering “comfort” to readers by emphasizing salvation through Christ’s sacrifice Newes Out of 
Heauen both Pleasaunt [and] Ioyfull, Lately Set Forth to the Great Co[n]Solacion [and] Co[m]Forte of all Christen 
Me[n] (London: J. Mayler, 1541): D7v. See D8v–E1r for emphasis on role of flesh in drawing away from God 
toward death. John Saltmarsh cites Ezekiel 16.6, which describes man as “polluted in thy blood,” but reminds 
readers that God intends to use them as “vessels of Mercy” (Romans 9.23), 113. 



41 

experience as participants in baptism and communion. Schwartz calls attention to a parallel 

between the two entities, identifying the theater as a “truly protestant church” and commenting 

that both these communities “convened and remembered sacrifice” without the mechanisms 

offered by the Catholic Church.58 When the Reformed sacraments reject the physical presence of 

the divine, they link change with the physical participation of believers.59 As the congregation 

and its individual participants “internalize[...] God’s promises through faith,” they experience 

“divine power and grace.”60 Even texts which explicitly identify the ritual as symbolic imply 

physical change. For example, in A Defence of the true and Catholic doctrine of the sacrament of 

the body and blood of our saviour Christ, Thomas Cranmer writes that believers experience “a 

sensible touching, feeling and groping of [Christ]” through baptism and “see Christ with [their] 

eyes, smell him at [their] nose, taste him with [their] mouths, grope him with [their] hands, and 

perceive him with all [their] senses” during communion.61 Although scholars disagree on 

whether or not Cranmer refers to literal bodily experience, his repeated use of sensory terms and 

experiences demands a recognition of physical transformation.62 Sixteenth-century evangelical 

                                                 
58 Schwartz, 58. 
59 As Timothy Rosendale explains, “the Reformed sacrament transformed the participant [...] through what 
representations could accomplish in a context of subjective and hermeneutically aware faith.” “Sacral and 
Sacramental Kingship in the Lancastrian Tetralogy,” in Shakespeare and the Culture of Christianity in Early 
Modern England (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003): 122.  
60 Ibid. 
61 Joe Moshenska, “‘A Sensible Touching, Feeling and Groping’: Metaphor and Sensory Experience in the English 
Reformation,” in Passions and Subjectivity in Early Modern Culture, 185. Sophie Read confirms that Cranmer’s 
description of the sacraments offers “a flimsy protection against the vivid corporeality of his imagery.” Eucharist 
and the Poetic Imagination in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 25. As 
Coleman explains, while Protestants did not retain the doctrine of “indelible characters,” which “asserted that a 
character was ‘a spiritual and indelible mark’ placed on those initiated into the church through [the sacraments],” 
they still acknowledged the power of the sacrament to change (121). 
62 Much of this disagreement hinges on Cranmer’s phrase “as it were” used in reference to “the washing of 
baptism.” Dismissing claims that “Cranmer’s use of the phrase ‘as it were’” serves as ‘an acknowledgment [...] of 
the figurative nature of this experience’” (see for example Stephen Greenblatt), Joe Moshenska shows how the 
phrasing allows Cranmer “to proclaim the believer’s direct sensory relation to God through the sacraments, and to 
disown [this physicality] if challenged” (187). 
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writer George Joye confirms the presence of physical reaction when he describes how the 

elements of the holy supper “serue our senses to mooue.”63 For early moderns, sensory 

experience was fundamentally corporeal, and thus baptism and the eucharist, like the playgoing 

experience, were rooted in the experiences of the flesh. 

As Richard II reminds the playgoers of their position in the theater and encourages them 

to accept their fleshly constitution as an asset, it creates the sense of belonging imagined in the 

sacraments. Metatheatrical references prompt audience members to consider transformations 

they have experienced because of the terms they accepted, much as the sacrament of communion 

served as a reminder of the terms of Christian community originally accepted in baptism.64 

Beckwith interprets the focus on introspection in The Homily of the Worthy Receiving and 

Reverent Esteeming of the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ as a departure from 

community resulting in “intolerable uncertainty” about the state of one’s soul,65 but to focus only 

on the holes left by the removal of Catholic sacraments denies the major role community plays in 

the Protestant church. As Protestant believers and theatergoers join their respective communities 

                                                 
63 George Joye recognizes the water of baptism and the wine and bread of holy communion as symbols of inner 
transformation, acknowledging that through these sacraments believers “binde [them] selues, to one loue and beliefe 
in the promise” of salvation and experience relief from the “assault[...]” of “Sinne, Death, and hell.” A frutefull 
treatis of baptyme and the Lordis souper (London: R. Walde-graue, 1584?): B4v, B7v–B8r. For more information 
about Joye, see: “Joye, George (1490x95–1553),” H. L. Parish in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online 
ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, Oxford: OUP, 2004, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/15153 (accessed January 
1, 2016). 
64 The officially sanctioned Homily of the Worthy Receiving and Reverend Esteeming of the Sacrament of the Body 
and Blood of Christ specifies the purpose of the sacrament as remembrance of Christ’s “Precious Death,” and goes 
onto say if “rightly done by the Faithful, it does not only help their weakness, [...] but strengtheneth and comforteth 
their inward Man with peace and gladness.” Church of England, “An Homily of the Worthy,” Certain Sermons or 
Homilies Appointed to be Read in Churches in the Time of Queen Elizabeth Of Famous Memory (Dublin, 1767), 
Eighteenth Century Collections Online, 347. In A Christen Sentence and True Iudgment of the Moste Honorable 
Sacrament of Christes Bodye & Bloude, John Frith echoes the idea that communion relies on participation of the 
communer, writing “it is not his presence in the bread that can saue me, but his presence in my harte thorowe fayth 
in his bloud” (London: John Frith, 1548), A2r. 
65 Where before a priest oversaw the process of contrition, confession, and absolution, and thus provided outside 
confirmation of one’s salvation, the downgrading of penance left individuals less certain about the status of their 
soul (Beckwith, 40–41, 45–46). 
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that encourage participation despite flaws, they demonstrate the power of transformative 

judgment to unify. In the church, if individuals consider themselves to be “greiuous synner[s],” 

they must “repent and amend.”66 Mowbray references such a practice when he admits he did 

once “lay an ambush for [John of Gaunt’s] life,” claims that his “trespass [...] doth vex his soul,” 

and explains he had “begg’d” for a “pardon” before he “last receiv’d the sacrament” (1.1.37–41). 

Because sins are portrayed as violations of the community, those who “entend to be partakers of 

the holy Communion” have to submit their names before the service so the congregation can 

determine whether they are “satisfied [...] that [the member] haue recompensed the parties, 

whom he hath done wrong vnto.”67 Participation in the holy sacrament represents a healing of 

bonds as the curate ensures “those [with] malice and hatred” are “reconciled” before they partake 

of the eucharist.68 Including actors and audience members in the corporeal community and often 

appealing for physical responses, Shakespeare’s drama enacts the reformed sacramental practice 

of asking for community support and forgiveness. In doing so, it provides an answer to the 

exclusion advocated for by all antitheatricalists and some church representatives. 

 

II 

Like the sacraments, which rely on the body of Christ to transcend damnation, the theater 

relies on the bodies of the actors and the audience to transcend binary, rational judgments 

through affirmation and forgiveness. Richard II calls for a corporeal application of judgment that 

accepts all members of the community as productive contributors. Recalling antitheatrical 

                                                 
66 The Booke of Common Prayer, P8v. 
67 If the transgressor has not “recompensed yet,” he must at “the least declare himself to bee in ful purpose to doe, as 
sone as he conueniently maye.” The Booke of Common Prayer, P2v. 
68 Ibid., P3v. 
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descriptions of theater audiences, sketches of crowds within the play prompt us to consider how 

the play responds to antitheatrical concerns that the physiological experience of the theater 

misleads judgment. Rackin observes that “descriptions of the subjects Richard has offended (‘the 

commons,’ ‘the nobles’) and the crowds that have taken up arms on Bullingbrook’s side (‘white-

beards,’ ‘boys with women’s voices,’ ‘distaff-women,’ ‘both young and old’)” stand in for “the 

heterogeneous crowds” of the public theater.69 Much like Gosson’s identification of the theater 

as an “assemblie of Tailers, Tinkers, Cordwayners, Saylers, olde Men, yong Men, Women, 

Boyes, [and] Girles,” Shakespeare’s description of his audience recognizes the variety of bodies 

present in the theater.70 By pointing to the inclusivity of its own audience, Richard II suggests 

judgment is not limited to the “privileged category of upper-class male response” that early 

modern writers typically contrast with the inadequate responses of “women and lower-class 

men.”71 Because the audience shares only the characteristic of “flesh and blood,” the play offers 

corporeality as a source of judgment. In contrast to early modern interpretations of rational 

thought that restricted access, the play puts forth the human body as a vehicle of judgment that 

allows all members of the community to participate. In the theater, this means granting the 

responsibility of judgment to men and women, commoners and aristocracy. Flesh and blood, 

flawed as it may be, acts as an equalizer, connecting all those who inhabit the theater. The play 

stresses this inclusiveness both through the depiction and accompanying criticism of flesh and 

blood communities that rely on exclusion and through the portrayal of effective female 

participation and judgment. 

                                                 
69 Rackin, Stages, 68. 
70 Gosson, Playes confuted, G4r. 
71 Dympha Callaghan identifies “hypersensitivity and hyposensitivity” of women and lower class men, respectfully, 
Shakespeare Without Women: Representing Gender and Race on the Renaissance Stage (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2000): 142. 
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In Richard II, characters propose manifestations of a “flesh and blood” community that 

exists in the unity of an individual’s body and the shared blood of male lineage. While 

contemporary religious ideas about the body allow for the consideration of both intrapersonal 

and familial union as renditions of “flesh and blood” community, these restrictive versions fail to 

offer a chance for productive judgment. In these communities, judgment emerges from outside 

the community or is applied to those outside the community. Resembling the congregation 

established through the sacraments of baptism and holy communion, the more inclusive 

community reliant only on the characteristic of a shared body, or in the case of the theater, 

shared corporeal participation, is capable of affirmation and forgiveness. 

In the last act of the play, Richard II proposes and simultaneously rejects the 

effectiveness of a “flesh and blood” community existing within the self. Alone in a prison cell in 

Pomfret Castle, Richard imagines a “little world” filled with “A generation of still-breeding 

thoughts,” “beg[a]t” from his brain the mother and his “soul the father” (5.5.6–8). His 

description recalls Aristotle’s explanation of reproduction in De Generatione Animalium I, which 

defines the female as the source of matter and the male as the source of the seed, containing 

movement and generation.72 The female provides the flesh, and the male offers the blood, or 

soul. As Richard adopts Aristotle’s approach to generation to describe his intrapersonal 

community, he anchors his primitive community firmly in flesh and blood. Further emphasizing 

this physicality, Richard associates his internal community with a pregnant female body as he 

describes his thoughts plotting to “tear a passage thorough the flinty ribs” (5.5.20–21). Although 

such an image evokes the discomfort of late pregnancy, Richard does not experience relief as his 

                                                 
72 Aristotle, De Partibus Animalium I and De Generatione Animalium I, trans. D. M. Balme (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1972): 23. 
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thoughts escape, but further oppression. Richard’s “flatter[ing]” and “shame[ful]” thoughts “die 

in their own pride” (5.5.23, 26, 22), and Richard, who is “imprisoned in his brain,”73 realizes that 

his intrapersonal community cannot provide adequate affirmation of his situation or forgiveness 

of himself. Richard must turn to his connections with the outside world: he listens for the music 

and the striking clock “that tells what hour it is” (5.5.55) and admits that his “time” depends, not 

on anything his primitive community can provide, but on “Bullingbrook’s proud joy” (5.5.31). 

This realization that intrapersonal community, even in its “sighs, and tears, and groans,” fails to 

offer the physical support that more comprehensive forms of community provide, points to the 

cost of exclusion. Richard acknowledges, albeit indirectly, the need for support in this late scene. 

Earlier gestures towards community via the practice of trial by combat indicate, as does 

Richard, that community may arise between two parts of the self: thoughts and action, or ideas 

theoretically possessed by the mind or soul and movements carried out by the body. In judicial 

combat, the body serves as proof of one’s ideas or intentions, providing a solution to the 

problem, which Shakespeare explores in a number of his plays, of proving that speech is 

consistent with thoughts or intentions.74 When Richard sets a meeting of “swords and lances” to 

“arbitrate / The swelling difference of [Bullingbrook and Mowbray’s] settled hate” (1.1.200–

201), he attempts to solve this problem by employing the body as proof of one’s thoughts. In 

doing so, he accepts the logic behind Bullingbrook’s claim that “what [he] speak[s] / [His] body 

shall make good upon this earth, / Or [his] divine soul answer it in heaven” (1.1.36–38) and 

Mowbray’s insistence that through the trial he will “prove [him]self a loyal gentleman” 

                                                 
73 Heidi Scott, “Ecological Microcosms Envisioned in Shakespeare's Richard II,” Explicator 67, no. 4 (Fall 2009): 
269–70. 
74 For example, Hamlet exposes the problem of locating truth merely in one’s words as the words of Claudius’s 
prayer “fly up” and his “thoughts remain below” (3.3.97).  
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(1.1.138). The assumptions of the two accusers draw on religious rhetoric to propose that 

contemplating the fate of the soul is enough to guide the body’s actions on earth. These 

characters prompt us to consider whether Richard’s warring mind and body later in the play are 

evidence of his guilt, or merely illustrations of the flaws in logic behind the custom of trial by 

combat.  

Although Richard does not allow the duel to take place, his consideration of the practice 

points to a problem of community. Under Tudor rule, trials by combat were outlawed, and Diane 

Bornstein claims that the play renders “a negative political judgment of King Richard” because 

trial by combat conflicts with “the ‘Christian service and true chivalry’ that John of Gaunt 

identifies as once having been the heritage of Englishmen.”75 An audience familiar with 

contemporary descriptions of the practice as “against religion, morality, reason, and patriotism” 

would have recognized it as problematic in its own right. 76 The play presents an additional 

critique of trial by combat related to community. Not only is trial by combat “illegal, unreliable, 

and unjust,” it also fails in its project to resolve the conflict between thoughts and actions.77 

While trial by combat seems to rely on the sacrifice of the guilty party’s body, in actuality, the 

practice assumes an outside judge in the form of heavenly intervention.78 Political writers 

expressed concerns about the “presumption” that God would “reveal his will in a trial by 

combat.”79 By looking outside the intrapersonal “flesh and blood” community for answers, and 

                                                 
75 Diane Bornstein, “Trial by Combat and Official Irresponsibility in Richard II,” Shakespeare Studies 8, no. 1 
(1975): 140, 131. 
76 Citing Honoré Bonet’s Arbre des batailles (1387), Lodowick Bryskett’s A Discourse of Ciuell Life (1606), and 
Bertrand de Loque’s Discourses of Warre and Single Combat (trans. 1591), Bornstein concludes that “Shakespeare 
shared the point of view of the Christian humanists, who condemned duels and combats” (133–34, 139). 
77 Bonet “states that combats are illegal, unreliable, and unjust.” Quoted in Bornstein, 134. 
78 See Bornstein, 139–40.  
79 Ibid., 135. 
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“temptyng ƥat god shulde doo myracle,” as Christine de Pisan describes in The Book of Fayttes 

of Armes and Chyvalrye,80 participants in the practice demonstrate the inadequacy of 

intrapersonal community as a source of judgment. Even Sir William Segar, a supporter of trial by 

combat, admits it would be best for men to avoid such a trial, only reluctantly allowing 

“iudgement by fight and Combat.”81 As a possible source for Shakespeare’s play, Segar’s 

ambivalent approach to God’s role in trial by combat is telling.82 In agreeing to the “knightly 

trial” (1.1.81), Bullingbrook and Mowbray not only risk “displeas[ing] god” but also violating 

the community to which they both belong. The quarrel between the two exemplifies the type of 

transgression that must be mended before members of a congregation can participate in the 

eucharist. Failing to resolve their conflict before presenting themselves to God means that neither 

party can claim innocence as the wiping away of sins depends both on the forgiveness of God 

and of the community. By depending on an impossible binary of right and wrong, the practice of 

trial by combat results in absolute judgments that do not account for affirmation of weakness in 

the self and thus refuse to produce affirmation or forgiveness of the other.  

When Richard abandons the idea of the trial, he gives the audience a glimpse at the 

corporeal community that does have the capability to affirm and forgive. Shakespeare avoids the 

question of Richard’s guilt as a proponent of trial by combat, suggesting that any judgment of 

Richard must take place in the community itself (a point confirmed by scholars who recognize 

the play’s lack of firm judgments).83 Traditionally, scholars have read Richard’s abandonment of 

                                                 
80 Christine de Pisan, Livre des fais d’armes et de chevalerie translated into English in 1490 as The Book of Fayttes 
of Armes and of Chyvalrye. Quoted in Bornstein, 135. 
81 Sir William Segar, The Booke of Honor and Armes (London: Richard Ihones, 1590), A2–A3. Later in this book, 
the author references the combat between Bolingbrooke and Mowbray.  
82 Bornstein identifies Segar’s Booke as source material for Richard II (137). 
83 See Rackin, Stages, 68. 
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the trial as avoidance of an episode which may implicate him in the death of Gloucester.84 

Audience members familiar with the anonymous play Woodstock, often recognized “as a sort of 

prologue to Richard II,” would have been aware of the complex circumstances surrounding 

Gloucester’s death and the difficulty of untangling responsibility for the act.85 Jennifer Low 

resists this reading, suggesting the scene instead represents Richard’s attempt to restore power, 

placed in the combatants who have “assumed status as God’s arm” under the practice of trial by 

combat.86 Richard’s use of medical language in this scene suggests an alternative purpose, 

however. While he may certainly wish to avoid being implicated in murder or stripped of his 

absolute power, he also reveals the possibility of a different type of judgment, one embraced by 

the play in the later acts. His hope of “purg[ing] [...] choler without letting blood” relies on the 

admission of fault by both Mowbray and Bullingbrook, affirmation of these wrongdoings, and 

the forgiveness of these violations (1.1.153). As Richard explains, “Deep malice makes too deep 

incision. / Forget, forgive, conclude and be agreed” (1.1.156–57). If these characters were to 

enact judgments of affirmation and forgiveness, they could heal their broken bonds. 

Richard points to the role the audience may play in offering a healing presence when he 

abandons the trial and offers this alternative. As Jennifer Vaught explains, instead of 

“alienat[ing]” the audience who has “been waiting to see [this] spectacle,”87 the “staging” and 

then “interrupt[ion]” of the duel “emphasizes [Richard’s] love of theatricality.”88 At the moment 

                                                 
84 For more on this reading, see Jennifer Low, “‘These Proud Titles Thou Hast Won’: Sovereignty, Power, and 
Combat in Shakespeare’s Second Tetralogy,” Comparative Drama 34, no. 3 (2000): 288 n. 18. 
85 See the note for 1.1.88–103 in The Riverside Shakespeare. 
86 Low, 274. 
87 Rackin argues the interruption alienates the audience (Stages, 49). 
88 Jennifer Vaught, Masculinity and Emotion in Early Modern English Literature (Aldershot, England; Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2008), 90.  
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that the trial is abandoned, Richard forces the audience to participate in the corporeal community 

by forming their own judgments. After Richard’s brief moment of lucidity on the role of 

community, however, he banishes Bullingbrook and Mowbray, fracturing the community he has 

evoked and further illustrating the need for the forgiveness he has previously proposed. 

In addition to examining and then rejecting an intrapersonal community grounded in an 

individual’s flesh and blood, Richard II also considers and critiques the shared substance of 

familial blood as a possible version of community that extends outside of the self and allows for 

a wider interpretation of judgment. Throughout the play, characters—whether openly or not—

allow familial connections to sway judgments. For example, although Richard claims “impartial 

are our eyes and ears,” promising that he will not let Bullingbrook’s “neighbor nearness to [his] 

partial blood” influence his judgment (1.1.115–120), he grants his cousin Bullingbrook a 

banishment of “twice five summers” in opposition to Mowbray’s permanent exile (1.3.141, 152–

53). The Duchess of Gloucester, more candid about her reliance on familial ties, encourages 

Gaunt to seek revenge for Woodstock, exclaiming “his blood was thine!” and describing the 

brothers as “vial[s] full of Edward’s sacred blood” (1.2.17, 21). Both Richard and the Duchess 

use shared patriarchal blood to justify their judgments and corresponding actions. 

Focusing primarily on the transmitted blood, the portrayal of sons as vials seems to rely 

on a dismissal of the body that mirrors religious writers’ rejection of the flesh, but it also draws 

attention to the ways in which the body carries out lineage, both in patriarchal and Christian 

communities. Bullingbrook’s description of his father Gaunt as “the earthly author of [his son’s] 

blood, / Whose youthful spirit, in [Bullingbrook] regenerate[s]” echoes the Duchess of 

Gloucester’s description and that of the procreation sonnets (1.3.69–70). References to authoring 

of offspring may evoke artificial methods, but the focus on “earthl[iness]” reveals the necessity 



51 

of corporeal intervention in this world. The justifications offered by Richard, the Duchess, and 

Bullingbrook reveal regeneration requires bodies—but, not entirely consistent with the 

Aristotelian views on procreation, the bodies of sons—to carry the blood, which early moderns 

viewed as the location or substance of the “spirit,” or soul.89 Religious writers, including 

Babington and Jean Calvin, dismiss human bodies as mere “flesh-pots” or “carkasse[s]” with “no 

sparkle of life,” but they cannot avoid the reality that in terms of an earthly existence, the body 

provides the only dwelling place for the soul.90 “[M]ak[ing] sweet some vial,” not only prevents 

men from “mak[ing] worms [their] heir,” but also provides the vessel through which their legacy 

can continue in the theater.91 

Richard II challenges the assumption that familial blood is an adequate basis for 

judgment by presenting examples of successful persuasion that rely on other physical 

connections between family members. Attributing Gaunt’s declining health to Bullingbrook’s 

banishment, the play shows that in addition to serving as a vessel for the father, the son’s body 

connects with the father’s through physical presence. Like Gaunt, who dies because his “strict 

fast” of his “children’s looks” have “made [him] gaunt” (2.1.79–81), the Duchess of York 

reveals that familial community does not depend only on patrilineal blood but also on womanly 

flesh. Drawing on the experience of childbirth, the Duchess argues for a connection with her son 

                                                 
89 John Brayne argues that “the soul is in the blood as its seat,” later advising that blood is meant to be understood as 
“the soule.” The Unknown Being of the Spirit, Soul, and Body Anatomized (London: 1654), 6, 19, 13.  

Texts against the consumption of black pudding also emphasize this connection of blood and soul. For example, A 
Bloudy Tenet Confuted, or Blood Forbidden argues that men should not “consume blood” because it “is the life of 
the beasts” (London: 1646), 2–3. 
90 Gervase Babington refers to human bodies as “flesh-pots” in Comfortable Notes Vpon the Books of Exodus and 
Leviticus (London: 1604): 357. Jean Calvin argues that the body makes man “a dead image or carkasse” in A 
Commentarie Vpon the Epistle of Saint Paul to the Romans, trans. Christopher Rosdell (London: 1583): 97–98. See 
also, Pedro de Soto who writes, “Intycements fowle of filthy flesh / iust cause of grief then bringes” in The Maner to 
Dye Well (London: Richard Ihones, 1579), 3. Stubbes also refers to human bodies as “sepulchres” (13). 
91 As printed in Booth, Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Sonnet 6, Lines 3,14. 
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that exceeds the one with his father (5.2.102–109). Familial community in Richard II both draws 

on the Aristotelian model of generation and resists it. The fleshly component can come from both 

male and female sources as shared blood and shared flesh tie the characters together. 

Conflicts between family members in Richard II provide further evidence for the 

problematic relationship between bloodline and judgment. York cannot persuade Richard to 

preserve Bullingbrook’s “customary rights” despite appeals to their familial connection through 

Edward III (2.1.196).92 York also turns against his own son when he finds Aumerle has plotted 

against Henry IV, first claiming “that [Aumerle] is a bastard” (5.2.106) and then urging Henry to 

“cut off” the “fest’red joint” (5.3.85). Rejecting familial connections as a basis for judgment, 

these characters show the need to locate a more inclusive source of community, which will allow 

characters to make judgments based on shared experience. Exacting judgment based on one’s 

“neighbor nearness” works from a principle of exclusion and does not result in equitable 

treatment. Judgments are rendered differently depending on whether or not one is a member of a 

small, exclusive community. Just as Richard II presents trial by combat as unjust because of its 

reliance on a force outside of the community, so it presents a reliance on blood ties as unjust 

because such a practice excludes those being judged from a privileged community. 

Shakespeare not only emphasizes the cost of relying on more exclusive forms of 

corporeal community, but also illustrates the power of an inclusive community by portraying 

effective forms of female judgment. When Aumerle stands in judgment before King Henry, his 

mother’s act of kneeling, and not the absolute judgment of his father, determines his fate. Rather 

than assign Aumerle a verdict of innocent or guilty, the play shows that guilt can be both 

                                                 
92 York reminds Richard, “I am the last of noble Edward’s sons, / Of whom thy father, Prince of Wales, was first” 
(2.1.171–72). 
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recognized and forgiven. Once sealed in the pact of the sacrament, Aumerle demonstrates a 

susceptibility to change recognized in all theatrical participants, but particularly associated with 

female theatergoers. As Aumerle “bend[s] [his] knee” alongside his mother he shows the power 

of a more inclusive pact that reflects the larger and more varied community of the public theater 

(5.3.97). Significantly, the play contrasts the genuine pleas of the Duchess and Aumerle with 

those of York who kneels “[a]gainst them” but expresses “no tears” (5.3.98, 101). Although 

York’s “false hypocrisy” reminds the audience of the pretense of the theater, the intervention of a 

transformed audience can counteract this representational nature (5.3.107). Perhaps the best 

illustration of this concept in Shakespeare’s drama comes in the rude mechanicals’ production in 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, where we find out in rehearsal that an actor “must present Wall” 

with his fingers signifying “that cranny” through which “Pyramus and Thisby whisper” (3.1.41, 

67, 70–71). Despite the clearly flawed performance, Theseus insists that no epilogue be given 

when the play is finished because the “play needs no excuse” (5.1.355). The play within the play 

has moved the audience on stage despite its reliance on imperfect conditions because the 

audience has forgiven the flaws, accepted their ability to be persuaded, and affirmed “the wittiest 

partition that ever [they] heard” (5.1.166). In Richard II, females are largely responsible for such 

transformation. As the Duchess of York wins forgiveness for her son with her promise to kneel 

until her “knees [...] to the ground [...] grow” (5.3.106), she models the transformative potential 

of physical, female judgment. 

Richard II highlights the importance of female corporeal judgment, which can facilitate 

such transformation, though the merging of male and female judgment in the garden scenes. 

Doty reads the garden scene in Act 3 as marking an important shift in the way that the audience 

reacts to the play: “From the garden scene forward, Richard ascends in the audience’s sympathy 
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while Bolingbroke becomes subject to increasing suspicion. But this occurs for the playgoing 

audience only.”93 The people in the play remain “fixed” in their loyalties.94 This split depends 

largely on the audience’s willingness to be swayed by Richard’s emotional appeals and adopt 

physical responses commonly aligned with femininity. Although Doty rightly identifies the 

unusual “gravity and eloquence” of the gardener in his position as a “synecdoche for ‘the 

commons,’”95 the gardener also plays a key role in facilitating less continent responses. Citing 

Lawson’s A New Orchard and Garden and The Country Housewife’s Garden (1618), Rebecca 

Laroche and Jennifer Monroe insist on the importance of recognizing both female and male 

material practices surrounding references to gardens in the play. They explain “large-scale 

orchards were the domains of men, while the smaller-scale herb and kitchen gardens [...] were 

the provinces of women.”96 The play merges, instead of separating, responsibilities in the garden 

as the gardener assigns the typically masculine tasks of “bind[ing] [...] up young dangling 

apricocks” and “giv[ing] some supportance to the bending twigs” to his men and takes for 

himself the female task of “root[ing] away / The noisome weeds” (3.4.29, 37–33). As the 

gardener goes onto connect his weeding with the processes of governing, and thus of judgment, 

“the play revalues women’s garden work [...] and establishes it as equally important as men’s.”97 

Like Richard, whose brain “prove[s] female to [his] soul,” the gardener embraces female work in 

order to create judgments that have the power to influence the condition of the community—be it 

national or theatrical. While the merging of the male and female roles in the garden functions as 

                                                 
93 Doty, Shakespeare, Popularity and the Public Sphere, 55. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid., 51. 
96 Rebecca Laroche and Jennifer Monroe, “On a Bank of Rue; Or Material Ecofeminist Inquiry and the Garden of 
Richard II,” Shakespeare Studies 42, no. 1 (2014): 44. 
97 Ibid., 45. 
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a metaphor for governing within the play, it also demonstrates that theatrical judgment is 

physical. Moving past the idea of rational judgment as a male process, the garden scenes show 

how both males and females must take on traditionally feminized roles to contribute their own 

judgments in the theater.  

In the playhouse, accepting a feminized role often means taking on the role of a weeper, 

associated specifically with the Duchesses and with the Queen in Richard II. The relationship of 

the garden of rue to the Queen’s tears illustrates the connection of the physical work in the 

garden to the corporeal work of judgment. The gardener promises to “set a bank of rue” where 

the queen “did [...] fall a tear” (3.4.104–5). As Laroche and Monroe point out, the gardener 

points to “the stage” as the location for this bank.98 Such positioning, alongside the evocation of 

the “powerful sensory memory of [...] bitter-tasting medicine” that rue projects, represents “the 

transformative potentials of theater itself.”99 Because rue is “a medicinal food [that] transforms 

the body as it heals,”100 its use illustrates the materiality and corporeality of theatrical response. 

The gardener’s reference to “wholesome” flowers recalls “the kitchen garden,” through which 

women offered healing remedies to their households.101 The audience must not simply 

“watch[...] a representation of an exemplary tale,”102 but also actively participate by offering 

healing tears. Although the Queen says she hopes “the plants [the gardener] graft’st may never 

grow” (3.4.102), she also shows how they may. Although Laroche and Monroe see the 

                                                 
98 Ibid., 47. 
99 Ibid, 47–49. 
100 Rackin, Stages, 126. 
101 Markham’s The English Husvvife stresses the role of the housewife as gardener of medicinal herbs. Countrey 
Contentments (London: I[ohn] B[eale], 1615). See also, Laroche, Medical Authority and Englishwomen's Herbal 
Texts: 1550–1650 (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), Jennifer Monroe, Gender and the Garden in Early Modern 
Literature (Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), and Bushnell. 
102 Rackin argues that the audience’s “violation” of “[t]his convention [...] in giving their allegiance to 
Bullingbrook,” ends with the “medieval” feeling of the garden scene (Stages, 126). 
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gardener’s use of rue “as a corrective for this curse” that contrasts with “the product of the 

grafted fruit trees,”103 both sources of life have importance in the theater. As the playgoers accept 

their roles as gardeners (in both the male and female sense of the word) they create real 

transformations through artificial means, allowing for the engrafting of the historical characters 

onto the actors’ bodies.  

The play’s use of the metaphor of a “midwife to woe” further enforces the transformative 

role that the audience plays by adopting traditionally feminized behavior. The Queen refers to 

Green as “the midwife to [her] woe,” to Bullingbrook as her “sorrow’s dismal heir,” and to 

herself as “a gasping new-deliver’d mother” (2.2.62–65). The Queen’s descriptions of an 

“unborn sorrow” and a “nameless woe” (2.2.10, 2.2.40) trace lineage through theatrical and 

physical experience instead of bloodlines. In the theater, the playwright and his characters, like 

the Queen, give birth to emotion. This emotion cannot be delivered, though, without the audience 

serving as a midwife and the actors serving as heirs of the woe. Taking on female actions 

modeled by the “groaning” of the Duchess of York in childbirth or the weeping of the Queen to 

“make the rue grow” (5.2.102–103), the audience provides affirmation and forgiveness and 

makes possible new life.104  

The role that the female plays in theatrical, corporeal judgment is echoed in the 

sacraments of the church and traditional understandings of church community. Regarding the 

substance of the medieval eucharist, Miri Rubin writes, “It was food, it was God [...]. Its quality 

as food brought it home, into the intimacy of hearth, into spheres of women, and thus, 

                                                 
103 Laroche and Monroe, 64. 
104 See also Scott, who argues that Richard’s failure to accept of the “garden-as-microcosm image” condemns him 
“to work over the old body politic trope without hope of its eventual recovery to health” (269). 
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imaginably, of doubt and error, into the nurture and protection of children.”105 For Rubin, the 

medieval sacrament required a merging of ideas about earthly and heavenly, masculine and 

feminine. Although her observations focus on the medieval practice of communion, the presence 

of food did not change and the practice still involved the sphere of women, as the gardener 

insists that the country and, by extension, the theater must do. Although the reformed church 

began to resist the idea that the host itself changed, the idea remained that the sacrament could 

“effect a fundamental change in the nature of things: sickness into health, well-being into 

misfortune, the revelation of truth out of a mass of inclusive facts.”106 The theater too effects this 

change, not because of the sacrifice of one person or one character, but because of the communal 

experience. Through its mirroring of the sacraments, Richard II effectively guides the audience 

towards a transcendence of rational judgment by incorporating all those who share in the 

corporeal participation of the theater and insisting that the body—even, or perhaps especially, in 

the feminine form—contributes to productive judgment in the playhouse. 

 

III 

Although Richard emphatically rejects his “gross flesh,” leaving it “to die” while his soul 

“mount[s] [...] up on high” (5.5.11–12), Richard II reveals the importance of flesh and blood. 

Richard undergoes a significant transformation during the play, rising in the sympathies of the 

audience and embracing emotions as powerful tools, but he never fully recognizes the 

importance of the flesh. Yet, the very expression of his character depends on his engrafting onto 

                                                 
105 Miri Rubin, “Whose Eucharist? Eucharistic Identity as Historical Subject,” Modern Theology 15, no. 2 (1999): 
199. See also Coleman, who considers “the way in which the doctrine of indelible characters fuses [‘the physical 
and the spiritual’] aspects of the self” in Measure for Measure, resulting in divine grace (122–23). 
106 Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge, 1991), 334. 
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the body of the actor. While the historical figure’s body has long since died, the soul is 

transported to the stage by an earthly body that provides an avenue for afterlife in the playhouse. 

In Richard II, the actors’ bodies provide one example of the need for flesh and blood. The play 

also shows how Richard’s kingship depends on the physical support of his people, offered in 

affective and militaristic support, and how this type of support parallels that offered by the 

audience in the theater. The success of an actor, a troupe, a play, or even a playhouse is 

determined by the response of the people, expressed through a variety of corporeal actions, 

ranging from tears to groans to applause. Like the early modern church, which could not escape 

its reliance on the flesh, the communities within the theater and Richard’s kingdom find 

themselves indebted to physical supporters. In the fleshly substance of this support, the historical 

figure, the character, and the actor find success and rebirth as the affirmation and forgiveness of 

their supporters transcend binary judgments of right or wrong, good or bad.  

As an actor depends on the audience to “play along” with “the fiction” of the 

performance through applause, sighs, and groans, Richard needs the support of men willing to 

“play along with the fiction [...] of his right to [the crown].”107 As David Kastan argues, “the 

crown is always illegitimate, [...] an effect of social relations.”108 In other words, “worldly men” 

are responsible for the concept of divine right and can “depose / The deputy elected by the Lord” 

(3.2.56–57).109 In accepting Carlisle’s advice to “[f]ear not” for “that Power that made you king / 

                                                 
107 Phillips, 172.  
108 David Scott Kastan, Shakespeare After Theory (New York and London: Routledge, 1999): 144. 
109 Richard’s legitimacy is complicated by the fact that the historical Richard II was never anointed. Richard II 
discovered the existence of a flask of oil supposedly “consigned” to Saint Thomas à Becket in a dream by the Virgin 
Mary, which was meant to “anoint the future kings of England.” However, already king, Richard “was told that 
coronation could not be repeated” and Henry IV became the first king to use the anointed oil. Sergio Bertelli, The 
King's Body: Sacred Rituals of Power in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, English Edition (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001): 26. 
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Hath power to keep you king in spite of all” (3.1.27–28), Richard holds on to the earlier 

medieval idea that divine right makes man-made community irrelevant. As Sergio Bertelli 

explains, the concept of divine right underwent radical changes around the time of Richard II’s 

reign in fourteenth-century England. Rather than perceiving of kings as infallible and above the 

law, pre-Tudor English writers described kingship as dependent on the support of the realm, 

insisting that “the king is under God and the law, for it is the law that makes him king” and that 

“the king is given to the realm, not the realm to the king.”110 In emphasizing this later medieval 

understanding of kingship, Richard II “reveals the high degree to which elites depend upon 

popular support.”111 In Shakespeare’s play, this support takes on a corporeal form as supporters 

must be ready sacrifice their lives, and thus bodies, for their king. 

Richard’s downfall occurs because he dismisses this fleshly community. Henry IV later 

criticizes Richard’s tendency to be “daily swallowed by men’s eyes,” which are “sick and 

blunted with community” (1 Henry IV, 3.2.70, 77), implying that Richard depended too much on 

the support of those who lack the ability to think for themselves. But Richard’s mistake is not in 

appealing to the common people, but in failing to realize that his success depends on the support 

of the bodies whose eyes peer at and partake of him.112 Despite his attempt to blame his fall on 

the “Pilates” who have “deliver’d [him] to [his] sour cross” (4.1.241), Richard professes a 

resolute belief in divine providence when he identifies with Christ. This same mindset allows 

him to believe in his divine right to the throne.  

                                                 
110 Bertelli, 12. See also Franklin L. Baumer, The Early Tudor Theory of Kingship (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1940), 10–11.  
111 Doty, 183.  
112 Kastan, 138. Altman reads Henry’s cautioning to Hal in Henry IV as particularly concerned with the 
consequences of being “partaken of [by] a people who will not be able to digest him and who will ultimately 
disgorge him as they did Richard” (5). 



60 

Although Richard questions Northumberland’s lack of respect, asking “how dare thy 

joints forget / To pay their aweful duty to our presence?” (3.3.75–76), he does not recognize the 

power of Northumberland as a corporeal supporter of Bullingbrook. Instead he turns away from 

the body to demand that Northumberland show him “the hand of God / That hath dimiss’d [him] 

from [his] stewardship, / For well we know no hand of blood and bone / Can gripe the sacred 

handle of our sceptre, / Unless he do profane, steal, or usurp” (3.3.77–81). When Bullingbrook 

returns, he grips the sceptre, but does not “profane, steal, or usurp.” Instead, kneeling as a 

subject, he waits for King Richard’s assent.113 When Bullingbrook rises from his knees, 

Richard’s reign is effectively over. The exchange is grounded, like Richard’s later abdication in 

bodily movements. Richard no longer has the support of the community; the bodies of his 

kingdom are working against him. 

Richard’s rejection of a community-based kingship also contributes to his portrayal as a 

tyrannical leader. In late medieval Europe, the term tyrant (originally from the Greek “tyrannos,” 

meaning a “leader who did not have royal blood”) increasingly referred to one who failed to 

uphold “the contract” or “relationship that tied the prince to his subjects.”114 James Phillips 

describes Richard’s failure in terms of his inability to recognize himself as a tyrant even as his 

subjects perceive him as such.115 When Richard seizes Bullingbrook’s lands, he “oversteps the 

law,” an action that “pluck[s] a thousand dangers on [his] head” and “lose[s] a thousand well-

disposed hearts” (2.1.205–06).116 Although Phillips argues that both kings and tyrants “overstep 

                                                 
113 Bevington notes, where some gestures (including “offcapping”) may be disingenuous, “kneeling is a profound 
gesture of acknowledgement in the claims of hierarchy” (164). 
114 Bertelli, 231. 
115 Phillips, 161. 
116 Phillips, 162. 
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the law,” he specifies that kings do so for the purpose of justice.117 Like a theatrical performance, 

whose success or failure depends on its ability to “appeal simultaneously to a variety of 

spectators,” Richard’s success or failure depends on his ability to garner support at a variety of 

levels.118 When Richard begins to lose the “hearts” of commoners he has “pill’d” with “grievous 

taxes” and nobility that he has “fin’d [...] [f]or ancient quarrels,” his kingdom starts to slip away 

(2.1.246–48). 

Early modern audiences would likely have interpreted Richard’s violations of community 

through their understanding of man as “microcosm,” or a reflection of the larger cosmos, nation, 

or land, all of which in turn take on the characteristics of the human body. The idea of an 

interrelated microcosm and macrocosm forms the foundation of metaphorical and literal 

understandings of the body in texts from the ancient to the early modern period.119 Leonard 

Barkan recognizes Richard’s deposition as bringing forth a “modern” worldview, in which this 

often metaphorical relationship “takes on a newly physical meaning.”120 After the deposition, the 

tetralogy exposes us to the attempts of “King Henry, Hotspur, and Falstaff [...] to impose their 

own natural bodies upon the body politic” before reestablishing a “more medieval” and 

“emblematic” relationship of the body politic and the body natural in “[t]he triumph of Prince 

Hal.”121 This shift away from the connection of body politic and body natural in the later plays, 

                                                 
117 Ibid. 
118 Rackin, Stages of History 26. Lopez recognizes “a wide variety of desires” expressed by the spectators in 
antitheatrical texts and a desire and “ability of plays to satisfy them all” (21). 
119 Jonathan Gil Harris explains that the body politic and the body natural shared a close connection in the early 
modern period. Foreign Bodies and the Body Politic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998): 2. See also 
Mary Douglas, who explains, “The rituals work upon the body politic through the symbolic medium of the physical 
body” in Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 
1966), 128.  
120 Leonard Barkan, Nature’s Work of Art: The Human Body as Image of the World (New Haven, CT; London: Yale 
University Press, 1975), 65. 
121 Ibid, 112–13. 
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however, does not negate the importance of the flesh in the construction of kingship or theater.  

As head of the nation, Richard cannot maintain power without a firm connection with the 

body. Similar to the church’s requirement that members obtain forgiveness before communion, 

descriptions of macrocosms stipulate that the “role” of each “member” must be acknowledged 

for the body to function as a whole.122 In The Homily on the Worthy Receiving of the Sacrament 

such connection is visible in the description of “union” as “the body and the head, betwixt the 

true beleuers and Chryst.”123 Richard’s inability to see that his position as “head” of the nation 

depends on the support of the nation’s body reflects his perception of himself as a judge outside 

of a community. When Richard fails to realize that earthly kingship relies on physical bodies—

the body of the king, the body of the land, and the bodies of the people which can rise up against 

or support the reign—he allows for Bullingbrook’s advancement.  

The actions of Bullingbrook and his men take on both metaphorical and literal bodily 

forms, reinforcing the connection of physical support and political success. When they approach 

the castle where Richard II is staying, Bullingbrook advises Northumberland to “[g]o to the rude 

ribs of that ancient castle” with a trumpet to pass a message to Richard (3.3.32–33). 

Northumberland’s penetration of the body of the castle represents the inevitable change in the 

body politic. Penetration of or disorder in the state could cause or be caused by immorality or 

illness in the body natural. The entrance through the “ribs of that ancient castle” signals the 

weakness of Richard’s own aging body, no longer ripe for the physical demands of kingship, and 

his body of support whose allegiances have shifted. Richard anticipates this penetration of the 

fleshly castle in the previous scene as he tells Aumerle, Carlisle and Scroop that “Death” resides 

                                                 
122 Paul emphasizes the corporeality of this community in 1 Cor. 12:8-11, writing “we are all baptized into one 
body” and describing the baptized community as “the body of Christ” (Barkan, 67). 
123 Wooding, 30. 
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“within the hollow crown,” and like an audience, “scoff[s]” and “grin[s]” at the king “As if this 

flesh which walls about our life / Were brass impregnable” (3.2.160–168). But Richard is 

mistaken in his comparison of the castle with flesh, for in his metaphor Death “Comes at last and 

with a little pin / Bores through [the] castle wall, and farewell king!” (3.2.160–170). Because the 

end of Richard’s kingship comes prior to death, the quick defeat of the castle by a pin, an action 

M. M. Slaughter compares to the popping of a balloon,124 exposes the fragility not of the body, 

but of the institution of kingship. When the illusion is dismantled, all that remains is the flesh of 

man. 

Bullingbrook’s ability to overcome banishment proves that an afterlife within the theater 

relies on “flesh and blood.” When Richard hands down the sentence to Bullingbrook and 

Mowbray, Bullingbrook compares banishment to death, pondering, “had the King permitted us” 

to fight, “One of our souls had wand’red in the air, / Banish’d this frail sepulchre of our flesh, / 

As now our flesh is banish’d from our land” (1.3.194–97). He even asks Mowbray to “[c]onfess 

[his] treasons” before departing so he may avoid the “burthen of a guilty soul” (1.3.199–200). 

Bullingbrook’s comparison of banishment to death is particularly relevant in the theater, where 

banishment from the stage is often portrayed identically to an off-stage death.125 Mowbray, 

eternally banished, never returns to the stage. His resurrection only occurs in the next 

performance. In the confines of the play, he is excluded from the theatrical community, dead 

with no notable sense of afterlife. Bullingbrook, on the other hand, reemerges from off stage, 

illustrating the potential for a theatrical afterlife dependent on flesh and blood.  

As Bullingbrook returns, his taking on of a new title, in essence a new name, categorizes 

                                                 
124 Slaughter, 229. 
125 Shakespeare introduces this idea in The Two Gentleman of Verona, describing death as “banishment” from one’s 
“self” (3.1.170–73). 
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his reemergence as new life. When York accuses Bullingbrook of “gross rebellion and detested 

treason” for returning “Before the expiration of [his] time,” Bullingbrook insists he “was 

banish’d Herford, / But [...] come[s] for Lancaster” (2.3.109, 111, 113–114). By accepting his 

father’s title, Bullingbrook takes on a new identity, set free from the obligations of his previous 

existence and prepared for his eventual crowning as Henry IV. Bullingbrook’s adoption of his 

new identity reminds the audience of the Catholic practice of assigning a name as one was 

“christened” during baptism, but also evokes the idea of an afterlife in which sins are erased.126 

As Bullingbrook becomes Lancaster and then Henry IV, he experiences new life, made possible 

through his physical return to the body of the motherland. Bullingbrook’s return also proves that 

banishment from one’s motherland can be overcome with the support of the people—a 

phenomenon that is echoed in the theater as characters are brought back to the stage performance 

after performance if they garner the support of the audience. As Northumberland, Willoughby, 

York, and the “countrymen [who] are gone and fled” to Bullingbrook show their support with 

their tongues’ assent and physical presence, these supporters offer their bodies and serve as 

models for an audience who may also show their support by “tak[ing] up a wonderfull laughter 

and shout[ing] together with one voice” or by the “clapping of hands.”127 As Castiglione shows 

us in The Book of the Courtier, physical responses such as laughter provide more human forms 

of judgment.128 Through laughter, man identifies things that are “incongruous” and offers 

                                                 
126 The assignment of a new name during baptism is conspicuously absent from the ceremony in The Book of 
Common Prayer. Barbara A. Hanawalt refers to the medieval practice as a “baptismal and naming ceremony.” The 
Ties that Bound: Peasant Families in Medieval England (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 172.  
127 Although York is initially hesitant, his accompaniment to Bristow castle serves as evidence of his support. 
Gosson describes the “laughter and shout[ing,] in Playes Confuted, C8v. Northbrooke criticizes the “laughing and 
clapping of hands” (65).  
128 Baldasar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. Charles S. Singleton (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 
1959), 144. 
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judgment on “those who are neither so wretched as to excite compassion, nor so wicked as to 

seem to deserve punishment, nor of so great a station that their wrath could do us much harm.”129 

Rather than conflict with rational judgment, laughter serves as a specific form of judgment. 

Through physical responses like laughter and applause, the audience enacts judgment, reflecting 

on the performance, deciding where their loyalties lie, and granting new life to characters who 

return to the stage. 

While Bullingbrook specifically takes advantage of the “flesh and blood” community to 

ensure his success within the play, both kings in Richard II depend on physical bodies to create 

afterlife in the theater. The embodied characters in the theater represent more than epitaphs, or 

“commemorative performance[s]” which “speak for the dead.” 130 The stage gives new life to 

these characters, resurrecting them and inviting them to join the theatrical community 

performance after performance.131 This process mimics the sacramental entrance of individuals 

into new life through baptism and communion. Like the early modern understanding of a 

communion of saints, brought together through the sacrament of the eucharist, but existing 

across time, the theater creates renewal of life again and again through its own sacramental 

community.132 Believers (or in the case of children, believing representatives) come to the 

                                                 
129 Ibid., 145, 146. 
130 Emily Shortslef, “Acting as an Epitaph: Performing Commemoration in the Shakespearean History Play,” 
Critical Survey 22, no. 2 (2010): 14, 12. Specifically she argues, “Shakespeare represents bodies—living and dead, 
dismembered appendages and excreted fluids alike—becoming epitaphs” (15). 
131 Joseph Roach sees the process of “surrogation,” by which an actor both represents and replaces the original 
figure, as “a method of perpetuating [communities].” Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 36.  
132 Edward Maie claims the “Communion of Saints” is “as auncient as Eternitie it self” (B1r) and Samuel Gardiner 
recognizes the sacrament of the Eucharist and the Communion of Saints as one in the same. Edward Maie, A Sermon 
of the Communion of Saints (London: Iohn Dawson, 1621). Samuel Gardiner, A Sermon Preached at Paules Crosse 
the 9. of Iune. 1605 Vpon the 20. of the Reuelation the 12. Vers. Treating of these Seuerall Heads (London: [E. 
Allde], 1605). Knapp recognizes Shakespeare’s work as “presenting a morally questionable fellowship as a rough 
foretype of the supranational Christian society that should follow upon English ‘reformation’” (86). 
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baptismal font or the communion table to recognize the sacrifice of body and blood that granted 

them a place in heaven. Like Christ’s manifestation in human “flesh and blood,” which grants 

eternal life to a community of believers, the theater’s own bodies perpetuate the life of historical 

characters, offering them an alternative afterlife.133 

As the guard leads Richard towards his imprisonment in “Julius Caeser’s ill-erected 

tower” (5.1.2), the Queen’s appeal to “see,” “look up,” and “behold” highlights the role of the 

watchful spectator. In response to this physical act of observing, the audience, and not just the 

Queen’s attendants who surround her on stage, must “in pity [...] dissolve to dew / And wash 

[Richard] fresh again with true-love tears” (5.1.7–10). Rather than representing the “womanish 

weeping” that Gosson characterizes as “immoderate” and unjustified, the audience’s tears, like 

the “weeping eye” and emotion-laden “complain[t]” of the Duchess of Gloucester (1.2.74, 42), 

represent valid and much needed responses.134 As I argue in Chapter 4, King Lear further 

examines this tendency to dismiss tears that can ultimately serve as sources of validation. Where 

Lear resists the tears rising in himself, Richard lets his “water-drops” fall (4.1.262). This makes 

him more capable of eliciting the pity he needs, granting him “agency and authority on stage.”135 

Although he does not succeed in remaining king, Richard leaves his mark on the play as a 

successful character because he embraces affective expression as a means of eliciting and 

receiving support in the theater.136  

The audience’s tears affirm the struggle of the stage character and his historical model, 

                                                 
133 In 1580 meditation on Holy Communion, Christopher Barker refers to “flesh & blood of our Sauiour Christ” as 
“the food of immortalitie and euerlasting life.” A Preparation to the Dve Consideration and Reverent Coming to the 
Holy Communion of the Body and Blood of our Lord (London: Christopher Barker, 1580), B8r. 
134 Vaught argues that the Duchess expresses a valid response to her husband’s murder (90). 
135 Ibid., 92. 
136 Ibid., 95.  
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the performance of the actor, and the effectiveness of the play in its entirety. These tears make 

way for a retelling “Of woeful ages long ago betid” that raise historical personas from their 

graves evocative of the afterlife imagined in the sacraments of baptism and holy communion 

(5.1.42). Even as Richard insists that his wife “Think [he is] dead” and “take[...], / As from [his] 

death-bed, [her] last living leave,” the audience takes on a role that gives him new life as they 

baptize him with their “true-love tears” (5.1.37–39, 10). In Pierce Penilesse, Thomas Nashe 

recognizes the power of tears to facilitate afterlife on stage in his description of “brave Talbot” 

who “after he had lyne two hundred years in his Tombe, [...] should triumphe againe on the 

Stage, and haue his bones embalmed with the teares of ten thousand spectators at least (at 

seuerall times).”137 In addition to recalling images of Christ, Nashe’s description of the character 

as essentially raised from the dead and “embalmed” depends on the understanding of embalming 

as a method of preservation.138 Isabel Karremann interprets Nashe’s theatrical defense as 

participating in this perpetuation through a process of “nostalgia,” which “remembers and 

simultaneously forgets the past.”139 Although Karremann perceives the tears that construct such 

nostalgia and afterlife as lacking “authenticity,” Nashe’s explanation gives us no reason to 

believe such tears are merely “mimetic.”140 Like Richard II, Nashe’s Pierce Pennilesse 

recognizes the power of both engrafting and audience response to effect an afterlife.  

Such an afterlife is dependent both on the formation of community and on the corporeal 

                                                 
137 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Pennilesse, His Supplication to the Diuell, ed. G.B. Harrison (London: Bodley Head, 
1924), 87. See also Anthony B. Dawson and Paul Yachnin, The Culture of Playgoing in Shakespeare’s England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
138 See: "embalm, v.". OED Online. December 2015. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/60758?rskey=mzNPTg&result=2&isAdvanced=false (accessed January 08, 2016). 
139 Karremann, 150 and 153. 
140 Karremann challenges the idea that the tears cried by the audience are “authentic,” arguing instead that they are 
“mimetic tears,” which should not be “mistake[n] [...] as signs of interiority and authenticity” (151). 
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effects of the theater. Karremann recognizes “an imagined community” in Nashe’s use of “our 

forefathers,” which assumes a “‘we’ that actually has come about as a stage-induced effect of 

obliterating the social, gender, religious, and regional differences among a rather heterogeneous 

audience.”141 But if Nashe’s community and “version of national history” erases the story of 

these differences,142 Richard II proposes that these differences contribute to the project of the 

theater and the granting of new life. As I have shown, the success of the tears and physical 

responses expressed by Queen, the Duchess of York, and the Duchess of Gloucester illustrate the 

need for physical reactions that reflect the heterogeneity of the theater audience. As Vaught 

argues, “Like the rapid flight of the female, many-tongued figure Rumor, [Richard’s] legend 

escapes from the enclosed space of his coffin and is continually retold and never finished.”143 

Through the tongues of the actors and of the audience, Richard’s story takes on an afterlife of its 

own.  

This afterlife becomes a marker of success for the theater as performances receive 

applause, and thus affirmation, allowing them to perpetuate their stories in the theater. In 

Richard II, York provides the first repetition, and thus rebirth of the play as he compares 

Richard’s passage through the crowd to a stage play. He describes,  

As in a theatre the eyes of men, 
After a well-graced actor leaves the stage,  
Are idly bent on him that enters next,  
Thinking his prattle to be tedious,  
Even so, or with much more contempt, men's eyes  
Did scowl on gentle Richard. No man cried, ‘God save him!’ 
No joyful tongue gave him his welcome home,  
But dust was thrown upon his sacred head. (5.1.23–30) 

                                                 
141 Ibid., 150. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Vaught, 89. 
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In this recreation, the play offers the “eyes” and “tongue[s]” as mechanisms to carry on the story. 

Whereas the crowd on stage falls short, York’s repetition carries on Richard’s legacy and 

provides a model that the audience can adapt to their own experiences and judgments. His 

description encourages the audience to consider how they have treated Richard. Have they given 

him new life through their responses, altering the perception of one greeted with the response: 

“Now we are rid of the miserable bastard who governed us so badly”?144 

The formation of such an afterlife depends on a sacramental experience of theater derived 

from the “flesh and blood” community of its participants. By acknowledging the importance of 

an inclusive community that recognizes and forgives the imperfections and transformations of 

the theater, the play shows the power of corporeal judgment. In Shakespeare After Theory, 

Kastan reminds us “of a largely forgotten convention of sixteenth-century drama [...]: the jig that 

characteristically concluded the play.”145 A widely accepted practice, the “dance and song” of 

the jig followed the tragedy and, as Kastan writes, “inevitably challenged and qualified the 

claims of the authorized script in the ‘throng’ of popular energy [...] that civic authorities [...] 

saw and feared.”146 Challenging the idea that the play ends on stage, the audience’s tears and 

tongues pave way for reinterpretations. When the audience offers their physical reactions to the 

play, they extend the action of the stage and offer characters, who might have experienced death 

in the play, a rebirth facilitated by affirmation and forgiveness that mirrors that of the Protestant 

sacraments.  

                                                 
144 Bertelli quotes from Chronique de la traison (1846) (253). 
145 Shakespeare cites this practice in his reference to “legs” that may “dance [oneself] out of [...] debt” in 2 Henry 
IV, Ben Jonson uses “a jigge after a Play” to describe “rehearst” or predictable behavior, and John Davies references 
“the daunce, and the song” which includes “A thousand townsemen, gentlemen, and whores, / Porters and serving-
men togither throng.” All quoted in Kastan, 146. 
146 Kastan, 147.  
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CHAPTER 3 

COLLABORATIVE MEMORY IN HAMLET 

 In Chapter 2, I argued that Shakespeare advocates for a community of flesh and blood in 

Richard II. Based only on the criterion of corporeality, membership in this community is 

extended to all who wish to accept it. As individuals join this community, which mirrors that 

created by the Protestant sacraments, they must accept their own fallibility. In doing so, they 

become capable of offering acknowledgment and forgiveness as alternatives to traditional forms 

of judgment. Shakespeare further demonstrates the importance of the connections between 

members of this community in Hamlet. This chapter examines how Shakespeare establishes 

correspondences between bodily and social collaboration to demonstrate the importance of 

working together to create the memories on which theater is predicated. 

That Hamlet is a play about memory is a critical commonplace. As Peter Holland 

observes, “Hamlet [...] speaks the words ‘remember’ and ‘memory’ more often than any other 

Shakespeare play (thirteen and ten times respectively), together with five occurrences of 

‘remembrance.’”1 Illustrating this linguistic emphasis on memory, the ghost’s demand to 

“remember me” (1.5.91) haunts the play. Ophelia famously returns the “remembrances” Hamlet 

has offered her (3.1.92). And Hamlet worries about the “wounded name” he will leave behind if 

his story is not properly remembered (5.2.3444).  

In the last two decades, scholars have begun to examine the mental and social structures 

that influence memory and forgetting in Hamlet, focusing on use of mnemonic tools and 

establishing the place of memory in social obligations. In their co-authored article, Peter 

                                                 
1 Peter Holland, “On the Gravy Train: Shakespeare, Memory and Forgetting,” in Shakespeare, Memory and 
Performance, ed. Holland (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 212. 
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Stallybrass, Roger Chartier, John Franklin Mowery, and Heather Wolfe offer an extensive 

overview of erasable writing technologies in the early modern period, arguing that Hamlet’s use 

of “writing tables as a model of memory” naturally involves a level of forgetting, which 

supersedes Hamlet’s desire to permanently impress the memory of his father.2 Responding to this 

argument, Rhodri Lewis argues that the collapse of forgetting and erasure in the metaphor of the 

table-book is problematic. Forgetting, he emphasizes, “is involuntary” and occurs over time, 

whereas erasure is “deliberate” and immediate.3 While erasable table-books may provide a 

metaphor for Hamlet’s forgetfulness, they do not explain Hamlet’s failure to remember.4 To 

understand why Hamlet does not remember his father, Lewis contends, we must turn to the idea 

of ars memoriae. Although the tradition holds the name “art of memory,” Lewis follows Mary 

Curruthers in recognizing that ars memoriae refers to recollection, or the recalling of information 

by thinking about “something identified with [it].”5 Texts on the art of memory encourage 

individuals to create mental images of buildings or tables in which memories can be stored and 

later retrieved. Hamlet may turn to such technologies, but he “cannot reconfigure the 

metaphorical wax of his memory as he would like.”6 While Lewis and Stallybrass et al. focus on 

Hamlet’s engagement with tools of memory, Garrett Sullivan, Paul Kottman, Peter Holbrook, 

and Stephen Greenblatt contextualize Hamlet’s remembrance of his father within the structures 

of social obligation. Sullivan argues that remembering in Hamlet means “perform[ing] a series of 

                                                 
2 Peter Stallybrass, Roger Chartier, John Franklin Mowery, and Heather Wolfe, “Hamlet’s Tables and the 
Technologies of Writing in Renaissance England,” Shakespeare Quarterly 55 (2004): 379–419. 
3 Rhodri Lewis, “Hamlet, Metaphor, and Memory,” Studies in Philology 109, no. 5 (2012), 616. 
4 Ibid., 616. 
5 Ibid., 618. 
6 Ibid., 630. 
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prescribed actions,”7 a point the ghost makes when he tells Hamlet he is “bound [...] to revenge, 

when [he] shalt hear” (1.5.6–7). Kottman defines such obligation more specifically in terms of 

filial duty to bury one’s father.8 Like Sullivan and Kottman, Holbrook associates action with 

remembrance, drawing a parallel between Polonius’s advice to Leontes, Leontes’ advice to 

Ophelia, and the Ghost’s demands of Hamlet: “In all three cases the injunction is two-fold: 

Remember, Obey.”9 All of these authors offer useful insight about the habits of memory and 

recollection in Hamlet and in the early modern period, and many comment on memory’s social 

value. They do not, however, elucidate the role of physical processes such as sensation and affect 

in memory formation, and therefore overlook the play’s understanding of memory as a corporeal 

event. 

Although early modern texts on memory focus largely on the habits of recollection, texts 

on medicine and cognition illuminate beliefs about the physical process and location of memory. 

William Bullein, for example, locates memory in the brain, alongside “imagination” and 

“fantasy.”10 “[T]hese animall vertues,” as he refers to them, are “placed [...] aboue al the 

members, communicating theyr heauenly influences, down unto the hart, as to a prince, or chefe 

ruler wythin the bodye, whiche geueth life to euery part thereof.”11 Bullein uses the idea of 

                                                 
7 Garrett A. Sullivan, Memory and Forgetting in English Renaissance Drama: Shakespeare, Marlowe, Webster 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 9, 13. 
8 Paul M. Kottman, “On Hamlet,” Tragic Conditions in Shakespeare: Disinheriting the Globe (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
9 Peter Holbrook, Shakespeare’s Individualism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 79. John Lee 
similarly suggests “Polonius’ precept means nothing more than this reprimand, fifteen lines later, to Ophelia. [...] 
understanding ‘your selfe’ means simply that Ophelia must understand ‘herself’ as the product of her place in a 
system of relationships based upon her position as daughter to Polonius, and her obedience to the external value 
system of honour. To ‘vnderstand your self’ is the equivalent of ‘to know one’s place’” Shakespeare’s Hamlet and 
the Controversies of Self (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 160. See also: Stephen Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001) 
10 William Bullein, A Newe Boke of Phisicke (London: Ihon Day, 1559), 41. 
11 Bullein, Newe, 41. 
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microcosm, discussed in Chapter 2, to describe memory in relation to the rest of the body. Juan 

Luis Vives also comments on this connection, explaining that imagination “receive[s] from the 

senses and the emotions impulses which must be passed onto the intellect,” where phantasia “sits 

alongside the memory and the judgment and has the role of combining and comparing the single 

and simple things which the imagination receives.”12 Although Vives specifically discusses the 

distinction between imagination and fantasy, his designation of memory as “alongside” fantasy 

and judgment tells us that memory resides in the relationship between the senses and the 

imagination. In his lengthy poem about human cognition, John Davies provides an even more 

detailed explanation of the path from the senses to memory to action. He explains that humans 

perceive the world through “the windows” of the five senses.”13 The information from the senses 

travels to the brain where fantasy “beholds, [...] discern[s], [...] compounds, [and] compares.”14 

Fantasy then “commends” this information “To Memories large volume,” which “lyes in the 

brain behind, Like Janus eye” and “doth remember much, and much forget.”15 From here, “The 

motive vertue [...] begins to move, / Which in the heart below doth passions cause, / Joy, grief, 

and feare, and hope, and hate, and love,” and these passions “breed” the “diverse Actions” 

carried out by the body.”16 Davies makes clear that the process of memory involves a close 

relationship between sensory experience, mental faculties of judgment, and action. Other texts 

                                                 
12 Peter Mack, “Early Modern Ideas of Imagination: The Rhetorical Tradition,” in Imagination in the Later Middle 
Ages and Early Modern Times, edited by Lodi Nauta & Detlev Patzold (Leuven: Peeters, 2004), 67. 
13 John Davies, A Work for None but Angels & Men (London: M. S., 1653), 22. 
14 Ibid., 29. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. Davies contrasts these actions with those done with “true reasons light,” referring to this type of passion as 
“passions of sense” and this type of memory as “sensative memory” (29). These passions “make [...] the pulses beat, 
and lungs respire, / This holds the sinews like a bridles Raines, / And makes the body to advance, retire, / To turn, or 
stop” (30). According to Davies, when reason or “wit” enters into this equation, all passions and actions are turned 
to heavenly purposes.” (32–37). 
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identify memory as a component or type of judgment. Edward Reynolds, for example, describes 

memory as “a joynt-worker in the operations of Reason,” suggesting memory plays a key role in 

creating judgments.17 Memory, for early moderns, is part of the highly interconnected experience 

of cognition. In Hamlet, Ophelia’s use of the traditional cures of “rosemary [...] for 

remembrance” and “pansies [...] for thoughts” (4.5.175–77) draws attention to the relationship 

between bodily experience—the smell, sight, touch, or even taste of the herb and flower—and 

the mental processes of memory and thinking.  

I argue that Shakespeare establishes correspondences between bodily collaboration, as 

portrayed in early modern models of cognition, and social collaboration, often employed in the 

theater, to show that both are central to memory formation and theatrical production. Given that 

“[a]ll reception is deeply involved with memory,” as Marvin Carlson puts it, I focus on how 

memory not only “supplies the codes and strategies that shape reception,”18 but more specifically 

on how the collaborations between receptive organs and faculties create memory. I interpret 

memory both as a form judgment, which places value on knowledge preservation, and as an 

avenue to judgment, which provides access to the knowledge necessary to form opinions about 

the world. My research not only intervenes in the discussion of memory and forgetting in 

Hamlet, but also in conversations about popular influence and collaboration. Recently Jeffrey 

Doty, András Kiséry, Anthony Dawson, and Paul Yachnin have focused on the idea of 

popularity and the influence of publics in the theater.19 “Popularity,” Doty explains, “was used to 

                                                 
17 Edward Reynolds, Treatise of the Passions and Faculties of the Soule of Man (London: R. H[earne and John 
Norton], 1640), 13. 
18 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2003), 5. 
19 See: Jeffrey Doty, “Shakespeare’s Richard II, ‘Popularity,’ and the Early Modern Public Sphere,” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2010); András Kiséry, “‘I Lack Advancement’: Public Rhetoric, Private Prudence, and the 
Political Agent in Hamlet, 1561–1609,” ELH 81, no. 1 (2014); Anthony B. Dawson and Paul Yachnin. The Culture 
of Playgoing in Shakespeare’s England: A Collaborative Debate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); 
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describe any kind of public speech act or performance that offered political content to the 

people.”20 The playhouse served as an “ideal space for exploring the problem of popularity, since 

it was already a literal domain of popularity: the theater thrives on popular favor and applause.”21 

Individuals came to the theater with the expectation that they could practice the sort of judgment 

related to contemporary political events. While scholars disagree as to the extent that these 

judgments influenced political events, early modern epilogues and prologues make it clear that 

playwrights assumed that audiences constituted a “performative community,” which could and 

would influence the success of a production.22 My work reveals the extent to which Shakespeare 

believed such public influence was enhanced when individuals collaborated.  

In identifying the audience as collaborators and arguing that their role is as important as 

that of the writer or the players, I also offer a new perspective on collaboration. In the last two 

decades, the debate over whether a collaborative or single-author model prevailed has dominated 

authorial studies.23 Brian Vickers and Jeffrey Masten insist on a collaborative model, while 

Jeffrey Knapp asserts “the primary theoretical model for playwriting throughout the English 

Renaissance was single authorship.”24 “Blindness to this authorial paradigm,” he insists, “has 

                                                 
and Yachnin, “Hamlet and the Social Thing in Early Modern England,” in Making Publics in Early Modern Europe: 
People, Things, Form of Knowledge, ed. Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin (New York and London: Routledge, 
2010), 82. 
20 Doty explains, “The term grows out of the contentious, factional court of the 1590s and was strongly, although not 
exclusively, associated with the Earl of Essex” (184). Regarding the influence of the Essex rebellion on ideas of 
popularity, see also Hugh Grady, Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Montaigne: Power and Subjectivity from Richard II 
to Hamlet (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 246. 
21 Doty, 192. 
22 Stephen Mullaney, The Reformation of Emotions in the Age of Shakespeare (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015), 40. Yachnin argues that “Hamlet reminds the playgoers of the exclusion from public life by 
inviting them to imagine their inclusion,” but suggests “the audience becomes a public merely by imagining itself as 
one” (86–87). 
23 Heather Hirschfeld traces attempts “to settle who composed which parts of plays” back to the work of Gerard 
Langbaine (1691). “Early Modern Collaboration and Theories of Authorship,” PMLA 116, no. 3 (2001): 615. 
24 Jeffrey Masten, Textual Intercourse: Collaboration, Authorship, and Sexualities in Renaissance Drama 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) and “Playwriting: Authorship and Collaboration” in A New History 
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encouraged scholars [...] to overestimate the collaborative nature of Renaissance theater life.”25 

Vickers challenges this idea in his article, “Coauthors and Closed Minds,” accusing those “who 

deny the very idea of Shakespeare as a coauthor” of “opt[ing] out of the process by which 

knowledge grows.”26 The intensity of these disagreements points to the stakes attached to 

Shakespeare’s authorship, stakes that I claim Shakespeare already calls into question in Hamlet. 

Despite the tension in this debate, each of these scholars arrives at the conclusion that 

collaboration does exist in Shakespearean theater in some form. Knapp admits, for example, 

“Shakespeare did not have to celebrate playwrighting ‘by more than one person’ in order to 

present himself as collaborative” and claims that Hamlet represents a fusion between 

Shakespeare’s identities as player and author.27 Although I do not insist upon a particular mode 

of playwrighting in the early modern period, this chapter weighs in on the issue of collaboration. 

By placing the audience in the center of this conversation, I call into question our privileging of 

authorship. Reading the involvement of authors, performers, and playgoers through the lens of 

bodily collaboration demonstrates that the connections between each entity are as important, if 

not more important, than individual contributions. Collaborations between the senses, between 

                                                 
of Early English Drama, ed. John D. Cox and David Kastan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). Brian 
Vickers, Shakespeare, Co-Author: A Historical Study of Five Collaborative Plays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010). Masten claims “collaboration was the Renaissance English theater’s dominant mode of textual production” 
until it was replaced “by the mode of singular authorship” (Textual Intercourse, 14). Jeffrey Knapp, “What is a Co-
Author?” Representations 89, no. 1 (2005): 1. Knapp finds fault with Masten’s reliance on G. E. Bentley’s claim 
that “as many as half” of Renaissance plays were co-authored, pointing out “if half of English Renaissance drama 
was co-authored, then half must have been single-authored” (2). 
25 Knapp, 1. 
26 Brian Vickers, “Coauthors and Closed Minds” Shakespeare Studies 36 (2008): 112.  
27 Knapp, 19. Other authors, such as Richard Helgerson conversely focus on Hamlet as evidence of drama 
surrounding Shakespeare’s elitism. See: Forms of Nationhood: The Elizabethan Writing of England (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1992). On the role that collaboration played in the printing and distribution of 
Shakespeare’s plays, see David Kastan, Shakespeare After Theory (New York and London: Routledge, 1999), 
specifically “Shakespeare in Print” (71–92) and James Purkis, Shakespeare and Manuscript Drama: Canon, 
Collaboration, and Text (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2016). For a detailed review of sources focused 
on authorship and collaboration, see Hirschfeld, especially p. 615. 
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mental faculties, and between individuals not only produce successful theater, but also allow for 

judgment in the form of memories. 

I begin by reading various characters’ attempts to make sense of the ghost in Hamlet in 

the context of early modern theories of bodily collaboration to show how the play responds to 

criticisms about the harmful nature of sensory experience. I argue that Shakespeare offers 

collaboration as a remedy to possible misjudgment. I then focus on how the play uses the figure 

of the messenger to establish parallels between bodily and social collaboration. Although elite 

characters consistently deny the importance of messenger characters, Shakespeare shows that 

messengers play a vital role that corresponds to the function of the common sense. Finally, I read 

Hamlet as an example of a successful bodily and social collaboration. As the play asks the 

audience to carry on the story of Hamlet, it depicts collaboration as necessary for the 

preservation of memories. 

 

I 

 For early moderns, as well as for many people today, the idea of a ghost provides a 

spiritual and logical conundrum. A ghost simultaneously embodies presence and absence, 

ephemerality and physicality, life and death. Scholars have mined Hamlet’s ghost to discuss 

religion, parental relationships, performativity, and madness, as well as numerous other topics.28 

                                                 
28 For recent work on religion, see for example, Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory; Allison Shell, Shakespeare and 
Religion (London: Methuen Drama, 2010), and Brett E. Murphy, “Sulphurous and Tormenting Flames: 
Understanding the Ghost in Hamlet” Shakespeare in South Africa 26 (2014), 117–122. On parental relationships, 
see: Anselm Haverkamp, “The Ghost of History: Hamlet and the Politics of Paternity,” Law and Literature 18, no. 2 
(2006), 171–198; or Kottman. On performativity, see: Hilaire Kallendorf, “Intertextual Madness in Hamlet: The 
Ghost's Fragmented Performativity,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 22, no. 4 (1998), 69–
87; or Kelly Jones, “Between Nature and Eternity: (Present)ing Absence in Theatrical Representations of 
Shakespeare as the Ghost of Hamlet,” Literature and the Arts 8, no. 3 (2007). And, on madness, see: John DeCarlo, 
“Hamlet and the Ghost: A Joint Sense of Time,” Philosophy and Literature 37, no. 1 (2013), 1–19; and Alison 
Chapman, “Ophelia's ‘Old Lauds’: Madness and Hagiography in Hamlet,” Medieval & Renaissance Drama in 
England 20 (2007), 111–135. 
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The tenuous status of ghostliness on which much of this scholarship is predicated also makes the 

ghost an ideal case for testing modes of cognition and judgment. Despite the fact that the ghost 

appears on stage for only a few brief moments, his words and presence shape the rest of the 

action of the play. In Hamlet, the watchmen, Hamlet, and Gertrude each have different responses 

to the ghost, which can largely be attributed to whether or not they are willing to accept 

physiological collaboration.  

The initial exchange between the guards establishes their acceptance of collaboration as a 

mode of uncovering truth. Presumably hearing or seeing someone approach, Bernardo asks, 

“Who’s there?” (1.1.1). Because Bernardo’s question comes in the first line of the play, the 

identity of the figure to which he speaks must also be unclear to a first-time attendee of the play. 

Francisco’s refusal to directly answer seems to foster unnecessary uncertainty. He demands 

instead that Bernardo “answer” and “unfold himself” (1.1.2). By the seventh line, the uncertainty 

is resolved, and both the characters and the audience know the identities of both men. Rather 

than rely on what they assume they see or hear, both characters demand additional sensory proof.  

Bernardo and “the rivals of [his] watch”—Horatio and Marcellus—similarly employ 

collaboration to uncover the truth about the ghost. Shortly after Francisco departs, the three other 

men begin to question the existence of the spirit. Horatio asks, “What, has this thing appear’d 

again to-night?” (1.1.21), to which Barnardo responds, “I have seen nothing” (1.1.22). Initially 

the conflict between the appearance that Horatio notes and the “nothing” that Bernardo has 

witnessed creates a sense of doubt. Audience members, who have not yet seen the ghost 

themselves may be skeptical of “this thing” from the start. In fact, scholars commonly recognize 

Horatio’s hesitation to accept the ghost as more than a “fantasy” of the watch as evidence of his 

reason or skepticism (1.1.23). “At this point,” writes Craig Bernthal, “no one has made a 



79 

judgment about the nature of what they have seen. They have not even used the word ‘ghost,’ 

and Horatio certainly does not jump to the conclusion that the apparition is the ghost of Hamlet’s 

father.”29 Horatio’s initial refusal to accept, however, is not as clear-cut as it is often assumed to 

be, and he eventually accepts the existence of an apparition whose appearance is “[m]ost like” 

the king (1.1.44). Barnardo’s request to Horatio to “let us once again assail your ears, / That are 

so fortified against our story” does indicate resistance on Horatio’s part (1.1.31–32), but only 

two lines later, Horatio urges, “let us hear Barnardo speak of this” (1.1.34), providing an 

acquiescence that contrasts with Hamlet’s categorization of Horatio’s speech as “violence” to his 

“ear” (1.2.171). Claiming it is ultimately “[t]he sensible and true avoid / Of [his] own eyes” that 

convinces him of the ghost’s existence (1.1.55–57), Horatio reveals that his acceptance is 

grounded both in sensory and mental experience. While the term “sensible” clearly connects to 

the sense of vision, it also evokes the idea of “common sense,” which according to Walter Burley 

“distinguishes the information [...] suppl[ied]” by the five external and five internal senses.30 

Horatio weighs the sensory evidence alongside “thought” and “opinion,” and recalls the details 

of the conflict between the “king / Whose image even but now appear’d” and Old Fortinbras 

(1.1.67–68, 80–81), showing how such bodily collaboration may produce remembrance. 

Even once he has arrived at his conclusion, Horatio continues to seek clarification of his 

experience through collaboration, demonstrating that judgment and remembrance are processes 

of continuity. Advising Hamlet to “Season [his] admiration for a while / With an attent ear,” 

Horatio “deliver[s], / Upon the witness of these gentlemen, / This marvel to [Hamlet]” (1.2.92–

                                                 
29 Craig Bernthal, The Trial of Man: Christianity and Judgment in the World of Shakespeare (Wilmington: ISI 
Books, 2003), 52. 
30 C. M. Woolgar, The Senses in Late Medieval England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 21. De 
sensibilibus (c. 1337), Burley is commonly associated with explicating the two theories of sight: extramission and 
intromission. 
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95), and he recruits Hamlet as a collaborator, realizing that “[t]his spirit, dumb to [them]” might 

“speak to him” (1.1.171). Horatio’s request recalls Marcellus’s early insistence that Horatio 

speak to the ghost so they may identify what it is “that usurp’st this time of night” (1.1.46). 

When Marcellus and Horatio imply the tongue can be used as a tool of discovery, they invoke 

the late medieval understanding of speech as sense,31 and suggest a bidirectionality of cognition 

that relies on a close relationship between the senses, the brain, and the actions of man. Although 

he has already seen the apparition, heard other accounts of it, and processed these experiences, 

Horatio believes that the Ghost’s speech may offer additional evidence that could cause him to 

revise his judgments. 

Conflicts in reports about the ghost encourage the audience to practice the type of 

collaborative judgment modeled by Horatio. When Marcellus and Barnardo modify Horatio’s 

response to the question of how long the ghost stayed with the words “Longer, longer” (1.2.238), 

the audience must question why the characters perceive the length of the ghost’s visit differently 

and whether this discrepancy constitutes a reason to doubt the existence of the ghost. Later, when 

Horatio says that “it lacks of twelve,” (1.4.3) and Marcellus replies, “No it is struck” (1.4.4), the 

audience must reflect on their own sensory experience to determine whether they heard the clock 

or like Horatio, “heard it not” (1.4.5). While early modern scholars often remark that the 

conflicts between characters’ accounts with each other and with the audience create a sense of 

doubt or insecurity about the processing of sensory information,32 early modern scientists show 

                                                 
31 Woolgar, 10.  
32 Scholars commonly note “[v]ision and audition are out of joint, unable mutually to confirm the knowledge each 
singly provides.” Shankar Raman, “Hamlet in Motion,” in Knowing Shakespeare: Sense, Embodiment and 
Cognition (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 116. The critical tendency has been to argue 
that one of the senses serves as the more reliable source of information in the play. Most scholars conclude that 
auditory clues supersede visual ones, although Carla Mazzio offers a persuasive argument for the importance of 
touch. See, for example, Allison K. Deutermann, “‘Caviare to the general?’ Taste, Hearing, and Genre in Hamlet,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly, 62, no. 2 (2011), Gina Bloom, Voice in Motion: Staging Gender, Shaping Sound in Early 
Modern England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), Wes Folkerth, The Sound of Shakespeare 
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that such discrepancies between visual and auditory information illuminate the relationship of the 

perceiver to the object of perception. The physician Helkiah Crooke, for example, draws on the 

work of Aristotle, observing “when two hard bodyes are smitten the one against the other, we see 

the purcusion before we heare the sound.”33 Crooke’s observation of what we now know to be 

the discrepancy between the speed of light and the speed of sound makes clear that visual and 

auditory information does not have to line up to make something true. The discrepancy can tell 

us how far away we are from the source of the sound. Sir Francis Bacon additionally explains 

that distance between a speaker and hearer may affect a person’s ability to “distinguish” what he 

hears.34 A person’s ability to hear is thus influenced by their “over-great” distance from the 

object of perception and not by faulty perception itself. The audience must be willing to make 

sense of discrepancy, much like Horatio uses collaboration to resolve any inconsistencies 

between his beliefs about the existence of ghosts and the clear presence of a ghost on stage. 

Understanding the ghost requires recognizing the collaboration between sensory 

experience and cognition. Before the watchmen inform Hamlet of the ghost’s presence, Hamlet 

admits to Horatio that he “thinks” he “see[s] [his] father” (1.2.184). When Horatio asks “Where, 

my lord?” Hamlet responds, “In my mind’s eye” (1.2.185). Anticipating his later directorial 

debut, Hamlet draws on the Quintilian connection of fantasia to enargeia, or “vivid 

description.”35 The rhetorician claims “a great actor” or speaker can conjure images in the “mind 

                                                 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2002), and Kenneth Gross, Shakespeare’s Noise (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2001). On touch see Carla Mazzio, “Acting with Tact: Touch and Theater in the 
Renaissance,” in Sensible Flesh: On Touch in Early Modern Culture, edited by Elizabeth D. Harvey (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003). Hamlet himself values hearing over seeing, dismissing “inexplicable dumb 
shows” as vices of those who are incapable of understanding speech (3.2.12). 
33 Bloom, 74. 
34 Ibid., 77. 
35 Lewis, “Shakespeare’s Clouds and the Image Made by Chance,” Essays in Criticism 62, no. 1 (2012), 16. 
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in such a way that we seem to see them with our eyes and have them physically present to us.’”36 

Yet Hamlet’s conjuration of his father’s image in his “mind’s eye” also represents a break in the 

continuum from sensory experience to judgment to action. While the play does not ask us to 

completely dismiss Hamlet’s emphasis on his fantastical experience, it does insist that we view 

the experience in its context. Horatio has already described the ghost as “A mote [...] to trouble 

the mind's eye” and been challenged by the ghost’s return (1.1.112). The ghost exists between 

the sensory and cognitive realm, comprehensible only by connecting these tools of perception. 

While Horatio models the connectivity between sensation and judgment, Hamlet resists 

such a connection even though he identifies it as inherent to the human experience. Speaking to, 

or rather at, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet reflects: 

What [a] piece of work is a man, how noble in reason, how infinite in faculties, in form 
and moving, how express and admirable in action, how like an angel in apprehension, 
how like a god! the beauty of the world; the paragon of animals; and yet to me what is 
this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me. (2.2.303–309) 

Hamlet’s observation that reason, perception, and motion come together to create 

“apprehension,” evokes medical and philosophical understandings of the relationship between 

these processes,37 and challenges the belief, voiced by Theseus in Midsummer Night’s Dream 

that apprehension and comprehension are at odds with one another. But while these connections 

may impress others, they give Hamlet no “delight” as man is no more than “dust.” Hamlet’s 

reflections evoke those of Bullein, who describes the human body as “the most beautifull forme,” 

which is “indued with goodly giftes of Nature, in whose Braine is fixed the Jewell called Reason 

                                                 
36 Mack, 61. 
37 My observations, here, correspond with those of Lowell Gallagher and Raman, who examine Shakespeare’s work 
through the lens of the 18th century philosopher David Hume. However, while Gallagher and Raman argue applying 
Hume’s ideas to Hamlet can help illuminate “embodiment as a constellation of different kinds of sensory and 
perceptual engagement with the world,” I see these connections as described and emphasized in work closer 
temporally to Shakespeare’s drama. (“Introduction,” Knowing Shakespeare, 3). 
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[...] Yet for all these syngular Vertues, gieuen to Man: [...] the same Mankynde doth decay, dye, 

and returne vnto the Dust, and become as though hee had neuer bin.”38 Hamlet and Bullein 

question the need for humanity if in the end all people return to nothingness. In this way, both 

the character and the medical writer replicate the religious rejection of the body, discussed in 

Chapter 2, which fails to account for the fact that the flesh carries the heavenly soul. 

The lingering effect that the ghost has on Hamlet and on the action in the play reveals the 

problem with Hamlet’s logic. Men do not become “as though [they] had neuer bin,” but continue 

to influence those around them through the traces and memories they leave behind. The play 

reveals and critiques Hamlet’s rejection of human interconnectivity not only through his initial 

interactions with the ghost and his meditations on mankind, but also in the portrayal of his 

madness and his delay in carrying out the ghost’s commands. Hamlet, much like an antitheatrical 

writer, sees corporeal experience as contradictory to reason, which he claims God “gave us not 

[...] / To fust in us unus’d” (4.4.38–9). John Northbrooke, Stephen Gosson, and William Rankin 

all demand their readers “auoyde” the theater to ensure “vices shall not enter [their] heartes,” 

stressing the same interconnectivity that Hamlet finds problematic.39 Plays consist of “consortes 

of melodie to tickle the eare, costly apparrell to flatter the sight, effeminate gesture to ravish the 

sence, and wanton speache to whette desire to inordinate lust.”40 Antitheatricalists encourage 

their readers to avoid the theater in an attempt to not provoke a connection between the senses 

and judgment. Hamlet similarly privileges separation over collaboration, excluding himself from 

the advantages collaboration offers. 

                                                 
38 Bullein, Bulwarke of Defense Against all Sickness, Soarness, and Wounds (1597), C2r. 
39 John Northbrooke, Spiritus est vicarius Christi in terra. A treatise wherein dicing, dauncing, vaine playes or 
enterludes [...] are reproued by the authority of the word of God (London: H. Bynneman, 1577), 62. 
40 Stephen Gosson, The schoole of abuse conteining a plesaunt [sic] inuectiue against poets, pipers, plaiers, iesters, 
and such like caterpillers of a co[m]monwelth (London: 1579), 11. 
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In performing madness, Hamlet assumes he can manipulate certain aspects of the 

relationship between the senses, imagination, reason, and action without affecting others. Hamlet 

differentiates between “madness,” and what he calls being “mad in craft” (3.4.187–88), for 

example. His differentiation could serve as an argument against antitheatrical complaints that 

performing an identity in the theater might rub off on the player. However, when Hamlet enters 

Ophelia’s “closet,” his performance has already crossed the line between sanity and madness; he 

enters “with his doublet all unbrac’d, / No hat upon his head, his stockings fouled / Ungart’red, 

and down gyved to his ankle, / Pale as his shirt, his knees knocking each other, / And with a look 

so piteous in purport / As if he had been loosed out of hell” (2.1.74–80). Hamlet is infused with 

his performance. His costume—the open doublet, hatless head, and dirty stockings—predicts his 

“pale” and “piteous” demeanor. He has become exactly what he “seems” to be. By the end of the 

play, Hamlet admits to Laertes, that what he has done “was madness” and in the same speech 

differentiates between “Hamlet” and “himself” (5.2.232, 34). While his admission may be 

disingenuous, there is truth to his idea of division. Hamlet might not be separate from himself, 

but within himself there is a disruption between his faculties. This separation, and not the 

influence of costuming, has left Hamlet unable to control his judgment.   

The inability of the other characters to pinpoint the source of Hamlet’s madness 

reinforces the idea that human judgment and sanity lie not in a single faculty but in the 

connection between the faculties. Gertrude, Ophelia, and Horatio name separate faculties 

(senses, reason, or imagination) as responsible for Hamlet’s condition, yet none of their 

explanations fully account for the fragmentation of Hamlet’s cognition. Like Hamlet, they 

neglect the possibility that the process, and not a piece, of thought formation is to blame. 
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Gertrude assumes, for example, that Hamlet’s vision is clouded, but believes that he can 

overcome this condition by turning his eye to a more appropriate sight. She urges Hamlet to “let 

[his] eye look like a friend on Denmark” rather than “with [his] vailed lids / Seek for [his] father 

in the dust” (1.2.68–71). Her advice evokes that of Protestant writers like Anthony Nixon and 

Richard Braithwaite who stress the need to dedicate the senses to worship.41 These writers imply 

if worshippers turn their eyes towards heavenly, and not earthly material, they can protect their 

souls.42 Gertrude similarly believes she can modify Hamlet’s loyalties by turning his eyes 

towards Claudius. While Gertrude’s attempt to change Hamlet’s opinion of Claudius does link 

the senses to his thought patterns, she fails to see that adjustments must take place in all steps of 

cognition to ensure fluidity. Echoing Hamlet’s meditations on man, her use of the term “dust” 

provides a hint to the actual cause of Hamlet’s condition. The eyes alone are not responsible for 

Hamlet’s madness, but a failure to attend to the eye’s connection with the other pieces of 

cognition is.  

Ophelia similarly identifies the source of Hamlet’s madness in a single faculty, in this 

case reason. Responding to his peculiar entrance into her closet, Ophelia observes “that [his] 

noble and most sovereign reason / [is] jangled out of time, and harsh” (3.1.157–58). Ophelia 

identifies a break in Hamlet’s reason, yet Ophelia does not identify what it has broken from. 

Disconnected from his senses and his imagination, Ophelia might have said, Hamlet’s “reason 

[is] jangled out of time,” but she fails to connect his reason to the other faculties.  

                                                 
41 Not only did the move to Protestantism enforce individual responsibility for salvation, but it also rejected the 
theatrical conventions of the Catholic Church, which directed the eyes and ears to more earthly focuses. 
42 Anthony Nixon writes that the purpose of the eyes are “To behold of the works of God, and therefore we ought to 
beware that we feed them not with the sight of the prophane and dishonest things, least they poison the soule.” The 
Dignitie of Man, Both in the Perfections of His Sovle and Bodie, Shewing As Well The Faculties in the Disposition 
of the One: As the Senses and Organs, in the Composition of the Other (London: Edward Allde, 1612), 16. Richard 
Braithwaite claims failing to “temperately restrain” the senses would bring one to moral “ruine.” Essaies Vpon The 
Five Senses With a Pithie One Vpon Detraction (London: E. G., 1620), A3v. 
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Finally, Horatio claims that Hamlet is “desperate with imagination” (1.3.87), also 

focusing on a lone source for Hamlet’s condition. Horatio’s explanation draws attention to the 

societal assumption that imagination and reason are at odds with one another and recalls 

Theseus’s association of “the lunatic, lover, and the poet” with “imagination” in Midsummer 

Night’s Dream (5.1.7–8). Bacon recognizes the disruptive potential of the imagination, linking it 

with “delusion,” and identifying it “as the locus of magic and possession.”43 The recent 

evocation of a 1351 statute “which made it treason to ‘compass or imagine’ the death of the 

king” further illustrates the danger late medieval and early modern society associated with 

imagination.44 But while early moderns read danger into the faculty of imagination, they also 

find it to be a crucial component in cognition. Medical writers and philosophers, including 

Bacon, stress the work of the imagination as a messenger and a processor of information, and 

defenders of the arts emphasize the role of imagination played in judgment. Sir Philip Sidney, for 

example, sees poetry as superior to history, because of its ability to use the imagination to instill 

greater truths.45 Although Sidney follows Bacon in connecting “history with the memory, 

philosophy with the reason, and poetry with the imagination,” Shakespeare offers a rebuttal for 

this separation in the character of Hippolyta.46 Hippolyta reminds Theseus that “all their minds 

transfigur’d so together, / More witnesseth than fancy’s images, / And grows to something of 

great constancy; / But howsoever, strange and admirable” (5.1.23–27). Imagination, used in 

conjunction with collaboration—stressed in the term “together”—can be “strange” but is also 

                                                 
43 Mack, 73. 
44 The statute was referenced in the trial of Henry Cuffe. Erica Sheen and Lorna Hutson, “Introduction,” Literature, 
Politics and Law in Renaissance England, ed. Erica Sheen and Lorna Hutson (Hampshire: Palgrave/St. Martin’s 
Press, 2005), 8. 
45 Sir Philip Sidney, “The Defence of Poesy” (1579–80) in The Oxford Authors Sir Philip Sidney, ed. Frank 
Kermode (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
46 Mack, 73. 
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ultimately “admirable.” The answer for one whose senses are misdirected, whose reason is 

“jangled,” or whose imagination is “desperate” is not the focus on or detachment from the object 

of concern, but instead the placement of the faculty in its normal relationship with the other 

components of cognition, a point Hamlet, Gertrude, Ophelia, and Horatio all overlook. 

Although Horatio does not accurately pinpoint the cause of Hamlet’s madness, his earlier 

concern that the ghost might deprive [Hamlet’s] sovereignty of reason, / And draw [him] into 

madness” (1.4.72–74) does help us understand the reason for Hamlet’s faulty judgment. 

Hamlet’s encounters with the ghost confirm Hamlet’s avoidance of bodily collaboration. Unlike 

Horatio, Hamlet decides before the ghost speaks to “call [him] Hamlet, King, father, royal Dane” 

(1.4.44–45). Hamlet relies only on the image before him and does not wait for auditory 

confirmation or look towards memories of his actual father. At the ghost’s gesturing, he departs 

from the company of his friends to listen to this ephemeral father figure, rejecting the possibility 

of collaborative verification. Finally, he insists that Horatio and Marcellus “swear” that they will 

“[n]ever make known what [they] have seen” and refuses to share what the ghost has told him 

because Horatio will “reveal it,” emphasizing his desire to leave his encounter with the spirit as a 

private experience (1.5.144–5, 124). Asking the watchmen to “conceal” what they have seen and 

heard and to “Give it an understanding but no tongue” (1.2.245–249), Hamlet occludes the 

possibility of bodily collaboration. Although Hamlet does urge them to “go in together,” they 

must do so with their “fingers on [their] lips” (1.5.186–87), and thus separate “understanding” 

(or reason) from the sensory organs of the tongue and fingers. 

Hamlet’s failure to recognize the importance of bodily collaboration not only affects his 

sanity and influences his initial processing of the ghost, but perhaps more significantly in terms 

of the plot, disrupts his ability to carry out the ghost’s demand to “remember” (1.5.91). As 
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Holbrook notes, while Hamlet “believes passionately his duty is to remember and avenge his 

dead father [...] everything in Hamlet leads him away from this ardently held and deliberate 

goal.”47 Despite the promise to “wipe away” every memory except that of his father, Hamlet 

cannot seem to recall anything about Old Hamlet after his encounter with the ghost (1.5.99). 

After promising to remember, Hamlet’s only memories of his father come indirectly as he holds 

up a portrait and urges his mother to “Look here upon this picture” (3.4.54). He draws her 

attention to an image of his father, not Old Hamlet himself, a point emphasized in his repeated 

use of “this” which connects to “this picture”:  

Grace [...] seated on this brow:  
Hyperion’s curls, the front of Jove himself,  
And eye like Mars, to threaten and command,  
A station like the herald Mercury  
New lighted on a heaven-kissing hill, 
A combination and a form, indeed, 
Where every god did seem to set his seal  
To give the world assurance of man. 
This was your husband.” (3.4.53–62)48 

But this, of course, is not her husband, or Hamlet’s father. It is a portrait of Old Hamlet, a tool 

for recalling memories, but not a memory itself. Hamlet’s failed attempt to get Gertrude to 

remember her husband recalls Hamlet’s single recollection of his father prior to the ghost’s 

arrival, forcing us to reconsider whether Hamlet ever really remembered his paternal figure. He 

describes Old Hamlet as “So excellent king,” the figure of “Hyperion” contrasted with the 

“satyr” which has replaced him, “so loving to [Hamlet’s] mother / That he might not between the 

winds of heaven / Visit her face too roughly” (1.2.139–42). Hamlet does not connect actual 

experience and emotion to remembrance, but instead relies on allegory and metaphor that cut off 

                                                 
47 Holbrook, 88.  
48 Italics mine. 
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mental processing from real world experience. While one may be tempted to attribute Hamlet’s 

turn towards the picture to the difference between remembering and recollection, this model is 

not adequate for accounting for Hamlet’s failure. Lewis explains, “If you are able immediately to 

call the image of a loved one to mind, you are remembering. On the other hand, if you are 

reminded of your loved one by thinking of something identified with him/her—say, a pair of 

shoes or a particular armchair—then you have probably undertaken an act of recollection.”49 

Hamlet does neither. His observations focus on the object that should, but does not, remind him 

of his father. 

Hamlet’s inaction, which Daniella Jancsó recognizes as a failure in knowledge,50 and his 

action, largely presented as speech, both result from Hamlet’s refusal to collaborate. Because 

early modern theories of cognition portrayed action as the necessary result of the connection 

between the senses, the faculties of the mind, and the passions, in failing to immediately revenge 

his father, Hamlet reveals a fracture between these entities. If one is tempted to attribute such 

delay to convenience, Laertes’ promise that he would “cut [the] throat” of his father’s murderer 

“i’ th’ church” (4.7.126) reminds the audience that Hamlet has had several opportunities, 

including one in a chapel to avenge his father’s death. Although, Hamlet displays “the trappings 

and the suits of woe” (1.2.86) in his public displays of grief, his inaction shows he has not drawn 

on genuine passion. The actions that Hamlet does perform also conflict with the remembrance he 

has promised to embrace. Whether he has not followed his father’s demands that he “List, list, O 

list!” (1.5.22) or simply fails to remember what he has heard in “lend[ing] [his] serious hearing” 

                                                 
49 Lewis, “Hamlet,” 618. 
50 Daniella Jancsó explains, when “Hamlet recognises that neither passion, nor reason, nor the two in conjunction 
can induce him to execute his revenge, he knows no further.” “The Fallacy of ‘that within’: Hamlet Meets 
Wittgenstein,” in Passions and Subjectivity in Early Modern Culture, 240. 
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(1.5.5), Hamlet goes against his father’s request that he “Taint not [his] mind, or let [his] soul 

contrive / Against [his] mother” (1.5.85–86). He “wag[s]” his “tongue / In noise so rude against 

[Gertrude]” (3.4.39–40), attacking her with “words like daggers” that pierce her ears (3.4.94–95). 

In refusing to “mix” his father’s “commandment” with the other memories and sensory 

experiences he perceives as “baser matter” (1.5.104), Hamlet has obliterated the connections 

required to remember and to act on that memory. 

While Hamlet is not willing to merge feeling, reason, memory, and action, his criticism 

of others reveals the advantages of such connectivity. Hamlet’s insistence that his mother “see 

feelingly” and that the grave-digger work with “feeling” stresses the relationships between 

perception and emotion and between emotion and action, respectively. Hamlet asks whether 

Gertrude has eyes, and insists, “Eyes without feeling, feeling without sight, / Ears without hands 

or eyes, smelling sans all, / Or but a sickly part of one true sense / Could not so mope” (3.4.65–

81). Hamlet insists that seeing depends on feeling, hearing depends on touching and seeing, and 

smelling depends on a combination of all senses. His reference to “one true sense” calls to mind 

the “common sense” required for transferring sensory data. As in his descriptions of man’s 

faculties, Hamlet’s criticism of Gertrude relies on the assumption that man consists of an 

underlying system of relationships, a point Ann Thompson and John Thompson confirm when 

they contrast this moment with Claudius’s claim that Polonius’s “head is not more native to the 

heart.”51 While Claudius insists that “all four [parts of the relationship] are joined together in an 

image of ‘the human organism, with the interdependence of its various mechanisms,’” they point 

out that Hamlet’s accusation against Gertrude implies the various “body part[s], rather than 

                                                 
51 Ann Thompson and John O. Thompson, Shakespeare: Meaning and Metaphor (Iowa City: University of Iowa 
Press, 1987), 102. 
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joining with others in a single whole, becomes its own little whole from which in turn parts have 

been taken away.”52 Hamlet recognizes the “disintegrat[ion]” of Gertrude’s faculties. Recalling 

these criticisms of Gertrude, Hamlet’s chastisement of the gravedigger also reveals his concern 

with a lack of connection between emotion, and in this case, action. As the gravedigger “sings in 

grave-making,” Hamlet accuses him of having “no feeling of his business” (5.1.65–66). As the 

gravedigger tosses the skull with the earth, Hamlet says, “That skull had a tongue in it, and could 

sing once. [....] This might be the pate of a politician [...] Or of a courtier, which could say, 

‘Good morrow, sweet lord! How dost thou, sweet lord?’ This might be my Lord Such-a-one” 

(5.1.75–84). While the gravedigger’s actions might seem callous, they are also the result of 

constant contact with death and the dead, a fact of life that would have resonated with an early 

modern audience. Hamlet urges the gravedigger to connect the appearance and touch of the skull 

with memories of those who have died. Hamlet’s criticisms of his mother and of the gravedigger 

reveal a connection between remembrance and cognition that Hamlet is unable to take advantage 

of to remember his own father. 

Ironically, it is not the gravedigger, but Hamlet who is provoked into remembrance—

although significantly not of his father—by the skull. This remembrance serves as a direct 

critique of Hamlet’s failures as well as commentary on antitheatrical concerns about touch. 

Although audience members likely perceived the grave-diggers callousness as part of the job, 

Hamlet’s direct contact with the skull must have prompted more shock. Antitheatricalists drew 

upon the fear of touch, writing against the “filthines of plaies” and insisting the theater causes 

real physical transformation: “soften[ing] ye hearte of men,” “tickl[ing]” the “sense,” and leaving 

                                                 
52 Thompson and Thompson, 102. 
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“impressions” on the “mind.”53 But touch was more than a threat to reason; for a culture in which 

fatal disease ran rampant, touch could literally be the difference between life and death.54 As 

Hamlet’s interaction with the skull reveals, however, touch does not only mean a risk to oneself, 

but also a connection with the dead not possible through reason alone. Where Hamlet’s memory 

of his father is disconnected from actual experience, the experience of touching death provokes 

in Hamlet more intimate memories of the jester Yorick. “I knew him, Horatio,” Hamlet recalls, 

“a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy. He hath bore me on his back a thousand times” 

(5.1.184–86). While his memories of his father are based on appearance and connection to his 

mother, Hamlet’s recollections of Yorick consist of specific actions. Hamlet not only recalls 

Yorick carrying him on his back, but also singing and performing in such a way that “set the 

table on a roar” (5.1.191).  

That Hamlet’s “gorge rises” both at these memories and at the symbol of these 

memories—the “chop-fall’n” skull—is not contrary to his recollection of the past, but essential 

to it (5.1.187, 192). Hamlet’s description of his “gorge ris[ing]” simultaneously evokes disgust 

and anger. The “gorge,” in literal terms, is “the contents of the stomach.”55 By this time, the 

phrase “one’s gorge rises” was figuratively used “to express extreme disgust or [...] to make 

furiously angry,” both emotions associated with the physical response of an upset stomach.56 

Hamlet asks if Alexander “look’d” and “smelt” like Yorick’s skull (5.1.197, 200). And while 

Horatio thinks it “to consider too curiously,” Hamlet asks “Why may not imagination trace the 

                                                 
53 In title of Anthony Munday’s A second and third blast of retrait from plaies and theaters the one whereof was 
sounded by a reuerend byshop dead long since; the other by a worshipful and zealous gentleman now aliue: one 
showing the filthines of plaies in times past (London: Henrie Denham, 1580), G4r. 
54 As Mazzio explains, “In a period of plague and disease, death by contact was a very real concern” (182). 
55 “gorge, n.1, 5a.” OED Online. March 2017. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/80104?rskey=B7feyi&result=1&isAdvanced=false (accessed March 16, 2017). 
56 “gorge n.1, 5b.” 
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noble dust of Alexander, till ’a find it stopping a bunghole?” (5.1.205, 203–4). Physical 

sensations of touch, vision, and smell set off a chain reaction in which Hamlet cannot only 

remember, but also imagine. Imagination demands a physical connection to the past, as 

Alexander’s body is reimagined as a cork, an item that still has a function in the world long after 

Alexander’s death. The physical reaction of Hamlet’s gorge rising, prompted by seeing, 

touching, smelling, and imagining helps Hamlet distinguish what is Yorick from what is “like” 

Yorick, a task he could not accomplish in relation to his father.  

The audience must use this information about the interconnectivity of bodily experience 

and judgment to interpret the appearances of the ghost and other nuances of the play. Reflecting 

back on the ghost’s appearance in Gertrude’s chamber provides an opportunity for the audience 

to draw on this newly gained knowledge. The ghost appears to Hamlet and the audience, but 

Gertrude cannot confirm its existence and asks Hamlet why he focuses his “eye on vacancy” 

(3.4.117). She sees “[n]othing at all” and hears “nothing but [themselves],” but insists “all that is 

I see” (3.4.132–33). Since the audience can both see and hear the ghost—at least in many 

stagings of the play—, but cannot obtain confirmation of these experiences from all characters, 

the audience must decide whether the ghost is there, but hiding and speaking only in an aside; 

whether he is a figment of Hamlet’s imagination; or whether Gertrude’s ability to sense is faulty. 

These three possibilities exist simultaneously, reminding the audience of the complexities of 

cognition. The ghost repeats his demand that Hamlet “Do[es] not forget!” here, encouraging 

playgoers to recognize that if they turn away from their senses, or their reason, or their 

imagination, they risk the same collapse in judgment and in memory that has resulted in 

Hamlet’s “blunted purpose” (3.4.110–11). 
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II 

In many of the moments where Hamlet resists bodily collaboration, he also refuses to 

collaborate with or trust other individuals, demonstrating his belief in his own superiority. For 

example, Hamlet’s insistence that Horatio and Marcellus keep quiet about their encounter with 

the ghost represents not only his concern with speech or hearing, but also with the discretion of 

his acquaintances. Hamlet disregards Marcellus’s and Horatio’s pleas for him to stay when the 

ghost beckons him away from the others, and approaches the ghost despite their concerns it 

might “tempt [him] toward the flood [...] / Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff” (1.4.69–70). He 

denies the possibility that the other men might protect him, relying only on his intuition as he 

pursues the figure “most like” his father. Hamlet sees himself as more capable than the others of 

navigating the world.  

His belief in his own superior judgment and his distrust of the judgment of others aligns 

Hamlet with antitheatricalists who mistrusted the communal atmosphere of the theater. As I 

discussed in Chapter 2, antitheatricalists assume collectivity prevents the audience from 

distinguishing between their own morals and what they witness on stage. Gosson, for example, 

claims participation in the “greater multitude” confuses spectators, leaving them with the 

inability to draw conclusions for themselves.57 Hamlet’s remarks on the inner workings of man, 

which I have argued demonstrate his opposition of mind-body interconnectivity, further show his 

antitheatrical concerns about the reception of the masses. While theater itself is, by nature, 

always concerned with reception, Hamlet’s anxieties lead him not toward collaboration (the 

answer to such worries in the theater) but toward disregard for the audience. Undercutting his 

                                                 
57 Gosson, Playes confuted in fiue actions prouing that they are not to be suffred in a Christian common weale 
(London, 1582), a1. 
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comment that “Man delights not me” with the witty remark “nor woman neither,” Hamlet 

anticipates a joke from Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about sexual preference (2.2.309). Hamlet 

misreads his on-stage audience, who laughs not because they connect the remark to his 

sexuality—Hamlet himself has done this—but instead because they have pondered “what lenten 

entertainment the players shall receive from [Hamlet]” if he “delight[s] not in man” (2.2.315–

17). Hamlet’s misjudgment exposes a parallel misjudgment in the antitheatrical assumption that 

the theater is a breeding ground for unsavory thoughts. It also models an unsuccessful approach 

to theater. Hamlet clearly does not intend his musings on mankind for his on-stage audience, 

who he perceives as too crude to understand the philosophical subject matter. Instead, he serves 

as his own audience, performing and pondering the heavy philosophical content without the 

benefit of audience collaboration. His soliloquys betray his self-involvement, as does his grief, 

which “seems [...] so particular” even when it is a “common” condition (1.2.75). As Kiséry 

explains, “The murder of his father remains Hamlet’s private grievance, and Marcellus’s 

suggestion that there might be ‘something rotten in the state’ is a mere hint in a private 

conversation.”58 Hamlet, so often recognized for his role in the creation of the self, fails because 

this self-interest prevents him from properly processing information. 

While Hamlet may not intend his musings for public consumption, Shakespeare ensures 

such information reaches his audience even though not every audience member will grasp the 

connections such a discussion makes. Shakespeare critiques the mindset of superiority and 

exclusion reflected in Hamlet’s teasing of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern by drawing parallels 

between the human messengers and the faculty of common sense. The play illustrates the cost of 

                                                 
58 Kiséry, 46. Yachnin also notes, “is a man who is never able to go public” (85). 
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not acknowledging the impact both types of mediators can have on daily interactions and 

theatrical performance. 

The indistinguishability between Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, often recognized by 

scholars and employed by Tom Stoppard for comedic value in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are 

Dead,59 makes them viable stand-ins for mental processes. As I have previously noted, the lines 

between imagination, fantasy, and common sense are blurred within early modern scientific 

texts. And while physicians and religious writers attempt to define the role of each in cognition, 

the variety of explanations for the way a person goes from sensing to thinking to acting indicates 

the difficulty in distinguishing between the individual parts of the process. While some early 

modern writers make no distinction, for example, between the Greek term fantasia (or 

phantasia) and the Latin imaginatio, others see the two processes as separate, but related. Like 

Burley, Philip Melanchton (Liber de anima, 1553), uses the term communis sensus to describe 

the faculty that “receive[s]” and “discern[s]” information from the senses.60 Vives and Bacon 

refer to the same faculty as “imagination.”61 Bacon explains that imagination serves as “an 

ambassador,” which carries “images (idola)” from the senses to the reason, and then later 

intercepts the images “approved and chosen” by reason’s judgment and directs them to “the 

organs of the body charged with acting out the instruction” based on this judgment.62 In Hamlet, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern enter and exit together, perform the work of liaisons together, and 

                                                 
59 Tom Stoppard, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (New York: Grove Press, 1967). 
60 Mack, 68. Influenced by Aristotle, Galen, and medieval faculty psychology, early modern writers recognize the 
senses as merely “the beginning of our knowledge,” insisting upon a connection between perception, reasoning, and 
action. Aquinas explains, “‘Aristotle proves that the beginning of our knowledge is in the senses.’” Quoted in Louise 
M. Bishop, Words, Stones, & Herbs: The Healing Word in Medieval and Early Modern England (Syracuse, New 
York: Syracuse University Press, 2007), 55.  
61 See Juan Luis Vives, De Anima Et Vita. Imagination, according to Vives is “the locus of connections between the 
senses and the intellect” (Quoted in Mack, 67). 
62 Francis Bacon, De Augmentis Scientarum, quoted in Mack, 73. 
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even die together. Although for the most part they speak their own lines, sometimes even these 

overlap. There is no linguistic or personality trait differentiating the two men. Despite overlap, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern interact with those around them, and like the common sense or 

imagination, successfully deliver messages which influence perception. 

Since our perspective of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern hinges solely on episodes in 

which they interact with elite characters, Hamlet does encourage the audience to consider 

whether such indistinguishability is a matter of perspective, but it does not discount the 

advantages such intrinsic interconnectivity offers. Claudius, Gertrude, and Hamlet all treat 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern as mere tools, which can be employed for their own gain. 

Claudius and Gertrude, for example, send Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to spy on Hamlet. Not 

completely trusting the messengers, the king and queen communicate only a partial account of 

their purpose to the two men: they wish to “glean” what “afflicts” Hamlet, so they may 

determine whether a “remedy” lies within their power (2.2.15–18). Claudius and Gertrude expect 

the two men to report back their findings, but do not expect them to reflect on what they have 

seen. Hamlet performs for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern knowing that they will report back to 

Claudius and Gertrude, but he also sees them as disposable, substituting a royal order that he be 

put to death for one that calls for the “sudden death” of the “bearers” (5.2.46). Hamlet does not 

name the men, presumably not concerned with who is put to death in his place. Once the deed is 

committed, Hamlet admits the deaths of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern “are not near [his] 

conscience,” explaining “’Tis dangerous when the baser nature comes / Between the pass and 

fell incensed points / Of mighty opposites” (5.2.58–62). In Hamlet, however, Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern are not disposable. Their introduction of the players inspires Hamlet’s use of the 

play-within-a-play, their beckoning urges Hamlet to his mother’s chambers, and the note they 
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carry places Hamlet on a ship bound for death. They serve as connective tissue between the other 

characters, weaving together the plot. Not recognizing their importance, Claudius, Gertrude, and 

Hamlet assume a level of control that they do not actually possess. 

Such expectation of control is undercut in the play by Claudius’s own anxieties about the 

power of the people. Claudius worries about the “distracted multitude” that “like not in their 

judgment, but their eyes” (4.3.4–5). Like Hamlet, Claudius sees the “baser sort” of people as 

unable to discern between that which is right or wrong, or that which is good or bad. Hamlet 

places such faulty judgment in the context of theatrical preference, recalling a previous 

performance which “pleas’d not the million” and was “caviary to the general” (2.2.436–37). As 

in his anticipation of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s poor reception of his philosophical 

musings, here Hamlet assumes the “general” public has little taste, contrasted with that of 

himself and “others, whose judgments in such matters [...] top [his own]” who find the same 

play, “excellent” (2.2.436–39).63 Claudius, ironically, perceives the poor judgment of the people 

as leading them to embrace Hamlet. “[T]he great love the general gender bear [Hamlet]” 

becomes one of the reasons Claudius sends Hamlet away rather than publicly prosecuting him 

(4.7.16). The people’s “affection[s]” are so strong they can cause Claudius’s “arrows” to reverse 

direction and return “to [his] bow again” (4.7.21–23). Claudius’s concern about general opinion 

is anticipated in a messenger’s earlier report of “[t]he ocean” following Laertes (4.5.100). Like 

an audience, the “riotous” followers express support as their “[c]aps, hands, and tongues 

applaud” Laertes’ bid for the crown (4.5.102,108). Claudius fears this “rebellion,” remarking it 

“looks so giant-like” (4.5.122). Claudius and Hamlet both characterize public judgment as 

defective, and yet Claudius finds particular power in this defectiveness. 

                                                 
63 On taste, see Deutermann. 
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Shakespeare presents both the disregard for the multitude and the absolute fear of the 

multitude as unwarranted through the metaphor of the parasite. While most sources in the period 

follow Huloets Dictionarie (1572) in identifying “parasite” as “flatterer,” the imagery in the play 

clearly implies a biological, as well as social relationship.64 Throughout the play, images of 

worms and bodies feeding upon each other provide a dismal view of human relationships. 

Guildenstern, using the metaphor of consumption, describes the “many many bodies [...] that live 

and feed upon your Majesty” (3.3.9–10) and Hamlet refers to “custom” as a “monster [...] who 

all sense doth eat” (3.4.161). Furthermore, as Bernthal notes, in hanging upon Old Hamlet and 

then Claudius, Gertrude displays the behavior of a “leech”: she “is a creature of appetite, and 

when her host dies, she finds another.”65 While Bernthal reads these descriptions through the lens 

of demonology, the language of modern biology provides us with a lens through which we can 

understand the imagery of the play as a commentary about collaboration. A parasite, by 

definition, harms its host, feeding and destroying it until it is dead or weakened. Biologists 

contrast parasites with organisms that form symbiotic or mutually beneficial relationships with 

their hosts. Hamlet’s description of “A man [who] may fish with the worm that hath eat of a / 

king, and cat of the fish that hath fed of that worm” (4.3.27–28) shows that kings or royalty may 

assume they can move those of a lower social or moral class as pawns with no repercussion. But 

in presuming control, they may find themselves “progress[ing] through the guts of a beggar” 

(4.3.31).  

                                                 
64 Richard Huloet, Huloets dictionarie newelye corrected, amended, set in order and enlarged, edited by Iohn 
Higgins (London, 1572). See also, A Schole of wise conceytes (London: Henrie Binneman, 1572) and Francesco 
Petrarca, Phisicke Against Fortune (London: Richard Watkyns, 1579). Gosson also uses “parasite” to refer to a 
flatterer (Playes Confuted, G8v). 
65 Bernthal, 59. 
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As the characters enter partnerships aimed at exposing truth and executing revenge, they 

fail to see the advantage of pursuing mutual relationships. Mutual relationships produce social 

collaboration, which is unrestricted, valuing individuals as potential collaborators regardless of 

their social status, gender, or relationship with the other collaborators, and acknowledging that 

individual contributions to theater, to schemes of revenge, or even to cognition cannot be easily 

parsed out. Hamlet, along with many of the other characters in the play, assumes that he is at the 

top of the food chain, resistant to parasites that may take from him without giving back. 

In attempting to manipulate Polonius and Osric, Hamlet exposes his own failure to 

recognize factors of influence besides class in both society and the theater. He assumes that both 

these individuals, whose position in society is lower than his own, lack the ability to think for 

themselves, “sleep[ing]” at any performance which does not offer “a jig or a tale of bawdry” 

(2.2.500–1).66 As Polonius parrots Hamlet’s observations about the clouds, he confirms Hamlet’s 

expectations. Altering his responses, Polonius exposes his position as a parasite, in this case of 

the flatterer variety. Feeding off Hamlet’s observations, Polonius tells Hamlet what he wants to 

hear. As he does so, he proves that Hamlet does not hold complete control over the conversation. 

According to Lewis, early moderns generally interpreted “images in the clouds” in one of four 

ways: as “jokes of nature,” as projections of internal thoughts resulting from “childishly 

underdeveloped wits,” as indications of demons “interfer[ing] with the operations of the internal 

and external senses,” or as “projections of the human imagination,” associated “with the elevated 

                                                 
66 Jeremy Lopez reads the contrast between Polonius and Hamlet’s response as “a double-edged blow in the way of 
theatres, not only giving its audience satire and railing it expects and enjoys [...], but also making that audience 
susceptible to, and thus proving the effectiveness of, a public theatre style that even public theatre audiences of 1601 
would have claimed to find silly” (15). Lopez goes onto day that this “multileveled experience [...] was among the 
chief pleasures Elizabethan and Jacobean audiences looked for in plays” (15). Theatrical Convention and Audience 
Response in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
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mental powers demanded by successful art and poetry.”67 As Lewis notes, Hamlet uses the 

images in the clouds “to assert that his poetic imagination is in good working order [and] that [...] 

he of all people knows how to invest a work with enargeia.”68 Lewis argues Hamlet’s use of 

enargeia in the cloud scene offers a “belated” realization of what the Mouse-trap could have 

been: “the imagination required to see images in the clouds might have enabled him to stage the 

Mousetrap as an engaging sort of painting.”69 But Polonius’s revision of what he sees in the 

clouds does not mean Hamlet has persuaded him, a point stressed by the play’s separation of 

what is from what seems to be. Hamlet loses control of the situation, not painting a complete 

picture with his imagination, but rendering instead disconnected images. Failing to recognize 

Polonius as a potential collaborator, Hamlet cannot make use of Polonius’s responses to create a 

more vivid and cohesive picture. When Hamlet employs the same type of manipulation on Osric, 

he again fails to accurately note the lesser character’s response. Osric also claims to vacillate 

between perspectives, saying he is cold and then hot as he follows Hamlet’s lead. But Osric is 

not as playable as Hamlet assumes. He initially refuses to put back on his hat because “it is very 

hot” (5.2.94) and in fact does not put it back on until he leaves approximately 100 lines later.70 

Osric, furthermore, is not fazed by Hamlet’s repeated ridicule. Osric maintains focus on the task 

at hand: inviting Hamlet to the duel. Hamlet, and not Osric, is distracted. Hamlet’s expectation of 

                                                 
67 Lewis attributes the association of “images in the clouds” with “credulousness or of childishly underdeveloped 
wits” to Erasmus. She points out: “Erasmus’s Colloquies were almost universally read within the English grammar 
school curriculum of the sixteenth century.” It is thus “inconceivable,” she claims, “that most literate members of 
Shakespeare’s earliest audiences would not have made the connection for themselves” (“Shakespeare’s Clouds,” 
11–12). On clouds and Erasmus, see also Paula Findlen. “Jokes of Nature and Jokes of Knowledge: The Playfulness 
of Scientific Discourse in Early Modern Europe,” Renaissance Quarterly, 43 (1990), 292–331. 
68 Lewis, “Shakespeare’s Clouds,” 14. 
69 Ibid., 16. 
70 Horatio says, “This lapwing runs away with the shell on his dead” (5.2.185–86) 
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faulty judgment and parasitical behavior prevents him from attending to his own failures as a 

collaborator. 

One of the clearest failures of collaboration is Hamlet’s intended use of the play-within-

a-play. As scholars commonly point out, Hamlet’s play-within-a-play does not follow the 

traditional trajectory of a revenge play performance. Hamlet should perform in the play, kill 

Claudius, and thus fulfill his obligation to his father or his obligation to the play. Instead Hamlet 

asks the First Player to “insert” “a speech of some dozen or sixteen lines” (2.2.541–42), while he 

remains in the audience. Hamlet’s failure to insert himself as expected into the play results from 

his belief that he is superior to the players, a belief he has made clear when ridiculing 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern for attempting to “play upon [him]” (3.2.372). While Hamlet’s 

play-within-a-play mirrors early modern theatrical practice, combining new lines with an 

existing play, Hamlet mistakenly assumes that he can take complete control of the performance 

by limiting the sounds the players produce and by adding a short speech to the extant text. 

Hamlet attempts to influence reception by advising the players to “not saw the air too much with 

[their] hand[s]” (5.1.4–5), to “o’erstep not the modesty of nature” (3.2.19) and to “let those that 

play [their] clowns speak no more than is set down for them” (3.2.39–40). Hamlet is concerned 

that these actions may prevent the audience from noting “some necessary question of the play” 

(3.2.42–43).  

Assuming he can manipulate Claudius, Hamlet fails to account altogether for playgoers 

as collaborators. Although Claudius is king, Hamlet lumps him in with other audience members 

perhaps because of his illegitimacy and assumes that he is playable. Hamlet’s expectation that a 

guilty party will confess is consistent with early modern assumptions about the theater. Audience 

members may also have “heard” of “guilty creatures sitting at a play” who “Have by the very 
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cunning of the scene / Been strook so to the soul, that presently / They have proclaim’d their 

malefactions” (2.2.589–592). Certainly those playgoers familiar with Sidney’s work would have 

read about such confessions in his Defence of Poesy.71 In Hamlet’s mind Claudius should be so 

overcome that he makes an immediate confession. While Hamlet calls the Player Queen’s lines 

“wormwood” assuming they will have some sort of poisonous and/ or medicinal effect, the 

words do not provoke an immediate confession (3.2.181).72 “Murther” does not speak through 

the “miraculous organ” (2.2.593–94) and Hamlet does not “catch the conscience of the King” 

(2.2.605). Instead, Claudius “rises” only after the poisoner, glossed by Hamlet as “one Lucianus, 

nephew to the king” pours the “thrice infected” poison into the Player King’s ear (3.2.265, 244, 

258). Not trusting the players to make the point clear, Hamlet undermines his own plan by mis-

glossing the action, recasting himself as the murderer. Claudius’s departure is a response to a 

threat on his own life and not a product of his guilt.  

While he gestures towards collaboration with Horatio in the Mouse-trap scene, Hamlet 

solidifies his identity as a poor collaborator in his implementation of his plan to their “judgments 

join” after the play (3.2.84–87). Recognizing that Horatio “is not passion’s slave,” Hamlet 

perceives the advantage of joining perspectives, and he promises to “wear” his friend in his 

“heart’s core” (3.2.72–73). Yet, Hamlet does not remain focused on the play and does not follow 

through in his promise to merge judgments at the end of the play. During the performance, he 

shows himself to be distracted and to be a distraction to others who are trying to focus on the 

                                                 
71 Sidney reports that poetry may prompt confessions from those who could not even be convinced to speak “if they 
had been set on the rack” (213, lines 73–75) 
72 For more on the overlap between poison and medicine in Hamlet, see Rebecca Laroche, “Ophelia’s Plants and the 
Death of Violets,” in Ecocritical Shakespeare, ed. Lynne Bruckner and Dan Brayton (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2011); Miranda Wilson, Poison's Dark Works in Renaissance England (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell 
University Press, 2014); Amy Tigner, Literature and the Renaissance Garden from Elizabeth I to Charles II: 
England's Paradise (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012); and Deutermann.  
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play before them. Ophelia, as Allison Deutermann observes, “attends to Hamlet’s interpretations 

critically, eventually dismissing them as ridiculous, unhelpful, and bawdy. She then returns to 

“mark[ing]” the play for herself.”73 Hamlet, on the other hand, does not wait to hear what 

Horatio has seen or heard, but instead accepts Horatio’s vague statements that he has perceived 

“[v]ery well” and “did very well note” as confirmation that his friend’s observations coincide 

with his own. Although Hamlet insists before the play, “If [Claudius’s] occulted guilt / Do not 

itself unkennel in one speech, / It is a damned ghost that we have seen,” he does not return to this 

idea at the end of the play (3.2.80–82). Instead he expresses a belief that he has been successful, 

and thus deserves “a fellowship in a cry of players,” while Horatio quips “Half a share” 

(3.2.277–78). Horatio, unlike Hamlet, notes “flaws in the execution of Hamlet’s ‘Mousetrap.’”74 

He also recognizes that Hamlet never had complete control over the production. 

Hamlet’s failures with the Mouse-trap extend to the chapel scene, where Hamlet fails to 

hear Claudius’s confession, despite expecting it. Claudius clearly admits that his sin is “A 

brother’s murder” (3.3.38), giving Hamlet justification for revenge. Yet, Hamlet fails to hear the 

incompleteness of this confession, in which Claudius claims his “words fly up,” but 

acknowledges his “thoughts remain below” (3.3.97). Even if we read Claudius’ confession 

conventionally, as a soliloquy only audible to the audience and not the characters, Hamlet’s 

belief that Claudius “is a-praying” (3.3.73) reveals errors in Hamlet’s assessment of the situation. 

In both the Catholic and Protestant church, confession and absolution required the presence of 

another individual—a priest or community member to hear the confession. Hamlet does not 

recognize the insincerity of a confession without an audience. In neglecting to combine the 

                                                 
73 Deutermann, 250–251. 
74 Bernthal, 69. 
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visual and auditory information provided in Claudius’s confession, Hamlet prevents himself 

from properly accessing the situation. Additionally, Hamlet brings no witnesses to the chapel 

who could help him process the scene. Operating alone, Hamlet believes his perception is 

sufficient. Yet, he leaves with an incomplete assessment of the information before him. 

The audience for the Mouse-trap and the lack of audience in the chapel contribute to the 

outcome of the scene, but not in the way that Hamlet expects. Even though he attempts to modify 

the actors’ speeches so they may not “spleet” (3.2.11) the uncultured ears of the audience, 

Hamlet does not account for the actual power of the “many-headed multitude” who brings to the 

theater their bodies, memories, imagination, and reason which work in conjunction with the play 

to create the theatrical experience. By contrasting the role of the messenger with that of the 

parasite, Shakespeare offers a model of collaboration that recognizes the importance of these 

contributions. Hamlet directly challenges antitheatrical assumptions that the cooperative nature 

of the theater prevented rational thought by privileging collaboration as method of judgment. 

While antitheatrical tracts insist on separation: from the theater, from pleasure, and from those of 

low morals whose depravity will surely rub off on their fellow playgoers,75 Hamlet advocates for 

a turn towards these experiences. 

 

III 

As a successful play, Hamlet provides an example of the power of collaboration. As the 

distinctions between author and storyteller, and between audience and performer collapse, the 

play preserves the name and memory of Hamlet. No one individual is responsible for this 

                                                 
75 See: Nova Myhill and Jennifer A. Low, “Introduction: Audience and Audiences,” in Imagining the Audience in 
Early Modern Drama, 1558–1642 (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011). Myhill and Low explain, antitheatrical 
texts assume “Pleasure and reason are opposed, and viewing a play and delighting in the action puts the reason to 
sleep” (4). 
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remembrance; instead, members of theater companies and their audiences share this 

responsibility as they embrace bodily and social collaboration. 

The final act illustrates how Hamlet itself serves as evidence of the memory-making 

power of theatrical collaboration. In his penultimate speech, knowing he is dying, Hamlet 

entreats his friend Horatio: “[T]ell my story” (5.2.349). Horatio frames his fulfillment of the task 

in theatrical terms, first requesting that Fortinbras “order that these bodies / High on stage be 

placed to the view,” and then reviewing the task at hand:  

And let me speak to th’ yet unknowing world 
How these things came about. So shall you hear  
Of carnal, bloody, unnatural acts,  
Of accidental judgments, casual slaughters,  
Of deaths put on by cunning and forc’d cause,  
And in this upshot purposes mistook  
Fall’n on th’ inventors’ heads: all this can I  
Truly deliver. (5.2.377–86)  

For Shakespeare’s audience, Horatio’s summary of events serves as a reminder of what 

has occurred in the “two hours’ traffic of our stage” (Romeo and Juliet, Prologue, 12) but if we 

recognize Horatio’s acceptance of the task as the beginning of the story and not the end, his 

summary becomes a prologue, which like the dumb show before The Murder of Gonzago 

“imports the argument of the play” (3.2.139–40). Horatio’s audience has not yet “hear[d] / Of 

carnal, bloody, unnatural acts,” but prepares to do so as Fortinbras “call[s] the noblest to the 

audience” (5.2.387). Whether read as a prologue or an epilogue, Horatio’s Janus-faced 

description colors the interpretation of events in the play. We either expect to witness, or realize 

we have witnessed, “casual slaughters” and “deaths put on by cunning and forc’d cause.” By 

combining Horatio’s reason with Hamlet’s ability to feel, Shakespeare offers a collaboration 

which preserves Hamlet’s name and guides the audience member towards creation and memory. 

Terence Hawkes questions Horatio’s aptitude for this task, arguing Horatio’s “solemnity—‘All 
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this can I / Truly deliver’—mocks at the subtleties, the innuendos, the contradictions, the 

imperfectly realized motives and sources for action that have been exhibited to us.”76 And yet, if 

we read Horatio as Shakespeare’s collaborator, who tells us Hamlet’s story, those “subtleties” 

and “contradictions” are all there. Horatio does not fail, but like the faculty of common sense or 

the messengers Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, he must rely on others to preserve Hamlet’s name 

in a way that intertwines feeling with thinking and acting. 

Shakespeare’s recognition of collaboration as a method of story-telling in the final scene 

emphasizes the play’s identity as a collaboration in its historical context. Even if we do not take 

co-authorship into account, Hamlet is a collaboration on many levels: between sources, between 

the playwright and the actors, between the playwright and the Master of the Revels, who decided 

what was appropriate to display on the early modern stage, and, as always in the theater between 

the production and the audience.77 The character of Hamlet represents an amalgamation of 

memories from the Hamlets that came before in Saxo’s Danorum Regeum heroumque Historiae 

(1514), François de Belleforest’s Histoires tragiques (1570), and an English play now referred to 

as the Ur-Hamlet (c.1589).78 As “the story move[d] from Denmark to France to England, from 

Danish through Latin and French to English, from oral to the written, from narrative to drama,” it 

took on new meanings and released previous ones.79 In this way, Hamlet embodies the 

                                                 
76 Terence Hawkes, “Telmah” in Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. Patricia Parker and Geoffrey Hartman 
(New York and London: Methuen, 1985). 
77 For a closer examination of the relationship between censorship and the early modern theater, see Richard Dutton, 
“Censorship” in A New History of Early English Drama, 287–304. 
78 Louise D. Cary, “Hamlet Recycled, Or the Tragical History of the Prince’s Prints,” ELH 61, no. 4 (1994): 784. 
79 Cary, 784. Cary focuses on the transformation of Amleth to Hamlet, arguing “the old parts are all there, so the 
memory lingers, but Amleth is no longer iterable. [...] the name Hamlet [...] disguises, but fails to conceal, the name 
Amleth” (784–85.) Yachnin similarly claims, “the writing and first performance of Hamlet in around 1600 are not 
points of absolute origination since Shakespeare was adapting material that itself had a life in the theater and in 
print” (82). 



108 

fundamental project of theater as defined by Marvin Carlson: “[t]he retelling of stories already 

told, the reenactment of events already enacted, the reexperience of emotions already 

experienced.”80 Its scripts, bodies, and plots are “composed of material ‘that we have seen 

before.’”81 Yet, these memories are also “subject to continual adjustment” as they are “recalled 

in new circumstances and contexts.”82 Hamlet fuses the memories of the past with the physical 

experiences of the theater, exemplifying a product that both remembers and creates.  

Meta-theatrical references in Hamlet collapse the distance between audience and 

performer, taking advantage of early modern stage practices to insist the audience must share the 

responsibility for carrying on Hamlet’s memory. The dumb show, the performance of The 

Mouse-trap, the soliloquys, and the numerous mentions of seeing and hearing, alongside 

references to “seem[ing],” “actions that a man might play,” and “customary suits” (1.2.76–86) 

encourage playgoers to recognize their place in the theater, a position that is much more 

interactive than the one provided by our present-day notions of the audience as a quiet, non-

participatory element of the theater, shrouded in darkness. Various accounts of the theatergoing 

experience illustrate how “[p]aying spectators bantered with the actors, blocked the view with 

their hats, jeered or left during plays they did not like, surreptitiously wrote down the best lines 

in their ‘Table-bookes’, cracked jokes and notes, flirted, or went to sleep during the 

performance.”83 Hamlet encourages the audience to recognize the power they may wield over the 

play if they recognize themselves as collaborators and not merely distractions. As the bodies of 

Hamlet, Laertes, Gertrude, and Claudius lay scattered on the floor, Horatio asks Fortinbras and 

                                                 
80 Carlson, 3–4. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid., 2. 
83 Ann Jennalie Cook, “Audiences: Investigation, Interpretation, Invention,” in A New History of Early English 
Drama, ed. John D. Cox and David Scott Kastan (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 311. 
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the English ambassadors to ensure that the “bodies” are “placed to view,” and as Fortinbras 

requests that “the noblest [are called] to the audience” he invites observations, collaborations, 

and judgments from off-stage (5.2.377–78, 387) and emphasizes this collaboration at the bodily 

level. The use of ambassadors for this task corresponds to Bacon’s description of the imagination 

as “an ambassador” that transports images to reason. These nameless ambassadors become stand 

ins for the dead Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, who have come before, and the audience, who 

takes up the banner of creation and memory once the play is over. 

The performance history of Hamlet serves as a testament to the project’s success. As 

Graham Bradshaw notes, we know that even “the old, pre-Shakespearean play had been a roaring 

success and that intellectuals were rather sniffy about it.”84 Additionally, “We know from [its] 

textual histor[y] [...] and the number of allusions to [it] that [...] Hamlet [was] particularly 

popular.”85 Within twenty-five years of its debut on the London stage, Hamlet traveled from 

London to Oxford to Africa.86 The play emphasizes that sensory experience, imagination, and 

passion all are necessary components of action. When the ambassadors come from England, they 

find Claudius dead, noting “The ears are senseless that should give us hearing, / To tell him his 

commandment is fulfill’d, / That Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead” (5.2.369–71). Yet, the 

“rest” does not have to be “silence” as Hamlet claims. By taking up the task of memory, the 

audience becomes a force of creation, recalling and revising what they have seen, giving Hamlet 

new life in new contexts. While Hamlet fails in his project of memory, Horatio and Shakespeare 

turn to the “multitude” with the understanding that this unrestricted and unstable form of 

collaboration is the only way for Hamlet’s story to survive.  

                                                 
84 Graham Bradshaw, Shakespeare’s Scepticism (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1987), 101. 
85 Lopez, 7. 
86 Yachnin, 82–83. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE THUNDERING, ENGLISH AUDIENCE OF KING LEAR1 

Chapter 3 argues that Hamlet’s faulty judgment originates from his refusal to accept the 

natural connections between his senses and his mental faculties, and between himself and others. 

Shakespeare encourages members of the audience to accept the collaborations that Hamlet 

denies, presenting such collaborations as imperative to the memory-making project of the 

theater. This chapter examines how Shakespeare uses a storm to urge the audience of King Lear 

to embrace affect as a similarly natural and productive way to contribute to the theatrical 

experience.  

Over the past seventy years, scholars have written sporadically about the storm in King 

Lear, characterizing the storm as an external source of judgment, challenging the presence and 

efficacy of this same judgment, and attributing alternative forms of judgment to the storm. 

Catherine Dunn sees Lear’s appeals to the storm as a “call for self-punishment,” for example, 

while Harold Skulsky insists the storm “has helped Lear to isolate the human root of justice.”2 In 

contrast, Richard McCoy contends, “King Lear repeatedly shatters all faith in providential justice 

and divine protection,” and David Loewenstein argues Lear’s appeals to the storm for justice are 

unanswered in the “pre-Christian world,” in which God does not exist.3 Although they arrive at 

different conclusions, each of these scholars works from the assumption that judgment equates to 

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this chapter appeared as “The Thundering Audience of King Lear,” in Shaping Shakespeare 
for Performance: The Bear Stage, ed. Catherine Loomis and Sid Ray (Lanham, MD: Fairleigh Dickinson University 
Press and Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), and is used here with generous permission from the publisher. 
2 Catherine Dunn, “The Storm in King Lear,” Shakespeare Quarterly 3, no. 4 (1952), 331. Harold Skulsky, “King 
Lear and the Meaning of Chaos,” Shakespeare Quarterly 17, no. 1 (1966): 11. 
3 Richard C. McCoy, “‘Look upon Me, Sir’: Relationships in King Lear,” Representations 81 (2003), 53. David 
Loewenstein, “Agnostic Shakespeare? The Godless World of King Lear,” in Shakespeare and Early Modern 
Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 155.  
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justice, a notion complicated by the Biblical association of storms and judgments from which 

Shakespeare draws. Where God threatens to “destroy from the earth the man, who [He] has 

created,” the storm to which Noah is subject not only destroys, but also renews, facilitating a 

covenant between God and his people, who are urged to “multiply” and create new life.4 

Recognizing a storm as capable only of justice or destruction discounts the strong cultural 

association of storms with transformation in the Christian tradition. John Cunningham, who 

associates the storm with baptism, and Danielle St. Hilaire, who sees the storm’s pity as a 

challenge to traditional judgment, begin to redress this oversight.5  

Extending Cunningham’s and St. Hilaire’s descriptions of the storm in King Lear as a 

source of baptismal conversion and a critique of traditional judgment, I read the storm as a model 

and analog for the audience. Guiding the audience to passionate responses, the storm counters 

antitheatrical critiques that the expression of passions undermines rational thinking and 

judgment. The ability of the storm to function in this way, I argue, is specifically tied to the idea 

of an intrinsic connection between the body and the environment. Early modern science 

generally portrayed human minds as impressionable, altered as fluid passed through pores in the 

brain in response to external stimuli. Often stimuli came in the form of environmental influence: 

whether a country’s environment was damp or dry, cool or hot, stormy or temperate influenced 

the physical, mental, and emotional constitution of individuals within its borders. In what 

follows, I show that King Lear portrays such environmental influences as curative and 

transformative, identifying the analogous physical responses in the theater as a form of self-

                                                 
4 Genesis 6:7 and 9:7 (Geneva Bible). 
5 John Cunningham, “King Lear, the Storm, and the Liturgy,” Christianity and Literature 34, no. 1 (1984): 9–30; 
Danielle A. St. Hilaire, “Pity and Failures of Justice in Shakespeare’s King Lear,” Modern Philology 113, no. 4 
(2016): 482–506. 
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edification and a source of judgment.  

Reading the storm and audience through the lens of these influences, which Mary Floyd-

Wilson refers to collectively as “geohumoralism,” casts light on issues of affect and public 

influence in the play. More than just influence, the susceptibility of the body to the environment 

served as the cornerstone of British identity.6 My use of geohumoralism to interpret the storm 

resists the critical tendency to assume that Lear’s emotional state is a product of feminization.7 

Because Lear is a British king, he naturally possesses a northern complexion. I argue that the 

fluctuations of the passions in Lear’s body coincide with the understanding of “northerners as 

essentially changeable, giddy, ‘facile, light, and inconstant as women.’”8 Lear and early modern 

English audiences share this proclivity for transformation, but where Lear expresses a desire to 

suppress the emotions that produce such transformation, Shakespeare insists that his audience 

should not do the same. In other words, the storm provides a tool for dealing with what Stephen 

Mullaney calls “reformations of the heart.”9 According to Mullaney, changes in religious, 

political, and social structures connected to shifts between Catholicism and Protestantism forced 

individuals to reevaluate their previous modes of emotional expression. Individuals had to 

relearn how to feel after the Reformation.10 Through the storm’s passionate and tear-like “water-

                                                 
6 As Mary Floyd-Wilson argues, “the most prominent characteristic for Englishness proves to be its impressibility.” 
English Ethnicity and Race in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). For a more 
in-depth exploration of early modern interpretations of the brain and through the overlap in contemporary cognitive 
science see John Sutton, “Spongy Brains and Material Memories” in Environment and Embodiment in Early 
Modern England, ed. Mary Floyd-Wilson and Garrett A. Sullivan, Jr. (Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007): 14–34. 
7 See, for example, Janet Adelman, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare's Plays, 
Hamlet to the Tempest (New York: Routledge, 1992). 
8 Katherine Rowe, “Inconstancy: Changeable Affections in Stuart Dramas of Contract” in Environment and 
Embodiment in Early Modern England), 90–102. 
9 Steven Mullaney, The Reformation of Emotions in the Age of Shakespeare (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
2015), 8. Mullaney reads the emotions as social, drawing on the framework of phenomenology. 
10 Mullaney, 47. 
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drops” (2.4.277), Shakespeare displays the power that emotional and bodily experience wields 

over productive judgment. By actively contributing powerful physical and emotional responses 

to the theater and the production, theatergoers do far more than “practice thinking about how 

power works in the political domain.”11 They employ their transformability to shape the 

theatrical production, transforming players into characters and facilitating the rebirth of both 

characters and the theater as a well-received play is performed again.  

I begin by reading Lear’s rejection of the powerful emotions rising within his body in 

conjunction with antitheatrical tracts to show how Shakespeare uses Lear to critique the 

assumption that the passions are inimical to rational judgment. Rather than improve his 

judgment, Lear’s emotional suppression results in the fragmentation of his kingdom, his power, 

and his self. I then argue that the storm offers a corrective to this emotional suppression, guiding 

Lear towards repentance of his earlier mistakes and restoration of his identity. Lear reclaims his 

identity when he accepts himself as impressionable, influenced by the passionate outpouring of 

the storm. Finally, I conclude by showing how Shakespeare’s metatheatrical references 

encourage the audience to take up the role of a vulnerable, but transformative entity. Through 

their own genuine emotional responses, the audience contributes corporeal judgments about that 

play that influence current and future productions. 

 

I 

In Act 2 of King Lear, the eponymous hero swears off the emotions rising within his 

body, associating the realization of these emotions with female weakness. As he pleads, "[L]et 

                                                 
11 Jeffrey Doty, “Shakespeare’s Richard II, ‘Popularity,’ and the Early Modern Public Sphere,” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2010): 185. 
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not women's weapons, water-drops, / Stain my man’s cheeks,” Lear’s comment echoes 

antitheatrical concerns that crying and other physical responses to tragic events on stage could 

create permanent alterations, or “stains,” upon theatergoers, rendering them more effeminate and 

less rational (2.4.277–78).12 Stephen Gosson, for example, complains that “beholding of troubles 

and miserable slaughters that are in Tragedies, driue vs to immoderate sorrow, heauines, 

womanish weeping and mourning.”13 William Rankin similarly claims the “pleasure” and 

“passion” conjured in the theater “bleareth mens eyes [so] that they take playes to be profounde 

Scripture.”14 And John Northbrooke argues the immorality of the theater pierces the “chaste 

eares” and “eyes” of playgoers.15 These writers associate displays of passion with womanly 

weakness and contrast them with the constant mind required for rational thinking and righteous 

living. The antitheatrical concern about the influence of femininity extends to complaints about 

the players putting on “the attyre [and] gesture” of women, the “heauing, and shoouing [...] too 

sitte by women,” and the inherent “curiositie” of women that leads to their ravishment by the 

play and by those who frequent the theater.16 Lear shares the antitheatrical writers’ prejudices 

about tears, disparaging “women’s [...] water-drops” (2.4.277). And, like those of the 

antitheatricalists, Lear’s complaints about femininity are wide-ranging: he laments the joining of 

the “rain, wind, thunder, [and] fire [...] with [his] two pernicious daughters” (3.2.15–23); he 

complains about Cordelia’s “nothing,” a reference to female genitalia, among other things; and 

                                                 
12 All references to Shakespeare’s plays come from The Riverside Shakespeare 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1997). Future mentions will be listed parenthetically in the text. 
13 Stephen Gosson, Playes Confuted in Fiue Actions (London: 1582), C5v–C6r. 
14 William Rankin, A Mirrour of Monsters (London: I. C., 1587), 6r and 24r. 
15 John Northbrooke, Spiritus est vicarius Christi in terra: A Treatise wherein Dicing Dauncing, Vaine playes or 
Enterluds […] are reproued by the Authoritie of the word of God and ancient writers (London: Printed by H. 
Bynneman, 1577?), 61. 
16 Northbrooke blames the “curiositie” of women for their ravishment, referencing the story of Diana and citing 
Genesis (68). Gosson bemoans the “heauing and shoouing” in The Schoole of Abuse (London: 1579), 17v.  
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he curses the female disorder, hysterica passio, rising within him (2.3.57). Lear sees 

womanliness in the air, in the space of nothingness, and in his own body. Despite the ubiquity of 

what he perceives as feminine, Lear, like the antitheatricalists, imagines that rejection and 

suppression of the feminine will result in a continent self, which is more desirable than one that 

is fluid. 

Lear’s self-diagnosis of the female disorder, hysterica passio, provides one of the clearest 

critiques of the antitheatrical rejection of femininity. Lear describes his condition as hysterica 

passio based on the understanding that patients with this disease experience a rising of vapors or 

humors within the body, which affect “the braine, [...] the hart, [and] the liuer.”17 “O, how this 

mother swells up toward my heart,” Lear complains, urging “Hysterica passio, down, thou 

climbing sorrow” (2.3.57). He experiences shame at what he perceives to be a feminizing 

condition. While Lear’s reference to hysterica passio has traditionally been read as evidence of 

Lear’s feminization,18 his identification of this disorder instead represents a “misdiagnosis,” or 

misjudgment. Lear cannot suffer from hysterica passio because, by definition, the disease 

proceeds from the womb. Regardless of whether one accepts the Hippocratic model of the 

disease in which the uterus literally travels “out of its cavity to oppress breathing” or the Galenic 

model in which vapors proceed from the womb to “creat[e] a choking sensation,” the possession 

of female anatomy is a prerequisite for the condition.19 The portrayal of this misdiagnosis, which 

so many critics and editors have overlooked, originates in Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of 

                                                 
17 Edvvard Iorden, A Briefe Discovrse of a Disease Called the Suffocation of the Mother (London: Iohn Windet, 
1603), 6. 
18 Adelman, for instance, argues that Lear’s identification of hysterica passio inside himself transforms the king into 
an infant, with his daughters standing in as mothers (114). 
19 Kaara L. Peterson, Popular Medicine, Hysterical Disease, and Social Controversy in Shakespeare's England 
(Farnham, Surrey and Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2010), 39. 
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Egregious Popish Impostures (1603), a major source for King Lear.20 Harsnett’s pamphlet 

exposes “faked dispossessions” and offers a thinly veiled critique of Catholicism.21 The text 

includes the testimony of Richard Mainy, an individual accused of possession. Like Lear, Mainy 

suffers from a “ris[ing] […] of a wind in the bottom of the belly,” which “proceed[s] with great 

swelling.”22 Mainy insists that his “disorder [...] is not a sign of his possession by the devil but a 

symptom of his ‘old disease.’”23 He goes on to explain that he once believed his disease to be 

“hysterica passio,” or “a spice of the Mother.”24 After visiting a Scottish doctor, however, 

Harsnett accepts the more appropriate diagnosis of “Vertiginem capitis.”25 Kaara Peterson 

explains that “Mainy apparently realizes that […] he has made a mistake in applying the phrase 

‘the mother’ to denote his physical sensations.”26 Why, then, does Shakespeare replicate this 

mistake even after it has been rectified in his source text? 

 Shakespeare capitalizes on an increased interest in both melancholy and gynecology in 

the early modern period, employing the misdiagnosis to expose the parallel misrecognition in 

antitheatrical analyses of the theater. Medically, the physical sense of rising within Lear’s body 

can be accounted for through other diagnoses. As Laurinda Dixon explains, symptoms of “uterine 

                                                 
20 Peterson, 38. Stephen Greenblatt offers an extended analysis of the influence of Harsnett’s text on Shakespeare’s 
work, specifically noting Harsnett’s claim that theatricality serves as proof against exorcism. See: “Shakespeare and 
the Exorcists” in Shakespearean Negotiations (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988). For a more in-
depth discussion of Shakespeare’s use of and interest in Harsnett’s Declaration, see F. W. Brownlow, Shakespeare, 
Harsnett, and the Devils of Denham (Newark: University of Delaware Press; London and Toronto: Associated 
University Presses, 1993), esp. Chapter 6: “Shakespeare and Harsnett” (107–131). Although the majority of 
spectators would not have read Harsnett’s work, “the publicity of the controversies and the importance of the 
questions at debate would alert any intelligent spectator to the themes of the allusion” (Brownlow, 122).  
21 Peterson, 55. 
22 Ibid., 56. 
23 Ibid., 56. See also: Richard Mainy, “The confession of Richard Mainy Gentleman, written by himselfe, and 
avouched uppon his oath the sixt of June. 1602” reprinted in Brownlow (397–413). 
24 Peterson, 56. 
25 Ibid., 57. 
26 Ibid. 
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hysteria” appear in both sexes; both men and women can “suffer depression, mood swings, 

hallucinations, pallor, abdominal upsets, fainting, and so on.”27 Yet, when these symptoms occur 

in a man, they are not termed “hysteric,” but instead “melancholic” or “hypochondriacal,” rising 

from “the hypochondries,” i.e. the “spleen, bowels, and liver.”28 Not only do medical texts 

portray melancholy as predominately male, but they also recognize the disease as “universal,” 

even “Epidemicall.”29 Because of the wide number of melancholy diagnoses, the general public 

would likely have some familiarity with the signs of the disease, perhaps hearing of such a 

diagnosis among their neighbors or church members. The idea that melancholy occurs as “cold, 

dry vapors ascend[…] from their place of origin in the abdomen to the heart and finally to the 

brain,” can be traced back to Aristotle and would have been common knowledge at least among 

the literate during the period.30 An audience member could draw the conclusion, then, that Lear 

suffers from melancholy, a condition consistent with his status as an old man, and not hysteria. 

While I see the text as resisting a specific diagnosis of Lear, this contradiction underscores 

Lear’s inability to correctly diagnosis himself. An overlap between melancholy and hysteria did 

not occur until late in the seventeenth century, meaning that there would be no medical precedent 

for Lear’s self-diagnosis.31  

Furthermore, Shakespeare’s use of hysterica passio and “the mother” can be 

contextualized within a rise in the interest in gynecology during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

                                                 
27 Laurinda S. Dixon, Perilous Chastity: Women and Illness in Pre-Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1995), 197. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Iohn Lichfield and James Short: Oxford, 1621), 70. 
30 Dixon, 198. 
31 Ibid., 197. 
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centuries.32 While the first mention of hysterica passio in an English text occurs in 1603, late 

sixteenth-century authors refer to the same set of symptoms as “‘Suffacacio or Strangulacio’ of 

the matrix,” as “Strangling of the Womb,” and as “the rising of the matrix.”33 Even audience 

members who were not privy to specific medical knowledge of melancholy may have recognized 

the dissonance between Lear’s maleness and self-identification with the “mother,” which 

colloquially identified the womb. Audience members familiar with such medical knowledge may 

recognize Lear’s association of his emotions with a non-existent female organ as replicating the 

logic that caused antitheatricalists to blame women for immorality in the theater even as the 

theater banned women from the stage. Underlying both the logic of Lear and the rhetoric of the 

antitheatricalists is the assumption that emotion cannot be gendered masculine. 

While Lear rejects those elements that he perceives as womanly, Shakespeare suggests 

we are mistaken if we assume femininity is the reason for destabilization in the theater and if we 

suppose rejection of characteristics associated with womanliness will create continence. Rather 

than improve his judgment, Lear’s suppression of the emotions he perceives as feminine results 

in the fragmentation of his kingdom, his power, and his self. In each of these areas, the play 

stresses the cost of emotional constraint, and portrays suppression as unnatural. Shakespeare 

draws attention to the ways in which a focus on continence works against the tendency toward 

transformation inherent in English identity. It may be tempting to read Lear’s emotional 

suppression through a Freudian lens, but Shakespeare’s approach to emotional suppression is 

                                                 
32 Peterson, 3. Helen King and Monica Green identify “nearly 100 different gynecological texts in active circulation 
in western Europe in the 15th century” in their material for the workshop on “Attending to Early Modern Women: 
Structures and Subjectivities.” Accessed 29 March 2017. Published 2003. 
http://www.crbs.umd.edu/atw/atw5/workshops/green.html 
33 Peterson cites Philip Barrough’s The Method of Phisicke (1583), Andrew Boorde (1587), and others. The first 
account appears in A Brief Discovrse of a Disease Called the Suffocation of the Mother. For a full list of texts, see 
Peterson, 3.  
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different from Freud’s theory on repression. Freud sees repressed thoughts or emotions as tying 

up energy, which becomes available when those thoughts or emotions are expressed. 

Shakespeare, on the other hand, attributes real power to the emotions themselves.  

The circumstances of Lear’s initial division of his kingdom “[i]n three” illustrate the cost 

of rejecting the passions (1.1.38). Lear hopes such partitioning during his life will not only 

prepare him to “[u]nburthen’d crawl toward death” but also avert “future strife” between his 

children (1.1.41, 44). Lear believes that the decision coincides with his identity as an aging man 

and offers a rational approach to dealing with potential conflicts in matters of inheritance. 

Asking his daughters to “speak” their love, he imagines dividing the kingdom in a way that 

“extend[s]” the “merit” already granted by “nature” (1.1.52–54). However, as I demonstrate in 

Chapter 3, separating reason from emotion can result in madness. In buying into the idea that one 

can reduce relationships to a collection of words, Lear dismisses the one he “lov’d [...] most” 

(1.1.123). He denies his own love when Cordelia “cannot heave / [her] heart into [her] mouth” 

(1.1.91–92). Early moderns widely accepted Thomas Aquinas’s model of the passions, which 

recognized love among the “eleven fundamental passions.”34 Lear’s rejection of love equates, 

then, to rejection of passion. In rejecting his passions, Lear damages his ability to judge the 

situation, falling prey to “flattery” (1.1.148). To the English audience who had recently 

witnessed their own succession crisis, the division of the kingdom would have seemed 

problematic in its own right. Lear’s inability to correctly read his daughters and to properly 

acknowledge his own feelings for Cordelia exacerbates an already grim situation. His decision to 

                                                 
34 Gail Kern Paster, Katherine Rowe, and Floyd-Wilson note, “Where Cicero claimed that there were only four 
passions—fear, desire, distress, and pleasure—Thomas Aquinas’s popular classificatory scheme identified eleven 
fundamental passion—the concupiscible passions of love, hate, desire, aversion, pleasure, and sadness and the 
irascible passions of hope, despair, fear, courage, and anger.” “Introduction,” in Reading the Early Modern 
Passions: Early in the Cultural History of Emotion, ed. Paster, Rowe, and Floyd-Wilson (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 2. 
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“disclaim all paternal care, / Propinquity and property of blood” in Cordelia and instead divide 

her share between Goneril and Regan leads to precisely the conflict Lear attempts to avoid with 

the division: the two sisters who were granted land turn against Lear and then against each other, 

propelling the kingdom into disorder. The compartmentalization of the land results from and 

symbolizes the separation of reason from emotion that characterizes Lear’s actions. 

Kent and France’s admonitions of Lear in this initial scene insist upon the utility and 

naturality of the passions. Interpreting Lear’s banishment of Cordelia as “rashness,” Kent 

recognizes Lear’s tendency toward transformation even as Lear remains blind to it. Advising 

Lear to “see better,” Kent criticizes Lear’s failure to attend to his own feelings. As I show in 

Chapter 3, early moderns understood the senses and emotions to be fundamentally linked. Kent 

counsels Lear to attend to this connection and to let it guide his judgment. France similarly 

comments on Lear’s failure to recognize his feelings for Cordelia, calling it “most strange, / That 

she, whom even now was your [best] object, / The argument of your praise” could “Commit a 

thing so monstrous, to dismantle / So many folds of favor” (1.1.213–219). France’s comment 

registers the contradiction between the love that Cordelia has shown to Lear and the way that 

Lear has responded to her communication of only genuine emotion. In his use of the terms 

“strange” and “monstrous,” France clarifies that only unnatural behavior could erase the bonds 

that have been established through love. Lear has become a stranger, no longer connected to 

those around him. Kent and France both suggest that Lear’s judgment would benefit from more 

attention to the human element of emotion.  

Kent’s and France’s recommendations that Lear focus on his love for Cordelia rely on the 

assumption that the passions can guide individuals towards spiritual and secular truths. Although 

scholars often overlook endorsement of the passions in the early modern period in favor of 
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focusing on the antitheatrical insistence on emotional control, such support was present in a 

variety of areas including religious writings, defenses of the arts, and legal treatises.35 Petrarch, 

for example, insists that words only effect a change in behavior when “they touch and pierce” a 

person, “instill[ing] in [the person’s] breast both love and zeal for what is good, and hatred and 

abhorrence of evil.”36 Petrarch portrays love—and specifically love for God—as an essential part 

of judgment, facilitated through passionate eloquence. Martin Luther similarly explains emotion 

as propelling a change in thinking, claiming that his experience of “misery and desperation” led 

him to his doctrine of grace, and Edward Reynolds justifies emotions through Christ’s modeling 

of moderate passions.37 In his Defense of Poesy, Sir Philip Sidney privileges the emotional 

responses evoked by poetry, claiming that “no learning is so good as that which teacheth and 

moveth to virtue.”38 Like the antitheatricalists, Sidney recognizes that tragedy evokes strong 

“affections”; unlike these writers, he sees tragedy’s ability to “openeth the greatest wounds” as a 

source of moral edification.39 Each of these authors argue that the passions mold individuals into 

better people with better judgment.  

While Petrarch, Luther, Reynolds, and Sidney each indicate that the passions help build 

morality, legal writers attribute another benefit to emotions: they can ensure the fulfillment of a 

                                                 
35 Richard Strier, “Against the Rule of Reason: Praise of Passion from Petrarch to Luther to Shakespeare to 
Herbert,” Reading the Early Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion, edited by Gail Kern 
Paster, Katherine Rowe, and Mary Floyd-Wilson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004): 23–42. 
36 Francesco Petrarca, “On His Own Ignorance and that of Many Others,” in Invectives, ed. and trans. David Marsh 
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2003), 317, 319. 
37 Strier, 31. On Luther, Strier writes, “He knew he would never be perfect. And he despaired. Only when he came 
to recognize the true depth of human sinfulness, and consequently the need for grace to come ‘from without,’ was he 
freed from torment of conscience” (31). Edward Reynolds, Treatise of the Passions and Faculties of the Soule of 
Man (London: R. H[earne and John Norton], 1640). Paster identifies a “literalness of humoral alteration of the body 
in strong experiences of emotion, especially anger.” Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 23. 
38 Sir Philip Sidney, “The Defence of Poesy” (1579–80) in The Oxford Authors Sir Philip Sidney, ed. Frank 
Kermode (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), l.920–921.  
39 Ibid. 
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contract. Admittedly, the inability to manage one’s passions was commonly linked with a failure 

to fulfill contractual obligations; however, as Katherine Rowe points out, genuine expressions of 

emotion, even when linked with inconstancy, could also be “a critical guarantor of [a person’s] 

authenticity.”40 Persons entering a marriage, for example, might be more likely to fulfill the 

obligations of their vows if their emotions coincided with the contract that they entered. Kent and 

France’s insistence that Lear “see” the “many folds of favor” that exist between himself and 

Cordelia evokes a sense of contractual duty established not through the legal precedent, but 

through a precedent of emotion and care. Cordelia’s insistence that she love her father 

“[a]ccording to [her] bond” evokes this same sense of duty, as does her reminder that she 

“[o]bey[s],” “love[s],” and “most honor[s]” her father because he has “begot [her], bred [her], 

loved [her]” (1.1.94–96). Lear’s refusal to value this love prevents him from experiencing 

emotion that could “touch” him and guide him toward virtue. He fails in upholding the “bond” 

with his favorite daughter not because he is passionate, but because he refuses to grant his own 

passions legitimacy. 

The disintegration of Lear’s power, which follows his rejection of Cordelia, illustrates the 

cost of suppressing the passions traditionally connected to femininity. Lear fails to realize that 

emotion, especially when displayed by a man, is instrumental in keeping and maintaining power. 

Scholars often replicate Lear’s assumptions about masculinity when they read Lear and 

Gloucester as tainted by femininity. Janet Adelman, for instance, argues that the storm is a 

representation of Lear’s inward passions, not only arising out of conflict with the feminine, but 

                                                 
40 Rowe, 91 and 97. Rowe looks to fictional accounts of inconstancy in contracts, including those in George 
Wilkin’s The Miseries of Enforced Marriage (1607) and Shakespeare’s Two Noble Kinsmen (1613) to make this 
argument. 
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also characterized in the play as feminine itself.41 Adelman connects “the womanish tears Lear 

attempts to suppress” with the “blood and jelly” that “stain” Gloucester’s cheeks and make him 

“vulnerable as a woman.”42 Peter Rudnytsky similarly argues that the “eye imagery” in the play 

“deprecates crying as effeminate” and “underscore[s] the threat to Lear's manhood posed by the 

tears that, like the ‘Mother,’ involuntarily rise up within him.”43 Yet, as I show in Chapter 1, to 

be “vulnerable as a woman” in Shakespeare’s work does not necessarily mean to be womanish. 

While public displays of grief were commonly associated with women in the early modern 

period, vulnerability in the form of emotional outpouring can garner support for powerful male 

figures. Displays of emotion became more acceptable with the “shift in the English aristocracy 

from violent warriors to courtiers or gentlemen.”44 Jennifer Vaught demonstrates that the 

“weeping and wailing” of male characters such as Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II and 

Shakespeare’s Richard II “strengthen[s] rather than weaken[s].”45 These characters use their 

emotions—in Edward’s case a “daily diet of heart-breaking sobs”—to gain “agency and 

authority on stage,” eliciting “more pity and sympathy from playgoers than [...] emotionally flat 

character[s].”46 In King John, male emotional expression is both more powerful than the same 

expression by females and more effective than traditional forms of male communication. Lewis 

the Dauphin refers to Salisbury’s tears as a “shower, blown up by tempest of the soul” (5.2.50). 

Salisbury’s “manly drops” astound the Dauphin to the point he is “more amazed / Than had [he] 

                                                 
41 Adelman, 114. 
42 Adelman, 112. 
43 Peter Rudnytsky, “‘The Darke and Vicious Place’: The Dread of the Vagina in King Lear,” Modern Philology 96, 
no. 3 (1999), 296. 
44 Jennifer Vaught, Masculinity and Emotion in Early Modern English Literature (Hampshire: Ashgate, 2008), 2. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Vaught, 92, 84–85. Edward II quoted in Vaught. 
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seen the vaulty top of heaven / Figured quite o’er with burning meteors” (King John, 5.2.52). In 

contrast with the “ordinary” tears of women, Salisbury’s “honorable dew” has a majestic effect 

like storms which pour down from heaven (5.2.48, 45). Collectively, these examples prove that 

emotional expression is essential to the construction of power and intrinsic to the male 

constitution in Shakespeare’s plays. Lear’s refusal to see the utility in such passionate outpouring 

leads him to banish those who would support him: the loving Cordelia and the self-identified 

“physician” Kent (1.1.163). It leaves him dependent instead on those who shrink his entourage 

from one hundred men to fifty, to twenty-five, and then to zero (2.4.237, 248, 293). Lear’s shame 

that his daughters have “power to shake [his] manhood” is thus misplaced (1.4.296–97). His 

power evaporates and his supporters abandon him because his refusal to see love and other 

passions as tools of judgment has left Lear unable to distinguish flattery from truth. 

Lear’s rejection of the passions not only fragments his kingdom and power but also his 

identity. Lear does not recognize that characteristics inherent in his identity as a passionate 

Englishman and an aging member of society provide the necessary tools to rally the support of 

those around him and to regain a sense of self cohesion. After banishing Cordelia and finding out 

his other two daughters have forsaken him, Lear insists, “I have full cause of weeping, but this 

heart / Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws, / Or ere I’ll weep” (2.4.284–86). Ashamed to 

have given into his emotions once in response to Goneril, Lear now refuses to let those same 

tears flow, swearing he will “pluck [...] out” his eyes if they “[b]eweep this cause again” 

(1.4.301–2). Lear’s refusal to acknowledge the passions forces him out of a natural state of 

being: one in which he would rather destroy his body than accept its influence over his mind. 

The “swell[ing] and “climbing” sensations felt by Lear connote the lack of “styl[ness]” Andrew 

Boorde identifies as integral to Englishness. Failing to realize this, Lear becomes other than 
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himself and falls prey to the mental and physical destabilization that antitheatricalists warn 

against. But this loss of selfhood does not come from a passionate outburst; instead, the 

suppression of emotion proves more destabilizing than the expression of it. 

Shakespeare proves what early moderns know to be true but often refuse to acknowledge: 

passions are an essential and natural part of life. Although physicians refer to the passions as 

“one of the six ‘non-natural’ factors along with diet, sleep, rest or exercise, air, [and] fullness or 

emptiness,” the term “non-natural” is misleading.47 These factors, as Gail Kern Paster explains 

are “fully embedded in the order of nature and […] part of material being.”48 The antitheatrical 

resistance to the passions, or “perturbations of the [m]inde,” emerges from the understanding that 

the non-naturals influence humoral balance and thus affect a person’s physical and moral 

constitution.49 Gosson went so far as to suggest that the overflow of affections was “manifest 

treason to our soules,” and Thomas Wright argued, “[W]hen these affections are stirring in our 

mindes, […] they trouble woonderfully the soule, corrupting the iudgement, & seducing the 

will.”50 Some medical writers adapted similar approaches to the influence of the passions on the 

humors; in his mid-seventeenth century text The Passions of the Soul, for example, Rene 

Descartes advocates for a “general remedy against the passions.” 51 Yet, physical symptoms of 

emotion could also be curative. Tears resulting from passions were believed to be a secretion of 

                                                 
47 Paster, “The Body and Its Passions,” Shakespeare Studies 29 (2001): 45. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Burton, 86. For more on understandings of the relationship of the humors and non-naturals, see John Henry, 
“Doctors and Healers: Popular Culture and the Medical Profession,” in Science, Culture and Popular Belief in 
Renaissance Europe, ed. Stephen Pumfrey, Paolo L. Rossi, and Maurice Slawinski (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1991), 195.  
50 Gosson, Playes Confuted, F1v. Thomas Wright, The Passions of the Minde in General (London: Printed by V. S., 
1604), 13–14. 
51 Jacques Bos, “The Rise and Decline of Character: Humoral Psychology in Ancient and Early Modern Medical 
Theory,” History of the Human Sciences 22, no. 3 (2009): 42.  
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humors. Boorde describes tears as “salt humour[s],” and Robert Burton refers to them as 

“excrementitious Humors,” along with urine and sweat.52 While Boorde claims a man’s “nauell 

may fall out, or be bursten” because of “great crying,” the expulsion of humors is not necessarily 

destructive.53 On the contrary, such purgation was a commonly prescribed remedy in the form of 

bleeding, vomiting, having sexual intercourse, and even crying.54 As texts such as the Bulkwarke 

of Defense (William Bullein) and Castel of Helth (Thomas Elyot) demonstrate, a careful balance 

of the humors cannot be maintained solely with suppression but instead relies on a regimen of 

consumption and purging.55 In refusing to weep, Lear preserves an unhealthy surplus of humors 

in his body, overriding his natural identity. 

Because Lear’s symptoms do in part mirror the disease of hysterica passio, with which he 

incorrectly diagnoses himself, the accounts of the uterine disease illuminate the fragmentation of 

Lear’s self despite the inaccurate nomenclature. Various descriptions of hysterica passio point to 

a perceived loss of self, remedied by medical intervention. In A Brief Discovrse of a Disease 

Called the Suffocation of the Mother (1603), for example, Edward Jorden describes women “out 

of all hope of recouery” who regain their health under the supervision of a physician.56 

Peterson’s survey of medical texts reveals additional “resuscitations of female patients believed 

dead but merely suffering from grievous hysterical ailments.”57 Like the women in these medical 

accounts, Lear experiences a grievous illness, which prompts medical intervention. Because 

                                                 
52 Andrew Boorde, The Breviarie of Health (London: Printed by Thomas Cast, 1575), 68v. Burton, 21.  
53 Boorde, Breviarie, 119. 
54 Texts that prescribe purging include Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, William Bullein’s A New Boke of Phisicke 
(London: Iohn Day, 1559) and Bullein’s Bulwarke of Defense Against all Sickness, Soarness, and Wounds (London: 
Thomas Marshe, 1579).  
55 See Bullein’s Bulwarke of Defense and Thomas Elyot’s Castel of Helth (London: Thomae Bertheleti, 1539). 
56 Iorden, 9–11. 
57 Peterson, 4. 
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early moderns conceived of illness as resulting from humoral imbalance, Lear’s illness not only 

symbolizes his self-fragmentation but also provides a literal embodiment of it. 

Lear also compromises his selfhood through actions that contradict his status as an old 

man. While scholars often follow Regan and Goneril in attributing Lear’s condition to “the 

infirmity of his age,” Lear’s madness is better understood as a refusal to accept aging (1.1.293). 

As Nina Taunton notes, Lear “behave[s] in a manner becoming to [his] status and condition [as 

an old man] only on the point of death.”58 Lear’s temperament in the rest of the play conflicts 

with almost every characteristic assigned by medical authorities to men over the age of forty-

five, who were likely to suffer from such “infirmity.” In Examen de Ingenious: Or the Tryal of 

Wits, Spanish physician Juan Huarte explains that men in “old age” assume a “Cold and Dry 

Temperament” and are “Just, Prudent, Strong, and endued with Temperance.”59 As their bodies 

weaken, those in the “last Age of Man” become more virtuous.60 According to this model, Lear 

should be approaching a melancholic complexion and cooling off according to his age, but 

instead he acts in ways that his daughters interpret as “choleric” (1.1.29, 298–99).61 Lear’s desire 

for “noble anger” (2.4.276) represents a desire to be something other than himself, a behavior 

condemned by classical writers. Cicero, for example, critiques those who reject the trappings of 

old age in favor of youthful behavior, comparing them to “idle stage players in the last act [who 

have], geuē ouer & quailed.”62 Provided “a man hath ledde his former life, quietly, vprightly, 

                                                 
58 Nina Taunton, Fictions of Old Age in Early Modern Literature and Culture (New York and London: Routledge, 
2007), 65. 
59 Juan Huarte, Examen de Ingenios: Or, the Tryal of Wits (London, 1698), 85. 
60 Huarte, 86. 
61 See, for example, Arnaldus de Villanova The defence of age, and recouery, translated Clark (London: Robert 
Wyer, 1550).  
62 Marcus Cicero, The Worthye Booke of Old Age, trans. Thomas Newton (London: Thomas Marshe, 1569). 
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godly, & laudably,” Cicero claims, “his old age is easie, myld, pleasaunt and curteous” and 

should therefore be embraced.63 Failing to accept the characteristics of old age, Lear loses rather 

than gains the temperance he seeks. 

 The play challenges the antitheatrical belief that rejection of the passions, especially 

those associated with the changeability of womanliness, facilitates judgment and self-edification. 

Instead, it highlights the advantages of the passions and the fluidity inherent in the English 

identity. Through his emotional suppression and rejection of his natural fluidity, Lear has 

become separated from himself, his power, and his kingdom. He self-identifies as a “dragon,” 

accepting only “wrath,” and not the other emotions that simmer beneath the surface (1.1.122). A 

“strang[er]” or “monster” in his own land, Lear is incapable of experiencing the human emotions 

that would restore his identity.  

 

II 

Lear’s return to a cohesive self occurs not in response to emotional continence or even 

“herbal medicine, sleep, clean garments, and music” as Carol Thomas Neely and Andrew Bozio 

claim (although these remedies are certainly offered to Lear),64 but because of his interaction 

with his environment. An environmental cure is consistent with early modern medical advice: 

physicians and medical writers commonly reference the body/environment relationship in 

identifying causes of disease and in proposing remedies for ill bodies. Some writers advocate for 

exposure to more temperate cultures and environments; this exposure, they suggest, tempers the 

                                                 
63 Cicero, Fol.8v. 
64 Carol Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2004; Andrew Bozio, “Embodied Thought and the Perception of Place in King Lear,” SEL 
Studies in English Literature 1500–1900 55, no. 2 (Spring 2015), 263–284.  
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passions of northern people. These authors work from Bodin’s assumption that if people are 

“transplated into another countrey [...] in the end they shall be altered,” with “their manners and 

naturall disposition” matching their new home.65 Although Bodin insists that people “shall not be 

chaunged so soone, as plants which draw their nourishment from the earth,” other writers claim 

the change is more immediate. Sir Thomas Palmer, for example, claims travel to southern 

regions could “chase away such barbarousnesse and rudenesse as posseseth [the English and] 

establish a more humane and sociable carriage.’”66 In The Passions of the Minde in Generall 

(1604), Wright similarly advocates “the adoption of a southern temperament” as “the most potent 

remedy for the northerner’s plain simplicity and rude behavior.”67 Wright “encourages his 

countrymen to take a ‘little direction’ from the darker, more ‘brazen’ southerner [...] and to learn 

to ‘dissemble better his owne passions, and use himselfe therein more circumspectly, than we 

[currently] can doe.’”68 And, as Floyd-Wilson notes, “As late as the 1670s young Englishmen 

were still being sent to ‘bolder Climates to correct their Flegm.’”69 These writers advocate for a 

remedy that is based on erasing English impressibility. 

Other writers encouraged the English to recoup the strength and courage lost by constant 

exposure to southern cultures. Levinus Lemnius, a Dutch physician, argues that those “that dwell 

Northward and in cold regions, by reason of grosse bloud and thick Spirits, are seene to be bolde 

and full of venturous courage, rude, unmannerly, terrible, cruell, fierce.’”70 William Harrison 

                                                 
65 Bodin quoted in Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity, 53. 
66 Sir Thomas Palmer, An Essay of the Meanes how to make our Travailes, into forraine Countries, the more 
profitable and honourable (1606) quoted in Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity, 64–65. 
67 Floyd-Wilson, English Ethnicity, 64. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid., 65.  
70 Levinus Lemnius, De Habitue et Constitutione (Antwerp, 1561), trans. The Touchstone of Complexions (1576) by 
Thomas Newton, 13r. 
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interprets these characteristics as strengths. Harrison praises the “stature,” health and “strength” 

of Northerners, arguing “that the long days so characteristic of Britain’s northern geography 

enable the sun to produce ‘brains’ at once ‘hot and warmed’ and therefore capable of intellectual 

prowess to match the unquestioned physical force of the Briton on the battlefield.”71 Roger 

Ascham complains about the loss of these characteristics. In his Scolemaster, the Englishman 

returns from Italy having become a “‘dull Asse, to understand either learnying or honestie [...]’ 

No longer simply English, but ‘Italianated,’ these travelers had forgotten their own country, 

deeming it ‘stale and rude’ in their search for refinement abroad.”72 Many texts, in fact, present 

travel to “hot climates” as a definitive threat to English identity “since such climates were at a 

great remove from England’s own cool nature.”73 Nationalist writers often express a desire to 

return to a time of “simplicity and fortitude,” complaining that “luxuries” and “[c]ivility” 

introduced by other cultures produced “effeminate softness” in a once courageous people.74 

These writers see the northern environment as capable of correcting the “self-forgetting” that 

results from exposure to a climate that is inconsistent with the English body.75 

Enacting the fantasy of returning to an unadulterated English identity, Shakespeare places 

the action for his play in pre-Roman England, a setting where Britishness appears 

uncontaminated by outside forces and where characters cannot blame their effeminacy on Roman 
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“civility.”76 As the play encourages the audience to look to the past, it challenges the traditional 

use of nostalgia, offering a reflection on the relationship of transformability and selfhood. Lear 

and the other characters do not embody the brutish courage that traditional nostalgic accounts 

offer. Instead, through the character of Lear, the play emphasizes the natural impressibility of 

English bodies and illustrates the consequences of suppressing this natural characteristic. Bozio 

attributes Lear’s madness to his loss of “the capacity to know his location,” which manifests as 

“a repeated shattering of the self into smaller and smaller pieces.”77 While Bozio refers to a 

general “disorientation,” this observation also applies to Lear’s failure to identify as a British 

king surrounded by the sea and the storm. Lear’s isolation at court, surrounded by “superflux” 

(3.4.35) has made him unaware of the needs of his people, suffering daily in the elements. At 

first this might seem like confirmation that foreign influence, or “civility” operates as the main 

factor in the decline in British identity. However, as Floyd-Wilson explains, “For the northerner 

[…] to fashion oneself as a civilized, temperate gentleman meant countering or refining one’s 

innate disposition and inclinations. Thus, self-fashioning was self-forgetting.”78 It is the 

resistance to his natural affinity for change, and not foreign influences, that makes Lear a poor 

judge. When Lear resists transformation through tears and the passions rising within him, he 

rejects his identity as an “impressible” Briton. Shakespeare insists that embracing the 

inevitability of transformation can counterintuitively restore English identity. In other words, 

because English identity is based on the ability to change, resistance to this change contributes 

more to self-forgetting than the transformation itself. 

                                                 
76 In one of Shakespeare’s sources, The History of the Kings of Britain, Geoffrey of Monmouth describes the reign 
of Lier as occurring before the founding of Rome. Geoffrey Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, Latin 
text ed. Michael D. Reeve, trans. Neil Wright (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), 32.384–8.  
77 Bozio, 278. 
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The storm offers a corrective to Lear’s emotional suppression, guiding Lear towards 

repentance of his earlier mistakes and renewing his identity. The restoration of Lear’s identity 

relies on his acceptance of himself as impressionable, influenced by the passionate outpouring of 

the storm. As the “contentious storm / Invades [him] to the skin,” Lear transforms into “a poor, 

bare, fork’d animal,” ripping off his clothes and exposing his naked body to the elements (3.4.6–

7, 3.4.107–109). It is tempting to imagine, as Kent does, that “[t]he tyranny of the open night’s 

too rough” for “Man’s nature” (3.4.2–3, 47). Transformed by the excessive rain and tumultuous 

skies, Lear embodies fears that encounters with weather, foreign entities, or the theater could 

induce madness. Yet, the storm does not have the expected effect. It does not kill those who 

expose themselves to it and it doesn’t strike down the “pernicious daughters” or “convey 

sterility” into their wombs (3.2.22, 1.4.278). But it also is not unresponsive as McCoy and 

Loewenstein would have us believe. It provokes a transformation in Lear that resembles 

conversion.  

The conversion of Lear is a sort of baptism. As we saw in Chapter 1, baptism symbolizes 

the transformation that occurs as individuals enter a community.79 Baptism “makes one 

Christian, washing away original sin and making salvation possible.”80 In King Lear, the Fool 

responds to Lear’s appeals to the storm, advising him to “court holy-water in a dry house” 

(3.2.10); as he does, he reinforces the connection between the storm and the sacrament. 

Furthermore, the storm’s drops mimic the “holy water” that falls from Cordelia’s “heavenly 

eyes” (4.3.29–30). Baptism not only transforms but also restores individuals to a purer version of 

                                                 
79 For more on this sense of community, see David Coleman, Drama and the Sacraments in Sixteenth-Century 
England: Indelible Characters (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 
80 Velma Bourgeois Richmond, Shakespeare, Catholicism, and Romance (New York and London: Continuum, 
2000), 25. Richmond refers to baptism as “the sacrament of conversion" (173). 
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themselves. Whereas in Christianity this restoration hinges on the sacrifice of Christ, in 

Shakespeare’s play restoration relies on the ability of individuals to be transformed through their 

interactions with their environment. Cunningham likens Lear’s removal of clothing to the 

ceremony of baptisms in which “the catechumens put off their clothes which represent the 

garments of skin covering the old fallen Adam, emblems of vanity and corruption; and enter the 

baptismal pool naked.”81 But “[t]he cataclysmic waters of the storm” do not “destroy the old man 

in Lear” as Cunningham contends.82 As Lear becomes “a poor, bare, fork’d animal,” he recoups 

his identity as an old English man with all the dependency and vulnerability that such an identity 

implies. As Laurie Shannon explains, Lear “classif[ies] [himself] as a helpless, radically exposed 

animal that goes on (only) two feet.”83 Like all men, he entered the world “unprovisioned,” 

relying on women to nurse him and animals to cloth him with their skins.84 Recognizing this 

dependence is vital to his self-awareness, and, as I argue in Chapter 4, crucial to the formation of 

accurate judgments for all men. 

Reduced to his bare and “unprovisioned” self, Lear begins to understand the needs of 

others. As a king, Lear was unaware of the needs of his people, but through exposure to the 

storm, he becomes aware of the “Poor naked wretches” whose “houseless heads and unfed sides” 

cannot “defend [them] / From seasons such as these” (3.4.29–32). His nakedness, and thus his 

exposure to the storm, becomes a form of “physic” meant to remedy his previous indiscretions. 
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He claims, “I have ta’en / Too little care [my people],” and he undresses to “[e]xpose [him]self 

to feel what wretches feel, / That [he] mayst shake the superflux to them, / And show the heavens 

more just” (3.4.33–36).85 Lear realizes in this moment that compassion and empathy come not 

from a place of rational understanding, but from physical experience. Lear’s recognition that his 

“wits begin to turn” represents the healing and not the “folly” Kent diagnoses Lear with long 

before the storm threatens to pour down (3.2.66, 68, 1.1.146). The change he undergoes affects 

his judgment and his actions. He not only recognizes the hardships of the citizens around him, 

but also seeks to remedy their “wretch[ed]” situation. 

If we are to understand Lear’s sight as obscured at the beginning of the play—as Kent 

implies in his admonition that Lear “see better”—here we witness the restoration and 

enhancement of Lear’s vision. In contrast to the neo-Stoic suggestion that passion clouds 

judgment and Lear’s own fears that tears will prevent him from seeing, the storm’s “water-

drops” provide clarity and guide Lear toward clear judgment. Lear’s howling and his recognition 

that “tongues and eyes” can execute judgment provide evidence of his transformation (5.3.258). 

But his sight is more than that which is produced by the eyes. Gloucester’s parallel 

transformation that allows him to “see [the world] feelingly” shows that clear vision is also about 

emotion, the “feeling” of being touched (4.6.149).  

Visible in his turn towards his people, Lear’s conversion also connects him with the other 

British citizens in a way that was previously impossible. Not only does “he join [...] the 

communion of those who suffer,” as Cunningham notes,86 but he also prompts his subjects to 

respond. Brian Sheerin explains that Lear’s suffering allows him “to rally his subjects and spur 
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them on to service on behalf of the state.” 87 The renewed “pledge[s]” of “loyalty” that Sheerin 

recognizes Gloucester and Edgar as making,88 arise from Lear’s acceptance of his identity as 

vulnerable, human, and English. 

 

III 

Transforming Lear into a penitent individual who accepts his natural identity, the storm 

models the type of judgment that the audience should offer in the theater. Early modern religious 

texts associate storms with judgment and likewise portray them as forces of punishment and of 

salvation. King Lear shows that when audiences embrace passionate, storm-like behavior, they 

become capable of offering judgment and redemption in the playhouse. 

The storm’s association with judgment in King Lear derives from traditional 

understandings of storms as exacting judgment and facilitating redemption through passionate 

outpouring. Drawing on the Biblical tradition of storms as punishment, which can be traced to 

the story of Noah, religious tracts argue that destructive forces, such as storms or diseases, heal a 

land suffering from the weight of sin. In an early modern reprint of Phisicke Against Fortune 

(1579), for example, Petrarch describes “Thunder and lyghtnyng” as “the threates and warninges 

of the most mercyful God, [...] [w]ho truely vnlesse he had loued man, woulde not threaten hym, 

but stryke hym.”89 Petrarch illustrates the dual role of the storm as judging and merciful, 

providing a means through which sinners may “feare nothyng but to displease [God]” and 

“appease the wrath of God with penitent tears.”90 Even before God releases his full fury, the 
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storm facilitates transformation by encouraging penitence. Comparing the plague to “stormes and 

tempests,” the anonymous writer of Londons Lamentation describes the pestilent disease as 

God’s response to “drunkenesse, whoredome, swearing, despising Gods word, contemning of his 

Ordinances, [and] dissolut Sabbath-breaking,” and argues that readers should respond by 

offering prayers and “sprink[ling] [their] cheeks with teares.”91 The plague encourages self-

reflection and modification of behavior to ensure that one may “live everlastingly, and gaine 

heaven eternally.”92 In Britain’s Remembrancer (1628), George Wither similarly conflates the 

plague with storms, recognizing the heavenly source for both, and emphasizing judgmental and 

transformative elements.93 The storm does not merely punish but also offers a means for 

salvation: the fear of the storm encourages “penitence” from those who wish to be saved by and 

from its wrath.94 Whether God’s judgment comes in the literal washing away of sin from the 

land,95 or in the purging of sin through tears, storms facilitate both recognition and removal of 

sin. 

Shakespeare depicts audiences as capable of offering similar transformative judgment by 

associating them with storms or other collective entities. In Coriolanus, for example, the 

audience creates “A shower and thunder with their caps and shouts” (2.1.267) as they join the 

“the many-headed multitude” that demands to witness Coriolanus’s gaping wounds (2.3.16–17). 
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92 Ibid., 6.  
93 The title page woodcut for his text depicts God with the Hebrew word, יהוה, radiating light above the clouds and 
sending down a bolt of lightning, as Justice and Mercy, embodied in female forms, serve as intercessors between 
God and the people below. George Wither describes God’s judgment as a “fearfull Cloud” containing “All Plagues 
and Punishments” as a direct result of “our Thanklesness.” Britain’s Remembrancer (London: 1628). 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ernest Gilman explains that devastating events, such as plagues, often served, in the minds of early modern 
writers, as an “agent of cure for a land already so ‘diseas’d’ as to require the most drastic measures.” Plague Writing 
in Early Modern England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 107. 
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They express their displeasure at Coriolanus’s reluctance to show his battle scars by employing 

actions usually attributed to storms, rendering a judgment that eventually leads to Coriolanus’s 

demise. In Hamlet, like in Coriolanus, crowds stand in for collective entities, in this case “the 

rabble” or “the ocean” (4.5.103, 100). As Laertes’ supporters affirm their selection of him as 

king, their “[c]aps, hands, and tongues applaud it to the clouds,” employing actions belonging to 

an attentive audience (4.5.108). In both cases, the crowds operate as both separate from and part 

of the play, replacing transformative entities that cannot otherwise be represented.  

Shakespeare’s appeals to the audience as a collective entity not only describe the type of 

participation he expects, but also offer a corrective to antitheatrical texts that depict collectivity 

as detrimental to judgment. Embracing the transformative powers that Sidney and the 

antitheatricalists attribute to the theater, Shakespeare’s plays attempt to shape the behavior of the 

audience, guiding them toward actions that reveal their judgment of the characters and of the 

performance. For example, in Julius Caesar, the audience joins the actors to create an actual 

crowd to which Brutus and Antony address their speeches.96 As Antony mobilizes the crowd 

through his “Friends, Romans, and countrymen” speech, he also emotionally moves the audience 

in the theater (3.2.73–107). This movement contrasts with Brutus’s ineffective speech to 

“Romans, countrymen, and lovers,” which falls short not only in the minds of the crowd but also 

in the minds of the audience (3.2.13–61). Antony directs, or rather describes, the playgoers’ 

reaction: “O now you weep, and I perceive you feel / The dint of pity” (3.2.193–94). Like the 

collective pity of the on-stage audience that ensures Antony’s rise to power, the collective pity of 

the off-stage audience guarantees the actors’ and the play’s success. As Jeffrey Doty explains, 

                                                 
96 The first description of a storm appears in Julius Caesar in 1599. See Gwilym Jones, “Storm Effects in 
Shakespeare,” in Shakespeare’s Theaters and the Effects of Performance, ed. Farah Karim-Cooper and Tiffany Stern 
(London: Arden Shakespeare, 2013), 39.  
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even when Shakespeare’s characters “manag[e] to stage [themselves] without making audience 

participation and applause the index of [their] success,” as Duke Vincentio does in Measure for 

Measure, the theater audience’s applause expresses “approval” of the performance.97 While 

antitheatricalists complain of audiences crying, “shout[ing] altogether with one voyce,” and 

“laughing and clapping [their] handes,” these same behaviors allow spectators to demonstrate 

their judgment through interactive behavior.98  

In King Lear, Shakespeare prepares the audience to take on this role by associating the 

storm with the human body. Although Susan Viguers suggests that the storm’s bodily metaphors 

are only “outworn analogies,” the play’s emphasis on emotional suppression and expression lend 

credence to the idea that personification in the play represents audience response.99 Lear’s 

request for the “nimble lightnings” to “dart [their] blinding flames” into Goneril’s eyes (2.4.165) 

denotes a request for a visual response, which makes use of extramission, a theory that claimed 

“there should issue out of the eye bright beames or a certaine light, which should reach vnto the 

object, and thereby cause vs to see it.”100 The storm’s lightning bolts serve as models for the 

audience to look upon and offer judgment on the characters. The actor playing Lear may deliver 

his petitions to the storm to “Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage, blow! / You cataracts 

and hurricanoes, spout” directly to the audience (3.2.1–2). The actor urges playgoers, whose eyes 

are illuminated in the afternoon light, to express their approval of the play through their 

                                                 
97 Doty, “Measure for Measure and the Problem of Popularity,” English Literary Renaissance 42, no. 1 (2012), 55. 
98 “[S]houting together” comes from Gosson, Playes Confuted, C8v, C6r. Northbrooke argues that players who “are 
suffered and hearde with lead audiences to “wanton pleasure, and stir[...] vp [...] fleshly lustes vnlawfull appetites 
and desires” (65). 
99 Susan Viguers, “The Storm in King Lear,” CLA Journal 43, no. 3 (2000), 341, 343. 
100 M. Andreas Laurentius, A Discourse of the Preservation of Sight; of Melancholike Diseases; of Rheums and of 
Old Age, trans. Richard Surphlet (London: Felix Kingston, 1599), 37. During the early modern period, medical 
writers and poets alike used the debate between extramission and intramission (the opposing idea that the eye 
received the image). 
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emotional response. The cheeks and cataracts of the storm become analogs for reddened cheeks 

and clouded eyes of the audience who has begun to weep, or “spout” forth tears. In addition to 

referring to “the ‘flood-gates’ of heaven,” cataracts described a variety of diseases that clouded 

the eyes, again stressing the bodily characteristics of the storm’s judgment.101 The “groans of 

roaring wind and rain” conjure similar groans that may escape audience member’s mouths in 

response to performances. Finally, the accompanying thunder claps serve as a model for the 

audience’s applause (3.2.47). By portraying the storm as a collection of eyes, tears, mouths, and 

hands, the play guides the audience toward their transformation into a storm-like entity, which 

bears the responsibility of judgment. 

The play demonstrates that to be “immoueable, vncorrupted, vpright”—in other words, to 

embody the traits Gosson identifies as essential for judgment—is to become stone-like, 

unresponsive to human emotion, and incapable of judgment, a point underscored when Lear 

accuses the men who carry Cordelia’s lifeless body of being “men of stones” (5.3.258).102 When 

Lear claims he is “a man / More sinn’d against than sinning,” he appeals directly to the 

audience’s pity or, as Cicero defines it “grief for another who is suffering undeservedly.”103 

Although Stoics refer to pity as a “disease of the soul,” for Shakespeare it represents, Helen 

Gardner notes, a “distinctively human emotion.”104 King Lear, St. Hilaire argues, shows us “that 

pity can [...] help a person see how things are and be useful, because pity in the world of Lear is 

                                                 
101 "Cataract, n.", OED Online, March 2014, Oxford University Press, accessed April 7, 2014. http://www.oed.com/. 
Laurentius describes a cataract as “an obstruction of the apple of the eye, caused of an vnnaturall humour, which [...] 
groweth thicker by little and little, betwixt the hornie membrance, and the christalline humour” (55). 
102 Gosson, F1v. 
103 Russell M. Hillier, “‘Valour Will Weep’: The Ethics of Valor, Anger, and Pity in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus,” 
Studies in Philology, 113, no. 2 (Spring 2016), 382. See Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, trans. J. E. King 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927), 4.8.18. 
104 Hillier, 382. See also Helen Gardner, The Business of Criticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959), 60. 
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not [...] opposed to reason.”105 It transforms the playgoers’ reasoning so that they can, like the 

“poor, bare, fork’d” version of Lear, understand the needs of those around them. When Regan 

stabs and kills one of the servants and blinds Gloucester, Gloucester calls for Edmund to 

“enkindle all the sparks of nature, / To quit this horrid act” (3.7.85–87). The use of the words 

“enkindle” and “sparks” not only recall the act of lightning earlier in the play but also suggest the 

presence of passionate judgment, an intervention of emotion in opposition to Lear’s early 

banishing of Cordelia without a tear in his eye. As Gloucester’s eyes spout forth blood, the 

audience must sob tears to show their horror at the acts committed. The audience’s tears, like the 

storm’s cataracts, pour down judgment, but they do not prevent the audience from seeing. 

Instead, they offer a means for expressing one’s evaluation of the performance and its content. 

The storm’s connection of bodily response and judgment challenges antitheatrical claims 

that the affections and tears produced in the theater clouded judgment, and instead offers a 

portrayal of the public theater that teaches its audience members to judge. Although 

antitheatricalists commonly attribute the overflow of affections to womanly incontinence and 

connect it with the absence of rational thought, Shakespeare shows that the ability to be 

transformed is an essential component of judgment. Shakespeare’s expectation that the audience 

participate through this storm-like judgment is predicated on the assumption that his British 

audience is particularly prone to the type of transformation required. The identification of the 

audience with Lear through pity encourages the audience to recognize the vulnerable English 

complexion they share with Lear. As playgoers takes on the role of a collective, transformative 

entity, the play encourages them to embrace rather than resist emotional change. 

                                                 
105 St. Hilaire, 502. She goes onto claim “pity for another does not require any power and requires no assertions of 
superiority because it is an act of identification; by its nature it creates community” (504). 
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In opening themselves up to transformation, the playgoers enter a contract of sorts in 

which their agreement to transform the play is guaranteed by their physical participation. The 

success of such a contract contrasts with the broken “bond” between Cordelia and Lear at the 

start of the play. Stephen Orgel and Bozio show how audience transformability leads to 

transformation of the stage in their analyses of Edgar and Gloucester’s exchange at Dover. As 

Edgar leads his blind father to the cliffs of Dover, the audience relies on a series of conflicting 

verbal descriptions to ascertain the context of their conversation.106 Gloucester perceives the 

“ground [as] even” while Edgar remarks that it is “Horrible steep” (4.6.3). Gloucester hears 

nothing while Edgar insists that the sea is near. Bozio explains, “While, as playgoers in the 

Globe, we apprehend places through linguistic description, the bare stage confirms that ‘the 

ground is even’ and that there is no sea to be heard.”107 To “render the space of the cliff real,” the 

audience must accept the description.108 The performance thus relies on the audience’s 

vulnerability. They must let go of their preconceived notion of rational judgment and learn to 

“see [...] feelingly.” As they do so, they transform the stage into the setting, making something 

real out of the artifice. 

In accepting their own vulnerability, the audience also helps transform the actors into the 

characters they play. Referring to Edgar, Gloucester says, “I’ th’ last night’s storm I such a 

fellow saw, / Which made me think a man a worm” (4.1.32–33). In the eyes of Gloucester, the 

storm transforms Edgar into a non-human entity. Edgar’s actual transformation represents an 

overlap in theatrical convention and audience belief. After revealing that he has been hiding in a 

                                                 
106 Bozio, 269–270. 
107 Bozio, 270. See also Stephen Orgel, “Shakespeare Imagines a Theater,” in “Medieval and Renaissance 
Representation: New Reflections,” ed. Stephen G. Nichols Jr. and Nancy J. Vickers, special issue, PoT 5 no. 3 
(1984), 556. 
108 Bozio, 270. 



142 

tree, Edgar discusses how he will disguise himself: “My face I’ll grime with filth, / Blanket my 

loins, elf all my hairs in knots, / And with presented nakedness outface / The winds and 

persecutions of the sky” (2.3.9–12). Edgar disguises himself to avoid the judgments of the storm, 

but he is still transformed into a madman through the “persecutions of the sky” and through the 

audience’s acceptance of his performance. The storm transforms Edgar into Poor Tom, but the 

audience’s judgment of the performance and costuming is necessary to transform the player into 

either version of his character. Without the audience, the player is simply a man in costume on 

stage, but, by offering judgment and belief, the audience can transform him into someone—or 

something—entirely different. 

The need for the audience’s physical and collective participation in King Lear intensifies 

as Shakespeare’s meta-theatrical references undermine the cultural associations of the storm with 

transformation judgment. While the storm models such judgment in the play, it ultimately cannot 

save Lear or Cordelia because of its reduction to a collection of special effects. When King Lear 

asks Edgar, “What is the cause of thunder?” (3.4.155), he not only evokes ideas about heavenly 

judgment but also draws attention to the mechanics of the storm in the theater: the “[s]quibs and 

crackers,” which stood in for lightning, and the drums, “thunder run,” or “rolling [of a heavy 

cannonball] on the floor of the heavens,” which mimicked thunder.109 References to the storm 

emphasize its artificiality and draw attention toward the mechanisms of its creation.110 A similar 

effect occurs in The Tempest when Trinculo says the rain “cannot choose but fall by pailfuls” 

                                                 
109 According to Jones, a “thunder run” refers to a “wooden trough either on a fulcrum or sloping along the floor, 
contain[ing] a cannonball, which when see-sawed or released, rolls” (34–37). See also Viguers who considers the 
possibility of these effects in King Lear, but concludes that if an external representation was present, it only 
appeared during the seven stage directions for the storm in the Folio” (341). 
110 As Jones demonstrates, in Julius Caesar, Casca’s reference to “dropping fire” calls to mind “the effects of the 
swevels” and Cassius’s “very flash,” “sparks,” and “all these fires, all these gliding ghosts” describe corresponding 
special effects (37–38). 
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(The Tempest, 2.2.24). Trinculo not only describes the intensity of the storm but also a potential 

method of recreating a downpour in the theater, which could have been used in both The Tempest 

and King Lear. These meta-theatrical references force the audience to recognize the artifice of 

the theater, and by proxy, the storm.  

As Lear and Cordelia perish at the end of the play, the audience discovers that the storm’s 

transformative power may have led to Lear’s repentance, but, because it is limited to its artificial 

origins, it does not have the power to save the characters and effect rebirth.111 Unlike in the 

source text, where Leir and Cordelia are restored to dignity, in Shakespeare’s version, Lear dies 

in prison after holding the dead Cordelia in his arms.112 As David Anderson explains, the play 

culminates in an “Easterless tragedy,” or in Stanley Cavell’s words, “at the moment of 

crucifixion, not resurrection.”113 The storm begins but cannot finish the process of 

transformation. As he acknowledges Cordelia is “gone for ever,” Lear emits what may be 

interpreted as an animalistic “Howl, howl, howl!” (5.3.260, 258). Realizing the mistake he has 

made in banishing his one faithful daughter, Lear cannot shake the beastly imagery of the “fork’d 

animal” or bring Cordelia back to life.  

But if King Lear “offers no certainty that ‘Gods revengefull arme’ can be detected 

anywhere in human affairs,” as Loewenstein insists,114 it does offer consolation that 

transformative human judgment can and does happen in the theater. Warning against unnatural 

                                                 
111 Sarah Beckwith explains that the “failures of acknowledgment” that characterize the genre of tragedy prevent 
baptism, rebirth, or forgiveness within the plot. Shakespeare and the Grammar of Forgiveness (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2011), 6. 
112 See Monmouth, 32.384–8. 
113 David Anderson, “The Tragedy of Good Friday: Sacrificial Violence in King Lear,” ELH 78, no. 2 (2011), 280. 
Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge: In Seven Plays of Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 73. 
114 Loewenstein, 159. See also: Jonathan Dollimore, Radical Tragedy: Ideology and Power in the Drama of 
Shakespeare and His Contemporaries (University of Chicago Press, 1984). 



144 

responses—attempts to “heave [one’s] heart into [one’s] mouth,” or hands, or eyes, the play 

shows that genuine human emotion provides a way to overcome the artifice of the theater. In 

embracing the tool of transformability, the audience becomes the vehicle for baptism, creating 

room for the characters to reemerge performance after performance. The audience’s tears replace 

the storm by the end of the play, and like the “good hands” and “gentle breath” that “release” 

Prospero from “the bare island” at the end of The Tempest, the eyes and hands of the playgoers, 

through tears and applause, display the effectiveness of the performance off-stage (Epilogue 8–

11). Lear says, “When we are born, we cry that we are come / To this great stage of fools […]. 

[T]his would make a man a man of salt / To use his eyes for garden water-pots” (4.6.182–196). 

Even as the stage reduces man’s eyes to “garden water-pots,” the play expresses awareness of 

what these tears may do, for water-pots serve as a necessary component for growth and life—one 

that replaces heavenly rain. The storm is long gone; it has served its role as a model and poured 

out all the tears it can. As Lear urges Cordelia not to cry, wiping the tears from her eyes before 

eventually taking up her limp body, the play asks the audience one last time to provide the 

baptismal water, to cry the tears that Lear and Cordelia cannot cry, to save them and allow the 

performance to continue once again because of its emotional power. This acknowledgment of 

effectiveness calls the players back to perform again, giving the characters new life; even as they 

die at the end of the play, they are reborn in baptism as the audience embraces their English 

impressionability and offers through their eyes and hands a source of transformative rain and 

thunder. 



145 

CHAPTER 5 

MEMORY AS A REMEDY FOR JUDGMENT IN THE WINTER’S TALE 

In Chapter 4, I argued the storm in King Lear models an affective response for the 

audience, guiding the audience towards compassionate responses and critiquing the antitheatrical 

idea that emotional expression undermines judgment. The storm’s function as a model for 

physical response makes use of the natural vulnerability of English bodies. King Lear exposes 

the risk of denying this inherent impressionability and encourages playgoers to recognize and 

embrace their natural tendency towards change as they form judgments. In this chapter, I focus 

on the ways in which The Winter’s Tale engages in a parallel project of recognition, here of the 

contributions of women to society and to the theater.  

I connect two distinct threads of criticism to read memory as a form of corporeal 

judgment which compensates for the widespread failure to recognize female contributions, 

whether it be to society or to the theater. In the last twenty years, historians and literary scholars 

have written extensively about women’s work in early modern society, revealing the important 

contributions female laborers made to society and to the theater despite the cultural tendency to 

characterize women as idle or unskilled. Merry Wiesner, Tom Rutter, and Natasha Korda, for 

example, demonstrate that changes in the distribution of labor contributed to the common belief 

that women’s work, which often occurred in the home or in “the informal sector,” was less 

valuable than that completed by men.1 Yet, women contributed to a wide variety of industries 

and completed highly skilled tasks. Korda, Ann Jones, Peter Stallybrass, and others have 

                                                 
1 Merry E. Wiesner, Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000); Tom Rutter, Work and Play on the Shakespearean Stage (Cambridge, UK; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008); Natasha Korda, Labors Lost: Women's Work and the Early Modern English 
Stage (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 



146 

additionally brought to light the extensive impact of female labor on theatrical production.2 Our 

traditional portrayal of the “all-male” stage, they show, does not account for the many ways that 

women actively contributed to the early modern theater.3 Through the creation of costumes, 

attiring of boy actors, collection of entrance fees, and making of foodstuffs sold in the theater, 

women influenced the way that audience members encountered the experience of playgoing. 

Building on this scholarship on female work in the early modern theater, I offer a new 

perspective to issues of acknowledgment explored by Stanley Cavell, Julia Reinhard Lupton, and 

Sarah Beckwith.4 By focusing on female contributions to the theater, I argue we can better 

understand what it means that Hermione is, as Cavell claims, “lost [...] because one is blind to 

her.”5 Combining these two lines of criticism, I explore the ways in which the female characters 

in the play stand in for hidden female contributors to the theater, exposing societal blindness to 

women’s work and helping the audience recognize and remember the contributions women make 

to society and to theater. 

I begin by reading male responses to women and women’s work in The Winter’s Tale in 

conjunction with societal criticisms of women and antitheatrical criticisms of the theater to show 

how Shakespeare critiques both mindsets, portraying them as a source of diseased judgment. The 

play emphasizes that such faulty judgments result from the failure to recognize or remember 

female work. I then argue that the play draws on societal associations of women and preservation 

                                                 
2 Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass, Renaissance Clothing and the Materials of Memory (Cambridge, U.K.; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
3 Stephen Orgel also challenges the idea of the “all-male stage” in Impersonations: The Performance of Gender in 
Shakespeare's England (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1996, reprinted 1997). 
4 Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge in Seven Plays of Shakespeare, Updated Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003). Julia Reinhard Lupton, “Judging Forgiveness: Hannah Arendt, W. H. Auden, and The 
Winter’s Tale.” New Literary History 45, no. 4 (2014): 641–663. Sarah Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of 
Forgiveness (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011). 
5 Cavell, 204.  
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to provide a cure for the diseased judgment of male characters and society members. By 

performing or referencing tasks of hospitality, spinning, childbearing, and childrearing, female 

characters guide the audience towards the recognition of female work and provide a space to 

practice this recognition. In each area of female labor, female characters establish a connection 

between preservation and creativity, which reinforces the important role of women in the theater. 

Finally, I turn to the depiction of Hermione’s return at the end of the play, arguing that the 

conditions of this return both validate female anxieties about male judgment and offer a glimpse 

of what can be achieved when faulty male judgments are revised and women’s work is 

remembered and legitimized.  

 

I 

 Antitheatrical criticism of the theater, which has been discussed in the first four chapters 

of this dissertation, closely resembles early modern criticism of female spaces such as the 

household, spinning room, birth room, and nursery. Like the work that occurs in each of these 

locations, the activities of the theater are portrayed as antithetical to important, masculine work. 

John Northbrooke, for example, insists that plays leave audience members “slouthfull, weake, 

and effiminate with overmuche ydlenesse,” and Lord Mayor Nicholas Woodrofe complains that 

plays draw people from “honest exercise,” or “work.”6 Like spinning, the theater is associated 

with “improvisation” (or illegitimate work) of the poor and with “transgressive female 

                                                 
6 Northbrooke, Spiritus Est Vicarius Christi in Terra. A Treatise Wherein Dicing, Dauncing, Vaine Playes Or 
Enterluds with Other Idle Pastimes [Et]c. Commonly Vsed on the Sabboth Day, are Reproued by the Authoritie of 
the Word of God and Auntient Writers (London: H. Bynneman, 1577) quoted in Korda, Labors Lost, 49–51. This 
argument is replicated in a 1592 letter from the Lord Mayor to Archbishop of Canterbury, which complains that 
plays pull “the prentizes & seruants [...] from their woorks” (Rutter 35). See also John Downame who argues that 
plays “poyson the mind with effeminate lust” (Foure Treatises 1613) quoted in Tanya Louise Pollard, Drugs and 
Theater in Early Modern England (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 11. 
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sexuality.”7 Stephen Gosson even compares the production of plays to the tending of children, 

and in the process disparages both activities; he claims that players lead “a softe [...] kind of life, 

fitter for women than for men, and refers to the theater as a “nurserie of idleness.”8 In The 

Winter’s Tale, Leontes ventriloquizes writers who identify the theater as “the antithesis of 

work.”9 Leontes tells his son to “Go play [...]. Thy mother plays, and I / Play too, but so 

disgrac’d a part,” associating theatrical playing with “[c]hildish recreation, female sexuality, and 

male self-consciousness” (1.2.187–88).10 Perhaps even more damning, antitheatricalists describe 

the activities of the theater as witchcraft: Anthony Munday argues that theatrical speeches 

“counterfet witchcraft, charmed drinks, & amorous potions,” and Gosson describes the theater as 

“enchanting.”11 Culturally, such accusations of witchcraft were commonly used to account for 

unexplained occurrences that happened in female spaces. As Viviana Comensoli explains, 

“Women [...] watched over animals that could die mysteriously, prepared food that could 

become spoiled unexplainably, nursed the ill of all ages who could die without warning, and 

cared for children who were even more subject to disease and death than adults.”12 Accusations 

against women and against the theater offered a way for individuals to account for circumstances 

                                                 
7 Fiona McNeill, Poor Women in Shakespeare (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 33 
and Mary Thomas Crane, “‘Players in Your Huswifery, and Huswives in Your Beds’: Conflicting Identities of Early 
Modern English Women,” in Maternal Measures: Figuring Caregiving in the Early Modern Period, ed. Naomi J. 
Miller and Naomi Yavneh (Aldershot & Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2000), 214. 
8 Stephen Gosson, Playes Confuted in Fiue Actions (London, 1582), G6v. See also, Korda, Labors Lost, 51.  
9 Korda, Labors Lost, 50. 
10 T. G. Bishop, Shakespeare and the Theatre of Wonder (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 141. All references to Shakespeare’s plays come from The Riverside Shakespeare 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1997). Future mentions will be listed parenthetically in the text. 
11 Anthony Munday, A Second and Third Blast of Retrait from Plaies and Theaters (London: H. Denman, 1580), 42. 
Gosson, “To the Gentlewomen Ci∣tizens of London, Flourishing dayes with regarde of Credite” in Schoole of Abuse, 
F4. 
12 Viviana Comensoli, “Household Business”: Domestic Plays of Early Modern England. The Mental and Cultural 
World of Tudor and Stuart England (Toronto; Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 270. 
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they did not understand. 

 In The Winter’s Tale, Autolycus simultaneously embodies fears about the theater and 

dismisses them as insignificant when he enters in Act 4, singing and carrying with him 

“unconsidered trifles” (4.2.26). Associated with trickery, trinkets, and the illegitimate occupation 

of pickpocketing, Autolycus enchants his audiences with ballads and persuades them to hand 

over their money. He moves quickly between identities to “cozen” the gullible who snatch up his 

“trinkets” as “if [they] had been / hallow’d and brought a benediction to the buyer” (4.4.251, 

601–602). Scholars often use Autolycus’s connection with these trinkets to read him as an 

embodiment of the theater. Autolycus seems to embody Gosson’s complaint that we “learne” 

nothing from “mere trifles” such as “a terrible monster made of broune paper, [...] a broken ring, 

or a handkircher, or a piece of a cockle shell.”13 If one is to draw a moral from Autolycus, early 

modern theatergoer Simon Forman reflects, it is to “beware of trustinge feined beggars or 

fawninge fellonse.”14 However, Autolycus also provides a “a welcome breath of fresh comic 

air,” and many scholars connect his entrance with the transformation from tragedy to comedy or 

winter to spring.15 Furthermore, despite being dismissed from court before the action in Bohemia 

begins—a dismissal that parallels Hermione and Perdita’s banishment from Leontes’ court—

Autolycus does no perceivable harm. Even though Autolycus strips the clown of his money, 

leaving him without “enough to purchase [the] spice” that Perdita has sent him to buy, the feast 

                                                 
13 Gosson, C6r. See also Jonathan Gil Harris and Natasha Korda, “Towards a Materialist Account of Stage 
Properties” in Staged Properties in Early Modern English Drama, ed. Harris and Korda (Cambridge, UK; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 5. 
14 Simon Forman, “The Bocke of Plaies and Notes thereof per formane for Common Policie,” Bodleian Ashmole 
MS 208, fols. 200–7v via Shakespeare Documented. http://www.shakespearedocumented.org/. 
15 Helen Wilcox, 1611: Authority, Gender and the Word in Early Modern England (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2014), 105. David Kaula notes, for example, that Autolycus “usher[s] in the festive atmosphere of the Bohemian 
setting.” “Autolycus’ Trumpery,” Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 16, no. 2 (1976), 287.  
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goes on with only a single mention of the hardship: the clown cannot buy any of Autolycus’s 

goods (4.3.118–19). No one dies or is physically harmed, a stark contrast to the tragedy of 

Mamillius’s and Antigonus’s deaths that occur as results of Leontes’ judgments in the first half 

of the play. Although some scholars have read Autolycus as a reincarnation of Antigonus, 

Autolycus’s actions do not in any way resemble “the lethal consequence of bearbaiting gone 

awry” revealed as Antigonus is chased from the stage and mauled by the bear.16 As Florizel and 

Perdita depart for Sicilia at the end of the play, Autolycus’s exchange of costumes with Florizel 

even aids in the return of Perdita to her parents and a reunion of the two countries. Autolycus 

thus demonstrates that antitheatrical anxieties are exaggerated and in many ways unwarranted.  

Through the character of Autolycus, The Winter’s Tale not only critiques antitheatrical 

rhetoric but also shows how structures of authority and even structures in the theater itself often 

render female work invisible. In addition to bringing a sense of restoration and revelry, 

Autolycus carries fabric (“[l]awn” and “[c]ypress”), masks, jewelry, “[p]erfume for a lady’s 

chamber;” hats, “stomachers” and “[p]ins and poking-sticks of steel” in his “pack” (4.4.218–226; 

284, 311, 600). His wares are not only made for women, or “[f]or [his] lads to give their dears,” 

but also made by women (4.4.225). As Farah Karim-Cooper, Patricia Fumerton, and Korda 

show, women were involved in the production of perfume, head coverings, and other cosmetic 

and clothing items.17 Female textile workers needed tools such as pins and poking sticks, or the 

                                                 
16 See Maurice Hunt, “‘Bearing Hence’: Shakespeare's The Winter's Tale," SEL Studies in English Literature 1500–
1900 44, no. 2 (2004): 338. Hunt reads the circumstances of Antigonus’s death as evocative of bears that brook 
loose and “ran amok in the crowd” (338). 
17 Farah Karim-Cooper, Cosmetics in Shakespearean and Renaissance Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2006), 50. Karim-Cooper and Patricia Fumerton (135) draw attention to recipes for perfumes in texts on 
housewifery. Patricia Fumerton, Cultural Aesthetics: Renaissance Literature and the Practice of Social Ornament 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991). Korda illustrates female involvement in producing headpieces in 
“Women’s Theatrical Properties” in Staged Properties, 213–214. 
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“metal rods used to iron fluted ruffs,” to complete their work.18 Autolycus’s entrance, then, 

guides the audience’s vision towards work that is often “unconsidered,” like his “trifles,” and 

thus undervalued. Autolycus both makes visible “unconsidered” female work and diminishes 

criticisms applied to women and the theater, but he does not explicitly acknowledge his 

dependence on female labor. 

While Autolycus’s failure to mention the female producers of his goods may seem 

relatively insignificant, it is indicative of a widespread tendency to overlook and deny the 

contributions of women even, or perhaps especially, in industries dependent on female laborers. 

As is evident in the Homily Against Idleness (1563), the church stressed the value of work as “a 

mark of virtue” across genders and social classes; however, as idleness became “a precursor to 

other sins,” men attempted to legitimize their own professions by distinguishing their work from 

that of women.19 Guilds, which served as a major force of legitimization for occupations, 

increasingly restricted membership to widows or daughters who took over their dead husbands’ 

or fathers’ businesses, or allowed women’s membership only in guilds for “clearly gender linked 

crafts [such] as the needle trades.”20 Although, as Stephen Orgel points out, guilds did 

“accommodate” women if “the labor force was small enough for women to be needed,” female 

                                                 
18 See the note for 4.4.226 in The Riverside Shakespeare. 
19 Laurie Ellinghausen, Labor and Writing in Early Modern England, 1567–1667 (Aldershot, England; Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2008), 4. Ellinghausen draws on the work of Max Weber. “Homily Against Ydlenesse” in The Second 
Tome of Homelyes (1563). Rutter, 15. For example, the establishment of colleges of physicians, surgeons, and 
apothecaries limited female participation, and thus helped practitioners distinguish their work from the healing of 
women. See Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (New York: A. M. Kelley, 1968; 
1919), 259 and 284. See also, Patricia Crawford, “The Construction and Experience of Maternity in Seventeenth-
Century England” in Women as Mothers in Pre-Industrial England: Essays in Memory of Dorothy McLaren, edited 
by Valerie Fildes (New York: Routledge, 1990), 13, and Michelle M. Dowd, Women's Work in Early Modern 
English Literature and Culture (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 58. Rebecca Laroche explores the ways 
that male-authored medical texts, like those of Turner, Rembert Dodoens, Gerard, and Parkinson use the figure of 
the woman to stand in for other anxieties about their practice in Medical Authority and the Englishwomen’s Herbal 
Text, 1550–1650 (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2009). 
20 Orgel, Impersonations, 73. 
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workers faced additional suppression when “they started to represent competition to men.”21 The 

recognition of women’s work depended on male job security, and Autolycus, who lacks formal 

job security represents the tendency to suppress female involvement. 

Players, consistently criticized for their effeminacy and idleness, felt additional pressure 

to distinguish their work from that of women. As Korda explains, the theater “exclud[ed] women 

from the visible workplace of the stage [...] in an effort to define ‘playing’ as legitimate, manly 

work.”22 However, as new guild regulations pushed women out of traditionally female 

occupations, women increasingly turned to “informal networks of trade,” on which the theater 

depended.23 For Korda, “[t]he hollow, fragile, and seemingly insignificant glass beads unearthed 

in the remains of the public theaters” point both to the existence of female contributions to the 

theater and the ease with which these contributions are overlooked. Female spanglers sewed 

these small beads, “an average of just two millimeters in diameter” onto costumes to create a 

shimmering effect.24 Tasks such as “spangling, [...] spinning, silk winding, needlework, lace 

making, [and] ruff starching, [...] often fell to women precisely because they involved minute 

manipulations best performed by ‘small’ fingers or tedious toil accorded to the underpaid.”25 

Women not only performed difficult labor in textiles, but also made wigs and hairpieces, served 

as gatherers, helped care for and dress boy actors, “provided much-needed capital and credit,” 

loaned or sold costumes, and even in the example of Margaret Brayne, contributed to the 

                                                 
21 Ibid.. 
22 Korda, Labors Lost, 1. (See also, 52). 
23 Ibid., 1. See also Orgel, Impersonations.  
24 Korda, Labors Lost, 2. 
25 Ibid., 3. 
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physical building of theaters.26 Because women working in these “informal networks of trade” 

likely made the props which the actor playing Autolycus carries onto the stage, Autolycus’s 

reference to “unconsidered trifles” evokes not only the work of the unportrayed fictional women 

who carried the goods in the world of the play, but also the real women whose contributions to 

Shakespeare’s theater often went unrecognized. 

The tendency to overlook or undervalue female work in the theater and in the society 

results largely from cultural beliefs (reinforced by the male characters in The Winter’s Tale) that 

defined women in relationship to marriage and insisted their place was in the home. Where men 

might be defined by class, occupation, or the “seven ages of man,” early modern writers almost 

exclusively portrayed women in relationship to marriage, defining them as virgins, wives, 

mothers, or widows.27 A woman’s marriage status determined her legal rights, her ability to own 

property, and her relationship to others in society. In The Winter’s Tale, Leontes and Polixenes 

reinforce the place of women in relationship to marriage, evacuating any positive associations 

from these characterizations. Not only does Leontes refer to his own wife as “an adulteress” and 

“bed-swerver” (2.1.93), but he accuses Paulina of being “[a] mankind witch” and “most 

intelligencing bawd” and criticizes Antigonus for not being able to “rule her” or stay her 

“boundless tongue” (2.3.68–69, 92, 110). Polixenes later applies the accusation of “witchcraft” 

to Perdita, who Leontes has named a “bastard” and “brat” (2.3.155, 163). These accusations 

imply that the female characters have violated the natural order of virgins, wives, mothers, and 

widows. They must, then, be whores or witches.  

                                                 
26 See Korda, Labors Lost, especially 1, 26, 31–40. For additional discussion, see Korda, “Women’s Theatrical 
Properties.” Robert Myles testifies “the said Braynes and his Wyfe the now comp. were dryven to labor in the said 
workes / for saving of some of the charge / in place of laborers.” Printed in Charles William Wallace, The First 
London Theatre: Materials for a History (London; New York: B. Blom, 1969; 1913), 141. 
27 Wiesner, 52. On age as a determinant of male identity, see also Alexandra Shephard, Meanings of Manhood in 
Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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Shakespeare portrays these male judgments as diseased. As the men in the play disparage 

women and push aside female work, their physical bodies and relationships become corrupted. 

Leontes develops a “diseas’d opinion” (1.2.297) which models Robert Burton’s descriptions of 

melancholy. Like many of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes, Leontes experiences the symptoms of 

“much waking” and “restless thoughts,” evident in his assertion that if Hermione were “gone / 

Given to the fire, a moi’ty of [his] rest / Might come to [him] again” (2.3.7–9).28 His complaint 

of “tremor cordis,” or a “heart [that] dances; But not for joy” describes melancholy’s 

“palpitation of heart” (1.2.110–11). Furthermore, his disease is associated, as Stephen Greenblatt 

argues, with “male nausea at the thought of the female body,” or in Burton’s words, “ill 

digestion.”29 Leontes’ reaction also accords with Burton’s description of psychological 

symptoms: “without just cause,” Leontes accuses his wife and his closest friend of infidelity, 

grows suspicious, and withdraws from others as he refuses to take counsel.30 As I show later in 

this chapter, Mamillus’s death also arises from these faulty judgments. In addition to manifesting 

as physical illness, male judgments destroy relationships between individuals and their respective 

countries. The failure to recognize the importance of female work and the tendency to reduce 

female identity to a set of preexisting stereotypes directly impacts not only physical health but 

the health of domestic and foreign relations. 

 

  

                                                 
28 Among the physical symptoms, Robert Burton lists “ill digestion [...] much waking, [...], and palpitation of heart, 
leaping in many places.” The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford: Printed by Iohn Lichfield and Iames Short, 1621), 
Part 1, B Section 3. 
29 Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), 132. Burton, Part 1, B Section 3. 
30 Burton additionally explains melancholy leads to “[f]ear and sorrow without a just cause, suspicion, jealousy, [...] 
solitariness, [...] restless thoughts, vain imaginations” (Part 1, B Section 3). 
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II 

 In The Winter’s Tale, the diseased judgments of male characters reveal that criticisms 

against women and the theater arise out of a failure to remember. For instance, like a playgoer 

who has forgotten every moment of potential significance, Leontes judges what he sees in the 

present action from the present action alone. Quickly translating Hermione and Polixenes’ close 

physical contact to “paddling palms” and then to infidelity, Leontes fails to recall his own 

intimate contact with his wife. Male characters in The Winter’s Tale overlook, forget, or 

disparage women’s work in hospitality, spinning, childbearing, nursing, and childrearing even 

though all these tasks coincide with society’s insistence that women’s work take place in the 

home. Female characters draw attention to their contributions in each of these areas, and by 

connecting such tasks to preservation and creativity, show that the male tendency to overlook 

such work in the household is not much different than the male tendency to ignore female 

contributions to the theater or other informal sectors outside the home. Guiding the audience 

towards remembrance and acknowledgment of women’s labor, female characters offer a cure for 

diseased male judgment. 

The ability of female characters to remedy diseased judgments depends on traditional 

associations of women with preservation, a concept that merges memory and healing. Late 

medieval and early modern theories of memory and depictions of housewifery emphasize the 

female role in memory preservation. Treatises on memory “advocated emotion as the most 

evocative peg for past events” and “recognised [women] as credible witnesses when they 

referenced memories of childbirth.”31 The ability to remember is rooted in the female 

                                                 
31 Bronach Kane, “Social Representations of Memory and Gender in Later Medieval England,” Integrative 
Psychological and Behavioral Science 46, (2012), 263. See Thomas Bradwardine’s fourteenth-century manual, De 
memoria artificiali adquirenda in Mary Curruthers, The Book of Memory 2nd Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), 361–368. See also Michael Schoenfeldt on the relationship between the body and emotion. 
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constitution.32 As Dutch physician Levinus Lemnius explains, “the Brayne” must be moist and 

moldable to “admit [...] impression[s]” required for memory formation.33 Affective and physical 

responses like those encouraged by the storm in King Lear facilitate memory in a way that logic 

cannot. But female memory is not limited to these emotional responses. In Of Domesticall Duties 

(1622), William Gouge describes the housewife’s responsibility to remember the various items 

in her possession. She must “as the thread or wier whereon pearles are put, which keepeth them 

from scattering,” recall the quantity and location of those things which her husband has entrusted 

to her for safekeeping.34 Early modern manuals for husbands and housewives, consistently assign 

the responsibility to “kepe yt [her husband] doeth gayne” or “to keep home” to the housewife, 

and these texts extend this responsibility of “keeping” to the preservation of food and to the 

maintenance of health through the administration of household remedies.35 Both physically and 

culturally, women are expected to remember and preserve. 

The acts of preservation carried out by the women in the play maintain life and facilitate 

healing. Embodying the traditional association of memory and preservation, Hermione provides 

hospitality to Bohemia with the purpose of maintaining the long-held friendship and political 

alliance between her husband and Polixenes. Once she is banned from executing the obligations 

                                                 
Bodies and Selves in Early Modern England: Physiology and Inwardness in Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999). 
32 Modern commentators tend to draw similar conclusions. Svetlana Boym, for example, notes that “One remembers 
best what is colored by emotion.” The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 52. 
33 Levinus Lemnius, The touchstone of complexions (London: Thomas Marsh, 1581), 120v. Lemnius stresses that 
the brain should be moist, must like in King Lear (120v). For more on the physicality of memory and thought, see: 
Andrew Bozio, “Embodied Thought and the Perception of Place in King Lear” SEL Studies in English Literature 
1500–1900 55, no. 2 (Spring 2015), 263–284. 
34 William Gouge, Of Domesticall Duties Eight Treatises (London: Printed by Iohn Haviland, 1622), 4–5. See also 
Korda, Shakespeare’s Domestic Economies: Gender and Property in Early Modern England (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 50. 
35 Juan Luis Vives, The Office and Duetie of an Husband, trans. Thomas Paynell (London: Iohn Cawood, 1555), 
U2r; Henry Smith, A Preparatiue to Mariage the Summe Whereof was Spoken at a Contract, and Inlarged After 
(London: R. Field, 1591), 64. 
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of a housewife, she “preserv[es] / [Her]self to see [Perdita]” (5.3.127–28). Perdita’s identity as a 

“copy of [her] father” (2.3.100) and her acceptance of the housewife’s role of her late adoptive 

mother eventually reunites the two male friends, with Perdita serving as the potential bearer of an 

heir to both kingdoms. And, Paulina sustains the memory of Hermione in her speech to Leontes, 

her guidance of his repentance, and her preservation of Hermione’s body. In each of these 

examples, the females work from positions which the society has assigned to them. 

As Hermione, Perdita, Paulina and the women who surround them offer glimpses into 

locations of female labor, Shakespeare encourages the audience to acknowledge and remember 

female work in society and in the theater. In taking up the task of memory, the audience avoids 

making faulty judgments of their own. While Howard Felperin contests that the audience, at least 

at the beginning of the play, is not in a position to judge Leontes’ actions because they have not 

seen “enough to say how much [merit]” his accusation has, the audience is in a position to take 

up the task of memory.36 The audience may recognize, for example, that Leontes’ accusation of 

“paddling palms” recycles a phrase from Othello, initially used by Iago to manipulate Roderigo. 

This repetition of an “identical thing [the audience has] encountered before, although now in a 

somewhat different context” creates the effect to which Marvin Carlson has given the name 

“ghosting.”37 This effect is especially strong in repertory theaters, where audience’s memories of 

previous plays are prompted by seeing the same actors in new roles. Leontes, for example, was 

likely played by Burbage, who also performed the role of Othello. The phrase’s repetition 

emphasizes the similarities between Desdemona and Hermione, who are both unfairly accused of 

                                                 
36 Howard Felperin, “‘Tongue-tied our queen?’: The Deconstruction of Presence in The Winter’s Tale,” in 
Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, ed. by Patricia Parker and Geoffrey Hartman (London and New York: 
Methuen, 1985), 8. 
37 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theater as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2003), 7. 
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infidelity. In effect, the play asks the audience to pre-judge Leontes. But, as the play transfers the 

responsibility for preservation to the audience, it exposes remembrance as a job that can never be 

completed, invoking the sentiment from a seventeenth-century ballad which insists that “a 

Womans work is never done” and is “a thing to be thought upon.”38 Representations of 

hospitality, spinning, childbirth, and childrearing illuminate the connection between preservation 

and creativity, and allow the audience to “think upon” female workers in the society and the 

theater.  

The Winter’s Tale begins by drawing attention to the debts associated with hospitality 

and the failure to properly attribute or remember these debts. Archidamus insists it would be 

impossible for Bohemia to return the hospitality of Sicilia; yet, if granted a royal visit, they 

would provide “sleepy drinks” to render the “senses, unintelligent of [their] insufficience 

(1.1.14–15). Tellingly, for Archidamus the only way to repay debt is to obliterate the memory of 

inadequacy, to dull the senses. Dulling the senses, however, prevents Archidamus from 

recognizing the true providers of hospitality. Traditionally, women, who are conspicuously 

absent from this first scene, not only kept household goods and preserved the health of their 

families, they also served as the main providers of hospitality. Treatises on housewifery suggest 

even aristocratic women should know how to prepare meals, preserve food to ensure it may be 

served at specific occasions, and manufacture decorative pieces from sugar or other materials.39 

These tasks of hospitality are inseparable from those of preservation. For instance, the author of 

The good Huswifes Handmaide for the Kitchin not only provides guidance for what to serve at 

particular events, but also advises the houswife to adopt a “wholsom diet, for her and her 

                                                 
38 A Womans Work is Never done, Or, the Beds Making (London: 1660). See also Korda, Labors Lost, 4. 
39 Fumerton, 124. 
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Houshold,” includes recipes “for a sicke bodie” and “purgation,” and appends “sundrie 

necessarie Conceits for the preservation of health.”40 Furthermore, as Patricia Fumerton explains, 

“the ingredients of banqueting stuffs and cordials were especially praised in ‘medical’ treatises 

for their powers to restore and preserve the body” and listed among both culinary and medical 

recipes in household manuals.41 In failing to attribute the hospitality received in Sicilia to 

Hermione and her servants, Archidamus neglects to recognize the work of female preservation. 

In contrast, Hermione’s insistence that she is Polixenes’ “kind hostess” draws attention to 

the specific role that women play in hosting and paves the way for her daughter’s more overt role 

as hostess in the second half of the play (1.2.60). If Polixenes accepts Hermione’s hospitality, 

she insists, she will not have to resort to the less natural, more masculine, role of “jailer” 

(1.2.59). The acknowledgment Hermione looks for in this scene anticipates the recognition given 

by the shepherd before Perdita’s sheep-shearing. The shepherd calls attention to the informal and 

often unrecognized roles that women play in hosting as he recalls his late wife’s contributions to 

the feast: as “hostess of the meeting,” she once served as “pantler, butler, cook [...] dame and 

servant,” “welcome[d] all, serve[d] all,” “s[a]ng her song and dance[d] her turn” (4.4.56–64). 

The shepherd draws attention to the skilled labor required of the hostess; in adopting the roles of 

“pantler, butler, [and] cook,” for example, Perdita completes tasks recognized as legitimate when 

categorized under male occupations. Performing these actions on stage, she makes visible the 

work of hospitality obscured in the first act.  

Perdita’s distribution of flowers during the feast affirms her position as both hostess and 

healer. By distributing the flowers based on her guests’ ages, Perdita shows her awareness of the 

                                                 
40 The good Huswifes Handmaide for the Kitchen (London: 1594), 2r–v, Title Page. 
41 Fumerton, 134. 
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plants’ medicinal properties as well as their uses in hospitality. Jennifer Monroe explains, 

Perdita’s “knowledge” and use of the plants connects her with the figure of “the English 

housewife.”42 Women were expected to gather flowers, herbs, and vegetables out of their 

gardens to fulfill their responsibilities in the home.43 To the disguised guests, Perdita gives 

“rosemary and rue,” herbs of preservation that “keep / Seeming and savor all the winter long” 

(4.4.74–75). Associating the herbs with “[g]race and remembrance,” she categorizes them by 

their medical purposes (4.4.76). Additionally, she adapts both remedies and tools of hospitality 

as she substitutes “flow’rs / Of middle summer” for the “men” she now refers to as “middle age” 

(4.4.106–8).44 Early modern medical writers including Bullein, Timothy Bright, and Paracelsus 

stress the importance of molding cures to the individual’s humoral complexion and 

environmental situation.45 Revising her selection in accordance with her older guests’ individual 

needs, Perdita uses herbs and flowers associated with youthfulness and a change in perspective: 

lavender, mint, and marjoram. Physician Robert Boyle maintains marjoram be used in cures for 

                                                 
42 Jennifer Monroe, “It’s all about the Gillyvors: Engendering Art and Nature in The Winter’s Tale,” in Ecocritical 
Shakespeare, ed. Lynne Bruckner and Dan Brayton (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 143 and 
150. Laroche argues that Ophelia’s similar distribution in Hamlet aligns her with female medical practitioners in 
“Ophelia’s Plants and the Death of Violets” in Ecocritical Shakespeare, 215. While Kirstie Gulick Rosenfield 
argues that Perdita’s healing parallels that of the witch, I see it as more in line with Louise Hill Curth’s suggestion 
that the “kitchen-physick” of the early modern period parallels our own experience of a mother turning to the 
medicine cabinet or pantry for basic remedies. Kirstie Gulick Rosenfield, “Nursing nothing: Witchcraft and Female 
Sexuality in The Winter's Tale” Mosaic 35, no.1 (Mar. 2002). Louise H. Curth, English Almanacs, Astrology, and 
Popular Medicine: 1550–1700 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 19. 
43 To see Perdita’s action as representative of actual work avoids a metaphorical reading, which Monroe insists 
“reinforces the notion that men should and do dominate in the worlds of Sicilia and Bohemia” (139). 
44 Here, I accept Phebe Jensen’s persuasive claim that Perdita continues addressing Polixenes and Camillo instead of 
turning to other guests. Jensen cites “Polixenes’s initial reaction to the ‘rosemary, and rue’ (4.4.74), Perdita’s 
response, and the fact that she is still clearly talking to these two by line 103,” as evidence for this reading. "Singing 
Psalms to Horn-Pipes: Festivity, Iconoclasm, and Catholicism in The Winter's Tale," Shakespeare Quarterly 55, no. 
3 (2004): 300. 
45 See William Bullein who discusses the importance of individual circumstances and differences in A New Boke of 
Phisicke (London: Printed by John Day, 1559), 13 and 26; Timothy Bright who argues variations in a person’s “age, 
complexion, region, sex, &c.” affect the individual’s reaction to a medicine in A Treatise Wherein Is Declared the 
Sufficiencie of English Medicines (London: 1580), 18. See also Paracelsus, Paracelsus: Selected Writings, ed. 
Jolande Jacobi and Norbert Guterman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 87.  
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the head or eyes, along with the “Flowers of Sage and Rosemary.”46 Mint, lavender, and 

rosemary are all ingredients in “Imperial Water,” which can “maketh one seem Young.”47 

Perdita’s actions are attempts at altering the men’s perspective by reminding them of their youth. 

Polixenes’ recollection that “when [he] was young,” he “load[ed]” he lover “with knacks” 

(4.4.347–49) proves Perdita is partially successful. Her festivities have prompted Polixenes to 

remember his own younger days. Perdita’s revision is an attempt to consider the needs of an 

individual patient, to overcome his or her resistance, and to evoke the proper reaction, just as an 

actor might do in the theater.  

The sheep-shearing scene connects Perdita both with the tradition of medical housewifery 

and with the creative work of the theater. As she fulfills the various tasks assigned to her by the 

shepherd, Perdita calls to mind the practice of gatherers filling in as “mutes” on stage. Korda 

admits that we do not have direct evidence of females fulfilling these roles, but speculates about 

it as a possibility, since the occupation of gatherer often fell to women.48 Perdita’s adoption of 

multiple roles as hostess, healer, and performer mirrors the stage practice of doubling and 

suggests an aptitude for female performance undercut by use of only male actors.  

In addition to Perdita’s performances, references to female work and female reception 

help reinforce the connection between hospitality and artistry in Bohemia. Although Perdita 

“prizes not such trifles” as Autolycus offers, Dorcas and Mopsa snatch up his goods at Perdita’s 

festival. These two types of women demonstrate that not all can be explained by reducing 

women to a set of proscribed behaviors (4.4.357). Like Autolycus, Dorcas and Mopsa remain 

                                                 
46 Robert Boyle, Medicinal experiments, or, A collection of choice and safe remedies for the most part simple and 
easily prepared, useful in families, and very serviceable to country people (London: 1693), 100. 
47 Hannah Woolley, The Accomplish'd lady's delight in preserving, physick, beautifying, and cookery (London, 
1675), 59. 
48 Korda points to stage directions that call for gatherers (Labors Lost, 48). 
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relatively harmless in the play even as they embody society’s criticisms of women: they both 

have a penchant for frivolous goods, demanding a “bondage of certain ribbons and gloves” from 

the Clown (4.4.234), they simultaneously woo the same man and gossip, or “tittle-tattl[e] before 

[the] guests” (4.4.247), and they readily accept the outrageous stories of the ballads as “true” 

(4.4.275–281). Yet their pertinent selection of a ballad, which “goes to the tune of ‘Two maids 

wooing a man,’” also speaks to their ability to contribute to the festival and the performance 

(4.4.288). The play insists, then, that the audience does not resort to the dichotomy between 

virgin and whore, but recognizes the various ways that women contribute to society as hostesses 

and artists. Through this recognition, the play acknowledges the work of housewives alongside 

that of theater practitioners, who often took on “informal” or unrecognized forms of work.49 

Most scholars conclude that while the descriptions of Bohemia align it with nature, the play’s 

“insistence on ‘nature’ [is] framed within a highly conscious artifice.”50 Instead of reading this 

“highly conscious artifice” as working against the agenda of the play, or at odds with what takes 

place in Bohemia, I see the awareness of the play’s art as essential to the play’s work in exposing 

hidden spaces. Perdita and the other female characters reveal the important work women do as 

hostesses, healers, housewives, and artists despite the criticisms leveled against them. 

Like Autolycus’s references to fabric, jewelry, and perfumes, and Perdita’s adoption of 

multiple undervalued roles, Hermione’s references to spinning expose the tendency to 

downgrade female work in society and in the theater, while also stressing the importance of this 

                                                 
49 See Korda, Labors Lost. 
50 Peter Goldman, “The Winter's Tale and Antitheatricalism: Shakespeare's Rehabilitation of the Public Scene,” 
Anthropoetics 17, no. 1 (2011): 15. See also Monroe, who points out that “the generic shift” from tragedy to comedy 
accompanies “a shift in orientation towards the natural world” (146). Goldman and Frances Dolan both read the shift 
as a commentary on the relationship of nature and art. (See Goldman and Frances E. Dolan, "Taking the Pencil Out 
of God's Hand: Art, Nature, and the Face-Painting Debate in Early Modern England," PMLA 108, no. 2 (1993): 
224–239.) 
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work. As Hermione threatens to “thwack [Polixenes] hence” if he misses his son, she reminds 

Polixenes of the fatherly duties he has forgotten.51 Hermione’s use of a metaphorical “distaff” 

grounds her insistence on memory in the tradition of spinning, which is itself a mode of memory 

keeping, a production of the threads woven into tapestries to remind us of the past. Expressing 

shock at Hermione’s successful persuasion of Polixenes, Leontes assumes Hermione is incapable 

of the hard work of hospitality. In response, Hermione draws on the physically grueling task of 

spinning to expose the hypocrisy in the idea that “[w]omen were [...] unfit for certain tasks,” 

even as they completed others “which required an even higher level of dexterity.”52 Hermione’s 

use of spinning not only recalls fictional characters, but also real women in the wool industry. 

Hermione recoups the female tradition of textile production represented in Ovid’s version of 

Philomel’s story unlike Lavinia who turns away from her source character Titus Andronicus 

when she writes in the sand. Hermione, thus, draws attention to the contributions of women who 

have been rendered voiceless by their male judges, exposing the consequences of assuming what 

happens in enclosed and female-dominated spaces (1.2.37). 

As “a signifier of female economic power” and the location of female community, 

spinning represents both a perversion of authority and a cure for this perversion.53 Because “men 

had to obediently submit to the control of women” in the spinning room, the space became 

                                                 
51 See Gail Kern Paster, The Body Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern England 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 267. 
52 Women were portrayed as incapable of “glass-cutting,” but worked regularly in the creation of “lace or silk 
thread” (Wiesner 105).  
53 Martha Moffitt Peacock, “The Amsterdam Spinhuis and the 'Art' of Correction,” in Crime and Punishment in the 
Middle Age and Early Modern Age, ed. Albrecht Classen and Connie Scarborough (Berlin & Boston: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2012), 473. Spinning was also a location of female community, and Jones and Stallybrass describe “public 
spinning rooms where [women] gossiped, sang, and told stories” (105). See also Susan Frye, Pens and Needles: 
Women's Textualities in Early Modern England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 162. 
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associated with violations of natural order.54 Calling Hermione a “flax-wench that puts to before 

her troth-plight,” Leontes voices critiques of spinning as a form of subversion (1.2.276–78).”55 

Yet, in the early modern period, this female space also served as a way to correct for these same 

inversions of authority, as the physical labor of spinning became an agent of “reform.” In the 

Amsterdam Spinhuis, for example, female prisoners learned the act of spinning, both in the 

hopes that they could obtain gainful employment after their departure and to counteract the 

perceived idleness that led to their initial imprisonment.56  

The “distaff” in the play becomes symbolic of the fraught relationship of the nation to the 

female dominated industry, which contributed to “England’s primary export and internal 

resource.”57 Writers of conduct books advocate spinning as a way of “avoiding sin” or 

preserving household resources, using the distaff as a symbol of “industrial housewifery.” At the 

same time, these texts urge the public suppression of this work by discouraging women from 

selling their goods.58 Regardless of whether spinning is portrayed in a positive or negative light, 

artwork and literary depictions reveal that the act of spinning is highly physically demanding, 

leaving evidence of its grueling nature in the deformed hands and splayed thumbs of those who 

take up the work.59 Like Hermione’s wrinkled body at the end of the play which provides bodily 

evidence of her preservation, the hands of spinners record the cost of women’s labor. Hermione’s 

                                                 
54 Peacock, 473. McNeill, 33. See also, Jones and Stallybrass, especially 125–126. 
55 McNeill, 33. 
56 Peacock, 460. Ultimately, Peacock argues that fear of female agency and the potential for inversion of power was 
why the institution of the spinhuis was not reproduced (474). 
57 Frye, 161. See also Jones and Stallybrass (specifically, 104) and Peacock who argues spinning “contributed 
significantly” to the Dutch national economy (473).  
58 Jones and Stallybrass, 107. McNeill points to Vives and Tusser as examples of this mindset. Clark lists “spinning 
flax and wool” among the many tasks assigned to early modern housewives (5). 
59 See Jones and Stallybrass 106. 
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distaff shows the ways in which female work, including that of hospitality, is not “mere 

idleness.”60 

Also rendered invisible by male judgments, childbearing and childrearing, like spinning, 

take place in female centered locations. By drawing attention to and concealing the birth room, 

The Winter’s Tale further highlights the tendency to undervalue female space. Because of the 

lack of access or knowledge about spaces such as the birth room or the nursery, these tasks 

become subject to male criticism and speculation. As Leontes accuses Hermione of carrying 

Polixenes’ child he creates his own truth to resolve the impossibility of knowing paternity; in 

doing so, he simultaneously denies Hermione’s ability to preserve his lineage and Paulina’s 

ability, as a midwife, to confirm paternity. These denials arise out of the secretive, or hidden, 

nature of female bodies and the birth room. As Katherine Park explains, the uterus “came to 

stand for the body’s hidden interior.”61 Although the womb played a special role as the answer to 

questions about paternity, virginity, and infertility, its mysterious nature contributed to its 

additional representation as a “potential disruption of patriarchal order.”62 Because both 

childbearing and childrearing involve a female body, which can bear and then nurse an infant, 

these tasks create additional anxieties for males who lack knowledge of the female reproductive 

system. Autoylcus’s ballad about “a usurer’s wife” hyperbolizes the misunderstandings that arise 

from the concealment of this space. In the ballad, the wife births “twenty money-bags” instead of 

                                                 
60 Korda, Labors Lost, 23. 
61 Katherine Park, Secrets of Women: Gender, Generation, and the Origins of Human Dissection (Cambridge, MA: 
Zone, 2006), 27. 
62 Naomi J. Miller, “Mothering Others: Caregiving as Spectrum and Spectacle in the Early Modern Period,” in 
Maternal Measures, 5. See also Katherine Park, esp. 27. 
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a human infant (4.4.262–64). The ballad exposes such thinking as outrageous, despite some of 

the characters’ eagerness to believe it is “true” (4.4.266).63 

As the birth room is enclosed, or in the case of The Winter’s Tale, relegated to an off-

stage jail cell, it becomes a contested space much like the female bodies it contains. Although, as 

Caroline Bicks points out, Paulina is never actually in the jail cell, Leontes’ reference to her as a 

“midwife” and “[a] mankind witch” resonate with a contemporary male attempt to make sense of 

what goes on behind the closed doors of the birth room (1.3.160, 2.3.68–69).64 Because, like the 

spinning room, the birth room “inverted” the “typical gendered power relations,” it drew a 

variety of criticisms linked to its disruption of patriarchal structures.65 Leontes’ use of these 

terms is consistent with increased accusations of witchcraft against midwives and other women 

who could be seen as “usurp[ing] [...] the divine order.”66 His unwillingness to believe he and 

Mamillius “are / Almost as like as eggs” because “women [...] will say anything” replicates the 

early modern categorization of the speech in the birth room as “gossip” (1.2.129–31).67 While 

the term “gossip” originally referred to the “god-sibling,” or godparent of a child, it eventually 

came to signify “what women did when they got together,” evoking the mysterious 

circumstances of the birth room.68 Male authored texts, such as William Dunbar’s The Twa 

Cummeris (The Two Gossips), Tretis of The Twa Marrit Wemen and the Wedo (the Two Married 

                                                 
63 Regarding the treatment of monstrous or unnatural birth, see Korda, Labors Lost, 55; Park, 35; and Mary Fissell, 
Vernacular Bodies: The Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, 
3. 
64 Caroline Bicks, “Midwiving Virility in Early Modern England,” in Maternal Measures, 52. 
65 Bicks, 47. See also, Adrian Wilson, who argues the birth room created a space which reversed “the normal power-
relations between wife and husband.” “The Ceremony of Childbirth and its Interpretation,” in Women as Mothers in 
Pre-Industrial England, 86 
66 Comensoli, 112. See also Wiesner, 276. 
67 Crawford, 27.  
68 Wilson, 71. 
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Women and the Widow), and A Talk of Ten Wives on Their Husband’s Ware reveal an 

assumption that female conversation revolved around complaints about male “sexual 

inadequacy” and plots to withhold sex or steal money from husbands.69 Even the midwife’s 

license enforces a belief in this connection as it explicitly prohibits “any manner of witchcraft, 

charms, sorcery, invocation, or other prayers, than such as may stand with God’s laws, and the 

king’s.”70 Leontes is hesitant to believe that legitimate work can take place in this hidden 

location. 

 By interrupting Hermione’s recovery and forcing her to court for what he calls “a just and 

open trial” (2.3.205), Leontes violates her right to this female space, where the progression 

through various stages of “lying-in” and reintegration of the mother through churching usually 

depended on her own “perception of her physical strength.”71 Hermione calls attention to this 

violation when she says she was “with immodest hatred / The child-bed privilege denied” 

(3.2.103–4). Through what Gail Kern Paster calls a “clearly unwanted intrusion of patriarchal 

power,” Leontes aligns himself with English Puritan men who claimed churching was “a 

Catholic holdover,” even as their wives “continued to demand it.”72 In Domesticall Duties, 

Gouge criticizes the behavior that Leontes embodies, calling accusations of infidelity “in the 

time of childebirth whether just or unjust, a thing too spightfull and revengeful.”73 He warns that 

“Some wives are so farr overcome thereby [...] as they are not able to beare it, but even faint and 

                                                 
69 Linda Woodbridge, Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of Womankind, 1540–1620 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984), 231. 
70 Clark, 278. 
71 Wilson, 76. 
72 Paster, 273. Wiesner, 86. 
73 Gouge, 401–402. 
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die under the reproach.” 74 Until her reappearance at the end of The Winter’s Tale, the audience 

must suspect Hermione has succumbed to such a fate, forming their own justified, but still 

incorrect, opinions of what has occurred in this female space. 

Even as Leontes denies Hermione’s role in preserving lineage and has her pregnant body 

removed from the stage, Hermione, Paulina, and the other women draw attention to the 

importance of the birth room and the women who occupy it. As Hermione pleads for her women 

to come with her because her “plight requires it,” she fashions a birth room in her cell (2.1.119). 

Consistent with traditional practice, Hermione’s birthing space is “physically and symbolically 

enclos[ed]” and dominated by female presence and decision making.75 As Adrian Wilson writes, 

“Childbirth in seventeenth-century England was a social occasion [...] for women,” and friends, 

neighbors, and a midwife joined the mother in the birth room to offer support and serve as 

witnesses to the birth.76 Men were rarely present in the room. The midwife “took charge as soon 

as she arrived,” remained in charge for the birthing process, and even conducted emergency 

baptisms when necessary, while gossips, or the other women at the birth, assisted with a variety 

of tasks.77  

As they perform the tasks of midwives and gossips, Paulina, Emilia, and Hermione’s 

other women embrace the very roles that Leontes hurled at them as insults and refigure them as a 

way to legitimize the paternity Leontes sees them as disrupting. When Emilia emerges from the 

jail cell and reports the “daughter” is “lusty and like to live” despite being born “before her time” 

                                                 
74 Gouge, 402. See also, Paster, 273. 
75 In the birth room, “[a]ir was excluded by blocking up the keyholes; daylight was shut out by means of heavy 
curtains; the darkness within was illuminated by means of candles” (Wilson 73). 
76 Wilson, 70. 
77 Crawford, 21. See also Wiesner who points out that the “husband was not present unless his wife was dying” (79) 
and argues midwives “[i]n both Catholic and Protestant areas [...] were allowed to perform emergency baptisms on 
children they thought might die” (83). See Wilson regarding the responsibilities of the midwife and gossips (72–73). 
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(2.2.24–25, 23), she evokes the midwife’s responsibility of testifying as to whether a “child was 

born alive.”78 Paulina then takes up the role of midwife as a “testifier to paternity”; noting the 

“print” of Leontes on the child’s “eye, nose, lip, / [...] forehead [...] hand, nail, finger” she 

performs the work of examining the “features” of the newborns “for the evidence of dubious 

paternity” (2.3.99–103).79 Paulina’s claim that she brings Leontes “needful conference / About 

some gossips” (2.3.40–41) emphasizes that knowledge of the female tradition is necessary for 

altering Leontes’ perspective. As the women perform the roles of midwives and gossips, they 

emphasize female authority in the realm of the birth room. 

The correlations between the birth room and other female spaces of creation encourage 

recognition of female birth labor both as a legitimate form of work and as a force of creativity. 

By emphasizing the female role as child bearer, Paulina demystifies the production of heirs 

traditionally seen as extending down the male line. She also recoups the creative power of 

childbirth appropriated as a metaphor in male-authored poetry, emphasizing its corporeality. The 

birth room becomes a place of establishing legitimacy and performing creativity. 

Male dominated discussions about childhood in The Winter’s Tale illustrate the ways that 

the faulty judgments about the birth room extend to flawed recollections about child rearing. 

Camillo observes that those “on crutches” now want to live “to see [Mamillius] a man” and 

would otherwise “be content to die” (1.1.39–41). His statement, which is certainly about the 

importance of male heirs, also idealizes childhood. Insisting Mamillius “physics the subject, 

                                                 
78 Laura Gowing explains that midwives “testif[ied] in cases of infanticide as to whether a child was born alive or 
dead” in “Language, Power and the Law: Women's Slander Litigation in Early Modern London” in Women, Crime 
and the Courts in Early Modern England, edited by Jenny Kermode and Garthine Walker (Chapel Hill & London: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 31. 
79 Bicks, 50 and Gowing, 31. Midwives were bound by oath to “question[...] illegitimately pregnant women for the 
names of their partners at the times when labour pains were supposed to make them most truthful” and “sworn to 
threaten the refusal of her services if the name of the father of an illegitimate child was not divulged.” Gowing, 31. 
See also, The Oath of Midwifery (1567). 
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makes old hearts fresh,” Camillo implies the child serves as an innocent counterpart to the 

travails of adulthood (1.3.38–39). Yet, the wish “to see him a man” represents a desire to escape 

the female influence of early childhood, where male children were dressed identically to their 

female counterparts and cared for by women.80 At five or six years of age, Mamillius is yet 

unbreeched, still wearing the “bib and tucker” of early childhood—a fact suggested here and 

confirmed as his appearance prompts Leontes’ recollection of his own “unbreech’d” childhood 

(1.2.155).81 This, and the fact that the name, Mamillius, is “derived from the Latin word for 

‘breasts,’” enforces that Mamillius is not yet “a man,” and “trap[s]” him “between identifications 

with father and mother,” or the male and female.82 To become a man meant leaving this female 

space, and entering the schoolroom, where boys learned Latin and logic.83 Although Mamillius 

expresses a desire to escape this female realm in which his nurses “kiss [him] hard and speak to 

[him] as if [he] were a baby still” (2.1.3,5–6), his quick death following his separation from his 

mother makes clear that he, and the other characters in the play, rely upon the female influence 

they reject.  

Leontes’ willingness to separate Mamillius from Hermione stems from his misattribution 

                                                 
80 Marjorie Garber identifies breeching as the “sartorial definition of maleness,” explaining, “boys and girls were 
dressed identically until about the age of seven,” at which point only the male child’s dress changed. Vested 
Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety (New York: Routledge, 1997), 1, 13). Scholars and early modern 
diarists identify the age for breeching and removal from the mother at anywhere between 4 and 12 years of age, 
although the norm seems to be closer to 6 or 7. See Garber; Philip Arias, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History 
of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New York: Knopf, 1962); and Marie Rutkowski, “Breeching the Boy in 
Marlow's Edward II,” Studies in English Literature 1500–1900 46, no. 2 (2006): 284, along with Henry Slingsby 
(1640) and other diarists in English Family Life, 1576–1716: An Anthology from Diaries, edited by Ralph 
Houlbrooke (Oxford & New York: Basil Blackwell, 1989). 
81 Arias explains the “bib and tucker” of childhood as a “feminine costume” (52).  
82 Mary Ellen Lamb, “Engendering the Narrative Act: Old Wives' Tales in The Winter's Tale, Macbeth, and The 
Tempest,” Criticism 40, no. 4 (Fall 1998): 533; and T. G. Bishop, 131. 
83 Much like the women who cared for them, young boys “were not [...] considered fully rational” (Lamb, 530). At 
breeching, male children were “introduced to a private tutor” (Rutkowski, 85) or sent to school “to learn Latin,” an 
exercise connected with “the ability to reason abstractly and present logical arguments” (Lamb, 530). 
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of the role of the mother and female caregiver. Leontes’ concern that Hermione has “too much 

blood in [Mamillius]” although she “did not nurse him,” resonates with early modern medical 

theories that maintained a mother’s blood not only “nourished the child in her womb,” but along 

with her thoughts, passed on her character and “shape[d] the child’s features” (2.1.58, 56).84 

Through breast-feeding, the mother or nurse continued to “transmit her qualities of character.”85 

Thomas Raynolde explains nurses must: 

be good and honest of conuersation, neyther ouer hastye or yrefull, ne to sadde or solome, 
neyther to fearfull or tymorous: for these affections and qualities be pernitious and 
hurtfull to the mylke, corruptying it, and passe foorth through the mylke into the chylde, 
makyng the chylde of lyke condition and manners.”86  

While these cultural beliefs might appear to justify Leontes’ concerns, there is no evidence to 

suggest Hermione actually possesses the immorality he attributes to her. One might even 

consider how, through nursing, she might have transmitted more of her positive characteristics to 

Mamillius. Although it was common for elite women to hire nurses, Hermione’s complaint that 

Perdita was “from [her] breast / (The innocent milk in it most innocent mouth) / Hal’d out to 

murther” (3.2.99–101) shows that the decision was not necessarily her own. As Hermione 

contrasts Leontes’ immoral and illegal act of “murther” with her own innocence, she draws 

attention to the ways her claims are built on evidence. Leontes has taken one child away from 

her, resulting in the child’s death, and has sent the other child to die, despite the child’s clear 

innocence as a newborn baby. 

 In taking away Mamillius and Perdita, Leontes has prevented Hermione not only from 

                                                 
84 Crawford, 7. Rachel Trubowitz, “‘But Blood Whitened’: Nursing Mothers and Others in Early Modern Britain” in 
Maternal Measures, 84. 
85 Crawford, 8. 
86 Thomas Raynalde, The birth of mankynde, otherwyse named the womans booke (London: R[ichard] I[ugge], 
1572), 101–102. 
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carrying out the physical work of breastfeeding and childrearing, but also the related creative and 

curative work. As nursing imprints the attitudes of the mother or nurse onto the child it serves as 

a bodily form of writing. Like theatrical performance, breastfeeding translates thoughts into 

physical form, bringing to life the female imagination in a way that mere text cannot. Although 

some texts, including Nicholas Culpeper’s A Directory for Midwives, advocate for weaning at a 

particular time to avoid unnatural attachments to the mother, the vast majority of texts portray 

breastfeeding as natural and recommend that a mother nurse her own children for some time.87 

Thomas Raynalde, for example, writes, “it shalbe beste that the mother geue her child sucke her 

selfe, for the mothers mylk is more conuenient and agreeable to the Infante, then anye other 

womans.”88 Maternal nursing both preserves the “genealogical transmission of identity” and the 

household income.89 Furthermore, breast milk was used as a remedy for the pain of childbirth 

and a cure for common ailments.90 Leontes briefly acknowledges the influence of the mother on 

the child, but refuses to see it in a positive light. Together with the mother’s contributions 

through childbirth, nursing and child rearing challenge the idea that a male son is an exact copy 

of his father, with no maternal influence. 

                                                 
87 Nicholas Culpeper, A Directory for Midwives (1671) argues that healthy children should be weaned at a year, 
because the “fondness of Mothers” associated with prolonged nursing “doth more mischief then the Devil himself” 
(quoted in Crane, 216). Jon Dod and Robert Cleaver (1606) call a mother’s nursing “so naturall a thing that euen the 
beasts will not omit it” (quoted in Crawford, 11). 
88 Raynalde, 100. 
89 Thomas Tusser writes, “one thing I warne thee, let huswife be nurse, least husband doo find thee, too franke with 
his purse” in Fiue hundreth pointes of good husbandrie (London: Richard Yardley and Peter Short, 1593), 139. See 
also Trubowitz, 85 and Crane, 216.  
90 Gervase Markham, Countrey Contentments, in Two Bookes the First, Containing the Whole Art of Riding Great 
Horses in very Short Time, with the Breeding, Breaking, Dyeting and Ordring of them, and of Running, Hunting and 
Ambling Horses, with the Manner how to Vse them in their Trauell. [...]the Second Intituled, the English Husvvife: 
Containing the Inward and Outward Vertues which Ought to be in a Compleate Woman (London: Printed by I[ohn] 
B[eale], 1615), 32. See also Mary Floyd-Wilson, Occult Knowledge, Science, and Gender on the Shakespearean 
Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), who identifies breast milk as a cure in Pliny’s Natural 
History (15–16). 
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The male disregard for maternal influence extends to Leontes and Polixenes’ idealized 

memories of childhood, which the play juxtaposes with the actual onstage childhood of 

Mamillius. While scholars such as Robert Reeder, Mary Ellen Lamb, and Paster recognize 

Leontes and Polixenes’ desire to return to a “place of [...] comforting closeness to women,” 

Leontes and Polixenes do not explicitly acknowledge this female presence.91 Polixenes describes 

the childhood versions of Leontes and himself as existing in a timeless idyllic, where they remain 

“to be boy eternal” (1.2.64). In this nostalgic childhood, “[t]emptations” had not “been born, 

for,” as Polixenes claims, “In those unfledg’d days was [his] wife a girl; / [Hermione] had then 

not cross’d the eyes / Of [his] young playfellow” (1.2.77–79). Polixenes’ comparison of 

Hermione and his own “most sacred lady” with Eve and Leontes’ “dagger muzzled” imply that 

the exposure to women prompts their introduction to suspicion and temptation. Yet this 

implication inverts the actual conditions of childhood dominated by female presence. As Isabel 

Karremann tells us, “nostalgia is not innocent.”92 A form of forgetting, nostalgia relies on the 

dismissal of the present for “a very selective version of the past.”93 In fantasizing about a male-

only world where they do not have to worry about questions of paternity or faithfulness, Leontes 

and Polixenes draw on incomplete recollections of their childhood friendship, erasing memories 

of anything that might contradict with their picture of nostalgic youth.  

The end of their innocence is not prompted by a tempting Eve, but by their departure 

from female space and entrance into the world of rational maleness, where Polixenes and 

Leontes learn “[t]he doctrine of ill-doing” and develop suspicion (1.2.70). The shepherd stresses 

                                                 
91 Robert W. Reeder, “Siring the Grandchild in The Winter’s Tale and The Fawn,” SEL Studies in English Literature 
1500–1900 48, no. 2 (2008), 353. See also Paster and Lamb. 
92 Isabel Karremann, The Drama of Memory in Shakespeare’s History Plays (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015), 158. 
93 Ibid, 34. 
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this point in his wish that “there were no age between ten and three-and-twenty [...] for there is 

nothing in the between but getting wenches with child, wronging the ancientry, stealing, 

fighting” (3.3.59–63). Boys do not enter the world of sin until they leave the safe space of the 

female dominated nursery. Although the shepherd mentions the act of “getting wenches with 

child,” he places the agency in the male partner, showing that women need not bear the blame. 

Ultimately, as Helen Wilcox argues, it is not “Eves who spoil[...] [the] Eden of boyhood 

innocence,” but instead “irrational male anger [that] threatens the happy lives [at] court.”94 

Accurately remembering childhood means coming to terms with the female influence of 

childhood in a society that defined masculinity through “rejection of the feminine and the 

corporeal.”95 

The Winter’s Tale demonstrates, additionally, that males must admit that female care 

extends to adulthood. Leontes’ jealousy exposes anxieties about the continued dependence on 

female caregivers, a point most scholars recognize indirectly when they link Leontes’ longing for 

childhood with jealousy or “resent[ment]” of Mamillius’s closeness with his mother.96 Yet, texts 

like Gervase Markham’s The English Huswife stress the housewife’s responsibility to care for 

“adult members of the household and surrounding community,” often, as Mary Thomas Crane 

points out, in place of the “nurture [...] of babies and small children.”97 Furthermore, because 

                                                 
94 Wilcox, 104. 
95 Lamb, 530–31. Lamb references the common removal of the highborn child from the breast of its mother as it was 
transferred to a wet nurse and the common practice of sending young boys to school upon breeching.  
96 Reeder, 353. See also, Paster who argues the image of Polixenes and Leontes as “twinn’d lambs” implies “a 
competition for maternal resources” (264). Janet Adelman claims Leontes “seizes on the fantasy of Hermione’s 
adultery” so “he can deny his connection to her body” in Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in 
Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The Tempest (New York: Routledge, 1992), 224. See also Valerie Traub, Desire 
and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), 26–27. 
97 Crane further argues this focus “possibly counters the threatening fact of female fertility with a more conservative 
caretaking role” (219). 
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early modern texts commonly define jealousy in relationship to the fear of losing property, the 

maintenance of which falls to women, Leontes’ accusations against Hermione represent a denial 

and mistrust of her role as housewife.98 Texts on husbandry advise men of the importance of 

female maintenance of property. Juan Luis Vives, for example, claims the wife’s “ordering of 

[the husband’s] house, & [...] gouerning of hys familie &housholde” is a “cōmoditie” by which 

“cities are edified.”99 Thus, we can categorize Leontes’ refusal to recognize the need for female 

labor in terms of what Monroe refers to as his “poor ‘husbandry.’”100 Leontes’ misjudgment 

reveals that he, and not Hermione, has failed in his obligations to the home. 

 The play’s portrayals of hospitality, spinning, childbearing, and childrearing show that 

male judgment emerges from a failure to recognize, remember, and acknowledge female work. 

Although adult males do not often have access to the spaces in which females labor, evidence of 

female work is always present in the household, visible in the ubiquity of woolen goods and 

written on the bodies and minds of those birthed, nursed, and raised by women. The Winter’s 

Tale urges the audience to remember this evidence and not resort to outrageous judgments which 

fail to account for actual female work.  

The conversations between the shepherd and his son revise the earlier dialog between 

Leontes and Mamillius and between Leontes and Polixenes, providing an example of the 

acknowledgment and remembrance that the play urges. As the shepherd and his son exchange 

                                                 
98 Benedetto Varchi, paraphrasing Cicero, defines jealousy as fear that “another should holde and enjoy that vvhich 
hee, onely coueteth to possesse and keepe alone” and argues jealousy arises via “Pleasure, [...] Passion, [...] 
Property or Right, [and] Honor” in The Blazon of Jealovsie, trans. R. T. (London: 1615), 11, 16. See also, The 
Ladies Dictionary; Being a General Entertainment for the Fair-Sex which defines “Jealousie” as “a fear of losing 
her favour, whom he so earnestly Affects and Desires to have proper to himself”(London, 1694), 233. For further 
discussion of the relationship of the jealousy and the rise of “private property,” see Korda, Domestic Economies, 
144. 
99 Vives, A6v. 
100 Monroe, 150. Monroe cites the metaphor of Polixenes and Leontes as “twinned lambs” between whom 
“affection” is “rooted” and the image of his pond being fished (145).  
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stories of what they have seen—the discovery of the newborn child and the death of Antigonus 

and the mariners—they participate in the act of remembrance. Like Leontes, the shepherd 

assumes that the abandoned child is a piece “trunk-work” (3.3.74). Unlike, Leontes, who sees 

Hermione’s current pregnancy as evidence that his son born five or six years before is not his 

own, the shepherd does not project the indiscernibility of Perdita’s lineage onto his own son. 

Additionally, he does not see the questionable lineage as a reason for him to abandon the child, 

and he “take[s] it up for pity” (3.3.76). Through burial of Antigonus, the men participate in an 

act of remembrance associated with “devotion to observances for the dead.”101 Through adoption 

and burial, society reintegrates those who have been lost, a point emphasized in the meaning of 

Perdita’s name: “loss.” The shepherd’s categorization of their endeavors in adopting the child 

and burying Antigonus as “good deeds” also recalls the false judgments against Hermione’s 

“good deeds” in Act 1 (3.3.138–39, 133 and 1.2.92, 97). The clown and shepherd take up and 

remember the otherwise forgotten.  

Shakespeare portrays the clown and shepherd’s acts of acknowledgment and 

remembrance in direct opposition to traditional forms of judgment. Upon the arrival in Bohemia, 

a storm rages, and the mariner remarks the “heavens with that we have in have in hand are angry, 

/ And frown upon ’s” (3.3.5–6). If we read the storm as an analog for the audience, as I have 

argued the storm works in King Lear, here the “heavens” surely “look grimly” not at the child, 

but at the men for their abandonment of the innocent “babe” left to die (3.3.4–5, 32). Through 

the juxtaposition of the violent storm and merciful remembrance of the clown and the shepherd, 

Shakespeare encourages the audience to revise their thinking, focusing less on revenge and more 

                                                 
101 Velma Bourgeois Richmond, Shakespeare, Catholicism, and Romance (New York: Continuum, 2000), 195. See 
also Paul M. Kottman, who discusses burial in relation to remembrance Hamlet in Tragic Conditions in 
Shakespeare: Disinheriting the Globe (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
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on remembrance. The deaths of Antigonus and the sailors symbolize the end of the old way of 

thinking, while adoption and burial offer alternative forms of judgment consistent with the 

emotional response the audience has as they realize the cost of excluding women.  

The intrusion of Time immediately following the shepherd and clown’s “good deeds” 

reinforces the reorientation towards female presence and work. While Craig Horton reads the 

figure of Time at odds with “a pastoral tradition which nominates that world as its agent of 

redemption and renewal,”102 the passage of time is consistent with efforts to reveal female space. 

The play contrasts Leontes’ denial of Hermione’s time of lying-in with Time’s own process, in 

which it “give[s] [its] scene such growing” (4.1.16). Through the use of the word “growing,” 

Time connects its work to the growing of a child in the womb and the development of children in 

the nursery. Because sixteen years pass, invisible to the theatergoer, Time’s work also mimics 

women’s work in that it is removed from view. However, as Reeder notes, the figure of Time 

reinforces the notion that the “world [...] does not die when we sleep.”103 Invisibility is a product 

of perspective. 

 

III 

 If the play’s depictions of hospitality, spinning, childbearing and childrearing expose the 

faulty judgments men make about women’s work and offer the audience a chance to revise their 

own ways of thinking, the reunions in the final act show the possibilities opened by this change 

in perspective. Failing to acknowledge what goes on “behind-the-scenes” does not erase the 

actual work, but only the memory of it. The return of the lost daughter, the magical resurrection 

                                                 
102 Craig Horton, “‘...the Country must diminish’: Jacobean London and the Production of Pastoral Space in The 
Winter’s Tale,” Parergon 20, no. 1 (2003), 99. 
103 Reeder, 368. 
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of Hermione, and even the tragic death of Antigonus, all draw attention to the powerful mode of 

memory in the play. As the characters reunite in Sicilia, the play emphasizes the possibility of 

reunion and discovery. Critics have commented on the function that this return serves: C. L. 

Barber and Richard Wheeler connect it with “the recovery of family ties,” Greenblatt sees 

“reintegration [of the characters] into a renewed community,” and Monroe reads Florizel and 

Perdita’s entrance into Sicilia as “enacting a symbolic re-grafting of the tree (Polixenes and 

Leontes) whose branch had been severed sixteen years earlier.”104 Connected with these concepts 

of recovery, reintegration, renewal, and re-grafting, return is fundamentally about preserving the 

past. 

The play’s resolution additionally depends on the restoration of females to the position of 

wives or caretakers: Hermione is reunited with Leontes, Perdita paired with Florizel, and Paulina 

married to Camillo. Yet, the “harmony” that we find in these final moments is more than a return 

to the status quo.105 Instead, the role of the woman as housewife is elevated, as these women 

maintain their ability to serve as healers and hostesses in spite of the odds against them. The play 

recognizes women not only as “good mother[s],” a recognition which Thomas Tusser suggests 

housewives “need,”106 but also as laborers and artists. Exemplars of healing and restoration in the 

play, these women also model the possibility of female presence and participation in the theater. 

Recognizing women in the play also means recognizing their contributions to the magic of 

theater: the glass beads spangled onto a costume, the makeup applied to transform Hermione into 

a statue, and the time it took to transform boy actors into believable women. While antitheatrical 

                                                 
104 C. L. Barber and Richard P. Wheeler, The Whole Journey: Shakespeare’s Power of Development (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1986), 300–1; Greenblatt, 132–33; Monroe, 151. 
105 Peter Erickson has noted that the restoration of “harmony” at the end of the play is “based on women’s acting as 
caretakers” (See Paster, 264–65).  
106 Tusser, 140. Tusser suggests, the “huswife [...] need[s] [...] all men to call [her], good mother indeed.” 
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writers claim the presence of women in the theater provokes a gaze that “woundeth deep,” 

Shakespeare proposes that failure to look at female presence is actually what “woundeth” the 

judgment of males in society and in the audience.107  

In the final scene, the characters’ descriptions of earlier events as “old tale[s]” evoke the 

childhood space erased in the first two acts of the play (5.2.28, 5.2.61, 5.3.117). Lamb explains 

that storytelling took place in the nursery and was disparaged as a female activity, the 

implication being that “a man would have had something more useful to do.”108 In the first half 

of the play, the “winter’s tale” whispered by Mamillius to his mother exposes the “intimate and 

very physical bond” between a mother and child, and associates this bond with the act of 

storytelling.109 T. G. Bishop argues that “a ‘winter’s tale’ is also a story told against the apparent 

devastation that surrounds: it wants to shield us from the storm of aggression, to make it 

bearable, to explain, protect, and deliver us from winter’s intimation of universal death.”110 The 

Winter’s Tale both reinforces and challenges this definition. As it paves the road for 

remembrance, it tells a story of what would be possible with a turn toward memory and forces us 

to see the “apparent devastation” caused by the neglect of this faculty.  

Although scholars, including Knapp and Lim, have traditionally read the references to 

“tales” in the play as commentary on truth and triviality, these references insist on the power of 

female artistry. As Leontes and Camillo are struck with “dumbness” at the report of Perdita’s 

return, their silence models awe that the audience should experience both at women’s work and 

the power of the theater. The “greediness of affection” Perdita shows in her immediate desire to 

                                                 
107 Gosson, “To the Gentlewomen,” F2v. 
108 Lamb, 532. See also Richmond, who argues for the recognition of “the power of folktale and romance, their 
mythic and religious nature” (192) and Dolan, who links the tales with “nostalgia” (14). 
109 Lamb, 533. 
110 T. G. Bishop, 152. 
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visit “her mother’s statue” represents attention to memory and a respect for female lineage 

(5.2.102–3, 94–95). Although Rogero describes the “wonder” as so great “that ballad-makers 

cannot [...] express it” and “so like an old tale, that the verity of it is in strong suspicion,” the 

reaction to and acknowledgement of the work takes precedent as the “verity” is confirmed and 

the awe continues (5.2.24–29).  

While these encounters reveal the “truth” of Perdita’s identity, they do not focus on legal 

judgment but instead on the reactions that the reunion invites. In doing so they point to a 

different way of judging the world, one that is taken up by the women and the play and the 

audience. At this point, one might expect Perdita to demand revenge, but like Hermione in the 

trial scene, she does not ask for revenge, but only wishes to withdraw to Paulina’s place to 

experience her mother’s statue. Revenge may offer a connection to the past, but, like Leontes’ 

and Polixenes’ nostalgic recollections of childhood, it does so at the cost of discounting the 

present and obliterating the possibility of reunion. We are reminded of the tearless Hermione 

earlier in the play, who evokes King Lear’s resistance of tears, but who does not turn to “noble 

anger” or “revenges” (King Lear, 2.4.276, 279) but to her female companions who recognize her 

innocence. 

As remembrance takes precedence in the final scenes, it is accompanied by a change in 

perspective, commonly identified with a reversal in authority and more completely understood as 

a cure for earlier diseased judgments. Monroe describes this reorientation as “marked by a shift 

from the unnatural art of the husband to the art of the housewife, which is more in tune with 

nature,” and Greenblatt argues that Leontes participates in an act of cleansing and “reintegration” 

similar to the female experience of churching.111 Rather than seeing Hermione and Perdita as 

                                                 
111 Monroe, 152; Greenblatt, 132. 
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“whore” and “bastard,” Leontes learns to recognize them as wife and daughter and to appreciate 

their female work and artistry. The play portrays this reorientation towards women as a cure for 

the fatal judgments of the first two acts, which like the work of a housewife or the recovery after 

childbirth, requires time, arduous work, and female skill. Guided by female forces of 

preservation and judgment, Leontes unknowingly prepares to reunite with his wife and daughter. 

Throughout the play, female characters have urged the change of perspective, but 

Leontes’ cure additionally requires his acceptance of females as healers, which comes through 

the intervention of the oracle. Leontes’ interactions with the oracle both emphasize his initial 

resistance to female contributions and facilitate his reversal in thinking. While scholars 

traditionally describe Shakespeare’s island of Delphos as a “blunder” resulting from his blind 

acceptance of his source Pandosto, more recently scholars have argued that Delphos is not a 

misattribution of Delphi, but rather an accepted alternative name for the island of Delos.112 

Whether we read Delphos as a stand in for Delphi or Delos, it is likely that the mention of the 

oracle of Delphos would have prompted recollections of the oracular tradition at Delphi, which 

relied on female oracles, or Pythian priestesses.113 The inconsistency between such female 

presence and Cleomines’ description of the seemingly male “ear-deaf’ning voice o’ the’ oracle, / 

Kin to Jove’s thunder” (3.1.9–10) draws attention to similar contradictions between the 

dependence of the theater on women’s work and its appearance of having an “all-male stage.” 

Leontes’ judgment is not an aberration, but an illustration of the societal depiction of women as 

illogical.114 Although the play relies on the “infallibility” of the oracle, “Leontes’ rejection of 

                                                 
112 See specifically: Terence Spencer, “Shakespeare's Isle of Delphos,” The Modern Language Review 47, no. 2 
(1952): 199–202. 
113 Michael Scott, Delphi: A History of the Center of the Ancient World (Princeton, US: Princeton University Press, 
2014), 13. 
114 Felperin, 1. 
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Apollo’s word is entirely consistent with orthodox Christian opinion.”115 Even the play’s failure 

to identify female contributions to the oracular tradition replicates Leontes’ erasure of female 

work. If we acknowledge the female connection to the oracle, we affirm the ability of female 

memory and work to correct for erroneous male judgments. The immediate consequences of 

prophecy affirm this idea. While scholars usually recognize Mamillius’s death as punishment for 

Leontes’ disbelief, the act also confirms the oracle’s prediction that Leontes “shall live without 

an heir, if that which is lost be not found” (3.1.132–36).116 The death of Mamillius prompts a 

sudden change of heart, as Leontes admits he as “too much believ’d [his] own suspicion,” urges 

“remedies” for Hermione who has just fainted, and promises to “reconcile [himself] to 

Polixenes” (3.2.151, 153, 155). Yet, his reversal of thinking does not represent a remedy for his 

past actions and false judgments. As Peter Goldman and Wilcox both recognize, Leontes is 

“remorse[ful]” and “sincere,” but full recovery requires more than “a simple change of heart.”117 

Leontes’ change in thinking does, however, transform him into a willing patient, open to the 

possibility of cure. Medieval and early modern medical writers stressed that medicine or surgery 

would not work without the patient’s consent. For example, Guy de Chauliac insists that patients 

must be willing to suffer and obey their surgeons before successful surgery can occur and 

William Clowes lists the “Patient” as one of the four parts to effective medicine, alongside God, 

                                                 
115 Orgel argues, “[f]or Shakespeare’s audience, the crucial testimony, the world of the oracle, would have been 
rather like the word of the ghost in Hamlet—something the play requires you to believe but that you knew, as a good 
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Winter’s Tale, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine (New York: Washington Square Press, 1998), 262. See 
also, Virginia Lee Strain, “The Winter's Tale and the Oracle of the Law” ELH 78, no. 3 (2011): 557 and Felperin, 
who observes a connection between “pagan oracles” and “ambiguity, obscurantism, equivocation, and general 
verbal trickery [...] in Elizabethan literature” (1). 
116 See Hunt, “Syncretistic Religion in Shakespeare's Late Romances," South Central Review 28, no. 2 (2011): 74.  
117 Goldman, 10 and Wilcox, 101. 
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Surgeon, and Nature.118 Leontes must decide to seek a cure before the medicine will work.  

For Leontes to accept the role of patient means dismissing his earlier categorization of 

Paulina as a witch and instead accepting her as a healer. Leontes does not abruptly “awake [his] 

faith” in the final act, but is led to belief through Paulina’s guidance and preparation (5.3.95). 

Paulina positions herself for this role when she swears she “come[s] with words as medicinal as 

true, / [...] to purge [Leontes] of that humor / That presses him from sleep” (2.3.37–39). Despite 

the danger to herself, Paulina says Leontes is “mad,” refers to his “tyrannous passion” (2.3.28), 

and calls him “a heretic” (2.3.72, 28, 15). Yet, she is unable to effect a change in Leontes until he 

accepts her guidance. After the death of Mamillius and the perceived death of Hermione, Paulina 

repeats the accusation that Leontes is a “tyrant,” recites his sins, and then reveals, “the Queen, 

the Queen, / The sweet’st, dear’st creature’s dead” (3.2.175, 200–201). Paulina’s repetition of 

“good queen” five times in just eight lines functions like a medicinal charm (2.3.58–65). A 

widely accepted form of cure in medieval England, charms were increasingly linked with 

witchcraft in the early modern period.119 But where Leontes perceives Paulina’s earlier words as 

scolding, here he interprets them as a remedy: “Go on, go on,” he says, urging her “bitt[er]” 

speech (3.2.214–216). He now recognizes the importance of her work. Although Leontes still 

perceives her words as “bitter” and her tongue as “strik[ing]” him, he now notes that had he 

“squar’d [himself] to [Paulina’s] counsel” earlier he might “even now, [...] have look’d upon 

[his] queen[...]” (5.1.17–18, 52–53) and he refers to Paulina as she “Who hast the memory of 

Hermione” (5.1.50). As Paulina continues to chide Leontes for his actions, reminding him of the 

                                                 
118 Guy de Chauliac and Björn Wallner, A Middle English version of the introduction to Guy de Ghauliac's [sic] 
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one he “kill’d,” she participates in this process of ongoing preservation of health, and 

demonstrates the power of memory (5.1.15).  

Paulina’s use of “bitter” medicine, like Perdita’s distribution of herbs, exposes the 

curative function of both female work and the theater in a society that discounts both sources of 

remedy. Shakespeare draws attention to the function of painful remedies in his sonnets: 

Pity me, then, and wish I were renewed; 
Whilst, like a willing patient, I will drink 
Potions of eisel 'gainst my strong infection; 
No bitterness that I will bitter think, 
Nor double penance, to correct correction. 
Pity me then, dear friend, and I assure ye, 
Even that your pity is enough to cure me. (111, lines 7–14) 

The speaker’s “strong infection” is so severe as to warrant the consumption of “bitter potions” 

and “double penance.” Like Leontes’, the speaker’s ability to be cured lies in his acceptance of 

these harsh remedies. In The Winter’s Tale, Paulina’s harsh language evokes unpleasant and 

painful medical practices, which include purging, “pouring lemon juice into open sores, lancing 

boils, serving up urine-based concoctions, or sticking oil-infused feathers deep into a patient’s 

nostrils.”120 Paulina recognizes that “tender” care will do little to evoke recovery and says the 

gentle advice of his male counselors “Will never do him good” (2.3.128–29). Leontes’ painful 

cure is extended over sixteen years, as Paulina continues to guide his remembrance. Yet, 

Paulina’s rejection of “tender” care does not negate the importance of “pity,” which the speaker 

of the sonnet turns to at the end of the poem. This pity, which contrasts to the idea of “bitter” 

remedy, can help us understand the audience’s role in repairing Leontes’ judgment. At her trial, 

Hermione reflects that if her father were there, he would “see / The flatness of her misery, yet 
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with eyes / Of pity, not revenge!” (3.2.121–23). Leontes, suffering from his own deeds and 

unable to cure himself requires the intervention of pity. Like the shepherd who “take[s] up” an 

unknown bastard “for pity,” the audience must adjust their perception of judgment to allow for 

this response.  

Although physicians, women, and the theater are often accused of “poisoning” those they 

serve, the linguistic and cultural overlap of medicine and poison opens the possibility that what is 

perceived as harmful is actually the opposite. As scholars commonly point out, the Greek 

pharmakon means “poison, remedy, and love potion.”121 Defenders of the theater, including 

Thomas Lodge and Shakespeare draw on medical associations to insist on the beneficial power 

of the theater. For example, Lodge argues that poets “‘like good Phisitions; should so frame their 

potions’ as to be palatable to their audience’s stomachs.”122 And the Induction to The Taming of 

the Shrew presents theater “as a medicine prescribed by doctors towards therapeutic ends.”123 

Burton even lists theater as a cure for melancholy.124 Paulina’s “bitter” medicine, then, not only 

serves as a cure for Leontes, but also illuminates a parallel remedy for those who accuse the 

theater of poisoning its audience. 

While Paulina continues to administer her bitter remedy, the play transplants the audience 

to the festive and comedic atmosphere of Bohemia, but the final act reinforces the extent of 

Paulina’s work and draws attention to other female contributions to the play that have occurred 

out of view. Paulina becomes representative of both female and theatrical work as the characters 

                                                 
121 Pollard additionally points out, “both poison and potion come from the Latin potio, or drink; venom, Venus, and 
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withdraw into her “poor house,” a location representative of the female spaces alluded to earlier 

in the play. Where those spaces were erased, Paulina’s house becomes the focal point for the 

action. She “uses her art to preserve Hermione” both through sustaining her body and 

“maintain[ing] the communal memory of [Hermione’s] death.”125As Lamb points out, “Paulina’s 

visits to the statue ‘twice or thrice a day’ (5.2.105) were clearly designed to feed Hermione.”126 

As a stage director of sorts, Paulina foreshadows the reunion to come and prepares Leontes for 

the theatrical revealing of Hermione’s statue, bidding him not marry unless he lets her “choose 

[him] a queen” who “shall not be so young, / As was [his] former, but [who] shall be” like his 

“queen’s ghost” (5.1.78–80). Paulina reveals the statue, telling the audience to “prepare / To see 

the life as likely mock’d as ever / Still sleep mock’d death” (5.3.18–20). Paulina’s description of 

the statue as “mock[ing]” evokes classical understandings of art as “imitation” and thus draws 

attention to Hermione as a work of art.127 It also calls attention to the ways that Hermione’s 

bodily performance responds to Leontes’ actions. In “mock[ing] death,” she both imitates and 

criticizes the deadly consequences of Leontes’ judgment. Ultimately, through such imitation, 

Hermione transcends both death and male judgment, a feat the audience must react to with awe. 

By calling for “Music!” and threatening to pull the curtain when Leontes reacts too strongly, 

Paulina “encourage[s] the response of wonder.”128 Her actions are deliberate and designed to 

evoke a particular response from Leontes and the audience. 

As Paulina molds Leontes into a penitent, and thus more merciful and compassionate 
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127 See, for example, Aristotle, who describes “epic poetry and the composition of tragedy, as well as comedy and 
the arts of dithyrambic poetry” as “imitations” in Poetics (4th cent. B. C.), trans. Malcolm Heath (London: Penguin 
Books, 1996), 3. 
128 Dolan, 16. 



187 

individual, and cares for Hermione in the invisible space offstage, preparing both characters for 

their reunion, her work parallels that of female theater workers who transform the boy playing 

Hermione into the wrinkled and statuesque version of the character. Appearing as a statue come 

to life, Hermione embodies the magic of theatrical production, but, as the play has prepared the 

audience to recognize, such effects are not the product of witchcraft or other sorcery; they result 

instead from the time- and labor-intensive contributions of women to the theater. While most 

critics describe the staging of Hermione’s resurrection in terms of religious iconography, the 

“metatheatrical and overtly artificial” attributes of the scene also comment on the theater and the 

work of women.129 For a moment, the audience must accept that the statue has been created by 

the great Julio Romano, replicating the cultural tendency to erase female work. As the body of 

the character, Hermione’s wrinkled figure marks the sixteen years she lives out of view and calls 

attention to the role Paulina had in nourishing her over an extended period. Hermione “is 

decidedly not [Romano’s] creation,” nor is she an “enaction of Ovid’s Pgymalion”;130 instead, 

she is the product of sixteen years of female preservation. As the body of an actor, the same 

figure represents hours of female labor in the production of costumes, the care for the boy actor, 

the application of make-up, and the changing of attire. In his play Linga, Thomas Tomkis gives 

us a picture of what the backstage transformation of boy into gentlewoman must have looked 

like. The character of Tactus tells the audience: 

'tis, fiue houres agoe I set a douzen maids to attire a boy like a nize Gentlewoman: but 
there is such doing with their looking-glasses, pinning, vnpinning, setting, vnseting, 
formings and conformings, painting blew vaines, and cheekes; such stirre with Stickes 
and Combes, Cascanets, Dressings, Purles, Falles, Squares, Buskes, Bodies, Scarffs, 

                                                 
129 Lupton argues that the scene “definitively undercuts the Catholic iconography the scene so powerfully evokes,” 
Jensen reads the statue as “a recuperation of the aesthetics involved in Catholic devotional practices,” and Hunt 
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Neck laces, Carcanets, Rebatoes, Borders, Tires, Fannes, Palizadoes, Puffes, Ruffes, 
Cuffes, Muffes, Pussles, Fussles, Partlets, Frislets, Bandlets, Frilets, Croslets, Pendulets, 
Amulets, Annulets, Bracelets, and so many lets, that yet shee is scarse drest to the girdle: 
and now there's such calling for Fardingales, Kittlets, Busk-points, shoo-tyes &c. that 
seauen Pedlers shops, nay all Sturbridge Faire will scarce furnish her.131 
 

While the character intends to poke fun at the habits of women, he also draws attention to the 

intense work of the women who labor to transform boys into female characters. After “fiue 

houres” the boy “is scarse drest to the girdle” and unready to make an appearance on stage. 

Although Hermione’s transformation must occur in the span of time between Act 3 and Act 5, 

and not over five hours, it is likely that women still played a similar role in preparing the actor to 

go back out on stage. 

The female theatrical artistry in The Winter’s Tale represents a larger move toward 

female performance in Shakespeare’s plays. Although we get hints of the value of female 

performance and observation in Ophelia’s gathering of herbs in Hamlet, the true recognition of 

women as theatrical artists comes in Shakespeare’s late plays. Cleopatra’s self-fashioning, 

demonstrates the merging of theatrical artistry and female identity,132 and in Pericles, Marina 

refuses to perform as a prostitute and instead takes up the arts, challenging the reduction of 

women to traditional roles. Shakespeare’s increased recognition of female artistry signals the 

reorientation he expects from his audience. 

As Polixenes asks Hermione to “make it manifest where she has liv’d, / Or how stol’n 

from the dead” he demonstrates his own reorientation towards female storytelling and work, now 

desiring to know what takes place behind the curtain (5.3.114–15). Enforcing Polixenes’ desire 
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to know, Hermione asks Perdita, “Where hast thou been preserv’d? where liv’d? how found / 

Thy father’s court?” (5.3.123–25). Where Beckwith argues, “It is not how Hermione has 

survived that is important but that she has,” I think the opposite is true.133 Asking Paulina to 

“Lead us from hence, where we may leisurely / Each one demand, and answer to his part / 

Perform’d in this wide gap of time, since first / We were disserver’d,” Leontes points to this 

importance and reveals that there is still more work needed to recover what has occurred in 

hidden spaces (5.3.152–55). 

The final act functions as facilitator of memory, a culmination of Leontes’ cure, and a 

cementing of the connection of women’s work to the theater, but it also provides 

acknowledgment that there is still reason for women and theater workers to be cautious. The act 

begins with Cleomines urging Leontes to “forgive [him]self,” insisting he has “done enough,” 

yet the play reveals that, where memory is concerned, it is never possible to do enough (5.1.6, 1). 

Beckwith reads this impossibility in terms of “penitential discourse”; in the absence of a priest, 

Protestants wrestled with the questions: “what is enough and for whom?”134 Ultimately, 

Beckwith proposes that Leontes can only be forgiven and “cannot forgive himself.”135 This scene 

demonstrates how remedy and remembrance are prerequisites for forgiveness. To “do enough” 

implies enough can be done, but like early modern medicine, which emphasized that a constant 

balance of humors through purging and consumption was necessary to preserve health, 

remembrance and acknowledgement are processes that can never be complete.136 

Because the reorientation towards women’s work is ongoing, female anxiety is its own 

                                                 
133 Beckwith, 130. 
134 Ibid., 132–33. 
135 Ibid., 133. 
136 For example, see Bullein’s Bulwarke of Defense Against all Sickness, Soarness, and Wounds (London: Printed by 
Thomas Marsh, 1597) and Thomas Elyot’s The Castel of Helthe (London: Thomae Bertheleti, 1539). 
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valid form of judgment in The Winter’s Tale. As Hermione appears as a statue, her muteness 

reminds us of the silenced female voices on stage and behind the scenes, and, as Lynn Enterline, 

Kathleen Kalpin, Bradin Cormack suggest, serves as a response to “the problems raised by her 

voice in the first three acts.”137 The first example of warranted female anxiety in the play comes 

in Hermione’s cautious approach to the duties of hospitality in the second scene. To Leontes’ 

demand that she “speak” to Polixenes, Hermione responds that she “had thought [...] to have held 

[her] peace until [Leontes] had drawn oaths from [Polixenes] not to stay” (1.2.27–29). Hermione 

defers to Leontes, and does not begin her persuasion of Polixenes before Leontes urges her to do 

so. At her trial, Hermione’s rhetorically powerful defense draws attention to contradictory 

portrayals of women in the play and in society more generally. Literature of the period 

commonly depicts “the materialization of femininity on earth” in a “humoral, open, leaky, 

female body,” contrasted with the ideal, or heavenly “contained [and] virginal body.”138 The 

diametric opposition between the ideal and the earthly woman contribute to a confused rhetoric, 

in which “housewife” connotes both “prostitute” and “wife,” “spinster” means either a “maid” or 

“a woman [...] given to more prosaic kinds of sexual ‘idleness,’” and midwives are indispensable 

and a source of extreme anxiety.139 Hermione realizes the dangers of such thinking, distancing 

                                                 
137 Lynn Enterline, The Rhetoric of the Body from Ovid to Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 223. Katherine Kalpin portrays the silence as a “careful” response to accusations, and Cormack likewise 
refers to her silence as “prudence” in "Framing Wifely Advice in Thomas Heywood's A Curtaine Lecture and 
Shakespeare's The Winter's Tale" SEL Studies in English Literature 1500–1900 48, no. 1 (2008): 138 and 143. 
Bradin Cormack, “Shakespeare’s Other Sovereignty: On Particularity and Violence in The Winter’s Tale and the 
Sonnets” Shakespeare Quarterly 62, no. 4 (Winter 2011), 493. For the relationship of her silence to forgiveness, see 
Lupton, specifically 643. See also Sarah Dewar-Watson, “The Alcestis and the Statue Scene in The Winter’s Tale,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 60, no. 1 (2009), 76, and Juliet Dusinberre, Shakespeare and the Nature of Women 
(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 221.  
138 Susan Scholz, Body Narratives: Writing the Nation and Fashioning the Subject in Early Modern England 
(London; New York: Macmillan Press; St. Martin's Press, 2000), 67. See also Paster. 
139 Although McNeill differentiates between an “orderly house-wife and the sexually disorderly huswife,” the lack of 
consistent spelling in the early modern period, means that many times the actual spellings overlap. For example, 
Markham’s The English Huswife, details responsibilities for a housewife, without the implications of sexual 
impropriety (McNeill, 33–34). See also Crane, 212. 
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herself from the common expectation that women are “prone to weeping” and avowing her 

“integrity, / Being counted falsehood, shall [...]/ Be so received” (2.1.8; 3.2.26–28). In the final 

act, Hermione realizes that after all of the work she had done to preserve herself for her daughter, 

her reintegration hinges on Leontes’ acceptance of her. 

Distinguishing her work from witchcraft, Paulina displays a similar level of warranted 

caution despite her earlier bold criticism of Leontes. Paulina directly challenges antitheatrical 

critiques of witchcraft and enchantment, by insisting that her powers are not “wicked” or 

“unlawful” (5.3.96–97). As Lamb argues, Paulina reveals that “anxiety about women’s influence 

over men, including male playwrights is far from resolved.”140 And as Virginia Lee Strain 

reminds us, Paulina “is not fully exonerated of the suspicion of unnatural and unlawful creativity 

[...] until the on- and offstage audiences appreciate that the Queen’s apparent revivification is the 

achievement of human agency and calculation rather than magic.”141 Paulina’s emphasis on 

lawfulness forces the recognition that Hermione’s awakening is “not really an animation or a 

resurrection.”142 When we acknowledge that Hermione is a product of women’s work, we 

remember that creating the actor’s statuesque appearance on stage and preserving the character’s 

life in the play are both products of women’s work. 

Both Hermione’s silence and Paulina’s cautious rhetoric help reframe Perdita’s concerns 

about performance, costuming, and cosmetics in Act 4. Although Monroe contrasts “Perdita’s 

role as festival hostess and her easy interaction with the products of Bohemian nature [...] with 

the discomfort of Hermione’s playing hostess at the beginning to Polixenes,” Perdita is initially 

                                                 
140 Lamb, 536–37. 
141 Strain, 581. 
142 Jonathan Bate, Shakespeare and Ovid (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 237. 
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uncomfortable with her role.143 Like Hermione, Perdita is reserved, and must be prompted in to 

speaking. As the shepherd tells us, she is “retired” and “blush[ing]” at the idea of entertaining her 

guests (4.4.62, 66). While some critics argue her rejection of these artistic elements aligns her 

with her father,144 Perdita’s anxieties about being “prank’d up” not only suggest a personal 

concern with the demands of performance (and its relationship with nature), but also an anxiety 

about reception (4.4.10). Urging Perdita to take on the responsibilities of “mistress o’ the feast,” 

the shepherd’s directions to Perdita recall Leontes’ request for Hermione to speak in Act 1. 

While the shepherd’s direction comes from a place of remembrance, the worries that Perdita 

expresses as she adopts the role of hosting the festivity respond prudently to the traditional 

judgments against both women and the theater. As Perdita questions how she will “in these [...] 

borrowed flaunts, behold / The sternness of [Polixenes’] presence,” she reminds the audience of 

the ways that Hermione, the theater, and women’s work in general have been misread (4.4.21–

24).  

Although Florizel chides her for her worry, and insists “With these forc’d thoughts I 

prithee darken not / The mirth o’ th’ feast” (4.4.41–42), Perdita’s concerns not only prove valid 

in the play, but also in society where women must constantly decipher male rhetoric that 

encourages an impossible standard of beauty and then rejects women’s attempts to recreate it 

through unnatural means. Polixenes’ violent reaction to this work replicates Leontes’ accusations 

and threats against Perdita’s mother earlier in the play. Referring to Perdita as a “fresh piece / Of 

excellent witchcraft,” Polixenes denies the role of women’s caregiving, substituting it with the 

less desirable alternative (4.4.423). He further threatens to “have [her] beauty scratch’d with 

                                                 
143 Monroe, 150. 
144 See, for example, Goldman. 
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briers and made / More homely than [her] state” referencing a punishment designed for “whores” 

and “traditionally conceived as the injured wife’s revenge on her husband’s mistress” (4.4.425–

26).145 As if to further mimic Leontes’ threats, Polixenes adds “death” to the punishments he will 

employ “if ever, henceforth,” Perdita “hoop[s] [Florizel’s] body more with [her] embraces” 

(4.4.437–440). In response, Perdita reminds Florizel of her early discernment, telling him “I told 

you what would come of this” and asking him to “Be gone” (4.4.446–47). Perdita’s anxiety is 

warranted and necessary for her self-preservation. 

Because the character of Perdita would have been played by a male actor, painted “in red 

and white pigments” and similarly criticized for the use of makeup, Perdita draws attention to 

both theatrical and female practice and the accompanying criticism.146 Although Perdita 

distances herself from the use of cosmetics and makeup, Shakespeare uses her character to 

acknowledge the ways in which the work of both housewives and the theater is often erased or 

misread. Even though household texts from the period not only “contain cosmetic recipes,” but 

portray them as an art that “took an enormous amount of time, patience and scientific knowledge 

on the part of the woman,” make-up on a housewife was usually read as “a sign of her 

deceptiveness, infidelity and lack of care to her household duties.”147 While early modern texts 

on art and beauty describe techniques for creating an ideal woman on canvas, these same texts 

criticize the replication of this practice on women’s faces.148 Even when authors accept the use of 

                                                 
145 Gowing, 32. 
146 Karim-Cooper, 23 and 32. While Andrew Gurr and Mariko Ichikawa, Staging in Shakespeare’s Theatres 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) have claimed that public theaters did not include the use of cosmetics, 
Karim-Cooper proves otherwise, citing numerous references in plays, Stubbes’ accusation that actors were “making 
players, [...] painted sepulchers, [...] double dealing ambidexters,” and the correspondences between antitheatrical 
and anti-cosmetic texts (Karim-Cooper, 136). 
147 Karim-Cooper, 50, 35.  
148 Karim-Cooper references Firenzuola’s On the Beauty of Women (13). 
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make-up, they encourage the concealment of it. Ovid, for example, advises it is tolerable for 

women to use makeup, but they must “[l]et no lover find the boxes set out upon the table.”149 

When Perdita compares the bastard gillyvors to the use of cosmetics and resists the idea that 

Florizel would “[d]esire to breed by [her]” only if she were “painted,” she exposes a fear of not 

being seen for who she is (4.4.101–103). We can thus read Perdita’s anxiety with costuming 

simultaneously as worry about being discovered and as frustration with not being able to 

acknowledge one’s art, concerns that anticipate Hermione’s appearance as a painted statue in the 

last scene and caution our reading of that appearance. Perdita functions not only as a figure in the 

debate of art versus nature, as many have categorized her, but also as a warning to male 

characters who see women only as pawns for their own imaginations or arguments.  

To recognize the wonder of the final scene, the reunions and the weddings, does not 

mean obliterating the earlier tragic elements of the play. The deaths of Antigonus, the mariners, 

and Mamillius have long troubled scholars. Monroe argues that the deaths of “Antigonus and the 

mariners” force “a necessary recognition [...] that humans are finally subject to Nature, not the 

other way around.”150 Velma Richmond sees the losses as reminders “of human suffering in the 

world,” which offer “a necessary prelude to the statue’s coming alive in a resurrection that is a 

sign of grace.”151 And, Cavell reads the losses, in particular the death of Mamillius, as necessary 

for Leontes’ recovery, because they remove challenges to his authority.152 I see these losses both 

in terms of their relationship to memory, and also as scars, which remain even after remedies are 

administered. Like “the infirmities of the face” left after an infection of smallpox, these deaths 

                                                 
149 Ovid, Ars Amatoria quoted in Karim-Cooper, 17. 
150 Monroe, 147. 
151 Richmond, 200. 
152 Cavell claims that Mamillius’s erasure allows for Leontes’ full recovery because Leontes’ “rage” corresponds 
“with Mamillius sitting on his mother’s lap and whispering in her ear” (194–95). 
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serve as reminders of Leontes’ “diseas’d opinion” of the first two acts (1.2.297) and warnings of 

what is to come if we view female work as disruptive and dispensable instead of creative and 

crucial. 

The play’s insistence on remembrance is not only significant to the early modern 

audience, but also has implications for the ways that we approach and study early modern theater 

today. By finding ways to recognize the work and attributes of theatrical practice that may not be 

immediately accessible through traditional modes of inquiry, we can continue the never-ending 

work of remembering what has occurred in the “wide gaps” rendered invisible by time or 

perspective.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

As this dissertation has shown, where traditional forms of judgment render the world in 

terms of right or wrong, rational or emotional, us or them, Shakespeare emphasizes the area 

between and around these binaries, revealing the new possibilities that come from shedding old 

ways of thought. By joining, forgiving, affirming, remembering, feeling, and acknowledging, his 

plays demonstrate that we forge links between each other that make human existence more 

meaningful. We learn to condemn less and understand more. And Shakespeare demonstrates that 

no group of people is incapable of executing such alternative forms of judgment. 

Shakespeare’s lessons in human judgment did not cease to be relevant at the end of the 

early modern period. In today’s deeply divided society, it is perhaps more important than ever 

that we recognize how certain approaches to the world marginalize entire groups of people. 

Presidential proposals to build a wall between the United States and Mexico, to institute a travel 

ban that affects majority Muslim countries, or to limit the types and number of refugees accepted 

into our communities illustrate how official forms of government legitimize the devaluing of 

people who we perceive as different than ourselves. The disproportionate prosecution and 

incarceration of African Americans in the United States expose how traditional forms of legality 

do not offer justice for all. And, although the recognition of women’s work has come a long way 

since Shakespeare’s day, the fact that women are still paid eighty cents for every dollar a male 

worker makes shows how businesses continue to institutionalize gender inequality. In each of 

these cases, which only scratch the surface of contemporary discrimination, those in positions of 

authority judge others to be dangerous, unimportant, or incapable, and institute policies that 

reinforce these judgments. 
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Shakespeare offers answers to the problems created by traditional structures of authority. 

These solutions come in the plots to his plays: the recognition that we are all “flesh and blood,” 

which he provides in Richard II; the acknowledgment that accurate judgment requires 

collaboration, like he shows in Hamlet; the realization that emotions are valid forms of 

knowledge, which he demonstrates in King Lear; and the awareness that individuals make 

contributions to society that are not always visible, as he shows in The Winter’s Tale. But the 

solutions do not come only in plots; they also arise out of the experience of the theater itself. As 

the public playhouse brings together people from different walks of life, it asks individuals to 

participate in creating something real and meaningful out of artifice. As individuals physically 

respond to the theater, they become part of something capable of transcending society’s 

limitations. Although Shakespeare places much of the agency for change in the early modern 

playhouse, art, literature, and theater continue to provide opportunities to understand, affirm, and 

empathize with people who are different from ourselves.  

As scholars, it is our responsibility to facilitate such opportunities, constantly revising our 

own approaches to the theater. In a time where the funding for the arts and humanities is being 

cut on local and national levels, Shakespeare’s turn toward collaboration and community 

provides a useful model for scholars and practitioners. Although individuals in these respective 

career paths often disregard the work of each other, institutions like the American Shakespeare 

Center reveal that collaboration produces better scholarship and better theater. As in 

Shakespeare’s theater, experiences of affect and performance become forms of evidence, which 

are as legitimate as the words written on the page. If the corporeal participation and collaboration 

of early modern theatergoers was powerful enough to resist the aggressive critiques of 

antitheatricalists, it is possible that such collaboration today may be enough to overcome 
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institutional devaluing of the arts and humanities. If nothing else, we can produce better theater, 

which can change more minds and validate the experiences of more people. 
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