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maladies a certain prestige and charm. Numerous mad 
folk inhabit the plays of Shakespeare's contemporaries, 
indicating a persistent and conscious interest in mental 
pathology among playwrights and their audiences. 
Shakespearean studies of madness are, however, dis
tinctive in two aspects: He alone links madness with 
sexual anxiety, 1 and, more so than his contemporaries, 
he chooses to delineate the borderline between mad
ness and normality. 

Despite King James' fondness for demonology, Re
naissance psychologists had moved beyond the 
medieval notion of insanity as "devil's sickness." Thus, 
Reginald Scot, in Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584), argued 
for a more humane treatment of witches because their 
delusions and hallucinations were usually caused by 
mental illness. But theory had not yet accommodated 
itself to scientific facts like Harvey's discovery of the 
circulation of blood (1617), which would deal a death
blow to the old psychology. For all the variety of doc
trines and complexity of detail, psychological theories 
in the Renaissance were derived from two related 
strains of thought-what we might term the Aristote
lian psychology of the three souls (Vegetable, Animal 
or Sensible, and Rational), and the Galenic theory of 
four humors (Blood which was like air, hot and moist; 
Choler which was like fire, hot and dry; Phlegm which 
was like water, cold and moist; and Melancholy which 
was like earth, cold and dry).2 

Renai sance adaptations of Aristotle imagined a 
hierarchy of faculties within man. Man alone possessed 
reason but, as a consequence of the Fall, lower facul
ties could rebel against reason. Milton describes the ef
fects of Adam's and Eve's transgression: 

They sat them down to weep, nor only Tears 
Rain'd at their Eyes, but high Winds worse within 
Began to rise, high Passions, Anger, Hate, 
Mistrust, Suspicion, Discord, and shook sore 
Their inward State of Mind , calm Region once 
And full of Peace, now toss't and turbulent: 
For Understanding rul 'd not, and the Will 
Hea•·d not her lore, both in subjection now 
To sensual Appetite, who from beneath 
Usurping over sovereign Reason claim'd 
Superior sway: 

Paradise Lost, IX, 1121 -3 1 

1 I can only think of one possible exception which may not even 
be an exception. ln Fletcher's Two Noble Kinsmen, a play in 
which Shakespeare reputedly also had a hand, the Jailor's 
daughter is driven mad by unrequited love. Like Ophelia, she 
sits knee-deep in a lake with garlands woven in her hair and 
sings snatches of song. During her madness, she, too, is given 
to sexual imaginings, although neither as resonant nor as po
tent as Ophelia's. 

2For accounts of Renaissance mental sciences see R.L. Anderson, 
Elizabethan Psychology and Shakespeare's Plays; J .B. Bam borough, 
The Little World of Man; Irving I. Edgar, ShakesfJearP, Medicine 
and Psychiatry; E.A. Peers, Eliza.bethan Drama and Its Mad Folk; 
and R.R. Reed, Bedlam on the Jacobean Stage. 
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The Vegetable soul was limited to the processes of 
growth, nutrition, and reproduction. But the Sensible 
soul, with its powers of Apprehension and Motion de
pendent on Common Sense (selecting and combining 
the reports of the five senses), Imagination, and Mem
ory, could be the root of mental disorder. Here, as we 
might suspect, Imagination was likely to be the most 
troublesome. Indeed, its propensity to run unchecked 
forms the basis of Theseus' comparison between the 
"seething brains" of lovers, madmen, and poets. Imag
ination could disrupt the sway of reason by its ability 
to arouse strong passions. It could also summon up 
pictures of absent objects and combine images from 
memory to produce unreal phantasms. Thus, a combi
nation of violent passions and heated imagination was 
likely to cause mad delusions and hallucinations. 

The disease of madness, then, was often analyzed as 
a perturbation caused by unmanageable passions in 
·works of Renaissance psychologists like Thomas 
Wright (Passions of the Mind in Generall, 1601), Timothy 
Bright (Treatise of Melancholy, 1586), and Nicholas 
Coeffeteau (A Table of Humane Passions, 1621). The 
writings of laymen reflect this understanding. Joseph 
Hall, the satirist, writes that there is 

no difference between anger and madness, but continuance; 
for, raging anger is a shon madness. What else argues the 
shaking of the hands and lips, paleness, or redness, or swel
ling of the face, glaring of the eyes, stammering of tongue, 
stamping of the feet, unsteady motions of the whole body, 
rash actions we remember not to have done, distracted and 
wild speeches? 

Holy Observations in W01·ks, 148 

Such a conception survives today in our use of the 
phrase "mad at me." 

Not only the prolonging of a single violent passion 
but also the conflict of passions could cause the dis
ruption of madness. Thus, for the Elizabethans, the 
stress of conflicting emotions like joy and grief, anger 
and love, or envy and jealousy could produce a severe 
internal strain leading to insanity. And since the heart 
was the seat of passions, the strain was felt as a leap
ing, swelling, or bursting of heart. Palpitations of the 
heart signified an excess of emotion and could lead to 
hysteria or what the Elizabethans called "mother." 

Leontes, in The Winter's Tale, speaks of having "T,·e
mor Cordis" on him, "my heart dances /But not for joy: 
not joy" (l.ii.ll0-1 ). Lear, on the verge of madness, 
exclaims: "0 how this mother swells up towards my 
heart! !Hysterica passio, down, thou climbing sorrow, I 
Thy element's below" (ll,iv.56-8). Of "mother" Jorden 
writes (A Briefe Discourse of a Disease called the Suffoca
tion of the Mother, 1603): 

This disease is called by diverse names amongst our Authors. 
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Passio 1-lysterica, Suffocatio, Praefocatio, Strangulatus Uteri, 
Caducus rnatricis, etc. In English the Mother, or the Suffoca
tion of the Mother, because most commonly it takes them 
with a choaking in the throat; and it is an affect of the Mother 
or wombe. 

Naturally, it is a disease most appropriate for women 
but afflicts men in madness. 

The humoral theory derived from Galen comple
ments the theory originating madness in excess of 
passions. Of course, not just mental aberrations but all 
forms of illness, including the purely somatic ailments 
like gout, were thought to be caused by an imbalance 
of humors. The humors were formed in the liver by 
a concoction of food and corresponded to the four 
elements. After their production in the liver, they 
passed into the veins where they mingled. 

Each humor had a special affinity for that part of 
the body where its element predominated. The pre
dominance of one humor or the corruption of humors 
through "putrefaction" was at the root of psychological 
imbalance, and bleeding or purging was the prescribed 
treatment. All corrupt humors tended towards melan
choly (a large term including what we might term de
pression and complex) and so became linked with in
sanity, the so-called "calm" madness free of frenzy and 
delirium , the fevers of the brain. 

The melancholic man was given to cau eless fear 
and sorrow, excessive solitariness, insomnia, fearful 
dreams, and disturbed imagination . 

And even as slime and dirt in a standing puddle, 
engender toads and frogs and many unsightly creatures , 
so this slimy melancholy humour still thickening 
as it Lands still , engendereth many misshapen objects 
in our imaginations. 

Nashe, The Terrors of Night in Works 1: 354 

Lurentius (A Discourse, 1599) describes the melancholic 
man as a savage creature, given to stammering, haunt
ing shadowed places, suspicious, solitary, a man whose 
discontent forges a thousand false and vain imagina-
tions. 

Renaissance psychologists distinguished many kinds 
of melancholy: of the whole body, the head, the bow
el . The playwrights are most interested in head 
melancholy, for to it could be ascribed "knight's 
melancholy" or "heroic melancholy," that IS, 

erotomania or madness of love. Unhappy love pro
duced violent grief, and the symptoms of a disap
pointed lover are often interchangeable with those of 
the melancholic person. Hence lovers are likely to lose 
appetite, grow pale in the face , tremble, suffer delu
sion, insomnia, quick changes of mood, convulsions, 
and swooning fits . 

To return to Theseus' comparison, there is only a 
short step between the lover seeing "Helen's beauty in 
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a brow of Egypt" and the madman eeing "more devils 
than the vast hell can hold." Once cool reason gives 
way to the passion of love, the lover's frenzy is not too 
distinct from true insanity. So Troilus informs us that 
he is "mad in Cressida's love." Rosalind speaks of love 
as deserving "a dark house and a whip," and Mercutio 
says of the love-tormented Romeo that he will "sure 
run mad." 

As we can see, Shakespeare accepts this link between 
love and madness and even his studies of more 
genuine insanity owe much to contemporary theories. 
To turn to Hamlet, we are never certain of the extent 
of Hamlet's madness. Although he refers to it as a 
serious affliction at one point, he does not ever lose 
full control. His "wild and whirling words" (l.v. l 33) 
and uncontrolled emotions do, however, argue for 
considerable mental imbalance and his description of 
his symptoms corresponds rather closely with that of 
the melancholic man. 

For Shakespeare, Hamlet's is not a 

causeless melancholy, what we might 
term endogenous depression, but one 

precipitated by several factors, 
including his father's unexpected 

death and his mother's overhasty 

and incestuous marriage. 

His "nighted colour," "inky cloak," and protestations 
that he is "too much i' the sun" may be linked to the 
melancholic man's predisposition for solitariness and 
avoiding of the sun (l.ii.66-77). He confesses that he 
suffers depression, denoted by the "windy suspiration 
of forc'd breath," "fruitful river in the eye," and "de
jected havior of the visage" (I.ii. 79-81 ). Life seems 
"weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable," and he is temp
ted by suicide (l.ii.l29-33). He accuses himself of 
lethargy and inability to make decisions, evidences a 
certain irritability of temperament, speaks of insomnia 
caused by "a kind of fighting" in the heart (V.ii.4), and 
suffers from dreadful dreams (II.ii.260). 

Significantly, for Shakespeare Hamlet's is not a 
causeless melancholy, what we might term endogenous 
depression, but one precipitated by several factors like 
his father's unexpected death and his mother's over
hasty and incestuous marriage. So, too, Ophelia's mad
ness is triggered by her grief over her father's death 
and unrequited love-a form of lover's melancholy. 
Lear's madness the Elizabethans would regard as 
caused by a combination of a choleric nature with ef
fects of dotage which thwart satisfaction of the passion 
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