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Passio  Hysterica, Suffocatio, Praefocatio, Strangulatus Uteri,
Caducus matricis, 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 causeless 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 stands 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-
els. The playwrights are most interested in head
melancholy, for to it could be ascribed “knight’s
melancholy” or “heroic melancholy,” that s,
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 seeing “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” (I.v.133)
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.
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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” (1.ii.79-81). Life seems
“weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable,” and he is temp-
ted by suicide (L.ii.129-33). 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 (11.11.260).

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




