Bodily Distempers and Passions of the Mind: Shakespeare and Donne

Shakespeare’s King Lear
Choler, Madness, and Tragedy as Surgery or the Anatomical Dissection of Ideology
☼
Distempers of the familial body 

Nature and the ideological construction of kingship, family, and society
In this seminar document Shakespeare’s King Lear (Q1 and F1)
 will be examined with reference to Sir Philip Sidney’s description, in the Defence of Poesie, of the dramatic genre of tragedy as surgery: 
So that the right use of Comedy will, I think, by nobody be blamed, and much less of the high and excellent Tragedy, that openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humours; that, with stirring the affects [feelings] of admiration and commiseration, teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded; that maketh us know,


Qui sceptra saevus duro imperio regit,


Timet timentes, metus in auctorem redit.

(The cruel ruler who governs his dominions harshly fears those who fear him; terror rebounds on its author (Seneca, Oedipus)).

If King Lear is to conform to Sidney’s prescriptive surgical theory of tragedy in the Defence of Poesie, the suffering must be necessary in order to bring about a restoration of moral, mental, social and political health. The play’s methodical excavation of ‘wounds’ of madness and suffering, however, may be more akin to an anatomical dissection – a dissection of ideology, of how ideology works. The play opposes Edmund’s enlistment of Nature to legitimize the pursuit of individual self-interest to Lear’s evocation of Nature as guarantor of the truth and value of more conventionally noble ideas and representations of self (the king’s two bodies), family (reciprocal obligation), and social order (the body-politic). The plays reveals how ideology works through the (conflicted) concept of Nature – the idea of what is ‘natural’ – and through image concepts of the body, to construct kingship, the family, and society. While due to their perceived ingratitude, Lear sees his daughters as disease in his corrupted blood, it is arguably ideology that works largely unconsciously, hidden from sight yet concealing contradictions of self and injustices within the social order, like an ulcer that is covered with tissue.
One way to approach the question of whether the play provides any kind of healing or redemption for Lear is to ask whether the dramatic action and the extremity of his suffering afford him any critical insight into the ideology which underpins Nature and the familial bonds which appear natural to him. Madness and suffering grant Lear fleeting yet sharp insights into contradictions of self, family, and social order that ideology had concealed – he realises he is not ‘every inch a king’ but ‘a poor, infirm, weak and despised old man’ who was flattered by the hollow rhetoric of his two elder daughters, and who had taken too little notice of glaring injustices in his kingdom. However serious questions can be asked of King Lear as a tragedy that seeks to heal. In extremity of suffering, self-scrutiny, and insight, Lear implores ‘Let me have a surgeon; / I am cut to the brains’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.188-89), as though the relentlessness of the cutting of wounds and exposure of ulcerous tissue were now unbearable and perhaps exceeding what the genre of tragedy warrants. Indeed after the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660, some critics and editors found the play unbearably painful, and a violation of poetic justice, because it does not seem to them to offer healing and recovery, and is perhaps more akin to torture, or dissection, in which humanity is reduced to a ‘poor, bare, forked animal’. The dominant image of King Lear, according to Caroline Spurgeon, is of a body tortured.
 The nineteenth-century writer and critic A.C. Swinburne is not the only reader to suspect that Gloucester’s words after his blinding – ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods / They kill us for their sport’ – are the keynote of the play: Shakespeare’s ‘tragic fatalism’. So, late in the seventeenth century, Nahum Tate altered the text to save Cordelia and restore Lear to the throne.
 
John Keats, in a letter dated 21 December 1817, wrote eloquently of the way in which the disagreeables of the play are evaporated by the intensity of the poetry. Edward Dowden stressed the stoical attitude revealed in the play, and asserted that ‘all that is tragically sublime is also grotesque’. Many critics have since noticed that there is something contradictory or paradoxical about the play. Various groups of images or opposed terms jostle, including those relating to sight and blindness, to Nature and human nature, and to madness and reason. One resultant paradox is to be found in the wisdom of the fool, an idea which goes back to Erasmus’s Praise of Folly. At the beginning of the twentieth century, A.C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy raised again all the main questions posed by the play: Is it pessimistic or optimistic? Is the opening scene is credible? Is the death of Cordelia dramatically justifiable? What is the function of the animal imagery? What is the significance of Nature and the relationship between animal nature and human nature in the play? 
One of the questions that aroused most controversy during the twentieth century is whether King Lear is the expression of skepticism (or nihilism), or whether it is a Christian play. The broader question to which this relates is of course whether Lear is redeemed. On the one hand there are those critics who have argued that the King, through madness and suffering, is brought to an understanding of himself and of mankind. On the other are those who argue that Lear does not acquire wisdom and the play is not a drama of meaningful suffering and redemption, within a just universe ruled by providential higher powers; rather the last act in particular shatters the foundation of faith not only in poetic justice but in divine justice too. But if King Lear is a Christian play, it is albeit one about a pagan world, and so Shakespeare had to start from the dramatic hypotheses available to a pagan, or perhaps thought to be available to a pagan. Accordingly the soteriological comfort of the assurance of salvation which is interpreted in Scripture is deliberately omitted, though not therefore necessarily denied. More recently it has been suggested that in King Lear we are driven to seek the meaning of our human fate not in what becomes of us, that is, what happens to us in what some critics have characterized as an imbecile or absurd universe without meaning, but rather in what we become as a result of and in response to what happens to us. Accordingly some critics have focused on how the play represents the human spirit’s capacity for love, devotion and joy, courage and compassion in the face of unimaginable terror, celebrating the vulnerability of humankind.
Even if anatomy, rather than surgery, is the play’s model for tragedy, the possibility exists that anatomy’s claim to be able to contribute to medicine is reflected in Edgar’s realisation of the interdependence of feeling for self and fellow-feeling, which is also Lear’s realisation and motivates his radical revaluation of sexual morality, adultery and legitimacy, his analysis of the ideology of kingship, and his radical ideas for economic redistribution and social justice. On this question of the extent to which the play may be regarded as consistent with anatomy or with the surgical model of tragedy espoused by Sidney, it is necessary to acknowledge that while Edgar tries more insistently than any other character to gain some distance on suffering, and relief from it, by making it conform to a comprehensible pattern, he and Lear utter their insights and analyses within contexts in which Edgar is avoiding his father Gloucester’s recognition and Lear is refusing to acknowledge (love for) Gloucester. 
Nahum Tate’s adaptation altered Shakespeare’s text to amend his ‘faults’, such as the insufficient motive for Cordelia’s conduct in the first scene, and the introduction of the fool, faults which purportedly made the play ‘a Heap of Jewels, unstrung and unpolished’. The adaptation, in which Cordelia is in love with Edgar, and Lear is restored to the throne was defended by Samuel Johnson in his edition because he found the death of Cordelia unbearably painful and a violation of poetic justice.
In this adaptation, the Captain and officers, about to hang Lear and Cordelia, are interrupted by Edgar and Albany. Cordelia and Edgar greet each other affectionately, as they shall be married, and Edgar claims that ‘the Gods have weigh’d our Suff’rings’, meaning that justice has been served. Albany adds that ‘The Wheel of Fortune now has made her Circle’, and resigns the throne to Lear, except for that part conferred on him and Goneril in marriage. Cordelia affirms the existence of heavenly forces whose concern is to restore virtue on earth, and she is now raised a queen. The play’s final words belong to Edgar who reiterates the providential view, that whatever storms of fortune are decreed, truth and virtue shall succeed.

Tate’s version held the stage throughout the eighteenth century. Regardless of what we might think of such revision of Shakespearean texts, the question of the extent of the play’s tragic fatalism and of the possibility of recovery may be considered as already arising in the early history of Shakespeare’s text. There were two versions written during Shakespeare’s lifetime – the Quarto of 1608 (Q1), which was entitled the Historie of King Lear, and the Folio of 1623 (F1), which was entitled the Tragedie of King Lear. Although these do not diverge from each other to the extent of Tate’s ‘adaptation’, they do have differences which include significantly different endings. Editing the text(s) assumes a very high significance because some of the textual variants may be interpreted as having a bearing of this question of the extent of the play’s tragic fatalism (or nihilism) and conversely of the possibility of recovery.
In total, about one hundred lines, including a large number of scattered words, phrases and part-lines, appear in F1 which are absent from Q1. Q1 contains about three hundred lines that are missing from F1. Among these is the dialogue between the second and third servants at the end of Act 3, Scene 7, which is the scene in which Gloucester is blinded:

SECOND SERVANT


I’ll never care what wickedness I do


If this man come to good.

THIRD SERVANT






If she live long


And in the end meet the old course of death,


Women will all turn monsters.

SECOND SERVANT


Let’s follow the old Earl and get the bedlam


To lead him where he would. His roguish madness


Allows itself to anything.

THIRD SERVANT


Go thou, I’ll fetch some flax and whites of eggs


To apply to his bleeding face. Now heaven help him!


Exeunt

Eighteenth-century editors of the play tended to follow the Folio readings, though an edition printed in 1765 includes this dialogue from the ‘Old Quarto’ with a footnote attributed to Lewis Theobald, a textual editor, justifying its inclusion as expressing naturally the feelings of the servants who have witnessed Gloucester’s blinding.
 As is suggested by the quotation from Sidney’s Defence of Poesie, above, the same contemporaries of Shakespeare who understood tragedy as a kind of surgery saw its importance as eliciting the audience’s pity and commiseration. In other words, the inclusion of the lines highlights the possibility that compassion, fellow-feeling, as a response to extremity of suffering, as opposed to hard-heartedness, represents the play’s healing or redemption. The effect of omitting this scene is to provide from within the play no compassionate perspective on Gloucester’s blinding.

Editions of 1765, 1771, and 1778 all follow the Folio with regard to the death of Lear at the end of Act V, though they do not agree in terms of scene division, so in the editions of 1765 and 1771 Lear’s death is Scene 10 and in the edition of 1778 it is Scene 3, as in F1 and most modern editions.
 Here are the texts of the Quarto and the Folio, in parallel:

Q1





F1
LEAR





LEAR

And my poore foole is hangd, no, no life,

And my poore Foole is hang’d: no, no, no life?

why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life

Why should a Dog, a Horse, a Rat  have life,

and thou no breath at all, O thou wilt come no more,
And thou no breath at all? Thou’lt come no more,

never, never, never, pray you undo


Never, never, never, never, never.

this button, thanke you sir, O, o, o, o.


Pray you undo this Button. Thanke you Sir,







Do you see this? Looke on her? Looke her lips,







Looke there, looke there.


He dis.
EDGAR





EDGAR
He faints my Lord, my Lord.



He faints, my Lord, my Lord.

LEAR





KENT

Breake hart, I prethe breake.



Breake heart, I prythee breake.

If ideology is a set of representations of self, family, and social order that mislead or deceive Lear as regards the realities, then the Folio might be said to offer no resolution or recovery for Lear, for he persists in a cruel delusion if he supposes Cordelia to be alive. Though in the Quarto reading Lear may be despairing at the finality of Cordelia’s death at the end, he at least sees clearly that she is dead. And the ability to see another person, clearly, not ideologically, not as you need or want them to be, especially to see with compassion that person’s suffering, might just be the remedy the play offers to suffering itself. We could of course respond differently to Lear imagining that Cordelia lives – we might see it as a compassionate, if imagined, source of comfort and release from despair and suffering just before he dies.

But what do we know of the reasons why Q1 and F1 differ? After the eighteenth century and until recently, all editions of King Lear were based on both of the two original texts in varying proportions. It is established that many Folio readings, many lines that we find in the Folio edition, were substitutions for those of the Quarto. It was generally agreed that the Folio text was the better, but, even so, editors felt bound to accept a number of readings, extended passages, and even whole scenes from the quarto. It was thought that cuts in the Folio text may have been forced upon the poet by theatrical expediency (e.g. a tour) and we cannot be certain that he intended them to be permanent. The beginnings of this editorial approach to King Lear is evident in 1803, which follows F1 for Lear’s death but retains the dialogue between the second and third servants without feeling an explanation is necessary. Also from the nineteenth century, editors tended to conflate the two original versions of the play on the assumption that neither was the definitive version but that there was a ‘lost archetype’ which, if discovered, would integrate the variant readings. As a result of the dominance for two hundred years, of the editorial approach that conflates the two earliest versions, we have become accustomed to believe that the Quarto and Folio texts can be reconciled to produce a composite version that we can read as Shakespeare’s King Lear. But in reality we do not know the relationship between the Quarto and Folio texts, and we certainly do not know that there existed a lost archetype.

Since about 1980, a more broadly held hypothesis has been that the differences between Q1 and F1 represent a work that was in progress, that Shakespeare revised. Q1 might even be based on ‘foul papers’ (i.e. the author’s working drafts) and F1 might represent cuts made in performance. In any case it is probable that Shakespeare was ultimately responsible for both versions, which have increasingly come to be seen as two separate versions of the play. This idea was propounded by Michael J. Warren and Steven Urkowitz and developed by Gary Taylor and others, most persuasively in The Division of the Kingdoms.
 The abandonment of the notion of a lost archetype has given rise to the publication in The Oxford Shakespeare of the texts of the Quarto and the Folio, the Historie of King Lear and the Tragedie of King Lear, as separate versions of the play.

Having examined some aspects of the textual and editorial history of King Lear, let us return to the reasons for the extremity of suffering in the play, and examine more closely the conflicted ideology of Nature. For Lear Nature is the guarantor of the truth and value of the ideas and representations of self, family, and social order in which he believes. These involve reciprocal obligations between members of the family (such as those of legitimate offspring to their parents) and the polity or realm. This is best represented by the image of the body, which functions as an analogy between the natural body of the king, the body of the family, and the body politic. By contrast for Edmund, who as a bastard is marginalised by this ideology, Nature legitimises the pursuit of individual self-interest and the values held dear by Lear and Gloucester are merely ‘custom’s plague’.
The suffering in King Lear which results from the ideological conflict has been observed throughout the critical history of the work, and has appeared to some to be in excess of that what is either bearable or justified. One way to approach the question of the suffering is to ask whether it is in excess of that which would be necessary for the play to fulfill tragedy’s purpose as described by Sidney in his Defence of Poesy. In other words, is it in excess of that which is necessary for the surgical opening of wounds and showing of the moral ulcers that are covered with tissue and need to be healed? As indicated above, if King Lear is to conform to Sidney’s prescriptive surgical theory of tragedy in the Defence of Poesy, the suffering must be necessary in order to bring about a restoration of moral, mental, social and/or political health.

‘Ideology’ as a concept varies from one theory to another. It can be said to underpin the ideas and attitudes which someone (or a group) will articulate if asked a question such as, ‘What is the purpose of the monarchy?’ or ‘Can society be altered by laws?’ But assumptions like these go together to form a sense of reality, and the assumptions may be largely unconscious. A sense of reality for an individual suggests the way things really are, that is, the way they are naturally. Values and attitudes, then, come to be experienced as natural.

This can be illustrated by Lear’s attitude to his two elder daughters, Goneril and Regan. For Lear his daughters’ gratitude to him is only to be expected because it would be entirely natural given the sense of reciprocal obligation that his own daughters should naturally feel toward their father. So Goneril and Regan’s legitimacy implies their filial gratitude. Where this gratitude is not forthcoming, such as when Regan claims falsely to be glad of her father’s visit, Lear reasons that if she were not glad, then she cannot possibly be his legitimate daughter:


Regan
I am glad to see your highness


Lear
Regan, I think you are. I know what reason



I have to think so. If thou shouldst not be glad

I would divorce me from thy mother’s shrine,

Sepulchring an adultress.



(The Tragedy of King Lear, II.2.300-304)

The dramatic action of the play is not simply a conflict of opposed values but of opposed ideologies, which attempt to provide a coherent sense of reality by concealing contradictions in self and social order. Lear’s own position is contradictory as is his sense of self. For example, in Act 1 Scene 1 of The Tragedy, Lear declares his intent:


Lear
                                              ’tis our fast intent



To shake all cares and business from our age,



Conferring them on younger strengths […]





(The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.1.39-41)

Nonetheless, despite abdicating his responsibility and foregoing the power to perform the business of the state to his daughters and sons in law, he assumes that he will retain ‘The name and all th’addition to a king’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.1.136):



                                      Ourself by monthly course,



With reservation of an hundred knights



By you to be sustained, shall our abode



Make with you by due turn. Only we shall retain



The name and all the additions to a king. The sway, 



Revenue, execution of the rest,



Beloved sons, be yours;






(The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.1.132-38)

James H. Kavanagh defines ideology as: ‘a system of representations that offer the subject an imaginary, compelling, sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved.’ ‘[Ideology is] a set of pre-conscious image concepts in which men and women see and experience, before they think about, their place within a given social formation.’
 The French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser emphasizes that ideology works unconsciously through the ways we perceive (‘see and experience’) as much as the ways we consciously think.

One representation that offers Lear an imaginary, compelling, sense of reality is the image concept of the body. This functions as an analogy – the natural body of the king on the one hand and on the other the body of the family and the body politic as the king’s other body. For Lear he remains ‘every inch a king’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.107), with all the authority that this implies, because he has confused his natural body with the body that he assumed as king; that is, the body who holds sway over his kingdom and in some sense embodies the kingdom. This he no longer does. Lear is deluded but the ideology of sovereignty encourages him to think this way. After all Lear is the king because as legitimate offspring he inherited the crown which the Fool reminds Lear, in his riddling way, he has bestowed on his legitimate daughters and their husbands. Similarly, the play’s heterogeneous audience might concur with Lear that it is, as Terry Eagleton observes in his analysis of the play, ‘just structural to the human animal that demand should outstrip exact need, that culture should be of its nature’.
 But by appealing to a beggar’s need for the barest accoutrements to stave off the cold and the rain, Lear uses this universalising principle in defending the retention of his retinue of a hundred knights before his daughters:


Lear
O, reason not the need! Our basest beggars


Are in the poorest things superfluous.


Allow not nature more than nature needs,


Man’s life is cheap as beast’s.





(The Historie of King Lear, Scene 7. ll. 423-26)

The ‘role of ideology is to suppress […] contradictions [of self and social order] in the interests of the preservation of the existing social formation’.
 Lear is defending his privilege. But initially he has no idea that his thinking is ideological, for cultural constructions of self and social order are by him ‘experienced as natural and inevitable’.

For Lear, his daughters’ ingratitude is incomprehensible. Using the image of the body for the family, he asks: ‘Is it not as this mouth should tear this hand / For lifting food to’t?’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, III.4.15-16). This ‘unnatural’ ingratitude leads Lear to curse Goneril’s fertility and therefore her ability to bring forth offspring to perpetuate Lear’s line:


Lear
Hear, nature, hear, dear goddess, hear:



Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend



To make this creature fruitful.



Into her womb convey sterility.



Dry up in her the organs of increase,



And from her derogate body never spring



A babe to honour her. If she must teem,



Create her child of spleen, that it may live



And be a thwart disnatured torment to her.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.4.254-62)

Summoning his image of the body of the family as his own natural body, Lear conceptualizes Goneril no longer as ‘his own flesh’ but as a disease.


Lear
But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter –



Or rather a disease that lies within my flesh,



Which I must needs call mine. Thou art a boil,



A plague-sore, an embossèd carbuncle



In my corrupted blood.






(The Tragedy of King Lear, II.2.394-98)

The ingratitude of ‘unnatural hags’, as Lear calls his daughters, brings on his madness, which is itself referred to by Cordelia as ‘this great breach in his abused nature!’ The onset of madness is at least partly attributable to Lear’s unwillingness to accept as real that which stands in contradiction to his naturalized ‘system of representations’.

For Edmund, the bastard son of Gloucester, nature justifies individualism and the pursuit of self-interest:

Edmund

Thou, nature, art my goddess. To thy law



My services are bound. Wherefore should I




Stand in the plague of custom and permit




The curiosity of nations to deprive me




For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines




Lag of a brother? Why ‘bastard’? Wherefore ‘base’,




When my dimensions are as well compact,




My mind as generous, and my shape as true




As honest madam’s issue?






(The Tragedy of King Lear, 1.2.1-9)

Nature is hereby used to justify values that are diametrically opposed to those of Lear and Gloucester, and Edmund disregards all compunction to behave with apprehension of his filial obligation. He engineers a situation in which his legitimate elder brother Edgar is suspected of plotting their father’s overthrow. Ironically Gloucester, having just had his eyes gouged out, implying that nature signifies traditional familial loyalty, uses the concept of nature to justify his instruction to his illegitimate son, Edmund, to ‘enkindle all the sparks of nature / To quit this horrid act’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, III.7.84-85). Meanwhile Edmund seizes the opportunity to ensure his father’s overthrow and his own advancement into his father’s place: ‘The younger rises when the old doth fall’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, III.3.24).

By diametrically opposing incompatible concepts of Nature, the play reveals these concepts to be discursively and socially produced rather than relating to anything natural beyond the level of the signifier; even though both sets of concepts are conventional and naturalized. Yet for Lear it is abominable that his daughters might be motivated by individual appetite rather than familial obligation and filial piety. It is even more abominable that Nature might stand in conflict with his concepts of justice and obligation, which for Lear are natural. The elements should be ministers of justice, yet it seems to Lear they ‘have with two pernicious daughters join[ed] / [Their] high-engendered battles ’gainst a head / So old and white as this. O, ho, ’tis foul!’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, III.2.22-24) Unwilling to be an agent of retributive justice without the authority of Nature, Lear is disempowered and left to impotently rage. Justice is separated from what is natural, prompting Lear’s question, ‘What is the cause of thunder?’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, III.4.145), which he puts to ‘this philosopher’ Edgar, disguised as the Bedlam beggar, who appears to Lear as a philosopher at this point in the play precisely because of his abject poverty and suffering, which we are told has made him pregnant to fellow feeling, to pity or compassion for the sufferings of others.

It is his daughters’ lack of feeling for Lear (despite their hollow professions of love in the opening scene) that cause him, in a last ditch attempt to reconcile his own sense of justice and filial gratitude with Nature, to summon Goneril and Regan in an imagined court of justice in the hovel where Kent has brought him and the Fool for shelter. This imagined court scene exists in the First Quarto but was cut from the First Folio edition of the play.


Lear
Then let them anatomize Regan; see what breeds

about her heart. Is there any cause in nature that

makes this hardness?




(The Historie of King Lear, Scene 13, ll. 70-72)

What, in terms of knowledge acquisition, morality, and/or punishment, is implied or suggested by this imaginary quasi-legal arraignment of his daughters and his anatomization of Regan, to ‘see what breeds about her heart’? Is this not an anatomy within the anatomy of the play as a whole? Does it not suggest that rather than offering healing and recovery, as surgery should, the play is more akin to torture followed by an anatomical dissection (such as happened in some cases), in which humanity is reduced to a ‘poor, bare, forked animal’? As Lear says, ‘man’s life’s as cheap as beast’s’. Lear is unable to concentrate for long enough in his imaginary legal dissection to see whether Regan’s ingratitude is actually unnatural as he supposes; he evades the crucial issue by entertaining fictions of his retinue – ‘my hundred’ – and quibbles about fashion. By contrast the play itself does not blanch at the sight of blood.
But why does Lear even propose that anatomical dissection might discern whether the hard-heartedness of Regan is natural? On the metaphysical idea of the brevity and inevitable dissolution of human grandeur, Philip Sidney says that tragedy ‘teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded’ (The Defence of Poesie, quoted above). Among the conventional, literary associations or commonplaces of anatomy, opening the body connotes disclosure, handling or discovery of a thing or subject. This laying open could register in the domain of psychology or morality, as the physician and anatomist Berengario da Carpi acknowledges, when he claims in Isagogae breves, that some men are said to be born with a shaggy heart, bristly with hair; they are bolder and stronger than other men. This idea is explicable in terms of the general theoretical economy of fluids and vapours in the body. Vapours are superfluous by-products of digestion and other heat-producing physiological processes, and among the means to excrete the vaporous matter is the growth of hair. Since the heart is the ‘sun’ of the microcosm (the body seen on an analogy with the cosmos), the seat of the vital faculty of the mortal soul, whose function is agitative, irascible, spiritual or passionate, and is responsible for the body’s heat and illumination with vital spirit, the appearance of hairs or bristles on the heart could be thought to indicate an excess of heat in the very organ that was the source of the body’s heat and the seat of that which in the moral or psychological domain is the equivalent of heat, such as, passion, courage, irascibility or impetuousness. Interestingly, for the context of dramatic theatre, ‘heat’ denotes both the enticement to venery, to sin, and to honour or revenge, following indignation. The dramatic theatre attracted the conventional moral associations of the anatomy theatre, such that, for example, tragedy was characterised by its opening of ‘the greatest wounds’ and the exposure of moral ‘ulcers that are covered with tissue’. Therein anatomy’s special sensory epistemology was put in service of moral discernment. This is one small part of the widely acknowledged phenomenon in early modern English literature and culture which expresses mental experiences and phenomena using the language of the body.
Introducing this seminar, I suggested that one way to approach the question of the suffering in King Lear is to ask whether it is in excess of that which would be necessary for the surgical opening of wounds and showing of the moral ulcers that are covered with tissue and need to be healed? When Lear is on Dover cliff, in the extremity of his suffering and self-scrutiny, as though he is a character who is conscious of his role in a tragedy that ought to be following Sidney’s guidelines in the Defence of Poesie and working its way towards healing, Lear implores, ‘Let me have surgeons; / I am cut to th’ brains’ (The Tragedy of King Lear, IV.5.188-89). If King Lear is to conform to Sidney’s prescriptive surgical theory of tragedy, the suffering must be necessary in order to bring about a restoration of health. But whose health: that of Lear and/or other characters, or that of the audience? This is a question we shall examine in the next seminar.
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