
 

ABSTRACT 
 

In this qualitative study of university classroom practices, the author used textual analysis 

to highlight possible connections between Disability Studies and the teaching of two of William 

Shakespeare’s plays. The data for the study was gathered from teacher-scholar narratives 

regarding classroom practices and careful analyses of two university instructors who had 

recorded their classroom sessions focused on Hamlet and King Lear. Findings from the study 

included identifying textual spaces where impairment was relevant, but not noted, highlighting 

disability-related language in classroom talk, and examining various pedagogical approaches 

toward the plays that would facilitate a more Disability Studies informed pedagogical approach.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

When I was first introduced to Disability Studies1 almost two decades ago, I was reading 

the work of scholars interested in equality and civil rights. Scholars like Douglas Baynton, James 

Charlton, and Paul Longmore were recognizing the disparity between the promise of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act [ADA] and the reality of life with a disability in the United 

States. These authors articulated the need for a deeper, more realistic understanding of persons 

with disabilities and their status in every measure of society. As a person who uses a wheelchair 

and identifies as having a disability, I knew that their work was important and applied directly to 

me, but as a graduate student in English literature with only a passing interest in politics or social 

sciences, I saw little potential for my work intersecting with the field of Disability Studies. As I 

kept researching Disability Studies scholarship, I realized that there were divergent but 

interconnected streams of critical work occurring—some of which would engage my own 

scholarship. While many Disability Studies scholars focus on law or policy, others take up social 

science-related work and apply disability models to a range of cultural products and texts. 

I was still in my graduate program in English when I realized how Disability Studies 

could operate in literature. As part of a class, we were watching a filmed adaptation of Oedipus 

Rex,2 and as I watched the staging, I saw the actor playing Oedipus continually position himself 

above the actor playing the “blind seer” Teiresias as they were talking. What struck me as 

problematic (and, at that point, as a revelation) was the fact that Oedipus had specifically called 

upon Teiresias because Teiresias was blinded by Jupiter and given the ability to see the future by 

 
1Although many authors refer to Disability Studies in lower case, I choose to do so using upper case, recognizing it 
as a field of study and avoiding confusion regarding certain sentence constructions. 
2For reference, this was Oedipus Rex, directed by Tyrone Guthrie, 1957. 
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Juno.3 When Oedipus does not get the answer he wants or expects about his future, he belittles 

Teiresias, calling him a “sightless, witless, senseless, mad old man,” (Sophocles 20), and names 

his predictions worthless.  I have to admit, that part of the reason I was able to recognize what 

Disability Studies could do in that moment was because, as a person with a disability, I could 

feel the sting of the words, and feel the pain it caused. 

It was during the performance of that exchange, that I’d read probably six different times 

throughout my education, when I truly understood the value of applying a disability framework 

to literature. The realization had turned a story that I had only a cursory interest in into one that 

now shaped what I would do for decades to come.  As an aspiring teacher at the time, I wanted to 

do whatever I could so that others could have the same type of “a-ha moment” that I had, 

because once that switch was flipped, everything else had a sharper focus for me.  

After finding and marking up several copies of the Oedipus story, I began thinking about 

the ways that disability may be at the heart of other foundational narratives like Oedipus Rex. I 

had always been deeply interested in Shakespeare (particularly Hamlet) and so started my 

investigation there. 

Once I was more invested in Disability Studies, I found that the crux of each Disability 

Studies framework is the interpretation of “impairment” and “disability”. The interpretations of 

these concepts are made using various models. Two of the most prominent models of 

interpretation are the medical model and the social model. Postcolonial scholar Mark Sherry 

defined the distinction between the medical and social models this way: 

…impairment is defined as a form of biological, cognitive, sensory, or psychiatric 

difference that is defined within a medical context, and disability is the negative social 

 
3 I refer to this story later in my dissertation, and I am using Roman names (rather than Greek) to maintain 
consistency throughout. 
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reaction to those differences. The rationale for this…distinction is to separate the 

experience of biological difference from the prejudice, discrimination, and other negative 

social consequences that many…experience. (10) 

The distinctions outlined above allow for degrees of interpretation regarding disability. Within 

the medical model, impairment is seen as equivalent to disability; whereas social model 

approaches consider environmental, cultural, and situational factors as well, thereby creating 

space for impairment to be interpreted in multiple ways. However, distinctions between medical 

and social models are not simply about understanding what can be termed a disability. Medical 

and social models of disability can also be applied to literary interpretations. 

The Problem 
 

During my research into what has now become Literary Disability Studies, I was troubled 

by a lack of Disability Studies scholarship that engaged with William Shakespeare’s work. In the 

four centuries since Shakespeare lived, historians and literary scholars have uncovered 37 plays, 

more than 100 sonnets, and two epic poems that can be attributed to his name. Shakespeare 

biographer, Bill Bryson, tried to calculate the amount of criticism written by Shakespearean 

scholars. Bryson reported that “the amount of Shakespearean ink, grossly measured, is almost 

ludicrous…Shakespeare Quarterly, the most exhaustive of bibliographers, logs about four 

thousand serious new works – books, monograms, other studies – every year” (20-21). Despite 

these facts, there has remained what Early Modern disability scholar David Wood referred to as a 

“general, if not institutional, reluctance to engage disability as a theoretical model for Early 

Modern topics” (“Shakespeare and Disability Studies” 280) particularly by Shakespeare 

scholars. In his article, “Shakespeare and Disability Studies,” Wood states that whenever he 

approached a colleague who taught Shakespeare, he would ask them how often they recognized 



4 
 

   
 

disability in the work. Almost invariably, and immediately, each of them would mention Richard 

III, Shakespeare’s quintessential villain, but were hard pressed to think of any more characters 

that fit within a disability framework (280). To explain this phenomenon that Wood noticed, 

David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder write that, “Without developed models for analyzing the 

purpose and function of representational strategies of disability, readers tend to filter a multitude 

of disability figures absently through their imaginations” (51). Wood’s observation about 

instructors not recognizing disability in Shakespeare made me think of several things. For 

instance, it would be difficult to discuss Hamlet without also discussing the “madness” of Prince 

Hamlet. It would seemingly be equally difficult to discuss King Lear while ignoring the madness 

of Lear or the blindness inflicted upon Gloucester which motivates him for much of the second 

half of the play. Knowing that discussions about madness and blindness (to name two) take place 

in college classrooms without the aid of Disability Studies frameworks, I wanted to discover how 

the presence of impairments was being discussed, and to investigate what aspects of Disability 

Studies could be useful to the teaching and understanding of these plays.  

What I originally perceived as a gap in the research provided the beginning of the current 

study, and I pursued ways to interpret Shakespeare’s work through Disability Studies. Later, 

when I began teaching in my own classrooms, I became interested in the ways that disability in 

Shakespeare was presented to students. By that time, scholars like David Mitchell, Sharon 

Snyder, Allison Hobgood, and David Wood were beginning to publish more scholarship that 

demonstrated the connections between Shakespeare and Disability Studies, but it remains unclear 

how teachers have adapted and used Disability Studies scholarship in classrooms. There is, for 

example, practical literature regarding ways to create more inclusive classroom environments, 
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some of which is reviewed in Chapter 2. However, there remain a limited number of sources that 

discuss ways to teach Shakespeare while using Disability Studies. 

My study focuses on the ways that disability is talked about by college instructors 

actively teaching Shakespeare’s plays. Because I had my own revelation about Disability Studies 

in a similar classroom, I wanted to see how I could purposely evoke one in other students. I 

began by studying teachers who were working with Shakespeare’s plays, and I watched what 

they did.  Specifically, I researched how Hamlet and King Lear are discussed in college 

classrooms. I made these plays central to my study because both plays have characters with 

identifiable impairments that become central to their respective plots, and because those plays 

reveal much about Elizabethan culture during Shakespeare’s time as well as the human 

condition. 

The Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of my study is to demonstrate the ways that college instructors teaching 

Shakespeare already talk and teach about impairment and disability during their sessions focused 

on Hamlet and King Lear. I also demonstrate how the application of selected Disability Studies 

tools such as narrative prosthesis and the ideas of counterfeit identity are useful when working to 

develop a more nuanced understanding and description of the impairments and disabilities 

present within these two plays. 

The need for adding a disability perspective to classrooms and to expand the work of 

Disability Studies has been articulated for the last two decades. For example, in Claiming 

Disability, Simi Linton outlines the need for including disability and Disability Studies in 

humanities courses (117-119). To further that goal, Rosemarie Garland-Thompson ("Integrating 

Disability Studies") and Brenda Brueggemann ("An Enabling Pedagogy") argue for classroom 



6 
 

   
 

experiences that include ideas of disability along with other concepts of identity. One of the main 

reasons for these mandates is the need to recognize a more diverse population of people and the 

ways that bodies and abilities can add a type of knowledge to discussions that has been 

previously absent.  

In addition to including ideas about disability in the content of classes, scholars like 

Wilson & Lewiecki-Wilson ("Constructing a Third Space" ), Brueggemann & Moddelmog 

("Coming Out Pedagogy") and Chrisman ("The Ways We Disclose") demonstrate some 

strategies for beginning frank dialogues about disability with students; these instructors have 

found that opening space for students to discuss life experiences in this way allows for a more 

meaningful and varied discussion for all students. Sadly, though this work has continued, 

Baglieri and Ware note a continued lack of curriculum space for “enabled” or what they referred 

to as “cripped” courses that work to accomplish these goals within the humanities. The authors 

commented that:  

our embeddedness in schools of education, which reflect systems insistent on 

medicalizing and pathologizing disability, too often limits a broader exploration of 

disability studies, especially its art and perspective in critique and interpretation, its 

conversation with popular culture, and its activism. (102) 

My study contributes to the scholarship acknowledging disability in Shakespeare’s plays inside a 

recognized disability framework. My dissertation allowed me to bring together three often 

distinct scholarly disciplines—Shakespeare scholarship, Disability Studies scholarship, and 

pedagogical scholarship -- and to investigate the following research questions:  

1. What impairments do college professors talk about when discussing Hamlet and 

King Lear? 
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2. What are some ways that tools used by Disability Studies scholars can enhance 

the teaching of Hamlet and King Lear? 

Answering these research questions required gaining historical perspective on 

Shakespeare criticism, disability theory, and the teaching of these plays. I also needed to study 

instructors in active classrooms engaging students with the texts and use textual analysis to make 

meaning from the classroom exchanges. Finally, I focused on applying existing Disability 

Studies theories and literature to the texts and determined which tools would be most beneficial 

to each play when trying to re-interpret the plays. As I produced my interpretations of Hamlet 

and King Lear, I focused on a discrete set of these tools used by Disability Studies scholars, and 

those tools are described in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Disability Studies Tools and Descriptions 

Tool Name Tool Description 

Narrative Prosthesis  This is the idea that disability structures the narrative 

and is initiated by a change or a gap in the normal 

social order that needs to be corrected. 

Disability as Metaphor Part of Narrative Prosthesis that suggests that 

disability can act as a metaphor for other things. For 

instance, a character with a mental illness can 

represent a diseased “state.” 

Masquerade and Performance  I use the term “Masquerade” to refer to characters 

who adopt costumes or mannerisms NOT associated 
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with disability. In the case of King Lear, this would 

include Kent masquerading as Caius. 

Performance & “Disability 

Con” or “Disability Drag” 

I use the terms “Disability Con” (Samuels) and 

“Disability Drag” to refer to moments when characters 

adopt costumes or mannerisms that are associated with 

disability. These characters would include Hamlet and 

Edgar. 

 

Ultimately, I examined ways to combine Shakespeare, Disability Studies, and pedagogy to 

enhance the teaching of Hamlet and King Lear so that more nuanced discussions of disability 

would be possible. 

The Investigation  
 

As I began my research, I performed close readings of many of Shakespeare’s plays to 

find instances of disability as I understood it. I also reviewed several filmed versions to 

determine how the disabilities I had found were presented and used in that medium. Although it 

was easy to identify some physical disabilities (blindness, madness, a limp, or a hump), I needed 

to truly understand the ways in which the Elizabethan era thought about disability, or, to borrow 

a term from Martha Rose, I needed to understand the “landscape” of Elizabethan disability (9). 

For Rose, who studied the presence of disabilities in Ancient Greece, a landscape included an 

exhaustive review of the ways that a culture encountered and treated (both medically and 

socially) a person with an impairment. Yet, this work is not at all straightforward. 

Historian Kim E. Nielsen highlights some of the difficulties of defining and locating 

disability in the past. She writes:  
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the words ‘disability’ and ‘handicap’ often do not show up in book indexes or as database 

keywords. Historians…have had to be creative in our keyword searches – using 

historically specific terms for specific disabilities (such as ‘lunatick’ [sic] or ‘blind’), as 

well as reading between the lines of discussions of illness, social welfare, activism, 

vagrancy, and health. (xx-xxi) 

Although Nielsen was referring to her work regarding the history of disability in the United 

States, she still needed to work backward in time to develop a reliable narrative of what 

happened in the past. As such, Nielsen’s research required her to investigate time periods in 

which the medical and social constructions of disability did not exist in their modern form, nor 

was the phrasing used to describe impairment equivalent to terms we might use today. Likewise, 

in her book titled Disability in Medieval Europe, Irina Metzler investigated disability in medieval 

Europe, and commented that there “was a lack of an umbrella term like ‘disability’ in the 

medieval period.” As a result, she aimed to investigate individual impairments, she also 

acknowledged that “[m]edieval people were far less ‘politically correct’ and much more direct in 

their descriptions of impairments” (4). With these scholars’ insights in mind, I looked carefully 

at the two texts I was using as well as the ways that disability was interpreted specifically during 

the Elizabethan era. 

Shakespeare’s Medicine  

To reiterate Kim Nielsen’s point, disability historians who work in earlier time periods often 

need to look at non-medical sources to find evidence of disabilities as they relate to the time 

studied (xx-xxi) . During much of Early Modern history, including the Elizabethan era, medicine 

was largely governed by the theory of humors. Humoral theory, according to historian Liza 

Picard, is a theory whereby, “human life depends on the proper balance of the four elements: 
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fire, air, and earth,” which are represented in the human body by “blood, phlegm, choler, and 

black bile” (102). Picard writes that to effectively treat patients, physicians needed to first 

determine what kind of person the patient was, as this would determine the amount of each type 

of humor appropriate for a particular human body to maintain. Treatments for diseases and 

conditions within the humoral system were based largely on character assessment and often 

involved bleeding a patient to restore what the physician considered the “proper” balance of 

fluids. Impairments (and therefore disabilities) were assigned to people whose humors were out 

of balance (102). The fact that disability assignment was based on an interpretation of “proper 

balance” is subjective and made on an individual basis. The fact that disability was based on a 

“clinical” evaluation of these four fluids, resulting in a single determination suggests a 

medicalized framework for diagnosis. It’s important to note, however, that constructing a 

medical framework in this way did not originate during the Elizabethan period. 

As part of her research into the prominence of disabilities during the High Middle Ages 

(1100 – 1400), Irina Metzler looked at the daily lives of citizens. Metzler investigated 

“thisworldly” and “otherworldly” reasons for impairment as she studied the practice and 

application of humors in medieval Europe. One story reported that paralysis set in after a woman 

took a bath because the water had diluted and diffused the humors in the body so that the darker 

(bad) humors settled in her face, temporarily paralyzing it (75). Additionally, narratives about 

other aspects of life contributed to disability diagnoses and began to complicate assessment.  

For example, disability theorist Edward Wheatley emphasizes how important both alms 

giving and the Eucharist were, particularly to those who were blind, as it forced them to “look 

up” at God for a longer moment of introspection and repentance. However, Wheatley is always 

careful to note that “the religious model as a discursive model was the most widely available 



11 
 

   
 

construction in medieval European culture for recasting impairment as disability” (Stumbling 

Blocks 15). Wheatley’s argument helps to sustain the presence of the religious and morality 

models of disability interpretation, whereby inward sin (based on a religious or moral 

assessment) manifests in physical impairment or disability. When interpreted using these models, 

a person was blinded, for example, as the result of not being pious enough, or because they 

committed an immoral act in the eyes of the community or the church. 

When authors of the Early Modern period began to write stories, the concept of love also 

featured as another prominent factor in disability diagnoses. Disability scholar Ian Frederick 

Moulton begins his discussion of the linkages between these ideas by pointing to Shakespeare’s 

Sonnet 147: 

My love is as a fever, longing still 

For that which longer nurseth the disease, 

Feeding on that which doth preserve the ill, 

Th’ uncertain sickly appetite to please. 

 

My reason, the physician to my love, 

Angry that his prescriptions are not kept,  

Hath left me, and I desperate now approve 

Desire is death, which physic did except. 

 

Past cure I am, now reason is past care,  

And frantic-mad with evermore unrest; 

My thoughts and my discourse as madmen’s are, 
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At random from the truth vainly expressed: 

    For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright, 

    Who art as black as hell, as dark as night. 

Here, love is a fever, desire is death and reason, along with discourse, is understood as 

medication to cure for his love sickness. Further, there is an association between love and a 

madman’s thoughts, which highlights the notion that love is a problem of the mind and has 

simple solutions based on rationality. Several scholars reach similar conclusions as they read and 

analyze the distinctions between the first and second stanzas (Vendler). Moulton writes that:  

In medical discourse, love was primarily considered a disease. Ideas about lovesickness 

came from a variety of sources and traditions and were often contradictory. In general, 

lovesickness was thought to take two basic forms: love melancholy and love mania. (214)  

The relationship that Moulton describes in his work plays out within each of the texts that I 

review within my research. Namely, the mental instability assigned to Hamlet by the other 

courtiers is often thought to be the result of the unrequited love of Ophelia and one of the factors 

which contributed to Lear’s breakdown was the apparent spurning he received from Cordelia. 

Love was also used as a justification for melancholy throughout Robert Burton’s Anatomy of 

Melancholy. As Moulton pointed out, Burton dedicated approximately one-third of his treatise to 

the relationship between love and melancholy and was considerably more interested in its 

psychological rather than the physiological effects.  

As Early Modern disability scholarship began to gain prominence within Disability 

Studies, several scholars saw a need for Shakespeare criticism related to disability and released a 

special issue of Disability Studies Quarterly to showcase the intersections between 

Shakespeare’s work and Early Modern theories of disability. Some of them also applied modern 
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approaches to the texts. The collected work of these scholars, namely David Wood, Allison 

Hobgood, Lindsey Row-Heyveld, and Katherine Schaap Williams, among others, has been 

invaluable to this project, and is reviewed in Chapter 2. Throughout my work on this project, I 

used several different ideas when identifying disability and impairment in Shakespeare. 

My Approach to Disability in Shakespeare 
 

Based on the work of these earlier historians and theorists, I posit that the importance of 

disability in Shakespeare’s work depends on the definition of “disability” chosen, and the 

application and use of appropriate theoretical tools to ultimately create an interpretation of the 

plays significantly informed by Disability Studies. The following section describes the ways I 

came to understand disability in Hamlet and King Lear. Afterward, I describe David Mitchell 

and Sharon Snyder’s “narrative prosthesis,” which I used as one of the primary analytical tools 

throughout my research. 

 

Disability Models 

During the last thirty years of activism and disability research, scholars have moved away 

from interpretive models that define disability in strictly medical or strictly social terms. In other 

words, disability is neither wholly attributed to the individual (medical model) nor to the 

structures in the environment (social model). As a result, a more inclusive and interactive 

“cultural model” has been adopted by many of the Disability Studies theorists cited within this 

dissertation. In their book titled, Cultural Locations of Disability, authors Sharon L. Snyder and 

David T. Mitchell argue that the cultural model acknowledges a more complex definition of 

disability because, they write, “the cultural model has an understanding that disability is both 

human variation encountering environmental obstacles and socially mediated difference that 
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lends group identity and phenomenological perspective” (10). They clarify the differences 

between the social model and the cultural model further when they write that in identifying 

impairments, the necessary embodied difference required by previous models “may be due to a 

‘socially perceived’ phenomenon as designated in the Americans with Disabilities Act that 

precipitates social discrimination” (10). The type of social discrimination that Snyder and 

Mitchell refer to is addressed by the ADA in its third-tier identification when the act allows for a 

person to be granted a disability if “they are perceived as having…an impairment” (U.S. Dept of 

Justice). A common example that has been used to demonstrate this understanding of impairment 

is a person with alcoholism. In such cases, individuals may exhibit behaviors consistent with 

particular impairments or be receiving treatment for certain addictions, while not meeting the 

criteria for “active impairment” (Colker 132-133). When disability theorist Tom Shakespeare 

explains the cultural model in Disability Rights and Wrongs Revisited, he notes his appreciation 

of the cultural model’s further incorporation of “emotion and affect” (Disability Rights and 

Wrongs Revisited 48) because he has long argued for a model that considered intrinsic factors 

such as the emotional state of individuals (Rights and Wrongs 56).  

Deviating from the strict social model was important in my study, particularly for my 

interpretation of Edmund as a character with a disability in King Lear. Edmund is Gloucester’s 

illegitimate younger son, and a major arc of the play focuses on Edmund working to legitimize 

himself. Using the cultural model of disability allowed me to apply aspects of Disability Studies 

to those elements of the play in which Edmund’s legitimacy became important. First, the idea 

that impairment can be based on a socially perceived phenomenon allowed me to recognize 

Edmund as having a disability, based on the perceptions of other characters in the play as well as 

his own feelings about the social status into which he was born. In other words, according to 
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Snyder and Mitchell’s definition of the cultural model, disability must have both an embodied 

impairment (that may be based on the social perception of others) and precipitate social 

discrimination. Namely, for Edmund, he is perceived (socially) as a lesser human by several 

characters based on their knowledge of his birth story. Edmund’s disability status is further 

strengthened because his status as illegitimate precipitates social discrimination in his society. 

Because King Lear centralizes the cultural practice of social legitimacy, Edmund is unable to 

own land (even as the younger son) and he is also unable to hold a title. Therefore, his character 

is unable to progress at all in his society based on his disability.  

Second, the cultural model also proved useful when I applied the thought that, as Snyder 

and Mitchell write, “[t]he formulation of a cultural model allows us to theorize a political act of 

renaming that designates disability as a site of resistance and a source of cultural agency” (10). 

Disability as a source of cultural agency was helpful because it allowed me to acknowledge 

Edmund’s status as part of a group of disenfranchised people who have a unifying cultural 

identity. Even though the cultural model expands the ability of Disability Studies to interpret 

earlier historical periods and narratives, the application of the model to William Shakespeare’s 

work has met with some resistance. Jeffrey R. Wilson summed up the difficulty this way in his 

article titled “The Trouble with Disability in Shakespeare”: 

if you conduct a literary analysis attending to the ways Shakespeare represented the 

disabled body, you can convincingly illustrate how his works exhibit a cultural model of 

disability, but… [y]ou will miss the invention of stigma. Shakespeare was the first writer 

in Western history to recognize that people who are marked off as inherently inferior, 

while they may be so marked for different reasons – variously related to physical 

deformity, racial minority, mental disability, radical criminality, bastardy, and idiocy – 
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experience similar social and psychological situations in life. (Sec. IV, "From Disability 

to Stigma") 

Wilson’s point, that Shakespeare invented stigma, is central to my own interpretation of what is 

currently termed “disability” for modern audiences. While conducting this study, I analyzed 

plays as well as classroom transcripts for content about disability. Although I certainly found 

impairments that were classified, catalogued, and treated by and within various forms of the 

medical model, I also found stigmatizing behavior (identified using the cultural model of 

disability) which, during the Elizabethan period, rose to the level of creating de facto disabilities 

because such behaviors affected access, and equality. During the Elizabethan period, it was 

stigma, rather than a concentrated focus on disability, which contributed to a problematic 

environment. For example, Hamlet’s initial depression and subsequent “madness” can be 

explained through humoral discourse, but the further interpretation of that madness and the fear 

it generated in other characters were the result of social stigmas placed on people with mental 

impairments. Using this combination of factors – medical model (humors) and social conditions 

(stigmatizing behavior and social as well as cultural modes of disability) allowed me to 

recognize key elements regarding why people and characters were treated as they were. 

 

Shifting Identities and “Counterfeit Disability” 

In addition to using a cultural approach to disability to recognize ways that impairment is 

operationalized in each play, I also thought about a plot device that occurs often in Shakespeare 

– the use of disguise4.  While writing “The Performance of Disguise,” Peter Hyland begins with 

 
4 Aside from the examples explored here, consider how disguise operates within a play like Twelfth Night where 
costumes allow characters to masquerade and present as the opposite gender (Viola poses as Cesario, for example) 
and a nearly impossible love triangle is created. 
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a summary of the work that scholas have done regarding disguise, particularly in terms of how 

they define its function. One critic Hyland cited from the earliest part of the 20th century 

considered “disguise” to be a mere “change in personal appearance which leads to mistaken 

identity” (Freeburg, qtd in Hyland 77). Another critic, Hyland wrote, defined disguise as 

“substitution, overlaying, or metamorphosis of dramatic identity whereby one character sustains 

two roles. This may involve masquerade deliberate or involuntary, mistaken or concealed 

identity, madness or possession” (Bradbook, qtd in Hyland 77). For my own purposes, 

Bradbrook’s broad understanding of the uses for disguise in Shakespeare’s work seems the most 

appropriate. Given that definition as a starting point, disguise can accomplish many things at the 

same time.  

Throughout King Lear, several characters engage in what Bradbrook referred to as 

masquerade: Kent engages masquerade to become Caius and hide his identity from Lear and the 

others; Edgar engages in masquerade to first hide from the authorities, and then to save 

Gloucester’s life. However, although masquerade can describe some of the deceptive work done 

within these plays, there are two other concepts that also apply: passing and “disability con” 

Hamlet and King Lear take place at the center of kingdoms in which characters are the 

subjects of kings and subjected to the rules of that society. In many ways, characters within each 

play engage in certain types of passing to circumvent or exceed societal expectations to achieve 

their goals. This has also been a relatively common occurrence among some people with 

disabilities as well as among other oppressed groups. In his work on Disability Theory, Tobin 

Siebers draws on the work of Erving Goffman to discuss the ways that some people in minority 

groups use passing. Siebers writes: 
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[Goffman sees] passing as a strategy for managing the stigma of spoiled identities – those 

identities discredited by law, opinion, or social convention. When in the minority and 

powerless, Jews pass as Christians, blacks pass as whites, and gay, lesbian, and 

transgendered, [sic] people pass as straight. Similarly, people with disabilities find 

ingenious ways to pass as able-bodied. (Disability Theory 97) 

Over the years, disability scholars have critiqued Goffman’s work on spoiled identity, and mark 

it as outdated and not nuanced enough to be productive at this stage in Disability Studies 

scholarship. I am nonetheless comfortable with the term stigma here because it matches the 

environment of the plays. In some versions of the King Lear, Edmund’s lines do not reference 

his name, but he is instead referred to by “Bastard” or “Bast”5 though this convention may be the 

result of an editorial choice rather than any message Shakespeare himself intended to share with 

the audience. Stigmas such as the one faced by Edmund are debilitating on a level that labels 

them as defective. 

Both Siebers and Goffman suggest that passing is something that happens in several 

groups that have minority status and therefore look to a normalized presence (i.e. white 

heterosexual males) as the standard by which they are measured. As a strategy to manage stigma, 

the act of passing becomes a resistance to the stigma, which, for the moment, I will use 

interchangeably with the word “disability.”6  Additionally, the act of passing in some ways 

names the stigma as disabling, since the choice to act reflects the fear of social consequences of 

choosing to move through the world with a stigmatized identity. Because Edmund is “outed” in 

the first scene, he never really could “pass” as “legitimate” – nor, I suspect, would the other 

 
5 As an example, see the differences in stage directions between Quarto and Folio editions and those editions printed 
prior to 1900. 
6It is important to note here that Goffman himself does not make this assertion, though disability scholars have 
historically used his work to do so. 
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characters allow this to happen. Instead, Edmund provokes the exile of his brother Edgar and the 

murder attempt on Gloucester. Edmund also attempts to marry both Goneril and Regan so that he 

can truly legitimize himself despite his status at birth. 

In her book, Dissembling Disability in Early Modern Drama, Lindsey Row-Heyveld 

writes about the presence of what she calls “counterfeit disability.” As she describes this 

practice, which she considers common to Early Modern drama, she describes scenes in which 

characters who are not disabled assume disabilities for various purposes. In these cases, the 

performance of disability becomes metatheatrical. In other words, these characters perform 

disabilities in ways that exaggerate their theatrical and performative nature – so that audiences 

know that the disability is a performance. A necessary step for these deceptions to work, Row-

Heyveld contends, is the cooperation and complicity of the audience. If the narrative device of 

disability is to operate successfully as part of the story, then the audience must dissemble 

disability (recognize its falsehood), while at the same time understand the truth that disability 

itself is at work within the narrative (175-176). Similarly, Row-Heyveld acknowledges the use of 

disguises throughout Early Modern drama as another narrative device with which the audience 

must cooperate. Within King Lear, the disguises used by Kent and Edgar are relevant examples 

that are explored later in my dissertation.   

Ellen Samuels also acknowledges a similar idea while investigating ideas of identity 

particularly as part of the 18th and 19th centuries. She writes that, “[t]he fantasy of identification 

[…] is predicated on an epistemology of visibility in which identity can be easily read upon the 

body” (17). The idea that identification is itself a fantasy tied in nicely with both Professor 

Thompson’s recognition of fantasy and reality as a major theme within Hamlet, and Samuels 

goes on to describe an act of disability imposture, or what she calls a “disability con” whereby a 
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person adapts aspects of physical disability to achieve specific ends. Samuels points to a 

generalized fear of the practice, which, for her, explains modern retellings of stories that often 

erase the presence of disability within narratives (18-19). The language of “disability con” adds a 

deceptive element to the purposeful acquisition of disability related behaviors the idea of 

“counterfeit disability” past the Early Modern era but remains well-suited to describe the actions 

of several characters within both Hamlet and King Lear. 

During my analysis of King Lear, I argue that several characters use disguises achieve 

their goals within the kingdom. Although I once thought that the characters were engaged in 

passing behaviors, it is more accurate to posit that they are instead enacting a disability con.. For 

instance, one component of King Lear is Edgar’s choice to disguise himself as Poor Tom to hide 

from the authorities. To achieve his goal, he must effectively disguise himself as a beggar and act 

mentally unstable. Edgar’s performance of madness is not unlike Hamlet’s intentional 

performance of madness. Throughout much of the play, Hamlet attempts to enact a disability con 

whereby he is quite literally seen as mentally unstable. He tries to force questions about his 

status because he believes that by doing so, he will be granted access to the truth about his 

father’s death. By figuring out what ‘madness’ looks like, Hamlet uses the stigma of “madness” 

to his advantage. 

By using strategies of masquerade, counterfeit disability and disability con as well as the 

cultural model of disability to interpret disability and impairment throughout my research, I work 

to present possibilities for Shakespearean pedagogy that is more engaged with disability theory, 

but this also requires the application of tools specific to Disability Studies. 
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Applying Narrative Prosthesis  

Labeling impairment and disability effectively in Shakespeare’s plays relies heavily on 

the definitions of disability used and the cultural aspects acknowledged; however, recognizing 

and demonstrating the ways that those impairments and disabilities operate within each play 

requires tools specifically designed for applying Disability Studies to literature. In Narrative 

Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse, David T. Mitchell and Sharon Snyder 

outline several aspects of what they term a ‘narrative prosthesis” to demonstrate that,   

disability is foundational to both cultural definition and to the literary narratives that 

challenge normalizing prescriptive ideals [emphasis in original]. By contrasting and 

comparing the depiction of disability across cultures and histories, one realizes the 

disability provides an important barometer by which to assess shifting values in norms 

imposed upon the body. (51) 

Throughout Narrative Prosthesis, Mitchell and Snyder analyze several different narratives to 

demonstrate their theory. Many of the narratives represent literature that has become bedrocks of 

the Western canon. Among others, Mitchell and Snyder analyze Oedipus Rex by Sophocles; 

Richard III by Shakespeare; and Moby Dick by Herman Melville along with several other short 

stories and films. Though they underscored more ideas, I will summarize only the ones that 

became primary to my own research. Perhaps the broadest theory that Mitchell and Snyder posit 

is that all narratives rely on disability for their very existence. They write: 

The very need for a story is called into being when something has gone amiss with the 

known world, and, thus, the language of a tale seeks to comprehend that which has 

stepped out of line. In this sense, stories compensate for an unknown or unnatural 

deviance that begs an explanation. (53) 



22 
 

   
 

The concept described above applies to the entire narrative, and certainly applies to the plays 

studied in this dissertation. In terms of Mitchell and Snyder’s approach, the narrative is complete 

once compensation for the disability takes place, and the once disabled character is reintegrated 

into society. For my research, I chose plays in which the titular characters exhibited signs of 

physical impairments and were continually questioned about them throughout the respective 

plays. In both cases, identifying the event which “called the narrative into being” was not 

difficult. In addition to being called into being through disability, narratives that employ one or 

more narrative protheses (prosthetic narratives) are resolved when the primary disability is 

erased or normalized (sometimes through the death of a character) thereby restoring order to 

society within the narrative. 

For Hamlet, the play opens after King Hamlet has died. Shortly thereafter, his ghost 

begins to appear on the castle grounds, and those events alone need an explanation. As the story 

continues, audience members are presented with more questions as they decide whether Hamlet 

is in fact mad or is instead performing madness. With these events in mind, the narrative of 

Hamlet is prosthetically related to the resolution of the main character’s mental state. King Lear 

presents many of the same characteristics as Hamlet. Lear himself is constantly questioned and 

challenged regarding his mental state, and the narrative, in many ways, is prosthetically related 

to the resolution of Lear’s mental fitness.  

Another aspect of narrative prosthesis that proved useful in my analysis of these plays 

was the materiality of metaphor. This is a concept based on the idea that “disability also serves as 

a metaphorical signifier of social and individual collapse. Physical and cognitive anomalies 

promise to lend a “tangible” body to textual abstractions; we term this metaphorical use of 

disability the materiality of metaphor” (47-48). Lear’s “madness”, for example, gives a tangible 
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representation of the kingdom in disarray. At the same time, characters with disabilities can 

ultimately be reduced to those disabilities with their individuality erased. In other words, a 

disability becomes the identifying signifier for a character, and it follows that the signifier can 

stand in for that character. For example, Edmund’s status as illegitimate compels other 

characters to refer to him as a bastard. That label quickly stands in for his name and represents 

the character, thereby erasing other aspects of his story and personality. 

Ultimately, by combining aspects of all these theories and tools, I build what I hope are 

compelling and unique understandings of classroom talk as well as new readings of Hamlet and 

King Lear.  

An Outline for the Remainder of the Research 

As I have demonstrated in this chapter, disability is, as Tom Shakespeare once wrote, “a 

complex interaction” that is influenced by several factors (Rights and Wrongs 54). Teaching 

about disability and integrating it into Shakespeare’s work is at least equally complex. However, 

because disability figures so prominently within Hamlet and King Lear, figuring out ways to 

manage that complexity becomes a focal point for anyone wishing to attempt the task. The two 

professors I studied here accomplished their discussions admirably without, as far as I could tell, 

the aid of disability theory or the tools of Disability Studies. Instead, each of them focused on the 

text of the respective play and helped students to identify themes and patterns. Professor 

Thompson performed line readings for students and then established themes, and moments of 

disability-related discussion took place on a scene-by-scene basis. Professor Mercer discussed 

large themes at the beginning of her discussion of King Lear and would reference the text as 

needed to clarify points. 
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In the next chapter of my dissertation, I outline prominent scholarship from both 

Shakespeare Studies and Disability Studies to highlight the primary authors and theories that 

have provided the groundwork for the current study. I also examine existing teacher-scholar 

narratives from teachers who use Disability Studies in their classrooms. Chapter 3 is a detailed 

account of the participants and the methodologies used to compile and analyze data.  

The four remaining data chapters of my dissertation are organized so that the 

conversations about each play mirror each other, and so that readers can think about ways to 

approach these plays one play at a time rather than negotiating a back-and-forth strategy. In 

Chapters 4 and 5, I focus primarily on Hamlet. In Chapter 4, I analyze classroom sessions 

conducted solely by Professor Matt Thompson teaching Hamlet and follow up with a Disability 

Studies reading of Hamlet in Chapter 5. After that, I begin similar work with King Lear: Chapter 

6 is dedicated to analyzing the ways that both Professor Thompson and Professor Mercer talk 

about impairments in their classrooms while working with King Lear, and in Chapter 7 I focus 

on a Disability Studies approach to the play.  

Findings from the classroom sessions suggest that even without established backgrounds 

in Disability Studies, the instructors were able to effectively relate the narratives of each play, as 

well as the ways that disability functioned within them, to students clearly. Throughout Chapters 

5 and 7, I work to reinterpret the plays through Disability Studies and offer supplementary ideas 

to stimulate more conversations about the connections between Shakespeare’s plays and 

disability. Lastly, I conclude my dissertation with a summary of findings as well as what I see as 

opportunities to expand this research. 



25 
 

   
 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

In this chapter, I describe several types of research that provided the background for this 

study. Given the depth and breadth of Shakespeare scholarship written over the last 450 years, an 

exhaustive search and summary is not possible. However, first, I provide a general overview of 

the relevant criticism of Hamlet, and King Lear because this scholarship informs the 

interpretations that both featured university faculty members used to present the plays in 

classrooms. Specifically, I highlight major theoretical moves of the last century as well as 

critiques from scholars engaged in Disability Studies. Second, I outline several classroom 

strategies and pedagogical approaches, that range from classic lecture to performance-based 

techniques. Third, I describe what many teacher-scholars engaged with Disability Studies have 

termed a more “enabled” pedagogy by summarizing some of the work already being done using 

Disability Studies as a guide to pedagogy. I conclude the chapter by focusing on the continuing 

development of classroom practices influenced by Disability Studies and understanding that 

scholarship and student diversity continues to evolve. 

Investigating Criticism  

To develop my project effectively, I first needed to understand a significant portion of the 

criticism that already exists for Shakespeare’s plays. For me to support the claim that there was a 

lack of disability-related criticism in Shakespeare Studies, I investigated the most prominent 

Shakespeare criticism of the 20th and 21st centuries. 

 



26 
 

   
 

Foundational Shakespeare Criticism 

At the beginning of the 20th century, literary criticism was grounded in the school of 

formalism, which focused on the events of the story, and the direct actions of the characters. 

Interpretations based in formalism did not look to make connections between the world created 

by the author and the world of the reader. Gregory Castle describes a formalist approach as one 

in which, 

the literary work is autonomous, that its unity and meaning are constituted primarily by 

formal and rhetorical features, and that it is free from any burden of the social world in 

which it is produced, or from any connection to the author who produces it. (122) 

A clear example of this was demonstrated when A.C. Bradley examined the structures of four 

major Shakespearean tragedies to determine if there were similarities between them so that he 

could develop a more efficient way to analyze them. Also, in concert with the formalist tradition, 

Bradley wrote that, “I shall leave untouched, or merely glanced at, questions regarding 

[Shakespeare’s] life and character, the development of his genius and art, the genuineness, 

sources, texts, inter-relations of his various works” (4). Within the earliest pages of his critique, 

Bradley discovered that Shakespeare wrote about characters of ‘high degree’ because: 

when he falls suddenly from the height of earthly greatness to the dust, his fall produces a 

sense of contrast, of the powerlessness of man, and of the omnipotence—perhaps the 

caprice—of Fortune or Fate, which no tale of private life can possibly rival. (5) 

Throughout his analyses, Bradley pointed to elements of plot and character to reveal reasons for 

the reactions of the characters and the advancement of the plot. For instance, in his analysis of 

King Lear, Bradley placed the characters in two distinct categories: those representing the 

concepts of ‘good’ and those representing the concept of ‘evil.’ Because Edmund wants to usurp 

his father’s land and take revenge on his brother Edgar without fear of consequences, Bradley 
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asserted that Edmund’s evil is “plain moral evil” and “evil in its fullest sense” (24). Clearly, 

Bradley represents one of the motivating factors of the play as a character flaw7. As he noted 

elsewhere in the analysis: 

The 'story' or 'action' of a Shakespearean tragedy does not consist, of course, solely of 

human actions or deeds; but the deeds are the predominant factor. And these deeds are, 

for the most part, actions in the full sense of the word; not things done ''tween asleep and 

wake,' but acts or omissions thoroughly expressive of the doer, —characteristic deeds. 

The centre of the tragedy, therefore, may be said with equal truth to lie in action issuing 

from character, or in character issuing in action. (7) 

Therefore, in terms of motivation, Edmund desires and seeks conquest because he is evil. By the 

same token, Hamlet is troubled, not by the action of murdering Claudius, but rather by his 

conflicted character, which needed to define a clear result for the action. In reading the text of 

Act 3, Scene 3, audiences see Hamlet struggle with the timing of the murder since Claudius is “at 

prayer,” hence properly preparing his soul for death. Bradley would no doubt consider Hamlet 

righteous in his patience, but nonetheless continued to associate ability with morality. At this 

point, Hamlet’s morality causes an inability for Hamlet. By tying actions (plot) to aspects of 

morality, he echoed the theory of stigma put forth by the Greeks and utilized by Goffman in his 

foundational work on difference. Goffman writes that “The Greeks…originated the term stigma 

to refer to bodily signs designed to expose something unusual and bad about the moral status of 

the signifier…” (1). Shakespeare wrote dramas which were intended to be acted on stage, and 

naturally tied the advancement of the plot to the actions of the characters. However, by placing 

so much importance on the character of each player, Bradley also asserted a great deal of weight 

 
7 Additionally, Bradley placed Goneril and Regan among the morally corrupt and therefore ‘evil’ characters of the 
play. 
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on morality and linked moral corruption with physical or social stigmatization. A closer 

relationship to disability was presented in the following passage when he noted that: 

Shakespeare, occasionally… represents abnormal conditions of mind; insanity, for 

example, somnambulism, hallucinations. And deeds issuing from these are certainly not 

what we called deeds in the fullest sense, deeds expressive of character. No; but these 

abnormal conditions are never introduced as the origin of deeds of any dramatic moment. 

Lady Macbeth's sleep-walking [sic] has no influence whatever on the events that follow 

it. Macbeth did not murder Duncan because he saw a dagger in the air: he saw the dagger 

because he was about to murder Duncan. Lear's insanity is not the cause of a tragic 

conflict any more than Ophelia's; it is, like Ophelia's, the result of a conflict; and in both 

cases the effect is mainly pathetic. If Lear were really mad when he divided his kingdom, 

if Hamlet were really mad at any time in the story, they would cease to be tragic 

characters. (7-8) 

Here, Bradley distinguished the ways that Shakespeare employed disability. In certain ways, 

Bradley’s reading of events makes a great deal of sense. After all, it would not be difficult to 

understand, as Polonius suggests, “the cause of this effect” (Hamlet, 2.2.109) as the result of a 

series of events that take place, rather than the defect that began a process. To adapt an example 

cited in Abbott, first King Hamlet died and then the prince became unbalanced (14). Although 

that approach is straight-forward and largely suggested by the dialogue of the play, it may not 

incorporate all the inherent complications associated with the mental disorder that is often 

assigned to Hamlet. Nor, in many ways, do similar narrative explanations account for the 

numerous possibilities present within the text of King Lear. For instance, a comparable 

description for King Lear might suggest that Lear went mad after Cordelia apparently rejected 
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him. However, a close read of a line in 1.1 by Regan reminds the audience and readers that, 

“You see how full of changes his age is. The observation we/ have made of it hath QnotQ been 

little” (1.1.290-291) 8. While the specifics of the scene, as well as connotations and implications 

involved with editorial as well and inflectional choices are discussed in by Professor Mercer in 

Chapter 6 and revisited from a Disability Studies perspective in Chapter 7, Regan’s 

acknowledgement of these changes denotes, at least, the consideration of impairment, and 

therefore an association with disability regardless of the weight it is given by any specific 

critique. 

 Although Bradley’s work has been considered foundational to Shakespeare criticism for 

the last century, he was not without detractors. This was especially true shortly after the 

publication of his lectures on Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth  (Cooke). Nevertheless, 

his work provides value here for several reasons including the early connections made between 

morality and acceptance, as well as the treatment and consideration of physical impairments. 

 Thirty years after the publication of Shakespearean Tragedy, a noticeable shift in the way 

Hamlet, King Lear, and Othello were critiqued was already occurring, Bradley often made 

abstractions of the characters and talked about morality in general terms; Wilson Knight, 

however, personified the characters and analyzed the plays on psychological terms that focused 

on the human importance of the dramas discussed here. Although Knight also admitted to the 

universality of Shakespeare’s characters, he considered that the stories that Shakespeare 

composed dealt with the depth of human aspects given to each character. Through Knight’s 

analyses, readers were introduced to the ideas that Othello and Iago were motivated by emotional 

investment rather than the abstraction of morality. Instead of Hamlet telling the story of a 

 
8 A superscripted ‘Q’ represents text that was only present in the Quarto editions of the play. 
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ubiquitous Everyman, “we see a man alive among puppets” (289). This seemingly grandiose 

claim was supported by the statement that Hamlet simultaneously “torments himself as well as 

others”; that he represents both the nobility of mankind as well as its devilish instincts. (288). In 

working to articulate the psychological struggles of the characters on a more personal level, and 

by recognizing these stories of these heroes as “deeply personal ones” (287), Knight moved 

away from the abstractions and structural basis of formalist criticism, and gave readers a more 

psychological perspective of the characters. Therefore, he defined motivation and action not as 

responses to external forces or events (as Bradley had done), but rather as the result of internal 

conflicts. By doing so, he gave weight to the psychological aspects of character, and made real 

the possibility of a psychological disorder as the cause of events rather than the effect of them. 

Regardless, Knight neglected to place these struggles specifically within a disability framework. 

 Within the next few decades, Bradley’s work found favor again. Maynard Mack later 

supported Bradley’s structural assertions and at the same time provided an alternate theory. One 

of the most important aspects of Mack’s formulation was the recognition that each of the 

Shakespearean heroes was also given a dramatic foil, and that it was this character who often 

served as a “second voice” that would reign in what Mack referred to as the hero’s tendency to 

“overstate,” the dramatic situation. According to Mack, the hero had to live in a world where 

“everything costs not less than everything” (126). While Mack argued that these “second voice” 

characters often present the opposite side of the argument, I want to suggest that they offer the 

disability-based counterpoint to the normalized context of Shakespeare’s dramatic space. For 

instance, even though Hamlet himself names the conditions related to his performance of mental 

instability, it is Claudius who first calls attention to it. Likewise, Kent, Regan and Goneril are the 

first to name Lear’s differences. I argue too, that it is in the reflections which these dramatic foils 
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offer, where disability is recognized, and can therefore be named and discussed, regardless of 

how it is framed by them.9 

 As foundational as the work of Bradley, Mack, Knight, and others has been for many 

Shakespeare instructors, these interpretations neglect deeper understandings of disability and 

impairment. Many of them are based in variations of the morality model of disability, whereby 

disability is based on judgements of character and assessments of good versus evil. Although 

morality-based approaches seemed appropriate when these critiques were written, more nuanced 

approaches began to appear in the last quarter of the 20th century. However, the first critiques 

that connected Shakespeare and disability were largely focused on only Richard III. 

 

The Beginning of Shakespeare and Disability Studies: Analyzing “Richard III” 

As the work of disability scholars gained more prominence, they recognized the 

importance of film and television to modern culture. When the attention turned to Shakespeare, 

Richard III became an obvious choice. Richard III is often treated as Shakespeare’s 

quintessential character with a disability (Wood 280), quite likely because the early descriptions 

of the lead character make it easy for readers to conceptualize, as well as stage his impairment. 

In the opening monologue, Richard uses the following language to describe himself: 

I, that am rudely stamp'd, and want love's majesty  

To strut before a wanton ambling nymph;  

I, that am curtail'd of this fair proportion,  

Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,  

Deformed, unfinish'd, sent before my time  

 
9 Here, I recognize that “disability” is not always named for lack of a category, or the necessary language to 
establish disability as it is today. 
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Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,  

And that so lamely and unfashionable  

That dogs bark at me as I halt by them; (1.1.16-24). 

Given the adjectives used, it is certainly reasonable to picture Richard as a character with a 

disfigured body. Shakespeare, however, never named a specific impairment. Therefore, the 

staging of the character’s “deformed, unfinish’d,…[and] half made up”  body has been 

interpreted in multiple ways, so much so that, according to Mitchell and Snyder, the king’s 

disabilities become a central occupation of the play (101). As disability scholarship has evolved, 

Richard has been the primary site of disability analysis in Shakespeare despite the fact that 

impairments are often present in a range of Shakespeare’s characters (Covey 171; Heaton 98). 

The problem, therefore, has always been how scholars and critics define disability within the 

Elizabethan era. 

 In his chapter for Images of the Disabled: Disabled Images, Leonard Kreigel cited 

Shakespeare’s Richard III as a primary and early example of what he calls “The Cripple in 

Literature.” He began his account of disability representation by taking readers through a recent 

performance of Richard III, writing that “recent Shakespearean criticism tends to stress the play 

in performance…Everything in the drama that unfolds can be traced back to Richard’s 

consciousness of himself as a ‘deformed, unfinished man’” (31). While outlining the events of 

the play, Kreigel described Richard’s character as a “demonic cripple” (33) and then extended 

his analysis to categorize other literary characters. He articulated a nomenclature for the types of 

disabled characters that appear in literature – one that largely survives today. 

 Instead of impairments, Kreigel used the language of ‘wounds,’ believing that characters 

with disabilities suffered from physical or psychological wounds that are either healed or 
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incorporated to varying degrees within the story. Kreigel identified Melville’s Ahab and 

Shakespeare’s Richard as demonic cripples, whereas Dickens’ Tiny Tim is given as a prime 

example of a charity cripple, because he is a victim of circumstance. Kreigel’s category, the 

Realistic cripple, is exemplified by Laura Wingfield of The Glass Menagerie because her 

disability is adapted as part of her selfhood. Lastly, Kreigel characterized the triumphant, or 

Survivor cripples, as exemplified by characters who succeed against great odds until they can 

incorporate their wound into their psychology as a way of dealing with the world (33). Kreigel’s 

approach, while dated, provided an early typology for scholars to examine characters and literary 

representations. 

 Along with Kreigel’s essay, Paul Longmore’s influential “Screening Stereotypes” 

exposed readers to the idea that disabled characters are much more present in film and television 

than often acknowledged, but that many disabled characters were portrayed as villains. 

Importantly, Longmore highlighted the notion that a lot of disabilities go unnoticed by the 

audience. To this end, Longmore wrote about the loveable, but nearly blind Mr. Magoo of 

cartoon fame, as well as several “nefarious” and villainous characters from the golden age of 

movies and television. Longmore’s goal was to describe patterns within the representation of 

disabled bodies. He highlighted the link, for example, between disability and criminality, helped 

to define the oft-used overcoming narrative, and demonstrated examples of the media’s 

reluctance to portray people with disabilities as sexual beings.  

Longmore determined that one of the social functions of disability imagery was to 

proliferate the notion of disability as an individual problem and the idea that with the right 

attitude, anything can be accomplished. He argued that disability portrayals often relied on the 

person with the disability to resolve any social conflicts that might arise. These consequences 
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point to a medicalized approach to disability that has now been largely criticized by disability 

scholars. Longmore concluded his article by noting the slowly changing patterns of 

representation. With these types of tools at hand, disability scholars could now discuss patterns, 

social implications of disability and the characters who were represented. Despite the detailed 

examination of physical disability in film by Martin F. Norden, critical readings of William 

Shakespeare were limited mainly to Richard III. 

Throughout The Cinema of Isolation, Norden continued what Kreigel and Longmore had 

begun, but on a much larger scale. While other scholars cited a limited number of well-crafted 

examples, Norden sought to explore the entirety of the genre, taking physical disability and the 

portrayal of impairment as his subject. The framework that Norden used to describe the types of 

portrayals on screen was like Kreigel’s analysis of literature and only qualified a few categories 

more carefully. He also highlighted performances of Richard III which demonstrated the 

ambiguity of the representation within the play itself. Most of the cinematic versions of the story 

portray the character of Richard with a hump (8). In addition to noting this important cinematic 

move, however, Norden also drew out the origin of the character: 

The Bard introduces the treacherous character in Henry VI, Part 2 and cranked up his 

wickedness in Henry VI, Part 3 by having him slay King Henry to end the play. The 

words he utters over the dead monarch – “Then, since the heavens have shaped my body 

so / Let hell make crook'd my mind to answer it.” – not only set the stage for his 

consummate villainy in Richard III but have also served as a longstanding reminder of 

the disability-evil linkage. (9) 

The imagery that Norden identified and that so many performers have relied upon to give 

Richard his impairment, was likely based on an early line in Henry VI, Part 3, in which the 
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character is referenced by Queen Margaret when she asks, “Where's that valiant crook-back 

prodigy, / Dicky your boy, that with his grumbling voice…”  (1.4.75-76). Rather than focus on 

the positive qualities assigned to the character, performers instead identified only impairments. 

Margaret’s use of the terms “Prodigy” and “valiant” is ignored in favor of representations that 

highlight physical deformity rather than the bravery and intelligence also mentioned within these 

lines. 

Norden went on to analyze several more versions of Richard III and found them largely 

at fault for a preponderance of villains who were given pronounced spinal cord injuries as 

signifiers of their inwardly evil natures. Norden used the phrase “obsessive avenger” (53) to 

describe these qualities in the lead character. This problematic category of representation, he 

argued, all began with Shakespeare’s Richard III and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Long John 

Silver. 

Although Norden provided a very thorough description of four different filmed versions 

of Richard III – starting with the 1908 film and concluding in 1956 – his work with Shakespeare 

is restricted only to one play. Focusing solely on Richard III speaks to the idea that Richard’s 

character is Shakespeare’s “quintessential cripple,” even though there are countless other 

impairments and disabled characters throughout his plays. This tendency to focus solely on 

Richard III helps to explain why David Houston Wood reported that whenever he talked with 

colleagues about connecting Shakespeare with disability, the first answer always referred to 

Richard III ("Shakespeare and Disability Studies" 280). 

In the years that followed Norden’s work, several disability scholars continued to 

examine disability representation (or lack of it) in television and film. Analyses of disability 

done at the turn of the 21st century chronicle a variety of different portrayals of disabled bodies – 
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some reiterating patterns previously described by Kreigel, Longmore, and Norden, while others, 

expanding the typologies of disability representation. Some argue, however, that much of the 

landscape of disability representation has not really changed. 

In Disability and the Media, Charles A. Riley offered examples of representational 

language from different mass-media formats including newspapers, magazines, television, film, 

and the internet. He examined ways that authors in a range of venues were given criteria about 

how to write about and portray disabled bodies, formalizing the notion that the categories of 

“cripple” developed by scholars 20 years prior had not only become standard practice, but were 

in fact required by several outlets. In his opening chapter, Riley lamented: 

One in every five people on the planet has a disability and, because of that, is shamefully 

misrepresented in the fun-house mirror of the mass media. Consigned by the arbiters of 

what is published or produced to a narrow spectrum of roles, from freaks to inspirational 

saints, lab rats or objects of pity, people with disabilities have not seen the evolution of 

their public image that their private circumstances have undergone in the aftermath of 

political and medical progress over the past four decades. (1) 

Using the same basic framework as the ones demonstrated by Kreigel, Norden, and Longmore, 

Riley lists examples of several Hollywood stars to demonstrate the stagnation of representation 

as well as the media’s need to sensationalize the ‘super-crip’ or the charity case for profit across 

television, film, newspapers, magazines, and the internet. Because Riley’s work cut across all 

media forms, it made the need for immediate action more relevant and urgent. 

 In time, several Early Modern disability scholars recognized the limited amount of 

scholarship that connect disability to Shakespeare’s work, and ultimately contributed to a special 

double issue of Disability Studies Quarterly which focused on Shakespeare. Though the issue 
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included disability-based readings of several plays, Katherine Schaap Williams continued the 

trend of writing about Richard III. However, Williams gave readers something different to think 

about. 

Rather than marking Richard as Shakespeare’s character as representative of all Early 

Modern disability as most readings of Richard III project, Katherine Schaap Williams suggested 

that the choices that Richard makes -- in the ways that he carries his body and uses his disability 

-- enable him and marks him as powerful rather than strictly deformed. Williams took issue with 

the common conflation of “disability” with “deformity” in Disability Studies scholarship. 

Because the language that medicalizes and categorizes disability as a label (thereby constructing 

bodies as “normal” and “abnormal”) only appeared in the lexicon after the Renaissance and 

certainly after Shakespeare wrote his plays (Davis, Enforcing Normalcy 29; Williams, "Enabling 

Richard"), Williams argued that the majority of disability scholars see Richard’s deformity as an 

early interpretation of disability.  

For Williams, this interpretation and conflation limits “claims about disability in the 

Early Modern period. This critical tendency results in ‘disability’ signifying bodily impairment 

and not a more complex relationship between Richard's body and his audience within and 

outside the play” ("Enabling Richard"). Williams considered Richard as taking control of his 

own body and exhibiting agency by “performing” his disability. She noted that although there 

are several terms that refer to Richard’s deformity, Shakespeare did not ultimately share a 

description of what Richard’s body looked like, leaving the performative interpretation in the 

hands of actors and directors. More importantly, Williams’ analyses afforded agency to a 

character that had become a representative of the Elizabethan attitudes toward disability and that 
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move alone suggests the necessity of considering Shakespearean drama as candidates for 

personal narratives. 

 Interpreting Richard as an active participant in the performance of his own disability 

proved useful when I was analyzing King Lear, particularly in terms of considering the ways in 

which several of the characters in Lear shift their identities to retain access (Kent) or lose 

privilege (Edgar) within the play. Attending to identity also resonates in the performances that 

Edmund gives as he achieves his ends. Most importantly, though, performative ideas as they 

relate to power are also adapted by Hamlet, as he works to discover the truth of his father’s 

death.  

 Placing Richard at the forefront of Shakespeare disability criticism was productive while 

scholars developed the tools crucial to understanding how disability and impairment operated in 

literature. Richard’s impairments were easily identified, and the character fit conveniently into 

the moral framework of disability; at the same time, the character met requirements for the 

medical model of interpretation because his described hump provided a disfigurement on which 

scholars could focus. Richard III, however, is only one of Shakespeare’s plays, and definitions of 

disability were becoming more complex. 

 

Finding Impairments in Other Plays 

While Williams focused on the ambiguous though obviously physical nature of Richard’s 

deformity in her exploration of disability within Richard III, Rachel E. Hile examined Kate from 

The Taming of the Shrew, which for some critics, has been given a similar impairment by 

Shakespeare. Hile’s focus during the opening of her article centered on a performance in which 

the director asked Kate to be performed with a limp throughout. Hile cites Richard Ouzounian of 

the Toronto Star who wrote: 
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On the strength of one line in the text ("Why does the world report that Kate does limp?") 

which most scholars usually accept as a joke inspired by some physical business (a 

kicked leg, a broken shoe), Hinton has decided that Katherine has an actual physical 

deformity and has her hobbling across the festival stage as though she were Richard III 

instead of Katherine I. ("Characterization of Katherne") 

As a lead character in the play, Kate holds the position that a queen would hold in a history play, 

and the cultural work accomplished by her character carries a significant amount of weight. 

Kate’s limp was always present in Shakespeare’s text; however, the choice of a director to call 

attention to it strengthens the cultural notion already present during the era that connecting 

ugliness and disability. Hile argued against the conflation regarding disability and ugliness, but 

at the same time made a valuable point regarding the performance of both. She wrote that: 

…a disabled woman is always already an ugly woman as well. The importance of beauty 

to ideas and ideals of femininity suggests the possibility that a woman who is in some 

sense "by definition" unattractive will perform female gender differently than will a 

woman unmarked by disability. ("Characterization of Katherne") 

These ideas continue language of isolation and minimize the power inherent within disability and 

womanhood, and Hile’s argument reflects the beliefs of the Elizabethan era. Additionally, Hile 

noted the performativity of disability and gender in relation to power. She also placed the 

assignment of a person’s sex squarely within the framework of bodily humors by quoting 

Thomas Laqueur, who as she wrote, “influentially argues that Early Modern Europe imagined a 

"one-sex" body, in which variations in the balance of heat and fluids caused maleness and 

femaleness, which existed along a continuum of morphological possibilities for the human 

body”. By bringing humoral discourse into her analysis, Hile contextualized womanhood and 
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femininity historically as a medical condition. In doing so, she reopens an arena for disability 

discussion. 

Mary K. Nelson’s analysis of Henry VIII and the treatment of the female characters 

recognized the ways that Elizabethan culture thought about pregnancy. Throughout her article, 

she sustained the argument that: 

In keeping with many disability theorists' belief that disability is largely socially 

constructed, the world of the play constructs Katherine of Aragon and Anne Boleyn as 

possessors of ‘disabled wombs.’ Despite their proven fertility, for both women bear 

healthy daughters, their failure to birth sons leads to their construction as disabled. 

("'Disabled' Womb") 

Nelson depicted the story of Henry VIII as a narrative that shares a common history of people 

with disabilities, both during the Early Modern era as well as more recent history. She claimed 

that throughout the Early Modern period, people with disabilities were often blamed for their 

own impairments and then later isolated to keep them separated from others to avoid a type of 

infection. This isolation often led to the death of isolated individuals. For Nelson, these historical 

accounts mirror behaviors, attitudes, and histories presented by people with disabilities until the 

mid-twentieth century. Therefore, one of the important moves that Nelson highlighted was the 

ability for Shakespearean plays to be used as a modern narrative that reflects behaviors which 

still impact the current understanding of ability and the cultural response to it. 

 Many of the textual references that Nelson offered within her research demonstrated the 

points at which Henry (through Shakespeare) disparaged Katherine for her inability to conceive a 

male heir. In fact, after meeting Anne Boleyn during Act 2, Nelson notes that Henry begins 

“[d]escribing Katherine's womb, once a symbol of fertility and generation, as a fatal ‘grave’ 
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(2.4.188), Henry insists that his court recognize Katherine's newly acquired stigma, and 

accordingly, avoid, pity, and even fear her” ("'Disabled' Womb"). 

Nicola Imbrascio focused on Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and used Mitchell and 

Snyder’s idea of narrative prothesis to guide his thinking. Imbrascio found that disability 

motivated the action within the plot, but not to the extent that the characters seek to regain bodily 

completeness. While the nomenclature of disability scholarship names the lead characters as 

“crippled avengers” like Ahab and Richard, they understand their physicality in different ways. 

Throughout that play, both Titus and Lavinia embrace their disabled and mutilated bodies, 

because, Imbrascio wrote, the characters cannot “conceal from themselves or others that they are 

disabled. Rather their embodiment of dismemberment epistemologically rejects the temptation to 

value the body as anything other than what it is, and thereby embraces what the body has 

become” (298). By introducing Titus into the disability discourse, Imbrascio helped to dislodge 

the idea of Richard III as Shakespeare’s only character with a disability. More than that, 

Imbrascio named disability as a position of power, and acknowledged that characters can make 

use of their impairments in unique ways, as when Titus severs his own hand to secure the 

freedom of his captured sons. Here, Titus is utilizing his body as a commodity by exchanging his 

hand for the safety of his children. Imbrascio recognized both the incompleteness of a parent 

without children, and a person without a hand. Here again, agency Imbrascio provides agency to 

characters regarding their impairments, so that just as Williams chose to enable Richard III, 

Imbrascio empowered both Titus and Lavinia even though many readings of their situation 

would place them in a lessor position.  
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In his article about teaching King Lear,10, Niels Herold wrote that, “[The] terminology of 

madness and insanity operates in a zone of conjecture [that] students will not easily enter, […] 

for there was no historically operative conception of sanity in Shakespeare’s time, only a 

Christian code of moral behavior” (254). Herold’s point, although somewhat accurate, requires 

additional context. Certainly, Sujata Iyengar’s definition of madness as a word that “connoted 

multiple syndromes” (202) provides a framework for understanding madness outside morality 

and as a medically oriented impairment. Similarly, the phrases that were the basis of Iyengar’s 

definition were largely rooted in Robert Burton’s work regarding The Anatomy of Melancholy 

that was published just five years after Shakespeare’s death. Because there were so many facets 

to the condition that the Elizabethan era referred to as “madness,” it has been difficult to develop 

a single definition.  

Disability Studies scholars have continued to examine the medical context of the 

Elizabethan era, and Alison Hobgood’s conclusions about disability discourse can also shed light 

here. Hobgood writes that, “discursive play…suggests that the Early Modern period witnessed 

neither an instantiation of new "modern" ways of imagining disability nor a disavowal of old 

"premodern" views but a far messier "working through" of these variable perspectives” ("Falling 

Sickness"). Hobgood’s assessment of the “working through” of disability fits well within the 

context of all plays studied here. For example, the “madness” displayed by Prince Hamlet is 

noted not after review of a carefully constructed checklist of symptoms, but rather the 

culmination of certain aspects of questionable evidence.  

David Wood took a broader approach when he applied Mitchell & Snyder’s narrative 

prosthesis to Othello. Wood recognized the difficulty in highlighting physical impairment and 

 
10 This article is not included in the Disability Studies Quarterly issue under discussion. 
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“disability” before it gained status as an identity category. Instead, he used the Early Modern 

equivalent of alcoholism as the center of his discussion, connecting it to the humoral discourses 

that were prevalent at the time. This move allowed him to “confront from the outset a rather 

different terrain for prosthetic narratives, at once less visibly overt than inward and covert, than 

that which Mitchell and Snyder propose” ("'Fluster'd with Flowing Cups'"). Additionally, Wood 

made an argument for disability across several plays including Hamlet, Othello, The Tempest, 

and several others. He was therefore able to articulate a disability that current audiences would 

place on the social scale (alcoholism is considered a disability under the ADA largely because 

people with alcoholism are treated as though they have a disability from a social perspective).11 

At the same time, Wood placed the social activity inside the shifting medical context of the era. 

 During his review of Hamlet, Wood assigned a disabling condition to Claudius, a 

character largely ignored in disability-based interpretations. While my own work did not pursue 

this avenue, Wood’s highlighting of the ubiquity of alcoholism and its status as Early Modern 

disability demonstrated the fluid nature of disability throughout history and established a tangible 

connection between acceptable social behaviors and the creation of disability or disabling 

conditions. These theoretical moves were crucial to my own articulation of disabling conditions 

as they exist within King Lear. 

These examples provide evidence of narrative power and suggest that a social 

“impairment” can create disabling environments. In working with the individual plays and lead 

characters, Disability Studies scholars have been able to investigate the unique rhetorical 

situations and environments created within the universe of each story and have provided fertile 

 
11 It should be noted that when alcoholism was first considered under the ADA, Congressional intent was such that 
disability criteria were only met if the individual in question had stopped using drugs or alcohol and was seeking 
treatment to “cure” the disease, for instance, by going to AA meetings). (Colker 846 [Exceptions]) 
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ground to investigate the concepts of disability within three of Shakespeare’s tragedies, 

illustrating its ubiquitous, yet often unrecognized presence. 

Once I got a sense of the current critical landscape regarding Shakespeare’s plays, my 

next step was to investigate the pedagogical practices taking place in classrooms teaching the 

two plays I was considering because I wanted to discover which practices aligned with Disability 

Studies.  

Investigating Pedagogical Approaches 

Realizing that there are numerous teaching techniques and strategies available to teach 

Shakespeare’s work, the Modern Language Association sought to collect volumes of work that 

were dedicated to the act of teaching these plays. Throughout the MLA published series of 

teaching guides, instructors share insights regarding strategies for reading and working with the 

plays. Often, this included which versions of the texts to use, the ways certain goals were 

achieved, and the questions that became the focal points of several class sessions. Again, the 

descriptions of these classroom interactions detailed ways that students could, at times, learn to 

recognize thematic elements within the plays, such as reading certain scenes from King Lear as 

family oriented, and then interpreting a second reading as one which focused on the language of 

kingship and royal responsibility. At the same time, students were sometimes directed, for 

instance, to think about Othello’s otherness as important to the play, but then subsequently to 

disregard it. 

One of the most substantial teaching narratives based on King Lear came from educator 

Frances Teague. Teague focused on the sight imagery present within King Lear because, as she 

wrote in “Sight and Perception in King Lear” that “focus is essential because all too often 

students find themselves overwhelmed by the play” (80). Teague turned her students into image 



45 
 

   
 

hunters – looking for images of sight and perception and following that thread throughout each 

act of the play. She often divided the room into groups and made each group responsible for 

locating the imagery of sight and perception for that act. Students in each group were also 

expected to answer any classroom questions pertaining to their section of the play. By turning 

her students into imagery scouts, Teague provided a coherent and purposeful reading of Lear that 

taught students the power of imagery as well as the need to focus on Shakespeare’s language. 

Teague admitted that Act III of the play is the most brutal for her sight/perception troupes, as 

audiences witness the blinding of Gloucester as well as Lear’s exposure to the storm outside (80-

85). 

 Teague’s approach allows her to move through the play with her students in a systematic 

way to demonstrate how imagery operated within Shakespeare. Teague took a crucial step 

forward, by allowing students to recognize and discover this imagery for themselves. Her 

methods are based on the work of Robert Heilman, who wrote This Great Stage:  Image and 

Structure in King Lear, Heilman proposed to follow image patterns throughout the play and 

devoted each chapter of his work to one set of patterns. His research named patterns of sight, 

madness, values, clothes, animals, nature, age, and justice (Heilman). Heilman combines sight 

and madness imagery and allows a combination of these characteristics to determine how the 

world is judged and interpreted. Keast, like Heilman. argued that how we interpret (understand) 

what we see determines the value placed on things (64). Heilman’s work, like Bradley’s and 

Knight’s is foundational to Lear criticism – for it is with the guidance of these patterns that 

scholars can find unity within the script with enough detail to find additional patterns and 

insights. In the decades since the collection of Lear teaching guidance was compiled by the 
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MLA, however, it has become more challenging to engage students with Shakespeare in 

meaningful ways with more responsive textual approaches. 

 

Responsive Textual Approaches 

Instructors who work with younger students may choose to work with Young Adult or 

graphic novel versions of certain plays. These versions, that Marion Perret referred to as “the 

bane of English teachers” have now become a practical tool for both high school and college 

instructors. Perret noted that “teachers have discovered that an intriguing panel can capture a 

student’s wandering attention; it can also stimulate imaginative, focused freewriting and spark 

thoughtful discussion from good readers” (161). Well-designed graphic novels, she argued, were 

a great starting point for readers not as familiar with English or with Shakespeare’s prose. Much 

like the choice of a specific Shakespeare edition for use during class, choosing the appropriate 

and carefully nuanced graphic novel or young adult edition takes just as much care (Letcher; 

Perret; Wolfe and Kleijwegt). Also, regardless of how accessible a more graphic representation 

might make the plays, it is still imperative that students receive appropriate guidance and 

modeling regarding the reading and interpretation of multi-modal texts (Wolfe and Kleijwegt). 

For her high school students, Patricia Thisted uses a combination of enactment and journaling. 

Her stated goals for students studying Hamlet are to:  

develop an appreciation for Shakespeare’s language; use performance as a way to 

understand Shakespeare’s language; understand that the text of Hamlet is a script 

containing textual and subtextual signals; learn and understand several close-reading 

techniques; [and] recognize universal themes found in Hamlet. (72) 
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Similar goals were expressed by Martha Rozett, and she also aims to demonstrate the similarity 

of themes across different texts and to highlight the universality of Shakespeare’s stories. Rozett 

paired her teaching of Shakespeare to undergraduates with the reading of other contemporary 

novels that have similar thematic elements so that these texts could interact with one another. 

She then asked students to journal regarding their reactions to both, which allowed the students 

to respond to Shakespeare in unique and powerful ways. Journaling is also a common way to 

have students respond to the plays (Talking Back to Shakespeare).  

Performance as a Classroom Approach 

In an article titled “Stop Reading Shakespeare,” Susan Sprangler suggested that teachers 

begin with cinematic or staged versions of the plays and use the “script” as a secondary tool and 

guidance through the performative aspects (131), and when describing some theatrical 

techniques and the reasons he continues to use them for an article in “Shakespeare Quarterly,” 

Edward Rocklin wrote that what has commonly been referred to as “a performance approach to 

Shakespeare” has two main benefits for students:  

First, the model offers students the opportunity to learn how the script of a Shakespeare 

play is a cue for invention and how they can accept the invitation it offers them to 

collaborate in reinventing the play. Second, as they rehearse this model of reading, 

students are invited to widen their imaginative powers, so that they recreate the play from 

something approaching its total range of possibilities. (135-136) 

The types of possibilities that Rocklin wrote about has the potential to integrate a Disability 

Studies approach in productive ways. For instance, students could find varying ways to interpret 

and “stage” Hamlet’s madness, or Lear’s age. Similarly, Othello might be discussed in a 

classroom that has only students of color. In that case, those students would need to confront the 
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importance of race in the play in several ways. Allowing for these types of interpretations by 

students may provide the opportunity for them to recognize differing physicality for each 

character, and to internalize disability in ways that they had not previously done.  

John Shalinor’s work with King Lear at the Racine Correctional Institute served as 

another example of this. Shalinor has had select groups of inmates involved in Shakespeare 

productions there since 2004 and uses the plays to help the group improve communication skills 

and rebuild identity. Through their work, inmates discover how to better express themselves and 

reconstruct their identities for the moment when they are released. Shalinor shares his definition 

of success for opening night as one of the lead actors steps out on stage and recites a rap that he 

has composed from his work with Lear: 

He raps: “Secret fears are brought to life on stage. / My life is in a rage, and to write my 

life / One page is not enough. / But if I had one mike I might be able to / Escape this cage . 

. . bring Shakespeare to life through my high beams.” Appropriating Cordelia’s words, he 

declares that “I am not the first who have incurred the worst / But I have concurred with 

those who oppose my life’s worth. . . .” He continues: 

They label me violent because I stay bottled up and silent 

And although my life is like a raging sea. 

My heart sings . . . no life is quiet. 

Stop complaining, you say, but I can’t because 

I’m trapped on the stage of life’s lies.And I ask you 

Why brand they us with base? With baseness? Bastardy? Base? Base?  (Shailor 632) 

The integration of both Cordelia’s speech about virtual prisons and Edmund’s monologue about 

the status of illegitimate members of society demonstrates the type of reclamation that the best of 
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Shakespeare allows and provides an example of what remains possible as King Lear as teachers 

remind readers and audiences about the types of things that the character of Edmund represents 

in their own lives. 

Using a Disability Studies Approach in Classrooms  

Using Disability Studies in classrooms involves, to my mind, implementing two separate 

components: the first component is the application of a Disability Studies lens to an academic 

topic, and the second is a classroom approach that allows students to openly discuss the 

complicated interactions that create and sustain disabling contexts. In her work on Claiming 

Disability: Knowledge and Identity, Simi Linton wrote about distinctions between thinking about 

disability and thinking about Disability Studies. As part of that, she shared one of the benefits of 

including a Disability Studies perspective in classrooms. She wrote: 

A disability studies perspective adds a critical dimension to thinking about issues such as 

autonomy, competence, wholeness, independence/dependence, health, physical 

appearance, aesthetics, community, and notions of progress and perfection—issues that 

pervade every aspect of the civic and pedagogic culture. They appear as themes in 

literature, as variables in social and biological science, as dimensions of historical 

analysis, and as criteria for social policy and practice. (118) 

Linton’s assertion that these issues appear in literature applies as much to Shakespeare’s plays as 

it does to, for instance, the novels of Toni Morrison. Thinking through Shakespeare by applying 

a Disability Studies lens helps students recognize the ingrained and powerful nature of these 

variables for (and in) society. For example, students who consider Hamlet’s actions in the 

context of depression rather than madness can begin to relate to the character on a different level. 

By providing the social context from the Elizabethan era that makes a simple act of renaming 
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possible12, instructors can take an undefined and distant condition out of the Elizabethan era and 

make it more relevant to students today.  

 As another example of ways that modern ideas of disability can work within 

Shakespeare’s plays, Allison Hobgood writes about her classroom approach to King Lear. In her 

work, she offers several ideas on how to approach the play in terms of disability and gives 

readers classroom excepts from student conversations to demonstrate how the play is being 

interpreted. One of the most interesting excerpts presents the idea that Edmund has a physical 

disability. My own assessment of Edmund’s characterization uses the cultural model of disability 

to demonstrate his impairment; however, Hobgood’s student connected illegitimacy to 

Elizabethan concepts of bodily fluids and blood, thereby giving Edmund a medical condition and 

basing his impairment squarely in the medical context of the sixteenth century (Hobgood and 

Wood, "Shakespearean Disability Pedagogy" 190). During that class, Hobgood also paired 

readings of Shakespeare’s plays with readings from Disability Studies so that students could 

place the play they were reading inside a framework of disability. In other words, this would 

allow students to understand modern approaches to disability and give them opportunities to 

think through different ways that disability functions within the plays. 

However, instructors may have difficulty getting students to speak openly about their 

own experiences around subjects like depression or illegitimacy, and students may have 

difficulty sharing that much with instructors or classmates. This can be especially true if sharing 

involves notions of impairment or disability. In those cases, it can be beneficial to establish an 

open classroom environment that makes sharing stories of that nature more comfortable. In more 

specific terms, James C. Wilson and Cynthia Lewiecki-Wilson suggested the creation of what 

 
12 Depression, or melancholy, as it was known during Shakespeare time, is one of the many symptoms and 
conditions described as part of “madness” (Iyengar 202). 
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they have named a “third-space” in humanities classrooms. Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson reject 

the dialectic nature of the teacher-student paradigm to participate in truly collaborative learning 

exchanges. They described their ideal environment this way: 

The concept of a transformative third-space classroom, in contrast, starts from the 

understanding that all of us move in and out of multiple subject positions that may be 

interconnected, overlapping, and conflicting. For example, all human beings at any time 

can become members of the disabilities [sic] community, and all disabled people are also 

affected by their race, class, and gender locations, and by their location in a particular 

nation. All these ways of being situated interact with being disabled in significant and 

different ways. (303) 

Creating the types of environments described by Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson requires a 

commitment from all sides. Brenda Jo Brueggemann often shares autobiographical details about 

her deafness with students (and the classroom negotiations she makes around it). In her literature 

courses, she asks students to identify key concepts of identity within cultural narratives. In 

talking about identity, students challenge ideas of race, gender, sexuality, and disability. 

Classroom discussions often work through the relevance of presence, absence, and erasure. and 

Brueggemann’s early moves of introduction place the contradictions directly in front of her 

students. Brueggemann wrote, “And all this time, I'll be standing there, quite unerased, in the 

front of the classroom, gravitating toward whoever is speaking” ("An Enabling Pedagogy" 318). 

Her argument places the abstract in direct opposition and conversation with the realities of her 

classroom. By challenging the lines of identity and position so early, Brueggemann grants her 

students permission to share openly as well.  
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Composition instructor Wendy Chrisman wrote about what she called “that fragile bond 

between educator and student, authority figure and someone looking to be authorized” (130). 

Throughout her writing, Chrisman discussed the ways that narratives of trauma often blur the 

lines of a traditional teacher-student relationship. When students write about traumatic 

experiences, and sometimes share more details during her office hours, Chrisman found that her 

responsibility as an educator may extend beyond writing to a point where she has assisted 

students in taking next steps outside the classroom toward resolution. Within those processes, 

however, there are invariably multiple acts of disclosure that take place, and these acts transgress 

the long-established boundaries between educator and student. Chrisman’s description of that 

relationship as “fragile” suggests that she wholly rejects the banking model of education and 

rather embraces an approach where each participant in classroom activities assumes positions of 

educators and students in varying degrees throughout each session. For Chrisman, acts of 

disclosure can become (trans)formative for all involved. To use the language proposed by hooks, 

the risks that she and her students take together can “[help] her student[s] through a traumatic 

experience, [and] it also helped her write therapeutically about a ‘vital’ personal experience” 

(130), as well as use education to solve community-based problems. Breakthroughs like these 

can also be beneficial when working through ideas of disability. While working with her students 

and talking about the realities of life with disabilities, Chrisman acknowledged a public/private 

divide and the amount of risk/reward in disclosing certain details to certain individuals and 

within particular social situations. As a suggested activity for students to think critically about 

disability, she suggests that teachers and students work together to create grids that detail the 

risks and benefits of certain types of disclosures (including disabilities) within particular spaces 
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(135)13. Like the choices that Brueggemann has made in her classes, Chrisman’s activity forces 

students to reconcile the realism of daily struggle with the abstract nature of a theoretical 

approach. 

Although the ways in which students connect trauma, disability, and other experiences to 

Shakespeare’s plays varies, those experiences and connections help to shape the way that they 

understand Shakespeare. A student dealing with depression is more likely to identify with that 

aspect of Hamlet’s character, and more likely to understand the play on a deeper level than peers 

who are not. 

The instructors highlighted in the last few pages worked to create open communication in 

their classrooms and recognized open communication as a first step in getting students to talk 

about disability. Steps like these – particularly ones that show a level of vulnerability in the 

instructor (by, for example, sharing personal stories) give students permission to do the same. By 

placing disability “right in front” of students and talking openly about it, instructors like 

Brueggemann work to create a safe space in which students can make connections between 

disability and other aspects of life; by commenting without judgement on the traumatic aspects 

of student lives, instructors like Chrisman show students that their experience is valuable so that 

they can connect that experience to the work being done. 

Again, as I continued to do research, I found that there were several strategies that could 

be applied to Shakespeare courses and theories that could be applied to Shakespeare’s texts, but 

there was very little recorded material that highlighted direct dialogue between students and 

teachers during discussions of impairment or disability. 

 
13 For more detailed examples of how these grids might come into play when analyzing texts, see “Finding 
Difference: Nemo and Friends Opening the Door to Disability Theory” (Preston) and “Cripping the Bat: Troubling 
Images of Batman” (Preston). 
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How Neurodiversity Affects Approaches 

The articles that have offered dialogue between teachers and students within the last 

decade often reveal connections between the teaching of Shakespeare’s plays to students with 

disabilities. Authors of these articles cite the teachers, who comment that students have been able 

to communicate in more productive ways with their peers as they work through the plays. A 

notable example was an article written for The English Journal and involved the teaching of 

Romeo and Juliet to Dan (age 13) and Nick (age 12) -- two young boys with autism. The boys 

worked with the author (Chris) and Dan’s father (Michael) to understand the basic concepts that 

are negotiated in the play. After Michael reads the prologue of the play to the boys, they are 

asked a series of questions regarding the possible meanings of Shakespeare’s language. At one 

point, the following exchange occurred [sic]:   

Michael: What’s meant by ‘our toil can strive to mend”? 

Nick: Acting. 

Michael: Can actors make up what is lacking in a script? 

Dan: Acting can help. 

Nick: I agree. (Renino 50-51) 

Even in this simple exchange, readers can see the intelligence exhibited by the boys, which is 

strengthened when one considers that they are only early teens and can already articulate clear 

responses to complex questions about metaphors and similes. Renino continued, however, by 

reminding his readers that his students faced additional challenges: 

These exchanges – so insightful, so rich, so clean on the page – convey much about the 

boys’ intelligence and perceptivity, but nothing about the process that generates them. 
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Conversations like this one … are attenuated by the boys’ need to think, overcome 

distractions, regain their concentration, and organize their bodies so that they can express 

their thoughts. (51) 

As the team continued to work together, they studied Hamlet as well. Dan and Nick were able to 

make profound connections between the text and their own friendship, as well as to recognize the 

complexities and oppositions within the phrasing that Shakespeare used. Some of these 

interactions led Renino to comment that: 

[e]ngaging with literature is an exercise in dealing with ambiguities precisely because the 

everyday practice of living is a journey in a world that is colored in shades of gray and 

shadows of shades of gray. The mind often gravitates toward binary constructions, and 

the heart may well yarn for simple definitions, but they are ideals, at best. (54) 

Renino’s work with these students suggest that deep connections can be made between the ideas 

presented in Shakespeare’s plays and students with autism. More importantly for this study, 

however, is the connections between Renino’s work and Disability Studies. Renino mentioned 

“shades of gray” associated with the everyday practice of living. Whether ‘living’ is done with or 

without impairment, Renino recognized that life is not structured in terms of a binary shaped by 

clean, definite lines.  

 Brand new research from Sonja Freeman Loftis continues to identify the ongoing 

linkages between students with disabilities and Shakespeare’s work. Specifically, Loftis notes 

the Human Heartbeat Method, a program designed nearly 20 years ago by a member of the 

Royal Shakespeare Company, to help children with autism learn social cues. Loftis writes,  

Using role playing games built on plots, characters, and lines from The Tempest and A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, the programme [sic] engages a variety of ages and the full 
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breadth of the autism spectrum…One of the major goals is to improve the 

communication abilities of autistic youth by focusing on skills such as eye contact, body 

language, and ‘basic play’. (86) 

The fact that the HHM program has operated successfully for 20 years is strong evidence 

demonstrating the power of Shakespeare to inspire and “unlock” certain aspects of 

communication and thought for people who have autism. In addition to her appreciation of the 

work done by the HHM project, Loftis herself admits to an autistic obsession with Shakespeare’s 

plays. She writes, “In my mind, Shakespeare shows up in the most beautiful, brilliant red” (120). 

Throughout several passages, Loftis shares stories of her colorful relationship with different 

authors, but she specifically focuses on Shakespeare’s plays. Each play shows up in different 

colors for her: Hamlet is in earth tones; King Lear is a deep blue. Loftis doesn’t explain the 

meaning of the colors to readers but admits to a comfort that she misses when Shakespeare is not 

in her mind. Loftis refers to the association of colors and concepts as a type of synesthesia that is 

not problematic in any way, just a different way to process the plays that is “specific to 

neurodiversity” (120). Based on these stories, the ubiquity of Shakespeare’s plots and characters 

resonate even more acutely with neurologically diverse individuals. Shakespeare’s work 

provides alternative ways to organize their bodies, replicate behaviors, and process connections 

in ways that others may not. 

Continuing to Find Connections Between Shakespeare and Disability 
 

Although this project began by recognizing a gap in scholarship resulting from the 

intersection of Shakespeare and Disability Studies, a gap is not equivalent to a void. Since the 

publication of the special issue of Disability Studies Quarterly involving those intersections 

(largely summarized earlier in this chapter), the amount of scholarship continues to grow. Many 
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of the scholars named here have continued to write and teach in ways which showcase how 

Disability Studies can influence the interpretation of Shakespeare’s work.  

 As part of her Masters’ thesis, Rachel Elise McKenny developed lesson plans for future 

college educators so that King Lear is more “accessible.” One of those lesson plans involves 

focusing on the madness within the play. While exploring madness, one of the things that she 

proposes is that students look at different characterizations of madness using a comic book 

version of King Lear. Along with analyzing different representations, McKenny also suggests 

that students draw their own representations of madness (85). By itself, without specific 

theoretical grounding behind it, the exercise could be performed in any number of ways with 

myriad results. However, the idea that there are multiple representations of madness suggests 

that McKenny understands one of the key tenets of Disability Studies – the power of an 

individual story. Also, by inviting students to conceptualize and draw their own interpretations of 

madness, she is also inviting them to discuss their own experience or perceptions of madness, 

and this creates another pathway for discussing disability (as it relates to the students) inside the 

classroom. In turn, because Shakespeare has been deeply connected to their personal experience, 

the students are more likely to commit the play to memory. 

 In “I Stumbled When I Saw: Interpreting Gloucester’s Blindness in King Lear” author 

Robert Pierce asks the question: “Is literature against the Blind?” As he articulates his answer, he 

provides a history not unlike that provided by Mitchell and Snyder as they outline the 

pervasiveness of narrative prostheses. Pierce comments that many authors use traditional and 

stereotypical ideas about blindness, and that Shakespeare was no different. In fact, Pierce points 

out that Shakespeare uses the same types of vision tropes that Sophocles does with the characters 

of Oedipus and Teiresias – that men, once blinded, can see deeper truths. 
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 The largest part of Pierce’s argument takes shape when he recognizes that the audience’s 

repulsion at Gloucester’ blinding is based partly in our own fears of losing sight. Pierce equates 

Gloucester’s blindness with Lear’s madness and sees both conditions as central to the plot of 

King Lear. These realizations help Pierce articulate his deeper question of the article, and the one 

which Lear poses: “Is man no more than this?” (3.4:83-84). Lear’s line understands the very 

human state that he and Gloucester face in their current conditions. Added to that is the 

upcoming realization that Lear has done very little to help the beggars in his kingdom. Lear is 

wondering if man is limited to his abilities – because Lear’s abilities are now limited. 

 Pierce’s arguments about what constitutes humanness as well as the idea that 

impairments represent the entirety of the human body speak directly to arguments often 

articulated in Disability Studies. History has shown that the medical model of disability reduces 

the entirety of human complexity to a set of impairments so that a person can be represented, 

grouped, and labeled solely in terms of a prevailing impairment or stigma that separates them 

from the dominant group. 

 Christina M. Gottlieb also recognizes the power of disability within King Lear when she 

writes, “Disability is used as a narrative prosthesis in every one of King Lear’s multiple plots. 

Gloucester is blinded, Lear experiences madness. Edgar feigns madness as Poor Tom, and the 

Fool is ambiguously aligned with intellectual disability.” Also, more than recognizing the 

impairments given to the characters, Gottlieb makes use of the embodied knowledge that 

disabilities provide. According to Gottlieb, Lear’s deeper understanding of madness – his 

“embodied knowledge of disablement” – creates an understanding of social circumstances and a 

need for greater social justice. At one point, when referring to the beggars that now surround him 

in the hovel, Lear admits, “I have ta’n too little care of this” (3.4.21). In a classroom setting, her 
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observations could lead to a greater understanding of the similarities between perceptions of the 

"poor” and those with impairments to create a greater social awareness among students as well. 

 In her book, Unfixable Forms: Disability, Performance, and the Early Modern English 

Theater, Katherine Schaap Williams argues first that, “constructed through interaction, disability 

is a temporal phenomenon [emphasis in original] and therefore radically contingent” (3). Here, 

she is acknowledging the assertion made by many disability historians that was discussed in my 

introduction: disability, as a concept, shifts based on time, geography, and cultural influences. 

Second, Williams also suggests that “[t]he theater makes visible the interactive nature of this 

encounter by showing disability as conspicuously situational rather than innate” (3). Williams 

read and deconstructed several Early modern plays that used disability in varying ways. One of 

the things she posits is that Early Modern theater used disability (and its representations) 

differently than modern audiences are perhaps willing to accept. Williams summarized what she 

sees as the “strongest critique of the theater.”: the presence and use of what is often referred to as 

“disability drag” or “cripping up” (7). Williams is referring to the process of an able-bodied actor 

performing as a character with a disability. In many cases, this involves gaining an apparatus that 

outwardly marks the character as having a disability.14 This practice is problematic for modern 

audiences because it focuses attention back on individual bodies and reasserts the medical model. 

This practice also minimizes and obscures the lived experience and possibilities of disabled 

characters to portray their own experience with disability, However, Williams argues, the Early 

Modern period understood acting and actors in a much more fluid way (8). By investigating 

disability through theater, and particularly Early Modern theater, Williams effectively 

 
14 Both Williams (Unfixable Forms 87-89) and Row-Heyveld (Dissembling Disability in Early Modern English 
Drama 185-207) examine how disability operates for in The Fair Maid of the Exchange when the character Frank 
Golding assumes a disability by borrowing the other character’s crutches. 
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demonstrates how disability is independent from personhood, and her focus on the commonality 

of disability performance in the Early Modern period demonstrates how much historical ideas 

about disability have changed. For the purposes in my study, Williams has provided more 

support for the ability of a disguise to equate to disability, but more than that has shown how 

theater and shifting ideas about performance influence conversations about disability. 

 Like Williams, Sonya Freeman Loftis wrote Shakespeare & Disability Studies to 

investigate the connections between Shakespeare, theater, and disability. Loftis describes her text 

as one organized to move “from theory, through access, to inclusion” (120). Throughout her 

work, Loftis troubles the idea that impairment in Shakespeare should be located solely in his 

characters. Doing so, she writes, “leaves Shakespearians symbolically bound to the medical 

model…[and] may turn focus away from unique and aesthetic ways in which modern readers, 

scholars, and audience members with disabilities interact with Shakespeare’s works” (120). 

Although she admits that character-based readings have value, she finds a greater level of access 

is possible when scholars reconceptualize the entire theater-going experience. Loftis recalls 

going to one such event (a performance that considered audience members with sensory-related 

concerns) as a crucial experience for her because it showed her what was possible. Later, when 

describing her experience to a student who did not attend with her, she focused on telling him 

about the adaptations rather than the performance. When the student questioned her focus on the 

accommodations, she noted that it was all part of the performance. 

 My own work in this study contributes to the field of Disability Studies in several ways. 

First, by examining transcripts of active classroom sessions, I provide supporting evidence for 

the idea that the terminology we use to discuss disability continually evolves. Second, by 

creating extended readings of Hamlet and King Lear, I contribute to the growing scholarship that 
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demonstrates how impairment and disability operate within these specific plays. Third, by 

proposing that Shakespeare instructors can engage in more direct ways with specific Disability 

Studies related tools and ask disability related questions of their students, I give those instructors 

the some of the tools to explore theoretical options they may not have considered before.  

In Summary, and Moving Forward 

In this chapter, I have detailed some of the major moves in Shakespeare criticism over the 

last century as well as some of the pedagogical strategies that have been used in various 

classrooms as teachers and scholars have worked through the plays. As a review, I began with 

some of the foundational approaches to Shakespeare most often used as a basis for teaching, and 

then started to explore Shakespeare scholarship related to Disability Studies. Initially, disability-

related criticism was focused only on Richard III because Richard was considered Shakespeare’s 

most prominent character with a disability. Additionally, I noted the ways that collaborative 

approaches to classroom environments help to further the goals of Disability Studies because 

open conversations and risk-taking have been found to foster frank, honest discussions of 

disability. I noted that over the last several years, Disability Studies has embraced Shakespeare 

and theatrical representations of disability in new ways, expanding the field to not only consider 

Shakespeare’s texts, but also the performance of the plays as well as ways that patrons and actors 

with disabilities can become more involved and immersed in experiences with Shakespeare. 

Shakespeare’s work has also recently been adapted for therapeutic and educational purposes for 

people with autism. Lastly, I looked at scholarship that was specifically related to classroom 

practice regarding the presence of disability in Shakespeare’s plays.  

However, although there has been a tremendous increase in the amount of Shakespeare 

scholarship related to disability in the last decade, only a small percentage of that scholarship is 
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about ways that instructors talk about disabilities within the plays in a pedagogical sense. Even 

though many of the Disability Studies approaches to the plays involved using Mitchell and 

Snyder’s concept of narrative prosthesis to tease out ideas of disability, only a few scholars noted 

having used the ideas in classrooms.  

In the next chapter, I describe my methodologies for analyzing two instructors as they 

teach two different Shakespeare plays to students. Throughout that chapter, I used textual 

analysis and various theoretical lenses to examine the classroom data which I begin to present 

throughout the data chapters. Chapters 4 and 6 focus on data from classes working through 

Hamlet and King Lear respectively, while in Chapters 5 and 7 I highlight several possible 

considerations through the lens of Disability Studies.
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Chapter 3: Methods 

 

To further explore what Disability Studies could offer to the teaching and reading of 

literature, I began to develop a dissertation project that would involve a disability-informed 

reading of Shakespeare’s plays as well as classroom approaches to teaching them. The initial 

step in my research involved a careful reading of Shakespeare’s plays and deciding which ones 

would become the focus of the study. In the end, the decision to focus on Hamlet and King Lear 

was based on the continued relevance of these plays and the alignment of major themes 

(Hamlet’s perceived mental instability, Lear’s old age and perceived weaknesses) with possible 

Disability Studies interpretations. Additionally, I wanted to select plays that continue to be 

widely taught in college classrooms.  

Reading and Using Textual Analysis 
 

As a second step, I re-read the plays and applied some initial textual analysis to identify 

aspects of the plays that connected to Disability Studies themes. For example, I identified 

individual impairments (based on the medical model) as well as social situations which were 

evident in the plays that created disabling situations (based first on a classic social model and 

then later a more nuanced cultural model). I also identified characters and scenes where concepts 

such as narrative prosthesis and disability con could be applied to the texts. Because I have been 

trained in literary criticism, I am very familiar with the application of textual analyses; it has 

become second nature and is now a large part of how I understand texts and the world. 

To develop an interpretation informed by Disability Studies, I began looking at the plays 

using a reader-response approach, whereby, according to Jonathan Culler, the reader is “[treated 

as] the site for underlying codes that make meaning possible and as the agent of meaning” (125). 
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It was important for me to start with a reader-response approach rather than formalism15  

because, although Shakespeare’s use of literary devices for each play informs my readings, the 

ways that modern readers understand and interpret the plays remains more valuable when 

constructing contemporary readings and teaching strategies. Reader-response theorist Louise 

Rosenblatt describes reader-response as largely transactional because, she writes, “the intrinsic 

value of a literary work of art resides in the reader’s living through the transaction with the text” 

(132). By describing reader-response as transactional, Rosenblatt accounts for the reader’s 

feelings about a text, as well as the impact of the text on the reader. A reader working through 

King Lear, for example, may identify with Cordelia and understand the story from a daughter’s 

perspective. Later in life, that same reader may recognize and internalize Lear’s 

acknowledgement of the poor, and then work to change social conditions. The transactional 

approach to reader-response recognizes that readers bring individual experiences to each reading 

that change the reception and interpretation of the text. Understanding my own readings and 

interpretations of the plays as transactional and shifting allowed me to better understand how 

students would likely interact with the plays as well. 

  As I read the plays, I determined which impairments were more significant to the story 

than others by examining how those impairments informed the development of the narrative. I 

also determined which impairments and social situations I wanted to highlight with this study 

based on which concepts students would easily identify and to which they would most likely 

relate. The resulting list of primary impairments based on my readings of Hamlet and King Lear 

included variations on depression and madness, blindness, and illegitimacy. Because disguises 

 
15 In formalism, the site of meaning is located primarily with the text itself and the literary forms it uses. For 
example, formalists look at what happens to the novel rather than what Melville might be trying to say through 
Moby Dick (Culler 123). 
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factored into many narrative aspects of King Lear, I also considered the concept of access 

relevant to the investigation. Therefore, I thought about characters like Edgar and Kent when 

considering how disabilities operate in King Lear. While I was reading the plays and formulating 

my interpretations, I used scene grids (located in Appendix C) and coded them according to the 

identified impairments or concepts present within each scene.16 

Although I began my textual analyses using reader-response theory, interpretations based 

on reader-response are only meaningful to the person creating the interpretation because 

interpretations based in reader-response theory do not consider elements beyond the text and the 

reader whereas critical approaches containing post-structural elements are more easily applied to 

cultural patterns and behaviors. For the next phase of reading and interpretive work, Disability 

Studies proved useful because it contains theories from several different schools of thought 

including queer theory, feminism, deconstruction, and psychoanalysis. Deconstruction is an 

overarching approach that asks scholars to consider the presence of opposites and reveal them as 

constructions rather than absolute necessities. As Jonathan Culler suggests, deconstruction while 

reading involves an “investigation of the tension between modes of signification [for example] 

between the constative and performative dimensions of language” (127-128). Culler’s example 

became useful when describing some of Hamlet’s performative choices as well as moments 

within King Lear when characters are literally performing alternative roles or using alternate 

meanings of words to accomplish their goals. 

Queer theory, psychoanalysis, and feminism each use forms of deconstruction, and focus, 

in different ways, on the notion of identity and the formation of a “subject.” In other words, these 

theories helped to establish how and why characters respond in certain ways to the actions or 

 
16A list of codes used to mark and group the data is located in Appendix B, and preliminary versions of coded scene 
grids are located in Appendix C. 
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requests of other characters. Each approach also helped me to clarify aspects of Disability 

Studies17. As I concluded my interpretive work with these two plays (which comprise a large 

part of Chapters 5 & 7) I pulled from each theory when necessary to strengthen my explanations. 

Working with Classroom Data 

Reading and interpreting these two plays through Disability Studies was, however, only 

half of the project. I also wanted to know more about how these ideas were being presented to 

other students in college classes. As such, I needed to learn more about the ways that these two 

plays were being taught in classrooms. Therefore, it was necessary to incorporate teachers and 

students into my study. However, when I reflected on the classroom sessions regarding King 

Lear and Hamlet that I had participated in both as a student and a teaching assistant, I knew that 

not all instructors would be equally versed in disability theory, and that each would approach the 

texts in unique ways. These realizations factored into the way I understood classroom exchanges, 

and resulted in the following research questions: 

1. What impairments do college professors talk about when discussing Hamlet and King 

Lear? 

2. What are some ways that tools used by Disability Studies scholars can enhance the 

teaching of Hamlet and King Lear? 

By structuring my research around these two questions, I was able to accomplish two things. The 

first question allowed me to account for the fact that many instructors have not been introduced 

to Disability Studies and would not be able to teach using those concepts. Rather than focus 

specifically on “disabilities”, which remains a highly contested and mitigated term within 

 
17 For example, the act of passing is a common aspect to feminism and queer theory, as are the performative aspects 
of identity. 
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Disability Studies discourse,18 I chose instead to highlight the ways that instructors talked about 

impairment with their students because impairment has a more stable definition throughout 

history. I could also reasonably rely on the notion that instructors understood the current 

meaning of impairment as defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990. It 

made sense, then, that when teachers talk about the blinding of Gloucester in King Lear, that 

instructors would discuss the physical impairment of blindness. Likewise, when Hamlet assumes 

an affect that denotes the modern equivalent of depression, instructors might discuss symptoms 

or evidence to corroborate or challenge that diagnosis. 

 My second research question allowed me to reflect on the teaching and classroom 

interactions I had seen and consider specific ways that Disability Studies could benefit teachers 

and students when they discussed these plays. Placing that work in separate chapters and 

addressing the Disability Studies aspects as unique and additional pieces of classroom practice 

prevented me from being overly critical about the absence of those practices and theories from 

the classrooms I studied. Instead, Chapters 5 and 7 are intended to describe a set of possibilities 

for instructors rather than a list of prescriptive adjustments to existing coursework. 

 As I worked to answer the first question, I needed to find appropriate data from which I 

could gather information. 

 

Locating Data Sources 

To document the range of pedagogies used in Shakespeare classrooms, I reviewed the 

considerable body of Shakespeare scholarship including literary criticism, varied interpretations, 

and teaching practice published by educators in both Shakespeare Studies and Disability Studies. 

 
18 As I described in my introduction, the word “disability” has different meanings for each historical period, cultural 
context, and theoretical model.  
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While my primary interest remained undergraduate classrooms, it made sense to review high 

school practices as well and, of course, to observe classes in session.  

When I began my research, I was an adjunct instructor in a small undergraduate English 

department at a state university. In that capacity, I approached my department chair as well as the 

resident Shakespeare professor about my project; both were eager to assist. Therefore, I was able 

to observe and record several class sessions. Throughout this process, I was open about my 

project and my presence in the classroom. As an instructor within the department, several of the 

students I observed had either seen me within the department or were former students of mine. 

Additionally, my status as a wheelchair user made it difficult to achieve the “fly on the wall” 

status that marks much of qualitative research.  

When describing my project to participants during observations and interviews, I found 

that it was necessary to discuss the distinctions between the social and medical models of 

disability and, I found, this undoubtedly influenced the nature of their subsequent responses. This 

influence was particularly evident during one class session that I was observing when the lead 

instructor had to step out of the room for additional class material and asked me to describe my 

interpretation of the scene of King Lear that was to be that day’s discussion. Naturally, I obliged, 

but it was on that day that I realized that I was too often allowing my own interest in exploring 

these ideas with groups of students and scholars to influence my collection of data. Ultimately, I 

found myself acting as a teacher (which I was more than happy to do, because I was excited 

about these concepts.) However, the excitement that made me a good teacher in these moments 

forced me to ask myself questions about my own objectivity as a researcher. I was attempting to 

study what others were already doing rather than providing the definitions I expected my 

participants to use. Also, if I had participated more fully in the class, by providing context and 
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knowledge regarding Disability Studies, it’s likely that the classroom session would diverge 

from what the instructor had planned, and I didn’t want to have that be a hallmark for my project 

and my approach. Therefore, although I knew my disability would allow me to relate to the 

characters with disabilities, and permit me the opportunity to educate students, doing so would 

have skewed the outcome in unpredictable ways. As the project continued, I determined that 

traditional participant observation and interviews were not going to be my method of choice. 

 

Reviewing Video Lessons 

As I searched for alternative methods of gathering the data, I determined that video 

recordings of sessions that I had no previous connection with would be the ideal way to 

accomplish my research goals. This idea also worked well with my literary training because it 

became easier to understand the classroom sessions as yet another text. I had already spent 

several years deconstructing films and television episodes looking for representations of 

disability, so analyzing filmed versions of classroom sessions felt familiar to me. To find the 

types of classes I needed at this point, I searched the internet for recorded classroom sessions that 

involved the teaching of the plays I was considering.  

During my search for appropriate data sources, I focused on those video streams that 

were publicly available without the use of access restrictions like usernames or passwords. From 

this list, I narrowed the acceptable results to videos that showed classroom discussions, rather 

than simply videos of Shakespeare theory or history designed for classroom use. I also verified 

that the instructors in these videos maintained substantial academic work in their subject areas 

and were from reputable universities. This process left me with a set of 10 videos produced by 

two instructors, covering two plays, and just over 15 hours of video footage. 
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My Participants 

The first set of videos analyzed was filmed in classrooms at a private Ivy League 

university. The classes were presented by a well-established Shakespeare professor who I have 

given the pseudonym Barbara Mercer. Professor Mercer has written several books about 

Shakespeare and the relevance of his plays to modern culture. The class sessions I analyzed were 

part of a thirteen-week semester which covered eleven of Shakespeare’s plays. Each week’s 

work focused on a single play, and the course was book-ended by an introduction and a review 

session. For the purposes of my research, I reviewed the videos for King Lear as well as the 

introductory and concluding entries. The professor did not offer any work on Hamlet for this 

course, because her stated premise involved only “the later plays”, and Hamlet fell outside the 

course criteria. 

The second professor studied is an accomplished Medievalist, who I named Matt 

Thompson, teaches a variety of Literature courses, including those focused on Shakespeare. He 

teaches at a public university located in the southern United States, that is comparable in size to 

the other university studied. From what I could tell, class sizes were also comparable, as was the 

demographic makeup of students. The range of his classes, however, seemed to vary, because he 

was not limited to teaching Shakespearean texts. While the videos I reviewed were specifically 

oriented to Hamlet and King Lear, many included references to other classes and work that he 

has done with these students. Phrases like “If you remember what Hrothgar says” show up in his 

lecture on King Lear, which suggests that he has worked with these students before and that it is 

his common practice to invoke other texts to explain Shakespeare’s work. Table 1 shows a 
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breakdown of the sessions containing relevant material created by each instructor and reviewed 

for my dissertation. 

As Table 2 shows, I reviewed twice the amount of class time presented by Professor 

Thompson than that of Professor Mercer. This was largely because Professor Thompson had 

created videos that covered both plays being considered within my dissertation, and Professor 

Mercer worked solely with King Lear. However, I did review Professor Mercer’s introductory 

and plenary videos that provided some context for Elizabethan England and specifically 

Shakespeare19.  

 

Table 2: List of Participating Instructors, Plays, and Number of Sessions Reviewed 

Instructor Play(s) Number of sessions 

reviewed 

Hours of class time 

reviewed 

Barbara 

Mercer 

King Lear, Introductory and 

Plenary Sessions 

3 4:53 

Matt 

Thompson 

Hamlet and King Lear 7 10:10 

 

These videos and their respective transcripts, combined with text and film-based versions 

of the plays, an extensive amount of scholarship regarding the reading and teaching of the plays 

themselves, the history of London during Shakespeare’s lifetime, Shakespeare biographies, 

 
19 Although I found these videos on publicly accessible websites, I decided to keep the pseudonyms intact 
throughout my dissertation. For that reason, parenthetical notations are not included as data points. However, links 
to the videos are provided in the Works Cited list under Ted Sherman and Marjorie Garber, respectively. 
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histories regarding the printing and production of these plays, and the growing field of Early 

Modern disability theory comprise the data that were used for the study. 

 
Transcribing the Data 

During the first pass at video transcription, I used voice recognition software and later a 

transcription service, which allowed me to create a script of the classroom exchanges. Later, I 

verified the transcription by carefully reviewing the videos and correcting any mistakes in the 

text. During that process, I was watching the videos and I added bracketed notations to signify 

the gestures being made. I also used all caps to signify raised voices and italics to signify other 

types of emphasis. When appropriate, I added parenthetical notations to describe what instructors 

or students were doing as they spoke. Any notation that affected my understanding or analysis of 

a line of dialogue or exchange remained part of the data included for review. For example, when 

Professor Thompson was describing Hamlet’s clothing as it related to his depression, he got 

louder as he said, “Anybody can wear black. ANYBODY, if they’re a good actor, can make tears 

come at will.” The capital letters were kept in the included data set because both the repetition 

and the raised volume were significant. 

I also separated the speaker’s lines from one another and because one of the instructors I 

investigated did not engage students in conversation as much as the other, I marked each line of 

dialogue that acknowledged student contributions by highlighting the speaker’s name and 

position in the video with a yellow highlighting bar. This allowed me to quickly get a sense of 

where, and how often, student discourse was part of the classroom discussions. I replicated the 

process while transcribing notes from the other videos as well20.  

 
20 An early and modified version of such a transcript is located in Appendix A. 
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In each transcript, I highlighted the speaker and time code in blue associated with each 

speaker’s dialogue. Once this structure was established, I decided that utilizing a table structure 

delineating speaker, time index, and dialogue would prove more beneficial than a script format. 

After settling on this method of marking up the data, I reformatted all the transcripts in this way 

for consistency. 

For the most part, no student names were given, and camera vantage points did not often 

allow me to discern individual faces. Sometimes, it was difficult for me to determine which 

student spoke. When there was a doubt about which student was speaking, I assigned the speech 

to a new student. As I re-watched the videos in subsequent layers of analysis, I found I was able 

to discern different and repeated voices more accurately and was able to assign who was 

speaking. I then assigned fictitious names to as many students as possible.  

As stated, students were often not fully visible, and I had no way of determining the 

demographic makeup of the classes or the cultural backgrounds of the students. I was also unable 

to see whether any of the students had visible markers or used accommodations that would 

denote a physical or other, less visible disability. Since my investigation was interested primarily 

in the ways that disability was featured in these classroom discussions, I did not interpret these 

constraints as overly problematic, though I certainly recognize it as limitation of the study. 

Because the classroom sessions I studied were intentionally filmed and made publicly 

available by the instructors, the instructors were the most identifiable participants. Thus, their 

speech and gestures make up much of the transcript data and video frame. The internet sources 

associated with these videos also made it clear that they were designed to be easily accessible. 

One set of videos was found on the university’s distance learning page, while others were 

available on YouTube. Thus, the instructors had no expectation of anonymity or confidentiality. 
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Nevertheless, I decided to use pseudonyms to identify the instructors and students, rather than 

risk that my analyses would be linked to criticizing classroom techniques of certain educators. 

 

The Process of Meaning Making 

 Bogdan and Biklen state that data analysis involves making sense of data that has been 

collected and observed and presenting those interpretations to others. Qualitative data analysis 

(as I was doing with the transcripts of the video sessions) typically involves recognizing patterns 

and assigning codes to those patterns in the data. Establishing consistent coding structures help 

the researcher to manage the concepts and data involved (157). After transcription of the 10 

classroom sessions was complete, I began a deeper process of textual analyses. Because I was 

answering two separate questions for this study, the process of “making meaning” was different 

for each one. In other words, it was necessary for me to look at and for different things as I 

answered each question. 

My first research question was, “How do college instructors talk about impairment when 

working with Hamlet and King Lear?” To answer the question, I looked carefully at the ways 

that instructors introduced and maintained conversations around the physical and mental 

impairments present in the plays. Locating and analyzing these types of critical moments in the 

classroom transcripts, I considered the following: 

• Did each instructor name the impairments present in each text? 

• Which impairments (present in the text) were mentioned in each session?  

• Which impairments (not present in the text) were mentioned in each session? 

• What words were used to describe impairments? 

• What historical context was provided for impairments? 
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• How many times was each impairment mentioned? 

• How were students invited into the conversations? 

Thinking about each of these questions allowed me to see how each instructor integrated 

attention to impairments as they related to the character and the text. At the same time, the ways 

that instructors and students talked about impairments together provided insight into how the 

students interpreted Elizabethan era literary context in modern ways. For example, referring to a 

character who is described as “mad” within the play as “crazy,” students and instructors related 

their reading of the text to modern constructs, thereby translating Elizabethan concepts into 

modern English. In these instances, the word “crazy” carries with it all of its 21st century 

connotations. 

 The classroom exchanges and passages in the transcripts that I used to provide the 

answers to the above questions are included in the body of my study. I sought to include each 

instance of both instructors’ discussions of impairment because each discussion of impairment 

had the potential to reveal the interpretation of disability, either in terms of contemporary 

readings informed by social or medical model understandings or in terms of the particulars of the 

Elizabethan context. Each explanation or discussion was therefore noteworthy. As I studied the 

transcripts, I followed these specific steps and performed a thematic analysis of the transcripts: 

a) First, I looked for statements explicitly involving disability. Initially, I focused on 

physical impairment or words that represented physical impairment. For Hamlet, 

noted words like “mad” or “crazy” to denote mental instability; for King Lear I 

looked for the same types of words regarding his mental impairment, but I was also 

mindful of his age and the ways that it factored into the play. Therefore, words 

regarding age (in relation to impairment) were also noted. Next, I noted aspects of the 
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impact of physical impairments on the characters. During this phase of my analysis, 

the connotative and literal meanings of words like “blindness” were both important. 

One represented the sense of sight, while the other represented the ability to mentally 

understand. For me, the differences between these two meanings revealed data points 

for discussions about, for instance, the medical and social models of disability, as 

well as a physical versus mental impairment. 

As I progressed through the classroom transcripts, I labeled the identified 

exchanges with words that represented the impairments that I found.  Later, I created 

codes based on the impairments referenced within the class sessions. In several ways, 

I had moved from textual analysis into a thematic one. According to Victoria Clarke 

and Virginia Braun, “Thematic Analysis is a method for identifying patterns and 

identifying meaning (themes) within qualitative data” (297). Throughout their work, 

Clarke and Braun advocate for a more “organic approach to coding and theme 

development and the active role of the researcher in the process” (297).  

b) Next, I looked for concepts that were common to Disability Studies. Specifically, I 

found references to the idea of identity as a performance in classroom discussions of 

both Hamlet and King Lear. For example, in the case of Kent, who later disguises 

himself as Caius or Edgar who uses multiple disguises and deceptions to hide his 

identity, I initially thought of those as acts of passing, and later as a type of “disability 

con” to use a concept from Ellen Samuels (18). Ultimately, each act of deception 

earned benefits for its perpetrator. I also looked for connections in the text to the idea 

of narrative prosthesis (Mitchell & Snyder). In looking for examples of narrative 

prosthesis, I included instances such as: repeated mention of specific characters and 
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impairments; centralizing impairment to the plot of the play; and, introducing 

disability-related language regarding a character to the state of the larger community. 

Eventually, the identified concepts of Disability Studies also became codes (available 

in Appendix B). Also, once I identified the themes that one professor used, I looked at 

whether those themes were present in the other transcripts as well. By doing that, I 

was able to determine the themes that were shared between three classroom 

experiences as well as the tools that could be used to interpret each play. 

The commentary that I include in response to each classroom exchange focuses on the set of 

questions above, as I worked to highlight how each professor employed analyses of impairment 

and even elements of disability studies, although I had no way to know if either instructor had 

any theoretical background in disability to draw upon. As the exchanges took place and were 

added to my analysis, my commentary was also an attempt to discern what the instructor’s 

primary goal was in any given moment. In that way, I worked to avoid my own assumptions 

about the “correctness” of one teaching strategy or textual approach over another, but instead 

focused on what was happening in each classroom interaction. 

 The second research question that guided this study was, “What can a more nuanced 

understanding of Disability Studies offer to enhance the teaching of Hamlet and King Lear?”  To 

answer this second research question, I attempted to tease out possibilities for Disability Studies 

based readings in each play by looking at the existing classroom dialogue and considering what 

areas of classroom talk might benefit from additional explanations informed by Disability 

Studies. As previously mentioned, I had already highlighted the ideas of narrative prosthesis, 

identity as performance, and disability con as the key elements of my readings. Related to this 

aspect of the analysis, I considered how a Disability Studies reading of particular elements of the 
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texts or classroom interactions could enhance the discussion of the plays. When possible, I added 

these thoughts to my commentary and analyses of classroom exchanges used throughout my 

analyses of classroom sessions. However, some of the scenes that I regarded as important were 

not discussed by either instructor; therefore, my discussion of them in the context of the ongoing 

student-teacher exchanges would detract from my analysis of classroom dynamic. Rather than 

create purposeful discontinuities within classroom sessions, I chose to demonstrate the benefits 

of a Disability Studies lens by reinterpreting the scene in the chapters dedicated to alternate 

readings of each play.   

 As I assembled the content for my own readings for Chapter 5 and Chapter 7, I 

constructed summary grids for each play.  These grids broke down the respective play by scene, 

and listed the characters, the place, and the plot elements involved. These grids were crucial in 

accurately analyzing each narrative (especially within King Lear.) I also developed a coding 

system that allowed me to see how often a theme or impairment was relevant to a scene or the 

play as a whole (A table of these codes and their descriptions is available in Appendix B.) The 

scene grids were also useful for notetaking and coding of scenes.  For example, because opening 

scene of King Lear contains references to Lear’s age, his metaphorical blindness, and Edmund’s 

legitimacy status, Act 1 Scene 1 has notes of 

 CODE: AGE & BLIND-M & LEGIT 

These codes were placed underneath the scene indicator of the scene grids and were referenced 

as I built readings of the plays that used a Disability Studies lens. 

  

Moving Forward 
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The data chapters of my dissertation are organized around the plays that I studied. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are focused on Hamlet and chapters 6 and 7 are focused on King Lear. From an 

organizational standpoint, the data chapters work to complement each other and allow readers to 

quickly recognize alternative approaches to the same texts.  

In Chapter 4, I analyze the ways that Matt Thompson approached Hamlet, and I focus on 

the presence of mental instability as he works through much of the play with his students, In 

Chapter 5, I present a Disability Studies reading of Hamlet focused one way that narrative 

prosthesis can operate within the play as well as what Hamlet’s performance of impairment 

means for disability interpretation. Throughout Chapter 6, I analyze the ways that Professor 

Thompson and Barbara Mercer (both pseudonyms) approached King Lear at separate 

universities. The chapter is largely organized around the inclusion of disability-related topics 

within their respective classrooms. In Chapter 7, like Chapter 5, I present a Disability Studies 

reading specific to King Lear to demonstrate an alternative approach to the play. For the final 

chapter, I summarize the research conducted in this dissertation and highlight the conclusions 

established by this study. Lastly, I offer thoughts regarding future research. 
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Chapter 4: “Something Rotten in the State of Denmark”: Discussing Impairment in Hamlet 
 

My first research question for this study concerned the ways in which disability was 

being discussed in classes studying Shakespeare. Answering that research question meant 

investigating instructors and students actively engaged with the plays that I was studying. In the 

following chapter, I provide detailed analyses of several classroom sessions featuring Professor 

Matt Thompson21 and his students discussing Hamlet. After watching several classroom 

sessions, I found that Thompson and his students did not use the word “disability” in 

conversation; however, several ideas related to disability were common themes that Thompson 

shared with students.  

In choosing which classroom excepts to include in this study, I looked for moments in 

which either Professor Thompson or his students identified an impairment during discussion. 

Once an impairment was identified, I included relevant sections of the discussion or of 

Thompson’s explanation of the scene. After the classroom exchanges were chosen and included, 

I analyzed the text of those exchanges for the details that each one could contribute to a wider 

discussion of disability. Additionally, I included sections of class discussion in which Thompson 

referred to Hamlet’s performance of madness because Thompson identified performance as a 

major theme of the play early in his initial session about the play. By presenting and analyzing 

classroom data this way, I hope to highlight the ways in which Professor Thompson located ideas 

related to disability and discussed them with his students.  

The most prevalent ideas that Thompson discussed related to disability were the 

perception of appearance versus reality (specifically centered around discussions of the ghost and 

the idea that people are not who they seem), the presence or absence of mental instability 

 
21 All names throughout this dissertation are pseudonyms used to protect identities. 
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(including madness, lovesickness, and depression), and the performative nature of Hamlet’s 

character. While analyzing these videos and transcripts, I found that Professor Thompson talked 

about the difference between appearance and reality when he discussed Hamlet’s performance as 

well. Thinking about passing as a type of performance necessitates recognizing performance as 

being different from reality. For example, consider what passing allows Kent to do: in reality he 

is no longer a knight of the realm, and Caius is not his real name; lastly, through the suspension 

of disbelief that theater sometimes requires, the loss of a beard creates an entirely new person. 

Nonetheless, by engaging in the performative actions necessary, Caius accomplishes Kent’s 

goals of staying close to Lear and keeping him safe.  

The performative acts that Kent engages in throughout the play represent only one 

occurrence of deception that is present within King Lear so that characters can accomplish their 

respective goals. Passing and performance are important for Disability Studies scholarship 

because negotiating between the two can be crucial to understanding many narratives (as the 

ones discussed within this dissertation) but more than that can be crucial to the success or failure 

of real-world experiences for many people with disabilities. 

Keeping themes of masquerade and disability con, performance, and reality in mind, I 

realized that although Professor Thompson did not use phrasing directly connected to Disability 

Studies, the discussions he had with students about these ideas demonstrate some ways in which 

instructors can talk about disability and its effects on a narrative without having a Disability 

Studies background. 

In the sessions I studied for Hamlet, it appeared that Professor Thompson’s primary goals 

were to make sure that his students understood the text as well as the context of the play. 

Thompson’s approach to instruction focused on him reading the text aloud from beginning to end 
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rather than choosing certain themes or scenes as is sometimes done by other instructors. As he 

read, he often contextualized content and added historical commentary when possible. 

“’Tis but our fantasy”: Beginning with General Themes 

 After some introductory remarks about the history of the source material and the different 

versions of Hamlet, Professor Thompson began to talk about the text of the play. He immediately 

told students about several of Shakespeare’s major themes as he discussed the opening scene. 22 

THOMPSON. …The play begins. 

[reads] Who’s there? 

Now, that’s kind of a profound question. “Who’s there?” Is it simply Barnardo 

asking Francisco, “Is that you?”  I mean, on a very lower level, yes, that’s 

all it is. What about a deeper level? A more figurative level or a more 

symbolic level? One of the questions being asked throughout Hamlet is 

“Who’s there?” And, what I mean by that, is that you have characters 

observing other characters. You have people being watched and it is as if 

they are metaphorically asking, “Who are you? Who are you, really?” 

And because characters are being watched… [t]hey will act according to 

who they are around…[F]or example, we’ll see Hamlet behave differently 

when he’s with Horatio than when he’s with Ophelia; or differently when 

he’s with Horatio than when he’s with Polonius, or his mother, or 

Claudius…So, one of the questions Shakespeare seems to be wresting 

with or dealing with throughout the play is this issue – somewhat at least – 

 
22 Throughout my data chapters, classroom and textual excepts are treated as block quotes and indented from the left 
margin. Names of speakers (or characters) are denoted in capital letters and followed by a period. For classroom 
excepts, words spoken by instructors or students are in plain text, and text read directly from Shakespeare is 
italicized within the corresponding speaker’s block. 
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of identity. [T]here’s [also] this notion of acting, or putting on a face or 

mask, which then kind of takes you back to “Who’s there?” Is it really 

Hamlet, or is it, [you] play-acting Hamlet? 

In the first ten minutes of this classroom session, Professor Thompson named three 

primary themes for the play: he immediately brought up the tension between reality and fantasy 

by asking the students “Who are you, really?” In addition, both Barnardo and Marcellus discuss 

fantasy when they talk about the ghost of King Hamlet. The ways in which the characters discuss 

the differences between reality and fantasy would, in a modern context, raise questions about 

mental illness and stability. Thompson also named “acting” as an important theme for Hamlet. 

Lastly, by combining the ideas of acting and identity, Thompson was, perhaps, referring to the 

concept of “passing” (the conscious choice to hide a stigma and attempt to gain group 

acceptance), which is a concept often used within many different frameworks including 

Disability Studies. Thus, although Professor Thompson did not name an impairment or a specific 

disability in relation to passing or acting/performing an identity, as the class sessions about 

Hamlet continued, the concepts of fantasy v. reality, identity v. performance (or “acting”) 

remained focal points for class discussions about whether certain characters were who they said 

they were or who they seemed to be. 

“Has this thing appeared again tonight?”: Discussing the Ghost in Hamlet  

Throughout the Elizabethan period, seeing ghosts was a common occurrence and tied to 

religious beliefs. According to Laura Sangha, “In Early Modern England, ghosts, revenants and 

spectral figures were regular visitors to the world of the living and a vibrant variety of beliefs 

and expectations clustered about these questionable shapes” (340). Sangha goes on to say that 

Keith Thomas’s study of ghost beliefs “personified women’s and men’s hopes and fears and 
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provided a useful sanction for social norms” (Thomas, qtd in Sangha 340). In the context that 

these authors provided, ghosts were accepted and had specific meaning in the era. One of the 

primary questions for the characters at the beginning of Hamlet is about the purpose of the ghost. 

During the opening scene of Hamlet, readers and audience members learn that Barnardo 

and Marcellus have seen what they think is the ghost of King Hamlet for two consecutive nights 

as they stand watch. On the third night, Marcellus brings Horatio to join them. Horatio has heard 

the story already and, according to Marcellus, Horatio believes that what they have seen “’tis but 

[their] fantasy” (1.1.28) and will not believe that anything has appeared until he sees the ghost 

for himself. Professor Thompson read these lines to his students: 

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

Horatio. What, has this thing appeared again tonight? 

Barnardo. I have seen nothing. 

Marcellus. Horatio says ’tis but our fantasy 

     Therefore I have entreated him along 

     With us to watch the minutes of this night, 

     That, if again this apparition come, 

     He may approve our eyes and speak to it.   

By naming the ghost a “fantasy,” Horatio suggests to the others that they may not have seen what 

they thought. Potentially, this raises (for Marcellus and Barnardo) the idea of mental instability. 

However, Horatio agrees to stand watch nonetheless, to confirm the story either way and to 

“approve our eyes” (1.1.34). 

 In his class discussion, Thompson broke up the above lines with clarifications defining 

‘fantasy’ as imagination and suggested that imagination leads to “seeing things that aren’t really 
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there.” The fact that neither Marcellus nor Barnardo proposes another answer for what they saw 

suggests that they were not questioning the existence of the ghost, they were simply questioning 

if that’s what they saw. Ostensibly, Barnardo and Marcellus want Horatio to make a final 

decision regarding their sanity. In their minds, if Horatio sees the ghost, they are not impaired 

and are as sane as a scholar. Further, rather than debate the ghost’s existence, the characters 

remain curious about the ghost’s purpose. Thompson continued his close reading of the scene: 

THOMPSON. And the ghost comes in: [reads]: 

Marcellus. Peace, break thee off! Look where it comes again. 

[Barnardo.] In the same figure like the King that’s dead. 

[Marcellus.] (to Horatio). Thou art a scholar. – 

Through these lines, Barnardo and Marcellus demonstrate that Horatio is the best among them to 

speak with the ghost. It is likely that they assign special value to his knowledge and what 

Professor Thompson referred to as his stoicism. In many ways, that knowledge seems to protect 

Horatio from the effects of the ghost’s presence. When the ghost appears to the group, the 

characters all note how much it resembles the king they knew, and Horatio tries to speak to it; 

the ghost does not respond. Rather, it exits the stage having said nothing. As the ghost exits the 

stage, Bernardo challenges Horatio and asks: 

BERNARDO. How now, Horatio? You tremble and look pale. 

Is not this something more than fantasy? 

What think you on't? (1.1.63-65). 

and Horatio responds: 

HORATIO. Before my God, I might not this believe 

Without the sensible and true avouch 
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Of mine own eyes. (1.1.66-68). 

When Horatio says this, the guards are comforted because a scholar has verified what they saw. 

Horatio’s confirmation also means that they are mentally sane. What may scare them at this point 

is that they know that there is something wrong in Denmark. Thompson continued his discussion 

and explained how deeply Horatio believes in the ghost now, and how important the ghost is to 

the rest of the story. Thompson also discussed some lines he had not read aloud and has the first 

of many exchanges with a student likely located near the front of the room who I have named 

Joe. In all of Professor Thompson’s discussions of Hamlet, Joe appeared to be one of the most 

engaged students. Their exchange regarding the purpose of the ghost is below: 

THOMPSON. Horatio is telling us [that], “This isn’t mass hypnosis, there is something 

physical in front of me,” okay? But [in previous lines] he says that it “usurp’st this 

time of night.” Why? What does it mean to usurp? Overthrow? Take the place of? 

Take the rightful place of? In other words, this ghost doesn’t belong 

here…[W]here do ghosts belong? 

JOE. [In the] Grave. 

THOMPSON. Right. Where do they belong? Spirits belong in the other place…  

As he continued reading, Thompson named a second big theme of the play23:  

THOMPSON. Another big theme, and it’s related to this: we’ll call it 2A – Appearance 

versus reality, okay? One of the themes Shakespeare just loves, because he deals 

with it constantly. 

Here, Thompson talked more about the difference between appearance and reality; this time he 

named it directly and marked this as a common theme in the play. The differences between 

 
23 The first was the question of “Who’s there?” raised by the opening line. 
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appearance and reality align well with the ideas of passing and performance that are often 

referenced as part of Disability Studies.  For instance, choosing to “pass” as an identity which 

has different attributes then one’s own, and to normalize bodies and appearances within 

particular groups provides a certain amount of comfort or success, but at the same time requires a 

type of performance to maintain the illusion purposely being produced. 

As the dialogue among the characters in this scene moves forward, it changes from 

talking about if the ghost existed to why the ghost existed. By the time the ghost exits in the 

scene, Horatio is convinced that its presence, “bodes some strange eruption in our state” (1.1.80). 

At one point in the scene, Barnardo says to Horatio about the ghost: “Well may it sort that this 

portentous figure / Comes armèd through our watch so like the king / That was and is the 

question of these wars.” (1.1.121-24). Professor Thompson focused on the meaning of a portent 

in the following conversation with Joe and the rest of the students: 

THOMPSON. In other words, the ghost coming is a portent. Why? 

JOE. This is one of those things that you can’t reasonably expect – worry about 

something…some peril… 

THOMPSON. Okay…what…what…What kinds of things are portents? Eclipses, comets, 

Meteor showers… 

JOE. Two-headed calves. 

THOMPSON. Two-headed calves, you know…In other words, oddities, things that don't 

happen every day. The ghost of a dead king walking upon the grounds - that's not 

something you see every day. It would be like, [to] put it in a modern context, 

JFK starting to stroll the grounds of the White House. That would be portentous, 

if it became known to the president: So, okay, what’s going on here?  
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Thompson’s commentary about portentous events, the presence of the ghost, as well as the more 

modern example he gave regarding the White House all revolve around reality and fantasy. 

When he asked his students, “What is going on here?” he asked the same question that 

Shakespeare wanted the audience to ask: “What is the meaning of the ghost?” or, in other words, 

what “peril,” to use Joe’s word, does the presence of the ghost foretell? Readers and audience 

members do not get that answer until later in the play. Throughout the first scene, however, 

Professor Thompson did not discuss the ghost as evidence of a mental condition. Instead, 

Thompson spoke about the purpose of the ghost in the narrative. By the end of the scene, the 

characters recognize the ghost’s presence as portentous and decide to alert Hamlet. Those scenes 

will be discussed later in this chapter. 

As Thompson moved to the next scene, he reminded his students that “everyone who has 

seen the ghost thinks it is a portent.” This seemed to be one way to focus student attention on the 

nature of the narrative device that the ghost will become and the catalyst for much of the play’s 

action. 

Scene 1.2 takes place in the throne room of Elsinore and the dialogue is centered on a 

brief discussion of Claudius and Gertrude, as well as Hamlet’s depression. As he discussed this 

scene with students, Professor Thompson mentioned the word “abnormal” as he talked about 

Hamlet’s relationship with Claudius, and he also talked in detail about depression and its 

performance.  

“All Forms, Moods, and Shapes of Grief”: Understanding Hamlet as Depressed  

At the beginning of 1.2, Claudius is standing in the throne room with Gertrude and 

assembled courtiers announcing both that his brother, the former king, has died, and that he 

(Claudius) has now married Gertrude. As Professor Thompson read and explained the early parts 
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of that scene, he and Joe have the following discussion about Claudius marrying his deceased 

brother’s wife: 

JOE. Come on, didn’t Henry VIII do that? 

THOMPSON. [snickering, nodding] Probably. 

JOE. I think his first wife was…had been engaged to his brother and then his brother was 

killed, dies, and then…. 

THOMPSON. Yeah…and that why he tries to divorce her because he says they really 

     shouldn’t have been married, and therefore the marriage wasn’t legal. 

JOE. Surely, there are people watching this who know that. I mean when this was 

performed, that wasn’t a secret. 

THOMPSON. [nodding, agreeing] Um…when was this performed? I’m drawing a blank 

on the date. I want to say it was either 1601 or 1603, [Looks through papers.] 

Written 1601; printed…first printed 1603; first performed, 1601. The reason I was 

curious is um…[it] could be dangerous, with Queen Elizabeth. 

JOE. Yeah, that’s what I was thinking…because of her dad. 

THOMPSON. Yeah. Yeah. Her father had issues, um…let’s say. 

Here, Thompson and Joe acknowledged the normalcy of the marriage practices described in the 

beginning of Scene 1.2 within the Elizabethan period. However, Thompson also seemed to 

problematize the practice by admitting that Henry VIII had “issues” and hinting at an unnamed 

impairment as the explanation for what a Discovery Channel article referred to as “a long list of 

personality quirks and historical drama” ("King Henry VIII's Madness"). Based on the inflection 

of his voice, I interpreted Thompson’s use of the word “issues” as referring to psychological 
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instability, tantamount to using the term “madness” to describe any number of symptoms and 

conditions. 

While researchers have long debated potential causes for the changes in Henry VIII’s 

character later in his life (Banks Whitley and Kramer), Thompson’s association of psychological 

instability with the king’s choice of wife suggests that the practice was not normalized. His use 

of the term “issues” reaffirmed the simplicity with which disability was approached in the Early 

Modern period. In the end, the discussion of this part of the scene had a lot of potential regarding 

the prominence of physical and mental impairments but appeared to be cut short for simplicity.  

When Claudius addresses Hamlet for the first time, the following exchange occurs: 

CLAUDIUS. But now, my cousin, Hamlet, and my son. 

HAMLET. A little more than kin and less than kind.  (1.2.66-67) 

In his explanation of these lines, Professor Thompson noted that “kind” had two meanings. He 

said: 

THOMPSON. In the Renaissance, however, that word ‘kind’ had a different meaning, 

and we still have it today when we ask, “What kind of car do you have?” […] 

What does this mean? 

VARIOUS STUDENTS. ‘Type.’ 

THOMPSON. Type, or nature. What nature of car do you have? So, ‘kind’ – when he 

says, ‘and less than kind’ -- he means ‘less than natural. In other words, […] 

abnormal. 

It’s important to note that Thompson’s use of the word “abnormal” did not refer to a person as, 

for instance, a diagnosis based in the medical model would. Rather, the exchange above named a 

relationship abnormal because Claudius engaged in what modern audiences consider an 
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abnormal process. However, this small exchange revealed another theme to which Thompson 

also called attention: normal versus abnormal. Consider that when he defined the ghost as a 

portent, he did so by comparing the ghost of King Hamlet at Elsinore to the ghost of JFK 

wandering the grounds of the White House; he categorized the possibility as a “thing that doesn’t 

happen every day.” In other words, something that is abnormal. By also naming the ghost as an 

abnormal presence, Thompson was beginning to develop a pattern of comparison between things 

that he considers “normal” and things which are not normal. These types of binary comparisons 

are often seen as problematic and limiting because they isolate and essentialize one difference 

above others. Disability Studies scholarship actively works to discourage such binaries. 

Later in the same scene, Gertrude asks Hamlet about his father’s death and wonders, 

“Why seems it so particular with thee?” (1.2:78). Hamlet’s response is a crucial passage for 

understanding Hamlet’s state of mind. The character says:  

HAMLET. Seems, madam, Nay, it is. I know not 'seems.'  

'Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, 

Nor customary suits of solemn black,  

Nor windy suspiration of forc'd breath,  

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,  

Nor the dejected havior of the visage,  

Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief,  

'That can denote me truly. These indeed seem,  

For they are actions that a man might play;  

But I have that within which passeth show-  

These but the trappings and the suits of woe. (1.2.79-89) 
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While discussing these lines with his students, Thompson focused on the aspects of acting 

present in the dialogue, and Hamlet’s state of mind.  

THOMPSON. He says, ‘All of these aspects cannot denote me truly’ Notice: ‘denote’ –

...These things can’t tell you literally what is inside. Why?  

These indeed seem,  

For they are actions that a man might play;  

Anybody can wear black; anybody can walk around going [makes sighing noise]; 

anybody can have a sad face; ANYBODY can – if they’re a good actor – 

make tears come at will. No… 

But I have that within which passeth show-  

In other words – it’s REAL; it’s not SEEMS. These – all the things he’s talking 

about –  

These but the trappings and the suits of woe. 

In the explanations above, Thompson raised the idea of the differences between denotative and 

connotative language – that is, the difference between the “dictionary” meaning of a word 

contrasted against the ability for words to take on other meanings as they are used in daily 

speech. In so doing, he set up his ability to describe Hamlet’s appearance as something different 

than its meaning. Thompson also continually used the pronoun “anybody” – thereby inferring the 

meaningless denotation of the act. If, as he has suggested, “anybody can wear black,” then the 

act itself loses value. However, by seeming to devalue the act and the “costume” that Hamlet 

wears in this way, he was able to demonstrate the juxtaposition between the outward appearance 

and the inward turmoil that Hamlet experienced. Professor Thompson effectively added more 

significance and context to the scene by talking to students about Hamlet’s struggle when he 



93 
 

   
 

said, “[Hamlet’s] depressed, okay?  But is it just depressed? He’s angry, hurt, Hamlet is 

boiling…Huh, these? [pulls at shirt]. These are just symbols…You don’t want to see the real 

woe.” Thompson continued to read the scene aloud, paying special attention to what Claudius 

said to Hamlet about what Thompson referred to as depression. In the play, Claudius tells 

Hamlet that: 

CLAUDIUS. …to persever  

In obstinate condolement is a course  

Of impious stubbornness. 'Tis unmanly grief;  

It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,  

A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,  

An understanding simple and unschool'd;  (1.2.95-100) 

Thompson’s discussion with students highlighted the performative and disparaging aspects of 

Claudius’s response. Thompson asked his students about the way that Claudius responded: 

THOMPSON. What has he said? ‘Unmanly grief’; ‘a will incorrect to Heaven’ – 

[meaning] you’re going against God, ‘a heart unfortified’ – you have a weak 

heart; ‘a mind impatient’ – that is, you’re unwilling to suffer; ‘an understanding 

simple’ – [indicates ‘simple’ as meaning unintelligent and unaware] – ‘and 

unschooled’—[meaning] you have not been taught well.  

Thompson recognized that Claudius referred to Hamlet’s grief (and ostensibly Hamlet himself) 

as ‘unmanly’ or womanlike. This is another way that Hamlet is impaired publicly in the eyes of 

the court. Claudius assigned several impairments to Hamlet. In modern terms, Claudius called 

Hamlet a woman (which Thompson contextualized as one of the worst insults possible), not 

godly, weak, and idiotic. Because the act occurred in the open space of the throne room, Hamlet 
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is ostensibly labeled with these impairments for the entire court. Also, because it was the king 

who offered the rebuke, it was understood to be not only valid, but a royal commandment.24   

 Along with his recognition that Hamlet is “angry,” “hurt,” and “boiling,” Thompson’s 

understanding of Hamlet’s demeanor appeared to be guided by a modern understanding of 

depression. According to the American Psychological Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual 5th edition (APA DSM-5) there are several components to a Major Depressive episode. 

These include:  

1. Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day, as indicated by either -

subjective report (e.g., feels sad, empty, hopeless) or observation made by others (e.g., 

appears tearful). (Note: In children and adolescents, can be irritable mood.) 

2. Markedly diminished interest or pleasure in all, or almost all, activities most of 

the day, nearly every day (as indicated by either subjective account or observation.) 

3. Significant weight loss when not dieting or weight gain (e.g., a change of more 

than 5% of body weight in a month), or decrease or increase in appetite nearly every day. 

(Note: In children, consider failure to make expected weight gain.) 

4. Insomnia or hypersomnia nearly every day. 

5. Psychomotor agitation or retardation nearly every day (observable by others, not 

merely subjective feelings of restlessness or being slowed down.) 

6. Fatigue or loss of energy nearly every day. 

7. Feelings of worthlessness or excessive or inappropriate guilt (which may be 

delusional) nearly every day (not merely self-reproach or guilt about being sick.) 

 
24Similar issues appear in the opening scenes of King Lear when Lear ostensibly orders his daughters to love him.  
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8. Diminished ability to think or concentrate, or indecisiveness, nearly every day 

(either by subjective account or as observed by others.) 

9. Recurrent thoughts of death (not just fear of dying), recurrent suicidal ideation 

without a specific plan, or a suicide attempt or a specific plan for committing suicide. 

(161) 

Sometimes, Thompson referred to variations of these symptoms to connect Hamlet’s symptoms 

to a modern medical framework. At those times, he did not name them as parts of depressive 

episodes, nor did he relate them to specific disabilities or impairments. He simply mentioned the 

existence of the symptoms and then used modern examples to demonstrate how students can 

relate scenes written by Shakespeare to modern circumstances.25  By emphasizing that Hamlet is 

specifically “depressed,” Thompson created the space for his students to think about Hamlet as a 

person who is like them rather than just a character in a play. There are many ways that 

Thompson treated Hamlet as a real person rather than a character in a play. 

The aspects of Hamlet’s performance, which Professor Thompson highlighted as 

constantly looking down, sighing, crying, and even the clothes that Hamlet chooses to wear are 

outward signs that Hamlet meets most of the criteria for a Major Depressive episode.26 First, by 

showing his students how Hamlet’s behaviors and symptoms fit into a modern medical 

framework rather than a strictly Elizabethan one, Thompson is continuing to make the play 

relevant for his students. Second, by attributing Hamlet’s behaviors to depression rather than a 

more nebulous term like lovesickness as Polonius wants to do, Thompson treated Hamlet as a 

complex and fully realized character who can represent readers and audience members more 

 
25 This is a pattern that Thompson follows often while discussing King Lear which is demonstrated in more detail in 
Chapter 6. 
26 Here, I have purposely capitalized the name of the condition to highlight the medical terminology and to conform 
with the labeling of the DSM-5. 
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accurately. Finally, when Thompson named Hamlet’s condition as depression within a medical 

context, he highlighted the shift that was taking place as Elizabethan England moved away from 

humoral treatment and toward modern medicine.  

As much as Thompson worked to connect Hamlet’s behavior to a modern diagnosis, the 

text of the play required interpretation for that to take place. Another example of how this 

happened in Thompson’s classroom occurred when Thompson read the next scene. Shortly after 

Claudius chastises Hamlet, the throne-room clears, and Hamlet remains behind lamenting his 

situation. He shares his thoughts with the audience in the following lines: 

HAMLET. O that this too too sullied flesh would melt, 

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew! 

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 

His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! O God! God! 

How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable 

Seem to me all the uses of this world!  (1.2.132-138) 

This scene seemed significant to Professor Thompson because he broke down each aspect of the 

scene and inferred the presence of several impairments as he did so. To begin, he asked the 

students, “What is this soliloquy telling us?” After receiving a few incomplete responses, he said, 

“That he [Hamlet] wishes he could commit suicide.” Thompson then noted a difference in the 

text between several editions of the play. Regarding the phrase “O that this too too sullied flesh 

would melt” Thompson talked about the Folio version and the Quarto version: 

THOMPSON. [T]he Folio version, if I remember correctly, has ‘O that this too too solid 

flesh would melt. The Quarto has sullied. And, by the principle of Lectio magis 

difficile – a Latin phrase from textual criticism that means ‘the more difficult 
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text’, or ‘the more difficult reading’ is likely the more authorial one. What’s more 

difficult?.... ‘Sullied’ is more difficult… What does ‘sullied’ mean? ‘Dirty,’ ‘foul,’ 

‘rank.’  

Thompson’s emphasis and focus on the word “sullied” here made sense as a continuation of his 

discussion of medicine during the Elizabethan era. According to Elizabethan historian Liza 

Picard, physicians made diagnoses based on the presence or absence of four different bodily 

fluids: blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. A healthy patient, it was believed, maintained 

the proper balance of these fluids, and could determine, from a combination of personal narrative 

and observation, which fluid was out if balance. A “sullied” appearance to the skin, for example, 

was often interpreted as having too much black bile (103). It’s possible that the linkages between 

inward states and outward appearances, which have been a long-standing rationale for religious 

and morality-based models of disability relied upon the humoral theory of medicine. For 

instance, Erving Goffman discusses the visible signs of stigma in Stigma: Notes on the 

Management of Spoiled Identity; Henri Jacques Stiker relates outward appearance to impairment 

and disability in The History of Disability; Paul Longmore articulates the way movies and 

television use costumes and impairments to denote evil in “Screening Stereotypes,” and Martin 

F. Norden expands Longmore’s work in Cinema of Isolation. More recently, Allison Hobgood 

associates Julius Caesar’s epilepsy with evil in “Caesar Hath the Falling Sickness.” 

Using the word “sullied,” Thompson argued that by wishing his flesh would “melt/ 

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew,” Hamlet was expressing the desire to purify his body and 

ultimately cure his impairment(s). Alternatively, Thompson clarified, Hamlet wanted to commit 

suicide but chooses not to because he believes that suicide is a sin against God according to the 

Catholic Church of Shakespeare’s day. Thompson reminded his class that to commit suicide and 
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therefore challenge canon law resulted in two things: the body could not be buried in a 

churchyard and the spirit would not go to Heaven. Thompson also said that to consider suicide 

was “a sign of despair.” The idea of despair alone tied Thompson’s description of Hamlet’s 

actions to Burton’s definition of melancholy and madness because despair is one of the 

symptoms that Burton wrote about often (Anatomy of Melancholy). Thompson continued, asking 

his students: 

 
THOMPSON. So again, what is this telling us about Hamlet’s internal state? He’s 

troubled…he’s troubled. So, when he later on – in just a few moments tells 

Horatio that he’s going to put on an antic disposition, how far does he have to go 

to put on an antic disposition? How far does he have to go to act crazy? Probably 

not that far. 

In his explanation of the scene, Thompson used the words ‘troubled’ and ‘crazy’27 together. By 

“troubled” he was describing Hamlet’s current state, whereas his use of “crazy” signaled a future 

performative act of Hamlet, who was about to act “crazy.” Earlier in the class, Thompson had 

suggested that by acting certain ways, Hamlet would help convince court members that he was 

depressed and eventually “crazy.” During his comments about Scene 1.2, Thompson medicalized 

Hamlet’s psychology and framed his actions in terms of depression, despair, suicidality, and 

anxiety. For most readings of Hamlet, including Thompson’s, these impairments interact and 

work together throughout the play to create the character that audience members and readers 

understand.  

 

 
27 Here, I acknowledge the problematic nature of the term “crazy.” Disability Studies recognizes the word as 
dismissive and hurtful to some individuals.  
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‘You speak like a green girl’: Mental instability and Impairing Ophelia 

When the following session began, Professor Thompson was discussing 1.3, and 

specifically the conversation between Polonius and Ophelia. In this scene, Polonius is curious 

about the nature of the relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia. Throughout that conversation, 

Polonius often disparages Ophelia and assigns impairments to her. Below is a partial excerpt 

from the scene: 

OPHELIA. [Hamlet] hath, my lord, of late made many tenders 

Of his affection to me. 

POLONIUS. Affection? Pooh! You speak like a green girl, 

Unsifted in such perilous circumstance. 

Do you believe his tenders, as you call them? 

OPHELIA. I do not know, my lord, what I should think, (1.3.108-113) 

Here, Polonius uses wording that effectively gives Ophelia a medical condition. First, by calling 

her a “green girl”, Polonius associates Ophelia with “green sickness.” In her explanation of green 

sickness, Sujata Iyengar notes that some of the symptoms recorded by Early Modern physicians 

included paleness, fever, and delirium (152). Green sickness is also one of the conditions that 

Iyengar lists as part of her definition of madness (202). By verbalizing his belief that Ophelia is 

green, Polonius is labeling his daughter with a version of lovesickness, much as he does with 

Hamlet throughout the play. Second, the word “Unsifted” is defined in a note in the Folger 

edition of Hamlet as “naïve” (44). Iyengar defines naivete as part of “foolishness,” which, like 

the term “madness,” could signify a multitude of symptoms and conditions. However, it seemed 

that Professor Thompson had a different interpretation of Ophelia in this scene. When discussing 

Ophelia’s last line in this excerpt: 
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THOMPSON. And this line gets to the heart of what some critics at least have seen as a 

problem with Ophelia. She seemingly doesn’t have a brain. Okay? Some critics – 

more so back in the seventies than today – said that it’s fitting that Ophelia’s 

name begins with that letter [draws ‘O’ on the board, sits down, and indicates that 

he wants feedback from students]. 

[…] 

ALICE It’s hollow. 

THOMPSON. It’s hollow. It’s a zero… It’s not quite fair to her. So, she says, ‘I don’t 

know what to think.’ [and] that opens the door for dear old dad to tell her what to 

think. 

Thompson’s characterization of Ophelia may seem harsh and inappropriate, but it aligns well 

with the ways that women were treated in Elizabethan London. In her explanation of “green-

sickness,” Sujata Iyengar writes that: 

Shakespeare’s girls are often accused of green-sickness when their fathers, or those with 

power over them, want to control their sexual desires and activity, by forcing them to 

marry or copulate against their will, or with partners of their fathers’, not their own, 

choosing. […]. Polonius calls Ophelia a “green girl” when he wishes to dismiss her love-

affair with Hamlet as a passing fancy. (153) 

Iyengar’s analysis, as well as Thompson’s focus on the critiques of the scene which think of 

Ophelia’s mind as “hollow” ostensibly assign an impairment to her. The power that Polonius has 

over Ophelia is further demonstrated, as Thompson pointed out, when she allows him to tell her 

how to respond to Hamlet, and what to think about the situation. During this scene, Polonius 

literally infantilizes Ophelia by discrediting her assessment, and then in the next line he says, 
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“Marry, I will teach you. Think yourself a baby/ That you have ta’en these tenders for true pay, / 

Which are not sterling.” (1.3.114-116). Although Thompson admitted that characterizing Ophelia 

as “hollow” and “naïve” is unfair, did not appear to challenge these readings directly in the 

classroom. Instead, he offered the students a chance to compare Ophelia’s characterization in 

Hamlet to Hermia’s characterization in A Midsummer Night’s Dream because Hermia (in 

Thompson’s opinion) is depicted as a much stronger and more decisive character. By suggesting 

that, “It’s not quite fair,” as he does in his commentary above, Thompson may be implying that 

he disagrees with characterizations of Ophelia which ostensibly caste her as weak, uninformed, 

and ultimately impaired. 

“…With his doublet all unbrac’d”: Defining and Performing Madness 

Scene 1.4 involves Horatio, Hamlet, and the others watching for the ghost. When the 

ghost appears, the characters all see it, and Hamlet decides that no matter the consequences, he 

will speak to it despite the following warning from Horatio: 

HORATIO. What if it tempt you toward the flood, my lord, 

Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff 

That beetles o'er his base into the sea, 

And there assume some other, horrible form 

Which might deprive your sovereignty of reason 

And draw you into madness? Think of it.   (1.4.77-82) 

When Thompson discussed Horatio’s caution to Hamlet and the possibility of madness, he 

focused on a specific type of madness rather than the expected general term used in the era. 

Thompson asked his students, “How sane is it to contemplate suicide?”   
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The question arose because Hamlet was so dedicated to following the ghost that he 

threatened to kill his friends if they attempted to stop him. Hamlet also offered that as a ghost, 

the spirit could not do anything to damage him physically. At the same time, Hamlet made it 

clear that he was more than willing to take that risk. By framing the question in the language of 

‘sanity’, Thompson once again evoked the language of disability and mental stability. He 

followed up the question with the following comments:  

THOMPSON. Suicide goes against all reason. Suicide goes against all instinct. The 

number one instinct is for all animals’ self-preservation. 

With these comments, Professor Thompson complicated Hamlet’s characterization by suggesting 

that Hamlet is both unreasonable and not like other animals because he is going against his 

natural instincts. In so doing, Thompson named more of Hamlet’s impairments that have often 

been ascribed simply to “madness.” 

 At the end of Act 1, the ghost blames Claudius for the murder and establishes Hamlet’s 

mission for the play. The ghost asks Hamlet to avenge a ‘most foul and unnatural murder’. He 

warns Hamlet, “But, howsoever thou pursuest this act, / Taint not thy mind, nor let thy soul 

contrive / Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven,” (1.5: 90-93). After reading these 

lines, Professor Thompson described what the word ‘taint’ might mean in this context, during the 

following discussion with Joe: 

THOMPSON. […] So, [the ghost] tells Hamlet two things: 1) taint not thy mind; 2) don’t 

touch your mother. And so, what does ‘taint not your mind’ mean? What is taint?   

JOE. Stain… 
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THOMPSON. Don’t stain it, okay? Don’t corrupt it, don’t color it. So, taint not your 

mind is what he is saying and then he is saying keep your mind pure. What has his 

father told him to do?    

JOE. Revenge my death.  

THOMPSON. [confirms] Revenge my death. How?  How do you usually get revenge?  

[…] You kill somebody! How do you not taint your mind in plotting to kill 

somebody? How do you keep a clear head? You’re thinking of taking somebody 

else’s life… 

 As Professor Thompson added context to these lines for students and has the above 

exchange with Joe, he showed the contradiction evident in the ghost’s commandment. In doing 

so, Thompson also described another possible site for the beginning of Hamlet’s true mental 

impairment and distress. Indeed, negotiating the difficulty that Thompson highlighted, “How do 

you not taint your mind [when] you’re thinking of taking somebody else’s life?” Hamlet 

struggles with this throughout the play, and it remains the reason that he requires so much proof 

that Claudius is to blame. 

 After hearing the ghost, Hamlet makes a decision and tells the ghost that “…while 

memory holds a seat / In this distracted globe./ […]  thy commandment all alone shall live / 

Within the book and volume of my brain…(1.5.103-104, 109-110). Here, as in 1.2, Hamlet 

described his planned actions. Not only did he foretell his own behavior theatricality, but he 

prescribed certain behaviors to others as well. As Thompson was breaking down scene 1.5 for 

his students, he mentioned and defined Hamlet’s madness for the first time. He asked the 

students about Hamlet’s description of his own state of mind. 
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THOMPSON. Where is Hamlet’s mind? It’s distracted…. What does that mean? It’s not 

focused. If he is not focused where is his mind? Starting to wander, like leave. 

That’s what distracted means in the Elizabethan period. It means going mad, 

okay? 

Here, I admit that I was troubled by the fact that Professor Thompson did not explain further 

what he meant – or, more specifically, what Shakespeare meant – by ‘going mad;’ however, as 

Shakespeare scholar Marjorie Garber writes: 

an observer cannot help being struck, I think, by how much of the play has passed into 

our common language. Indeed, as many commentators have observed, the experience of 

Hamlet is almost always that of recognition, of recalling, remembering, or identifying 

some already-known phrase or image. (466) 

Considering Garber’s observation, it’s likely that the students in Professor Thompson’s class 

already had a common understanding of madness from various cultural standpoints. It remains 

equally likely that Thompson had discussed the concept of madness with students at some point 

while off-camera. For me, though, this comment and conversation presented an opportunity for 

Professor Thompson to specifically discuss the term with the entire class and begin a possible 

discussion about mental illness in more complex ways. 

As Thompson continued to read the scene, he clarified the behaviors that Hamlet was 

planning to employ to achieve his goals. He began with a question, and then read to provide the 

answer: 

THOMPSON. What is he going to do? [reads]:  

I will wipe away all trivial fond records…  

fond, foolish [reads]: 
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 all saws of books  

that is all teachings all things I have learned of books [reads]: 

all forms all pressures past  

meaning inscriptions engravings [reads]: 

that youth and observation copied there  

and thy commandment all alone shall live within  

the book and volume of my brain  

What did dear old Dad tell him not to do?  ‘Taint not your mind’, You know, taint means 

like when you are mixing paint you drop a tincture of a color into another color 

like a tincture of blue into white to lighten it. What has he just done? He hasn’t 

dropped in a drop of blue.  

CAROL. He just poured it in there.  

THOMPSON. Yes, he is completely switched it! He has not tainted his mind; he has 

filled his mind with one idea – revenge. 

Even though Thompson’s final line within this exchange argues against the idea that Hamlet’s 

mind is “tainted,” his earlier focus on defining the word and placing it in the proper context 

suggests the opposite. A few moments earlier, Thompson argued that Hamlet was “going mad” 

based on his distracted globe, therefore it follows that Hamlet’s obsession is a form of madness. 

The lines that Thompson was discussing serve as a transitional point for Hamlet between 

the mourning he acknowledged in 1.2 and the behavior that he is about to define for himself. 

Generally, Act I of Hamlet presents readers with an arc of cognitive dissonance. First, the prince 

is seen in mourning, and when he is later confronted by his father’s ghost and the story of his 

murder, Hamlet admits that he is in a state of confusion regarding the truthfulness of the story. 
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He also tells his friends that he must determine if the ghost is “honest” before he acts against the 

king. As he reports what he saw to his friends, he asks them to keep a secret in the final lines of 

Act 1.5 so that he can accomplish the necessary tasks: 

HAMLET. Here, as before, never, so help you mercy,  

How strange or odd soe'er I bear myself  

(As I perchance hereafter shall think meet  

To put an antic disposition on),  

That you, at such times seeing me, never shall,  

With arms encumb'red thus, or this head-shake,  

Or by pronouncing of some doubtful phrase,  

As 'Well, well, we know,' or 'We could, an if we would,'  

Or 'If we list to speak,' or 'There be, an if they might,' 

Or such ambiguous giving out, to note  

That you know aught of me-     (1.5.189-199) 

Within these lines, Hamlet lists some of the characteristics that were often seen associated with 

madness of the era. The request to his friends within the passage makes it evident that Hamlet 

knew the simple actions that signified madness and he was also aware of the signals that others 

could send to relay doubt in Hamlet’s performance (or condition). Hamlet was cautious to pre-

empt the behaviors that his friends would likely use to show doubt or reveal Hamlet’s secrets. 

Therefore, Hamlet needs to enact his plan as soon as possible.  

One important thing to note within Hamlet is that no one believes Hamlet is going mad 

because he has seen a ghost. Others have seen the ghost as well and their collective sanity is not 

questioned within Hamlet criticism. Instead, the ghost is understood to be a viable (and visible) 
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character whose commandment to Hamlet serves as one catalyst for the plot. Rather than build a 

case for “madness” based around visualizing a “perturbed spirit” (1.5.204), the ghost is 

recognized as an acceptable (though unnatural) occurrence in Elizabethan England. Thompson 

argued that Hamlet’s madness stems from confusion, depression, and frustration. 

The next time audience members hear about Hamlet is when Ophelia reports to Polonius 

about Hamlet’s recent visit to her at the beginning of Act 2: 

OPHELIA. My lord, as I was sewing in my closet, Way to  

Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbrac'd,  

No hat upon his head, his stockings foul'd,  

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     (2.1.86-93) 

Professor Thompson began discussing Act 2 with these lines, and had the following question for 

students: 

THOMPSON. What has she just described?  I have talked about this image before--the 

lovesick lover. He is completely mad for….he has forgotten to dress properly. His 

doublet is untied, his hose have dropped down to his ankle (so his bare leg is 

showing.) Oh, I am sorry, you know, cover your ears ladies, okay? Pale as his shirt: 

that is-- his face is pale as his shirt, his knees knocking together, and with lips ‘so 

piteous to purport’… 

Thompson used his time here to describe and clarify Ophelia’s lines and worked to relate 

Shakespeare’s use of language to students. He then continued analyzing the scene by sharing the 
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rest of the conversation. Polonius is convinced that Hamlet’s madness is based on his love for 

Ophelia: 

POLONIUS. Mad for thy love? 

OPHELIA. My lord, I do not know, 

But truly I do fear it. 

POLONIUS. What said he? 

OPHELIA. He took me by the wrist and held me hard; 

Then goes he to the length of all his arm, 

And, with his other hand thus o'er his brow, 

He falls to such perusal of my face 

As he would draw it. Long stay'd he so. 

At last, a little shaking of mine arm, 

And thrice his head thus waving up and down, 

He rais'd a sigh so piteous and profound 

As it did seem to shatter all his bulk 

And end his being. That done, he lets me go, 

And with his head over his shoulder turn'd 

He seem'd to find his way without his eyes, 

For out o' doors he went without their help 

And to the last bended their light on me.   (2.1.95-112) 

Here, Ophelia seems to be describing a man in the midst of a mental breakdown. Notice that 

Ophelia describes actions but does not mention any speech despite the specific question that 
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Polonius asked regarding what Hamlet said. 28 By choosing not to speak, Hamlet limits the 

number of performative elements that are being judged by others. By limiting himself to bodily 

movements, he can likely improve the believability of his performance as a person driven to 

madness29. Elizabethan medicine often linked madness and lovesickness by acknowledging 

similar symptoms. It makes sense, then, that Polonius is still focused on the relationship between 

Hamlet and Ophelia, as he demonstrates in the following lines: 

POLONIUS. This is the very ecstasy of love, 

[…] 

What, have you given him any hard words of late? 

OPHELIA. No, my good lord; but, as you did command, 

I did repel his letters and denied 

His access to me. 

POLONIUS. That hath made him mad.   (2.1.115, 119-123) 

By now, Polonius is convinced that Hamlet has gone mad over Ophelia and her denial of love. 

Although audiences today might think such an analysis to be odd or misplaced, Iyengar used 

both “love” and “melancholy” as synonyms for “madness” (202). Burton also used a similar 

approach when categorizing types of melancholy, and Moulton argues that discerning the 

difference between the two is “ambiguous” when he writes: 

it is hard to separate natural affliction from cultural trope. Hamlet’s unlaced doublet, bare 

head, sagging stockings, his pallor, his pitiful sighs—all signify “the very ecstasy of 

love” (2.1.103), at least to Polonius. But as the play’s audience knows, these are passions 

 
28 It is worth noting that this scene was omitted from the Zeffirelli filmed version (1990). It was replaced with a 
silent enactment instead which Polonius observed.  
29Butler argues that the success of a performance depends on how closely the performance meets the expectations of 
what is presented (The Psychic Life of Power) Therefore, by omitting speech, Hamlet provides less to critique. 
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that a man might play, and the disordered and disheveled clothing is as much a costume 

as any inky cloak or a suit of solemn black. (218-219) 

These differences, Moulton continues, can be seen in other works from Shakespeare as well. He 

went on to articulate the ways in which certain characters were worried about Romeo, while 

others were not, citing many of the same symptoms that Hamlet displays. 

 Thompson’s interpretive and definitive moves aligned well with much of Shakespearean 

thought on melancholy and lovesickness. During his interpretation of these lines for students, 

Thompson chose not to focus on the performative aspects of the scene and instead decided to 

highlight a reading of the scene that supported many of the well-established Shakespearean 

critiques. As he finishes discussing the first scene of Act 2, Thompson reasserts the Elizabethan 

meaning of the word “madness” as he interprets Polonius’s line, “That hath made him mad” 

(2.1.123): 

THOMPSON. Okay keep in mind ‘mad’ means angry. Excuse me, ‘mad’ means crazy, 

not angry – [like] out of his mind. How do we know that? Because Polonius is 

going to tell us a little later how ‘I was the exact same way when I was in my 

youth.’ 

Here is another example of Professor Thompson contextualizing and explaining the play for his 

students. Thompson placed Hamlet’s madness in the same context that Polonius is using to judge 

it. In terms of what Ophelia has described to him, Polonius deduces with great certainty that 

Hamlet has a form of melancholia brought on by lovesickness. As he interpreted the scene for 

students, Thompson continually contextualized and repeated diagnoses and diagnostic factors for 

students to understand characters and plot elements and to reach conclusions about Hamlet and 
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other characters throughout the play. Thompson continued focusing on Polonius as he analyzed 

the next scene. Polonius has found Claudius and Gertrude, and shares the following information: 

POLONIUS. I will be brief. Your noble son is mad. 

Mad call I it; for, to define true madness, 

What is't but to be nothing else but mad? 

[…] 

That he is mad, 'tis true: 'tis true 'tis pity; 

And pity 'tis 'tis true. / […] 

Mad let us grant him then. And now remains 

That we find out the cause of this effect- 

Or rather say, the cause of this defect, 

For this effect defective comes by cause.  (2.2.99-101,105-111) 

Polonius continues to offer evidence, but Claudius and Gertrude remain unsure. While they agree 

that it’s possible, Gertrude admits that “I doubt it is no other but the main, / His father's death 

and our o'erhasty marriage.” (2.2.59-60). Still, Claudius remains curious enough to “test this 

further,” and Polonius suggests that they watch a staged interaction between Hamlet and 

Ophelia. Claudius agrees. However, before interaction can take place, Polonius sees Hamlet in 

the courtyard reading and questions him. 

POLONIUS. …What do you 

Read, my lord? 

HAMLET. Words, words, words. 

POLONIUS. What is the matter, my lord? 

HAMLET. Between who? 
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POLONIUS. I mean, the matter that you read, my lord. 

HAMLET. Slanders, sir; for the satirical rogue says here that old men 

have grey beards; that their faces are wrinkled; their eyes 

purging thick amber and plum-tree gum; and that they have a 

plentiful lack of wit, together with most weak hams. All which, 

sir, though I most powerfully and potently believe, yet I hold it 

not honesty to have it thus set down; for you yourself, sir, 

should be old as I am if, like a crab, you could go backward.  

 (2.2.190-204) 

As Thompson questioned students about Hamlet’s response to Polonius, one student described 

Hamlet as being “vague.” Thompson agreed but followed up by suggesting that Hamlet’s 

language choices were particularly (and perhaps intentionally) “astute.”  At the same time, 

however, Thompson recognized the alternating, and sometimes confusing nature of Hamlet’s 

speech. After reading the end of the previous passage, Thompson shared a version of this 

confusion with his students when he said: 

 THOMPSON. What? How could he grow as old as Hamlet if like a crab he could go 

backward? 

JOE. Time could reverse itself… 

THOMPSON. He could be old. Because Hamlet is calling himself old… 

[reads]: Though this be madness, yet there is a method in't.-  

Meaning –There is a structure to it. Do mad, completely crazy, Off-their-rocker 

people, Speak with this kind of architectural structure to their words? No. 
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According to Thompson, the wordplay that Hamlet engages here has two effects: for Polonius, it 

verifies that Hamlet is disconnected from reality; for many audience members, this exchange 

may verify the exact opposite – that Hamlet is in fact very sane. Thompson’s acknowledgement 

that there is an intentional structure to Hamlet’s speech pattern here reiterates Thompson’s 

reading of the play which suggests that Hamlet is sane. At the same time, Thompson’s focus on 

the ways that the speech is structured – confusing to the ear and yet containing astute 

observations -- provides evidence for the reading which suggests that Hamlet is performing 

madness rather than actually experiencing it. 

Additionally, Hamlet’s continued use of metaphor (‘you are a fishmonger’) and simile 

(‘if like a crab, you could go backward’) throughout the scene demonstrate an incredible 

dexterity with language that Iyengar’s definition of both melancholy and madness would 

preclude. While Iyengar pointed out that “Women and young people were particularly 

susceptible to madness, especially after the loss of a family member or friend or the breakdown 

of a marriage” (203),  Hamlet’s use of intricate and nuanced language continually raises and 

contradicts the question of madness. Iyengar continues:  

[Hamlet] thematizes the difficulty of distinguishing between feigned and genuine 

madness, and the question of what we define as madness in the first place, in the person 

of its hero, whose “antic disposition” may be partly “mad in craft” (3.4.188) but whose 

melancholy seems deeply felt. (203) 

Ultimately, Thompson argued that Hamlet structured these lines, and the questions and 

comments within them, to make logical sense but sound non-sensical, In doing so, he suggested 

that Hamlet was purposeful in his actions. The remainder of the exchange further defines that 
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contradiction and those complications for students. and gave students the beginning of a more 

nuanced definition of madness and disability. 

As a way of concluding his discussion of the scene, Thompson asked, “Now, is Hamlet 

putting on an antic disposition? As he told his friends he would, or is he just being honest here?” 

He paused briefly, as if to wait for answers, but then quickly added, “This is one of the age-old 

questions: ‘Is Hamlet really mad?’” The students were silent, presumably considering the 

evidence presented when Thompson continued to the next part of the lesson. 

After speaking with Polonius, Hamlet is met by his friends, Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, 

and Horatio. During their conversation, Hamlet admits to several things which in modern terms 

would classify him as depressed. Note the comments about Denmark as a prison and Hamlet’s 

thinking in the following lines: 

HAMLET. Denmark's a prison. 

ROSENCRANTZ. Then is the world one. 

HAMLET. A goodly one; in which there are many confines, wards, and 

dungeons, Denmark being one o' th' worst. 

ROSENCRANTZ. We think not so, my lord. 

HAMLET. Why, then 'tis none to you; for there is nothing either good 

or bad but thinking makes it so. To me it is a prison. 

ROSENCRANTZ. Why, then your ambition makes it one. 'Tis too narrow for your mind. 

HAMLET. O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a  

king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.   

(2.2.262-75) 
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As he discussed this scene with students, Thompson used examples from Marlowe30 and 

Shakespeare to make the point that “what Marlowe was getting at in that play, and what 

Shakespeare is getting at here is that our attitudes determine much of what we experience.” He 

then went on to describe a philosophical belief which holds that Heaven and Hell are in fact the 

same location, and that in that location, we are all in the presence of God. The belief contends 

that the designation of “Heaven” or “Hell” is determined by an individual desire to be in the 

presence of God. In other words, the belief suggests that when someone dies, they arrive in the 

presence of God and that their personal desire to be in the presence of God determines how they 

conceptualize the afterlife. After explaining this concept to students, Thompson asks, “Why is 

Denmark a prison to Hamlet?” and among the student replies were these: 

JULIE He’s trapped into it. 

DIANE. Like he can’t do anything 

THOMPSON He is powerless. He should be what? 

JULIE King… 

THOMPSON. King at this point…[reads]:  

I could be bounded in a nut shell and count myself a king of infinite space were 

not that I have bad dreams. 

What does he mean?  […draws an oval on the board to represent a walnut]. So … 

you have let’s say a walnut and what does Hamlet say?  ‘You can put me 

in here and I could be a king of infinite space.” Is it infinite if it’s bounded 

by a shell?  No. He is saying however my experience of it would be that 

this is an infinite space weren’t not for what?  Bad dreams Why would bad 

 
30 Thompson took a few minutes to describe a scene from Christopher Marlowe’s Faustus, and compare the goals of 
the authors. 
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dreams take away the thought that this was an infinite space?  […] Where 

do dreams come from?   

JOAN. Within? 

THOMPSON. We know they come from within. Did Shakespeare necessarily? Did the 

Elizabethans?  They [believed dreams] come from outside. 

Here, Thompson demonstrated a major difference between Elizabethan and modern conceptions 

of mental disabilities. Today, psychologists assign medical terminology to what Hamlet was 

experiencing. During the Elizabethan period, however, although most concerns of the body and 

mind were handled by the physicians of the day, some of the causes were understood to have 

divine origins.  

There has been a long-standing connection between physical impairment(s) and the belief 

that they resulted from a corrupted moral character. For instance, when defining the term 

“stigma,”,” Erving Goffman cited practices in ancient Greece and wrote “The 

Greeks…originated the term stigma to refer to bodily signs designed to expose something 

unusual and bad about the signifier” (1). It makes sense then that later iterations of medicine and 

“cure” were controlled largely by religious institutions, especially in the Middle Ages. While 

describing this connection, Wheatley first outlines the reasons why a modern medical approach 

is inappropriate. He writes: 

The medical model of disability […] does not apply to the Middle Ages when medicine 

had hardly begun to develop into the institution it is now. […] Hospices and hospitals 

were not the site of medical treatment, and so they occupied a very different place in the 

social structure. […] But the power dynamic by which the church controlled – or 
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attempted to control – not only medicine but several other cultural practices bears further 

examination… (Stumbling Blocks 9) 

Within his close reading of Hamlet’s conversation with friends, Professor Thompson evoked a 

version of the model that Wheatley is developing in this quote. In other words, when thinking 

about Hamlet’s dreams as the cause for his madness, Thompson’s assertion that “[dreams] come 

from outside [the body]” relocates the origin of disability to divine intervention, rather than a 

flaw of morality or character. Thompson continued the scene as Hamlet describes more about his 

state of mind: 

HAMLET. I have of late- but wherefore I know not- lost all my 

mirth, forgone all custom of exercises; and indeed, it goes so 

heavily with my disposition that this goodly frame, the earth, 

seems to me a sterile promontory; this most excellent canopy, the 

air, look you, this brave o'erhanging firmament, this majestical 

roof fretted with golden fire- why, it appeareth no other thing 

to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours. 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- no, nor woman 

neither, though by your smiling you seem to say so.   (2.2.318-334) 

A careful reading of this scene provides several details of Hamlet’s state of mind. For instance, 

Hamlet knows how beautiful and wonderous the world is, but also understands that for the 
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moment, he cannot appreciate it. Thompson noted these signs but did not discuss them in depth 

with students even though putting these behaviors in the context of a major depressive episode 

(as described earlier) would have bolstered his overall reading of the character and the play. 

Rather, he moved quickly through the remainder of the scene to focus on Hamlet’s self-reflection 

at the end of Act 2.  

 Hamlet takes a moment at the end of Act 2 to compare himself to the actor he has been 

working with to get further proof of the ghost’s accusations. During that soliloquy, Hamlet says 

of the actor: 

HAMLET. He would drown the stage with tears 

And cleave the general ear with horrid speech; 

Make mad the guilty and appal the free, 

Confound the ignorant, and amaze indeed 

The very faculties of eyes and ears. 

Yet I, 

A dull and muddy-mettled rascal, peak 

Like John-a-dreams, unpregnant of my cause, 

And can say nothing! No, not for a king, 

Upon whose property and most dear life 

A damn'd defeat was made. Am I a coward?   (2.2.589-598) 

Once again, Hamlet speaks of his own impairment as a type of paralysis. Within this speech he 

sees himself as dull (witted), cowardly son who is muted by his uncertainty. As Thompson 

moved through it, he focused on Hamlet’s need for further proof to justify any future action. As 

Hamlet determines ways to obtain that proof, Thompson notes Hamlet’s continued use of reason 
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to find the answers that he seeks. For Thompson, Hamlet continually appears reasonable and 

sane rather than unstable. 

 At the beginning of his discussion of Act 3, Thompson summarized the opening scene 

like this: 

THOMPSON. Hamlet 3.1 begins with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern going back to the 

king and queen and telling them about their conversation with Hamlet, and they 

mention to the king and the queen that Hamlet saw the players coming and that he 

got excited about that. and they [the king and queen] thought okay well that’s 

good. That shows at least he takes some pleasure. 

After this, Thompson proceeds directly to describing what Polonius has asked Ophelia to do. At 

that moment, he chose not to further examine what the presence of the players and Hamlet’s 

apparent happiness might mean for his mental health. Thompson’s choice may have been based 

on time and the fact that he needed to cover more material quickly. However, by not exploring 

the significance of the scene with students, Thompson avoided discussions about other ways that 

Hamlet could have been made happier. Inadvertently, this strategy may have solidified the idea 

that Hamlet can only be “cured” by Ophelia.  

Thompson made the point that Ophelia and possibly others are on the stage during 

Hamlet’s contemplation of ‘To be, or not to be,”31 and says that the presence of others on the 

stage suggests that the following speech is not a soliloquy as it is commonly understood. As he 

discussed the speech in class, Thompson read several lines from it sporadically. To make the 

point that Hamlet was thinking about suicide (or perhaps only pretending to), I have placed the 

beginning lines of the speech below: 

 
31 Depending on where the arras is located which Claudius and Polonius are behind, they may be “on the stage” as 
well. 
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HAMLET. To be, or not to be- that is the question: 

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune 

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 

And by opposing end them. To die- to sleep- 

No more; and by a sleep to say we end 

The heartache, and the thousand natural shocks 

That flesh is heir to. 'Tis a consummation 

Devoutly to be wish'd. To die- to sleep. 

To sleep- perchance to dream: Ay, there's the rub… (3.1.64-73) 

In many cinematic versions of Hamlet, this scene is presented in a private space, with Hamlet 

alone. This choice by some directors reflects the belief that his words should not be overheard by 

others. However, Thompson spends several minutes demonstrating to students why this speech is 

not a soliloquy. Abrams writes that a soliloquy “is the act of talking to oneself…used to express 

a character’s thoughts or motivations” ("Soliloquy"). In the text, Hamlet shares the stage with 

Ophelia at the time; also, Claudius and Polonius are “behind an arras.” Thompson argues that the 

arras, depending on the stage layout, could be either on or off the stage. Regardless, he says, 

Ophelia is purposely placed there. Therefore, this speech, that is often considered one of 

Hamlet’s most powerful soliloquies and what Thompson called, “perhaps the most famous 

speech in English literature” has been mislabeled. Whether the audience members consider the 

speech a soliloquy will determine whether they believe they are hearing Hamlet’s innermost (and 

therefore true) thoughts. Otherwise, this can easily be understood as Hamlet performing for the 

characters he notices on the stage.  
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Because the text has the speech delivered while Claudius, Polonius, and Ophelia are on 

stage, Thompson asked his students: 

THOMPSON. Who might this whole speech be for? Ophelia! It might be for her to hear. 

This might be Hamlet using Ophelia just like her father uses her. Okay? In just a 

moment, we’re going to hear Ophelia refer to Hamlet as “the observed of all 

observers”; “the watched of all watchers.” In other words, the spied upon of all 

spies. 

Thompson argued that this was one way that Ophelia may have begun to recognize her own 

culpability in Hamlet’s state of mind. However, his focus on the continued observance of the 

prince also spoke to a belief in the ongoing theatricality and choices made by Hamlet and 

strengthened his position that Hamlet is enacting, rather than experiencing, madness.  

 At the end of 3.1, Shakespeare uses the characters to tell the audience what they have 

seen. First, he gives Ophelia a soliloquy that details what she understands as Hamlet’s madness. 

She implores the gods to help him when she says: 

OPHELIA. O, what a noble mind is here o'erthrown! 

The courtier's, scholar's, soldier's, eye, tongue, sword, 

Th' expectancy and rose of the fair state, 

The glass of fashion and the mould of form, 

Th' observ'd of all observers- quite, quite down! 

Now see that noble and most sovereign reason, 

Like sweet bells jangled, out of tune and harsh; 

That unmatch'd form and feature of blown youth 

Blasted with ecstasy. O, woe is me   (3.1.165-174) 
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Even though Hamlet has been rather rough with her in this scene, Ophelia recognizes the 

differences between the man she loves and the man before her.  

Immediately after that, Claudius and Polonius enter. Having seen what just occurred, 

Claudius is now convinced that Hamlet’s “madness” has nothing to do with love. He has decided 

that Hamlet is dangerous and has a plan for a definitive cure. Claudius says: 

CLAUDIUS. Love? his affections do not that way tend; 

Nor what he spake, though it lack'd form a little, 

Was not like madness. There's something in his soul 

O'er which his melancholy sits on brood; 

And I do doubt the hatch and the disclose 

Will be some danger; which for to prevent, 

I have in quick determination 

Thus set it down: he shall with speed to England. (3.1.177-184) 

After seeing how Hamlet responds to Ophelia, Claudius decides that Hamlet is too dangerous to 

have in Elsinore. Criticism varies regarding the king’s true motivation, but the decision to send 

Hamlet to England and remove him from Denmark is an attempt to restore normalcy (from the 

king’s point of view) to Denmark by removing what he sees as the only unstable element.  

Time constraints did not allow Professor Thompson to discuss this point or to carefully 

present many of the remaining scenes. He moved quickly through the remainder of the plot so 

that he could present it to his students. As he summarized the rest of Acts 3 and 4, Thompson 

focused on the ways that Hamlet’s madness is confirmed for both Claudius and Gertrude. At the 

end of Act 3, Hamlet accidentally kills Polonius, and he tells Gertrude that he is “essentially not 

in madness / but mad in craft” (3.4.209-210). Although Gertrude promises that she believes him, 
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she tells Claudius later that “he is as mad as the sea and wind, as each contend which is the 

mightier” (4.1.9-10). Gertrude revelation further convinces Claudius that the decision to send 

Hamlet away was correct – that he is in fact dangerous – and that the journey to England will 

“cure” him.32 Hamlet became aware of the king’s plan, and switched the notes, so that 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were killed instead while Hamlet returned to England. During Act 

5 of the play, Ophelia dies, and the circumstances surrounding her drowning are unclear. Laertes 

returns to see someone answer for his father’s death, and he battles Hamlet to avenge both 

Polonius and Ophelia; Plans to poison Hamlet go awry, and in the final moments of Act 5.2, each 

of the main characters – save Horatio – have been poisoned or killed. 

Thompson concluded his work with the play by focusing on the request to Horatio that 

Hamlet made. Hamlet asks Horatio to “report me and my cause aright” (5.2: 371). In Hamlet’s 

mind, this would restore his reputation among the people of Denmark. More than that, however, 

the justification of Hamlet’s actions would nullify the now common belief that Hamlet had gone 

mad, and normalize his actions within the culture, and the minds of the public. To seek revenge 

for the death of a father – and especially a king – was considered noble. Hamlet would therefore 

be raised up to his station, rather than dismissed as damaged.  

Impairments in Hamlet and Moving Forward 

 As Professor Thompson worked through Hamlet with this classroom of students, he read 

much of the play and contextualized it as he did so. Providing context for students involved 

offering examples from the Elizabethan era as well as modernity. Because Thompson did not use 

any vocabulary specific to disability or Disability Studies, I cannot assume that he intended to 

teach students about the presence of impairment within the play. However, disability nonetheless 

 
32Claudius had given orders to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern for the King of England to kill Hamlet. 
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became a major component of the sessions that I studied. In his work with these students, he was 

able to identify several impairments that went far beyond the Elizabethan definition of madness. 

 Specifically, throughout these sessions, Professor Thompson discussed the impairments 

that we would currently categorize as depression, lovesickness, and finally true mental instability 

and the nuances of its performance. During his discussions, he provided context and definitions 

for students hoping to demonstrate the ways that Shakespeare used and represented impairment 

throughout Hamlet.  

 Whether he intended to do so or not, Professor Thompson was able to locate and discuss 

one of these themes in many of the scenes from the first three acts of the play. Additionally, 

because he examined the scenes in order with students, he inadvertently demonstrated that 

impairment and disability helped to establish the foundation of Hamlet’s story.  

In the next chapter of this study, I present a reading of Hamlet which uses the tools of 

Disability Studies to demonstrate different ways to interpret the scenes and the characters.  As I 

work through several acts of the play, I offer disability related discussion questions based on the 

topics raised by the characters as ways to begin classroom conversations about the connections 

between students, Hamlet, and disability.
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Chapter 5: ‘Mad North North-West’: A Disability Studies Reading of Hamlet  
 

 

In Chapter 4 of this study, I began to answer my first research question and demonstrated 

how Professor Matt Thompson talked about impairment in Hamlet. By locating instances of 

physical and mental impairments in his classroom exchanges, I showed that impairments are 

major themes within these plays regardless of his choice to centralize impairments during 

classroom discussion. In this chapter, I begin to answer my second research question by 

demonstrating how a more nuanced understanding of Disability Studies and some of its tools can 

create additional opportunities to discuss disability in the classroom. As such, I argue that 

Hamlet relies on narrative prosthesis in its construction, and I spend the rest of this chapter 

demonstrating the ways that the concepts developed by Mitchell and Snyder, including 

materiality of metaphor, can be applied specifically to Hamlet.  

Throughout my analyses, I also engage with concepts of passing and performance as they 

relate to Disability Studies to complete my critique. Sometimes, when I am analyzing Hamlet’s 

use of critiquing Hamlet’s purposeful performance of disability toward a specific end, I employ 

the language coined by Ellen Samuels and suggest that Hamlet is engaging in a “disability con.” 

(Samuels 18). In some ways, the disability con is the opposite of passing, in that passing, as 

discussed earlier, is done to normalize a body; a disability con adopts a “marked” identity. 

Although both actions are undertaken in an effort to alter the perception of identity, the 

distinction remains important33. 

 
33 Further distinctions and analysis of passing and the disability con are made in Chapter 7 during my analysis of 
King Lear. 
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 Many components of my analyses were already noted by Professor Thompson, though 

not specifically through a Disability Studies lens. When necessary, I revisit previously discussed 

scenes. At times, I also find value in scenes that Professor Thompson’s class did not discuss on 

camera. Lastly, in keeping with my hope that this study can add to current classroom practice, I 

offer several classroom-oriented questions to encourage more complex thought around disability 

during discussions. Keep in mind that my analyses are not meant to replace the classroom 

discussions that occurred, but to supplement an already strong body of work. 

Reading Hamlet through Disability Studies 

 Hamlet is a character with a disability from the first time he appears on stage. He is a 

student who has been called home from school because his father has died, and his mother has 

remarried. As a result, Hamlet is always and already dealing with a tremendous amount of 

psychological and emotional trauma before he is given a task from the ghost. In Elizabethan 

terms, Hamlet is experiencing melancholy. Melancholy, according to Sujata Iyengar, was closely 

related to madness and was the result of an excess of black bile in the body (215-216). Iyengar 

notes that several of Shakespeare’s characters face melancholy, and that Hamlet and Ophelia are 

two of them. She adds, however, that Hamlet’s “antic disposition” may be “put on” (216) and not 

based on a medical diagnosis. Beyond Hamlet’s melancholy, the play itself fits into what Michell 

and Snyder call a prosthetic narrative in several ways, and Professor Thompson and his class 

named them all. 

 The impairments that Professor Thompson and his class identified in Hamlet were mental 

instability, based on the presence of the ghost, and depression leading to eventual madness for 

Hamlet. One of the other themes that became important to the class discussion I analyzed was 

the ideas of truth and reality. Class conversations focused on the presence of the ghost and of 
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Hamlet’s performance of madness in opposition to his actual mental state. These themes are 

crucial to understanding the play and they form the building blocks for my Disability Studies 

informed interpretation of the play. 

During the opening scene of Hamlet, Horatio is called upon to verify a ghost sighting at 

Elsinore. When he does, and the others ask him what it means, Horatio replies, “In what 

particular thought to work I know not;/ But, in the gross and scope of my opinion, / This bodes 

some strange eruption to our state” (1.1.84-86). Remember that, as I discussed in my 

introduction, “The very need for a story is called into being when something has gone amiss with 

the known world, and, thus, the language of a tale seeks to comprehend that which has stepped 

out of line” (Mitchell and Snyder 53). By themselves, Horatio’s comments allude to the type of 

break that David Mitchell suggests is indicative of prosthetic narratives, whereby “a narrative 

issues to resolve or correct...a deviance marked as abnormal in a social context” ("Materiality of 

Metaphor" 20). With this concept in mind, I contend that the presence of the ghost is the first 

abnormality named in the narrative. Specifically, the ghost of King Hamlet is a metaphor for the 

broken kingdom of Denmark. When thinking of Hamlet as a prosthetic narrative – that is, a 

narrative in which an abnormality or difference represents a break in the normal social order that 

stands in as metaphor or signifier in the plot, it becomes necessary for the story to explain and 

compensate for the presence of the abnormality—in this case seeing the ghost. Additionally, the 

narrative needs to provide a way for that presence to be resolved. In the play, the ghost itself 

accomplishes both of those narrative tasks: first, the ghost tells Hamlet of the murder and 

marriage plot, thereby explaining the ghost’s presence in Elsinore. Second, the ghost commands 

Hamlet to “revenge his foul and most unnatural murder” (1.5.31) and gives Hamlet the means to 

repair the break and restore the kingdom.  
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By noting that every narrative operates in a way that seeks to repair an initial break or 

deviance, Mitchell and Snyder theorized about the structure of narrative in the same way that 

doctors, using a medical approach, might conceptualize the human body. Once a break from the 

“norm” is recognized, doctors work to repair that injury so that “normal” functioning can 

resume. Similarly, the ghost is an intruding injury to the kingdom of Denmark, and the cure is 

accomplished with the completion of its task, namely, the death of Claudius. As Mitchell and 

Snyder predict, however, the prosthesis is ultimately flawed because (in this case) the ending 

exposes the prosthesis and draws even more attention to the initial impairment – namely the 

instability of both Hamlet as an individual and Denmark as a kingdom under the current regime. 

In addition to the ghost, there is another significant break in the social order. The second 

aspect of the prosthetic narrative is Hamlet’s state of mind. Like the ghost of Hamlet’s father, 

Hamlet’s state of mind needs description and clarification as well. To maintain a prosthetic 

structure, the play must account for the origins of the depression and seek to resolve it. Also, 

Hamlet’s mental state must eventually become the centralized focus of the play and be 

recognized as the singular, defining aspect of Hamlet’s purpose on stage (Mitchell and Snyder 

53). One of the primary scenes about Hamlet’s depression happens during Hamlet’s first 

appearance on stage, and his first true conversation in the play begins when he answers a 

question from Claudius: 

CLAUDIUS. How is it that the clouds still hang on you? 

HAMLET. Not so my lord; I am too much in the sun. 

GERTRUDE. Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted colour off,  

And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.  

Do not for ever with thy vailed lids  
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Seek for thy noble father in the dust.  

Thou know'st 'tis common. All that lives must die,  

Passing through nature to eternity.  

HAMLET. Ay, madam, it is common.  

GERTRUDE. If it be,  

Why seems it so particular with thee?  

HAMLET. Seems, madam, Nay, it is. I know not 'seems.'  

'Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,  

Nor customary suits of solemn black,  

Nor windy suspiration of forc'd breath,  

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,  

Nor the dejected havior of the visage,  

Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, 

'That can denote me truly. These indeed seem,  

For they are actions that a man might play;  

But I have that within which passeth show-  

These but the trappings and the suits of woe.  (1.2.68-89)34 

As Hamlet is giving a detailed description of his clothing and behaviors, he is acknowledging his 

melancholy, but he is also noting the performative nature of them. Hamlet recognizes the cultural 

significance of an “inky cloak,” and a “windy suspiration of forc’d breath,” and specifically 

 
34It’s important to note that at least two filmed versions of this scene (Zeffirelli, 1990 and Doran, 2010) omit lines 
81-84 which describe the way that Hamlet appears to others. This omission is somewhat problematic, because these 
lines also add credibility to Shakespeare’s understanding of culture and theatricality. 
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mentions that these symbols are not enough to represent the depth of his grief. Through Hamlet, 

Shakespeare demonstrated that he understood mourning as a type of performance. Shakespeare 

also complicated the notion of theatricality by recognizing “the trappings and the suits of woe” 

(1.2.89). He recognized that the customary and “inky cloak of solemn black” (1.2.69) is a 

physical marker, an outward “prop” of sorts, that denotes sadness and respect for the death of the 

king. In several ways, Hamlet’s clothing identifies him as an individual separated from the social 

order, in the same way that markers of disability (a wheelchair, a white cane, or a visible 

prosthesis) identify a person with a disability in a crowd35. 

 Additionally, and importantly for Disability Studies, Hamlet tells the court that the 

traditional markers of grief cannot “define me truly.” Classic interpretations of the phrase rightly 

suggest that this refers to the depth of Hamlet’s sadness. Applying lenses that consider identity 

also suggests that the line refers to the fact that Hamlet is more than one thing. When Hamlet 

used the word “me,” he was being direct with Claudius and his mother, saying that the symbols 

of mourning, to use Professor Thompson’s wording, do not define him. Hamlet is, thus, telling 

the assembled courtiers that he is more complicated than mere symbols can relay. 

In his classroom, Professor Thompson called attention to this scene and noted the 

performative nature of Hamlet’s appearance and reaction because he recognized the importance 

that it would have for the remainder of the play. Although he did not specifically connect his 

thinking with scholarship in Disability Studies, given the proper context, conversations that start 

with ideas of performance may easily transform into discussions about disability and how things 

are not necessarily what they appear to be. Consider, for example, the actions necessary to hide 

depression from loved ones. Although Hamlet is making no such attempt in this scene – he is, in 

 
35For a more detailed example of this, see Titchkosky  ("Looking Blind") as she explores a cultural response to 
enacted blindness. 
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fact, doing the opposite – it would be understandable for him to want to cover his true feelings 

given how Claudius responds in the next few lines. 

CLAUDIUS. 'Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet, 

To give these mourning duties to your father;  

But you must know, your father lost a father;  

That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound  

In filial obligation for some term  

To do obsequious sorrow. But to persever  

In obstinate condolement is a course  

Of impious stubbornness. 'Tis unmanly grief;  

It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,  

A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,  

An understanding simple and unschool'd;  

For what we know must be, and is as common  

As any the most vulgar thing to sense,  

Why should we in our peevish opposition  

Take it to heart? Fie! 'tis a fault to heaven,  

A fault against the dead, a fault to nature,  

To reason most absurd, whose common theme  

Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried,  

From the first corse till he that died to-day,  

'This must be so.' We pray you throw to earth  

This unprevailing woe…   (1.2.90-110) 
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As he reviewed this scene with his students, Professor Thompson spent a lot of time on the ways 

that Claudius rebuked Hamlet. One of the aspects that Thompson focused on was the king’s 

comment that Hamlet was showing ‘unmanly grief.’ Thompson commented that Claudius had 

just called Hamlet weak and challenged his masculinity by labeling his grief as “unmanly.” 

These ideas persist into the present whereby disability is seen as a threat to masculinity as well as 

femininity. In her article “Bodies in Trouble,” Kristen Lindgren points out, “Men do not escape 

devaluation. A disabled male body is often feminized, seen as both vulnerable and darkly 

powerful” (Lindgren 147). Although it is not overt within the play, Hamlet does possess a great 

deal of power and influence in the kingdom36. Eventually, Claudius understands this as a threat 

to his own power and seeks to remove Hamlet. 

 Thompson’s focus on Claudius’s dialogue and his rebuke of Hamlet is important, because 

this is a moment when Hamlet’s psychological state shifted, and he became what Lindgarten 

refers to as a “person in trouble.” Lindgarten writes about the psychological divide that exists 

between mind and body. She suggests that a body that is facing illness, disease, or disability 

experiences the mind/body divide quite differently than a body that is not facing those 

experiences. She cites Drew Leder who argues that “the healthy, normally functioning body 

disappears from awareness…In pain, the body emerges as an alien presence” (qtd in Lindgren, 

149, emphasis in original). Philosophically speaking then, the mind has traditionally been 

favored over the body. That is to say that philosophy has always located the ‘self’ – the things 

that make humans human – firmly in the mind rather than the body. This conceptualization of 

Hamlet explains why he is largely trapped in his head and why he agonizes over so many 

decisions. For example, consider his hesitation regarding Claudius at prayer, or the self-

 
36Hamlet’s power and status is noted by both Polonius and Laertes as they offer advice to Ophelia.  
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deprecation that Hamlet engages in at the end of 2.2. In both cases, he chastises himself for his 

inaction because his body wants to do accomplish the task he has been given, but his mind 

cannot justify the necessary acts. 

 When Hamlet first appears in 1.2, he is already experiencing melancholy (modern-day 

depression) and so is already a “body in trouble” facing a division between his body and mind. 

While standing in open court, the comments that Claudius makes regarding Hamlet’s depression 

help to sustain and enhance the binaries between male and female, abled and disabled, strong and 

weak, and between sanity and madness. Throughout his comments about Hamlet’s behavior, 

Claudius continually chooses the “weaker” adjectives to describe Hamlet’s behaviors. In doing 

so, he engages in what Jeffrey R. Wilson suggests is stigmatizing behavior. I argue that Claudius 

solidified Hamlet’s status as disabled by inferring that he is weak and feminine and gives Hamlet 

the ability to safely assume the guise of a madman later in the play. In the conversation in the 

throne room, Hamlet tells his mother that his actions are the actions that a man might play. 

Ultimately, this line foreshadows later events. Although he was unaware of it at the time, Hamlet 

will enact madness to achieve his goal,  

After looking carefully at Hamlet’s first scene in the play, I contend that it shows many 

of the characters defining Hamlet’s actions and attitudes in particular ways. Indeed, both 

Claudius and Gertrude have framed their concerns about Hamlet as concerns for Denmark 

because he is “the most immediate to our throne” (1.2.113) and has therefore gained the gaze of 

the public. Because his mourning has been chastised, the issue has been considered resolved by a 

“gentle and unforced accord” (1.2.127). However, the true performance of madness had not yet 

begun. 
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Hamlet gains more direction and purpose after Horatio and the others invite him to stand 

watch with them. As dawn approaches, the ghost appears and beckons Hamlet to follow him. 

Recognizing the spirit of his father, he wants to go, but Horatio stops him and says: 

HORATIO. What if it tempt you toward the flood, my lord,  

Or to the dreadful summit of the cliff  

That beetles o'er his base into the sea,  

And there assume some other, horrible form  

Which might deprive your sovereignty of reason  

And draw you into madness? Think of it.  (1.4.77-82) 

Horatio is the first character in the play to mention the word ‘madness.’ His phrasing also 

suggests ways in which one can be brought to it – that it is not an intrinsic condition but is 

instead the result of various external causes. Also, although it is not expressly stated, Horatio 

may understand more about Hamlet’s state of mind than Hamlet himself. By urging Hamlet not 

to engage with the ghost, Horatio may be offering strength to Hamlet to fortify his mind against 

such visions. 

The scene used no other descriptive words to further define the term, or what that 

‘madness’ might look like, but the work of Sujata Iyengar provides some cultural background. 

As part of her own description, Iyengar borrowed from Neely who wrote that the Early Modern 

period was a “Renaissance of madness” (qtd in Iyengar 202). Iyengar also writes that, “in its 

attempts to treat, control, or relieve symptoms that an earlier era might have concluded were 

manifestations of demonic possession. The term “madness” itself connoted multiple syndromes” 

(Iyengar 202). Iyengar’s analysis of the use of madness within Early Modern literature has 

certainly been informed by Hamlet and the actions that the prince takes throughout the play. 
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However, Alison Findlay took Hamlet’s madness even further when she suggested that Elsinore 

itself had been taken over by the phenomenon. In the introduction to her work regarding Hamlet, 

Findlay writes that “The world of Elsinore is particularly vulnerable to madness” (190). Findlay 

went on to explore the linguistic origins of madness in Elsinore and describes a world where:  

The characters struggle to rationalize their experiences in a court where discourse has 

broken down into “a rhapsody of words” (3.4.48). At the top of the power structure a 

fissure is created: ‘The King is a thing…of nothing [omission in original] (4.2.27-9). 

King Hamlet is a spirit without a form, a figment of madness or ‘fantasy’, whereas King 

Claudius is an empty letter of majesty. Neither one has full presence in the play, As a 

result the action can no longer be suited to the word nor the word to the action. With the 

death of King Hamlet, the network of close-knit meanings and signs unravels so that the 

characters all become prisoners of an unstable and plural language. (191-92) 

In other words, the death of King Hamlet began a spiral of activity that disconnected word from 

deed, and symbol from meaning, so that language itself had only a limited grounding in reality. 

Within such an environment, Findlay claimed, it would be difficult to distinguish truth from 

fantasy, and so madness would permeate the kingdom. By offering this analysis, supported, and 

in fact justified the line in 1.4 in which Marcellus claims that “something is rotten in the state of 

Denmark” (ln 100). The fact that so many scholars who work to define madness rely, at least to 

some degree, on Hamlet to provide Early Modern contextual clues reinforces the strong 

connection between literature and history, and further suggests that a discussion of disability 

within the framework of Shakespeare’s plays may not be as anachronistic as previously believed. 

 Once the ghost appears to Hamlet, he tells Hamlet that Claudius conspired to kill him 

[the king]; the ghost then asks Hamlet to revenge a murdered king, and Hamlet replies that: 
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 HAMLET. …whiles memory holds a seat 

In this distracted globe. Remember thee? 

Yea, from the table of my memory 

I'll wipe away all trivial fond records, 

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past 

That youth and observation copied there, 

And thy commandment all alone shall live 

Within the book and volume of my brain, 

Unmix'd with baser matter.    (1.5.103-111) 

Here, audiences learn of Hamlet’s commitment to the ghost’s cause. As Professor Thompson 

suggested to his students when he was reviewing the scene, the word “distracted” is important 

because it demonstrates that Hamlet knows he is already compromised mentally. In other words, 

the depression and sadness that Hamlet feels regarding he father’s death has distracted him. 

When the ghost gives Hamlet the new mission, Hamlet is no longer distracted – no longer 

confused – he now has one clear, concise, goal: to kill Claudius and to revenge his father’s death 

and cure himself. Consider that the ghost’s commandment, and the mission that he gave Hamlet, 

serve as one type of cure for his depression. Once Hamlet “wipe[s] away all trivial fond records” 

(1.5.106), then he’ll have no fond memory from which to initiate sadness or depression. Further, 

the mission itself is another type of distraction and provides psychological focus so that Hamlet 

can isolate and eliminate those memories that are troubling him and instead, can focus on the 

actions he must perform to remain his father’s son and heal his own heart in the process.  

As Hamlet begins to understand what he has been asked to do, he realizes that he will 

need to deceive several people to achieve his goal. In the final lines of Act 1, Hamlet provides a 
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description of the performance that he will have to give to gain the access to Claudius that he 

needs. He asked his friends to recognize, yet ignore the performance that will follow: 

HAMLET. Here, as before, never, so help you mercy,  

How strange or odd soe'er I bear myself  

(As I perchance hereafter shall think meet  

To put an antic disposition on),  

That you, at such times seeing me, never shall,  

With arms encumb'red thus, or this head-shake,  

Or by pronouncing of some doubtful phrase,  

As 'Well, well, we know,' or 'We could, an if we would,'  

Or 'If we list to speak,' or 'There be, an if they might,'  

Or such ambiguous giving out, to note  

That you know aught of me-     (1.5.189-199) 

Here, as in 1.2, Hamlet described his planned actions. Not only did he foretell his own 

theatricality, but he prescribed it to others as well. 

 By the end of Act 1 of Hamlet, two things are clearly established: Hamlet is depressed 

because of his father’s death, and the ghost wants Hamlet to seek revenge for that death. Both 

occurrences represent a break in society. The ghost is a representation of a broken Denmark; the 

ghost would not be present if King Hamlet had met an honorable death and King Claudius had 

not usurped his bed and his crown. Prince Hamlet’s depression represents an impairment to his 

nature that must be cured. Likewise, the completion of the revenge plot is established as the 

“cure” for all of Denmark. Additionally, the act lays the groundwork for the debates that Hamlet 
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has with himself as he makes decisions. The act also presents readers with several problems that 

need to be resolved by the end of the play.  

 Traditional classroom conversations taking place about Act 1 could reasonably raise 

questions like: Is Hamlet ‘mad’ or just depressed? Is he right to be as depressed given what has 

happened? What are the social and cultural expectations regarding marriage and (separately) 

grieving? Is the ghost real? Is Hamlet obligated to murder Claudius? These questions investigate 

the story and text of the play as they relate to Elizabethan England and the ideas that 

Shakespeare shared. When framed as open questions, these allow students to debate with one 

another and to come to their own conclusions regarding the answers. 

Adding a Disability Studies lens could inform the ways that students look at the text and 

think about the narrative devices in use. For example, historically, the medical model of 

disability reinforces binary thinking. In short, the medical model proposes that there is a 

“correct” way for human bodies to function, and that anything else is suggestive of impairment 

or disability. When the text of Act 1 is placed in this context, it becomes easier to notice that 

audience members are continually confronted with phrasing that evokes problematic binary 

thinking. Consider that Claudius labels Hamlet’s behavior as “incorrect”, implying that there is a 

correct way to grieve (1.2.99); Horatio worries about Hamlet being drawn into madness (1.4.82), 

recognizing his current mental stability; Marcellus thinks there is something “rotten in the state 

of Denmark” (1.4.100), implying that something once healthy has now decayed; the ghost tells 

Hamlet about an “unnatural murder”, implying that there are natural ways to die (1.5.31); lastly, 

Hamlet chooses to enact madness and oppose normalcy to accomplish the task that the ghost has 

given him. 
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From a Disability Studies perspective, Act 1 establishes the fact that Hamlet is impaired 

in an Elizabethan sense, as well as a modern one. Understanding the nature of the medical model 

of disability and ideas of narrative prosthesis can add to classroom discussions about things like: 

what does mental illness look like—does it always have a physical or bodily manifestation? Is 

depression and mental illness caused by internal or external factors? Instructors can also make 

connections between the binaries mentioned above and discussions of disability: the concepts of 

“correct” and “incorrect” can become questions about ways humans think about the body or the 

mind. Is there in fact a “correct” way to grieve? Does the grieving process have a defined and 

proper duration or appropriate response? How are people perceived when they grieve for “too 

long or too intensely?” How are people who are considered mentally ill perceived by others? 

What other characteristics are assigned to individuals who are perceived to be mentally ill? Are 

physical disabilities stigmatized differently from mental disabilities?  Posing these questions 

directly to students may get them talking about their own experiences with similar situations and 

provide the whole classroom with different perspectives on Hamlet as well as current thinking 

and expectations regarding disability.  

Most of the action for Act 2 of Hamlet revolves around the performance of madness, the 

public acknowledgement of Hamlet’s condition, and the search for a cure. Hamlet’s 

“performance” of impairment begins prior to the start of Act 2. During the first scene, Ophelia is 

reporting an unseen visitation from Hamlet to her father. Clearly, his appearance, as well as the 

visit itself, scared her. A portion of her dialogue is below: 

OPHELIA. My lord, as I was sewing in my closet,  

Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbrac'd,  

No hat upon his head, his stockings foul'd,  
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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.   (2.1.86-93) 

Hamlet’s visit to Ophelia serves several purposes to the story. On one hand, because this is a 

secondary account from Ophelia’s point of view, it allows audience members to hear about how 

distraught both Hamlet and Ophelia are, thereby reporting Hamlet’s appearance and symptoms to 

the audience rather than allowing members to assess them individually. More than that, however, 

audience members are yet again given a perception and an analysis of Hamlet’s state of mind.  

I argue that the visitation is purposely designed by Hamlet to enhance the castle 

conversation around Hamlet and to alert Claudius and Gertrude to his apparent mental state. 

Here again, I consider the performative elements present in Ophelia’s description of Hamlet’s 

appearance. She talks at length about the way he was dressed and the way he looked; put another 

way, she told Polonius about the way he acted (emphasis mine). I propose that Hamlet’s 

appearance (though audiences did not see it) is designed specifically by Hamlet to convince 

those around him that he is mentally unstable.  To accomplish this, Hamlet consciously adopted 

what Katherine Schaap Williams referred to as “disability drag,” or what Ellen Samuels refers to 

as a “disability con.” Using these terms suggests that the character is purposely adopting the 

characteristics of a disability for a specific purpose. When Samuels first describes the act in her 

book, Fantasies of Identification, she tells the story of a woman who adopted disability as part of 

a disguise to flee persecution because she (the woman) knew that people with disabilities were 

often ignored (19).  In Hamlet’s case, he is adopting the attributes of madness so that he can 

safely distance himself from those around him and still accomplish his goals.  The performance 
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of madness also allows him cover in case he should show emotion or strike out (as he does when 

he kills Polonius.) In those instances, his feigned mental instability would absolve him of 

conscious culpability. When he visited Ophelia, in a scene that audiences did not read nor 

witness, Hamlet expertly performed “madness” or his “disability con” in the understood cultural 

terms of Elizabethan England and thereby solidified his position as an impaired individual.  

Audience members learn later that Hamlet knows something about how to perform 

theatre; therefore, it remains possible, perhaps likely, that the visit to Ophelia is nothing more 

than performance. Given that interpretation of purpose, the visit had its desired effect. 

After Ophelia’s description of him, Polonius asks if she thinks Hamlet was “Mad for thy 

love?” For Polonius, this is the only answer that makes sense. Ophelia, however, is unsure and 

makes no conclusions. She simply reports what she saw.  

In his discussion of this report, Professor Thompson focused on the fact that Ophelia later 

reports that she doesn’t know what to make of Hamlet in this condition. The purpose of this 

visitation is not specifically detailed within the play and Ophelia refuses to speculate. Rather, she 

says, “I do not know” (2.1.96). Polonius is therefore left to logically confirm his own long-

standing belief that Hamlet is “Mad for thy love” (2.1.95). As such, he feels he must immediately 

report to the king and queen. In the very next scene, Polonius is reporting Hamlet’s condition to 

Claudius and Gertrude. He says:  

POLONIUS….I will be brief. Your noble son is mad.  

Mad call I it; for, to define true madness,  

What is't but to be nothing else but mad?  

But let that go.  

GERTRUDE. More matter, with less art.  
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POLONIUS. Madam, I swear I use no art at all.  

That he is mad, 'tis true: 'tis true 'tis pity;  

And pity 'tis 'tis true. A foolish figure!  

But farewell it, for I will use no art.  

Mad let us grant him then. And now remains  

That we find out the cause of this effect-  

Or rather say, the cause of this defect,    (2.2.99-110) 

From this point forward, Polonius, Claudius, and Gertrude are all convinced that Hamlet has 

been affected by a type of “madness,” but none of them are quite sure how to cure it, and 

Claudius wants more proof. 

Throughout the play, Polonius is trying to prove that Hamlet is mad. Specifically, he has 

been trying to prove that Hamlet is “mad” for his daughter Ophelia. According to Iyengar, 

Polonius is convinced that Hamlet has “lovesickness” or “greensickness” (152). Although 

closely related to madness in Elizabethan terms,37 the social implications and medical 

understandings of lovesickness were different from pure “madness.” Lovesickness and green-

sickness were identified by a lack of appetite, fever, and “foreswore exercise.” Persons facing 

lovesickness often found comfort in “music, sonnets, and the comfort of a loved one” (Iyengar 

152). Understanding Hamlet as “lovesick” explains Gertrude’s approach to Hamlet’s depression 

throughout the play. At one point, she invites two of his school friends, Rosencrantz, and 

Guildenstern to visit him to surround him with loved ones, and at various other times, when 

speaking to or about Ophelia, she mentions her hope that Hamlet and Ophelia can be wed. 

Gertrude’s response is directly aligned with what Iyengar records as well-tested cures for 

 
37 Sujata Iyengar names “madness” and “lovesickness” as synonyms because the symptoms tended to mirror each 
other (202). 
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lovesickness. Iyengar writes that “Fortunately, noble parents could save their sons by arranging 

their marriages to their beloveds” (152). Gertrude remains steadfast in her belief that Hamlet is 

lovesick until the death of Polonius.  

 Iyengar’s explanation of “madness,” on the other hand, suggests that it was due to an 

excess of black bile in the body and needed to be purged. Madness also had other suspected 

origins such as the devil or “faults in the seed of either parent”. The consequences, too, were 

quite different. According to Iyengar, some of Shakespeare’s plays have characters who have 

varying forms of madness, the symptoms of which range from confusion to insanity (203-206) 

The distinctions that Iyengar outlines between “lovesickness” and “madness” makes it 

likely that Hamlet’s diagnosis is unclear. In fact, rather than wrestle with the distinctions 

between lovesickness and madness, it may be more productive to articulate distinctions between 

lovesickness and lunacy, because “madness” was the colloquial term used for a category of 

impairments that covered both of those mental conditions rather than a reliably stable diagnosis 

of its own.  

Gertrude, as I have previously argued, largely believes Hamlet is harmlessly lovesick. 

Claudius, however, likely listens to what Polonius has to say and conflates the possibilities, to 

position Hamlet on the lunacy end of the scale. Lunacy, writes Iyengar, was characterized by:  

periodic bouts of madness interspersed with regular bouts of sanity, although most 

sources use the word as a synonym for insanity of all kinds, including frenzy or feverish 

madness. Lunatics’ brains traveled to the top of the skull as the moon waxed, and 

descended as it waned, which prevented their reason from controlling their emotions or 

bodily urges. (198) 
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Overall, the fact that Polonius is gathering evidence for Claudius makes sense. Not only is a 

specific diagnosis in question, but as the chief advisor to the king, (what Professor Thompson 

referred to as the Chief of Staff), Polonius would want to neutralize any threats to Claudius as 

well as Ophelia. Therefore, whether he was charged specifically with the task or took it upon 

himself to discover the truth, he uses any evidence at hand to prove his point. For audience 

members it might seem strange to use a love letter as proof of madness; however, in the 

Elizabethan era, medical diagnoses were often made through the analysis of personal narratives. 

Additionally, when searching for examples of medieval disability, scholars like Liza Picard 

(Elizabeth's London) and Irina Metzler (Disability in Medieval Europe) looked specifically at 

letters and narratives to continue their work. 

For Polonius and Claudius, Hamlet’s letter to Ophelia demonstrates lovesickness, 

However, Claudius is still not convinced that Hamlet’s love for Ophelia is the cause of his mood, 

and he asks Polonius to find more proof. True to his word, Polonius devised several plans to 

determine the cause of Hamlet’s apparent madness. The first plan involved seeking Hamlet out 

as he is alone reading: After a few seemingly confused exchanges in which Hamlet calls 

Polonius a fishmonger and then asks if he has a daughter, Polonius wondered aloud: 

POLONIUS. [aside] How say you by that? Still harping on my daughter. Yet  

he knew me not at first. He said I was a fishmonger. He is far  

gone, far gone! And truly in my youth I suff'red much extremity  

for love- very near this. I'll speak to him again- [to Hamlet]. What do you  

read, my lord?                                                                                   

HAMLET. Words, words, words. 
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POLONIUS. What is the matter, my lord? 

HAMLET. Between who? 

POLONIUS. I mean, the matter that you read, my lord. 

HAMLET. Slanders, sir; for the satirical rogue says here that old men   

have grey beards; that their faces are wrinkled; their eyes  

purging thick amber and plum-tree gum; and that they have a  

plentiful lack of wit, together with most weak hams. All which,  

sir, though I most powerfully and potently believe, yet I hold it   

not honesty to have it thus set down; for you yourself, sir,  

should be old as I am if, like a crab, you could go backward. 

POLONIUS. [aside] Though this be madness, yet there is a method in't.-  (2.2.204-223) 

Throughout this exchange, Polonius is continually assessing Hamlet’s mental state against the 

hypothesis that Hamlet suffers from “lovesickness” over Ophelia. For comparison, Polonius cites 

his own experiences with love, and once again verifies his own hypothesis. He does call what he 

sees “madness,” and perhaps the wordplay that Polonius witnesses makes him think of lunacy, 

but Polonius also recognizes a conscious “method” at work, and so may not be completely 

convinced. 

 Much like Hamlet’s visit to Ophelia, this interaction seems carefully staged. Although 

Polonius came up with the idea only moments before he spoke with Hamlet, I want to suggest 

that Hamlet knows he is being watched and is intentionally misleading others. He also knows 

that people of the court recognize his patterns. Therefore, Hamlet purposely read in the open 
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courtyard when Claudius, Gertrude, and Polonius were there to make another public statement 

regarding his mental condition. By verbally challenging Polonius the way he does throughout 

their exchange, Hamlet demonstrates a calculated level of madness, which border on lunacy, but 

purposely falls short of accepted symptoms so that Hamlet can still “hide” in plain sight. Indeed, 

as Iyengar writes, “Polonius (and the audience) treat Hamlet as a kind of wise fool…and his 

distraction as benign, until he kills Polonius” (200). Hamlet wants to be understood as benign, 

for that is the only way he can succeed in his mission. To that end, he stays in careful control of 

“symptoms” he shows to others. 

The reaction that Polonius offered, as well as his continued assertion of Hamlet’s 

“madness” demonstrated that Hamlet’s performances have been successful. Additionally, the 

uncertainty surrounding Hamlet’s state of mind illustrated that the distinctions between sanity 

and madness are not as clear as Polonius or Claudius (or perhaps the Elizabethan audience 

members) wanted them to be. The act that cast the most doubt, however, was the simple 

admission that Polonius makes regarding his own youthful behavior, because it reinstates the 

normalcy of certain behaviors in the minds of the audience. 

By the time he leaves the scene, not only does Polonius cause the audience to doubt 

Hamlet’s state of mind, but he himself is still not convinced. He decides to conduct one more 

test, by placing Ophelia and Hamlet together in the courtyard. Before that occurs, however, 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arrive to meet with their old friend at the Queen’s insistence. This 

means that there are two more characters looking at Hamlet’s behavior. In this case, however, 

Hamlet seems more honest and reflective about his situation, his needs, and his depression. 

While he has nonetheless determined that the King and Queen have sent his friends as spies, he 
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admits several truths about himself that have not yet been expressed aloud in the play. Hamlet 

says: 

HAMLET. I have of late- but wherefore I know not- lost all my  

mirth, forgone all custom of exercises; and indeed, it goes so  

heavily with my disposition that this goodly frame, the earth,  

seems to me a sterile promontory; this most excellent canopy, the  

air, look you, this brave o'erhanging firmament, this majestical     

roof fretted with golden fire- why, it appeareth no other thing  

to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.  

[…] 

 Man delights not me- no, nor woman  

neither,    (2.2.317-323, 332-333) 

These lines refer more to an emotional state akin to melancholy rather than the madness that 

Hamlet promised at the end of Act 1 and reflect more of his true self than the “antic disposition” 

he has assumed in front of other characters. A few of his earlier lines to Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern also demonstrated continued depression. He referred to Denmark as a prison and 

told his friends that “I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a master of infinite 

space” (2.2.273-274), and even though Hamlet believes that “there is nothing / good nor bad but 

thinking makes it so” (268-269), it seems to have little overall effect. However, when they told 

Hamlet of the Players that have arrived, he asked a series of questions. Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern noticed this and were encouraged. Again, the idea of surrounding Hamlet with 

friends and activity to cure him aligns with a diagnosis akin to Elizabethan melancholy or 

modern-day depression rather than something closer to lunacy. 



148 
 

   
 

 After the players arrive, Hamlet welcomes them and speaks with them briefly. As 

Polonius exits with the troupe to get them settled, Hamlet is left alone and realizes the difference 

between performance and action. While thinking about the skill of the actors he just witnessed, 

he chastises himself for not being able to do more toward his goal. He says: 

HAMLET: Yet I, 

A dull and muddy-mettled rascal, peak 

Like John-a-dreams, unpregnant of my cause, 

And can say nothing! No, not for a king, 

Upon whose property and most dear life 

A damn'd defeat was made. Am I a coward? 

[…] 

 I am pigeon-liver'd and lack gall… 

[…] 

Why, what an ass am I! This is most brave, 

That I, the son of a dear father murderd, 

Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell, 

Must … unpack my heart with words.  (2.2.593-598;604;611-614) 

Here, Hamlet is essentially labeling himself as impaired. Like the way that Claudius called him 

certain things in Act 1, Hamlet now thinks himself “a muddy-mettled rascal,” “pigeon-livered,” 

and “an ass”. All these phrases are synonymous with cowardice38, and in the Elizabethan social 

context, were also traits associated with femininity or a weaker (disabled) position. Hamlet is 

using this soliloquy to recognize his own bodily and psychological faults. In doing so, he 

 
38 According to Iyengar, cowardice resulted from a lack of blood to the liver (299). 
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recognizes his own impairments, though he ultimately pushes past their psychological impact 

and continues planning ways to reveal the truth regarding what happened to his father. 

 Throughout Act 2, Hamlet works to perform variations of madness for different 

characters. When he is in the presence of court members, he portrays himself as suffering from a 

form of lunacy; however, with his friends, namely Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, he is more 

open and honest. During their conversation, Hamlet exhibits traits more aligned with 

lovesickness than lunacy. The fact that Hamlet can and does vary his affect depending on his 

audience suggests that the lunacy is the “antic disposition” he promised at the end of Act 1. 

Hamlet’s actions also support the notion that when the cultural markers of an impairment are 

well-known, the performance of those markers and those impairments can be accomplished 

regardless of the acquisition of a medical impairment. Lastly, as Hamlet’s performance suggests, 

the more fluid impairment markers are, the easier it becomes to perform the impairment 

successfully. 

 Act 2 centralizes Hamlet’s “madness” by displaying it in various ways. The reactions of 

other characters also demonstrate that, at least for the time being, his state of mind is their 

primary focus, and audience members have come to wonder how stable Hamlet will be when he 

appears on stage. These occurrences limit Hamlet’s character from its full range to one that is 

reduced to the ways that other characters see him – as either a melancholy prince or a lunatic 

waiting to commit murder. Either set of perceptions conceptualizes Hamlet based solely on the 

impairment recognized early in Act 1 of the play and sustains the prosthetic structure of the 

narrative. 

  Act 3 continues the focus on Hamlet’s performance of madness. Again, there is a 

distinction between Hamlet’s internal monologue in the “To Be or Not To Be” speech and his 
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confrontation with Ophelia. Earlier in this chapter, I demonstrated how Hamlet behaves 

differently with courtiers than he does with his friends. The first scene of Act 3 suggests a similar 

difference depending on whether the “To Be or Not To Be” speech is understood as a soliloquy 

or a witnessed monologue.39 The debate itself (regardless of individual opinions) reinforces the 

idea that impairment and disability have performative aspects. The difference between Act 2 and 

Act 3 from a narrative point of view is that while Act 2 focuses on performance, Act 3 begins 

with performance but ends with Hamlet’s true acquisition of madness. The death of Polonius in 

the final scene forces Hamlet to shift from a madness reflecting lovesickness to a much more 

serious and destructive form reflecting something closer to lunacy. 

At the beginning of Act 3, Hamlet confronts Ophelia about their former relationship, and 

Polonius and Claudius are nearby. As planned, Polonius purposely sent his daughter to provoke 

Hamlet into revealing his feelings for her. Early in the scene, Hamlet discovers that he is being 

watched,40 and that knowledge influences the way that the rest of the scene is performed. 

Consider the dialogue between Hamlet and Ophelia below: 

HAMLET. ...I did love you once.  

OPHELIA. Indeed, you should not have believ'd me; for virtue cannot so  

inoculate our old stock but we shall relish of it. my lord, you made me believe so.  

HAMLET. I loved you not.  

OPHELIA. I was the more deceived.  

 
39 Remember that Professor Thompson and his class discussed the reasons that “To Be or Not To Be” was meant as 
a public speech. 
40At the beginning of the scene, Ophelia is reading a book. Many editions of the text make no reference to how the 
book is carried. However, most filmed versions have Hamlet turn the book right side up in her hands, as evidence 
that he knows the encounter is being watched. 
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HAMLET. Get thee to a nunnery! Why wouldst thou be a breeder of  

sinners? I am myself indifferent honest, but yet I could accuse  

me of such things that it were better my mother had not borne me.  

I am very proud, revengeful, ambitious; with more offences at my  

beck than I have thoughts to put them in, imagination to give  

them shape, or time to act them in. What should such fellows as I  

do, crawling between earth and heaven? We are arrant knaves all;  

believe none of us. Go thy ways to a nunnery. Where's your  

father?  

OPHELIA. At home, my lord.  

HAMLET. Let the doors be shut upon him, that he may play the fool  

nowhere but in's own house. Farewell.  

OPHELIA. O, help him, you sweet heavens!  

HAMLET. If thou dost marry, I'll give thee this plague for thy dowry:  

be thou as chaste as ice, as pure as snow, thou shalt not escape  

calumny. Get thee to a nunnery. Go, farewell. Or if thou wilt  

needs marry, marry a fool; for wise men know well enough what  

monsters you make of them. To a nunnery, go; and quickly too.  

Farewell.  

OPHELIA. O heavenly powers, restore him!  

HAMLET. I have heard of your paintings too, well enough. God hath  

given you one face, and you make yourselves another. You jig, you  

amble, and you lisp; you nickname God's creatures and make your  
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wantonness your ignorance. Go to, I'll no more on't! it hath made  

me mad. I say, we will have no more marriages. Those that are  

married already- all but one- shall live; the rest shall keep as  

they are. To a nunnery, go.   [Hamlet exits.]   (3.1.125-157). 

There are obvious contradictions in the above lines by Hamlet. While it’s easy to understand 

these lines as most of the participants do (as a confused lover who has been rejected), I also 

understand them as a part of Hamlet’s performance and used to convince the on-lookers of his 

feigned mental instability.  

The importance of this scene from a Disability Studies perspective is the idea that Hamlet 

knows he is being watched. Here, Hamlet recognized that Ophelia is initially carrying the book 

incorrectly and deduced that her actions are also performative. In this scene, Ophelia is 

performing the role of the “obedient daughter” and doing what her father asked of her. Hamlet 

knows this, and he also knows that if Ophelia is performing, he needs to perform as well; in that 

case, he gives his audience (namely Claudius and Polonius) what they expect to see – a madman. 

However, Hamlet also wants to protect Ophelia, and so denies his love for her. This is also a 

performance, and it is shown as such when he declares his true love for her during the funeral 

scene in Act 5. However, during this scene in Act 3, Hamlet’s performance as a madman who 

does not love Ophelia is convincing, as she reports in the following lines once Hamlet leaves the 

scene: 

OPHELIA. O, what a noble mind is here o'erthrown!  

The courtier's, scholar's, soldier's, eye, tongue, sword,  

Th' expectancy and rose of the fair state,  

The glass of fashion and the mould of form,  
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Th' observ'd of all observers- quite, quite down!  

And I, of ladies most deject and wretched,  

That suck'd the honey of his music vows,  

Now see that noble and most sovereign reason,  

Like sweet bells jangled, out of tune and harsh;  

That unmatch'd form and feature of blown youth  

Blasted with ecstasy. O, woe is me  

T' have seen what I have seen, see what I see!   (3.1.158-169) 

Here, just as at the beginning of Act 2, Ophelia is sharing her thoughts about Hamlet with the 

audience. Once again, he has successfully convinced her that he is unstable; and once again she 

is basing her analysis on what she has seen. The fact that characters in Hamlet rely so much on 

their eyes to diagnose Hamlet’s state of mind reveals the truly performative nature of mental 

health during the Elizabethan era. In fact, by this point in the play, the only non-visual evidence 

that has been presented regarding Hamlet’s state of mind is the letter that he gave to Ophelia. 

The challenge, however, is that text, as much as the visual cues presented so far, are equally 

subject to interpretation. 

In her monologue, Ophelia notes the roles that Hamlet has occupied in his life: naming 

the courtier, the scholar, and the soldier. Each of those positions has specific expectations, and, 

in the court of Denmark, represent certain standards of normalcy. These roles represent the 

picture against which Ophelia is measuring Hamlet’s mental stability – he used to be these 

things, and now he has fallen; she is comparing Hamlet’s mental state against social and cultural 

expectations (and the way that society defined normalcy) and recognizing that he is a different 

person than he once was.  
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 The fact that Hamlet continually fools on-lookers into believing that he is mentally 

unstable supports the notion that mental impairment was a fluid category during the Elizabethan 

period. Further, even though diagnoses for things like “madness” were based in a medical 

framework and relied on the observation of various individual symptoms (thereby making the 

diagnosis an individual one) the interpretation of those symptoms was subjective and 

inconsistent. Considering that the people who observed Hamlet’s behavior were each placing 

what they observed against the social norms of the period and what they knew of Hamlet, I 

contend that Ophelia, Gertrude, Claudius, Polonius, and eventually Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, 

and Horatio were each basing their analyses on the cultural model of disability rather than a 

purely medical approach. Therefore, adding a Disability Studies approach to the conversation, 

which includes discussions of the social and cultural models of disability, strengthens the 

historical contention that medicine was an evolving concept during the Elizabethan period and 

gives students a more accurate understanding of Shakespeare’s England. 

The final scene that I will analyze in detail is one in which Hamlet described acting itself 

as he spoke to the players who arrived at Elsinore: 

HAMLET. Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounc'd it to you,  

trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it, as many of our  

players do, I had as live the town crier spoke my lines. Nor do  

not saw the air too much with your hand, thus, but use all  

gently; for in the very torrent, tempest, and (as I may say)  

whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a  

temperance that may give it smoothness. O, it offends me to the  

soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to  
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tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who  

(for the most part) are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb  

shows and noise.       (3.2.1-13) 

On the surface, Hamlet reminds the actors how to safely convince an audience of the story they 

want to share – in fact, the story he wants them to share. When considering the layered meaning 

that Shakespeare frequently presented within the plays, I also determined that Hamlet is sharing 

his own methods of theatricality with these actors. In many ways, he refers to himself when 

discussing the subtlety and care with which lines are delivered to convince his audience “who / 

(for the most part) are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb / shows and noise” (3.2.11-13). 

Taken in this context, these last lines referred to several court members including Claudius and 

Polonius rather than the groundlings of Shakespeare’s audience. 

 Throughout the remainder of Act 3, Hamlet continued to demonstrate a carefully 

orchestrated performance. The play that is shown to the court has its desired effect and reveals 

Claudius to the assembled members, sending him into prayer and repentance. During a 

conversation with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, in which they attempted to discern a deeper 

purpose as well as Hamlet’s current state of mind, Hamlet asked, “do you think I am easier to be 

played on than a pipe?” (3.2.400). This question highlights how unique Hamlet believes himself 

to be. Hamlet considers himself an individual, and a powerful one at that. Even though he knows 

he is also facing depression over the loss of his father and is therefore a “person in trouble” 

(Lindgren). Hamlet remains aware enough to retain his individuality. For me, this is a scene that 

acknowledges strength despite impairment; once again, Hamlet becomes resolute, and is now 

standing against his friends – denying them information as the play goes forward. 
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After refusing to provide more information to his friends, Hamlet found Claudius at 

prayer and considered whether King Hamlet would be revenged by killing Claudius at this point. 

Here, Hamlet reasoned that revenge is not satisfied. Soon after, he visited Gertrude and, during 

their conversation, killed “the unseen good old man” (4.1.12) by mistake. When Hamlet realizes 

the mistake, he notes it by saying, “I took thee for thy better” (3.4.39).41 At this point, Hamlet 

knew he would “answer well the death I gave [Polonius]” (3.4.197-198) and that these actions 

will likely take place in England. After these events in front of Gertrude, she is convinced that 

her son has gone mad. 

Madness has always been a crucial component to the interpretation and presentation of 

Hamlet as a play. Throughout my analyses, I have worked to point out the performative aspects 

that Hamlet uses to demonstrate madness to the court in his efforts to achieve the murder of 

Claudius. It is after Polonius died that Hamlet stopped explaining or defending his “madness” 

and simply acted in ways that the others around him had come to expect. In large part, this is 

because he had not planned nor foreseen the events that were taking place. He was, therefore, 

rather unprepared for them. Hamlet’s (re)actions were reflected in the language that others used 

to discuss the prince. For example, during a conversation with Gertrude, Hamlet told her that he 

was “essentially not in madness / but mad in craft.” (3.4.210-211). However, the death of 

Polonius convinced her otherwise. She reported the following to Claudius: 

CLAUDIUS. What, Gertrude? How does Hamlet?    

GERTRUDE. Mad as the sea and wind when both contend  

Which is the mightier. In his lawless fit  

Behind the arras hearing something stir,  

 
41 Professor Thompson described this as meaning “I thought you were the king.” 
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Whips out his rapier, cries 'A rat, a rat!'  

And in this brainish apprehension kills  

The unseen good old man.  

CLAUDIUS. O heavy deed!  

It had been so with us, had we been there.  

His liberty is full of threats to all-  

To you yourself, to us, to every one.  

Alas, how shall this bloody deed be answer'd?  

It will be laid to us, whose providence  

Should have kept short, restrain'd, and out of haunt  

This mad young man.   (4.1:6-20) 

After he realizes the threat to his own family, and to himself, Claudius takes the long-promised 

action and sent Hamlet to England to secretly have him executed. Hamlet escaped and returned 

home. Once there, he engaged Laertes in a duel of honor over the death of Ophelia, and 

inadvertently caused the deaths of the remaining royals including himself. At the end of the 

scene, audience members witnessed the entry of Fortinbras, whose approaching army has been 

foreshadowed throughout much of the play. Upon seeing what has happened at Elsinore, 

Fortinbras is well positioned to take over the rule of Denmark. As one of his first acts, he allows 

young Hamlet to be buried with royal honors, thereby reestablishing, and acknowledging his 

former position in the kingdom. 

 At the end of a prosthetic narrative, characters who had created the social rift at the 

beginning of the story are meant to be brought back into the fold and restored, or as an 

alternative, the individual and the society adapt to one another and a compromise regarding the 
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initiating impairment is reached. As a last resort, death or banishment can also resolve the 

narrative conflict. The final moments of Hamlet have the prince restored, the ghost appeased, but 

I admit that I initially had trouble seeing the ending of the play as curative. However, stability is 

the key to closure of a disability narrative, and, as Mitchell and Snyder suggested that the 

complete erasure of disability in narrative as a type of closure. When thinking about the closing 

scene of Hamlet, I conceptualized the entirety of Denmark as “the body” represented as 

metaphor. Mitchell and Snyder write that: 

To prostheticize, in this sense, is to institute a notion of the body within a regime of 

tolerable deviance. If disability falls too far from an acceptable norm, a prosthetic 

intervention seeks to accomplish an erasure of difference all together; yet, failing that, as 

is always the case with prosthesis, the minimal goal is to return one to an acceptable 

degree of difference. (6-7) 

Conceptualizing Denmark as the body in need of cure required me to consider what type of 

prosthesis would have accomplished an “acceptable degree of difference” (Mitchell and Snyder 

7). I began this chapter stating that there were two aspects to the prosthetic narrative of Hamlet: 

the presence of the ghost and Hamlet’s mental state. Ultimately, the deaths of Claudius and 

Hamlet respectively resolved each narrative, and the entrance of Fortinbras was the only 

“acceptable” ending possible, because killing Claudius and (in theory) electing Hamlet to the 

throne in an effort to restore Denmark would place another potentially unstable murderer on the 

throne and expose an even weaker Denmark, thereby confirming the claims that Mitchell and 

Snyder make regarding the inevitable failure of the prosthesis resulting in the exposure of the 

disability instead. The only truly acceptable option in this case are the deaths of the royal family 

and the beginning of a new regime under Fortinbras.  
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These ideas represent one way to think about and articulate the presence and performance 

of disability in Hamlet. Classroom practices past and present, however, have demonstrated 

others. In many cases, the performative aspects of Hamlet’s madness are offered to students, but 

rarely in terms of a specific disability reading or analysis of the play’s narrative structure.  

Moving Forward 
 
 In the remaining data chapters of my dissertation, I shift the focus from Hamlet to King 

Lear. In Chapter 6, I investigate the ways that two different professors talk about impairment 

within Shakespeare’s King Lear. Much as I did with Hamlet in Chapter 4, I focus on classroom 

dialogue and activity as I determine what these instructors and students name as impairments. 

Chapter 6 is unique, however, because there are two different classrooms, two sets of students, 

and two instructors working with the same play. This is further complicated by the fact that King 

Lear is divided into two plots. In Chapter 7, I apply narrative prosthesis and the materiality of 

metaphor (Mitchell and Snyder) to several aspects of the play, to demonstrate that even though 

King Lear is a divided narrative, each one is framed by its own impairment, and each of those 

impairments were named as themes by Professor Thompson or Professor Mercer.
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Chapter 6: “To Feel What Wretches Feel”: Discussing Impairment in King Lear 
 

 

King Lear, perhaps more so than Hamlet, is a play framed by disability. Within the first 

scene, audience members learn about Edmund’s illegitimacy and hear multiple discussions about 

Lear’s age and mental impairments. Later in the play, Gloucester is blinded and shares his 

opinions of blindness with Edgar. As Professor Mercer and Professor Thompson discuss the play 

with students, they each talk about these impairments in different ways. In this chapter, I discuss 

student-teacher exchanges from two different college classrooms working with King Lear. The 

included dialogue represents the ways that each instructor talked about various impairments with 

students, and highlights the major impairments present within the play42. After some 

introductory work with students about words and concepts they find significant to the play, both 

Mercer and Thompson discuss ideas of power, blindness, legitimacy, age, and madness. I have 

focused the chapter on these themes. 

Mercer Finding Words That Describe King Lear 
 

As Professor Mercer began discussing King Lear, she talked about the complexity of the 

text43, as well as some of the editorial decisions that were made for each edition. Mercer then 

started talking more directly about ways to work with the play. She said: 

MERCER. There are a number of different ways to approach the play: one is 

thematically, another is scene by scene and speech by speech, or we talk about 

 
42 For organizational purposes, I have grouped classroom excerpts based on impairment. For example, all 
discussions of Gloucester’s blindness are analyzed under a single subheading. Although this does not accurately 
represent classroom flow, it helps to demonstrate the importance of each impairment to the play. 
43 King Lear, like Hamlet, has several versions. There are two quarto versions, as well as The History of King Lear, 
compiled and edited by Nahum Tate. Tate’s version was designed to tell a lighter story and give audiences a happy 
ending. 
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characters and relations or also in terms of key words. Let’s start with key words, 

just so that we make sure that we’re dealing a little bit with language. Um…what 

are some of the thematic actual words that show up throughout this play? The 

words that appear again and again? 

SUSAN. Patience. 

MERCER. Patience…patience…Excellent, okay. What else? 

NANCY. Old. 

MERCER. Old. “Oh Sir, you are old.”…In the back there, yes? 

VICKI. Fool. 

MERCER. Fool. How many different people get called fool? …Who are they? The 

character called the fool… 

MARY. …the fool, King Lear… 

MERCER. …King Lear… 

MARY. Kent… 

SUSAN. Cordelia… 

MERCER. Cordelia for sure, um hm… 

SUSAN. Um..uh…Edgar, when he’s Poor Tom, I think…. 

MERCER. Oh uh, I’m not sure, but the point is, it becomes a disseminated term; we’ve 

got a character who embodies it, and who is, like most court fools, a mirror of 

those things. What else? What are some other key words? 

MICHAEL. Sight and Blindness 

MERCER. Sight and Blindness, absolutely. Okay. 

STUDENT. [inaudible] 
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MERCER. Sorry? [Student repeats] Madness, okay. Mad and Madness. “Oh, Fool, I shall 

go mad.”   

Within the first twenty minutes of her session on King Lear, the students in Professor Mercer’s 

classroom identified three conditions as impairments and two more that could be symptoms of 

impairments. As Susan noted, patience is a major theme of the play. This also suggests that 

impatience is likewise a factor, because for the concept to be considered a theme, characters need 

to have access to the full range of possibilities. Nancy also mentioned age as a major theme when 

she talked about being “old.” Certainly, Lear’s age plays into his decision making and later 

confusion. Though it would be difficult to argue that either one of these factors by themselves 

constitutes an impairment, they each contribute or help to demonstrate other impairments. For 

example, as Charles A. Riley suggests, as we get older, we each are more likely to acquire 

disabilities (1). 

Blindness (as a function of sight), foolishness, and madness were also named early in the 

session were the specific impairments of which, according to Sujata Iyengar’s interpretation of 

Elizabethan medicine, refer to many of the same symptoms and are synonyms for one another 

(Iyengar 202). Additionally, when Michael mentioned the presence of “sight and blindness,” it’s 

difficult to determine for certain if he was referring only to Gloucester’s fate, or if he was also 

thinking about Lear. I argue that because Michael included ‘sight’ alongside blindness, he was 

thinking about the ways that the two concepts are operationalized in the play both literally and 

metaphorically.  

The same argument could be made for “foolishness” and “madness.” Because these 

concepts, too, operate from the first scene until the last. While analyzing the play, many of 

Professor Mercer’s students were able to articulate several nuanced concepts. For example, 
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shortly after Michael mentions sight and blindness, Anna began a discussion about the 

distinction between strength and power. 

 

Mercer Discussing Strength and Power 
 

While Professor Mercer was talking about strength and power, Anna asked about what it 

meant to be “strong”: 

ANNA. Um, I’m not sure what the words would be, but (what constitutes weakness, and 

what constitutes strength or power.[…] Um, it seems to me that there are a lot of 

words associated with being weak: um, tears, and…and…and weeping, and a lot 

of words associated with power and strength and what those … and they are kind 

of…inverted on the play in some ways. 

MERCER. Yes. That’s right…that these become the power positions. That, precisely – 

“I’ll not weep,” and then he does weep – and then that wonderful scene toward 

the end of the play in which Kent and an unknown gentleman are talking about 

Cordelia’s tears offstage and that her smiles and tears were like a better way, and 

that her tears were like pearls of diamonds dropped and so forth. …  So, what 

seem to be the weak positions turn out to be the strong positions; what seem to be 

the strong positions turn out to be the weak positions. What would be – so these 

would be the weak / old / female behaviors, so to speak. What would be the some 

of the supposedly strong or empowered positions that then at end turn out to be by 

contrast disempowered? Can you think of any specifically? Yes? 

MARY. Well, the fathers…the patriarchs. The kings,  
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MERCER. Good. So, we’ve got…let’s say it, we’ve got patriarchy, …We’ve got fathers, 

we’ve got kings and dukes; we’ve got rank. We’ve got a play in which…if you 

want to imagine the great procession at the beginning of the play as involving the 

men of rank before the women.  

 […]  

So, the question of what real strength is thematized here, and is related in some 

interesting way to gender, as well as to social hierarchy and to power, uh, because 

the disempowered figures are peasants, they’re country…all the figures is Edgar’s 

repertoire. They are all the people whom Edgar acts out. Also, the old, either 

literally or metaphorically blind. Uh, these become – not only for us as readers of 

the play, but even within the play the figures of a surprising power. 

This section of the conversation articulated some of the ways that strength and power work 

within the play. Binaries of strength and weakness as well as power and disempowerment have 

long been associated with ideas of disability. As Douglas Baynton has pointed out, gender 

stereotypes have also been understood as disabling binaries, so that femininity was considered a 

“disabled”/ weaker / disempowered position (33). Mary even suggested specifically that the 

“fathers, the patriarchs, the kings” occupy the primary positions of power within the play. This 

seems to contradict the idea stated earlier by Anna, who suggested that the “hard-hearted” 

daughters, namely Goneril and Regan, have positions of power as well.  

 The fact that Anna argued for an inversion of the power positions – and that many of the 

male characters are associated with weakness – also speaks to the prominence of disability 

within the narrative of King Lear. Because disability has historically held an inferior position, 

and the inferior positions are centralized in the play, the idea of disability is also centralized. 
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During the last part of this section of discussion, Professor Mercer made reference to the 

disempowered peasants. Peasant communities during the Elizabethan era were the people who 

were most likely to be identified with disabilities (Borsay). As part of the plot, Edgar decides to 

camouflage himself by adopting the identity of a beggar because he understands that the poor 

remain largely powerless and unseen. Edgar uses that as an advantage. He knew that the beggars 

and the people with disabilities were ignored by nearly everyone, and he knew that he could 

build a disguise that would allow him to hide among their ranks as Poor Tom. 

 Although Professor Mercer did not mention disability directly in her discussions, she did 

cover much of that ground as she talked about power. Many of the theories that comprise 

Disability Studies are based on cultural ideas of power and strength. For instance, according to 

disability scholar Dan Goodley, “[a] key site of the oppression of disabled people pertains to 

moments when they are judged [and] fail to match up to the ideal individual and simultaneously 

thus be categorized as the failing individual” (94). It was this type of binary thinking that 

persisted in the Elizabethan era and allowed me to initially categorize Edmund as a person with a 

disability because of his illegitimate status. 

Mercer Discussing Physical and Metaphorical Blindness 
 

After discussing ideas related to power, Professor Mercer focused on how literal and 

metaphorical blindness are present in the play. She said: 

MERCER. All right, so I can erase the board, and we can fill the board with another set 

of words like thus, uh, but this is a very good selection to deal with. This is a play 

in which metaphorical language is very much present. That, there are long 

passages of poetry, and we’ll look at some of them, in which the “eyeless storm” 

for example will be discussed, and this will be thematized in the blinding of 
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Gloucester later on. “See better, Lear,” Kent will say to him at the beginning of 

the play. This theme of blindness, of not being able to see when you actually can 

see, turns into the paradox that the minute Gloucester is blinded, remember he 

says, “Where’s my son, Edmund?” and the answer is what?  Yes? 

TOM. They indicate that he is the one who betrayed him. 

MERCER. Exactly. “You speak of one who hates you.”  Exactly. “…that Edgar was 

betrayed.”  That,” I mistook my son in here.”  He has a revelation at the moment 

of his blindness, and that is so powerful a structure that it seems ridiculous to 

simply call it a paradox, but that is one of the functions of reversal in this play. 

That when people think that they see most, that they see least; that Lear wants so 

much to feel patience, and cannot at the beginning of the play; then the ultimate 

figure of patience within the play becomes Gloucester who suffers and endures. 

Here, Mercer was talking about the ways that perception and reality are quite different within the 

play – that they often work to oppose each other. Her discussion was not unlike the one had by 

Professor Thompson when he and his students were discussing Hamlet.  

The idea that blindness allows for understanding is based on the story of Teiresias, a 

character from ancient Greece, first introduced in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.  

Ovid tells the story of a bet between Jupiter44 (Zeus) and Juno (Hera) that was settled by 

Teiresias in Jupiter’s favor. Unhappy with the decision, Juno blinded Teiresias as punishment. 

Jupiter was unable to undo Juno’s work, but he granted Teiresias “the gift of clairvoyance and 

high prestige to console him” (109). Consequently, the story of blindness leading to enhanced 

clarity is one that has been present in the literary canon for centuries, and, according to Russ 

 
44 I am using the Roman names given to Zeus and Hera in keeping with Raeburn’s translation of the story. 
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McDonald, Ovid’s Metamorphoses was one of Shakespeare’s favorite books (Bedford 

Companion 158). The presence of such a strong disability trope so early in literary history helps 

to support Mitchell and Snyder’s continued insistence on the constitutive power and ubiquity of 

disability in literature. Additionally, Gloucester’s moment of clarity regarding Edgar comes 

simultaneously with his blinding, and Mitchell and Snyder argue that the disabilities which 

Oedipus endured, specifically the binding of his feet, allowed him to solve the riddle of the 

Sphinx and eventually come to rule Thebes (62). By the end of the play, both Lear and 

Gloucester have come to understand their blindness regarding their children. Those realizations 

would have been impossible without the events of the play. 

After talking briefly about the act of blinding, Professor Mercer then asked students what 

they thought the play was about. At that point, Susan spoke up again and said: 

SUSAN. I really see it as a relentless downhill slide for a man who makes a decision that 

we call heroic, but…and he’s accommodating to coming to terms with dying 

eventually. 

MERCER. [S]o for you the notion that he is a king is, so to speak, a metaphorical 

thing…that by king…King to you and your response to the play means “man at 

the height of his powers.” 

SUSAN. Right … 

MERCER. …rather than “person who is employed to run a country.” 

SUSAN. Um..hm…  

MERCER. Um, this is very much how the last century has tended to respond to this play. 

Uh, and I want to put it in balance with a political reading of the play because a 

lot of people read the play as either a man coming to terms with his own 
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mortality, about the father and the daughter, about the question of the family and 

so forth, but it’s also important to bear in mind that this is also a play very much 

about British politics, and about history. […], and of the pathos of the play, of the 

human drama of the play, which we respond to so powerfully also being in 

dialogue with history. So that it’s not uh, forgettable, that this is also a play 

about…it’s about union and disunion…to British politics in this period of course. 

Disunion – the division of the kingdom. […]   Yes? 

NANCY. In addition, it seemed to me that the vulnerability of the artifice of the 

established…um…hierarchy…or power itself…. how easily, it um, is vanquished 

by the “natural” or…or Edmund primarily… or a bad decision…. 

MERCER. Okay…what we have to keep in mind here is that there are two plots going on 

here; that this is a play of double-plot. That we have the Gloucester plot and the 

Lear plot, and that …very early on get the story of what’s going on in the 

Gloucester family to the sons as well as the Lear family with the three daughters, 

and uh, what happens to the…and what happens in the Gloucester plot is actually 

different than what happens in the Lear plot, because as you’ve said, he makes the 

decision – or he seems to make the decision. […] So, how are you tying those two 

things together – Edgar and Lear’s decision? 

NANCY. Well, it seemed to me, that, that…Lear’s initial decision to…to break up the 

kingdom – I mean, was it you, or somebody else – asked the question “was he 

mad at the beginning”? to have initially proposed this breakup of his kingdom. 

And, it seemed to me that um, he very quickly understood, how, um…that bad 

decision, um…destroyed him, destroyed everything that he believed in…. 
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MERCER. Certainly, […] there are two bad decisions: there’s the division of the 

kingdom at all as you’re suggesting, and there’s his rejection of Cordelia – or his 

refusal to hear what she is saying as an affirmation rather than a negation. So, 

these are two kinds of decision, and one could …To say he’s mad at the beginning 

seems to vitiate the whole question of his growth or change throughout the whole 

play. It would make it much more static if he performs the same thing over and 

over again. 

In the last part of this discussion, Professor Mercer was talking about one of the cruxes of the 

King Lear plot – that he made one, or perhaps two bad decisions. Although this was not a direct 

commentary regarding Lear’s physical or mental impairment, it was certainly an allusion to one 

of those. Regan and Goneril also comment that “you see how full of changes his age is” 

(1.1.334), and that “he has ever but slenderly known himself” (1.1.339). Again, the fact that 

Goneril and Regan say these things to each other is an indication that they are both thinking 

about Lear’s mental stability, and from that moment forward, they find ways to use his instability 

to their advantage. 

 In her discussion of the “two bad decisions” that were made at the beginning of the play, 

Professor Mercer suggested that the repercussions of those decisions would influence the rest of 

the play. As she pointed out, the division of the kingdom at all is problematic, and Lear’s 

decision to banish Cordelia (in Mercer’s opinion) begins Lear’s downward spiral into madness, 

which escalates and grows worse throughout the play.  

Up to this point, Professor Mercer and her class had not specifically discussed disability 

or impairment other than Lear’s madness, but they had discussed different power positions and 

had cautioned Nancy against conceptualizing madness as a static condition. Mercer, however, 
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contained her discussion of those decisions to the section of the first scene about the Lear family 

and that happened in the centralized throne room. I now turn my attention to the discussion that 

Professor Thompson had with his students about the conversation that took place between 

Gloucester and Kent before the king entered the room. The conversation about legitimacy has a 

significant influence on future events within the play.   

Both Classrooms Discussing Legitimacy 

As Professor Thompson began teaching King Lear, I noticed several of the same 

techniques that he used throughout his sessions with Hamlet. Often, for instance, he began 

classroom sessions with dialogue. However, during one recorded session, he began with the 

Introduction to the play and then discussed “The Great Chain of Being.”45 He said:  

THOMPSON. If you think back to something I talked about earlier in the semester, The 

Great Chain of Being – where you have God at the top, separated from everything 

else, and then you have highest angels down to the lowest particulates of matter – 

Within the Human realm, you have the king [at the top] all the way down to – 

who would be the lowest person in the play? 

JASON. I assume the Fool. 

THOMPSON. Yeah, it’s the Fool because I don’t think we have any peasants or serfs. If 

it weren’t the fool, it would be Tom – the character that Edgar plays, okay? A 

crazy, or madman? 

By discussing The Great Chain of Being this way, Thompson was describing the social order of 

the Elizabethan era. As he described, Kings were at the top and compared to gods, while Fools 

 
45 The Great Chain of Being details a strict, religious hierarchical structure of all matter and life, believed to have 
been decreed by God. The chain starts from God and progresses downward to angels, demons (fallen/renegade 
angels), stars, moon, kings, princes, nobles, men, wild animals, domesticated animals, trees, other plants, precious 
stones, precious metals, and /other minerals. (Wikipedia). 
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and madmen (people with apparent mental impairments) would be placed at the bottom of the 

social order. 

 Thompson continued to talk about the divine power and placement of kings (as was the 

belief of the era) and went on to say that:  

THOMPSON. The king, as God’s chosen…if you are born to be king…or if you are 

elected king, once you’re in that position, guess what? You can’t give it up… you 

can’t abdicate. Why? God put you in that position. When God’s done with you, 

then you’ll be out. You don’t get to choose it on your own. Notice what Lear is 

doing at the beginning of the play. 

After sharing part of the problem with Lear’s attempted abdication, Professor Thompson jumped 

directly into the text. Here is part of the discussion about the way that Gloucester talked to – and 

about – his son Edmund: 

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

 [KENT.]  Is not this your son, my lord? 

[GLOUCESTER.] His breeding, sir, hath been at my 

charge:  

In other words, “Yeah, I’m responsible for him,” okay? [reads]: 

[GLOUCESTER.] I have so often blushed to acknowledge 

him, that now I am brazed to it. 

Okay, now, put yourself in the setting: Kent and Gloucester are talking, and 

Gloucester’s youngest son is nearby. Now …Edmund is at least probably 

20, okay? And so, how does Gloucester speak about this son in his 

presence? “Yeah, he’s mine, and I blush to admit it.”  So…what kind of 
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family dynamic is this? Full of love, and peace, and wonderful joy? 

[reads]: 

[KENT.]  I cannot conceive you. 
 

Kent is saying “I don’t understand…” [reads]: 
 

[GLOUCESTER.] Sir, this young fellow’s mother could: 

whereupon she grew round-wombed, and had, 

indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she had a husband 

for her bed. 

Did Gloucester ever marry Edmund’s mother? No…[reads]: 
 

 [GLOUCESTER.] Do you smell a fault? 
. 

That is, do you smell a sin? [reads]: 
 

[KENT.] I cannot wish the fault undone, [the issue of it being so 
proper.]46 

 

Why? What a beautiful specimen of a man, is what Kent is suggesting. 

Gloucester says, “Yeah, but I have another son, by order of law – 

that is, I have a legitimate one. [reads]:   

[GLOUCESTER.] … 

some year elder than this, who yet is no dearer in 

my account.  
 
That is, the legitimate one isn’t loved any more than the illegitimate. 

 

 
46 I have added the remainder of the line that Thompson never verbalized. 
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Throughout his discussion of this scene, Professor Thompson noted that Gloucester treats 

Edmund (his illegitimate son) differently than Edgar, simply based on this first conversation 

about them.  

Whether Gloucester himself raises Edmund’s illegitimacy to the level of impairment or 

not, Edmund does. Edmund knows that his status as illegitimate has social and legal 

consequences that prevent him from inheriting Gloucester’s title and land. As he discussed these 

lines with students, Thompson recognized the social consequences for Edmund, but did not place 

them inside the formal framework of impairment or disability even though Edmund finds the 

social consequences detrimental to his future. This idea is addressed more fully a few minutes 

later.  

In Scene 1.2, Edmund is reciting a soliloquy and Thompson immediately reminded his 

students that “soliloquies never lie…[specifically] Shakespeare’s soliloquies always accurately 

reveal what the character really believes – really thinks.” Much of Edmund’s soliloquy is a 

lament about his status as a bastard and his allegiance to natural law as opposed to civil law. At 

one point, however, Edmund says: 

EDMUND. When my dimensions are as well compact, 

My mind as generous, and my shape as true, 

As honest madam’s issue? (1.2.9). 

And Thompson commented: 

THOMPSON. In other words, “I’m as well proportioned, as well built, my mind works 

just as well, I look just as good, so why am I considered bastard, and base and he 

isn’t?  
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Shakespeare’s text, and Thompson’s clarification, set Edmund apart from the socially accepted 

body of the era. Thompson and Shakespeare both use physical understandings of the body to 

normalize Edmund in the eyes of the audience.  

 In the last line of his soliloquy, Edmund says, “Now, gods, stand up for bastards!” 

Thompson understood this as a type of rallying cry for the Groundlings and has the following 

conversation: 

THOMPSON. Who were the groundlings? 

SANDY. The peasants. 

THOMPSON. Peasants. Ditch diggers, people who didn’t go to school47. Think – if 

you’re familiar with “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” – think of the rude 

mechanicals: the rustics: Bottom, Peter Quince, Starveling, Nick Joiner, etc. […] 

they would literally scoop up whatever was on the ground and throw it. So, 

whoever was [right in front of] the stage has got to do two things simultaneously:  

he’s got to appeal to this group [points to the galleries] and he’s got to appeal to 

this group [points to the groundlings.] So, you have to have both high comedy and 

low comedy, okay? 

[EDMUND.] Stand up for bastards! 

What do you imagine the Groundlings do?  [Cheers.]  Because, probably, the 

majority of them are bastards. 

In this instance, Thompson normalized the illegitimacy of the Groundlings, and perhaps most 

English society. Thompson, Shakespeare, and the Groundlings recognized the social power that 

 
47 Although the term “groundlings” often refers to the working-class citizens of the era, it is unfair to suggest 
categorically that the group did or did not do any one thing. The groundlings were as diverse as any other group of 
people.  According to Tichenor, it was the ability for patrons to pay that defined their status as groundlings 
(economics rather than education.) 
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legitimacy carried, and therefore the idea served as an effective narrative element for the play. In 

fact, the entirety of the Gloucester family storyline centers on who is seen as legitimate at any 

given time. At varying points throughout the story, Gloucester, Edgar, and Edmund all lose and 

regain their ‘legitimate’ status, and during each of those periods, I argue, each are at least 

understood to be socially disabled if not physically and medically impaired. 

As he continued his discussion of the next scenes, Thompson noted one of those turns. 

Edmund has orchestrated an accusation of murder against his “legitimate” brother Edgar. 

Edmund then convinced Gloucester of Edgar’s deceit. Gloucester then asks Edmund to pursue 

and find Edgar so that ‘the villain’ can be brought to justice. In Gloucester’s mind, Edgar has 

now become evil, and if Edmund can resolve the issue, Edmund will be absolved of sin and fault. 

 In his soliloquy, Edmund calls Gloucester’s thinking “the most excellent foppery of the 

world” (1.2.125) and makes several references to the foolishness of the people around him. At 

the same time, he laments his own status as illegitimate because he knows he has lost privilege in 

society. Near the end of the scene, Edmund says: 

EDMUND. My 

father compounded with my mother under the 

dragon’s tail; and my nativity was under Ursa major; 

so that it follows, I am rough and lecherous. 

Tut, I should have been that I am, had the 

maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my 

bastardizing.      (1.2.135-140) 

After reading the speech, Thompson asked his students, “What does he mean? [Brief pause] He 

wants to be what he is.”   
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The idea that a person wants to be who they are --- especially when they have been 

socially isolated and ridiculed for their identity – remains crucial in today’s environment. When 

he began discussing this scene, Thompson made a point of demonstrating how Edmund’s choices 

and desires were representative of the Groundlings. However, despite his acknowledgement of 

the importance of the line, he failed to relate it more specifically to his students or to 

contextualize the meaning in terms of current identity politics. 

The students in Professor Mercer’s class verbalized their feelings about Edmund and his 

character in ways that Professor Thompson’s students did not. For instance, near the end of 

Professor Mercer’s session on King Lear, Mark brought the class back to the beginning of the 

play and asked a question about the way that Edmund would be treated today. Here is part of that 

conversation: 

MARK. At the beginning of the play, I sensed Edmund’s humiliation is public 

humiliation, his father's discussion of his breading and Kent tries to smooth that 

over saying, “Well, he’s a pretty good-looking guy for all of that.”  You can see 

why Edmunds angry but this statement, “God stand up for bastards.” [I’m] 

curious to know what the contemporary response to that assertion would be?  

Well, they would see that as an interesting negative energy or something 

abhorrent? 

MERCER. Well, it depends upon the context. I think. So, there are lot of bastards in this 

culture, some of them were actually very positive characters in Shakespeare’s 

play is called the bastard. So, an illegitimate is not—"this must be 

acknowledged,” is what Gloucester says. He hasn’t hidden this guy away, this is 

[a] foundling story where Edmund has to come through all kinds of security and 
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says, “You’re my father and you have disinherited me.” He is acknowledged, he 

is just not giving an inheritance here. These figures of negative energy in place of 

this period are very popular figures, […] These were enormously powerful and 

popular theatrical characters, so it’s not as if people ran in horror from them. It’s 

the fascination of evil that you see in almost any kind of text. How they would 

have morally judged his position is a different question, I think.  

While she answered Mark’s question, Professor Mercer immediately spoke about the contextual 

nature of Edmund’s social status – as separate from his biology. She noted that there are several 

bastards in Elizabethan culture and names Edmund as an honorable one. Mercer’s thoughts 

regarding bastards present the possibility that these characters are not always evil. However, she 

did offer that this character type has always captured the attention of audience members. Later in 

the conversation, Mary confirmed this assertion. 

MARY. I think that Edmund is appealing because he feels wronged. He's not just doing 

evil, there is - you understand why he is… And, Reagan feels wronged. No 

wonder they love him. And, Lear feels wronged. Everybody feels wronged. And 

do you blame the Gods or do you blame your family? 

Like Mercer’s character description, Mary contribution to the conversation suggested that 

Edmund is often more complex than many people consider. Mary also demonstrated the idea that 

outward appearance does not necessarily reflect outward intent. This assertion may operate in 

opposition to a commonly held position in Disability Studies, that inward evil is often aligned 

with outward appearance in literature and film. As the conversation about Edmund’s speech 

continued, Anna (in Professor Mercer’s classroom) echoed many of the points that Thompson 

made when he read the speech to his students.  
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ANNA. I just wanted [to say that] in Edmund’s speech that he suggests that bastards are 

not only as good as legitimate children, but even better because more energy went 

into them than the legitimate child where it was kind of boring. It’s everyday 

business. And then, that theme is line at the end that gods done at the bastard is 

that so non-Iago. I think Edmund is usually played by an extremely appealing and 

energetic young man and when he says, “Now gods, stand up for bastards!”  you 

will feel like standing up in the audience and cheering for him. 

The element of Anna’s analysis that I find most interesting is her acknowledgment that at the 

end, the audience members want to cheer for Edmund. Anna acknowledged the unity that 

Edmund, and the speech, creates among the audience members can be motivating, inspiring, and 

powerful. Lisa continued the conversation by acknowledging Edmund’s appeal for the audience, 

and some other ways that audience members should be able to identify with Edmund as a 

character and on a human level. Lisa used Edmund’s situation to connect the events of the play 

to current audiences. She said: 

LISA. Isn’t also a part of Edmund’s appeal that anyone who was not born into serve a 

life of nobility or just a life of knowing exactly what’s going -- know exactly what 

your future is, what you're going to get, and what’s going to come to you. Anyone 

who doesn’t have that can, in a sense, sympathize with Edmund. 

Notice that, at the end of her comment, Lisa did not say that the Groundlings, for example, could 

relate to the events that were occurring. She said that “anyone who doesn’t have that” (meaning a 

secure future) can relate to Edmund. Lisa’s observation brings the relevance of Edmund’s 

character forward to modern audiences. As she ended her conversation about Edmund’s status in 

the play, Professor Mercer said this to her students: 
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MERCER. Again, this is a noble bastard, that’s a nobly born bastard, they are actually 

morally noble bastards elsewhere. So, to be a bastard is not automatically to be-- 

In this last comment about bastards, Mercer established that there are different subcategories 

within Elizabethan culture, and although her the last few words of her comment were cut off by 

classroom activity [someone came to the classroom door unexpectedly, and Mercer did not 

return to this line of thought,] her sentence construction suggested that being a bastard does not 

automatically mean anything at all and instead fit within the full spectrum of human capability 

character, and ability. 

 In this case, understanding Edmund as a character with a disability requires a social 

constructivist or cultural view of disability. Social constructionists argue that social barriers 

create disability, rather than a medical impairment; Cultural models of disability accept social 

pressures and opinions as part of the social construction of disability. Purely social approaches to 

disability have been criticized and seen as problematic because, as British disability scholar Tom 

Shakespeare has pointed out, disability has the potential to become “a much broader, vaguer 

term, which describes any form of socially imposed restriction” (Rights and Wrongs 34). For me, 

the distinction that Tom Shakespeare is making fits well within the activist approach to 

disability. Specifically, the need to include a medical diagnosis and connect it with social, 

environmental, biological, or other cultural influences to create a disability remains tied to a 

number of social programs and varying types of cultural support is designed for people with 

disabilities today. Those programs (such as Social Security) would be difficult to maintain if 

modernity adopted, as Tom suggests “a broader, vaguer term” (Rights and Wrongs 54). 

However, I must also accept the Elizabethan England was just beginning to form what we now 

understand as the medical establishment. Historically, impairment as well as disability were 
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already broad and vague terms. According to Allison Hobgood, it was at this point in history 

where the medical frameworks began to solidify ("Falling Sickness"). Additionally, according to 

Alison Findlay: 

The bastard, with no father, represented something ‘other’, something outside [a] divinely 

ordered pattern. Born of a female sexuality unsanctioned by patriarchal authority, its birth 

created an extraneous social unit – a family which was not one since it had no paternal 

governor to nourish and educate the child according to social norms. (Illegitimate Power 

3) 

Throughout King Lear, ideas of legitimacy remain incredibly important. Legitimacy is the 

driving force for Edmund’s actions. The audience learns within the first few lines of the play that 

Edmund is not legitimate and is therefore considered the “lesser” of Gloucester’s sons. 

Shakespeare also demonstrates how quickly that social status can change, however, after 

Edmund frames his brother Edgar for considering patricide; Edmund convinces Gloucester of 

Edgar’s intent, and Edmund suddenly becomes “a loyal and natural boy” to Gloucester, for 

which Gloucester pledges to “…work the means / to make thee capable” (2.1.98-99). Within 

these lines, Gloucester subconsciously acknowledges Edmund’s perceived inability. By using the 

phrase “I’ll work the means to make thee capable”, Gloucester is suggesting that there are means 

at his disposal to “cure” Edmund’s “wound” and make it possible for Edmund to own land and 

gain upward mobility. 

 Legitimacy is also important to Lear, though, in a different way. Lear realizes that he is 

getting older, and he wants to give up the day-to-day operation of the kingdom and grants power 

equally to Albany and Cornwall; however, he has trouble truly abdicating the throne, because 
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throughout the play, he still thinks of himself as the legitimate ruler despite his earlier actions. 

Professor Thompson describes that scene in the next section. 

Both Classrooms Discussing Lear’s Age 

Thompson moved on from legitimacy and discussed Lear’s entrance into the scene, and 

focused on early lines in the exchange highlighted below: 

THOMPSON. So, he [Lear] says: [reads]: 

[LEAR.] Give me the map there. Know that we have divided 

In three our kingdom: and ’tis our fast intent 

To shake all cares and business from our age; 

…What does this tell us about Lear? That he thinks he can do this…Is this an 

indication that he’s already…that the tether to reality is fraying? That he’s 

losing it? [reads]: 

Conferring them on younger strengths, 

Why? Because Albany and Cornwall’s shoulders are big and strong, and they can 

bear the burden. [reads]: 

 while we 

one of Shakespeare’s great half-lines: [reads]: 

Unburthen’d crawl toward death.  

Why crawl? Why not march? Why not face death standing up, shoulders thrown 

back, head held high? …Goes back to childhood, you know the Riddle of 

the Sphinx? Okay: What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the 

afternoon, three legs in the evening? Man. Four legs as a baby, two legs as 

a man, three legs as an old man hobbling along with a cane? Could be. 
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What else? He’s talking a little bit – I think – again, about the darker 

purpose. What happens – especially when you go back 

and…and…remember what Hrothgar 48 says in his homily, okay? What 

happens if you live long enough in this world? You wither away…. you 

experience your share…or more… of not only joy, but also of pain and 

suffering. And what does that suffering do? It beats…you…down, okay? 

That’s why Oedipus says, “Count no man happy…”  until when? Until he 

dies. 

Here, Thompson discussed the relevance of Lear’s age to the story. Lear knows he is about to 

die, and he wants to live out his remaining days in peace. Also, by invoking the riddle of the 

Sphinx, both Shakespeare and Thompson are referring to the process of aging, which as I have 

previously noted, increases the likelihood of physical impairment among all of us. 

 As the scene continues, Lear conducts his “love test”, and becomes angry at Cordelia’s 

refusal to outwardly state her love. At one point, Kent attempts to intervene and advise Lear to 

‘See better’. Lear replies that Kent should “come not between the dragon and his wrath”, and at 

that line, Thompson asked,  

THOMPSON. When Lear calls himself a dragon, what is he doing? Probably 

unintentionally? Remember the great chain of being? Where would the dragon 

be? In the human realm? In the angelic realm? 

JESSICA. The beast… 

THOMPSON. The beast. So, what is happening to Lear? He is devolving. He is 

descending…okay? [reads]: 

 
48 This is a reference to Beowulf. 
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[LEAR.] I loved her most, and thought to set my rest 

On her kind nursery.  

Oh, finally it comes out. Is this his darker purpose? What does he say, really, 

about what he thought about Cordelia?  

[…] 

JESSICA. That she would take care of him. 

THOMPSON. That she would take care of him. So why didn’t he just clearly, explicitly, 

write that […] “I want Cordelia to take care of me in my old age?” Why did he 

have to make it a game? Because he is a foolish old man. 

Early in the play, Lear makes the point that he had hoped to “set my rest / on her kind nursery” 

(1.1.126-127). This is an acknowledgement from Lear himself that he is getting older and will 

eventually die. Different than his earlier statement about “crawling toward death”, which might 

be read as overly theatrical, this was the heartbroken admission of a father who recognizes that 

the end of his life has just been made more difficult. Throughout the play, Lear struggles to 

accept the reality of his mortality while at the same time recognizing his long-lasting immortality 

and power as the ruler of Britain. 

 Professor Thompson also referred to Lear as a “foolish old man” thereby naming two 

separate impairments present within his characterization. As Thompson continued discussing the 

scene, he gets to Kent’s advice: Kent says:  

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

KENT. Let it fall rather [ …] be Kent unmannerly, 

When Lear is mad. / 

Mad, [means] crazy, not angry. [reads]: 
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[Kent.] What wilt thou do, old man? 

OOOh…. Can you imagine somebody going up to Queen Elizabeth: “What would 

you do Old Lady?”  [Students laugh.] Lear has power, Elizabeth really doesn’t. 

Like Professor Mercer’s class, Professor Thompson highlighted ideas of power, and the ways 

that it can operate within the play. One question that might be raised here regarding power 

revolves around who has more at this point, Kent or Lear? Kent sees Goneril, Regan, and 

Cordelia for who they are, and what they intend. Lear cannot accept an answer that is different 

than the one he expected; he does not have the ability to accurately assess the situation. Cordelia, 

Kent, and the King of France are the only characters to challenge Lear on his understanding of 

Cordelia’s meaning. All the rest take him at his word presumably because they do not want to 

“anger the dragon.” Lear has asked the kings of Burgundy and France if they will marry Cordelia 

even though she [now] has no dowery. Burgundy refuses, since he understands the dowry as the 

only purpose in the marriage. The King of France, however, calls her “rich, even though you are 

poor” and takes her with him to be his queen. 

 Afterward, Goneril and Regan step aside to talk about Lear’s strange behavior, and 

Thompson commented: 

THOMPSON. France and Cordelia leave, and Goneril and Regan speak, okay? Lear and 

all the others have left, and they give us a little indication of what they’re really 

thinking: 

GONERIL. You see how full of changes his age is; 

the observation we have made of it hath [not] been 

little: he always loved our sister most; and – / 

 Now he kicks her out. 
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REGAN. ’Tis the infirmity of his age: / 

He’s an old man, he’s losing his mind. 

yet he hath 

ever but slenderly known himself. 

What does that mean? “but slenderly known himself.” Does that mean he sees 

himself as being slender? No, what does it mean? What is Lear not given 

to? What does he not practice?  [Several students whisper.  Thompson 

acknowledges a student, whose response is inaudible] …Self…Self-

awareness. Self-examination, okay? In other words, we’re going to go 

back to the Greeks again. He doesn’t follow what is written on the stone 

outside the cave of the Oracle at Delphi. Two-word phrase [writes on 

board]: Know thyself. All right?  [Acknowledges a female student.] Go 

ahead. 

CAROL. I was just going to ask, does this mean that he has never… 

THOMPSON:  Yeah, I mean she seems to be suggesting that he “hath ever slenderly 

known himself” 

CAROL: So, this isn’t new or recent… 

THOMPSON:  No, no, she’s saying he’s always been this way. He’s not given to deep 

thought, in other words. He kind of…you know…something occurs, and he 

responds. He doesn’t sit and think through the ramifications. […] Lear […] has no 

humility, he has no knowledge of himself, all right?  So, Goneril…After the 

comment about “he hath ever but slenderly known himself  :..[reads]: 

GONERIL. The best and soundest of his time hath 
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been but rash;  

[…] 

Therefore, must we look to receive from 

his age, not alone the imperfections of long engraffed condition, 

that is, more rashness.  

but therewithal the unruly 

waywardness that infirm and choleric years bring 

with them. 

He’s got to be even worse, now that he’s old …[reads]: 

REGAN. Such unconstant starts are we like to have 

from him as this of Kent’s banishment. 

In other words, she’s saying, “This is very unlike Dad.”  Hmmm….[reads]: 

REGAN. We shall further think on’t. 

In other words, we had better plan out what’s going to be happening. 

Throughout his discussion of this scene, Professor Thompson continually highlighted the 

medical aspects of the scene. Many of these aspects were focused on ways that Lear talked about 

himself or how his daughters talked about him.  

 For many reasons, it is difficult not to think about the medical aspects of this scene. The 

characters are talking about how much Lear has changed recently. In fact, the first line of the 

play is Kent expressing confusion about Lear’s preferences. Throughout the scene, and 

especially after what Lear perceives as defiance from both Cordelia and Kent, Lear becomes 

more and more distracted, more and more agitated, and his sense of reason is focused only on 

retribution. Where onlookers see a struggling monarch, Lear continues to make the opening 
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scene about his power, regardless of his age. In her classroom, Professor Mercer summed up 

these ideas after a question from one of her students. 

MARY. Um, I was just thinking about language, and the double meaning of the word 

“mad.”  Um, and that when somebody is in a blind rage, they are crazy. And it 

seems to me that that happens to Lear, that happened to Othello…I was just sort 

of playing with that notion, and Cordelia and Edgar never get angry. They’re 

forgiving, they don’t get mad. Lear and Gloucester, um, it’s like ‘One strike and 

you’re out’, and um, and their children are banished. 

MERCER. Well, these people have power too. This is an example of what I was talking 

about, this sort of un-metaphoring, when things happen. In the quarrel between 

Lear and Kent when Kent says to him, “What wouldst though do, old man?” and 

Lear reproves him for this reference and Kent says, “Be Kent unmannerly when 

Lear is mad?”  Now, he’s not mad in the dissociated sense in which we see him in 

the middle of the play; in the storm taking stools for people and people for stools 

and so forth. He is mad in our more modern sense, of…of…not making good 

judgements, of behaving in a way that’s very inappropriate. But it’s still a figure 

of speech when Kent addresses it to him. 

MARY. I understand that, but the notion of people getting angry happens a lot in this 

play. 

MERCER. Yes. 

MARY. People are very quick-tempered, and they get mad a lot and I thought that was 

interesting. Um that the children treat the parents like children; they forgive them; 

um…they don’t get mad. […] 
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MERCER. They are impatient. I think this notion of patience plays into this idea of 

madness, when you say, you know, one strike and you’re out, or whatever it is. 

But I mean, notice how quickly the power shifts from the end of that, that 

ceremonial scene. We hear the two elder daughters saying “Well, you see how 

full of changes his age is” and that “he has ‘ever but slenderly known himself’. 

That you suddenly get the backstory that they never did respect him or think that 

he was so powerful. Now, that, that, that’s a slight…We don’t know if there had 

been a Scene Zero – a scene before the play began – if they would’ve said, “Our 

father is full of changes, we can’t wait until he gives away the kingdom.”  This is 

something that they say after this happens, and it’s as if they are misremembering. 

I mean, he may have been changeable before or not, but now they have the power, 

and they can re-position him as the child, and that’s what they do, basically – they 

infantilize him; they make him play tricks, they make him kneel, 

they…they…they… And he begins to act out, really, in front of them to get their 

attention, so that losing the, the, the, the position of ‘father, patriarch, king’  […] 

Certainly, the whole first scene is very much a scene of impatience of his. Partly 

because, I mean, we talked about it a bit when we talked about Othello, about the 

degree to which the play was a play about scripts and playwriting and designing 

the scenes and so forth. This is very much a scene or a ceremonial that has already 

been pre-designed. […]  And [Cordellia’s] refusal to participate in this 

scriptedness is also something that infuriates him. It’s also a sign immediately of 

his lack of control. 
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During this exchange, Professor Mercer and her students covered many of the same impairments 

that Thompson and his students did. For example, Mary talked about the difference between 

anger and madness. She also talked about the daughters treating Lear as an infant, which is a 

concept often critiqued within Disability Studies scholarship whereby people and characters with 

disabilities are infantilized. The entire conversation, however, was initially framed as one about 

power. In many ways, that also works with ideas of disability because disability can often be 

thought of as a loss of power in given situations. Professor Mercer recast the idea of “madness” 

as a version of “patience,” saying that impatience and anger led to madness in many of the play’s 

scenes and suggested that Lear’s behavior was situational (based on the environment) rather than 

any underlying medical condition. However, based on the lines presented in the text, it is unclear 

whether Goneril or Regan have seen these changes before. Nevertheless, the fact that they want 

to discuss it further suggests that they plan to use Lear’s impairment against him. 

 By taking the time to read through and discuss this scene with students, both instructors 

allowed students to ask questions that they may have otherwise ignored. For instance, though it 

was an incomplete question in this session, the fact that Carol was able to ask, “does that mean 

that he has never…” regarding Lear’s mental health, and then follow up with “so this isn’t new 

or recent,” made it possible for Carol to think about mental disabilities and mental deterioration 

in different ways. At the very least, her observation allowed her (and possibly her classmates) to 

understand the character of King Lear differently than they had before the conversation took 

place. As both instructors moved forward, they discussed a theme related to Lear’s age, but also 

separate from it.  
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Both Classrooms Discussing Madness and Alzheimer’s 

 During his discussion of 1.4, Professor Thompson offered more specific details regarding 

the type of impairment that he thinks Lear is facing throughout the play. The discussion 

developed as he read and interpreted the following lines that occur as soon as Lear’s daughter, 

Goneril, enters the room: 

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

LEAR. Are you our daughter? 

GONERIL. Come, sir, 

I would you would make use of that good wisdom 

Whereof I know you are fraught, and put away 

These dispositions that of late transform you 

From what you rightly are. 

What does she mean? […] When Lear asks: “Are you our daughter?” is he 

joking? Goneril thinks he is… [reads]: 

LEAR. Doth any here know me? This is not Lear. 

Doth Lear walk thus? speak thus? Where are his eyes?  

Either his notion weakens, his discernings 

Are lethargied- 

[…] 

I would learn that; for, by the marks of sovereignty, 

Knowledge, and reason, I should be false persuaded 

I had daughters. 

[…] Your name, fair gentlewoman? 

GONERIL. This admiration -- 
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What does she mean? She doesn’t mean the way we use admiration, […] ‘Admiration’ is 

related to the word ‘to be amazed’. This astonishment…this… to have his mind 

‘taken’ as it were; like he’s not seeing clearly. 

GONERIL. This admiration, sir, is much o' th' savour 

Of other your new pranks. 

That is, ‘Come on. Stop Dad, you’re playing these games.’ 

I don’t think he is. I think this is an instance where Lear looks at his daughter and he 

doesn’t recognize her. Maybe what Shakespeare is describing here isn’t madness; 

maybe it’s Alzheimer’s. Okay? 

Here, Thompson made a distinction between “madness” and what we currently refer to as 

Alzheimer’s disease, even though “madness” within the Elizabethan era encapsulated several 

different disorders that were not specifically named. One justification for this distinction may be 

based in the idea that “madness” was often associated with elements of manic or frenzied 

behavior. For instance, as I’ve discussed in previous chapters, Sujata Iyengar lists her entry for 

madness together with the terms “Lunacy, Lunatic, Bedlam, Crazed, Ecstasy, Frenzy, [and] 

Insane” (202). Each of these terms, in the Elizabethan era and today, carries with it a connotation 

of disorder, or wildness and unpredictability that Thompson may not want to associate with 

Alzheimer’s. More importantly, he was able to associate a Shakespearean representation of 

mental impairment with a modern diagnosis and give students a reasonable explanation for what 

occurs within the play.  

In the next part of the scene, Goneril refuses to house so many of Lear’s knights. He had 

originally come with 100, and she cut that number to 50. While Professor Mercer and her class 

were discussing it, Kim had this observation, she said: 
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KIM. Um, I was thinking of that great scene where the number of attendants is reduced 

from 100 to 50 to 25 to 10 to 5 that that really went to the political/historical 

versus family question, because you can look at that at one side that the daughters 

did not want all of these raucous, uh, knights in their house, but it’s also an 

indication that they- they’re just expressing to Lear, ‘We’re taking your power 

away from you. If you’re a king, you need a hundred attendants, but in fact, you 

don’t need any.’ 

MERCER. Well…they…the…When he says that he wants to ‘unburdened crawl toward 

death’ –this inadvertent image of him as a child – that he does not see that – as –

the irony of the opening scene is partly that he does not understand the 

implications of the imagery that he is mobilizing here. And when he says that 

“only we will retain the name and addition of a king” – 

Within this brief exchange, Kim raised a point that Thompson’s students did not. She mentioned 

that Goneril and Regan are working to take Lear’s power away from him. Also, during her 

response, Professor Mercer mentioned “this inadvertent image of [Lear] as a child.” Mercer is 

referring to the earlier line of ‘crawling toward death’, but one of the reasons that the image was 

evoked during this scene is because Lear’s daughters continually infantilize him. 

 To my larger point, inappropriately treating people like children and taking their power 

from them are two of the most common concerns among people with disabilities. Therefore, 

through this exchange, both Professor Mercer and her student recognized two of the major issues 

within this scene and called attention to it. In Professor Thompson’s class, he focused on the 

lines right after Goneril proposes that Lear the number of his knights in half. As he leaves her 

house, Lear curses Goneril, saying:  
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LEAR. [to Goneril] Detested kite, thou liest! 

My train are men of choice and rarest parts, 

That all particulars of duty know 

And in the most exact regard support 

The worships of their name.- O most small fault, 

How ugly didst thou in Cordelia show! 

Which, like an engine, wrench'd my frame of nature 

From the fix'd place; drew from my heart all love 

And added to the gall. O Lear, Lear, Lear! 

Beat at this gate that let thy folly in [Strikes his head.] 

And thy dear judgment out! Go, go, my people.  (1.4.274-285) 

While reading the scene to students, Thompson physically beat at his own head to demonstrate 

Lear’s actions. 

THOMPSON. [reads]:  

Lear, Lear, Lear! / Beat at this gate!’ 

and he strikes his head…What does he mean ‘thy dear judgement’? It’s like his brains are 

leaking out…His reason…his thoughtfulness…It was replaced with foolishness. 

Thompson’s explanation of the scene is perhaps the clearest description of impairment in the 

play so far. By suggesting that Lear’s reason got replaced with foolishness, he is directly tying 

the events of the play to a specific change in Lear. Although modern audiences understand those 

lines as signifying a cognitive change (one affecting the mind alone), Elizabethans understood it 

as a physical change of the body, which affected the mind. Lear’s lack of reason and increased 

foolishness would have been attributed to an increase of black bile (one of the four humors) in 
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his system. However, Thompson did not expand on that theory. Instead, Thompson reads the 

curse the Lear gives to Goneril as he leaves the castle and then begins to analyze Act 2. 

Act 2 consists of four scenes, all of which are largely transitional. This means that they 

are designed to show how certain characters change from one state of being into another. A 

primary example of this is when, during 2.3, Edgar transforms himself into Poor Tom. While 

discussing that scene, Professor Thompson had this to say to students: 

THOMPSON. Edgar now knows that his father is out to get him. So, he does what Kent 

does, and disguises himself. Notice how much disguising is going on within the 

play. [reads]: 

The country gives me proof and precedent 

Of Bedlam beggars, who, with roaring voices, 

Strike in their numb'd and mortified bare arms 

Pins, wooden pricks, nails, sprigs of rosemary;  

That is, they stick in their arms. You know, we have people who cut themselves. 

The beggars of Bedlam would stick pins, wooden pricks, nails and sprigs 

of rosemary. Why? Because they’re bat – you know what—crazy. Okay?  

‘Bedlam’ – it comes from the name of a hospital – [writes on the board] 

Bethlehem hospital. It was a hospital for the insane. In English 

pronunciation however, the ‘th’ becomes a ‘duh’ [d] and the ‘leham’ just 

becomes ‘lam’ [demonstrates on board.] 

While breaking down the scene for students, Professor Thompson connected a common 

synonym for madness to English history of the period. According to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, the term was first used in this sense in 1528 by William Tyndale, but a reference to 
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the town of Bethlehem was made as early as 971 (Bedlam). These connections to early English 

history suggest that as a culture, the people of England were working to label and categorize 

impairments, and that there were structures in place to treat and manage a portion of the 

population that needed it. Inserting this soliloquy for Edgar makes it clear that Shakespeare 

understood the ways that beggars were treated during his lifetime. He knew that they were often 

considered ‘mad,’ and that the general public ignored them. These facts made it possible for 

Edgar to disguise himself and hide successfully as a beggar, and although Thompson did not 

expand on the idea, several historians including Borsay (Disability and Social Policy in Britain 

Since 1750), Metzler (Disability in Medieval Europe), and Picard (Elizabeth's London) have 

noted that beggars were counted among the population of Elizabethan England as having 

disabilities. 

 In Act 2 Scene 4, Lear arrives at Regan’s castle to find Kent (dressed as Caius) trapped in 

the stocks. During a conversation about how Kent was put there, Lear finds it difficult to believe 

that Cornwall and Regan ordered it and gets angrier and angrier as he thinks about it. Thompson 

reads: 

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

LEAR: O, how this mother swells up toward my heart! 

Hysterica passio!  

[In other words] Hysterical passion. [reads]: 

Down, thou climbing sorrow! 

It’s like this madness is welling up, and he’s like “Down boy, down.” [reads]: 

Thy element's below! 
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Why? Because reason is supposed to rule. [Goes to the whiteboard and signifies levels of 

the human body.] Renaissance conception of kind of the ‘order of the body’: You 

have Reason [top] with the head; you have the Passions with the heart; [mid-

level] and then the humors and all that kind of stuff [below]. The head is supposed 

to be in control. What’s happening? The passions are rising and Lear knows it. 

This is the tragic thing, I think, about Lear. Lear is fully aware of the madness 

that’s coming. 

My mom has Alzheimer’s. When her Alzheimer’s started, she wasn’t aware of it. Yeah, 

she realized that she couldn’t remember things as well – but even as it got really, 

really bad there’s no recognition of it. Even when she’d go from really, really bad 

to a lucid moment… she wouldn’t remember what happened five minutes before. 

Lear is getting to that point. But it’s madness –I don’t think it’s Alzheimer’s. I 

think there is a difference. I dunno. 

Thompson’s comparison of Lear’s mental instability to a modern-day illness made sense because 

he was trying to relate the actions, anxieties, and frustrations of the character to something that 

his students might recognize more easily.  

 The exchange in which Professor Thompson told students a story about his own mother 

having Alzheimer’s disease was important for several reasons. First and foremost, it aligned 

Thompson with disability historians like Martha Rose, Kim Nielsen, and Irina Metzler who often 

work toward bringing a present-day understanding to an historical context. In other words, 

Thompson was working to make sense of the world that Shakespeare created in ways that his 

students could identify and to which they could relate. Second, sharing a personal story about his 

mother’s disabling condition gave students the opportunity to share their own stories, and 
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particularly gave them permission to share their stories about disability. By sharing that story, 

and by further admitting that he was unsure about the relationship between the “madness” that 

Lear enacts and Alzheimer’s disease when he said, “I don’t think it’s Alzheimer’s. I think there 

is a difference. I dunno,”  

Thompson was in the process of accepting the possibility of other things and opening the 

floor up to further discussion. Whether he knew the term or not, Professor Thompson was 

opening a space where he and his students could talk freely about their own lived experience 

with disabilities (Wilson and Lewiecki-Wilson).Of course, there are always potential risks to 

these types of disclosures (Chrisman 130), and students as well as teachers need to be 

comfortable enough to do that. Ultimately, the choice to disclose must remain with the student 

alone. Upon hearing no responses, Thompson continued: 

THOMPSON. …and what does she say? [reads]: 

REGAN. O, sir, you are old! 

Nature in you stands on the very verge 

Of her confine. You should be rul'd, and led 

By some discretion that discerns your state 

Better than you yourself.  

Now, that part’s true.   

For the remainder of the scene, it is apparent that Regan and Goneril have decided to join forces 

and strip their father of his knight followers saying that he has no need of 100. Before he came to 

Regan’s castle, Goneril cut the number she would accept to 50, and now Regan eventually cuts 

that down to one and asks Lear why he needs that one.  

THOMPSON. …and what does he say? [reads]: 
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Lear. O, reason not the need! Our basest beggars 

Are in the poorest thing superfluous. 

Allow not nature more than nature needs, 

Man's life is cheap as beast's. Thou art a lady: 

If only to go warm were gorgeous, 

Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wear'st 

Which scarcely keeps thee warm. But, for true need- 

You heavens, give me that patience, patience I need! 

What does it mean to be patient? What is patience?  

It’s almost Christmas…What happens [when] you take a group of let’s say 20 five- to 

ten-year-olds, [and you] have a plate or a table full of cookies and brownies and ice 

cream, and cupcakes and candy, and you say, “Don’t touch…be patient…wait ‘til it’s 

time… What are you telling them to do? Suffer. That’s what ‘be patient’ means. It means 

suffer. Endure. Because it is painful to them to forestall those desires. That’s why when 

you go to a hospital you become a patient. Why? Because you’re healthy? No, because 

you’re suffering. So, he says, ‘I need patience.’ He needs to learn to endure. He needs to 

learn to suffer. His suffering is only beginning.  

Thompson continued to read the scene, wherein Lear becomes more and more agitated and 

unsure about what to do about his daughters and the escalating level of disrespect he feels from 

them. Finally, near the end of the scene, he shouts, ‘O Fool! I shall go mad!’ and runs from the 

castle into a building storm. Against Gloucester’s advice, Regan has the doors of the castle 

locked, and tells the others that Lear must ostensibly learn his lesson alone and will therefore be 

left out in the storm. While explaining Regan’s decision, Thompson compared Lear to young 
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children who need to touch a hot stove to learn that it’s hot. He equated that with a “hard 

reality”, and that pain and suffering can often teach lessons we would not otherwise learn. 

As Professor Thompson reviewed these scenes and these specific lines with students, it 

seemed apparent that he understood that Lear had multiple concerns and that some of them 

revolved around mental and physical impairments. Thompson’s continued references to madness 

revealed the level of importance that the concept has in the play for him. Additionally, the fact 

that Thompson connected the ideas of being patient and being a patient was intriguing, and 

certainly could have been expanded in future sessions. Nevertheless, Thompson’s final comment 

from the analysis above suggests his awareness that a continued medical condition and the 

consequences of it are major components of the story to come. 

While Lear is facing the storm, he yells at the sky for the storm to “blow winds, blow!” 

Thompson says to his students, “He’s yelling at the storm, why?” A student quickly responded, 

“He’s crazy.” And Thompson agreed, saying, “He’s just all-out [and] begins to think and talk 

aloud about the beggars he has seen, admitting that [he has] “taken too little care of this” 

(3.4.22). Thompson told his students that Lear is referring to the situation with beggars – that 

Lear feels some pity for them and their situation. Although Thompson did not connect the 

population of beggars to the population of people with disabilities, disability scholars often do49. 

Shortly after Lear realizes his part in the problem of the poor, he says aloud: “Take physic 

Pomp” and Thompson talked about that line. He asked: 

THOMPSON. What does he mean, ‘take physic’? 

GREG.  Medicine…like an antidote or something? 

 
49 As they studied the population of people with disabilities in Early Modern England authors including Irina 
Metzler, Liza Picard, and Edward Wheatley each specifically cited beggars as a significant component of the group 
they studied. 
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THOMPSON. Yeah, not antidote. “Take your medicine, Pomp.” You know Edward 

Elgar’s “Pomp and Circumstance”, the music they play at graduation? So how is 

he saying “take medicine, Pomp”?  Pompous, ceremonial people, who have 

everything, who live according to ceremony – he’s talking about himself. “Take 

your medicine.”  In Shakespeare’s day, medicines, simples, herbs, were often 

thought to work by this idea of opposition. Okay? If it was thought that you had 

some kind of illness inside that was derived of sweetness, you’d be given 

something sour. So, what’s the opposite of Pomp? Poverty. [reads]: 

Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel, 

Why? 

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them  

Superflux – your gloss says ‘the superfluity” -- that is, the things he has beyond 

what he needs – “with suggestion of floods (bodily discharge) introduced 

by physic (purgative). 

Here, Thompson has once again mentioned medical thinking that was part of “Shakespeare’s 

day.” In this case, he did not specifically mention the humors of the body, but he was referencing 

the way that many physicians of the era treated conditions. Here, Thompson has once again 

mentioned medical thinking that was part of “Shakespeare’s day.” In this case, he did not 

specifically mention the humors of the body, but he was referencing the way that many 

physicians of the era treated conditions. First, Thompson suggested that students go to their gloss 

– or the translation of Shakespearean terms often present in modern editions of the plays to 

understand the word “superflux.” When he realized that the gloss was unclear, he further defined 
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the word and suggested that “physic” refers to a purgative which allows users to expel excess 

bodily fluids. 

During this struggle with himself, Lear begins to undress because he realizes that he is no 

better than the beggars that he is among. Thompson asked his students if “Lear is in his sane, 

rational mind” and there is a general mumbling “No.” Thompson followed up with “No, he’s still 

bat – you know what – crazy.”  

Thompson’s continued mentions of Lear’s state of mind, clarifications regarding medical 

approaches and mental stability, as well as Lear’s own reference to “this tempest in my in my 

mind [that]/ Doth from my senses take all feeling else (3.4.10-11) reaffirmed how important a 

medical framework is to this story. To truly understand Lear as a character and what he is going 

through, audience members should consider the story from medical and familial perspectives. 

Both Classrooms Discussing Gloucester’s Blindness 

For timing reasons, Thompson moved directly on to 3.7, wherein Cornwall and Regan 

arrest Gloucester and charge him with treason for sending the king to Dover and not telling them 

why. As punishment, Gloucester is blinded in both eyes.50 Afterward, the servants standing by 

are horrified and try to defend him. Cornwall is stabbed, and a servant is killed.51 During her 

class session, one of Professor Mercer’s students asked: 

JACKIE. Can I just add to what you were just saying a bit ago? Getting back to the vile 

jelly out? – “Out, vile jelly,” which is one the most terrible things in a terrible 

play, I don’t remember if it’s in the - is it in the Folio or the Quarto where we 

have the additional scene with the servants afterwards -- where Gloucester is put 

 
50 This scene is often discussed as one of the most gruesome in Shakespeare, because Cornwall plucks out one eye, 
and then (if the text is followed) grinds out the other with his boot.  
51 Thompson did not elaborate on these points. I look at the dialogue in Chapter 7. 
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out of doors and then the servants actually follow him and say they’re going to 

take care of him.  

 

I don't remember, for those of you that have the Norton [edition,] if Prof. 

Velasquez’s conflated version has that - is it in there? I mean that’s such a 

fascinating instance of the redemption of nihilism at the same time that you have 

nihilism going on because when you think about the substance of an eye and what 

it would be like once it’s disembodied from the human head, it’s awful. And then 

the servants take upon themselves the task of redeeming that materiality. In some 

way, they’re saying, “Well, we’ll make a poultice and will make it out of flax and 

egg whites, very viscous substances there quite like the human eye,” and their 

attempt is so futile on the one hand, because where do you put a poultice on an 

absence?  Are they putting it on the eyelids or are they putting it where the eyes 

were supposed to be?  

 

But at the same time there was a great restoration of humanity in their attempt to 

just do something for him, even though there is nothing that can be done. 

MERCER. And also just to add to that there's of course the lonely heroism of Cornwall’s 

servant, who attempts to intervene and who again has an appeal to the fealty of 

the servant, “I’ve served you all my life but greater service that I never do than 

now to bid you hold”, That this rebellion against service in a - which is it’s a 

version of what Kent did, it’s a version that the loyal servant sees better, but the 

fact that this is a servant not a noblemen that again the scene is very visceral  
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Here, Professor Mercer talked specifically about Cornwall’s servants, who decide to defend 

Gloucester after he has been brutally (and wrongly) blinded by Cornwall. By ‘sees better’, 

Mercer is bringing up the idea that these servants understand differently than they had before. As 

they watched Cornwall enact the blinding, they recognized the humanity in Gloucester and the 

monstrosity that Cornwall inflicted. These two servants recognized that service to a good man 

was preferable to service to Cornwall. At the end of the scene, servants were discussing putting 

together a poultice to ease Gloucester’s suffering, and while the idea of suffering with a 

disability is largely located inside a medical model of disability, the fact that they recognized 

Gloucester’s pain and identified the more human, individualized characteristics of his story 

suggest that they were also working to understand a more socialized approach to disability. 

After referring to the world he now sees as “all dark and comfortless,” Gloucester calls 

out for his son Edmund. Regan responds: 

REGAN. Thou call'st on him that hates thee. It was he 

That made the overture of thy treasons to us; 

Who is too good to pity thee. 

GLOUCESTER. O my follies! Then Edgar was abus'd. 

Kind gods, forgive me that, and prosper him!  (3.7.112) 

At the beginning of Act 4, Gloucester is on the road to Dover, and meets Poor Tom (his 

son, Edgar). However, Gloucester doesn’t recognize him. Gloucester asks Edgar to go with him 

to the Cliffs of Dover, and intends to jump from the edge, killing himself rather than living in the 

world as a blind man. Edgar agrees and does not understand what has brought his father to this 

point. Throughout the scene, audiences continue to see Gloucester’s depression around his 

blindness. As part of that depression, Gloucester says to Edgar “As flies to wanton boys are we 
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to th' gods./ They kill us for their sport” (4.1.41-42). After reading those lines to students, 

Professor Thompson said, “Now that’s a bleak view on life.”  Although he called this viewpoint 

bleak, it may also align with Gloucester’s growing depression. This is the first scene after his 

blinding, and it makes sense that he is going through a form of denial and grief that would 

manifest in this way. 

 As Gloucester and Edgar make their way to the cliffs of Dover, Shakespeare returned to 

Lear’s story with a brief scene. He has been taken to the French camp where Cordelia meets with 

a doctor. They are discussing Lear’s condition. Thompson reviewed the scene: 

THOMPSON. Cordelia is talking to the Gentleman [Doctor] and she’s talking about 

Lear. She says ‘he’s so crazy, he’s so far gone’ and [he] says: [reads]: 

Doctor. There is means, madam.  

Our foster nurse of nature is repose, 

The which he lacks. 

What is repose? [We sometimes] use that word when somebody dies. He’s 

reposed. What does it mean? It means he’s sleeping. Lear needs sleep. 

You find somebody who’s really really agitated, or really, really depressed 

and what do they have trouble doing? … They can’t sleep. They’re just 

wound tight. So he says: [reads]: 

[There] are many simples operative, whose power 

Will close the eye of anguish.  

We can give him drugs in other words. 

Once again in his explanation of the scene, Thompson continued his technique of reading and 

defining. However, at the same time, he related Lear’s medical condition to current thinking on 
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depression and agitation. The dialogue from the doctor in the scene above is not that different 

from advice given today for similar conditions, and Thompson’s choice to connect the dramatic 

situation with the reality of the modern world is one way to draw students into the work. That 

example can also be used to demonstrate how Shakespeare’s work remains relevant today. 

 Act 4 Scene 6 revolves around Edgar and Gloucester at the Cliffs of Dover. On the 

journey, Edgar devised a plan to end is father’s depression and save his life at the same time. As 

they walk, Edgar narrates the journey, which Professor Mercer handled quite well. The following 

points were made in her class: 

MERCER. The scene in which Gloucester is led to something that he thinks is Dover 

Cliff, and he’s blind and he jumps. And again, how do you perform this so that 

it’s not Charlie Chaplin, or if it is, it’s pathos through Charlie Chaplin? The fact 

that it is not sublime makes it sublime. The fact that it is not in fact a leap from a 

great height, but that the sublimity is inside; it’s the idea that he has fallen from a 

great height, that, that…converts him. And that wonderful scene again – it’s an 

un-scene – it’s a passage that describes something that we do not encounter – in 

which the disguised Edgar says, “Look up.”  First, he says, “Look down”, first he 

says: 

Halfway down  

Hangs one that gathers sampire- dreadful trade! 

And the 

I see a boat in the distance 

It’s buoy almost imperceptible to me; 
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Professor Mercer focused on the theatricality of the scene rather than the effects that it had on 

changing Gloucester’s thinking about blindness. Here again, however, Gloucester’s blindness 

becomes integral to the illusion that Edgar creates. If Gloucester had been able to see, Edgar’s 

narration would have failed to convince his father of anything, and the conversion that takes 

place would have failed as well. Further, the eventual resolutions that occur between Lear and 

his daughter and Gloucester and his son would be impossible.52 

Professor Thompson went into more detail with his students about the same scene near 

the end of his session. He shared the following with them:  

THOMPSON. [reads]: 

 O you mighty gods! He kneels. 

This world I do renounce, and, in your sights, 

Shake patiently my great affliction off. 

Does he really? He’s going to, as Hamlet says. ‘make his quiatus’. He’s going to kill 

himself. That’s not patiently shaking affliction off. [reads]: 

If I could bear it longer and not fall 

To quarrel with your great opposeless wills, 

My snuff and loathed part of nature should 

Burn itself out. If Edgar live, O, bless him!    

And he falls forward. 

At this point, Edgar has made a convincing case to Gloucester about the height from which he is 

falling that when he falls forward, he is so convinced, he loses consciousness for a moment. 

 
52 Before the end of the play, Gloucester and Lear meet up again and talk about the knowledge they have gained 
from their respective impairments. Each understands life very differently, and each is ready to forgive wronged 
family members. 
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Edgar returns to his side and convinces Gloucester that he has fallen a great distance, and that 

during the fall Gloucester fought a demon and survived. In this way, Edgar suggested, the gods 

wanted Gloucester alive for a purpose. Thompson continued: 

THOMPSON. [reads]:  

EDGAR: …Therefore, thou happy father, 

Think that the clearest gods, who make them honours 

Of men's impossibility, have preserv'd thee. 

The ‘them’ there isn’t referring to the gods, it’s referring to the ‘men’s’….That is, the 

things you think you are unable to do, and you do – the gods give you honor for that. 

GLOUCESTER. I do remember now. Henceforth I'll bear 

Affliction till it do cry out itself 

'Enough, enough,' and die.  

Notice the difference in attitude. What’s Gloucester saying? There’s not an easy way out. 

 

The change in attitude that Thompson mentioned may not be specifically based in a 

medical change, but it, like so many other aspects of Gloucester’s journey, are indicative and 

characteristic of depression. By calling special attention to these lines and the change that they 

brought forth, Thompson allowed students to make connections between drama and reality, 

drama and disability. In terms of modern thinking about disability, when he was blinded by 

Cornwall, Gloucester initially thought that the impairment was too much to bear and was going 

to kill himself rather than live and struggle with the impairment. As he goes to his knees in this 

scene, he truly believes (thanks to Edgar’s continued narration and deception) that he is at the 

edge of a high cliff. As he falls forward, he does so with the intention of falling to his death. 
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 As Gloucester “falls”, Edgar continues the illusion to convince his father that he has 

fallen and miraculously survived – because the gods wanted him to. Believing the story, 

Gloucester’s attitude changes, so that he now understands the power and opportunity that his 

blindness and the gods have offered him. It is at that point that he decides to continue living until 

the gods say “Enough, enough, and [he dies]” (4.6.95). The scene, and the change in perspective, 

is important not only because they allow for future resolutions, but Gloucester’s realization also 

highlights a shift from focusing on the individual to focusing on society at large.  

This was the final scene that Professor Thompson addressed in detail. For the final act of 

the play, he knew he was short on time and summarized the content and resolution of the play. 

During Act 5, many of the main characters die, and Lear is named king for the remainder of his 

life. 

 In the final scenes of the play, there is a character which some versions of the play refer 

to as a doctor. This is the same person who advised Cordelia earlier that Lear needed sleep. At 

the end of the play, the doctor is present to simply awaken Lear, so that Lear can ask Cordelia for 

forgiveness before she was killed, and he died of a broken heart. As Professor Thompson 

summarized these scenes, he did not talk about more impairments. He was simply trying to bring 

closure to the play for students. 

Impairments in King Lear and Moving Forward  

Throughout King Lear, Professor Mercer and Professor Thompson as well as their 

students, identified and discussed several physical and mental impairments. Many of these 

conversations were focused on madness and blindness. Additionally, conversations took place 

regarding Edmund’s status as illegitimate within the kingdom and the ways in which that 

changed at several points. As each classroom discussed the play, neither instructors nor students 
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seemed to have the specific goal of talking about the impairments of the characters. Professor 

Mercer began her session by talking about themes, and several of those themes were identified as 

impairments by students. In his classroom, Professor Thompson worked with his students one 

scene at a time while carefully deconstructing and explaining each one. Ideas of madness, 

blindness, and illegitimacy appeared as overall themes in his classroom as well. The fact that 

themes of impairment were so present in each of these classrooms even though neither instructor 

was specifically focusing on them speaks to the importance of madness, blindness, and 

illegitimacy to King Lear as a play.  

In the next chapter, I work specifically with narrative prosthesis, masquerade, disability 

con, and ideas of madness to demonstrate how applying Disability Studies to King Lear can 

provide even more nuanced readings of the disability already present within the play.
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Chapter 7: ‘See Better, Lear.’: A Disability Studies Reading of King Lear 
 
 

In the final data chapter of my dissertation, I work to complete the answer to my second 

research question and offer a Disability Studies reading of King Lear to demonstrate how a more 

nuanced use of specific concepts from Disability Studies can inform a reading of the play. Like 

Hamlet, the story of King Lear relies on narrative prosthesis and the materiality of metaphor for 

its structure and many of its dramatic elements. Lear is different than Hamlet, though, in that 

there are several narratives occurring at the same time. In terms of a narrative prosthesis, the 

social break that typically initiates a single narrative of disability instead spurred the creation of 

multiple story arcs, and each sub-narrative is based on a separate impairment.  

Primarily, the story is divided into two subplots, with one based on Lear and the other 

based on Gloucester. Focusing on these two characters alone, the prosthetic narratives are 

created based on old age and mental instability (Lear) and blindness (Gloucester). For the 

purposes of this chapter, however, I am going to argue for a third narrative, and a third 

impairment as well, presented in the character of Edmund. Further, I position illegitimacy as a 

socially and culturally defined impairment rather than a strictly physical one53. Although these 

impairments were not specifically discussed within a Disability Studies framework as they were 

mentioned in classroom exchanges, both Professor Mercer and Professor Thompson talked about 

the impairments that form the basis for this chapter at the beginning of their respective sessions 

on King Lear.  

 
53 It is important to note that the flexibility of the cultural model allows for my assessment of legitimacy as an 
impairment, as does the context presented by the play. Other disability models (the medical model and a strict social 
model, for instance) would reject this interpretation because it does not have a medical diagnosis at its root. In this 
case, I am focusing more on the stigmatizing power of Edmund’s status than any physical or medical findings. 
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As I begin this chapter, I share the observations made in both classrooms that named the 

impairments which are most prevalent within King Lear. Afterward, I perform a detailed analysis 

of the opening scene of the play because the events that occurred in Act 1, Scene 1 represent the 

social break that established the disability narratives present within the play. For the remainder 

of the chapter, I outline a Disability Studies approach to each of these narratives independently 

and then attempt to show how the resolution of each individual narrative repairs and completes 

the entirety of the King Lear story.    

Six concepts were noted by students in Barbara Mercer’s classroom as soon as she asked 

about key terms. These included Sight and Blindness, being old, being “mad,” having patience, 

and being foolish. Students also mentioned ideas of strength and weakness. Matt Thompson 

immediately began discussing the first scene, and quickly addressed the idea of legitimacy. Ideas 

introduced in both classes serve as the basis for the application of disability theory to the story. 

However, because the events of Act 1 Scene 1 create much of the conflict for the remainder of 

the play and resonate within Disability Studies, I spend the first part of the chapter outlining 

them. 

The First Scene: A Series of Social Breaks 
 

King Lear opens with Gloucester and Kent foreshadowing Lear’s decision to divide the 

kingdom. Afterward, Gloucester’s illegitimate son Edmund arrives, and the following 

conversation takes place: 

KENT. Is not this your son, my lord? 

GLOUCESTER. His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge. I have so often 

blush'd to acknowledge him that now I am braz'd to't. 

KENT. I cannot conceive you. 
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GLOUCESTER. Sir, this young fellow's mother could; whereupon she grew 

round-womb'd, and had indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she 

had a husband for her bed. Do you smell a fault? 

KENT. I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue of it being so 

proper. 

GLOUCESTER. But I have, sir, a son by order of law, some year elder than 

this, who yet is no dearer in my account. Though this knave came 

something saucily into the world before he was sent for, yet was 

his mother fair, there was good sport at his making, and the 

whoreson must be acknowledged.   (1.1.1-20). 

Within the first 20 lines of the play, Shakespeare raises questions regarding legitimacy. Because 

Edmund was born outside the bonds of marriage, he cannot inherit Gloucester’s wealth and is 

thought of by some characters as “less than.” Ideas of legitimacy are a major theme for King 

Lear and are discussed later in this chapter. 

 As the king arrives with the remaining courtiers, he announces “Know we have divided / 

In three our kingdom; and 'tis our fast intent / To shake all cares and business from our 

age,/Conferring them on younger strengths while we / Unburthen'd crawl toward death” (1.1. 40-

44).  

 While the lines that Lear speaks certainly convey his intent, they also convey a 

knowledge about the future and a certain fear for that future. His lines also about youth, old age, 

and death echo Shakespeare’s writing from As You Like It when Jacques details the Seven Ages 

of Man:  He says: 

 JACQUES. Last scene of all,  
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That ends this strange eventful history, 

Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 

Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.  (As You Like It, 2.7.170-173) 

 

It should not come as a surprise that Lear Immediately, this signifies a break in the kingdom as 

well as Lear’s mind. Further, Lear tells his three daughters that they will gain land of the 

kingdom according to how each answers the question, “Which of you shall we say doth love us 

most?” (1.1.56). 

Lear’s “love test” is well known to be a crux of the play, and Stanley Cavell wrote, “is 

about the interpretation and confusion of politics with love" (67). Lear’s eldest daughters, 

Goneril and Regan, have traditionally been portrayed as the “evil” sisters, while Cordelia has 

been labeled as “the heart” of the play. Goneril and Regan speak falsely of the love they bear 

their father and receive equal thirds of the kingdom. When Lear asks Cordelia what she can say 

to “gain a third more opulent than your sisters?” (1.1.95). She responds simply: “Nothing, my 

lord” (1.1.96).  After repeated requests for her to speak of her love, Cordelia speaks honestly, 

saying: 

CORDELIA. Good my lord, 

You have begot me, bred me, lov'd me; I 

Return those duties back as are right fit,    

Obey you, love you, and most honour you. 

Why have my sisters husbands, if they say 

They love you all? Haply, when I shall wed, 

That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry 
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Half my love with him, half my care and duty.   

Sure I shall never marry like my sisters, 

To love my father all.  (1.1. 99-107) 

To fully analyze this scene, I looked at different productions of the play. The staging of this 

scene and the characteristics given to the king which help to define his “madness” as well as his 

infirmity varied. I found that choices in costume that largely inferred age and vocal inflection 

which would go from soft to loud to infer quick temperedness demonstrated a focus on outward 

characteristics used to define inward struggle (Longmore; Norden) as well as the physical and 

cognitive impairments that the script suggested. 

Cordelia’s response so angers Lear that he immediately disowns her. When Kent tries to 

stop Lear, Lear yells back, “Peace, Kent! / Come not between the dragon and his wrath. / I lov'd 

her most and thought to set my rest / On her kind nursery” (1.1.126-129). Here, audience 

members can begin to understand why Lear so hurt by Cordelia’s response. During the scene 

above, the actress playing Cordelia in Trevor Nunn’s production physically approached her 

father as she uttered the lines (07:48-08:03). Eventually, she knelt, and addressed him as a 

caregiver might for a person using a wheelchair. Not only was this the only one of the four 

filmed productions I reviewed in which that happened, it was also the only one in which the 

actress approached Lear and entered his personal space54.  

Cordelia’s responses, including the physical movement toward Lear, show that she still 

loves her father, but also grasps the reality of her situation, and his. Kent also speaks with a great 

deal of respect for his king, saying, “Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least, / Nor are 

those empty-hearted whose low sound / Reverbs no hollowness” (1.1.152-154). Each of these 

 
54 During my investigation, I revied filmed performances of King Lear starring Laurence Oliver (1984), Ian Holm 
(1998), and Ian McKellen (2008). I also saw a live performance starring Dennis Krausnick (2012) in the lead role. 
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lines speaks to Lear’s (in)ability to see, specifically to acknowledge, the truth being offered by 

several characters. Kent’s final advice to “See better, Lear” (1.1.159) was a direct reference to a 

metaphorical blindness that Kent was recognizing. He tries desperately to refocus the king’s 

anger away from Cordelia.  

Despite repeated advice to reconsider, Lear fails to understand and gets very angry. He 

makes a few final pleas for Cordelia to “mend her speech” but she refuses, and finally he says: 

LEAR. Let it be so! thy truth then be thy dower! 

For, by the sacred radiance of the sun, 

The mysteries of Hecate and the night; 

By all the operation of the orbs 

From whom we do exist and cease to be; 

Here I disclaim all my paternal care, 

Propinquity and property of blood, 

And as a stranger to my heart and me 

Hold thee from this for ever.    (1.1.112-120) 

During his discussion of these lines, Matt Thompson explained Lear’s use of the word “dragon” 

to describe himself and mentioned the “great chain of being” saying: 

THOMPSON. When Lear calls himself a dragon, what else is he doing? Probably 

unintentionally? Remember the Great Chain of Being? Where would the dragon 

be? In the human realm? In the angelic realm?  

JESSICA. The beast. 

THOMPSON. The beast. So, what is happening to Lear? He’s devolving. He is 

descending. 
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The importance of this exchange was Thompson’s assertion that Lear was devolving and 

descending. While in class, Professor Thompson did not expand his thinking on this point. 

Upon looking more closely into the theory Thompson proposed, it’s likely that Lear’s 

descent into the lower realm also blinded him to higher thinking, He was unable to see the clarity 

that Cordelia and Kent offered and was instead blinded by rage. By the end of the scene, Lear’s 

emotions and specifically his anger, led to the banishment of both Cordelia and Kent as well as 

setting the stage for his own downward spiral. At the end of the scene, a banished Cordelia is 

betrothed to the King of France, a banished Kent is sent out of the kingdom, and Lear divides the 

Kingdom between Goneril (Burgundy) and Regan (Albany) saying: 

LEAR.  [I] do invest you jointly in my power, 

Preeminence, and all the large effects 

That troop with majesty. Ourself, by monthly course, 

With reservation of an hundred knights, 

By you to be sustain'd, shall our abode 

Make with you by due turns. Only we still retain 

The name, and all th' additions to a king. The sway, 

Revenue, execution of the rest, 

Beloved sons, be yours; which to confirm, 

This coronet part betwixt you.  (1.1.135-144) 

By the end of the scene, Cordelia is leaving the kingdom and pledged to marry the king of 

France; Kent has been banished, and told to leave the kingdom within three days, and Lear is 

travelling to stay with his daughter Goneril for a month with one hundred of his knights. 
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My outlining of Act 1 Scene 1 was done to demonstrate the presence of a theory that 

Mitchell and Snyder described as part of narrative prosthesis. Each narrative, they argued, is 

called into being when a disruption of the established social order occurs (53)55. The first scene 

of King Lear contains several of these disruptions: Lear breaks the social order by abdicating, 

Cordelia and Kent are banished from the kingdom, and Edmund has already been placed outside 

the social order simply by being born. Each of these breaks will be resolved as the narrative 

continues. 

 Within the first scene, the literal and figurative division of the kingdom is evident. On 

stage, audience members see an easily angered and confused king banish his favored daughter as 

well as his most trusted advisor. The dialogue and actions from this scene also highlight each of 

the six themes noted in the classrooms: “old” and “mad” (intended to refer to a psychological 

condition rather than a temporary state of anger), sight and blindness, strength and weakness, and 

patience and foolishness. There is also a discussion of legitimacy as the scene begins.  

 The themes that were noted by students in the two classrooms also included blindness, 

and although there is no physical blindness within the first scene, Lear himself exhibits a 

metaphorical blindness when he refuses to truly understand what happened during his “love 

test.” The difference between physical and metaphorical blindness is explained by Shakespeare 

critic S.L. Goldberg when he writes that: 

When we ordinarily talk of ‘seeing’ we mean seeing an object, whether physical or 

mental: something we (quite properly) assume to exist before it is seen, which can be 

inspected and vouched for by others independently…To ‘acknowledge’ something, 

 
55 Remember that a narrative prosthesis can operate in two ways: to supplement correct a perceived impairment 
present in one or more of its characters, or to act as a metaphor within the society at large.  A murder, for instance, 
would represent a break in the social order which would guide the plot by calling for the authorities; the natural 
order of society would remain “disabled” until the murderer is brought to some form of justice. 
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however, includes rather more: not merely perception, but at the same time a decision of 

the mind, an ability, indeed a willingness…to assent to its reality. (35-36)  

Perception and acknowledgement are key ideas that become important from the opening scene. 

Lear’s confusion and immediate anger regarding the “love test” involve his perception and are 

medically connected to his mental state and his age. Modern interpretations of Lear’s 

impairments can be linked to depression and Alzheimer’s disease as Professor Thompson had 

done for his class. Additionally, physical blinding is enacted as a punishment at the end of Act 3 

and influences the remainder of the play. 

 There is also evidence of a third narrative based on the theme of illegitimacy raised in 

Professor Thompson’s classroom. In the very first lines of the play (and notably in a 

conversation separated from the main action of the throne room) Edmund is introduced as 

illegitimate; from the very moment that audience members meet the character, he is always and 

already positioned outside accepted society. Although the play itself does not medicalize his 

impairment, and Edmund himself states that the only thing keeping him outside the social order 

is “twelve or fourteen moonshines” (1.2.5), applying a cultural model of disability to the text 

demonstrates one way that Edmund’s social status can be understood as an impairment. That 

impairment, in certain situations, can be disabling. I will discuss each of these narratives in turn, 

and in terms of a narrative prothesis as well as the metaphorical significance when appropriate. 

However, I think it will be helpful to begin by discussing the importance of disguises and 

masquerades, and “disability con” in King Lear. 

“I raz'd my likeness”: Masquerade, “Disability Con,” and King Lear 
 

Alongside the presence of both metaphorical and physical blindness in the play that are 

interpreted here within models of prejudice and social construction, several acts of masquerade 
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(changing appearance to adopt a different identity) occur within the structure of King Lear. 

Consider, for example, the two characters who use disguises throughout the play. The first one 

who mentioned that he would do so is Kent, who was ordered out of the boundaries of the 

kingdom but vowed to stay close to “his king”. Kent says: 

KENT. If but as well I other accents borrow 1 

That can my speech defuse, my good intent 

May carry through itself to that full issue 

For which I raz'd my likeness. Now, banish'd Kent, 

If thou canst serve where thou dost stand condemn'd,  

So may it come, thy master, whom thou lov'st, 

Shall find thee full of labours.     (1.4.1-7). 

Here, Kent uses his “raz’d” likeness to gain access to Lear, and to the country from which he was 

banished; by taking on the clothes and the manner of a commoner rather than a member of the 

aristocracy, Kent can pass as Caius. Because he can disguise his face and his voice, Lear can 

trust him and rely on the counsel he provided.  Within my analysis of King Lear in general, and 

of Kent’s disguise in particular, I want to suggest that Kent is engaging in purposeful acts of 

masquerade and performance (in a theatrical sense.) Kent’s goal while posing as Caius is, as he 

said when Lear banished him, to stay close to Lear and to offer as much counsel as possible.  

While this is a deceptive act as well as a type of “con” to use Ellen Samuels’ phrase, Kent is not 

adopting a disability or performing what Katherine Schaap Williams would refer to as “disability 

drag”. Instead, Kent is masquerading as someone else in the way that Butler suggests that ‘Peter’ 

is going by another name and making use of different attributes (The Psychic Life of Power 111). 
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Rather than being a “con,” Kent’s actions, for the most part, constitute an act of interpellation 

rather than disability acquisition. 

 Edgar, who had been wrongly accused of murder is being pursued by the king’s guard 

and is set to die decides to “put on” the likeness of Poor Tom, saying:  

 EDGAR. Whiles I may scape, 

I will preserve myself; and am bethought 

To take the basest and most poorest shape 

That ever penury, in contempt of man, 

Brought near to beast. My face I'll grime with filth, 

Blanket my loins, elf all my hair in knots, 

And with presented nakedness outface 

The winds and persecutions of the sky. 

The country gives me proof and precedent 

Of Bedlam beggars, who, with roaring voices, 

Strike in their numb'd and mortified bare arms 

Pins, wooden pricks, nails, sprigs of rosemary; 

And with this horrible object, from low farms, 

Poor pelting villages, sheepcotes, and mills, 

Sometime with lunatic bans, sometime with prayers, 

Enforce their charity. 'Poor Turlygod! Poor ‘Tom’ !' 

That's something yet! Edgar I nothing am   (2.3.5-21) 

Again, much like Kent’s decision to disguise himself as Caius, Edgar decides to adopt the “Poor 

Tom” persona so that he can literally fade into nature. He is also engaging in what Ellen Samuels 
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refers to as a “disability con” similar to the story she tells about a woman who adopted a 

disability to hide from her oppressors (19). When Edgar makes the decision to disguise himself, 

he feels decidedly powerless, and is doing what he can to preserve his life.  

When writing about Kent and Edgar and the use of disguise for this play, author Hugh 

Maclean borrowed the definition of “disguise” from Bradbrook who wrote that disguise in 

Elizabethan drama was “the substitution, overlaying, or metamorphosis of dramatic identity, 

whereby one character sustains two roles. This may involve deliberate or involuntary 

masquerade, mistaken identity, madness, or possession” (Bradbrook, qtd in Maclean, 49; qtd in 

Hyland 77).   

 If, when interpreting either of these choices, we consider Butler’s approach to identity 

appropriation and response, then identity is largely based on how bodies respond to the “proper” 

characteristics that a particular body should maintain within a given context. When attempting to 

masquerade  as a beggar, then, Edgar’s success would depend on his ability to meet established 

expectations for beggars of the period. As she was describing the welfare system which helped 

define begging during the Elizabethan period, Liza Picard mentioned that “Henry VIII…dealt 

with the…crisis by generously allowing the impotent poor to beg”. In this case, Picard clarified, 

the word “’impotent’ just meant unable to work, disabled;” (257). Despite several attempts to 

mitigate the difficulties of the poor, the population kept growing, and became such an issue that, 

as Picard wrote “[i]n 1569, the city attacked the problem by ordering ‘all idle persons and 

begging people, whether men, women, or children, or other masterless vagrants’ to be sorted into 
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categories and stowed out of sight in institutions” (258). These types of policy decisions had far-

reaching implications and echoed into the modern era.56 

 In thinking about Edgar’s choice to adopt the Poor Tom persona and looking carefully at 

the dialogue he offered as he processed that decision, I was struck by his acknowledgment of the 

reason that this would work.  He noted, “The country gives me proof and precedent / 

Of Bedlam beggars, who, with roaring voices,/ Strike in their numb'd and mortified bare arms” 

(2.3.13-15).. These are clear references to the poor and cognitively unstable members of society. 

It is likely that Shakespeare was referring to the population of poor individuals he saw 

throughout his youth. Stubbes commented that “the poor lie in the streets on pallets of straw…or 

else in the mire and the dirt. (qtd in Picard, 257). Edgar’s use of the word “bedlam” was also 

synonymous at the time with the idea of “madness” (Iyengar 202). Historically, these choices 

aligned Edgar with the population of persons with disabilities as well (Picard). The possible 

commentary regarding a relatively silenced minority (the poor, the disenfranchised, those with 

disabilities) was certainly part of the framework for the play.  

 Although it may be anachronistic to argue that Shakespeare was thinking about these 

issues in the same way that more modern disability authors do, the historical reality presented by 

Borsay, Picard, and others suggest that scenes like these were representational of the treatment of 

certain populations during the Elizabethan era. I argue that Edgar was familiar with these cultural 

biases and used them to his benefit, especially while he interacted with his father in the scenes 

leading up to the Dover cliff scene discussed earlier, and while hiding from “the law” as Butler 

(The Psychic Life of Power) used the term. In other words, I contend that Edgar knew that the 

 
56 For more detailed analyses of these events and their impact on Britain, see Borsay (Disability and Social Policy in 
Britain Since 1750). For histories of disabled bodies in institutions see Taylor (“Before It Had a Name”) and 
Stuckey (A Rhetoric of Remnants) among others. 
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poor and mentally unstable members of the population were largely ignored by the middle and 

upper-class members of society. Further, he used that knowledge to hide among them and to pass 

as one of them while he was trying to avoid being recognized by any of his former traits.   

 While comparing the actions of Kent and Edgar regarding their disguises, Maclean noted 

the different purposes for each character. Kent, he suggested, was working to “shoring up a 

ruin”, where Edgar must “restore order to chaos” (51). He also made note of the fact that only 

three characters survive at the end of the play; Edgar and Kent are two of them, and much of 

their success had to do with masquerade.  

 The purpose of passing has to do with being accepted as part of a group. Mitchell and 

Snyder as well as Goffman have argued that “spoiled” identity57, often leads to ostracizing by 

others. To avoid this, people attempt to mitigate the undesirable aspects of their identity to fit in. 

This can be achieved using several strategies as well as the ways we choose to present ourselves. 

For Edgar and Kent however, their purposes were different. As much as those purposes did 

coincide with their co-existence in respective groups, it also became largely about basic survival 

throughout the play. Kent knew, for example, that he would be killed if he was found in the 

realm after his banishment, and Edgar had similar restrictions. For Edgar to survive, he needed to 

adopt the traits of a disenfranchised and poor population – in effect to execute his “disability 

con”; for Kent, it meant subverting his position as the Earl of Kent and passing as a commoner. 

Prosthetic Narratives in King Lear 

Mitchell and Snyder argue that disability is part of every narrative from the very 

beginning because disability (a deviance that needs correction) is the basis for every story  (53). 

They also contend that disability can act as a metaphor for larger issues (47). The social break, or 

 
57 Goffman’s term. 
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deviance that Mitchell and Snyder look for to begin a narrative took place in the first scene of the 

play and produced three distinct narratives of disability within King Lear. For the largest part of 

this chapter, I describe and analyze each of those narratives individually before recognizing the 

resolution that the final scene brings to them all.  

 

“While I…crawl toward death.”: Lear’s Narrative  

 The events of the first scene set several narratives in motion, but they also place a lot of 

focus on Lear’s mental status. In theorizing King Lear as a prosthetic narrative, one of the first 

steps is locating the origin of disability for the central character.  Allen Thiher, for one, argues 

that the disability or “madness” truly began –not in the division of Lear’s kingdom, but in the 

misinterpretation of Cordelia’s speech and intent.  Failure to recognize the falseness of Regan 

and Goneril’s speeches, and the veracity that Cordelia displays was evidence enough for Thiher 

to see the disconnect from reality – though he hesitated to refer to it as madness –allowing the 

characters of the play to do it for him, as he believed that “Lear is interpreted by every character” 

(84). Critic Manfred Weidhorn focused on Lear’s advanced age, along with the fact that the king 

was at the end of a successful rule, as reasons for his self—confidence. Weidhorn noted that 

“Because he is no longer at an impressionable age, only great adversities can shock Lear into 

perceptiveness” (305), and that these shocks were presented largely during Acts 1 and 2 of the 

play which reveal versions of truth to the king.   

Although it may be ultimately impossible to determine the exact source for the behaviors, 

two lines in the first scene provide a possible clue for when they began. After the courtiers 

disperse from the throne room, Goneril and Regan talk about Lear’s banishment of Cordelia and 

Regan says, “You see how full of changes his age is. The observation we/ have made of it hath 
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QnotQ been little” (1.1.290-291) 58. Depending on the value or presence of the word ‘not’ within 

that line, it can be interpreted to mean that Regan has seen several severe changes in Lear’s 

mental state. On the other hand, the absence of the word indicates that Regan has taken little 

notice (that is to say, no notice) until the earlier moments of the current scene, and therefore sees 

the changes all at once, which would have been understandably shocking. 

 Paying attention to the presence or absence of the word “not” in those two lines speaks to 

medical symptoms, contextualizes Lear’s condition, and dictates the speed of onset. In those 

brief lines, audiences could have important diagnostic information. Beyond that, the sisters talk 

to each other about the way their father has been behaving and decide to start planning for their 

future interactions with him. 

 The next time audience members see Lear, he and his knights are spending time with 

Goneril and Albany in their home. At one point, Goneril enters and is commenting on the rowdy 

and destructive behaviors that are taking place. After discovering that Lear himself is complicit 

in the way the knights behave, Goneril threatens to chastise him publicly and potentially limit his 

activities at the castle59. She says: 

GONERIL. I had thought, by making this well known unto you, 

To have found a safe redress, but now grow fearful, 

By what yourself, too, late have spoke and done, 

That you protect this course, and put it on 

 
58 As noted in Chapter 2, a superscripted ‘Q’ surrounds text that was only present in the Quarto editions of the play. 
It remains an editorial decision whether to include that qualifier in the text of any given version of the play, and it 
remains a directorial decision whether to include “not” as part of that line for specific productions. 
59 When she finishes talking and Lear begins to speak to her for the first time, he initially asks, “Are you our 
daughter?” (1.4: 224). This line, too, could have both figurative and literal meanings. In terms of a figurative 
reading, Lear does not recognize her based on her behavior (akin to “My daughter wouldn’t say these things.”) A 
literal interpretation indicates a true misrecognition and has further medical concerns. See Goldberg (An Essay on 
King Lear) 



226 
 

   
 

By your allowance; which if you should, the fault 

Would not scape censure, nor the redresses sleep…  (1.4.209-214) 

While the first scene of the play creates the story and presents the origin of the disability, these 

lines centralize the impairment in ways that the scene in the throne room did not. By making 

their inheritances contingent on lodging by monthly turns with Goneril and Regan, Lear 

ostensibly turned his two daughters into de-facto caregivers for him. The narrative also shares 

familiar ground with a pattern of storytelling made popular in the 1970s and 1980s in which, as 

Paul Longmore suggests, “the nondisabled…characters have no trouble accepting the individuals 

with disabilities. Moreover, they understand better than the handicapped characters the true 

nature of the problem” (71). For Longmore, this was demonstrated by non-disabled characters 

who would prescribe “cures” or “proper behaviors” to characters with disabilities.  These types 

of actions often disregarded the individual experience of disability in favor of a (problematic) 

common narrative. As one example already discussed previously, consider the way that Claudius 

expected Hamlet to simply stop grieving because it had gone on for a long time.  

The fact that part of Lear’s narrative shares similarities to a model of storytelling four 

centuries later suggests that the influence is reversed, and that Shakespearean dramatic structure 

informed twentieth century television and film. Nonetheless, the parallel still holds. In fact, 

Goneril and Regan not only acknowledge and accept Lear’s impairments, but also go so far as to 

take advantage of them for personal gain. 

 When Goneril threatens to censure him should his behavior continue, she is juxtaposing 

the relationship between she and Lear, positioning herself as the parent, and attempting to 

modify his behavior. This scene calls primary attention to Lear’s impairment, namely his age, 

when Goneril tries to control the situation further. Later in the scene, she says: 
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GONERIL. The shame itself doth speak 

For instant remedy. Be then desir'd 

By her that else will take the thing she begs 

A little to disquantity your train, 

And the remainder that shall still depend 

To be such men as may besort your age…    (1.4.253-258) 

As the scene moves on, Goneril succeeds in removing half of Lear’s knights, and he feels so 

disrespected that he asks: 

LEAR.. Does any here know me? This is not Lear. 

Does Lear walk thus? speak thus? Where are his eyes? 

Either his notion weakens, his discernings 

Are lethargied- Ha! waking? 'Tis not so! 

Who is it that can tell me who I am? 

FOOL. Lear's shadow.    (1.4.231-236) 

Here again Lear’s impairments are centralized. In these lines he is labeling some of the functions 

of his body, and he wonders whether they are working properly. Ironically, at this moment, they 

are, and yet he specifically mentions his mental capacity when he argues that his “notions” have 

not weakened, nor have his “discernings lethergied.” Still, as the character in the scene who is 

the most likely to be honest with Lear, the Fool admits that Lear is only a shadow of the person 

he used to be. Inherent in those two words is the acknowledgment of a deep unnamed 

impairment. By the end of the scene, Lear is so distraught by the treatment he has gotten from 

Goneril that he prepares to leave her home saying, “Yet have I left a daughter” (1.4.264) and 

hopes that Regan will receive him better.  
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Unfortunately, she does not. Goneril and Regan have joined forces against their father 

and work to make sure that they retain power. When Lear arrives at Cornwall’s palace near the 

end of Act 2, he finds Caius in the stocks (for fighting with one of the servants) and becomes 

incredibly angry at the level of disrespect the “king’s man” has received.  Regan and Cornwall 

also refuse to speak with Lear until Goneril and Albany arrive. Once they do, Caius is freed, but 

Regan and Goneril together disband the remaining train of Lear’s knights, leaving him with only 

Caius and the Fool. Angered even further by the way he has been treated, Lear flees into the 

heart of a building thunderstorm, despite advice not to go. As he leaves, the Fool and Caius 

follow him, and Regan decides to lock the castle doors (purposely stranding Lear in the storm.) 

 Throughout acts 1 and 2 of the play, Lear’s story arc focuses on a character who is 

getting older and does not want to rule as king anymore. Several scenes also show that he angers 

quickly and may make rash decisions. The first two actions also demonstrate how Lear’s 

daughters choose to care for him, choosing disrespect and confrontation rather than appropriate 

support. These actions anger Lear, and he becomes more and more confused before at last 

running into the storm to get away from the confrontations and reassess the situation.  

 When thinking about narrative prosthesis and Lear’s arc within these two acts, audience 

members have seen the social break, and have been presented with several impairments. Because 

so much of Lear’s narrative is centered on the way he is treated by Goneril and Regan, I propose 

that age, rather than some form of madness, is the central impairment that guides the first part of 

the story. Age, after all, is what allows Goneril to speak to him as she did in 1.4. Often, she 

compared his current age to the behaviors that she was witnessing and saw a disconnect. She 

then told him to choose knights which “besort your age” (1.4.258) and to “make use of that good 
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wisdom” (1.4.225). These phrases, along with her demonstrated paternalistic attitude continues 

to caste Lear as a disabled subject.  

 As Lear’s anger continued to build and express itself in these scenes, the distinction 

between anger and frustration versus “madness” became apparent, and the similarities between 

Hamlet and Lear did as well. For instance, readers, audience members, students and instructors 

can once again work to define “madness” for themselves. As I noted in Chapter 5 in my analysis 

of Hamlet, the Elizabethan concept of “madness” encompasses several different conditions 

(Iyengar 202) so it would be difficult to diagnose Lear with anything specific given a lack of 

described symptoms. Remember that with Hamlet, all the characters were collecting information: 

there were reported observations, speech patterns, letters, and Hamlet’s own descriptions of 

feelings and behaviors so that a reasonable medical impairment could be identified. Here, there is 

not nearly as much information. 

  These are a few of the ideas that students might explore at the end of Act 2. In terms of 

questions asked from a Disability Studies perspective, students might focus on things like, “What 

does it mean to be a caregiver?” “What constitutes paternalism?” and “How can we help people 

facing mental challenges and mental illness maintain dignity?” 

 At the beginning of Act 3, Lear and the Fool are travelling on open ground in a 

thunderstorm, and Lear yells at the sky, comparing the storm to his own situation. As he is 

yelling, he compares the anger of the storm to the anger he has received from Goneril and Regan, 

but admits that the storm owes him nothing, because he gave it nothing; therefore, he says: 

 

LEAR. Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! spout, rain!  

[…] 
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let fall  

Your horrible pleasure. Here I stand your slave, 

A poor, infirm, weak, and despis'd old man. 

But yet I call you servile ministers, 

That will with two pernicious daughters join 

Your high-engender'd battles 'gainst a head 

So old and white as this! O! O! 'tis foul!  (3.2.10, 14-20) 

Here, Lear talks about his mental struggles for the first time since Goneril disrespected him and 

he began striking his head saying, “O Lear! Lear! Lear! / Beat at the gate that let thy folly in / 

And let thy dear judgement out” (1.4.283-285). To the storm, he admits a frailty as well as his 

depression, his infirmity, and his weakness, something that he would never openly admit to once 

angered by his elder daughters. Later in the scene, once Caius arrives and says that he has found 

a hovel where Lear can rest, Lear also admits that “My wits begin to turn” (3.2.73). 

 After entering the hovel and meeting Poor Tom (who is Edgar in disguise as a beggar), 

Lear asks Tom if he earned his fate by giving away all his property to daughters; Lear makes it 

clear that this is the only way someone can become so destitute. Later, after the Fool runs off in 

the storm, Caius, Poor Tom, and Lear hold an imaginary trial to judge the actions taken against 

Lear by Goneril and Regan. As the trial goes on, Gloucester finds them, and asks to speak to the 

king. Caius (Kent) replies, “Here sir; but trouble him not; his wits are gone” (3.6.92). At the end 

of the scene, Gloucester takes them to a farmhouse near his castle they can stay warmer. 

 Lear is absent from the play’s action until the end of the next act when he appears asleep 

in a chair carried by several servants. Earlier in the play. Kent sent a servant to find Cordelia so 

that she and Lear could make amends. This action, much like Gertrude’s invitation to 
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Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to visit Hamlet, is an attempt at cure for Lear. Kent knew from the 

beginning that the loss of Cordelia was what accelerated Lear’s physical and mental decline. 

Indeed, Cordelia is understood to be the “heart” of the play, and at least metaphorically, she’s 

Lear’s heart as well.  

 In the final scene of Act 4, Cordelia arrives with a doctor60 and she moves to wake Lear. 

As she does so, she kisses his cheek and offers that the kiss “Repair those violent harms that my 

two sisters / Have in thy reverence made!” (4.7.33-34). When he comes to consciousness, the 

following exchange occurs: 

CORDELIA. O, look upon me, sir, 

And hold your hands in benediction o'er me. 

No, sir, you must not kneel. 

LEAR. Pray, do not mock me. 

I am a very foolish fond old man, 

Fourscore and upward, not an hour more nor less; 

And, to deal plainly, 

I fear I am not in my perfect mind. 

Methinks I should know you, and know this man; 

Yet I am doubtful; for I am mainly ignorant 

What place this is; and all the skill I have 

Remembers not these garments; nor I know not 

Where I did lodge last night. Do not laugh at me; 

 
60 Some versions of the play refer to this character simply as “A Gentleman”. This may be because, as Hobgood has 
speculated, the medical field was largely in a state of flux during the Elizabethan period ("Falling Sickness"), or as 
Liza Picard suggests, doctors were simply well-educated individuals (Elizabeth's London). 
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For (as I am a man) I think this lady 

To be my child Cordelia.  (4.7.65-84). 

As he says these words to Cordelia, Lear is perhaps the calmest he has been throughout the play. 

In fact, as the doctor points out, “The great rage / You see is kill’d in him” (4.7. 90-91). Based on 

the doctor’s analysis of Lear’s condition as well as Lear’s own behavior, it seem that Cordelia’s 

kiss did in fact serve as a cure for him. In his admission to Cordelia, Lear lists his impairments, 

calling himself “old,” and “foolish,”; he talks of memory loss and fears that he is not in perfect 

mind. 

 Once again, the labeling done (this time by Lear himself) draws the audience’s attention 

to his impairments and elicits a series of comparisons between the labels that Lear uses and their 

opposites; to recognize the gap of memory, an instinctual reflection on its presence takes place. 

This transaction also recreates Lear as a character with a disability and centralizes attention on 

the impairments that Lear has faced and is currently facing. At one point, Cordelia offers her 

hand for a walk, and Lear agrees. The two walk off together and are not seen again until the final 

scene of the play. 

 Depending on which version of the text is used, King Lear has a total of 27 scenes. Lear 

himself is present in only 9 of those scenes. Focusing specifically on his narrative alone reveals 

how compact Lear’s story can be. From a Disability Studies perspective, Lear’s narrative can be 

seen as one that is primarily one of caregiving. Consider that in the first scene, he asks which 

daughter loves him most. He had hoped to hear from Cordelia that she did. In that case, he could 

offer her the largest part of the kingdom and go there himself to “set my rest / On her kind 

nursery” (1.1.128-129). Because Cordelia did not respond as expected, he lost that opportunity 

and had to quickly make other arrangements. Goneril and Regan only increased his confusion 
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and anger ultimately driving him to something like lunacy (Iyengar 198). In this way, Lear is not 

unlike Hamlet. Both characters begin their respective plays close to depression or melancholy 

and are pushed toward lunacy. 

 At the height of his anger, Lear’s madness takes over in Act 3, and he is healed (albeit 

temporarily) in Act 4 by the same person who broke he heart in the first place. Lear’s narrative is 

entirely based on his old age and his mental instability, and those two characteristics are 

continually mentioned by the Fool or Lear’s daughters thereby keeping the impairments 

centralized in the minds of the audience. Lear attempts to use his title as a shield and a prosthetic 

for his behaviors, however, because he abdicated his throne during the first scene, that prosthetic 

– that shield – fails, and ultimately reminds the audience of the impairment that began the 

narrative. 

 Classroom questions around disability for Lear’s narrative are most beneficial if they 

remain focused on caregiving. Throughout Acts 3 and 4 of the play, Lear exhibits behaviors 

consistent with dementia, and, depending on how specific lines are delivered or read, there are 

signs of this during Act 1, and possibly before the play begins. Students and instructors might 

consider: “What does dementia look like?” “Can or should dementia be cured?” At one point in 

the play, Edgar and Caius join Lear in a situation that results from his mental state in which Lear 

is judging an imaginary trial; students and instructors might consider whether such an activity 

and various associated responses are appropriate. Also, how much did Cordelia’s kiss heal Lear? 

What is a comparable result in modern medicine? 
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“Out vile jelly”: Gloucester’s Narrative 

The next major subplot that I discuss involves the blinding of Gloucester in 3.7 for 

suspected treason.61. For some critics, this represents one of the most violent acts represented in 

Shakespeare’s work. Gloucester’s blinding represents a physical impairment in the play, and 

eventually became a central point to the resolution of the subplot. Surrounded by darkness, 

Gloucester could immediately acknowledge the true nature of his son Edgar. However, before he 

could comprehend that recognition, Cornwall and Regan had agreed to let ‘nature’ take care of 

their problem. Regan says, “Go thrust him out at gates, and let him smell / His way to Dover.” 

(3.7.113-114). As Gloucester is led offstage, Cornwall and Regan also exit, leaving two servants 

on stage who comment about the events they have witnessed: 

SERVANT 2. I'll never care what wickedness I do, 

If this man come to good./[...] 

Let's follow the old Earl, and get the bedlam62 

To lead him where he would. His roguish madness 

allows itself to anything. 

SERVANT 3. Go thou. I'll fetch some flax and whites of eggs 

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

(3.7.120-121;125-129) 

Edward Wheatley found that blinding was a well-established form of punishment for the time. 

While modern audiences may consider the practice barbaric, it was nonetheless extremely 

commonplace (Stumbling Blocks 31) . The uniqueness of the scene resides in the reaction of the 

 
61 In fact, Gloucester has decided to remain loyal to Lear, and therefore would not reveal the location of the king to 
Cornwall. 
62 A beggar 
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servants at the end. They have recognized the barbaric behavior of their lords and rather than 

laugh at Gloucester, they offer him cure and comfort. In deference to historical and cultural 

practice, they become angry at Cornwall and Regan, 

 Due to his blindness, Gloucester decides to end his life by jumping from the Cliffs of 

Dover. He has engaged the services of a beggar (or so he believes) to help him reach the cliffs. 

For this, he has promised a sum of money.  In his “Voices of Violence”, Edward Wheatley 

deconstructed 4.4 by comparing this scene to similar scenes that have appeared in earlier French 

farces.  Wheatley recognized this French tradition in the text of the Dover cliff scene of King 

Lear and used the tradition to demonstrate long-standing cultural biases toward beggars and 

people who are blind. He also acknowledged the work of critic G. Wilson Knight who articulated 

the difficult line that exists between Comedy and the Grotesque. Knight’s argument in Wheel of 

Fire is shaped by the history of French farce, where it became a common troupe for characters 

who served as aides to blind men, ridicule, and steal from them – thus allowing audiences to both 

laugh and pity them. These are the tropes that the two servants rejected when instead of ridicule 

they offered comfort. 

Gloucester’s blindness and Edgar’s disguise work together and allow the narrative device 

to operate as it did. Gloucester believes that his aide is a beggar because of the sensory 

information he was receiving. These were chiefly smells, but, as Gloucester is being led by 

Edgar, certainly the sense of touch played in as well. As audience members know, Edgar has 

used earth and other products of nature to disguise himself.  

 As they near the cliff, Edgar makes use of his father’s blindness to deceive him. The 

dialogue describes Edgar tricking Gloucester into believing they are nearing the cliff when they 

are not. They remain on flat land during the entire exchange.  
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GLOUCESTER. When shall I come to th' top of that same hill? 

EDGAR. You do climb up it now. Look how we labour. 

GLOUCESTER. Methinks the ground is even. 

EDGAR. Horrible steep. 

Hark, do you hear the sea? 

GLOUCESTER. No, truly. 

EDGAR. Why, then, your other senses grow imperfect 

By your eyes' anguish.    (4.6.1-8) 

These lines demonstrate the modern disability tropes that refer to the other senses changing given 

the loss of one. In this case, however, Edgar comments that other senses are confusing 

Gloucester to keep the farce going.  

EDGAR. Give me your hand. You are now within a foot    

Of th' extreme verge. For all beneath the moon 

Would I not leap upright. 

GLOUCESTER. Let go my hand. 

Here, friend, is another purse; in it a jewel 

Well worth a poor man's taking. Fairies and gods 

Prosper it with thee! Go thou further off;      

Bid me farewell, and let me hear thee going. 

EDGAR. Now fare ye well, good sir. 

GLOUCESTER. With all my heart.      
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EDGAR. [aside]. Why I do trifle thus with his despair 

Is done to cure it.     (4.6.31-43) 

Here, Edgar provided a reason for the rouse regarding his father. He knew that Gloucester 

considered his blinding the will of God; therefore, the only ‘cure’ for this ‘sin’ was ending his 

life.  Before he “dies”, Gloucester apologizes for his inability to bear this blindness, and wishes 

Edgar well, unaware that Edgar is with him. 

 Gloucester’s trip to the Cliffs of Dover was expressly designed so that he could commit 

suicide. He wanted to kill himself instead of letting the gods use his life for their purposes any 

longer. If this were presented as a modern narrative, this scene would be akin to a moment when 

the main character – having been stricken with an impairment – decided that it was too much to 

bear, and that ending life is easier, as to avoid causing “trouble” for others. Characteristically, 

these types of narratives have been labeled as “overcoming narratives” where, as Paul Longmore 

once suggested, “[t]ypically, disabled characters lack insight about themselves and other people 

and require emotional education, usually by a nondisabled character. In the end, nondisabled 

persons supply the solution; they compel the disabled person to confront themselves” (71). While 

Longmore’s analysis and comment referred to cinematic and television patterns that took place 

throughout the twentieth century, those patterns are also recognizable here, and supported the 

longevity of using disability as a narrative device. 

At this point, Gloucester wishes Edgar well (still not realizing that he stood nearby) and 

fell forward. He believed he had truly fallen from the height of the cliff, based on Edgar’s false 

descriptions. Edgar allowed him to continue that belief. By allowing Gloucester to believe that 

the gods had chosen to save him from this fate, he was providing Gloucester an acceptable 
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reason to continue living. After the “fall”, Edgar pretends to be a passerby who has witnessed the 

fall and compared Gloucester to a bird. 

GLOUCESTER. But have I fall'n, or no?       

EDGAR. From the dread summit of this chalky bourn. 

Look up a-height. The shrill-gorg'd lark so far 

Cannot be seen or heard. Do but look up. 

GLOUCESTER. Alack, I have no eyes!       

Is wretchedness depriv'd that benefit 

To end itself by death? 'Twas yet some comfort 

When misery could beguile the tyrant's rage 

And frustrate his proud will. 

EDGAR. Give me your arm. 

Up- so. How is't? Feel you your legs? You stand. (4.6.70-80)   

Once again, Edgar has “switched” personalities so that the charade is maintained. He has now 

become a third person, a passerby who ‘saw’ Gloucester fall, and Edgar is now providing 

Gloucester a reason for his continued existence. He said, “Think that the clearest gods, who 

make them honours / Of men's impossibility, have preserv'd thee” (4.6.90-92). These lines 

suggest to Gloucester that he has been kept alive for a reason, and to begin to alleviate some of 

the burden that Gloucester feels regarding his blindness. Notice that Edgar’s use of a different 

identity and his “disability con” allow him to achieve his goals. 

As Professor Thompson explained these lines for students in class, he argued that “the 

purest gods…have done what?” They have preserved you. They have kept you safe from that 

fiend (devil) that was leading you to your death.  And for what purpose? To make honors of 
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men’s impossibilities.”  This was a rather straightforward interpretation of Shakespeare’s text 

and suggested that there was a purpose to Gloucester’s blindness, and to what Thompson called 

“patient endurance”.  

Whether Professor Thompson intended it or not, he was echoing the early language of 

disability narratives, which focused on overcoming an impairment. At the same time, he 

inadvertently referred to a religious interpretation of disability, where the gods presented 

individuals with impairments based on perceived sin or internalized evil. In these cases, as 

Goffman and others have suggested, the impairment served as a “mark” of the sin, and a type of 

warning to others to keep away. The connection to disability as sin was overshadowed by the 

text, however, when Edgar suggested making honors of impossibility. 

Before Edgar stepped in and constructed the solution that saved his father’s life, 

Gloucester’s narrative was one very similar to the disability narratives of the early 1970s and 

1980s. The heroes and heroines of those stories would first, after acquiring their impairment, find 

a type of solace in the idea of dying. Many of these narratives, according to disability historian 

Paul Longmore, contained a “slap in the face” moment in which a character without a disability 

reported on the benefits of life, and the lead character had an epiphany (70-71). 

After clarifying the language for his students, Thompson suggested modern examples of 

this type of exchange – where the gods give honors to those who patiently endure. He spent 

several minutes discussing catastrophic events in American history where onlookers, rather than 

running away, chose to help, thereby placing themselves in greater danger.63 Thompson equated 

these modern acts of heroism to “men’s impossibility” to demonstrate the technique that Edgar 

 
63 Thompson focused most of his attention on the bombings that took place during the Boston marathon in 2013 and 
talked about the participants and onlookers who instead of running away from the blasts, ran toward them in order to 
assist others.  
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had used to inspire Gloucester. With his next line, Gloucester decided to endure his blindness 

and said, “Henceforth I'll bear / Affliction till it do cry out itself / Enough! Enough! And die” 

(75-77). At this point, he has also decided to leave the end of his life up once again to the gods. 

At least, however, he can move through life with, as Edgar told him, “free and patient thoughts”, 

which Professor Thompson suggested were peaceful, because Gloucester had come to terms with 

the behaviors of both Edmund and Edgar, as well as the cause of his own blindness. 

The experience at the Cliffs of Dover has often been understood as a transformational one 

for both Gloucester and Edgar because at the end of it, audience members understand that 

Gloucester has forgiven Edgar. Gloucester also has made moves to accept his impairment, not as 

a punishment from the gods, but rather a mark of grace from them. As she talked about the scene 

in here classroom, Barbara Mercer had this to say: 

MERCER. The fact that it is not in fact a leap from a great height, but that the sublimity 

is inside; it’s the idea that he has fallen from a great height, that, that…converts 

him.  [And] the disguised Edgar says […] ‘I see a boat in the distance / It’s buoy 

almost imperceptible to me;’ He evokes in language a vista of great distance, that 

is absolutely not there on the stage. 

In effect, Mercer argued that Edgar created the cure that he sought when he said “Why I do trifle 

thus with his despair / Is done to cure it” by causing Gloucester to think that the gods had 

allowed him to live and therefore provided a purpose for his blindness and his suffering. As 

many critics, as well as these instructors have noted, it was only after Gloucester was physically 

blinded that he began to “see” or “acknowledge” the truth about his sons and the situations in 

which he found himself. As Mercer commented near the beginning of this class session,  
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MERCER. When people think that they see most that they see least; that Lear wants so 

much to feel patience and cannot at the beginning of the play; then the ultimate 

figure of patience within the play becomes Gloucester who suffers and endures. 

In this way, Mercer acknowledged that the structure of the play showcases the endurance of its 

characters in the face of adversity, and she highlighted the use of both physical and metaphorical 

blindness to accomplish those goals. 

 In terms of narrative prosthesis, Gloucester’s story with physical blindness began during 

3.7, and audience members witness a clear onset of that impairment. For Gloucester’s narrative 

from that point forward, his lack of eyesight became the primary and motivating component to 

his story. In fact, Gloucester’s physical blindness allowed for Edgar’s continued deceptions to 

take place. Gloucester immediately decides to end his life, but not before “seeing” the truth about 

his two sons. This portion of the story echoes modern tropes and erroneous beliefs that once a 

sense has been limited, the others get stronger. At the same time, one can apply Goldberg’s 

thinking here, that once perception is eliminated, acknowledgement can take place. 

 In many ways, the remainder of Gloucester’s narrative is about cure. The two servants 

who witnessed his blinding work to heal his eyes and then find a beggar to lead him to Dover. 

Audience members eventually discover that the beggar leading Gloucester is his own son Edgar. 

Edgar, conversely, does not initially know that he is leading his father to death. When he 

discovers this, he develops a plan. 

 Gloucester’s ultimate healing is one based on faith rather than medicine and suggests that 

he required more spiritual healing than physical compensation. As a final note, Gloucester’s need 

for spiritual healing, as well as his commentary regarding how life would continue suggests that 

perhaps he is fighting a social battle of expectations as well. 
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“Stand Up for Bastards”: Edmund’s Narrative  
 

Legitimacy and succession are a huge plot point in King Lear, and specifically for 

Edmund, the bastard son of Gloucester. In her work on Illegitimate Power: Bastards in 

Renaissance Drama, Alison Findlay found that “[t]he representations of illegitimacy in both 

fictional and non-fictional literature locates the bastard as a centre of subversive energies: 

uncontrolled speech or sexual energy, witchcraft, disobedience in the family, rebellion against 

Church or State” (Illegitimate Power 6). To properly discuss the idea of legitimacy as it applies 

to King Lear, I now return to the opening scene. Rather than focusing on the “love test” 

discussed earlier, however, I instead turn my attention back to the opening lines. where 

Gloucester discusses his son Edmund with Kent. 

From the moment that audience members meet Edmund in the first scene, he is placed 

outside the natural order of society. As Gloucester introduces Edmund to Kent, he compares 

Edmund to Edgar by saying, “but I have, sir, a son by order of law, some year elder than this” 

(1.1.17), and continues to explain how Edmund is ‘unnatural’ because of the way he came into 

the world.  

Because Edmund’s legitimacy is a product of social norms for the period, it also fell 

within the socially constructed nature of disability interpretation.  While it is true that Edmund is 

not physically impaired, disability scholars today largely accept that disability is not defined by 

impairment, but rather is a product of multiple factors, including the environment and the access 

that one has to it (Davis, Bending Over Backwards; Shakespeare, T,, Rights and Wrongs 

Revisited; Seibers, Disability Theory).  Also, as there was no formally established institution of 

medicine, disability was often discovered in the narratives of others (Metzler, Disability in 
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Medieval Europe) rather than the impairments that have been identified today. Connections 

between legitimacy and disability make Edmund’s status a plausible site of conversation and 

investigation into ideas about institutions and behaviors of the Early Modern era that gave rise to 

modern understandings of disability. 

I argue that Edmund’s narrative within King Lear is a prosthetic narrative, and that 

Edmund is guided by impairment. Consider that, when Gloucester names Edmund as “the 

whoreson” and presents the intimate history of the “sport at his making,” Gloucester is labeling 

Edmund in a public space. At the same time, however, I noted the difference, as Goldberg 

explains them, between “seeing” and “acknowledging.”  Despite the line, “the whoreson must be 

acknowledged”, in the first scene, Gloucester seems to not recognize (acknowledge) the 

discomfort that he caused Edmund. In his teaching of the scene, Professor Thompson was very 

clear when he acknowledged that discomfort. He said: 

THOMPSON. Ok, now, put yourself in the setting: Kent and Gloucester are talking, and 

Gloucester’s youngest son is nearby. […]  [H]ow does Gloucester speak about 

this son in his presence? “Yeah, he’s mine, and I blush to admit it.”  So…what 

kind of family dynamic is this? Full of love, and peace, and wonderful joy? 

 
Thompson continued reading the scene. After reading Gloucester’s introduction of Edmund to 

Kent, he offered the following to his students: 

THOMPSON. And so, finally, he speaks to Edmund.  I mean, if you were directing this, 

how would you have Edmund responding? While he’s standing on the stage next 

to his father and his father is saying all of this? Does he just sit, there, looking at 

the clouds, you know…smile on his face? Or does he kinda look down, maybe 

frown, or grimace a little bit? 
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With this commentary, Thompson was able to call attention to the theme of legitimacy, and let 

students know that it would be important in the play. He also made sure that they sensed the 

passive-aggressive feelings that Gloucester has for Edmund and made an important move when 

he asked the students how they might direct this moment on stage. By doing so, he introduced 

the variable options for performance into their understanding of the play. 

 Although none of his students responded significantly to his comments above, Professor 

Thompson was able to use this scene to relate ideas about legitimacy, theatricality, private and 

public address, public discomfort, appropriate reactions, and family relationships. Certainly, 

these discourses were familiar to his students and allowed them to relate to the play and 

particularly Edmund’s character. By touching upon each of these topics, he also started to 

demonstrate how uniquely complicated King Lear is as a play. Though he did not explicitly 

name most of these themes, he was perhaps trying to present the several themes at the same time. 

Even though Edmund’s story is a subplot for King Lear, his status as illegitimate, which I 

place as akin to a disability created by the culture that existed within the Elizabethan period, 

served as the catalyst for that storyline. As early as 1.2, the audience hears of Edmund’s 

dissatisfaction and plan. In a soliloquy, Edmund asks the audience: 

EDMUND.... 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,  
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My mind as generous, and my shape as true,  

As honest madam's issue?   (1.2.2-9) 

When Edmund spoke of bastards and placed himself among them, he named them as a group that 

was separate from the rest of society. Placing character outside mainstream society was 

something that Shakespeare did often, but Edmund’s status as an outsider was used differently 

throughout King Lear. For example, Othello was an outsider by the Venetians because of his 

status as a Moor, that status was overlooked because they needed his expertise as a military 

leader. Edmund, on the other hand, has no such recourse and was in fact barred by law from 

owning or inheriting property. With the next few lines, Edmund presented his goals to the 

audience. 

EDMUND. Well then,  

Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land.  

Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund  

As to th' legitimate. Fine word- 'legitimate'!  

Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed,  

And my invention thrive, Edmund the base  

Shall top th' legitimate. I grow; I prosper.  (1.2.16-22) 

To use the terminology of Disability Studies coined by Norden and expanded by Mitchell and 

Snyder, Edmund became an avenger of sorts. Though not physically mutilated as Mitchell and 

Snyder articulated, Edmund seeks retribution toward Edgar because of what Edmund 

understands as a cultural imbalance that must be made right. After the declaration of his intent to 

the audience, each move that Edmund makes is part of a plan to accomplish these goals. Namely, 
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Edmund sought to make Edgar (the legitimate son of Gloucester) illegitimate or unworthy; In 

doing so, Edmund would gain “standing” with his father and usurp propriety. 

 Alison Findlay understood that cultural practice of inheritance as a social constraint, believing 

that those who impose it invariably dictate who has power and who does not.  Findlay offered a 

deeper understanding of Edmund’s motivations as well as the socially constructed nature of his 

(lack of) power.  As the primary villain of King Lear, she explained Edmund’s motivations this 

way:  

Bastard villains whose final goal is integration rather than revolution are in tune with 

many of the malcontented groups in Renaissance society.  Younger sons wanted to be 

included in the inheritance of their father’s property; unemployed scholars, clerics, 

apprentices envied their colleagues who had permanent jobs and secure tenures. 

(Illegitimate Power 120) 

Of course, neither Edmund’s goals, nor his status, are ever in question throughout the play.  

Early in Act 1 he declares himself an enemy of Christianity, a follower of Natural Laws versus 

religious ones, and commits to his course of action: “Now, ‘legitimate Edgar’ / I must have your 

land” (1.2.15-16).  As Findlay pointed out, the need for villains like Edmund to reintegrate into 

society and therefore become legitimate fractures them even further.  Findlay’s analysis of the 

continued fracturing is like Mitchell and Snyder’s claim that a narrative prosthesis ultimately 

fails because it draws more attention to the impairment it tries to hide. (8) 

To become legitimate, Edmund must eventually give up that part of himself that 

differentiates him from society.  Edmund’s true power relies on the notion that he can operate 

outside the morality of “legitimate” society. If he gives up his standing outside the prescribed 

order of things, either by marriage or by appointment as the next Earl of Gloucester, that 
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legitimacy will be granted only by the prosthetic nature of marriage (Mitchell and Snyder) or the 

perlocutionary consequence64 of legal decree (Austin).  Legitimacy, then, appears to be the 

closest cousin to a socially constructed disability reviewed within the scholarship of King Lear.  

 Throughout the play, each of Edmund’s moves is motivated by his quest to be legitimate 

in the eyes of his society. To accomplish this, Edmund becomes an avenger who is seeking to 

destroy anything or anyone who stands in his path to legitimacy. One of those obstacles is his 

own brother Edgar, who Edmund convinced to flee after wounding Edmund in a staged fight. 

Upon seeing this wounding and Edgar’s flight Gloucester asked: “Now, Edmund, where's the 

villain?”   (2.1.41).  With one line and a staged scene in which Edgar “attacked” Edmund, 

Edmund turned his brother into a villain in the eyes of their father. In doing so, Edgar has been 

labeled another outsider to society. Edgar’s changed status led to the disguise discussed earlier to 

evade authority and survive long enough to restore his name and status. 

 Like Lear, Edmund is only present in a limited number of scenes, therefore, his narrative 

is very short and direct. In Act 1, Edmund is introduced as the illegitimate son of Gloucester. He 

is therefore unable to inherit land or title from his father. Because he is already seen as 

illegitimate, he can safely operate outside the bounds of legitimate society to accomplish his 

goals.65 In this way, not only has his legitimacy status been a catalyst for his actions, but it has 

also been instrumental in achieving tasks that result in overthrowing the legitimate governing 

body of Britain. 

 
64 J.L. Austin’s work with Speech Act Theory contends that there are three pars to any utterance: locution (the words 
used), illocutionary force (what the speaker intends to occur), and perlocutionary consequence (the actions that take 
place as a result of the utterance).  
65 This is not unlike the argument I made regarding Hamlet and his feigned madness letting him move freely around 
Elsinore. 
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 In Act 3, Edmund works to discredit Gloucester by convincing Albany that Gloucester is 

a traitor. He does so, and with both Gloucester and Edgar discredited, Albany names Edmund the 

rightful Earl of Gloucester. Having now achieved the goal he set for himself, Edmund must find 

a way to maintain his status even if his deception is discovered. In a later scene, (4.2), audience 

members find out that Goneril and Edmund have been lovers, and that he has dedicated his 

service to her. This can be read as an attempt to maintain his legitimacy through an association 

with recognized royalty and therefore gain the access that he needed to achieve his goals. Still 

later, audiences discover that he is attempting to accomplish the same thing with Regan. 

Even within the final scenes of the play, narrative elements are working to keep Edmund 

in place. Regan has professed herself so in love with Edmund that she is willing to give up all 

other property and title. However, as both Albany and Edmund point out, she alone cannot 

accomplish this because Edmund’s status as illegitimate had been so well established as a 

cultural taboo that Albany’s statement became a marker of societal truth. This was also an 

indication that regardless of how successful Edmund’s attempts at becoming normalized had 

been (he had obviously been accepted by both Goneril and Regan), that his ultimate failure was 

at hand.  In the end, Edmund was killed in a duel with Edgar over honor, thereby restoring the 

social order of the subplot. With that conclusion, both Edgar and Edmund received the social 

recognition which was owed to them. 

Once again, I chose to focus solely on Edmund’s narrative to demonstrate the ways that 

disability can be socially constructed. The narrative began when Edmund was labeled as 

illegitimate by Gloucester in the first scene; not only does that establish the beginning of 

illegitimacy for the larger King Lear story, but the facts that Gloucester shares establish the very 

moment of onset for Edmund. Throughout his limited number of scenes, Edmund establishes his 



249 
 

   
 

goal to topple the legitimate government, and then accomplishes it by working outside traditional 

lines. When he earns the title he has sought, which should prostheticize (close) and end his 

narrative, Edmund continues to work to sustain the ruse. Despite having what he ultimately 

wants, Edmund still sees himself as socially disabled and feels that he has not sufficiently 

secured his position. As Mitchell and Snyder suggest, disabled bodies are bodies that are outside 

the natural order, and “[yet] this defining corporeal unruliness consistently produces characters 

who are indentured to their biological programming in the most essentializing manner. Their 

disabilities surface to explain everything or nothing with respect to their portraits as embodied 

being” (50). When applying Michell and Snyder’s observation to Edmund’s narrative and final 

actions, it suggests that the legitimacy that characters have when they are first established will 

remain with them until the end of the story. If, as they suggest, a narrative prosthesis always fails 

in its attempts to prostheticize, then acceptance of the original impairment, or disability, is the 

only way forward. 

 
Death as Resolution 
 

Resolving a disability narrative, as envisioned by Mitchell and Snyder, includes the re-

introduction of the previously disabled body into society after having integrated some form of 

prosthetic. Following the argument that Shakespeare utilized idea of Elizabethan impairment to 

structure much of King Lear, the resolution of the plot requires the recognition of several 

characters, through their prosthetics or not, and the ultimate granting or denial of acceptance into 

the realm. 

 As I have attempted to demonstrate throughout this chapter, Lear and Gloucester navigate 

through metaphorical and physical blindness, and Lear also deals with the declination of his 

cognitive faculties, Kent, Edgar, and Cordelia have been disowned by their kingdom, and each 
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work in their own ways to restore order. Cordelia left for France and presumably offered her 

husband the love she promised him in the first scene. On a hillside in Dover, she also offered her 

exhausted father a long rest, at the urging of a doctor. During his discussion of the scene, 

Professor Thompson offered that this was not simply a moment where Lear would take physical 

rest or “lay [his] head down on a pillow and go to sleep,” but rather a mental form of rest as well 

that would work to gain him inner peace. Likewise, Kent worked to make sure that Lear retained 

his honor, and Edgar ultimately restored his own father, who was so overcome with joy upon 

seeing Edgar that he died offstage after learning that Edgar lived. Edgar, having defeated and 

fatally wounded Edmund in a trial by combat, becomes the remaining member of the Gloucester 

household, and therefore order is restored. 

 After having her plans thwarted, Goneril first decided to poison her sister, and later 

committed suicide upon the realization that Edmund had been killed. Lastly, despite his attempts 

to stop the execution of Cordelia and Lear, Edmund’s near-death pardon came too late, and 

Cordelia was hanged. Lear, upon seeing his three daughters deceased, alternates between 

madness and clarity. The three remaining characters – Kent, Albany, and Edgar – agree to confer 

all the powers of kingship back to him for the remainder of his life. It is then that Lear recognizes 

Kent (who is dressed as Caius) as Kent for the first time since the opening scene. Lear also 

speaks of his knowledge that both his fool and Cordelia are now dead. He dies shortly thereafter, 

and Kent leaves the stage (presumably to die) because his service to Lear has now been 

completed. This leaves Edgar as the presumed Earl of Gloucester and ruler of the kingdom as the 

play ends. 

The ultimate structural rupture of King Lear occurred during the opening scene as part of 

the love test, and what Dodd referred to as “the earthquake that provoked Cordelia’s ‘Nothing, 
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my lord.’” (477). That rupture spurred several choices by different characters, which disabled 

them in the eyes of Elizabethan society. Some of these disabilities were based on social status, 

some on metaphorical factors, and some on physical ones. However, by the end of the play, the 

order that had been disrupted in the first scene had now been restored; the kingdom was once 

again unified under a revered leader, and honorable members of remaining houses were in place. 

The structure of society would remain largely unchanged, despite the events that occurred, and 

order, or, the normalized governmental body, would remain intact. 

King Lear’s Impact 
 

While reviewing King Lear, A.C. Bradley commented that each time he encountered the 

play, he saw new things and understood it differently. Also, Goldberg maintained that it was 

difficult to apply modern psychological thinking to King Lear’s text in particular believing that 

the play was based on a spectrum of morality rather than psychology. He also argued that 

characters are representational and cannot be assigned purely human traits. An approach based in 

Disability Studies required thinking of these characters as representational as well, but 

representative of the complexity that encompasses the entirety of human experience. Further, 

Goldberg and other theorists mark the importance of the psychological changes in Lear as well 

as the psychological changes that the story effects in us. Goldberg argues that while the journeys 

are similar, the characters on stage members of the audience experience parallel ones. In other 

words, the lessons learned by the characters are not necessarily the same as the ones learned by 

the audience. Taking this position into account necessitates accepting the psychological effects 

of the characters on an audience. Therefore, whether the characters on stage were originally 

designed as representations of morality, their impact (psychological and otherwise) needs 

consideration in a modern context. 
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This has been a common sentiment among several of the scholars I have reviewed 

regarding this play. It was largely for this reason that I approached Lear from a structural 

position rather than one which addressed strictly chronological analyses. Both teachers studied 

here addressed many of the same themes, though they did so in different ways. Also, the phrases 

and vocabulary that they employed in their classrooms did not always align directly with 

Disability Studies theories and practice, but both Barbara Mercer and Matt Thompson discussed 

ways these characters were marginalized and disabled throughout the play. 

By focusing on individual character arcs, developing questions around disability may be 

easier. For example, Lear’s narrative raises questions that are pertinent to modern populations 

facing all forms of dementia. Additionally, in a world now experiencing a global pandemic, how 

should people be cared for? Remember that near the end of his life, Lear has the realization that, 

“I have taken too little care of this.” For students in modern society, “this” can refer to any 

number of activities but could also relate directly to someone they care about. More than likely, 

it will involve someone with a disability. 

Gloucester’s narrative also speaks to a world amid a pandemic. COVID-19 has left its 

mark on all of us. Disability and impairment are far more present than they were three years ago, 

as are the choices and experiences that accompany the end of life, a heightened awareness of 

mental illness, neurodiversity, and disability rights, as well as experiences with lingering effects 

of long COVID, Lyme’s disease, autoimmune disorders, and more. Students today are likely 

much more attuned to disability experiences than previous generations of students. What can 

Gloucester’s narrative of physical blindness and redemption tell them? Is living with a disability 

too hard or just a part of the human condition? Do people have a responsibility to “keep going?” 

or is it easier to imagine disability as an equally valid life? Also, what of Edgar’s “trick” to keep 
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his father with him? What do current students have to say about disability as a prosthetic device 

when the meaning of that signifier refuses to stand still or be seen as universal? 

Lastly, the idea of legitimacy takes on so many different connotations today. The concept 

is particularly complicated as families grow and diversify due to blended families, surrogacy, 

fertility treatments, gay and trans* marriages, single parenting, adoption, transnational adoption, 

etc. For these reasons, Edmund’s story can resonate with all students as they struggle to find out 

who they are and where they belong. In fact, students, regardless of family background, often 

grapple with elements that challenge identity and acceptance as they move from adolescence to 

adulthood. 

Moving Forward 
 

In the concluding chapter of my research, I summarize my findings in terms of the ways 

that impairments were discussed in the two classrooms studied. I also recap the ways that a 

focused approach based in Disability Studies can benefit students and instructors by proposing a 

classroom format that could be used to facilitate such discussions and offering additional 

questions that could be posed in such a setting. Lastly, I look at other areas where this type of 

literary and textual analysis can be beneficial. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions and Areas for Further Study 
 
 

Throughout my dissertation, I worked to answer two questions. First, I wanted to know, 

“What impairments do college professors talk about when discussing Hamlet and King Lear?” 

and secondly, I researched, “What are some ways that tools used by Disability Studies scholars 

can enhance the teaching of Hamlet and King Lear?” As a college instructor, my interest in this 

topic is based around college classrooms, because, while the field of Early Modern Disability 

Studies has grown substantially over the last decade, a limited amount of research has been done 

that demonstrates the connections between Shakespeare, Disability Studies, and classroom 

practices.  

In this final chapter of my research, I first summarize key findings of the study including 

listing the impairments that were identified as key elements in both Hamlet and King Lear. After 

that, I remind readers of the benefits of Disability Studies in the classroom and to Shakespeare 

Studies in particular. I also discuss my own interpretations of the two plays based in Disability 

Studies and share several disability related questions that might be useful when teaching these 

plays to get students thinking about disability in different ways. Lastly, I consider some 

limitations of this study and some additional ways that this research can continue. 

Talking about Impairments 

Through my research, I wanted to learn how instructors working with Hamlet and King 

Lear discuss impairments in their classrooms. To answer that question, I studied video 

recordings of several classroom sessions from different universities conducted by Professor Matt 

Thompson and Professor Barbara Mercer as they each presented the plays to students. While 

watching, I noticed that each professor was able to raise ideas about impairment and had 
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discussions about them in the normal course of discussing Hamlet and King Lear with their 

students without seeming to have or present any specific background in Disability Studies. In 

Table 3 below, I list the instructor, the associated play, and the impairments they discussed 

during their sessions. 

 

Table 3: Instructor, Play Title, and associated Impairments and Themes 

Instructor Play Impairments / Themes Discussed 

Matt Thompson Hamlet • Madness (lovesickness, depression, 

lunacy, suicide). 

• Reality / Fantasy (the ghost, 

performance, acting). 

Matt Thompson 

Barbara Mercer 

King Lear • Madness (depression, dementia, anger). 

• Old age 

• Blindness (physical and metaphorical) 

• Strength and Weakness 

• Legitimacy 

 

As Table 3 shows, madness and depression were identified themes in both plays. Both 

Hamlet and King Lear struggled with variations of madness, and that struggle was a large part of 

the narrative arcs for their respective plays.  The presence of these impairments and the ease with 

which the respective classrooms discussed them speaks to the universal understanding of 

impairment. However, the depth of those conversations can certainly be increased so that 
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students recognize how much of a factor impairment and disability play within these narratives. 

This also becomes important, too, because Shakespeare’s themes and major plot elements are 

often adapted into other stories.66 By recognizing the presence and utility of impairments within 

Shakespeare’s plays, students can more easily recognize them in other stories as well. 

When he worked with both Hamlet and King Lear, Professor Thompson often read large 

sections of the scenes to students and then helped them to define certain terms and historical 

references. He did this as he moved through the primary plots and subplots of the plays and 

raised major themes during discussion. By approaching the plays in this way, he kept students 

focused directly on the text of the plays and therefore was able to complete an overall summary 

of all significant story elements of each play. This also meant that students could better review 

and understand how the story moved from one plot point to another.  

 As part of his process, Professor Thompson worked in greater detail with some scenes 

than with others. When he was analyzing scenes, if a character was struggling with something, 

he would stop reading and point out that struggle to students. For example, if Lear was struggling 

with his anger, Professor Thompson attempted to explore and explain that struggle to students. 

This technique was frequently the way that I was able to identify when Professor Thompson was 

focusing on an impairment, and the additional attention and explanation meant that students were 

exposed to a more detailed description of impairment within the play as well. Also, during the 

scenes with which he spent more time, he often gave students modern examples that compared to 

the scene they were currently studying.  

Although Joe was one of Professor Thompson’s most vocal and engaged students, one of 

the most prominent instances of this was the moment that he spoke with students regarding his 

 
66 As examples, think about the parallels between Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and the musical West Side Story. 
Likewise, several comparisons have been made between Hamlet and Disney’s The Lion King. 
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own experiences with Alzheimer's and mental illness. In those moments, he was truly able to 

demonstrate how the impairments present within Shakespeare’s plays along with the characters 

those impairments affect, remain meaningful and realistic for students. Similarly, when he 

analyzed the presence of the ghost in Hamlet, Professor Thompson made the comparison of 

having the ghost of former president John F. Kennedy appear on the grounds of the current 

White House. Again, this strategy helped his students understand the relative importance of the 

return of the ghost. Although Professor Thompson’s students may not follow politics closely 

enough to make the full comparison relevant to them, they certainly recognized Kennedy’s name 

and the cultural value that he still holds in American history so that they also recognized the 

importance that the ghost holds for Hamlet, and to the play. 

Upon reviewing the content recorded, with a critical eye, my strongest criticism of 

Professor Thompson is the opportunities he missed at times when he chose to tell his own stories 

rather than allow his students to tell their own. For example, although the story about hi own 

mother and her struggle with Alzheimer's was crucial to understanding Lear to some degree, the 

stories about disability stopped there; Professor Thompson did not leave many openings for his 

students to interpret the work in terms of their own lives (at least on camera.) 

Professor Mercer approached her sessions about King Lear with a series of questions for 

her students regarding the themes in the play. This technique allowed them to determine what 

was important in the play, and place meaning where they found interest. Mercer’s students 

immediately named themes of strength and power, weakness, blindness, and old age. Each of 

those topics align strongly with ideas of disability. The fact that her students were able to 

identify disability related themes, and that those themes became the focal points of her session on 

the play is strong evidence that disability is an extremely relevant concept throughout King Lear. 



258 
 

   
 

Additionally, the fact that each of the named themes can apply to multiple characters within King 

Lear suggests that disability influences multiple character actions and arcs throughout the play. 

One of the most significant moments during Professor Mercer’s class occurred when Mark asked 

about the opening scene of King Lear in which Gloucester disparages Edmund rather publicly 

about his social status. Mark (Mercer’s student) referred to that exchange as an act of public 

humiliation for Edmund and was curious about what the modern response would be. 

 This was another moment in which the modern meaning and importance of King Lear 

became evident from a social perspective. Clearly, Mark was concerned about the public versus 

private nature of a status like that because in modern thinking, to have a father speak so brazenly 

and publicly about a private matter is unacceptable. It stands to reason that Mark assigned a level 

of social discomfort to Edmund67 that Professor Thompson discussed with his class. In both 

classrooms, the idea of challenging the public versus private nature of that conversation speaks 

to the ways that students are finding important themes in the text and from within classroom 

discussions and internalizing them. 

 My one criticism of Professor Mercer’s approach to her classroom compliments 

Professor Thompson’s approach in more than one way. Professor Mercer did not seem (at least 

on camera,) to give enough attention to the text itself. Rather than worry about the students’ 

direct understanding of given scenes through a reading or interpretation of dialogue, Mercer 

sought to ensure that her students looked at King Lear with a wide-angle lens. I hope my own 

interpretive work that applied the theories of Disability Studies was able to bridge that gap and 

accomplish both tasks. 

 
67 I use the word ‘assign’ here because it is unclear from the text of the play whether Edmund is made uncomfortable 
by these remarks or not. 
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 Finding important themes in Hamlet and King Lear and discussing them is crucial to any 

critical reading of these plays, and, as I have shown throughout this dissertation, finding themes 

that connect with disability and impairment helps them recognize those concepts in new 

contexts. However, recognition is only the first step; applying the tools associated with Disability 

Studies to Shakespeare’s texts and themes allows for an even deeper understanding of the ways 

in which disability can influence narratives in unexpected ways. Throughout the rest of this 

chapter, I will summarize the ways in which using tools related to Disability Studies can enhance 

interpretations even further.  

The Importance of Disability Studies to the Humanities 

 In 1998, activist and scholar Simi Linton published Claiming Disability. The book 

presented several key ideas that shaped Disability Studies and offered techniques and 

strategizing points for ways to move from the presence of impairment (and the static seeming 

helplessness of the early medical model) to a world where people with disabilities are seen and 

understood as independent individuals who contribute a great amount to the societies which they 

inhabit. Linton built the case for Disability Studies first by reassigning the meanings of several 

words to shift the thought patterns of readers. Afterward, she demonstrated the difference 

between disability and Disability Studies as far as a curriculum was concerned. Near the end of 

the book, she wrote about the classrooms of the future, and shared her hope that students with 

disabilities would be working alongside students without disabilities inside mainstream 

environments in ways that instructors have never seen before (158). Linton surmised that this 

scenario was distant, but hopefully not too far away.  As such, her book offered a distinct 

roadmap to the kind of education that was possible.  Throughout the book, she detailed several 

ways that Disability Studies can and would influence work in the humanities.  
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 Recognizing that students may be interacting in new ways during classroom sessions 

suggests that, as Beth Ferri writes, part of the work of Disability Studies is getting “teachers [to] 

rethink their basic perceptions about who their students are [emphasis in original]” (292). In 

other words, classroom instructors should consider what having a disability means, and 

understand the likelihood that many if not most of their students fall within definitions embraced 

by Disability Studies. Although considering a broader definition of disability may seem to 

artificially inflate certain demographics within courses, in the end, such a philosophy speaks 

primarily to a more inclusive way to approach course content and conversations.  The application 

of Disability Studies to literature is the focus of the second question that guided this study.  

 To demonstrate how to apply Disability Studies to literature, Rosemarie Garland-

Thomson used Disability Studies to highlight the ways that the women in Toni Morrison’s 

novels were made powerful. Garland-Thomson situated the narratives of several of Morrison’s 

female characters inside a disability framework and pointed to that disability as a source of 

power.  She writes: 

Their ‘deformities,’ ‘disabilities,’ and ‘abnormalities’ are the bodily imprints and 

judgements of social stigmatization – rejection, isolation, lowered expectations, poverty, 

exploitation, enslavement, murder, rape. Excluded because of their bodies from all 

privileged categories. Morrison’s pariah figures explore the potential for being and 

agency outside the culturally sanctioned spaces. (Extraordinary Bodies 115-16) 

Garland Thomson’s analysis of Morrison’s work showed readers one way to apply Disability 

Studies to literature, and it also showed how marginalized populations can be powerful because 

they often find ways to succeed despite being located outside societal expectations. 
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 Continuing the work of applying Disability Studies to literature, David Mitchell and 

Sharon Snyder developed the theory of narrative prosthesis to demonstrate the ubiquity of 

disability in literature and provided guidelines to identify disabling constructs in a consistent, 

reproducible manner. Using their approach, it becomes easier to see how disability informs the 

narratives that we read. One of the first things that narrative prosthesis asks reader to think about 

is the meaning of deviant or “marked bodies” that placed them in the culturally contingent 

category of ‘Other.’ Mitchell and Snyder admit that thinking about disability as a ‘marked’ body 

got them started on their scholarly investigation because not many scholars had approached the 

subject at the time (ix). Thinking about these designations by themselves – as oppositions to 

what a hegemonic society expects – got me thinking about the research contained in this 

dissertation.  

From the beginning of their respective plays, Hamlet, Lear, and Edmund fall outside what 

society expects of them. Though I dare not argue that these characters face the same constraints 

as characters created by Toni Morrison – Shakespeare’s characters are among the most 

privileged within their narratives – they can nonetheless deviate from expectations and become 

marked themselves. Depending on the narratives under consideration, those shifts, from 

‘accepted’ to ‘unacceptable’ or from (in Edgar’s case) favored son to wanted criminal, can 

happen during one false exchange of information. 

Disability Studies provides a broader framework with which students can consider ideas 

of difference. Rather than focusing on a single aspect of the human condition, a broad conception 

of the meaning of “disability” allows them to put each body in context with the rest of society 

and determine for themselves how the story of that body integrates with the ones around it.  

More than that, however, as Mitchell and Snyder point out, “Once a reader begins to seek out 
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representations of disability in our literatures, it is difficult to avoid their proliferation in texts 

with which one believed oneself to be utterly familiar” (52). In other words, working with 

literature and using a Disability Studies lens challenges students in ways that they may not 

expect. At the same time, because the frameworks of Disability Studies are naturally inclusive of 

all marked bodies, students will be more likely to find themselves represented within the text 

being studied. As one example, how students might relate to Shakespeare’s Hamlet. It’s unlikely 

that student in college classrooms have experience as any type of royalty; however, in many 

ways, Hamlet’s struggles symbolize the journey through established medical systems made by 

people who Petra Kuppers characterized as “survivors” (qtd in Price, 12). Even though those 

struggles are being placed inside an Elizabethan as well as a theatrical context, introducing this 

type of struggle and self-advocacy can enable students to speak for themselves. As an alternative, 

discussions of the struggles showcased in Hamlet identify the social difficulties experienced by 

people with mental illness as well as some of the possible perceptions of others. Both aspects of 

mental illness remain crucial to a true understanding of the discourse surrounding mental 

illnesses and its prevalence in society. Although it is certainly possible to discuss these issues 

without the benefit of a Disability Studies lens, as I have shown Professor Thompson doing in 

Chapter 4 of this study, using already established frameworks specifically designed to identify, 

categorize, and discuss impairments and disabilities would benefit all concerned. 

The Importance of Disability Studies to Shakespeare 

 Throughout the data chapters of this dissertation, I have highlighted the ways that the 

instructors I studied noticed the impairments present within the plays, and then used subsequent 

chapters to demonstrate some ways to engage students with the text while using Disability 

Studies. For Shakespeare’s work specifically, Disability Studies offers an additional apparatus 
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for connecting the present with the past. Although it is true that as several disability historians 

have pointed out, mapping disability from one time period to the next is not always one to one. 

As I have shown, blindness may always be blindness, but the borders of mental instability tend to 

shift as we understand more about the human brain and psychology. Culture, too, plays a 

significant role in defining impairment and disability.  Would modern times, for example, use a 

potentially derogatory term like “madness” to describe someone who is either in love or 

heartbroken? For modern society, these remain largely within the realm of depression.  

  Shakespearean disability critic David Wood writes that, “Training ourselves to pursue 

the non-normative manifested in the full range of Shakespeare’s literary output allows us to read 

as new that which we might have presumed to be settled (“Shakespeare and Disability Studies” 

288). He continues and writes that investigating Shakespeare through a new lens provides both 

the historical understanding of what he (Shakespeare) once meant, but also grants new 

possibilities to what he continues to mean (288). Additionally, because reading can be 

understood as transactional and largely informed by personal experiences (Rosenblatt 132) 

students may continue to learn more about Shakespeare and their own lives as teachers introduce 

them to more interpretive tools as well as the possibility of different goals for instructors. For 

example, one of the commonly understood reasons that Romeo and Juliet remains part of most 

high school reading lists, along with learning how to internalize Shakespeare’s use of language, 

is due to the universality of romantic themes within the life of teens. Teens are expected to 

understand, and indeed relate to the titular characters’ angst about first love (Biondo-Hench 117).  

That understanding is pre-supposed and is used by instructors as an access point to the often-

unfamiliar writings of Shakespeare. Consider the reasoning of college professors who, aside 

from getting their students familiar with the poetry and plot of Hamlet decide to use the play as a 
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vehicle for discussions of depression? More specifically, consider using Hamlet as a case-study 

in depression while using its ending as a cautionary tale about the dangers of managing mental 

illness without support? 

Enhancing Hamlet and King Lear with Disability Studies 
 

In Chapters 4 and 6 of this study, I demonstrated how two instructors talked about the 

major impairments present within Hamlet and King Lear. Between two classrooms and two 

plays, Professor Mercer and Professor Thompson focused on variations of madness, suicidal 

ideation, blindness, strength, power, old age, perceptions of reality, and concepts of legitimacy. 

The earlier part of this chapter summarized the types of impairments found within each of the 

plays studied here (see Table 3) and highlighted a strong exchange between each instructor and 

one of their students.  

In Chapters 5 and 7 of this dissertation, I presented readings of each play informed by 

Disability Studies. Specifically, I applied the theories of Narrative Prosthesis and Materiality of 

Metaphor (Mitchell and Snyder). Although I discussed passing (Butler, Gender Trouble; 

Goffman, Stigma; Siebers, "Disability as Masquerade"), I found Ellen Samuels idea of 

“disability con” more convincing and persuasive. Lastly, I noted the ways that performance 

(Butler, Bodies That Matter; The Psychic Life of Power) operated within the play. Using each of 

the impairments identified in these classrooms, I focused my critiques on the ways that each 

impairment informed a Disability Studies approach to the text. Within my critiques, each 

impairment became the centerpiece of arguments for prosthetic narratives in which the 

impairment that initiated the narrative eventually became its central problem. I also showed how 

each play was resolved by repairing the injury that the original social break created. By thinking 

of narratives as analogous to human bodies, a break in the social order creates the need for a 
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story that requires repair just as a break in the body (from a medical perspective) requires repair. 

In both cases, the narrative, or the body, are “made whole” again once each has been normalized 

through acts of adjustment and the potential erasure of the impairment or the break using a 

prosthesis or other means. 

After my analysis of the plays from a Disability Studies perspective, Chapters 5 and 7 

also included several questions that would be useful in a classroom studying these plays while 

using a Disability Studies lens. Table 4 again shares the impairments identified by Matt 

Thompson in Hamlet and suggests some questions that would help students recognize the 

additional ways that Disability Studies allows them to think about narratives, characters, social 

interactions, and storylines. Table 5 contains similar questions for King Lear based on the 

impairments discussed by both Matt Thompson and Barbara Mercer. 

These questions are, of course, preliminary and designed to get students thinking about 

the ways in which impairments and narratives interact with cultural expectations. Developing 

tailored questions will depend on how much a given instructor decides to cover disability as it 

relates to these plays, and the level of engagement exhibited by students. 

Through my research, I have ultimately determined that impairments are key ideas for 

Hamlet and King Lear regardless of an individual instructor’s intention to talk specifically about 

disabilities or impairments while working with these plays. Hamlet is after all dealing with 

depression, and he states as much in his first scene. 

Similarly, King Lear is also facing old age and eventual death, as he states in his first 

scene. The fact that these characters are facing impairments is not really in question; the question 

that classroom instructors may want to ask themselves is “How are we going to incorporate 



266 
 

   
 

impairment and disability more deeply into these plays?” And, in doing so, how clearly will we 

be able to delineate medical, social, and cultural ideas of disability? 

 

Table 4: Disability Related Discussion Questions for Hamlet based on Impairment 

Impairments / Themes 

Discussed 

Disability Related Classroom Questions 

-- Madness (lovesickness, 

depression, lunacy, suicide). 

--Reality / Fantasy (the ghost, 

DISCON, masquerade, acting). 

- How does disability affect the narrative? 

- How do the binaries of correct and incorrect 

work in the narrative? 

- What are some ways that Hamlet draws the 

audience into his performance? 

- What evidence is there that Hamlet’s 

performance is convincing? 

- When does the narrative shift from 

performance to actual madness? How can 

you tell? 

- Does Hamlet’s disability need to be cured? 

- Is Hamlet “cured” in the end? 

- Is Denmark restored? 

- How does death result in healing or cure? 

- What questions does Hamlet as a whole 

raise about mental illness? 
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In Table 5, I focus the questions specifically on the details of King Lear. Because both plays use 

madness as a theme, some of the questions are similar to the ones for Hamlet, but there are 

differences as well. The specific questions surrounding Lear’s madness, dementia, depression, 

and old age could be more centered on the caregiving aspects of family. Remember that Lear had 

hoped to “set his rest upon [Cordelia’s] kind nursery” (1.1.128-129), and so some discussion can 

take place around what that may have looked like, for example.  

Table 5:Disability Related Questions for King Lear based on Impairment 

Impairments / Themes 

Discussed 

Disability Related Classroom Questions 

--Madness (depression, 

dementia, anger). 

--Old age 

--Blindness (physical and 

metaphorical) 

--Legitimacy 

- What does dementia look like? 

- How does the inclusion of the word “not”  and 

the acknowledgement of the impairment by 

Goneril and Regan change the play? 

- What are the responsibilities of children to their 

parents? 

- How is Lear’s narrative shaped by anger and 

madness (mental illness). 

- How do both Lear and Gloucester see disability 

as a burden and a gift? 

- How does King Lear speak to common tropes 

about blindness? 

- How do societal rules about birth affect 

disability status? 
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 By formulating questions that highlight the myriad ways that disability can operate in 

Shakespeare’s work, and by relating those questions to themes common within student lives, 

instructors who teach these plays.  

Areas for Further Study 
 
 In many ways, I see this study as the first step to beginning a larger conversation. By 

watching teachers work with students and work with Shakespeare’s texts, I was able to see how 

two instructors highlighted impairments in the plays, and within their respective classrooms 

(using both a lecture format and a Socratic Question and Answer sessions.) Although that was 

valuable because it allowed me to understand the ubiquity of themes across classrooms, my 

sample size limited the results I studied.  Further research is needed to understand how a broader 

range of instructors engage with impairment and disability within the plays.  

I consider the likelihood of more active (performance-based) methods greater due to the 

current popularity of personalized virtual content and platforms.68 The nature of the assignments 

combined with the governing rules of each platform could force students to prioritize the 

embodiment of a particular character, and therefore consider varying theoretical models of 

interpretation. For example, how might a student showcase Hamlet’s disposition in a 30-second 

TikTok video? How might a student describe Ophelia’s disposition in 140 characters for 

Twitter? Each of these and more deserve exploration. 

 I also realize that the videos I watched focused primarily on the interpretations of the 

texts. Further study would extend my work to determine if specific assignments presented in 

Shakespeare classrooms ask students to consider disability or Disability Studies when working 

with these plays. Lastly, this study revolved around only 2 of Shakespeare’s tragedies, and more 

 
68 In this regard, I imagine classroom assignments that have students creating virtual content that connects personal 
views to character values, etc. 
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research could be done to investigate, for example, how the history plays represent ideas of 

impairment and disability.    

 I began this project hoping that I could share my interest in Disability Studies and 

Shakespeare with students. I also sought to highlight some of the most powerful tools and 

concepts in Literary Disability Studies so that I could add to the scholarship about the ubiquity of 

disability in narrative, and particularly in the foundational literature of our culture. Additionally, 

by studying classroom exchanges, and demonstrating ways for students and teachers to engage 

with these plays through Disability Studies, I hope more instructors will take advantage of 

Disability Studies as a lens. 

My project was designed to assist teachers who work with Shakespeare find spaces in the 

text where they can talk about disability. My work contributes to the scholarship of Disability 

Studies by offering well-read texts presented in a new light. This approach allows teachers and 

students to find the value in the lens of Disability Studies, as well as the interpretations that they 

can create by applying it. 
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Appendix A: Modified Classroom Transcript for Matt Thompson, King Lear 
 
 
Matt Thompson [partial] King Lear lecture 2 transcript69 
TOTAL LENGTH: 1:14 
 

• Yellow highlights for Student dialogue 
• Blue highlights for references to physical difference. 
• Red highlights – waits for student response, gets none. 
• Bolded phrases highlight references to physical impairments. 

 
[…] 
 
Ok, so Act 1 – Scene 1…Well, back up just a minute…take a look at the dramatis personae – the 
list of the characters – you’ve got Lear, King of Britain; notice it’s King of Britain, not King of 
England – this is pre-England, ok? This is Celtic Britain.  And then you have the King of France 
which immediately blows the chronology all out of the water, because when there was Britain, 
there was no France, ok? It was Gaul.  Shakespeare’s not really all that concerned about 
historical accuracy.   
 
Goneril – Lear’s oldest daughter; the Duke of Albany, her husband; Regan, Lear’s second 
daughter; Duke of Cornwall, her husband; Cordelia, Lear’s youngest daughter, she’s unmarried, 
ok? Which is why the King of France and the Duke of Burgandy are there.  You have the Earl of 
Kent, the Earl of Gloucester,  Edgar, Gloucester’s elder son, later disguised as Tom of Bedlam; 
Edmund, Gloucester’s younger, bastard son – that’s not bastard in a moral sense, that’s bastard in 
a legitimate sense, or illegitimate, I should say.  Oswald, Goneril’s steward; an old 
man…uh…and a few others including the Fool. 
 
So, it opens with Kent speaking with Gloucester, and he says -  
 
 
[…] 
  
T:  The beast.  So what is happening to Lear? He is devolving.  He is descending…ok? 
 

I loved her most, and thought to set my rest 
On her kind nursery.  
 

Oh, finally it comes out.  Is this his darker purpose? What does he say, really, about what he 
thought about Cordelia?  
 

 
69 This is a modified version of the original transcript. Although colored highlighters were used to distinguish 
patterns as noted, in this version, only bold text was used to highlight a few references to physical impairments. It 
has also been truncated for length and is only meant to demonstrate part of my method rather than represent the 
entire record of the session. 
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00:22:04:  [SAME FEMALE STUDENT]:  That she would…him. 
 
T:   And? 
 
00:22:06:  [SAME FEMALE STUDENT]:  That she would take care of him. 
 
T:  That she would take care of him. So why didn’t he just clearly, explicitly, write a thesis that 
says, “I want Cordelia to take care of me in my old age”? Why did he have to make it a game? 
Because he is a foolish old man. 
 

 
KING LEAR Hence, and avoid my sight! 
[…] 
 
 
 
KENT: Royal Lear, 
Whom I have ever honor’d as my king, 
Loved as my father, as my master follow’d, 
As my great patron thought on in my prayers,— 

 
What’s Kent doing there? 
 
00:22:50: MALE STUDENT: [INAUDIBLE]. 
 
T:  Ok, sucking up…What else, possibly? Ok,  
 
00:22:54: STUDENT: [INAUDIBLE]. 
 
T:  Ok.  He’s setting up his appeal…but how is he setting up his appeal? 
 
00:23:01: FS 7:  Obviously  you can see he’s ….personal to the king…. 
 
T:  Exactly. He is saying, “I have lived for you” 
 

KING LEAR: The bow is bent and drawn, make from 
the shaft. 

 
In other words, “Let loose…” No… 
 

KENT: Let it fall rather,[ …] be Kent unmannerly, 
When Lear is mad. / 

 
Mad, crazy, not angry. 

 
What wilt thou do, old man? 
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OOOh…. Can you imagine somebody going up to Queen Elizabeth: “What would you do Old 
Lady?”  [Students laugh] .  Lear has power, Elizabeth really doesn’t. 
 

Think’st thou that duty shall have dread to speak, 
 

What kind of courtier --  or let’s use a modern term – advisor –  is Kent not? What kind of 
advisor is Kent not? 
 
00:24:02:  FS8:  The kind that’s just gonna tell him what he wants to hear? 
 
T:  Bingo.  He’s not a “Yes Man”. He’s the kind of advisor every president needs.  
Unfortunately, he seems to be the kind of advisor no president has, ok? [Students laugh] 
 
 

When power to flattery bows? To plainness honor’s 
bound, 
When majesty falls to folly.   
To plainness; 

 
In other words, “I have to speak clearly”  When majesty falls to foolishness… 

 
Reserve thy state 

 
In other words,  “hold on to your power, to your position” 
 

And, in thy best consideration, check 
 
That is, “and in your best thinking…Stop”  

This hideous  /  
What’s that next word? 
 
00:25:10:  [STUDENTS, WHISPERS] Rashness. 
 
T:  Rashness.  Rashness. Kent is suggesting that Lear is doing this on a whim.  It’s an impulsive 
act.  It hasn’t been thought through. Ok? It has been argued that the cause of all of Oedipus’s 
problems are one thing: that his – to use the Aristotelian term – his Hamartia – is not hubris, it’s 
not pride, it’s rashness. He acts out of impulse.  He doesn’t think everything through.   
 
I mean, think about this for just a moment:  you’re Oedipus, and you’ve been told that you are 
fated to kill your  father and sleep with your mother.  What two things do you NEVER do? 
 
00:26:13:  [Students, overlapping]:  Kill some older than you and…[inaudible]. 
 
T:  Ok. – Kill a man old enough to be your father.  So – let’s be real conservative here – don’t 
kill anyone ten years older than you – even though ten years wouldn’t be old enough, but like I 
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said, be really conservative.  Or, AND, don’t sleep with anyone old enough to be your mother.  
Just DON’T EVER DO THOSE TWO THINGS.  
 
00:26:42:  [FEMALE STUDENT]:  Especially not the woman who’s married to the guy ten 
years older than you…. 
 
T:  Yes, Ok? Really not smart there, ok? 
 
 

[KENT] :answer my life my judgment, 
 
Your gloss tells you, you know, what does that mean?  “I’ll answer with my life if I’m wrong 
with this judgment.” 
 

Thy youngest daughter does not love thee less; 
 
Ok.  He’s – notice – speaking clearly. 
 

Nor are those empty-hearted whose low sound 
Reverbs no hollowness. 

 
What’s he saying? “Your two daughters [the older two] they’re hollow”.  Not Cordelia.  Look at 
her very name – [writes in on the white board, student sneezes.]  What’s the root? “Cor” – Heart/ 
Cord/ Card-i-ac/Ok? She’s the heart. 

 
 
KING LEAR: Out of my sight! 
KENT: See better, Lear; and let me still remain 
The true blank of thine eye. 

 
That is, a target.  See better [Erases some names on the board] 
 
00:28:20 Sight versus blindness –  
Shakespeare loves this theme or put another way
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Appendix B: Data Coding Descriptions 
 
 
 

CODE IMPAIRMENT / 
DISABILITY 

DESCRIPTION 

AGE Old Age Used when scenes reference the age of a character as 
problematic. 

BLIND-M Metaphorical 
Blindness 

Used when scenes reference Metaphorical 
Blindness, or as Goldberg argued, the difference 
between understanding and sight. Metaphorical 
Blindness refers to moments of misunderstanding. 

BLIND-P Physical Blindness Used when scenes reference Physical Blindness, or 
as Goldberg argued, the difference between 
understanding and sight. Physical Blindness refers to 
the inability to visually determine surroundings. 

CURE Cure Used to identify conversations and scenes about 
Curing impairments. 

DEM Dementia Used to identify conversations and scenes about 
Dementia. 

DEP Depression Used to identify conversations and scenes about 
Depression 

DISCON Disability Con Ellen Samuels. Used to identify when disability is 
feigned for a specific purpose 

LEGIT Legitimacy Used to identify conversations and scenes about 
birth and legitimacy. 

MAD Madness Used to identify conversations and scenes about 
psychological “madness”. 

MI Mental Instability Used to identify conversations and scenes having to 
do with non-specific mental instability. 

PASS Passing70 Used to identify conversations and scenes that 
involve passing behavior as distinct from DISCON. 
Kent passed as Caius; Hamlet used “Madness” as a 
way to reach his goal 

PERF Performance Used to identify conversations or scenes that discuss 
stage performance / also used in conjunction with 
PASSING and DISCON. 

 
 

 
70Passing later turned into the much more appropriate concept of Masquerade 
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Appendix C: Scene Grids and Coding Notes for Hamlet and King Lear 
 
C.1: Summary and Coding Notes for Hamlet 
 
  
THE GHOST 
HAMLET, Prince of Denmark, son of the 
late King Hamlet 
and Queen Gertrude 
QUEEN GERTRUDE, widow of King 
Hamlet, now married to Claudius. 
KING CLAUDIUS, brother to the late King 
Hamlet 
OPHELIA 
LAERTES, her brother 
POLONIUS, father of Ophelia and Laertes, 
councilor to King Claudius 
 

REYNALDO, servant to Polonius 
HORATIO, Hamlet’s friend, and confidant 
FORTINBRAS, Prince of Norway 
ROSENCRANTZ 
GUILDENSTERN 
OSRIC 
FRANCISCO 
BARNARDO 
MARCELLUS 
 
Various servants, courtiers, and officers. 
 

 
SCENE LOCATION PLAYERS MAIN ACTION 
1.1 
 
CODE: 
MI 

A PLATFORM 
– Elsinore 

Bernardo, Francisco, 
Horatio, Marcellus, 
Ghost  

• The guards discuss the 
appearance of the Ghost of 
KING HAMLET 

1.2 
 
CODE: 
DEP & 
PERF 

Elsinore – 
Throne room 

CAST • Announcement of funeral 
/marriage 

• Laeretes headed to Wittenburg 
• Voltermand and Cornellius are 

sent to talk to young Fortenbras 
• King and Queen question Hamlet 
• Hamlet is told of the ghost. 

1.3 
 
CODE: 
MI  

Outside 
Elsinore 

Laertes, Ophelia, 
Polonius 

• Laertes leaves for Wittenberg, 
warns Ophelia against Hamlet 

• Polonius advises Laertes. 
• Polonius questions Ophelia about 

the advice Laertes gave her. 
1.4 
 
CODE 
MI & 
MAD 

A PLATFORM 
– Elsinore 

Bernardo, Francisco, 
Horatio, Marcellus, 
Hamlet, Ghost  

• Hamlet sees the Ghost. 
• The others attempt to persuade 

him not to follow it. Hamlet 
follows 

1.5 
 
 
CODE:  

A PLATFORM 
– Elsinore 

Bernardo, Francisco, 
Horatio, Marcellus, 
Hamlet, Ghost  

• Hamlet talks to the Ghost, hears 
of the murder by Claudius, and is 
tasked to avenge the death, but to 
leave Gertrude alone. 
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MI & 
MAD 

• “This commandment all alone 
shall live within the book and 
volume of my brain.” 

• The party swears to keep silent 
about what they have seen and 
heard, and also to keep Hamlet’s 
secret – that his future actions 
are based on his current task. 
“antic disposition” 

    
2.1 
 
MAD & 
PERF & 
DISCON 

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
house of  
Polonius 

Polonius, Ophelia, 
Reynaldo 

• Polonius sends Reynaldo to look 
in on Laertes. “By indirection 
find direction out” 

• Ophelia tells Polonius of 
Hamlet’s visit to her quarters. / 
Description / cause of his 
“madness” (76- end) 

• They go to find Claudius and 
Gertrude 

2.2 
 
 
CURE 
& 
PERF& 
DEP & 
DISCON 

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Claudius, Gertrude, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, 
Polonius, Voltmand, 
Cornelius, Hamlet, 
Players.  

• Claudius & Gertrude greet 
Rosencrantz & Guildenstern. 
They agree to help lighten 
Hamlet’s mood. 

• Voltmand & Cornelius 
(ambassadors from Norway) 
return and announce a deal 
struck with Old Fortanbras. 

•  Polonius returns and reads the 
letter from Hamlet to Ophelia. /   
Polonius and Claudius agree to 
discover what is bothering 
Hamlet by using Ophelia and 
hiding to observe the encounter.  

• Hamlet enters, reading, and 
Polonius questions him. Polonius 
leaves curious and frustrated, 
after showing Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern where to find 
Hamlet.  

• Hamlet greets R & G: “For there 
is nothing good nor bad but 
thinking makes it so” / “Tell me 
you were sent”/ “What a piece of 
work is man” / “I am but mad 
north-north-west. When the wind 
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is southerly I  
know a hawk from a handsaw.”   

• The players arrive / Polonius 
introduces them / Hamlet 
welcomes them.  

• Before they exit, Hamlet secretly 
speaks to the lead player and 
asks him to play “The Murder of 
Gonzago” with an added speech 
that Hamlet will write / “The 
play’s the thing…” in order to 
determine the veracity of the 
ghost.  

    
 
3.1 
 
CODE: 
CURE 
& 
PERF  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Claudius, Gertrude, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, 
Polonius, Ophelia, 
Hamlet.  

• Rosencrantz & Guildenstern tell 
Claudius and Gertrude of their 
meeting with Hamlet and his 
desire for them to see the play.  

• Claudius and Polonius withdraw, 
leaving Ophelia alone.  

• Hamlet arrives: “To be or not to 
be”  [This is spoken aloud in 
the open, no attempt to quiet 
the words] 

• Ophelia enters, and returns his 
gifts / he denies them, they 
struggle / Hamlet proclaims 
against marriage. / “O, what a 
noble mind is here o’er-thrown”.  

• Upon seeing this, Claudius 
decides to send Hamlet to 
England.  

3.2* 

 

CODE: 
 
MAD & 
PERF  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Hamlet, Players, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, 
Polonius, Horatio, 
Ophelia 

• Hamlet rehearses with the 
players.  

• Polonius announces that the king 
and queen will see the play. He 
and R & G leave to prepare the 
actors.  

• Hamlet speaks with Horatio and 
tells him of the plan to reveal 
Claudius.  

• The play begins and Hamlet has 
words with Claudius, Gertrude, 
and Ophelia.  

• As the play continues, the 
players enact something like the 
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poisoning of King Hamlet by his 
brother. Claudius recognizes this 
and flees. All exit except Hamlet 
and Horatio. They discuss the 
veracity of the ghost.  

• R & G re-enter: “The king is in 
marvelous distemper…with 
choler. ” / “you’d be well to tell 
a doctor. ” 

• “The queen has sent for you” / 
What is the cause of your 
distempter?”/ “I cannot make 
you a wholesome answer. / my 
witt’s diseased. / do you think I 
am easier to be played on than a 
pipe?  

• All leave to announce Hamlet to 
the queen. Hamlet decides to 
seek out the king.  

3.3 
 
CODE: 
 
MAD & 
PERF 
 
  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Hamlet, Claudius, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, 
Polonius, 

• The king prepares R & G for 
England with Hamlet 

• Polonius tells Claudius that he 
will hide behind a tapestry in 
Gertrude’s closet to overhear 
what Hamlet says to her.  

• Claudius speaks aloud of his 
guilt and the darkness on his 
soul.  

• Hamlet sees this, and considers 
killing him, but does not because 
he surmises that it will send him 
to Heaven rather than Hell.  

• Hamlet exits and goes to see 
Gertrude.  

3.4 
 
CODE: 
 
MAD & 
PERF & 
DISCON  

Elsinore, the 
Queen’s closet 

Polonius, Gertrude, 
Hamlet, Ghost 

• Polonius advises Gertrude on 
what to say and hides behind a 
tapestry.  

• Hamlet enters and confronts 
Gertrude, making her aware of 
Claudius’s actions, and 
comparing Claudius to his 
father. During the argument, he 
kills Polonius.  

• At one point, the Ghost of King 
Hamlet appears. Hamlet speaks 
to it, but Gertrude cannot see it. 
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“Is this the very coinage of your 
brain?” 

• Hamlet tells Gertrude to stifle 
the King’s advances, and that he 
also knows he is going to 
England. He removes the body 
of Polonius.  

• Gertrude promises not to reveal 
their conversation.  

    
4.1 
 
CODE: 
 
MAD  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Claudius, Gertrude, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern  

• Gertrude tells Claudius of 
Hamlet: “Mad as the sea and 
wind as both contend which is 
the mightier”. She also alerts 
him to the murder of Polonius.  

• Claudius decrees that Hamlet 
will leave for England 
immediately.  

4.2 
 
CODE: 
MAD  

Elsinore, a 
passage in the 
castle 

Hamlet, Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, others.  

• Hamlet is questioned on the 
location of the body. “Safely 
stowed” 

• They bring him before Claudius 
4.3 
 
CODE: 
MAD  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Claudius, Hamlet, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, others.  

• Claudius questions Hamlet on 
the location of the body. “At 
supper” 

• Hamlet antagonizes Claudius: 
Father/Mother, “Seek him in the 
other place yourself” 

• Leaves for England 
4.4 
 
CODE: 
MAD 

Near Elsinore Hamlet, Fortinbras 
and an army, Captain, 
Rosencrantz, 
Guildenstern, others.  

• As Hamlet leaves for England, 
he speaks with the boat captain 
and learns of Fortinbras. Hamlet 
acknowledges that he knows that 
forces plot against him.  

4.5 
 
CODE: 
MAD, 
MI  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Gertrude, Horatio, 
Gentlemen, Ophelia, 
Claudius, Laertes 

• Gertrude is made aware of 
Ophelia’s distracted state.  

• Ophelia sings to the queen about 
her father. She exits, and Horatio 
follows to keep her safe.  

• Laertes returns and confronts 
Claudius. He convinces Laertes 
to work with him to avenge the 
death of Polonius.  

• Laertes witnesses Ophelia’s loss 
of control.  
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4.6 
 
CODE: 
MAD 

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Horatio, Servant, 
Sailor,  

• Horatio receives a letter that tells 
of Hamlet’s separation from 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. R 
& G continue for England; 
Hamlet is headed back to 
Denmark to speak with Horatio 

4.7 
 
CODE: 
MAD & 
MI  

Elsinore, a 
room in the 
castle 

Claudius, Laertes, 
Gertrude 

• Claudius attempts to solidify 
friendship with Laertes.  

• Claudius receives a letter telling 
him that Hamlet has returned 
and convinces Laertes to duel 
Hamlet / Poisoned 
chalice/Poisoned sword.  

•  Gertrude enters and tells Laertes 
of Ophelia’s drowning.  

• Laertes leaves in a rush, King 
and Queen follow.  
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5.1 
 
 
CODE: 
MAD 
& MI 
& 
PERF 

Elsinore, a 
churchyard 

Gravedigger, Hamlet, 
Other, Horatio, 
Claudius, Gertrude, 
Horatio, Laertes 

• Hamlet talks to the gravedigger 
about death and reflects on 
skulls.  

• It was that very day that young 
Hamlet was born—he that is mad 
and sent into England.  

Ay, marry, why was he sent into 
England? 
Why, because he was mad. He shall 
recover his wits there. Or if he do not, 
’tis no great matter there.  
Why? 
/’Twill not be seen in him there. /There 
the men are as mad as he.  

•  And the jester Yorick.  
• Hamlet witnesses Ophelia’s 

funeral. Hamlet & Laertes fight.  
• Horatio follows Hamlet/ 

Claudius steals Laertes to the 
duel.  

5.2 
 
CODE: 
 
CURE 
MAD 

Elsinore, a hall 
in the castle 

Hamlet, Horatio, 
Claudius, Gertrude, 
Horatio, Laertes, 
Osric, Fortinbras 

• Audience learns of R & G death.  
• Osric tells Hamlet of the duel.  
• Hamlet & Laertes duel, bleed on 

both sides. Hamlet is poisoned 
by Laertes, and Hamlet stabs 
him; they exchange forgiveness, 
and they notice that Gertrude is 
hurt.  

• Laertes reveals the king, and 
Hamlet stabs him. The royals are 
dead and dying. Hamlet asks 
Horatio to tell the story.  

• Fortinbras enters, and grudgingly 
takes control of the kingdom. 
Horatio promises to tell the story.  

• Fortinbras allows Hamlet to be 
buried as a royal, and a soldier.  

 
                                    THE END 
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C.2: Summary and Coding Notes King Lear 
 
Dramatis Personae 
LEAR, King of Britain 
GONERIL: 
REGAN: daughters to Lear.  
CORDELIA: 
KING OF FRANCE 
DUKE OF BURGUNDY 
DUKE OF CORNWALL 
DUKE OF ALBANY 
EARL OF KENT 
EARL OF GLOUCESTER 
EDGAR: Son to Gloucester.  
EDMUND: bastard son to Gloucester.  
FOOL 
 

OSWALD: Steward to Goneril.  
A Captain employed by Edmund. 
Gentleman attendant on Cordelia 
A Herald 
Servants to Cornwall 
Knights of Lear’s train, Captains, 
Messengers, Soldiers, and Attendants 
CURAN: a courtier.  
Old Man: tenant to Gloucester.  
Doctor 
 

 
 
Scene Location Players Main Action 
1.1 
  

Lear’s Throne room 
 
CODE:  
AGE, MAD, LEGIT, 
BLIND-M, DEP, 
DISCON 

CAST • Gloucester Introduces Edmund 
•  Lear divides the kingdom 

between Goneril and Regan.  
• Cordelia is betrothed to 

France.  
• Lear banishes Cordelia and 

Kent 
• Goneril and Regan note Lear 

infirmity and plot to overthrow 
him.  

1. 2 Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: LEGIT 

Edmund 
Gloucester 
Edgar 

• Edmund declares his 
intentions to the audience: 
"Thou Nature art my goddess. 
" 

• Edmund sets Edgar against 
Gloucester.  

1. 3 Albany’s Palace 
 
CODE: AGE 

Goneril 
Oswald 

• Goneril tells Oswald that 
because Lear struck a servant, 
she will not speak with Lear, 
and suggests that he go to 
Regan's palace 

1. 4 Albany’s Palace 
 
CODE: PASS, PERF, 
AGE, BLIND-M 

Kent  (Caius) 
Lear, Goneril, 
Albany, Oswald, 
Knights 

• Lear meets Kent in disguise as 
Caius.  

• Kent trips Oswald to protect 
Lear.  
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• Lear learns of Goneril's wish 
for fewer knights.  

• Fool educates Lear about his 
status with Goneril and Regan 

• Lear realizes Goneril's lie.  
• Oswald heads to Regan with a 

note.  
1. 5 Before Albany’s Palace 

 
CODE: AGE, DEM 

Lear 
Fool 
Kent(Caius) 

• Lear sends Caius to Gloucester 
with a note about Goneril.  

• Lear learns more from the 
Fool about giving away his 
house.  

• Lear and his train leave 
Goneril to meet Regan 

    
2. 1 Gloucester’s Castle 

 
CODE: PASS, LEGIT, 
DISCON 

Edmund 
Curan (Servant) 
Edgar 
Gloucester, 
Regan, Cornwall 

• Edmund learns of Regan’s 
arrival.  

• Edmund convinces Gloucester 
that Edgar is a murderer.  

• Edgar heads into the woods to 
flee prosecution.  

2. 271 Before Gloucester’s 
Castle 
 
CODE: PASS, PERF 

Kent (Caius), 
Oswald, Edmund, 
Regan, Cornwall 
Gloucester 

• Oswald does not recognize 
Caius (Kent) and Kent insults 
Oswald as a fool. They fight 
(swords).  

• On Cornwall’s order, Kent is 
placed in the stocks.  

2. 3 Open Country 
 
CODE: DISCON 

Edgar • Edgar disguises himself as 
Poor Tom 

2. 4 Before Gloucester’s 
Castle / Kent Stocks 
 
CODE: PASS, AGE, 
DEM, MAD 

Caius, Lear, Fool, 
Knights,  
Gloucester, 
Goneril, Regan, 
Cornwall 

• Lear discovers Caius in the 
stocks.  

• Regan / Cornwall refuse to 
speak with him/ then have 
words about Caius.  

• Goneril & Albany arrive.  
• Goneril & Regan tell Lear to 

dismiss his entire train.  
• In anger, Lear goes out into 

storm. Kent and the Fool 
follow. Goneril & Regan shut 
up the doors on him.  

    

 
71 Some versions of this act only have 2 scenes. 
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3. 1 A Heath – Storm 
 
CODE: PASS /PERF 

Kent (Caius), 
Knight 

• Kent seeks Lear and the Fool.  
• Kent sends a knight to find 

Cordelia and bring her back to 
see Lear (protect him) – giving 
the knight a signet ring which 
will tell her Caius is Kent 

3. 2 A Heath – Storm 
 
CODE: AGE, MAD, 
DEM, DEP 

Lear, Kent 
(Caius), Fool 

• Lear rails against the storm. It 
is here that we begin to see his 
frailty. They head for a hovel 

3. 3 Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: LEGIT / 
PASS 

Edmund, 
Gloucester 

• Gloucester speaks of his 
dislike of Lear’s treatment.  

• He tells Edmund of a letter 
locked in his closet, and trusts 
Edmund to keep it secret. Exits 
to help Lear.  

• Edmund plots against 
Gloucester 

3. 4 Heath/Hovel/Storm 
 
CODE: DISCON, 
MAD, DEM, DEP 

Lear 
Kent (Caius) 
Fool 
Edgar (Poor Tom) 
Gloucester 

• Kent and the Fool find shelter 
for Lear.  

• Lear meets Poor Tom 
• Gloucester finds them and tells 

them that he will find better 
accommodations.  

3. 5 Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: LEGIT 

Edmund, 
Cornwall 

• Edmund retrieves Gloucester’s 
letter, paints him as a spy for 
France to Cornwall.  

• Cornwall names Edmund Earl 
of Gloucester and charges him 
to locate his father.  

3. 6 Farmhouse near 
Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: MAD, PERF, 
DISCON 

Lear 
Kent (Caius) 
Fool72 
Edgar (Poor Tom) 
Gloucester 

• Gloucester finds them shelter.  
• Lear sees Poor Tom as a 

philosopher 

3. 7 Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: BLIND-P, 
BLIND-M 

Edmund, 
Cornwall, Regan, 
Goneril, 
Gloucester. 
Oswald 
1 Servant 
2 Servant; 

• Gloucester’s deeds are 
discovered / He is branded a 
traitor for France.  

• Edmund leaves with Goneril 
and Oswald to prepare for the 
invasion.  

• Cornwall moves to blind 
Gloucester/ A servant steps up 

 
72 This marks the final appearance of the Fool. 
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in defense/ Cornwall is 
wounded / Regan kills servant.  

• Gloucester is blinded by 
Cornwall and turned out of the 
castle / Servants follow to help 
(against orders) 

 
    
4. 1 Open Country 

 
CODE: BLIND-P, 
BLIND-M, PASS, 
PERF, DEP 

Edgar (Poor Tom) 
Old Man 
Gloucester 

• Gloucester (blinded) is now 
led by Old Man 

• Gloucester meets Poor Tom 
and does not recognize him 
/sends the Old Man to get Tom 
some clothes.  

• Pays Poor Tom to lead him to 
the Cliffs of Dover.  

• Edgar recognizes and pities 
Gloucester 

4. 2  Albany’s Palace 
 
 
CODE: LEGIT, 
BLIND-P 

Goneril, Edmund, 
Oswald, Albany 

• France’s army has landed / 
Albany is indifferent. 

• Goneril sends Edmund to 
Regan / Audiences become 
aware of the affair between 
Goneril and Edmund 

• Goneril insults Albany’s 
courage (manhood) after he 
disagrees with her methods.  

• Cornwall is announced as 
killed from the injuries of 3. 7 

• Goneril receives a letter from 
Regan.  

• Albany learns of Gloucester’s 
blinding and pities him.  

 
4. 373 
 

Open Country in Dover Kent, Gentleman • It is revealed that France has 
returned home, leaving his 
army in England.  

• Cordelia has read Kent’s 
letters and is moved to tears.  

• Lear and Kent are now in 
Dover. 

• Kent takes the Gentleman to 
Lear 

 
73 This scene does not exist in the Folio (but only in the Quarto editions) and is thought to serve as largely exposition 
and explanation for transitions. 
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4. 4 Open Country Near 
Dover 
CODE: DEM, DEP, 
AGE 

Cordelia, Soldiers, 
Messenger, 
 

• Messenger report on the 
English forces.  

• Cordelia laments Lear’s 
fortune.  

4. 5 Gloucester’s Castle 
 
CODE: LEGIT 

Regan, Oswald • Oswald has returned with a 
response from Goneril (4. 2) 
and now carries a note to 
Edmund from Goneril 

• Regan sends him off to 
Goneril asking for Edmund’s 
hand, and with directives to 
kill Gloucester if he has the 
chance.  

4. 6 Cliffs of Dover 
 
CODE: BLIND-P, 
BLIIND-M, PERF, 
CURE, PASS, 
DISCON 

Gloucester, Edgar 
(Poor Tom), Lear, 
Gentlemen, 
Oswald 

• Gloucester wants to jump from 
the cliffs committing suicide. 

• Edgar convinces him that he 
has jumped and survived. 
(Edgar “disguises” his voice 
and acts as two separate 
people.  

• Lear wanders onto the scene, 
“mad”: He and Gloucester 
discuss the blindness of old 
men.  

• Cordelia’s servants arrive and 
retrieve Lear (The battle 
looms) 

• Edgar reveals himself as son to 
Gloucester.  

• Oswald arrives and draws on 
Gloucester.  

• Edgar disguises his voice to 
keep himself hidden / draws 
on Oswald & kills him / takes 
letters.  

• They exit to go toward the 
battle and supposed safety 

4. 7 Open Country Near 
Dover 
 
CODE: AGE, DEM, 
DEP, MAD. CURE  

Cordelia, Kent 
(Caius), 
Gentlemen,74 
Lear 

• The king appears, in a chair, 
carried by servants / He sleeps 
& wakes / remembers 
Cordelia.  

• Lear asks to forgive and forget 
/ he and Cordelia walk  

 
74 Quarto editions name this character as a doctor, who may arrive with Cordelia in 4.4. 
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5. 1 Open country Near 
Dover 
 
CODE: PASS, PERF, 
LEGIT 

Edmund, Regan, 
Goneril, Albany, 
Edgar (as a 
peasant) 

• Regan entreats Edmund to wed 
her.  

• Edgar reports letter contents 
(Goneril’s affair with 
Edmund) to Albany 

• Edmund moves Albany toward 
battle.  

• Edmund laments his choice of 
sisters.  

5.275 Open Country Near 
Dover 

Cordelia, Lear, 
Edgar, Gloucester 

• Edgar reports that Cordelia has 
lost and has been taken / wants 
to get his father to a safe place. 
They exit together.  

 
5. 3 British Camp, Near 

Dover 
 
CODE: CURE, AGE, 
DEP, DEM, LEGIT, 

Edmund, Cordelia, 
Lear, Albany, 
Goneril, Regan, 
Edgar, Kent 

• Cordelia and Lear have been 
captured and sentenced to 
death. Lear and Cordelia make 
amends.  

• Edmund is arrested for treason 
but fights a disguised Edgar 
and is killed before he can stop 
the execution of Cordelia.  

• Edgar reveals himself and tells 
Gloucester’s story.  

• Goneril kills herself; Regan 
dies after 

• Lear’s execution is stopped. 
He carries a dead Cordelia on 
to the stage and weeps.  

• The remaining nobles (Albany, 
Edgar, and Kent) agree to 
restore Lear’s power until he 
dies.  

• After Lear dies, Kent leaves 
the company to follow his 
master (Lear).  

 
THE END 

 
 
 

 

 
75 This marks the last appearance of Gloucester. 
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