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Madness and Desire: Subject and Subjectivity in Renaissance Drama

Chu, Hsiang-Chun

Abstract
This project discusses the theme of madness in some early modern plays,
including William Shakespeare ; s Hamlet and King Lear, Thomas Kyd ;
s The Spanish Tragedy, Ben Jonson ; s Bartholomew Fair, and
JohnWebster ; s The Duchess of Malfi. Drawing on a Lacanian
Psychoanalytic approach, I examine the issue of subjectivity as embodied
in the mad characters in relation to the Other, which is often embodied in
and operated through social structure, political order, and family system.
Staged madmen/madwomen are spectacles themselves who address the
world through their unique voices with idiosyncratic linguistic modes.
From their interaction with people and surrounding environment, we
could probe into their hidden desire and subjectivity. Mad characters in
the plays give body to the collapse of men; s psychic structure. By
examining these mad characters we may understand the entangled
relation of psychic structure and the surrounding world. Madmen ;5 s

speech is a window to the discourse of the unconscious. Studies of mad
speeches give us a chance to glance the concealed desire and repression
in the mad characters. Drawing on Lacan j s triple structure of the
imaginary, the real and the symbolic, this project will explore the psychic
structure as represented in the mad characters. Thus the dilemma of
existence will be discussed. It is suggested that madness is an inevitable
consequence of the collapse of the triple structure. Placing these plays in
the historical context of madness and mad houses in the Renaissance
period, this research intends to further explore how these mad characters
break open the bondage of reason and language. They unsettle the social
structure, and deconstruct rational constraints. They freely express their
repressed desire. They allow their multifarious desires to find
unrestrained expressions, a freedom undreamt within a closed rational
structure.
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