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The Return of the Real---Ghosts, Skulls and Death in Early Modern
English Tragedy

Chu, Hsiang-Chun

Abstract
The doctrine of purgatory is abolished in the Reformation England. It
provides not only a middle place where the dead souls could purge their
sin, but also a chance for the living to pray for, and remember, the
dead.With the abolition of the chantries and the purgatory, intercession
for the dead, a religious rite that helps to bring the dead from this world to
the world after death, comes to a sudden stop. The bridge that connects
the communication with the dead is disrupted. And the dead seem to fall
into a void. Mourning and intercession turn into silence. A traumatic void



in culture and society is created for a lack of communication with the
dead. To fill the gap that is opened by this change, a variety of cultural
discourses, theater as the most vital example, endeavor to fill the void.
The subject of death is a very important concern in early modern English
tragedy. To deal with this subject in full, this 3-year project aims to
explore the concept of death in the early modern English cultural, social,
and religious contexts with the theoretical frameworks of New
Historicism and Lacanian psychoanalysis. The topics for each year are:
“The Purgatory of Death and the Death of Purgatory,”“The Dances of
Death in Shakespearean Tragedies,”and “The Art of Dying in Early
Modern English Tragedies.” The first year project, “The Purgatory of
Death and the Death of Purgatory,”dwells on Freudian and Lacanian
psychoanalytic concepts, such as the unconscious, the real, mourning,
remembrance, forgetting, trauma, the law of the father, and death drive.
The historical and literary scholarship on how cultural, social and
religious agencies treat death in the period is also investigated. Stephen
Greenblatt and Michael Neill have both underscored the sudden change
of the significance of death after Reformation.With the abolition of
Purgatory and the dissolution of the chantries, easy communication with
the dead is disrupted. The dead are forgotten, betrayed, or repressed. A
void is thus produced. For the second year, the project “The Dances of
Death in Shakespearean Tragedies”will focus on the subject of death
inWilliam Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, Macbeth, Remeo and
Juliet, and Othello. The dances of the death on Shakespearean stage are
one of the cultural responses to the absence created by the period’s
alienation from the dead. The visits of the ghosts or skulls represent the
return of the real, bringing to the fore the central issues of this
project—trauma, the return of the repression, remembrance and forgetting,
repetition compulsion, and death drive. Through devices of displacement
and metonymy, Shakespearean stage represents rich and vital imagination
of death. “The Art of Dying in Early Modern English Tragedies”will then
move on to other tragedies, including Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish
Tragedy, Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, John Ford’s A Broken
Heart, Thomas Middleton’s Women Beware Women, John Webster’s The
White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi, and The Revenger’s Tragedy.
Compared with Shakespearean plays, these tragedies display a much
more morbid obsession to the subject of death. Drawing on the Lacanian
concept of the real, I examine the issue of death involved in the
representation of ghosts, skulls, and the dead in these plays. This project
will analyze how the early modern English theater constructs the cultural
significance of death. Besides highlighting the theme of human mortality,
the stage brings to the surface the repressed desire, passion, or even guilt
in the forms of ghosts or skulls, which are the surplus, or the



unassimilated stuff. These haunting ghosts or grinning skulls are symbols
that escape reason and norms, embodying the discourse of the
unconscious. In a metonymic operation, they are the hard core of the real,
exposing the characters’innermost desire and trauma.
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