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ABSTRACT 

 

Mindreading is the human ability to look at a person or a literary character and 

contemplate what that person is thinking, feeling, and planning. In this dissertation I identify two 

methods of mindreading: inference and imagination. Shakespeare uses both methods, at times 

constructing characters by referring to theories of human behavior (inference), at times by 

referring to the particular perspective of a character (imagination). I engage current debates about 

the usefulness of character criticism, but I begin by addressing L. C. Knights’ tongue-in-cheek 

question, “How many children had Lady Macbeth?” Knights crystallized discontent with 

nineteenth-century character criticism, a discontent that was picked up by American new critics 

and subsequently post-structuralist critics of many stripes. Like Michael Bristol, Jessica Slights, 

and Paul Yachnin, I argue for a literary criticism that considers characters as if they were real 

people living in recognizable worlds. I add to this conversation by using terms and concepts from 

cognitive science that provide clarity to discussions of character. Theories of mindreading offer 

criticism a language with which to analyze moments of reading and misreading and to consider 

the mental workings of fictional characters in Shakespeare’s plays. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE MIND’S CONSTRUCTION: 
AN INTRODUCTION TO MINDREADING IN SHAKESPEARE 

 
 
 
I: Mindreading in Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
 

“There’s no art / To find the mind’s construction in the face.” 
—Macbeth 1.4.11-2.1 

 
 
 

When King Duncan makes his claim about incomprehensible faces, he has just been 

betrayed by Cawdor, “a gentleman on whom [Duncan] built / An absolute trust—” (1.4.13-4). 

Macbeth then enters in the middle of Duncan’s lines and begins to dissemble his own “black and 

deep desires” for Scotland’s crown (1.4.51). Duncan clearly has difficulty reading the minds of 

others. But Duncan is wrong.  Such an art exists: Shakespeare’s art links the face and the mind 

through the audience’s observation of dramatic characters. The “art to find the mind’s 

construction in the face” is a pair of techniques for reading minds, ones that Duncan fails to use 

but that Shakespeare employs in his dramaturgy and displays to his audiences. Mindreading—the 

process of ascribing mental states to others—operates via inference and imagination, and 

tracking these processes in Shakespeare’s plays shows how misreading and misunderstanding 

drive Shakespeare’s plots. 

                                                
1 All quotations from Shakespeare, unless otherwise noted, come from the Arden Series. See 
References for exact editions. 
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The art to find the mind’s construction in the face is twofold. Inference involves a 

technique of building statements about a character’s mind upon that character’s face, the exterior 

that character reveals to the world: facial expressions, gestures, statements, and actions. 

Imagination involves inhabiting the perspective of a character and creating a state of mind that 

matches that character’s actions. The goal of these two processes is identical—to match the mind 

to the face—but the orientation of the processes are distinct. Inference moves from the face to 

the mind. Imagination moves from the mind to the face. Shakespeare uses both arts, both 

methods of construction, to produce his characters.  

Duncan’s use of the word art is apt, since art divides into two senses: technique and 

science or creativity and the arts. In the early modern period, art primarily refers to “skill in 

doing something, esp. as the result of knowledge or practice.”2 Art is an acquired skill, such as 

swimming or warfare, capable of being used or misused.3 In Shakespeare’s work art can refer to 

bodies of learning such as education,4 rhetoric,5 medicine,6 physiognomy,7 cosmetics,8 magic,9 

and even the practice of courtly behavior and flattery, the art of dissembling, of veiling the true 

report of one’s state of mind by veiling the face.10 In King Lear Cordelia calls it “that glib and 

                                                
2 “art,” n. 1.1. OED. 
3 The bleeding Captain, when describing the stalled battle between Duncan and Cawdor’s forces, 
compares the battle to “two spent swimmers, that do cling together / And choke their art” (Mac. 
1.8-9). 
4 LLL 1.1.14, 4.3.326; Tro. 4.4.77; TN 1.3.92. 
5 Ham 2.2.95, 99; MM 1.2.174. 
6 Mac. 4.3.143; Rom. 5.3.243. 
7 Luc 1394. Physiognomy is the study of, as Montaigne writes, “the conformity and relation of 
the body to the spirit.” Michel De Montaigne, The Complete Essays of Montaigne, trans. Donald 
M. Frame (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1965), III.12, 809. 
8 Ham. 3.1.50; MM 2.2.184. 
9 Mac. 3.5.9, 4.1.101; Tmp. 1.2.1, 5.1.50. 
10 Cym. 3.3.46. 
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oily art / To speak and purpose not” (Lr. 1.1.225-6), comparing such falsehood with cosmetics.11 

When Duncan claims that there is no art to read the mind’s construction, he is using the first 

sense of art, claiming that there is no valid, accurate technique for connecting the mind to the 

face.  

In Shakespeare’s work, art is also gaining its modern usage, “the various branches of 

creative activity, as painting, sculpture, music, literature, dance, drama, oratory, etc.”12 In The 

Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare presents Lucrece contemplating a painting of the fall of Troy, a 

moment of ekphrasis—art pausing to represent art—wherein Lucrece contemplates her own 

trauma at the hands of Tarquin: “In Ajax and Ulysses, O what art, / of physiognomy might one 

behold! / The face of either cipher'd either's heart, / Their face their manners most expressly told” 

(1394-7). The painting is both a skilled and creative artifact, linking mind and face in ways that 

Lucrece can observe and learn from. The same blend of the two types of art occurs in The 

Winter’s Tale, where Leontes finds the statue of Hermione to be a skilled representation of his 

dead wife: “The fixure of her eye has motion in it, / As we are mock'd with art” (5.3.67-8). 

Artistic expression may supply the type of knowledge Duncan lacks.  

Inference and imagination can also be described in terms of construction. The primary 

sense of construction evokes a metaphor of building: “the action of framing, devising, or 

forming, by the putting together of parts.”13 In Duncan’s case, this metaphor is prevalent: “He 

was a gentleman on whom I built / An absolute trust.” Duncan observes exterior signs written 

upon the faces of his thanes, both the expressions upon their brows and reports concerning their 

lives: as he reads the bloody Captain, “So well thy words become thee, as thy wounds: / They 

                                                
11 Glib means both “smooth and slippery” and “easily pronounced,” referring both to painted 
faces and to easy lies. “glib,” adj., A.1., A.3.b. OED 
12 “art” 7. OED 
13 “construction,” n. I.1.a. Oxford English Dictionary Online (hereafter OED). 
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smack of honour both” (1.2.44-5). Duncan built this trust upon his belief in Cawdor’s faith: 

viewing Cawdor’s face as trustworthy, Duncan reads Cawdor as an honest, faithful man. 

Cawdor’s betrayal is therefore a deception (1.2.65), and hearing report of Cawdor’s confession 

leads Duncan to denounce the inferences he builds from human faces. He does not change his 

habits, however. Duncan honors Macbeth, putting trust in him and shifting the metaphor from 

buildings to plants, “I have begun to plant thee, and will labour / To make thee full of growing” 

(1.4.28-9). Perhaps Duncan hopes that such planted honors will be more organic, less artificial 

and false than the trust he built on the former thane of Cawdor. Yet with both Cawdor and 

Macbeth, Duncan constructs an understanding of his thanes by building that understanding out of 

inferences drawn from observable behavior, speech, and expression, and reports of the same 

delivered by others. 

Construction can also refer to grammar—“syntactically arranging words in a 

sentence”14—or translation—“analysing the structure of a sentence and translating it word for 

word into another language; construing.”15 While Duncan contemplates the minds of others from 

the outside in, working from the face to the mind, Rosse takes the opposite tack, imagining the 

mind and contemplating how it might express or translate itself in the face. Rosse describes to 

Macbeth Duncan’s reaction to hearing the news of Macbeth’s victory: 

The King hath happily receiv’d, Macbeth, 
The news of thy success; and when he reads 
Thy personal venture in the rebels’ fight, 
His wonders and his praises do contend, 
Which should be thine, or his: silenc’d with that, 
In viewing o’er the rest o’th’selfsame day, 
He finds thee in the stout Norweyan ranks, 
Nothing afeard of what thyself did make, 
Strange images of death. As thick as hail, 

                                                
14 Ibid., II.5.a. 
15 Ibid., II.6. 
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Came post with post; and every one did bear 
Thy praises in his kingdom’s great defence, 
And pour’d them down before him. (1.3.89-99) 
 

Rosse recounts his own delivery of that news to Duncan in the first scene (1.1.46-68), a brief 

exchange during which Duncan only inquires from where Rosse has come, cries “Great 

happiness!” (1.1.49), and pronounces Cawdor’s death and Macbeth’s new title (1.1.65-8). 

Rosse’s first conclusion, that the King “happily” listened to news of the victory, is 

straightforward: Duncan himself proclaimed his happiness, and Rosse needs only believe that 

Duncan was speaking the truth to believe that Duncan was happy. Rosse then explains that the 

King is “silenc’d” in hearing of Macbeth’s bravery and “personal venture,” debating within 

himself to whom the glories, “wonder and praises” of the day belong, himself or Macbeth. 

Duncan does not report such an internal struggle, and Rosse only notes that Duncan grew silent 

after hearing the news. There are no other external signs of Duncan’s state of mind. Rather than 

drawing inferences from this limited evidence, Rosse imagines himself to be in Duncan’s 

position, asking how he would react if he were receiving the news of Macbeth’s success. 

Duncan’s reception of the news is inflected with Rosse’s experiences in battle: the struggle of the 

rebels becomes Duncan’s struggle with who deserves the day’s praises; the blows of battle 

become the hail of posts; and Duncan contemplates Macbeth’s resolve, “nothing afeard” of the 

bloodshed he has caused, an image Rosse does not include in his original report to Duncan but 

which is readily apparent to Rosse, face to face with the blood-spattered Macbeth. Because 

Rosse cannot infer from Duncan’s silence, he imagines a state of mind for Duncan that coheres 

with Duncan’s face. 

Like Duncan, Shakespeare’s other characters seldom employ inference and imagination 

accurately. Shakespeare stages breakdowns in each process, and misread minds are central to his 
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construction of character. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, for instance, are obsessed with ensuring 

that others misread them. When Lady Macbeth first proposes the murder of Duncan, she reacts to 

a change in Macbeth’s expression, urging him to secrecy. 

Macb.     My dearest love, 
 Duncan comes here to-night. 
Lady M.     And when goes hence? 
Macb.  To-morrow, as he purposes. 
Lady M.     O! never 
 Shall sun that morrow see! 
 Your face, my Thane, is as a book, where men 
 May read strange matters. To beguile the time, 
 Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye, 
 Your hand, your tongue: look like th’innocent flower, 
 But be the serpent under’t. (1.5.58-66) 
 

Lady Macbeth shifts from the veiled threat on Duncan’s life to exhortations to secrecy; the text 

does not contain Macbeth’s reaction to the threat, but Lady Macbeth finds his face too revealing, 

and the success of their plot seems to lie in Macbeth’s ability to maintain a façade rather than in 

the execution of the assassination. He must disconnect his mind from his expressions, allowing 

Duncan to build trust upon a false face. As Macbeth concludes at the end of the act, internalizing 

his wife’s advice, “Away and mock the time with fairest show: / False face must hide what the 

false heart doth know” (1.7.82-3). False, like glib, has connotations of both deceit and of 

artificial appearance: false faces, false painting (makeup), false expressions.16 

                                                
16  “false” n., III.d. “of hair, teeth, etc.: Artificially made or adapted.” OED. Early modern 
descriptions of cosmetics also emphasize the corrosive nature of such dissembling, a corrosion 
both moral and material. In his 1598 A Tracte Containing the Artes of Curious Painting, 
Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo describes the effect of mercury (or sublimate), a common ingredient in 
face powder: 

This the Chirurgions call a corrosive. Because if it be put upon mans flesh it burneth it in 
a short space, mortifying the place, not without great paine to the patient. Wherefore such 
women as use it about their face, have alwaies black teeth, standing far out of their gums 
like a Spanish mule; an offensive breath, with a face halfe scorched, and an uncleane 
complexion. 
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At first, however, Macbeth delays to commit to the plot: “We will speak further,” 

(1.5.71). He does not address his wife again until she interrupts his frenzied cogitations that 

evening, at which point he chooses to abandon the murder and enjoy the “golden opinions” his 

martial prowess has won, “Which would be worn now in their newest gloss, / Not cast aside so 

soon” (1.7.33-5).  Lady Macbeth has misread her husband. She presumed his compliance with 

her plot, and believed that “the valour of [her] tongue” had overcome “th’milk of human 

kindness” in Macbeth (1.5.27, 17). Instead, his reluctance comes as a shock and she questions his 

motives: 

Was the hope drunk, 
Wherein you dress’d yourself? Hath it slept since? 
And wakes it now, to look so green and pale 
At what it did so freely? From this time  
Such I account thy love. Art thou afeard 
To be the same in thine own act and valour, 
As thou art in desire? Would’st thou have that 
Which thou esteem’st the ornament of life, 
And live a coward in thine own esteem, 
Letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would,’ 
Like the poor cat i’th’adage? (1.7.35-45) 
 

She delivers a series of five questions, only interrupted by an insult to the quality of his love for 

her. She seeks reasons for Macbeth’s behavior, reasons that her original inference about 

Macbeth’s ambition—and the impediment to that ambition, too much kindness—was innacurate. 

Perhaps, she argues, his hope for the crown was fraudulent at the start (“drunk”), or has “slept” 

and must be fully awakened by her questions; or perhaps Macbeth wants his desires and his 

                                                                                                                                                       
The language in this passage wavers between medical description and the imagery of moral 
corruption: burneth, mortifying, paine, black, offensive, scorched, and uncleane. It is as if 
cosmetics are simultaneously a hazard to the face and to the heart, the means and the punishment 
of dissembling. Lomazzo suggests the standard cure for such corrosive dissembling: that women 
instead adorn themselves with virtues, such as “cheerfulness,” “contentment,” “honesty,” and 
“wisdome” (3.133). Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo, A Tracte Containing the Artes of Curious 
Painting (Oxford: 1598), 3.130. Early English Books Online (hereafter EEBO). Nov 20, 2013. 
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accomplishments to conflict, to desire the crown yet “live a coward.” These are leading 

questions, not so much earnest inquiries as they are provocations for some explanation from 

Macbeth, some new ground upon which to base her inferences. 

Macbeth only protests, “Pr’ythee, peace. / I dare do all that may become a man; / Who 

dares do more, is none.” (1.7.45-7). Lady Macbeth rejects this construction. 

  What beast was’t then, 
That made you break this enterprise to me? 
When you durst do it, then you were a man; 
And, to be more than what you were, you would 
Be so much more the man. Nor time, nor place, 
Did then adhere, and yet you would make both: 
They have made themselves, and that their fitness now 
Does unmake you. (1.7.47-54) 
 

Again Lady Macbeth points to the contradiction she sees in Macbeth’s behavior between his 

desires and his actions. When Duncan was absent—“Nor time, nor place, / Did then adhere”—

Macbeth was eager to murder him and possess the crown. Now that Duncan is vulnerable as their 

guest, Macbeth has lost his resolve: “their fitness now / Does unmake you.” Lady Macbeth 

cannot infer why Macbeth’s mind moves at odds with his environment, as he seems to lose 

ambition when he gains opportunity. In truth, Lady Macbeth has been the resolute one: her belief 

that Macbeth was committed to Duncan’s murder is a projection of her own certainty onto her 

husband.  

Seeing that her expectations do not fit Macbeth’s behavior and that her questions have 

gone unanswered, Lady Macbeth changes her tack. Rather than seek to infer Macbeth’s mind, 

she encourages him to imagine her own, placing himself in her perspective. 

 I have given suck, and know 
How tender ’tis to love the babe that milks me: 
I would, while it was smiling in my face, 
Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums, 
And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn 
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As you have done to this. (1.7.54-9) 
 

The story of her loved yet battered child seems initially unconnected to the interrogation she has 

been conducting. Only after she has told the story and conjured up the image of the brainless 

infant body does Lady Macbeth verbally connect the story to Macbeth’s own experience, 

concluding by imagining herself to be in Macbeth’s position: “had I so sworn as you have done,” 

to murder Duncan and claim the promised crown. However, her vivid tale largely acts as an 

invitation to Macbeth’s own imagination. She compares Macbeth’s ambition to something from 

her own experience, her love for a child she has nursed. She then concludes that abandoning such 

loved ambition is the equivalent of murdering that child. Her husband is on the verge of 

committing such a monstrous act. By inviting Macbeth to consider her love and loss, Lady 

Macbeth manipulates Macbeth’s mindreading to spur him to action. 

One wonders if Macbeth sympathizes with Lady Macbeth’s pain in this imagined 

moment, the visceral loss of a child. As Macduff notes, “He has no children” (4.3.216). But did 

Macbeth once have children? Was the child Lady Macbeth spoke of Macbeth’s son? Within the 

bounds of the text, these are unanswerable questions. For much of the past century, these have 

also been unaskable questions, thanks in large part to L. C. Knights’s 1933 “How Many Children 

Had Lady Macbeth?” Knights critiqued the Shakespearean character criticism of the 18th and 19th 

centuries, holding up A. C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy as the culmination of this trend: 

“It is assumed throughout [Shakespearean Tragedy] that the most profitable discussion of 

Shakespeare’s tragedies is in terms of the characters of which they are composed.”17 Knights 

rejects this emphasis on character on the grounds that such criticism disregards Shakespeare’s 

text: 

                                                
17 L.C. Knights, “How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?” “Hamlet” and other Shakespearean 
essays, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1979), first published in 1933. 272. 
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In the mass of Shakespearean criticism there is not a hint that ‘character’—like 
‘plot’, ‘rhythm’, ‘construction’ and all our other critical counters—is merely an 
abstraction from the total response in the mind of the reader or spectator, brought 
into being by written or spoken words; that the critic therefore—however far he 
may ultimately range—begins with the words of which a play is composed.18 
 

For Knights, character criticism such as Bradley’s misses the text in pursuit of an “abstraction” 

in the “mind of the reader or spectator,” a by-product of an encounter with the text. Character 

criticism risks losing the text by treating characters as if they were real people and chasing down 

information from their fictional biographies that lies outside the scope of the play. Knights’s title, 

“How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?”, is from his perspective a nonsense question, as no 

such children appear within Macbeth and knowledge outside the written play is unnecessary for 

what he later calls “our imaginative response to the whole play.”  

For it is in our imaginative response to the whole play—not simply to what can be 
extracted as ‘character’, nor indeed to what can be simply extracted as ‘theme’ or 
‘symbol’—that the meaning lies; and Shakespeare calls on us to be as fully 
conscious as we can, even if consciousness includes relaxed enjoyment and 
absorption as well as, sometimes, more deliberate attention to this or that aspect 
of the whole experience.19 
 

Character is both a reduction and an extrapolation: it is less than “the whole play,” and it is “an 

abstraction from the total response.” For the literary critic as Knights conceives it, the proper 

level of analysis is textual, and character operates at a different pitch. Lady Macbeth’s 

hypothetical children (or lack thereof) have no textual presence in the play, and an interest in 

those children is a distraction from Shakespeare’s work. 

 Contrary to Knights, I find such interests central to Shakespeare’s plays. There may be no 

certain answer within Shakespeare’s text to the question, “how many children had Lady 

                                                
18 Ibid., 273. 
19  L.C. Knights, “The Question of Character in Shakespeare,” “Hamlet” and other 
Shakespearean essays  (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1979), first published in 1959. 219. 
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Macbeth?” I would venture to guess she had at least one.20 Yet the answer to that question, the 

reality of Lady Macbeth’s having had a child, drives the play. By imagining Macbeth’s stifled 

ambition and urging Macbeth to consider her own past experience—“How tender ’tis to love the 

babe that milks me” (1.7.55)—Lady Macbeth overcomes her husband’s reservations and 

convinces him to murder Duncan. The murder plot will stall unless Lady Macbeth can read 

Macbeth’s mind properly and move him to action. He seems convinced by the comparison of his 

ambition to Lady Macbeth’s absent child, responding with a fear of failure rather than of the 

execution of the act: “If we should fail?” (1.7.59). Macbeth’s mind has moved on to the 

aftermath of the murder, and the plot moves forward as Lady Macbeth’s assuages these relatively 

minor fears: “We fail? / But screw your courage to the sticking-place, / And we’ll not fail” 

(1.7.60-2). The rest of the scene deals with details of the murder plot rather than Macbeth’s 

reservations. 

But why is Macbeth convinced by the tale of Lady Macbeth’s lost child? As Macbeth 

says of his own unspoken ambitions, “Present fears / Are less than horrible imaginings” 

(1.3.137-8). The imagined horror of murdering a king outweighs present fears—of warfare and 

of the wyrd sisters—because it is absent and unspeakable: 

My thought, whose murther yet is but fantastical, 
Shakes so my single state of man, 
That function is smother’d in surmise, 
And nothing is, but what is not. (1.3.139-142) 
 

Macbeth’s mind is shaken and smothered by what he cannot yet know but can only imagine. 

Lady Macbeth counters that suffocation with her own imaginative transport: the vivid image of a 

                                                
20 Peter Stallybrass has argued the contrary, that Lady Macbeth has both had children and not 
had children, marking her paradoxically as both mother and witch. Peter Stallybrass, “Macbeth 
and witchcraft,” Shakespeare’s Late Tragedies: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Susanne L. 
Wofford (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996), 104-18. 
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bashed yet beloved child. She overcomes her misreading of Macbeth’s mind and encourages him 

to do the same, to see his own ambition clearly as a beloved child like that which she once 

nursed. Only through a clear reading of Macbeth’s mind can Lady Macbeth perfect her rhetoric 

so as to persuade her husband to take action. 

As with Lady Macbeth’s children, so with Macbeth’s mind: the reader has no direct 

access to knowledge about either. Instead, the reader can only question, and the energy of such 

questions drives Shakespeare’s play. Reading (and misreading) minds through inference and 

imagination is something human beings do constantly, whether in fictional worlds or in everyday 

life. The goal of this dissertation is to apply the language of reading minds to Shakespearean 

character criticism in hopes of clarifying how Shakespeare’s characters misunderstand one 

another and of showing how the mechanics of misunderstanding are central to Shakespeare’s 

plays.   

 
 
II: Character Criticism and the Importance of Lady Macbeth’s Children 
 
 
 
 Knights does not directly address the possibility (or irrelevance) of Lady Macbeth’s 

children himself, leaving his title to speak for itself. Nor does Bradley. Though he analyzes 

Macduff’s “He has no children” (4.3.216) at length, Bradley concludes, “It may be that Macbeth 

had many children or that he had none. We cannot say, and it does not concern the play.”21 For 

Bradley, Macbeth’s possible children earn consideration and summary dismissal; Lady’s 

Macbeth’s do not warrant mention. Bradley does, however, dwell at length on Macbeth’s 

                                                
21 Bradley concludes that Macduff is most likely speaking of Malcolm’s childlessness rather than 
Macbeth’s. A. C. Bradley “Duration of the action in Macbeth. Macbeth’s age. ‘He has no 
children.’” Shakespearean Tragedy: Lectures on Hamlet, Othello, King Lear and Macbeth, 
(England: Penguin Books, 1991) first published in 1904. 462 
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ambitions before the play’s action and, more importantly, before the prophecies of the wyrd 

sisters: 

But when Macbeth heard them he was not an innocent man. Precisely how far his 
mind was guilty may be a question; but no innocent man would have started, as he 
did, with a start of fear at the mere prophecy of a crown, or have conceived 
thereupon immediately the thought of murder. Either this thought was not new to 
him, or he had cherished at least some vaguer dishonourable dream, the 
instantaneous recurrence of which, at the moment of his hearing the prophecy, 
revealed to him an inward and terrifying guilt. In either case not only was he free 
to accept or resist the temptation, but the temptation was already within him.22 
 

Here one can see the grounds for Knights’s complaint against Bradley’s sort of criticism. In 

analyzing Macbeth’s fear—which he accepts from Banquo’s report: “why do you start, and seem 

to fear / Things that do sound so fair?” (1.3.51-2)—Bradley does not turn to Shakespeare’s text 

to look for evidence of Macbeth’s state of mind; instead, he posits that Macbeth’s behavior is 

unintelligible unless one imagines Macbeth’s mind before the play even begins.  

Granted, the textual evidence of what Macbeth might be thinking is sparse. Macbeth 

speaks to the witches after Banquo queries their nature—“Speak, if you can:—what are 

you?”(1.3.47)—but he does not respond to their prophecy until Banquo has interrogated them at 

length and they move to depart: “Stay, you imperfect speakers, tell me more” (1.3.70). In the 

interim, Banquo further describes Macbeth as “rapt withal” and refers once more to his fear 

(1.3.57, 60). If Banquo’s description of Macbeth is accurate, one knows that Macbeth is afraid 

but not why, and the knowledge of why Macbeth is afraid informs the way one conceives 

Macbeth’s later actions. For Bradley, Shakespeare’s narrative hangs upon a scene that 

Shakespeare never wrote or referenced: Macbeth’s dream of reigning as king, a dream that 

occurs before the prophecy has even been pronounced.  

                                                
22 Ibid., “Lecture IX: Macbeth,” 316. 
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 Bradley makes the same critical move when he discusses Lady Macbeth’s 

incomprehension of Macbeth’s reservations: “What beast was’t then, / That made you break this 

enterprise to me?” (1.7.47-8). Lady Macbeth credits her husband with creating the plan to 

murder Duncan; Bradley questions whether Macbeth ever actually proposed such a plan: 

In the letter he does not, of course, openly ‘break the enterprise’ to her, and it is 
not likely that he would do such a thing in a letter; but if they had had ambitious 
conversations, in which each felt that some half-formed guilty idea was floating in 
the mind of the other, she might naturally take the words of the letter as indicating 
much more than they said; and then in her passionate contempt at his hesitation, 
and her passionate eagerness to overcome it, she might easily accuse him, 
doubtless with exaggeration, and probably with conscious exaggeration, of having 
actually proposed the murder.23 
 

Bradley’s reading of Lady Macbeth’s lines hinges on his construction of how Lady Macbeth has 

read her husband and upon his supposition of another missing scene, one in which Macbeth and 

Lady Macbeth discuss regicide. Both Bradley and Knights recognize that such suppositions lie 

outside the scope of Shakespeare’s text, yet while for Knights these suppositions distract from 

the text, for Bradley they enable its interpretation.  

Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy, however, is rather light in its use of direct textual 

evidence. Bradley operates almost entirely at the level of plot and of character, and Knight’s 

critique of Bradley’s methods successfully appealed to the textual emphasis of New Formalism 

in the 1930s. As a result, character criticism fell out of favor, and critics did not inquire about 

Lady Macbeth’s children. This critical lacuna was reinforced by poststructuralism, which 

opposed the humanism implicit in A. C. Bradley’s work. In their introduction to Shakespearean 

Character, Paul Yachnin and Jessica Slights summarize the poststructuralist objections to 

classical character criticism: 

                                                
23 Ibid., Notes on Macbeth, “When was the murder of Duncan first plotted?” 456. 
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The poststructuralist case against character has two major strains. The first 
theoretical challenge argues for the impossibility of inward, agential personhood 
altogether on the grounds that subjects are merely the effects of the social, 
linguistic, and ideological determinations of individual identity. The second 
historical challenge argues that inwardness as we understand and experience it 
did not exist in the early modern period. On both of these accounts, readings of 
Shakespeare that presuppose an inward, agential personhood are certainly 
anachronistic and probably also politically retrograde.24 
 

Character criticism like Bradley’s often ignored “social, linguistic, and ideological 

determinations of individual identity,” but do these forces, in fact, determine identity, or are they 

instead important factors constituent of identity? A notion of identity that replaces Bradley’s 

“inner movements” of character with the external movements of society, culture, and ideology 

may be likewise reductive.25 Furthermore, while understandings of self, identity, and character 

have changed since the early modern period,  “inward, agential personhood” can be understood 

as a human rather than a modern phenomenon. As Katharine Maus argues in Inwardness and 

Theater in the English Renaissance, “the difference between knowing oneself ‘from the inside’ 

and knowing other people ‘from the outside’ may seem so fundamental to social life that it 

cannot be the property of a particular historical moment.”26 Identity is culturally contingent, but 

every culture plays upon the same fundamental cognitive framework, the same human 

instrument. 

In recent decades “character has made a comeback” in early modern literary studies. 

Yachnin and Slights note: 

Having all but disappeared from Shakespeare criticism as an analytic category in 
the second half of the twentieth century, the idea of character has now begun to 
reemerge as an important—perhaps even an essential—way of thinking about the 

                                                
24 Paul Yachnin and Jessica Slights, eds. “Introduction.” Shakespeare and Character: Theory, 
History, Performance, and Theatrical Persons (New York: Palgrave, 2009), 3. 
25 Bradley, 20. 
26  Katharine Eisaman Maus, Inwardness and Theater in the English Renaissance (Chicago: 
University of Chicago P, 1995), 12. 
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political, ethical, historical, literary, and performative aspects of early modern 
theater.27 
 

This resurgence of character as a critical category is in large part due to the resilience of 

character as a tool for the Shakespearean community at large: “Shakespeare’s characters have 

continued to have a lively existence for theater practitioners, playgoers, students, and general 

readers.”28 Despite the protests of Knights and of poststructuralism, character has persisted as a 

tool for readers and spectators of Shakespeare’s plays outside the tradition of textual studies. 

Character’s return to criticism can connect vernacular approaches to Shakespeare with critical 

conversations. As Yachnin and Slights suggest: 

character is the organizing principle of Shakespeare’s plays—it organizes both the 
formal and ideological dimensions of the drama and is not organized by them—
and we also argue that character is the principal bridge over which the emotional, 
cognitive, and political transactions of theater and literature pass between actors 
and playgoers or between written texts and readers.29 
 

In this dissertation, the study of character will bridge literary criticism and cognitive science, 

offering a site where contemporary theories of mindreading provide a framework for analyzing 

how Shakespeare’s characters misread one another. These moments of misreading stage 

breakdowns in inference and imagination, breakdowns that drive Shakespeare’s plots and delight 

both readers and spectators. Since Yachnin and Slights’s Shakespeare and Character, character 

has been analyzed in the work of Michael Bristol,30 Amy Cook,31 Mustapha Fahmi,32 Raphael 

                                                
27 Yachnin and Slights, 1. 
28 Ibid., 3. 
29 Ibid., 6-7. 
30 Michael Bristol, “How Dark Was It In That Room? Performing a Scene Shakespeare Never 
Wrote,” Shakespeare’s Sense of Character: On the Page and From the Stage, eds. Yu Jin Ko 
and Michael W. Shurgot (Surrey: Ashgate, 2012), 19-34. 
31  Amy Cook, Shakespearean Neuroplay: Reinvigorating the Study of Dramatic Texts and 
Performance through Cognitive Science (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
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Lyne,33 and Bruce McConachie,34 among others. Character works as a key element in the way 

one can discuss acting, cognition, morality, rhetoric, philosophy, and spectatorship. 

In contemporary character criticism, character does not connote the fully fledged modern 

personalities so often praised in Shakespeare’s drama. Few characters, for example, approach the 

complexity of Lear or Hamlet, but why should they? The inward depth of Hamlet is distinctive, 

but as Sharon O’Dair says in her own discussion of character, “a difference in degree is not a 

difference in kind.”35 In “On the Value of Being a Cartoon, in Literature and in Life,” O’Dair 

argues that the study of Shakespearean characters does not need to reinforce traditional 

assumptions about Shakespeare’s essentialist humanism: “The literary effect of a subject may not 

imply the truth about human nature, but if such an effect is to be determinate, it must refer to the 

ways audiences think about the self or their own selves.”36 Instead, the study of Shakepearean 

characters can call attention to—and in part bridge—the differences between scholarly and 

vernacular approaches to Shakespeare. She writes,  

Playwrights and critics, students of the writerly craft, want to judge characters as 
parts of the puzzle of how a given play is put together—as words on a page…In 
contrast, consumers—that is, theatergoers and the many critics who speak to them 
or in other ways take their task as consumers seriously—want to judge characters 
as they judge people they know or meet in society.37 
 

Reading, spectating, and engaging in human society involve a common set of processes for 

reading the minds of other agents, real or fictional. Contemporary character criticism works to tie 

                                                                                                                                                       
32 Mustapha Fahmi, “Quoting the Enemy: Character, Self-Interpretation, and the Question of 
Perspective in Shakespeare,” Shakespare and Moral Agency, ed. Michael Bristol, (New York: 
Continuum, 2010), 129-41. 
33 Raphael Lyne, Shakespeare, Rhetoric and Cognition (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2011). 
34 Bruce McConachie, Engaging Audiences: A Cognitive Approach to Spectating in the Theatre 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
35 Sharon O’Dair, “On the Value of Being a Cartoon, in Literature and in Life,” Harold Bloom’s 
Shakespeare, eds. Christy Desmet and Robert Sawyer (New York: Palgrave 2001), 83. 
36 Ibid., 86. 
37 Ibid., 85. 
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such processes to the texts that evoke them rather than stigmatize them as common rather than 

critical. 

O’Dair notes that the classic distinction between round and flat characters—or between 

Shakespeare’s “lifelike” Hamlet and previous, archetypal dramatic agents in 16th century 

drama—is not a category distinction:  

[The people] we find in society, even today—at work, at a restaurant, or in the 
weight room—are cartoons, caricatures without discernible inwardness, knowable 
primarily from the outside, in their roles as janitor, postal worker, aerobics 
instructor; wife, lover, adulterer; or homosexual, heterosexual, switch-hitter. 
Moreover, it is not just that we know other selves primarily as cartoons or players 
of roles; we come to know our own selves through engagement with roles and 
through the ways we go about interpreting them—embracing certain roles or 
distancing ourselves from them, making them our own or not.38 
 

In O’Dair’s terms, one grasps both fictional characters and social identities by considering them 

within social roles. Such an understanding of character is necessarily cartoonish, in that it works 

from the generalities of social frames to the specifics of an individual character without ever 

reaching the “discernible inwardness” of an essential self. One seldom meets Hamlet in day-to-

day life, but cartoons are everywhere. Regarding Hamlet, Falstaff, and other such characters, 

O’Dair notes, “What is memorable is the way in which each character is constructed in, and 

through, a set of norms or conventions, whether social or theatrical” (95). O’Dair’s use of the 

word “social” emphasizes the interpersonal origin of characters rather than a larger system of 

social constructivism. This interpersonal origin is the social context of the present moment.  

Yet a social role, by itself, is not a person. As O’Dair puts it, “we know other selves 

primarily as cartoons or players of roles” (emphasis mine). One cannot be a player without a 

role, as if social roles were casually connected to one’s identity. Nor can one be wholly 

constructed by one’s social role. (As O’Dair critiques common misreadings of Greenblatt’s 

                                                
38 Ibid., 91. 
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Renaissance Self-Fashioning: “How does the insight that cultural institutions affect one’s self-

fashioning lead to the conclusion that one is produced or determined by them?”39) What is the 

difference between the player and the role, between such a character and a series of lines upon a 

page? The difference is one’s perception of agency. Trevor Ponech explains, “‘Agent’ applies to 

any conscious being capable of feats of self-direction triggered by beliefs, desires, intentions, 

practical reasoning, and so forth—fiction being full of the bric-a-brac and ascribed powers of 

agency exhibited by human persons.”40  In life, people look for the evidence of such “self-

direction” and infer agency. Indeed, one might describe social roles as positions—of class, 

occupation, gender, sexuality, religious belief, etc.—from which agents can express “beliefs, 

desires, intentions.” Mindreading is the act of understanding the behavior one sees in other 

agents within particular social roles, of—in my terms—inferring the state of the mind based 

upon observations about social behavior. 

A character is the illusion of an agent that emerges through reading or spectating, through 

the assembling of traces of affect, belief, desire, and intention; mindreading is a process that 

works even when one has no evidence of essential selves. Not defined by the presence of 

inwardness and emotional realism, a character “comes to life” through one’s cognitive ability to 

perceive (and construct) fictional agents in a work of art. In “How many children did she have?”, 

Michael Bristol argues for a similar notion of character, taking an introspective stance: 

It is reasonable to think about literary characters the way we think about real 
people because that is how we actually make sense of stories. When someone 
compares their ageing parent to King Lear, or wonders what happened to Lady 

                                                
39 Ibid., 89. 
40 Trevor Ponech, “The Reality of Fictive Cinematic Characters,” Shakespeare and Character: 
Theory, History, Performance, and Theatrical Persons, eds. Paul Yachnin and Jessica Slights 
(New York: Palgrave, 2009), 52. 
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Macbeth’s child, their interest reflects a sophisticated grasp of how fiction is co-
ordinated with our knowledge of everyday life.41 
 

Bristol terms this type of character analysis “vernacular criticism” and argues that while an 

attention to the differences between real people and fictional characters is a critical necessity, 

literary criticism should emerge out of common reading processes: like O’Dair, Bristol implies a 

difference of degree and not of kind. In “Confusing Shakespeare’s Characters with Real People,” 

Bristol asserts that “[Shakespeare’s] characters are like us…. They are people who live in a 

world we can understand. We don’t need any specialized historical knowledge to understand 

Constance or Shylock or Lady Macduff if we are really alive to our own feelings and capable of 

empathy with other people—the real ones, I mean.”42 Bristol’s presentist approach emphasizes 

the way people read today, rather than an historicist recreation of Shakespeare’s historical 

moment. Bristol does not deny the value of history in reading Shakespeare; rather, Bristol 

privileges the way people read—with an eye toward understandable and empathic characters—

over historical nuance. In accordance with Bristol’s vernacular criticism, mindreading can apply 

to the way one imagines the minds of characters, including how characters may read the minds 

of others. 

The conflict I have set up in this chapter between these methods—inference and 

imagination—is an artificial but productive dichotomy. In everyday mindreading and in literary 

criticism, readers employ both methods to understand actual and fictional people. By prizing 

apart these methods and analyzing them both in isolation and in tandem, I hope to illustrate one 

way that cognitive science can speak to Shakespeare criticism, by reading along the paths of 

                                                
41 Michael D. Bristol, “How many children did she have?” Philosophical Shakespeares, ed. John 
J. Joughin (New York: Routledge, 2000), 19. 
42 Michael D. Bristol, “Confusing Shakespeare’s Characters with Real People: Reflections on 
Reading in Four Questions,” Shakespeare and Character: Theory, History, Performance, and 
Theatrical Persons, eds. Paul Yachnin and Jessica Slights (New York: Palgrave, 2009), 38. 
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cognitive faculties. The key distinction to be made between inference and imagination is that of 

directionality: while inference moves from exterior signs of thought and affect to an 

understanding of internal mental states, imagination supposes a mental state that can then cohere 

with or predict exterior signs. Inference moves from the face to the mind, while imagination 

moves from the mind to the face. This art to find the mind’s construction in the face is a method 

for reading Shakespeare’s characters informed by Shakespearean character criticism and 

contemporary cognitive science. It is a descriptive rather than prescriptive approach. I am 

interested in the possibilities of mindreading rather than the accuracy thereof. Nowhere will I try 

to predict what or how characters, readers, and spectators definitely think. Instead, I want to use 

language inspired by cognitive science to describe the possible paths such thought may take. 

Literary representations of exterior signs—facial expressions, gestures, and emotional 

utterances—will act as suggestions of inference at work. Representations of individual 

perspective—asides, soliloquies, and moments of empathy—will act as suggestions of 

imagination.  

  

III: Overview of the Chapters                                                         
 
 
 

In this section I outline the following chapters for my dissertation, tracking inference and 

imagination in Shakespeare’s plays and using the language of mindreading to analyze moments 

of misreading. Shakespeare manipulates these mechanics of misreading in order to cultivate an 

early modern audience for his plays, an audience that craves the mental stimulation created by 

his complex characters and that continues to contemplate the moral ramifications of the existence 
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of such characters even after having left the playhouse. Misreading fuels Shakespeare’s popular 

appeal and the enduring impact his works have had upon modern and early modern culture. 

In chapter two, “O What Art? The Rape of Lucrece as a Model of Mindreading,” I argue 

for the use of Alvin Goldman’s hybrid theory of mindreading, which balances the competing 

claims of the theory-theory of mindreading (inference) and the simulation theory of mindreading 

(imagination). The Rape of Lucrece reveals how Shakespeare manipulates misreading from the 

earliest stages of his career as a writer, focusing on the breakdown of inference and imagination 

and using that breakdown as an ekphrastic model of how reading and spectatorship can function 

in the early modern era. 

In chapter three, “Inferring the Mind: Parasites and the Breakdown of Inference in 

Othello,” I demonstrate how parasitic characters in Renaissance drama pry into the minds of 

others via inference. My focus is Othello’s Iago, a character who uses early modern men’s 

anxiety over women’s chastity to overload other characters’ mindreading capacities. Cognitive 

science has demonstrated that when a person is presented with too many mental states about 

which to draw inferences (more than four or five at once), that person loses the ability to track all 

of those states accurately. I argue that Iago hides his malignity beneath chains of inferences he 

constructs for others, chains designed to overburden and disrupt inferential mindreading.  

In chapter four, “Imagining the Mind: Empathy and Misreading in Shakespeare’s Much 

Ado About Nothing,” I shift my focus from reading minds through inference to reading them 

through imagination. As is the case with inference, imagination breaks down in characteristic 

ways that result from a one-sided method of mindreading. Recent criticism of Much Ado About 

Nothing has focused on the inferential errors that Claudio makes when he misinterprets Hero’s 

blush in act four. I shift the focus of the discussion from misinterpretation of facts to misreading 
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of emotions, arguing that Claudio’s trouble is not external—social forces or erroneous 

impressions—but internal; he follows the tide of imagination and his emotions and fails to 

combine inferential distance with his own readings of others.  

In chapter five, “Integrating Minds: Blending Methods in The King Is Alive and Twelfth 

Night,” I discuss two ways to integrate inference and imagination. First, Kristian Levring and 

Anders Thomas Jensen’s The King is Alive exemplifies a story that leans heavily on imaginative 

rather than inferential character building, presenting a wayward director who offers immediate 

empathic context as a key to character rather than inferences based on historical context or 

psychological backstory. Second, I track ambiguity in Twelfth Night, specifically in regard to 

Duke Orsino, and show how inference and imagination can blend together produce ambiguity 

and surprise. A reading of Orsino could be wholly imaginative (focusing on his melancholy) or 

wholly inferential (focusing on his social role and authority as Duke). When Orsino threatens to 

kill Cesario in the final act these two interpretations suddenly combine into one via conceptual 

blending, the cognitive ability to blend discrete inputs into a coherent, gestalt-like whole. 

In chapter six, “Reading Incoherence: How Shakespeare Speaks Back to Cognitive 

Science,” I argue that Shakespeare’s plays enable a balance of inference and imagination that lets 

readers contemplate states of mind outside the normal realm of experience, such as madness. 

Contemporary cognitive science has shown difficulty conceptualizing non-normative modes of 

thought, particularly those classified as mental illnesses, such as autism, psychopathy, and 

socipathy. While theories of mindreading can break down in the face of such modes of thought, 

Shakespeare deliberately pursues these difficult cases of mindreading, using them as the crises 

through which comic closure or tragic consequences can be explored. For instance, 

Shakespeare’s The Two Noble Kinsmen depicts the mad as opaque to society, inaccessible to 
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standard modes of inference or imagination.. Incoherence operates similarly in King Lear, a play 

where Shakespeare omits explicit motivations for his characters’ actions, crafting easily midread 

minds that catalyze his play’s conflicts and moral dilemmas. 

In the epilogue, I argue that mindreading is an engaged process for readers and 

spectators, for they risk becoming implicated in the creation of characters. While much 

mindreading can occur automatically and unconsciously, both inference and imagination draw 

upon the mindreader’s own knowledge and experiences in order to flesh out the target of 

mindreading. As such, all literary characters are constructed, in part, from a mindreader’s own 

mind. The mindreader is implicated with—and changed by—those characters, and Shakespeare’s 

plays deliberately cultivate this engagement. Misreading complicates and enlivens this 

engagement: mindreading makes for interesting literature when it is fractured, innacurate, and 

disrupted. Shakespeare pursues such moments of misreading and structures his plays around 

them. For Shakespeare, misread minds can be the foundation for understanding his plays and 

characters. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

O WHAT ART? 
THE RAPE OF LUCRECE AS A MODEL OF MINDREADING 

 
 

 
 
 
In The Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare models the relationship between art and life in his 

early writing. As Lucrece studies a painting of the fall of Troy in order to process and understand 

the trauma she has experienced, so readers and spectators can use Shakespeare’s art to better 

understand the minds of those around them. In this chapter, I use theories of mindreading from 

cognitive science to analyze the ways Lucrece learns to read Tarquin by studying the honest face 

of Sinon, the purveyor of the Trojan horse. Lucrece comes to recognize the fraught links between 

an honest face and a treacherous mind, and this recognition empowers her to understand and 

express her own trauma. She attempts to read Tarquin both through inference—moving from 

Tarquin’s face to his mind—and through imagination—moving from a supposed state of mind 

back to Tarquin’s face.  
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I: Contemporary Theories of Mindreading 
 
 

In contemporary cognitive science, the analysis of the minds of others is known as 

mindreading or theory of mind.  A commonplace mental task, mindreading has nothing to do 

with telepathy; it is the attribution of mental states to others. Mental states include sensations, 

emotions, beliefs, desires, and decisions. To look at another person (or character) and think, 

“He’s acting a little crazy,” or, “She wants to understand her role” is to mindread. (The accuracy 

of these attributions is another issue entirely). This attribution can occur pre-consciously—and 

must, if one’s day-to-day social interactions are to run smoothly—but can also be performed 

consciously and quite meticulously. Since 1978, when David Premack and Guy Woodruff 

published an article entitled, “Does the Chimpanzee Have a Theory of Mind?,”1 scholars have 

applied theories of mindreading to such varied subjects as childhood development, autism, the 

philosophy of mind, mirror neuron research, and literary studies. 

In the past few years, cognitive literary critics such as Lisa Zunshine, Alan Palmer, Alan 

Richardson, and Blakey Vermeule have used the psychology of mindreading to address problems 

in literary analysis. Lisa Zunshine applied theories of mindreading to Jane Austen’s novels in 

Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel, a study of levels of intentionality (or 

metarepresentation), the various levels of attribution that characters and readers can apply to the 

thoughts of others, the thoughts others have about the thoughts of others, and so forth.2 In his two 

books, Fictional Minds and Social Minds in the Novel, Alan Palmer combines mindreading with 

                                                
1 David Premack and Guy Woodruff, “Does the chimpanzee have a theory of mind?” Behavioral 
and Brain Sciences 21 (1978), 515-26. Premack and Woodruff answered their question in the 
affirmative. 
2 Lisa Zunshine, Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel (Columbus: Ohio State 
UP, 2006).  



 

 27 

narratological criticism, paying particular attention to how acts of mindreading are coded in 

speech categories3 and to how social frames provide important context for mindreading.4 In the 

latter book, he discusses how theories of mindreading can be used to analyze entire groups of 

people, such as the town in Middlemarch, which, though it is in fact a group of disparate people, 

acts in the book as a single mind that can read others and be read by them in turn. Alan 

Richardson includes a chapter in The Neural Sublime: Cognitive Theories and Romantic Texts 

that historicizes theories of mindreading during the Romantic period, bringing in philosophers 

such as Rousseau, Burke, and Reid, and thus rooting contemporary philosophical questions in a 

much older discourse.5 And most recently, in Why Do We Care About Literary Characters?, 

Blakey Vermeule uses mindreading to probe the connection readers have to fictional agents, 

concluding that mindreading is the cognitive faculty that connects readers to characters in the 

first place.6 

In the philosophy of mind, two leading approaches to mindreading are theory-theory and 

simulation theory, which I have thus far discussed as inference and imagination. The 

unfortunately named theory-theory of mindreading, first proposed by Adam Morton in 1980,7 

posits that children develop rudimentary theories connecting perceived behavior to supposed 

mental states: a raised voice might indicate anger; tears might indicate sadness.8 Kings are men 

                                                
3 Alan Palmer, Fictional Minds (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 2004). 
4 Alan Palmer, Social Minds in the Novel (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2010). 
5 Alan Richardson, The Neural Sublime: Cognitive Theories and Romantic Texts (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 2010). 
6 Blakey Vermeule, Why Do We Care About Literary Characters? (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
UP, 2010). 
7 Adam Morton, Frames of Mind: Constraints on the Common-Sense Conception of the Mental 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980). 
8  For a defense of theory-theory based on developmental psychology, see Martin Doherty, 
Theory of Mind: How Children Understand Others’ Thoughts and Feelings (New York: 
Psychology Press, 2009). 
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in a hereditary position of authority who expect obedience and enjoy flattery. In order to 

mindread, human beings use such “folk psychological” theories of how the mind works and how 

humans behave, theories about “beliefs, aims, character, habit, and so on…a set of pragmatic 

ideas, which are only partially explicit, and which have been developed over a period of time in 

order to deal with daily life.”9 Consider a smile. How does one know whether a smile indicates 

happiness? One might use a general principle: smiles indicate happiness and other positive 

emotions. Therefore, one infers that someone who smiles is probably happy. A fully matured 

mindreading faculty employs a number of these folk theories of psychology to infer mental states 

and attribute them to others.10 

Theory-theory suggests that through lived experience one collects folk psychological 

theories and then applies them to the behaviors he or she sees in others.11 One important question 

for theory-theory is where folk psychological theories originate. Simon Baron-Cohen, for 

instance, argues that such theories are an evolutionary adaptation, hardwired into the human 

brain at birth.12 In contrast, Alison Gopnik argues that young children develop psychological 

theories by making inferences about the world in their early years of life, developing these 

theories via childhood experience and culture.13 Note that these psychological theories do not 

need to be scientific (in a modern sense) or even completely accurate. Astrology, humorology, 

phrenology, psychology, and physiognomy are all theories of how the mind works, theories upon 

                                                
9 Patrick Colm Hogan, Cognitive Science, Literature, and the Arts: A Guide for Humanism (New 
York: Routledge, 2003), 32. 
10  Alvin Goldman, Simulating Minds: The Philosophy, Psychology, and Neuroscience of 
Mindreading (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 10–13. 
11 Ibid., 10. 
12 Simon Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1995). 
13 Alison Gopnik, “How We Know Our Minds: The Illusion of First-Person Knowledge of 
Intentionality,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 16 (1993), 1-14. 
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which one might base inferences. Such theories are also elaborations upon a basic level of folk 

psychological theory that, as Baron-Cohen argues, is common to human beings as a species. As 

long as these theories involve inferences from general principles, they qualify as theories for 

theory-theory. 

In contrast to the theory-theory, the simulation theory of mindreading is based on 

imagination: to walk a mile in another person’s shoes, a mental exercise of placing oneself in 

another’s situation. Simulation theory, which Alvin Goldman also calls empathy theory, posits 

that people attribute mental states by imaginatively reconstructing the experience of another. 

Goldman writes, “An attributor goes about this task by imaginatively putting herself into the 

target’s shoes. She pretends to have the same initial states—for example, the same desires and 

beliefs—and then makes a decision given those initial, pretend states.”14 While theory-theory 

suggests a computational process of ascribing mental states, simulation theory suggests a 

reconstructive, imaginative process. Simulation theory claims that we understand others by using 

the cognitive capacities all human beings possess:  

A fundamental idea of ST [simulation theory] is that mindreaders capitalize on the 
fact that they themselves are decision makers, hence possessors of decision-
making capacities. To read the minds of others, they need not consult a special 
chapter on human psychology, containing a theory about the human decision-
making mechanism. Because they have one of those mechanisms themselves, they 
can simply run their mechanism…. In other words, mindreaders use their own 
minds to “mirror” or “mimic” the minds of others. 
 

This simulation process works for decision making, emotion, sensation, and any other type of 

mental state the attributor herself can experience. The attributor places herself in the imagined 

position of another person and then runs her own cognitive processes “offline,” hoping to 

                                                
14 Goldman, 19. 
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duplicate the mental states of the other person. 15 Such duplicated mental states will be similar to 

rather than exact copies of the actual mental states of the target of mindreading. 

Again, consider the smile. I see another person smiling. I imagine myself as that other 

person, picture myself with her facial expressions, her tone of voice, and her posture, and I 

observe what emotions arise in my imagination. I might even begin to smile while imagining this 

scenario, activating the muscles that control my lips and eyes and activating memories of times I 

have smiled. Nowhere in this process am I relying on generalized theories of how human beings 

behave. This projection from the mindreader to the target of mindreading is not, as Frank 

Jackson argues, an instance of theoretical inference.16 Rather, it involves an imaginative process, 

whether or not that act of imagination reaches the level of consciousness. My thoughts and 

emotions operate similarly enough to this other person that I can feel as she does, and my 

thoughts resonate with hers empathically. As Alvin Goldman argues, even if such an inference 

frames each act of mindreading, simulation is still a major part of the mindreading process.17  

The OED presents empathy in a psychological and aesthetic context, defining it as “the 

power of projecting one's personality into (and so fully comprehending) the object of 

contemplation.” In common parlance, empathy is often blurred with sympathy, “A (real or 

supposed) affinity between certain things, by virtue of which they are similarly or 

correspondingly affected by the same influence, affect or influence one another (esp. in some 

occult way), or attract or tend towards each other.”18  If one takes quite seriously the phrase “and 

so fully comprehending” from the first definition, sympathy and empathy are distinct in degree 

                                                
15 Ibid., 20. 
16 Frank Jackson, “All that can be at issue in the theory-theory simulation debate,” Philosophical 
Papers 28.2 (1999), 77-96. 
17 Goldman, 30. 
18 “empathy, n.”; “sympathy, n.” OED. 
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only: sympathy denotes a partial understanding—through affinity or similarity—while empathy 

denotes a complete understanding. In Goldman’s terms, “empathy” is the cognitive ability to 

“generate mental states that match, or resonate with states of people one is observing.”19 As the 

term is used in the cognitive sciences (and throughout this dissertation), empathy does not 

necessitate a sympathetic fellow feeling. Rather, it suggests basic mental congruence: one can 

empathize with another person’s sadness without feeling that pain or even without feeling sorry 

for that person; one cannot even comprehend that sadness without empathy. 

What one does with such empathic imagination, however, is a matter not of 

understanding but of ethical action. In Upheavals of Thought, Martha Nussbaum examines the 

gap between empathy and compassion: “Empathy…involves a participatory enactment of the 

situation of the sufferer, but is always combined with the awareness that one is not oneself the 

sufferer.”20 To empathize is to imaginatively take on the situation of another. It may enable 

sympathy, but empathy alone does not result in compassion, the desire to relieve another’s pain, 

“the feeling or emotion, when a person is moved by the suffering or distress of another, and by 

the desire to relieve it; pity that inclines one to spare or to succour.”21 Understanding another’s 

pain may enable ethical action but it does not cause it. Using torture as an example, Nussbaum 

notes, “People may have considerable empathetic understanding of someone for whose suffering 

they refuse compassion.”22  The torturer exercises empathy in recognizing that his victim is 

experiencing pain; he does not, however, go on to sympathize with that pain, recognizing that it 

is not his own emotion. This awareness of distance—the space between the observer and the 

                                                
19 Goldman, 4. 
20  Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (New York: 
Cambridge UP, 2001) 327. 
21 Compassion 2.a. OED. 
22 Nussbaum, 329. 
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observed, between the understanding and the response—allows for ethical choice, positive or 

negative. Yet while compassionate action may arise out of empathy, empathy itself is only 

morally positive in that it “does involve a very basic recognition of another world of 

experience.”23 Empathy allows human beings to recognize people as people, showing “a basic 

human respect. The evil of utter dehumanization seems worse.”24 Empathy is a basic recognition 

of humanity, a cognitive faculty rather than a motivation toward ethical action. 

Both inference and imagination are necessary for a balanced approach to mindreading. 

As a human being, a king is incomprehensible without imaginative empathy; yet being a king 

affects one’s mental states, and a theory of that social role would aid one’s understanding. I am 

assuming here that simulating an entire social role each time one encounters a king—or a 

mother, or a lover, or a pizza-delivery guy—would be cognitively cost-prohibitive; on the other 

hand, modern readers might lack the theories pertinent to early modern social roles and might be 

forced to simulate the entire role, to impose modern stereotypes of authority, or to do without. 

Historicist approaches to character can be valuable for supplying such folk psychological 

theories.  

Goldman proposes a hybrid theory that combines theory-theory and simulation theory—

in my terms, inference and imagination—arguing that both methods (theory and simulation) 

operate together to enable mindreading, but asserting that simulation is the principal process. He 

offers three versions of a hybrid theory of mindreading: implementation, where theory might 

direct and “control” simulation in mindreading tasks; cooperation, where one may “suppose that 

many token mindreading routines combine simulation elements with theorizing elements”; and 

                                                
23 Ibid., 333. 
24 Ibid., 334. 
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independence, where theory and simulation are two separate methods that can each accomplish 

mindreading, albeit by different procedures.25  

Mindreading is something humans have always done, most often without thinking about 

it. Why should critics care how readers and spectators accomplish mindreading as long as they 

do? This is Lisa Zunshine’s objection: that the distinction between theory- and simulation-driven 

processes of mindreading is only relevant to philosophers, not to literary critics. Zunshine claims 

this distinction is “irrelevant for literary scholars, who can simply chose [sic] the best of several 

worlds, picking and combining the aspects of ‘Simulation Theory’ and ‘Theory Theory’ that fit 

their purposes.”26 Understanding mindreading, however, helps one understanding misreading and 

how it functions. Mindreading occurs through a combination of processes, and each process 

breaks down in a characteristic way. Without inference, mindreading can skew toward 

egocentrism, the erroneous tendency to attribute one’s own mental states to others without regard 

for how another’s particular circumstances may change things.27 Inferential frames are useful for 

providing context to mindreading, for augmenting imagination with the rich background 

information of social roles. Goldman argues that one drawback of simulation is that mindreaders 

can consider themselves to be too similar to the people that they read:  

An important feature of the imagination-based simulation story is that successful 
mindreading requires a carefully pruned set of pretend inputs in the simulational 
exercise. The exercise must not only include pretend or surrogate states that 
correspond to those of the target, but must also exclude the mindreader’s own 
genuine states that don’t correspond to ones of the target. This implies the 
possibility of two kinds of error or failure: failure to include states possessed by 
the target and failure to exclude states lacked by the target. The second type of 

                                                
25 Goldman, 43-5. 
26 Lisa Zunshine, ed., Introduction to Cognitive Cultural Studies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
2010), 153. 
27 Dale J. Barr and Boaz Keysar, “Mindreading in an Exotic Case: The Normal Adult Human,” 
Other Minds: How Humans Bridge the Divide Between Self and Other (New York: Guilford 
Press, 2005), 271. 
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error will occur if a mindreader allows a genuine state of his own, which he 
“knows” that the target lacks, to creep into the simulation and to contaminate it. 
This is called quarantine failure.28 
 

Without imagination, inference risks leaving people as stereotypes, homunculi rather than 

humans. Imagination creates characters that emerge from the immediate context, the bare 

moment where the reader can simulate the mental states of characters interacting with their 

present circumstances. When readers and critics engage with characters as people, broader social 

and historical contexts can frame the imagined mental states of those characters.  

In terms of literary studies, Goldman’s hybrid approach resembles the diversity in 

character criticism that focuses on social frames (Sharon O’Dair) and criticism that focuses on 

empathic understanding (Michael Bristol). Each method has its advantages, but an overemphasis 

on either approach can lead to misinterpretations, both in criticism and in the real world. While 

Goldman’s hybrid theory is by no means the undisputed mechanism of mindreading, it is a useful 

rubric for evaluating one’s own critical interpretations. Certainly, if one accepts that the end 

result of an instance of mindreading is always the same, one can ignore the various possible 

mechanisms for the mindreading process. Mindreading, however, often goes awry, and the error 

often lies within the mindreading process itself. Therefore, if a critic is interested both in the 

occurrence of mindreading and in the accuracy of it, the underlying mechanisms of mindreading 

are important to literary criticism.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
28 Alvin I. Goldman, Joint Ventures: Mindreading, Mirroring, and Embodied Cognition (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2013), 35. 
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II: The Rape of Lucrece as a Primer in the Mind’s Construction 
 

 
In The Rape of Lucrece, it is art that aids Lucrece in her struggle to process her trauma at 

Tarquin’s hands. She turns to a painting of the fall of Troy for guidance, and in the seemingly 

honest face of Sinon, the purveyor of the Trojan horse, Lucrece learns that reading other people 

is matter of observation while maintaining vigilance against deceit. As with other early modern 

writers, Shakespeare uses myth to analyze contemporary problems, telling the story of Lucrece 

to evaluate how his society conceives of chastity, consent, and compassion. Yet in showing 

Lucrece’s contemplation of the fall of Troy, Shakespeare embeds a myth within a myth, and so 

encourages his readers to contemplate their own engagement with classical stories. The Rape of 

Lucrece connects the way we understand fictional characters with our understanding of people in 

everyday life. 

In The Rape of Lucrece, as Lucrece struggles to comprehend “TARQUIN’S lust,” she 

recalls a painting of the fall of Troy (Luc. 1354).29 In an analysis of pain in Shakespeare’s works, 

Michael Schoenfeldt notes, “grief is like a toxin that builds up inside the suffering subject. It 

must be ejected or it will reach lethal levels.”30 Lucrece looks to art to find a “means to mourn 

some newer way,” a model of grief that she can use to process her emotions (1365). The painting 

of Troy seems to offer easy access to the minds of its subjects: 

In AJAX and ULYSSES, O what art 
Of physiognomy might one behold! 
The face of either ciphered either’s heart, 
Their face their manners most expressly told: 
In AJAX’ eyes blunt rage and rigour rolled, 

But the mild glance that sly ULYSSES lent 

                                                
29 William Shakespeare, The Rape of Lucrece, Shakespeare’s Poems, eds. Katherine Duncan-
Jones and H.R. Woudhuysen (London: Arden Shakespeare, 2007). 
30 Michael Schoenfeldt “Shakespearean Pain,” Shakespearean Sensations, eds. Tanya Pollard 
and Katharine Craik (Cambridge UP, 2013): 198. 
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Showed deep regard and smiling government. (1394-1400) 
 

“To cipher” is both “to express, show forth, make manifest by any outward signs, portray, 

delineate” and, paradoxically, “to make a cipher of, make nought of.”31 These faces both express 

and conceal the minds of Ajax and Ulysses. Miriam Jacobson connects this moment to ciphers 

throughout the poem: “What the painting represents visually—Ajax’s and Ulysses’s heroic 

natures and hidden, intuitive rivalry—the poem represents verbally. This moment of the poem, 

speaking when the painting cannot, expresses the larger function of ciphers throughout the poem, 

which is to reveal something that cannot literally be shown or discussed.”32 As with Lucrece’s 

rape—a crime that cannot be directly represented by Lucrece—the painting cannot 

straightforwardly display Ajax’s and Ulysses’s minds; their heroism is evident, while their 

rivalry lies beneath the surface. Note the double sense of “art” in these lines. In contemplating 

the faces of Ajax and Ulysses, Lucrece considers not the faces themselves but a painting of those 

faces. The art of reading faces is mediated by the artistry of the painting.  

Like Macbeth’s King Duncan, Lucrece struggles with the art of the mind’s construction. 

Lucrece develops this art from the painting of Troy. At the beginning of the poem, Shakespeare 

describes Lucrece’s first meeting with Tarquin: 

She that never coped with stranger eyes 
Could pick no meaning from their parling looks, 
Nor read the subtle shining secrecies 
Writ in the glassy margents of such books. 
She touched no unknown baits, nor feared no hooks, 

Nor could she moralize his [Tarquin’s] wanton sight 
More than his eyes were opened to the light. (99-105) 
 

                                                
31 cipher, v., 3, 6. The Oxford English Dictionary Online. October 28, 2014. 
32 Miriam Jacobson, “The Elizabethan Cipher in Shakespeare’s Lucrece,” Studies in Philology 
107.3 (Summer 2010): 348. 
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She knows little of the art of mindreading, having no experience with the practice and no guide 

to teach her. Tarquin, of course, has no such difficulty reading the mind of Lucrece. His crime of 

rape is foreshadowed by the ease with which he penetrates Lucrece’s mind, both at their first 

meeting and in her bedchamber. Tarquin recalls their meeting: 

Quoth he, ‘She took me kindly by the hand, 
And gazed for tidings in my eager eyes, 
Fearing some hard news from the warlike band, 
Where her beloved COLLATINUS lies. 
O, how her fear did make her colour rise! 

First red as roses that on lawn we lay, 
Then white as lawn, the roses took away. 

‘And how her hand, in my hand being locked, 
Forced it to tremble with her loyal fear! 
Which struck her sad, and then it faster rocked 
Until her husband’s welfare she did hear, 
Whereat she smiled with so sweet a cheer 

That had NARCISSUS seen her as she stood 
Self-love had never drowned him in the flood. (253-66) 
 

Note the subtle mix here between the analytical and the amorous. Tarquin discerns the import of 

Lucrece’s gaze, inferring from the reddening and then the blanching of her cheeks as well as the 

trembling of her hand that Lucrece is anxious about Collatine’s safety. Her smile upon hearing 

Collatine’s welfare confirms Tarquin’s hypothesis. Tarquin assembles a series of inferences to 

discern Lucrece’s thoughts. At the same time, he enjoys her beauty, praising the red and white of 

her complexion, dwelling on the touch of her hand, and noting that Narcissus himself would fall 

in love with her smile. While for Lucrece mindreading is a labor, for Tarquin it is an automatic 

impulse that serves his lust. The rape itself is made possible not by the force of his falchion but 

by his facility with mindreading: 

‘LUCRECE,’ quoth he, ‘this night I must enjoy thee. 
If thou deny, then force must work my way, 
For in thy bed I purpose to destroy thee. 
That done, some worthless slave of thine I’ll slay 
To kill thine honour in thy life’s decay; 
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And in thy dead arms do I mean to place him, 
Swearing I slew him, seeing thee embrace him. (512-8) 
 

Tarquin has inferred Lucrece’s greatest fear: not death or rape, but the loss of her and her 

husband’s honor. If Tarquin had only threatened death, Lucrece could have resisted the rape by 

calling out to her household servants, exposing herself to Tarquin’s blade but destroying his 

secrecy. Having heard Collatine’s praise of Lucrece’s chastity, however, the wealth that makes 

her “such a peerless dame,” (21), Tarquin infers that the stronger threat is not the threat of death 

but of shame. Lucrece cannot resist this threat by calling out, as such a cry will only play into 

Tarquin’s narrative. Lucrece’s only options are to submit or to plead.  

She chooses the latter, but her inexperience with mindreading betrays her. She cannot 

understand Tarquin’s treachery and attributes it to a division within himself:  

Thou look’st not like deceit: do not deceive me. 
My sighs like whirlwinds labour hence to heave thee. 

If ever man were moved with woman’s moans, 
Be moved with my tears, my sighs, my groans. (585-8) 
 

While Lucrece’s words may have moved Tarquin earlier in the poem, as he deliberates with 

himself, at this moment he has given into the “uncontrolled tide” of his lust (645). Lucrece 

misreads his mind, inferring from his honest face—that “look’st not like deceit”—that Tarquin’s 

visit to her home is not treacherous. She wrongly infers that he first arrived without any intention 

to rape her, and has been overcome by his baser passions in the darkness of night. Lucrece 

believes Tarquin has been forced from his right nature: ‘In TARQUIN’s likeness I did entertain 

thee. / Hast thou put on his shape to do him shame?” (596-7). She hopes to counteract that 

passion with her own, moving Tarquin with her tears, sighs, and groans. However, despite his 

honest exterior, Tarquin’s visit was always treacherous. As such, Lucrece’s rhetorical and 

embodied appeals for empathy instead “add to his flow” (651). As at their first meeting, Tarquin 
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refuses to imagine Lucrece’s perspective, instead relying on inference while aestheticizing and 

eroticizing Lucrece’s body. Tarquin rapes Lucrece by first penetrating her mind and denying her 

access to his own. While much of Lucrece’s trauma stems from the physical act of rape and the 

social threat of exposure to shame, Lucrece also suffers from the rape of her mind and her 

subsequent inability to think through Tarquin. While his motivation—lust—may be clear, his 

manipulations are opaque to Lucrece. 

Rather than moving immediately to Lucrece’s encounter with Collatine, the revelation of 

her rapist’s identity, and her suicide, Shakespeare dwells at great length on Lucrece’s varied 

attempts to tackle her trauma, processing what has happened to her. The next morning Lucrece 

calls her maid who, seeing her mistress’s grief, weeps without knowing the cause of that grief:  

Her circled eyne, enforced by sympathy 
Of those fair suns set in her mistress’ sky, 

Who in a salt-waved ocean quench their light, 
Which makes the maid weep like the dewy night. (1229-32) 
 

Samuel Arkin notes, “These tears do not engrave; they are exchanged, preserved out of sight and 

remembered not for the lines which they make but for the tears themselves.” Arkin describes this 

moment as a respite from the poem’s concern with the issue of Lucrece’s consent and consent’s 

use as political rhetoric, a moment of genuine sympathy: “the poet almost arrests his poem here, 

transforming the time kept with public tears into a stasis we wish might end the poem.”33 This 

moment of sympathy, however, does not provide the solace Lucrece seeks. The sympathy of 

another does not enable Lucrece to understand or express her own narrative. Lucrece must first 

learn to read Tarquin in order to read—and retell—her own narrative of the self. Schoenfeldt 

argues: 

                                                
33 Samuel Arkin, “‘That map which deep impression bears’: Lucrece and the Anatomy of 
Shakespeare’s Sympathy,” Shakespeare Quarterly 64.3 (Fall 2013): 366. 
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Even if pain is the most inevitably private of sensations, Shakespeare indicates 
through the actions of Lucrece that dealing with pain entails a fundamentally 
social practice…Shakespeare suggests that both the aesthetic encounter with the 
suffering of others, and the sharing of one’s own pain in language, can produce a 
minor analgesic effect.34 

 
In Shakespeare, pain may be experienced privately but must be expressed socially if it is to be 

purged. For Lucrece to share her pain, however, she must find the words for that pain, words for 

how Tarquin deceived her.  

 Lucrece turns to the painting of Troy’s fall to process her trauma, and in so doing brings 

her inability to read other minds into focus. When Lucrece sees the face of Sinon, the Greek 

warrior whose lies brought the Trojan horse into Troy, she faults the skill of the painter: 

This picture she advisedly perused, 
And chid the painter for his wondrous skill, 
Saying some shape in SINON’s was abused: 
So fair a form lodged not a mind so ill. 
And still on him she gazed, and gazing still, 

Such signs of truth in his plain face she spied, 
That she concludes the picture was belied. (1527-33) 
 

The honesty of his face does not match the deceit of his mind, she thinks, so the painter has erred 

in representing Sinon thus, misusing a fair face and fitting it to a corrupted mind.35 However, the 

painting leads her to contemplate Tarquin in the same manner: 

‘It cannot be,’ quoth she, ‘that so much guile’— 
She would have said ‘can lurk in such a look’, 
But TARQUIN’s shape came in her mind the while, 
And from her tongue ‘can lurk’ from ‘cannot’ took. 
‘It cannot be’ she in that sense forsook, 

And turned it thus, ‘It cannot be, I find, 
But such a face should bear a wicked mind. 

‘For even as subtle SINON here is painted, 
So sober-sad, so weary, and so mild, 

                                                
34 Schoenfeldt 195. 
35 Or as Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo would say, the painter has failed to take “regarde of the 
concorde and discorde of the motions,” Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo, A Tracte Containing the Artes 
of Curious Painting (Oxford: 1598), 2.77. Early English Books Online. Nov 20, 2013. 
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As if with grief or travail he had fainted, 
To me came TARQUIN armed to beguild 
With outward honesty, but yet defiled 

With inward vice. As PRIAM him did cherish, 
So did I TARQUIN, so my TROY did perish. (1534-47) 
 

Lucrece begins her analysis of Sinon from a physiognomic, inferential perspective, seeking to 

match his facial features—“such signs of truth”—with his deceitful traits.36 She declares that 

there is a mismatch between features and traits in the representation of Sinon, but as she does so 

she connects Sinon to Tarquin by analogy. Momentarily, she imagines Tarquin’s perspective as 

he enters her home: “With outward honesty, but yet defiled / With inward Vice,” as his later 

conduct reveals. Lucrece realizes that one can indeed show facial features of truth while 

practicing deceit. By contemplating the painting of Troy’s fall and reimagining Tarquin’s arrival, 

Lucrece forges a new theory of human behavior to draw inferences from: deceit can masquerade 

as honesty. The artwork expands Lucrece’s understanding of how faces and minds can be 

connected, preparing her to read and understand those around her. By seeing a link between face 

and mind in the microcosm of the painting, Lucrece is able to blend the art of the painting with 

the reality of her rape. She maps her blindness to Tarquin’s scheme onto Priam’s blindness to 

Sinon’s, her rape onto the fall of Troy. Through the painting and by making such comparisons 

between Troy and her own life, Lucrece begins to process her trauma.  

 Yet, as Barbara Baines might argue, what Lucrece learns may be of little consequence, 

for the poem inevitably ends in her death:  

She utters this: ‘He, he, fair lords, ’tis he [Tarquin] 
That guides this hand to give this wound to me.’ 
Even here she sheathed in her harmless breast 
A harmful knife, that thence her soul unsheathed… (1721-4) 

                                                
36 Physiognomy is the study of, as Montaigne writes, “the conformity and relation of the body to 
the spirit.” Michel De Montaigne, The Complete Essays of Montaigne, trans. Donald M. Frame 
(Stanford: Stanford UP, 1965): III.12, 809. 
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Baines argues that suicide is not Lucrece’s free choice. Instead, it reaffirms patriarchy’s control 

over her life and her obligation to the honor of men, of her father and husband: 

If not by suicide, how could Lucrece affirm the reality of rape that the allegation 
or even the suspicion of consent might deny? How, other than by her suicide, 
could she protect…the name of the father, and of the husband? To the extent that 
her suicide defines her heroism and the grounds for the idealization of her, 
patriarchy takes precedence even over God's canon. Literary representations of 
Lucrece and her analogical sisters thus speak a political unconscious that idealizes 
the suicide of the raped woman as the ultimate consent to patriarchal 
imperatives…The return of rape in the victim's suicide thus exposes the bedrock 
of sexual politics upon which patriarchal institutions are collaboratively 
constructed.37 
 

From Baines’s perspective, Lucrece’s suicide emphasizes patriarchal power, insofar as her self-

destruction serves the men that define her life. If Lucrece’s suicide reaffirms her status as 

property, a possession of men liable to theft, can the art of mindreading render her trauma in 

terms anything other than the economic? Conversely, Catherine Belsey argues that Lucrece’s 

suicide does manage to effect change:  

There is no logical solution. To live on casts doubt on her honor, her person, her 
symbolic place; death, on the other hand, punishes a crime she did not commit. 
Neither innocent nor guilty, Lucrece does the best she can. She publicly places the 
blame where it belongs; she erases the possible taint on the family name; and she 
reaffirms her own sovereignty in an action that is deliberately and independently 
chosen. The effect is a change of regime to one based on consent: propriety will 
no longer be synonymous with property.38 
 

According to Belsey, Lucrece’s response to trauma—both how she wrestles with it and her 

statement in committing suicide in public—accomplishes conceptual work, drawing a distinction 

between propriety and property and making Lucrece’s chastity a product of her will rather than 

of her submission to patriarchy. In one respect, Belsey’s argument is a subtle shift from Baines’s, 

                                                
37 Barbara J. Baines, “Effacing Rape in Early Modern Representation,” ELH 65.1 (1998): 89. 
38 Catherine Belsey, “Tarquin Dispossessed: Expropriation and Consent in The Rape of 
Lucrece,” Shakespeare Quarterly 52.3 (Fall 2001): 333. 
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in that what Baines calls submission Belsey calls self-sovereignty. Belsey’s argument better 

explains Shakespeare’s work in the poem. If Baines is correct, Lucrece’s struggle with her 

trauma—and Shakespeare’s representation of that struggle—serves to reinforce patriarchy. If 

Belsey is correct, the representation of that struggle effects cultural change. Tarquin’s assault 

may guide Lucrece’s hand to suicide, yet Lucrece’s new understanding of her trauma transforms 

this suicide from destruction to release. The passage continues, 

Even here she sheathed in her harmless breast 
A harmful knife, that thence her soul unsheathed:  
That blow did bail it from the deep unrest 
Of that polluted prison where it breathed. 
Her contrite sighs unto the clouds bequeathed 
     Her winged sprite, and through her wounds doth fly 
     Life’s lasting date from cancelled destiny. (1723-9) 

 
Shakespeare paints Lucrece’s death as a release. Lucrece is “unsheathed” from pain, bailed from 

the body, and “bequeathed” to the air beyond the reach of her assailant. Her body is “contrite,” 

marked by the sin of Tarquin’s act, but her own hand sets her own soul free.39 

At the same time, Lucrece has convicted Tarquin through the rhetoric of her death. As 

William P. Weaver notes, Lucrece’s deliberations and suicide follow the form of a legal defense, 

manifesting the corruption within her conflicted blood as visible evidence of her innocence: 

“Some of her blood still pure and red remain'd, / And some look'd black, and that false Tarquin 

stain'd” (1742-3). Just as her suicide reveals the black, corrupted blood contained within but not 

combined with her own pure blood, so Lucrece asserts that while Tarquin’s rape has left its 

internal mark on her, she has learned to separate that shame from her sense of self: “From the 

time Tarquin leaves her until she kills herself, Lucrece speaks as if practicing to confirm a charge 

of rape and refute a charge of adultery. The ambivalence of her arguments reflects Shakespeare’s 

                                                
39 “Crushed or broken in spirit by a sense of sin, and so brought to complete penitence.” contrite, 
adj, 2.a. OED. October 29, 2014. 
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precise manipulation of the arguments of the judicial case in order to portray Lucrece’s profound 

self-division.”40 Processing trauma is a matter of presenting a defense, learning how to present 

one’s own experience to others. Lucrece takes responsibility for her chastity and her honor, 

ensuring that neither Tarquin nor her family can make a stronger statement of her identity.  

 Yet perhaps this rhetoric about identity and self-sovereignty masks the more basic reality: 

Lucrece has been irrevocably scarred by rape and all the efforts of art cannot erase her trauma. 

The respite offered by art is a temporary illusion. After having contemplated the painting and 

realized the parallels between Sinon and Tarquin, Lucrece tears at the painting of Sinon: 

Here, all enraged, such passion her assails, 
That patience is quite beaten from her breast. 
She tears the senseless SINON with her nails, 
Comparing him to that unhappy guest 
Whose deed hath made herself herself detest. 

At last she smilingly with this gives o’er: 
‘Fool, fool!’ quoth she, ‘his wounds will not be sore.’ (1562-8) 
 

Note the power that she recognizes in Tarquin, whose action has changed her own reading of 

herself and “made herself herself detest.” There is a moment of near-laughter here—a distraction 

from the shock of Tarquin’s agency—as Lucrece realizes the depth with which she has been 

engrossed in the painting: but is this moment one of relief, or self-mockery? 

Which all this time hath overslipped her thought 
That she with painted images hath spent, 
Being from the feeling of her own grief brought 
By deep surmise of others’ detriment, 
Losing her woes in shows of discontent. 

It easeth some, though none it ever cured, 
To think their dolour others have endured. (1576-82) 
 

This moment of absorption, according to the voice of the poet, is an ease but not a cure: 

imagined sympathy is only a temporary release. Richard Meek deals with this passage at length, 

                                                
40 William P. Weaver, “‘O teach me how to make mine own excuse’: Forensic Performance in 
Lucrece,” Shakespeare Quarterly 59.4 (Winter 2008): 424. 
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pointing out the danger that such ekphrasis may “collapse the distinction between representation 

and reality.”41  

This stanza is implicitly concerned with how we respond to a work of art—
whether it is on the page or on a canvas—and the extent to which we empathize 
with the fictional characters that artworks represent…As Lucrece realizes her 
mistake at being taken in by a lifelike picture, the reader is implicitly reminded 
that one is experiencing a work of literary art. However, as we contemplate 
Lucrece’s error, it becomes increasingly difficult for the reader to conceive of 
both visual and verbal mimesis at the same time, and to remember that neither 
Lucrece nor the painting has an existence outside of Shakespeare’s text.42 
 

Lucrece, after all, is reacting to the story of Troy, at best a mythologized version of distant 

events, at worst a fictional betrayal. We, too, in reading The Rape of Lucrece, are reacting to a 

fictional rape, a fabricated experience of and struggle with trauma. What value do these fictional 

experiences have, Meek asks: “The question is whether we—as readers and critics—try to resist 

the seductions of ekphrasis, or whether we allow ourselves to repeat the same hermeneutic 

mistakes that Shakespeare’s characters make, and let the playwright, like Autolycus, pick our 

pockets.”43 Shakespeare, Autolycus-like, immerses the spectator in his stories for economic gain, 

and spectators fall victim to an economic motive long since set in motion by a dead playwright, 

and since then employed by publishers, performers, and professors. Pay attention to the weeping 

woman while we pick your pockets, they say. That is all. 

Meek’s analysis, however, misses an important point:  what is to be gained by repeating 

these same “mistakes” that Lucrece makes? The art of mindreading is not concerned with 

dogmatic connections between facial features and aspects of character. Instead, this art is the 

practice of drawing connections, inferentially and imaginatively, between jots of speech, action, 

                                                
41 Richard Meek, “Ekphrasis in The Rape of Lucrece and The Winter's Tale,” SEL Studies in 
English Literature 1500-1900, 46.2 (Spring 2006): 391. 
42 393-4. 
43 406-7. 
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and expression in order to sketch the portrait of an individual. Such a practice can never be 

exhaustive, since it involves great sensitivity to context and to particulars, particulars of time, 

place, and culture that influence each act of mindreading. By juxtaposing the myths of Lucrece 

and Troy, Shakespeare points to this connection between art and life, plotting the resemblances 

between face and mind in fiction and enabling his readers to then draw their own interpretations. 

Lucrece learns from art how to begin to process her trauma. Observing characters in art allows 

one to better understand people in everyday life, not because people act exactly like fictional 

characters but because the process of observation transfers from art to life. Shakespeare may pick 

one’s pockets, Autolycus-like, but he also reveals the trick of it. As Meek writes in a more recent 

essay, Shakespeare’s work reveals that “we need narratives to make sense of our lives, and to 

contemplate others’ suffering.”44 This knowledge, that people need narratives, is what one gains 

when Shakespeare picks one’s pockets—assuming one becomes aware of the theft. 

 

                                                
44 Richard Meek, “‘O, what a sympathy of woe is this’: Passionate Sympathy in Titus 
Andronicus,” Shakespeare Survey: Working with Shakespeare, vol 66, ed. Peter Holland 
(Cambridge UP, 2013): 296. 
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CHAPTER 3 

INFERRING THE MIND: 
PARASITES AND THE BREAKDOWN OF INFERENCE IN OTHELLO 

 

In the last two chapters I introduced inference and imagination as tools for understanding 

characters in Shakespeare’s works. In this chapter I will focus on inference in Othello, analyzing 

the ways Iago uses inference to understand others and to mask his own mental states. Inference is 

a powerful tool for predicting human behavior based upon general principles, but as those 

principles are applied to more and more complex cases inference can overload the mind and lead 

to misreading. Reading the minds of others can be a form of parasitism, a cognitive adaptation 

Zunshine describes as “promiscuous, voracious, and proactive.”1 Inference, moving from the 

face to the mind, invades another person’s sense of self. The knowledge gained from inference 

enables characters such as Iago to manipulate the minds they infiltrate, bringing whatever 

“monstrous birth” they wish “to the world’s light” (Oth. 1.3.402-3). To these ends, I will be 

reading Iago as a social parasite, a stock dramatic character that originated in Greco-Roman 

comedy, typically a servant or slave who serves and flatters his superiors as a way of gaining 

some personal benefits—anything from a free meal to social advancement. 

The social parasites I’m discussing in this chapter are cognitive parasites who take the 

concept of a woman's chastity and feed off of it, using what other people think about a woman's 

                                                
1 Lisa Zunshine, “What to Expect When You Pick Up a Graphic Novel,” SubStance 124, 40.1 
(2011), 115. 
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sexuality—a sort of anxious static—as material for their own schemes. From Machiavelli’s La 

Mandragola to John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, characters obsess over the sexual behavior 

of women. Anxieties over chastity and cuckoldry abound, driving the plots of comedies and 

tragedies alike. These parasites both use inference to read others and to capitalize on the 

characteristic breakdown of inference: inference begins to fail when the human mind processes 

four or more levels of mental states (known as levels of intentionality). In these plays, any 

supposed case of sexual infidelity already begins at the fifth level of intentionality: “The husband 

believes that his wife wants to deceive him into believing that she loves him faithfully.” As such, 

wherever there is a question about sexual propriety, there is a parasite scheming for power, 

wealth, or status: Ligurio in Machiavelli’s La Mandragola; Mosca in Ben Jonson’s Volpone; 

Bosola in Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi; and Iago in Shakespeare’s Othello, to name a few. 

Any parasite that manipulates such a situation already has the perfect cover for his own 

duplicity: the built-in limitations of the human mind.  

 

I: Parasiting Levels of Intentionality 

 

To begin, let me clarify the term parasite. In contemporary usage, a parasite is “an 

organism that lives on, in, or with an organism of another species, obtaining food, shelter, or 

other benefit; (now) spec. one that obtains nutrients at the expense of the host organism, which it 

may directly or indirectly harm.”2 The term brings to mind images of bacteria, fleas, tapeworms, 

and even the science fiction nightmares of alien face-huggers, chest-bursters, and symbiotes. 

Today one might describe someone as a parasite metaphorically, calling one who freeloads or 

                                                
2 “parasite, n.” 2.a. OED 
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mooches off of others a “blood-sucker” or “lousy.” Yet until at least the eighteenth century, a 

parasite was primarily “a person who lives at the expense of another, or of society in general; 

esp. (in early use) a person who obtains the hospitality or patronage of the wealthy or powerful 

by obsequiousness and flattery.”3 It is only with the development of taxonomic systems during 

and after the Enlightenment that the term parasite narrows to refer only to a set of insectile 

behaviors. The biological taxonomy of parasites develops from this original sense of parasitic 

flattery: both social and biological parasites get something for nothing; both participate in a 

system of parasitic patronage where the host acts as the (often unwitting) patron. 

Theophrastus, a 4th century B.C.E. Greek and perhaps the first character critic, lists the 

parasite as the second entry in “Characters,” a catalog of the various species of types of character 

one can find on the stage. Under the title of “the Toady, or Flatterer,” Theophrastus describes the 

parasite: “he will tell the company to keep silent while the great man is speaking; he will praise 

him when he is listening; and when he pauses in his talk he will back him up with ‘Hear, hear!’”4 

In Greco-Roman drama, such parasites use flattery to achieve their own ends, often to earn a 

meal, freedom from slavery, or social advancement. These are the key attributes of this character 

type: a character who lives on the outside or the fringes of normal society and relies upon patrons 

or hosts who are willing to exchange money, food, and social power for the parasite’s flattery or 

empty counsel. Examples of the parasite in Greco-Roman drama include Ballio the pimp in 

Plautus’ Pseudolus, Artotrogus from Miles Gloriosus, Pininculus the sponge in The Menaechmi, 

and Xanthias from Aristophanes’ The Frogs. One need not look far to find such characters in 

                                                
3 “parasite, n.” 1.a. OED 
4  Theophrastus, “The Characters,” Theophrastus, The Characters; Menander, Plays and 
Fragments, trans. Philip Vellacott (Middlesex: Oxford UP, 1967), 28. 
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Renaissance drama, from Osric in Hamlet to Gaveston or Mortimer in Edward II. The ambitious 

courtier is the parasite of the 16th century. 

Iago fulfills the basic character requirements of the parasite: he is a hanger-on, Othello’s 

ancient (or ensign) (Oth. 1.1.33); he knows how to flatter others, and his flattery is amplified by 

his reputation for speaking truth (2.3.214-44); and most importantly for my purposes, he 

concocts complex situations that overload others’ abilities to infer his mental states. In order to 

persuade Roderigo to trust him and incense Signior Brabantio against Othello, Iago opens up to 

Roderigo: 

It is as sure as you are Roderigo, 
Were I the Moor I would not be Iago. 
In following him, I follow but myself. 
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty, 
But seeming so for my peculiar end. 
For when my outward action doth demonstrate 
The native act and figure of my heart 
In complement extern, ’tis not long after 
But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve 
For daws to peck at. I am not what I am. (1.1.55-64) 
 

Iago works from an inferential model of mindreading, one that takes exterior signs—“my 

outward action” and “my heart upon my sleeve”—and then works inward to infer a person’s 

state of mind. Moreover, he presumes that others are reading him in this way—since this is how 

he himself mindreads—and tailors the exterior signs he displays to deceive his audience’s 

inferences. In order to take advantage of Roderigo’s trust, Iago assures him that he hates Othello, 

and “follow[s] him to serve [his] turn upon him” (1.1.41). In asserting his hate and affirming his 

service, Iago ties his motivations to who he is, who Othello is, and who Roderigo is—“as you are 

Roderigo”—complicating Roderigo’s understanding of him: Iago would not be himself if he 

were Othello; Iago serves himself by serving the Moor. Each explanation Iago offers of his 

behavior is embedded in a description of others, and he assures Roderigo that all his “outward 
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action[s]” are deceitful, for exposing his intentions to others—to “wear my heart upon my 

sleeve”—is to expose himself to the ridicule of jackdaws and to the vulnerability of a pecked and 

eaten heart.  

The irony is that Iago is even now deceiving Roderigo, gulling him for his money and his 

assistance, and Roderigo is distracted from Iago’s deceit by Iago’s revelations. To understand 

Iago’s true intentions in this scene and recognize that deceit, Roderigo would have to hold the 

following in his mind: 1) Iago wants help drawing Brabantio into a conflict with Iago; 2) Iago 

hates Othello but pretends to serve him so he is in a position to work his revenge upon him; 3) 

Iago tells Roderigo that he hates Othello because Iago wants Roderigo to trust him and believe 

that he is honest with Roderigo alone; and finally, 4) Iago also wants money and believes he can 

manipulate Roderigo into giving it to him. In cognitive science, the complexity of these 

statements is called levels of intentionality. Lisa Zunshine discusses levels of intentionality in 

Why We Read Fiction, a study of mindreading in the novel.5 Levels of intentionality rank the 

complexity of statements about mental beliefs, or intentions. For instance, “Iago hates Othello” 

is first-level intentionality because it describes a single layer of thought: one person, Iago, has 

one mental state, hatred. In contrast, “Roderigo believes that Iago hates Othello” is second-level 

intentionality because it contains both Iago’s emotion (hatred) and Roderigo’s belief (that Iago 

hates). Roderigo holds a belief (a type of mental state) about Iago’s desire (a second level of 

mental state).  Levels can quickly accumulate, however. Iago’s ruse, “Iago wants Roderigo to 

believe that Iago hates Othello,” contains three levels of intentionality.  

Lisa Zunshine points to a study by James Stiller and R.I.M. Dunbar which suggests that 

after the fourth level of intentionality human minds have difficulty processing the minds of 

                                                
5 Lisa Zunshine, Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel (Columbus: Ohio State 
UP, 2006), 27-35, 170. 
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others. Such processing is not impossible, but the chance for error drastically increases after the 

fourth level.6 For instance, in “Emma’s Dilemma,” the story Stiller and Dunbar used in their 

experiment, Jenny persuades her friend Emma to manipulate her boss the greengrocer into giving 

her a raise, telling Emma to claim that the chemist has offered her a higher paying job.7 Stiller 

and Dunbar presented their research participants such complicated social stories and then asked a 

series of questions, some to test how well the participants managed to take on the perspectives of 

the characters, some to test the memory of the participants (as a control). Stiller and Dunbar 

point out that any statement about another person’s mental states is already at the second level of 

intentionality, as there is always an implicit, first-person level of intentionality in such a 

statement: “I know” or “I believe that” Emma wanted more money is implied when one declares 

that the sentence “Emma wanted more money” is true.8 The sentences accompanying each story 

deliberately stacked levels of intentionality. For example, “Jenny thought that Emma hoped that 

the boss would believe that the chemist wanted Emma to work for him.”9 In this sentence one 

                                                
6  James Stiller and R.I.M. Dunbar, ‘Perspective-taking and memory capacity predict social 
network size,’ Social Networks 29.1 (January 2007), 93-104. 
7 “Emma worked in a greengrocer’s. She wanted to persuade her boss to give her an increase in 
wages. So she asked her friend Jenny, who was still at school, what she should say to the boss. 
‘Tell him that the chemist near where you live wants you to work in his shop.’ Jenny suggested. 
‘The boss won’t want to lose you, so he will give you more money’ she said. So when Emma 
went to see her boss that is what she told him. Her boss thought that Emma might be telling a lie, 
so he said he would think about it. Later, he went to the chemist’s shop near Emma’s house and 
asked the chemist whether he had offered a job to Emma. The chemist said he hadn’t offered 
Emma a job. The next day the boss told Emma that he wouldn’t give her an increase in wages, 
and she could take the job at the chemist’s instead.” Ibid., 101-2. 
8 Ibid., 96. I will be following Stiller and Dunbar’s example throughout in counting this implied 
level. 
9 “For example, here are a series of multiple choice questions concerning ‘Emma’s Dilemma;’ 
participants were asked to select the true statement in each pair. Sentences marked by an * are 
control tests for memory, while the other sentences describe various levels of intentionality. The 
levels of intentionality present in each sentence are labeled to aid analysis, but they were left 
unmarked for research participants. 

*1 (a) Emma worked for a greengrocer (b) Emma worked in a chemist’s 
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can track the five levels of intentionality as follows: I believe that “Jenny thought that Emma 

believed that the boss knew that the chemist did not want Emma to work for him.”  

Following many of the protocols of an earlier experiment on levels of intentionality,10 

including using many of the same stories, researchers read such stories aloud to research 

participants and then, after each story, presented participants a booklet with the appropriate 

series of multiple choice sentences. Stiller and Dunbar found that, on average, participants began 

to experience errors in tracking levels of intentionality at the fifth level, confirming the results of 

Kinderman et al. 1998. Stiller and Dunbar also argue, “perspective-taking competence correlates 

with (and perhaps places a limit on) the number of core contacts that an individual can maintain 

                                                                                                                                                       
2 (a) Emma wanted more money (b) Emma wanted a different job [level 2] 
*3 (a) Emma’s friend, Jenny, worked in a bank (b) Emma’s friend, Jenny, was 
still at school 
4 (a) Jenny thought the boss would believe Emma’s story (b) Jenny knew the boss 
would not believe Emma’s story [level 3] 
*5 (a) Emma told her boss, the greengrocer, that she had been offered a job in a 
bank. (b) Emma told her boss, the greengrocer, that she had been offered a job in 
a chemist’s 
6 (a) Emma thought the boss believed that the chemist wanted her to work for him 
(b) Emma thought the boss knew that the chemist had not offered her a job [level 
4] 
*7 (a) Emma’s boss, the greengrocer, asked the chemist if he had offered Emma a 
job (b) Emma’s boss, the greengrocer, asked Jenny if Emma had been offered a 
job 
8 (a) Jenny thought that Emma believed that the boss knew that the chemist did 
not want Emma to work for him (b) Jenny thought that Emma hoped that the boss 
would believe that the chemist wanted Emma to work for him [level 5] 
*9 (a) The chemist’s shop, where Jenny had suggested that Emma tell her boss 
that she had been offered a job, was in a different town (b) The chemist’s shop, 
where Jenny had suggested that Emma tell her boss that she had been offered a 
job, was near where Emma lived. 

Sentences 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9 can act as controls because they do not contain information about 
mental states, only factual information about the story. Research participants that select the 
correct version of each of these sentences can be assumed to have remembered the story, and 
Stiller and Dunbar can use their choices on sentences 2, 4, 6, and 8 to determine how well each 
participant processed the levels of intentionality in the story.” Ibid., 101-2. 
10 P. Kinderman, R. Dunbar, and R.P. Bentall, “Theory-of-mind deficits and causal attributions,” 
British Journal of Psychology 89 (1998), 191–204. 
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as a coherent social entity (clique size).” Better facility with tracking levels of intentionality 

allows one to maintain larger groups of social contacts.11 (From here on I will be following 

Stiller and Dunbar’s example throughout in counting the implied level I believe, though for the 

purposes of literary criticism I believe may be replaced by the character believes or the reader or 

spectator believes depending on the level of analysis.) 

Iago offers various motives for his malignity, such as his envy of Cassio’s promotion to 

lieutenant (1.1.7-32) and his suspicion that Othello has slept with his wife Emilia (1.3.386-7). 

Iago uses the first motive, his envy of Cassio, to fetch in Roderigo in the first scene: “I know my 

price, I am worth no worse a place” (1.1.10). The stakes are high for Roderigo, and he has ample 

cause to inquire into Iago’s own motivations. Naturally, Iago does not wish to reveal to Roderigo 

that he is using him; therefore, Iago stacks on extra levels of intentionality, true motivations, to 

disguise his deeper intentions. Iago wants Roderigo to believe that Iago hates Othello because 

Othello prefers Cassio and promoted him, and therefore Iago wants to hurt Othello and help 

Roderigo possess Desdemona. There are four levels here: the reader’s belief (implied) in Iago’s 

desire that Roderigo believe that Iago hates. In addition, Iago’s hatred is informed by another set 

of levels of intentionality—Iago wants Roderigo to know that Iago believes that Othello prefers 

Cassio (five levels)—while Iago’s desire to help Roderigo is informed by yet another set—Iago 

knows that Roderigo desires Desdemona (three levels). Iago presents himself honestly (in part) to 

Roderigo, screening his parasitism with true mental states. Roderigo does not pause to examine 

Iago’s honesty because he is already too occupied with processing the complex mental scenarios 

Iago has presented.  

                                                
11 Stiller and Dunbar, 100. 
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Iago later perfects this method with Othello, veiling his treachery with a set of false 

inferences about Desdemona’s relationship with Cassio, a “monster in [his] thought / Too 

hideous to be shown” (3.3.110-1). Iago applies this strategy throughout acts three and four to 

infect Othello’s mind with “the green-eyed monster,” that parasite jealousy, “which doth mock / 

The meat it feeds on” (3.3.168-9). Jealousy operates, at its most basic, at the third level of 

intentionality: “Othello fears Desdemona desires Cassio.” As Iago notes, the fear of cuckoldry is 

even more complex than the knowledge of infidelity:  

 That cuckold lives in bliss 
  Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger, 
  But O, what damned minutes tells he o’er 
  Who dotes yet doubts, suspects yet strongly loves. (3.3.169-72) 
 
The cuckold knows his wife is unfaithful and therefore “loves not his wronger,” hating his wife 

and her lover. The jealous man simultaneously believes his wife to be faithful, loving her, and 

also suspects her fidelity, loathing her, thereby drawing two conflicting inferences about his wife 

and holding them in tension. Such a situation, however, would not by itself overwhelm Othello’s 

ability to read others, as he asserts: 

  Nor from mine own weak merits will I draw 
  The smallest fear or doubt of her revolt, 
  For she had eyes and chose me. No, Iago, 
  I’ll see before I doubt, when I doubt, prove, 
  And on the proof there is no more but this: 
  Away at once with love or jealousy! (3.3.190-5) 
 
Othello vows not to remain in such a conflicted state, to seek out evidence of Desdemona’s 

infidelity and not allow doubts to coexist in his mind with love. Iago, however, never gives 

Othello the chance to infer Desdemona’s mind without interference, for “the smallest fear or 

doubt” comes from Iago’s series of observations rather than Othello’s own mind.  
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Rather than straightforwardly question Desdemona’s infidelity, Iago first notes Cassio’s 

intimacy with Desdemona in pursuing his suit:  

       Exit Cassio. 
 IAGO   Ha, I like not that.  

OTHELLO What dost thou say? 
IAGO  Nothing, my lord; or if—I know not what. 
OTHELLO Was not that Cassio parted from my wife? 
IAGO  Cassio, my lord? no, sure, I cannot think it 

That he would steal away so guilty-like 
Seeing you coming. 

OTHELLO            I do believe a’twas he. 
DESDEMONA How now my lord?   (3.3.34-41).  
 

The situation reaches the fourth level of intentionality through Iago’s reluctance to speak: “Iago 

does not want Othello to fear that Desdemona desires Cassio.” Iago is beginning to plant 

jealousy in Othello’s mind, but he does so coyly, emphasizing his reluctance to speak throughout 

the passage. He asserts he says “nothing” and knows “not what,” assuring Othello that he 

“cannot think” Cassio’s behavior was “so guilty-like.” Iago expresses his desire to remain silent 

even as he builds the image of the philandering Cassio. Desdemona interrupts the exchange, and 

when she leaves Othello appears to have forgotten any thought of Cassio’s impropriety: 

  OTHELLO Excellent wretch! perdition catch my soul 
    But I do love thee! and when I love thee not 
    Chaos is come again. 
  IAGO  My noble lord— 
  OTHELLO      What does thou say, Iago? (3.3.90-3) 
 
Othello has a ten, eleven, and six syllable line, foreshadowing his downfall with his whole-

hearted oath—though one that already admits the possibility of “not” loving—and reintroducing 

tension to the scene with the stressed eleventh syllable “not” and the following incomplete line. 

In the Arden edition’s layout of the lines, Othello’s incomplete line produces a pause (perhaps 

the silence of chaos asserting itself). This pause makes Iago’s interruption seem all the more 

reluctant, so much so that Othello must prompt him to speak, resulting in another questioning 
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eleven syllable line. “My noble lord” could perhaps complete Othello’s line, “Chaos is come 

again,” but then the pause moves before or after Othello’s question. In either case the shared 

lines, the pregnant pauses, and the exchange of questions makes Iago’s state of mind mysterious 

to Othello. His mind contains “some monster” or “horrible conceit,” and Othello cannot help but 

wonder at it (3.3.110, 118). 

Iago’s reputation for honesty complicates Othello’s mindreading even further. Othello 

calls Iago honest throughout the play,12 a habit Iago notes in the first act: “The Moor is of a free 

and open nature, / That thinks men honest that but seem to be so” (1.2.335). Iago hides behind 

this veil of seeming honesty; he is the Ensign of Cinthio’s 1565 Hecatommithi, a source for 

Shakespeare’s Othello.13 Here Iago has the title Ensign. Cinthio summarizes the action:  

A Moorish Captain takes to wife a Venetian lady, and his Ensign accuses her to 
her husband of adultery; he desires the Ensign to kill the man whom he believes 
to be the adulterer; the Captain kills his wife and is accused by the Ensign. The 
Moor does not confess, but on clear indications of his guilt he is banished; and 
the scoundrelly Ensign, thinking to injure others, brings a miserable end on 
himself.14 
 

The earliest and most general sense of ensign is “a signal; a rallying or battle-cry, watchword.” 

When the term is used in a military context, it can mean either ”a military or naval standard; a 

banner, flag” or “a body of men serving under one banner; a company, troop.” Finally, an ensign 

is “the soldier who carries the ensign; a standard-bearer.” This is the sense of ensign that is 

synonymous with ancient, Iago’s title in Shakespeare’s play. The OED notes that “formerly 

commissioned officers of the lowest grade in the infantry bore this title, which has been replaced 

by that of sub-lieutenant.”15 Though the ensign is a subordinate position—Iago views Cassio’s 

                                                
12 For instance: 1.3.285; 2.3.6, 173; 5.1.31; 5.2.71, 144, 150. 
13 Honingmann, 370. 
14 Cited in Ibid., 370. 
15 “ensign,” 1, 5.a, 6, 7. OED. 



 

 58 

promotion over him as an insult—it is hardly an inconsequential post. In The Art of War, Niccolo 

Machiavelli explains the value of the standard bearer to a military force: 

When men are thus distinguished from one another, and thus accustomed to know 
and keep their respective stations, it is an easy matter to rally them if they are 
thrown into confusion; for once the standard is fixed, the captains and corporals 
will immediately know their stations and resume them, whether on the right, the 
left, or at a due distance from it.16  
 

As Othello’s ensign and standard-bearer, Iago acts as the center of Othello’s plans, the sign 

around which the army rallies. Iago’s honesty is as much a matter of his position as it is of his 

false persona.  

Accordingly, Iago delights in the irony of his honest reputation. Noting Othello and 

Desdemona’s affection early in the play, he says, “O, you are well tuned now: but I’ll set down / 

The pegs that make this music, as honest / As I am” (2.1.197-9). Later, having undone Cassio’s 

lieutenancy and then counseled Cassio to bring his suit to Desdemona, he addresses the audience 

in soliloquy, refuting that he is the play’s antagonist: 

And what’s he then that says I play the villain? 
When this advice is free I give and honest, 
Probal to thinking and indeed the course 
To win the Moor again? (2.3.331-4) 
 

In each of these statements, Iago admits that his reputation for honesty enables him to manipulate 

others. Iago masquerades as the honest soldier, a role Cornwall describes in King Lear: “He 

cannot flatter, he; / An honest mind and plain, he must speak truth” (2.2.96-7). Iago rightly infers 

that Roderigo, Cassio, and Othello will be distracted by his seeming honesty. When Iago inquires 

into Cassio’s past intimacy with Desdemona, he uses this reputation as a way to highlight his 

feigned reluctance: “Did Michael Cassio, when you wooed my lady, / Know of your love?” 

                                                
16 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Art of War. Trans. Ellis Farneworth, Revis. Neal Wood. Translation 
copywright 1965. (Cambridge, MA: De Capo, 2001), 68-9. 
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(3.3.94-5). When Othello replies that Cassio knew Desdemona, “and went between us very oft,” 

Iago replies, “Indeed?” (3.3.100-1). Othello mirrors Iago’s question with his own, asking “Is he 

not honest?” Iago echoes him: “Honest, my lord?” (3.3.101-2). Iago, the honest and plain man, 

fears to speak his thought, and therefore it must be monstrous indeed.  

Iago’s intentions act as mental camouflage, masking his deeper motivations from Othello 

and keeping Othello too preoccupied to scrutinize his sincerity. Othello briefly notes that Iago’s 

questions may be the rhetorical moves of deception, but—as Iago expects—infers from Iago’s 

general honesty that his reluctance to speak arises from that honesty rather than deceit:  

And for I know thou’rt full of love and honesty 
And weigh’st thy words before thou giv’st them breath, 
Therefore these stops of thine fright me the more. 
For such things in a false disloyal knave 
Are tricks of custom, but in a man that’s just 
They’re close delations, working from the heart, 
That passion cannot rule. (3.3.121-7) 
 

Othello’s inferential theory of “stops” is clear: in an honest man, reluctance to speak indicates 

passion from the heart; in a “false disloyal knave,” that same reluctance indicates the use of 

rhetoric. Othello is on the cusp of comprehending Iago’s deception, but the situation Iago has 

crafted overtaxes Othello’s ability to read Iago, and Iago fills Othello’s mind with inferences 

about Cassio and Desdemona. He replies, “For Michael Cassio, / I dare be sworn, I think, that he 

is honest” (3.3.127-8). Or, to parse the levels of intentionality, “Iago wants Othello to believe 

that Iago believes that Cassio is honest” (five levels). Iago’s phrasing is deliberately complex, 

containing the assertion of Cassio’s honesty, of his own, and of his personal belief. Iago defends 

his claims by reorienting Othello’s mindreading upon Cassio. As such, he plays the part of the 

parasite, deriving his pleasure from the empty phrases he delivers his master. Iago excels at 

complicating one character’s reading of another, at twisting ambivalent emotional responses such 
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as pity so that they may be seen both as sincere emotions and as dramatic, deceitful devices. It is 

only at the end of the play that Othello can contemplate Iago’s deceit, so busied he has become 

with the possibility of Desdemona’s. With such a complex chain of reasoning, no wonder 

Othello is duped. 

As terms for mental states, deception and honesty are a step removed from Othello’s 

language. He explicitly calls Iago “a man that’s just” rather than “a false disloyal knave.” These 

social roles, which one might call stereotypes or character types, can be described as complex 

cases of intentionality, shorthand for multi-level situations. To call Iago a “a man that’s just,” 

Othello must think the following: “I (Othello) believe that society knows that Iago wants to tell 

the truth.” The just man bears certain relationships to true speech, to society’s good opinion, and 

to Othello’s knowledge of the same. To consider Iago “a false disloyal knave” would involve 

considering the inverse premises. The characteristic breakdown of multiple levels of 

intentionality suggests that these social roles can act as aids to mindreading. In order to believe 

that Iago is just, Othello does not necessarily need to follow every level of the chain of inference, 

reasoning back to Iago’s desire to maintain a reputation for honesty to find a primary motivation 

for his actions. Instead, Iago’s identity as a just man stands in for that complex set of 

motivations: “Othello believes Iago is just.” Here there is one mental state (belief) and a social 

role. Mindreading is simplified even as Iago’s contradictory motivations are veiled. 

 Ironically, Iago’s methods determine his own downfall. When concocting his schemes, 

Iago infers what Othello, Cassio, and Roderigo must think, and he manipulates all three men in 

conversation. With his wife Emilia, Iago attempts no such tricks. When Emilia procures 

Desdemona’s handkerchief for Iago, she asks, “What will you do with’t, that you have been so 

earnest / To have me filch it?” (3.3.318-9). Iago offers no motive, instead taking the 



 

 61 

handkerchief by force, saying “What’s that to you?…Be not acknown on’t, / I have use for it.” 

(3.3.319, 322-3). To Iago, Emilia is not worth deceiving, and her mind does not enter into his 

calculations. She is a dutiful wife, a social role that dictates her responses to Iago’s demands. As 

Othello’s mind is too full of inferences about Desdemona to long consider the possibility of 

Iago’s deceit, so Iago cannot—and will not—spare the mental effort to consider his wife’s state 

of mind. After Desdemona’s death, Emilia confronts Iago:  

Disprove this villain, if thou be’st a man; 
He [Othello] says thou told’st him that his wife was false, 
I know thou didst not, thou’rt not such a villain. 
Speak, for my heart is full.  (5.2.168-71) 

 
In this moment Emilia believes Iago, not Othello, and asks her husband to clear his name. She 

has not yet taken the step to believe that Iago slandered Desdemona, for to do so she must reread 

her husband as a villain. Suddenly confronted with the need to consider Emilia’s mind, Iago falls 

back upon his by now comfortable technique, distracting others by lengthening the chains of 

inference they must perform in order to read his true motivations. Iago decides to emphasize his 

honesty: “I told him what I thought, and told no more / Than what he found himself was apt and 

true” (5.2.172-3). With Emilia, however, this technique is a miscalculation, for Emilia does not 

ask why Iago called Desdemona false but if he did so. She already believes in Desdemona’s 

chastity and judges Iago’s actions regardless of his motives. Iago returns to his original treatment 

of Emilia, commanding her silence (5.2.179, 191, 216, and 221), discrediting her voice (5.2.227, 

229), and ultimately enforcing that silence by murdering her (5.2.222, 232sd). Emilia’s 

dissenting voice breaks Iago’s carefully constructed chain of inferences, and his reputation for 

honesty dissolves under her accusations. Iago falls prey to the weakness he exploits in others: he 

never imagined his wife’s perspective or inferred what Desdemona’s loyal maid might do in the 
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aftermath of Desdemona’s murder, for he was too occupied with inferring the minds of Othello, 

Cassio, and Roderigo. 

 

II: Anxious Static in La Mandragola, Volpone, and The Duchess of Malfi 
 

Why should the worm intrude the maiden bud? 
Or hateful cuckoos hatch in sparrows’ nests? 
Or toads infect fair founts with venom mud? 
Or tyrant folly lurk in gentle breasts? 
Or kings be breakers of their own behests? 
But no perfection is so absolute, 
That some impurity doth not pollute.  

—The Rape of Lucrece 848-54. 
 
 
 

In early modern drama, the parasite is an antipathy, an ever-present part of society and 

nature. The Greco-Roman comic figure that mooches lunches is the emblem of a larger 

ecological and social force. Although the parasite’s manipulation of mental states is delightful 

for the reader, spectator, and critic, it is often devastating for the parasite’s host and for the 

women the parasite manipulates in his schemes. While there may or may not be anything 

intriscally masculine about parasitism, these stock characters are usually male and frequently 

center their schemes on women. Parasites such as Iago doubly objectify women. First, these 

parasites view women as commodities, not just as objects of desire (as their masters view them) 

but also as opportunities for exchange, objects that can be manipulated for their own social 

advantage. Second, these parasites reduce women from the level of economic object to that of 

cognitive detritus: every thought, emotion, and action of a woman, the qualities that make her a 

human being, becomes in the hands of the parasite a distracting static,17 flotsam and jetsam to fill 

                                                
17 I am borrowing the term static from Michel Serres, where static is information deemed foreign 
to a given system of information and, as such, intrusive and meaningless. Static becomes 
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the mind of the master and to obscure the thoughts and actions of the parasite. The cognitive 

qualities that make a woman a person rather than an object serve, to an Iago or a Mosca, as the 

weaknesses the parasite can seize upon. 

Parasitism is, in both the social and the biological worlds, a relationship based upon food. 

In The Parasite, Michel Serres glosses the term from the original Greek: it means, “to eat next 

to.”18 In Serres’ usage, the “parasitic relationship is intersubjective. It is the atomic form of our 

relations.”19 It involves “not only living on but also living in—by him, with him, and in him [the 

host].”20 All relationships, according to Serres, are built out of parasitism. (Symbiosis, from this 

perspective, is a temporary balance of parasitic relationships). Serres identifies three positions 

within the parasitical relationship: host, guest, and noise (or static), which he derives from an 

alternate meaning of parasite in French. He builds his theory from the Aesopian fable of “The 

City Rat and the Country Rat,” as told by Jean de La Fontaine in 1668.21 In the fable, a city rat 

invites a country rat to dine on the Turkish rug in the house he infests. The rats feast, until a 

noise from outside the door interrupts them and the country rat flees. The positions of host, 

guest, and noise shift depending upon one’s point of observation. In the first case, the country rat 

is the guest, the city rat the host, and the owner of the house the noise that interrupts their feast. 

Alternately, the owner of the house is the host upon which both rats act as guest-parasites, and 

the sound of their eating is a noise for his sleep. Yet by checking on the noise, he himself 

becomes noise for the rats, static entering the system from outside. Someone always gets 

                                                                                                                                                       
meaningful information when a system of knowledge recognizes it as such. Michel Serres, The 
Parasite, trans. Lawrence R. Schehr (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1982). 
18 Ibid., 7. 
19 Ibid., 8. 
20 Ibid., 6. 
21 See Jean de La Fontaine, The Complete Fables of Jean de La Fontaine, trans. Norman R. 
Shapiro (University of Illinois Press, 2007), 12-3. 
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something for nothing: for thanks, for hospitality, for a generous compliment. Something always 

interrupts: the rats chewing, the owner snoring, the door squeaking open. 

Serres imagines parasites as a necessary part of any system, for every system has its own 

static or white noise. He offers the image of a house infested by rats:  

Someone once compared the undertaking of Descartes to the action of a man who 
sets his house on fire in order to hear the noise the rats make in the attic at 
night…I want to think without an error, communicate without a parasite. So I set 
the house on fire, the house of my ancestors. Done correctly, I rebuild it without a 
rat. But in order to do that, as a mason I must work without sleeping, without 
turning my back, without leaving for a moment, without eating. But at night, the 
rats return to the foundation. I was thinking yesterday, What did you do in the 
meantime? You slept, if you please, you ate, dreamt, made love, and so forth. 
Well, the rats came back. They are, as the saying goes, always already there. Part 
of the building. Mistakes, wavy lines, confusion, obscurity are part of knowledge; 
noise is part of communication, part of the house.22 
 

Any system simultaneously filters out unwanted noise and classifies some noise as meaningful. 

The brain cannot process every iota of incoming perception simultaneously: some must go 

unseen and unnoticed: as Cary Wolfe puts it, “this ‘not seeing’ is crucial to the human being’s 

(and to any being’s) organization of an overwhelming flood of visual input into a field of 

meaning.”23 The distinction between meaning and meaninglessness would, itself, lose relevance 

without the presence of static.24 

                                                
22 Serres, 12. 
23 Cary Wolfe, What is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 
131. 
24 Karen Raber points out that Serres “uses a specifically architectural image that should confirm 
the spatial dimension of a concept like ‘the human.’” Such parasites (and parasite-ridden spaces), 
she explains, enable one to contemplate the human: “Only the vermin-infested structure, the 
castle walls teeming with mice and rats, the castle orchard overrun with weasels, the spaces of 
the human—internal and external—replete with worms, slugs, even small dogs, denote a world 
in which ‘the human’ is a concept with any content.” Karen Raber, “Vermin and Parasites: 
Shakespeare’s Animal Architectures,” Ecocritical Shakespeare, ed. Lynne Bruckner and Dan 
Brayton (Surrey: Ashgate, 2011), 31. 
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One can see these three shifting positions in another parasite familiar to early moderns: 

the cheese mite. The cheese mite has traditionally been used to age varieties of cheeses, often in 

order to provide the cheese with a nutty flavor. Examples include Mimolette, Milbenkase,25 and 

Stilton, the “English Parmesan” that Daniel Defoe described in 1724: “[it] is brought to table 

with the mites, or maggots round it, so thick, that they bring a spoon with them for you to eat the 

mites with, as you do the cheese.”26 The cheese mite also appears in various French to English 

dictionaries of the 16th century.27 Here one can see the inversion of the host/guest relationship. 

On one level the cheese mites acts as parasite to the cheese (and its owner), feeding off of it, 

using it as sustenance and shelter and giving nothing in return. On another level, humans subvert 

their role as hots and instead parasite the mites by cultivating them to enhance the cheese’s 

flavor, offering the mites temporary hospitality in exchange for an enriched dairy product. The 

cheese mite also serves as an emblem of noise or static in the period. Ben Jonson mentions the 

cheese mite in his 1631 The New Inne, as the Host hyperbolically describes the melancholy 

attentions of his guest, better suited to a laboratory than an inn: 

Poring through a multiplying glasse,  
Vpon a captiu'd crab-louse, or a cheese-mite  
To be dissected, as the sports of nature,  
With a neat Spanish needle! Speculations  
That doe become the age, I doe confesse! (1.1.30-4)28 
 

                                                
25 See also J. P. Melnyk, A. Smith, C. Scott-Dupree, M. F. Marcone, and A. Hill, “Identification 
of cheese mite species inoculated on Mimolette and Milbenkase cheese through cryogenic 
scanning electron microscopy,” J. Dairy Sci. 93.8 (2010), 3461–3468. 
26 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, 4th ed. (London, 1748), 44. 
Google Books. Web. 23 May 2013. 
27 See A dictionarie French and English (London: 1571) EEBO. Web. 20 May 2013, and John 
Palsgrave, Lesclarcissement de la langue francoyse compose par maistre Iohan Palsgraue 
Angloyse natyf de Londres, et gradue de Paris (London: 1530) EEBO. Web. 21 May 2013. 
28 Ben Jonson, The new inne. Or, The light heart (London: 1631) EEBO. Web. 20 May 2013. 
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With the invention of the microscope and the growing interest in dissection and taxonomy, the 

cheese mite serves—in the work of Robert Boyle and Nehemiah Grew, for instance—as a 

standard of measurement of the newly discovered visual world.29 Boyle writes that “men have 

with Reason wonder'd, that so small a Body as a Cheese-mite, which by the naked Eye is 

oftentimes not to be taken notice of, unless it move, (if even then it be so,) should by the 

Microscope appear to be an Animal furnish'd with all necessary parts.”30 The cheese mite serves 

as the limit of normal human vision, the border at which visual noise too small for notice 

becomes meaningful sight. Under the microscope, the cheese mite serves as a guide, a 

connection to the normal world of vision, a connection the cheese mite maintains up through 

1903, where it takes the titular role in the first science documentary. 31 The cheese mite makes its 

one Shakespearean appearance in All’s Well That Ends Well, when Paroles invokes it in his 

diatribe against virginity: “Virginity breeds mites, much like a cheese, consumes itself to the 

very paring, and so dies with feeding his own stomach” (1.1.139-41). Cheese breeds mites, 

which eat it up as it feeds itself, creating a complicated mix of the parasite with the host. 

Likewise, virginity is consumed by the values society places upon it: its value lies in its 

expenditure.  

 

La Mandragola 

                                                
29  See Robert Boyle, Essays of the strange subtilty great efficacy determinate nature of 
effluviums (London, 1673) EEBO. Web. 20 May 2013; Robert Boyle, Some considerations 
touching the vsefulnesse of experimental naturall philosophy, (Oxford, 1663) EEBO. Web. 20 
May 2013; as well as Nehemiah Grew, The anatomy of plants, (London, 1682) EEBO. Web. 20 
May 2013; and Nehemiah Grew, Musaeum regalis societatis, or, A catalogue and description of 
the natural and artificial rarities belonging to the Royal Society and preserved at Gresham 
Colledge (London, 1685) EEBO. Web. 20 May 2013. 
30 Boyle, Essays, 25-6.  
31 “First Science Documentary,” BBC News, Web, 29 May 2008, Accessed 30 June 2014.  
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The original parasite is a comic character, and Machiavelli preserves this function in his 

1519 La Mandragola with Ligurio, parasite to Callimico.32 Ligurio helps Callimico fulfill his 

desire for Lucrezia, the beautiful wife of Nicia. He plays upon Nicia’s own desire for a child, 

offering to find a potion that will impregnate Lucrezia. Ligurio accomplishes this scheme by 

disguising Callimico as a doctor specializing in fertility, thus giving him access to Lucrezia and 

avoiding Nicia’s suspicion: “Let me just say that if you have courage, and trust me, I will swing 

this deal for you by this time tomorrow. Then even if he [Nicia] had enough brains, which he 

doesn’t, to verify whether you are a doctor or not, either he won’t think about it, or he won’t 

have time to spoil our plan, even if he does think about it.”33 Ligurio already knows Nicia’s 

cognitive limits, and he knows just how many inferences he must string together in order for 

Nicia to miss the ruse, presenting Callimico as a trustworthy doctor and playing on Nicia’s 

anxieties. 

Ligurio gets nothing out of the situation. Or, more precisely, he gets nothing associated 

with the escapade: no fulfilled sexual desires, no children, no revenge upon Nicia. Instead, 

Ligurio gains a lunch and a bit of social power. Ligurio, like the Greco-Roman parasite, is 

motivated first by food. Callimico claims that Ligurio “used to make his living as a marriage-

broker, but then he took up mooching lunches and dinners.” In return for acquiring Lucrezia, 

Callimico offers Ligurio “a goodly sum of money if he succeeds; if he doesn’t, all he gets out of 

it is a lunch and dinner, and I wouldn’t eat alone anyway.”34 Late in the play, Callimico grants 

                                                
32 For a discussion of the date of the play, see David Sices and James B. Atkinson’s introduction 
to The Comedies of Machiavelli (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985), 13-4. 
33 Niccolo Machiavelli, “The Mandragola,” The Comedies of Machiavelli, trans. David Sices and 
James B. Atkinson (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985), 179. 
34 Ibid., 169. 
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Ligurio control of the plot, saying to his servant Siro, “listen here. Tonight you’re to do 

everything that Ligurio tells you. Remember, when he commands, it’s as if it were me.”35 He 

rattles off the comment as an incidental detail, but this moment is the climax of Ligurio’s own 

desires. From Ligurio’s perspective, the entire orchestration of cuckoldry is incidental to his own 

desire to achieve social mastery over others. Ligurio takes sexual anxiety as his raw material—

Nicia’s desire for children and his anxiety over Lucrezia’s chastity; Callimico’s desire for 

Lucrezia’s body and for a forbidden sexual relationship—and transforms it into cultural 

currency, exchanging the anxiety of others for the power to manipulate their lives. Ligurio is less 

of a parasite upon Callimico and more of a parasite upon sexual anxiety, particularly masculine 

anxiety over women’s sexuality. 

In La Mandragola at least, such parasitism benefits society. George Thomas argues that 

Ligurio’s parasitism is socially productive, for “by unleashing and channeling human desire, a 

stable political order can be constructed (as it is by Ligurio in the play).”36 In effect, Ligurio 

rules over Callimico’s sexual desire, a type of desire that appears frequently in Machiavelli’s 

works: “Callimaco is much like the men in Machiavelli’s political works who threaten the 

political order and bring on destruction because they cannot check their irrational desire…[and] 

that desire also threatens to unleash itself upon the city in potentially destructive ways.”37 By 

reining in Callimico’s desires, channeling them to a fruition that does not in fact bring 

destruction, “Ligurio, far more than Callimaco, displays the virtues that Machiavelli behooves a 

                                                
35 Ibid., 245. 
36 George Thomas, “The Parasite as Virtuoso: Sexual Desire and Political Order in Machiavelli’s 
Mandragola,” Interpretation: A Journal of Political Philosophy (IJPP) 2003 Spring; 30 (2), 179. 
37 Ibid., 183. 
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prince to take up.”38 Ligurio’s parasitism is, in part, a model for Machiavelli’s ideal leadership, a 

parasitic relationship reaching toward a political symbiosis. 

Within La Mandragola, Ligurio’s parasitic development remains a comic effect, though 

the play does have its satiric elements, such as Machiavelli’s treatment of the Church (through 

Friar Timoteo) and the chilling nonchalance with which Callimico and Ligurio achieve their plot. 

Read in light of later early modern drama, however, La Mandragola is an early Renaissance 

example of the parasite. In later drama the parasite becomes a special subtype of the 

Machiavellian villain, a manipulative character who plays not only on unknowable minds and 

unreadable faces but also upon the sexual opacity of the female body. The Machiavellian parasite 

stands outside the economy of desire (sometimes more, sometimes less) and manipulates that 

economy to increase his social power. As Salvino Bizzarro writes about La Mandragola, the play 

“ends with fraud prevailing over religion and morals.” 39  Through Ligurio Machiavelli 

unwittingly seeds the anxieties that will occupy later Renaissance dramatists. As Isabella 

Winkler writes, the parasite “comes from beyond the border as a contaminant, compromising the 

integrity of a host at whose expense it feeds.”40 The parasite invades the minds of others, using 

their anxieties as camouflage for its own desires and as food for its curiosity. 

 

Volpone 

 

                                                
38 Ibid., 184. 
39 Salvino Bizzarro, “Debauchery, Mayhem, and Sex in Machiavelli’s Mandragola.” Seeking 
Real Truths: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Machiavelli, eds. Vilches, Patricia Vilches and 
Gerald Seaman (Netherlands: Brill, 2007), 216. 
40 Isabella Winkler, “Love, Death, and Parasites,” Mapping Michel Serres, ed. Niran Abbas (Ann 
Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 2005), 228. 
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Ben Jonson’s 1616 Volpone documents one path for the development of the parasite. 

Implicitly building off of the parasite character type seen in Machivelli’s La Mandragola, Jonson 

offers a mature version of Machiavelli’s comedy, a darker satire of justice and human perception. 

At Mosca’s suggestion, his master Volpone feigns a mortal sickness which can only be cured if 

“some young woman,” such as Corvino’s wife Celia, will “lusty and full of juice…sleep by him” 

(Volpone, 2.6.34-5).41 Jonson diverges from Machiavelli’s plot structure in two key respects. 

First, when Volpone names Mosca as his heir—legally entrusting him with his wealth in order to 

carry out the ruse of being an invalid and further vex Voltore, Corbaccio, and Corvino—Mosca 

decides to cut Volpone out of the scheme, revealing his master’s treachery and keeping the 

wealth for himself. Second, the legal system of Venice, which Jonson has thoroughly satirized 

throughout the play, stumbles upon the truth by pitting Mosca against Volpone in the courtroom. 

The good are released, the wicked are punished, and Jonson’s play ends with a tidy moral (and 

the lingering fear that good can only defeat evil by accident). 

Volpone praises Mosca for his orchestration of the first courtroom scene (and of the 

lawyer Voltore): 

VOLPONE That yet to me’s the strangest, how th’ast borne it! 
That these, being so divided ‘mongst themselves, 
Should not scent somewhat, or in me or thee,  
Or doubt their own side. 
MOSCA          True, they will not see’t. 
Too much light blinds ‘em, I think. Each of ‘em 
Is so possessed and stuffed with his own hopes 
That nothing unto the contrary,  
Never so true or so apparent, 
Never so palpable, they will resist it— (5.2.19-27) 
 

                                                
41 Ben Jonson, Volpone, The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Volume B: The Sixteenth 
Century and the Early Seventeenth Century, eds. Stephen Greenblatt, Katharine Eisaman Maus, 
George Logan, and Barbara K. Lewalski (New York: Norton, 2012), 1449-1535. 
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Here Mosca identifies the cognitive nature of his deceptions. The avocatori are not simply 

unaware of Mosca’s plot: they are too aware, blinded by “too much light,” too much knowledge 

of the minds involved in the case. They cannot “scent somewhat, or in me or thee,” because they 

are too preoccupied with the chain of inferences Mosca has orchestrated about Celia and 

Bonario’s situation, separately coaching each of witnesses at the trial: “Is the lie / Safely 

conveyed amongst us? Is that sure? / Knows every man his burden?” (4.4.3-5). Since Mosca 

manipulates this information, he manages the complexity of the case to overwhelm the avocatori. 

They do not consider Mosca’s deception because the levels of intentionality go too deep. He 

himself does not speak at the trial, instead instilling his words in Voltore, Corvino, Corbaccio, 

and Lady Would-Be so that the surface levels of the case (Celia’s chastity, Bonario’s fidelity, 

etc.) will fully occupy the minds of the avocatori. Any evidence of Mosca’s deceit becomes so 

much static, excess noise at the edges of the case. Furthermore, because the avocatori are 

committed to their own ideal of apparent justice, they will “resist” any levels of intentionality 

that might complicate their judgment. As Voltore argues, the fact of Celia and Bonario’s sin is 

self-evident:  

I would ask…if their plot 
Have any face or color like to the truth? 
Or if unto the dullest nostril here 
It smell not rank and most abhorred slander? (4.6.43-7) 
 

According to Mosca’s design, Celia and Bonario appear guilty on the surface, in face, color, and 

smell. Even the dullest nostril can smell them out. The real truth lies deeper, of course, but the 

avocatori find a complete case before them and resist any deeper, more complicated version of 

events. Lisa Klotz, for instance, argues that Volpone loses its power as a satire if one reads the 

Venetian avocatori as comic dupes rather than rational judges outwitted by Mosca’s plot: 
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The avocatori are duped not because they are stupid, naive, or corrupt, but 
because the conspirators present a coherent case in contrast to the implausible and 
uncorroborated accusations of Celia and Bonario, who have no witnesses to back 
up their story. Indeed, for the gulling of the avocatori to be more than merely 
comical, for it to have satirical punch, the judges must not be mere buffoons.42 
 

Mosca’s manipulations go undetected. As Klotz concludes, Jonson’s “satire is not of naive 

judges, however, or of justice Venetian-style, or of justice English-style, but of the imperfect 

human capacity for judgment.”43 The parasite feeds off of this imperfect cognitive capacity, 

transforming the weakness of others into its own strength. 

While Ligurio may be an able helper, a parasite that urges along his master’s good 

fortune through Machiavellian trickery, Mosca grows into a social player in his own right, 

shedding his master when he has achieved his goal of financial independence. Volpone is undone 

by his sexual desire, wholly trusting Mosca while he lusts after Celia. Mosca, however, remains 

aloof from such desire, manipulating the anxiety of others to further his own social advancement. 

Jonson reinforces this theme through the image of Androgyno, a hermaphrodite actor that 

Volpone pays to perform comedies but whom Mosca sets loose in Venice (along with Nano the 

dwarf and Castrone the eunuch). Early in the play, Nano performs a speech depicting the passage 

of Androgyno’s soul from its origin in Apollo, through multiple incarnations as man and woman, 

and to her present form as a fool. Mosca wonders whether Androgyno likes her current form 

because “here the delight of each sex thou canst vary?” (1.2.55). Androgyno replies: 

Alas, those pleasures be stale and forsaken. 
No, ‘tis your fool wherewith I am so taken, 
The only one creature that I can call blessed, 
For all other forms I have proved most distressed. (1.2.56-9) 
 

                                                
42 Lisa Klotz, “Ben Jonson’s Legal Imagination In Volpone,” SEL: Studies In English Literature, 
1500-1900 51.2 (2011), 386. 
43 Ibid., 405. 
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Androgyno, like Mosca, stands outside the normal economy of sexual and social desire, and can 

manipulate it to her personal advantage. Mosca presumes that the advantage of such a position is 

the ability to partake of the pleasures of each sex, but Androgyno finds those old pleasures stale, 

especially in comparison with the position of the fool, who stands outside those economies and 

parasites them for his own uses. While the advantages the hermaphrodite claims are the pleasures 

of foolery, Mosca claims financial and social advantage. Again, one sees the parasite—both 

Androgyno and Mosca—at the edge of the human, both engaged in human life and feeding upon 

it.44 

Jonson makes the parasite’s relationship to other human beings more explicit after 

Volpone makes Mosca his heir and feigns death. Taking Volpone’s keys, Mosca releases 

Androgyno, Castrone, and Nano into the streets, commanding them to “go recreate yourselves 

abroad; go sport” (5.5.11). In urging them to re-create, Mosca spreads the festival fluidity of 

Volpone’s household to the city at large. He then confides his full scheme to the audience: 

So, now I have the keys, and am possessed. 
Since he will needs be dead before his time, 
I’ll bury him or gain by him. I am his heir, 
And so will keep me till he share at least. 
To cozen him of all were but a cheat 
Well placed: no man would construe it a sin. (5.5.12-7) 
 

Mosca is legally Volpone’s heir, growing from a parasite that feeds off its host to one that 

supplants it, like the cuckoo. By freeing Volpone’s clowns and immediately spelling out his 

                                                
44 As Charlotte Scott writes, “The parasite thus stands in the limbo of living, near enough to 
human life to reflect on it, yet not near enough to claim it as its own.” Contrary to Scott, I would 
argue that the parasite expands the concept of the human, joining the human and animal realms 
in a type of relationship that is marked simultaneously by cognition and appetite. The parasite is 
not abhuman or superhuman: rather, it is a human perspective existing in a gray conceptual area 
that is normally overlooked. Charlotte Scott, “Still Life? Anthropocentrism And The Fly In Titus 
Andronicus And Volpone,” Shakespeare Survey: An Annual Survey Of Shakespeare Studies And 
Production 61 (2008), 259. 
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betrayal of his master, Mosca connects the fluid sexual identity of Androgyno—and the fluid 

perspective of the outsider—with his own now-fluid social identity. As a parasite, Mosca is now 

free to redefine his relationships with others. Volpone, crossing paths with his clowns in the 

streets, declares Mosca’s gesture absurd: “How now, who let you loose? Whither go you now? / 

What, to buy gingerbread? Or to drown kitlings?” (5.11.8-9). Volpone has defined Mosca thus 

far by the latter’s parasitic relationship to himself. Now that Mosca has become a parasite 

without a host—one who has supplanted his host—Mosca is as absurd to Volpone as the social 

aberrations symbolized by Androgyno, Castrone, and Nano. Mosca, however, has passed to the 

third position of the parasite in Serres’ schema: no longer the guest or the host, Mosca is now the 

noise, the static that both interrupts and constitutes the social relationships in the play. His 

actions interrupt Volpone’s own social power and his parasitism upon Venice’s wealthy. They 

also serve as an example for justice in the play’s conclusion, allowing law to affirm its force and 

validity. As parasite Mosca establishes limits. 

 

The Duchess of Malfi 

 

Jonson moves the development of the parasite two steps further than Machiavelli, 

depicting in Mosca character motivations outside his relationship with his master Volpone and 

shifting the genre of his play from comedy to satire. John Webster pushes this development in a 

different direction in his 1623 The Duchess of Malfi, shifting the genre to tragedy and 

transforming Bosola from reluctant parasite to tragic revenger. Reluctance is in fact the key 

element Webster adds to the character: at the play’s opening, Bosola seeks recompense for 

previous service he has done the Cardinal, service that earned him two years of imprisonment 
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(1.1.34-5).45 “I do haunt you still,” he says, his first line in the play and a line that proves 

prophetic of his later role as revenger (1.1.29). Bosola soon enters Ferdinand’s service, 

succumbing to Ferdinand’s bribe of a position as “the provisorship o’th’ horse,” but Bosola 

protests, calling himself Ferdinand’s “very quaint invisible devil” and saying, “my corruption / 

Grew out of horse-dung” (1.1.269, 260, 286-7). Despite his reluctance, Bosola carries out all the 

duties of a parasite, acting as Ferdinand’s spy (1.2.212-4), prying into the Duchess’ pregnancy 

with dung-ripened apricots (2.1.152),46 employing trickery (the wax bodies of Antonio and his 

son, 4.1.55) and disguise (as the tomb maker, 4.2.158), and orchestrating the Duchess’ torture 

and execution (4.2.176). Furthermore, he is a man who recognizes the complex relationship 

between faces and minds: “There’s no more credit to be given to th’face / Than to a sick man’s 

urine, which some call / The physician’s whore, because she cozens him” (1.2.168-70). Like 

Ligurio and Mosca, Bosola concocts schemes to fulfill his master’s desires, and by doing so 

fulfills his own, achieving higher social status. 

Unlike previous parasites, however, Bosola is not content with his new social status. He 

makes a key misstep in his parasitism: rather than continuing to treat the Duchess of Malfi as an 

economic opportunity, a site through which he can transform Ferdinand’s anxieties over his 

sister’s sexual behavior into social progress, Bosola credits the Duchess and her children with 

humanity, shifting from an inferential to an imaginative process of mindreading and considering 

her perspective. He calls Ferdinand to rethink the murders he has sanctioned. Ferdinand asks, “Is 

she dead?” Bosola replies, “She is what / You’d have her: but here begin you pity— / [Shows the 

                                                
45  John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi, ed. John Russell Brown, 2nd ed. (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 2009). 
46 The apricots are a complex and ambigious image, in part meant to suss out the appetites of a 
pregnant woman and to hasten her delivery. See Dale B. J. Randall, “The Rank and Earthy 
Background of Certain Physical Symbols in The Duchess of Malfi,” Renaissance Drama, New 
Series, Vol. 18, Essays on Sexuality, Influence, and Performance (1987): 171-203. 
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Children strangled.] / Alas, how have these offended?” (4.2.254-6). Ferdinand is obstinate, and 

Bosola turns his attention to the murdered Duchess, a murder which Ferdinand turns back upon 

Bosola, saying, “Why didst not thou pity her? What an excellent / Honest man mightst thou have 

been / If thou hadst borne her to some sanctuary!” (4.2.271-3). Here one can see the 

consequences of the generic shift from comedy to satire to tragedy: in a comedy, the parasite 

Ligurio has no reason to second-guess his master’s desires and his own actions, since what is at 

stake is cuckoldry; in satire, the parasite Mosca does not rethink his actions because his villainy 

is what gives the satire its edge, the danger that indicts the inept justice system; in tragedy, the 

parasite Bosola becomes the revenger by evaluating his and Ferdinand’s actions in a moral light 

and rejecting the entire system of parasitic patronage. 

Pity opposes parasitism because it views human beings as subjects rather than as objects 

of economic exchange. Here one can see the difference between the inferential and imaginative 

processes of mindreading at work. While ethical action does not require any particular acts of 

mindreading, pity can act as a spur to such action, and pity is predicated upon imaginatively 

inhabiting the perspective of another. The parasite can operate without pity and without 

imaginative mindreading, using only inference to parse the mental states of others. Bosola, in 

pitying the Duchess’s children, moves beyond the character type of parasite. My argument runs 

counter to that of R.S. White, who argues that “character is subsidiary to morality here” and 

“Bosola instantly realises the implications of the ‘mists of error’ he has been wandering in, and 

his almost instantaneous repentance shows Webster risking, or even abandoning, any principle of 

consistent characterisation in favour of pointing a moral.”47  While I agree with White that 

Webster is pointing out a moral in this scene, I argue that Bosola’s shift in character is the 

                                                
47 White, R.S. White, ‘The Moral Design of The Duchess of Malfi,’ The Duchess of Malfi: 
Contemporary Critical Essays, ed. Dympna Callaghan (London: Macmillan, 2000), 205. 
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natural consequence of his initial reluctance in the play. This shift constitutes Webster’s main 

contribution to the picture of the parasite, a way for a given parasite to move beyond such 

behavior and to allow the perspectives of others to motivate his actions. 

In calling Bosola’s pity for the Duchess’ dead children a “misstep,” I avoid calling his 

action a mistake, which could imply that Bosola acts impulsively when confronting Ferdinand. 

Instead, I suggest that this confrontation is the moment in which Bosola steps from the parasitic 

path laid out by Ligurio and Mosca, that of social advancement through facilitating a master’s 

desires. Insofar as he desires social advancement, Bosola makes a mistake in confronting 

Ferdinand. White contends that Bosola’s decision makes sense only from a moral perspective 

rather than a characterological one, since Bosola’s decision runs counter to his motivation. This 

confrontation, however, is the moment at which Bosola’s parasitism evolves into something 

different: he steps off the pre-ordained path and trades social advancement for moral authority, 

becoming the revenger. Bosola is another Hamlet. Hamlet masks his true motivations by 

feigning madness, multiplying the levels of intentionality Claudius must wade through; Bosola 

masks his true motivations by using his previous service as a parasite as a cover. Ferdinand and 

the Cardinal do not suspect his role as revenger because the web of Bosola’s machinations is 

already so complex. Hence the Cardinal’s reaction when Bosola comes to kill him: 

BOSOLA Thus it lightens into action: 
I am come to kill thee. 
CARDINAL Hah? help! our guard! 
BOSOLA Thou art deceiv’d; 
They are out of thy howling. 
CARDINAL Hold: and I will faithfully divide 
Revenues with thee. 
BOSOLA Thy prayers and proffers 
Are both unseasonable. (5.5.10-6) 
 



 

 78 

The Cardinal’s first reaction is to cry out for help; his second is to bribe Bosola. Bosola terms 

these reactions “unseasonable” because they are not fit replies to Bosola’s new role as revenger. 

The Cardinal would do better to argue his innocence or Bosola’s complicity in his sins, but in 

Bosola he sees only a greedy parasite. 

 
 
III: Iago’s Chain of Inference 
 

O curse of marriage 
That we can call these delicate creatures ours 
And not their appetites. 

—Othello, 3.3.268-70 
 
 
 

Why, indeed, did Renaissance dramatists craft parasites that feed upon their masters’ 

anxiety about policing the sexual behavior of women? If the cognitive manipulation that these 

parasites employ is an all-purpose tool, capable of deceiving others in all social matters, why do 

these parasitic plots center upon the lives of women? Men such as Callimico, Volpone, 

Ferdinand, and Othello are more similar than their respective parasites, for while their parasites 

vary in matters of temperament and strategy, these four are driven solely by their desire for a 

particular woman. One might argue that an effective parasite knows the prime desire of its host 

and exploits it. This answer will not suit the entire character type, however: Bosola does not seek 

out Ferdinand’s weakness, and Mosca only turns on Volpone after Volpone has failed to sate his 

desire and Celia has accused him of attempted rape. Instead, these parasites are exploiting a 

unique problem involved in inferring the minds of others: levels of intentionality. These parasites 

exploit situations involving the sexual behavior of women because doing so is effective at 

obscuring their own motivations. Those motivations differ from parasite to parasite, but the 
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method remains consistent: the early modern fear of cuckoldry is a ready-made camouflage for 

the real motivations of such parasites. 

I mentioned above that Iago expresses two explicit motivations for his plots in Othello: 

his envy of Cassio’s promotion to lieutenant (1.1.7-32) and his suspicion that Othello has slept 

with his wife Emilia (1.3.386-7). E.A.J. Honigmann argues that “neither Shakespeare nor Iago 

loses sight of these stated motives: glancing reminders later ensure that we, too, remain 

conscious of them, even though we realize that unstated motives may play a part as well.”48 

Unlike Othello, readers and critics have a privileged position, witnessing Iago’s machinations 

from the outset and analyzing his motives. The audience can see through Iago’s ruse even before 

Iago admits it himself in soliloquy, an effect Bertrand Evans describes as “Shakespeare’s habit of 

creating and exploiting discrepant, or unequal, awarenesses as a means of producing various 

dramatic effects.”49 Part of the pleasure of Shakespeare’s text involves knowing more than the 

characters do about their situation, a pleasure readers can share with Iago, who acts safely as a 

parasite by veiling his deceit with levels of intentionality. 

Shakespeare reveals these levels, granting readers the pleasure of irony, yet Iago plays 

the same tricks upon those readers, for Iago’s motivations are finally opaque. As he says at the 

end to Othello, “Demand me nothing. What you know, you know. / From this time forth I never 

will speak word” (5.2.300-1). Iago defeats Othello, infecting him with a jealousy that drives him 

to murder Desdemona. Why does he not proclaim his motives and revel in his revenge? 

Coleridge notes the disconnect between Iago’s schemes and Iago’s purported motives, calling 

these self-ascribed reasons for hounding Othello “the motive-hunting of motive-less Malignity” 

                                                
48 Honigmann, E.A.J., ed. Othello, William Shakespeare (London: Arden Shakespeare, 1997), 
35. 
49 Bertrand Evans, Shakespeare’s Tragic Practice (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), vii. 
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(5.1.2.315).50 Hunting out Iago’s motives has been a minor industry in Shakespearean criticism: 

Stephen Greenblatt argues that Iago “revels in his ability to manipulate his victims”51; Michael 

Neill notes that Iago’s “racial poisons seem so casually concocted, as if racism were just 

something that Iago…made up as he went along”52; for Janet Adelman, “Iago escapes our human 

categories altogether.”53 Shakespeare’s Othello is an exemplar of these parasitic plays insofar as 

Iago obscures his motives from the audience as well as from his master Othello. The allure of the 

play comes from that obscurity: like Othello, Shakespeare’s readers often want some greater 

explanation for Iago’s villainy, and that desire can fuel interest in the play. 

Honigmann makes a similar point to Coleridge, but with different metaphors: “Iago as 

artist is sometimes seen as a matador toying with Othello, the bull, or as a dramatist, the creator 

of much of the plot, who finds fulfillment in it.” 54 In the terms of parasitism, Iago feasts upon 

Othello, entering his mind and twisting his thoughts. If, as Coleridge suggests, Iago’s explicit 

motives do not account for his malignity, it may be because Iago encourages the audience to 

understand him in terms of inferential frames rather than intrinsic motivations. Even though 

Iago’s plots are filled with distracting levels of intentionality, readers and spectators can follow 

Iago’s schemes because he explicitly presents his own role of parasite to these observers. 

Furthermore, Iago masquerades as the honest friend—another inferential frame—while he paints 

Desdemona as the penetrating parasite, as the one who “saw Othello’s visage in his mind” and 

                                                
50 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Coleridge’s Shakespearean Criticism (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1930), 49. 
51  Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1980), 233. 
52 Michael Neill, “Unproper Beds: Race, Adultery, and the Hideous in Othello,” Shakespeare 
Quarterly 40.4 (1989), 383-412. 395. 
53 Janet Adelman, “Iago’s Alter Ego: Race as Projection in Othello,” Shakespeare Quarterly 48.2 
(1997), 125-44. 144. 
54 Honingman, 37 
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manipulated his love (1.3.253). In infiltrating Othello’s mind and manipulating his thoughts of 

Desdemona, Iago mutates this sign of Desdemona’s love into a sign of her parasitism. Iago may 

not reveal his motivations to Othello because, even as his scheme is revealed, the opacity of his 

motivations gives Iago pleasure and power over Othello. He plays the role of parasite, a complex 

position on the fringes of society that may be analyzed but may not be reduced to elementary 

motivations. 

According to Paul Cefalu, this power dynamic results from Othello’s inability to read 

Iago: 

Iago’s evil seems to lie in his talent for what cognitive theorists would describe as 
mind reading, the relative ability to access imaginatively another’s mental world 
and, in Iago’s case, to manipulate cruelly that world. Inversely proportional to 
Iago’s mind-reading ability would be the mindblindness or at least metacognitive 
deficits of Othello, who seems too obtuse and closed off from others to fathom 
Iago’s unimaginable designs.55  
 

Cefalu’s thesis seems compatible with my own, but while Cefalu and I both approach 

Shakespeare’s text with theories of mindreading in hand, Cefalu’s use of cognitive science 

differs from mine in several key respects. First, while Cefalu notes the distinction between 

theory-theory of mind (inference) and simulation theory of mind (imagination),56  he seems 

unaware of the possibility for a theory of mindreading that incorporates both inference and 

imagination. This is despite the fact the Cefalu cites Goldman’s Simulating Minds, the central 

thesis of which is the idea that neither theory-theory nor simulation theory alone can explain all 

of mindreading.57 This lack of a hybrid theory leads Cefalu to characterize mindreading as 

wholly distinct from imaginative empathy:  

                                                
55  Paul Cefalu, “The Burdens of Mind Reading in Shakespeare’s Othello: A Cognitive and 
Psychoanalytic Approach to Iago’s Theory of Mind,” Shakespeare Quarterly 64.3 (Fall 2013), 
265. 
56 Ibid., 273-4. 
57 Goldman, Simulating Minds, 23. 
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Iago’s mind reading is an exaggerated version of ToM [theory of mind]: nothing 
of what he predicts of others is based on extrapolations from his own mind, that 
is, of mental simulations that typically follow empathy or simply putting oneself 
in another’s place. As if he were a ToM zombie, Iago is controlled almost wholly 
by his predictive knowledge of others.58 
 

Cefalu can characterize Iago as an overactive mindreader because Iago follows the process of 

theory of mind to the extreme. Yet, from the perspective of this dissertation, Iago’s mindreading 

is impaired if, as Cefalu asserts, Iago’s mindreading is wholly inferential and never imaginative. 

Furthermore, Cefalu contrasts Iago’s overactive mindreading with what he terms 

Othello’s mindblindness: “Othello’s equanimity is lost when he is forced to turn his attention to 

the motives of Cassio, Desdemona, and eventually Iago. Another way of saying this is that 

Othello becomes discontented when he is compelled to leave the comforts of his relative 

mindblindness.”59 Mindblindness, however—a term originally coined by Simon Baron-Cohen in 

a 1990 article on autism60 and later expanded in Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory 

of Mind—describes an extreme state of difficulty with mindreading where a person has next to 

no concept of what it means for other human beings to have thoughts, beliefs, and desires. As 

Baron-Cohen opens Mindblindness, “Imagine what your world would be like if you were aware 

of physical things but were blind to the existence of mental things.”61 While Cefalu is careful to 

describe Othello’s cognitive deficit as “relative” mindblindness, his use of the term is at best 

hyperbolic. After all, Othello has no problem whatsoever imagining the contents of others minds. 

When Iago first broaches the possibility of Desdemona’s infidelity, Othello says: “By the world, 

/ I think my wife be honest, and think she is not, / I think that thou art just, and think thou art not. 

                                                
58 Cefalu, 274. 
59 Ibid., 277. 
60  Simon Baron-Cohen, “Autism: A Specific Cognitive Disorder of ‘Mind-Blindness,’” 
International Review of Psychiatry 2.1 (1990), 81-90. 
61 Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness, 1. 
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/ I’ll have some proof”(3.3.386-9). In these brief lines Othello imagines Desdemona as honest, 

Desdemona as deceitful, Iago as just, Iago as deceitful, and the necessary combinations of these 

intentions, that “Iago wants Othello to believe that Desdemona is deceitful.” Othello has no 

trouble reading the minds of others; if anything, his imagination grips him too tightly once he 

sets it loose. Instead, Othello has difficulty reading the minds of others accurately. Accuracy, 

however, has nothing to do with mindblindness. 

 As such, Cefalu’s conclusion in the article is unsupported by current cognitive science, as 

his misuse of borrowed terms undermines his argument: 

What does this suggest, finally, about the relationship of mind reading to 
mindblindness? Evolutionary psychologists tell us that mind reading is eminently 
self-preservative: to be able to anticipate people’s actions based on the 
formulation of a working theory of their mental processes enhances inclusive 
fitness. Mindblindness is something of an evolutionary handicap: to be mindblind 
is to be susceptible to the duplicity of others. But perhaps we can use Shakespeare 
to provide a more nuanced understanding of such a fashionable theory. What the 
examples of Iago and Othello show is that mind reading can be startlingly similar 
in its effects to mindblindness. Othello’s lack of empathy is not fundamentally 
different in kind from Iago’s negative empathy. Having a complex theory of 
another’s mind, as Iago does, can make one’s well-being too parasitical on 
another’s misfortune: his local successes aside, Iago’s tragic downfall, especially 
his inability to stop the action once it gets fully underway, suggests that he 
remains in some sense in servitude to Othello. On the other hand, Othello’s 
mindblindness not only fortifies him against experiencing remorse for his actions; 
it allows him to stage his own melodrama in which he emerges as the divine 
leveler of his own prior acts of cruelty. 
 

While I share Cefalu’s hope that literary studies can speak back to cognitive science across the 

interdisciplinary divide, such conversations must use language—and definitions—in a way 

consistent with both disciplines. Mindblindness is not, as Cefalu asserts, a lack of proficiency in 

mindreading; it denotes a cognitive deficit in the ability to even begin to mindread. Othello’s 

problem is the accuracy with which he mindreads, not his ability to engage in the process: he can 

contemplate the honesty of Cassio, Desdemona, and Iago, but in the process he falls for Iago’s 
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deceptions. Furthermore, Cefalu himself argues that Iago’s own mindreading lacks acuity, for his 

“characterizations [of others] are so reductive as to be types or caricatures…Iago does not 

conjure anything more than stock types in his own play.”62 Iago and Othello, then, are the same, 

insofar as they are both mindreaders whose readings of others fail in ways that lead to their 

downfall. 

 Cefalu does attempt to soften the extremity of the term mindblindness by pointing to the 

recent work of Kamila Markram and Henry Markram on their Intense World Theory, which 

suggests that autism may not be marked by mindblindness but instead by a hyperactivity of the 

mind which could disrupt mindreading.63 Cefalu draws connections between people with autism 

and Iago: “Autistic people may, therefore, neither be mindblind nor lack empathy for others, but 

be hyperaware of selected fragments of the mind. One can imagine making some such argument 

about Iago, if only because it helps to explain his obsessive but faulty mindfulness.”64 While 

Markram and Markram’s critique of traditional theories of autism is apt—and I will return to it in 

chapter six—Cefalu attempts in his article to both critique and rehabilitate the term 

mindblindness in such a way that collapses any distinction between Iago and Othello he hopes to 

make. 

 The key distinction I would make between Iago and Othello is the direction of the 

parasitic relationship. Othello describes his torment with the image of a parasitic, infectious toad: 

But there where I have garnered up my heart, 
Where either I must live or bear no life, 
The fountain from the which my current runs 
Or else dries up—to be discarded thence! 
Or keep it as a cistern for foul toads 

                                                
62 Cefalu, 268. 
63 Kamila Markram and Henry Markram, “The Intense World Theory—A Unifying Theory 
of the Neurobiology of Autism,” Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 4 (2010), article 224, 1–29. 
64 Cefalu, 281. 
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To knot and gender in! (4.2.58-63) 
 

The “there” of line 58 seems deliberately opaque on Shakespeare’s part. Since Othello is 

speaking to Desdemona, he could be referring to her mind or, more specifically, her body. The 

toad acts as a parasite insofar as it is an unwelcome—and defiling—guest in that cistern. As 

Catherine Nicholson points out, “The sexual and rhetorical pollution of this place [the cistern] 

causes Othello to regard his Venetian wife, for the first time, as a stranger.” This new regard is 

the result of Iago’s scheme to lead Othello “to regard his wife as both too accessible [to other 

men] and utterly inaccessible [to himself].”65 Othello comes to believe that, in accessing the 

deceitful contents of her mind, he has learned the true quality of her chastity, and he has the 

choice to either discard her body or to “keep it as a cistern for foul toads.” Iago inverts Othello’s 

access to Desdemona; while at the play’s opening Othello has access both to her mind and her 

body, by deceiving him with a false portrait of her mind Iago ultimately denies Othello that 

access. The toads are, from Othello’s perspective, the men like Cassio that have that access; yet 

from the audience’s perspective, the toads may be the very thoughts that Iago has implanted in 

Othello’s mind. Othello is doubly parasited by imagined adulterers and his ensign Iago. 

The passage also recalls Othello’s earlier mention of toads: 

O curse of marriage! 
That we can call these delicate creatures ours, 
And not their appetites! I had rather be a toad 
And live upon the vapor of a dungeon 
Than keep a corner in the thing I love 
For others’ uses. (3.3.272-7) 
 

Here the “thing I love” is Desdemona, and the “corner” is both her affections and her body. 

Othello would “rather be a toad…[in] a dungeon” than have a wife infiltrated by parasites and be 

                                                
65  Catherine Nicholson, “Othello and the Geography of Persuasion,” English Literary 
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a cuckold. In act three the dungeon is an alternative space, a preferable alternative to housing a 

parasite, where Othello becomes a parasite rather than endure being a host. In act four the 

“cistern for foul toads” may in fact be Desdemona’s body, which Othello imagines is inhabited 

by parasites. Alternately, “there where I have garnered up my heart” could refer to Othello’s 

mind, the space in which Iago has engendered the parasite jealousy, “the green-ey’d monster 

which doth mock / the meat it feeds on” (3.3.168-9). Such monsters fill Othello’s mind and, in 

his mind, fill his idea of Desdemona. 

Iago, then, refuses to voice his motivation in order to continue to be Othello’s parasite, to 

continue to fill his mind with monsters. Othello could perhaps exorcise these monsters through 

Iago’s confession, placing the blame for his actions upon Iago: in Iago’s silence, Othello’s only 

path seems to lie in suicide. So it is that when Iago says, “From this time forth I never will speak 

word,” Othello replies, “Well, thou dost best” (5.2.301, 303). In the absence of any sort of 

confession from Iago, Othello turns his rage inward, recognizing his own complicity in this 

parasitic relationship. Tzachi Zamir notes: 

To say that Iago’s naturalism and reductive outlook impress Othello as wisdom is 
surely to diminish Othello and to ignore the subliminal logic that leads to his 
cooperation with Iago. Instead, this marriage of minds (culminating in Iago 
committing himself to Othello’s service) exposes Othello’s attraction to an 
outlook that he understands and prefers to coping with the disruptive force of “too 
much joy.” Iago is, in fact, Othello’s mode of resistance and something in him is 
using Iago so that it can bloom to full expression.66 
 

Note Zamir’s expression, “Something in him is using Iago.” In Othello one can see the full 

bloom of the parasitic relationship, the level at which all human relationships can partake in 

parasitism. Iago’s triumph is that he makes love itself seem a parasite. Othello flies from what he 

sees as one parasite (Desdemona’s love) to another (his confidence in Iago), only to discover the 

                                                
66  Tzachi Zamir, Double Vision: Moral Philosophy and Shakespearean Drama (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 2007), 159. 
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parasite within him. Othello’s tragedy is that the only resolution he can find is through 

multiplying the parasites within him, dividing his sense of self from “the circumcised dog” that 

he kills to atone for his sins (5.2.353). Like Lucrece, Othello strives to have the final say on his 

identity through his suicide. 

The development of a character type from Ligurio in La Mandragola to three different 

vectors (Mosca, Bosola, and Othello) is in fact an exploration of desire and of the human mind. 

Any human relationship involves a parasitic relationship between two minds at the second level 

of intentionality: “I desire that you desire, or feel, or believe something that coheres with my 

desire.” The movement of the parasite is twofold. First, by masking its actions in the anxieties of 

others, multiplying levels of intentionality as a distraction, the parasite obscures his identity as a 

parasite. The sexual opacity of the female body provides a ready-made distraction for the 

parasite, since such opacity already overloads the minds of early modern men, taxing their 

powers of comprehension by raising levels of intentionality to the fourth or fifth level. Second, 

by revealing this mask to the audience, the dramatist reveals the parasitic aspect of all human 

contact: any contact between minds involves seeing another’s visage, contemplating what 

another person thinks. In the terms of parasitism, this seeing is an invasion, entering the mind of 

another and procuring something (a mental state) to feed one’s own curiosity and desires.  

The way that Ligurio, Mosca, Bosola, and Iago interact with those around them is not 

qualitatively different from the way any human being interacts with others. Instead, the parasite 

is a paragon of human interaction. As Mosca boasts: 

Oh, your parasite 
Is a most precious thing, dropped from above, 
Not bred ‘mongst clods and clodpolls here on earth. 
I muse the mystery was not made a science, 
It is so liberally professed! Almost 
All the wide world is little else in nature 
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But parasites or subparasites. (3.1.7-13) 
 

The parasite is both common and uncommon, a divine perfection found in nature, an art that all 

human beings possess, whether or not they profess it. It is inference perfected. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

IMAGINING THE MIND: 
EMPATHY AND MISREADING IN MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING 

 

In this chapter I will analyze Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing, reading Claudio’s 

rejection of Hero with imagination rather than inference. Chapters three and four share an 

interest in how mindreading can allow one to misread others. Inference and imagination each 

break down in characteristic ways. Levels of intentionality can complicate inferential 

mindreading, and beyond a certain point they overwhelm the brain’s processing power. 

Likewise, the power of imagination has limits. The human mind can simulate multiple characters 

quickly and simultaneously, but not without increasing difficulty. Imagination breaks down in 

complex social situations when multiple individual perspectives must be imagined 

simultaneously, for in such social situations minds must be read in conjunction rather than in 

isolation. To circumvent this difficulty, characters rely on the empathic connection they have 

with others, and overconfidence in that empathy leads to misreading. As such, reading 

Shakespeare’s characters requires attention not only to the gaps between individuals but also to 

the overlap between minds. 

According to theories of emotional contagion and extended mind, thought is centered in 

the brain, but the “mind” can incorporate one’s physical environment, one’s possessions, and 

even one’s fellow human beings.1  Mindreading is often a distributed process that incorporates 

                                                
1 Andy Clark, “Curing Cognitive Hiccups: A Defense of the Extended Mind,” The Journal of 
Philosophy 104.4. (April 2007), 163-92. 
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both contagious emotions and other mindreaders, and imagination can draw a character too close 

to those he or she mindreads. As Leonato says just after his daughter Hero has been publically 

shamed: “But mine, and mine I loved, and mine I praised,� / And mine that I was proud on, mine 

so much / That I myself was to myself not mine” (4.1.136-8). Claudio has too much empathy, 

too much resonance with Hero’s shame. Though he misinterprets the source of that shame, it is 

the misstep of the emotion rather than the misstep of inference that leads him to cut himself off 

from Hero and “lock up all the gates of love,” a high-minded way of recoiling from the monsters 

in his own imagination (4.1.105). 

 
 
I: Epistemology of the Blush 
 
 
 

In Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing, Claudio misreads the blushes in the 

slandered Hero’s cheeks, “the story that is printed in her blood” (Ado 4.1.122). Claudio’s 

misreading is a consequence of how minds extend into the social environment and overlap one 

another, a necessary pitfall of human, social relationships. Shakespeare’s play reveals that 

emotion is more than contagious. One can catch an emotion yet misinterpret it, a failure of 

understanding that produces tragic consequences in Much Ado. Hero’s emotions are contagious 

in act four, for her blushes and fervent protests impress themselves on each character in the 

scene, yet these signs of affect are misinterpreted, as a result of which her embarrassment at 

Claudio’s slander produces twisted reflections: disgust, shame, outrage. These emotions are 

subjective feelings as well as features of the social environment, a property of scenes as well as 

individual characters. The minds of Shakespeare’s characters overlap rather than remain discrete 

entities; his characters’ emotions act and react as physical forces. 
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Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing illustrates this key difference between inference 

and imagination, one implicit in the previous chapters: inference leaves a gap between one mind 

and another while imagination presupposes an overlap of minds. Using inference, Iago can 

puzzle out Othello’s state of mind without imagining his perspective, observing exterior signs of 

Othello’s mental states—gestures, statements, actions—and drawing conclusions. Any access he 

has to Othello’s mind is based upon that inferential distance. Conversely, imagination requires 

that the mindreader take on the perspective of another, considering what he or she would do, 

feel, and think in that other’s situation. When Claudio publically shames Hero in Much Ado 

About Nothing, he imagines her mental state rather than infers it:  

 
She’s but the sign and semblance of her honour. 
Behold how like a maid she blushes here! 
O, what authority and show of truth 
Can cunning sin cover itself withal! 
Comes not that blood as modest evidence 
To witness simple virtue? Would you not swear, 
All you that see her, that she were a maid, 
By these exterior shows? But she is none; 
She knows the heat of a luxurious bed. 
Her blush is guiltiness, not modesty. (4.1.29-40) 
 

Claudio rejects exterior signs that might suggest her innocence and instead conjures up “the heat 

of a luxurious bed,” an intimate detail of a scene that plagues his imagination. Through 

imagination, Claudio has lept from a distant glimpse of “Hero’s” infidelity—the liason of 

Borachio and Margaret that Don Jon orchestrated—to conjured details about the temperature of 

her bedsheets. The real work of mindreading has already occurred offstage in this scene that 

Shakespeare never wrote. The mindreading Claudio conducts in act four piles onto that initial act 

of imagination, confirming what he already believes. 
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Claudio concludes that Hero’s blush is deceitful because he already believes she is false. 

When he encounters her embarrassment in this scene, he does not draw inferences from it, as 

Iago would; instead, he catches it, making it part of his imagination. Set on by the slanders of 

Don John, Claudio imagines Hero’s infidelity: 

Out on thee seeming! I will write against it: 
You seem to me as Dian in her orb, 
As chaste as is the bud ere it be blown; 
But you are more intemperate in your blood 
Than Venus, or those pamp’red animals 
That rage in savage sensuality. (4.1.55-60) 
 

Claudio’s disgust in these lines is not based upon his past image of Hero, on how she used to 

seem to him. Instead it is present tense, “You seem to me.” By all exterior signs Hero is chaste, 

but Claudio has begun to imagine the contrary state of mind and, like Othello, is so revolted by 

the false image of his beloved that he feels the need to take violent action to sever ties. Unlike 

Iago, who can manipulate those he reads with detachment, Claudio feels uncomfortably close to 

Hero’s mind and rushes to extricate himself.  

Criticism on Much Ado About Nothing has centered on the cultural rather than the 

cognitive sources of misinterpretation. In her introduction to the recent Arden Shakespeare 

edition of the play, Claire McEachern lays out Much Ado’s critical history until the 21st century, 

noting that, of all branches of literary criticism, “feminist criticism has struck the richest vein, as 

the play’s portrait of patriarchy outrages and encourages in equal measure.”2 Such feminist work 

                                                
2 Claire McEachern, ed., “Introduction,” Much Ado About Nothing (London: Arden Shakespeare, 
2006), 125. This feminist trend can be seen in the work of Harry Berger Jr., Carol Cook, Michael 
Friedman, René Girard, Janice Hays, Jean E. Howard, Claire McEachern, Carol Neely, Clara 
Claiborne Park, and Marta Straznicky, among others. Harry Berger Jr, “Against the Sink-a-Pace: 
Sexual and Family Politics in Much Ado About Nothing,’ SQ 33 (1982), 302-13; Carol Cook, 
“The Sign and Semblance of Her Honor: Reading Gender Difference in Much Ado About 
Nothing,” PMLA, 101 (1988), 186-202; Michael D. Friedman, “Male Bonds and Marriage in 
All’s Well and Much Ado,” SEL 35 (1995), 231-49; René Girard, “Love by Hearsay: Mimetic 
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ranges from Michael Friedman’s historically nuanced account of marriage in Shakespeare’s 

comedies as a ritual of male bonding, to Marta Straznicky’s argument that Claudio’s 

“theatrics…strongly suggest the need to reassert power over the woman who has shamed him. 

Just as he has the power to enhance Hero’s status by marrying her, so he has the power to 

damage her status by refusing to marry her.”3 Feminist critics like Straznicky emphasize the role 

of patriarchal ideology in Claudio’s reading of Hero’s blush. 

Since the 1990s, critics such as Nova Myhill, Andrew Fleck, and Diana Hendersen have 

shifted the focus from patriarchy to methods of interpretation, questioning the epistemology of 

the blush and how this display of affect can be interpreted, described, and signified. Such 

analyses deal with character largely in terms of inference. As Nova Myhill notes:  

The contested territory of Much Ado about Nothing is not action, but 
interpretation, and while the theater audience occupies a privileged position in 
relation to the action of the play, the play presents it with audiences that also 
believe their position privileged and shows how that assumption leaves them 
vulnerable to having their readings controlled by the play’s internal dramatists 
Don John, Borachio, and Don Pedro.4  
 

Much Ado contains repeated scenes of overhearing, both accidental and fraudulent: Antonio and 

Borachio—separately—overhear Don Pedro’s plan to woo Hero (1.2, 1.3); Benedick and 

Beatrice each overhear conversations that insist they are loved by the other (2.3, 3.1); Claudio 

                                                                                                                                                       
Strategies in Much Ado About Nothing,” A Theater of Envy (Oxford, 1991), 80-91; Janice Hays, 
“Those ‘soft and delicate desires’: Much Ado and the Distrust of Women,” The Woman’s Part: 
Feminist Criticism of Shakespeare (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1980), 79-99; Jean E. Howard, 
“Renaissance Anti-Theatricality and the Politics of Gender and Rank in Much Ado About 
Nothing,” in Jean E. Howard and Marion F. O’Conner, Shakespeare Reproduced: The Text in 
History and Ideology (1987), 163-87; Claire McEachern, “Fathering Herself: A Source Study of 
Shakespeare’s Feminism.” SQ 39.3 (Fall 1988), 269-290; Carol Neely, Broken Nuptials in 
Shakespeare’s Plays (New Haven, Conn., 1985); Clara Claiborne Park, “As We Like It: How a 
Girl Can Be Smart and Still Popular,” The Woman’s Part: Feminist Criticism of Shakespeare 
(Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1980) 100-116; and Marta Straznicky, “Shakespeare and the 
Government of Comedy: Much Ado About Nothing,” SS 22 (1994), 141-71. 
3 Straznicky, 154.  
4 Nova Myhill, “Spectatorship in/of Much Ado about Nothing,” SEL 39.2 (1999), 294. 
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and Don Pedro overhear Borachio woo Margaret in Hero’s garments (3.2, 3.3); and the Watch 

overhears Borachio’s brag about his mischief (3.3.92-156). According to Myhill, these scenes of 

overhearing produce a meta-dramatic effect where the theatrical audience can see and 

contemplate onstage audiences as they overhear others. This type of spectating functions 

inferentially, noting bits of action and speech and constructing an understanding of character 

from that foundation. The Friar, for instance, overhears in this way during the aborted wedding 

of act four: 

Hear me a little: 
For I have only been silent so long, 
And given way unto this course of fortune, 
By noting of the lady. I have marked 
A thousand blushing apparitions 
To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames 
In angel whiteness beat away those blushes; 
And in her eye there hath appeared a fire 
To burn the errors that these princes hold 
Against her maiden truth. (4.1.155-64) 
 

The Friar waits, observes, and infers. He stays aloof from the argument in order to note the 

blushes and blanches of Hero’s cheeks, as well as the fire of her eyes, and he concludes that this 

confluence of signs indicates Hero’s innocence. As the play’s title punningly indicates—Much 

Ado About Noting—the audience has numerous opportunities to note such noting as it occurs, 

metadramatically reflecting on how inference allows one to read, or misread, others. 

Another example of such inferential emphasis is Andrew Fleck’s focus on the metonymy 

of Claudio’s denunciation of Hero. Fleck argues that the gap between sign and self is the result 

of Claudio’s rhetoric:  

Hero’s blush at being accused in this way— the result of injured modesty at being 
publicly and falsely slandered—confirms her guilt to Claudio and Don Pedro, 
who make a different association between the blush and the thing associated with 
it: that she has been guilty of the act. Claudio’s forceful conclusion, ‘Her blush is 
guiltiness, not modesty’ [Ado 4.1.40], elides the middle step, that the blush stands 
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for something, and instead asserts a definitive reading that the blush ‘is’ 
guiltiness.5  
 

Fleck notes that Claudio’s rhetoric collapses the gap between the blush and an interpretation of 

the blush, describing such interpretation according to a regimented, step-by-step process. Claudio 

must first perceive the blush, then recognize it as a sign of thought and emotion, and can only 

then conclude that the blush represents guilt. Like Myhill, Fleck theorizes a step-by-step, 

inferential process of understanding character. When reading, one can easily slow down and 

segment the interpretive process. What does Claudio see? Hero’s blush. What does he believe 

Hero’s blush stands for? Guilt. How does he react? With shame, outrage, and rash slander. This 

analysis places faulty interpretation as the cause for Claudio’s shame, the emotional effect of his 

hasty inference, yet Claudio enters the scene ashamed of what he already believes Hero has 

done, what he has “seen” with his own eyes. Readers and spectators, like the Friar, can mark “A 

thousand blushing apparitions / To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames / In angel 

whitness beat away those blushes” (4.1.159-61). In contrast, Claudio has already interpreted 

Hero’s blush before he sees it; he interprets through imagination rather than via step-by-step 

inference. In his mind, “She knows the heat of a luxurious bed. / Her blush is guiltiness, not 

modesty” (4.1.39-40). Claudio’s slander is a faulty imagination of Hero’s infidelity rather than 

an inferential reading of her mind. 

Similarly to Myhill and Fleck, Diana Henderson moves “to depart consciously from a 

psychologically based characterological reading,” reading Shakespeare’s audience’s 

interpretation of Hero’s blush as a chain of symbols, a chain that incorporates early modern 

stagecraft and Christopher Marlowe’s Hero and Leander. Henderson asks, “How do we ever 

                                                
5 Andrew Fleck, “The Blush: Figural and Structural Metonymy, Modesty, and Much Ado About 
Nothing,” ANQ, 19.1 (2006), 20. 



 

 96 

know the person we see before us? How can we trust her? The play teased its earliest audiences 

both visually and aurally, prompting them to notice the usual performative gap between boy 

actors and the characters they played as well as the difference between this Hero and her 

classical [Marlovian] namesake.”6 Myhill, Fleck, and Henderson posit a cognitive gap between 

Shakespeare’s characters (and between his characters and audiences): subjects are other, outer 

faces are disconnected from inner selves, and misperception leads to misunderstandings and to 

faulty inferences.  

In this chapter I read these moments of misunderstanding in Much Ado About Nothing 

through an imaginative rather than inferential lens, offering a different version of how Claudio 

might misread Hero due to faulty imagination rather than incorrect inferences. As Stephen Curtis 

argues in an essay on blushing in Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Maid’s Tragedy, “the blush is the 

site of a crucial interplay between the inward experience of emotion and the socialised body in 

the early modern period.”7 Furthermore, this site is the visible evidence of social cognition, of 

how emotions spread between people and both guide and constrain mindreading. In both the 

early modern period and in contemporary cognitive science, one can find a language of 

emotion’s infectiousness. In order to read Much Ado About Nothing imaginatively, I must first 

explain the way that emotions spread from mind to mind via imagination. The epistemology of a 

blush is not only its interpretability: it is also the contagious emotions that enable such 

interpretation.  

                                                
6 Diana E. Henderson, “Mind the Gaps: The Ear, the Eye, and the Senses of a Woman in Much 
Ado About Nothing,” Knowing Shakespeare: Senses, Embodiment, and Cognition, eds. Lowell 
Gallagher and Shankar Raman (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 195, 205. 
7 Stephen Curtis, ‘“I have thrown out words / That would have fetched warm blood upon the 
cheeks / Of guilty men’: Blushing, the Interrogative Gaze, and Bodily Proof in Early Modern 
Drama,” Conference Presentation, Shakespeare and Early Modern Emotion, Andrew Marvell 
Centre, University of Hull, UK (July 2011), 1. 
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II: Imagination as Contagion  
 

“Even so quickly may one catch the plague?” 
—Twelfth Night 1.5.287 

 

In Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Montaigne,8 Hugh Grady draws a distinction between 

Machiavellian and Montaignean modes of subjectivity in Shakespeare’s plays, arguing that the 

Montaignean mode speaks to the crisis of Machiavellian anxiety in the early modern period, the 

fear that a person’s outward behavior can be radically separate from his or her mind.9 Grady’s 

argument helps me historicize Shakespeare’s own awareness of the tensions between inferential 

and imaginative approaches to character: Shakespeare adapts and expands upon Montaigne’s 

own critique of Machiavellian subjectivity, a critique that problematizes general inferences about 

human thought and behavior.10 A purely inferential model of mindreading risks ignoring the 

ways emotional contagion and memory lead characters to mirror one another.  

                                                
8  See Hugh Grady, Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Montaigne: Power and Subjectivity from 
Richard II to Hamlet (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002). 
9 Seminal studies on this anxiety include: Jean-Christophe Agnew, Worlds Apart: The Market 
and the Theater in Anglo-American Thought, 1550-1750, 1st Ed. 1986 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1993); Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self Fashioning (Chicago: University of Chicago P, 
1980); and Katharine Eisaman Maus, Inwardness and Theater in the English Renaissance 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1995). 
10 A distant stamp of Machiavelli has already left its mark upon contemporary cognitive science. 
Blakey Vermeule—who uses theories of mindreading in Why Do We Care about Literary 
Characters—employs the “Machiavellian Intelligence Hypothesis,” which she draws from the 
work of Nicholas K. Humphrey. Vermeule describes Machiavellian Intelligence as the ability “to 
handle the social complexity of living in groups—to outwit fellow primates, to think several 
moves ahead of them on a giant social chess-board, and to keep track of alliances” (30). As a 
description of mindreading, the Machiavellian Intelligence Hypothesis emphasizes inference. 
Such a view of mindreading (and of Machiavelli) is engaging, but it does not account for 
imagination. See Nicholas K. Humphrey, “The Social Function of Intellect,” Growing Points in 
Ethology, eds. P.P.G. Bateson and R.A. Hinde (Cambridge, Cambridge UP: 1976) 303-321. The 
first person to rhetorically link Machiavelli with the adaptive selection for the faculty to make 
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In “The Power of Imagination,” Montaigne cites Ovid to illustrate the spread of 

imagination and emotion in the early modern period: “‘By looking at sore eyes, eyes become 

sore: / From body into body ills pass o’er’—likewise the imagination, when vehemently stirred, 

launches darts that can injure an external object.”11 By depicting imagination as contagious, 

Montaigne gestures to the split between inferential approaches to reading the mind and the 

imaginative exploration of human thought and behavior. Here, for instance, is Montaigne’s 

approach to reading minds: 

By training myself from my youth to see my own life mirrored in that of others, I 
have acquired a studious bent in that subject, and when I am thinking about it, I 
let few things around me which are useful for that purpose escape my notice: 
countenances, humors, statements. I study everything: what I must flee, what I 
must follow. So I reveal to my friends, by their outward manifestations, their 
inward inclinations. I do not attempt to arrange this infinite variety of actions, so 
diverse and so disconnected, into certain types and categories, and distribute my 
lots and divisions distinctly into recognized classes and sections: “How many 
kinds there are, their titles manifold / We are not told” (Virgil).12 
 

The opening of this quotation from “Of Experience” lays the foundation for inference. 

Montaigne claims to be a studious observer of the minutiae of human behavior, cataloging 

emotions, expressions, and utterances, accumulating any bit of experience that might be useful to 

him and to others: “So I reveal to my friends, by their outward manifestations, their inward 

inclinations.” Yet Montaigne does not create any sort of taxonomy for this experience, declaring 

that his collection of observations is “diverse and so disconnected” that it cannot be structured in 

any meaningful way. Rather than constructing generalized theories of human behavior—larger 

folk psychological theories based upon his observances of human life from which new inferences 

                                                                                                                                                       
social inferences is probably Frans de Waal, Chimpanzee Politics: Power and Sex Among Apes 
1st edition 1982 (New York: Johns Hopkins UP, 2007). 
11 Michel De Montaigne, The Complete Essays of Montaigne, trans. Donald M. Frame (Stanford: 
Stanford UP, 1965), I:21, 74-5. 
12 Ibid., III:13. 824,  
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can be drawn—Montaigne writes as one who has set out to study inference, cataloguing the 

outward signs of inner thought for humanity’s use, yet has discovered that each individual case 

of human behavior must be imagined and considered in its unique circumstances.  

Montaigne argues that one’s emotions may quite physically impress themselves on other 

people:  

Everyone feels [imagination’s] impact, but some are overthrown by it. Its 
impression on me is piercing. And my art is to escape it, not to resist it. I would 
live solely in the presence of gay, healthy people. The sight of other people’s 
anguish causes very real anguish to me, and my feelings have often usurped the 
feelings of others.13  
 

Yet although Montaigne’s Essays certainly bear the marks of Galen’s humoral theory, 14 

Montaigne’s analysis of emotional contagion is less a psychological materialism than it is an 

astute phenomenological observation. “Contagion” is an apt metaphor for emotional 

transmission, and contemporary cognitive scientists describe emotional contagion in terms 

similar to Montaigne’s, in large part due to Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson’s 1994 Emotional 

Contagion.15 As neuroscientist Marco Iacoboni summarizes, “We have an instinct to imitate one 

another—to synchronize our bodies, our actions, even the way we speak to each other.”16 Indeed, 

“mimicking others is not just a form of communicating nonverbally; it helps us to perceive 

others’ expressions (and therefore their emotions) in the first place.”17 According to this theory 

of emotional contagion, emotions may spread like a disease, transmitting without one’s help or 

                                                
13 Ibid., I:21, 68. 
14 George Hoffman, “The Investigation of Nature,” The Cambridge Companion to Montaigne, 
ed. Ullrich Langer (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005), 170. 
15 Elaine Hatfield, John T. Cacioppo, and Richard L. Rapson, Emotional Contagion: Studies in 
Emotion and Social Interaction (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994).  
16  In this sense, emotional contagion partially enables empathy. Marco Iacoboni, Mirroring 
People: The Science of Empathy and How We Connect with Others, (New York: Farrar, Straus, 
and Giroux, 2008) 109-10. 
17 Ibid., 111. 
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one’s consent. Despite the negative valence of terms such as “contagion” and “disease,” 

emotional contagion primarily suggests the automatic, organic facet of emotions. Montaigne 

writes, “But all this may be attributed to the narrow seam between the soul and body, through 

which the experience of the one is communicated to the other.” 18  Montaigne shares with 

cognitive science an understanding of emotion that posits a gradation of interaction between the 

mind and the world. 

Grady notes that Montaigne reacts against Machiavelli’s radical notion of subjectivity—

of the self divided into public and private—by positing his own graded notion of subjectivity: 

“the self is something that is observed and experienced, something that acts and performs, and 

something that feels and judges. It is both in the world and withdrawn from the world.”19 Grady 

goes on to argue that Shakespeare shares this nuanced notion of the subject, whether that notion 

emerges out of Shakespeare’s interaction with Montaigne’s 1580 Essays or whether Montaigne 

and Shakespeare reacted similarly to the widespread fear of deceit. The graded subject finds a 

sense of self neither in the political nor the private realms, but in the realm of emotions, “those 

pre-linguistic, semi-autonomous registers of perception and values which…are notoriously less 

open to the manipulations of rationalization than are our linguistically coded representations or 

analogues of them.”20 From Grady’s perspective, emotions exist simultaneously as public and 

private for two reasons: 1) they are both felt inwardly and expressed bodily; and 2) bodily 

expressions of emotion are less manipulable than uses of language that express emotion. As 

Richard II confesses after his forced abdication to Bolingbroke: 

‘Tis very true, my grief lies all within; 
And these external manners of laments 

                                                
18 Montaigne, I:21, 74. 
19 Grady, 121. 
20 Ibid., 98. 
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Are merely shadows to the unseen grief 
That swells with silence in the tortured soul. (RII 4.1.295-9) 
 

Bolingbroke has just commented upon Richard’s reflection in a mirror, noting that “the shadow 

of your sorrow hath destroyed / The shadow of your face” (4.1.292-3). From Grady’s 

perspective, Richard’s “external manner of laments” is a sincere, albeit muted, expression of his 

emotions. Here Grady finds “Shakespeare’s version of a Montaignean unfixed, modern 

subjectivity”: Richard finds—when his social role as king has been stripped away—the power of 

“emotional experience” to “reproduce a sense of the real even when one’s identity and 

conceptual framework have been shattered.”21 Richard forges an identity by linking together his 

lost social role (as former king), his public affect (“external manner of laments”), and his 

personal emotions (“the unseen grief”). From Grady’s perspective, emotional experience is one 

transitional space between the self and the world, an embodied arena of interaction (or 

alienation) between subjects.  

The terms private and public can be misleading for the study of mindreading. The 

distinction between private and public can to some extent be mapped upon the distinction 

between imaginative and inferential mindreading: imagination is concerned with reconstructing 

the private, inner mental life of a person, walking a mile in their unique perspective; inference is 

concerned with assembling publically available data about a person’s affect, actions, and 

utterances in order to construct a coherent account of that person’s thoughts. Yet public and 

private imply disconnected spheres of action, a connotation that conflicts with how imagination 

and inference can interact and overlap. “Private” emotion implies, as Grady notes, that emotions 

are “pre-linguistic, semi-autonomous registers of perception and values,” personal responses to 

                                                
21 Hugh Grady, “Shakespeare’s Links to Machiavelli and Montaigne: Constructing Intellectual 
Modernity in Early Modern Europe,” College Literature, 52/2 (Spring 2000), 136. 
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the world, un-premeditated, largely automatic and unconscious reactions to events that mark an 

individual’s perceptions and values.  

This definition overlaps with Antonio Damasio’s description of emotions as “somatic 

markers,” feelings rooted in the body that value past experience and affect future decision-

making. A somatic marker is an emotion that “forces attention on the negative outcome to which 

a given action may lead, and functions as an automated alarm signal which says: Beware of 

danger ahead if you choose the option which leads to this outcome.”22 Accordingly, emotion 

does not emerge ex nihilo from the private self; it is rather the mark of a person’s past 

experiences. As Patrick Colm Hogan notes, the “representational memory” of an experience 

(what happened to one in the past) is linked to the “emotional memory” of that experience (how 

one felt at that past moment). When an analogous situation occurs in the present, both the 

representational and emotional memory of the past can be triggered.23 Any personal emotional 

response to a present situation draws upon past—and often public—experiences. 

 Grady’s phrasing reflects widespread folk psychological beliefs, beliefs that Shakespeare 

invokes and complicates in his plays: the perceived sincerity of emotions, the extent to which, as 

Grady puts it, bodily expressions of emotion are “notoriously less open to the manipulations of 

rationalization.” How does emotional expression connect public and private experience, 

communicating feeling without the manipulations of rhetoric? Certainly, emotional contagion is 

in part an instrument of understanding: if I hear another person laughing, I am prone to laugh 

myself, even if the humor of the situation is opaque to me. By way of contagion, I begin to 

understand the mental states of others. Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson explain: 

                                                
22 Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error (New York: Penguin, 1994), 173. 
23 Hogan, 181-5. 
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Of course, emotions are not solely or perhaps even primarily shaped by facial 
feedback. If you spill a glass of water while dining with a revered individual in an 
expensive restaurant, you will likely feel embarrassed even if you and your dinner 
partner show little overt evidence of expressing embarrassment. Strong, 
emotionally evocative events are magnets for attention and thought, and produce 
enduring episodic memories. If such events may be compared to the images on a 
painter’s canvas, spontaneous facial mimicry and the emotions they cultivate, in 
contrast, are more like the background and shading on the canvas. Their effects 
are both subtle and profound. Their subtletly comes from their unfolding 
automatically and, hence, their sparing of an individual’s limited cognitive 
capacity for processing information; their profundity derives from their effect on a 
person’s moment-to-moment feelings. Thus, although they may not be salient 
features of an individual’s episodic memory, they represent the ground against 
which the images and events of social interactions are perceived and 
remembered.24 
 

Signs of affect—facial expressions, physical gestures, laughter, tears, and so forth—form a 

largely unrecognized and nonconscious background against which one’s more salient moments 

of emotion occur. One’s awareness of what one is feeling—or in the case of memory, what one 

felt—builds out of this nonconscious background. The brushstrokes of this background are the 

common, automatic behaviors of social conversation: mimicking facial expressions, matching 

speech patterns, and mirroring body posture, to name a few such behaviors.25  

More recent studies on empathy and perception suggest a neurological basis for 

emotional contagion at the level of perception. Common theories of perception (modern and 

early modern) involve one mode of vision: the eye picks up tiny bits of information from the 

environment—color, shape, lighting—and delivers them to the brain. Such visual perception, 

however, only tells half the story. Recent neuropsychological research has revealed that there are 

in fact two types of vision: visual perception and visuomotor representation. In the 1990s, a team 

of scientists led by Vittorio Gallese and Alvin Goldman studied the brains of macaque monkeys. 

They discovered that certain groups of neurons (hereafter mirror neurons) in the brains of these 

                                                
24 Hatfield, et al., 62. 
25 Ibid., 18, 26, 33. 
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monkeys fired both when the monkeys performed an action, such as smashing a nut open with a 

rock, and when they watched another monkey perform the same action.26 In Ways of Seeing: The 

Scope and Limits of Visual Cognition, Pierre Jacob and Marc Jeannerod build upon these 

findings—and replications of such findings with human subjects—to theorize a dual mode of 

vision. Jacob and Jeannerod distinguish between allocentric and egocentric perception: human 

minds have different systems for perceiving and locating objects in relation to each other 

(allocentric, visual perception) and for perceiving and locating objects in relation to ourselves 

(egocentric, visuomotor representation).27 In other words, it is one thing to see a bicycle, to know 

that it is blue, and to recognize that it has black tires and a large frame.  It is quite another to see 

where the bicycle is in relationship to oneself, to formulate a motor schema (a plan of 

movement) to approach the bicycle, to mount it, and to ride away on it.  Mirror neurons fire 

when one observes others performing actions because he or she is recognizing, on a perceptual 

and unconscious level, the motor schemas they are employing.28 

 Our recognition of these motor schemas provides one foundation for empathy. 29 

Empathy—or, as I’ve been using the term, imagination—involves the recognition and 

internalization of the mental states of others.  Mirror neurons are part of premotor areas of the 

brain, systems responsible for representing perceived movements: “Since movements include 

emotional body postures and facial expressions, these cells would be activated by the perception 

                                                
26 Vittorio Gallese and Alvin I. Goldman, “Mirror neurons and the simulation theory of mind-
reading,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences (1998:2), 493 – 501. ScienceDirect. Web. 11 Apr. 2009. 
493. 
27 Pierre Jacob and Marc Jeannerod, Ways of Seeing: The Scope and Limits of Visual Cognition 
(Oxford, UK: Oxford UP, 2003), 195. 
28 Ibid., 228. 
29 McConachie, 73. 
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of the object’s emotional state.”30 One sees another person’s anger, sorrow, or pain just as one 

sees them walk or talk: not as visual percepts, but as visuomotor representations. McConachie 

explains: 

Our muscular, chemical, and neurological responses to others’ emotions are often 
so small that they escape conscious recognition, but they can have a significant 
impact on our behavior. In other words, evolution has equipped us to attune our 
bodies to the emotions of other people; this basis for our sociality as a species is 
inherited and embodied.31 
 

By seeing the bodies of others and seeing the emotions embedded in such bodies, an individual 

reproduces in his or her own mind the motor schema for such emotions. Indeed, these internal 

representations lead to empathic resonances between the bodies individuals perceive and their 

own mental states.32 It is not at all clear that mirror neurons are the sum total of empathy. It is 

apparent, however, that the cognitive process of empathy is wrapped up in mirror neurons and 

visuomotor representations. As Alvin I. Goldman writes in an April 2009 evaluation of theories 

of mindreading and empathy, “the best mirroring-mindreading thesis would claim that mirror 

processes cause, rather than constitute, selected acts of mindreading.”33  

Yet emotional contagion can be an instrument of misunderstanding as well: if I am 

walking down a dark street at night and I hear a shrill scream, I am likely to experience a feeling 

of terror or alarm…only to realize a few seconds later that the scream is in fact coming from a 

                                                
30  Stephanie D. Preston and Frans B. M. de Waal, "Empathy: Its ultimate and proximate 
bases," Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 25.1 (2002), 1-20. Research Library. ProQuest. Web. 2 
Apr. 2009. 12.  
31 McConachie, 67. 
32 A 2008 experiment, one in a series of studies on mirror neurons and empathy, links male 
arousal proportionally to mirror neurons. In the study, H. Mouras and his team suggest a link 
between mirror neurons and erection, specifically a “feedback loop”: the more the mirror 
neurons are engaged, the more erection (and arousal) occurs, and vice versa. H. Mouras, et al, 
“Activation of mirror-neuron system by erotic video clips predicts degree of induced erection: an 
fMRI study,” NeuroImage, 42 (2008), 1148. 
33  Alvin I. Goldman, “Mirroring, Empathy, Mindreading,” Mind & Language, 24.2. (April 
2009), 235, emphasis mine. 
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house party a block away and indicates happiness rather than fear. In this scenario, I have caught 

an emotion that does not correspond to the emotion of the person screaming. While emotional 

contagion is a largely automatic process, emotional interpretation is far more conceptual. 

Emotional contagion begins with perception.34 Mindreading, however, takes this raw data and 

then applies empathic imagination and inferential frames to it, producing a more nuanced reading 

of other minds. 

Emotion connects the public and private spheres in part through emotional contagion and 

episodic memory. However, these pre-linguistic, bodily expressions of emotion may not be 

sincere as Grady suggests. Returning to Richard II, it is important to note that the discussion of 

Richard’s face is prompted by Richard’s own request for a mirror, wherein he may note the 

absence of his majesty, post-abdication (4.1.265).  

Give me that glass, and therein will I read. 
 [Takes looking-glass.] 
No deeper wrinkles yet? Hath Sorrow struck 
So many blows upon this face of mine, 
And made no deeper wounds? O flatt’ring glass, 
Like to my followers in prosperity, 
Thou dost beguile me. Was this face the face 
That every day under his household roof 
Did keep ten thousand men? Was this the face 
That, like the sun did make beholders wink? 
Is this the face that faced so many follies, 
That was at last out-faced by Bolingbroke? 
A brittle glory shineth in this face— 
As brittle as the glory is the face! [Shatters glass.] 
For there it is, cracked in an hundred shivers. 
Mark, silent king, the moral of this sport, 

                                                
34  See Rizzolatti and Sinigaglia’s work on mirror neurons and Jen Boyle’s recent essay, 
“Ghosting the Subjunctive.” Giacomo Rizzolatti and Corrado Sinigaglia, Mirrors in the Brain—
How Our Minds Share Actions and Emotions, trans. Frances Anderson (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
2008); Jen Boyle, “Ghosting the Subjunctive: Perceptual Technics in Daniel Defoe’s Journal of 
the Plague Year and Transversal (New) Media,” The Return of Theory in Early Modern English 
Studies: Tarrying with the Subjunctive, eds. Paul Cefalu and Bryan Reynolds (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 
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How soon my sorrow hath destroy'd my face. (4.1.276-91) 
 

Richard seems distressed by the dearth of sorrow’s marks upon his face. He likens majesty to the 

sun and to the brittle glass in turn; the light of the king’s glory is not a true source of 

illumination, but instead a fragile reflection. I am reminded of Lucrece’s violent reactions to 

Sinon’s false face, accusing the painter of misrepresenting honesty, recognizing Tarquin’s 

resemblance, and then tearing at the painting with her nails (Luc. 1562-8). Yet unlike Lucrece’s 

reaction, which occurs in private, when Richard breaks the glass he does so in front of the 

assembled courtiers of the new king Henry IV. The first seven lines seem unpremeditated, a 

series of questioning reactions to his unwounded reflection, reactions which break the blank 

verse lines that contain them, splitting them in the midst with question marks. Shakespeare marks 

the volatility of Richard’s reaction with the volatility of his verse. The eighth and ninth lines, 

however, begin to pun on ‘face,’ and the verse returns to evenly measured lines where phrases 

and sentences pause at their end rather than break in the middle. Richard regains control of his 

outburst, and breaking the mirror can be read as a calculated act, one with a “moral of this sport”: 

a king’s face—even Bolingbroke’s—may quickly be destroyed by sorrow. 

 It is to this performance that Bolingbroke responds, “The shadow of your sorrow hath 

destroyed / The shadow of your face” (4.1.292-3). From Grady’s perspective, these lines confirm 

the emotional link between private and public spaces: the embodied expression of sorrow upon 

Richard’s face is a shadow, a diminution of the authentic sorrow he feels within, and his face—

both actual and reflected—is destroyed by this sorrow. Bolingbroke, then, picks up on that 

sorrow from the manner of Richard’s disjointed speech, even if Richard finds the sorrow in his 

reflection an unsatisfactory representation of his experience. However, it is equally likely that 

Bolingbroke recognizes the control Richard exerts over the second half of the speech, 
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transforming a private, uninhibited emotional reaction (Richard’s first seven lines) into a 

calculated performance that marshalls private emotion for political effect. In this sense, it is the 

shadow (false performance) of Richard that destroys his shadow (false reflection). For 

Bolingbroke at least, this phony temper tantrum gives the lie to Richard’s rhetoric. 

 Richard’s response to Bolingbroke defends emotion not from the manipulability of 

language but from the assumption that emotional expression can be authentic in the first place. 

Richard says,  

Say that again! 
The shadow of my sorrow? Ha, let's see. 
'Tis very true, my grief lies all within; 
And these external manners of laments 
Are merely shadows to the unseen grief 
That swells with silence in the tortured soul. 
There lies the substance. And I thank thee, King, 
For thy great bounty, that not only giv’st 
Me cause to wail, but teachest me the way 
How to lament the cause. (4.1.293-302). 
 

Richard turns Bolingbroke’s analysis aside with sardonic humor, remarking on Bolingbroke’s 

phrasing with a laugh, a momentary pause, “let’s see,” and then returning to the larger moral of 

this “sport”: Bolingbroke has deluded himself into thinking he is outside the cycle of cause and 

effect, the processes of king-making and king-breaking that have brought down Richard II and 

will threaten Henry IV, V, and VI. Bolingbroke identifies the cause of Richard’s lost and broken 

face as the shadow of his sorrow; from Richard’s perspective, the cause is Bolingbroke. In this 

respect, then, emotion is always already public, based in past experiences and transmitted 

through emotional contagion. 
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III: Extended Mind and the Ecology of Emotion 
 

But his dominion that exceeds in this 
Stretcheth as far as doth the mind of man. 

—Marlowe, Doctor Faustus 1.60-135 
 
 

The contagious emotions in act four of Much Ado About Nothing ground an imaginative 

reading of the play. Claudio believes that Hero, his betrothed, “knows the heat of a luxurious 

bed” (4.1.39). Hero, of course, knows no such thing. One could read Claudio’s grave mistake as 

a straightforward case of misinformation: he believes he has seen Hero at her chamber window 

“talking” with a man, and he has the testimonies of that same “liberal villain” and Don John to 

confirm Hero’s promiscuity (4.1.91). This misinformation does not explain Claudio’s behavior, 

however, for the question is less “Why does Claudio believe Hero is disloyal?” and more “Why 

does Claudio choose to shame her publicly”? A critic using inference might employ inferential 

frames of early modern England to answer this question: Claudio is a member of a patriarchal 

society, and therefore he believes Don John’s word over Hero’s; furthermore, Claudio relishes 

the opportunity to shame publicly an unchaste woman, thereby maintaining patriarchal power. 

By portraying the environmental pull of emotion, however, Shakespeare gives readers an 

opportunity for adding empathic imagination to the inference of patriarchy. Slandering Hero, 

Claudio says: 

 
There, Leonato, take her back again. 
Give not this rotten orange to your friend; 
She’s but the sign and semblance of her honour. 
Behold how like a maid she blushes here! 
O, what authority and show of truth 
Can cunning sin cover itself withal! 

                                                
35 Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, The Norton Anthology of English Literature: Eighth 
Edition; Volume I. General ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New York: Norton, 2006), 1022-57. 
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Comes not that blood as modest evidence 
To witness simple virtue? Would you not swear, 
All you that see her, that she were a maid, 
By these exterior shows? But she is none; 
She knows the heat of a luxurious bed. 
Her blush is guiltiness, not modesty. (4.1.29-40) 
 

Reading this passage, Diana Henderson argues that Claudio’s language reveals the gap between 

the senses and the world.36 Hero becomes a semiotic void that Claudio struggles to interpret: “the 

sign and semblance” and “these exterior shows” are, for Claudio and for Henderson, radically 

disconnected from Hero’s interior self (a performative anxiety that also haunts Shakespeare’s 

unhappy Dane).37 This gap, however, is within Claudio’s mind rather than without. Claudio 

begins his monologue by reversing the marriage ritual, returning Hero to Leonato and 

proclaiming her internal “rotten[ness]” in three lines. He then spends the rest of the monologue 

trying to back up his claim by attesting to Hero’s affect and arguing for the type of gap that 

Henderson describes: “Would you not swear, / All you that see her, that she were a maid, / By 

these exterior shows?” Claudio recognizes that Hero appears honest, yet he already knows that 

she is guilty (or rather believes that he knows). The misstep is not, as Claudio asserts, between 

Hero’s appearance and her reality: it is between Claudio’s immediate perception of Hero’s affect 

and his preconceived imagination of her guilt. In overhearing Borachio wooing Margaret, 

Claudio has begun to imagine Hero’s infidelity. Thanks to the forward momentum of the 

emotion in act four he quickly submits any new information to that imagination. Seeing her 

blush, he does not stop to make new inferences—what might this blush mean? Instead, the blush 

confirms his presupposition, only having one meaning that synchronizes with his imagination. 

                                                
36 Henderson, 192-205. 
37 “‘Seems’, madam—nay it is, I know not ‘seems’” (Ham. 1.2.76). 
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He is misreading Hero’s mind because his imagination of her guilt forestalls any inferences he 

might draw from contrary evidence. 

An imaginative approach to this monologue offers a different perspective from a 

primarily inferential one. The first step for anyone engaging in empathic imagination is, as 

Goldman writes, “imaginatively putting herself into the target’s shoes. She pretends to have the 

same initial states—for example, the same desires and beliefs—and then makes a decision given 

those initial, pretend states.”38 While the notion of “stepping into another’s shoes” is clichéd, it 

has one clear advantage over possible academic jargon: it highlights the importance of the body 

in the process of empathy. Imagine yourself to be Claudio, to occupy his physical space. You’ve 

come before a congregation, a gathering of ritual and social power. You stand in front of a crowd 

that has assembled to see your wedding: all eyes are on you and Hero. And you find yourself 

subject to the emotions of those around you: the shocked silence of the crowd compels you to 

speak, to explain the violation of the wedding ritual; the confident testimonies of Don Pedro and 

Don John affirm your course; and Hero’s blushes confirm your fears: “the lady is disloyal” 

(3.2.93).  

The blush is key. After all, Claudio has engineered this social performance to achieve 

exactly this result: “If I see anything tonight why I should not marry her, tomorrow in the 

congregation where I should wed, there will I shame her” (3.2.111-3). Claudio plans to engineer 

a social display of Hero’s emotion, the shame that confirms her guilt. As Keith Oatley writes in 

Best Laid Schemes, “Emotions that depend on relating the self to others may be feelings that a 

person has about herself or himself: To feel a sense of belonging is to feel happy that one fits in 

with a group.” Conversely, “embarrassment and shame are emotions that depend on an 

                                                
38 Goldman, 19. 
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evaluation of self in relation to other people,” an evaluation, in Hero’s case, characterized by her 

fear of rejection.39 Embarrassment and shame are linked insofar as they are emotions directed 

outward toward one’s social group, yet they differ in terms of complexity. As Karsten Stueber 

articulates: 

There is a difference between concepts of basic emotions and concepts like belief 
and concepts of more complex emotions such as shame, guilt, or anxiety that do 
not seem to have a specific and unique behavioral expression…I am inclined to 
favor the thesis that possession of the latter concepts entails the having of some 
beliefs about the corresponding mental states.40 
 

Embarrassment, more fundamental than shame, is an awareness of the (unwanted) attention of 

others. Shame combines that awareness with an understanding of the beliefs of one’s 

community. Morever, reading shame in a character requires reading the beliefs of those around 

him or her. In Much Ado, early modern expectations concerning womens’ sexual propriety 

amplify the baseline embarrassment present in act four into shame.  

Claudio uses the gaze of the congregation to magnify Hero’s self-evaluation during this 

“catechizing,” forcing that evaluation to manifest affectively (4.1.78). Despite his naivety, 

Claudio is concerned with what is true and creates a scenario where Hero will be compelled to 

“answer truly to [her] name,” either by words or by affect (4.1.79). This setup is a callous display 

of patriarchal power, to be sure, but it is also grounded in Claudio’s desire to confirm his own 

imaginations about Hero’s mind. The problem here is the power of performance. Claudio’s 

attention is split between the crowd and Hero. He offers proofs of Hero’s deception; his urgent 

rhetoric reveals his awareness of the crowd’s gaze, his need to prove himself and to render their 

attention laudatory: “Would you not swear, / All you that see her, that she were a maid, / By 

                                                
39 Keith Oatley, Best Laid Schemes: The Psychology of Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1992), 198. 
40 Karsten Stueber, Rediscovering Empathy: Agency, Folk Psychology, and the Human Sciences, 
(London: MIT Press, 2006), 148. 
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these exterior shows?” (4.1.36-8). He himself is embarrassed, hyperaware of the attention of the 

crowd and the judgment of the community. Furthermore, he sees Hero’s embarrassment—if only 

on an unconscious level—which amplifies his own via emotional contagion.  

Vicarious embarrassment exists, and can be a quite unpleasant experience: such 

embarrassment is a common motif of comedy. However, emotional contagion operates mostly on 

the level of basic emotions, which Oatley identifies as happiness, sadness, fear, anger, and 

disgust.41 According to Oatley, embarrassment is “not basic. Its basic signal is fear and its 

semantic component of being the object of unwelcome attention.”42 While emotional contagion 

mostly operates at a basic level, the fear that emotional contagion spreads in this scene of Much 

Ado quickly builds to embarrassment because of shared embodied circumstances. 

Embarrassment requires a subject’s awareness of the gaze of others. Hero is embarrassed 

because she fears that the crowd will hear Claudio’s slander and believe it; Claudio catches 

Hero’s fear via emotional contagion, and he interprets it as the shame of sexual revelation. 

Claudio has set the stage not for truth, but for his own shame, doubled and redoubled. He 

begins the scene with his own fear of public shame: he struggles for words (4.1.17-8), seeks 

assurance from Don Pedro (4.1.25-7), and only gains full confidence in his accusations when he 

misinterprets Hero’s embarrassment as corroborating evidence (4.1.100-2). Claudio enters the 

scene imagining the worst: Hero’s sexual infidelity as well as betrayal of his trust, her “seeming” 

(4.1.55). When that imagined infidelity meets both Claudio’s own fear of shame and the fear that 

he catches from Hero, the cocktail of negative imagination and emotion is too much for Claudio. 

He reacts in the only way he knows, by cutting ties with the source of this contagion, Hero, and 

by desperately seeking some semblance of emotional balance: “Farewell / Thou pure impiety and 

                                                
41 Oatley, 55. 
42 Ibid., 424, n37. 
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impious purity. / For thee I’ll lock up all the gates of love” (4.1.104-6). His reaction is a 

backlash, an overreaction based upon his own heightened emotions. It is an act of passion rather 

than reason. 

I do not wish to suggest that Claudio’s slander is not misogynistic, nor that an act of 

empathic imagination can somehow redeem Claudio’s actions in act four. Empathy is, in fact, 

what causes Claudio to distrust Hero. He imagines Hero’s perspective all too vividly, but his 

mindreading is inaccurate: both factual misinformation and empathic misinterpretation 

contribute to Claudio’s slander and Hero’s shame. For Montaigne, while empathy can forge the 

strongest of relationships—where one might say “not only did I know his soul as well as mine, 

but I should certainly have trusted myself to him more readily than to myself”43—such empathic 

imagination, when fed by misinterpretation, has the power to shatter those same relationships 

and break down one’s own body: “We drip with sweat, we tremble, we turn pale and turn red at 

the blows of our imagination; reclining in our feather beds we feel our bodies agitated by their 

impact, sometimes to the point of expiring.”44 Understanding others requires a blend of inference 

and imagination, a respect for the power of social performance and the influence of others’ 

emotions on one’s own thoughts and actions. Shakespeare’s characters, like the real human 

subjects they represent, interact neither through sociological conditioning (misogyny and 

patriarchy) nor through emotional contagion and empathic understanding alone. As Hugh Grady 

argues, subjectivity in Shakespeare and Montaigne is a far subtler affair, bridging the gap 

between the world and the self, between “a Machiavellian value-free space and a compensating 

subjectivity of value-judgments.”45  

                                                
43 Montaigne, I:28, 140. 
44 Ibid., I:21, 69. 
45 Grady, 114. 
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While Grady reveals some of the steps that Montaigne and Shakespeare make to bridge 

the gap between the mind and world, he does not discuss the possibility of an overlap between 

minds, which Montaigne describes thus: “In the friendship I speak of, our souls mingle and blend 

with each other so completely that they efface the seam that joined them, and cannot find it 

again.”46 The trouble is not how one can bridge the gap: the trouble is how one defines the mind. 

The language that I have used thus far suggests that the human mind extends as far as the brain. 

Claudio, for instance, can be cut off from the world by misinformation and misperception, as if 

he were a brain in a jar, as if his self was the tiny pilot of the human vehicle, a homunculus 

flipping switches in the brain. Certain efforts may bridge the gap between Claudio’s mind and 

the world—emotional contagion, empathy, careful perception and interpretation—yet Claudio is 

still alone in his own mind, cut off from others by poor communication. This gap between mind 

and world is wide, and into it rushes the fear that one cannot accurately read others. Theories of 

mindreading operate according to the same assumptions: as a mindreader, one must discern the 

mental states of others by imagination and by the application of inferential theories; one cannot 

directly connect with the mind of another. So much can go wrong with these processes, and the 

gap widens into the sort of epistemological uncertainty that Henderson describes, where a 

character can become an empty sign, a “Here-O,” here-nothing. 

There is an alternative. The human mind need not be bounded in a brain. In Doctor 

Faustus, Marlowe sketches the scope of the mind as the reach of the human imagination. 

Shakespeare does the same, if only in the flights of Hamlet’s feigned madness: “I could be 

bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space” (Ham. 2.2.248-9). Some 

contemporary philosophers suggest a similar definition of mind. In “Curing Cognitive Hiccups: 

                                                
46 Montaigne, I:28, 139. 
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A Defense of the Extended Mind,” Andy Clark presents several competing definitions of mind, 

ultimately defending a demarcation that locates the limits of mind far outside of the brain and 

even outside of the human body, a demarcation that more than bridges the gap between the mind 

and the world. Clark presents three expansions to the notion that the mind is bound within the 

brain: embodied mind, embedded mind, and extended mind. All of these theories claim that the 

mind stretches beyond the brain and includes material substances; the theories differ in how far 

they allow the mind to expand.  

Theories of embodied mind claim that human cognition incorporates the body in 

fundamental ways, using gesture, locomotion, and somatic states as key facets of thought. 

Giovanna Colembetti and Evan Thompson, for example, argue that “emotions are 

simultaneously bodily and cognitive-evaluative: They convey meaning and personal significance 

as bodily meaning and significance.”47  Theories of embedded mind move one step further, 

claiming that the environment also acts as a set of tools for cognition: physical space and objects, 

technologies, and human institutions all play a role in thought. A notepad, for instance, can act as 

an extra repository of memory, while a pencil acts as a tool for calculation. As Edwin Hutchins 

argues in his seminal Cognition in the Wild, “Culture is not any collection of things, whether 

tangible or abstract. Rather, it is a process. It is a human cognitive process that takes place both 

inside and outside the minds of people.”48 When one speaks of culture, one is also in large part 

referring to the artifacts of culture, the material objects that aid human thinking. Finally, the 

theory of extended mind—which Clark champions—makes the most radical claim:  

                                                
47 Giovanna Colembetti and Evan Thompson, ”The Feeling Body: Toward an Enactive Approach 
to Emotion,” Developmental Perspectives on Embodiment and Consciousness, eds. Willis F. 
Overton, Ulrich Müller, and Judith L. Newman (New York: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2007), 63. 
48 Edwin Hutchins, Cognition in the Wild (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1995), 354. 
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To embrace the extended mind is in no way to question the basic materialist 
vision of mind as emerging fully and without residue from physical goings-on. 
Any added strangeness flows merely from the fact that some of the relevant 
goings-on, if an extended mind story is correct, do not stay neatly in the brain. 
They do not even stay neatly within the biological body. On the contrary, they 
prove perfectly (and productively) able to span brain, body, and world.49 
 

Here is a definition of mind that Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus would recognize. The mind is not 

simply the brain, nor the individual, nor the individual and its use of objects as aids to thought 

(books, pen and paper, computers); the mind can be any system that thinks. One can consider 

any cultural space as a mind. The extended mind stretches far; as Clark writes, “Once we start to 

question our simplistic armchair visions of the division of labor between brain, body, and world 

it rapidly becomes clear that there is no barrier to the realization of key functional and/or 

computational organizations by complex mixtures of neural, bodily, and environmental 

structures.”50 Literary analyses of extended mind include Evelyn Tribble’s study of early modern 

theatre practices in Cognition in the Globe and Alan Palmer’s study of group-think and collective 

mindreading in Social Minds in the Novel.51 

While extended mind may seem to be a new concept in literary studies, in many respects 

it resembles Foucault’s conception of power. Describing the movement of power in The History 

of Sexuality, Foucault writes: 

Power relations are both intentional and nonsubjective. If in fact they are 
intelligible, this is not because they are the effect of another instance that 
‘explains’ them, but rather because they are imbued, through and through, with 
calculation: there is no power that is exercised without a series of aims and 

                                                
49 Andy Clark, “Curing Cognitive Hiccups: A Defense of the Extended Mind,” The Journal of 
Philosophy 104.4. (April 2007), 164. 
50 Ibid., 189. 
51 Evelyn Tribble, Cognition in the Globe: Attention and Memory in Shakespeare’s Theatre 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011); Alan Palmer, Social Minds in the Novel (Columbus: 
Ohio State UP, 2010). 
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objectives. But this does not mean that it results from the choice or decision of an 
individual subject.52 
 

For Foucault, power may emerge from a discourse rather than from human subjects. Even though 

power is “intentional,” and therefore normally considered a property of agents, the discourse 

itself imbues them with calculation. In terms of power, Foucault speaks of social discourse as if 

it were a mind capable of “calculation,” “aims,” and “objectives.” Perhaps, in the terms of 

extended mind, it is not only the discourse that possesses these agential qualities. Might not a 

discourse include the minds of those that engage in it, like nodes in a network, or, to borrow 

Hutchins’s metaphor from Cognition in the Wild, like the various tasks and technologies that 

allow a naval vessel to function as one ship? No single person on a naval vessel calculates the 

location or trajectory of the vessel: instead, those cognitive tasks are performed by a network of 

sailors, telescopes, pencils, compasses, and charts. Power may gain its agential qualities through 

the overlap of these minds and technologies. One may read emotion in a similar manner, as much 

a property of single human agents as a product of the overlap of multiple minds. The language of 

emotional contagion conjures up a world of permeable minds that are ensconced in the physical 

rather than withdrawn from it. Mindreading may act as a higher order cognitive faculty, 

occurring wholly within the human brain: interpretation seems like a cerebral affair. Yet 

emotional contagion suggests that mindreading can also operate at a more basic level.53 An 

                                                
52 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley 
(Random House: New York, 1990), 94-5. 
53 These two levels are often discussed in cognitive science as the dual process theory. See: Peter 
Carruthers, “How we know our own minds: The relationship between mindreading and 
metacognition,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences v. 32 (2009), 121–138; Goldman, Simulating 
Minds, 207-10; and Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (Farrar, Staus, and Giroux: New 
York, 2011). 
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audience laughs together not only because they all find the same things funny, but also because 

of extensive feedback loops of contagious laughter.54 

 

IV: Overconfidence in Empathy 
 

“Because it was he, because it was I.”  
—Montaigne, “On Friendship,” I:28, 139 

 

Dramatic scenes operate as a discourse, an overlap of extended minds. In Much Ado’s 

interrupted wedding scene, who first feels shame or embarrassment? Claudio claims that Hero 

feels it, but certainly his accusation blindsides her. Benedick seems to catch the scent of 

embarrassment even before Claudio’s accusation: as Claudio begins to interrupt the marriage 

ceremony, Benedick says, “How now? Interjections? Why then, some be of laughing, as ha, ha, 

he” (4.1.19-20). His forced laughter is a failed attempt to inject levity into the scene: Benedick is 

conscious of the volatile situation and of his own inability to stop it from playing out. Hero and 

Claudio may feel a baseline embarrassment as they stand before the congregation, she to be 

married and he to shame her. Yet by itself, such embarrassment cannot explode into full shame. 

Such emotion emerges not from a single person, but from the scene: this emotional contagion is 

environmental. The extended minds of Much Ado’s characters overlap. Their acts of mindreading 

use common features of their social surroundings, such as the presence of the crowd and Hero’s 

                                                
54 In 2011 I attended a staged reading of Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost, and a mother was 
in attendance with her four small children. Much of the humor in LLL is quite esoteric, requiring 
a historical understanding of Elizabethan puns to understand, yet there were moments when her 
children laughed at such jokes. They laughed, I would suggest, not because they understood the 
puns, but because the audience was laughing. In such moments, the audience itself acts as one 
mind, a Foucauldian discourse to which one may ascribe emotions and understandings. For more 
on ascribing mental states to collective groups, see Bryce Huebner, Michael Bruno and Hagop 
Sarkissian, “What Does the Nation of China Think About Phenomenal States?” The Review of 
Philosophy and Psychology, Vol. 1.2. (December 2009), 225-43. 
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blush. Their own emotions play off of and enhance each other’s in a continuous fashion. The 

social moment itself seems to possess these emotions, a backdrop of shame against which each 

character may be read. Such an emotional backdrop suggests that, insofar as a character is 

engaged in a scene, a character’s own emotional responses and acts of mindreading will 

incorporate the emotional background of that scene.  

The behavior of Leonato supports this hypothesis. Leonato follows the flow of emotion in 

act four into an impassioned condemnation of his daughter reminiscent of King Lear’s own 

rhetoric. Unlike the Friar, an outsider to this familial situation, Leonato cannot extricate himself 

from the prevalent emotions of the scene. Leonato’s response to Claudio’s performance is 

despair: “Hath no man’s dagger here a point for me?” (4.1.109). At this moment Hero “falls,” 

perhaps fainting (4.1.109 sd), and Claudio, Don Pedro, and Don John exit. When Hero begins to 

stir a few lines later, Leonato says: 

LEONATO Dost thou look up? 
FRIAR   Yea, wherefore should she not? 
LEONATO Wherefore? Why doth not every earthly thing 
Cry shame upon her? Could she here deny 
The story that is printed in her blood? 
Do not live, Hero; do not ope thine eyes! 
For did I think thou wouldst not quickly die, 
Thought I thy spirits were stronger than thy shames, 
Myself would on the rearward of reproaches 
Strike at thy life.    (4.1.119-28) 
 

This monologue is Leonato’s first lengthy response to Claudio’s accusation: he accepts Claudio’s 

claims as truth and turns on his daughter, wishing both for her death and that he was not her 

father. His rhetoric resembles that of two other shamed fathers in Shakespeare, fathers whose 

own interpretations are less than perfect: Leontes and Lear.  

Grieved I, I had but one? 
Chid I for that at frugal Nature’s frame? 
O, one too much by thee! Why had I one? 
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Why ever was thou lovely in my eyes? 
Why had I not with charitable hand 
Took up a beggar’s issue at my gates, 
Who smirched thus, and mired with infamy, 
I might have said: ‘No part of it is mine; 
This shame derives itself from unknown loins.’ 
But mine, and mine I loved, and mine I praised, 
And mine that I was proud on—mine so much 
That I myself was to myself not mine 
Valuing of her. Why she—O, she is fallen 
Into a pit of ink that the wide sea 
Hath drops too few to wash her clean again, 
And salt too little which may season give 
To her foul-tainted flesh.    (4.1.128-43) 
 

Leonato’s repetition of “mine” and “myself” (nine uses in five lines) prefigures Leontes’s 

jealousy and concern that his son Mamilius is in fact the bastard of Polixenes: “my son—/ Who I 

do think is mine, and love as mine” (WT 1.2.328-9). Leonato’s desire that he might say, “this 

shame derives itself from unknown loins” (Ado 4.1.135) resembles Lear’s fantasy that Regan is 

not his daughter: “If thou shouldst not be glad / I would divorce me from thy mother’s tomb, / 

Sepulchring an adultress” (Lr. 2.2.319-21). Yet Leonato is neither Leontes nor Lear: he is neither 

concerned with discerning his wife’s sexual infidelity nor with retroactively explaining 

unfamilial behavior by imagining his wife an adulteress. Leonato’s wish is more profound: that 

Hero will die of shame, and that she had always been a stranger to his blood, a “beggar’s issue,” 

more stranger than had she been the bastard child of his wife’s infidelity. He wants to cut Hero 

completely off from himself, both in the present and in the past: “No part of it is mine” (Ado 

4.1.134). 

Without enough context, Leonato’s reaction is unintelligible: none of his previous lines 

or actions foreshadows this moment. On the contrary, Leonato seems to be a father who views 

his daughter’s happiness as his own: “And mine that I was proud on—mine so much / That I 

myself was to myself not mine / Valuing of her” (Ado 4.1.137-9). In her footnote on these lines, 
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Claire McEachern writes, “i.e. that I was worth nothing in my own eyes, compared with the 

value I placed upon her.” Leonato is not a patriarch who views his only daughter as a commodity 

to be traded for the continuation of his lineage and the preservation of his old age. Leonato does 

not lament the public shame of a wayward child, nor does he wish for other children who can 

live up to his expectations: “Why had I one?” (4.1.129). Leonato views Hero as an extension of 

himself—“mine, and mine I loved, and mine I praised”—an extension of mind and emotion that 

Montaigne describes in his own friendship with Etienne de la Boétie: “a single dominant 

friendship [that] dissolves all other obligations…he [the friend] is myself.”55 While Montaigne 

suggests that women are constitutionally incapable of such friendship—“the ordinary capacity of 

women is inadequate for that communion and fellowship” 56 —Leonato presumes such an 

empathic connection with his daughter. It is because Leonato so closely identifies himself with 

his daughter that he turns on her; he assumes that he knows Hero completely, and his conception 

of her has become a stable part of his extended mind. Such a drastic change in that conception 

registers as an earthquake in his mental landscape.57 

When Claudio accuses Hero of infidelity he accuses Leonato as well, both because 

Leonato is her father and therefore has patriarchal rights to Hero, and because Leonato has 

invested his sense of self in his daughter. Leonato sees Hero’s shame in the world: “Doth not 

every earthly thing / Cry shame upon her?” (4.1.120-1). However, this shame arises from 

Leonato’s imagination rather than from a socially enforced judgment of impropriety. As Leonato 

moves through the world of the play, he interprets the other characters based upon their actions, 

utterances, social ranks, and upon secondary report, how others interpret them. In a one-on-one 

                                                
55 Montaigne, I:28, 142. 
56 Ibid., I:28, 138. 
57 Claudio may claim the same level of emotional identification with Hero. 



 

 123 

conversation, mindreading is relatively straightforward. Each character considers the mental 

states of the other and acts according to his or her own interpretations: what does this person 

want, know, and expect? In a larger social scene involving multiple characters, however, 

mindreading can become a networked process that incorporates the extended minds of each 

character and the overlap of those minds. In act four, Leonato cannot mindread Claudio, Hero, 

and each member of the congregation individually. 

For instance, when Claudio first accuses Hero at 4.1.43, Leonato counters by saying, 

“Dear my lord, if you, in your own proof, / Have vanquished the resistance of her youth / And 

made defeat of her virginity—” (4.1.44-6). Here Leonato misreads Claudio’s intent, assuming 

that Claudio has violated Hero’s chastity and wishes to justify himself. Claudio cuts Leonato off, 

correctly foreseeing Leonato’s misinterpretation and clarifying his own intent: “I know what you 

would say…No Leonato, / I never tempted her” (4.1.47, 50-1). Claudio then points to Hero’s 

blushes to justify his statements, arguing that she knows her own guilt. Leonato cannot mindread 

either Claudio or Hero singularly. To believe Hero, Leonato must first interpret Claudio’s 

accusations as lies or falsehoods. Likewise, if Leonato believes Claudio, it is because he accepts 

Claudio’s interpretation of Hero: Claudio attributes shame to Hero; Leonato accepts this 

attribution; therefore, Claudio’s accusations seem justified. In both cases, the affect, actions, and 

utterances of each character in the scene form a necessary part of any act of mindreading. In such 

an instance, to read a single character one must read them all. The act of mindreading extends 

into the social scene rather than abstractedly reflecting upon it. Mindreading operates here as a 

web of imagination rather than as a string of inferences. And as Nicholas Epley argues in 

Mindwise, while human beings may be competent mindreaders, “the confidence we have in this 

sense [mindreading] far outstrips our actual ability, and the confidence we have in our judgment 
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rarely gives us a good sense of how accurate we actually are.” 58  The wider the web of 

imagination becomes the more room there is for error, and the gap between ability and self-

confidence can produce startling misreadings. 

However, not all readings of other minds are based upon such self-confidence. 

Concerning some characters, Leonato’s acts of mindreading may be rather perfunctory: when 

Antonio (mistakenly) tells Leonato that Don Pedro will woo Hero in his own name, Leonato 

says, “We will hold it as a dream till it appear itself” (1.2.18-9). Leonato is skeptical: he does not 

know Don Pedro as well as he might, and is little surprised when it is in fact Claudio who desires 

his daughter. Hero, however, is a nearly constant presence in Leonato’s mind and social scene. 

Even in the grieved monologue above, he characterizes their strong bond as an overlap of self, 

wishing that that bond had never existed rather than that he should feel such shame. Leonato 

characterizes their relationship as one of extreme, ongoing empathy. In both a ritualized and a 

psychological sense, however, Hero’s marriage ceremony marks a fundamental change in that 

relationship. As Lynda Boose argues in “The Father and the Bride in Shakespeare,” “In 

Shakespeare’s time—as in our own—the [marriage] ceremony acknowledged the special bond 

between father and daughter and the need for the power of ritual to release the daughter from its 

hold.”59 Leonato is transferring both his patriarchal claim to Hero as well as his empathic, 

parental claim: after the marriage, it is Claudio who can claim that “I myself was to myself not 

mine / Valuing of her” (4.1.138-9). Both men have emotional and patriarchal reinforcement for 

their overconfidence in mindreading Hero. 

                                                
58 Nicholas Epley, Mindwise: How We Understand What Others Think, Believe, Feel, and Want 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014), 12. 
59 Lynda E. Boose, “The Father and the Bride in Shakespeare,” PMLA 97.3 (May 1982), 326. 
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Here is the double bind in which Leonato finds himself: as her father, Leonato claims to 

know Hero as well as he knows himself, and as such he should give no credence to Claudio’s 

claims; yet as Claudio’s future father-in-law, Leonato recognizes that Claudio, too, has strong 

claims to knowledge of Hero’s self. Leonato can call Hero “mine,” but the wedding ceremony 

marks the end of that self-identification; it likewise marks the end of Leonato’s own pretensions 

to knowledge.60 Leonato’s reading of Hero is especially vulnerable to the ideas of others, both 

the claims of Claudio and the emotions running high in act four. While Leonato’s interpretation 

of Hero is not simply overcome by the extension of his mind into the social scene—as Clark 

suggests, “Cognition is organism-centered even when it is not organism-bound”61—Leonato 

himself suggests that he is swept away by emotions, both his own and those of others around 

him, as he says at the end of the scene, “Being that I flow in grief, / The smallest twine may lead 

me” (4.1.249-50). 

Rather than remaining skeptical of the minds of others, Leonato believes that his insights 

into Hero’s behavior are flawless. When the tide of emotion turns against Hero in act four, 

Leonato does not pause to consider Hero’s reaction: her blush, “the story that is printed in her 

blood,” becomes undeniable proof (4.1.122). As Montaigne writes concerning his friendship 

with Etienne de la Boétie, “Not one of his actions could be presented to me, whatever appearance 

it might have, that I could not immediately find the motive for it.” Leonato presumes this level of 

connection with his daughter, but he is mistaken: he believes that he knows Hero completely and 

therefore takes that knowledge for granted, reading (and misinterpreting) her mind through fault 

imagination. Montaigne warns against this equivocation. He contrasts complete, empathic 

friendship with everyday relationships: 

                                                
60 Ibid., 343-4. 
61 Clark, 192. 
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Let not these other, common friendships be placed in this rank. I have as much 
knowledge of them as another, and of the most perfect of their type, but I advise 
you not to confuse the rules of the two; you would make a mistake. You must 
walk in those other friendships bridle in hand, with prudence and precaution; the 
knot is not so well tied that there is no cause to mistrust it.62 
 

Montaigne does not urge this skepticism because there is an epistemological gap between human 

beings that proper judgment must bridge. Instead, the emotions and imaginations of others affect 

each person on a fundamental level: extended minds overlap, and one must be skeptical, keeping 

“the bridle in hand.” The gap lies between one’s acuity in mindreading and one’s confidence in 

his or her own abilities.  

As opposed to the Friar, who can silently observe the scene and then declare that “there is 

some strange misprision in the princes” (4.1.185), Leonato is too close to events to make a 

detached, rational assessment. Leonato misinterprets Hero’s action as a betrayal of his identity: 

she is no longer who he thought she was. This misinterpretation arises because Leonato assumes 

that reading another person’s mind is easy, intuitive, and wholly under his rational control, an 

assumption all too often made by characters, readers, and critics. Shakespeare’s characters do not 

always evaluate one another in a detached, reserved manner. Instead, they mindread (and 

misread) in an emotional, embedded context, relying on the overlap of extended minds. The 

blush marks only one such interstice between minds, a visible reminder of the power of 

imagination. 

 

                                                
62 Montaigne, 1:28, 140. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

INTEGRATING MINDS: 
BLENDING METHODS IN THE KING IS ALIVE AND TWELFTH NIGHT 

 
 

 In the past four chapters I have presented two processes of mindreading—inference and 

imagination—as oppositional forces that can produce different readings of character. And 

certainly, it is helpful to first talk about inference and imagination separately, to make distinct 

the way these two processes operate. Yet as Alvin Goldman argues, the full breadth of 

mindreading experience can only be explained with recourse to both inference and imagination. 

At some points, the two processes must converge, either combining to form a reading of 

character or competing to dominate one’s impressions. In this chapter I will analyze combination 

and competition in turn, looking at the ways inference and imagination can intersect to allow 

readings of character richer than either process could produce alone. 

Goldman offers three versions of how a hybrid theory of mindreading can integrate 

inference and imagination: implementation, where inferences might direct and “control” 

imagination in mindreading tasks; cooperation, where one may “suppose that many token 

mindreading routines combine simulation elements with theorizing elements;” and 

independence, where inference and imagination are two independent processes that can each 

accomplish mindreading, albeit by different procedures.1 Goldman seems to prefer the second 

version, cooperation, but he does not settle on a detailed model for how and when this 

                                                
1 Goldman, 43-45. 
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cooperation occurs. He does assert that inference and imagination can be contradictory rather 

than complimentary, and any hybrid account should explain how theory-driven and simulation-

driven processes can interact.  

 In the first half of this chapter I will discuss Kristian Levring’s The King is Alive to 

illustrate how initial acts of inference can frame imaginative acts of mindreading. From this 

perspective, the bulk of mindreading is an imaginative affair, yet inference keeps imagination set 

within appropriate parameters. In the second half, I will discuss how—according the theory of 

conceptual blending—inference and imagination can compete to accomplish mindreading, 

weighing the probable readings of character against one another. From this perspective, inference 

and imagination can run simultaneously and nonconsciously in different parts of the mind. The 

first perspective explains how mindreading accomodates social frames; the second explains how 

mindreading deals with ambiguous social situations. 

 

I: Characters of the Desert in Kristian Levring’s The King is Alive 
 

“Together they said words. They still didn’t say them to each other.” 
—Kanana (Peter Khubeke), The King is Alive 

 

Kristian Levring’s 2000 film The King is Alive—directed by Levring and co-written by 

Levring and Anders Thomas Jenson—actively diminishes the importance of psychologized back-

stories, instead offering a contextual, empathic concept of character. Character can be understood 

as the end product of an autobiographical self, but such a character does not need to be 

constructed through lengthy backstory: it can emerge from the empathic context of the present 

moment. By close reading Levring’s film through the lens of cognitive science, I offer an 

empathic model of character that challenges the historical and theoretical models of identity 
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popular in literary studies today. Empathy can become a tool of criticism, an imaginative 

performance of emotion that fleshes out character. I am incorporating my previous work from 

“‘Where She Comes From:’ Mindreading in Levring’s The King is Alive,” yet my argument in 

that essay has changed in significant ways. While I still argue that Levring’s film cultivates 

imagination over inference, I now read the film through a hybrid model of mindreading, pointing 

to how imagination leads to key acts of inference that frame Levring’s work. 

As Karsten Stueber argues in Rediscovering Empathy, an important feature of 

mindreading is that one is able to describe the motivations for how another acts. Humans are not 

collections of random thoughts, but possess reasons for their thoughts and actions. However, 

identifying which reasons are pertinent in any given instance of mindreading is not a 

straightforward task. Stueber writes, “Since we possess a huge amount of information about the 

world of which only a fraction is relevant for consideration in a specific context, understanding a 

thought as a reason requires us to be able to distinguish between the relevant and irrelevant parts 

of our belief system in each new context.”2 If, for instance, I were to watch Levring’s film and 

observe an older character taking a drink of water, I might describe that character as being thirsty 

and claim that thirst was the reason the character drank the water. It would not be relevant for me 

to describe that character as old and claim that the character drank the water because he was old. 

Thirst qualifies as a reason in this case while age does not. If I saw the same character pause in a 

long march across the desert, then I might describe that character as pausing to rest because he 

was weary, and then attribute that weariness to age. In this case, thirst does not enter the 

equation. 

                                                
2 Stueber, 157. 
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How can one decide that thirst is a relevant reason to drink water? Stueber explains, 

“Thinking about other people’s thoughts requires that we ourselves think about the subject 

matter of their thoughts. We do not have a theory about how people who think about a particular 

subject matter s process their thoughts; rather, we have to use our own thinking about s in order 

to find out about the other person’s thought processes.”3 It might be plausible that each person 

possesses a folk psychological theory that says, “People drink water because they are thirsty,” as 

this is a common human action. It would be cognitively cost prohibitive, however, to presume 

that for every possible human action each person possessed a folk psychological theory 

connecting a specific reason to that specific action. Instead, as Stueber suggests, by imagining 

the thoughts of another person and simulating their perspective, people are able to pick up on the 

salient parts of their experience and identify those parts as reasons for action: “What we do 

understand—using the method of simulation—I would like to suggest, are the aspects of the 

situation that constitute our reasons for responding emotionally in a certain way or, to express it 

in a more neutral manner, the aspects of the situation that would allow such a response to be 

appropriate.”4 In other words, by imagining the experiences of another, one can recognize which 

parts of that experience operate as reasons and can then bring to bear inference to articulate those 

reasons. 

For instance, in literary studies critics often analyze dramatic characters by drawing 

inferences based upon social and historical knowledge. One understands King Lear through an 

analysis of kingship, primogeniture, father-daughter dynamics, and/or dementia: a thorough 

grasp of his character is the sum of the social and historical factors that compose his identity. 

Indeed, most of the criticism on The King is Alive emphasizes the inferential mode of 

                                                
3 Ibid., 158. 
4 Ibid., 161. 
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mindreading. Critics such as Thomas Cartelli and Katherine Rowe speak of the film in terms of 

“character-functions” and “character-effects,” placing theoretical frameworks on the film. 5 

Carolyn Jess-Cooke reads into the exact location where The King Is Alive was filmed 

(Kolmanskop, Namibia, which is never mentioned in the film itself),6 while Amy Scott-Douglass 

emphasizes Henry’s background as a script-reader, spinning out a metaphor of The King Is Alive 

as a critique of the American film industry. 7  Such readings are not unwarranted, but they 

augment the film, operating at a pitch of analysis beyond the film itself. The inferences these 

critics draw about the film operate as frameworks within which imagination can operate. 

As a complement to inference, the critic can approach characters through empathy. As I 

argued in the second chapter, empathy is not a feeling, per se. It is a way of feeling, a method of 

exercising one’s emotions critically and imaginatively. The empathic critic does not necessarily 

feel for a character (though empathy is the precondition for sympathy). Instead, the empathic 

critic feels as if she is the characters that she studies, adopting their perspectives and—by playing 

upon her own emotions, the strings of that instrument called the human—inhabiting their worlds. 

In this framework, Levring’s The King is Alive becomes a stark experiment in empathy: one can 

approach these characters of the desert, who possess only vestiges of historical or social 

background, by first paying close attention to their immediate interactions, imaginatively 

dwelling in their present circumstances by proxying one’s emotions for theirs. Insofar as 

intertextuality (the roles of King Lear), setting (the Namibian Desert), and backstory (Henry’s 

                                                
5 Thomas Cartelli and Katherine Rowe, “Surviving Shakespeare: Kristian Levring’s The King Is 
Alive.” Borrowers And Lenders: The Journal Of Shakespeare And Appropriation, 1.2 (2005 
Fall-Winter 2005). 
6 Carolyn Jess-Cooke, “‘The Promised End’ of Cinema: Portraits of Cinematic Apocalypse in 
21st Century Shakespearean Cinema,” Literature Film Quarterly 34.2 (2006), 165. 
7 Amy Scott-Douglass, “Dogme Shakespeare 95: European Cinema, Anti-Hollywood Sentiment, 
and the Bard,” Shakespeare, the Movie II: Popularizing the Plays on Film, TV, Video, and DVD 
(London: Routledge, 2003), 252-263. 
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occupation as a script-reader) influence the reading of character, they do so as inferential frames, 

expansions to the primary process of imagination. 

For my own reading of Levring’s film, the Shakespearean connections are the richest 

frame of inference for imagination. While The King is Alive is a vigorous film by any standard, it 

gains strength from its intimate connection to Shakespeare’s King Lear. Levring’s film is not a 

straightforward adaptation of the play: the correspondence between characters or plot is 

fragmented, and even when Shakespeare’s language is used, it is de-contextualized and 

misunderstood by the stranded travelers who use it. Yet the film does duplicate the tone and 

themes of the play quite precisely. As Henry (David Bradley) notes, “It’s good old Lear again. 

Perfect.” 

Filmed on location in the Namibian Desert, The King is Alive follows a group of travelers 

who find themselves stranded after their bus driver, Moses (Vusi Kunene), accidentally takes 

them several hundred miles off course. As the fourth of the Dogme 95 films, Levring’s 

production follows rules of filmic chastity, including a vow to include only strictly diegetic 

props, lighting, and music. Stylistically, the film is as bleak as the hopes of the travelers, who 

must contest with blindingly bright days, empty nights, and a howling desert wind. The audience 

is given little indication where each traveler has come from (in terms of character) or where they 

are going. There is primarily the desert, the necessary eye of the camera, and the sheer fact of 

survival. Henry deems it “some fantastic strip-tease act of basic human needs.” 

After Jack (Miles Anderson)—the only desert-savvy person on the bus—walks off into 

the desert seeking help, the empty days pile up, and the travelers are left with boredom, booze, 

and a supply of rusted cans of carrots. Onto their chaotic desperation, Henry imposes an artistic 

order: a production of King Lear using a script imperfectly recalled from memory and an 
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untrained cast, his fellow travelers. As the travelers begin to rehearse the play, their own lives 

and relationships are strangely warped by the roles they perform. Liz (Janet McTeer), cast as 

Goneril, pursues an affair with Moses, who plays Edmund, in order to anger her husband, Ray 

(Bruce Davison). Paul (Chris Walker) plays Edgar to his father Charles’ Gloucester (David 

Calder), and Gina (Jennifer Jason Leigh) looks to Henry as a father figure after she is cast as 

Cordelia and he begins to play the role of Lear. Yet these comparisons quickly become 

entangled. Ray plays Kent rather than Albany; Charles has no relationship with Moses, and he is 

never reconciled to Paul; Henry first offers the role of Cordelia to Catherine (Romane 

Bohringer), a French “intellectual,” who turns it down—a very Cordelia-like rejection8—only to 

grow jealous of Gina and eventually to poison her with a bad can of “superannuated” carrots, as 

if she were Goneril poisoning her sister Regan.9 

The link between traveler and role is not one of plot or of cause and effect. Instead, the 

link is contextual: the lack of knowledge of anything outside the timeframe of the narrative 

encourages the spectator to look to Shakespeare’s play and characters to draw inferences about 

Levring’s work. During a rehearsal scene, Liz delivers Goneril’s love-speech to Lear, ending, “I 

am alone felicitate in your love” (Lr. 1.1.75-6). When Liz asks Henry about her character’s 

motivation in the scene, saying, “I need to know who she is…where she comes from,” he replies 

not with directorial advice but with a performance: Lear’s banishment of Cordelia. Henry stands, 

stoically removes his sunglasses, and begins to intone his lines evenly: “Let it be so. Thy truth 

then be thy dower” (1.1.109). By answering Liz’s question with lines from the play rather than 

with a fabricated backstory of “where she comes from,” Henry points to the immediate scenic 

context of King Lear 1.1, asserting that Goneril is who she is because of who Lear and Cordelia 

                                                
8 Ibid., 259. 
9 Cartelli and Rowe, 12, 17. 
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are, not because of any a priori narrative of identity. Henry does not lecture Liz on medieval 

kingship, nor does he offer insights into Goneril’s character gleaned from his own experience 

with the text. Instead, his monologue poses a question: if Lear is a man who will disown his 

favorite daughter over a single moment’s provocation, what does that make Goneril? For Liz, 

Goneril becomes a politician and an instigator, alternately placating those around her and pitting 

them against one another: Lear against Cordelia, Edgar against Albany, Ray against Moses. For 

Goneril—and for Liz, once she assumes a social role analogous to Goneril’s—power comes from 

this social manipulation. 

Character, in this sense, is something embedded in the contextual, social present. The 

social present is the dramatic scene or the moment of human interaction: the sum of gesture, 

behavior, and speech, the action and reaction of characters and human beings interacting with 

one another. As a spectator and (within the film) as an amateur actor, one comes to know who 

Goneril is not by learning where she comes from—psychologized backstory—nor by learning 

when she lived—as the oldest daughter of a pagan king—but by paying attention to the details of 

social interaction. What does Lear say? To whom? How might Goneril react to her father’s 

outburst of contempt? Does she confront Lear or deflect his attentions elsewhere? Henry’s 

monologue encourages Liz to pay attention to the scene before all else, to the ways people 

interact. So too with Levring’s film. The characters—in both play and film—emerge from the 

desert, from the bleak, boring now, from the scenic context of the present moment. Inference can 

augment this portrayal of character, but the sketch begins with imagination. 

Though Henry originally casts Ashley (Brion James) as King Lear, Henry must don the 

role himself after the alcoholic Ashley begins to suffer from delirium tremens. Henry’s first 

rehearsal as Lear begins with Goneril’s opening lines: the love speech to Lear (Lr. 1.1.55-61). 



 

 135 

Liz kneels stiffly before Henry, who sits upon an overturned washtub, dry as the desert, his 

round black sunglasses perfectly blotting out his eyes. Liz begins, filling her voice with too much 

intensity, sawing the air with her hands and so violating Hamlet’s advice to the players (Ham. 

3.2.1-14). The shot switches to the intellectual Catherine, who laughs, deriding Liz’s 

performance. Charles mouths an unlit cigarette, massaging a headache that he seems to have 

caught from Liz’s hammy monologue. Liz angrily stammers out her final words, “felicitate in 

your highness’ love” (Lr. 1.1.75-76; Regan’s line), while Paul sits in the background, absent-

mindedly scanning his own role. Liz looks eagerly to Henry for approval: her gaze intent, her 

mouth held in a half-smile. She’s looking at her director, not at Lear. The shot switches to Henry, 

who is looking out over Liz’s head: his mouth hangs open, his vacant gaze shielded by his 

sunglasses. Liz hesitantly prompts him—“Isn’t it your turn, Henry?”—and he returns to the 

rehearsal, suggesting that they “try something else.” Liz looks down, leaning back on her heels 

for a moment. She is embarrassed, and she believes she has done something wrong. She stands, 

launching into self-defense and claiming that she’s “just a little bit confused.” Charles laughs at 

the comment. Liz continues, questioning Henry about Goneril. She does not understand the 

character, and she demands that he fill in the blanks: “I need to know who she is, and where she 

comes from.” 

I understand Liz’s request for character information to be a parallel statement: “who she 

[Goneril] is” is the same as “where she comes from.” This “where” is psychological, not spatial. 

Liz does not understand the character she must play, and she hopes that a bit of backstory might 

lead her to a sufficient, playable understanding. Is Goneril happy in her marriage? Does she have 

any children of her own? Has she already noticed the handsome Edmund across the room? Any 

and all of these extra-textual, psychological insights could play into Method acting or into Liz’s 
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own understanding of Goneril’s character. Liz’s desire for backstory speaks to her belief in 

backstory’s importance to understanding character. By mapping out Goneril’s origin and her 

current location, Liz hopes she can discover a trajectory for the character, as if she were drawing 

a line between two points and projecting that path out into the future. Henry, however, will 

provide no such secrets, no such points of reference. Instead, he will call attention to the present 

context of the scene. 

Henry stands and removes his sunglasses. “Let it be so,” he begins (Lr. 1.1.109). In 

Henry’s mouth, Lear’s condemnation of Cordelia becomes Henry’s explanation—via negativa—

of Goneril to Liz. His first few lines are deadpan. The shot jumps from one character to the next: 

Charles is bored, cutting his eyes to check out Gina; Gina shields her eyes from the sun, and 

perhaps from Charles’ gaze; Catherine paces in the background of each shot. The shot focuses on 

Henry’s hand: he beats out the verse like a conductor, leaving his speech measured, barren of 

emotion, each syllable enunciated perfectly. And then he begins to growl. The sound moves to 

the back of his throat as he says: “And as a stranger to my heart and me hold thee from this [long 

pause] forever” (1.1.116-17). Henry chews this last word, struggling to utter it, then frowning as 

he does so. 

This is the turning point. What’s going on in Henry’s head? Certainly, the monologue 

changes for him. The lines have transformed from structured, cadenced utterances to broken, 

halting bursts of emotion. If one is familiar with King Lear, one will probably recognize the 

dramatic context early on in Henry’s speech: Lear is speaking to Cordelia, disowning her for her 

refusal to flatter him with a hyperbolic expression of her love. Yet Henry does not deliver his 

lines toward Gina/Cordelia. He faces Liz, or perhaps even the desert (Henry is framed alone in 

almost every shot of this scene). Even so, the larger context of King Lear is important for Henry. 
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In a previous scene, Catherine stumbles across Henry’s voice recorder. She listens to a message 

he has dictated to what sounds to be his estranged daughter. Henry catches Catherine and 

demands back the recorder. As a spectator, I know early on in Henry’s monologue that he 

understands what it is to be a father divorced from his daughters. (This knowledge provides the 

audience a new inferential frame for understanding Henry. Among the characters, only Catherine 

knows about Henry’s daughter). Is Henry acting? From the perspective of Stanislavky’s Method, 

one might imagine that Henry, through his experience in the theatre, is incorporating his own 

experience (and disappointment?) with a daughter to provide the emotional content for Lear’s 

lines. Yet Henry is not actively engaged in the rehearsal. What begins as a recitation ends as a 

broken soliloquy—for Lear and for Henry—eventually directed only to the desert. In fact, Henry 

may not be acting, instead using Lear’s lines for his own purposes: to express his own feelings 

about separation, a conversation he never has with any of the other characters during the film. 

But do the others understand him? Do the others understand King Lear? The shot 

switches to Gina: no longer shielding her eyes, she cocks her head, circling Henry to better see 

his face. Liz has a puzzled expression: she, too, cocks her head, chewing her lip, studying Henry. 

Henry’s next line slows down: “The barbarous Cronus, who makes his generation dishes to 

gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom be a friend, neighbor, and relative, as thou my sometime 

daughter” (1.1.117-21; Henry’s paraphrase). By the end of the line, the pauses between each 

word last longer than the words themselves. After Henry says “daughter,” his upper lip twitches 

slightly, as if he smells something rotten. The shot switches to Catherine. She is seated now, rapt. 

Henry looks away from Liz, out to the desert: he jumps to Lear’s rebuttal of Kent: “And Kent, 

come not between the dragon and his wrath. I loved her [pause] most” (1.1.122-23). The pause is 

telling. Henry exhales on this pause, and the following “most” sounds on that lost breath, 
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weakened, soft. The shot switches to Charles, who looks out to the desert intently. Henry finishes 

the line, sounding tired, lingering on the last phrase: “I take her father’s heart [pause] from her” 

(1.1.126-7; paraphrase). His voice rises at the end, as if the line was a question, a “what if?” He 

looks back to Liz. The shot jumps between Liz, Amanda (Lia Williams), and Charles: the women 

stare intently at Henry while Charles continues to look out at the desert. Gina sits, head in her 

hands, gazing at nothing.  

Presumably, only Catherine knows about Henry’s daughter, so if Henry is channeling his 

own remorse over his daughter’s absence (either in the vein of Stanislavsky, or by repurposing 

Lear’s lines for his own needs), then the other characters do not possess the knowledge necessary 

to fully comprehend Henry’s monologue. However, the characters do understand that his 

performance has changed. Their reactions to Henry’s earlier recitation lack interest: they are 

bored (Gina, Charles, Catherine) or at best puzzled (Liz). Yet when Henry’s words begin to 

falter, they begin to listen, to grasp the shape of Henry in that moment. He has transformed from 

a by-rote actor—the bare representation of coherent mental states—to a complex human being. 

They cannot know quite what it is that moves Henry, but they recognize that he is moved, and 

they are riveted by it: his emotion hints at his desires and intentions, key pieces of Trevor 

Ponech’s definition of agent. 10  Their empathy ensures their engagement with Henry’s 

performance, whether that performance is of Lear or of himself. 

Does Henry’s performance answer Liz’s question? He refuses to break down Goneril’s 

character for Liz, instead providing contextual information from the scene that Liz’s part-script 

does not include, information that Liz can use to imagine Goneril. The moment begins with the 

intellectual consideration of lines, the propositional, theoretical question: if Lear is this type of 

                                                
10 See above, 19. 
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father, then what kind of daughter is Goneril? Henry maps his own experience onto the lines, 

however, and the moment shifts into the empathic and the imaginative. The other characters—

both as spectators and as human beings sharing a social space with Henry—are drawn into his 

performance. As a spectator, one can imagine each of the characters, recreating the situation in 

one’s mind and mapping out each gaze and each relationship one sees upon the screen. Henry’s 

own backstory—the fact that he has a daughter that he no longer speaks to—does act as a 

inferential frame for the viewer’s imagination of his character. Yet the far more important grist 

for the imagination is his present behaviors, utterances, and gestures, and the reactions of the 

characters around him. The backstory tells me that Henry is an estranged father, perhaps a social 

role that the spectator may have theories about. One’s imagination of his present mental states, 

embedded in the immediate scene, tells one far more: it tells one how Henry reacts to his 

daughter’s absence, an individual reaction that inference may partially predict but may never 

wholly construct without the assistance of imagination. Furthermore, when Henry exposes 

himself through his performance, one can imagine the other characters’ reactions to him: Liz 

puzzles over the monologue, imagining Goneril’s reaction to such a father; Catherine watches, 

dropping her guard against the notion of performing in the desert; Charles freezes, staring out at 

the desert, for once jolted out of his egocentrism. In this moment, one can see characters of the 

desert, agents that emerge from the social present rather than from the autobiographical past, 

from empathic attention rather than the distance of inferential analysis. 

In this desert, imagination serves three purposes at once. At the core of the scene, 

imagination provides a theory of acting. Henry’s monologue succeeds insofar as he makes the 

empathic shift from third person to first, taking on Lear’s perspective, fleshing out Lear’s 

character with his own understanding and experience. It suggests that acting is, at heart, about 
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imaginative understanding. Second, imagination provides a model for the social situation of the 

scene. Each character in the scene has limited knowledge: knowledge about characters in the 

play, knowledge about Henry, knowledge about their relationships with one another. The 

knowledge each character possesses emerges from the present scene, hence the shift from 

inattention to rapt focus when Henry’s monologue begins to break down. In order for them to 

begin to understand Henry’s performance (both of Lear and of himself), they must focus their 

attention on the present, upon his gestures, affects, and utterances. If biographical knowledge 

were necessary to make any sense of Henry’s performance, Catherine would be the only 

character who could follow his speech. Instead, all of the characters attend to Henry in this 

moment: backstory further fleshes out the imagination of character—perhaps through the 

addition of inference (social roles, what it means to be a father), perhaps by offering additional 

fodder for imagination—but the basic recognition of character comes from the attention paid to 

the present, scenic context. 

Here I am blurring the line between Levring’s characters as observers and real spectators 

of the film. I do this intentionally, for again, imagination is the primary process. Just as the 

characters watch Henry and puzzle out his performance through attention to the present, so I, too, 

imagine Henry by empathically connecting to his performance as embedded in the social. As a 

soliloquy, Henry’s speech is a heartfelt reading of Lear. As a dialogue—embedded socially as an 

answer to Liz’s question and a piece of the scene (both the scene in King Lear and in The King is 

Alive)—Henry’s speech is enriched by his interactions with others. My understanding of his 

speech is based not only upon Lear’s lines, which enact the King’s abandonment of Cordelia and 

his impending banishment of Kent, nor only upon Henry’s emotions, which gesture toward his 

estranged daughter. My understanding also emerges from the attention I pay to the scenic context 
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of Henry’s monologue: his delivery, his surroundings, and the reactions of the other travelers. 

The speech itself, delivered out toward the desert rather than to any of the other characters, does 

not signify Henry’s absence from the society of these stranded travelers as much as his refusal 

(or inability) to recognize that context, avoiding it out of shame or emotional vulnerability. By 

the speech’s climax, Henry has broken eye contact with Liz. He only reengages it after his 

performance has passed. These subtle, embodied cues speak as loudly as Lear’s lines, and they 

form a dialogue between the characters: how does Henry perform the speech? How do the others 

receive it? How does Henry accept the fact that they observe him? By empathically connecting 

with Henry and the other characters, shifting from third to first person and witnessing the scene 

from each perspective, one can imagine each character and imagine the scenic context at large, 

inhabiting the present moment with and as these characters.11 Imagination lets one move between 

actor, social being, and spectator. Indeed, these three positions are a social trinity of sorts: here 

the social is composed of performance, engagement with others, and observation. 

Charles breaks the spell of the present moment, saying, “Yes, I think that went very 

well,” a cliché that signals his discomfort with the scene. He looks knowingly at Gina. Henry 

looks around, squinting, suddenly blinded and confused by the desert light. Gina turns to 

Charles, who shrugs and raises his eyebrows, presumably signaling that Gina should follow 

through on her bargain with Charles: sex from Gina in exchange for his participation in the play. 

They leave together, and the others watch them go. Each character has been engaged in the 

present, scenic context in a way previously unseen in this film, and that newfound awareness is 

not lost. In a later rehearsal, Liz employs such imagination to become aware, to understand and 

                                                
11  For more on simulating entire social worlds in fiction, see Keith Oatley, “Simulation of 
Substance and Shadow: Inner Emotions and Outer Behavior in Shakespeare's Psychology of 
Character,” College Literature 33.1 (2006), 15-33. 
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perform the character of Goneril. The scene is King Lear 4.2.17-24, when Goneril kisses 

Edmund (Moses) and promises that he will soon hear “a mistress’s command.” While her 

husband Ray looks on, Liz delivers the lines three times, at first reciting them mechanically, then 

working through them, discovering the passion of Goneril’s kiss and the joy of cuckolding a 

husband while he looks on, helpless. She observes Ray’s reactions between and during each 

iteration of her lines, tweaking her performance each time. What will make him most jealous? 

How much can he watch before walking away? Her personal experience enables her empathy, 

providing fuel for her imagination and focus for her attention. In this moment, she is both 

Goneril and Liz, sensitive to the scenic context of both Shakespeare’s play and of the rehearsal, 

and the doubled performance succeeds: Henry deems it satisfactory, while Ray walks away, 

stalking into the desert out of disgust. Liz is aware of both the dramatic and the social moment, 

and she uses that awareness to thrive. She no longer questions “where” Goneril comes from: Liz 

inhabits her role empathically and appropriates it for her own purposes. 

Yet for the group, the ability to perform empathy—to become aware of the scenic 

present—comes too late. When Ray returns to the ghost town with news of Jack’s death (Jack 

had previously entered the desert in search of help), the group bands together, journeying into the 

desert to bury Jack. Only Charles and the dying Gina stay behind. The group returns to find Gina 

dead, drowned with Charles’ piss, and Charles hung by his own hand. As one, they tear down the 

bits of roofing that had served as dew catchers, providing water in the desert. As one, they burn 

these bits of debris, creating a bonfire for Gina’s funeral. They perform a fragmented final scene 

of King Lear, using Shakespeare’s words as dirge, theatre, and personal confession. The multiple 

levels at which imagination operates—actor, social agent, and observer—coincide in this 
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moment, so that Henry’s “Howl! Howl! Howl!” mourns Cordelia, Gina, and a daughter he may 

never see again, all in an instant (5.3.255). 

These are characters of the desert, and they have formed a community from shared 

suffering and loss. The desert gives them gives them absence, hunger, death, and time, empty 

time. In this void, all the characters have is empathy. And for the spectator, the only way into this 

desert—and perhaps, the only way out of it—is imagination.12 The King is Alive strips away as 

much extraneous detail as the narrative will allow, forcing spectators either to scramble for 

tidbits of backstory—so many red herrings—or to engage with its characters imaginatively. This 

film reveals the central role that imagination plays in the construction of character, a role 

augmented but not supplanted by inference.  

 

II: Conceiving Ambiguity in Twelfth Night 
 

ORSINO: I’ll sacrifice the lamb that I do love 
To spite a raven’s heart within a dove. 
VIOLA: And I, most jocund, apt, and willingly, 
To do you rest a thousand deaths would die. 

—Shakespeare, Twelfth Night (5.1.126–29) 

 

Orsino’s threat to “sacrifice” his servant Cesario is a shocking moment in Shakespeare’s 

Twelfth Night, a play filled with reversals of gender, social status, and genre expectations. Until 

this final scene, Orsino has seemed the stereotypical Petrarchan lover, embracing the hyperbole 

of his affection and the hopelessness of his cause, content to pursue Olivia despite her repeated 

rejections. Yet suddenly he transforms from the benign, melancholic lover to the spurned, jealous 

Duke with the authority to carry out his violent threats. This shift from love to rage is both 

                                                
12  Some material in this chapter is adapted from N.R. Helms, “‘Where She Comes From:’ 
Mindreading in Levring’s The King is Alive,” symplokē 19.1-2 (2011), 289-304. 
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profound and immediate, occurring in the space of a mere thirty lines, but it does not strike me as 

unrealistic or arbitrary. To spectators and to the characters within the scene, Orsino’s threat is 

unexpected: how could Cesario (the disguised Viola)13 know that his master would turn on him? 

There is no indication in the text that Cesario fears such a reaction. He acquiesces completely to 

his will, declaring his submission in evenly measured blank verse. 

Recent cognitive readings of Twelfth Night have focused on interpreting the multiple, 

metaphoric perspectives within the play. Mary Thomas Crane, for instance, teases out the 

language of “suits,” of disguises and conceptual spaces, concluding that “meaning in Twelfth 

Night, like desire, is neither a rigidly confining system nor a slippery field of play; both meaning 

and desire offer both possibilities, a field of choice anchored by the plenitude of 

conceptualization itself.” 14  Bruce McConachie studies another conceptual space: the 

metaphorical system of moral/economic balance. He writes, “Shakespeare began Twelfth Night 

with a focus on the difficulties of reciprocation, a problem that, if unresolved, can lead to legal 

retribution or personal revenge.”15 According to these critics, Shakespeare’s language involves a 

balance between opposing perspectives, at times playful, at times precarious. Yet how does such 

ambiguity exist in performance? 

Keir Elam also offers a cognitive reading, pointing to Feste’s description of Orsino’s 

mind: “Now the melancholy god protect thee, and the tailor make thy doublet of changeable 

taffeta, for thy mind is a very opal” (TN 2.4.73–75). Elam explains that the “contrasting tones of 

                                                
13 For a detailed discussion of passing and drag in Shakespeare’s comedies, see Jennifer Drouin, 
“Cross-Dressing, Drag, and Passing: Slippages in Shakespearean Comedy,” Shakespeare Re-
Dressed: Cross-Gender Casting in Contemporary Performance, ed. James C. Bulam (Madison: 
Farleigh Dickinson UP, 2008): 23-56. 
14 Mary Thomas Crane, Shakespeare’s Brain: Reading with Cognitive Theory (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), 115. 
15 McConachie, Engaging Audiences, 154. 
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the warp and woof of taffeta” and the “iridescent effect” of an opal stone represent “a central 

cognitive and thematic role” in the play: perception. 16  Elam writes, “Such perspectival 

iridescence is doubtless one of the main reasons for the multiple interpretations to which the 

comedy has been subjected, but it is at the same time a vital dramatic principle.”17 He argues that 

this iridescence comes from the doubling of characters and situations, and from the recurring 

images of perception and narcissism within the play. 

Within the linear, forward movement of a performance, a given character cannot be 

ambiguous in the same way that a word or a scene might be. For characters to be characters, they 

must follow the line of consciousness, what Stanislavski calls the “one whole unbroken line that 

flows from the past, through the present, into the future, from the moment you wake in the 

morning until you close your eyes at night.”18 The contemporary spectator expects the illusion 

that Orsino, from the first act to the last, follows such a line, that he is the same dynamic 

character from start to finish. If there is a break in that line, a gap that mindreading cannot leap, 

Orsino ceases to be a single character (an effect that may be intended by a dramatist, but one that 

is the exception rather than the rule). I speak here of intelligibility rather than psychological 

realism. To mindread a character is not only to explain behavior but also to predict it, to 

anticipate the branching paths of the plot. Such expectations demand an “unbroken line” of 

character. If at any point Orsino does something that is not unexpected, but unexpectable—

unreconcilable with his previous behavior—then he is no longer a coherent character. Such 

characters change and grow over the course of the play, but they do so in ways that inference and 

imagination can compass. 

                                                
16 Elam, 24, 28. 
17 Ibid., 24-5. 
18 Constantin Stanislavski, An Actor Prepares, trans. Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood, 1936 (New 
York: Routledge, 1989), 250. 



 

 146 

But who determines what is an acceptable—and expectable—line of character? Certainly 

Shakespeare had something in mind when he wrote his plays, and the actor may strive to 

rediscover or reinterpret his characters. Yet the spectator has to work with only the three types of 

knowledge that make up mindreading: perception, empathic imagination, and inference. A given 

performance of Orsino can result in multiple interpretations because, while perception may be 

more or less consistent across a given audience (disregarding varying points of view and 

attention), imagination and inference are highly specific to the spectator. As I watch Twelfth 

Night, I may expect entirely different behavior from Orsino than another spectator might: I may 

come to the play with a slightly different set of folk psychological theories from which to draw 

inferences, and my powers of imagination, though based on the same cognitive faculties, are 

likewise distinct. Orsino’s character is ambiguous insofar as multiple paths of behavior may be 

realistically expected. In performance, the ambiguous, iridescent nature of the text manifests as 

surprise. Because character is an integration of multiple sources of knowledge, the expectations 

produced by mindreading are ambiguous—or probabilistic19—at a preconscious level. Orsino 

might do and say many things (and, more important for the repeat spectator of Shakespeare, 

might do so in many ways) that the spectator does not consciously expect. Surprise is the sudden 

awareness of an unexpected yet expectable bit of behavior. 

How can mindreading allow a spectator to experience shock and surprise at a character’s 

actions yet, almost instantly, to decide that the actions presented onstage are coherent and 

understandable? Orsino is impulsive, moody, and ephemeral, but he is not mad. In this section I 

offer a dynamic model of character that accounts for surprise, ambiguity, and dramatic shifts of 

understanding. At a preconscious level, the human mind can hold multiple, contradictory 

                                                
19  For a Dynamical Systems Theory approach to probabilistic representations, see Michael 
Spivey, The Continuity of Mind (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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concepts simultaneously. For example, while a spectator might claim that in the early acts of 

Twelfth Night Orsino is a benign lover, other possibilities—that Orsino’s love might express 

itself as violent jealousy—are implicit in Orsino’s character. As the events proceed onstage, the 

information that audiences receive about Orsino accumulates and changes: a single moment can 

shift the balance toward previously implicit notions of the character, letting the spectator see a 

“new” Orsino. By understanding how the mind constructs and manipulates concepts of character, 

one can see Orsino’s change as a model for the explosive potential of ambiguity, both within 

Twelfth Night and in everyday social experience. 

Consider the shadows at the back of Plato’s allegorical cave. Plato’s allegory implies a 

one-to-one correspondence between objects and their shadows. Men cast shadows of men. Birds 

cast shadows of birds. When the prisoner escapes Plato’s cave, he sees that he has mistaken 

shadows for true things, and so understands new concepts. What if, however, the prisoner had 

seen a shadow in the cave that had no counterpart in the real world? Shadows, after all, are not 

distinct things. They overlap with one another, blurring together to create new forms. Lighter 

shadows mesh to create fantastic shapes, while darker ones obscure others, taking over the cave 

wall. What if the prisoner had once seen the shadow of an angel? The shadows of a bird and a 

woman could align in just the right way to produce a single shadow of a woman with wings. No 

such angel has passed by the cave, but the prisoner is unaware of the multiple objects outside on 

the highway; when he opens his eyes, all he sees is a single, heavenly image.  

Dramatic character is such a shadow. Like a fantastical shadow puppet, the final image of 

a character is a composite of several different elements: inference and imagination. And as with 

shadows, these elements do not straightforwardly add up to produce the image of a character. 

The separate shadows are integrated: some parts are lost (where one shadow occludes the other); 
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some parts are enhanced (overlapping shadows may produce a patch of greater darkness); and a 

new, gestalt image emerges from the discrete parts. So it is with character. One’s knowledge of 

folk psychology and one’s empathic imagination merge to form a final image of character.  One 

does not perceive characters as much as construct them from these two types of knowledge:. 

As with shadows, these sources of knowledge aren’t simply additive. Imagination and 

inference can compete to dominate the image. The human mind integrates these sources of 

knowledge in a graded fashion: at times the final image of a character is dominated by a single 

source of knowledge, but it is far more often a subtle product of the two, adopting key 

information from each source. Shadows—and characters—are dynamic. If the bird flies away, 

the angel is suddenly wingless, a woman once again. Or perhaps, more subtly, the woman 

crosses her arms and one is left with a harpy instead of an angel. A slight shift from one of the 

shadows can produce a dramatically different image. Similarly, subtle changes to one’s inference 

and imagination—the sort of changes that accumulate throughout the viewing of a play—can 

alter one’s understanding of a character in profound and surprising ways.  

During mindreading, inference and imagination feed into each other in a continuous, 

integrative fashion: an attention to social situations blends together with knowledge of the self 

and knowledge of the other to create an appropriate judgment. In The Literary Mind, Mark 

Turner presents conceptual blending, a theory of meaning that accounts for this integration of 

knowledge. “Meaning,” he writes, “is alive and active, dynamic and distributed, constructed for 

local purposes of knowing and acting. Meanings are not mental objects bounded in conceptual 

places, but rather complex operations of projection, binding, linking, blending, and integration 
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over multiple spaces.”20 According to conceptual blending theory, the mind crafts new concepts 

by blending together multiple inputs in an ongoing, integrative process. Information from two or 

more input spaces is combined in a final, blended space, a space that acquires some (but not all) 

of the content and the structure of each input.  

Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner elaborate on the process of conceptual blending in 

The Way We Think. They present four pieces of terminology that are relevant here: mental 

spaces, input spaces, blended spaces, and emergent structure.21 Mental spaces are on-the-fly 

concepts, “small conceptual packets constructed as we think and talk, for purposes of local 

understanding and action.”22 Input spaces are the spaces where the input for a conceptual blend 

resides: the paired terms in a metaphor, for example, would each occupy an input space (life 

[input 1] is a journey [input 2]). In the blended space, the information from the input spaces is 

integrated into a single mental space. This integration produces an emergent structure, new 

relationships among the parts of the blend that are not available in the input spaces.23  For 

example, take the metaphor life is a journey. This metaphor maps out a spatial, experiential 

concept (journey) onto a far more abstract one (life). It suggests that one can view life in terms of 

a journey: where are you going with your life? Have you reached your goals in life? Has the path 

of your life been difficult? Are you ready for the long road ahead? These phrases and more are 

specific expressions of the general metaphor life is a journey, where the abstract content of a 

person’s life is seen as a type of journey, involving a path, destinations, and obstacles. When 

these concepts are blended together in the metaphor, life gains some of the structure of journey: 

                                                
20 Mark Turner, The Literary Mind: The Origins of Thought and Language (New York: Oxford 
UP, 1996), 57. 
21 Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The Way We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s 
Hidden Complexities (New York: Perseus Books, 2002), 126–35. 
22 Ibid., 40. 
23 Ibid., 42. 
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it has a path, a beginning and end, obstacles, companions, sudden detours and destinations. Life 

can have highways, although it probably does not have toll roads, tourist traps, or escalating gas 

prices; only the pertinent parts of journey are transferred into the metaphor. 

Noting that the structure for this blend flows from one input space only, Fauconnier and 

Turner term this type of blend “single-scope.”24 The goal of blends is to “achieve human scale” 

for such concepts.25 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson use the single-scope blend argument is 

war as a case study in Metaphors We Live By.26 One can gain greater comprehension of the 

abstract concept of argument when one views it through the lens of the more concrete concept 

war: argument becomes a form of combat with opponents, weapons, victories and defeats. Yet, 

as with shadows, these concepts do not simply combine or overlap. In the blend, information 

from both concepts is lost. Not all arguments are warlike: academic arguments are civil rather 

than military affairs. And few arguments involve tanks or submarines. Again, one can only push 

the metaphor so far before it becomes ridiculous. Up to that point, however, the merger expands 

concepts. The mind compresses these inputs together, forming a blend: a distillation, if you will, 

of vast cognitive processes. 

 In the second type of blending, “double-scope,” structure from both inputs carries over 

into the blend.27 Take, for example, the more complex example of human identity or role-play. 

On some levels, role-play works as single-scope blend. If one were to perform the role of 

Macbeth (or student, or teacher, or friend), one may assert that I am Macbeth, in which case the 

structure of Macbeth (the lines, the stage directions, the theatrical conventions) provides a vessel 

                                                
24 Ibid.,129. 
25 Ibid., 312. 
26 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 1980 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2003), 4-5. 
27 Fauconnier and Turner, 180. 
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that one fills with his body and his experiences. So, too, with other roles: to be a student, one 

pours his or her amorphous, fluid self into the vessel that is the role. Yet for human identity, 

single-scope blending is too simplistic. Not all Macbeths are created equal, nor are all students or 

all teachers. One carries some of the structure of him or herself over into the blend, altering the 

role-play.  

 It is not psychologically or philosophically given that individuals have essential selves, or 

even that the names one uses adhere to the same people from day to day. As Fauconnier and 

Turner argue, “Identity is taken for granted as primitive, but it is a feat of the imagination, 

something the imagination must build or disassemble.” The illusion of a coherent self could be 

described as a blend of past, present, and future, the self of yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Each 

day of one’s life is a discrete input, and by blending these days together and applying some 

structure from each input one constitutes identity: “Identity across spaces is a stipulated 

connection.”28 Conceptual blending enables the human mind to cobble together a vast sea of 

inputs—days, times, actions, gestures, utterances, roles, expectations, fears, and dreams—and 

blend them into relatively stable and coherent identities, given the disparity of the inputs. As 

Fauconnier and Turner write: “Personal identity itself involves a diffuse network of mental 

spaces whose compression in the blend creates the unique person.”29 From their perspective, 

there are no true, essential selves, but admitting such does not in any way diminish the 

extraordinary blend that is human identity: “We can compress over a person’s lifetime to yield a 

unique person and a label that we call a proper name. We see the compression, but it seems 

somehow true to the essence of human life.”30 

                                                
28 Ibid., 95. 
29 Ibid., 205. 
30 Ibid., 118. 
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I am not suggesting that people always perform such blending consciously: “There is 

always extensive unconscious work in meaning construction, and blending is no different.”31 

Blending operates at every level of meaning construction, from the unconscious processing of 

perception, to the composition of parts into wholes, to the comprehension of metaphors, to the 

constitution of identities, worldviews, and ideologies. Some of these activities occur entirely 

without one’s knowledge, while others require constant, conscious supervision: “In the case of 

sensation and perception, our conscious experience comes entirely from the blend—we ‘live in 

the blend,’ so to speak. In other activities, conscious apprehension has more leeway to go back 

and forth, to ‘live in the full integration network.’”32 More importantly, however, there is very 

little conceptual space outside of the blend. Individual percepts are unblended, but in day-to-day 

life people seldom operate on such a specific level: one sees not percepts but books and cars and 

people, objects that one understands both by blending together parts into wholes and by 

imposing categories upon objects. Categorization, like identity, involves a compression of 

diverse and distinct inputs into an essential unity. From eyesight to ideology, “Living in the 

human world is ‘living in the blend’ or, rather, living in many coordinated blends.”33 

In “Is Social Cognition Embodied?” Goldman and de Vignemont propose that there are 

two processes of empathy: “mirror” empathy and “reconstructive empathy.” Of the latter, they 

write, “Reconstructive empathy is a more constructive and controlled process, which extracts 

information from memory in an endogenous [internally generated] production of the empathic 

event.”34 Guilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner’s conceptual blending theory can explain the 

                                                
31 Ibid., 71. 
32 Ibid., 83. 
33 Ibid., 390. 
34 Alvin I. Goldman and Frederique de Vignemont, “Is Social Cognition Embodied?” Trends in 
Cognitive Sciences, 13.4. (April 2009), 154-159. ScienceDirect. Web. 11 Apr. 2009. 157. 
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major mechanism for reconstructive empathy: the empathy deployed by readers is a special case 

of double-scope blending that involves readers and texts. On one level, characters are literally no 

more than a series of lines upon a page. Strictly speaking, there is no physical context wherein 

one may discuss a character’s emotions, thoughts, body, or identity: characters are imaginative 

constructs. Strictly speaking, however, there is no literal context wherein one may discuss these 

aspects of any person. Human identity—like metaphor and character—is an instance of 

conceptual blending. Characters exist through the same cognitive faculty.35  

Mindreading—in the terms of conceptual blending—can function as the blend of three 

input spaces. The first space contains the mental representation of the target of mindreading. 

Here, the mental representation is as yet unmodified by either inference or imagination; it is the 

gestalt of one’s perceptions of the target (gestures, affects, actions, and statements). The second 

space contains the homeostatic representation of oneself, the sort of self-conscious monitoring 

associated with awareness and agency.36 This space approximates imagination. By blending 

together these first two spaces of perception and imagination, mindreading can incorporate 

similarity (what one would do in another’s situation) and difference (filtering out personal 

knowledge that would not apply to another’s situation).37 The third space contains inferential 

                                                
35  Two authors who apply conceptual blending theory to discussions of character and 
Shakespeare are Amy Cook and Bruce McConachie. Amy Cook, Shakespearean Neuroplay; 
Bruce McConachie, Engaging Audiences. 
36  Antonio Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of 
Consciousness (New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1999), 138–42. 
37 For example, one understands pain because one has felt it. The pain of others is intelligible 
because one can relate it back to his or her own experience of pain. If, for example, one had been 
born—godlike—impervious to pain, immune to the feel of burns, breaks, scrapes, and cramps, 
that individual could have no conception of pain. The pain of others would be nonsense to such a 
person. When one hears of the pain of another person, one maps out that pain upon his or her 
own body; one blends together the person’s account of pain with his or her own experience of 
pain. The blended depiction of pain takes structure and content from both input spaces; the 
particular circumstances and descriptions of the person in pain blend together with the 
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knowledge of the other person: stereotypes, social trends, and historical frameworks. By 

integrating this third space with the first, one can further flesh out the target by applying 

structure from inference. In the case of Orsino, the spectator integrates three domains of 

knowledge to form a final blend of the character: 1) one’s perceptions of the character (text, 

actor, and the immediate social context of the play); 2) imagination: one’s own ability to process 

Orsino’s current mental states, such as longing and the fear of rejection; and 3) inference: one’s 

theoretical knowledge of seventeenth-century society, including the appropriate frames for ducal 

authority and courtship. Since one’s conception of Orsino comes from an ongoing integration of 

perception, imagination, and inference, this dynamic model can account for changes in that 

concept as the drama unfolds. 

I term this hypothetical model “dynamical simulation.” In this framework, mindreading is 

imaginative reconstruction of another person based on oneself: a dynamical simulation is the 

ongoing integration of perception, imagination, and inference. One’s understanding of 

characters, in real life, on stage, and in texts, arises from the joint use of inference and 

imagination; because of the way the brain constructs this understanding, one can hold 

contradictory and ambiguous notions of a character in the mind at once. Not all of the 

information in the input spaces is carried into the blended space; much of this information is 

contradictory, and only the information that accords with the emergent structure becomes a 

salient part of the final conceptual blend. However, if the relationship among the input spaces 

shifts—through an influx of new perception, new empathic perspectives, or new inferential 

frames—then the final blend can change dramatically in an instant. 

                                                                                                                                                       
individual’s many personal experiences of pain. This blend of personal experience with external 
accounts of pain is empathic projection, and it works similarly for all emotions. A character’s 
emotion is therefore the reader’s at a basic, unconscious level. 
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At the level of the input spaces, all the incoming data are held in tension, ambiguous in 

terms of a close reading of concepts. At the level of performance, this preconceptual conflict 

manifests in moments of surprise, when a character may shift, becoming something “new.” Such 

new possibilities for a character are latent within the unintegrated input spaces. In most cases, 

drastic action does not transform a character into an unrecognizable entity. Every bit of character 

information, from action to affect to backstory, enters into the ongoing conceptual blend. 

Confronted with explosive emotion onstage, spectators can be forced to completely reevaluate a 

character. Yet because of the way human beings understand characters, one does not need to 

discard the existing conceptual blend to begin a new evaluation. An abrupt character switch may, 

in fact, be a subtle shift within the conceptual blend. Surprise and ambiguity are latent in any 

moment of mindreading. A clever dramatist can exploit this cognitive potential for rapid shifts of 

understanding. 

In Orsino’s threat to Cesario, one can see such a surprising conceptual shift. Confronted 

yet again with Olivia’s refusal of his advances, Orsino accuses Olivia of cruelty and 

“perverseness” (TN 5.1.106, 108), and asks her, “What shall I do?” (5.1.111). In terms of 

mindreading, Orsino’s question urges the audience to anticipate his reaction to Olivia’s 

continued rejections. Olivia replies by refusing this question and affirming the role of 

imagination, saying, “Even what it please my lord that shall become him” (5.1.112). Elam notes 

that this statement rephrases the play’s subtitle, “What You Will” (5.1.112n). The multilayered 

nature of the word “become” opens up another iridescent moment in Twelfth Night, iridescence 

that Elam calls the “constant mutability under the play of alternative perspectives.”38 In Orsino’s 

subsequent “what should I not, had I the heart to do it,” one can see both the action that would 

                                                
38 Elam, 24. 
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become Orsino (“To accord with, agree with, be suitable to; to befit”39) and the action that would 

transform him, an action that becomes a new Orsino, a reinterpretation of his former self (“To 

come to be [something or in some state]”).40  

The first becoming might confirm the spectator’s reading of Orsino, and therefore his or 

her expectations of his behavior. The second becoming might push that mindreading in different 

directions, forcing the spectator to assimilate a new aspect of Orsino’s character. Since the 

concept of Orsino—in terms of dynamical simulation—already involves the blend of multiple 

input spaces, it is unnecessary for the spectator to completely reevaluate Orsino’s character. The 

conceptual blend can easily shift, flowing in a new direction. 

Orsino’s monologue reads like a pronouncement—“But hear me this” (5.1.116)—yet the 

emotional tenor of the speech leans heavily upon the staging. Is the character speaking here 

Orsino, the spurned Petrarchan lover angrily venting his frustrations? Or is this the Duke, the 

play’s major authority figure determined to leave his mark upon Olivia’s heart, even through 

violence? The seriousness of Orsino’s “sacrifice” depends entirely upon the emotions the actor 

embodies in this moment. Consider the two potential stagings offered here: Orsino and the Duke. 

These stagings are the input spaces in the blend that is the overall concept of Orsino. For the first 

four acts, Orsino is the input space that provides the structure to the final blend and therefore has 

the greatest saliency. Yet the Duke is always present, implicit within the blend, awaiting—if you 

will—the shift that comes in the play’s final scene.  

Orsino is the height of hyperbole, and his character is marked by poetic invitations to 

imagine his emotional perspective. In his opening lines, he fashions a self drowned in 

                                                
39 “become,” definition III.7, OED. 
40 “become,” definition II.5. 
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extravagance: “If music be the food of love, play on, / Give me excess of it, that surfeiting / The 

appetite may sicken and so die” (1.1.1–3). Aware of the hyperbolic nature of his passion, Orsino 

embraces such inconstant extremes, invoking them to Cesario as the inevitable shape of a man’s 

love: “Our fancies are more giddy and unfirm, / More longing wavering, sooner lost and worn / 

Than women’s are” (2.4.33–35). If, as Feste says, Orsino’s mind is “a very opal,” a spectator’s 

reading of Orsino could incorporate this paradoxical, Petrarchan bent, imagining the rapid 

emotional shifts of Orsino’s passions and forecasting his probable actions. This Orsino moves 

quickly to love and anger, but the hyperbole of his passions is no great spur to action. Instead, his 

emotional excess leads to the death of appetite and the death of those enterprises that emotion 

would herald. Imagining Orsino involves recognizing that his emotions lead everywhere and 

nowhere, making, as Feste says, “a good voyage of nothing” (2.4.78).  

Imagine for a moment that this Orsino remains constant to his inconstancy throughout the 

play. When Cesario replies to his threat of violence (a threat neither he nor the spectator can 

believe he will carry out), he replies with a sexual pun. He expects that Orsino’s anger will burn 

itself out and lead to its opposite, a “death” of appetite that he is “most jocund, apt and willingly 

/ To do” (5.1.128). There is no surprise in this staging, no conceptual shift. Many recent 

productions downplay Orsino’s anger and authority in this way. Elam notes, “In the latter 

twentieth century the standard duke became instead a languidly self-indulgent and at times 

decadent figure, and the play’s incipit (Orsino’s big scene) served to dramatize his effete 

sensualism by discovering him in a self-pitying prostration.”41 For instance, in Trevor Nunn’s 

1996 film Orsino (Toby Stephens) expresses his anger only by breaking a wine glass, and he 

                                                
41 Elam, 138. 
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holds Cesario’s hand (Imogen Stubbs) as he threatens to “tear” Cesario from Olivia’s eye. Nunn 

goes so far as to cut the explicit threat, “I’ll sacrifice the lamb that I do love.”42  

If, however, the staging is true to the violence of Orsino’s language, a new figure arises 

out of the text, one framed in the context of political authority: the Duke. Despite his Petrarchan 

hyperboles, the Duke has the political authority to command swift and irrevocable action. The 

Duke may succumb to the same passions as Orsino, but Feste’s wish to have “men of such 

constancy put to sea” becomes a warning rather than a commentary on the Duke’s aimless 

actions (2.4.75–76). For Orsino, a metaphorical sea voyage is appropriate to his passions, which 

push him in any and every direction like the waves of the ocean. For the Duke, whose “business 

might be everything” and his “intent everywhere,” the sea becomes a place of exile, a space 

where his passions may take their course without threatening others (2.4.76–77). He spends the 

first four acts of Twelfth Night in this sea of emotions, taking no action save giving orders (which 

are invariably followed). Yet in the last act he returns to land and travels to Olivia’s house: while 

his actions continue to be verbal—preparing to pass judgment upon Antonio (5.1.65–68), 

pledging his love to Olivia (5.1.108–11), threatening violence to Cesario (5.1.126–27)—the 

Duke is now physically present to see that those orders are carried out. The threat of his passions 

is immediate, not deferred by absence or by proxy. For the spectator’s mindreading of character, 

the Duke’s physical presence multiplies the data for inference.  

Consider Twelfth Night 2.4, where the Duke sends Cesario to Olivia yet again (Cesario 

having been rebuffed in 1.5). Cesario, who presumably has reported Olivia’s reticence to the 

Duke, asks, “But if she cannot love you, sir?” to which the Duke replies, “I cannot be so 

answered” (2.4.87–88). Here, Olivia’s refusal is tempered by Cesario’s delivery, transformed 

                                                
42 Trevor Nunn, dir. Twelfth Night (Fine Line Features, 1996). 
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from Olivia’s absolute “I cannot love him” to Cesario’s question (1.5.272). The Duke’s response, 

too, is tempered by Olivia’s absence: he responds to Cesario’s hypothetical (and all too actual) 

account of his “sister’s” love—”My father had a daughter loved a man” (2.4.107)—rather than 

addressing Olivia’s message. He rejects it out of hand: Olivia’s message is immaterial when 

compared to Cesario’s love for the Duke (hidden, but very much embodied) or the Duke’s “love” 

for Olivia, which, in the absence of a present, material object, transforms into a treatise on “the 

beating of so strong a passion,” a narcissistic, self-referential love, the love of love itself (2.4.94). 

There is no such temperance in the final scene. The spectator does not hear the Duke’s 

impassioned paean to love, does not see his gestures to the empty air. Instead, the spectator 

witnesses a fully embodied social situation. Olivia is present to deliver her rejection herself, 

whether that rejection is filled with cruelty, as the Duke receives it, or constancy. The Duke’s 

reaction is immediate, not filtered through messengers or diluted by the passage of time. The 

spectator can see that the Duke sees Olivia, recognizing his emotions—and his perception of 

Olivia—on a preconscious level and mindreading his mental state with little to no interference. 

While the Duke’s authority acts as an inferential frame in the previous acts, in this scene it 

manifests as violent intent. When the Duke promises to “tear” Cesario from Olivia’s “cruel eye” 

and to “sacrifice the lamb” that he loves, the violence of his passion is viscerally present for the 

spectator (5.1.23, 26). No longer lost on the sea of his passions, the Duke embodies his authority, 

making it equally available to inference and imagination. The spectator witnesses that 

threatening lack of distance and can infer a character that has both the passion to act and the 

social means to do so. Here, Cesario’s “jocund” anticipation of “a thousand deaths” echoes more 

with the scream of the lamb than the sigh of the lover, acquiescent but nonetheless frightened 

(5.1.128–29).  
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When Orsino threatens Cesario, he does not need to become a new character, for the 

elements of passion and authority that compose his character are the same throughout the play. 

Yet when the relationship between these elements shifts, Orsino seems to flip from one image to 

another: from angel to harpy; from lover to Duke. In this respect, Orsino’s character is both 

socially cohesive and textually ambiguous: on the level of the final, blended character, Orsino 

occupies first one role (lover), then another (authority figure); on the level of composition, the 

elements that make up Orsino are ambiguous, since both are present throughout the play, 

competing for prominence like overlapping shadows. Textual (or compositional) ambiguity 

manifests socially as surprise or shock; Orsino can change before one’s eyes, while remaining 

the same character. 

Both Orsino and the Duke exist within the text, and both can be staged. Yet while they 

can exist side by side conceptually, such interpretive ambiguity cannot be staged. Because of the 

privileged place emotion has in dynamical simulation, the emotional content of these lines 

pushes Orsino and the Duke toward either an impotent or a threatening posture. An actor can 

play an indeterminate Orsino, an Orsino who does not know whether or not he will carry out the 

delivered threat. This sort of social ambiguity is not equivalent to the textual kind, since 

determination (the Duke), indecision, and the inability to decide at all (Orsino) are distinct 

mental states. Yet the mind can hold these competing states together in the input spaces of a 

single conceptual blend. 

Literary criticism often seeks to map out such interpretive ambiguity. Performance points 

to the ambiguity of cognition in a different—yet complementary—manner: by staging the shifts 

from one conceptual blend of a character to another. Performance limits the textual ambiguity of 

Twelfth Night, the verbal space so often praised by critics, because the emotions witnessed in 
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performance determine the salient readings of characters. Limiting ambiguity, however, does not 

necessarily reduce the range of meanings within the play. Spectators do not always get what they 

expect from a performance. The act of mindreading characters can be changed by novel turns in 

the play, turns that diverge from the traditions of both performance and interpretation. The 

potential for actual violence can shock spectators out of a complacent viewing, forcing them to 

reevaluate the Duke and leading them to a new, darker understanding of Twelfth Night and of the 

power of shifting emotions. Textual ambiguity becomes social possibility, and an understanding 

of a character—both the belabored introspection of criticism and the existential awareness of 

spectating—revels in the conflicted nature of human action.43  

 

                                                
43 Some material in this chapter is adapted from N.R. Helms, “Conceiving Ambiguity: Dynamic 
Mindreading in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night”, Philosophy and Literature, 36.1 (April 2012), 
122-35. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

READING INCOHERENCE:  
HOW SHAKESPEARE SPEAKS BACK TO COGNITIVE SCIENCE 

 
 

 In the previous chapters I have shown how two methods of mindreading from cognitive 

science—inference and imagination—can provide clear terms with which to analyze reading and 

misreading in Shakespeare’s plays, and I have discussed how the two methods can cooperate and 

compete. In the sixth and final chapter of this dissertation, I consider how incoherent speech and 

behavior can frustrate these methods. Seemingly incoherent mental states such as madness can 

prove to be opaque to inference and imagination, especially when these methods operate 

independently rather than in tandem. Such incoherence tests the limits of mindreading and 

reveals the value of combining inference and imagination. 

As Shakespeare and Fletcher’s The Two Noble Kinsmen shows, communication based on 

only one mode of mindreading can fail, breaking down before seemingly incoherent mental 

states such as madness. Such skulls are impenetrable to processes of mindreading (as those 

processes are currently theorized), but Shakespeare and Fletcher’s portrayal of madness can 

supplement contemporary theories, offering complex case studies for cognitive science. In The 

Two Noble Kinsmen. Shakespeare and Fletcher depict how communication between the mad and 

the sane breaks down, yet they offer an alternative: theatrical play, crediting another’s beliefs in 

order to begin a conversation. Such play allows one to mindread madness and other mental states 

with greater precision and acuity, and it allows mindreading to develop beyond understanding 
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and toward communication. In King Lear, Shakespeare shows how the same incoherence, left 

undeciphered, can lead to tragic consequences. Shakespeare’s plays grapple with states of mind 

that cognitive science is only beginning to discuss, using incoherence to drive his plays. 

 

I: The Glass Delusion as a Model for Transparency 
 

“Nay, I’ll ne’er believe a madman till I see his brains.” 
—Twelfth Night, 4.2.117 

 

As Goldman’s Simulating Minds shows, inference and imagination need not be 

contradictory forces: while these processes can operate independently, much mindreading occurs 

through their cooperation, and combining (or alternating between) them can produce richer 

readings of minds and—in the case of Shakespeare—of characters. However, Goldman is largely 

silent on the matter of how exactly inference and imagination can work together to accomplish 

mindreading. 1  More recently Ian Apperly,2 Daniel D. Hutto,3 and Karsten Stueber4 have each 

offered holistic theories of mindreading that incorporate inference and imagination (broadly 

conceived), but there is as of yet no consensus model of how different processes of mindreading 

interact.5 

                                                
1 Goldman only spends three pages on the subject in Simulating Minds (43-5) and does not 
significantly develop the topic in his recent Joint Ventures. 
2 Apperly offers a “two-systems theory” that integrates high and low-level mindreading. Ian 
Apperly, Mindreaders: The Cognitive Basis of “Theory of Mind” (New York: Psychology Press, 
2011). 
3 Hutto rejects both theory-theory and simulation theory, presenting instead his own theory of 
“folk psychological narratives.” While Hutto goes to great lengths in his work to redefine what 
exactly constitutes “mindreading,” his emphasis on narrative does weave together inference and 
imagination in compelling ways. Daniel D. Hutto, Folk Psychological Narratives: The 
Sociocultural Basis of Understanding Reasons (London: MIT Press, 2008).  
4 Stueber argues that theory-theory frames acts of simulation. Stueber, Rediscovering Empathy. 
5  Theodore Bach addresses this lack of consensus in “Structure-mapping: Directions from 
simulation to theory,” Philosophical Psychology, 24.1 (Feb 2011), 23-51. 



 

 164 

As I explained in the second chapter, folk psychological theories address the breadth of 

normal human behavior. They form a base of general information about belief, desire, and 

emotion that enables people to make inferences. However, delusions, false beliefs, and erratic 

patterns of thought as seen in madness can clash with folk psychological theories, making such 

incoherent minds to some extent unreadable. Madness implies a lack of communication and 

understanding. To be mad is to be “uncontrolled by reason or judgement; foolish, unwise.”6 This 

sense of the word overlaps with the stronger, more contemporary sense: “insane, crazy; mentally 

unbalanced or deranged; subject to delusions or hallucinations; (in later use esp.) psychotic.”7 

Madness is a failure in communication, or, as Winfried Schleiner paraphrases Rodrigo a Castro’s 

Medicus Politicus (Hamburg, 1614), with such patients the “ordinary rules of communication are 

suspended.”8 Shakespeare uses the word in both senses, at times labeling unreasonable, foolish 

speech and acts as mad—as Olivia says of Sir Toby, “he speaks nothing but madman. Fie on 

him.” (TN 1.5.102-3)—and at others identifying as mad the delusions of his characters—as 

Gertrude exclaims when Hamlet speaks to the Ghost in her bedchamber: “Alas, he’s mad!” 

(Ham. 3.4.102). In this chapter I am interested in the latter case, when a character’s speech is 

deemed incoherent and the character is judged to be mad. Cognitively, this sense of the word can 

alert one to the first visible symptom of any madness: the semblance of nonsense. In this sense, 

madness is equivalent to incoherence: it is a type of mental state where an individual deviates 

from cognitive norms. Mindreading has difficulty dealing with madness because it depends upon 

the norms of human thought and action. Inference assumes that all human beings follow certain 

                                                
6 ‘mad, adj.’ definition 2, OED. 
7 ‘mad, adj.’ definition 4.a, OED. 
8  Hamburg, 1614. Paraphrased in Winfried Schleiner, Medical Ethics in the Renaissance 
(Washington DC: Georgetown Univ. Press, 1995), 12. 
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cognitive and behavioral laws, while imagination assumes that one person can inhabit the 

perspective of another insofar as they are capable of thinking and feeling in the same ways. 

When confronted with madness—a breakdown of understanding and communication—

the task of mindreading is to translate that incoherence into mental states, to find the lens through 

which readers can read (rather than objectify) the minds of those others separated from society. 

As a model for how to approach the Jailor’s Daughter in Shakespeare and Fletcher’s The Two 

Noble Kinsmen, I want to track the way inference and imagination combine to make sense of the 

glass delusion, a manifestation of melancholy peculiar to the early modern period and discussed 

by Robert Burton and René Descartes. A sufferer of the glass delusion believes her body is made 

of glass, believes she is transparent, and fears being broken. In The Anatomy of Melancholy, 

Robert Burton describes the symptoms of melancholy in the mind, delusions that separate the 

melancholic from those around her: 

Some are afraid that Heaven will fall on their heads: some they are damned, or 
shall be. Feare of imminent danger, losse, disgrace still torments them, &c. that 
they are all glasse, and therefore will suffer no man to come near them, that they 
are all corke, as light as feathers, others as heavy as Lead, some are afraid their 
heads will fall off their shoulders, that they have frogs in their bellies &c.9 
 

In many of these delusions, the melancholic believes that she is composed of materials different 

from those of other human beings. This belief leads to an altered way of life, avoiding contact 

with other people and with hard objects, fearing the loss of one’s head, or wearing armor to 

protect onself, as in the case of the French king Charles VI.10 This odd behavior stems from an 

                                                
9 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), 1.3.233. See also 1.3.248 and 1.3.256. 
10 King Charles VI of France wore steel rods in his clothes, so great was his fear of breaking his 
“glass” bones. Pius Secundus Pontifex Maximus, Memoirs of a Renaissance Pope: The 
Commentaries of Pius II, Books VI-IX, translated by Florence Alden Gragg, Smith College 
Studies in History (Massachusetts), xxxv (1951), IV, 425. 
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aberrant belief, one that normal folk psychological theories do not address since it lies outside 

the realm of everyday human experience.  

For instance, in his Meditations, René Descartes seeks to define those things that may not 

be doubted, the aspects of normal human experience that are constant: 

Yet although the senses occasionally deceive us with respect to objects which are 
very small or in the distance, there are many other beliefs about which doubt is 
quite impossible, even though they are derived from the senses—for example, that 
I am here, sitting by the fire, wearing a winter dressing-gown, holding this piece 
of paper in my hands, and so on. 
 

Immediate sensory information, according to Descartes, need not be doubted. Descartes admits 

the possibility, however, that one might mistakenly believe in false things in one’s environment. 

He exempts madness from his account of common sensory experience: 

Again, how could it be denied that these hands or this whole body are mine? 
Unless perhaps I were to liken myself to madmen, whose brains are so damaged 
by the persistent vapours of melancholia that they firmly maintain they are kings 
when they are paupers, or say they are dressed in purple when they are naked, or 
that their heads are made of earthenware, or that they are pumpkins, or made of 
glass.11 
 

Descartes places the delusions of melancholics outside the scope of normal human belief: 

madness is a condition where one believes things contrary to one’s senses. Sensory data can be 

trusted, so that one may believe the information acquired by one’s eyes and hands. In the case of 

madness, however, sensory information cannot be trusted, for such “brains are disturbed” and 

“continually profess themselves to be” any number of false things. As Rosalind says in As You 

Like It, “Love is merely a madness, and I tell you deserves as well a dark house and a whip as 

madmen do” (3.2.384-5). 

                                                
11 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
v.2, trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1984), 12-3. 
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Concerning the glass delusion, Gill Speak notes, “Two quite distinctive symptoms, 

however, set the Glass Man apart from other melancholics: an irrational fear that he was fragile 

and therefore likely to shatter into pieces, and an aversion to sunlight.” The Glass Man “might be 

a urinal, an oil lamp or other glass receptacle, or else he might himself be trapped within a glass 

bottle.”12 Speak also points to Tactus from Thomas Tomkis’s 1607 allegorical comedy Lingua, 

or The Combat of the Tongue, and the Five Senses for Superiority. In order to sow disorder 

amongst the five senses and claim superiority, Lingua has Mendicio place a crown and royal 

robe in Tactus’s way. Tactus stumbles over them and then styles himself a king; yet when 

Olfactus comes along, Tactus feigns madness in order to keep the crown and robe secret: 

Lately I came from fine Fantastes’ house. 
No sooner had I parted out of doores, 
But up I held my hands before my face: 
To shield mine eyes from th’lights percing beames, 
When I protest I saw the Sunne as clear, 
Through these my palms as through a prospective. 
No marveile, for when I beheld my fingers: 
I saw my fingers neere transform’d to glasse, 
Opening my breast, my Breast was like a windowe, 
Through which I plainly did perceive my heart: 
In whose two Concaves I discerned my thoughts 
Confus’dly lodged in great multitudes… 
But when I had ariv’d and set me downe, 
Viewing my selfe, myselfe ay me was changed. 
As thou now seest to a perfect urinall… 
I am an urinall I dare not stir; 
For feare of cracking in the Bottome.13 
 

Tactus’s monologue ties together all the symptoms of the glass delusion: the erroneous belief 

that one is made of glass; the purported ability to see through one’s own body and into one’s own 

                                                
12 Gill Speak, “An Odd Kind of Melancholy: Reflections on the Glass Delusion in Europe (1440-
1680),” History of Psychiatry 1 (1990), 192-3. 
13 Thomas Tomkis, Lingua: or The combat of the tongue, and the fiue senses for superiority A 
pleasant comoedie. At London, Printed by G. Eld, for Simon Waterson (1607). 1.7. Early 
English Books Online. Web. 2 Jan 2014. 
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body, along with a corresponding ability to observe one’s own thoughts and, perhaps, a fear of 

being observed by others—as Speak notes, urinals (small glass flasks) were used by early 

modern physicians to collect urine samples in order to diagnose melancholia;14 and finally, the 

fear that one’s glass body could crack or break altogether. Perhaps the glass delusion informs 

King Lear, a play rife with cracked hearts and “side-piercing sight” (2.1.90, 4.6.85). Certainly 

the glass delusion is a concentrated example of the leaky, penetrable humoral body Gail Kern 

Paster describes in The Body Embarrassed.15 Tactus presents this melancholy not as an opaque 

madness but as an imaginable excess, a mental state that anyone—having visited the house of 

Fantasy—could find themselves caught in. 

Tactus feigns this melancholy as a diversion for Olfactus, screening his own thoughts—

greed for the crown and robe—with madness. Yet in order for Olfactus to follow Tactus’s ruse—

for Olfactus to come to believe that Tactus suffers from a delusion—Tactus must provide new 

theories of cognition for Olfactus to use. He does not simply pantomime his melancholy, acting 

as if he believes himself to be transparent, fragile glass. Without first encountering the idea of 

such a melancholic, Olfactus lacks a theory of how the glass delusion functions. Imagination, 

too, would have great difficulty discovering this root belief of such a melancholic’s anxieties, as 

the fear of transparency, deceit, and harm are common human fears that are not all rooted in a 

belief that one is made of glass. In order to overcome this difficulty, Tactus narrates his feigned 

mental state, providing an initial statement of his irrational belief—that he is made of glass—and 

then imaginatively walking Olfactus through the experience of the glass delusion, from the onset 

of the malaise, to his growing astonishment at his transparency and his confused thoughts, to his 

                                                
14 Speak, 195. 
15 Gail Kern Paster, The Body Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early 
Modern England, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1993). 
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fear that he will crack. Tactus’s ploy illustrates the difficulty inference and imagination have 

with incoherence when they act alone rather than in concert. However, when supplied with a 

psychological theory of the glass delusion—a concept that inferences can be based upon—a 

person can begin to imagine the experience of such a melancholic. Tactus performs as if his skull 

were made of glass indeed, revealing the experience of incoherence through inference and 

imagination. The incoherence of madness begins to become sense when viewed not as an 

incoherent mental state but as one that deviates from the normal, a deviation one can track and 

imagine.16 

 

II: Opaque Melancholy in The Two Noble Kinsmen  

 

In The Two Noble Kinsmen, the Jailer’s Daughter’s melancholy proves equally opaque to 

inference and imagination. At times Shakespeare and Fletcher place the Jailer’s Daughter in her 

madness before others who attempt to diagnose her situation; at other times, they present her 

internal, affective experience through soliloquy. This section will assess the way her antic scenes 

allow her fellow characters to inferentially diagnose her condition without recourse to empathy, 

and then trace the way her series of soliloquies encourages an empathic, imaginative connection 

with the reader. Shakespeare and Fletcher’s play depicts communication as collaboration 

between inference and imagination. Communication based on only one mode of mindreading can 

fail, breaking down before more exceptional mental states such as madness. By analyzing 

fragments of 3.2 and 4.3 from The Two Noble Kinsmen, I argue that Shakespeare and Fletcher 

                                                
16  A modern parallel to the glass delusion may be Morgellon’s disease, a condition where 
sufferers report that fibers and other non-organic particles are emerging from their skin. See 
Leslie Jamison, The Empathy Exams, (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2014), 27-56. 
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present a theatrical collaboration of inference and imagination that can represent exceptional 

mental states.17 

Shakespeare and Fletcher’s portrayal of the Jailer’s Daughter offers a history of her 

madness, presenting the audience with a brief social scene where she praises Palamon and 

Arcite, a series of four soliloquies where she gradually slips into madness, the Wooer’s report of 

her attempted suicide, and a series of social scenes where her madness is analyzed by strangers 

and then friends and family. The soliloquies and the Wooer’s report are largely imaginative: 

rather than appeal to a list of symptoms or to theories of madness, these speeches recreate the 

Jailer’s Daughter’s mental and emotional perspective, projecting it onto nature and displaying it 

for the audience. As she says in her last soliloquy, “I am very cold and all the stars are out too, / 

The little stars and all, that look like aglets; / The sun has seen my folly.—Palamon!—” (3.4.1-

3).  These lines paint the image of her sorrow upon the night stars: her shame is reflected in the 

missing sun that saw her reckless actions and her beloved, a sun that is now, like Palamon, 

absent. Likewise, the Wooer’s speech invites the reader to imagine how “she wept, and sung 

again, and sighed” (4.1.92), only to see her flee when the Wooer approaches her: 

She saw me, and straight sought the flood; I save her, 
And set her safe to land, when presently 
She slipped away and to the city made, 
With such a cry and swiftness that, believe me, 
She left me far behind her. (4.1.95-9) 
 

                                                
17 Since I will be discussing the arc of the Jailer’s Daughter’s character as a whole, I am less 
interested in disputing which scenes are written by which author and more in the result of those 
collaborations. As Lois Potter notes in her introduction to The Two Noble Kinsmen, “The actors 
and audience of a television series perceive it as a coherent whole despite the inconsistencies that 
result from its being written over a long period of time and by several different authors. Actors 
and audiences of this play, similarly, have little difficulty in ignoring its apparent 
contradictions.” Lois Potter, ed., Two Noble Kinsmen, John Fletcher and William Shakespeare, 
(London: Arden Shakespeare, 1997), 34. 
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The Wooer presents these facts largely without commentary, narrating her madness at length. 

Conversely, the Doctor uses inference to diagnose and (attempt to) treat her illness, calling it 

“not an engrafted madness, but a most thick and profound melancholy,” emphasizing the 

temporary (and curable) nature of her malady (4.3.44-5). The Wooer and the Doctor each seek to 

understand the Jailer’s Daughter, and their approaches exemplify imagination and inference, 

respectively. The social scenes, however, do not fit neatly into either category. Rather than seek 

to understand her, the strangers of 3.5 and the friends and family of 4.1 instead humor her, 

accommodating their speech to her delusions. The strangers do this to take advantage of the 

Jailer’s Daughter, using her as a dancing madwoman. The friends and family seek to heal her, 

accommodating her delusions in the medical tradition of dolus ad bonum, the beneficial 

falsehood.18 Though he takes little part, the Doctor encourages the group to play along with her 

delusions, “It is a falsehood she is in, which is with falsehoods to be combated” (4.3.87-8).19 

Rather than deny the Jailer’s Daughter’s delusions, her family engages her with a sense of play, 

participating in her delusions and by so doing talking with her, laughing with her, and—they 

hope—drawing her back to normalcy. Despite their disparate aims, each group acts only on a 

partial understanding of the Jailer’s Daughter’s mind. In order to communicate with her, the 

Doctor and the family must collaborate, combining inference and imagination. 

The Doctor does not communicate with the Jailer’s Daughter at first, instead observing 

her symptoms, inquiring after her menstrual cycle (4.3.1-2), commenting on the nonsense she 

speaks—“How prettily she’s amiss!” (4.3.28-9)—and eventually concluding that her inordinate 

                                                
18 Winfried Schleiner, Medical Ethics in the Renaissance (Washington DC: Georgetown Univ. 
Press, 1995), 12. 
19 For more on early modern treatments for greensickness, see Ursula Potter, “Navigating the 
Dangers of Female Puberty in Renaissance Drama,” SEL Studies in English Literature 1500-
1900, 53.2 (Spring 2013), 421-439. 
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love of Palamon has produced her madness: “That intemperate surfeit of her eye hath 

distempered the other senses; they may return and settle again to execute their preordained 

faculties, but they are now in a most extravagant vagary” (4.3.69-72). The Doctor produces his 

diagnosis through question and observation rather than by imagining the Jailer’s Daughter’s 

subjective perspective. He tests theories during the brief scene and draws inferences based upon 

her symptoms. As Robert Burton describes the subject of love melancholy (or greensickness): 

“leane, pale, holloweyed, their eyes are hidden in their heads, they pine away, & looke ill with 

waking, cares, sighes, want of appetite, &c.”20 If the Jailer’s Daughter has gazed too much upon 

Palamon, then it is that intemperance of sight that has unbalanced her mind. Common to medical 

practice in the period, the Doctor prescribes a custom cure, combining sensory deprivation with 

well-meaning falsehoods.21 To purge the surfeit of sight, the Doctor asks that they “Confine her 

to a place where the light may rather seem to steal in than be permitted” (4.3.74-5). To purge the 

surfeit of desire, he prescribes that the Wooer plays the part of Palamon, providing a socially 

suitable (and available) object for her desires. This play is dolus ad bonum, and it is only within 

this context that the Doctor ever actually speaks to the Jailer’s Daughter, playing along with her 

delusions exactly twice in their final scene (5.2.73, 5.2.90-93). To him, she is a set of symptoms, 

a variety of cognitive variables that can be restored to balance through the right knowledge and 

the proper mixture of medical practices, practices that he himself will delegate. Communication 

is irrelevant. The cure is all. 

                                                
20 Burton almost seems to be quoting Rosalind’s marks of love: “A lean cheek, which you have 
not; a blue eye and sunken, which you have not; an unquestionable spirit, which you have not; a 
beard neglected, which you have not” (AYLI 3.2.359-2). Robert Burton, The Anatomy of 
Melancholy (1621), 596, EEBO, Sep 3, 2013. 
21 For a brief history of improvised cures in early modern medical practice, see Carol Thomas 
Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture 
(London: Cornell UP, 2004), 71-83. 
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Conversely, the soliloquies of the Jailer’s Daughter work to reconstruct understanding, if 

not communication, between madness and the norm. The four soliloquies take the reader step by 

step from the Jailer’s Daughter’s infatuation with Palamon, to her plan to free him, to her night 

alone in the woods. As she contemplates the effects of Palamon’s freedom in the final soliloquy 

(3.2), she finds herself on the brink of madness: 

How stand I then? 
All’s chared when he [Palamon] is gone. No, no, I lie; 
My father’s to be hanged for his escape, 
Myself to beg, if I prized life so much 
As to deny my act, but that I would not, 
Should I try death by dozens. I am moped; 
Food took I none these two days, 
Sipped some water. I have not closed mine eyes 
Save when my lids scoured off their brine. Alas, 
Dissolve, my life; let not my sense unsettle, 
Lest I should drown, or stab, or hang myself. 
O state of nature, fail together in me, 
Since thy best props are warped! (3.2.20-32) 
 

One can see Shakespeare’s technique for representing emotionally heightened speech in these 

lines: enjambment, shifts of focus mid-sentence and mid-line, and telling deviations from iambic 

pentameter, such as the eleventh syllable in line 29 (“unsettle”), a questioning note before she 

utters the possibility of suicide. 22  Also interesting here is the progression of ideas in this 

soliloquy, the route her trauma takes. Early in the soliloquy she worries over Palamon’s absence, 

the howls of wolves who may have eaten him, and the possibility of her beloved’s death: “How 

stand I then?” Yet she finds a moment of clarity and thinks of her father’s punishment for letting 

Palamon escape prison, then turns to contemplate her own future, begging, or dying for freeing 

Palamon. Then comes the simple phrase, “I am moped,” followed by a slow, seven-syllable line. 

The Jailer’s Daughter recognizes the symptoms of melancholy and bewilderment in herself, and 

                                                
22 Neely describes this “peculiar language” of mad characters as distinctly Shakespearean (49-
50). 
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her first wish is for the dissolution of her life, a sudden nonexistence that will prevent her from 

becoming unsettled and committing suicide. In a last moment of sanity before she succumbs to 

madness, the Jailor’s Daughter wishes not to be rather than to go mad and take her own life. Her 

wits, the “best props” of nature, are warped, and she fears her self will soon be divided against 

herself. 

This passage models the imaginative approach to character, emphasizing imagination 

over inference. Even when the Jailor’s Daughter mentions symptoms of melancholy (no appetite, 

little thirst, no sleep), she does so not to provide a diagnosis—as does the Doctor—but to remind 

herself how far from the routines of daily life she has come. Instead, the soliloquy provides a 

step-by-step presentation of the Jailer’s Daughter’s decline into madness, moving from 

emotional distress at Palamon’s plight to apprehensive distraction at her father’s fate and then 

her own desire for dissolution. The soliloquy allows the audience to inhabit her perspective, 

contemplating the experience of such a decline through the interiority offered by the soliloquy 

form. Yet the soliloquies only carry the audience to the brink of her madness; after she admits 

the desire for her own dissolution, she leaves the stage and never returns in such a self-revelatory 

fashion, instead uttering the far more opaque ramblings of madness. 

The Wooer’s account of her near-drowning serves nearly the same function as the 

soliloquies, documenting both the affect of her madness and the effect it has upon the Wooer as 

he tries to communicate with her: “I made in to her. / She saw me, and straight sought the flood; 

I saved her, / And set her safe to land” (4.1.94-6). The Wooer tries to understand the Jailer’s 

Daughter yet she flees his attempt to make contact; he can save her body from drowning, but he 

cannot reach her mind: “believe me, / She left me far behind her” (4.1.98-9). While such 

imaginative empathy may appear to be more compassionate than the Doctor’s method, 
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approaching the madwoman as a person to be understood and saved rather than as an illness to 

be cured or a riddle to be answered—an object—neither inference nor imagination alone allows 

communication to take place. The Doctor never tries to reach out to the Jailer’s Daughter, only 

analyzing her from afar. The Wooer—and the reader, by extension—may take her part, 

imagining her suffering and empathizing with her plight, but when he reaches for her she flees. 

How then can one communicate with madness? 

In The Two Noble Kinsmen, one can see the collaboration between inference and 

imagination in dolus ad bonum, the beneficial falsehood. If, as Carol Thomas Neely suggests, 

one can understand madness in the early modern period primarily as distraction, “a temporary 

derailing” or unsettling of mental life,23 one can understand (and perhaps treat) the mad by 

adopting their perspective, becoming a bit derailed oneself. A combination of inference and 

imagination, mindreading is predicated upon shared theories of human thought and behavior and 

upon shared cognitive abilities. Madness unsettles this synchronicity between minds by 

introducing patterns of thought that significantly deviate from the norm. By tracking the Jailer’s 

Daughter’s decline into madness and her reactions to the Doctor’s proposed cures, Shakespeare 

and Fletcher provide a thought experiment for cognitive science that complicates an 

understanding of mindreading. Denying the delusions of the Jailer’s Daughter would, according 

to the Doctor, accomplish little good, instead alienating her and driving her further from the 

community of mindreaders. By humoring the Jailer’s Daughter—”To comply with the humour 

of; to soothe or gratify by compliance; to indulge”24—her friends and family align themselves 

with her unsettled thinking. As they extend their understanding to her delusions, the Jailer’s 

                                                
23 Ibid., 2. 
24 Incidentally, the OED cites Shakespeare’s 1598 Love’s Labour’s Lost with the first use of 
“humor” as a verb. “humor, verb,” definition 1. OED. 
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Daughter can begin to understand her friends and family in turn. Such healing via the community 

can be seen in the history of Gheel, Belgium: Gheel was the medieval site of the shrine of Saint 

Dympna, and has for centuries acted as a “town reserved for the mad, who are housed there in 

individual and homelike domiciles.”25 Judith S. Neaman writes, 

There patients have been spared hospitalization by being cared for in special 
family environments which are constructed to receive and treat the mentally ill in 
circumstances which simulate as closely as possible the freedom and warmth of 
real families. The result, however, has been the creation of a village of the insane. 
Everyone knows it is a village of madmen, but, because of its social structure, the 
sane caretakers are frequently visibly indistinguishable from their insane 
patients.26 
 

The Doctor seeks to reorient the Jailer’s Daughter through this communication, creating an 

environment like Gheel that treats madness through community: “This may bring her to eat, to 

sleep, and reduce what’s now out of square in her into their former law and regiment” (4.3.94-6). 

According to the Doctor, madness is in part created and perpetuated by a dearth of 

communication. Beneficial falsehood, a sense of play, can bridge the gap between mad and sane. 

Such play does not only wish to understand madness; it wishes to be understood in turn, to 

communicate. 

The Doctor’s call for play is less a prescription than a description of the way the Jailer’s 

Daughter’s community has already begun to cope with her madness. The Schoolmaster and 

countrymen encourage her jokes and have her lead their dance before Theseus (3.5.73-91, 

136sd). After the Wooer’s report of her near suicide, the Jailer and the Jailer’s Brother humor her 

songs and her delusions: when the Jailer’s Daughter asks, “Where’s my wedding gown?” the 
                                                
25 Judith S. Neaman, Suggestion of the Devil: The Origins of Madness (New York: Anchor 
Books, 1975), 35. 
26 Ibid., 187. Foucault, too, mentions Gheel, describing it as “a shrine that became a ward, a holy 
land where madness hoped for deliverance, but where man enacted, according to the old themes, 
a sort of ritual division.” Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the 
Age of Reason, Trans. by Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988), 10. 
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Brother responds, “I’ll bring it tomorrow” (4.1.109); when she asks her father, “You are master 

of a ship?” he replies “Yes,” agreeing to use an imaginary compass to set their course “to th’ 

wood, where Palamon / Lies longing” (4.1.141-4). The family takes up the operation of the ship 

of her delusions: 

Ugh! Ugh! Ugh! 
’Tis up!—The wind’s fair!—Top the bowline!— 
Out with the mainsail!—Where’s your whistle, master? (4.1.146-8) 

 
One friend plays the role of the pilot while another plays helmsmen, and the Jailer’s Daughter 

ends the scene by navigating, through song, by the moon: “When Cynthia with her borrowed 

light (etc.)” (4.1.153). This play continues under the Doctor’s supervision, as the Wooer plays 

the role of Palamon and prepares to marry the Jailer’s Daughter (5.2). 

The resolution The Two Noble Kinsmen offers is both collaborative and theatrical, but it 

is also inconclusive. “But you shall not hurt me,” the Jailer’s Daughter says to the Wooer, “If 

you do, love, I’ll cry” (5.2.111, 112). She exits a final time, and the reader does not know if she 

will be cured. What readers can know is that, late in his career, Shakespeare once again 

addresses madness through a combination of inference and imagination, producing a theatrical 

sense of play that offers understanding, communication, and possibly cure. The play reflects the 

processes of its production, and Shakespeare’s evolving approach to his own characters—and his 

notion of how readers might approach those characters—likewise reflects his awareness of 

theatre as a collaborative process, one that combines writers, actors, and spectators to produce, 

and communicate with, fictional minds. 
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III: Cognitive Science and Deficit Models of Disability 

 

The split between inferential and imaginative presentations of madness is common in 

Shakespeare’s plays, from Lady Macbeth to Ophelia to King Lear, yet a dolus ad bonum 

approach to madness is more rare. One notable exception is in King Lear, 27  when Edgar 

masquerades as a mad beggar to cure his father Gloucester’s suicidal distraction, a scene Jan 

Kott describes as “grotesque” with “something of a circus about it.”28 Why doesn’t Edgar tell his 

father who he is? Why the grotesque ruse? Perhaps Edgar resorts to such a scheme because 

madness, as is clear in The Two Noble Kinsmen, thwarts straightforward communication between 

the sane and the mad. To communicate with the mad, one must become an actor, playing along 

and crediting the world of madness with truth. Yet insofar as Edgar intends his deception to be a 

cure for Gloucester’s distraction—”Why I do trifle thus with his despair / Is done to cure it” (Lr. 

4.6.33-4)—Edgar’s bit of theatre produces temporary results: Gloucester soon despairs of life 

once more, asking Oswald to kill him (4.6.226-7), and his emotional distress is still great enough 

to break his heart when Edgar finally reveals himself (5.3.195-8). This type of distress, caused by 

misrecognition and misread minds, drives King Lear and leads to the tragic consequences of the 

play. 

Shakespeare shares with cognitive science an interest in exceptional mental states. Within 

the cognitive sciences, processes of mindreading are studied in contrast to states of mind where 

mindreading is impaired or altogether absent, such as in early childhood,29  empathy deficit 

                                                
27 Other brief instances of dolus ad bonum include Polonius’ treatment of Hamlet and the Fool’s 
treatment of King Lear. 
28 Jan Kott, Shakespeare Our Contemporary, trans. Boleslaw Taborski (London: Norton, 1974), 
147. 
29 Doherty, Theory of Mind. 
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disorders,30 and animals.31 However, defining the norm in this way is tautological: madness is 

defined by what madness is not. For instance, mental illnesses such as Psychopathy, Narcissism, 

and Machiavellianism—known as the dark triad—are all defined by a deficit in affective 

empathy (a form of imagination).32 Yet how can one mindread such incoherent minds? Cognitive 

science struggles with the same issue that Shakespeare and Fletcher represent in The Two Noble 

Kinsmen. In the section that follows I will focus on contemporary theories of autism and the 

difficulties theories of mindreading have in depicting the minds of people with autism. The idea 

of theatrical play can strengthen theories of mindreading, for a balance of inference and 

imagination encourages mindreaders to consider others in their own cognitive terms rather than 

in terms of cognitive deficits.  

If one wishes to read the mind of a person with autism, and one theorizes that people with 

autism lack empathy, one can infer that a person with autism will not make decisions based upon 

empathy. One could perhaps imagine him or herself in the position of the person with autism and 

discount one’s own capacity for empathy. According to such a theory of autism, however, both 

inference and imagination result in negative pronouncements: they read what a person with 

autism could not experience—by definition—rather than suggesting what the person with autism 

does experience. As Robert B. Pierce sardonically notes in an essay on stereotypes of blindness 

in King Lear, “We all grow up in a world that thinks it knows what it is like to be blind. After all, 

we can shut our eyes and then try to find our way about a room, so we believe we know what the 

                                                
30 Simon Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness. 
31 Robert W. Lurz, Mindreading Animals: the Debate over What Animals Know about Other 
Minds (MIT Press, 2011). 
32 See Michael Wai and Niko Tiliopoulos, “The affective and cognitive empathic nature of the 
dark triad of personality,” Personality and Individual Differences 52 (2012), 794–799. 
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day-to-day experience of a blind person must be.”33 This stereotyped model of blindness defines 

blindness as a lack of sight, and in so doing omits the day-to-day experience of sightlessness and 

how a blind person navigates his or her world. Or as Cary Wolfe expresses this idea in his 

discussion of Temple Grandin’s Thinking in Pictures, “what we traditionally think of as 

disability can be a powerful and unique form of abledness.”34  

Autism serves as an interesting case study for theories of mindreading, since autism is in 

part defined by mindreading deficits. Simon Baron-Cohen characterizes autism as an inability to 

process shared attention in social situations; he notes that some of the symptoms of autism 

“include lack of normal eye contact, lack of normal social awareness or appropriate social 

behavior…one-sidedness in interaction, and inability to join a social group.”35 Baron-Cohen 

attributes this cluster of symptoms to a defecit in mindreading, specifically a deficit in the part of 

mindreading he refers to as the shared-attention mechanism (SAM): “SAM’s principal function 

is to build triadic representations, which are needed to specify and verify that the self and another 

agent are attending to the same object or event.”36 For two people to both look at a freshly 

brewed pot of coffee, and to recognize that they are both looking at the coffee, they have to be 

able to generate a triadic representation—you, I, and the coffee—that registers the act of looking, 

the import of such a gaze—that one sees what one looks at—and the calculation that they are 

both in fact looking at the same object. Baron-Cohen notes: 

In most children with autism, SAM [the shared-attention mechanism] does not 
appear to be working through any modality—vision, touch, or audition. By and 
large, they bring an object over to someone, or point an object out, or lead 
someone to an object and place the person’s hand on it, only when they want the 

                                                
33 Robert B. Pierce, “I Stumbled When I Saw”: Interpreting Gloucester’s Blindness in King 
Lear,” Philosophy and Literature 36 (2012), 154. 
34 Wolfe, 137. 
35 Simon Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness, 62-3. 
36 Ibid., 64. 
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person to operate that object or to get it for them. This is not shared attention in 
any sense; these behaviors are primarily instrumental, and do not indicate a desire 
to share interest with another person for its own sake.37 
 

For whatever neurological reason, many children with autism have great difficulty constructing 

triadic representations, a difficulty that can also affect their ability to represent the current beliefs 

of others as well as their own past beliefs. To recall what one believed in the past requires a triad: 

the current self, the past self, and the former belief. 

If, as appears to be the case, most children with autism really are unaware of the 
appearance-reality distinction, as well as being blind to their own past thoughts 
and to other people’s possibly different thoughts, their world must be largely 
dominated by current perceptions and sensations. Furthermore, much of the social 
world must appear unpredictable and therefore even frightening.38 
 

Note here that Baron-Cohen predicts—or mindreads—what it must be like to be autistic: 

difficulty building triadic representations leads to an overflow of “current perceptions and 

sensations.” Baron-Cohen has crafted a new theory of how an autistic mind functions—with a 

deficit in SAM and triadic representations—and then, based upon that ground of inference, 

imagines what it could be like to be autistic. He performs an act of mindreading, a process that, 

in his studies, is defined in part by the disability of autists. As Baron-Cohen sums up in his 2003 

The Essential Difference: Male and Female Brains and the Truth About Autism, “Autism is an 

empathy disorder: those with autism have major difficulties in ‘mindreading’ or putting 

themselves into someone else’s shoes, imagining the world through someone else’s eyes and 

responding appropriately to someone else’s feelings.”39 Yet such a theory of autism gets one no 

closer to understanding the experience of being autistic: by defining autism through mindreading 

deficits, the minds of autistic persons become unreadable. 

                                                
37 Ibid., 69. 
38 Ibid., 82. 
39 Simon Baron-Cohen, The Essential Difference: Male and Female Brains and the Truth About 
Autism (Cambridge, MA: Basic Books, 2003). 137. 



 

 182 

 In the research of autism, at least, work is being done to overcome the standard models of 

deficient cognition. Kamila Markram and Henry Markram oppose deficit-oriented theories of 

autism with their Intense World Theory, reframing autism not as disability but as hyperactivity: 

In contrast to other deficit-oriented theories of autism, the Intense World Theory 
points out that enhanced brain functioning may lie at the heart of autism. In this 
light, autistic individuals may in general—and not only in exceptional cases—
exhibit enhanced perception, attention, and memory capabilities and it is in fact 
these capabilities, which may turn the world too intense and even aversive and 
lead to many of the autistic symptoms including withdrawal and social 
avoidance.40 
 

Exposure to chemicals such as valproic acid (VPA) can cause neonatal damage to the brain stem, 

damage which leads to autism.41 Markram and Markram exposed fetal rats to valproic acid and 

studied the effects of the resulting brain damage, which resulted in hyperactive cognition rather 

than a deficit therein. 42  In their study, Markram and Markram identified four modes of 

hyperactive modes of cognition that could result from this damage: “hyper-perception, hyper-

attention, hyper-memory,…and hyper-emotionality.”43 This hyperactivity grants the autist a more 

intense experience of the world than a normal brain would grant him or her. Insofar as this over-

stimulation causes fear and anxiety, it could cause an autist to withdraw from the world: “At its 

peak, the environment could become excessively intense and set in motion a systematic 

regression to where the brain is forced to take refuge in a highly specialized ‘cocoon’ where 

                                                
40 Kamila Markram and Henry Markram, “The Intense World Theory—A Unifying Theory of 
the Neurobiology of Autism,” Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 4 (2010), article 224, 22. 
41 Ibid., 2. 
42 “The Intense World Theory proposes that autistic traits could emerge if a molecular syndrome 
is activated that sensitizes gene expression pathways to respond excessively to environmental 
stimulation. Under normal conditions such pathways would enable enriched environments to 
nurture brain development, but if these pathways are sensitized, then environmental stimulation 
may cause exaggerated and accelerated development of the brain” (Ibid., 8). 
43 Ibid., 2. Emphasis in original. 
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extremes and surprises are actively avoided and blocked out.”44 As such, Markram and Markram 

interpret the social symptoms of autism as side effects of this “cocoon” rather than as deficits:  

The lack of social interaction in autism may therefore not be because of deficits in 
the ability to process social and emotional cues, but because a sub-set of cues are 
overly intense, compulsively attended to, excessively processed and remembered 
with frightening clarity and intensity. Typical autistic symptoms, such as averted 
eye gaze, social withdrawal, and lack of communication, may be explained by an 
initial over-awareness of sensory and social fragments of the environment, which 
may be so intense, that avoidance is the only refuge.45 
 

From this perspective, the primary symptoms of autism are the types of hyperactive cognition 

Markram and Markram have identified. The social symptoms are in fact secondary, defense 

mechanisms against a suddenly intense and overwhelming world that the autist cannot help but 

perceive through the lens of hyperactivity. While Baron-Cohen’s theory of autism works by 

negation, declaring which cognitive faculties an autistic person cannot use without difficulty, 

Markram and Markram’s Intense World Theory provides a tool that enables rather than frustrates 

mindreading. As such, it acts as an inferential theory of autistic cognition that initiates the 

imagination of other minds. Without that lens of hyperactivity, autistic behavior is opaque. With 

that lens, the incoherence of autism is dispelled. 

 

IV: Shakespeare’s Use of Incoherence in King Lear 
 

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia, 
The gods themselves throw incense. 

—King Lear 5.3.20-1 
 

 While cognitive science strives to dispel such opacity and make sense of atypical mental 

states, Shakespeare pushes his characters up to the edge of such incoherence in order to drive his 

                                                
44 Ibid., 9. 
45 Ibid., 10. 
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plays toward comic closure (in The Two Noble Kinsmen) or tragic consequences. In 

Shakespeare’s King Lear, Lear begins the play largely incoherent to the other characters onstage: 

he abdicates his crown, divides his kingdom into thirds, and disowns his favorite daughter 

Cordelia, all without justifying his actions. In this play Shakespeare is deliberately creating the 

type of incoherence that cognitive science struggles to theorize. As he does in The Two Noble 

Kinsmen, in King Lear Shakespeare portrays an incoherent character that cannot be understood 

through inference or imagination alone. In The Two Noble Kinsmen, Shakespeare and Fletcher 

reveal how the Jailer’s Daughter’s melancholy makes her difficult to read, tracking her slow 

descent into madness and the stages of treatment the Doctor proposes. In King Lear, Shakespeare 

offers no such progression, instead immediately confronting his readers with Lear’s most 

inexplicable act, his rejection of Cordelia. Shakespeare challenges his readers to imagine Lear’s 

suffering without first recommending an inferential frame for that act of imagination. As such, 

King Lear emphasizes the tragic consequences of misreading minds by placing the burden of 

accurate reading upon the reader. 

Gloucester’s blinding in King Lear illustrates the blend of inference and imagination 

called for by the play. When Cornwall cries, “Upon these eyes of thine I’ll set my foot,” gouging 

out Gloucester’s eye, a spectator’s reaction to the pain portrayed onstage will most often be 

immediate and visceral (3.7.67). As Robert B. Pierce notes: 

Whether the heel that destroys Gloucester’s eye is metaphoric or real and 
physical, as in some modern productions where Cornwall uses his spurred boot, 
Cornwall commits an act so repulsive that older performances often evaded its 
staging altogether. Whether implied or actual, the spectacle triggers our deep-
seated human fears, no doubt biologically based as an automatic reaction to 
protect our vulnerable eyes.46 
 

                                                
46 Pierce, 157. 
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Watching Gloucester’s blinding can cause a spectator to flinch, catching Gloucester’s fear and 

linking it to the spectator’s own experience of—and aversion toward—pain. Understanding the 

pain of others involves mapping that pain upon one’s own body, remembering the experience of 

pain the fear of pain, and adapting those memories to another’s situation. Such embodied 

concepts rely on one’s own experiences and instinctual responses. As Patrick Colm Hogan 

writes, “We respond to the present in terms of the collective effort of the traces left in our 

memories by the past.”47  

Mindreading the characters in this scene, however, goes beyond empathically registering 

their pain. Gloucester is dutifully standing by Lear his king (and for that king as a proxy upon 

which Cornwall can exert his tortures), enduring the interrogation and torture that he feared 

would come from his loyalty (3.3.17-8). Cornwall believes that he is punishing a traitor; his 

cruelty is mixed with a tyrant’s self-righteous wrath, “which men / May blame but not control” 

(3.7.26-7). The blinding is not just a painful experience for Gloucester. He calls upon his bastard 

son Edmund to “enkindle all the sparks of nature / To quit this horrid act,” the unjust and 

unnatural retribution of an usurper (3.7.85-6). Gloucester’s subsequent suffering comes not only 

from the pain of his physical blindness but also from Regan’s revelation that Edmund has 

betrayed Gloucester: “It was he / That made the overture of thy treasons to us, / Who is too good 

to pity thee” (3.7.87-9). The natural order is overturned, loyalty exchanged for treachery, and 

Gloucester finds himself responsible for trusting the wrong child (one of many moments where 

Gloucester’s life mirrors Lear’s). Imagination is not sufficient for a reader or a spectator to 

understand Gloucester’s character in this moment, for Shakespeare’s audience must also employ 

larger, inferential notions of loyalty, justice, and regret. 

                                                
47 Hogan is drawing on the work of the philosopher Abhinavagupta. Hogan, 156. 
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This emphasis upon the readers’ power and responsibility is intentional on Shakespeare’s 

part and is a result of the way he adapts his source material, omitting explicit motivations from 

his own play in order to make Lear more opaque to his audience. In The Tragical Historie of 

King Leir, a 1605 source for Shakespeare’s play, King Leir opens the action by delivering a 

monologue to his assembled nobles explaining the motivations behind his abdication.48 The 

speech occurs immediately after the funeral for his “deceast and dearest Queen” (1.1.2). Leir 

plans to marry off all three of his daughters, “for wanting now their mothers good advice” they 

may become like “a ship without a sterne, / Or silly sheep without a Pastors care” (15-6). Leir 

protests that fathers can “governe sonnes” but not daughters, and therefore he has no good 

counsel for them (19). Finally, he mentions his lack of a male heir (21) and his extreme age: 

“One foot already hangeth in the grave” (24). After some token advice from his nobles, Leir 

resolves to marry Gonorill to Cornwall, Ragan to Cambria, and Cordella to “some King within 

this Ile,” despite Cordella’s vow to never marry “unless love allows” (67, 62). The noble Perillus 

warns Leir not to “force love, where fancy cannot dwell,” but Leir insists on finding a husband 

for Cordella, and he lights upon the idea of the test “To try which of my daughters loves me best: 

/ Which till I know, I cannot be in rest” (76-9). He presumes that Cordella will “protest” the 

“best” (84). In the next scene the noble Skallinger reports all this to Gonorill and Ragan, who 

express their envy of Cordella (97-125) and plan to flatter Leir in order to make Cordella’s 

refusal to marry seem rebellious (171-86). 

All of this material is absent from Shakespeare’s text, save Lear’s desire to “unburdened 

crawl toward death” (1.1.40). In the absence of these foregrounded motivations, Lear’s reaction 

                                                
48 Anon. The True Chronicle Historie of King Leir. (1605). Narrative and Dramatic Sources of 
Shakespeare. Volume VII. Ed. Geoffrey Bullough (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), 
337-402. 
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to Cordelia becomes a moment of misreading with tragic consequences. Shakespeare omits the 

death of Lear’s wife, Goneril and Regan’s foreknowledge of the love test, and Cordelia’s desire 

to marry for love. As Mustapha Fahmi notes, “One of the things we learn from the study of 

Shakespeare’s sources is that whenever he takes a story from someone else, and a story is always 

a story of someone doing something, he usually starts by removing any clear motive underlying 

the action. By so doing, he opens his characters’ actions and omissions to a variety of different 

readings.”49 This variety of readings comes, in part, from the dual methods of inferential and 

imaginative mindreading. Since any given reader can approach Shakespeare’s characters with 

inference, imagination, or a combination of the two, readings of characters’ minds can differ 

widely in method. When Shakespeare pares away the explicit motivations for his characters’ 

actions, the burden of constructing those characters shifts away from the text and toward the 

reader. This diversity of readings leads to a diversity in literary criticism: for instance, William 

Dodd reads King Lear in the traditions of both character criticism and the historicist and 

materialist emphasis on traces of feudalism in the play;50 Claire McEachern draws an analogy 

between spiritual faith and affective relationships against the backdrop of Calvinist anxieties;51 

Andrew Hadfield brings in the context of early modern anxieties about Elizabeth I’s 

succession;52 Philippa Kelly draws on performance history to analyze various stagings of the 

                                                
49 Fahmi, 131. 
50 William Dodd, “Impossible Worlds: What Happens in King Lear, Act 1, Scene 1?” 
Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 50, No. 4 (Winter, 1999), 477-507. 
51 Claire McEachern, “Figures of Fidelity: Believing in King Lear,” Modern Philology, Vol. 98, 
No. 2, Religion, Gender, and the Writing of Women: Historicist Essays in Honor of Janel 
Mueller (Nov., 2000) 211-230. 
52 Andrew Hadfield, “The Power and Rights of the Crown in Hamlet and King Lear: ‘The King: 
The King's to Blame,’” The Review of English Studies, New Series, Vol. 54, No. 217 (Nov., 
2003), 566-586. 



 

 188 

three sisters through a feminist lens;53 and Laurie Shannon reads King Lear’s animal imagery in 

terms of early modern taxonomy.54 While these examples are by no means exhaustive, they 

illustrate the many interpretative frames critics can apply to explicate King Lear’s behavior. 

Joseph Wittreich offers an intriguing frame in The Image of that Horror, where he reads 

King Lear in terms of apocalypse: “There is no rejoicing here, and no exhilaration,” because 

King Lear characterizes “a world of which this play is only the herald—a world in which man 

creates his own life, shapes his own history, one which may collapse in ruins but from which 

man may also struggle up again from the wreckage and, through hope, create the very world he 

contemplates.”55 Wittreich plays on the two meanings of apocalypse: 1) “a disaster resulting in 

drastic, irreversible damage to human society or the environment, esp. on a global scale; a 

cataclysm”; and 2) “any revelation or disclosure.”56 Wittreich argues that, through the invocation 

of apocalyptic imagery and the successive overthrow of the various theodicies of suffering in the 

play (astrological, religious, and philosophical), Shakespeare prophesies a world free from 

idealized systems of thought (idealisms) “projected outside of human life and human history,” 

which “turn men from subjects into objects.”57  

Aesthetically, King Lear can also create that world through an apocalypse of language, 

encouraging readers to engage inferentially and imaginatively with theatre by paring away the 

elements of character the text provides. Here, the “sacrifices” are not the propitiatory 

                                                
53 Philippa Kelly, “See What Breeds about Her Heart: King Lear, Feminism, and 
Performance,” Renaissance Drama, New Series, Vol. 33 (2004), 137-157. 
54 Laurie Shannon, “Poor, Bare, Forked: Animal Sovereignty, Human Negative Exceptionalism, 
and the Natural History of King Lear,” Shakespeare Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 2 (Summer 2009), 
168-196. 
55 Joseph Wittreich, “An Image of that Horror”: History, Prophecy, and Apocalypse in King Lear 
(San Marino: Huntington Library, 1984), 128.  
56 “apocalypse,” OED, Web, March 19 2014. 
57 Wittreich, 127. 
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imprisonment and martyrdom of Cordelia (and perhaps of Lear as well) which urge the gods to 

“throw incense” and acknowledge the actions of man. Instead, the sacrifices are inference and 

imagination, which enable both actor and audience member to engage with the minds of 

characters. King Lear is an apocalypse of language, not in an epistemological, Beckettian sense 

where words cease to signify, but in a social, communicative sense. Language breaks down at the 

level of mindreading, as Lear hears what others say but misreads the minds behind the words.  

Lear disowns Cordelia after giving her six opportunities to pronounce her love for him. 

First she says “Nothing,” which Lear parrots back to her as a question—“Nothing?”—then as a 

quip: “nothing will come of nothing. Speak again” (1.1.87, 90). Lear notes that Cordelia is 

reluctant to declare her love in such a public setting, and though his quip refers to the economic 

consequences—no flattery equals no dowry—he gives Cordelia another chance to play the game. 

Next Cordelia expands her thought, saying, “Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave / My heart into 

my mouth. I love your majesty / According to my bond, no more nor less” (1.1.91-3). Rather 

than again read reluctance in her words, Lear reads insult; Cordelia is continuing to refuse to 

play: “Mend your speech a little, / Lest you may mar your fortunes” (1.1.94-5). At last, Cordelia 

speaks at length: 

Good my lord, 
You have begot me, bred me, loved 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 
Half my love with him, half my care and duty. 
Sure I shall never marry like my sisters 
To love my father all. (1.1.95-104) 
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The first third of this monologue is a perfunctory declaration of Cordelia’s duty, strict adherence 

to the rules of this public love test, but the last two thirds accuse her sisters of flattery. Lear 

responds by posing two more questions to Cordelia: 

LEAR     But goes thy heart with this? 
CORDELIA     Ay, my good lord. 
LEAR     So young and so untender? 
CORDELIA     So young, my lord, and true. (1.1.105-8) 
 

Now Lear reacts without pause, declaring her “a stranger to my heart and me” (1.1.107, 16). 

Cordelia’s perspective is well represented in this scene, from her reluctance to speak, her 

emphasis upon duty and denegration of flattery, and her asides: “I am sure my love’s / More 

ponderous than my tongue” (1.1.77-8). Lear’s perspective, however, is far more opaque to the 

court and to the reader. He has no asides, gives no clear justifications for the love test, and only 

responds to Cordelia with brief questions. It seems clear from his delay and the six prompts he 

gives to Cordelia to revise her statement that he is displeased with Cordelia’s performance, but 

so far in this scene Lear has not revealed why he is displeased. 

 The shock of King Lear’s opening scene comes not from the abdication (a political act 

that Gloucester and Kent expect in the opening lines), nor from the love test (to which Goneril 

and Regan smoothly and rhetorically rise to the occasion), nor from Cordelia’s refusal or 

inability to play the game. The shock comes from Lear’s reaction to Cordelia’s words: “Let it be 

so. Thy truth then be thy dower” (1.1.109). There is a gap in the text at this moment, a chasm 

between Cordelia’s words and Lear’s reception of them. Here it is that Lear first calls upon the 

heavens and the gods, foremost named among them the chthonic “mysteries of Hecate” (1.1.111) 

Here he first invokes the end of time: “By all the operation of the orbs / From whom we do exist 

and cease to be” (1.1.112-3). Here he first conjures up cannibalistic images of the family in the 

“barbarous Scythian” who eats his own children (1.1.117) What does Lear hear in Cordelia’s 
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words that leads to this response? What could she have said—if anything—to avoid it? Here 

communication breaks down not on the side of the message but on the side of interpretation. 

Propriety is not enough to fill the gap, nor is self-expression. In order to process such 

misunderstanding, readers must use both inference and imagination, imagining Lear’s reception 

of Cordelia’s words and finding an inferential frame in which that reception makes sense. 

 Lear’s reading of Cordelia differs wildly from the readings of those in his court, and they 

struggle to parse his inferential frame or to offer Lear an alternative perspective. Kent protests 

that Lear has mistaken Cordelia’s reluctance for rebelliousness, “Thy youngest daughter does not 

love thee least, / Nor are those empty-hearted, whose low sounds / Reverb no hollowness” 

(1.1.153-5). France calls her behavior inexpressive rather than insincere: “a tardiness in nature, / 

Which often leaves the history unspoke / That it intends to do” (1.1.237-9). The Fool later 

blames Lear’s age, telling him he “shouldst not have been old till [he] hadst been wise” (1.5.41). 

And Regan blames Lear’s own lack of self-knowledge: “’Tis the infirmity of his age, yet he hath 

ever but slenderly known himself” (1.1.294-5). These characters offer Shakespeare’s readers a 

variety of competing interpretations for why Lear makes the drastic choice to disown his favorite 

daughter. 

However Lear makes this choice—confusing her reserved affect for a lack of feeling, 

interpreting her delay as rebellion, making impaired judgments due to his age or his self-

estranged perspective—Lear interprets Cordelia’s words in a way that breaks down 

communication between this father and daughter, and this failure echoes throughout the play. 

Perhaps the strongest example of the failure of language is the Fool’s description of Lear as an 

“O without a figure,” a post-alphabetic image of the King as both a disembodied letter and as the 

empty space formerly contained by language (1.4.183-4). What is left of Lear when his language 
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breaks down (the O) and his intentions are fractured (the empty space)? “Who is it that can tell 

me who I am?” the former King asks. The Fool replies, “Lear’s shadow” (1.4.221-2). When Lear 

imagines the minds of others, he does so without the proper inferential context, spiraling out into 

horrific imagery and becoming lost in his own imagination, seeing a world of “Hecate and the 

night,” daughters with a “wolfish visage,” and children like “a boil, / A plague sore, or embossed 

carbuncle / In my corrupted blood” (1.1.111, 1.4.300, 2.2.412-4). Understanding the extremity of 

Lear’s responses requires balancing inference and imagination in order to begin to understand 

Lear’s incoherence. 

 

V: Balancing Inference and Imagination  

 

Applying such balance, however, takes both effort and time. The effort and time a 

spectator can apply to King Lear are limited by the duration of a performance, but the only limits 

placed upon a reader are his or her own persistence. Charles Lamb argued that “Lear is 

essentially impossible to be represented on a stage.”58 In practice, Lamb’s skepticism about King 

Lear has been answered by a century of Lears, including Orson Welles, Laurence Olivier, Paul 

Scofield, and Ian McKellan. Yet Lamb does not claim that King Lear cannot be staged. Instead, 

he claims that the theatre cannot represent King Lear with the same richness that the reader’s 

imagination can present it: there is no way to accurately depict the raging storm, the crumbling 

kingdom, and the apocalyptic images. He explains, “The greatness of Lear is not in corporal 

dimension, but in intellectual: the explosions of his passions are as terrible as a volcano: they are 

storms turning up and disclosing to the bottom of that sea, his mind, with all its vast riches. It is 
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his mind which is laid bare.” Lamb goes to hyperbolic lengths to describe the depth of Lear’s 

mind, a depth that is suggested by Shakespeare’s text but is in fact supplied by Lamb’s own 

reading of the character. Perhaps Lamb is correct in terms of setting and poetic imagery, yet as 

far as the minds of characters are concerned, there should be no cognitive difference between the 

mind of a character onstage and that of a character on the page: both are approached through 

mindreading, and both require a mindreader to engage them. Readers and spectators mindread 

using the same methods, though theatre and text pose different constraints upon those methods. 

If there is a difference between characters produced by reading and those produced by 

spectating, it is one of form rather than of method. Inference and imagination can tackle both text 

and oration, but text necessarily takes a different form from speech. For instance, the punctuation 

of Shakespeare’s text—which is, given the nature of early modern publishing, by no means 

monolithic from edition to edition—is literally absent in a performance of Shakespeare. Periods, 

commas, and question marks cannot be heard, nor can they be seen apart from the black marks of 

ink that constitute them. These marks are translated into the theatre as pauses, breaths, and 

intonation, elements of sound rather than elements of sight. Distinguishing between page and 

staged versions of Hamlet, Norman Holland writes, 

I have a different reaction to a Hamlet on a stage or a screen, different from my 
relation to either a fictional or a non-fictional character that I read about. With a 
Hamlet onstage or onscreen, our “where” path endows the actor with location just 
like any other person we see in life and the real world. He is right there, eleven 
rows in front of me or on the screen in the television set in the den. 
 
“If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh?” Shylock’s 
questions pose precisely the philosophers’ problem of the ontological status of 
whatever actor is playing him. What is the relation between the character Shylock 
and this actor playing Shylock? Which are we entitled to call “Shylock”? I don’t 
doubt that if Laurence Olivier as Shylock were to stick a needle in his arm, there 
would be blood. But I would know it was Laurence Olivier’s blood, not 
Shylock’s. 
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The staged Hamlet is thus the reverse of the Hamlet we create from a book. The 
book Hamlet has a “what” but not a “where.” The staged Hamlet has a “where” 
but his “what” tells us this isn’t Hamlet. This is Evans or Olivier or Branagh. The 
instant that we try to pay attention to the “what” of this Hamlet, we recognize that 
we are pretending that this actor really is Hamlet. I begin thinking about the 
physical reality of the theater and the actor on the stage and the blood on Olivier’s 
arm, and my “poetic” faith or “anomalous suspense” stops. The transport fails. I 
know I am sitting in a theater, watching an actor pretend. I may lose even the 
emotional reality of this Hamlet.59 
 

For Holland, theatre (and film) provides more information for the spectator than the book does 

for the reader, since the spectator sees the visual media quite clearly: Olivier is not Shylock, and 

the more that Olivier reminds spectators that his body is corporeal the more he seems to be 

Olivier rather than the character he portrays. Holland suggests that the body of the actor can 

distract in a way that the letters and punctuation of a book do not. Insofar as theatre purports to 

be realistic and asks to be pricked, theatre risks unmasking itself: it forces spectators to supress 

their disbelief in its artifice.  

 I do not agree with Holland that a suspension of disbelief is cognitively necessary for the 

reader and the spectator. Rather, I share Patrick Colm Hogan’s view that belief in a fiction is a 

tangential concern, for “to know that something is fictional is to make a judgment that it does not 

exist,” a higher-level, cortical judgment that in no way interferes with one’s emotional 

engagement to fiction.60 In order to perceive characters in art, one does not first have to decide 

whether or not that art is truth or falsehood. The question of disbelief may be suspended insofar 

as it is delayed or set aside, but one’s engagement with fiction is not founded on any belief that 

that fiction is real. Spectators begin to engage before the question of fictionality even arises. Any 

work of fiction can present a possible world, one where some falsehoods are facts and where 

                                                
59 Norman N. Holland, Literature and the Brain (Gainesville: PsyArt Foundation, 2009), 121-2. 
60 Hogan, 185.  



 

 195 

fantasies can be truths, but one where people are still people.61 As Michael Bristol puts it, 

“Fictional characters can be described as possible people carrying out possible actions in a 

possible world.”62 Such worlds emerge from the imagination of the spectator as well as from the 

mimesis of a performance; both spectators and performers can commit themselves to the process 

of bringing such possible worlds to light. Shakespeare’s theatre, the sort of presentation required 

by his text, encourages the spectator’s active inferential and imaginative engagement. In fact, this 

theatre often crumbles without such engagement, an empty husk uninhabited by the imagination 

of the spectator. Shakespeare’s characters exist when the spectator engages with the play. 

 Theatre provides more information for the spectator to consider when mindreading 

characters: the intonation, gesture, and physical action of actors, as well as the inferential frames 

supplied by set, costuming, and props. Text provides less information but correspondingly more 

time and more freedom of choice for the reader. A literary understanding of methods of 

mindreading should take these nuances of form into account. In Engaging Audiences, Bruce 

McConachie employs Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner’s conceptual blending theory to 

analyze spectatorship.63 Spectators, McConachie argues, do not need to suspend their disbelief 

because they are aware of actors and characters not as wholly discrete entities but as part of a 

single conceptual blend, the actor/character.64 For instance, when Paul Scofield played the title 

role in Peter Brook’s 1962 King Lear, spectators did not need to somehow overcome their 

knowledge that Scofield was an actor, not an actual king. Instead, spectators saw Scofield/Lear, a 

                                                
61 David Davies, Aesthetics and Literature, (London: Continuum, 2007), 49-69.  
62 Michael D. Bristol, “Introduction: Is Shakespeare a Moral Philosopher?” Shakespeare and 
Moral Agency, ed. Michael D. Bristol (New York: Continuum, 2010), 2.  
63 McConachie, 40-7. 
64 Amy Cook makes a similar argument in “Staging Nothing: Hamlet and Cognitive Science,” 
SubStance 35.2 (2006), 83-99. See also Amy Cook, “For Hecuba or for Hamlet: Rethinking 
Emotion and Empathy in the Theatre,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 25.2 (Spring 
2011), 71-87.  
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combination of the relevant pieces of the actor and the role, a conceptual blend that produced a 

character within the fictional world of the production. McConachie goes on to argue that though 

the spectator is aware of this blend and can consciously manipulate it (choosing to alternate 

focus between the actor and the character), the cognitive processes that connect spectators to 

actor/characters are largely automatic and unconscious. 65  Theatre can function not because 

spectators suspend their disbelief but because they can blend the artifice of theatre into fiction to 

create the world of the story. 

Yet while McConachie’s actor/character blend explains what the spectator sees onstage, 

it does not address how spectators can understand what they see. McConachie only briefly refers 

to Robert M. Gordon’s version of simulation theory.66 Gordon’s theory, however, is one early 

version of many competing theories of mindreading. In describing the performing actor as an 

actor/character, McConachie emphasizes the automatic, unconscious work that the mind of the 

spectator performs to construct a blended character.67 Yet this blend does not point to the extra 

information that a spectator must bring to their viewing of a performance: specifically, the 

personal embodied experience that enables imagination and the social-historical knowledge that 

enables inference. McConachie’s actor/character comprises the perceptions of the spectator (in 

an extended, embodied sense); a full conceptual blend for a theatrical character should also 

include spaces for inference and imagination, and by so doing account for the input of the 

spectator in the creation of character. 

This blend should also account for the differences between theatre and text. In King Lear, 

the abdication scene is deliberately abrupt and complex, bordering on incoherence. Characters 

                                                
65 McConachie, 44. 
66 Robert M. Gordon, “Folk Psychology as Simulation,” Mind and Language 1 (1986), 158-71. 
67 McConachie, 56-8, 65-7. 
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within the scene struggle to comprehend Lear’s actions. Readers have the luxury of time to 

pause, considering which inferential frame best explains Lear’s mind—the decline of feudalism, 

the arbitrariness of power, the waning mental powers of age, the corruption of flattery, and so 

forth. Spectators must struggle to keep up, either accepting an inferential frame offered by a 

given performance or by continuing to reevalute Lear’s action as the play continues. Samuel 

Johnson argues, “In the writings of other poets a character is too often an individual: in those of 

Shakespeare it is commonly a species.”68 The universality of Shakespeare’s characters is not an 

indication of their timelessness. Rather, it reveals the wide array of inferential frames and acts of 

imagination that can be used to approach those characters. By portraying the dangers of 

misreading and the difficulties of interpretation, Shakespeare trains his audience to tackle 

mindreading problems in a way that cognitive science is only now beginning to theorize, through 

a combination of inference and imagination. 

                                                
68 Samuel Johnson, “The Preface to Shakespeare,” The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 
Volume F: The Restoration and the Eighteenth Century, eds. Stephen Greenblatt, Katharine 
Eisaman Maus, George Logan, and Barbara K. Lewalski (New York: Norton, 2012), 2938. 
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EPILOGUE 

MINDREADING AS ENGAGEMENT 

 

In The Writing Life, Annie Dillard tells the story of an Algonquin mother and her infant, 

the only survivors of a winter famine. To live to see spring, the mother must carve up a piece of 

her thigh to use as fish-bait. This sacrifice allows her to catch her first fish, which itself becomes 

bait for a winter’s worth of food.1 Dillard offers this story as a parable of writing. The writer 

must, like the mother, risk a bit of herself in her art. Such sacrifice is a matter of survival rather 

than of success. One can find similar notions of sacrifice in modern acting methods. 

Commenting on the work of Jerzy Grotowski, Peter Brook writes: “The actor allows a role to 

‘penetrate’ him; at first he is all obstacle to it, but by constant work…he can allow the barriers to 

drop…so that the act of performance is an act of sacrifice, of sacrificing what most men prefer to 

hide—this sacrifice is his gift to the spectator.”2 Yet such accounts of sacrifice are one-sided. 

Note the paternal or even Christ-like undertone to these metaphors: the mother must sacrifice to 

bait the hook; her flesh feeds her children, an artistic Eucharist. The author or actor feeds 

spectators, children feasting (or perhaps subsisting) on art, passively nourished by the pain and 

loss of another. These metaphors illuminate one side of the artistic process, one aspect of artistic 

sacrifice.  

                                                
1 Annie Dillard, The Writing Life (New York: HarperCollins, 1989), 12-13. 
2 Peter Brook, The Empty Space (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 59-60. 
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In this epilogue, I would like to provide the other half, to match Dillard’s pound of flesh 

with a pound of my own, building on Bruce McConachie’s actor/character conceptual blend and 

Alvin Goldman’s hybrid theory of mindreading. In Engaging Audiences, Bruce McConachie 

rightly argues that cognitive science reveals spectatorship is anything but a passive act and that 

the term “passive spectator” incorrectly describes human cognition. I argue that mindreading is 

never passive, though the blend of inference and imagination I have described in this dissertation 

often occurs automatically and unconsciously. As both a reader and a spectator, mindreading 

implicates the reader in the fictional identities of characters because inference and imagination 

engage—and augment—the reader’s own knowledge and experiences. As a consequence, 

mindreading another person changes the reader by changing his or her experience and 

knowledge of human minds. 

Mindreaders are the Algonquin mothers of their own readings: “When we are born we 

cry that we are come / To this great stage of fools” (Lr. 4.6.178-9). Concepts do not appear ex 

nihilo. Like a human child, they are embedded in material realities, parented by social and 

biological necessities, born in pleasure and in struggle, and bound by the cycle of mortality. 

Theatre is a blend of materials rather than ideals (pages, stages, lights, costumes, bodies); it is a 

product of its sociohistorical time; it emerges from the collaboration of artists and the audience, 

at times in concord, at times in discord; it lives only as long as it is incarnate in bodies and 

minds. Though mindreaders may seem to do nothing more than take their seats and attend to the 

business onstage, their minds are always busy, blending together empathic imagination and 

inferential frames to flesh out the world of a drama. That cognitive power makes mindreaders 

complicit in the construction of character. Mindreaders engage in the birth of characters and 
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stories by using their own critical perspectives and experiences to help construct the world of the 

play, material from which to infer and imagine. 

While this model of engaged mindreading can apply to all periods of drama (on both 

page and stage), Shakespeare’s writings act as a compelling case study. His plays draw on both 

methods of mindreading, at times focusing on the breakdown of one method (inference in 

Othello, imagination in Much Ado About Nothing), at others focusing on the competition 

(Twelfth Night) or cooperation (The Two Noble Kinsmen, King Lear) between these methods. As 

Peter Brook writes, “Shakespeare is a model of a theatre that contains Brecht and Beckett, but 

goes beyond both…We identify emotionally, subjectively—and yet at one and the same time we 

evaluate politically, objectively in relation to society.” 3  The binaries that Brook sets up 

(Beckett/Brecht, subjective/objective, emotion/evaluation) parallel the split between imaginative 

and inferential methods of mindreading. Beckett’s theatre is an empathic theatre: as Martin 

Esslin writes about the fabled 1957 performance of Waiting for Godot in San Quentin 

penitentiary, “If the prisoners of San Quentin responded to Waiting for Godot, it was because 

they were confronted with their own experience of time, waiting, hope, and despair; because they 

recognized the truth about their own human relationships in…Pozzo and Lucky.” 4 Brecht’s 

theatre, on the other hand, emphasizes inference over empathic connection to characters. In The 

Messingkauf Dialogues, Brecht explains that “in this new method of practising art empathy 

would lose its dominant role.” Such a “theatrical experience…consists in the reproduction of 

real-life incidents on the stage in such a way as to underline their causality and bring it to the 

spectator’s attention.”5 Brecht directs the spectator’s attention through alienation effects (A-

                                                
3 Ibid., 87. 
4 Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the Absurd, 3rd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 70. 
5 Bertolt Brecht, The Messingkauf Dialogues (London: Methuen & Co LTD, 1965), 102. 
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effects), dramatic techniques that highlight the artificiality of a performance: “To achieve the A-

effect the actor must give up his complete conversion into the stage character. He shows the 

character, he quotes his lines, he repeats a real-life incident. The audience is not entirely ‘carried 

away’; it need not conform psychologically.”6 In terms of McConachie’s actor/character blend, 

Beckett’s theatre emphasizes the character while Brecht’s emphasizes the actor. 

Brook classifies Shakespeare’s poetic language, extraordinary characters, and epic pitch 

as immersive effects and his vernacular scenes and language as alienation effects, making a 

distinction between “Holy” and “Rough” theatre that parallels Goldman’s distinction between 

imagination and inference.7 Brook is gesturing toward Shakespeare’s potential to inhabit two 

spheres at once, in no small part due to the “empty space” that is the Elizabethan bare stage. The 

dearth of set, props, and naturalistic elements on Shakespeare’s historical stage was and is one of 

Shakespeare’s greatest virtues. Here, Brecht writes, “People were supposed to use their 

imaginations.”8 The reader of Shakespeare does not have setting, gesture, costume, or tone of 

voice, and though readers must supply all these things from their own imaginations, they may 

fall for the illusion that the text is a conduit of Shakespeare’s meaning. The spectator of a 

naturalistic or filmic Shakespeare can fall prey to the same illusion: it seems that “everything” is 

provided, and all one must do is partake of the performance. Yet Shakespeare as Brook and 

Brecht envision it is a poor, bare, unaccommodated thing. It incites mindreaders’ imaginations 

even as it alerts them to inferential frames, forcing them to flesh out the reality of the play with 

their own empathy and critical awareness. Actors engage themselves for the audience, tearing 

down social and psychological barriers and appearing exposed and vulnerable. Mindreaders 

                                                
6 Ibid., 104. 
7 Brook, 87-9. 
8 Brecht, 59. 
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engage themselves by drawing on their own knowledge and experiences to conjure up character. 

Mindreading a character demands that the spectator draw upon his or her own mind, body, and 

experiences as a template for the mindreading.  

Here lies the engagement: characters exist for the spectator because the spectator enlarges 

them through inference and imagination. The parts of the self that the spectator engages in the 

theatrical event—imagination, experience, emotion, and inferential awareness—return changed, 

for what occurs onstage is in part one’s own, and it can change one’s awarness of oneself, of the 

social, and of the human. Spectators can understand both heroes and villains in Shakespeare 

insofar as those characters are human. Mindreading Cornwall, for instance, does not mean that 

one feels sorry for him or seeks to justify his actions; it means that one recognizes his anger and 

thirst for vengeance as possible mental states. The blinding of Gloucester is the explicable act of 

a man, not the illegible act of a monster. Such recognition comes from one’s own cognitive 

potential for such emotions.  Pointing to the diversity in literary criticism, Tzachi Zamir writes 

that interpretations are “invitations to structure one’s experience in a certain way (rather than 

descriptions of experiences the work universally creates).”9 Shakespeare’s characters, I argue, 

are such invitations, portals to inferring and imagining foreign perspectives. Zamir’s reading of 

Richard III, for instance, offers this type of empathic reading of a villain while simultaneously 

allowing for critical distance. Zamir writes, “The overall response good literature of this sort 

creates is never simple, one-sided identification.”10 

I am not arguing for an ethically driven, innate or evolved human faculty of mindreading. 

Mindreading is not the magic key to human solidarity; it is one aspect of the way human beings 

understand one another. As Martha Nussbaum writes regarding empathy, “If I allow my mind to 

                                                
9 Zamir, 86. 
10 Ibid., 17-8. 
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be formed into the shape of your experience, even in a playful way and even without concern for 

you, I am still in a very basic way acknowledging your reality and humanity.”11 Mindreading is 

not by itself an ethical action, but it enables spectators to contemplate such actions (both ethical 

and unethical).  Spectators and readers do not soak up information without cognitive effort, as if 

language is the “conduit” of meaning and humans receive those meanings by being open to the 

text. Instead, as Michael Reddy explains, humans construct meaning: “there is no culture at all in 

books and libraries…there is no culture at all unless it is reconstructed carefully and 

painstakingly in the living brains of each new generation.”12 The human mind does not simply 

perceive the world. The mind reconstructs the world from bits of sight and sound, imposing 

frameworks upon it. Even one’s sense of reading complete sentences is a trick of the brain: the 

human eye flits across the page in a series of quick, jerky movements called saccades. As 

Stanislas Dehaene summarizes the process, “Reading is nothing but the word-by-word mental 

restitution of a text through a series of snapshots.” If the perception of text is fragmented, how 

much more fragmented is the understanding of it?13 As Reddy argues, a word is not just an object 

of perception: it is a package of signs that the mind seizes upon as an occasion to construct 

meaning; or, as Ellen Spolsky describes them, words can mark the “gaps” in cognition that make 

such reconstruction necessary.14 

Moments of misreading are the “gaps” or saccades of character, the breaks in 

mindreading that reveal that this common cognitive process is neither easy nor to be taken for 

                                                
11 Nussbaum, 333. 
12 Michael J. Reddy, “The conduit metaphor: A case of frame conflict in our language about 
language,” Metaphor and Thought, ed. Andrew Ortony, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1993), 187.  
13 Stanislas Dehaene, Reading in the Brain: The Science and Evolution of a Human Invention 
(New York: Penguin Group, 2009), 17. 
14 Ellen Spolsky, Gaps in Nature: Literary Interpretation and the Modular Mind (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1993). 



 

 204 

granted. Misreading reveals the profound cognitive labor involved in each act of understanding 

another mind and the twofold risk of such labour: that the reader will fail to read others 

accurately, and that the reader will be changed by the encounter with another. Shakespeare 

cultivates these moments of misreading because their dramatic energy is central to his plays. 

Careful and sustained critical attention to such moments can benefit both Shakespearean 

criticism and cognitive science, for the cognitive process of mindreading is at the heart of both 

disciplines. 

To end with a concrete example of how mindreaders engage with character, I will recount 

my own reactions to Oregon Shakespeare Festival’s 2010 performance of Hamlet. There is a 

type of madness that comes from knowledge unprocessed, a traumatic event or idea that lodges 

in the brain and clears away all “baser matter” (1.5.104). In this production, Dan Donohue’s 

Hamlet is a bit mad from line one: he knows something that he cannot understand, whether it is 

the death of his father, the rottenness of Denmark, or the essential nihilism of the human 

condition. He wishes “that this too too [solid] flesh would melt, / Thaw and resolve itself into a 

dew” (1.2.129-30), a line that Donohue delivers not at the end of 1.2—when Claudius (Jeffrey 

King) and Gertrude (Greta Oglesby) have left the stage—but in the midst of the scene, a trick of 

lighting and dramatic timing that both isolates Hamlet and invites the audience inside his 

feverish mind. Here in the soliloquies one can see how Hamlet moves through madness for the 

entirety of the play, chewing through some insoluble problem. His only verdict: “the rest is 

silence” (5.2.342). 

As if fleshing out Hamlet’s struggle to excise the troubles of his mind through words, the 

production takes an interesting turn regarding language. Howie Seago, the actor playing King 

Hamlet’s Ghost, is deaf, and all communications to or about King Hamlet are played via sign 
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language. Sign language is more than emphatic gesture. It often replaces speech, most notably at 

the play’s end. Hamlet dies with “The rest is…,” making the sign for “silence.” Horatio 

(Armando Durán) then lets that unspoken word linger for ten or twenty seconds before 

proceeding. After three hours of Hamlet’s nearly neurotic rationalizations and inquisitions, his 

last “word” is not a pronouncement or a conclusion. It is a rest.15 

As a mindreader, this silence comes as a bitter—but much needed—rest. The mad 

Hamlet mirrors my own experience with this play.16 As I watched, I felt Hamlet’s tortured 

thoughts, and they became my own: reflections upon status and purpose, on duty, on death. And 

when the play ended, I felt that I was left with Hamlet’s problem: how does a rational individual 

understand the modern world and act within it? Where does thought end and action begin? How 

does one “suit the action to the word, the word to the action” (3.2.17-8)?  

By mindreading, spectators supply their identities to these characters, both by 

imaginatively linking their experiences to these characters’ desires and by inferentially 

reconstructing their social and historical moments. 17  This cognitive engagement means that 

spectators do not, like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, passively soak up Hamlet’s words as 

sponges.18 Instead, in recognizing characters in the text and onstage, the human mind is always 

already actively engaging in Hamlet’s dialectic: how might one answer his question, to be or not 

to be? How might one’s own thoughts be erased by that “murder most foul” (1.5.27)? What then 

will fill the rest that is silence? The spectator fleshes out Hamlet through imagination and 

                                                
15 A portion of this section originally appeared as a review entitled “Why So Serious?” 
Vanishing Sights, ed. Alaina Jobe Pangburn (September 2010). Online. Accessed 1 September 
2012. 
16 Or vice versa; mirrors are tricky that way. For a conceptual blending theory reading of the 
mirror’s influence on spectators of Hamlet, see Amy Cook, Shakespearean Neuroplay, 43-63. 
17 On identification with characters, see Hogan, 148-50. 
18 As with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: “Take you me for a sponge, my lord?” (Ham. 4.2.13).  
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inference, and in so doing becomes implicated in Hamlet’s suffering and desire, with his 

madness that grapples with the world, for that suffering, desire, and madness are constructed by 

the spectator’s own mind.19 

                                                
19 Some material from this conclusion is a revision of N.R. Helms, “‘Upon Such Sacrifices’: An 
Ethic of Spectator Risk,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 27, no. 1 (Fall 2012), 91-
107. 
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