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ABSTRACT 

 

 Criticism of The Changeling, while abundant, has historically either neglected the 

madhouse subplot or treated it as a symbolic reflection of the main plot. While some scholars 

have examined the historical context of the “Bedlam” scenes, this paper will focus on the text 

itself, bringing the play, its historical context, and modern-day disability theory into dialogue.  

 A close examination of the subplot’s text reveals a fluidity between the categories of 

“mad” or “foolish” and “sane.” This fluidity seems to align with historical attitudes toward 

mental illness, which would have constructed mental illness as a temporary affliction from which 

the sufferer could recover. The play also prefigures modern disability theories which seek to 

universalize disability and destabilize it as an identity category. However, the fluidity present in 

the text contrasts with a sense of distinct boundaries between the madhouse inmates and the 

“normal” characters, a distinction which was also present during the time period in which the 

play was written.  

 To resolve this apparent contradiction, I turn to the theory of narrative prosthesis, using it 

to illustrate the way in which such fluid, universalizing models of disability can be used to re-

marginalize the disabled in the play, in critical theory, and in life. Thus, I argue for a balance 

between the normalization of disability and an understanding of the disabled as uniquely 

marginalized individuals.  
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“MADMEN AND FOOLS”: MENTAL ILLNESS AND DISABILITY IN MIDDLETON AND 

ROWLEY’S THE CHANGELING 

In Performing Shakespeare’s Women: Playing Dead, Paige Reynolds points out the 

tendency of literary criticism to mirror the very text it analyzes. Focusing on women in 

Shakespeare’s work, Reynolds draws a connection between the onstage suffering of these 

characters and the further mistreatment and vilification visited on them by critics, readers, and 

practitioners. She points to the amount of time female characters (and actors) spend dead on 

stage, arguing that this leaves the characters vulnerable to male characters and critics’ negative 

opinions of them. Female actors, meanwhile, are constrained by the critics, unable to fully 

exercise their creativity (Reynolds 1-2). As Reynolds makes clear in her title, her book focuses 

on a very specific set of characters: women who die in Shakespeare’s plays. However, her 

argument that character and critic work together to silence the voices of the marginalized in text, 

performance, and real life, holds true in other contexts as well. Another instance of the 

phenomenon Reynolds describes can be found in Thomas Middleton and William Rowley’s 

1622 play The Changeling. The criticism surrounding this play exhibits the same unfortunate 

tendency pointed out by Reynolds, echoing the text’s devaluing, silencing, and further 

marginalization of its most vulnerable characters.  

The dismissal of vulnerable characters is part of a larger issue with the play, one which 

has occupied scholars for much of its critical history. Divided into two plots, The Changeling 

forces its audience to work to connect the main plot’s dark, disturbing tragedy with the 

seemingly unrelated comic subplot. Set in a madhouse, the subplot centers around Isabella, who 
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is married to Alibius, the keeper of the asylum. Attempting to keep his wife faithful, Alibius 

keeps her confined to the madhouse. Not even the asylum walls can keep her suitors out, 

however. Franciscus and Antonio, disguised as a madman and a fool, sneak into the institution 

and do their best to seduce her. Amid all the resulting hijinks, the actual inmates of the asylum 

are pushed to the side and quite literally marginalized. Barely represented onstage at all, the 

madmen and fools play a minor role in an already minor subplot that has little bearing on the 

main plot.  

Just like the criticism which repeats the marginalization of women in Shakespeare’s 

plays, much of the available scholarship on The Changeling echoes the text’s erasure of the 

mentally ill. Most criticism on The Changeling neglects the madmen and fools to focus on the 

main plot, with scholars historically examining its treatment of morality, sexuality, and religion. 

The play’s authorship and performance history have generated interest over the years, while its 

treatment of women has consistently remained one of the most popular topics of consideration1. 

As stated above, however, most of these studies tend to dedicate their attention to the main plot. 

Critics who do engage with the subplot tend to read it in relation to the main plot, a trend that is 

hardly surprising given the play’s seemingly disjointed structure. For instance, Joost Daalder, 

who has written extensively on the play, argues that the madhouse inhabitants enable us to 

understand the mental instability of the main characters. Similarly, Madge and Arthur Kistner 

                                                 
1   Some notable works include Frances Dolan’s “Re-reading Rape in The Changeling” (Journal for Early Modern 

Cultural Studies, vol. 11, no. 1, 2001, pp. 4-29.), Jennifer Panek’s “Shame and Pleasure in The Changeling”  

(Renaissance Drama, vol. 42, no. 2, 2014, pp. 191-215), J. Chesley Taylor’s “Metaphors of the Moral World: 

Structure in The Changeling” (Tulane Studies in English, vol. 20, 1972, pp. 41-56), Mark Hutchings’ “The Interval 

and Indoor Playmaking” (Studies in Theatre and Performance, vol. 33, no. 3, 2013, pp. 263-279), Nora Williams’ 

“‘Cannot I keep That Secret?’: Editing and Performing Asides in The Changeling” (Shakespeare Bulletin: The 

Journal of Early Modern Drama in Performance, vol. 34, no. 1, 2016, pp. 29-45), Penelope Doob’s “A Reading of 

The Changeling’” (English Literary Renaissance, vol. 3, no. 1, 1973, pp. 183-206), and Richard Nochimson’s 

“‘Sharing’ The Changeling by Playwrights and Professors: The Certainty of Uncertain Knowledge about 

Collaboration” (Early Theatre: A Journal Associated with the Records of Early English Drama, vol. 5, no. 1, 2002, 

pp. 27-57).   
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use the distinction between madmen and fools of the subplot to analyze and divide the characters 

of the main plot. These are only a few iterations of a long-standing trend in critical and 

performance tradition—in an effort to connect the two plots, scholars and practitioners have been 

framing the subplot as a reflection of the main plot for years2.  

Certainly, all this criticism is necessary and valuable. With a text that reads like two 

separate plays stitched together, it stands to reason that scholars would seek a common theme 

between the two plots. However, the fact remains that readings like these continue to sideline the 

mentally ill. While plenty of criticism focuses solely on the main plot, very rarely do scholars 

examine the subplot in its own right. By either using the text’s portrayal of the mentally ill as a 

tool to analyze the main plot, or refusing to engage with it at all, criticism echoes the text. 

Middleton and Rowley give the madmen and fools very little time on stage, and many critics 

give them very little consideration in their writing.  

Just as Reynolds’ book pushes back against critical tradition, this paper will break with 

the critical traditions surrounding The Changeling. I argue that a close reading of the subplot in 

its own right not only serves as an integral part of a full understanding of the play, but also offers 

insights into both early modern English culture and modern-day disability theory. Identifying the 

tensions present in the text and comparing them with early modern attitudes reveals a need for 

balance and nuance in disability theory. If we are to avoid the pitfalls of The Changeling, we 

must find a middle ground between universalizing disability and recognizing its material and 

social effects on the individual.  

                                                 
2Declan Donnellan’s 2006 production and Joe Hill-Gibbons’ 2012 production both doubled the main cast and the 

madmen, emphasizing the thematic parallels between the two plots. See Michael Neill’s 2009 introduction to The 

Changeling for a much more complete performance history.  
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While this argument differs from the majority of criticism on this play, it is not the only 

work to do so. To argue that all criticism of The Changeling mirrors the text in its 

marginalization of the mentally ill, however, is to make a broad, somewhat discouraging 

statement. Although much of the scholarship surrounding the play falls into this category, more 

recent scholars such as Carol Thomas Neely and Kenneth Jackson prove exceptions to the rule. 

Neely’s Distracted Subjects and Jackson’s Separate Theaters, both larger works examining 

several plays from the period, historicize The Changeling and similar plays, exploring how the 

theater’s representation of mental illness stacks up against historical attitudes. Turning the focus 

onto the culture that produced these plays allows Neely and Jackson to complicate not only the 

texts themselves, but also the historical ideas with which they interact. By using a historical lens 

to examine The Changeling and similar works, they are able to offer a nuanced discussion of 

historical and theatrical concepts that at first seem deeply distasteful to a twentieth-century 

reader.  

A significant portion of Neely and Jackson’s work focuses on an important, unavoidable 

issue in the discussion of mental illness and disability in early modern England: Bedlam. A 

charitable institution established in London during the fourteenth century, Bethlehem Hospital 

has become a sensationalized symbol of the horrors visited on the mentally ill throughout 

history. Bethlehem Hospital, or Bethlem, as it was better known during the period, has captured 

the attention not only of popular culture but of early modern scholars as well. As Neely 

summarizes, the prevailing scholarly consensus for many years has held that Bethlem Hospital 

and its inmates served as entertainment similar to theater for the citizens of London. She writes 

that “Theatrical and therapeutic confinements are imagined to be analogous spectacles […] This 

analogy continues to be supported by the belief that, in the early seventeenth century, Bethlem 
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Hospital was regularly visited by spectators for amusement and titillation” (Neely 167). In the 

rest of this chapter, Neely goes on to describe in detail the way in which the onstage Bedlamites 

present in several Jacobean plays have colored our perception of Bethlem Hospital. Though she 

eventually argues that this perception is inaccurate, Neely offers a cogent summary of the state of 

the field, positing that onstage representations of performing Bedlamites and the prevailing belief 

in Bethlem as entertainment have worked together to dominate our conception of mental illness 

in early modern England.   

Much of both Neely and Jackson’s work focuses on the show of Bethlem, whether 

refuting the concept or offering a new perspective on it. Because of this, for both authors, The 

Changeling becomes part of a larger argument concerning Bethlem Hospital and the historical 

treatment of the mentally ill. Neely, for instance, argues that the idea of Bethlem as 

entertainment, along with the attendant wholesale acceptance of stage Bedlamites as historically 

accurate, is not supported by significant evidence. Positing that visitation for entertainment is 

simply a myth, she writes that “the long-established hospital is a sought-after resource for 

charitable treatment whose goal is the reintegration of the distracted into the community from 

which they have temporarily become detached” (Neely 168). She argues that instead of a 

grotesque spectacle, Bethlem was an institution focused on recovery.  

Unsurprisingly, given her compelling argument for the falsity of long-held assumptions 

about Bethlem Hospital and the treatment of the mentally ill in general, Neely’s reading of The 

Changeling centers around what she sees as its inaccuracy. She writes that “The Changeling 

completes the representation of confined mad persons, emergent throughout these five plays, as 

the permanent opposite of the healthy” (Neely 198). Summarizing the play’s othering and 

dehumanization of the mentally ill, Neely emphasizes its divergence from the idea of mental 
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health care during the period as sympathetic, therapeutic, and temporary. Stating bluntly that this 

distinct separation and mockery of the mentally ill is an invention of the playwrights rather than 

a reflection of English society at large, she makes her focus in reading the five plays clear: she is 

interested in the historical accuracy or inaccuracy of their portrayals. 

Jackson approaches the issue of visitation and performance at Bethlem from a slightly 

different, though still historicist, angle. While Neely refutes this idea outright, Jackson sides with 

older criticism and argues that Bethlem was indeed considered a form of theatre in early modern 

London. Instead of fighting against those long-standing ideas, he presents a different perspective 

on them, writing that although he believes the show still took place, it was more complex than 

pure entertainment. Drawing on the very plays that Neely dismisses as historically inaccurate, he 

argues that the show of Bethlem had elements of charity in addition to entertainment. According 

to Jackson, the “drama suggests a culture where the show of Bethlem was not yet considered 

inherently perverse, but charitable or potentially charitable” (18). Where Neely asks us to 

reconsider our judgment of early modern attitudes by refuting their most repellent (to modern 

eyes) aspects, Jackson softens that judgment by arguing that the show of Bethlem was at least 

partly motivated by charity. Bethlem, he argues, is a separate theater from the “modern 

representational stage.” While a modern reader sees the stage as mere entertainment and is thus 

justifiably horrified by the idea of the show of Bethlem, Jackson argues that the early modern 

audience would have been more comfortable with the juxtaposition of charity and entertainment.  

Jackson’s reading of The Changeling’s subplot, then, becomes part of his larger argument 

surrounding theatre and charity. He sees the play’s incorporation of performing Bedlamites as a 

criticism of Catholic charity and a sign that the playwrights, at least, were beginning to question 

the aforementioned combination of charity and entertainment. He writes that the play “virtually 
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ends the depiction of ‘Bedlam’ madhouses on the stage by reflecting seriously and self-

consciously on the distinction between the stage and the nature of the charitable show of 

Bethlem” (Jackson 234). For Jackson, The Changeling’s treatment of the mentally ill reflects 

changing attitudes and the beginning of a gradual separation of theatre, charity, and Bethlem 

Hospital.   

Both Neely and Jackson center their readings of The Changeling’s subplot on the play’s 

relationship to its historical context. They use the play as part of a larger argument, touching on 

it as they work to determine the nature of the show of Bethlem, and decide whether it took place 

at all. As noted above, they disagree on this central issue. Faced with compelling, well-

researched and written arguments on both sides, how, then, do we read the subplot of The 

Changeling? In this paper, I hope to offer a new reading of the play, one that moves beyond this 

historical debate. I posit that a reading that focuses first and foremost on the language and 

narrative of the text can not only, like historical readings, offer valuable insights on early modern 

English culture and the play itself, but can also be brought forward into the present day to 

comment on disability studies in general.  

The close reading that such a text-based argument requires quickly reveals a conflict in 

the characterization of mental illness in the subplot. On the one hand, certain passages point 

toward the idea of mental illness as a strictly defined category. Such passages indicate a sense of 

fixed identity, suggesting that it is impossible for characters to move back and forth across the 

boundary between mental illness and mental health. At other points in the text, however, the 

word choice and phrasing suggest a much more fluid understanding of mental health. These 

passages suggest that the boundary between “normal” and “mad” or “foolish” can be easily 

crossed and that the distinction is not quite as firm as previously indicated.   
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 This fluidity becomes especially visible when we examine the scenes with Antonio, 

Franciscus, and Isabella, the three characters who feign madness and foolishness. A language of 

transition and identification surrounds the counterfeits’ protestations of sanity, beginning with 

those of Antonio. When he first reveals himself, Antonio tells Isabella that the magic of her 

beauty “had this force thus to transform me” (3.3.122)3. Attempting to both declare the power of 

his love and the superficiality of his disguise, he trips up and tells Isabella that he has been 

changed rather than merely concealed. While his focus is still on outward form, the word 

“transform” suggests a more dramatic, complete change. In addition, the prefix “trans” suggests 

a mobility between the categories of mentally healthy and mentally ill. Later, just before he 

leaves, Antonio promises to drop his pretense if Isabella will only return his affections. His 

language, however, suggests that his disguise may go deeper than mere appearance. He pleads, 

“Look you but cheerfully, and in your eyes / I shall behold mine own deformity / And dress 

myself up fairer” (3.3.186-188). Although this passage reiterates the concept of mental illness as 

outward disguise, it also calls Antonio's identity as mentally healthy into question. The solution 

to Antonio's supposed folly is to “dress [himself] up fairer,” not to simply discontinue a disguise. 

If mental health as well as mental illness is mere outward dress, neither category is integral to 

Antonio's identity, again allowing him to move freely between the two.  

 Isabella's attitude toward Antonio confirms the idea that he is moving between categories, 

embodying both rather than merely performing one. Even after Antonio reveals his identity, she 

continues to call him a fool, punctuating his speeches with these accusations: “You are a fine 

fool indeed,” (3.3.123) “You're a parlous fool,” (3.3.129), and “A forward fool too!” (3.3.134). 

In the midst of Antonio's claims that he is merely a counterfeit, Isabella continues to assert that 

                                                 
3 This and all following quotations are sourced from the 3rd New Mermaids edition of The Changeling, edited by 

Michael Neill and published in 2009. 
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he fits into the category of fool. Rather than agreeing that he has dropped his disguise and is 

essentially unchanged, Isabella, by repeatedly referring to him as a fool, suggests that he has 

fully taken on that category. Again, when Antonio protests that he is performing his foolishness 

and that there is a gentleman under his disguise, Isabella retorts, “When I see him, / I'll speak 

with him; so in the meantime / Keep your habit, it becomes you well enough” (3.3.141-143). If, 

as he would have it, Antonio has put off the appearance of a fool, Isabella should be able to see 

the gentleman who was hidden underneath. However, she insists that she does not see him yet: 

although Antonio is no longer performing, he still looks like a fool. His fools' clothing 

“becomes” him, or corresponds to his true identity. In Isabella's eyes, Antonio's habit is not a 

performance but is instead an accurate reflection of his mental state. 

 Franciscus' case also troubles the idea of a solid distinction between mental health and 

mental illness. Although most of his letter insists that he is sane under his mad disguise, one of 

the passages suggests that he has, in fact, actually been driven mad. He writes, “I remain—mad 

till I speak with you, from whom I expect my cure” (4.3.27-28). Identifying himself as a madman 

rather than a counterfeit, Franciscus also introduces the possibility of moving between 

categories. He is mad, but if Isabella responds favorably to him, he can become sane once again.  

Franciscus’ letter, however, only gives the reader these few hints as to his mental state. 

Since he does not reveal himself in person, most of his characterization comes from Isabella and 

Lollio. Isabella enters, flustered by the contents of Franciscus' letter: 

 O heaven! Is this the waxing moon? 

 Does love turn fool, run mad, and all at once? 

 Sirrah, here's a madman, akin to the fool too: 

 A lunatic lover. (4.3.1-4) 
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Here, as with Antonio, Isabella uses language of both identification and transition. By calling 

Franciscus a lunatic and referring to the “waxing moon,” she emphasizes the change in his 

mental state. If Franciscus is a lunatic, he is constantly transitioning between categories, 

becoming more and less mad as the moon changes. In addition, Isabella identifies him as a 

madman: instead of agreeing with his later claims that he has merely been disguised, she states 

that he has in fact “run mad” due to his love for her.  

 Lollio confirms Isabella's attitude toward Franciscus. Similarly to the way in which 

Isabella first replies to Antonio, Lollio responds to each section of Franciscus' letter with 

exclamations of “This is stark madness” (4.3.11), “He is mad still” (4.3.16), and “Mad rascal 

still!” (4.3.25). Like Isabella, he identifies Franciscus as truly mad rather than assenting to his 

claims that he is a gentleman in disguise. Later in the conversation, Lollio also continues the idea 

that Antonio and Franciscus can move between categories of mental health, advising Isabella to 

“Abuse 'em. That's the way to mad the fool and make a fool of the madman, and then you use 

'em kindly” (4.3.46-47). If love of Isabella can drive Franciscus mad and make a fool out of 

Antonio, her abuse can cause them to change even further. Their classification as fool, madman, 

or sane is merely temporary then. The boundaries between these categories are not firmly 

established, and the two men can move between them.  

 Isabella herself plays with these boundaries. Although she only briefly feigns madness, 

she still both identifies herself as mad and extends the image of transition. When Antonio 

realizes his mistake and attempts to recover from his rejection, she will have none of it, saying, 

“No, I have no beauty now, / Nor never had, but what was in my garments. […] I came a feigner 

to return stark mad” (4.3.133-137). Isabella's lament that her beauty only came from her 

garments destabilizes her identity. If her beauty and sanity is found in her clothing rather than 
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her person, it is no longer a part of her core identity. Just as Antonio can promise to change his 

mental state by changing his clothes, Isabella posits that her clothes determine whether she is 

beautiful or a madwoman, making it clear that she can move between the two categories. Her 

final line here also suggests transition: she has both completed a physical journey by coming and 

going, and has traveled from the category of “feigner” to that of “madwoman.”  

 The division between the mentally ill and the mentally healthy is broken down not only 

by the “feigners,” but by those outside the madhouse as well. Several critics have noted that the 

characteristics displayed by the madmen and fools extend into the outside, supposedly sane, 

world. Madge and Arthur Kistner, for instance, divide the asylum inhabitants into two distinct 

groups of fools and madmen, then argue that “It is not, then, only the unfortunate inmates of the 

asylum who can be so dichotomized […] The madness of the asylum inmates serves to 

emphasize and define this metaphorical insanity of the main figures by reducing their condition 

to its lowest, most literal level of meaning” (42). The authors of this article look to inhabitants of 

the madhouse to create a binary structure, which they then apply to the main characters in the 

play.  

 Joost Daalder makes a similar argument, using Antonio and Franciscus' performances to 

establish the categories of madmen and fools. He writes that the play “is above all a study, in 

dramatic form, of folly and madness. […] It is the sub-plot which sets up the most basic 

distinction between folly and madness, and develops the concept of madness which helps us to 

grasp its nature in the main plot” (Daalder 1). Like the Kistners, Daalder subordinates the 

concerns of the asylum inmates to those of the main characters, using them as a framework to 

analyze the (supposedly) mentally healthy. He also shares their notion that the asylum inmates 

exhibit a somehow lower or more “basic” form of madness. While these two articles clearly fall 
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into the critical tradition of using the subplot as a tool to analyze the main plot, the initial 

assertion is still useful: the conditions of madness and folly occur outside the asylum, albeit in 

less dramatic, obvious forms. We can still apply this basic premise, but in an effort to move away 

from that critical trend, we must shift the focus of this analysis to the inhabitants of the asylum.  

Instead of using the occurrence of mental illness and disability outside the asylum to analyze the 

behavior of the main characters, we will focus on the constructions placed upon the inmates.  

 As the Kistners write, “The microcosm of the asylum is separated into two wards, one 

housing fools, the other madmen, and the outside world is also divisible into these same two 

groups” (Kistner 41). While the concern of this paper is not to specify the difference between 

fools and madmen, it becomes obvious soon after the madhouse is introduced that the two groups 

exist outside as well. When Alibius first expresses concerns about the visitors to the madhouse, 

Lollio reassures him that they need not ever see Isabella. He reasons that “If they come to see the 

fools and madmen, you and I may serve the turn” (2.58-59). Although Lollio and Alibius' 

madness may be of a “more subtle, less immediately identifiable kind,” (Daalder 3) Lollio's 

statement introduces the idea that madness and folly cannot be strictly defined or contained by 

the asylum. Later on, Alibius echoes this sentiment as he jokes with Isabella. After learning that 

Alibius plans on hiring the madmen out to perform at Beatrice-Joanna's wedding, Isabella 

comments on the profits of running an asylum. Alibius responds, “Oh, wife, we must eat, wear 

clothes, and live. / Just at the lawyers' haven we arrive; / By madmen and by fools we both do 

thrive” (3.3.281-283). Alibius here implies that lawyers deal with people who, like his patients, 

exhibit madness and folly. Just like Lollio's comment, Alibius' words broaden the category of 

mental illness, extending it to everyday people outside the asylum. With such a wide-ranging 

understanding of mental illness, the idea of drawing a firm distinction and categorizing those 
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confined inside the asylum as mad or foolish, and those outside as completely mentally healthy, 

becomes impossible.  

 As the play goes on, Lollio continues to stress the idea that the inhabitants of the asylum 

aren't the only fools and madmen here. When Pedro deposits Antonio at the asylum, Lollio 

promises that he can cure him, or at least bring him up to his own level. While the concept of 

curing Antonio is important in its suggestion of transition, Lollio's words concerning his own 

mental state command attention as well. He tells Pedro, “Well, go to, either I'll be as arrant a fool 

as he, or he shall be as wise as I, and then I think 'twill serve his turn […] Yet if I had not been a 

fool, I had had more wit than I have too” (1.2.134-139). Lollio openly admits here that he, like 

Antonio, is a fool. Of course, Lollio's mental state cannot be equated to Antonio's apparent folly. 

Again, as Daalder argues, his foolishness is not as noticeable. Lollio himself also states that he 

and Antonio will only be comparable after Antonio is at least partially cured. However, the fact 

that Lollio places himself and Antonio in the same linguistic category works once again to break 

down the rigid division between the foolish inhabitants of the asylum and the sane keepers. 

 Lollio also describes himself as foolish when attempting to seduce Isabella, where he 

introduces a metaphor that is repeated throughout the play. When Isabella complains that there is 

no one in the asylum to entertain her except madmen and fools, Lollio admits that he and Alibius 

fall into those categories, advising her, “I would ev'n participate of both, then, if I were as you. I 

know you're half mad already; be half foolish too” (3.3.19-20). In urging Isabella to accept both 

the madmen and the fool, Lollio assents to her accusation of foolishness. More importantly, 

however, he also uses the metaphor of foolishness to describe the act of infidelity which he is 

urging Isabella to commit. He returns to this metaphor later in the scene, telling her, “I'll have 
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my fool's part with you” (3.3.249). By using this particular euphemism, Lollio establishes the 

metaphor of sexual desire as foolishness.  

 Lollio is hardly the only character to describe love and sexual desire as connected to 

madness or foolishness. As discussed above, both Antonio and Franciscus tell Isabella that their 

“afflictions” are the result of their love for her. In addition, several characters in the main plot 

use the same language to describe their love for Beatrice-Joanna. When Alonzo, Beatrice-

Joanna's original fiancé, arrives at the castle, his brother Tomazo has his doubts. Tomazo warns 

Alonzo that Beatrice Joanna may be in love with someone else, but Alonzo will have none of it. 

He angrily retorts that if he weren't speaking with his brother, there would be a violent 

disagreement. For, Alonzo says, “I can endure / Much, till I meet an injury to her; / Then I am 

not myself” (2.1.153-155). When someone insults Beatrice-Joanna, Alonzo claims, his mental 

state dramatically changes. Tomazo connects this agitation to mental illness, exclaiming, “Why, 

here is love's tame madness! Thus a man / Quickly steals into his vexation” (2.1.157-158). Just 

as Lollio connects sexual acts with foolishness, Tomazo describes love as a type of madness.  

 Even DeFlores uses the same metaphor. When Beatrice-Joanna calls to him, he expresses 

his ecstasy in an aside, saying, “Ha, I shall run mad with joy! / She called me fairly by my name, 

DeFlores, / And neither 'rogue' nor 'rascal'” (2.2.71-73). Though the simple use of one's name 

would not normally be connected to sexuality, DeFlores' obsessive desire for Beatrice-Joanna 

gives the moment meaning. This small gratification of his obsession leads him to describe 

himself as mad, further associating mental illness with sexuality. Used by several characters 

throughout the play, this metaphor further extends the occurrence of mental illness. Not only do 

the counterfeits and the asylum keepers refer to love as foolishness or madness, characters such 

as Tomazo and DeFlores, who have little to nothing to do with the mad subplot, do so as well. If 
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love is a type of madness and sexuality can be referred to as foolishness, madmen and fools 

certainly exist outside of the asylum, further troubling the strict division of mental illness and 

mental health.  

 With all of the linguistic disruption of the categories of madman and fool, the 

presentation of mental illness and disability in The Changeling begins to look like a spectrum 

rather than a system of cut and dried categories. Antonio passes between the designations of 

counterfeit and fool, Franciscus' love for Isabella creates a madness that changes with the phases 

of the moon, and Isabella presents her mental state as something that is easily changed with a 

simple disguise. Mental illness moves outside the asylum as well: as Lollio and Alibius joke 

about the madness and foolishness of the general population, and several characters both within 

and outside the madhouse use the language of mental illness and disability to describe their 

sexuality.  

 An understanding of mental illness and disability that incorporates this potential for 

movement and transition aligns quite nicely with the temporary model of mental illness that 

Neely suggests was prevalent during the period. Emphasizing the use of the term “distracted” to 

refer to people who would most likely be diagnosed with a mental illness today, Neely writes 

that in records from the period, “Distracted people are not viewed essentially or permanently 

different from those who are healthy. Far from being condemned or mocked, characterized as 

inhuman, as animal-like, or as outside humanity, they are attended to with concern and 

compassion. The assumption is that they have temporarily lost a self that can be ‘recovered’” 

(180). According to Neely, distracted patients were not permanently placed into a separate 

category and constructed as the Other; rather they were seen as regular humans who were 

suffering from a temporary sickness.  
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This idea that, during the early modern period, mental illness was seen as a temporary 

affliction is further borne out by Michael MacDonald’s Mystical Bedlam. Examining 

seventeenth-century physician Richard Napier’s records to determine the historical perception 

and treatment of mental illness, MacDonald argues that it was not until the Restoration that the 

mentally ill began to be intensely othered (2). He explains that in the years prior to the English 

Civil War, during which time The Changeling was written, care of the mentally ill usually took 

place within the family and was regarded as the restoration to health of a sick person. 

MacDonald writes that when a family member began to show signs of mental distress, “Anxious 

families searched out healers in an attempt to find some remedy for their condition […] The idea 

that insanity is an illness was a natural truth to seventeenth-century laymen, and even the 

religious language of extreme suffering encouraged them to believe that the insane were sick” 

(147). The emphasis on family care and recovery, along with the understanding of mental 

distress as an illness rather than a sin or a permanent state, supports the same therapeutic, 

temporary model of mental illness and its care that Neely creates. 

The presentation of mental illness in The Changeling, then, would seem to fit with ideas 

common during the time period. With the insistence on Isabella, Franciscus, and Antonio’s 

ability to move in and out of the categories of mad and foolish, the subplot reinforces the idea of 

mental illness as temporary. The same fluidity present in the play was present in real life during 

the period: rather than being permanently designated as mad or foolish, individuals could move 

in and out of mental illness. Mental illness was a temporary affliction that could befall anyone, 

rather than a separate category into which individuals would be placed.  

The fluid conception of mental illness found in the subplot of The Changeling and in 

early modern English culture in general sounds surprisingly similar to modern disability theory. 



   

17 

 

Specifically, these ideas resonate with what scholar Lennard J. Davis describes as a dismodernist 

viewpoint. Davis discusses “the instability of the category of disability as a subset of the 

instability of identity in a postmodern era,” (25) and argues for “a very different notion from 

subjectivity organized around wounded identities; rather all humans are seen as wounded” (30). 

Granted, Davis approaches this issue from the perspective of those who identify as disabled, a 

mindset that was certainly not present in the early modern era. However, the instability he 

discusses relates directly to the fluidity portrayed in The Changeling. While the category Davis 

seeks to destabilize is one of personal identity and subjectivity, and the play concerns itself with 

a social category, the borders around each of these categories are revealed to be ambiguous and 

easily crossed. As discussed above, the characters in the subplot of The Changeling move back 

and forth between mental health and mental illness or disability. This movement was possible 

according to widely held views during the time period as well; one could become mad or 

distracted and eventually recover.  

The temporary nature of disability in The Changeling and in early modern England 

connects these ideas to the instability Davis discusses, but the connection between Davis’ work 

and the play becomes even stronger when we consider the instances of madness and folly outside 

of the asylum. Davis posits that a strong distinction between disabled and non-disabled is 

impossible, since disability is widespread rather than the exception. He argues that instead of 

creating identities and firm categories based around disability, it would be more productive to 

consider the ways in which all human beings are “nonstandard” (32). If we assume a 

dismodernist standpoint which seeks to normalize disability, then, all of the characters in The 

Changeling can be considered nonstandard. Granted, it would be difficult to argue that every 

single character in the play is somehow mentally impaired. Lollio and Alibius’ jokes about 
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madmen and fools outside the asylum, for instance, are clearly just that: jokes. Similarly, 

DeFlores’ description of his sexual desire as madness could easily be read as metaphorical. 

However, the fact remains that the use of these jokes and metaphors breaks down linguistic 

barriers and suggests that the category is, as Davis notes, changeable and undefined. In addition, 

both Daalder and the Kistners argue that the behavior of main characters such as Alibius, 

DeFlores, and Isabella can be read as either madness or foolishness. Thus, both metaphorically 

and literally, mental illness and disability are widespread and exist outside of the asylum.  

Given this connection to modern ideas surrounding the normalization of disability, it 

becomes tempting to read The Changeling as a surprisingly open text. For a reader primed with 

the stereotypical image of Bedlam as a freakshow, complete with rigid othering, dehumanization, 

and physical abuse, the play and the cultural ideas which it echoes allow for an unexpectedly 

fluid understanding of mental illness and disability. However, when we dig a little deeper, there 

is more to the play than a dramatic subversion of our popular conception of early modern 

attitudes toward the mentally ill and disabled. To point out the fluidity of mental illness in the 

play is to only tell one side of the story. As discussed above, that fluidity conflicts with well-

defined categories of mental illness and mental health which are not easily crossed.  

 Returning to and rereading the characterization of Antonio, Franciscus, and Isabella, we 

can see a fixed understanding of mental illness. This understanding relies on the existence of 

firm categories of essential identity that cannot be affected by appearance or behavior. For the 

three counterfeits, mental illness is frequently presented as a performance to be put on. This 

characterization is twofold: when Antonio, Franciscus, and, briefly, Isabella describe their 

“illness,” they present their behavior as an outward phenomenon that does not affect their true 

essence. For these three characters, mental illness is also heavily focused on the visual. Thus, 
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Franciscus and Isabella's madness and Antonio's foolishness are performances, mere false 

coverings whose only purpose is to convince their audience.  

This attitude becomes apparent when each of these characters reveals him or herself and 

both the counterfeits and their audience become aware of the performance. For instance, when 

Antonio first makes advances toward Isabella, he asks her to “Cast no amazing eye upon this 

change” (3.3.118). Using an image which is repeated throughout the play, Antonio emphasizes 

the importance of sight. The change in his behavior is performative rather than indicative of an 

underlying change in identity. It is important only as Isabella (and his other observers) see and 

react to it. Soon after, he tells her that “This shape of folly shrouds your dearest love” (3.3.120). 

His folly is only a shape, not actual disability. Using another visual metaphor, Antonio again 

reveals that his disguise depends on how others see him. It has nothing to do with his true self; it 

is merely a false covering disguising Isabella's “dearest love.” 

 Although her reaction to Antonio cannot be described as positive, Isabella seems for the 

most part to agree with the notion that his madness is performative. Like Antonio, she places a 

heavy emphasis on the visual aspect of madness, seeing it as a covering for his core identity. She 

promises him, “As you are a gentleman, I'll not discover you” (3.3.144). Isabella's word choice 

here is telling: by promising that she will not “discover” Antonio, she makes a double 

commitment. She will keep his plot a secret from Lollio and Alibius, and in doing so, she will 

literally not remove his disguise, or cover. This promise shows that she agrees with Antonio: at 

his core he is mentally healthy, and his foolishness does not truly affect him. His ruse is also 

rooted in the visual; for Antonio to stay hidden he must prevent Lollio and Alibius from seeing 

through his “cover.” Isabella goes on to warn Antonio of the hopelessness of his endeavor, and 

remind him that he can escape the asylum, saying, “When you are weary, you may leave the 
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school, / For all this while you have but played the fool” (3.3.147). Of course, Isabella is punning 

on the stupidity of Antonio's plans, but she is also acknowledging that he is merely performing 

the part of a fool. Whenever he wants to, he can drop his disguise and become his true, non-

foolish self once more.  

 Isabella's equation of Antonio's foolery with his outward appearance is at its most 

dramatic later in this scene. Soon after their first conversation, Lollio returns and Antonio 

resumes his disguise. Once he and Isabella are alone, however, he continues to press her, 

resulting in an angry outburst from Isabella. She exclaims, “Fie, out again! I had rather you kept / 

Your other posture; you become not your tongue / When you speak from your clothes” (3.3.171-

173). Irritated with what she perceives as Antonio's true self, Isabella wishes that he would 

continue to put on the behavior, or “posture” of a fool. When he stops performing, Antonio's 

words reveal his inner self, which does not correspond to the foolish appearance Isabella sees. 

Lollio later confirms the concept of madness as a covering when he confronts Antonio. He warns 

him not to attack, saying, “Do not, do not; I shall not forbear the gentleman under the fool, if you 

do. Alas, I saw through your fox skin before now” (4.3.147-149). Lollio's understanding of the 

situation, like Isabella's, is performative, encompassing both the importance of the gaze of the 

“audience” and the idea of falsehood. Antonio wears his madness like a false skin, under which 

the “gentleman” exists unchanged. The success of his ruse depends on how his audience, in this 

case Isabella and Lollio, see him.  

 Franciscus' “madness” plays out in a somewhat similar way. He presents himself to 

Isabella as a man whose otherwise perfect sanity has been overlaid by the disguise of mental 

illness. In his letter, he writes, “'Sweet lady, having now cast off this counterfeit cover of a 

madman, I appear to your best judgment a true and faithful lover of your beauty'” (4.3.13-15). 
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Once again, mental illness becomes an outer layer around the counterfeit's true essence. While 

Franciscus' performance focuses on the idea of madness as a false covering and lacks the strong 

visual metaphors that characterize Antonio's, Isabella's brief madness brings in both of these 

elements of performativity. Following Lollio's advice, she dresses as a madwoman and accosts 

Antonio. When he rebuffs her, she complains that she has not been well rewarded for having 

“Put on this habit of a frantic, / With love as full of fury to beguile / The nimble eye of watching 

jealousy” (4.3.128-131) Leading Antonio on, Isabella claims that she has disguised herself to 

deceive her husband Alibius. She has not changed in essence but has merely put on the clothing 

of a madwoman. Her focus is, specifically, on the eyes of her observer: she must present the 

appearance of mental illness, in both “habit” and “fury.” Like Antonio and Franciscus, she is 

merely performing for an audience, putting on mental illness like a costume.  

 Despite the fluidity present both in early modern attitudes toward mental illness and in 

the play itself, this sense of mental illness and disability as performance establishes clear 

boundaries between those who are “really” foolish or mad, and those who are “really” sane. Just 

as the idea that those boundaries can easily be crossed is rooted in historical attitudes, this sense 

of strict delineation can also be seen as analogous to other early modern attitudes and anxieties. 

According to Natsu Hattori, “Madness in the early modern period was defined in terms of how 

mad people were supposed to look and behave” (285). This suggests that the category of 

madness was not as firmly defined as it would seem. In fact, Hattori draws attention to the 

widespread fear surrounding false madmen, who would supposedly perform madness in order to 

elicit sympathy and become eligible for charity (285). As she writes later, these performers 

“encapsulated the problems of identification in madness, and indicated how easily the lines 

between madness and sanity were blurred” (Hattori 288). Despite this blurring of boundaries, the 
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anxiety that the “undeserving,” or sane, poor could wrongfully receive charity through a 

performance of madness reveals a tension between the idea of madness as fluid and firm 

categories of “truly” mad and “truly” sane. The definition of madness may have been dependent 

on behavior, but simply behaving as a madman was expected to did not make these performers 

suddenly mad or deserving of charity. 

As is suggested by Hattori, MacDonald, and Neely's work, the period shared the same 

unstable attitude toward the mentally ill exhibited in the play. Boundaries were fluid, and 

individuals could cross between them. However, as Hattori's article reveals, those boundaries did 

still exist, and the fluidity and performativity of mental illness and disability could only go so far. 

It might be easy to perform a movement between categories, but in the end, such movement is 

just that: a performance which does not affect the individual’s underlying identity. Instead, 

individuals are sorted into distinct categories of “normal” and “mad” or “foolish.” Clearly, this 

sense of fixed categories directly clashes with the fluidity which the play seems to also present.  

Having established this conflict in the presentation of mental disability and illness, we 

return to the same question posed earlier. How, then, do we read The Changeling? What do we 

do with the conflicting ideas of disability present in both the play and its culture? Given the fixed 

categories pointed out by Hattori’s work and my own reading, we cannot simply remark on this 

seventeenth-century play’s apparent prefiguration of the fluidity of twenty-first century disability 

theory. David T. Mitchell and Susan L. Snyder’s book Narrative Prosthesis provides the key to 

reconciling these conflicting ideas. In this foundational work, Mitchell and Snyder explore the 

way that literature both relies upon and discards disability, naming the phenomenon “narrative 

prosthesis.” They argue that disability is often used to create the inciting action of a narrative or 

to add interest, explaining the “pervasive dependency of literary narratives upon the trope of 
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disability. Narrative interest solidifies only in the identification and pursuit of an anomaly that 

inaugurates the exceptional tale or the tale of exception” (Mitchell and Snyder 54). According to 

Mitchell and Snyder, disability frequently supplies the anomaly needed to generate interest in a 

narrative. However, they argue that while these narratives do not shy away from the depiction of 

disability, they typically do not offer a nuanced portrayal. Instead, they tend to use disability for 

its narrative and symbolic power.  

Once the disability, or disabled character, has served its purpose, this type of narrative 

must do away with it in some way. Mitchell and Snyder write that “Disability cannot be 

accommodated within the ranks of the norm(als), and, thus, the options for dealing with the 

difference that drives the story’s plot is twofold: a disability is either left behind or punished for 

its lack of conformity” (56). Disability thus becomes a tool. Once it has exceeded its usefulness, 

it must be removed in what David Houston Wood refers to as “the ‘cure or kill’ phenomenon of 

difference” (132). In this way, narratives display disability, but they do not engage with it in a 

meaningful way or portray the material realities of the disabled: “while stories rely upon the 

potency of disability as a symbolic figure, they rarely take up disability as an experience of 

social or political dimensions” (Mitchell and Snyder 48). 

While Mitchell and Snyder describe narratives that focus on characters who are genuinely 

disabled, and the subplot of The Changeling centers around feigned disability, the theory of 

narrative prosthesis can still be applied to the play. In fact, this construction can be seen working 

on the levels of both playwright and character. On a global level, Middleton and Rowley use 

mental illness and disability not merely to add interest or symbolic meaning to the story, but to 

kickstart the entire narrative of the subplot. The existence of the madhouse and its keeper and 

inmates creates the initial conflict of Alibius’ jealousy and suspicion of Isabella. Lollio and 
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Alibius’ disdain for and abuse of the mentally ill and disabled then allows Antonio and 

Franciscus to gain entry into the madhouse. As they discuss Alibius’ fears, Lollio assures his 

master that “We have but two sorts of people in the house, and both under the whip: that’s fools 

and madmen – the one has not wit enough to be knaves, and the other not knavery enough to be 

fools” (1.2.42-45). Lollio and Alibius clearly regard their patients as separate from the rest of 

humanity – while visitors to the madhouse would threaten Isabella’s chastity, the madmen and 

fools aren’t taken seriously enough to be feared. This attitude allows Antonio and Franciscus to 

slip past, thus relying on disability to create the entire narrative thread of the subplot. As Mitchell 

and Snyder write, however, disability can be used for the sake of the narrative, but it cannot 

continue to exist at the story’s end. While Middleton and Rowley do not quite resort to the “cure 

or kill” formulation, they certainly remove disability from center stage. Antonio and Franciscus 

are caught and forced to give up their disguises, while the asylum inmates are unceremoniously 

dropped from the narrative.  

Middleton and Rowley’s treatment of disability fits neatly into the idea of narrative 

prosthesis, but the significance of this theory to the conflicting fluidity and rigidity of disability 

in The Changeling only becomes clear when we consider it on the level of character. Although 

the sense of fluidity and transition discussed in my initial reading does exist in the text, only 

certain characters engage in that transition. The only characters able to move in and out of 

different mental states are the counterfeits Antonio, Isabella, and Franciscus. Rather than a 

surprisingly nuanced understanding of mental illness and disability, that fluidity thus becomes an 

avenue allowing the counterfeits to use disability to achieve their own ends.  

Although Antonio, Franciscus, and Isabella are obviously not the authors of The 

Changeling, their manipulation of disability mirrors the system laid out by Mitchell and Snyder. 
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The fluidity present in their descriptions of their “disability,” rather than offering a nuanced 

portrayal of mental illness, allows them to use disability for their own purposes, then drop it as 

soon as it is no longer useful. For instance, as soon as Antonio has successfully gained private 

access to Isabella, he drops his performance of foolishness. Once Franciscus is inside the 

madhouse, he writes a letter dropping his disguise of madness. When Isabella feigns madness to 

antagonize Antonio, she discontinues her performance as soon as she gets the reaction she was 

looking for. As Isabella notes while chastising Antonio, the three counterfeits “may leave the 

school, / For all this while [they] have but played the fool” (3.3.147). All of that fluidity and 

movement only applies to those who haven’t actually been placed into the categories of madmen 

and fools – since they are not really mad or foolish, they can move in and out of the madhouse as 

they please.  

Within the framework of narrative prosthesis, then, the seemingly flexible boundaries 

between the madmen and their keepers reveal themselves to be quite rigid. While some 

characters seem to be able to freely move between categories, it is only their designation as 

“normal” that allows them that privilege. The language of fluidity and transition is, in fact, built 

on the very categories it seems to disrupt. In Mitchell and Snyder’s framework, the disabled 

suffer when narratives embrace disability only to drop it. They write that “Literature borrows the 

potency of the lure of difference that a socially stigmatized condition provides. Yet the reliance 

upon disability in narrative rarely develops into a means of identifying people with disabilities as 

a disenfranchised cultural constituency” (55). If the narratives Mitchell and Snyder analyze hurt 

people with disabilities by refusing to engage with the cultural realities of disability, the false 

fluidity of The Changeling creates a similar situation—the narrative toys with a fluid conception 

of mental illness and disability while ignoring and demeaning the mentally ill and disabled.   
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For a play set partially in a madhouse, The Changeling gives very little onstage 

representation to the actual asylum inmates. Neely describes the role they play, writing that the 

play “uses counterfeit madness for comic turns and removes confined Bedlamites to the margins 

of representation. Their role and resonance are limited by the near absolute segregation of the 

house for the mad” (194). Completely cut off from the main plot, the actual madhouse inmates 

are barely represented in the subplot. The madmen speak very few lines, and those from offstage. 

They only appear onstage twice, once to frighten Isabella and Antonio, and once to practice their 

dance for the wedding. The fools, meanwhile, have no lines whatsoever and only come onstage 

once, joining the dance of the madmen. Neely writes that these strategies “withdraw sympathy 

from the mad,” (194) leaving them “silenced, dehumanized, exiled to the margins of 

representation […] The Changeling banishes the mad to the very edge of the play-space” (198). 

While the counterfeits play at mental illness and disability, moving in and out of the category 

easily, the madmen and fools are barely represented at all. The little representation they do 

receive is of course negative: they are hardly presented as “a disenfranchised cultural 

constituency” deserving of a complex, nuanced portrayal.  

Mitchell and Snyder’s theory sheds new light not only on The Changeling itself, but also 

on the conflicted ideas surrounding mental illness and disability in early modern England. Just as 

the false fluidity in The Changeling masks definite categories of “madmen and fools” and 

“sane,” the perception of mental illness as a temporary affliction conflicts with the reality of 

defined categories of identity. The fluidity in the play itself leaves the actually mentally ill and 

disabled characters behind; similarly, temporary models of mental illness, like the ones Neely 

and MacDonald outline, do not do justice to everyone considered mentally ill or disabled. While 

such models may seem more humane than slotting the mentally ill and disabled into strict 
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categories, they function in a similar way to narrative prosthesis and the subplot of The 

Changeling. By focusing on the potential for transition and recovery, they leave behind the 

mentally disabled and those who suffer from incurable mental illnesses. If mental abnormalities 

must be “cured or killed,” historical conceptions of mental illness as temporary go with the 

“cure” option and drop persistently nonstandard bodies and minds from the narrative.  

This tension between fluidity and consideration for those permanently outside the norm 

can also be brought forward to comment on modern-day disability theory. Theories like Davis’ 

idea of dismodernism, while doing valuable work, have the potential to create a situation similar 

to that of The Changeling. Where The Changeling leaves the mentally ill and disabled behind by 

focusing on the fluidity enjoyed by the more typical characters, and its contemporary historical 

views leave the incurably mentally ill and disabled behind by focusing on the possibility for a 

cure, theories like dismodernism remove our attention from the realities of living with a 

disability. Of course, the normalization of disability is a positive and valuable endeavor. 

However, by suggesting that all human bodies are nonstandard, we risk losing focus. By 

elevating the myriad other instances of human deviation from the norm to the same level of 

consideration as disability, we may lose our sense of urgency in working toward accessibility 

and an end to the stigmatization and mistreatment of the disabled. If we direct our energy in 

writing, activism, and personal efforts toward less life-altering instances of difference, we risk 

disregarding those who are negatively affected by social stigma and a lack of accessibility. In the 

same way that the fluidity of The Changeling and its cultural environment take the focus off the 

disabled, the push to universalize disability has the potential to re-marginalize those whose 

disabilities materially affect their lives.  
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 Reading The Changeling, its cultural moment, and modern-day disability theory together 

thus highlights the balance necessary in our understanding of bodies and minds which fall 

outside the “normal.” Arguments like Davis’ run the risk of diluting the lived experience of the 

disabled and redirecting attention to a wider, more vague idea of human variation, thus doing a 

disservice to those whose day to day lives are significantly affected by disability. However, 

focusing more intently on that lived experience, as Mitchell and Snyder suggest, has the potential 

to re-other the disabled. Thus, while Mitchell and Snyder’s argument is vital to this reading of 

The Changeling, it has its own drawbacks as well. If we focus on the disabled as a 

disenfranchised population, we risk treating disability as the only important aspect of their lives, 

a pitfall which Mitchell and Snyder themselves warn against. If we push this theory to its limit, 

we risk treating the disabled as a separate population to be studied and pitied, rather than 

complex human beings.  

 History, literature, and theory, then, all inform each other. While Davis’ work, along with 

that of Mitchell and Snyder, helps the reader to understand the play of language and narrative in 

The Changeling, the resulting reading speaks back to the two theories. The complex language 

and structure of this seventeenth-century play reinforces the need for balance in our 

understanding of disability. In our efforts to normalize and universalize disability, we must 

remain sensitive to the lived experience of the disabled, and advocate for accessibility based on 

those experiences. 
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