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Derek Peat qualifies our understanding of Shakespeare's interest in madness, arguing that in Shakespeare's post-1600 work "mad characters move to centre-stage as does an interest in feigned, as contrasted with actual, madness." Peat discusses Hamlet (1601), King Lear (1605), and Macbeth (1606), and helpfully contextualizes these plays' mad characters by comparing them to others in Dekker's The Honest Whore. Part One (1604/5) and Northward Ho! (1607). Peat argues that Shakespeare's increased interest in the performance of madness, as well as in the way "mad" characters are treated by other characters, was likely informed by his interest in London's St. Mary of Bethlehem hospital, known as Bedlam, which was near the Globe in Southwark. While Peat challenges traditional views that Bedlam's mad were visited by hordes of callous Londoners who sought entertainment, he says that still, "it would be strange to depict characters visiting the madhouse"--as Dekker and other Jacobean playwrights did--"if such visits were not taking place." He suggests that after 1600, spectators at Bedlam grew more common, and that among these spectators were local playwrights like Shakespeare, who were fascinated by the fact that "[a]ctors assume[d] roles and ma[d]e the audience believe in them, but in a place like Bedlam there were people for whom the distinction between role and player no longer existed." Other things that likely interested Shakespeare about the mad were their license to speak freely--at least in Bedlam--at a time when (after 1606, anyway) "it was not even permissible to swear on the public stage." Peat suggests that in the trenchant social criticism mad Lear delivers in the fields of Dover, Shakespeare "transferred the license of Bedlam to the London stage"--a "risky business," he admits, but perhaps less risky than if lines like "Through tattered clothes great vices do appear/Robes and furred gowns hide all" were said by a sane character. (Peat speculates that, riskier still, Lear might have pointed to audience members while saying "See how yon justice rails upon yon simple thief.") It is, as I've said, helpful to see Shakespeare's mad characters placed alongside those of other playwrights; this essay shows us that repetitions (Lear's "Fie, fie, fie!" and "Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill") were features of the discourse of other mad characters, such as Dekker's The Honest Whore's First Madman, who says not only "all, all, all, all, all, all" and "whore, whore. whore, whore, whore" but "do you look for the wind in the heavens? Ha ha ha ha, no no, look there, look there, look there." (Along with Lear's repetitions, clearly invoked by Dekker's dialogue, Peat might have cited Hamlet's "Words, words, words" and "Except my life, except my life, except my life.") Since repetition is not characteristic of all mad or pretend-mad characters, "[i]t may be," Peat says, "that both Dekker and Shakespeare were finding different possibilities in the same model," a single Bedlam inmate. These intriguing speculations cast new light on Shakespeare's tragic explorations of madness, as does the evidence Peat supplies that Bedlam Hospital was, though a brutal place, designed with the intent to cure mad folk--quite a few were eventually released--and that Shakespeare's characters who pity mad Lear reflect that visitors to Bedlam held a more humane and sympathetic attitude towards the mad than has previously been supposed. 
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