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Abstract -

Through a close analysis of four plays by Shakespeare this thesis argues that the question of

subjectivity ultimately comes to be negotiated around a structural impasse or certain points of

opacity in each of the text’s signifying practices. Challenging assumptions about the

putatively “theatrical” contexts of Richard III, Richard II, Hamlet and Antony and Cleopatra,
I argue that, to varying degrees, the specular economy of each play is in fact traversed by a
radical alterity that constitutively gives rise to a notion of subjectivity commonly referred to

as “Shakespearean.”

Elaborating upon the work of both Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida, I argue that
“subjectivity” in the plays 1s, rather, the articulated confrontation with a non-dialectizable
remainder that haunts each text from within. Crucially in this respect I relate each of the texts
to Lacan’s account of the “gaze” as a species of what he calls the object a: an alien kernel of
jouissance exceeding all subjective mediation yet, paradoxically, also that which confers
internal consistency both to subjectivity and to the very process of symbolization as such. I
am, moreover, also concerned to read the work of Jacques Derrida as providing an illuminating
context for how this incursion of alterity that he terms differance (what Lacan calls the Real)
may be read as the unacknowledged support of subjectivity. The thesis concludes with a
consideration of how this analysis of the Shakespearean object, rather than succumbing to the
heady pleasures of an unfettered textuality, opens, ineluctably, onto a rethinking of the very

category of the *“political” itself.
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Preface

Sections of the following two chapters have already been published: an edited
version of chapter three entitled “’Rewriting the (S)crypt’: Gazing on Hamlet’s

Interiors,” appeared in QWERTY, 6 (October 1996), pp. 5 —17; also, an edited
version of chapter one was published in Critical Survey, 9, 3 (1997), pp. 32-59.

An edited version of chapter two, “’Tis In Reversion That I Do Possess:
Speculation and Destination in Richard II” is due to appear in The South Atlantic

Quarterly.

References to Shakespeare’s texts throughout are to the Arden editions of individual
plays unless otherwise stated.
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Introduction

“We Three”

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night is a text that, in many respects, is quite remarkable for the
way that 1t scrutinizes what remain some very orthodox assumptions about how
language relates to identity. Perhaps most explicitly so, it is through the anarchic wit of
Feste the clown that language in the text comes to gorge itself on a reality that can,

apparently, either be created or annihilated at will. In only one of several memorable

incidents in the play, at one point Feste delivers a message to someone that he assumes
- 1s named Cesario. Met with angry incomprehension, the clown deals with this

predicament through what 1s, effectively, a wholesale denial of the deixis of difference

itself:

No. I do not know you, nor am I sent to you

by my lady, to bid you come speak with her;

nor your name 1is not Master Cesario; nor this is not
my nose either. Nothing that is so is so.

(ILii.38-41)

Similarly, at the close of the play, Duke Orsino is presented with the task of negotiating

this perplexing co-presence of identity and difference when he is confronted with the

1he Shalesp camen Object



twins of Viola and Sebastian. Paradoxically, both twins are presented as identical but

not, strictly speaking, in a way that is identifiable:

One face, one voice, one habit, and two persons -
A natural perspective, that is and is not.

(V.i214-15)

What the Duke encounters here, I would like to suggest, 1s that surplus which is missing
in the mirror image, i.e. something unspecularizable yet, precisely as such, present in the
shape of an unfathomable X on account of which the double obtains its unheimliches
character. That 1s to say, the double here 1s the same yet totally strange, a sameness

which all the more accentuates the uncanniness of that which “is, and 1s not.”

Earlier in the play, in another example of the text’s strangely skewed perspectives, we
find a more explicit commentary on what might account for this gap — this thing that
makes the difference where 1t 1s impossible to establish any positive difference as such.

Offering a genially insulting greeting to Sir Andrew and Sir Toby, Feste inquires

whether they did “never see the/picture of ‘we three’”? (11.i1i.16-17). The joke, of
course, refers here to a popular sixteenth-century painting depicting two asses which,
when viewed from a prescribed angle, also includes the spectator as the “third” ass.
Indeed, the title of the painting offers itself as an eloquent comment on the way that
identity comes to be negotiated beyond the dyadic structure of the mirror image. What
1s at 1ssue here, it seems, is a dialectical inversion that exceeds the logic of doubling and

opens instead on to the implied accommodation of, precisely, a certain third element

that eludes capture at the level of any “natural perspective.” In the example of “We

Irimduciion



Three” not only 1s the frame of the picture in a sense already framed by part of its
content: 1t 1s at this very point of formal inconsistency (the picture’s anamorphic stain
of non-sense) that the viewer also finds himself inscribed or, quite literally, caught in

the picture.

The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan addresses a similar paradox 1in his seminar on
anamorphosis where he discusses the example of Hans Holbein’s The Ambassadors.

Lacan similarly argues that it is this point of anamorphic tension (which in Holbein’s

painting, when the viewer assumes the proper position, is subsequently revealed to be a

floating skull) that functions “to catch, I would almost say, to catch in its trap, the

1

observer.”" For Lacan, however, what is in fact “caught” here, what is momentarily

rendered visible, is the materialized nothing that incarnates the decentred symptom of
the ‘subject’ itself. Indeed Lacan argues that the Renaissance experimentation with
trompe 1’oeil is suggestive of nothing less than the passage to modernity itself,

precisely insofar as Renaissance culture became increasingly fascinated by this “ thing

392

that mediates the relationship between the subject and the signifier.”” Renaissance

painting, literature and architecture, Lacan was to argue on more than one occasion, 1S

characterized by a preoccupation with what he calls the domain of the “vacuole,” this

93

“construction around emptiness that designates the place of the Thing.”” Moreover, in

a comment that is impossible to read without recalling the contemporary political

anxieties aroused by the signifying practices of Shakespeare’s “wooden O,” Lacan in

' Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis ed. Jacques-Alain Miller,
trans. Alan Sheridan (London, 1994), p.92.

¢ Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 1959-1960: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan
Book VI, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Dennis Porter (London, 1992), p.129. In his seminar

on anamorphosis Lacan argues that “at the very heart of the period in which the subject
emerged and geometral optics was an object of research, Holbein makes visible for us

something that is simply the subject as annihilated.” The Four Fundamental Concepts, p.88.
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fact privileges the “Elizabethan theatre as the turning point in European eroticism..It is

at that moment, in effect, that the celebration of this idealized object occurs.”™

In short, for Lacan, every scene of representation is both haunted and impelled by a

foreign element that yawns in the midst of meaning itself. That is to say, there can be

no symbolic communication without this piece of the real or phallic detail that serves as
a kind of pawn to guarantee the very consistency of the symbolic order. It is precisely

to this extent that every symbolic relationship implies a minimal distance toward this
unheimliches third element that cannot accede to presence, but whose very elision gives
rise to the scene of presence as such. In a comment that would appear particularly

apposite to Twelfth Night in this respect, Lacan also goes so far as to claim that “If

something ex-ists with respect to something else, it is precisely inasmuch as it 1s not

coupled, but rather ‘tripled’ to it, if you will allow me this neologism.” In other
words, according to Lacan symbolization constitutively turns around a void, a nothing
that insists in the symbolic network as a “Thing that will always be represented by

emptiness, precisely because it cannot be represented by anything else — or, more

exactly, because it can only be represented by something else.”

Alternatively, in an effort to define the contours of the problematic that we are trying to

get at here, we might refer to an example that Lacan provides from the field of linguistics

¥ Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, p.140.

‘ Ibid., p.100. For a brilliant study of the significance of the ‘O’ in Elizabethan culture see Bruce
Smith, The Accoustic World of Early Modern England: Attending to the O-Factor (London,
1999), cf: pp.207-45.

> Quoted in Bruce Fink, The Lacanian Subject: Between Lanquage and Jouissance
(Chichester, 1997), p.195, n.34.

° Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, p.129-30.
Intmouciion




which serves as yet another variation of this paradox of “We Three.” Here, Lacan

argues that

...before any formation of the subject...things are counted, and in this
counting he who counts is already included. It is only later that the subject
has to recognize himself as such, recognize himself as he who counts.
Remember the naive failure of the simpleton’s delighted attempt to grasp
the little fellow who declares — I have three brothers, Paul, Ernest and me.
But 1t 1s quite natural — first the three brothers, Paul Ernest and I are
counted, and then there 1s I at the level at which I am to reflect the first I,

that is to say, the I who counts.’

In what is, effectively, another kind of Lacanian reflexive inversion, the speaker includes
his own position of enunciation within the statement itself., Lacan, however, pushes
this distinction between the subject of enunciation and the subject of the enunciated
even further to suggest that this moment of self-relating negativity hollows out the very

space of what we call subjectivity itself: everything that “I” positively am, every

enunciated content I can point at and say “that’s me,” is not “I”; “I”’ am only the void
or surplus of form over content that remains as the empty distance toward every

content as such.

In terms of Lacan’s logic of the signifier we once again encounter here how,
paradoxically, the horizon of meaning is always already linked to a point within the
field disclosed by 1t. As a variation of the dialectic between the view and the gaze, it is
this very point of a certain formal inconsistency or locus of non-sense that actually
condenses that Thing beyond the mirror image that the subject is. “We Three” offers,
then, an eloquent gloss on the function of the gaze as the place holder of this beance in

the symbolic order: what is available to the subject’s view, what is experienced as




“reality” in fact constitutes itself through the foreclosure of some traumatic x, some
extimate kernel of jouissance that both provides the obscene support of meaning qua the

law and also that which threatens to disrupt the internal consistency of the law itself.

Indeed, we might consider briefly here what is in many respects that most Shakespearean

of moments - the soliloquy — as a particularly resonant example where “self-
consciousness” is shown to depend upon a similarly strange dialectical inversion.
Commenting specifically upon Hamlet’s soliloquies as an ambivalent marker of “emergent
consciousness,” Margreta de Grazia argues that the soliloquy posed a contradiction for an
Elizabethan theatre that aspired increasingly to naturalistic conventions: “it is an awkward
solution to be sure: speaking is asked to give the illusion of non-speaking.”® A little later
de Grazia somewhat teasingly asks the question of whether the soliloquy can be thought of

in terms of a “dramatized cogito?””

What is peculiar about the soliloquy, rather, is that its “theatrical” illusion properly
consists in the way that speech is always-already mediated through an agency that exceeds
any intersubjective relation, whereas naturalistic speech seeks to privilege what is said by
failing to account for its place of enunciation.'” What this suggests, in a strictly Lacanian
reading, 1s that as soon as the subject comes to be, he owes it to a certain non-being on

which he raises his being. A "pseudo-Shakespeare stuck for improvisation," is Lacan's

"Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, p.20.

° Margareta de Grazia, “Soliloquies and wages in the age of emergent consciousness,” Textual
Practice, 9,1 (Spring 1995), pp.67-93, p.74.

? Ibid, p.75.

"?In other words, as a theatrical device the soliloquy actually engages a critique of Cartesianism

by implying that the subject of enunciation, who relates to himself only on condition of projecting
himself ‘outside’ himself, is not reducible to the subject of the statement. This ‘'dramatization’

compels the coqito to exceed its own laws in a way that conforms to its Lacanian rewriting as "
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appropriate choice of metaphor, "who paces up and down, repeating - To be or not..to be

» 11 1p fact, we might recall here that for Hamlet to

or not.., again - To be or not...to be.
speak is also to submit to a certain disappearance: either to hold discourse "with the
incorporeal air" (II1.1iv.118) or to "eat the air" (I11.11.93) is simultaneously to bear witness
to the fact that as soon as words are spoken they are no longer "mine now" (111.11.97). In
other words, the speaking subject is no longer to be found at the axis of the relation
between the signifier and the signified, but is the locus of a certain non-sense where, in

Lacanese, the subject of enunciation quite literally “vanishes” into the subject of the

statement.

Not only does the soliloquy announce that reflexive gesture where our direct immersion

in narrative reality is momentarily perturbed, is not the soliloquy also a species of that
putatively post-modern moment par excellence when the actor extracts himself from his
narrative context and assumes the position of an observer of his own diegetic position of
enunciation? In an argument that extends beyond the conventional wisdom relating to
questions of self-reflexivity, Slavoj ZiZek avers that “this apparently innocent
procedure threatens the very foundation of the standard ontological edifice; it inscribes a
subjective point of view into the very heart of ‘objective reality.’”'® Again, the Lacanian
point here 1s that this logical snare that would appear to impede self-identity is in fact
the embodiment of a structural antagonism within the symbolic order itself that is,
strictly speaking, the very cause of the subject as such. In many respects the soliloquy

stages how, in this retreat from reality, we are brought closer to some repressed formal

think where [ am not, therefore | am where | do not think.” Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection,
ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York, 1977), p.166.

' Jacques Lacan, The Psychoses: The Seminar of Jacque an Book lll: 1955-1956, ed.
Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Russell Grigg (London, 1993), p262

The Ghelcapeamean Objed




inconsistency within the symbolic order that is also constitutive of the very “frame” of
reality itself.”® This enigmatic cause is what Lacan, of course, came to call the object a:
that little piece of the Real or trace of jouissance that is also, paradoxically, nothing but

the “subject” 1tself in its negative magnitude.

This thesis argues that the production of subjectivity in four plays by Shakespeare also
inverts the standard notion of the symbolic order as the agency that mediates or

interposes itself between the subject and reality. Rather, following Lacan, I argue that

the subject and the Other variously come to overlap in the object a as something which
incarnates a void that irretrievably bars both the subject qua $, and the symbolic order

itself (4). That is to say, in the Shakespearean texts under discussion subjectivity

comes to find its most pronounced aspect of articulation at those moments when this
trace of alterity is shown to confound the mastery of all dialectics: 1i.e. the “etfect of

subject” takes place precisely insofar as this remainder of substance (jouissance)

escapes the grasp of subjective mediation. The further supplementary twist (and one
that I read as both Shakespearean and Lacanian), is that far from simply being an

impediment preventing the subject’s full actualization, this remainder is strictu sensu

correlative to the very being of the subject.!* It is here, precisely, that we reach what

2 Slavoj Zi¥ek, The Plague of Fantasies (London, 1997), p.66.

¥ See also Franco Moretti's comments on soliloquy where he argues that with Shakespeare it is
not part of “promoting the action or establishing its implications, but rather of retarding it and
making its implications ungraspable.” “A Huge Eclipse’: Tragic Form and the Deconsecration of
Sovereignty,” Genre, 15 (1982), pp.7-40, p.32.

' We are now able to extrapolate a working hypothesis of the subject that is yet to find any
adequate degree of articulation in Renaissance Studies: “I” am aware of myself, | am compelled
to turn reflexively on to myself, only insofar as “I” can never “encounter myself” in my noumenal
dimension, as the Thing | actually am. Herein resides the importance of Lacan's comments on
the gaze. The subject, strictly speaking, becomes a placeholder for the fact that reality (the
socio-symbolic structure) always already includes the gaze of the subject. Itis, precisely, in this
respect that | wish to argue that what we call subjectivity is inherently pathological: i.e.

something that is both biased and limited to a distorting, unbalanced perspective on the whole.
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1s perhaps the most concise definition of what I will refer to as the Shakespearean
object: that surplus of substance in the plays which , precisely insofar as it resists

subjectivization, also comes to open the very space of desiring subjectivity itself.

It may seem contradictory to thus attribute ontological or real status to what has
hitherto been characterized as precisely a lack of substantial existence.!> However, both
the Shakespearean and the Lacanian subject — as unavailable void — frequently appear as
correlative or even isomorphic to the object a. In my reading of the texts it is not so
much “theatricality” as a certain incursion of the gaze that I read as the preeminent

example of this object. For both the gaze and the subject properly consist in those

epistemological gaps which take on substantial or real status not in themselves but as

object a. It is, precisely, this object a that constitutes the “substance” of the subject: a
substance that, as Lacan never tired of repeating, is also the only one that is recognized

by psychoanalysis.

Slavoj Zivek explains succinctly the identity of subject and object a in his discussion of the
subjectivation of the field of reality in Hegelian philosophy: ‘“’subject’ and ‘object’ are the
two leftovers of this same process, or, rather, the two sides of the same leftover conceived
either in the modality of form (subject) or in the modality of content, of ‘stuff’ (object): a
is the “stuff’> of the subject qua empty form.”'® The “subject qua empty form” is the same

subject cleared of substantial content that we encountered above, but it contains a new

' In this respect Francis Barker’s famous description of Hamlet as the harbinger of an incipient
“modernity” is perhaps more Lacanian than would first appear. “At the centre of Hamlet, in the
interior of his mystery, there is, in short, nothing. The promised essence remains beyond the
scope of the text's signification: or rather, signals the limit of the signification of this world by
marking out the site of an absence it cannot fill. It gestures towards a place for subjectivity, but

both are anachronistic and belong to a historical order whose outline has so far only been
sketched out.” The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection (London, 1984), p.37.
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subs/tance — an ungraspable surplus object leftover by the symbolic organization of

reality.!” It is, in many respects, an aim of this thesis to consider the ways that the
Shakespearean texts under discussion are preoccupied with certain remainders or islands of
Jjouissance (with that residual trace of “stuff”) that both imperils and gives rise to the

symbolic sufficiency of the plays’ own putatively hegemonizing fictions.'®

In the light of our foregoing discussion, how are we to account for those explicitly
historical contingencies in the production of subjectivity, especially in an age that
appears so inhospitable to the Lacanian categories with which we are concerned?

Bearing in mind the pervasive influence of what has come to be known as “New
Historicism” in Shakespeare studies in the last twenty years or so (and whose own

commitment to theory is, at best, ambivalent), I am mindful of a powerful, if not yet

fully institutionalized, resistance to psychoanalysis in this regard. Stephen
Greenblatt, for example, offers a suggestive yet still deeply inadequate account of the

limitations of psychoanalysis as a strategy of interpretation in reading early modern
texts. Arraigning psychoanalysis for making “universalist claims™ that are “unruffled

by the indifference of the past to its own categories,” Greenblatt is especially impatient

'8 Slavoj Zizek, Tarrying With The Negative (Durham, 1993), pp. 21-2.

' The Lacanian subject is not an autonomous power “positing” the substance but precisely a
name for the gap within substance, for the discontinuity which prevents us from conceiving the
substance as a self-contained totality.

'® In this respect my own interests are both a response to and further elaboration of the
extraordinary (and much too neglected) work of Joel Fineman. Fineman has gone further than
any other critic in trying to identify this substantial or “Real” object with the substance of the
“subjectivity effect” that has been adduced as characteristically “Shakespearean.” See, for
example, his remarkable study of the “Sound of O in Qthellg” where Fineman argues that “this

sound -~ these abject Os, which | associate with Lacan’s objet 8, and the mark of the Real = is,

Inlmduction
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with what he sees as a “totalizing vision” that ignores the “historical” contingencies

which in fact fashioned a “mode of selfhood that psychoanalysis has tried to

universalize into the very form of the human condition.”"”

At the close of his essay, however, Greenblatt in fact unwittingly stumbles upon the
very paradox that psychoanalysis reads as the constitutive antagonism that gives rise to
the very moment of “historicity” itself. Stopping short of dismissing psychoanalysis as

an anachronism Greenblatt nevertheless avers that

[...] psychoanalytic interpretation is causally belated, even as i1t 1s
causally linked: hence the curious effect of a discourse that functions
as 1if the psychological categories it invokes were not only

simultaneous with but even prior to and themselves causes of the

very phenomenon of which in fact they were the results. [...]
psychoanalysis can redeem its belatedness only when it historicizes

its own procedures.*’

This temporal paradox that Greenblatt cites as impoverishing the force of
psychoanalysis as properly “historical,” is also, precisely, what psychoanalysis insists

upon as the very moment of the historical itself. Whether in terms of Freud’s

both for Shakespeare and for Othello, constitutive of Othello’s self.” “Sound of O in QOthello” in
he Subjectivity Effect in Western Litere adition (Cambridge MA, 1991), pp.143-64, p.152.

19 StephenJ Greenblatt, “Psychoanalysis and Renaissance Culture” in Learning To Curse:
Ess rl dern Culture (London, 1992), PP. 131-45, p.136, 137, 138. In the wake of

new historic:sm, this claim is variously rehearsed in a shower of publications on early modern
“subjectivity” that are either politely dismissive of or openly hostile to psychoanalysis on account
of its putatively “universalizing“ tendencies. See, for example, Francis Barker, The Tremulous

Private Body: E C pjection (London, 1984), pp. 31-7, p.58; Margareta de Grazia,
“Motives for Intenonty Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Hamlet,” Style, 23, 3 (Fall 1989), pp.430-

44; Peter Stallybrass, “Shakespeare, the Individual and the Text,” in Lawrence Grossberg et. al.
eds., Cultural Studies (London, 1992), pp.593-612; Katherine Eisaman Maus, “Proof and
Consequences: Inwardness and Its Exposure in the English Renaissance,” Representations,
34 (Spring 1991), pp.29-52; Emily C. Bartels, “Breaking the lllusion of Being: Shakespeare and
the Performance of Self,” Theatre Journal, 46 (1994), pp.171-85. For a trenchant critique of
current accounts of early modern subjectivity, see David Aers, “A Whisper in the Ear of Early
Modernists; or, Reflections on Literary Critics Writing the ‘History of the Subject,” in David Aers
ed., Culture and History: ays on Engli C nities, Identities and Writing (Detroit, 1992),
pp.177-202.
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Nachtraglichkeit or Lacan’s future anterieur, psychoanalysis posits the priority of

synchrony over diachrony in a way that remains decidedly problematic for classical
historicism. This aspect of retroactive causality, at least for Lacan, arises on account of
the fact that language as synchronic order itself comes up against an internal limit, a
foreign kernel that can only be integrated after the fact. As Slavo; Zizek maintains, “if
the passage from ‘genesis’ to ‘structure’ were to be continuous, there would be no
inversion of the direction of causality,”*' to the extent that it is this inert presence
which opens the very space for any reordering of the past. Epistemologically, it is this
posture that, perhaps surprisingly, brings psychoanalysis into closest proximity with
historical materialism whose “knowledge” 1s similarly self-referential; i.e. whose object
of critique is comprised of no substantial content that is prior to the very intervention

that would seek to reintegrate it into the symbolic network. That is to say, it is only

through the act of knowledge that the object becomes what it truly “is.”

Briefly: the problem with Greenblatt’s conception of historicism is that it assumes that
what we call “history” has always already begun, and that therefore it merely continues.

In other words, Greenblatt presupposes history, instead of taking it as that which
remains to be thought.?? Insofar as it names a praxis wherein all historical content is to
some extent relativised, 1.e. made dependent on “historical circumstances,” the problem

with historicism (as opposed to historicity) is that it routinely evades every encounter

“ lbid., p,142.

¢ Salvoj Zizek, For They Know Not What They Do: Enjoyment as a Political Factor (London,
1994), p.171.

* Indeed, Greenblatt’s own historical rigor has itself become the focus of some debate, see for
example, CGarolyn Porter, “Are We Being Historical Yet?,” South Atlantic Quarterly, 87 (1988),
pp. 743-86; Joseph Kelly and Timothy Kelly, “Searching the Dark Alley: New Historicism and
Social History,” Journal of Social History, 25 (1991-92), pp.677-94; and Robert D. Hume, “Texts

Within Contexts: Notes Towards a Historical method,” Philological Quarterly, 71 (1992), pp.69-
100.
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with the Real. In other words, historicisms both new and old are, ultimately, in thrall to
the notion of a linear succession of historical epochs that (according to Lacan) are
nothing other than, precisely, a series of failed attempts to deal with this radically
unhistorical traumatic kernel that always returns to the same place. In an argument that
appears to offer itself as concise rejoinder to Greenblatt in this respect, Slavo; Zizek
makes the broader claim that “the most succinct definition of historicism is [...]
historicity minus the unhistorical traumatic kernel which returns to the Same through all
historical epochs.”® In this respect, psychoanalysis (and Lacan in particular) is as far
as 1t 1s possible to be from “universalizing” the Real into something that is exempted
from historical analysis. Lacan’s point, rather, i1s that the only true ethical stance is to

assume fully the impossible task of symbolizing the Real, inclusive of its necessary

failure.

The truly radical critique of ideology should therefore go beyond the self-congratulatory
“social analyses” which continue to participate in the fantasy that sustains the object of
their critique and to search instead for ways to sap the force of this underlying fantasy-
frame itself - in short, to perform something akin to what the later Lacan called “going-
through the fantasy.” Indeed, in many respects, it is an aim of this thesis to begin
thinking another historicity - not a new history or still less a “new historicism,” but
something closer to what Jacques Derrida has elsewhere referred to as “another opening

of event-ness as historicity.”** In this crucial respect, my reading of Derrida

V,‘. ‘ .
+ Slavoj Zizek, Enjoy Your Symptom: Lacan in Hollywood and Qut (Routledge, 1996), p.81.

*# Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourninag. and the
New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (London, 1994), pp.75-6. Itis well known that in the

French academic scene of the 60s and 70s Derrida and Lacan were regarded as a somewhat
uncomfortable pair of intellectual bedfellows. Lacan was derisive and often openly dismissive of
what he regarded as Derrida’s ‘derivative’ project of deconstruction. See Elizabeth Roudinesco,
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throughout this thesis is concerned, precisely, to maintain a sensitivity to each text’s

“logic of repetition and the trace, for it is difficult to see how there could be history

without it.”®>

Beginning with an analysis of Richard III, I argue that the question of Richard’s
deformity comes ultimately to be negotiated at the level of a more persistent kind of
formal or anamorphic tension that haunts the texts own signifying practices. To this
extent, the formal consistency of the text’s historical project is routinely implicated with
the figure of Richard as, in many ways, the embodiment of the text’s own difficulties in

trying to secure the illusion of temporal homeostasis. Turning more explicitly to the

work of Jacques Derrida, the second chapter focuses on Richard II as a text that is
similarly preoccupied with the relationship between history and temporality. The gaze

here, however, becomes an index for the traumatic incursion of an other repressed scene

Jacques Lacan & Co. (London, 1986). Similarly, Derrida maintained a critical distance from many
of Lacan'’s ideas — most obviously so in his charge of Lacan’s ‘phallogocentrism’ in “Le facteur de
la verite,” in The Post Card: From rates to Freud and Beyond, Alan Bass trans., (London,
1979), pp.411-79. For a dazzling analysis of both Lacan and Derrida in this regard see Barbara
Johnson “The Frame of Reference: Poe, Lacan, Derrida” in Shoshana Felman ed., Literature
and oanalysis: The Question of Reading Otherwise (London, 1982), pp.457-506. It was
not until only very recently that Derrida publicly affirmed his indebtedness to Lacan in an essay
entitled “For the Love of Lacan ,” Peggy Kamuf trans., in Jacques Derrida, Resistances of
Psychoanalysis (California, 1998), pp.39-70.

It is not within the scope of this thesis to engage a diacritical encounter between Derrida and
Lacan. Rather my concern is to show that Derridean differance offers a productive insight into
considering the ways that the negotiation of jouissance in the Shakespearean text is also never
far away from “the-effect of-subject.” In this respect, | propose to take as axiomatic Derrida’s
claim that “Every time there is “jouissance” (but the ‘there is’ of this event is in itself extremely
enigmatic), there is ‘deconstruction.” Indeed, Derrida’s further reflections on this issue are
worth quoting at length: “Deconstruction perhaps has the effect, if not the mission, of liberating
forbidden jouissance. That's what has to be taken on board. It is perhaps this jouissance which
most irritates the all-out adversaries of ‘deconstruction.” Who, moreover, blame those they call
‘deconstructionists’ for depriving them of their habitual delectation in the reading of the great
works or the rich treasures of tradition, and simultaneously for being too playful, for taking too
much pleasure, for saying what they like for their own pleasure, etc. An interesting and
symptomatic contradiction.” “This Strange Institution Called Literature’: An Interview with

Jacques Derrida,” in Jacques Derrida: Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (London, 1992),
pPp.35-76, p.56.

® Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans. Alan Bass (London, 1981), p.57.
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of radical alterity that I argue to be that of writing itself. If, as I maintain, writing
names a relation of interiority that is in fact without belonging, this strange movement so
contaminates the text’s signifying practices that Richard II comes to stage a drama of
“de-positioning” in a way that has hitherto been given insufficient attention in critical

accounts of the play.

[ examine the question of interiority further in the third chapter. Hamlet, I argue, is only

able to sustain the illusion of its interiorizing voluminosity through the elision of an
extimate kernel of jouissance that, ultimately, the play itself 1s powerless to occlude.
Reading Lacan alongside Derrida’s preoccupation with cryptonymy, identity 1s
variously shown to be negotiated around certain topological paradoxes whose very

formal inconsistencies, I argue, are in fact crucial to the production of subjectivity itself.

The concluding two chapters offer a more extensive consideration of the question of
jouissance and how it comes to threaten the socio-symbolic edifice to which 1t gives rise.
Antony and Cleopatra, I argue, is a text that both routinely and ambivalently comes to
meditate upon the incursion of an excess that complicates the historical project of 1ts
imperial narrative. Variously negotiating the excessive presence of some remainder or
trace of enjoyment that come to antagonize the authority of Roman “Law,” this 1s also
reticulated within the text at the site of certain metastases that I read as disclosing the
discontinuous production of subjectivity peculiar to the colonial encounter itself. In the
conclusion I offer a brief introduction to Romeo and Juliet as a text which more
explicitly locates enjoyment as the element that sustains desiring subjectivity. To this

end 1t 1s argued that, far from appeasing social conflict, every “love story” is to some

1The Shelespearen Qb jed
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extent a compromise formation which attempts to fill out the place of a radical stain of

non-sense that comes to threaten the coherence of the Law itself.

It c'uction
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Chapter One

Back to the Future:

Subjectivity and Anamorphosis in Richard 111

...the unconscious i1s mantfested to us as
something that holds itself in suspense

in the area, I would say, of the unborn.

Me And My Shadow

Having confounded his own expectations in the successful wooing of Lady Anne, the

Duke of Gloucester has recourse to a model of ego formation that, for a modern audience

at least, has much in common with the Lacanian archetype:

I do mistake my person all this while:

Upon my life, she finds, although I cannot,
Myself to be a marv’llous proper man.

I’1l be at charges for a looking glass,

And entertain a score or two of tailors,
To study fashions to adorn my body:

.............................

Shine out, fair sun, till I have bought a glass,
That I may see my shadow as I pass.

(1ii.252-258, 262-263)

Internalising the gaze of the Other, in this case that of Lady Anne, Richard’s acquisition of
a looking glass is accompanied by an idealisation of body image that is redolent of the
“jubilation” experienced by the subject of Lacan’s mirror stage. To recount briefly, in the

mirror stage the ego is formed in terms of an identification with one’s specular image: the

infant who has not yet mastered the upright posture upon seeing himself in the mirror will

the Chekespeareen Olject
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“jubilantly assume” this upright position.! The apparently “orthopaedic” effect of
captation by the mirror image would appear especially apposite for a character who is
frequently disposed to descanting upon his own deformity. This transition from an
uncoordinated body image, what Lacan refers to as the corps morcele, to the Gestalt of
bodily wholeness 1s not, however, reducible to a myth of origins. As Jane Gallop has
argued, the mirror stage involves a temporal dialectic that is simultaneously anticipatory
and retroactive and, in many ways, is of paradigmatic importance for Lacan’s lifelong
preoccupation with the anachronistic relationship that inheres between subjectivity and the
signifying chain:

The mirror image would seem to come after “the body 1n bits and
pieces” and organise them into a unified image. But actually, that

violently unorganised image only comes after the mirror stage so as to
represent what came before. What appears to precede the mirror stage

is simply a projection or a reflection. There is nothing on the other side
of the mirror.2

The mirror stage, it seems, is the threshold for a paradoxical short circuit from a not yet to

the always-already: that is to say, eluding a moment of pure, undivided presence, the “I”
produced in the mirror stage is Lacan's earliest pronouncement on the status of the subject

as something that constitutively lacks its own place. Lacan’s subsequent engagement with
paradoxical models of temporality was always implicitly concerned to rearticulate the
question of the subject’s being as something that, in a quite radical sense, is crucially

dependent upon this formal inconsistency in the signifying network.3 Indeed, if the

1 Jacques Lacan, “The mirror stage as formative of the function of the 1,” Ecrits: A
Selection, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (London, 1977), pp.1-8, p. 2
2 Jane Gallop, Reading Lacan (Ithaca, 1988), p.47.

3 Lgcan's most considered excursus on this relation is elaborated in the seminar
entitled "The subversion of the subject and the dialectic of desire in the Freudian

unconscious” in Ecrits: A Selection, pp.292-325. See also figure 1 on p. 293 of this
thesis.

Suljectivity and Anemaorpliosis in Biclizred [T



19

category of the Real was to enjoy increased theoretical elaboration in Lacan’s later work,
it was partly in order to emphasise this point: that the subject crucially owes its ontological

consistency to a certain formal inconsistency in the symbolic order.# There can only be an

“I,” Lacan maintains, precisely insofar as somewhere there remains a formless stain, a

quotient of non-sense wherein the subject finds his or her being condensed.

Alternatively, we might recall here Lacan’s audacious revision of Decartes’ formula for
the cogito: “I think where I am not, therefore I am where I do not think.” 3> According to
Lacan, not only the subject but also the symbolic order itself 1s rendered etficacious by
virtue of an antagonism that is, ultimately, the void around which every moment of

symbolization turns. Of central importance here is Lacan’s invocation of what he

frequently refers to as the “future anterior,” which is given its most succinct definition in

his account of the temporality of a subject where

What is realised in my history is not the past definite of what it was, since it is
no more, or the present perfect of what has been in what I am, but the future
anterior of what I shall have been for what I am in the process of becoming.®

This notion of the subject as something that can only relate to itself in terms of an essential

contretemps, as that which “will have been,” is ineluctably tied to Lacan’s often

4 1t is from within this context that we must understand the “later” Lacan’s otherwise
perplexing fascination with mathematics and topology. Namely, that what we refer to
as the subject is, in the last instance, nothing but an impasse in formalisation. In
Lacan “le reel” - the real of jouissance — “ne saurait s’inscire que d'une impasse de la
formalisation” — can be discerned only by way of the deadlocks of its formalization. In
short, the status of the real is thoroughly non-substantial: it is a product of failed
attempts to integrate it into the Symbolic. In his effort to grasp how both the subject
and the symbolic order are inherently spiit from within, Lacan also sought to reveal
how theories of linear determinism characteristically elide a radical ambiguity that
pertains to every Cause. Herein resides the significance of Lacan'’s epigrammatic
account of the unconscious: “there is cause only in something that doesn’t work.”
Jacques Lacan, The Fc¢ ndamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ed. Jacques-
Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (London, 1994) p.283.

5 Jacques Lacan, “The agency of the letter in the unconscious or reason since Freud”

in Ecrits:_A Selection pp. 146-79, p.166.
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misunderstood definition of the signifier as “that which represents the subject for another
signifier.” In other words, what Lacan refers to as the “subject” can only appear in the
signifying chain as a kind of anamorphic stain (what Ernest Jones refers to as the site of a

certain aphanisis or “fading™); i.e. as something that is an “effect” of the signifier but

which does not imply, let alone “represent,” the wealth of any substantial content.

It is precisely on account of this fact that, for Lacan, every formation of identity is closely

umbilicated to a certain formlesness, or even a radical deformity that persists as the
immanent necessity of every identity tout court.” If, as Lacan argues, the “meaning” of a
signifying chain always runs behind the signifying production itself, it is on account of

this retroversion etfect that the subject becomes at each stage what he was before, and

announces himself — he will have been — only in the future perfect sense. Moreover, for
Lacan, it is precisely this ambiguous point of tension between delay and anticipation that
“is essential to knowing myself (un meconnaitre essentiel au me connaitre) {...] For, in

this ‘rear view’ (retrovisee), all that the subject can be certain of is the anticipated image

coming to meet him that he catches of himself in the mirror.”8

If the subject is unable finally ever to fully coincide with itself, this unbearable fact is
embodied by that unreflected remainder (Lacan’s object a) which haunts the symbolic

order from within. This, of course, is the substantive point of Lacan’s extraordinary

6 |bid., p.86.

7 According to an excellent analysis by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe of
“identity” in another context, it is here precisely that deformity generally acquires a
truly subversive and constitutive force: “This presence of the contingent in the

necessary is what we eatrlier called subversion, and it manifests itself as

symbolization, metaphorization, paradox, which deform and question the literal

character of every identity.,” Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and
ocialist Strategy: Toward a New Democratic Politics (London, 1993), p.114.

8 Jacques Lacan, “The subversion of the subject,” p.3086.
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account of anamorphosis in his seminar on the gaze. Here, Lacan maintains that this

anamorphoic blot is strictly homologous to the gaze qua object a insofar as it embodies the
(impossible) point of view from which the blot can be perceived in its “true meaning,” 1.e.
the virtual point from which, instead of the anamorphic distortion, 1t would be possible for

the subject to grasp without remainder the contours of a formless stain.?

While anamorphosis is the favoured Lacanian motif for the analysis of the retroactive
dynamic of desire (i.e. the subject) in the Real, what may be called a temporal
anamorphosis also provides the topological model for the Symbolic. Indeed, as early as

1953 Lacan argued that:

The past and the future correspond precisely to one another. And not any old
how — not in the sense that you might believe that analysis indicates, namely
from the past to the future. On the contrary, precisely in analysis because its
technique works, it happens in the right order - from the future to the past.19

By reading events “backward,” so to speak, Lacan is concerned to theorise the structural

implications of this anamorphic entity that gains its consistency only in retrospect, when it
is viewed (belatedly) from within what is always, ultimately, a contingent field of meaning

and sense. Effectively, the very emergence of the symbolic order opens up a beance that
can never be wholly accounted for by meaning: “sense” is never all S(,%), it is always
truncated, marked by some phallic detail that “does not {it” and as a consequence comes to

denature the field of so-called “reality.”

9 And it is for this reason that anamorphosis is ultimately a reminder of castration: it is
precisely on account of this void in the symbolic order that the subject comes to find
the unbearable truth of his being.

The Shakespearesen Object
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Difficult Births

From this brief overview of Lacan’s analysis of the relationship between temporality,
subjectivity and the Real, we are in a better position to understand how subjectivity and
meaning emerge only ambiguously at a dislocating and decentred point of anamorphic
tension: “normal” reality (i.e. the Real pacified by the symbolic order) is perceptible only
at a point where “it thinks” remains a formless stain. 1! By drawing upon the theoretical
problematic yielded by Lacan’s investigation of anamorphosis, and how 1t relates to the
cognate psychoanalytical domains of repetition, the uncanny and the gaze, this chapter
argues that, in its ostensible production of history, Shakespeare’s Richard III is besieged

by similar problems that centre crucially around the “deformed” figure of Richard himself.

We might “begin” then by considering the ways that the text routinely makes Richard’s
mis-shapen body the symptom of a certain imbalance or disturbance in the symbolic order

itself. If being "sent into the world in a less than finished state™!? indicates for Freud how

prematurity is a founding condition of subjectivity, Richard's bitter declaration that he was
"sent before my time/Into this breathing world, scarce half made up" (1.1.20-21), 1s also not

the only occasion in the text where deformity becomes aligned with anxieties of

origination. In III Henry VI Richard is referred to as “an indigested and deformed lump”

10 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar Of Jacques L acan Book One: Freud's Papers on

Technique, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. John Forrester (Cambridge, 1988), p.157.

11 |acan’s point, then, is not that self-consciousness is impossible since something
always eludes the grasp of the conscious ego. Rather, it is the far more radical thesis
that this decentred hard kernel which eludes the grasp of the subject is ultimately self-
consciousness itself. It is here, pre-eminently, that psychoanalysis becomes
unbearable in the eyes of philosophy.

12 Moreover, in a comment that would appear to have a particular bearing upon this
constitutive tension of delay and precipitousness throughout the play that is
condensed in the figure of Richard, Lacan also argues that “generic prematuration of

birth [is] the dynamic origin of specular capture.” Lacan, “Subversion of the subject,”
p.308.
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(V.vi.51) by the King, a description that is later echoed in Clifford’s description of
Richard as a “foul indigested lump” (1l. 157-58). This characterisation of Richard as
something akin to an object that is “lodged” in the gullet of the symbolic order, is further
complicated by the contradictory reports of his birth. The precise nature of Richard's
deformity indeed becomes a confused affair when it is recalled that he had “Teeth.....in
thy head when thou wast born™ (11.54), an image that is also recalled by Queen Margaret 1n

her vituperative outburst in Richard III:

From forth the kennel of thy womb hath crept
A hell-hound that doth hunt us all to death:
That dog, that had his teeth before his eyes,
To worry lambs and lap their gentle blood;

(IV.iv.47-50)

As a “lump of foul deformity” (I.ii.58), Richard is also imbued with this peculiar
morphology of lack and surplus in John Rous's history, written in 1492, which relates how
the royal birth was complicated by the extraordinary claim that Richard remained in his
mother's womb for five years and was born with teeth and hair down to his shoulders.!3
Even the account provided by Thomas More, who frequently disputes the veracity of such
mythologizing tales of Richard’s birth, provides the seemingly significant detail that
Richard, apparently a breech birth, was born upside down: “It is reported that the Duchess
his mother had so much ado in her travail that she could not be delivered of him uncut, and

that he came into the world with the feet forward.” 14

13 For a useful, although brief, summary of this mythologizing of Richard see Retha M.
Warwicke, “The Physical Deformities of Ann Boleyn and Richard lll: Myth and Reality,”
Parergon, 4 (1988) pp.135-53.

14 Quoted in Desmond Seward, Blchard ll: England’s Black Legend (London,
1983), p.23. Indeed, in lll King Henry VI Richard himself refers to this account in a

way that also suggests a degree of ironical self-distance from the narratives of his own
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As facilitator to the Tudor succession, Richard is not the only “monster” ‘in Elizabethan
tracts to have his epochal significance distinguished by a “birth” that was, simultaneously,
both too early and too late. For example, an account from 1600 relates how “A Strange
and miraculous accident happened in the Cittie of Purmenent, on New Yeare's even last
past 1599, of a young child which was heard to cry in the Mothers wombe before it was
borne.”!> Temporally, the monster appears here to be a proxy for some formal disturbance

in the symbolic order: arriving either too early or too late it can more properly be figured

as that which Jacques Derrida has called an arrivant: a “singularity” that is nevertheless
also anticipated. Indeed, this strange preparedness toward the future also informs the work
of James Gardiner, an eminent historian of the nineteenth-century, who claims that
“Richard left such a reputation behind him that even before him, at his birth, 1t was said

that he was proclaimed a monster” (emphasis added).!¢ Insofar as we are able to detect
here a problematical complicity between singularity and repetition, we can refer to the

work of Jacques Derrida who similarly argues that “all of history has shown that each time

an event has been produced [...] it took the form of the unacceptable, or even of the

intolerable, of the incomprehensible, that is, of a certain monstrosity.”!7

As a paradox of causation, then, the designation of Richard as a “monster,” I would like to
suggest, also attests to pervasive anxieties in the text's representation of history. Although
frequently attributed to divine will, this proliferation in narratives of the “monstrous” in

the sixteenth-century, as Katherine Park and Lorraine J. Daston have argued, inevitably

symbolic crystallization; namely, in his recollection that “ | have often heard my
mother say/l came into the world with my legs forward” (ll1.ii.56).

15 “A Strange and miraculous accident,” 1599, STC 20551.
16 James Gardiner, History of the Life and Reign of Richard the Third (Cambridge,
1898), p. 5.
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circulated around the difficult question of "how [to] tell which monsters arise in the course
of nature and which are expressly produced as signs by God.”!8 Elevated to the status of

a cultural milieu following the upheavals of the reformation, this study of monsters

cathected, rather, a crisis of authority in narratives of linear historical progress. The
doctrine of Aristotle, which provides the discursive frame of reference for most early
modern accounts, characterises the monster as a paradox of causation that also

accomplishes an erasure of filiation: "anyone who does not take after his parents is really

17 Jacques Derrida, “Passages — from Traumatism to Promise” in Points...Interviews,
1974-1994, ed. Elizabeth Weber (California, 1995), pp. 372-95, p.387.

18 | orraine J Datson and Katherine Park, “Unnatural Conceptions: The Study of
Monsters in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century France and England,” Past and

Present 92 (1982) pp.20-54, p.34. A more recent study by Kathryn M. Brammall has

identified a trend in the way that the appellation of “monster” was increasingly
employed as a rhetorical trope from 1570. Kathryn M Brammell, “Monstrous
Metamorphosis: Nature, Morality and the Rhetoric of Monstrosity in Tudor England,”

Sixteenth Century Journal, 27, 1 (1996), pp.3-21. See also the extraordinary study by
David Williams that makes several important points about how the monstrous comes

to occupy the site of a certain formal disturbance in narratives of ‘linear’ progress.
Deformed Discourse: The Function of the Monster in Mediaeval Thought and

Literature (Exeter, 1996), pp.40-48.

As will become clear, what | am principally attempting to elaborate here is an account
of the monstrous which makes use of Lacan's complex association between spatial
and temporal anamorphoses; that is, the way that the monster indexes the intrusion of
a stain of non-sense in the signifying chain. In this respect, perhaps surprisingly,
Michel Foucault makes some characteristically subtle and apposite comments in his
analysis of the emergence of the study of monsters in the human sciences. Critiquing

theories of evolutionism Foucault argues that

[...] continuity is not the visible wake ot a fundamental history in which one
same living principle struggles with a variable environment. For continuity
precedes time. |t is its condition......First, the necessity of introducing monsters
into the scheme....The monster ensures in time, and for our theoretical
knowledge, a continuity that, for our everyday experience, floods, volcanoes,
and subsiding continents confuse in space. The other consequence is that the
signs of continuity throughout such a history can no longer be of any order
other than that of resemblance....On the basis of the power of the continuum
held by nature, the monster ensures the emergence of difference. This
difference is still without law and without any well-defined structure: the
monster is the root stock of specification, but it is only a sub-species itself in
the stubbornly slow stream of history.

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeoloay of the Huma ience
(New York, 1990), pp.155-6.

W
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in 2 way a monstrosity.” Later in the text Aristotle similarly avers that "monstrosities

come under the class of offspring which 1s unlike its parents.”1?

This somewhat perplexing preoccupation with the question of Richard's “origins” has even
found its way into the text's critical history; most notably so in EM.W, Tillyard's
somewhat anxious consideration of the proper “place” that Richard III should be assigned
in the Shakespeare canon. In Shakespeare's History Plays Tillyard’s attempts to adduce
what should be considered “historical” in the context of the play invariably confronts the
issue of Richard's deviant morphology. The monster, qua diegetic form, is revealed
ultimately to be an agency within the text that disorders the formal balance of its
hegemonizing fictions. Initially, Tillyard considers the question of authority in terms of an
overarching telos of the artistic development of the author. It soon becomes clear,

however, that if Richard is indeed the victim of arrested development, this is merely a

dissimulated effect (and symptom) of his literary genitor's immaturity:

He [Shakespeare] was to do better when he matured, but in Richard III he
delivered himself of what he was good for at that time. Not being the fully

accomplished artist he had to labour prodigiously and could not conceal the
effort (emphasis added).20

In a text that Coppelia Kahn has correctly identified as suggesting "the importance of the
mother, rather than the father, in the formation of masculine identity"2! Tillyard's
metaphors here reveal a highly vexed relationship towards the question of authority that,

ultimately, is negotiated around the thorny issue of paternity and filial piety. Indeed,

19 Aristotle, Generation of Animals, trans. A.L. Peck (Cambridge, 1953), pp.402, 405.
20 E.M.W. Tillyard, Shakespeare'’s History Plays (London, 1981), p.205.

21 Coppelia Kahn, Man'’s Estate: Masculine Identity in Shakespeare (London, 1981),
P.63.
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Tillyard’s implicit claim that the text somehow fails to conceal the traces of its production
not only encodes artistic impropriety as a peculiarly feminine vice,?2 the putative failure
of Richard III to demarcate successfully a space between the author and his work also

displaces a gnawing dissatisfaction about the text's representation of history onto a
consideration of the masculinization of Shakespeare himself. If Aristotle is correct in his

argument, 1.€. what makes the monster truly monstrous is that it serves as too conspicuous
a reminder that paternity can never really be proven, then Tillyard's analysis is similarly

concerned with this need to recover the father's image.?? Moreover, such anxieties acquire

22 Marilyn Francis has argued in another context that such a strategy is concerned “to
contain the imagination [...] relying on the attribution of deformed, sterile progeny,
which functions as a sign of the deviant female mind and of the corruption of biological
and literary maternity.” “The Monstrous Mother: Reproductive Anxiety in Swift and
Pope,” Engli iter istory, 61 (1994) pp. 826-51, p.840. Itis also relevant to note

here that for Aristotle the monster’s origin is also, not coincidentally, related to the
feminine in terms of their shared dissimilarity to the father: “The first beginning of this

deviation is when a female is formed instead of a male, though this indeed is a
necessity required by Nature, since the race of creatures which are separated into
male and female has got to be kept in being.” Aristotle, op, cit., p.402. The
appropriately named Alain Grosrichard’s analysis of the relationship between the
monstrous and filiation similarly argues that “the child runs the risk of monstrosity both
if the father does not play his proper role in the original structuring language of the
maternal imagination, and if his role is excessive.” “The Case of Polyphemus, or, a

Monster and its Mother” in Cogito and the Unconscious, ed. Slavoj Zizek (London,

1998), pp.117-48, p.137.
23 | am particularly indebted here to Marie-Helene Huet who, in a brilliant essay, has

argued that "if resemblance creates a visible connection between father and child, it
also conceals the questionable character of all paternities. At the same time that it

suggests filiation, by instituting a "natural,” visible link between the genitor and his
child, resemblance, used as a criterion for establishing paternity, elides the fact that
this filiation can never be certain. Thus, resemblance masks a fundamental, primordial
disorder. And what resemblance conceals, the monster unmasks.” Marie-Helene
Huet, “Monstrous Imagination: Progeny as Art in French Classicism,” Critical Inquiry,
17 (1991) pp. 131-159, p.142. This question of Richard's self-proclaimed auto-
genesis finds a wider resonance in the way that early modern culture sought to
create an identity for the nebulous processes of literary production itself. In a
comment that inevitably recalls Richard, both in its choice of metaphor and in its
aggressive claims of autonomy, Thomas Nashe contests his status as an ‘outsider' to
"proudly boast [...] that the vaine which | have (be it median vaine or a madde man) is

of my owne begetting, and cals no man father in England but my selfe.” Quoted in
David Scott Kastan, “His semblable is his mirror’: Hamlet and the Imitation of

Revenge,” Shakespeare Studies (1994) pp. 52-78, p.63.

It is Philip Sidney, however, who provides a more complex example of how questions
of literary creativity inevitably confront the issue of masculine identity. In a prefatory

letter which dedicates The Countess Of Pembroke's Arcadia to his (then pregnant)

sister, Sidney ofters a disclaimer that deploys multivalent levels of displacement as he
seeks to negotiate the claims of literary patrimony under the aspect of the prodigious:
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added 1ronical force when one considers the text’s bibliographical history. A speech by

Richard that appears in Q1 of III Henry VI, and that is frequently offered as an apology

for his subsequent villainy, is in fact prefixed with a line that is not contained in the Folio

text:

I had no father, I am like no father

I have no Brother, I am like no Brother:

And this word (love) which Gray-beards call pure,
Be resident in men like one another

And not in me.

Tillyard's contention then, that Shakespeare was "to do better," also attempts to fantasize a
paternal presence on behalf of a character who is particularly notable for eloquent
pronouncements upon his own perceived alienation, "I am myself alone” (11l Henry VI
V.v1.83).2% In other words, Tillyard’s suggestion that, redeemed retroactively, the text
will come to recognise its origins, 1s also an attempt to occlude textual difference in a

rhetorical manoeuvre that, as Jacques Derrida argues in another context, involves a
restitution of paternal rights where none other than Shakespeare himself 1s invoked as "a

father that is present, standing near it, behind it, within it, sustaining it with his rectitude,

attending it in person in his own name.”?5

| hope, for the father's sake, it will be pardoned, perchance made much of,
though in itself it have deformities...In sum, a young head not so well stayed
as | would it were...having many fancies begotten in it, if it had not been in
some way delivered, would have grown a monster, and more sorry might | be
that they came in than that they gat out. But his chief safety shall be the not
walking abroad; and his chief protection the bearing the livery of your name.

Philip Sidney, The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia, ed. Katherine Duncan Jones

£Oxford, 1985), p.4.

4 Desmond Seward has argued that “It is unlikely that little Richard ever saw much of
his father. We may guess that his childnood was as painful as his birth [...] We know

that he spent a good part of his early years at Fotheringay with his sister Margaret [...]
It has been fancifully suggested that Margaret ‘played mother to him’ but it is more

likely that nurses performed this role.” Desmond Seward, Bichard lll: England’s Black
Legend (London, 1981), p.28.

23 Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy” in A Derrida Reader: Between The Blinds,
ed. Peggy Kamuf (London, 1991), pp.112-143, p.118.
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[t is, however, a more persistent failure of the text to satisfactorily recognise its origins
that leads Tillyard to comment upon what he calls the “confused” place that Richard III

occupies in the tetralogy. Positioned within a temporal frame that is simultaneously
proleptic and retrospective, Tillyard negotiates this paradox of the text in terms of an
ostensible “working out” of the traumatic civil war as merely a mechanical exercise in
preparation for the Tudor succession: “the main business of the play is to complete the
national tetralogy and to display the working out of God's plan to restore England to

prosperity.” 26 What threatens to disrupt the fantasmatic consistency of this Elizabethan
world picture on display, however, are points of discontinuity throughout the text that

betray a potentially troublesome mark of over-proximity to the site of the play’s own

contingent position of enunciation: “Richard II] inevitably suffers as a detached unit...the
play can never come into its own till acted as a sequel to the other three plays.”?’ This
foreclosure of self-reference, the putative failure of the text to “come into its own,” also

(fortuitously) provides the title of an essay by Derrida 28 which locates the “monstrous,”

precisely, at this site of tension between past and future.

“History” and “anamorphosis” co-operate in Richard III in terms of this radical

asymmetry: unable to occlude fully the traces of its own historicity, the text shares a

6 Tillyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays, p.205.

<7 Ibid., p.206. It is also possible to read this aspect of the text as an example of the
insistence of its self-reflexivity in the signifying chain, conforming to a movement that
Shoshana Felman has described as that “which passing through the Other, returns to
itself without quite being able to rejoin itself; a reflexivity which is thus untotalizable,
that is, irreducibly dialogic.” Jacques Lacan and the Adventure of Insight (London,
1987), p.60.

28 Arguing how “every speculation implies the frightening possibility of the Hysteron
Proteron of the generations,” Derrida undertakes a brilliant re-reading of the Freudian
account of repetition that includes biographical details of how neither Freud or his wife
"got over the monstrous fact of children dying before their parents." Jacques Derrida,
“Coming Into One’s Own” in Psychoanalysis and the Question of the Text, ed
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peculiar affinity with its protagonist in that both are, in the words of Linda Charnes, a
"product of their own belatedness.”?? Indeed, Derek Traversi also discusses the text in

terms that can only be described as prenatal, arguing that Richard IIl is a “new type of

drama at once the necessary conclusion of all that has gone before and the expression of a

new conception of what the chronicle play implies.”39

Similarly, returning to Tillyard, not only is Richard IlI presented as something of a misfit
that prevents the symbolic order from fully constituting itself, in an attempt to rescue the
play’s reputation Tillyard confers what he somewhat anxiously refers to as “shape” on the
play. Effectively, what ensues is an invocation of the monologic authority of Shakespeare
as the expedient through which contingency can successfully, if not seamlessly, be

reconstituted as necessity:

...at the end of the play Shakespeare comes out with his full
declaration of the principle of order, thus giving final and
unmistakable shape to what, though largely implicit, had been all
along the animating principle of the tetralogy.3!

Geoffrey Hartman (London, 1978), pp.114-149, p.144.
29 Linda Charnes, Notorious Identity: Materializing the Subject in Shakespeare
%ondon. 1993), p.340.

Derek Traversi, An Approach to Shakespeare: | Henry VI to Twelfth Night (London,
1968), p.46. The notion that Richard 1ll can be considered a “seminal” moment in the

artistic maturity of Shakespeare can still be found in more recent discussions of the
text. Elizabeth Pearlman, for example, argues that "The differentiation of Richard from
the comparatively colourless orators and warriors who populate the Henry VI plays

marks a turning point - perhaps the turning point - in Shakespeare's development into
a dramatist of more than ordinary excellence.” Elizabeth Pearlman, “The Invention of

Richard of Gloucester,” Shakespeare Quarterly, 43,4 (1992) pp.411-31, p.411.
31 Tillyard, op. cit., p. 207.
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Crucially, this totalizing procedure unwittingly engages the text, and more particularly the
figure of Richard, as a kind of “vanishing mediator,”? a structural-dialectical paradox that

Slavoj éigek formulates as "an effect which exists only in order to efface the causes of its
existence.”33 This temporal loop, which implicitly acknowledges the non-coincidence of
the text with itself, is also the enabling condition for the putative working out of
England’s traumatic past in terms of the text’s retroactive inscription within providential
determinism. Crucially, concluding his analysis of the play, Tillyard reinvokes Richard
III’s function as a “working out” of the history plays so as to harmonize the contradictory
vectors of the text's signification: “Whereas the sins of other men had merely bred more

sins, Richard's are so vast that they are absorptive, not contagious.”4

In short, structural antagonisms which may contradict the historical design that Tillyard is
attempting to adduce are obviated by the re-introduction of the character of Richard:
thereby effecting a displacement of this preternatural excess onto a figure who is already

conveniently encoded as deviant. The attempt to retain an origin of meaning from which
history can be measured 1s possible only if the process of “working out” is coterminous
with a movement of “absorption,” of coming back. In this respect, the recursive trajectory
of the text's significations is more redolent of what Jacques Derrida has called an
uncomfortable athesis that is also “contagious” precisely insofar as it exceeds the vigilance

of teleology. As Derrida has argued, what the construction of a “tradition” amounts to is

32 According to Fredric Jameson, in an argument where the analogies to Lacan’s
defintion of the Real are almost too obvious to miss, a system reaches its equilibrium,
i.e. it establishes itself as a synchronous totality, when it “posits” its external
presuppositions as its inherent moments and thus obliterates the traces of its
traumatic origins. See Fredric Jameson, “The Vanishing Mediator; or, Max Weber as
Storytellet,’ jn The Ideoloqies of Theory: Volume 2 (Minneapolis, 1988), pp.32-64.
33 Slavoj Zizek, For They Know Not What They Do; Enjoyment as a Political Factor
QEondon, 1994), p.204.

Tillyard, op. cit., p.216.
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an attempt to negotiate a "pathway out of tension between protensions and retentions,

projections forward, and retainings of the past.”33

“The King Is A Thing”

To recount our discussion so far: as both symptom and cause of all that has gone before,

Richard is “within the limits of the play,” as Tillyard remarks significantly in the context
of a discussion on the credibility of character, “both possible and impossible.” 36 It is
tempting here to read this invocation of “limits™ as a species of the kind of Hegeltan
problematic discussed by Slavoj \Zfiiﬁek; 1.e. as a “reflection-into-itself” of the boundary

which “emerges when the determinatedness which defines the identity of an object is

reflected into this object itself and assumes the shape of its own unattainable limit, of what
the object can never fully become.” 37 The figure of Richard, I am suggesting, materialises
throughout the text this strangely embodied condition of possibility that is,
simultaneously, a condition of impossibility . In other words, it is precisely because,
Richard is the embodiment of society's meaningless excess (“a foul deformed lump”) that
he is also the locus for its perceived return to an idealised (and ultimately spurious) vision

of harmonious consistency.33

35 Quoted in Marian Hobson, “History Traces” in Post turalism and the Questic

of History, ed. Derek Attridge et. al. (London, 1988), pp 42-68, p.51.

36 'Ullyard, Shakespeare’s History Plays, p.216.

37 Zizek, op. cit., p.100.

33 |t is in this more radical sense that we should understand the following remark by
M.M. Reese, (which typifies a prominent strain of thought in the criticism of the play):
“Gloucester concentrates within himself all the evil and suffering which the country has

borne since the Lancastrian usurpation, and all the causes that flowed from it.” M.M.
Reese, The Cease of Majesty: A Study of Shakespeare’s History Plays (London,

1961), p.209. Again we can see here how Richard is located ambivalently as both
“cause” and “effect” of the trauma of the civil wars.
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Crucially, this vacillation between lack and surplus is also implicit in many of the
contemporary debates which sought to identify the obligations of the Absolute Monarch.
In a sermon preached in 1594 the Jesuit Robert Parsons employs a familiar trope when he
asserts that the community is beautified by the presence of the monarch, without whom it
“would be but...A masse of confusion, an ugly and deformed Monster.””3° Indeed, both
the function and the “person” of the monarch came increasingly to be regarded in terms
that can only be described as phantasmatic: i.e. as a bulwark between a fragile social order
and the chaos that remains its immanent necessity. The observation of one commentator
that “there 1s an impression or rude character of dreadful Maiestie stampt in the very
visage of a King™0 suggests that, while ostensibly committed to the regulation of excess,
the monarch is also marked by an over-determined relationship between the seemingly

competing categories of waste and transcendent value.

The “invisible” body of the monarch is sublime in the Lacanian sense, insofar as it
presents the paradox of an object that is able to subsist only in shadow. Indeed, Slavo;
éi’z’ek discusses this point in a way that inevitably returns our attention to the pre-natal
associations of Richard. For Zidek the Lacanian sublime object is similarly pre-
ontological, 1t 1s something that can be conceived only in an “intermediary, half-born
state, as something latent, implicit, evoked: as soon as we try to cast away the de-forming

shadow to reveal the substance, the object itself dissolves.”#! We similarly find that the

39 Quoted in Robert Eccleshall, Order and Reason in Politics: Theories of Absolute
and Limited Monarchy in Early Modern England (London, 1978), p.34.

40" |bid., R, 9.

41 Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan Throuah Popular
Culture (London, 1996), pp.83-4.
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figure of the monarch simultaneously guards against and threatens to dissolve into the

excremental dross that 1s the last phantasmatic support of his sublime body.

For example, anticipating that the recently crowned Queen was destined to have a slightly
less than glorious reign, in 1558 the former Bishop of Westminster opined that Elizabeth’s
England would be comparable to how “as a sowe comyng in to a faire garden, roteth up all
the faire and sweet flowers and holesome simples, leaving nothing behinde, but her owne
filthye dirte.”? It is, however, Edward Forset who provides what is perhaps the most
vivid description of the function of the Queen in terms of this negative magnitude; i.e. as
the embodiment of the excremental dross or “filthye dirte” that renders the social edifice

thinkable in the first place:

Who seeth not, that it belongs to the office of Soveraigntie, to provide for the
nourishing and mainteining of the state with necessaries, to amplifie the
dominions [...] to spread abroad the encrease of the people by Colonie, in the
nature of generating or propagating, to cherish in the subjects an appetite of
acquiring of commodities, to grant to them places of Mart and market for the
digesting of the same unto all parts of the realme, and so change forme and
assimilate them to their most behoofe: to give order for the holding and retaining
of that which 1s become their well agreeing and naturall sustenance, and for the
expelling as well of the hurtfull overcharge, as the unprofitable excrements of the

weal publique.4?

In short, from a Lacanian perspective, what may be discerned in this remarkable passage -
where, to be blunt, society becomes a condensation of the rights to eat, fuck and shit - is

an understanding of the monarch as nothing less than the particular agency that maintains

society’s access to the materia prima of enjoyment itself. Crucially, as Jacques-Alain

Miller has so persuasively argued, the ethnic moment conceived as nation is, strictly

42 Eccleshall, op. cit., p.25.
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speaking, possessed of no positive content and it 1s for this reason that the social edifice
attains its 1dentity only in some shared access to enjoyment (jouissance). In fact, the
monarch here is located at the site of a surplus enjoyment (sometimes referred to by

Lacan 1n the term plus de jouir which he made structurally homologous with the function

of object a). What the monarch “amounts” to is, precisely, a surplus that escapes the
network of universal exchange that, paradoxically, he is also called upon to crystallize.
From within the context of our discussion of Richard’s “deformity” then, we can see here
how the monarch discloses that symbolic intersubjectivity is not the ultimate horizon
behind which one cannot reach: what precedes it is not some “monadic” subjectivity, but

a pre-symbolic impossible relation to jouissance.4

Insofar as the monarch embodies a non-subjectivizing stain or “smear of enjoyment,” can
we not also detect here a strangely articulate comment on the “pathological” disposition
of Richard? Arraigned time and again as a character that is rendered implausible on

account of his “motiveless malignity,” a Lacanian gloss permits the rejoinder that

Richard’s role 1n the play 1s distinguished by the fact that he is, pre-eminently, someone
who enjoys.#> For Charles Lamb it is precisely this aspect of Richard that singles him out

for special attention as a figure of “habitual jocularity, buoyant spirits and [an] elastic

43 Edward Forset, The Frame of Qrder, ed. James Winny_(London, 1957), pp.93-4.

44 |t would be particularly useful to refer here to Slavoj Zizek’s discussion of the role
of the King in the Jacobinical universe which similarly occupies the locus of a certain
surplus of enjoyment:

The Jacobins effectuated a kind of anamorphotic reversal: what appeared in
the traditional perspective as the charismatic embodiment of the People, as the
point at which the People’s ‘life-substance’ acquired immediate existence,
changes now, when viewed from another perspective, into a ganpcerous
protuberance contaminating the body of the people.” Slavoj Zizek, For They

Know Not What They Do, p.254.

45 1n a way that, hopefully, will become clearer as both this and subsequent chapters
develop, my point is that the element which holds a given community cannot be
reduced to the point of symbolic identification: the bond linking together its members
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mind that rejoices in the success of its machinations.”#® Moreover, the New Cambridge
editor of the text cautions the reader that any pleasure gleaned from the play is also
compromised by a certain displeasure (this, we should note, is also the most basic
formulation of Lacanian enjoyment: the ambivalent conjunction of pleasure and
displeasure#’), and that 1t 1s “only by realizing that Shakespeare expects us at once to
enjoy and detest the monstrous Richard can we fully appreciate the play he wrote about
him.”¥8 There 1s, indeed, as Slavoj Zivek suggests, a curious structural complicity that
inheres between enjoyment and deformity. In the following analysis of what éfz’ek calls
“ugly joutssance” 1t 1s possible to discern a particularly eloquent summary of how
Richard’s own deformity is, as I am arguing, the last phantasmatic support of every
symbolization:

The ugly object is an object that is in the wrong place, that ‘shouldn’t be

there.” This does not mean that the ugly object is no longer ugly the

moment we relocate it to its proper place; rather, an ugly ‘deformed’ object

is ‘in itself’ out of place, on account of the distorted balance between its
‘representation’ (the symbolic features we perceive) and ‘existence’ —

being ugly, out of place, is the excess of existence over representation.

Ugliness 1s thus a topological category; it designates an object that is in a
way ‘larger than itself,” whose existence is larger than its representation. 4°

always implies a shared relationship toward what Lacan calls the Thing, toward
Enjoyment incarnated.

46 Quoted in Wilson ed., William Shakespeare, King Richard Ill (Cambridge, 1958),
xxxviiii. Moreover, it is this capacity for enjoyment that, perhaps surprisingly, also
links Richard to Falstatf as another “larger-than-life” figure who operates as a kind of
vanishing mediator of modern subjectivity. That is, both figures may be thought of as
mediators between a hierarchized medieval society and the calculating utilitarian
attitude of the modern “disenchanted” world. In this precise sense, Richard is the

Renaissance figure par excellence.

47 According to Lacan, enjoyment (jouissance) is not to be equated with pleasure
(Lust): enjoyment is precisely “Lust im Unlust’; it designates the paradoxical
satisfaction procured by a painful encounter with a Thing that perturbs the equilibrium
of the “pleasure principle.” In other words, enjoyment is located “beyond the pleasure
principle.”

¥ Ibid., i,

49 Slavoj Zizek, F.W.J. Von Schelling, The Abyss of Freedom/Ages of the World,
Judith Norman trans. (London, 1998), p.21.
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So too it 1s in the deformed figure of Richard that we find perhaps the most disarming
example of how lack comes to function as an excess: a necessarily “de-formed” excess or

as yet not fully realized “matter” that is in search of a real, or in Richard’s words, “proper”

body. In many ways, Richard is the most radical expression of the truth of the pre-
bourgeois monarch: for the king to be the rationalizing principle of society, then, he must
also embody secretly that element of radical negativity which, according to Hegel, renders
the king such a “strange body within the fabric of the state.”>0 In other words, the
monarch has much in common with what Lacan also referred to as the “pure signifier”:
although s/he remains unaccounted for by rational mediation, it is precisely this opacity
that renders the monarch the element through which society comes to recognize itself in

the moment of its impossible unity. It is possible then to bring a properly Lacanian twist

here to Hamlet’s scurrilous observation that “The King is a thing...of nothing”: the
monarch not only indexes the site of a formal disturbance in the symbolic order, s/he is, in
a very radical sense, an optical illusion. Like the anamorphic stain that assumes its
contours only when it is viewed from a prescribed angle, the figure of Richard intuitively

bears witness to the suspicion that the King 1s indeed a Thing: he 1s nothing but this
strange materialization of a hole in the Other, a protuberant excess of enjoyment that is the

last support of the socio-symbolic edifice itself.’!

%0 Quoted in Slavoj ii'z’ek, For They Know Not What They Do, p.228.

51 Perhaps it is useful to recall here that in 1560 the Queen'’s palace at Whitehall
contained a series of paintings that claimed to represent a genealogy of the Kings of
England, some of which “represented at first sight something quite deformed, till, by
looking through a small hole in the cover, which is put over it, you see it in its true
poportions.” Quoted in The Public Processions Of Queen Elizabeth |: Volume |, ed.

John Nichols (London, 1823), p.25. While this “peephole” form of tromp |'oeil was

fashionable at the time, it offers itself as a useful analogy here for our suggestion that

the monarch is a semblance that is similarly “incarnated” around a hole in the symbolic
order.
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In what follows, I would like to develop further some of the Lacanian implications of
these 1ssues; partly in the service of what we may refer to cautiously as an ideological
analysis of the text. Working upon Ernesto Laclau’s provocative hypothesis that “there is
ideology whenever a particular content shows itself as more than itself,’>2 the structural
antagonisms cathected by the character of Richard can be read not merely as symptomatic
of ideology so much as the ideological effect strictu sensu. Arguing that the “dialectics
between necessity and impossibility gives 1deology its terrain of emergence” Laclau’s

account of tdeology, at least at a heuristic level, is remarkably similar to the dialectical

production of the object that we find in Lacan’s model of anamorphosis:

On the one hand closure as such, being an impossible operation, cannot have
a content of 1its own and only shows itself through its projection in an object
which at some point assumes the role of incarnating the closure of an
1deological horizon, will be deformed as a result of that incarnating function.
Between the particularity of the object which attempts to fulfil the operation
of closure and this operation, there is a relationship of mutual dependency in
which each of the two poles 1s required, and at the same time, each partially
limits the effects of the other.?3

Similar to the anamorphic stain in a picture, where consistency is conferred only as a
retroactive product brought about by a change in point of view, Laclau’s discussion of
ideology implicates this structural interdependence of meaning and non-meaning as

analogous to the way that the frame of view of so-called reality is always-already framed

by a part of its content,>4

52 Ernesto Laclau, “The Death and Resurrection of the Theory of Ideology,” Maodern
Language Notes, 112 (1997) pp.297-321, p.303.

53 |bid., p.303.

>4 We may refer profitably here to Lacan’s assertion that the anamorphic blot, the
stain of senseless contingency that gapes in the midst of the symbolic order,
exemplifies a “marking [of] the pre-existence to the seen of a given-to-be-seen.”
Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. David
Macey (London, 1994) p.74. For Lacan this invaginated topology is the most
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It is at this anomalous juncture of the traumatic Real that Richard most assiduously solicits
the gaze of his audience, retroactively redeeming past crimes only by paradoxically
manifesting cause as remainder. What the Real encodes is the radical impossibility of
teleology: “cause” is always produced, apres coup, in the symbolic space.>’ As an
“indigested lump” Richard shares a morphology similar to Lacan's definition of the Real
as “the object that cannot be swallowed, as it were, which remains stuck in the gullet of
the signifier.”3¢ That is, both Richard and the Real pertain to a certain limit that is always
missed: they are either too early or too late. Taking seriously Derek Traverst’s suggestion
that Richard succeeds in “gathering into his person the savagery which everywhere
prevails around him,”57 then it is precisely at this level of a metaphorical surplus-
signification upon which the symbolic coherence of the text’s representation of history
crucially depends. Retroactively sealing meaning from a point in futurity the monster is
truly portentous. In a comment that perhaps encapsulates even more succinctly the
paradoxical deixis of contingency and necessity that accompanies any discussion of

monsters, we can proceed with our discussion in the light of Aristotle’s claim that “The

monstrosity though not necessary in regard of a final cause and an end, yet is necessary

accidentally.”>8

Written By Prophecy

articulate illustration of the constitutive split between the eye and the gaze that is
characterized by the scopic drive.

% For Lacan the relationship of the unconscious to the “cause” may be summarized
as “the prohibition that brings to being an existent in spite of its non advent, it is a
function of the impossible on which a certainty is based.” |bid., pp.128-9.

5 Jacques Lacan, “Subversion of the subject,” p.270.

57 Traversi, op. cit., p.54.
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As recent critics have noted, both Richard III and Richard II disclose at a more obvious
level a paradox that threatens to unmask the teleological project of the history plays: the
“first tetralogy” was written earlier but chronicles events that occur in time after the events
of the “second.” Both texts appear to evince a paradoxical temporality that actively
contests a notion of history in which events are serially disposed. Occupying contradictory
and seemingly antagonistic polarities that frame the histories, the “two Richards”
constitute a doppelganger logic which operates more properly at the level of Freud's model
of traumatic memory, neatly described by Jean Francois Lyotard as “a first moment of

shock without atfect and a second moment of affect without shock.””>?

Throughout the text more generally it is the very possibility of a “first time” that is
routinely called into question. Indeed, something that renders the play unique in the
context of the history plays, we might bear in mind that the title of Richard III announces

in advance that Gloucester 1s 1n fact destined to be king. It is not only in this sense that the

text can be said to reach its destination even before it begins. Time and again Richard III
appears to conform to a paradoxical logic that has much in common with Maurice

Blanchot’s account of narration, described as something moving

towards a point...that is strange but such that it seems to have no prior
reality apart from this movement, yet is so compulsive that the
narration's appeal depends on it to the extent that it cannot 'begin'
before 1t has reached it.60

58 Aristotle, gp. cit., p.20.

9 Jean-Francois Lyotard, Heidegger and the Jews (Minneapolis, 1990), p.12.
8 Maurice Blanchot, The Siren’s Song: Selected Essays by Maurice Blanchot, ed.
Gabriel Josopovici, trans. Sacha Rabinovitch (Brighton, 1982), p.62.
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Analogously, Richard I1I 1s marked throughout by this compulsion to repeat, referred to in
suitably theatrical terms by Freud in “The Question of Lay Analysis” where he describes
the analysand's relation to his past as one in which he “is obliged to stage a revival of an
old piece, as though it were actually happening, instead of remembering it.”¢! Freud's
metaphor here is not entirely fortuitous. A well known entry in John Manningham's diary
dated 13 March 1601 relates how an audience member was so enamoured of Burbage's
portrayal of Richard that the actor arranged to meet her for what was, presumably, a secret
liaison. The entry in the diary further recalls how

Shakespeare overhearing their conclusion went before, was intertained,
and at his game ere Burbidge came. Then message being brought that

Rich. the 3.d was at the dore, Shakespeare caused returne to be made that

William the Conqueror was before Rich. the 3.62
Although frequently cited, what this entry ironically discloses is how the putative
“duping” of Burbage 1s inexorably tied to the problematic relation between history and
repetition that 1s one of the 1ssues negotiated by the text itself. That is to say, Richard III
regularly imparts a self-consciousness of its own theatricality in terms of its uncanny
inhabitation of a space of repetition that is, like Burbage's rival, always already there.
Indeed, as soon as the text can properly be said to “begin,” Richard outlines the "plots I
have laid" (1.1.33) and provides what in fact amounts literally to a synopsis of subsequent

plot developments:

Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous,
By drunken prophecies, libels and dreams,

61 Sigmund Freud, “The Question of Lay Analysis” in The Standard Edition of the
omplete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud: Volume 12, ed. David Strachey

gliondon, 1964), p.149.
Quoted in E.K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problem

(Oxford, 1930), p.212.
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To set my brother Clarence and the king

In deadly hate the one against the other:

And if King Edward be as true and just

As I am subtle, false and treacherous,

This day should Clarence closely be mewed up,
About a prophecy, which says that G

Of Edward’s heirs the murderer shall be.

(1.1.33-41)

It is here, pre-eminently, that both the text and its protagonist engage 1n a preposterous
logic that even elicits from Richard the self reproach that he must not “run before my
horse to market” (1.11.160). If, as I am arguing, Richard occupies a traumatic place within
the text then it is largely because the text itself proffers what Geofirey Hartman refers to in
another context as a “paraprophetic discourse, as prophecy after the event - an event

constituted or reconstituted by it, and haunted by the idea of traumatic causation.”®

One particularly resonant example of this discourse may be discerned in an episode which,

significantly, also gestures toward an acknowledgement of the text's own derivative and

supplementary identity. Announcing the indictment of Hastings, the scrivener 1s

suspicious of the document’s authenticity and invites the audience to

...mark how well the sequel hangs together:
Eleven hours I have spent to write 1t over,

For yesternight by Catesby was it sent me;
The precedent was full as long a-doing:

And yet within these five hours Hastings lived,
Untainted, unexamined, free, at liberty.

(I1I.v1.5-10)

83 Geoffrey Hartman, Criticism in the Wilderness (London, 1980), p.40.
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In More's account of Richard's reign, a putative “source” of Richard III, the publication of
this defamatory proclamation moves one citizen to comment upon the sequence of events
with the sardonic observation that "it was written by prophecy.”®* Indeed, the uncanny
aspect of this scene is compounded further by the fact that Hastings, in a much remarked
upon encounter, meets his own double in the person of the pursuivant who is also called
Hastings. From a specifically psychoanalytical perspective, however, the fate of the
appropriately named “Hastings” may be read as a kind of allegory for the recursive
temporal dynamic that is such a prevalent feature of the text. That is to say, it is because
the subject's symbolic identification always has an anticipatory, indeed “hastening”
character that this bizarre textual intromission also recalls Richard’s anticipatory

recognition of self in the mirror: the paradigmatic case where the subject is, in a sense,

already preceded by its “double.”>

Nevertheless, it remains the case that it is the character of Richard who is most frequently

identified as the site of this traumatic causation, locating him at a contestatory position in

relation to questions of “sequence” and “history” that compete for legitimacy throughout

the text. Indeed, at one point Richard interrupts Queen Margaret and appoints himself not

64 Thomas More, History of King Richard the Third, ed. J.R. Lumby (London, 1953),
p.53.
65 Bearing in mind my suggestion that Richard 11l is a text where the consistency of

the symbolic order is compromised through the inclusion of the objecta in the person

of Richard, it is tempting to pursue this particular analysis even further. According to
Mladen Dolar’s radical reworking of the uncanny as symptomatic of this proximity of
the Real, the figure of the double is read as evidence that the object a has not been

evacuated from the field of “reality”:. “We can now see the trouble with the double: the
double is that mirror image in which the object g is included. So the imaginary starts

to coincide with the real, provoking a shattering anxiety. The double is the same as me
plus the object a, that invisible part of being added to my image.” It is precisely to this

extent, Dolar argues, that “the double is always the figure of jouissance.” Mladen
Dolar, “| Shall Be with You On Your Wedding Night’: Lacan and the Uncanny,”
Qctober, 1991(58), pp.5-23, p.13.
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only the adjudicator of matters relating to historical verisimilitude, but, more radically, as

the very figure around which the collective memory should reconstruct itself:

Let me put in your minds, if you forget,
What you have been ere this, and what you are;
Withal, what I have been, and what I am.

(Liii.131-133)

Effectively, what Richard does here is to question the notion that memory is a strictly
symbolic function by implying that subjectivity inheres in a network of signifiers that
constitute a certain relationship toward the Real. We may refer here briefly to Laplanche

and Leclaire who have argued that the so called “return of the repressed” should not be
understood 1n terms of an element which, once recovered, will reactivate continuity, but as
“an interpretative elaboration or working through whose role is to weave around a
rememorated element an entire network of meaningful relations that integrate it into the

subject's explicit apprehension of himself.” ¢ Indeed, as the accomplished actor,

Richard's diabolic force resides precisely in this talent for reinterpreting the relationship

between subjectivity and memory in terms of improvisation:

Elizabeth: Shall I be tempted of the devil thus?
Richard: Ay, if the devil tempt you to do good.
Elizabeth: Shall I forget myself to be myself?
Richard: Ay, if yourseif's remembrance

wrong yourself,

% Jean Laplanche and Serge Leclaire, “The Unconscious: A Psychoanalytic Study,”
Yale French Studies, 48 (1972), pp.111-141, p.128. Moreover, it is in this precise

sense that Richard reveals himself to be a subject that is defined by his “historicity.”
According to Lacan this may be read as a “limit [that] represents the past in its real
form, that is to say, not the physical past whose existence is abolished; nor the epic
past as it has become perfected in the work of memory, nor the historic past in which
man finds the guarantor of his future, but the past which reveals itself reversed in
repetition.” Jacques Lacan, ‘The function and field of speech and language in
psychoanalysis” in Ecrits: A Selection, pp.30-113, p.103.
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(IV.iv.419-423)

Richard's theatrical conception of selthood 1s demonstrated frequently in the application of
his improvisational skills to successive writings and re-writings of history. Nowhere is
this facility more deftly deployed than in his “seduction” of Lady Anne. Presenting
himself as "the plain devil and dissembling looks" Richard exclaims

And yet to win her! all the world to nothing!
Ha?

Hath she forgot already that brave prince,
Edward, her lord, whom I, some three months since,

Stabbed in my angry mood at Tewkesbury?

(I.11.230-235)

Commenting upon his own performance, especially as one who 1s committed to
resurrecting events that are “In the deep ocean buried” (I.1.iv), Richard becomes the
conduit through which the text, in this strange sense, regularly encounters its own
forgetfulness. That is, 1t is precisely through his function as an agent of repetition
throughout the text that he also discloses the unheimliche effects of "something which is
secretly familiar...which has undergone repression and then returned from it.”’¢? Richard,
in fact, regularly invokes his double, whether it is by becoming a spectator to his own
“shadow” (I.1.26; 1.11.230), or by christening Buckingham “my other self” (II1.ii1.48).
The double 1s not only the initial repetition, the first repetition of the same, but also that
which, for Lacan, is a species of the object a insofar as it signals that remainder or trace of
jouissance which escapes the otherwise “totalizing” function of the mirror stage. Itis in
this precise sense that Richard’s capacity for doubling also operates as a harbinger of

67 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny” in Art and Literature (London, 1974), pp. 342-68,
p.354.
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death: as a little piece of the real that bears witness to something that persists (and insists)
“beyond the pleasure principle.” Indeed, commenting specifically on Freud's frequent

assoclation of the diabolical with repetition, Jacques Derrida argues persuasively that this

appropriately titled “limping devil” is

The figure of the diabolical [which] simultaneously looks in the
direction of Beyond...and in the direction of Das Unheimliche...it
upsets the appeasing order of representation. However, it does so not
by reducing double effects but, on the contrary, by expanding them, by
expanding the effect of duplicity without an original, which perhaps is
what the diabolical consists of.68

So too 1t 1s the case that Richard, who is variously identified throughout the tetralogy as a
“limping devil,” 1s equipped with a truly diabolical force precisely insofar as he indexes a
potentially lethal surplus of radical alterity that, simultaneously, both thwarts and gives
rise to the hegemonizing fictions of the text’s putatively historical project. Crucially, it is
also the case that the text's deeply ambivalent rhetoric of forgetting is invoked in
contradictory ways that serve, at times, to contest the protocols of linearity and tradition
that legitimise absolutist ideology. For example, Buckingham's protracted exhortation to
Richard to become king 1s rendered doubly ironic: meticulously rehearsed in advance it

also serves to implicate the iterability of theatre itself in a deeply ironic politics of

memory:

The noble isle doth want her proper limbs;
Her face defaced with scars of infamy,

Her royal stock graffed with ignoble plants,
And almost should'red in the swallowing gulf
Of dark forgetfulness and deep oblivion.

(I1L.vii.125-129)

68 Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan
Bass (London, 1987), p.270.
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Once again, not only does Richard become the somewhat unlikely element through which
the “nation” itself comes to acquire ontological consistency; simultaneously venerating
Richard as both the congellation of England's memory and the embodiment of her identity,
Buckingham's rhetoric here is all the more remarkable for its morphological frame of
reference. In short, the erstwhile deformed Richard now becomes the phantasmatic
support for what is envisaged as a reformation of national identity and historical

continuity:

If not to bless us and the land withal,

Yet to draw forth your noble ancestry
From the corruption of abusing times
Unto a lineal true-derived course.

(1. 197-200)

Ultimately, this speech occupies a deeply contradictory space in the repertoire of
representations associated with Richard throughout the text: to recall our earlier argument,
the formless is now converted into the sublime moment of national identity, and the
previously orphaned Richard is the exemplar of linearity and a “true-derived course.”
How are we to understand this paradox, especially in relation to Richard's problematic

position in the text's putatively “historical” narrative?

“T call thee not”

At one level, we can once again approach what 1s, quite literally, this radical reorientation

of perspective in terms of Lacan's account of anamorphosis: i.e. how an otherwise

protuberant excess or stain of jouissance that appears initially to denature the field of
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meaning and sense becomes, ultimately, its last phantasmatic support. For Lacan
anamorphosis became a particularly useful heuristic device to illuminate how, in the logic

of the signifier, meaning and non-meaning always collide at a point of structural,

anamorphous tension.

Lacan's theoretical elaboration of this dynamic is perhaps best exemplified by his notion
of the point de capiton. Just as the anamorphic stain only comes to acquire some measure
of consistency through an always implicitly temporal dislocation and alteration in
perspective, similarly no signifier is itself isolatable until a point 1s reached in the
signifying chain which then confers symbolic consistency on preceding events
retroactively. Lacan identifies the locus of this “quilting” as the point de capiton, a
“pure” signifier that is, in itself, meaningless but which gains 1ts privilege only belatedly
as the signifier through which other signifiers come to recognize themselves in their
“unity”: “A signifying unit presupposes the completion of a certain circle that resituates
its different elements.”%® Sense emerges from nonsense only at a point which retroactively

and provisionally seals the meaning of a sentence, such that notions of “before” and

“after” co-operate in terms of a structural, anamorphic tension.

In relation to Richard III 's troubled encounter with its own teleological project, it is no

surprise to find then that it is Richard who most frequently reveals this contingent aspect

69 Jacques Lacan, hoses: sminar of Jacques Lacan Boc
1956,ed. Jacque-Alain Miller, trans. Russell Grigg (London, 1993), p. 263.
Interestingly, both here and elsewhere in his work Lacan adduces Shakespeareg as
the most articulate spokesperson for this effect. Implicitly concerned to demonstrate
how the subject can only found his very ‘being’ at the point of a certain fprmal
disturbance in the signifying chain, it is also here, precisely, that subjectivization takes
place: “What does one start with? [...] | go about looking for a sentence, a bit |ike this
pseudo-Shakespeare stuck for improvisation, who paces up and down, repeating — To

be or not...to be or not..., again — To be or not...to be.” lbid., p.262. As | have
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in the construction of meaning and subjectivity. Significantly, it is precisely when his own
identity 1s under the most sustained assault that Richard discloses the radical implications
of Lacan's thesis: that what we refer to as identity emerges only at a point which, quite

literally, “sews” meaning into the signifier:

Queen Margaret: Thou elvish-marked, abortive, rooting hog!
Thou that wast sealed in thy nativity
The slave of nature and the son of hell!

Thou slander of thy heavy mother's womb!
Thou loathed 1ssue of thy father's loins!
Thou rag of honour! thou detested

Gloucester: Margaret.

Queen Margaret: Richard!
Gloucester: Ha?
Queen Margaret: [ call thee not.

(Liii.228-237)

In many ways it is possible to read this encounter as offering nothing less than a critique of
the performative dimension that underpins every gesture of ideological interpellation tout

court. That is to say, in the domain proper to ideology interpellation consists in the

subject's acceding to the “call” of the Other in a way that simultaneously occludes the
strictly performative nature of this seemingly “spontaneous” accession to the address of

the Other.”% In contrast, Richard's intervention just before his name is to become the

argued, in the case of Richard we find a figure who is, in fact, considerably adept at
“improvisation.” '
70 See Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” in Lenin and

Philosophy, and Other Essays (London, 1991), pp.52-91. Despite Althusser's much
remarked upon ‘indebtedness’ to Lacan here, on the question of interpellation there

remains a quite considerable distance between the two thinkers. Crucially, the point of
disagreement appears to rest upon Althusser’'s understanding of the Real in a way that
is in fact quite foreign to Lacan’s use of this term, By far the most important
commentary on this issue is provided by Slavoj Zizek: “What is missing from the
Althusserian account of this gesture of symbolic identification, of recognizing oneself in
a symbolic mandate, is that it is a move aimed at resolving the deadlock of the
subject’s radical uncertainty as to its status (what am | qua object for the Other?). The
first thing to do apropos of interpellation in a Lacanian approach is therefore to reverse
Althusser's formula of ideology which ‘interpellates individuals into subjects”; it is
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“quilting point” of Margaret's speech serves partly to unmask the way that signification
seeks to produce 1dentity apres coup. In other words, Richard demystifies the illusion

necessary to the conferring of a symbolic mandate; where, for it to be effective, the

subject must misrecognize that it is the very act of recognition that in fact makes him what

he has recognised himself as.

The subversive aspect of Richard’s interruption, then, achieves its impact precisely
because Richard discloses the structural conditions under which he successively becomes
pinned to signifiers that “represent” him for the other and assign him a place in the
intersubjective network. Disclosing the arbitrary nature of every mandate, Richard
ultimately refuses to accede to the call: "I cry thee mercy then, for I did think/Thou hadst
called me all these bitter names" (11. 238-239).7! Indeed, read as an example of his much
noted skill at improvisation throughout the play, Richard comes perilously close here to an
understanding of theLacanian “Big Other” as something that, strictly speaking, does not
exist (/;(): like the subject (?), the symbolic order is constitutively split from within. In

other words, Richard discloses how symbolization is always a retroactive illusion, a

never the individual which is interpellated as subject, into subject; it is on the contrary

the subject itself who Is interpellated as x (some specific subjgct-position, symbolic
identity or mandate), thereby eluding the abyss of $." Slavoj Zizek, Tarrying With The
agative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of |deology (Durham, 1993), pp.73-4. ltis
precisely this kind of reversal that, | am arguing, is also revealed through Richard’s
interventions, Therein consists the anti-Althusserian gist of both Richard and Lacan:
subject gua $ is not an effect of interpellation, of the recognition in an ideological call;
it rather stands for the very gesture of calling into question the identity conferred on
the subject by way of interpellation.
71 Again, Lacan offers a particularly eloquent summary of the structural co-ordinates
of this “speech™ “What | seek in speech is the response of the other. What
constitutes me as a subject is my question. In order to be recognized by the other, |
utter what was only in view of what will be. In order to find him, | call him by a name
that he must assume or refuse in order to reply to me.” Jacques Lacan, “The function

and field of speech and language in psychoanalysis” in Ecrits: A Selection, pp.30-113,
p.86. In other words, desire finds its meaning here in the desire of the other, not so

much because the other holds the key to the object of desire, as because the first
object of desire, according to Lacan, is to be recognized by the other.
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compromise formation produced around an antagonism that gapes in the midst of

“meaning.”’?

Indeed, as John Drakakis points out, this very question of Richard’s symbolic mandate, of
what name he is to be called, has in fact been the source of sustained editorial dispute.
Briefly, in Q the speech-prefix of “Glo” is used until Richard becomes King, after which
the prefix changes to “King”; in F, however, the speech-prefix of “Rich.” 1s used
throughout. Drakakis avers that

The instability in Q encourages the conjecture that in this version of the

printed text the allegorical and non-individuated mode of the dramatic

characterisation of Richard predominated, emphasising its fundamentally
interactive nature. F reduces this fluidity to a coherent identity, a practice

which modern editions have been reluctant to give up. (emphasis added)?3

It is precisely this dramatic characterisation of Richard as performing, in the most radical
sense, an “interactive” function in the text that I am trying to insist upon here.

Throughout the play, in fact, the efficacy of certain symbolic titles routinely become the

focus of some anxiety. For example, in an attempt to persuade Elizabeth that “The king,
that calls your beauteous daughter wife,/Familiarly shall call thy Dorset brother”

(IV.iv.316-17), Elizabeth subsequently teases Richard with the question “Under what title

72 Richard appears to bear out Mark Poster’s contention that when an individual is
addressed by an interpellation, she/he is “invited to play a role in such a way that the
invitation appears to have already been answered by the subject before it was
proposed, but at the same time the invitation could be refused.” Mark Poster, The

Second Media Age (Cambridge, 1995), p.81.
73 John Drakakis (ed) Shakespearean Qriginals: First Editions. The Tragedy of Kinc

Richard the Third (London, 1996), pp.31-2. Drakakis offers a brief overview of the
kind of confusion that this has caused in modern editions of the play: “[...Jthe New
Arden edition..combines ‘Rich.’ For much of the text, and then uses ‘K.Rich.' In
Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor (eds), William Shakespeare: The Complete Works. Ar
iginal Qld-spelli tion, the puzzling combination of ‘RICHARD GLOCESTER’
and ‘KING RICHARD" is used, while in their modern spelling edition the combination
‘RICHARD GLOUCESTER' and ‘KING RICHARD’ is used. In all these cases there is
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shall I woo for thee..?” (IV.iv.341). Similarly, Richard’s vow that he will love

Elizabeth’s daughter “everlastingly”, is greeted with the punning retort of “how long shall

that title/ ‘ever’ last?” (IV.iv. 51-2).

[f there 1s a persistent anxiety throughout the text about the stability of certain titles, it is
partly on account of the fact that subjectivity is shown to depend less upon any question of
individuated identity, than upon the very movement of the signifier itself. In this respect
Richard Il demonstrates considerable difficulties in every effort to “attend the sequel”
(I11.vi1.232) and 1s more inclined to gravitate toward the time of interruption, toward that
which s simultaneously “determined, not concluded yet” (1.11i.15). Indeed, it is
discontinuity that comes increasingly to colour the rhetorical stratagems of numerous
speakers throughout the text, all of which to some extent exemplify Lacan’s thesis that “it
is in the chain of the signifier that meaning ‘insists’ but where none of its elements
‘consists’ in the signification of which it is at that moment capable.”’ Time and again the
text elevates to an idiomatic principle this propensity to “Murder breath in middle of a
word,/ And then again begin, and stop again,” (IIl.v.3-4). Buckingham, for example,

actually recommends this as a rhetorical strategy designed to ensnare Hastings:

Encourage him, and tell him all our reasons:
If he be leaden, icy-cold, unwilling,

Be thou so too; and so break off the talk,
And give us notice of his inclination.

(1IL.i.175-8)

an editorial reluctance to relinquish the coherence of individual identity.” Ibid., pp. 36-
7, n.43.
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Throughout the text it is this fundamental anomaly that it falls to speech not to reduce but
to convey, even if it does so without saying it or signifying it. Surprising Richard at
prayer, Buckingham apologises for the “interruption/Of thy devotion” (11.vi1.102-3);
Richard is enraged that the Duchess of York “intercepts me in my expedition” (IV.1v.136)
and compares Buckingham’s repeated interruptions to a clock which “keep’st the
stroke/Betwixt thy begging and my meditation” (IV.i1.112-13). Effecting what is soon
revealed to be a spurious concord among his court’s competing factions, King Edward
intones that “There wanteth now our brother Gloucester here,/To make the blessed period
of our peace” (11.i.44-5). Bearing in mind here that Richard characterises himself as one
that “halts and am misshapen thus” (1.ii.250),7% in a more radical sense he comes to
function, quite literally, as a “period”76: reshaping the meaning of the signifying chain in

the ambivalent role of a “shifter,” described by Lacan as that moment when

[...] the sentence is interrupted at the point at which the group of words that
one might call index-terms ends, the terms being either those designated by
their function in the signifier, [...] as shifters, or precisely the terms which, in

74 Jacques Lacan, “Agency of the letter in the unconscious,” p.153.

75 In other words, Richard to some gxtent is the embodied representative of the kind
of “error of perspective” that Slavoj Zizek perceives as a paradox that ser%rg,tly
supports every ideological edifice. Discussing Lacan’s point de capiton, Zizek argues

that “we could denote this ‘error of perspective’ as ideological anamorphosis. Lacan

often refers to Holbein’s ‘Ambassadors’. if we look at what appears from the frontal
view as an extended, ‘erected’ meaningless spot, from the right perspective we notice
the contours of a skull. The criticism of ideology must perform a somewhat
homologous operation: if we look at the element which hold together the ideological
edifice, at this ‘phallic’, erected Guarantee of Meaning, from the right perspective, we
are able to recognise in it the embodiment of 2 lack, of a chasm of non-sense gaping
in the midst of ideological meaning,” Slavoj Zizek, The Sublim ject of |

(London, 1992), pp.99-100. Analogously, | am arguing that Richard is also
homologous to this congellation of non-sense, the traumatic stain of jouissance that
disturbs the coherence of the text’s symbolic fictions.

76 There are several examples to be found which implicitly confirm this view of
Richard as an “interactive” function in the text. For example, interrupting a conference
that is in fact contrived to urge his accession to the throne, Richard languidly remarks
“| trust/My absence doth not neglect no great design,/Which by my presence might

have been concluded,” to which Buckingham responds “Had you not come upon your
cue,/my lord,/William Lord Hastings had pronounced your part “ (lll.iv.24-8).
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the code, indicate the posttion of the subject on the basis of the message
itself.”’

Time and again Richard confers on speech what, following Lacan, we might refer to as its

dialectical punctuation. To this extent, he 1s less a “character” in the play than a kind of

empty integer which becomes a focal point for “effects” produced by the signifier.”® The

most common rhetorical gesture in this regard is Richard’s tendency to interrupt the flow

of discourse: fastening upon a particular word, he then makes it compel a meaning fatally

at odds with the one we assume that the speaker had originally intended. For example, in

the midst of Richard’s inveighing against Queen Maragret’s witchcraft ( which he blames

for his deformity), Hastings volunteers the suggestion that

Hastings: If they have done this deed, my
Noble lord, -

Gloucester: If! Thou protector of this damned strumpet,
Talk’st thou to me of ‘ifs’? Thou art a traitor:
Off with his head!

(11.72-6)

Alternatively, we might recall Richard’s exasperation at Rivers’ attempts to rescue

Elizabeth from the charge that she is responsible for Hastings’ imprisonment:

77 Jacques Lacan, “On a question preliminary to any possible treatment of psychosis”
in Ecrits: A Selection, pp.179-225, p.186. Lacan borrows his use of the term shifter
from the work of Roman Jakobson. Jakobson defines shifters as “a special class of
grammatical units” whose general meaning “cannot be defined without reference to
the message (namely, in Lacanian terms, to the signifying sequence). Quoted |n

Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe Title of the Letter:

Lacan, trans. David Pettigrew (Albany, 1992), p.69.
78 To this extent, Richard becomes a kind of literalization of what Lacan refers to as

‘the subject of the signifier’: i.e., an empty place without support in imaginary or
symbolic identification. Iromcally it Is in fact quite accurate to claim than that Richard

is the embodiment of pure “demonic” evil, precisely insofar as he also embodies the
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Gloucester: You may deny that you were not
The mean
Of my Lord Hastings’ late imprisonment.
Rivers: She may, my lord, for -
Gloucester: She may, Lord Rivers! Why, who
Knows not so?
She may do more, sir, than denying that:
She may help you to many fair preferments
And then deny her aiding hand therein,
And lay those honours on your high desert.
What may she not? She may — ay, marry, may she -
Rivers: What, marry, may she?
Gloucester: What marry, may she! Marry with a king [...]7

(Liii.90-100)

In a sense operating as a kind of distorting mirror for the speech of the other characters,
Richard bears more than a passing resemblance to the function of the analyst in
psychoanalysis: he is less concerned with “intention” than with “true speech,” with the
surplus of what is effectively said over the intended meaning. Indeed, Richard’s perceived
“villainy” is often proportionate to his expertise at manipulating the dialectical structure of
communication, most famously defined by Lacan as that moment when the subject gets back
from the other his own message in its inverted, true form. If for Lacan it is here that every

letter arrives at its true destination, this is also the implied context for Edward’s horror at the

death of Clarence:

King Edward: Is Clarence dead? The order

pure spirituality of a will that is delivered from every “pathological” motivation.
Richard’s ability to “render blessings for curses” is strangely eloquent in this respect.
79 Again, this exchange may be read, avant |a lettre, as an illustration of Lacan’s
claim that “the signifier, by its very nature, always anticipates meaning by unfolding its
dimension before it. As is seen at the level of the sentence when it is interrupted
before the significant term: ‘I shall never....,’ ‘All the same it is....," ‘And yet there may
be...,” Such sentences are not without meaning, a meaning all the more oppressive in
that it is content to make us wait for it.” Jacques Lacan, “Agency of the letter in the
unconscious,” p.153.
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Was reversed.
Gloucester:  But he, poor man, by your first order died,
And that a winged Mercury did appear;
Some tardy cripple bare the countermand
That came too lag to see him buried.

(IL.i.86-91)

Moreover, later in the play Buckingham is similarly horrified when he eventually falls

victim to the villainy that he so strongly urged in Richard. Getting back from Richard his
own message in what is represented, quite literally, as its inverted form, Buckingham

laments how

That high All-Seer which I dallied with

Hath turned my feigned prayer on my head,

And given in earnest what I begged in jest.

Thus doth He force the swords of wicked men
To turn their own points in their Master’s bosom.

(V.i.20-24)

In several other respects certain rhetorical set pieces in the text are characterised by a
contrapuntal “question-and-answer” structure that, in fact, illustrate Lacan’s insistence that
speech always subjectively includes its own reply. Indeed, this effect is nowhere more
conspicuously in evidence than in Richard’s protracted exchange with Queen Elizabeth.
Trying to convince the Queen of his fitness as a suitor to her daughter, what ensues is as

eloquent an illustration as we are likely to find of Lacan’s thesis:

King Richard: Sweetly in force unto her fair
life’s end.

Queen Elizabeth: But how long fairly shall her sweet
life last?

King Richard.: As long as heaven and nature
Lengthens it.

Queen Elizabeth: As long as hell and Richard likes
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Of it.

King Richard: Say, I, her sovereign, am her
Subject love.

Queen Elizabeth: But she, your subject, loathes
Such sovereignty.

King Richard: Be eloquent in my behalf to her.

Queen Elizabeth:  An honest tale speeds best being
Plainly told.

King Richard: Then plainly to her tell my
Loving tale.

Queen Elizabeth:  Plain and not honest 1s too harsh

A style.

King Richard: Your reasons are too shallow and
Too quick.

Queen Elizabeth: O no, my reasons are too deep
and dead.

(IV.iv. 353-78)

The purpose of the preceding argument, where I have been concerned to pursue the
implications of Lacan’s notion of the point de capiton, is to suggest that Richard III 1s
unable finally to occlude the traces of a textual difference that remains the immanent
necessity of its signifying practices. Insofar as the text (particularly in the figure of its
protagonist) frequently bears witness to a constitutive power of repetition, or what
Marjorie Garber terms as *“uncanny causality,”8? it also unsettles the appeasing power of
representation as something that privileges linearity, succession and sequentiality, Most

significant in this respect, I have argued, is what amounts to a kind of “failed

interpellation” that occurs in Richard’s exchange with Queen Margaret.

80 Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare’s Ghost Writers (London, 1985). While, ultimately,
her concerns are more thematic in this respect, Patricia Parker also makes some

interesting points about the play in terms of its capacity to initiate reversals in the
appeasing logic of linearity and sequentiality. Patricia Parker, “Preposterous Estates,

Preposterous Events: From Late to Early Shakespeare,” in Shakespeare From The
Margins: Language, Culture, Context (London, 1996), pp.20-56.
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Indeed, Queen Margaret is, we should recall, the only character to appear throughout the

entire first tetralogy. At least at an exegetic level, her function 1n Richard IIl conforms

precisely to the discourse of the Other which according to Lacan “is not the discourse of

the abstract other, of the other in the dyad, of my correspondent, nor even of my slave, it is
the discourse of the circuit in which the subject is integrated.””®! Indeed, earlier in the

scene Richard elicits from Margaret a comment that would appear to support this view of

her function in the text:

Gloucester: Foul wrinkled witch, what mak'st thou
in my sight?

Margaret: But repetition of what thou hast marred;
That will I make before I let thee go

(11. 164-168)

“The meaning of repetition,” Lacan argues “has all to do with the intrusion of the
symbolic register.”2 The failed capitonnage that is disclosed through Richard’s
interventions also reveals that it 1s through repetition that the symbolic order tries to “hail”
the individual into a space that is, in a sense, always already there. This is also the effect,
irreducibly theatrical, that Lacan discerns in the story of Oedipus, where the oracle also

comes to embody the discourse of the Other?3;

Oedipus' unconscious 1s nothing other than this fundamental discourse
whereby, long since, for all time, Oedipus' history is out there - written,
and we know it, but Oedipus is ignorant of it, even as he is played out by it
since the beginning...Everything takes place in the function of the Oracle

81 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book Il: The Eqo in Freud’

eory and in the Technique of F oanalysis, 1954-1955, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller,
trans. John Forrester (London, 1989), p.89-90. Moreover, Lacan argued that “The
Other is, therefore, the locus in which is constituted the | who speaks to him who
hears, that which is said by the one being already the reply, the other deciding to hear
it whether the one has or has not spoken.” Jacques Lacan, “The Freudian Thing” in

Ecrits: A Selection, pp.114-46, p.141.

82 bid., p.88.
8 Margaret, we should recall, is explicitly referred to as “a prophetess” (V.i.27).
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and of the fact that Oedipus is truly other than what he realizes as his

history... The whole pulsation of the drama of his destiny, from the

beginning to the end, hinges on the veiling of this discourse, which is his

reality without his knowing it.84
Richard's “history”, like that of Oedipus, 1s “played out” only insofar as the text
“embodies its own forgetting.”%5 One particularly notable case of amnesia occurs when
the young Duke of York repeats the mythic account of his uncle's birth where Richard
“could gnaw a crust at two hours old” (II.111.36). The inquiry as to how the Duke came to
be in possession of this knowledge is the cause of some dispute:

Duchess: His nurse! Why, she was dead ere thou

wast born.
York: [f 'twere not she, I cannot tell who told me.

(ILiv.27-35)

What this quite bizarre exchange highlights is precisely the Oedipal maxim that
“knowledge” is nothing other than the crystallization of symbolical activity which is

subsequently forgotten once constituted. Again, though in a slightly displaced form,

Richard stands in an antagonistic relationship to the text's traumatic return to the question
of birth. If history at its most radical level conforms to a future anterior of that which only

ever “will have been,” 1.e. as something that eschews recourse to an act of simple
remembrance, through its eponymous anti-hero Richard 111 alludes to an awareness of its
own inscription within a symbolic horizon that contradicts and anamorphically disfigures
its status as merely a “chronicle” or non-problematic repository of past events. Indeed,

another curious episode that we might wish to read as an index of the uncanny, centres

around a dialogue on the origins of the Tower of London. Crucially, the exchange serves

84 |bid, p.245.
85 Felman, op. cit., p.105.
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to contest explicitly the idea of memory as that which is concerned merely with the

presencing of something that is absent:

Prince: Did Julius Caesar build that place, my lord?
Buckingham: He did my gracious lord, begin
that place;
Which, since, succeeding ages have re-edified.
Prince: Is it upon record, or else reported
Successively from age to age, he built it?
Buckingham: Upon record, my gracious lord.
Prince: But say, my lord, it were not regist'red,
Methinks the truth should live from age to age,
As 'twere retailed to all posterity,
Even to the general all-ending day.

(I11.i.69-79)

What the Prince refers to here is nothing other than the logic of repetition that
characterizes the intersubjective network, an “always-already-there” which, in Derrida’s
words, “no reactivation of the origin could fully master and awaken to presence.” What |
also want to suggest is that it is possible to read the Prince's comments here in the light of
the Elizabethan theatre's own complicity in, literally, “retailing” and “retelling” truths in
such a way that iterability becomes the modus operandi of symbolic exchange. This
connection is made explicit in The Gull's Hornbook, Dekker's parodic consumer guide to
London life, where the author identifies "The theatre as the poets' Royal Exchange....when
your groundling and gallery commoner buys his sports by the penny and like a haggler is
glad to utter it again by retailing.”8¢ Indeed, what the theatre reveals is the essential
impossibility of any absolute synchronization tout court. In a passage that has manifold
implications for any discussion of the history plays, Jacques Derrida argues that theatre

itself is unthinkable outside a consideration of repetition:

8 Thomas Dekker, Thomas Dekker; Selected Writings, ed. E.D. Pendy (Oxford,
1967), p.98.
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Disjunction, dislocation, separation of places, deployment of spacing of a

story...could there be any theatre without that? The survival of a

theatrical work implies that, theatrically, it is saying something about

theatre itself, about its essential possibility. And that it does so,

theatrically, then, through the play of uniqueness and repetition...87
It is precisely this “play of uniqueness and repetition” that has so perturbed critics: either
the text is arraigned for not letting the “audience know enough soon enough”?8 or,
alternatively, it is accused of being “possessed of a much too anticipatable conclusion.”?®
Rather, what the text’s non coincidence with itself amounts to 1s a drama of dispossession:
an expropriation of the text by itself as it seeks to integrate the radically non-historical
kernel that simultaneously gives rise its own “historical” project. With its cast of
monsters, dreams, ghosts and prophecies, Richard III resembles a psychoanalytic case
study, yet what also emerges is how this phantasmatic space traces its trajectory in
explicitly theatrical terms. A consideration of how the scopic register of the text
participates in what I have been discussing as an anamorphous logic of repetition relies
upon Lacan's account of the gaze as that other impossible object which is similarly tied to

the domination of the subject by the symbolic order. The last section will focus upon

these theoretical 1ssues by expanding upon Lacan’s crucial argument that “it is within the

explanation of repetition that...the scopic function is situated.”°

Fatal Attractions

87 Jacques Derrida, “Aphorism, Countertime” in Jacques Derrida: Acts of Literat
ed. Derek Attridge (London, 1992), pp.414-35, p.419.
8 Tom F. Driver, The Sense of History in Greek and Shakespearean Dramz

gLondon, 1967), p.88.
9 Louis Auchincloss, Motiveless Malignity (London, 1970), p.46.
0 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, p.79.
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In many respects Richard 1] can be said to articulate a relationship between theatre and
history in terms of a repeated encounter with its own “blind” spots. A particularly
resonant example can be found in the insistent anxieties relating to blindness recounted in
Clarence's dream, although on this occasion it is associated with a surplus visuality:
"What dreadful noise of waters in mine ears!/What sights of ugly death within mine eyes!"
(I.iv.22-23). This figurative alignment of drowning with an over abundance of vision

becomes increasingly complex as Clarence relates the details of his nightmare:

Methought I saw a thousand fearful wracks;

A thousand men that fishes gnawed upon;
Wedges of gold, great ingots, heaps of pearl,
[nestimable stones, unvalued jewels,

All scatt'red in the bottom of the sea.

Some lay in dead men's skulls; and in the holes
Where eyes did once inhabit these were crept,
As 'twere in scorn of eyes, reflecting gems,

That wooed the slimy bottom of the deep,

And mocked the dead bones that lay scatt'red by.

(Liv.24-33)

[f, as Christopher Pye has suggested, Clarence indicates his awareness that he exists in the
play solely in order to die,’! this speech 1s the most explicit example of how the play
“shows itself showing itself” by returning its gaze upon the audience. Ata
psychoanalytical level, the speech itself indexes this radical alterity of the gaze in a way
that conforms to Lacan's account of the scopic register of the dream. “In the so called
waking state,” Lacan argues, “there is an elision of the gaze, and an elision of the fact that

not only does it look it also shows. In the field of the dream, on the other hand, what

91 Christopher Pye, The Regal Phantasm; Shakespeare and the Politics of Spectacle
(London, 1992), p.80..
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characterises the images 1s that it shows.”2 A field of pure monstrance, the exhibitionist
dimension of dreams, for Lacan, acts as a compelling example, pace Descartes, of the

subject'’s 1nability to master the field of vision. Indeed, Clarence responds to Brakenbury's

teasing enquiry as to whether he had time “To gaze upon the secrets of the deep,” by

insisting that

Methoughts I had, and often did I strive
To yield the ghost: but still the envious flood
Stopped 1n my soul,and would not let it forth

To find the empty, vast, and wand'ring air.

(11. 35-39)

Similarly, according to Lacan, the dream involves submission to an excessive and
oppressive visuality so that “the subject does not see where it is leading, he follows.”
Blindness and vision regularly supplant each other in Clarence’s dream, climaxing in the
image of the jewels which act as prosthetic eyes of “dead men's skulls.” It is no
coincidence that, for Lacan, the jewel acts as a metaphor for the disarming proximity of

the gaze of the Other insofar as: “The point of the gaze participates in the ambiguity of the

jewel.”® The diffuse irradiating power of the jewel's reflection lures the viewing subject
and transfixes him as an object in the sight of the world. This surplus visuality is
comparable to drowning 1n the overflowing and inapprehensible function of the gaze
where “Light may travel in a straight line, but it is refracted, diffused, it floods, it fills - the
eye is a sort of bowl - it flows over t00.” Similar to that other favoured Lacanian motif
for the annihilating power of the gaze, Holbein's Ambassadors, the skull in Clarence's

dream finds mortality inextricably linked to entrapment within a scopic field that cannot

%2 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of F panalysis, p.75.
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be mastered. Just as anamorphosis reveals how the subject 1s both inscribed into and at the
mercy of a scopic field that exceeds the subject’s mastery, so Clarence's portentous dream

also evokes an uncanny sense of his own inscription within the larger symbolic space of

the text. When it inevitably comes, Clarence's death not only involves his drowning in a
“malmsey-butt,” in a bitterly ironic gesture, his demise is hastened by a naive faith in the
power of perception:
Clarence: My friend, [to 2 Murderer] I spy some pity in thy looks
O,if thine eye be not a flatterer,
Come thou on my side, and entreat for me.
A begging prince what beggar pities not?

2 Murderer: Look behind you, my lord
1 Murderer: ['stabs him']

(Liv..264-269)

Although to a modern audience the warning to “Look behind you” is a refrain more
commonly associated with pantomime, it also serves here as a comment on the fate of the
subject caught in the “trap” of the gaze that “circumscribes us,..makes us beings who are
looked at, but without showing this.”®* According to Lacan this emergence of the gaze is
always potentially lethal: precisely insofar as it indexes the incursion into reality of
something that must remain implicit if the subject is to retain any degree of ontological
consistency. That 1s to say, for Lacan the gaze qua object ais that “thing” which is the

objective correlative of the subject in the guise of a radical negativity.

This complex relationship between death and the scopic drive is most commonly

associated with Richard who, we should recall, is frequently aligned with the myth of “the

L |bid., p.96.
%4 ibid., p.75.
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evil eye.” In Il Henry VI he commits himself to “slaying more gazers than the
Basiliskes.” In Richard III he is similarly endowed with a deadly power of fascination: the
possessor of a “deadly eye” (1.111.2235) he 1s also, for the Duchess, a “cockatrice..whose
unavoided eye is murderous” (IV.1.56). For Lacan, what the ubiquity of this myth alludes
to is a “fatal function” that resides in its “power to separate,”® a “power” that is strictly
correlative to a reproduction of the split between the eye and the gaze that hastens the
death of Clarence. In the scopic field, Lacan argues, “The subject is strictly speaking
determined by the very separation that determines the break of the a, that is to say, the
fascinatory element introduced by the gaze.”¢ The evil eye i1s what Lacan calls the
fascinum, the dimension in which the power of the gaze is exercised directly, acting as the

fatal lure which has a mortifying effect on the subject through its “captivation” in the sight

of the Other. Initially, Richard’s description of Anne's beauty proceeds in terms of an
encounter with her look, producing a feeling of shame to the extent that he is caught out

by the gaze of the other:

For now they kill me with a living death.

Those eyes of thine from mine have drawn salt tears,
Shamed their aspects with store of childish drops:
These eyes, which never shed remorseful tear,

No, when my father York and Edward wept,

To hear the piteous moan that Rutland made

When black-faced Clifford shook his sword at him;
Nor when thy warlike father, like a child,

Told the sad story of my father's death,

And twenty times made pause to sob and weep
That all the standers-by had wet their cheeks

Like trees bedashed with rain - in that sad time

My manly eyes did scorn an humble tear.

(Lii.153-164)

% |bid., p.115.
% |bid., p.118.
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This lament, which offers a complex juxtaposition of masculine aggression with the death
dealing effect of female beauty, repositions Anne as the bearer of the 'evil eye'. Ina
comment that inevitably recalls Richard’s speech in Il Henry VI, Anne tries to repel
Richard’s advances by wishing that her eyes “were basilisks to strike thee dead!” (11.150).
The 'evil eye', in its role as “that which has the effect of arresting movement and, literally,

of killing life,”®” introduces the death drive into the scopic field.

This scene, however, elaborates a more complicated relationship between death,
subjectivity and the scopic drive, foregrounding a dialectic of desire between Richard and
Anne that locates “hell” and the “bed-chamber” as its discursive frame. In a discussion
that makes no direct reference to the scopic politics of the text, but which, nevertheless,
addresses some of the epistemological problems that arise from the question of his
deformity, Marjorie Garber argues that “the very fascination exerted by Richard seems to
grow in direct proportion to an increase in emphasis on his deformity (emphasis added).”
98 'What Garber gestures toward is a structural complicity between the text's strange
circuit of desire and the seductive appeal of Richard. The fascinating, if albeit
disconcerting, eroticism of this scene is negotiated around the deformed Richard's success
in surmounting his 1nitial unsuitability as the object of desire, precisely through hinting at
the fragile border that separates beauty from disgust. Perhaps appropriately, Anne and

Richard literally change places:

Anne: Out of my sight! thou dost infect mine eyes.
Gloucester: Thine eyes, sweet lady, have infected mine.
Anne: Would they were basilisks to strike thee dead!
97 |bid., p.118.
% Marjorie Garber, “Descanting on Deformity’: Richard lll and the Shape of History”
in The Historical Renaissance: New Essays in Tudor and Stuart Literature and

Culture, ed. Heather Dubrow et.al. (London, 1988), p.81.
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Gloucester: I would they were, that I might die
at once;

(I.11.148-152)

To an Elizabethan audience, this displacement of diabolic power from Richard to Anne
would not have gone unnoticed. According to the accepted Renaissance physiology of
vision, the eye operates as the organ by which “infected” spirits are transmitted from the
body of the harlot to that of the observer. As the agent of infection or bewitchment, the
eye forms the point at which sight transforms from passivity to activity, and where subject
and object literally exchange places. An entire pathology of an erotics of vision were in
part indebted to the influence of Ficino's Commentary on Plato's Symposium on Love. In
1588 Valleriola developed a thesis on the origins of erotic love in Observationum
medicinalium libri sex which discusses love-sickness in terms of a fascination that enters
through the eye, as an alien vapour that spreads contagion throughout the body.*® By the

seventeenth-century Robert Burton rematned persuaded by this specular pathogenesis

which made the fascinatio crucial to seduction:

the manner of the fascination, as Ficinus declares it, is this: Mortal
men are then especially bewitched, when as by often gazing one to
the other, they direct sight to sight, join eye to eye, and so drink and
suck in Love between them; for the beginning of this disease is the
Eye.100

99 Donald Beecher, “The Lover's Body: The Somatogenesis of Love in Renaissance

Medical Treatises,” Renaissance and Reformation, 24, 1, pp.1-11.
100 |bid., p.9.
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The libidinal economy of the scene also locates the monstrous at that point where knowing
and desiring reach a traumatic point of deadlock. The entire seduction is played out in a

scopic register which serves to block desire and, paradoxically, opens desire to circumvent

the blockage. Richard captivates Anne at precisely this site of antagonism:

Anne: I wish I knew thy heart
Gloucester: 'Tis figured in my tongue
Anne: I fear me both are false

(1.ii.192-194)

Here, desire is produced not as a striving for something, but only for something else or
something more: having no determinate object that is not, as Richard punningly suggests,
“dis-figured.” The apparent opacity of Richard's language is perceived by Anne as a veil
which cuts off from view a reality that is other than what the subject is allowed to see.
Desire, here, pertains precisely to the Lacanian formulation that ‘desire is the desire of the
Other”; the subject may fashion itself in the image of the Other's desire, but only at a point
of lack as there is, strictly speaking, no determinate image of this desire. Indeed, the
Lacanian point to be made here is that an object is not worthy of desire because of its
manifest “positive” symbolic properties: rather, what renders an object worthy of desire 1s
the position that it comes to occupy in a particular fantasy space. To this extent every
object of desire undergoes a kind of “deformity,” precisely because every object of desire
is at some level a formal category. Richard's strategy of counter-identification, of
“render[ing] good for bad, blessings for curses” (1.11.69), 1s seductive precisely because it
relies upon the fact that truth is not de-monstrable and implicitly positions his monstrous

body as something that also acts at the level of failed phenomenalization. Contesting the
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pronounced scopophilia of the scene Richard parodies the interiorizing subject of
modernity: Here “depth” is literally generated by the monstrous distortion of the
surface.!0! The frontier separating the two “substances,” separating the thing that appears
clearly in an objective view from the “substance of enjoyment” that can be perceived only
by looking awry is precisely what maintains the consistency both of the subject and the

symbolic order itself.102

Indeed, it is around the wounds of Henry's corpse that the most insistent exhortations to
see are made and where desire is shown to circulate literally around a void in the symbolic
order. The eyes of Henry’s corpse present a hole in the Other which Anne,

metaphorically, seeks to occupy:

Lo, in these windows that let forth thy life
[ pour the helpless balm of my poor eyes.
O cursed be the hand that made these holes!

(Lii.12-14)

A site of pure monstrance, the holes encode the corpse as an object that cannot look back
but which, nevertheless, provokes the gaze of its spectators. Anne's substitution of the

eyes for the holes locates a lack in the Other, a split between eye and gaze in terms of a

failed encounter: “You never look at me from the place from which I see you.” If the

101 Here we find another variation of what | argue to be Richard's “interactive”
function in the text: in this example we are dealing with a being whose entire
consistency resides in the phantasmatic surface, as a constellation of pure events-
effects devoid of any substantial support.

102 |nsofar as this encounter between Richard and Anne reticulates the myth of
beauty and beast, we might bear in mind that the gap which separates beauty from
ugliness is the very gap that separates reality from the Real: what constitutes reality is
the minimum of idealisation the subject needs in order to be able to sustain the horror
of the Real.
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gaze indexes a rent in the symbolic order, Anne's subsequent figuration of the holes as
“mouths” emphasizes how the scopic drive 1itself 1s produced around some constitutive
impasse or deadlock where symbolization fails:

[f thou delight to view thy heinous deeds,

Behold this patterns of thy butcheries.

O, gentleman, see, see! dead Henry's wounds
Open their congealed mouths and bleed afresh.

(Lii.54-57)

It is, then, from within the context of this libidinal economy that Richard orchestrates his
entire seduction of Anne. Unable to elicit a confession that he murdered Henry and
Edward, Anne accuses Richard of being “the cause of that accursed effect.” Richard's
response, characteristically, is to complicate such a causal logic. He does so, however, by

relocating death on an axis of desire where it is the power of fascination exerted by the

sublime image of Anne that assumes a lethal dimension:

Your beauty was the cause of that effect;
Your beauty, that did haunt me in my sleep
To undertake the death of all the world,

So I might live one hour in your sweet bosom.

(Lii.117-125)

The scene's seemingly incongruous engagement with the central motifs of courtly love has
long been greeted with incredulity by critics who tend to view Richard’s unlikely role as
courtier solely in terms of pastiche. For Lacan, however, the encounter between beauty
and the beast is paradigmatic of the libidinal economy of courtly love. It is precisely a

crisis in symbolic authority, manifested in what Lacan defines as the Thing, which leads to

an irruption of the monstrous in the feminine:
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The poetry of courtly love, in effect, tends to locate in the place of the Thing
certain discontents of the culture. And 1t does so at a time when the historical
circumstances bear witness to a disparity between the especially harsh
conditions of reality and certain fundamental demands. By means of a form
of sublimation specific to art, poetic creation consists in positing an object I

can only describe as terrifying, an inhuman partner. 103

Richard rehearses the Lacanian thesis that the power of fascination exerted by a sublime
image always announces the proximity of the death drive. The haunting image of a dream,
sublimation in Richard’s account has nothing to do with the object of desire but, rather,
with the primordial void around which the drive circulates. Both Richard's aggression and
the question of his culpability become inseparable, as he claims, from “the beauty that
provoked me” (Il. 180). In his increasingly rhapsodic meditations he represents Anne as
this sublime object, the “angel” that is a “divine perfection of a woman™ (11.75). Offering
a definition of the sublime as “an object elevated to the level of the Thing,” Lacan again
relies on anamorphosis to demonstrate how the conventions of courtly love attempt to
inscribe the Real of desire. It 1s in relation to Lacan's contention that “If beyond
appearance there is nothing in itself, there is the gaze” that this idealization of the woman
is situated. It is, of course, a narcissistic move, but it is precisely because vision stumbles
upon a certain opacity that desire itself is possible:

It is only by chance that beyond the mirror in question the subject's ideal is

projected. The mirror may on occasion imply the mechanisms of narcissism, and

especially the diminution of destruction or aggression that we will encounter

subsequently. But 1t also fulfills another role, a role as limit. it is that which

cannot be crossed. And the only organization in which it participates is that of the
inaccessibility of the object. 104

103 Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis,ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans.

Russell Grigg (London, 1993), p.150.
104 )bid., p.151.
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If the anamorphic glance teaches that an object is discernible only by viewing it awry -
that is, that a disinterested gaze reveals a void - so too in the conventions of courtly love
the object is revealed as something graspable only at the site of its own erasure. This is
the “vacuole” whose positive substance consists solely 1n the network of "detours and
obstacles which are organized so as to make the domain of the vacuole stand out as
such.”195 The ring that Richard gives to Anne may be read as the most radical expression
of how the 'gift' functions in this exchange as an attempted embodiment of this impossible

Thing: i.e. as materialized Nothingness.

To begin again. Sub:i ectivity is ultimately a question of this non-substantial self-relating,
where self-consciousness is literally decentred in an anamorphic stain. That archetypal
scene of Richard’s infantile “jubilation” captures fleetingly what kind of specular

seduction 1s involved:

Upon my life, she finds, although I cannot,
Myself to be a marv'llous proper man.

I'll be at charges for a looking glass,

And entertain a score or two of tailors,

To study fashions to adorn my body:

(Lii.252-258)

By presenting himself as the negative image of his monstrous body, as a “proper man,” 1
have argued that the text also discloses how the deformed Thing is nothing other than the

subject's impossible equivalent, the very negativity that defines the subject. As the

105 Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, p.142.
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phantasmatic expression of the text’s own inequality of form to itself,1% Richard's de-
formity pertains to that other paradoxical object Lacan called the objet petit a; that
remainder of matter which bears witness to the fact that form is not yet fully realized, that
it remains a mere anticipation of itself. Temporally, it is an object which exists only as that
which is either too early or too late, implying a temporal loop that short circuits from the
“not yet” to the “always already.”197 In the light of the text’s ambivalent relationship
towards its teleological project, Richard is nothing other than this anamorphic expression
of the constitutive antagonism between “incarnation and deformation” that Ernesto Laclau
maintains “is at the root of all ideological process.”108 In this respect, it is not simply that
Richard’s formal excess stages the inherent inconsistencies of the depicted content of the

text; rather he functions as “a return of the repressed” of the depicted content (i.e
Richard’s formal excess is a negative expression of a hole that yawns in the very space of

the play’s depicted content). The anamorphic logic of the gaze not only implies how an

106 | As Derrida has argued, “An object is ‘prodigious’ when, by its size, it annihilates
and reduces to nothing the end which constitutes its concept. The prodigious exceeds
the final limit, and puts an end to it. It overflows its end and its concept. Prodigious, or
monstrous — let us pay close attention to this is the characteristic of an object, and of
an object in its relation to its end and to its concept.” “Parergon,” in The Truth in
Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington and lan MclLeod (London, 1987), pp.17-147, p.125.
107 In a discussion that alsg,attempts to analyse the relations between the monster

and anamorphosis, Slavoj Zizek has characterised the emergence of the monster as
signalling nothing less than the passage to modernity itself:

This empty form, this black stain in the very heart of reality, is ultimately
the "objective correlative” of the subject himself,... by means of
anamorphotic stains, "reality" indexes the presence of the subije The
emergence of the empty surface on which phantasmagorical monsters
appear is theretore strictly correlative to what Heidegger calls 'the advent
of the Modern-Age subjectivity,' i.e., to the epoch in which the symbolic
"substance" (the 'big Other' qua texture of symbolic tradition) can no
longer contain the subject, can no longer bind him to his symbolic

mandate...the monster is the subject of the Enlightenment, that is to say,
the mode in which the subject of the Enlightenment acquires his

impossible positive existence (emphasis added).

v
Slavo} Zi’z’ek, Enjoy Your Symptom: Jacques Lacan in Hollywood and Qut (London,

1996), p.134.
108 Ernesto Laclau, “The Death and Ressurection of the Theory of 1deology,” Modern

Lanquage Notes (1994) 112, pp.297-321, p.317.
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object can become the retroactive product of its own effects, but also how without this
deformed residue of matter the formal consistency of every field of so called “reality” itself
collapses.!® I will develop further some of the implications of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>