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Introduction

In the final days of 1811, a London newspaper reviewed a recent production of Coriolanus, starring the renowned actor John Philip Kemble. To conclude his report, the anonymous critic summarizes Caius Martius and his tragedy:


He affects to bow down, in spirit, and succumb before the Gods; yet, when his hot nature bursts forth into a summary and fatal resolution, he vomits blasphemy, and challenges the wrath of Jove, by denying his homage to the will of Heaven! He affects to be a patriot of the sternest order, yet he places the pretensions of his own swelling vanity above the institutes and ancient ceremonies of the land.1





Though much could be said about this reading of the play, a particular image strikes me as most notable: that of Coriolanus vomiting, his curses encompassing not just a verbal violence, but a visceral one as well. Shakespeare, in fact, would have encountered a similarly eruptive Roman in his reading of Plutarch:


So Martius being a stowte man of nature, that neuer yelded in any respect, as one thincking that to ouercome allwayes, and to haue the vpper hande in all matters, was a token of magnanimitie, and of no base and fainte corage, which spitteth out anger from the most weake and passioned parte of the harte, much like the matter of an impostume.2





In his rage, Coriolanus is here imagined as ejecting a diseased substance from his mouth: ‘the matter’ is the pus and filth of an infected abscess (‘impostume’), perhaps from an impacted tooth or an inflamed bowel. His response to the Roman plebs thus becomes somatized, as his rejection of their moral failings becomes akin to the bodily rejection of offending effluvia.3




In characterizing this somatic and moral response, we might say that Coriolanus is a man consumed by the emotion of disgust, the target of my investigation in this book. Historians and literary scholars don’t always think of the premodern world in its capacity to evoke revulsion, but many aspects of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century life were sources of visceral offence – and not just from the more sanitized perspective of a modern observer. As Roy Porter reminds us, this begins with the very bodies in which people existed:


To a degree that is hard to imagine nowadays, visible, tangible flesh was all too often experienced as ugly, nasty and decaying, bitten by bugs and beset by sores; it was rank, foul and dysfunctional; for all of medicine’s best efforts, it was frequently racked with pain, disability and disease.4





This is something that Shakespeare would have been acutely aware of: Thomas Dekker comments in several places on the disgusting stench of early modern theatre, grumbling that the contemporary playhouse ‘stinckes [like] there was some carion not far off’, because it ‘smoakt euerye after noone with Stinkards, who were so glewed together in crowdes with the Steames of strong breath, that when they came foorth, their faces lookt as if they had beene perboylde’.5
 In early modern England, cesspits overflowed with human waste, foodstuffs were in constant threat of rot, disease-laden vermin scurried across the floors and the mangled bodies of criminals were publicly displayed in gruesome spectacles. And while it certainly seems likely that early modern subjects had a stronger disgust threshold than many of us do today, this doesn’t change the fact that Shakespeare inhabited a disgusting world. Disgust, I will argue in what follows, informs much more than just Coriolanus: it is a sentiment that thoroughly captivated Shakespeare’s attention, and one that helped shape his understanding of how people relate to both their own physical bodies and to the symbolic bodies of their social world.

Dubbed the ‘gatekeeper emotion’ by modern theorists in the psychological sciences, disgust is the vital affective process through which humans protect the boundaries of their physical bodies from material contaminants and protect the boundaries of their social bodies from moral contaminants. Because of this flexibility, the things that can trigger disgust – for example, food, disease and bodily injury, to name but a few – provided Shakespeare with a literary vocabulary to interrogate important thematic matters concerning the violation and preservation of such boundaries – things like compromised moral actors, unstable political arenas and changing social orders. Shakespeare and Disgust: The History and Science of Early Modern Revulsion makes the case that disgust offered Shakespeare a master category of compositional tools – poetic images, thematic considerations and narrative possibilities – that he consistently deployed to explore notions of physical and symbolic boundaries in his plays. Disgust thus played a crucial component in how Shakespeare understood the ways that people inhabit the world and interact with each other, with vital implications for his portrayal of social configurations like class, gender and sexuality, race and disability. My thesis in this book, it follows, is not modest: in the pages to come, I will attempt to convince you that disgust is one of the central engines of human behaviour, and that disgust is one of Shakespeare’s central dramatic concerns.

There will be much more on the workings of disgust to come – but first, it is important to situate my project. As a study of literary emotion, this book is a product of what has been called ‘the affective turn’ (or sometimes, ‘the emotional turn’).6
 In the last thirty years, scholars in countless disciplines across the humanities and sciences have become increasingly interested in the workings of emotion and affect, subjects once taken more or less for granted. In English Renaissance studies, the stage for recent work on emotion was set in 2004, with the publication of Gail Kern Paster’s Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage, her mutually edited (with Mary Floyd-Wilson and Katherine Rowe) collection Reading the Early Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion and Douglas Trevor’s The Poetics of Melancholy in Early Modern England – and in the intervening years, there has been a wealth of articles, monographs and collections published on the topic, including important volumes like Richard Meek and Erin Sullivan’s The Renaissance of Emotion: Understanding Affect in Shakespeare and His Contemporaries (2015), R. S. White, Mark Houlahan and Katrina O’Loughlin’s Shakespeare and Emotions: Inheritances, Enactments, Legacies (2015), Amanda Bailey and Mario DiGangi’s Affect Theory and Early Modern Texts: Politics, Ecologies, and Form (2017) and Katharine A. Craik’s Shakespeare and Emotion (2020).7
 
Shakespeare and Disgust is deeply indebted to this foundational work and is designed to be a new entry in this ever-growing field.

Furthermore, I must note that disgust, broadly speaking, has been of considerable interest to scholars and thinkers working on emotion. In the last twenty-five years, a number of full-length treatments of disgust have been published, emerging from a variety of disciplinary fields. The first was William Ian Miller’s The Anatomy of Disgust, a social and cultural history of the emotion that arrived before disgust research had taken much hold in the scholarly imagination. (Indeed, writing in 1997, Miller notes that ‘disgust has elicited little attention in any of the disciplines that claim an interest in the emotions: psychology, philosophy, anthropology’.8
) Other books soon followed. In The Hydra’s Tale: Imagining Disgust (2002), Robert Rawdon Wilson argues that disgust is enormously varied in form and function – and it is this multiplicity that leads him to compare the emotion to the hydra, the book’s governing metaphor.9
 Winfried Menninghaus, in Disgust: Theory and History of a Strong Sensation (2003), and Carolyn Korsmeyer, in Savoring Disgust: The Foul and the Fair in Aesthetics (2011), survey how disgust has become a paradoxical category of aesthetic judgement in the last 250 years.10
 In both Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law (2004) and  From Disgust to Humanity: Sexual Orientation and Constitutional Law (2010), Martha C. Nussbaum influentially argues that disgust is an unethical basis for legal judgement, given how the emotion encourages the dehumanization of vulnerable others, as we have seen historically in the opposition to interracial and same-sex couplings.11
 More recently, Debra Lieberman and Carlton Patrick reach a similar conclusion in Objection: Disgust, Morality, and the Law (2018).12
 In The Meaning of Disgust (2011), Colin McGinn offers a philosophical account of disgust, arguing that what disgusts us is that which makes salient the transitory process between life and death.13
 Rachel Herz’s That’s Disgusting: Unraveling the Mysteries of Repulsion (2013) and Valerie Curtis’s Don’t Look, Don’t Touch, Don’t Eat: The Science Behind Revulsion (2013) offer broad introductions to the psychological dynamics of disgust.14
 Donald Lateiner and Dimos Spatharas’s The Ancient Emotion of Disgust (2016) collects essays on revulsion in Greek and Roman culture.15
 In A Politics of Disgust: Selfhood, World-Making, and Ethics (2020), Eleonora Joensuu draws upon the work of feminist theorist and psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin to develop what she calls ‘a feminist politics of disgust’.16
 And most recently, Zachary Samalin’s The Masses Are Revolting: Victorian Culture and the Political Aesthetics of Disgust (2021) broadly historicizes the emotion in nineteenth-century British culture.17



Besides inspiring such full-length works, disgust has also shaped a growing number of essays, articles and chapters in literary and cultural studies. To consider, for example, a few that have been published in the last several years: Luke F. Johnson analyses ‘the cannibalistic dimensions of racial disgust and desire’ in Michel Houellebecq’s novel Submission, Hannah Lee Rogers argues that Jane Austen’s Persuasion depicts a world in which tolerance is displaced by ‘a concept of disgust that abjects those who would corrupt the social norms of respectable English people’ and Neetu Khanna suggests that ‘the erotics of disgust’ in the work of Ismat Chughtai enable us to explore how the female body becomes ‘the focal object of violent subjection by both colonial and anticolonial nationalist regimes of discipline’.18
 In general, these offerings reflect the fact that disgust has captivated a number of prominent critical theorists. In their celebrated essay ‘Shame in the Cybernetic Fold: Reading Silvan Tomkins’ (1995), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank discuss the proximity of disgust and desire; Sianne Ngai concludes her Ugly Feelings (2005) with an afterword that considers the same topic.19
 Sara Ahmed, in The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004), analyses how labelling something disgusting is a thoroughly performative act and outlines how disgust seems to ‘stick’ to some kinds of bodies more than others.20
 And perhaps most notably of all, Julia Kristeva offers an enormously influential theory of abjection in Powers of Horror (1980).21



In early modern studies, there has not been a tremendous amount of scholarship that specifically considers disgust – though some important work is proximate. There has, of course, been a decades-long interest in the Renaissance grotesque, inspired by Bakhtin’s analysis of carnival.22
 While disgust is not the focus, the emotion is implicitly invoked by Paster in The Body Embarrassed: Drama and the Disciplines of Shame in Early Modern England (1993), her foundational study of bodily regulation; she notes that the discourses of both humoralism and the grotesque feature ‘the bowels, the belly, the genitalia, the excretory organs, [and] the mouth’, sites of the body that (we will see) are regulated by disgust.23
 Another example is Barbara Correll’s The End of Conduct: Grobianus and the Renaissance Text of the Subject (1996), which treats Friedrich Dedekind’s ironic neo-Latin conduct poem Grobianus – a work that, as a ‘nightmarish inversion’ of The Book of the Courtier, actually ‘inspires disgust’.24
 But the first full-length, explicit analysis of Renaissance disgust did not come until 2016, with the publication of Natalie K. Eschenbaum and Correll’s edited collection Disgust in Early Modern English Literature.25
 Like Benedict Robinson’s important essay ‘Disgust c. 1600’ (2014), this landmark volume takes primarily a historicist approach, and is premised on the fact that tending to disgust provides a new view of early modern life: because (as we will also see later) the emotion only emerges in humans through a process of enculturation, the book argues that ‘studying disgust in the literature of the period reveals another view, perhaps more raw and real, of what it meant to be an early modern subject’.26
 To this end, authors in the collection survey a wide range of literary and cultural texts from the Renaissance, exploring how ‘early modern English writers used this aversive emotion to explore sexual behaviors, to describe encounters with foreign cultures, and to manipulate their readers’ responses’.27



This historical approach to early modern disgust is representative of early modern emotion studies more broadly. In general, work on Renaissance emotion has been historicist in nature, elucidating how contemporary discourses of the passions – most notably, humoural physiology – shaped the ways that early modern subjects understood the relationship between bodies, selves and environments. More recent scholars have also widened their attention beyond humoralism, to interrogate the ‘other systems of knowledge and representation that people used to conceptualise and articulate emotional experience’.28
 Emerging from this critical tradition, Shakespeare and Disgust is fundamentally a historicist project: the book surveys Renaissance cultures of revulsion, and the various chapters routinely analyse moments of Shakespearean disgust by situating them within their early modern English context. In this sense, Shakespeare and Disgust first reflects its genealogical debt to the wealth of brilliant historicist scholarship on emotion that has been published in the last two decades.

But the book that follows isn’t only a historicist work. While the conditions of early modern England are never too distant from my thought, Shakespeare and Disgust draws its fundamental understanding of how disgust works not from the discourses of humours or passions that circulated during Shakespeare’s life, but from a drastically different source: the theories and models of the modern affective sciences. Literary and cultural critics have sometimes engaged discrete strands of scientific thought in their discussions of disgust; Sedgwick and Frank, for example, famously engage the work of mid-twentieth-century psychologist Silvan Tomkins in their treatment of affect. Shakespeare and Disgust amplifies this approach, by grounding much of its analysis in the broad, developing discourse of the contemporary affective sciences. The affective sciences have fundamentally shaped how I understand the workings of disgust, and it is this broad understanding that I bring to my historically situated analysis of disgust in Shakespeare. In this way, Shakespeare and Disgust is a historicist book that is nonetheless deeply indebted to radically modern forms of knowledge; combining these modes of enquiry, I believe, provides the most thorough account of Shakespearean disgust, and offers exciting possibilities for new ways of seeing the emotion at work in the plays and poems.

A historicist treatment of Shakespeare hardly needs much theoretical explanation. But utilizing modern scientific models is not yet entirely common in the study of early modern emotion, so it will be useful to offer a few initial comments on my approach.29
 One of the major challenges of employing a science-based methodology to the study of literary and historical emotion stems from the fact that there is a point of broad philosophical difference in how the humanities and sciences generally understand emotion. Humanists, wary of essentializing and universalizing discourses, tend to see emotion (at its core) as a socially constructed phenomenon, an aspect of psychology that is brought online and only made meaningful through the
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