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Hamm: What's he [Nagg] doing? 

Clove: He's crying 

Hamm: Then he's living1 

 

Contemporary theorists of sovereignty and biopolitics might learn from the popular culture of zombies 

and its performance of the living and the living dead.2 Zombie fictions are creatively re-animating dead 

zones of sovereignty imagined by theorists as “bare life” (Giorgio Agamben) or the undead “flesh” of 

the sovereign (Santner 2011)3 Zombies are transubstantiating quickly: from the zombie apocalypse of 

Zombieland (Columbia Pictures 2009) with its Grail quest for the last Twinkie, to the now miraculous 

re-animation of the living dead—the subject of the novel Warm Bodies (2012) by Isaac Marion, now 

released as a film (Summit Entertainment 2013). Imagined as a remake of Shakespeare's Romeo and 

Juliet, Warm Bodies stages a love-story between the living and the living dead and in so doing 

questions the sovereign construction of the borders between friend (the living) and enemy (the living 

dead). Zombies and humans of Warm Bodies slowly re-learn language and re-enter a world of tears 

(such tears will become the medium of the argument that follows).Over the past fifty-years, theorists of 

sovereignty have spun —as feverishly as their counterparts in comics, film, TV — science-fictions of the 

living and the living dead. The classic study of premodern sovereignty: The King's Two Bodies: A Study 

in Medieval Political Theology (1957) by Ernst Kantorowicz founds the narrative. He traced how pre-

modern jurists came to imagine the sovereign as a creature with two bodies, one living and temporal, 

one eternally undead. Subsequent sovereign science fictions spun from Kantorowicz—by Michel 

Foucault, Giorgio Agamben, Roberto Esposito, Eric Santner, to name a few authors— matter because 

they try to draw the line between the living and the living dead as a temporal marker: once upon a 

time there was the sovereign power to make die and let live (clean cuts between the living and the 

dead) and then came modern biopolitics, the power to make live and let die (the impasse of the living 
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and the living dead).4 Consider a recent installment of such sovereign science fictions, The Royal 

Remains: The People's Two Bodies and the Endgames of Sovereignty (2011). Drawing upon 

Kantorowicz’s narrative of the king's two bodies, Eric Santner represents modernity as sovereignty's 

apocalyptic zombieland. The modern citizen-subject, according to his argument, is seized by a 

fantastic excess of alien flesh—the undead residue of the failed transference, at the time of the French 

Revolution, of the medieval sovereign's second body (the immortal one) into the modern body politic 

of the People. This paper argues that these processes of transference and periodization in 

contemporary theory need to be understood as sovereign border technologies. Kantorowicz drew the 

hard line when he presented the king's two bodies as a product of the secularizing (read also, 

modernizing) transference of the corporate sacramental body of the Catholic Church (corpus mysticum) 

into the corporate notion of juridical royal embodiment. Kantorowicz intimates that this “transfer” was 

what psychoanalysts would call today “transference” in that Tudor jurists fabricating the juridical 

fantasy of royal zombie embodiment, did so, "unconsciously rather than consciously” (19). Kantorowicz 

thus positioned himself fantastically as the “one who knows” classic sovereignty; scholars have been 

transferring to his text ever since.5 What this institutional transference has foreclosed, I argue, is the 

queer imbrication of classical sovereignty (to let die) and biopolitics (to make live) — the living and the 

living dead.6 Such temporal foreclosure results, I argue, in the fetish of modernity among the disciples 

of Kantorowicz. Their tracts profess their faith in biopolitics as the sign of modernity; at the very same 

time they must painfully disavow the disturbing evidence for untimely traumatic entanglements of 

classical sovereignty and biopolitics. This impasse is not much fun, as Tim Dean has pointed out in his 

recent essay on the "Biopolitics of Pleasure."7 This essay asks, then, how to rethink the living and the 

living dead, the theoretical impasse of political theology and biopolitics, such that critique is not 

dismissed as "mere" historicism or, alternatively, as a misguided effort to separate out symbolic fiction 

from fantasy?8 How then to argue for what I perceive as the queer untimeliness of the living and the 

living dead, the untimeliness of political theology and biopolitics? 

 

An Archive of Tears  

Kantorowicz opened his study of the king's two bodies with his now famous reading of William 

Shakespeare's tragedy, King Richard II. He concentrated exclusively on the famous deposition scene 
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(Act IV) in which Richard, stripped of his regalia, calls for a mirror and shatters it upon glimpsing his 

reflection. According to Kantorowicz, Shakespeare’s tragedy eternalized the metaphor of the king’s 

two bodies. Subsequent theorists (notably Santner) also truncate their readings of the play at the 

mirror scene and argue along similar lines. But why do Kantorowicz and Santner exit the play at Act IV? 

There is more, I argue, to Shakespeare's performance of sovereignty in King Richard II.9 By the end of 

the play (the sixth scene of Act V), Shakespeare has transformed Richard into a human crying machine. 

 

Ha; ha; keep time! how sour sweet music is, 

When time is broke and no proportion kept. 

So is it in the music of men's lives. 

And here have I the daintiness of ear 

To check time broke in a disorder'd string; 

But for the concord of my state and time 

Had not an ear to hear my true time broke. 

I wasted time, and now doth time waste me, 

For now hath time made me his numb’ring clock. 

My thoughts are minutes, and with sighs they jar 

Their watches on unto mine eyes, the outward watch 

Whereto my finger, like a dial's point, 

Is pointing still, in cleansing them from tears. 

Now sir, the sound that tells what hour it is 

Are clamorous groans that strike upon my heart, 

Which is the bell. So sighs and tears and groans 

Show minutes, hours and times. But my time 

Runs posting on in Bolingbroke's proud joy, 

While I stand fooling here, his Jack o' the clock. 

 

 (King Richard II-Act V-Scene 5) 
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In so doing Shakespeare is staging, I argue, the temporal imbrication of classical sovereignty (to make 

die) and biopolitics (to make live). Richard's tears enable us to engage the question: how might an 

excess of tears breach the sovereign borders drawn (as we have seen) by transference and 

periodization of contemporary theorists?10 King Richard II offers me an archive of tears with which to 

explore how historians might see through sovereign scenes and see through them.11 Try this in your 

home archive. First, blind yourself with tears: “Deep down, deep down inside, the eye would be 

destined not to see but to weep. For at the very moment they veil sight, tears would unveil what is 

proper to the eye.”12 Archival tears offer a way into a biohistory of sovereignty, because they fold intra- 

inter-corporeality, meaning tears are inside and outside at the same time. Tears stage scenes of fleshly 

encounter.13 But please be advised, my archive of tears is not, however, intended to produce a history 

of tears. Scholars such as Elina Gertsman, Marjory E. Lange, Kimberly Christine Patton, Tom Lutz, Peter 

Schwenger (to name just a few) have ably traced such genealogies.14 Nor am I trying to write a history 

of religious compunction and its gift of tears, since we already have good studies of such phenomena 

in the work of the medievalist, Sandra J. McEntire, and also in Gary Kuchar’s investigation of Catholic 

recusant poetry of religious sorrow in early modern England, a literature of sighs and tears.15 Instead, I 

am asking how tears might be a media that queers the fantasy of sovereign decision and the naming 

of the enemy (the basic ingredients of sovereignty according to Carl Schmitt)?16 

 

So sighs and tears and groans/ Show minutes, hours and times (Act 5 Scene 5)  

When it comes to King Richard II, critical readings, as I have already noted, crescendo with the scene of 

the shattered mirror in Act IV. More recently, scholars have begun to claim, contra Kantorowicz, that 

Shakespeare was not eternalizing the metaphor of the king's two bodies in Richard II, but rather that 

he was desacramentalizing it.17 They argue that Shakespeare was intent on removing the corporate 

concept of the king’s two bodies from any pretensions to an eternal register. More specifically, Gary 

Kuchar has recently read King Richard II as Shakespeare’s intentional desacramentalizing parody of 

contemporary Jesuit-influenced recusant literature of devotional tears. Eternalizing, 

desacramentalizing—these are the binaries of counter-discourses that, I argue, miss Shakespeare’s 

powerful staging of another political scene in Act V: the transformation of Richard into a human crying 

machine. By Act V, Scene 5, the audience already knows that assassins are on their way to Richard’s 



Kathleen Biddick / Tears of Reign: Big Sovereigns Do Cry 

 
 

 

19 

 

prison cell. Meanwhile, Richard ticks away. He recounts to the audience how his heavy groans have 

become the mechanical gears that strike his heart which now peals the hourly chime. He observes how 

his hands mark each minute as they metronomically wipe the tears from his clock-face. In fabricating 

this human crying machine, Shakespeare mobilizes a mechanical metaphor in order to point to what 

he imagines as the “escapement” of sovereignty.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Elizabethan clock talk (of which geeky Shakespeare was enamored) the escapement is a generic 

term used to describe the mechanisms that transfer energy to an oscillating lever that produces the 

stepped increments registered on minute and hour hands of the clock. For Elizabethans the 

escapement consisted of a crown wheel (a gear shaped like a crown) driven by a weight and checked 

by pennon-like gears mounted on a vertical shaft, known as a verge. The verge would eventually be 

refined into a lever called a deadbeat. By turning the king into a human clock Shakespeare is staging 

sovereignty, likewise, as an oscillating lever, a verge, a deadbeat. In Act V Shakespeare uses Richard’s 

tears as the lever. This lever oscillates discontinuously between the mortal body of the king and the 

imagined eternal corporate body of sovereignty. When we read this scene, we begin to wonder why 

The Verge Escapement of mechanical 

clock c=crown wheel; v=verge; p and q 

are the pennon like gears 

MECHANICS OF THE OSCILLATING GEAR 

CLOCK -16th century 

The royal mechanical clock at the Tudor 

Palace of Hampton Court c. 1540, 

constructed by the royal clock maker 
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Shakespeare devoted so much time to imagining sovereignty as a toggle, and also, why Kantorowicz 

read past this uncanny image of Richard as a weeping clock. 

 

My method for exploring this conundrum is to juxtapose Shakespeare’s staging of a sovereign time-

bomb in Act V with the better known scene of the shattered mirror (Act IV), so beloved by 

Kantorowicz. Just before Richard calls for the mirror in Act IV, he cries out to the audience that he is 

blinded by his tears. These blinding tears offer up to him a kind of x-ray vision-- he suddenly 

announces that he now is able to see himself surrounded by a pack of traitors. Hounded by this pack, 

Richard proceeds to gaze into the mirror and then to shatter it. I am going to pause here and ask 

readers to do something that might seem strange. I am asking them to pick up the pieces of this 

broken glass, because I think Shakespeare is using these splinters deliberately to recall images of the 

heated late medieval debate over the orthodoxy (or not) of the Real Presence (the transubstantiation 

of bread and wine into Christ's flesh and blood) in the sacrament of the Eucharist. The orthodox 

guarantee of the Real Presence in the Eucharist was closely bound, indeed pinned, by polemicists (as I 

shall unfold below) to the embodiment of the sovereign. Orthodox versions of the Real Presence and 

sovereignty were closely bound. By the later medieval period, theological debates over the doctrine of 

the Real Presence of the Eucharist revolved around optics. Heather Phillips and other scholars have 

noted how optics and mathematics had deeply permeated theological speculation by the fourteenth 

century.18 Shakespeare’s much noted fascination with optics and the special effects he conjures in 

Richard II, need to be understood not only technically but, I argue, also theologically. A school of late 

medieval university scholars, conversant in optics and mathematics, rejected the doctrine of 

transubstantiation based on their scientific studies. John Wycliffe (1320-1384, Oxford University), for 

example, used the science of optics throughout his treatise, De Eucharistia (1380), in order to deny the 

orthodoxy of transubstantiation of the Real Presence by opening up the gap between nudum 

sacramentum (that is the bare bread and wine of the sacrament of the Eucharist) and res sacramenta, 

the virtual presence of Christ in the sacrament. Wycliffe reasoned as follows: “The body of Christ is 

more clear and resplendent than the sun… and at every point of the host there is the figure, Mukephi 

(a word he drew from Muslim optical treatises--the Arab work mukāfi’, is the word for a parabola or 

parabolic section).” He thus imagined the host as an optical device composed of myriad paraboloid 
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mirrors which focused the divine body of Christ like a burning mirror. Wycliffe used optics to refuse the 

binary logic of the doctrine of the real presence and called that logic a form of idolatry. In the mirror 

scene of King Richard II, it is as if the politics of sovereignty and Eucharistic optics become mirror 

images of each other. Richard, recall, had seen through his tears in Act 4 to perceive the traitors 

surrounding him.19 And indeed, Shakespeare’s play is first and foremost a play about treason. The 

word treason and its variants (treason, traitor, and treachery) occur most frequently in King Richard II 

compared to any of his other plays. This hinging of treason with resonant images of Eucharistic optics 

in Act 4 seems crucial to me for an understanding of what Shakespeare is trying to do in the play 

regarding political theology. At this juncture, Kantorowicz’s reading seems particularly unhelpful. In a 

book of over 500 pages in length, treason is a subject inexplicably absent from his discussion of 

sovereignty. He mentions treason a total of only six times. Even when discussing the play of Richard II, 

he merely alludes to treason, without any analysis. When he comes to his final doxological chapter 

devoted to Dante, whom he praised as the singular humanistic embodiment of sovereignty (self-

crowned crown and self-mitred—a kind of anamorphic image of Richard II), Kantorowicz keeps his 

silence regarding the stunning and leaky corporeality of treason lodged at the very heart of the 

Commedia.20 Readers of the Inferno will recall that at the zero-point of the Inferno, in the 

neighborhood (or ghetto) he dubbed Judecca, Dante encounters Satan half-trapped in the frozen lake 

of his tears (lesser traitors are fully frozen in the lake “like straw in glass” (Inferno XXXIV, (la dove 

l’ombre tutte era coperte/e transparien come festuca in vetro”, ll. 11-12). The emperor of the Inferno 

(lo ‘imperador del doloroso regno” l. 28), is eternally condemned to gnawing on the traitors of Caesar 

(Cassius and Brutus) and on Judas (the traitor of Christ), whose bodies cram the trinity of his mouths. 

Neither this imperial cannibal nor the bodies on which he gorges are able to speak—and for once, 

Dante does not ventriloquize.21 When Dante beholds this awful sight of infernal sovereignty 

incorporating treason (literally), he evokes for his readers a profound sense of what Eric Santner has 

called “undeadness”: “It was not death, nor could one call it life/Imagine, if you have the wit/ what I 

became, deprived of either life.” (Io non mor’ e non rimasi vivo/pensa oggimai per te, s’hai fior 

d’ingegno/qual io divenni, d’uno e d’altro privo/ (lines 25-27).22 Amidst the flap of Satan’s wings and 

the rain of his tears, attentive readers might also hear the rustle of documents from the treason trial 

(1302) of Dante and his three co-defendants, whom Florentines judged guilty and condemned to 



Kathleen Biddick / Tears of Reign: Big Sovereigns Do Cry 

 
 

 

22 

 

exile.23 Kantorowicz, I speculate, disavows treason in his study of sovereignty, because the question of 

treason was so biographically traumatic for him. On April 20, 1933, shortly after the Nazi Party had 

barred Jews from civil service (Law for the Restoration of Professional Civil Service), he, who in 1930 

had been appointed to a professorship in medieval history at the University of Frankfurt, wrote 

decisively to the Minister of Science, Art and Education to inform him forthwith that he would be 

suspending his summer teaching duties.24 Among the reasons he offered for this decision, was his 

shock that he, who had fought heroically for Germany in World War I and who had published an 

acclamation of a national Germany in his bestselling history, Kaiser Friedrich der Zweite (1927), was 

being treated like a “traitor” (Landesverräter) because of his Jewish descent.25 Treason would prove to 

be neuralgic for Kantorowicz throughout his career, but not so for his scholarly admirers. In Discipline 

and Punish (1978), Michel Foucault uncannily sutured his hectic and much celebrated opening tableaux 

of the execution of a regicide in Paris in 1757 with his enthusiastic (booster) endorsement of 

Kantorowicz’s major work, The King’s Two Bodies: An Essay in Political Theology which had been 

recently translated into French. Giorgio Agamben, another critical commentator on Kantorowicz’s 

theory of the king’s two bodies, argued for the twinning of the execution of a regicide with the killing 

of a homo sacer: “it does not matter from our perspective, that the killing of homo sacer can be 

considered as less than homicide, and the killing of the sovereign as more than homicide; what is 

essential is that in neither case does the killing of a man constitute an offense of homicide.”26 

Agamben is arguing here for the undecidability of the sovereign and homo sacer. Agamben’s insight 

enables an understanding of how Kantorowicz unwittingly articulated such undecidability in his letter 

of resignation (he, a hero, is being treated like traitor and because of his Jewish ancestry he is deemed 

homo sacer by the new Nazi race laws). It is precisely this catastrophic undecidability that his great 

study of sovereignty, The King’s Two Bodies (1957), forecloses. Shakespeare, in contrast, searched for 

the lever between royal treason and bare life, the sovereign and homo sacer, politics and theology. He 

is trying to rethink the zombie franchise of the late sixteenth-century. I have already noted his 

exploration of such a lever when he stages Richard II as a human-clock, but he also plays with this 

lever in Scene 4 of Act V through his theatrical choices for staging the assassination of Richard. Rather 

than work with the commonly accepted Tudor account for Richard’s demise by starvation, Shakespeare 

chose to use Holinshed’s competing version of his death by assassination. Holinshed’s account, as 
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scholars have noted, deliberately echoes the medieval narrative describing the assassination of the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Becket, by King Henry II.27 The bare bones of that twelfth-century 

story are as follows: A king wishes his adversary dead and his henchmen take matters into their own 

hands and execute the deed.28 In a play filled with optical illusions/allusions, the special effects of 

which so enamored Elizabethans, Shakespeare renders the assassination of Richard II as a kind of 

temporal anamorphosis.29 The audience sees the death of Richard II unfold on stage, however, when 

heard acoustically awry, the audience hears another temporal moment, the assassination of Thomas 

Becket in 1170. When the reader takes up a perspective glass to view Richard’s assassination, and a 

perspective glass is an optical device used by Elizabethans to correct, or bring into proper perspective, 

the anamorphic puzzles of the type posed by painters and by dramatists, such as Shakespeare, or, 

alternatively, if readers physically move their vantage point, as Holbein invited viewers to do in his 

famous anamorphic painting of The Ambassadors, so they could view the death’s head lurking there, if 

the reader uses these strategies to view the assassination scene, what comes into view is a surprise. 

The correction of Shakespeare’s temporal anamorphosis reveals none other than Lanfranc of Bec (c. 

1005-1089) —abbot, jurist, scholar and court prelate, justiciar and subsequently Archbishop of 

Canterbury under William the Conqueror. In the shadow of the Norman conquest of England, Lanfranc 

wrote his famous polemic on the orthodoxy of the Real Presence.30 In his famous treatise, De corpora 

et sanguine Domini adversus Berengariam, composed when he moved to the newly-founded ducal 

monastery at Caen in 1063, Lanfranc attacked the arguments of his contemporary Berengar, who 

outspokenly questioned the Real Presence in the sacrament of the Eucharist (the materialization of the 

flesh and blood of Christ upon the words of Eucharistic consecration). Lanfranc asserted the orthodoxy 

that “The Flesh is the Sacrament of the Flesh (caro, videlicet carnis…sacramentum est, Lanfranc, 56)”. 

The high stakes of this theological controversy— its conflicts between interpretation, criticism, identity, 

and realism — have been well studied.31 What interests me from the point of view of Shakespeare’s 

interest in treason and the Real Presence, is how Lanfranc’s treatise goes beyond the stock litany of 

theological polemic — (Berengar as adversary of the catholic church (catholicae Ecclesiae adversario, 

Lanfranc, 29), sacrilegious violator of oath (sacrilegus violator, Lanfranc, 31), heretic (esse haereticus, 

Lanfranc, 32) — to pioneer an accusation of treason against him (jurare perfidiam, Lanfranc, 40). 

Berengar, in Lanfranc’s opinion, not only challenged theological orthodoxy; he also traitorously undid 
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the universalism of the Catholic Church, a universalism constituted by the flesh of Christ.32 To think 

against this sacramental flesh is to commit treason, because, according to Lanfranc’s vision, the flesh of 

Christ is constitutively both sacramental and sovereign. The flesh of the Eucharist, thus, for Lanfranc 

was both a sacramental and a sovereign problematic. His accusation brings into view both the 

sovereign body under threat of treason and also that of homo sacer (the one who may be killed 

without accusation of homicide, but who may not be sacrificed). In the gap in between the visible and 

the invisible, in which Berengar had meditated provocatively on the unhistorical nature of Christ’s flesh, 

Lanfranc, instead, sutured sovereign law and in so doing paradoxically immunized universal flesh of 

Christ as a sovereign body politic. Thus, a biopolitics of the flesh needs to account for this 

“unhistorical” twining of the sacred flesh and sovereignty across the normalized divides of medieval 

and modern in an effort to re-conceive biopolitics of the flesh as a traumatic scene that expands and 

sediments as it maintains a deadly kernel, a medieval suture of flesh to sovereignty. Such a suture 

precludes any linear periodization of political theology and biopolitics. The suture also inverts 

Kantorowicz’s metanarrative of political theology and sovereignty in which sacramental flesh gives way 

to a secularized body politic. In contrast to Kantorowicz’s normalization of Shakespeare as an agent of 

eternalizing the king’s two bodies. I have argued, instead, that the playwright stages theatrical scenes 

in order to expose the suture of sacramental flesh to sovereign law. The theatrical exposure does not 

attempt to undo sacramentality and sovereignty, but to expose their traumatic suture. But does 

Shakespeare stop at this stage of critique or does he go further and offer a metatheatrical critique of 

representation as a drive toward Real Presence, or put another way, a way of rethinking the zombie 

franchise of the sixteenth-century? The tears of Richard’s Queen Isabella offer another archive of tears 

for exploring the relations between Shakespeare’s critique of the sovereignty of Real Presence and his 

ontology of the theater. Shakespeare uses Queen Isabella to remake the widely-known medieval 

liturgical theater of the Easter story, known as Quem Queritis (Whom do you seek?). According to this 

Gospel story, Mary Magdalene discovers the empty Easter tomb and then encounters a gardener, the 

resurrected Christ, who asks her “Whom do you seek” and then admonished Mary Magdalene not to 

touch him (Noli me tangere). In his ground breaking study, entitled This is my Body: Representational 

Practices in the Early Middle Ages (1999), medievalist and theater-historian, Michal Kobialka has argued 

that changing orthodox epistemologies of the Real Presence were constitutive of medieval forms of 
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representation. He tracks these changes by studying how Western Easter liturgies represented (or not) 

the dead body of Christ, which according to the Gospels, was absent at the empty Easter tomb. Prior 

to the Eucharistic crisis over the Real Presence, in the tenth- and early eleventh-centuries, no cleric 

ever impersonated the Risen Christ and spoke the Gospel words to Mary Magdalene. An angel-actor, 

clearly not Christ, would voice these words at the “stage-set” of an empty tomb. The angel addresses 

her tersely: Whom do you seek?/ Jesus of Nazareth. He is not here. He has risen just as it was predicted. 

By the end of the 12th century, as the Church promulgated and disciplined the doctrine of the Real 

Presence, Kobialka shows that the body of the resurrected Christ is represented for the first time in the 

Easter performance of the Quem Queritis. In the late twelfth-century versions, Christ now appears on 

stage before Mary Magdalene in the guise of gardener. He enacts the Noli me tangere scene 

recounted in Gospel of John. Such a material, theatrical embodiment of the absent, resurrected Christ 

transformed, according to Kobialka, the medieval representational grids of space and time. What is 

also chilling to realize, (and this is a link that Kobialka does not really develop), is that it is these very 

same Quem Queritis scripts of the later 12th-century that materialize the personified body of the Jewish 

people, who are excoriated as deicides. Take for example, the famous play book of the abbey of Fleury, 

which scripts the performance of the Quem Queritis at the turn of the twelfth-century.33 What in the 

10th century counted for a three or four spare lines, had now exploded into a script of 75 lines along 

with stage directions. Jews are personified at the opening of the Quem Queritis script: “Alas! Wretched 

Jewish people, Whom an abominable insanity makes frenzied. Despicable nation”. As the script 

unfolds, the risen (theatricalized) Christ appears to Mary Magdalene and asks her the famous question 

recorded in the Gospel of John: "Woman, why do you weep, Whom do you seek?" At the moment of 

recognition, in the famous noli me tangere scene, Christ instructs Mary Magdalene not to touch him. 

Kobialka links this changing ontology of theatrical embodiment to changing doctrinal epistemologies 

of the Real Presence at the open of the twelfth-century. The details of the epistemological change are 

important. Early medieval Christians had imagined the flesh of the Eucharist as a ternary flesh 

intertwining the corpus verum (that was the historical Christ), corpus mysticum (that was the Eucharist) 

and corpus Christi (that was the Church). With the promulgation of the doctrine of transubstantiation 

the sacramental flesh was reduced to a binary. The corpus verum dropped out; the Universal Church 

came to be regarded as the corpus mysticum; the corpus Christi became the Eucharist. This chiasmic 
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reduction from a ternary to binary epistemology resulted in the (death) drive to represent the absent 

resurrected Christ theatrically and, as art historians tell us, in other media, witness, for example, the 

eruption of human forms in Romanesque sculpture. The monumental Romanesque building program 

at ducal abbey at Caen, over which Lanfranc presided from 1063-1070, just at the inauguration of the 

orthodoxy of the Real Presence, featured only one capital sculpted with a human form. Within one 

generation, as that orthodoxy became the subject of disciplinary enforcement, sculpted humanoid 

forms would come to populate Romanesque capitals, as well as monumental porches of those 

churches.34 Kobialka offers a trenchant insight into these new representational modes of embodiment 

“Whereas in the corporeal and mystical approaches [that is, ternary], the body of Christ was silent, now 

the silent body was to speak the language of theological pedagogy that delimited the space of 

representation by consolidating the structures of belonging.”35 This binary sacramental flesh 

profoundly reorganized the temporal and spatial coordinates of medieval representation and forced a 

dominant gaze to organize itself around a body that is forced to materialize within theatrical space.  

 

Fresh again, with true love's tears (King Richard V/1/10) 

So what does Shakespeare’s politics of the scene have to do with Kobialka’s genealogy of changing 

forms of medieval representation? Kobialka imagines the Renaissance stage as the teleological 

endpoint of such theatrical pedagogy involved in the coerced materialization of the Real Presence in 

the form of an actor. I disagree with Kobialka’s teleology, and I think Shakespeare would too. And now 

let me explain why. Shakespeare rewrote the medieval Easter Quem Queritis trope self-consciously in 

several of his plays, and, most notably in King Richard II in order to unpin sovereignty from the Real 

Presence, to re-imagine the boundaries of the living and living dead configured in the eleventh 

century. In Act III, scene 4, Richard II, Shakespeare opens his re-staging of the Quem Queritis trope.36 

Richard’s queen, Isabella, still uninformed of her husband’s recent capture by his usurper, Bolingbroke, 

but fearing the worst, seeks respite in a garden accompanied by her attendants. Shakespeare sets the 

stage reminiscent of the medieval horotolanus scene of the Quem Queritis in which Mary Magadalene 

and the two other Mary’s hasten to the tomb before which the apostles John and Peter puzzle over the 

absence of Christ's body and the presence of the discarded shroud. Mary then encounters a gardener 

who reveals himself to her as the resurrected Christ. In Shakespeare’s scene the tidings of the gardener 
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to Isabella (staged as a kind of Mary Magdalene) are not about resurrection. Instead, the gardener 

informs the queen of a kind of anti-transfiguration in which Richard is described as “depressed he is 

already/ and disposed ‘tis doubt he will be” (Act III.4. 68/69). The scene closes with the gardener’s 

promise to plant a memorial bush of rue on the spot where the tears of the weeping queen fell. In this 

pseudo- Quem queritis scene, Shakespeare thus imagines the tears of Magdalene/Isabella not as 

redemptive, but as memorial, and in so doing, he inters, but not disrespectfully, important 

representational strands of twelfth-century versions of the Quem Queritis trope that had constituted 

themselves, as I have already noted, around the materialization of the absent body.Shakespeare is 

rewriting the garden scene. But, are his moves those of desacralization as Gary Kuchar has argued in 

his own intriguing reading of these Quem Queritis stagings in Richard II? To ponder this question, let 

us see how Shakespeare further pursues staging the Quem Queritis scene in Act V, Scene 1. By this 

moment in the play, Richard has already deposed himself and is about to wend his way through the 

streets of London to the Tower. His queen and her attendants await him along the parade route. 

Isabella is now cast as Mary Magdalene on the verge of encountering the resurrected Christ. She 

wishes, on catching sight of him, that she, like the Magdalene, could wash Richard “fresh again with 

true love tears” (Act V/1/10) as Mary Magdalene has once washed the feet of Christ with her tears. But 

Shakespeare’s staging of their encounter inverts, once again, aspects of the medieval Quem Queritis 

script. Isabella sees in Richard not a resurrected body, as Mary Magdalene did in the Gospel stories, 

but, instead, a zombie: “Thou map of honour, thou King Richard’s tomb” (5/1/12). Richard turns to 

Isabella and speaks the word of Christ addressed to the Magdalene on Easter morning: Noli flere (do 

not weep): “Join not with grief, fair woman (Act V.1.16)”. Shakespeare then crosses out the subsequent 

scene of Noli me tangere, although it is a scene that he did know well and staged in All’s Well that Ends 

Well. Importantly, in Richard II, Shakespeare does not defer the touch refused by the Gospel Noli me 

tangere; instead, he has Richard and Isabella kiss before their final separation. Their substitution of a 

kiss for the refusal of touch (Noli me tangere) has been read as a parodic sign of desacralization on 

Shakespeare’s part. But, I ask, do we mis-recognize this kiss as a touch? Does this kiss touch upon 

something different? Richard speaks: “One kiss shall stop our mouths, and dumbly part” (5/1/95). 

Shakespeare takes this image, “stop our mouths” from the New Testament, namely, Paul’s Epistle to 

Titus (1.11), where Paul rails against what he called the “circumcision party” in Corinth and uses an 
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imperative Greek form of the verb, epistomizo, meaning to stop the mouth. It is the word used in Greek 

to put the bit in the horse’s mouth, to insert the mouthpiece on the flute. Shakespeare uses the phrase 

several times in his plays with menacing connotations. Thus, though Richard and Isabella do touch, 

indeed, kiss each other on the mouth, it is kiss of violence, a silencing, a touch that is not a touch—a 

touch that produces untouchability. I think Shakespeare is doing two things here. First, I think he is 

deliberately unstaging the risen Christ in this scene in order to open up the third term of the Quem 

Quaeritis and that term was the absent, silent body of the resurrected Christ. The unspoken words of 

the Noli me Tangere in Act V, scene 1 honor the silent body of the absent Christ without forcing that 

body “to speak the language of theological pedagogy that delimited the space of representation by 

consolidating the structures of belonging.” By staging a touch that does not touch, the kiss as a form 

of torture, that stops the mouth, Shakespeare, I think is not desacralizing nor resacralizing, but he is 

asking us all to reconsider a post-Real Presence in which the living dead do not underwrite the living. 

Just as in Warm Bodies, and its staging of a love between the living and the living dead, Shakespeare 

asks us to think again what is touch, what is absent silence, what is the Real Presence, then and now. 

How can we imagine a quickening of the dead zones of contemporary citizenship? The dramatist not 

only re-poses the Gospel question: Whom do you seek? He asks, too, who decides? To weep or not to 

weep, the living and the living dead? 
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