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I 

THE IDEA OF A tlSERIOUS CO Y" 

Since Aristotle ' s t ime e have been accustomed to 

think of comedy a.s drama which is oonoern d i th the ria'- e­

ulous in human nature and hich ends happily, and of 

tragedy as drawA of the noble man, ending unhappily . The 

danger involved in taking Aristotle ' s observ tions as 

rules bocomes speci ly obvious 'J hen one approaches 

Shakespeare ' s oomedi a , for samo of them ar quite differ­

ent from anything Aristotle desoribed . It is true that a 

number of the comedies deal primarily with the ridioulous , 

but others subordinate human folly to the noble el ements 

of man' s nature . 

One regular f atur · of Groek dr ~ Aristotle 

noted, s that the kind of play consisting of incidents 

whioh tend to pity ~nd fear--tragedy--is the kind of play 

which r presents man s no ler than he is .1 Parhaps this 

cOinoidenco of dramatic eloments occurs beoause man is at 

his best when faced with adversity . The v~denoe of some 

l Aristotle. Poetics . trans . S. H. l~toher (1895; 
r v . 1911 ), in Walter Jackson ' te , ed . p Cr i ticism: The 
rna 'or Texts (Net,; York and Eurlin sme: . Haroour , r cO"iind 

Qr ,(1952J), lI t 4 ( p . 20); VI , 2 ( p . 22 ) . 

1 
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of Shakespsare ' s comedies oorr oborat s this vi w: ' ccom-

p ying th emphasis on man' s nobility in certain comedies 

e incidents tending to pity and fea.r , su.ch as Aris"Gotl e 

saoci ted with tragedy. 

Aristotl e dist! ished t rag ,dy nd com0dy irtly 

on t he basis of th 1r approach to humeri nature , rather 

than by refer nco to happy and urlhappy endings . t s i ne 

he states ol e r l y that the unhappy en~ing is i'the right 

encling,, 2 for tragedy, he y well have cons idered t he 

happy end.il\t.~ "right " for oomedy. If' we appl y his cri tical 

· ohnique to t he whol e range of com dy from (}reek times to 

the present , we shall concl ud for oursel ves th t comedy 

ends happ~ly . Though it does not foll ow th t v .ry pl ay 

which ends happily must be a oomedy, the assooi ation is 

important lJ hen Aristo·tl e ' s distinct ion of com y and trag­

edy (by reference to th ir trea ant of human na ur ) 

br eaks down as it does in some of Shakespo r o t s pl ys • 

..;;.;;;;;;;.;;.~.....;o;. TaJ.,.!, for e:xampl e , i s pr ' I'il y concerned 

with nobl e ch racters , although the ridiculous has a pl ace . 

If we cal2 th pl aya comody i t m y b partl y beoauso o~ 

t he human foll y displayed in Aut ol ycus , t e Shepherd. and 

th Cl orm, but it ~ill be mainly because th acti on ends 

happil y . The shi fting of emphasi s from th ri icu10us to 

IJ •• -



3 

the nobl e i n mankind , which is viden-u in some of Shake­

speare ' s comedi es , is BCOO paniad by th Bubstitution )f 

serious complications for frivolous ones , simply because 

a frivolous oituation does not engender nObility in a man. 

In th oatioa Aristotl e s eems to gi v an nswer -
-lio the question: tr t is the emotional effect of Greek 

tr gedy?" Perhaps this is a hint 'that the emotional ./ 

effect of drama depends on grav incidonts . S . el y , t 

any rato ~ it is defensibl e to say th t serious or nobl e 

themos and actions stimulate th emotions much more than 

the int ellect . HenCE) t he ffeot of seri ous G>l ements in 

Shakespearean oomedy y e largely accounted for in terms 

of emotions , although there are secondary el ements of 

intellectual in-tareet whioh must be coneid reel . In this 

thesiS I wish, f i rst of 11 , to follow Aristotl e ' s met hod 

of l ooking at the question i n th abstraot , by deoiding 

what sort of emoti onal ffGcr'c we can expect to find in t he 

kind of' comedy whioh Shakespeare wrote . Th a i m of t11is 

pr l imin ry i nquir y is to find some generalizat ions which 

will be of use wh n ~ turn to the selious cl ements of the 

individual plays , the consideration whioh will orm the 

in part of the thesiS . 

I n most of Shakespeare ' s comedies we f ind a mixture 

(in proportions which vary from one pl ay to anoth r) of the 

sublime and the ridiculous; few of them are entirly devoi d 



of Githe. element . If, ~s I have s gested. he sublime 

takes its rise i n situa iona of advers1tN; the audi nee 

I yell interpret the OUl~SO of vel -tie as p elude to 

tragedy, unl ae the pl~wright tak s car to reassure us 

that all ill be well . The oharao era on s age, how vel' , 

'J; 111 not ena.age our deep eympa·thy or exoi"ba our emotions 

4 

if they have our reasone for n t t in the 81 tua:tion as 

hopeless . They must interpret their situation as an inti­

mation of impending tra.gedy, if thQy are to experience 

great suft' ring. Thus , i ll any comedy liltely -0 arouse 

emotions oth r thaXl the most perfunotory, wo may expect -to 

find a complication gra.ve in nature and oaf ling to tho 

characters involved, but promising the spec-~a.tor a sa.'bis­

factory outcome . The emot~ons aroused in the audieno 

conaiGt of a sympathetic response to charaoters in trouble , 

even thougl we knOVl their difficuJ. ti · a are -temporary .. Thus 

pity and foar are not the ex.clusive preser.vo of the tl'" gic 

playwright; ~hen we sea a serious oomedy performed, we may 

e~eot to feel pity for tle oharacters on stage and. by 

oxt neion, fear for oursolves . 

The poi nt of desperation ~hich marks the bri nk of' 

catastropho in -hragedy occurs someMhere near 1111 _ middlo of 

the typica~ serious oomedy . Oonsequ ntly, hen w have 

considerod what emotions a.x's likely to accompany the d . vel­

opment of 'ofortune in a comedy, we still have to reckon 



with the emotional effeot of half the play. Tle protago­

ni st ' s good fortun~ c-~ be expected to inspire motions 

just a.s deop as he pity and fear Vllich the sp ctntor now 

ab ndons . Those new emotions may be char cteriz d gene~-

9,11y as joyful. , but th re are two kinds of joy whioh can 

be distinguishod. Tl e one corre ... ponds t o Aristotlo ' s 

5 

{fpi ty11 , in that it is directed to thQ C ractcl"s on stag f 

and I shall call it noongI'atuJ.atiQnf ' . The other corre­

sponds to nfear" Aristotle t s terms, because it springs 

from the speotator' s asp of the rel evance of' what passeD 

on stage to himself; this emotion I cb...all oall Ud li~htfl . 

These terms are in"tended to indicate f'E)01in~s of 

joy of a deeper sort than those felt in a comedy where 

there has been no rest suffering. What I call ttcong atu­

lati<)l1." and "delight" can be fal t only aftor the speotator 

has been moved to pity and f· e.r . 'Ie feal. muoh gee tar 

satisfaction at the spectaole of a charaoter aohiGving 

happiness thrOughi or in spite 0 ~ suffering than we would 

if hio sta.te of Xelicity 1ere affocted lit-tlo by th action 

of the play. The ok of Job oorroborates thin idea; i't 

is mar gratifying to read about Job ' s second family and 

the reatore,tion 0 his wealth, than to be informed at the 

beginning of the story that Uth re were born unto h seven 

sons and t ee daughters' and that "this man wa.s the 

grea.test of all tho man of the ast" . 



J s riour:! comedy me.y el l ppeal both to the ama .. 

tiona ld the intelloct . If a. oome y 00 · 9 i9t inlyof 

rave ll_cide . "UiO? , t e predomina.nt app al io to the a eo a­

tor ' s feelings 0. iei d j y? but ~ ~e incidents may ~ 

embody philosophioal probloms of human life , which m ke 

thai)." appeal to the intel lect . And where the ludicrous 

6 

ppear-s , the a.udience 'Will be moved to l auglrter by the 

titillation of the J.nt l loct t s moxa fJ:"ivoloua side . In 

addition? lighter emotiolls than ief and joy, such as 

romant ic sentiment, may be arolQed in a oomedy which has 

more sorious overtones as wel l . The interac ion of theoe 

eloment s in a. singlo play wouJ.c1 produce a very complox 

effect , and -though thG . in concern of this 'thesis is the 

serious el ement of the comedi es , ',e oan soe them in their 

proper persp ctiv only by notin their rel.a.tion to the 

light er spec"lis of the pl YS o The Qompl exi'(;y ()f a soriQus 

comedy is further inoreaoed. by the cl ose juxtaposing of 

grief 9ald JOY9 whioh may a~ise at onee in the spectator. 

If the dr atist is skil ful p h will p rsuade us to sus­

pond our f·elinga 0 ssurance that nl.l will be well , and 

to sympathiz· ~ a fu.11y as possibl e wi·th -the misery o£ the 

protagonist . Neverthel sGs , w cannot compl etel y fo get 

that we h ove be n promised a happy endil~ , and in tho 

midst of the most painful part of the action we are l ikely 

to feel congratula ion and delight in expectation of the 
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coming turn of fOl'ltu.n, t aV hough e et:t.ll feel pity and 

f'eal" beoau6 the pro-ii gOlli t 1 01 .. a ur reason for pt·- dam. 

Tn se 9 th It,l aJ~ 1;11 , effae's hieh w- are likely 

to find in omedy ~hore tho emotional appeal dominates . 

But in some of S akespear ' s com · dies seriouve ts ~rG 

subordinatod to otherdrama,tic ::i.ntex·csts, and these playa 

do not fit the p ttem which I have been describ" • Some 

o thom are mainly faloioal " the ~.ppoeJ. to tho spectat r 

s tomming from the ridicul.ouslless o · human nature ; the 0 

plays , ~ Comed,[ of _.' rol"!1., It,o.V'e ' s La.bour ' s Lost . 19:' 
T i;,tQ, of !h...2. ShrG!* and ~he Marrl Wives of, Vlinda0,r, form 

the subject of' Ohapter II . In Chapter III we sM-L11 tu 1 

to ~f1! ,Vf2. Ge,lltle"~ ...! y'ero~, !. Mids~er N:i;ant ' ~ Dre ; 

As You Like I-a t ana. Twelfth Ni ht , four plays in whioh 
..........,~~---- - . ~ ..... 

ro an io sent~ent i9 the entre of interest; though mo­

tions are involved. th y r no the d eper fa 1i a f 

, i and joy. Tho l"ost of the pIa s ·to be discussod are 

buil t ~ ound oeriouG por-iirayals of 1 uman . eery; yet some 

of th ' m ovoke litt 0 r:no de p arno ion, b caua - 0 obsta~ 

01 s hion p 'sv n he ~av i cide s fro xorting their 

full irn:pac lpon the audieno • These plays , The Merchant 
__ ~ !t' a 

2! Y ni_, r.J . ch !2:2 t-\"bOuj, Nothin.fj, A 1 ' ... » !lall !!L1 ~ 
el~, and ~puro ~ Me~Sur#, will be discussed in Chapter 

IV . The coma iO$ consider d in C 'pt r V coincide most 

olosely with the h·po het1cal serious comedy to ~hich I 



~.h.0 Win.ter~ s laJ.e 
~~I- "'" laiI ' 

and The Tem est a. central gTG,VO sitU.6 tion is t eated in 
~ '- ~ 

suoh e t.ivay a~ to call forth from <the opeotatol" prOfOtt11d 

pity and feart congratulation and del:i.gb:t} This grouping 

o~ the plays i c not strictly chronologic~~ ~ but the trend 

of ohakespearefs career in comedy elear1y moves Prom fri­

vol i ty to serious:nesn t from leasc ·to gree.. ter amotion-l 

interest . 

When one pOlllts to similariti s in certain plays , 

the .in ormat:ion is not :pa.r·t:l. C1.1~arly valuable i: it serves 

only to define a ganre ~ As Benedetto Croce r mnarksa 

From tl e th$ory of artis'ti c and lit r ry kinde derive 
tho e erroneous modes of judgement and of criticism, 
than.ks to thien, inst C).d of' eking before wor of' art if 
it be e;;"''1>ressive and what it expresses , whether it speak 
or stammer or is alto. 'ether ~i10n·t ~ 'they ask i f it ob -y 
the la;ws of epiC or of ·tragedy, of historioal pai l1:fiing or 
of lan-Uscape . While making a verbal protenoeof ~ aSing, 
or yieldi ng ~ feigned obed.ienoe , artists haV0 , however, 
really . lways disregarded those 1$ '(S of the '. de . E e17 
tl" e wot~k of ext ha.s viola.toc soiii'0'"0s'Tjabirahoo kind e.nd 
l.lI'set the ideas Q ' t\e o1.'i tics , who h :ve thus be.en obliged 
to broaden the kind. . . 

The dj.fferences betvleen &hake pea,re · s comedies are more 

striking than their s::;.milari ti s, and more i mpOl ... ·tan:t 180 9 

as Croce s gge.Qts~ Ienoo this surv y of the comedies i 

______ .. ________ .. ____ , ____ ·_._._If __ . ________ ~_._w ______ . __ . ___ . __ . __ ~ ________ __ 

3ThOU~'!roi.!Us nd Cressidf. is. sometimes counted 
a.s .. comedy, J. t 1.13 Ci1U 1'it'ed"1iere ecause J. t h s no happy 
ending. 

4J3enedstto Croce, ~esthGtic, trans .. Douglas Ains­
lie (!ii;r~ York: tioonday Prose s (J.~ q t? pp. 36 )'"' . 



not intended to di .. tort their oU-{il i neo by king them 

appear to have come from a common mold. Rather, th~ 

obJect of the subsequ.ent cha.pters is to examine -"'he 

divorse affects o£ h~n a~ffering in the comodies of 

<:."hEtkespeare , especially tho emotional impact on t 

sp .. cte.tor, end t o note what ins:ights i nto the ·ndividual 

pl aya may be provided by a study of their dal'k el ements it 

9 
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In four of Shakasp arc ' a com dies , 

!. r'll'.l!, ~~...!..L Labol r t.l'3 &9§t, !.1!.... ~:L~ 91. !tl.!l .§...hre,,!, and 

!-ll! LAe:r:t~ YJi '!~ .9L !ill¢l.p2.~? humor based on the eJtploi ta­

'liion 0 ' tl'le ridi culous cons i tutes the central dr . at :l.c 

tnterest .. The appeal of the ridiculots is intellectual 

rather than en otional , sinoe it i tIle intel1 0·(; which 

reoognizes the l."l.dicu.lous . nd d i stingu.iol16S :i:t from the 

Bcitnirable aspects of human n tUX' ,.. So regu.larly .in­

tain d is the amp sis on the ridiculous in these plays 

that our emotions are scarcely touohed at all . For wh n 

grav'e even-ts occur, as they do in 9<;J>ch play, ai -1;11.01:' t heir 

eff ·ot i s newht' J .l.Z d by -the liI'evail ing -tone of :t: ,rce , or 

else they are actue.lly pres ad into se~r.ice to provi e 

adrli tional so roe of llumor . 

Mental and ph.Y'3ical sufforing occurs in aJ.l four 

f the plays , but i ·t wo d sur ly be a, mist ke to take 

these miseries t $2,1 seriously . Th v .riou.J indit.,. i tieo 

whi} Fa.ls·t if endures in his amorous pursui"t; of' tl:.e merry 

wivos of Wtndsor' re interJ.ded no '1;0 move us to oyltlpathy , 

b :t to u pire laughter . Tne sam~ Y bo s·id of Ford ' s 

situation is somewhav like 

1 0 
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Othello' s, the dramatic setting of !~~ M~r!l ~ is s o 

different f r om thaii of Othello -that we sympathize with the --
xqoor , but laugh at Ford" He io made to s eom idiculous in 

h i s dealineS with Falstaff (except i n his f :inal triumph 

over the 1mi "Ii), and the spectator ' s in-tellect is stirred 

to merriment , but his amoti ·lns are affected not at all . 

The farcic 1 nature . f Th~ Merr~ Wive§. ?f ~indsor is readily 

appeJI'cnt t and there 1s l ittle l jJtelihood of rm.y serious 

c1aim that 'the pl ay evokes a significant emotional re-

ap nse . But i t demonstrates that serious circumstances 

can be presented so as -Iio ovoke lausr,hter instead of sym~ 

pathy. And this point must be kept in mind when we oon-

sid r certain other comedies which have been thou- t by 

some t o ke a pro founder emotional ppeal than ~ ~errl 

Wi v~~ of \!!!ldso;: , a1 though in fact they are much l ike it . 

For ex pI e The Taming of the Shrew, its sl a.pstick 
...-... ....,..~~ .. Q..,... 

1010ckabout notWithstanding , r ts certain aspects of hu­

man rel ations :Ln a way that may tempt us to think some 

sort of emoti onal response appropriate . Ha.rold C. God .... 

dard ' s psychological Wlal¥sis of the rolations betw en 

therlna and Petruchio1 implies that we are to ta.ke 

seriJusly the character .... ' rea.ctions to their .Jitus 'ion 

all that 'IJ c should sympathi z e wj th "them. But if e com-

I narold C. Goddard . The Meani~ of 
cao'o: Universi -y of Chi ca.go Itross , F! 2"5), ~"""'-~_M", 

( Chi-
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pa.r - this pl y w:Uih ~! Merx'x yii v s , it ;is fairl y 01 ar 

th t the one is as purely comieal as th other . How is it 

that a serious evnt handl~d in on way rouses symp·thy, 

but only &kes us laugh ~f tr te dixfe ntly? The ana ar 

to this qu s tion is cl0 ly related to T1 ·otl e ' s diotin­

guishing oomedy from trsgedy by refor nee to their outlook 

o mankind . Ford t s jealousy is funny because Shakespeare 

oone nt ates on its ridiculous spects3 the j alousy 01 

Othel lo is moving beoause our attention is directed t o its 

no ler side . A 01 tuation . y e oj.ther laughable or touch­

ing , but not many stage pisodes are both at onoo . NG~er­

th l eso , it may be argued that Sbakesp ar intends us to 

sympathize with to whilo we laugh at her hardships . Such 

a point involves aesthetic judgments whioh eaoh spectator 

must e for himsel f; anyone who 01 1ms to feel sympathy 

for ·te must least oono de that the prevailing tone of 

the play makes any profounu or prolong d sense of pity or 

Dear i mposail 1e . For a dr a to oreate stron emotional 

effoots , grave ciroumstano s must b pros nt, but they do 

no·t; neoessarily evoke emotions . ~hen th dr . tis"a pl· s 

up th ridiculous s i de of lit' , the sole r StU t is la.ugh ... 

tar , an intel lect 1 response . 

Although ~ Comedl of ~rrora portrays a thr ·at of 

ex -cution extendine rom th first cane to the las . emo­

tional i mp ct is 1 eking here just as much as in ~orrl[ 
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Wives and The Shreve And the reason i pal~tly similar; 040_ ~ _--.-

he e tinge edmi 1ster d vO th Dro os , the pligh of 

Pinoh, and the j al oue misery of Adria.t'JA are present d in 

a ridiculous 1igh-t; t.1 t ho gil there • r · froqu t f rcnoss 

to the feelings 0 th c aracterG in. the in l ot of -he 

confused identities , we are not touched emotion8~ly be. 

c use o·~ th playwri t * s f rCical. treatment O.f his m tter . 

t the GTilphaf3:;t.s on th ludicrous in . e m in plot 

does not coount for thG lack of emo'bional interest in the 

moro serious complication of A·geon 8 9 danger . H re ~oo , 

be GSUlp t d to think 

that some eII!otional resporuJo is in order . For Aegeon· (1 

his ory is ind ad a harrowing a1· of wo~ . R. A . Fo~kos 

desoribes in do·tail variety of sGrious implications / 
\ / 

which he secs not 0 y i '1 the threa:t of d.e th, b It in the 

oomplica'i;ion of the central ect:J.on also . 2 The pl y, he 

intains, "inv:i:tos oompa ion, a Ill,. sure 0 symps.. by , and 

d eper response to "the disruption 0 aootal t; ld family 

rela"liionship which the action bl"'ing8 bout . Our concern 

for t 1 Antipholu<"l ins f/ for AnTi and IJuoiana, and our 

sense of disord r ar deep ned in the oontext of suffering 

a. R 

2n . A. Foek s, ad . ? ~ Co~ dy g!. · rors ([N·w] 
Arden Edi t1on, London. methuen! Cambridge ? r~ os chusetts g 

H rvar Univ Talty Pr oss, r1962J) , pp . xxxix-li . Tho 
quat ~ion following is from p . 1 . 
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provided by the enveloping action . n It is certe.il'Lly pos­

sible to d rive serious il1lplica-tions fr£)m lh2 Comedy .2! 
Errors but I suggest that in order to do so one must 

abstract certain philosophioal elements from the p ay as 

a whole, and fur'~her that what Olle discov·ers :in this way 

is nei thor an impr saion like those one rece:lv(· 8 dtu'ing a 

productio:n, nor compatible wi tIl the impressions created by 

the play considered n its entirety, Fo~c~s claims in one 

sentence that " in spite of the implausibility and fa..Yltastic 

coincidenc~s of f<lgeon' s tal of the sl'l i pw!'0Ck ? we are 

directly affected by his wretchedness' v but h admits in 

the next: "Hia state is not , of couroo , tragic ; the f\".n .... 

tastic nattlre of his extraordinary adventures provents us 

from being dG0ply troub).ed by his prodic ant, or tho doom 

hanging over him. t1 3 There is a more substan-tial reason 

for our unconcern about Aegeon than -the coincid noes and 

other i.m.probabilitien of ·tl10 plo"t . Wit hin:r irly g nel"OUS 

limi ts we 1'e ready ·to accept coincidonce as a necessary 

convention of dr tic structure ; and the gl aring improba-

biliti es of Leex and Othello do not hinder our emotionai ------
in:volvement in those plays. So thene asp eta of ~ Comedy 

of Errors are no insvu~mounta 16 barriers to emotion. But ---........ ..;;;.,;,;., .... 
the ro le of chance in this play extends far beyond th.a t in 

3R• A. Foakes, ;-11<3 0,0 " dl ~f" ~rrors, p . XJ. i • 
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m~y other of Sbakespe ,re t s comedies . Cbanoe not only pr o­

ides the coincidences dJmp~ded for tho sako of dramatic vi 

economy, bu"t also con"'-rols the outoome . In farcical 

pres entation 0 mistaken identities suoh e thie ~ wa w 1-

come t he coincidences I· ch bring the err 1"S to p ss . t 

we C ot· eel motionally involved i n the oar er of char -

e.cters whoce circv.met oth 1..'1. ori gin and ~n final 

resolution, depend on ohanc0 r ther t ' . on their own vol i ­

-tion. Chance alwa.ys plays som p ..... t in the cours . of nv..man 

ifo , but 0 are aecustome to think of human planning as 

the orucial factor . It is tho crueie~ faotor in Shak·-

spear ' s other oomedies ; what happens to the charactors in 

111e !4arrl. ![i ves , for ex· ,1 ~ II is primarily t he ire<rt r -

sult of tho char,ctors ' own t houghts ~ d actions . I n The --
CO!!LEldl of h'r".cors., ho ~ever t though human plannin.o' abov.nds 

t h..roughov.t , it has comp rativel y li t 'lil e i.o do wi "lih ei thor 

t h caus s or the outcome of the sit~tionQ A ohance meet -

ing of at and rock, eombined with a c co disposition of 

fast and slow sails , separated th family if t he b 

By "the mor est chance Aegeon and Antiphol us of Syracu · 

arrive in tho home to of the oth r Antiphol uo, only to 

• 

find that Aemilia, by chane t i thaI' before tham. Chance 

pr v nts the twine from encountoring their opposi~e num-

b rs while tho p ot i s being dev loped , d ch ,.oe bri ngs 

hom togo-thaI' again at tb. right moment . Non of the 
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orucial von 'et.;> ~ from first to la.st , are affecteo. wi til eon­

..,cious purpos -- by the actions of arlY oharacter , -xoep"'tJ the 

pardon:lng 0 A geon by tho Duke 8' te:e the whol... complica-

io l1aD beon rosolved . Sucb a state 0 af airs Will do 

fox' farce , but it scarcely oncourages the na.aep r response" 

de"" cri bed bY' R. A. Foakes .. If a man' s a.ctions do ~o·t 

teria11y alter his :te, we :t:in them s' ly ilnmatcria.l 

aJ'id urdnter0Gting. Wbat we r sp~nd 0 10 the hUIllBl'l factor 

ix a. draroo:liic si tue:'Gion. But t he eharact rs in this pla.y 

l Qok oomplotely the humanity ~hich is impartGd to a dra­

mati c figure VUlen his attr'butes and aotions etermine his 

do. tiny. W could f 91 gri(:)' t Asg on' s pl igh' and pl eas­

ure in the f~nily reunion if th ~e cirotmBtanoes had been 

sj;'fec"t; _d by con oiotlo plannillg.. We oannot ovon take the 

playa riousl y by reeard~i g AGgGon a.s we do Job- one who 

enduros be ~~d enjoys blessing for reasons beyond h 

compreh nsi o -fOl~ Job- 0 final. good fo "(june dpends on his 

o"m voJ.i tien (his pe.tien·t trust in G·od) , but w are not 

to foel tha:!; Aeeeon' S c··ions affoct his nO. a tall . 

ith rogar to the prevailing tone of Tho ~amedy 2! 
h~ro~,. it shoul.d be no ad that he d rk irot soene oasts 

11 ttl e gloom ov r -the suosequen t otion,. f r Sha.keope re 

gives us a. fe,ir iJromiee -that A~geon will be avac1 , doopi t e 

hiD present distr s a . Though he h- sel f dospaiz's of l.ifs 

the udi nee , a customed 0 r900gniz adv -1013 :l.n di<.YdtiollS 



of the f'u u-"t'e t :-ond of things m y see in A ege on 8 s story 

the sort of comic cOlflPlic tion hich will bo ~x velled in 

due COUXDe d it ma be evi ant , from th eire un t~ces 

o his disp..,rsed f ily, no h:i.S d 1i voranoe will como . In 

th o0cond scene of the play such surmisGS r confirmed: 

we cannot "'eil to idenvify Antipholua of Syre.o se as the 

son of Ae con when WG hear his solilo U¥p end tho FiLst 

Me chant ' s unwittmg rei'erenoo to hi father is a broad 

hint -that tll.ey will be reunited in time . 

If, t hen, tua pliglrt of Aea;eOl has no signifioant 

motional im: act in the play, one might well Balt: wl'l9 "l1ake­

speare :1.ntrocluced i"t to th p l o"t; as he found it in Pl utue , 

especially sino t e situation is not its-lf a soux~c of 

a.mu ement ~ either . Sl keapeare nce(le some sort of expos­

itor summary of t he prior events concerned in the central 

plot , but h need not ha e Chosen for that ftUlotion a man 

conde ad -to die the s e y . Thero as 9 how ver 9 . 

dd! tional rG rement of the ai11 aotion, one which -the 

plight of A geOl1 ~.ras suited -to J:uJ.fil . How val' n "oas-ing 

may be the pro eseiv 0 lication of plot beDe on mis­

taken identi"t · 09 0 it is not tlo SOl t of knot likoly '00 stir 

up t c iosi ty aone rning it untyin·. For this 

donouomen't is partic~ ly e sy to oresee: the inevi te.ble 

01 \vhen tIl tv ins e)Z' bl"o'l.l€lrt fa e to face , .n the 

in V" table ·xpla.llations . By introducing Aeg OIl irst. 
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Shake ~peal"e gave his anai onco a goo - rea~mn for curiosi tsr 
a.bo'll -jjhe outcome of the P18,Y t in ordor to roa:i ntain drs .... 

ma:tio intl2!~as'li throughout th denouement . l 'ho condemna­

tio of AOg00l1 commands . tten.tion f!'om the f' :cst oouplet 

of -i;ha pl y . and holds U"'" in suspense until alm()~t ·the 

v ry last , oince there is uncert~inty as to his oafet¥ 

within forty l~~es o~ the ald. Although W oan feel no 

grQf;r~ symI' tll for hinl, his oi tuation is absorbi enough 

to Pf)l" 01 useful service in the srtructln .... of 11e pl..t , 

:for xposi -l.ion, and a.s a means of su,pta ling dramatio 

inter· st . 

Thus of . rOTS we find a:n unusual. --.... 
instal os of -he use of' oariol!lo inc1d· _t fol' fa eical put'­

poses ; th su:ff ring of Aegean, instee.d of' evoking emo­

tion, con"Gri 'u:lie'J il1direc 'ly to th J app al 0 the p1 to 

the in-tellect through rumor and the expl oi·tatiQn 0 -the 

r i d i culous . 

Errors in thi- respoot . Its plimar ppeal is to the 

spectator ' s int 11eot, and w shall eo~gid r now ·te tay 

in which this play, too , pr sents the theme 0:1. ath to 

produce an intelleotuaJ. appeal , a"tller -than an .. motional 

one . 

According to V'l o A. Nei1son and C .. J .. Hill, lithe 

ooin pOint. of !;.ove ·~ ~ bour~_s ~ f'or Shak spearo ' s 011-

ts~orar-ies mast l~ve been in its pervading burl sq of 
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curren'i; ads e.nd affGc)" a tione H 
.. 
4 Like the three plays 

_lready disonoaed., this one addl"essos i tis 1£ to the spec­

tator' s intollec·t , espeoially t o that in him which re-

sponClo with amu • .>em It t o t s follie . .l~tes eare pokes 

fun t contemporary 8, tific.ialitie ill ore -t; an inci-

ientel way; ho main plot oxposes the foolishness of intel­

:.teotual ann s n'timen"/ial a i ctation. The distress of Fer-

dinc'Uld and h..i.s lords 1.n their ailure to me,i r{;ain t heu-

oaths of aust l."ity ten us l' alize iL ~;\t they were i11-

advised to have at-temp "ad "Uot to see ladies , ::rt.udy., aot, 

not sl eep·' ( I . i, 8) . And aubseqn.ent y th Y incllr ridi­

oul.e for their oqually foolish affactation in 001.1- tship , 

:f ltlnioh their disguiso ~ !.msoovi teo is only -lihe most 

prominent example . 

1hat, t hen II is Shakespearo ' s purl)ose in intro .. • 

cluoing the oath of the JC.ng of ]}'ranoe ·to a play in whioh 

tho in.,ell at is pampered and tIl emot:J.ons starv d? What ­

evor the purpose may be, i-t is of:n .. tainly not '0 a. ouao 

grief in 'the np eta "'or. The ourning of t Le Princess i 

PI' sen-ted sa 'briefly ond lightly as possible, an we a.re 

given little opportunity to foel deep syrup. thy for her . 

The e th of the 0ng of Frano0& ike tho hI'S t to Aegoon' s 

rles Jarvis iIill ads . II 

§hakespe~~§. (Cam­
VliY:tTfn; rrr-ve' ~id 
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l:Lfe t is main:Ly lntel1eotua.l in its impact . This incident 

is ~)he .. kef1poa.re i s way of rOtUl .ing off his satire 0:1:' a.ffecta­

tion ancl in inceri ty . The first t_ling to be notod iQ that 

by l'oGorting to an el- bora tely a.:lfected mod o· oom't.3hip 

Ferdinand and his lords w'aste th~ir opportltni ty for estal)~ 

l ishing serio lS rela'tionshi ps d th the ladies tln oppor­

tl"u:d ty the, t is out sho:rt by 'th· newS from :Frano0. Sh k ... 

spear - 1" lkes thi,;J oirct.ur,s'tancG olear in the finvJ.. scene: 

Erin, We ha.ve recoi ' d your let tors :full c ~ 
love; 

Your f vours -the amba.ss dors of lOV0 , 
And, in our i den oouncil, rated them 
At oourt hip , p1easant jest, and courtesy. 
As bombast and as lining to the time ; 
Bu-!; moredevol1t than -this in our rospects 
Have we not b en; and therefore met your l oves 
I their own fashion g like a merriment . 

Dum. Our l etter:!:!; dam, show' a. much more than 
-- j es·t e . 

• So did our looks . 
iiil-o ..... s ... We did no" quote them so /) 
=3~' Now, at the latest minute of the hour 9 

Gran us your lov s . -
Print! . A tim .; m.et hinks, too short 

To-we a world-withou.·t-~no, bargain in . 
(V, ii, 787-799) 

Besides providillg a. fitting oonclu.'3ion to th· portrayal of 

-the lords · covxtly artificiality t the death of the .I?rin­

cos:;.:, • fa thar' gives her 1 O. )pcrt _i ty to· wean away 'the 

King of Navarro from his former folly . Postponi her 

answer t o his suit for a year and a day while she mourns 

for hat' father, she chal1.e.nge$ ierdinand to omba-ck v.pan . 

profitable co !terpart 0 1)he futile austerity hlch he 



undertook pI eviously \' i thout propol'" considers tion . 

A 'brue unders·tandine> of these four plays deponda 

partly on tho realization that it is not al~ ys appropriate 

to respond emotionally to what in. roal life wo -d be 

ave situation. It is possible , cart y , to feel emo-

tion for th ohar otors in each 0 thea pl ays , but one 

cannot co so without disrega.rding th i1' totttl ton and 

Shakespoare ' s gen ral appro ch to his subjeot . One co d, 

for instanoe , find oV'"ldenc in the text of ~ erq Wi v!§. 

of Windsor upon which to construct a s~ ath tic int erpr@-
.,...,.., ". . ,tAt 

t-tion OA Ford' s jealousyo but the effort would J$ as mis­

guided as if one w.re to . orret out the passag~s from 

Othel lo whioh allu e to th0 ridiculous aspect of the 
- ~ 

Moor ' s je lousy, and to claim that they are int ndod to 

ThQ plays discussod kn this chapter are not the 

only comedi es which xpl oi'l'i tho ridiculous in hu.rnan nature . 

In fact not a single one of the sixteen comedies concerned 

in this stu y lacks entiroly humor d rived from the 

rspres nta to- on of man as worso than h is . ut theo our 

are t he only oomedies of Shakeopear in which man ' s folly 

is t the focus of dr atic in-erast , in hich all poten­

tially emotional matt r is m de faroical. 
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SERIOUS EVIt:NTS AIID RO NT C SEll UIIEUT 

In Chap-ter II -the do ...... -l~ ...... t dr tic oJ.ement vm 

hum f l l y--the lomenij 1hich Aristot1e considored tho 

ssential ingredient of comedy. Shakoope r~ ' s oustom of 

n ine his comodies with tI'imon,?- suggests th t he 

ro 'ded another theme , r ntic sent ant , as peouliarly 

characteristio of Oomedy,2 and tiis theme )r ails in the 

seoond gToUp of pl ys· The. ~vo Gentlemen of Verona, A Mid-
~~ _ f , ~ . ~ ~ .... _ . ... !IVTO ... ~ 

swnm~ Night ' ~ Dream, As ~ ~ Jji, and . ,,~olf'~~ !iif'Jtt . 

Of all Shakespear ' s com die , none chows such a 

COlle·n rated intensity of this them. SS! .;.;;!_id ..... s_~_e.;u.r };\!i~h.!~.2 

!!ream, whioh me.,. f irly be regarded as -the epitome of 

Shakespearean romanti sen-timellt . Frustr -bi n i . 10 e 

pervades overy aspeot of tho oomplication: it constitutes 

the central plot ~ i nvolving Lysand r and He rmi 6 , Demetrius 

and H l ena; paralleling tl~t action is the qV2rrel betvleon 

Oberon and Titania; the trad amen ' s "most 1 entabl e 

comedy" ooncerns the ill- f ted love of Pyrnmus and Thi be? 

lAll but Love ' , Labour ' s Lost and C beline . -_ . - ...... ~-........ -
2C • Biron, Love ' s L bour ' s LOS~9 V, ii , 884- 886 
Our iVooing dol;K not en J. ": an old pl y; 
Jaok hath not Jill e These ladies ' OOll~t sy 
lni l'?ht , ell have made our sport a eom dy. 

22 



ev n the unfort vJlSte ass-h~aded Bot'~om is the object of 

Ti tenia. · s v..nr qui ted love; f:r.amil1.g th ction is 'I;he be-
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trot of i ppol y t d Theo us . patient t o be~'i d . 

Tho romantic sent iment inspired in the audi ence by 

all thee circum tano s differs rkedly from the amused 

l"'esponse 'Ie f · 9l. -to 'bhe ridio'Ulouan/ ss of the plays dis-

usa d in Chapter II , although there is abundant c use for 

laughter in ! Mid~umm r ~ight t s ~~!! also . Th love pl ots 

appo 1 to the s act tort s emotions s ~ ell a s to his in'Gol ­

l.eot .. But this emotion is shallow by comparisol wi "(jh pi Y 

and fear 0 oongre,tu.1 tlion and deli ht, beoause our feelings 

are stirred only by the f 1ioi -by of tho charaoters- - romen­

tio so timent presupposes tha-t love is blias . Suffering in 

l ove , of which 1111i's play and the others of ·thia chapt er ~re 

full t dOGS not move the opect 'or to pity and f r in ~he 

dramat ic con"Gext whioh Shakespeare gives them. R . t har. the 

audi ence is interes 0 in oomplications based on frustr a­

tion in l ov from a. mo-tivQ s i "~ar t o -Ghat involvod when 

f r oical cl~ ct·rs sU£fer-~cvxiosi y as to th m ana by 

which the oomplic tion J.S to be v..m" velad . ThG appeal of 

Sl.l"'£' rLllg i n love ? thon. :1s partly intel1oc'~ual and par -ly 

sent iment. 1 . Si nce w0 f e1 no pity and fear w cannot feel 

congratulation and deli t . Henoe our el ev tion of pirits 

in ! Mi dsumm r Ni Ght ' s !!.ream is not a . rofound emoti on. 

There are cl ements of romantio l OVG in !!. Comed¥ of 
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but whatever romantic . ent i -

mont may be evoked in these pla.ys has only ,minor of.f ct , 

by como rison w' th the h rnorous aspocts " The pI ys undor 

considera.tion in this chap er displ ay much stronger roman­

tic elomonts , but no other significance f an emottone.l k~ nd 

i s to be e (IJElctod . \~here ·there is suffering not connoctod 

wi th ;('omantic lv e 7 its pot ntial emotional impact is 

serif' ced for th0 sake of wh..':;lt it can cOl'ltribu-te '~o humor-

QUS or sentiJ'nentaJ. effects. In .:....:plftf). Ni~1 we find c eath p 

and sepa!'ation of lCj.nsmeni but these sources of c;rief are 

no·t exploited ill thrdl'" own right . Al thOl.,lgh we first moet 

Olivia in deep mourninrr for her fathor and brother, these 

deatho a1'. i mpor·lJant only beena· e they oontribute to ·tho 

complioation of the in rom tic plo·t . oi:mil arly, I~al-

volio j.s indeed tlmost notoriou.sl y abus t d" (V, i, 388) 0 ·ut 

w" are not act~~lly given much time to sympathize with him p 

nines our attention is focuned on the ridiculousness of 

his nat-ure and the 011ieo of his tormentors , for whom he 

provIdes a fOil . Viola. is in ton"or for hor life when 

f .ced with the duel ; yet va are moved with usomont, not 

pi-ty . And her l oss of eba.s ian is important :w. the play 

mainly becaus· it contributes to ·he central romantic com-

plicatl n o What interests us chiofly in Twelf·lih N i iht is 
T Sf 
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Viola for Orsino , Orsino for Olivia, end Ol ivia for 

uCesario"; of oeoondary interest r the humorou.s l aments : 

.. -'lir Toby ' s ~eessea 9 ]'esta 's witticisms, and the parody of 

t'ruErt a ion in love in the persons of Sir Andrew a:ad 1-

volie . All other complioations a.re ntir ly subordina·te 

'to the...,$ -6WO centx> S 0 att ntion .. 

Simi .arly, Oliver ' s unkindnoss to Orlando and 

Fr ederick-' d eruni ty to Rosalind. do not affect us d eply. 

Tlley are nimply neces ary oomponents of the plot , the ll1eans 

wheroby the l over._ j encounter in the for -at is made po -.... 

aible--and that p rt of the action account~ or most of the 

r omantio 'ld humorous interest i n the play. 

the inadequ 'tely motivated oonvers:i.on of Frederick 

J.n tho denouement hae be def ~nded in vario:l.e ·k ys 4; This 

problem y seem less importe~t if we k ep in mind that he 

is not in the c nt~ e of dr tic inter ':1t t ~ 1 0 His 

usurpation nd his por~ecution of the rightful Duke ' s d ugh­

ter are emploY0 · in the play - i nly for th sake of the 

posi ion inhioh the ircum tances put the oentral 

TO tic ch at rs . Sinoe the origin and oourse 0 the 

us'tU"p tion cone rn us only indirectly t the manner in VJ1:lich 

it nd is not Jor ooncern. Shakespear fr quently 

provides no more plausible motiv tion for an action than 

is n eded in the p :t'ticula.r context . Here on -, t 8 mind is 

diverted 1 e hera hen the conver~ion is r late • 



26 

Shakespesre t s commeutatoro seem Ul~ble to find 

:f'i·tting 1 Y r,u.a.ge t o oeseri e th charm. of ~ Iou !!ik,J? .ll. 
The dr tist has aksn the sent ental app 00:; ch to 10 r 

whioh he exploited so well ill ! ____ ~ ____ ~~ ______ _ 

and has a plied it to a mueh b oader range of 1::tXIDa.ll ex-pori-

enoe ~ VI' \t is lost in conoentra:tioll. of ffact is ined i n 

the ores "tll of intere t which E. K. Ch bel?B not s thus: 

A:) You Like It is romanoe inca 'l'la te.. All tho rvonderfv.J. e1e­
mentsOi< me secular tr _ di tiQll are g'8thered togeth r there in 
:t. ts light- he rted compass II there is the romance Qf fr:lend­
ahi p in Rosa.lind and Celi , ' like Ju.no ' S swane ~ still ooupl ed 
and ineopa.r able ' ; -bhe romance of Adam· s loyalty • • • ; the 
rOID€'.J'lCe of l ove at firs t s'ight , a.cknowledged in wordn by 
the smitt n Phebe ' s quotation of dead Marlowe ' s saw, and 
~eknowledged as t he . insprin.g of the wtlol e plot when · young 
Or1 ldo vrres'tled and ov rthi"'Gw more than his enemios 0 .. .. • 

Thon you ha.ve Orlando a the typic 1 lover of romano p the 
l ove.shaked SOllnetteer o $ • 0 You ~ve the oonvontional 

3sueo of ro , ce in the \nnd- up of the story· the sudden 
chang S OL ortune wilion botray a benefic .nt disposer of 
event , the r$pentance of Ol · V'~r nd t e oonversion of Fred-
eriok t o a relig ious life ..... Above al19 ou h~lve "Ghe 3 
T011lal1tic spirit of B{lven-ture wi th which the play is filled . · 

This road c~~vas is unified by the TO tic quality of 11 

its p rot. CI The 0 am of the play axi as from this TO antic 

effect, combined with humor 9 _hue the speet tor ' s response 

is more oompl x than in comedios where the ridiculous is 

overyt. ing" In As You Li ke It Shakesp are ere ted 
~---~ ........ dr rna. 

complex in te tur'e beaus it ". 6 ro ca mixed fu~l of 

plaas~urt mirth 

• Ulli J " • ' .M, .. , 1 

3E• K. Chrunbers, Shakeopeare: A Survey (New York: 
Hill and Vlal".g, (1958)) , p:p .-T5?-1'6~- .... ---
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This Itind of com.~11exity is cilaracteris·tic of ell 

four of the plays of this chapter iJut As Y u Like I.l6 is 
----~~ ........ 

an 0:3 ec i lly go()d 0:rampl o of' what happens when 31 ikGsp e.rG 

combines the ri iculous with - he romru tlc . P rt of tl 0 

filllctiOl1 of 01"'1 t icisfl1 , however ? is to enSUX'0 t 18,t a.ll of 

artist ' s work is ap Jreciated properly. And sinoe As 

You Liko I t il3 much more lil~ely t o get ito due the.n is The 
~~-- -
1: iVO Gen"{jl mon of Verona. (the go\)d quali ti s of whioh may ................ "' .~ ... 
bo eaoily ovorlo,;kedboca' 83 of the wrotched fina.1 soene) , 

it m:Lght be pro~:i tabla to see h ow -the sontiIl1on al and the 

ridiculous :in-terac+' in J..ho T '/0 Gentlemen of VerOl'lG,. This is 
~ ............... ,..,M't - ... ~ ..... lOr 

one respoct in which the play j.B ortby of praise, we should 

try to p. event -tho "',ffront to our s enoibili-I;ie of tho l ast 

scene from spoiling our enjoYIt'1ou·t of the root vf the play. 

The cOIIl:plica:tion of ThE! JWo GGntl€)I.'l.Ell .9.f. Ve--.9na is 

based on frustr ,tioD in l ove .. Cl osely rela·tod "'GO this 

can. r a1 focus of intere!i'!-l; is a secondal'Y one tU1i1.8 .. U folly . 

The dopari..\ll' of Proteus ( I , iii , 78-91) rouses the spec.,., 

tator ' s sympath ? and the partin$ from home of Launc and 

Crab ( I , iii , 1-35 ) , his S<3noe of' hUInor ., The parallel i n'" 

iues one to see oach situation in he light of the other . 

Thus we m~,y feel olightly sen'timental a bou Laun .... 6 · fttre­

well to his family , de pi"s its humor , and in "etroapect 

l'roteus ' unha.ppy departure :trom Verona may seam bit amus-

il.'lg , though -the scene is basically s entimental . 
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Th_,re 1.8 a similarp:1ra,1101 betwefln 'the miX"l;h-provoking 

riv~~~y of Thurio and Ve~entine for Sj~via, and the more 

seriously handled rive.lry of Proteus and '1ru..ontw,:) . And 

the comic scene where Launce erates his do~ for :ropaying 

so ill his master' s JI!,oolY Itindnesses ( IV t iv 1 42) IV ' :odies 

Jv~iv, ' s di""tress at Proteus ' fai thless requj,tal of hor l ove 

( IV , ii , 26-141) The l"esul t is that instead of foeling 

only 1"0£ ntic sentiInc;ult ill one scene and noth:i.ng but mirth 

in the next the specta;t;or finds those elomen'ts miD.{~10d o 

But the question inay arioe ~ tllf the i'rustre,tions 

in l ove of ;rulia and Valentine i nspire rom.antj.c sentiment ; 

why not also the romantic f'rustrat i ons of Dil"'Oll ll Antipholus 

of Syracus8 9 md], staff?" Despi -e the apparent mingling 

of hU1:lo:t' and sentiment ill i'he Two Gentlemen hO:-Jover the 
............. ~ . _ • ji 1) , 

dramat i s'i:; carefully preserves a dis'j;j,ncti on between those 

charac'ters who a.re openly ridiculed , an,d t hose vho aro 

basically sy:mpathetic . Vlere we very gree,tly inoli od. to 

laugh at Julia and Valontine, ~ 'e could not sympat'dz0 with 

'cham ~ ~hey .f!£2 presen.1lieq i!! ~ l?~a.y . Some of' Shake-

speare ' s later c mic f'igur s e objec'lis of buth sYlD;-pathy 

and laughter; we s-yl 1: athize i th Viola in hoI' Ul'l.! Bqui ted 

l ove for Orsino, a.nd laugh .t her vhen Sir Androw' con­

fronts her--but even here 3h -as ea.re mainta.ins a di tinc­

tion between sympa'iihetie ~d humorous situations. 0110 

character who dOeS often s eem to inspire sympathy &ld 
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laug~'er at the same moment is Falstaff in the two parts 
A 

of !I§m."i[ l.!~ . perha.ps this h'1 1JThy he is Shalt sp ,aJ:'B t s mos t 

memorable comic olla.rg,cter .. The i-' ,ople in the fe.rcefJ p how-

evor, are 110t so subtly cOllceivs<lg and cOllSequeli.tly we 

must either la.ugh at them or feel for themp but not booth 

at once . In the aentimentaJ. comedies 5hakespeaJ:-e u.lvi't.es 

sympathy fOl" some of t ho oha.re.c·te1.~s · by introducing others 

Whl) IJ:X'ovide 1a02t of -the humor . But there is no such dis .... 

tinotion be'tween comic a.nd sympathetic cnaract(:)1"'s in the 

;f·aroioal plays; bEH.~au.se we are invited to lsugl1 at the 

rOIDMti c difficuJ. t ies of .. ironp Antipllo1u8 of' Syracuse t and 

J.!'a.lstaff J we cannot sympathize wi t.h them tJ,S we might 

otherwise . 

When one has said all tha"t oan. be said on behalf 

of !!!~ Tw~ Gep.tlel!le~ !?i Y2...~P,E.§, its fine..! scene i.s still 

largely indefensiblo , b c.., use Shakespeare s-tretch S ov..r 

ill u). O'once with. dreIn"" 'l>ic convention t oo far . We shall find 

in Chapt r IV th ~~t this disre .. !.rd fo'!'> probabil.i ty 

espeo:L:111y of mot.:tv-ation, is one of the ro.a.in obstacles to 

d ep feelill~g in the moz'e a rioUE comedies . 

______________ • _____ , ____ •• _· ~ ____ '_M· _____ .~_· ·_._~ ____ ~ __ "f_._·· ____ · __________________ ~ __ 
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THE - RLIER SERIOT1S COIllEDI ES 

I ho.ve Sug "eoted that strongly faro ' oal or roman-

tio emphanis rntJ,y makel pity e.nd .f.'ear i mpossibl t l in a c ome ely , 

even ¥lhenhere is $,cute suffering on atE ee . 

~ions may be stifled in a S-ri01.18 com.edy. too . 

But the omo-

In The Mer ... --

ur'ounod, o-lrli not allowed free play. The -'(j ~o I. in objeots 

of 'I;his chaptor will be to ObS0rl/ rJoot 'lappen~to con­

bI'atuJ..e.-tion and. dolight i n thaoe four comadi s , and to see 

w _f:t t l:Lght can be ca,;,ft on -the plays by a oomparison of 

Th sta J'0 cou'J'e:ai;ions of The I'tiorohan't of Ve.:nice do 
~ • (~ - Q -- ___ IiII f,_ '''q • 

no" P' ~vs nt the? obstaole to pi 'y an foal': '; hich the othor 

tl 00 comedies of thin CiUlp' er do~ 11ortiQ-o'13 di.Jeu· s is s 

c nvincing as I(Gnt t s; the 1'rovi~~~ion 0.' "te <..: skets £01"' her 

r i ag is at) pro'uciblo a.s I.Jear l s plan to divid h' s lr.ing-

dam. Such conveniio ~S coucex'n u.'3 as 1i t.t le 

...! V. ntce as in~, r.>ince they are b lSi e "he centl"~tl 

point of dramntic interest. 

Bee use 'tihe oent ral action, '~h"- iJo lU. pl ot, i~~ 

serious por trayal of a life-and-death -l:;ruggle one might 

30 

t . 



31 

mtpeot pi·ty and fear -to have f r e .. course; Antonio is tJ.O be 

commiserated, not ridi ouled9 and he is not dehum izad by 

unlifelike conventions . But tho bond plot is the only one 

of three p~o.!..s in The Me che~t . .2£ V nice which is serious , 

and t hough it is the heart of th play 0 th frivolous pl ots 

divert attention SOID- What from Antonio ' s pl ight . The cas­

ket scenes are roma.ntic; -che plot of the r i n 's exploi t8 the 

ridiculous . In such company a sin~le serious pl ot c~~ot 

set t he t one of pl y as i t ~ou1d if it stood mor nearl y 

alone . Further 0 t he serious plat direotly i nvolves cher­

aoterQ whose place i n the 11 t er episodes wakes it s till 

more di fficul-t to take An-tonio ' s danger seriously. He is 

soarcely mar than "the no protagonist of the bond 

plot. The aotion knit s his cirole of friends so cl osel y 

t ogether -I;hat Shylock becom s antagonist to "them all . The 

feud 'betw · an An:toniQ and the J ow. coi nQiding with the 

-elopement of Lor nzo and Jessica, makeo allies of Ant onio 

and Lorenzo . And. ssani o t s · ob1.ige;ti on to Antonio---the 

oce sion of the bond--involves Dassanio , Grat1ano , Portia, 

and Ueri s sa i n the stru~~gle againat ShyJ.ock almost as 

full y, in principlo f as Antonio himsel f . In pr aotioe his 

friends are more acti vely engag d than he: bo th his 

l etter to Bassanio and at the trial Antonio seems to have 

succulnbed to despair; it is Bsanio who pl eads with Shy­

lock ~ an Portia who off eta hi s defeat . Hence nt onio 
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and his friends may be regard d as a collective protagonist 

in the bond plot . Cons qu ntl y our sympaty with Antonio 

i8 modified becaus of his assooiation in distress ith 

friends whose rol es ar r ndered 1 ss sympa he~io by tJeir 

part in tho other plots . he I'o tic tone of the oasket 

plot ia ~ good. indioa.tion th t noth.ing involving' asanio 

·~d Portia is likely to be of very weighty consequence . 

And tho rin p:tot diverts our ttention from the serious 

implieationo of Antonio ' s narrow e~eape . 

But IVG d.o fa :,1 pity an _ fear , both beoa.use of 

Antonio t S dang r , d because of 1 is friends ' d~stress on 

his account . Although the comic subplots damp 1'1 the emo­

t ional ffeot of th main plot, t hey do not pre nt us from 

oympe:thizirLg With Anton':o, and taking seriounly the concern 

of Portia and the rest for him, to nome extent . 

Whan we inquire what is th effeot in The M rchant _ ........ --=-..... 
~ Venioe of its serious parts , one thing to be noted is 

that Shylock' o malioe is not the first source of grief to 

make its e fects felt . A ost all of th first one hv~­

dred lines of the play de 1 with the subject b oached in 

the oponing line by Antonio~ "In sooth, 1 knOv, n t why I 

so sadn (I, i , l) . And as the second scene begins , we 

f i nd Portia confiding to Nerissa: " [y l ittle body i~ eary 

of thi s ea t worl dtt ( I , ii , 1-2) . Thel"e seems to be no 

very obviouo r a on f or ~ntonio t s sa.dness , but l~orissa ' s 
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diat~osi8 of Portia ' s melanoholy may accoult for his also o 

According to Nerissa, t'they are as sick <bl..a:t o'Ltri'ei t with 

too mu.ch a.s they tlw.t starve with nothingft (I, ii , 5- 7) . 

When the pla.y begin Antonio is surfei t ~ d with we J. th and 

Porti a with ,.:;ui'tors, boredom is inevitable . During the 

de -el.opnlent of theor),sket plot and the preparation foX' the 

for' ei ture of the bond, S ~ aspeare clmracterizoo Antonio 

and his friends as viotims of ai ess ennui . If we were -
to judge them by their per Ol"IllOOoe in the fir· t par-t of 

the pl ay, we could not expect much tn€Jss Or ohar cter 

from "lihem. Bu.t tho dramatist uses tho tbres;; to Antoni O 

to shock at least some of them into 'Unwonted ac'ts 0 nobil.-

i ty • An importan·t part 01 i;he deeper and mor memorabl e 

emotion which we feel in observing the aotion of the bond 

plot arises from. our gratification at this I~spons to the 

crisis . We not only pity th m, but admire them-.... th more 

becat.se of' their former' apparent sl'.tB~lo ass . 

Not every-on· t of oourse , pr .t.1 ts 

death . Th re is no s~gn that Gratiano rises to the occa-

sian t all . While soanio tries to s . y Shylock with 

oivil per uasions , Gratiano e,buses him. And he is pl ilUY 

vindictive when th J w has b· n d· e ted: 

Beg that -chou may.., have 1 a e -co hang thysel f; 
nd yet , t hy alth bOing forfei t to the state ; 

Thou hast not 1 ft t e v l uo of a oord; 
Therefore thou. must be h • d at the otate ' ohar e . 

(IV, i , 364- 307) 
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The p",ec follovdn,' cas'lis .' rony on G:rs:t1ano ' swords , for 

t e Duke tells Shylock. 

That thou S!k~t aee the differ noe of our spirit, 
I pardon th e thy lifO before thou ask it . 

(IV, i , 368-369) 

The Duke m ana the differonce of his spirit 'rom Shylook-o, 

but he ontrc.st with Grati 0 t S sp Goll reminds us that he 

has lorored h self to his n my ' s moral l evel . 

But Antorlio ' 0 dangor does bring out hidd n good in 

Portia and. him. en we first me t her . Portia is a flighty 

littl~ t hin r , rather unfeeling in h r ridicule Qf th suit­

ors ( I t ii , 36-108), and sha~lQw-minded in her -st" tion 

o the Prince of Morocoo~ 

A entle riddanoe . Draw he curtains , 6~ . 
L t all of his complexion choose me so .. 

(II, Vii, 78 ..... 79) 

Before the orf iture , she is d pict as ha~lng beauty, 

monoy , and ohar "ng malln&r8 ~ but nothing in ioates TO t 

strength of character. ThuB her re ctlon to Antonio ' s ~l­

gel' com 0 a ot lec:r,st partly as e, pleas " t u-prisG . 

We oann t, indeed, admire her h"",rs ass with Shy­

look at tho 'rial; f r for AntoniO mBK s her ct i gnObly. l 

J;S 

1 e impersonation of a judge , thouen techn c lly 
abuse of law i s only a dr rna-tic convention here . And 

Shak speare gives it tho 8 ction of B l1ario, a qualifi d 
jurist . The disguise i s not ess enti al -to Shylook' s dofe t; 
someono a1 G could hav cited the laws which Porti~ usos . 
r ho is open to criticism not f or L~persona,ting a ju~ge , but 
for hoI' attitude to ShyloClt . 
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Lar conduct is soarcely worth1 of the offie whioh she 

r ap1:'esents, 1"01' she is oarcaatie t o Shylock e.f, er he learns 

of the :r'isl{fJ involved :in exao-ting the pena.l ty "Why doth 

the J0W pause? Take thy forfeiture" (IV 9' i , 335) " And the 

tone of her inal judgment 'betrays vifJ.dictiv~ness 0 

~or it app ars , ' by manifest proceedingo 
That indirect ly, and direotly too , 
Thou hast contriv' d aga~nst the very life 
Of the dai'endant ; and thou hast incurr td 
The darNer formerly 09 me r he ,ra td. 
Down therefore and beg merc~ of the Dilks . 

( IVg i ,l 358- 363 ) 

Port:at s words seem dispassionate , exoept for that final 

lina, whioh is full of scorn and vengefulness . 7idently 

Shylock would get mercy at best only on the most humil i­

ating terms , if Portia were the Duke. 2 
-

Her conduot her e i. all he more disappointing be-

oause :i.n two ways ahe aets mo;ra admirably than her previous 

liS 

2Sha.kespea:r~ , of oourse 'l prolongs the preli1n.inaries 
of thE) trial for theatrical effect 0 But he gj.ves -the pro­
ceedings the dramatic motivation of Portia's desire to 
humble the Jew. Her appeal to him to take three times the 
principal and bid !ler tear the bond is oalcule:ted to evoke 
from hi m a specific declru."~-.. tion of his int nt b0tor the 
court , whioh will be used agai!'l..,t him 1101; just in the final 
judgm-nt jl bu-e e.1so i n t11 aubtl r revenge of' h:i-H rmnOI"S at 
not having taken his opportunity to r pudiat the 'bond. 
Portia tells AntoniO -to bare his o080m!1 and inquires about 
a physician and til seal s , as a ~ay of' ensuring that Shy .... 
l ock will not be bla to evade the trap by pleadin~ -that 
he intnded to relent at the last possi 'ble moment . She is 
cruelly vindioti ve to Sb..yl oelq ever thing in her prepara­
tion for "Tarry a 1i ttlo" (IV o i " ,305) is calcuJ.ated to 
increase his aery. 
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oonduct gave us :.r"caSOll to expect . First, her scheme to 

rase 0 Antonio displays a faculty for swift dec~sion and 

vi "orous ac·tion which remained hidd n n long 0.0 life ran. 

smoo·thly . Second f her sp 0e on mercy exprevoeo more pro­

found ideas than we have hem"'u i~om her as yet 'f! In the 

orisis she faces momentarily he moral ~Uld p :loaopbical 

implicatiolW of what is happening. In one se se she 

spetUcs ou:b of ohare,o'ter, but a.s Harold C. Goddard point 

ou:t , she is A10i; just voicing a nobl e senuimen'(j on ehalf 

of ShaltespearG; ·there is mo' i"{1'8, 'ion enougJ:'l .or tho spoeohg 

"Do you COl1fe£IS the bond?" she asks AnGonio. It! do ; ' he 
replics " 

Then mu ;·t tho Jew be m roifuJ .• 
• • • Ins·tantJ~y Shylook >:;>oizes on (th word must), pou,x'in,q 
all his sarcasm i nt o the offendin~ verb. 

On what oompulsion "muaiitl I? Tell me t ~at . -• •• He is right--ohe sees it: "must" and !tm 1"'0 It have 
nothi ng to do with eaoh other 9 

• 0 • e ~ • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 0 • • 

~ha truth from hylook elicits ·bhe truth from her . Instead 
of trying to brush the Jew side or hide behi ld some oasu 
iSi;l"'Y or t 01111 ca.li ty 0 shG frankly sustains his oxoeption. 3 

~ 

Her su'bsequent vindiot v ness is dis ppomting, but sh baa 

not ·be0n as impervious !CIS Gratiano to the ennobling effect 

of adversity . 

Antonio's first reaotion to the de..ngor is oat 

compl otel y despairing. Ilis letter to BeaniO sounds hop -

lose. At the trial Beanio tries to encour ge him 4 

rose I d -
3M• C. Goddard , ~ Moani . S2! ohakespeare , p p . 105 , 

106. 
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Good checn--9 Antonio ' Wha.t , . n , cou."t'rLg yet! 
The Jew shall have my flesh, bl ood,. bonas$ and all , 
Er a tlOt shalt lose for mo one drop of blood. 

( IV, it 11l-11.3 ) 

Bu.t AntOl 10 r (-}pl :'J.oe: 

I am a tainted nether of th f l ock, 
Meetast for d 8th. The wealtest ki nd f fruit 
Drops earl i st to the grQund, and 00 let moo 

Iii l ong- s t andinr; 

for abandoni ng hope . 

( IV, i t 114-116) 

ico t o Shyl ock eives him good grounds 

en he w s b holden -to the JOW f) he 

treated Shyl ock ' s c mpl aint B rudely as a D~ could~ 

CS~Y .J Shall I end l op and in a bon en' o key, 
with bated brea.th and whifD ' ring hum lanese , 
Say thi s, 
11F.a.ir sir; you 8p -t on me on fJ0dnesday last , 
You spurn ~ d me such ~ day; anot her tj~ 
You cull t d m.e dog- elld for th0S(~ , ourilest(,s 
I 'll leno. you thus much moneya tl ? 

Al.,.t . I am as like -co call tl GG so af,'ain, 
To-;Pi t on th e 3 0 i n o t o spurn thee too . 
If thou \~dl t lend -this money, lend it not 
As to thy friond ; for v7hen did :triendship take 
A brGed for barren metal of hi~ fri end? 
But ' lend it rather to thine ene~v~ 
Vho , if h break~ thou mayst wlth batter faco 
hxact the penalty. 

(19 i i i , 124-138 ) 

Perhaps tho ir y p.'iven thi~ last 1'9 ark by the turn of 

events reveal s t o Anton:i.o th~ de", tructi veness of em i ty p 

for he shows Su.'L"pri3j_nt~ k indness wh n Shyl ock is fOil od: 

So pl ease my l ord tho 0 and -11 t he oourt 
To quit the fine for one hal f of his Boode , 
I cont ent; so he i l l l e t m he.va 
~he other hul ' in use , t o relder it p 
Upon ,ie de th, Ul'lto th0 g ntl man 
Mhc:l. . l "' toly s tole h is daugh"Ge -, :; 
Two thi no's provided more , th t , for this favour , 



He preseu'Jly hccome a Ohris-tiaY; 
The other, that he do record gift s 
Her -\ in the OOtu:';;» of all he dies pos~esS · d , 
Unto his son Lorenzo and hiG daught r. 

(IV~ i t 380- 390) 

His formor virulenoe is gone , and it scems too gre . a 

chan to be G::tI)J.ainco. by oa.ying -toot hn·tol'lio can af .ord 

to 'be eenorous nOVl. IIi$; apl>X'ehension and sufforing seem 

t o have d him a bottor man. First-~ld xperience thus 

proves to be the more effkoient teacher, since it is Anton­

iO , himsolf :r .oed wj.th death, who di "pla.ys the 1ll0~rt markod 

al teration o-P oharaot r . Om" congratt:Ll- ·ti on '~d deJ~ight 

a.t hio delj,vero.nce :ts increa.sed beOQ.l,se we know that the 

bygone misery has not been futile o For a moment Portia 

breaks thro 19)1 -tho oonfir.l9s of' her small 1:. turo , <i,~md 

Antoni o· s tti·liude to Shylock is transformed . 

hOt~ we sympathize with Antonio we are invited to 

f· 1 y.mpat~y :t'or hi. ante. onist 8,leo . Sl:Wlook oausas 

grief, nut he endures much himself . His discovery of J p­

sica ' elopement and theft is pathetic2 

Tub . On of them showed a ring that h had of your 
daugnt er for a monkey. 

S Out upon her1 Thou torturest me , Tub 1. It ~ a 
my- UOiS9; I had it of Leah when I ,vas a bachelor . I 

•• • 1ibL0iC 4£))i I eceetM"' . - , VWhr · 

4nThG penalty that 1'1.e renounce is religion ppes,!,s 
to us today as a w nton orucltYt but to ShQ,kespear ,.,'s con ... 
temporaries it pro Q l y d::i.a. not seem 80 . Ori°!-, ics h VO~ 
ind ed t sr;g stod ha they would re c 'd it as an act of 
charity to admit hgl ocl to the benef~ts of Christi~ saa­
r nts:I

' ei~son and Hill, ~ Compl 0 ~e Playa 1> ., 1:16 .) 
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woul.d not have g1v~n it for a ~lil(iGr'ncss of .ffiorJteys " 

(III , 1, 123-~28) 

To pl ay this passage f 1" Ie. gb.a woul surel y be to distort 

Shakespeare ' s intention. For Shyl ook' s complaint a .inst 

antoni o; earlier in the Doene, mu.t be taken oeri ously. 

H hath disL,l'rac ' d me , ~ - d m.n 11 1" d me half . million; 
l aughed at my l osses , moc] ... · d at tn.V ga.ins~ scorn' d IfiV na­
tion, thwarted my bargains » cooled my friends , heated mine 
ena 0 S ; and what ' s his TO son? I a -Jew. Hath not a 
tTew eyes? Hath !lot a Je 'I .hands , l'\:;ans d:'i ensions o 
sens s , aff ctions , pe.ssiollS; fed with the some food, hurt 
wi th 'tho same 't;V apons t ~ub j oot to ~he same die a.ae.s ~ bea.l ' d 
by the same means o w.,rm' d and cool t d by t he sama wint-r Bn 
summer \) as Chrj.otinn io? If you. priok us do we not 
bl eed? If you tickle us , do we not laugh? If you poison 
us , do we not die? nd if you ~ong us , shall we not rG~ 
venr)'a? If we are lil"'e you in the rest , l1e will reselliblo 
you in that . If' Jow vrcon · Cbl."istian, what is his hu il­
i ty? Revel 0 _ If a Chris"l;ian. wrong 8, Jew; v'V a.t should his 
suffenmce be by Christi an exampl e? Vhy t revenge . Th, 
villainy you teach me ~ I wi~l execute, and i t shal l go ha~d 
but I ~il1 better tho tnst:ruc'tion , 

(III, i, 56- 76) 

It is ol ear that An o:nio ' s mi ... fol"·lJune i -' largely his own 

doi ng; 81 lock i~l no merl;:lvGl~s '" villail'J. . We m pathiz 

with them both because ther e is wro .. g on both ... .:.doo. This 

d:tsti nction of moral grey shndes be·tween bl· ok t.nd vi i t e 

ms,rks .~he f-lierchant of Venioo as an early form of "probl em 
~ __ CIio ..... ....-.. ~ .. 

pl ay" in whic 1 Sh keapeare diocards ,he na.j.ve approach to 

human nature ~hich ohD.1:'C\-ctorizes the l':'ghtor oomedie ... " altd 

instGe.d faces up t o the paradoxes of' life . Su.ffering in 

the problem plays both appeals to the spec , tort s emotions , 

and ohallenges his intellect on a d epor level than the 
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humorous . y 0 :ci()us represen !Jstion of htuuan d.istress 

WJ.ll COnV9jT somo sense of the paradoxes of man' . fl,ffairs . 

but -this a.speot (') - life is eapecJ,al1y prominent in oertB.in 

comedies . Mea$ur9 £or Measurs is more trictly a probl em ......... ,. ... ....,..,1 ...... ......-.- ___ t_ .... 

it Qotion1 both gTava and li~lt, help to portr y moral 

an.d philo ophical problems o Since the effect of The Mer-
~~ ........ ~ 

cru nt of Venice in diffu.sed among el ements ~en·t;inlental and 
1 .................. ~...-.~ 

doe:ply emotional, humorou and philosophic , the "problems" 

a.re lese vrom:i.nen v, dour feeli gs of pity (-l.nd fear (and;, 

In !-qcl1 f..~q ~boui:i Noth1-*~, !}'1:.~s we~l !llil.il ~ 
..&1 , and N~~ !2!. Ff2.tl...Uf'0' drruo.attc oonventi<:llls impose 

'the ch:1.ef ren+raint uI)on the opect tor - s emotions. Sha.ke-

spear • s ropras011tation of motivatio_l in -the plays d:l~­

cussed in Ohaptors II and III f'requ ntly €lems 'tEl conven­

tionally tuilifeli e as anything III ·these thrBQ plays, but 

when we ~ere not oxpec·ted to feel deep €;Tief and joy, the 

cOllven·~;ions did not uonfllc'c with our response to the ohar­

acters as they do here, where soriou ... \3 r nts are troc;o:.'ted 

seriously. 1!o apJ)reoiata the grave tncidellts of these 

plays , we must try to 1.U1derstand the eff.ect of cihak 3 SI)eare ' s 

atti ·ude to lTtotiva/vion on our s:vnrpathy \-n.t -the charac.c.ers . 

Improhable mO'i;iva-tion is not the on~ly hindrance to 

doep amo' ion in ;iiuoh Ado Abou NothinO'; the romantic rela-
~----
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t ' one of Beatrice and Benediok dominate the action, a:nd 
-:;~ 

the effect of the pl ay is somewhat diffused , a s in The 

Merchant 2.1. Venice.. But t h i s obet cle to '· sympathy i8 less 

important tha~n incons ' stency in motivationf a problem 

which merits attention in Much Ado because it resemble~ --
what we shall find in All ' s ~ell and Measure for Measure. , ~ _______ ~ ..-....-.- .............. .;;;;.;.M..;.;;;.. ..... 

I 

The main diff i culty 6eoms to be the ohar ctoriza-

tion of Claudio . Charles Cowden Cl arke calls him fin fellow 

of no nobl eness of charact ero , 5 and Ul~neS$ refers to his 

tl ignobl e charactern •
6 Anyone who esteems Claudio thus must 

be distress ed by his good fortune at the end of the pl ay. 

But surely h i s f olici t y is a hint t ha·t Sf espsare di d not 

i ntend him to seem despi cabl e. Neverthel ess he has been 

cri tioi zed f or near l y every signi ficant action of h i s i n 

the play: his wooi ng by proxy; his di strust of Don Pedro II hi s 

gullib11ity i n bei ng t wi ce deceived by Don Johno his public 

repudi ation of Hero ; hi s fl ippan"t; reception of Benedick ' s 

challenge , and his acquiescence t o t he reques·t that he marry 

at Leone.to' s di rect i on . Many of these objecti ons can b dis­

mi s sed if we t ake i nto account all t he evidence concerning 

his charact .r . But i n some ways he t i l l laoks h ity . 

5~ Ado About Nothin~, ad . Ho~ace Howard Furness 
(New Variorum . "tiOll , 5th ed . Phila.del phia: J . B. Li ppin-
cott , 1899) ) , p . 40 . 
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To d<:rtermine wha;t is really una tisfae"tory in 

Claudio ' o rol e , we shaul, juetify :rhat tge c n. There ro 

gl owing reports of him b fore he appears on stagG: "Don 

Pedro hath bestowed much honour on e young Fl orentine 

oalled Claudio . • • • He hath borne himself beyond the 

promise of hin age , doing, ll1 the figure of a lamb, th0 

feat of a lion. He hath indeed b tter bett ' r d expecta­

tion than you must expect of me t o tell you how" (I, i , 9-

11; 13-17) . oince we are invited to accept him as a sym­

pathetic character, indulgen.ce ( and perhaps a litt l e pity) 

~ ould be more fitting than oonsure when he ,ska Don Pedro 

to help him woo Hero . He is young and in xperienoed, and 

though he bet-tars oxpeota.tion i n the field i iJ is not sur .... 

prising that he aots th inexperi enoed youth in his love . 

This is our f irst ind.ication tha:t he lacks ms-bur-

ity, and his susceptibility to Don JQbnt S slander of Don 

Pedro confirrns this vie . According to the Cambridge edi­

tors , 1Ii t v. 111 be notioed that Cla.udio · s sudden jealousy 

of Don P ro is somewhat inadequatoly motived. Indeod, the 

miotakon idea t hat the Prince is in l ove with Hero , under 

rhich Leonato , Antonio , Claudio , "d Benedick all l abour 

for a t .ime , s ems t o have lit tile p Oint . tt 7 ut if one com-
. , ~ 

7sir Arthur Quil l r - Couch and John Dover Wileon~ 
Gds . \ fl OU Ado Ab,0!l~ Not hi?;'1g (Cambridg : Univer s ity Press !) 
1 923 " p . l'i> j .. 
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parea this deception with -the one at Hero ' s window, it 

s ems that Don John ' s first abuse of Claudio ' s credulity 

is intende to make the second more probabl e . We should 

not v~ite o~Claudio ~s a compl te fool; others are misl ed 

concerning Don P dro ' s motives . But w are 19 t - sling 

tha't he is over- hasty . The ouspicion is "somewhat ina.de-

, qu.atGl y moti 'adfl to crea e that i mpression. 

Thor io nothing incredibl e about the triok at 

Hero ' s windQw p once W~ sea Claudio ' s lack of maturity and 

wisdom. We dare not be too harsh with him; s ince Don 

Pedro (whom L onato shows respect ,nd friend hip) is eon~ 

vinoed of Hero ' s guilt. Thus far Claudio is no scoundrel , 

and his behavior is self- consistent and probable e 

Shakospeare prepar0s for the repudiation of Hero 

so the. t tho scene in the churoh s ems to follow na:tv.rally 

from 'r; hat has gone before . In fact ? the motiv tion for 

t his scene is so pl e th -t; VIe are no I likel y to be ma.de 

conscious of the fact that it is a dramatization of a 

rather unlikely-~ounding tale from Bandello . In Much Ado --
the repudiation is n i thr incredibl e nor offens:Lve, ho~-

ever painf the . sund rs·tanding, beoaus e Claudio believes 

that Hero has otually wronged h ' • And we n od not i mpute 

entirely t o hurt pride his deoision to shame her publiolYj 

the stand rda of his a g0 and Shakespeare ' s justified pub­

l ic sh e a.s thQ just due of a 'rotten orange" . 01 :u.dio 
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has the sanction of. his society in the play, rapra~ented 

by Don Pedro ' s aSSE)1 t and by the :t ct that th 1'0 is never 

allY objeotion to the ~~~~r~ .• of the repudiation from 

Leona-to , ho is oontent -to ulet her dian ( IV, i , 156 ) when 

he t hinks Hero guilty. Had Cl~udio oonsciously i· ad 

her. he would be repulsive , but -hlae circumstances of the 

play make him ae much an ob jeot of pity e,g Hero . His be­

havior in the first four t::1.cts ~ then, does not '-,ke him a 

knaVG , and his actions have appropriate motiva;tion. 8 

But al though Shakespea.re has prepared us to aocept 

Claudio ' s actions thus far as consistent with the ch racter 

of an honorabl , if imma:lmrG , young man/) he has not pre­

pared us for his will ingness to marry, Sight ung~en , at 

Leonato ' s discr etion. For the sake of a quick ha.ppy ending 

probabil ity is ignored . The dr atist no doubt could lQVe 

sustained it; what is i mportant is that he did not . He 

do s , indeed, attribut Claudio ' s dooil ity to contr~tion 

for -the unwi tting a.buse of Hero e 

(LsQn.] My brother hath e. d'-ught er , 
Alm~the copy of my chil d that ' s dead. 
And sh alone is heir to both of us . 
Give her the right you should bav givtn h r cousin, 
And eo dies my r ave e . 

8Claudia i s not consoiousl y dishonorabl in his 
response to Benediok' s c l ange . Both Don Pedro and he , 
having cle~~r consoience ., know of no re~son to expect a. 
challenge , and their surprise is underst ndabl e when they 
slowly realize tlta t Dened';'ck is in 0arne:rrt . 
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Claud. 0 nobl e slr, 
Yon·-ovor ... kindnees cloth wring tearo from me 1 
I (10 embrace ;your offer; e~nd. dispose 
From henceforth of :POOI' .Cl·udio . 

(V I' i , 298-30?) 

But the sitvAtlon is nonetheless incredible . 

A drama composed en-!;ire~y of such uno 1.i va,i;)le 

incidents might possibly appeal to the deeper emot ions . 

We object to the rohabil i ty of this con.clusion less 

'baeau,Se of its intrinsic na:ture than because of 1 ts rele-

tion to what has alroady passed. Muoh of the sympathy 

which we have felt for Claudio and Hero is lost; irt -the 

shock of the sudden disappearance of drama. io conviction. 

Ha.ving analysed -the obat cl e to motional wspon e 

in Much Ado t W have yG'~ to no-te v he:t is the appeal of the --
serious plot . Beatrice and Benedick occupy the larger p rt 

of the aotiona we are not s affected by the misunderstand­

ing bet een Claudio and Here cS we would b if t h re werG 

no diver ion from the seriOUS -themes . But we do fe 1 :pity 

-nd fe r 0.1'1 their aocount in the repudiation scene , which 

is doubly -painful because Claudio acts in good conscionce . 

Like the oat stropl es of Rome~ ~d JtU~Qt and Q!~o~~9 t he 

hole thing is e. terrible mietake . Wha't re' tt.c1"tutce :,re m y 

f 1 about sympathizing dth them is just result of th 

fact that we are not as well . c uainted with them as wi tl1. 

Bea.trice and Benedick. The i mprobabil::t.ty of the play 

interferes more with our feelings of con etulation and 
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d ,li~t , whioh should replace pit~ and lear when the recon­

ci12ation comes . But at that point our sensibilities ax 

numbed to th emotions of the characters on at ge , booause 

Shake....,peare su.ddenly treats them as puppet$ rather t h a.s 

human bei ngs . 

The effect of the serious el ement s in !u~ ~ is 

not confined t o t h plot of -th repudiation, for thero is 

mutual interpl ay of 'the pa:the"t;ic wi"ch the rtdioulous and 

the roman-h i e . The Watoh' a misunders "tand1ng of Borachio ' 

eonversa-tion with COl"lXB.de is comi c coun:terpart of 

Claudio ' s misinterprotation of the play-' cti ng a:t Hero ' s 

'Nindow, and it may b intended t o induce the speeta-tor t o 

think o:f 01 udio t S mistaking as somothi t to which all man­

kind is prone , not something in whioh he is al one faulty . 

An the deception of Beatrice and. Ben dick cone rning ch 

other is exactl y the opposite of the deception of Cludio 

concerning Hero ,. In --2h~, m.ore than in ~.£ F{lo;r..2han...! 

~ V~nic~t Shakespe r e uses the serious pl ot to enrich the 

effect of the ro, , tic par t of the p~.y ,. For the r epudia­

tion of Hero is crucial to -the rela,t· on bet eon Bea rice 

and Benedick . Beatrice desires rev~ng against Cl audio , 

d D nedick i s "to be her instrumen·l; . 

Her c at of the di e i s not· l ight one , for sh truly l ov S 
B nediok . To Shakespeare and t o hiQ Elizabet' audience 
her ' ",11 Claudio ' ~1as pro b8Jbly a far mor$ de.ngeTOUEl . more 
f ", 1, cast t han in our day we read ly understan ; the 
obl igation of a lover to his mistress being, i .... oompe..rison 



with any convontion of our own times, so f~r weaker tl~ 
thM t of' a .m~A -GO his friend . Th5~s has to be a.llowed for 
:t f ';"Ie wouJ&l understand Re;9.tr:1.cs t s strength--and Bon.edickt s 
devot~on . ;J 

The crisis in the affairs of Claudio and Hero brings the 

other couxtsh1p to a point of decision. Thus the ser~ous 

p1.ot Gxorts infJ_ueno - beyond its ctueJ. s ace in the pla.y . 

If f>hakenp..:.sre in-ten eel ·to ouae deep f slings of 

sympathy in t he obs l"Ver of gl:.~ ~~ll; ~ha1 _n ~ !tell" he 

defea.ted the:t purpose in. his olloice of p:tot materiaL. It 

is tompting to conjecturo that, haVing suoceeded in making 

plausible such improbabl e episodes as t he deception at 

Hero fs ~indow . d the repudiation scene in NAACh~, the 

dr tis t felt he couJ.d handle It the harde condition, of 

two thinges impossibl e" ( as William Painter calls it in 

hio version of the storylO) repr sent ed in Bertram*s 

dema.n.ds of Helena. ....... in a play wi-th sympathotic cha.ract 1"'S 

and a s ·trong emotional app a1 . But the specte.-tor carmot 

contempla:be Bertram' s condi tiona 111 t h enjoyment or sa.tis­

fa.ction, if he is expeO(led to think of the characters as 

r epl"eoonting human beinga in -lih world as we know i t. Th(; 

appeal of the pl ot is intellectual; wo marvel B,t the 

9Quiller-Couoh and Wilson, ell ,Ado, p . x • .......... -~ 
leThe thirty-eighth novel of Painta:rte -aJ., e 0 Pl ··as ­

ure maybe Sha.kespeare · s source .. See G. X_ Hunt er, eC, n!I'S 
_ e . .. 1'hat .L:Inds Well «(N WJ Ax'den Edi tiol'). , l:~d ed. , London: . 
l~ ';h~r 195"9] ) ~ p ~ XXV" Th quota;tion is from Hunter ' s 
reproduo·t":l.on of the novel o All t s W 11, p .. 148 • 

........... 1 . - -.....-
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condi'tions and are enter-tainedby Heleoo ' s i ngenuity in 

cQntriyi ng to fulfil them. But if we vent-ure to associa:be 

the plot w:1.th actual l ife , t.he spectac e beCOnlQ$ intoler­

able , and we oan. f ee'l no-thing but loa. thin for Bertram for 

layi1lg down such t enls . and nothing but disgust for Helena 

bee u.se ~he is willi ') to meet t hem. As a. romantic tale 

the 81 tuation is dive1"-ting, but as serious dr~'1la it is 

extremel y d1sta3teful . 

We need not charge Sha kospeare with a fault in this 

pla.y if e (t1"e willing to conclude that the p .... ay is mer el y 

a dra.matic cou .. l'l:ter-part of Pe.inter· f romantiC narl.'"ative? 

intended only as li&lt entertainment without any s r i ous 

relevanQ~ t o actu 1 life . It iT be e. mis"take to look for 

anything mora e The plays of Chapter II contain grave events 

employed sol ely for the sake of the ridiculous ; porhaps 

4.l,l ~,g. ~Iel! is an 9XyjlQitation of grav'o events solel.y for 

-the sake of -t"he ma.rvelous . Whatever one t s vis\v 11 however . 

the play does not seem, on fJX!y reading " to invito -the kind 

of emot ional re~ponse which we feel t owards the oharacters 

of The f!~c~e.rrt !?! y:~n,!c~ and ~ ~.2 Abpu,! ~o,tb~. 

F.JXcept f or All 's Well , Maa sv..re foX' Measure is the _ i", ... ~~ ~ ~'. I ~~ . If 

earliest of Shakespeare ' s comedies in whioh the serious 

action stands virtually alone. The comic episodes all con­

t ribute to the mai n plot--tho tr 81 of An.{~elo ' r; virtu_e . 
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plays s ~ T~~ ~p.~ 2! ~l. e S.h£'f~ und ~ F~.r!':{. IJ1. .r~~ .2! 
Windsor, in wh:1el1 the riclic1)~ Ol.,'W :1 ~ e or ·t.l ing . Here the •. - . . 
grave si-liuation is every-~l1:l.ng; the bulk of the play, like 

the bond pl ot in The ~r<.1hant 9! yel'li<.?~ , appeals to the 

deeper em.otions and the l'rofounde deIJ ths of he inteJ.1Gct . 

We feel pity e.:nd faar' when we see Angel o ' s temp-t;e.t:i.on~ 

Isa:t>alla ' s dilemma, Claudio ' - fear of de tht# and 1l "riana ' s 

unh~ppiness in l OVG o And all of these oituations portray 

various :pa.:radoxical qualities of human life ;; 

Shakaspeare t s reatmen-I; of his chara cters" however , 

is like that in Much Ado . He adopts a sympathetic approacl 
. ~ ........... -

d ~ ll16 fou.r a.cts of -til pla , with ca.re to establish life­

like motivation for each ac-tiQn ( exoep-t; "vhoee of th Duk:e~ 

who will be discussed furthe~)t and then disposes of tho 

. charao-bers and resolves the oomplica.tions of :plot by 

feJ.ling back on conv ntiona.l com:lc d vices .. A our feel­

ings of C l'lgra:tuJ.ation and deligh:t in The Merchant (5f 
-'* ...... 

Venice spring partly from I';;atiafaotion at; seeing -the ohar --
acters ennobled by suffering , so the various distr~sses 

Nhich ·the oharacters of Measure for Measure endure re 
~¥ ~ -~-~-~~-

such that ~e may expect them to be ennobled also--and so 

they are , in30far aa Shakesp~ e r eveals their though s 

and feelings it r the cri is ha.s :passed. But it i s 'chis 

connideration whioh makes iihe scamped ending disapI)ointing, 

and this s 'Why our feelings of joy are stifled. 



The trial of Angelo ' s virtue is developed through 

three central actions. his judgm-nt of Claudio p his abuse 

of I abella~ a d his lack of good faith to MaI'" ma. But 

oru.y one of these three is clearly resolved in the denoue­

ment . 'Va know ha.t Angelo r~pents of his abuse of Isabella 

in forcing her (e.s he tho t) to yie~d her virginity and 

then breaking his promise to reprieve Claudio: 

I am Dorry that such sorrow I procure; 
d so deep stioks it in my penitent heart 

That I crave death more willingly than me~cy. 
t Tis my d-se1~ing, and I do entreat it . 

(V, i, 479-482) 

But BJ.:lihough thj s speeoh (Annal o ' s last in the pla.y) satis-

fies us on one pOint , it is a cav~e for dies tisfaction on 

another . One of -the deputy ' a ohief weaknesses seoms to 

have been that he was unable to understand and appreoiate 

mercy . A c rtain naiveness of mind OM ca.use a. man to shun 

the oomplexity of real life ~d take r fuga in simpl e ab­

stract con.ceptions . It is ea.sier to deal ith the a solute 

x"Grames of good and evil , for instanc6 t than the indefi­

ni te e.rea be"tween. Justioa deals with these extremas­

oompl te euil t or innocence--but not with axJ¥ oompou-l1d of 

the ·~o. The judge in the oourt however . has about as 

much chane of finding th" absolute extremes of good n 

vil in the 1)ersO he examines . as e, physiois"b" s of f:i.nd-

i.ng clo~ed. system ou:'Gside the la.bo1.'ato~y; "lei"tller si ttta-

tion is impossibl e , but both ar exoeedingly :!:"are . And 
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both ara ttract:l.vG ideas lJooause they are simple . 13u't 

meroy t a eom:ol ex oonoeption, is neoessary to make justice 

(as lllbodied in the simpl o a.bstractions of wri"t ten law) 

rel evant to aotual. condi 'bions of lit' . Sinco meroy deals 

i n I)ara doxGs , Ang ,10 finds t he idea. of juc:!!tice l~ss d.iffi­

cult and more attractive . His antipathy to the ide of 

meroy is apparent when Eeealus pl eads for Ol audio ' s l ife: 

Let but your honour know, 
Whom I believe t o be most strait in virtue , 
That , in tAe workin~ of your own affections , 
Had time aoher t d with plao~ or plaoe with wishinbt 
Or that t he resolut~ acting of yo~tr bl ood 
Could have a.ttain ' d the effect of your own purpose , 
Whether you had not sometime in your lifG 
Err t d in this point whioh nov. you oensure hi m, 
And pull td the l aw up9n you. 

(II , i t 8-16) 

Tho b ginni of Angelo ' s anaw r suggests that he is think .. 

ing only in terms of the extremes of good and evil~ 

' Tie one t hing to be tempted . Escalus , 
Another 'bhing to fall . 

( II. i , 17-18) 

This observation ssems to imply: "Jv~tice aoquits the man 

who voids ain, and condemns the man who sucoumbs to i toll 

Angel o continues wi t tL 8...10. el aboration of the thought of his 

first selltence: 

I not enY9 
The jury, passing on the prisoner ' s lif , 

Y in the sworn twe1ve have a thi f or t~o 
Guiltier than him th Y try. What ' s open made to 

justice . 
That justice seizes . ~ t kno s the lnws 
That thieves do pass on t hi eves? - TiS very pree 

na.nt , 



The j wel that we filld , we stoop and tak ' 1; 
Beoause we SGe it; but what we do not see 
We tread upont and never , think of it . 

(II , i , 18 .. 26) 
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If Anglo ' s talk of guilty 3ttrymon seems intended to cl arify 

aome other idea, the explanation is sim.ple~ Esoal u9 i s 

asking for mercy, which in this s ituation means tre ting 

Claudio as though he had not transgressed. Ange10 

r eplies, in effect , that only secret t r ansgressors are 

treated as t hough innooent . H means that Claudio oould 

have gone free only if he had no·t been t is covered , lout 

this is as muoh as to say that t her e is no such t hing as 

an ocoasion for meroy? the just judge ptUlishes~ery fault 

in sigbt..,.. .... as Angel o observes in so many words: ti What ' s 

open made to justicG II / That justice seizos . u In the last 

lines of his speeoh Angelo oomes round to r.4~ ana er of 

Escalus ' r gument: 

You may not so extenuate his offence 
For I ha.vo had such falll "'llsi but rather t ell m , 
When I t that oensure him, dO so offend, 
Let mine own judgement pat"tern out my death 
And nothing come i n part:,l.al. Sir, he must die . 

( II , 1 , 27-31) 

But this is just one more oategorical rvpudie:bion of mercy. 

Si nce Ang- l o ' s last ape oh in the play is almost a para­

phra.se of this re j oillder to Escal us, we must concl ude -that 

his experienoe with gui lt ~ld imminent death has tallght 

him nothing about mer oy. He seems no more fit a judge 
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This source of dissatisfaction '~ith our last view 

of .Angelo is QOoom:pH.nied by unoer"tainty s to his regard 

for Mariana. Beyond admi ttLi'lg th~ b~,.trothaJ. . he ~a..ys :no­

thing to indicate that he ex~oepts Mariana as his ~ove . 

Twioe the Duke commands lLtm to lovo her, (V, i , 502 , 532 ) 

bU'/j he makes' no repl.y. For all tho assurance gi van us ; 

JHariana may be no b t'ter off tllall Hal e a was on her mar­

rie.ge t o Be:c,·tre..m.. The r solution of the cGntral charae-­

t ar ' s cirotunatances is thus at b at very incomplete . 

Other impor"oant ma:tters fare no better . Clau.dio is 

mute in "l.ihe las·t scene; though much was made of' his fear of 

death, the text "cells us no"thing; about his fi.nal state of 

mj,nd . Nor is he explicitly reconcil ed. with Isabell -9 'Ij ho 

1 9t parted from him full Qf indignant wra. th. No one but 

the Duke and Lu~io ~peaks after t he unmuffling of Claudio . 

Not on1y does Isa.bella say nothing to Claudio , but she 

kea no response to the Duke t a proposal of .Tria.ge • 

tarily 

. . .. 
llAn.~elo t ..:I soliloquy in Aot III Scene i1 1!JJ3,'y mOm611-

give the impr s io~ that his at&itud . 9 changedg 
0 , let her brother l ive l 

Thieves for their robber~ have uthor1ty 
When judges steal th-~selves . 

(II, ii , 175-177 ) 
But this p&ssage must be interpreted onJ.y as an ironic 
oomment on his own weakness, i n the light of what he s ys 
co t the end of tho plby. 
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The ave events of fl ~~am::~ ill Measur~ evoke pity 

and fear; s ince they $.re resol . d happily, congra:tuJ. tion 

and dolt t may reasonably be ex:pcot d to follow . And 

there is somo satisfaction in knowing that ele is re-

pentant 9 Shakespeare also provides motivation for IGs­

bel la f s for givello-os of AngGlo .. d her i1'lterc",ssiol'l o;.t" his 

life ; even 13aroo,T ina is disposed of with 11 the 9.c10 be­

fi-hting his place in the ' play . But mo~t of the intelleo­

t ual and emotional probl ms , whioh the bulk of the ply 

has l od u to acoept as its ossence t are ~;esolved . The 

effeot of making Angelo abuse tho proper functions of 

justice and mercy ithout eventually representing him as 

coming to a better understandino of human law, t he effect 

of introducing a quat'rel b tv ean Isabella an Cl audio in 

which both are part l y to blame without bringing th m to a 

reconcil ia.tion, and -the effect of developi , at leIlt:,trth the 

es"lirangem~nt of Angelo and Mariana. "th ut giving a.n:g final 

a.ssurance the. Angel o will be an aoceptable husb d , do 

not emcourage feel1 s of congr t ation and d Ii ~t . 

One c hardl y maintain that S akespe~~e did not 

intend t evoke joy in the last scene of Measure for Meas----------, ----- -_ .. _-
ure , the. t he aimed at an effect l ike the.:t of t he end of -
Troil us and Or ssida. There are too 
--~--- --- -- ----~-

Y of the conv n-

"Gional 'trappi s of the happy ending for that: tho mar-

riagee of the Duke a.~d Isab~llO; ~ Cl .... udio end '1' __ "1 iet p Angel o 



55 

aJ.1.d Mariana? and even Lucio and his puruq -bhe l;'eatora.t1on 

of Cla.udio from the dead . as :it SEl ms ~ the unra,veling of 

the plot (thou only in tho be,re Qssentie.ls of fe,c·t) . ~e 

mi sht conclude , then. that the difficu.lty :rJ.th the ending 

is due to the same cause which w noted in rt ell Ado- the 
~~ 

characters being treated soriously duri ng -he bulk of the 

pla.y, but m1..lch more casue.lly in the oonclusion. 

But the ..ocTIle Jtpla.na.t:lon may not be as simpl as 

that , nor as uncomplimentf:l.ry to Shakespeare . For "th r9 is 

no improbability in June final ai tuation ...!ii t 1£ q. .. c~llY 

:present~<! !Q. ,!,s . Surely it is noth':ng p,r£'" e:e! in \V t 

ooours that melt, the endinp unsati8facto:£'y; the trouble 

is that the absence of adequate xposition of the se er 1 ........ . 

charactars ~ states 0 ·-:0 mind leaves us "vi th too many uncer­

tamties . Thera is nothing improbabl.e about the match 

between the Duke and IOQballa, for Qxample . exoept its 

abruptness \> 

To this abruptnaao y b· traoed OUl~ difficulties 

with the disposition of th other main c~ cters and 

themes . Curiously 11 11 tho .' presoions of e,bruptn s s ari e 

i'l'lom the last fifty lines of the play, not fl'om the last 

sc ne as wholo . Up to the unmuffling of ClaudiO, events 

are unfolded Viith deliboration; the v nding for ClaudiO in 

prison is an example of action in the last 6 0 n hioh 

proceeds at the comp rati vel y l oisurol y pace of the first 



56 

foU!' acta (V, ,, ? 46J.-474~ " T have l)othoUf;ht me of 13l1oth r 

fault .. 0 " ) o • Until the revelc.htion of Claudio ' o sa.foty" 

C!haJ·~espeare seems to be tyine IP the loose nds of t1 e plot 

wi t methodical care ~ Mariana is married to Aneolo ; I nbella 

forgives him end intercedes for him; Angel o repents; the 

Duke turns J3arnardina over to the gu.idance of the Friar . 

AItor Claudio is revealea 9 however, the ction is suddenly 

hU1~ried breathlossly to an end by the Duko , who has the 

r est of the play to himself', except for three speechashy 

Lucio . hven these fifty lines mi. _'1; have been ~nough to 

reoolve the detai ls of plot and theme, but over half of 

thoDe (V ? i , 504- 530) are devoted to Lucio . hverything 

else is comprossed to a no int verging on the r_diculous : 

She D Claudio , tl1at you 'vrong ' d~ look you restore . 
Joy to you, rJariana1 Love h r , A!lge~o l 
I have confess · d her and I l):now her vtrtv.e .. 
ThankS , good friend Escalus , for thy much goodness; 
There f s more 'behind th t is more gratulate " 
Thanks , .provost , 'or 'thy cru e and secrecy; 
10 ell 11 employ thee in a worthier placo .. 
ForgivG hfm, Angelo, tha 'brought you home 

he head of Ragozino for Claudio ' s; 
The offence pardons itsel f . Dear Isabel , 
I have a mot'on much mports your Rood ~ 
Whereto if you -Il a \"l ' lling oa.r incline , 
Wha.t ' s .mino 1s yours and v hat is you.rs is mine 

(V , i , 531-543) 

In t 0 light of such evjdence an this , the theory advanoed 

by the Cambridge e itorsp12 that ~easure for. Wea8v~e llas .---.- ... - ,., 

l2Sjr Arthu.r Quil1er-Couch and John Dover ~jloon , 
ed..., .. ~ r easure for r·0aSl,U~e (Ca..rnbfidse: Universj,tJ Prfls¥ 
1950) , - pp .. xy..xirI':=xli'; "97-113 . 
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been abridgeCl. ncl expanded again t; is talltalizillo· . 

But the causos lying behind the reo ived text are .. .... 
not the COnCeFll here; whr.>t is important to -1Jhis stu.dy is 

the ,~!.fec~ of the pl- r . \r.natever the Taason, th ooncl u­

sion i"" eo he.sty that the ap c"Ga-'GoJ." has clifficu]. ty to 

:maint ain the sympa'i:;hy with the cheract€l~l:'s whioh is neoessary 

if congrairulution and delight are -'GO folio Ii p i'l:;y and fear . 

w. A. rToj_lson and C. J " Hill remark: "From hi s earliest 

days as a \-vri tel' of com· dy (S 1 espeare) wae oarel oss ot' 

probability in order that joy might reign and weddi~~ bells 

m.i~ht ring ,,1I13 This observation might seem to ha,-vo a.:ppli­

cation to he last scene of Thleasl"u·a for Moasure .. But the - - ........ .-.,;., ......... ..;.. 
wedding bells and apparent felicity follow from "hat goes 

before . ',Cha trouble is tha.t the text gives too liJGtlo con­

crete SSUl."'ance that everyone 1s happy.- Were this p l y 

oa p we 1ould. be less inv"'olved in the ehar-

acta!'s ' emo ions and probl em.s t and the sor·t of' hurried 

ending common in Shakeapee.re ' s comedies would d:Lsturb us 

l ess . But f '{ of the comedios d mand such intense omo ... 

'tio and intellectual involvement as Mea,E)ure !2£ ~!easur~ II 
t!ll'ld Olle can careel y avoid being disap-')o:lnted by -110 e..brup-'G 

:1.1spos1 tion of oi tua-tions end charaoters . 

The hindrance to deep emotion in rileasur fo IJIeas-_ ..... .;.....0.._ 

-.,. 

13Neilson and lillI , .~he Compl ete ;t.:.lays , p o 426 . 
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:g:x:~ is ra her like that in ,~.a A. 0 II \: i th l'espec to thej_r 

endll'lO"s But thc3l."e is another aspect of J1eazure for rlleasure 
~--~- --- -

yhich preven-s the spectator from feel ing the f~ul im act 

of the serious eVGnts . All of the charact rs e .. cep't one 

ar gi en motivati n suffioien 1 lifelik he. t we ca..vt con-

oei va of -them as bei 19 rea.~ pars ns . 'hey a.- a , of oourse . 

only imaginative oD.(rtruc-tions of Shakespe re t s mind. but 

b ings that we can 

imagin. such peopl a.otuall y existing . The Duke ' s a.crtiOIlS , 

ho~ ever, lack this consiat -ntly lifelike mo·tivation tr It is 

noal~ly' impossible to i :g:lne meeting such a p J!'son. The 

root of the difficulty is much like that with B rtram. One 

CanllO·t find ada te motivation, say, for the Duket s ~th-

holding rom Isabella. 'the ne s that Clau.d).\) is sa.fe , for 

suoh a t h ing would btj ·though'v a.lmost incr dibl e if i hap­

pened in reel life . Also , .it is hard to satisf onesel f 

conoerning the Duke ' s roasons fOl""" disguising himself as a. 

"'riar to spy 011 Aneelo . And one In.ay be disturbed by the 

feeling "that the Duke- a and in h:ts illegi tim.a.te practice 

f frial"s holy duties--not only in couns lling 01 udio , 

and Juli t , but in com:essillg Ma.riana--does 

ot juS"tl.· ·~ _ • _ J. h· means . A.ud he ontiugencies :f -the 1Jl o t 
-" 

require of him a. If.L'ulti-fiude of othOl" fa.l sehoods , includin 

the bod-tri k . We ro justify him by aying that he 
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1., 374) . Or one Infty pref r to t' ·11 ve tho pl ot of the 

neces s ity of pro'bab:lli-by by pl cir..g i"'~ in -'Gh e BHme ee:/iegory 

"Ii "ti ns allow us to sYI1Pl:1.:tihJ.!~e vi th -th e Dult0 SE3 i -: he 

repres0nt0d e roal p r s ono _he aa:m.e s i tlu:-ttion Ob"Ij<1illB j 

however , :i.:f. \]6 neg_ect to justiify t he Duk' t s c ·t;ions t for 

t h<:.)!"J, he saeras reI)1..u.-i ve . It seems that h.is part f the 

b "l "b','t"'t t a ,.!.S poosJ. . .... J. )Y trla WI' . ,~o prevented from f eeling 1)i ty 

~..nd fears congra:tuJ.atioll and delight,. a.t3 t ho l"est of the 

p~ot inviteo Uf:J to do . 

I t is eerl. roIly wise t o give Sr .. akespeare a fo.i:rly 

genorout:! benefit of Jlhatwer doubt there may be ooncernin{j' 

h i s artis"Gry. Perhaps he had the 01ements of his o:&"ly 

serious comed:i. s better in han,cl than this interpretation 

of them implies . It may be tha-t; we should frlcoept thom, and 

tl"3" to understand th m, a.s they e,l."le .. But the effeo·t of 

more pleasing, as I hall try t o show i n Chapter V. 
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THE LAT , SERIOUS COMEDIES 

Alt hough e oh of Shakesp are ' s four 1 at oomedies 

ests t h pattern of misfortun a,n,d good . r lUle hicl1 

~ noted in pt r I , these pl a a 0 not seem ~teravt~ped 

b ca.use the dr 'uis t e1 ora'tee four diffsT611t dr atio 

str'J.c Ul"es on th same pattern. In "Ghis ohap r e s hall 

xami e P riol es , ,Cmb liE£, ~he !.. t x 1 s Tale , - d The 

Tmp~~~ with the objeot of analysing Shakespeare ' s use of 

serious i noi n-Iis i n his -t'W. .. ~) st oomedies 0 

In all of thea plays the main Qot~o is s rious . 

and the emo'ciona of deep gri ef and joy are a110 e free 

course . ~o experiene p i;;y and f ear much as 0 W_H~ 

obsarV'in.a a tr · gedy . nut it \1ou.1.d be misl ading ,to oall 

t hese drama.s "tragi ... comediesu • I r is · tbis p j.nt not 

b o~- u I have all al terna:ti v -tag to sv..gge t, but because 

thin one s ems i ppropri e or Shak spear 'e l as 

om dOee . Prior t o t h moment of a t r gic oatas r phe , no 

dr tic s1 t-uatio l can properly 't'J oalled tttragioU in -the 

-t clmical sense me 01 . Co-us it eems to be t endi in 

that ir c'ti n . IV never know 'antil the c 'tastro h ace s 

-that i-t may 10 b aVGr-t e 10 I no plays l ike Shak speare ' s 

serious oomedies xist d, his ill sion of the inevitabil ity 
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of tre,gedy , 'ght be harmless. But it can destroy ona t s 

appreoia.tion of a serious comedy, if it encourages the 

Irina. of view ox:pressed by Charles G:il don concerning ch -
!do Abou"1i NQthi.ll&= 
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This play we mus t call a Comedy, tho ' some of t he inci­
dents e.nd disoourses are more in a t rB. 10 strain~ and. '~hat 
of' t he accusation of Hero is t oo shocking for ither Trag­
edy or Comedy; nor cou. ' d i.t have corne off in nature , if . fle 
regard the oountry; without the death of more than Hero : 

The labeling of certBin "incidents and discourses" as 

being "in a tragic strain" , where there is no tragic 

catastrophe , must be based on the assv..mption that tragedy 

is inevite,bl e in certain situa:tiorH~-or at any rate "fit­

tingri . This assumption, fhich Gildon makes no attenr,Pt t o 

justify, is the foundation of his or iticism of ll1'l:1,~ f\qo on 

this pOint .. Swinburne differs ith Gildon about the pl ay , 

but he seems to agr e t hat in soma situations t ragedy must 

be ·the outoome , for he oD""erves of Much Ado: itA tragic end 
""a1 ...... ~ 

would here have been as painfull y and grossly out of pl aoe 

s is e~y but a tragic end to the aotion of Mea~ure !2£ 
~ea.SUl:!o Il 2 Since Peri~les , 9mbalin:e, and The Winter ' s 

Tale are as liable to such critioism as the two plays just -
mentioned, va 1.311 ask otU"s el ves whether all of these 

plays are rr d beoause Shakesp are tacked happy endings 

.. . . - • 

l Much Ado About ~otl1i=Pi\ (New Variorum) , p . 347 . 
~~ ~1 

'1 

"Much Ado About No "tlhin,r ( New Variorum) 9 p . 354 . 
?EZIPiIE~IiIl" ~ 
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to sitqat10ns whioh by rights are tragic , or whether it is 

a mistake to insist thB.t any series of events must and 

tra~lcally . Doubtl ess few p opla are disturbed by the 

e feet of these plays in the theatr ; yet some uncertain-

ti s and reseI~ations y remain as l ong as we ~eel that 

tragedy nocessaril y fOllows in some sit1.latione . 

The outcome of a drama proceeds from two kinds of 

cause: the vol ition of the protagonist , and eire stances 

outSide his control, inoluding the volition of other char­

acters . Rarely does one of these e uses by its If aocount 

or the hol e r eam t , but Th! ComedjY of !,rrort;!, in which 

x·tarnal circum tancos control everything, demonst:eatos 

th t t he pro tagonist ' s aotions an words must have crucial 

signifioanoe in the r.osult if we are to sense any eat 

human interest in a play. ) In most plays there is a point 

of orisis hen the prot onist determines his fate by his 

own otions p whether he l"ee~izes it or not-- a :point a,ft r 

which he becomes powerl ess to reve se the oourse of events 

which he has begun. Once the initiative has passed from 

his hando , th outoome may se m inevita l e e A-nd so it 

would be , if his aotions were the only factor influencing 

the issue . But e tarnal oircumstances y alter t hings, 

either for the batt r or for the worse , at any t~e . A 
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comparison f!h2 w~ter !~ !ale and Othell~ pr ovides an 

ap1i illustration of the rol of xter ne,l events .. When 

ill ius and Hermione have been r eport ed dead , Loonte. ' 

position is much like Othello ' s when Desdemona has b en 

d rod. Doth char cters havs acted in such a way as to 

leo further ot ion futil p if not impossible . Every 

appea.ranoe ind:i.catos t lla-b the t ~o si tua~Giona are ideni;ica,l 

-and they are identical with respeot ·to t he prot onist · s 

opportunity for initiative . But al hough Otllell. is 

nearl y over at this pOint, mba !in.lGer' ~ tale, is only half 

dono . External oiroumstances ~ having previously combined 

with Leontes ' aotions to oreat .It1rouble, now provide a vay 

of escape from tra sdy: Hel~OnG is alive, P rdita pre­

sorved, and Fl orizel vill ventually assume -the vacant 

plaoe of Mamillius and reconcile the kinGS . The s'U:ppooed 

jus"tics of ~~ notwithstanding, we can scare ly deny 

Shakespeare th right to in roduoe events whioh exempt the 

protagonist ( especia11y if he is fund ental ly noble) from 

ev n a PaJ. t of the ufferin hieh y somehow be thoug..ht 

his due .. Inde d, the events of Othello oausa one to wish 

heartily th t .some Circumstance would reveal the truth 

before it is too late . Surel y 9 th n ? we sho~d not objeot 

when eil'oumotanees do intervene in llfcasure 

the person of the Duke) , in f~ricles , in C 

The inter ' S -al • 
~. ~ 

or 1'110 sure (in ______ Ii .. 

baline , and in 
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Pericl os inspires different sort of. sympa.thy 

r om t l t which we feel for some of Skespaare ' s oomic 

p otagonists, and the in reason is that he is above 

r.epr oach. He is not jeal our • l ike Poet h sand Loontos , 

nor i n"tolerant liko Ant onio ? nor or dulous l ike Claudio 

in ~uch A~2' nor morally naive Ii tG Angel o . F . D. Hoeni­

(Ter concludes , bee use he "is dra m without more,l v:ealO1ess 

.... - at My rat J up to Act IV- and wit hout even any ambi­

valent paSSion" , t he/ii "that i s partly ~hy he does not 

strike us as esy>ec~a.11y ::1ntrestingu • 4 Iioeniger also 

notes Mother f cot about the pl y which might :make :l.t seem 

t o lack the hmman interest so neoessary if the spoctator*s 

sympat hi es are t o be roused: 

ile tho leading oharacters of Shakespeare ' s comedies and 
tr gedies are dra~lIl as preponde .. antly a.cti va figuxos , as 
men and women who ro..ake deoisi ons or show fatef ul i ndeci .... 
sion" thus contributing to a oh in of events w~ich eventu­
ally l ea.ds to their happiness or ruint in Peric:;t.,GS the 
event~ us . 1y happen to the prot- gonists • ••• tPerioles} 
is reveal d ial y as t he plaything of Fortune and the 
gods . Ho does not create his fort une in any por-tant r:: 
sens 2 he endures Fortune ' s blows ana accepts her l'J'ifts . :.I 

Is t his play s "la1' t o ~ Comedl .2.... Er:~ors in lac c::l ng 

the element of h t;'..ll ini tia:tive hich make dramatic 

eve lts seem relevant t o a -tual life? I t hink that we may 

4F• D. Hoeniger , ad., Per icl es ( rNewJ Ar d-n Edition, 
Lon on: Methuen; C bridg , ~ as chusetts= farvard Univer ­
sity Pressp (1963) , p . l xxxi . 

t:\ 
~HoGniger , Pericles , p . l xxx • .. 
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answer Uno" 11 because ~etlc~e.s 1-S lui te different from !h2 
Q2!LedX ~ ~~ror~ . When the oharacters 0 the earlier 

oom dy are buffeted by ortl.Ul , they make alt kinds of 

fruitl ess nd~avor8 to help themsel ves: Antipholus of 

Syraous , driven by lonel ine a, spends futil e years in 

search of his twin; Aegaon seeks through EphGS s for his 

ransom withou.t s'Uoc ss; the characters ' :fforts t o unte..n­

gl e the first complioations of mistaken identity only 

cause ~eater diff.iculties . And everything turns out 

J;"ight in t11 end, entirely independ nt of thc.dr exert.ions . 

In ;Po !'~Cl;~..!h on the other hand , t he characters submit 

patiently to misfortune~Pericl s to the loss of his fam­

ily , ~r:tna to her oppression in T ·rau,;;;; and Mi tylene, a.nd 

Tha1sa to her separe. tion from husband nd deughtel" . Th.ey 

are t mpted to give in to passions such ase r and ang r 

--a. Itind of action which is really p. ssivi"uYt as the word 

Ifpurlsionu impl ies . In such si tua:t:lon virtuous otion 

consisus in doing nothine. (When one consid rs how essen­

tially undr . atic this episod is , it b comes vident that 

Shakespeare ag d a hazardous experiment v-ry well .) 

What susta.ins Pericl es and his fwnily if). th ir patience is 

faith in divine jus"tiee , and th ir ventual happiness is 

the due reward of their faith . Unlike -the ch ra.o·ters in 

___ ........ _d,""'V 2! lrrors, -their decisions are cruei 1 to the 
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lent a s nion; such as despair. they might h va interfered 

(by suicide, if in no other ~~y) wi h tho chain of vente 

which ev n:t;uQ.lly rev.ni ted them. Their oti v piety lakes 

a. happy ending possibl e , whereas nothing tho peopl e in The -
COl~ed .2! Errors do is consoiouoly intended to effect the 

denouemen"t wllj,ch act'lW,lly oocurs . 

tic interect in P ricl~ is meintainod by th 

con~ern whicll ovents arous~ in the spectator as t o what 

Pericles' rcac"tton will be, as one t ri bule..tion follows 

another . At times he eA~resDCs his complete acquiescence 

in the workings of divine power: 

Let it suffice tho greatness O~ your power. 
To have beroft a prinoe of all his for-mxnes ; 
lnd having thrown him from your watery grave ; 
Here t o have death in po' oe is all he ' ll crave . 

(II, 1 , 8-11) 

W oannot but oboy 
Th pow, r s above us . Could I rago and TOal: 
As doth 'uhe sea. she lies in, yet the and 
11u~t be as ' tis. 

(IIl o 1ii11 9"'12) 

~l.hen all but l ife has boan los t, his tbr e months ' silence 

i s a kind of grim submis sion to fate--aa l ong as h says 

nothing, he ha. not suocumbed to th<:l t eml)"b tion to n ourso 

God, and dien •
6 He does tompora.rily los pati ence when he 

discovers the los of Marina; according to the stag 
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direotion following Act IV~ Scene iv, line 22 ~ "Cleon 

,p,how:;? Periclest.he tomb , wh T.§!a.! Peric~es ~~es l&mQ~.te,­

tip.!!, pu.t~.2!! .aa.ekcloth, aXle!.;!.a ~ ~gl1t~E.as""io.n 5loparto" . 

But he navel" becomes violont in pa uion; he stops short of 

stlicide and blasphemy. 

The source of :l.n:terest in P,eri91os is emo-i;ional ~ 

but it is philosopic too. Because Perioles is virtuouG. 

we cann,o·/i tl:;a.ce througl his tribula;tions the devol opment 

of his cllaracter from ba.d to good v But hio undeserved 

muf'ering give ... t he s pootator oauso to p nile!' 011 "the 

inaqu€w..i ties of fOl~ttm.a . And we :1:'oe1 par"ldcw.'" rly do p 

pi ty and feoJr because undeserved st1ffering seems more awe.,., 

C!!omo and mysteriou.s han that which w brin Oll tu:'oelV0S . 

When pat:cnce is at last rewarded, we f ~l pecuJ.i r kind 

of congru-'Gw.ation an.d deligh't 11 hioh, like our former grief p 

is heightened by the al ment o:t' divine int6rv n:tion in .... 

valved . If misfortune tests our faith in ProVidence , good 

fortune vindicat~s ~t . 

The reunion of Pericl e and Marina has an unusu-

ally memol"abl e emotional imp.: .. ot .. Hoe!1-i O'er notes a produc­

tion of the pl y Hat S·tratford in 1958 :i th Riohard. J"ohn­

son 85 Pericl es nnd Gera:'dine cl!;wan as Marin , \11ho ' roa.d.e 

the x'acogni <tion as pOignant1y beautiful as tho Lear­

Cordelia. soene ' tl .7 Their ha.ppin ss affects us -the more 

---··---· · -"---·~7-}I-~-;-~-i-e-;=-r-:-~?-n-;-r-i-e-l-e_-S-"-P--. -l-X-.-iX--. --------*-.. -----------.----



beCal.lSe of their former t:liser" es ~ had they never been 

snparated, t heir joy and OltrS :n the scen COtLld not e 

so . (1 eply felt . Shalce. peax e • eriOus oomedie explore 

t~ imp rtant ~rea of h omot "ons which tra&edy and 

comedy, as Aristotle knew them, 1 av untouohed . Th~ 

pI ca-sure we feel o,t 800i .. a !Xl t . i1).nrph ov X' adverei ty 

has no pl aoe :In ei t har tregedy or l' ght comedy . .t we 

do fee~ t his pleasure i n ha~espeare ' s serious comedies 

whioh ins. ire us first with pi"t y Jld fee,r , and. then with 

congra.tulatlon and deJ...ight " OnJ.y after sufferinc; could 

a me~ experienoe the kind of joy d~scribed by Pcricleo 

when has f'ound both The.isa and !ilarina· 
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No more , you Bada l yo~x presont kLndnoss 
akes my P'st misorios sports . You ohall do woll 

Th t on -the t ouc ling 0 hoI' lips I my 
felt and no more be Qe~n. 

(V, iii p 40-43) 

t er~clJ!!! might well be called Q :prabl m play, 

",ince it por'i;;rays the sufi ring of a virtuous reM . Hoeni­

ger traces t~~ough Pericl es ' sufferin s his various moods 

of bravano , ~'U r'Ulousness 1/ and grim rE)signa tion, 8 drs ring 

att lltion to th aff inity batwe n this pl y and the :Book 

of Job . H- I'a tl e prob1 0m of evil :1.S r solved in the 

reu11io11 of husband, wife , and daughter . Providence vis­

i t ad them w1-th ffiic·tions , to be sure , but t he finding 

- , l f 

_______ 8 __ , pp . l xxxii-lxxxvi . 



of' Thaise. OCCUTB only throu,gh the direct int~rvention of 

~iana , who gives Pericles in""tructiona 1.n Q dre which 

~.iroct him 0 }~h08U.S (V; i, 24·1- 250)" In t his part of 
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the denouement the text es clear t t good fortune has 

succeed.ed bad"G ough the ministrations of -the gods ~ But 

the recol1ciliatton with Marina ; ~lso, is dlle in :part to 

dl vine intervention.. Al thou.gh this circumstanoe is not 

d3 obvious from the text as th v-i.sion of Diana. the 

representation on stage of a f w lines of M.rinat s must 

mak th ~ poin clea,r: 

But ther e is 
Al'ld whispors 

. LJ}S:i,.do. J I will desist; 
someth~ gl ows upon my cheek, 
in mine eaJ;t , uGo not till he speak ., It 

(V.> i, 95- 97) 

Thus both 1'e ognition scenes are direct endorsements of 

the jus-tiee of Providence to man. 

Because Pericl es · sufferin s i~e undeser~ed ; the 

play appeals both to the emotions and to the intellect . 

At:;) in r~e sure :for Measv..re grave eveuts are handl ed so as ........... -......: ........ 

to e1io1 t a compl ex combination of though·ts and feelings 

from tho spect tor-with this difference, tha.t in rericl es 

the (lenouement , despite c rte,in unlifelike qualities, 

di· poses more fj ·tisfa,ctorily of thE) central emotional and 

intelJ.ect"U'l cOIDplicc; tion t sO tha't there io no hindrance 

from that qua.rter to feelings of deep "rief and j y . 
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Pericles and CYfllbel:Ln~ have less of the ridiculous 

aspect of human nature than ~V of Shakespearo ' s other 

comedies . hven The Winter ' s ~ has -three characters who 

are the butt of laughter: the Shepherd, the Clown, end 

Autoly us; and so has 1h2 TemPest: Cal i bang Trincv~o . and 

St0phe~O , But we are not asked to laugh at anything in 

Pericles exoept the inversi on of moral standards in -the 

brothel of Mytilene : 

Bawd. How nowt what ' l3 the matter? 
EioUIt . Worse and worse, mistress; she has here spoken 

holy words to the Lord Lysi machus . 
Bawd. 0 abominable l 
~ourt . She makes our profession as i t were to ~tink 

afore the face of the gods . 
Bawd . Marry, hang her up for ever! 
BoUIto The nobleman 'ltvould have dea.lt with her li.ke a 

nObleman, and she sent him away as cold as a snowball; 
saying his prayers too . 

Bawd . Boult , take her away; use her at thy pleasuro . 
CracK:the glass of her virginity, and make thereat malle­
able . 

Boult . An if she were a thornier piece of ground than 
she is , she shall be ploughed . 

Mar. Hark , hark, you gods l 
wd . She oonjures; av~y with her t - ( IV t vj., 1 40-1 56) 

And the only nuruorous incidents in C~beline are the 

exohanges between Cl otan and the two Lords,9 and a few 

other events involvi ~ Cloten. But the earn stneBe of 

Pericles surel y contributes a good dea.l to the warmth of 

Act V; the deepest kind of joy i s not funny . So also in 

9~~ ~olo T i_;n l_-d.~!. T_o_r._ i_; 1_- -~_~6 ~ voJ.rm..,~ l.ne , -, _ , _. . _ 



Quvmbel,ine: bacanse the si ~tUf tion is seX'io"Us almost "ch.'t"ough­

out , "e a.re ill (:1, mood. to be I'eoGptive to the profound. 

emo tLOllW wvol"!J"od in the play. 

9.l-£1?e.l~ne illuotra:i;os aptly the differ -nee ba"uween 

pi ty and foar Q~:; evoked by tro.gedy, [;>,nd pity and :fear as 

evoked by a so:r:tous comedy. Tho l~\"liter !llsy be identical to 

Posth'tWlus ts tl"ee.che ously 100. to sa k Imogen' s d.· th, 

:muoh a.s we do whEm O"thellq is deoeived. by 1ago. But tho 

pt ty and fear inspired by tho e .... tastrophe of g!~ has 

no pl/lce in C nbeline beoe,use Imog 11 is sp ! .. red . IJJl'lc threat 
- ~~ 

of d,:i,sas1ier, not dioo-st .L i 'ceal±' tJ is 'the so '''ee of pity 

Dnd fear in B oerious comedy. 

Pi'ty £tlld fear in O .. wpe ¥~ are OO1i1c.wil1at diffG~{'el1t 

from pity and fear irl :vel:"~c~e~, where w s -w ~ virtuous 

man ill distres~ through no f .ult of his . Interesting as 

tluch a situa.t.:.ol'l. is because it involves tho problem of 

evil, it has loss poosibili ties for -the developro.olrb of' 

oomplex cInO'tion.a in the audienoe 'th J. has the s:t tue:tion 

of C beli!!!, where noble ) racthI'S suoh as Posthumus 

and Cymbeline suffor :f'or their ov n shortcoro.illt~s 11 10 n 

-----------------,.'-' ------------------------------------_.-._,-----
l °Imo ent of course , suffe s ~nd servingl y; in 

th· s she r es mbl ea both PorioleA a.nd innocent viotims of 
tragedy f,uch a'" D-WlC,";"l, Lady ~~la -duff' , 0o:rd ~'li'-' t Desde.riiona . 



0:[ ShaJrGspoe,:.'(;l · B COl. edieo th~ 'tll ' orei;ical seY'ious comedy 

tha t 1 desc:;:'ibed i C'lapt r I.11 

2 

C .wbel ine io pa.rtly -lio ·bla.mo for 11is ,JG:i.:'ou1:,los , but 

h is vic imized ~ y h QUI:;) , 1'11 iJ dup11 i ty \l and 13 c · J1.ot 

but p'> ty him whon ovo yt,hing 13 . (;h s to havo g ne 

() ca: 

H a one ; 
How deepl y you t once do t ouch ma l Imogen, 
Th . "oat pari; of my comfor t , gono; my quoen 
Upon a desper t e beut and i n a time 
V lEm f arful 1N rs point at me ? he,!' son gone ; 
So needful f r this pr·aent : it "t i ,,0 me , past 
Th. hopo of comfort . 

(IV, iii , 3-9) 

And the r evelation of the QU\;:J~m ' s -t:-nte na.ture is still i n 

store- -·hor hat red of the King, her' murderou inten'lj 

. . inst !'.:, 1 and hi (::) daught~:~r , hor ilnpeni t e!lce in dOQ:th 

V, v ~ .;)7-61) . PO~;l"'\ih UIlU • .:. , for his part t if) fi:.'st torn 

frOID his Nif'e . 'then 00' Lvin ,ad of /leT infideli ty ~ SUPl)OS-

ing he_ end e:t his cOJmuand, he epent s and vail Y sOGks 

deatjl in bat'tle . 

But. Illlog-n, W:'l.O sufi. s i.rmoc(~n-tl.y, sooms to suf-

f r lltost . W.t1en ve first meet her , she is <.: .. lrcat1;y- end :lng 

l1Ful1 emot~· on 1 response _. hindered in co locliGS 
of the pl'eoeding c}-l..o.pter~ ~ r' d -I,;h. otJ:w:t' ~)lo.ys diseu" <.: ed j .n 

_~ is chapt e! ore d~fferent from .c~beliL: Periol e 1Ft 
v .,tuoup ; the) _ E~Clj~tor eA:i well as t- ose on :J.ltj oe believ e 
He_ ' one dead; the aotio of The Tempest port rays only the 
S Qlld half 0'" tho patteJ."V.-b'lMr:ror'Ull~\ u' r n "in '" to .... ood . 



Wi! n C 

Queen .. 
I ' lT"l"Btch a 
:Che pangs of 
H t11 rg ' d 

You lol.oW the pe:roil .. 
tt~ about the ~rden, pitying 
bo..rr ' (1 af:f.eotiollf.'l, thou .' _ the Kiug 
you shoo d 'lOJt). speak tog there 
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IlY!O Ci 
L" bxi-'G o 
0--

Di,sembling cOUl"tesy i How fine 
Can tickle where she WQl,;!D.ds i 

(I , it) 80 5) 

thin tyrol'l't 

belin dis eov:. s th OOtl 1 e togo·bhf.)l'", his WI' -t;h 

verges on -'tihe illten:t; to 1 11: 

An~;n her up . AV'n vi th hl'j~'" It 
QUOGa. 13eseec.h. youx' pa:tiollce . Peaoe, 

Dear l ady daughtert peace , >weet sovereign. 
IJeave v.s to 0 U't3elv6s; and make y v..rsl~lfsoin.e 

comfort 
Out of your best advic~ . 

C • Nay l e t her lan~ish 
J.\ di"op f bJ_ood " day; and, b~\ing aged. . 
Die of th:i.s fol lyt 

From the beginning of the pla,y Imogen is abused on many 

Sides , as she herself obsel~es = 

A fa..! her oru 1 , and a at p ... dalll £a18 ; 
J\ . . oolish sui~tor 'ho , 0c1do 1 l any 
That hath her husband blX.dsh ' d; - O, that llusbal S 
ray suprome crown of' c;.>rie:fl and t hose l"'epea:i'ied 
Vexation .. , of it : 

TIer griGf!J how VC,l" , has ju.st b 1. Despite h r enemies ' 

power she oan 9, t first console herself in her husband ' s 

~ove and in Pi sanio t s fa.:t'thful 'uty. Bv.t in Ac"~ III , 

Soene iv she find h rself entirely friendless . Pisanio 

rQveals hoI' husbtmd t s jealousy n pl o· "GO hev. hoI' life, 

and 'ox a few mom nts she is persuaded that the serv nt , 
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too , is her enemy, "bringing me her e to kil l me tt (III , iv, 

120) . He quickl y reassures her of his good fai'th by 

suppl ying hor with a man' s cl othing and s ~esting Lucius , 

the Roman, as a refuge from her oppressors . A though. she 

is to be l eft alone , she does not suocumb to despa.ir~ 

Th:1.s a:ttemp", 
I am sol dier to , and will abide i t with 
A prince ' s courage . 

(III , iv, 185-187) 

Neverthel es s her troubles arc;) s·till not a'~ an end . Thou~ 

determined, she expects t o die 3 f w char acter s in Shak -

speare undergo fel!lx of death for such a. l ength of t~ e 

from so many sources wit h such scant resources for protec­

t ion as Imog n. When Sh0 encoUL~ters Belal~iu9 and his 

"sons" , she excl aims: 

I sae you' re ane~y . 
Kno~ , if you kil l me for my ~ault , I should 
Have died h d I not made it . 

(III , vi ; 56- 58) 

Their kindn as gives her but shor't r espi ts t for she 

walt s from hal' drugged sleap convinced that Pisanio has 

been tre·cherous fiElr all i and she finds th headless 

body of Cl otan which she mist keD for hQr husband ' s . From 

this time until tho final r·union of Cymbelino t s family 

sho is not subjected to new distresses» s ince she is in 

Lucius ' pro-taotion. But sh is an exe edizw'ly pathetic 

fi e . ~o fa 1 pity and fear not just bee usc of h r 
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pa.in, but becaue of dan~re of which she has no 1010wledge 

--the Queen ' s plot to poison 1 ar, and Cloten' S DD.oe . nten­

t ion of exaoting vengeance for her disdain . 

Though we und rstand Imogen ' s danger more fully 

than she t we alGo know that hoI' ai tUf:l:tion is no ti a.s sorious 

s she supposes . The drug Pisanio had of the Queen is 

a sed·tivG, not a poi~on; Itnog n ' s suspicion of Pisanio is 

unfounded. , as are he~ fearo of' BGle.rius and his "sons'· ; a 

know t hat it i'- Clot0n whom she discovers headl ess, not 

Posthumus . Tl1eso facts t L'I1 8Ald.i tion t .o the speed with 

which adversity overtakes the chara.cters in t 1el firr~t 1£ 

of the pla.y~ assure u"" that tho outcome will be M.:ppy, 

v n thOllgh Imogsn--and. CymbeJ.ine and Posthumus as well--

reach the v rge of despair . 

There is hardl~ a tragedy of Shakesp aro ' s f with 

the possi ble exception of Lear , in whioh the characters 

suffer more than these do . Indeed, this considero:tion 

gives a color of justification for the inolus:l.on of the 

play among the tragedies in tho First Folio . But~­

belj.n differs from all of Shak speare ' s t ragedies 1l'1 this 
!'J!CI .... 

important respeet~ the sympathetic characters s'.l:.1r'vive 

their diffioulties , rathor th eing carried a y to 

death t and the end of t he play, notwithst andi ng whst has 

gone before , brings renewed he)piness -to t he prinoipal 

fig es . The emphasis on hunmn suffering evokes pity and 
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fe:Alr of tremendous int$nei ty, but -the subsequent happ:tness 

which the characters find inspires the most exquieite con-

The role of i ef s the precursor of joy is des-

cribed in te rem:Lniscent of ~{ Vincentio · s expecta-

tion of "hoavenly comforts of ieapair" 01.£e sure for Mees ... .. • .... ..--- _044AC ......... _ 

~e , IV, iii, 114) , when Jupiter speaks in Post humus 1 

vision= 
, 

Whom best I l ove I cr oss ; t o make my g.ift . 
The more delay ' d 9 de~ight d . 

(V, iV, 101- 102) 

It might be objected tha:'G happ iness without auff ring 

could be pr ferabl o t o happiness aohieved through. suffer ­

ing. But the relation of grief and joy i s not treated as 

naivel y in Cymbelina as it migh s em from Jupiter ' s bal d 

statement of th' s . Fir Gt , ther e is somet hing to e said 

for tho idea t hat felicity cannot be fully appreciate 

exoept by oomparison with its opposite . Seoond, it is 

cl ear f r om the course of the ~ction that t h happy ending 

of the play was made possibl by the grie~ which c e 

first . Had i t not been for Oloten' s designs a inst Post­

humus and Imogen (whi¢h oaused his death at t he hands of 

Guiderius ), anci for the Roman invasion of Dri -tain (which 

brought about the apprehension of Guide "ius by Cymb .line) , 

this opportunity for the rounion of the ' n and his sons 

would have b en missed . Sim:ilal'l y , the jea.l ousy of Pos't-
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humus p though direct d to compass Imogent a doath . protocts 

her from the Queen by luring her f rom the court ,12 and 

help to dispose of tho villains 9 sine Clo en meets h t s 

do th in pursuit of Imogen , and th Queen falls sick 

because Cloten di sappea.red , ] urther , the war d th Rome , 

though e. di stress to Cymbol ine , provided a moans for Post­

humus ' return to Britain and his even·tu.a.l r eunion wi -h 

Imogen . As Luoius tells' Imogen when she th' her hus-

band is dead: 

De cheerful ; wi pe thine eyes . 
Some falls are means t he happier to arise . 

(IV, ii , 402-403 ) 

The basic pattern of events in CYffibeline resemb~es 

that in The Winter ' s Tale . nut th@ emotional effect of 
............. iirl 

t he l atter play is qui te dj~fferent , primari ly beca.use of 

thG way Shakespeare handl es the dea.ths of Mamill ius and 

Antigonus and the sUP:P0fSed d -ath of Hermione . ill ius 

and Antigonus are the onl.y sympathet· c ch$,ract rs in Shake­

speare ' s comedi es who are allowed to die . This faot al one 

makos The Wi nter ' s Tal e unique among t he com0di~s in its 

pathos . But in a ddi'tion t e audienoe is l ed t o beli eve 

that Hermione is dead . In every ot her serious comedy, 

12cr• Cornelius, V, V 9 43- 47: 
Your dau : tar , whom she bor in hand to l ove 
Wi t h such integrity, she di d confess 
Was as a scorpion to her sight; whose l ife 9 
But that her f l i ght prevented i t , she had 
T ' en off by poison . 



Shakespeare gi ves us private information that things are 

no· QS bad as t hey seem~ We 1 OV tnat Antonio 's t o be 

r esuued from Shyl ook, almost as s on as we 1$ of his 
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dangGr~ sino Portia sets h~r plan foot as soon s Bas-

sa io has depart d for Venic 0 In Muoh Ado the arrest of --' . ~ 

Conracle end Bor ach:1.o i mmediately follows the aocount of 

t h d cept.i on at Hero ' s window. giving us hopo that tho 

truth will out (III , iii), and Hero ' .... innooence is estab­

lished in t h scen aftar tho repudiation ( IV, i1) . Aot 

I, Scene 1i of l'I1eas~ !2£ !4 , $. u,t'~ portrays the plight of 

Claudio t but the nox"c; ooene Po'ives us assuranoe 'tha-t t he 

Dttl~e at lds reedy to hold Angel o ' s excesses in check. So 

also in Pericl es. 1 sce Thais8, reviv d in th.e scenG fol-
.......... ' "'!1.'9="~ 

lowing her supposed d th ( lII ~ ii) ; and we knov t hat 

]11Brina has b· en spar ed d "th at the ha.'lds of Leol'line (IV, 

i) even before the report of h r death re ohes ericl ea 

( IV, iv) . In Cbel ine we know tll€l.t bot h Imogen rod Post­

humus are living whon eaoh t hinks t he ot her d d 9 e~d 

onoe Imogen un i ttingly enooull:tel"s h r brothor s 9 we Clan 

va no serious doubts as to the outoome of the play. 

Fin ly, Pros:pero emonstrat ,9 his CO:mmaIlU of -the ai-oua-

-Cion from the very begirLni " 0:(' ~ ..... 1'_. ____ st... . I snoh of 

these plays a.:ny oi ifioant t Ilr a t of disast r is accom­

panied or closel y followed by 'ome in io tion to the 



ation of Hermione, then, has no parallol elsewhere in 

Shaltes'J)oQro ' s comedies . From the spectator ' a viev.rpoint 

. The Winter ' s Tale 1 the most sombr e of them all . - .. 
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W do have oart in pr e nt1m nt · of a ba ,P¥ - ndi~ 

qui to ear ly in the plg,Y. As the v 3. ':'nflueno of King 

L ontos ' jeal ousy spr eads i teal!' in -the firs t thr0e acts , 

Shakespeare develops through the p r son of Perdita n 

inore Bing assurance that the outoome will not be "tra io .. 

I t s eems f r om the remarl~s of Hermione ' s la.dies tha"'tj she 

mus I be not ic$a'bly pregnant a t the beginning of th play: 

1. ~d;y .. . Ha.r k yo ; 
The Queen your mother rounds apQce , We shall 
Present our services t o a f:' no new prince 
One of these days; and then you ' d wanton with uS 9 
I f we would have youo 

2 . Lady. . Sho is spread of late 
Into a goodly bUlk . Good time encounter her l 

( I I , i , 15-20 ) 

The oxpected bi t l. provides a hint of new hope p from the 

moment when we have the firs·t hin·t of Leontes ' j eal ousy. 

Later , when Hermione ' s l i f e i o directly threatened, that 

hope i s strengthened by "the birth of Perdita. Finally, 

the scene following that in which '1 l earn of the d nth of' 

M i llius and Hermione portrays tho r escue of Perdita? an 

event whi ch, i n such a setting as this, promises better 

th.ings for the f uture than 11 va come to pass hitherto . 

So much f or tho mitigati i nfluences which make 
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J eDS finally hopeless! there i.. another s:lde of the si tu.a. ... · 

iJ':'on wh:ich I!lUst b COl1:::1ider d . IJ ~ ontes ' inac1visoil. su p i "" 

(~ion cos'lle him tho life ('If hj.e son, and 10 have no i ing 

that H nlione ha.s sttr'Vived ~/ja.ro ·ll:1.s until the oonv raa-

t:i..Cll of t o Gan 10m n in. Act V. ~, c()na ii t when t he r efer 

to Paulina t s statue . E en this 1 -1 nt is so veiled the. tone 

oould ecarce.1 count on the speotatol'" , ~> r .cognizing it , 

eXCeI)t in retrospec"t !l hen he h s actually oen lie ione 

aliv . If this be so 1\ 7e wait until the las·t lin s of t he 

pl ay ( th final scs n e is only 155 l ine. long) to find th t 

she has not Guf'''''ered do -til . i th her son. 

The p ominenoe of dea'l;h ill ~ !int~~ L..2 
sharpe s and inton i~ias 1)1 ty and f r beyond anything in 

the previous comedies 9 perhaps excepti ng _C~.~. __ ~ __ Tho 

death f J1 1111u8 giv s this pl aya urli us por inenoe t o 

a tueJ. l ife . or i ·{j i mpresses th . au.dienoe with the 

real.iza"liion that tho evil G fect s of sow sins oanne'l; be 

undone by ny amourrG of pelmne 11 even though the sinnor 

hims 1 may b for ivan and wholly or p ly spared tho 

vi l hi h he II a set afoot . The Winter' s Tal e ~"iv a us _ .. n· ··· _ .0 , .. " .... 

the satisfaotion of s esine Leontes overoome his probl ·m 

in the in, y no without 8 r emainder of irrep nabl a 

d gG . Thi situation impar 9 to the play l ifGlikene s 

which voul othorwise b missi • And the i dea, that 

t hings l?..re n ve tho same iter sin as b fore it , i~ 



rGinforcad by Leontes ' years of sop~~ation fTom Rermion ­

and Perdita. The f, ily is reunite~ t but much of their 

l ife to etlwI' hao been lost, . f3 Leol1tes reminds us in a 

comment on tho tstatue' : 

Hermione was not so lUeh vn:'illl l ad , no'thing 
o a ged e.s 'thi SeEJIDf). 

(V, iii , 28- 29) 
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Tho "ate' the relev~l1ce of a. gr ve si tuat:lon in dr 1a to 

the spectato ' s expariance with aotual life , the gro tel' 

his feeli a of I i ty and fear, and oongr~tu1 tion a ld 

e i ght wh n it en wall . he bitt r-swoot resolution 

of the action in ~ y/inter~!! 'J.' .. %~! sur ely ~:rbrikes a 

stron .ar ympathetic note in the audience than does the 

effect of perfect SWGstnes Ol d light which was eviden l y 

Shakespeare t e aim in tho conclusion,tJ of !£v.oh !2.Q" ~lt .s 

!,J;!, :Measuro for ~ea.£..urE.;, r riol a , and !J12ubeline " lIenee 

the effect of cong atulatlo11 and delight in tIlis pl ay 

axe ods that of any of Shakes r e ' s earli er comedi s . 

The death of Antigonus. thOl a neoessary part of 

tho actionf13 stands outsi 0 the oentral oonoorn 0 Leontes ' 

j ealousy and i ts results for him and his famil y . But it 

augments them t· ate .. feet of d ath in the :pl a.y , Paulin , 

though ra rried to Ce~illo , must bo hought t o mis her 

130n -the stage dirocuiQn: "'xit pear" , 
ee N vil1 COP,hill, fI ix Po ' ntt:." 0:1,. I, {"a - ora.' ~n ~.'lO \ in­

t er's 'fa l ? i 1\ tn °llardyce ~iicoll , ed . t ·Shakes' jeare-· iir....,-vef .. 
t! {eam~r~dgo : Univer ity Pr ess , 1958) , pp . 3 - 1 . 
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i'i:.:fl't hu.shand . 

The conventions of 1't1o'1;ive:tioll which at-tenu.ated the 

tlIi10tiQnel effEto'l; of SQlllH vf th~ ~'licr t3erious comedies 

do not me.ni:fest -l;heir ir.l.iluonoo h.l: e . Bu.t 'here al"'e some 

obviou.sly l.mlifelike SpOC-~H of the 8i tua't J. on. 1 ~ i8 

difficul. t ·t J £i c • dequ.o:te mot:t va'tiol:1 fox> tho conoea..1ment 

of Ii rmione , though the dl"e..m.ati o llsceS.3i t y . or tl is pa-rt 

of 'i;he action is plain: the tl .. nouem l1t is del.e, e ·' lll'uil 

-timG h s el apsed so -lihat Perltita 0 n mart'y F'loriz~lo who 

h -1 9 the breach between Leontes and Pol ix nee and suppli~s 

a substitute for t he missing Mamillius9 and in order to 

make Leontes ' reoo!lcil.iat:Lon wi-th his wife (;oi;o.oi0.6 wi-th 

'the d.iscovery of Perdita, the Queen must be hido.en during 

the interv~ling time . I t is easy to invent a motivation 

for the concealment t but Shakeapeare himsel f refers ·to 1ihe 

subjeot ~O briefly th·t y attempt to rationalizo this 

Palnt of the action must be pure guessworko On of th-

most l ikely- seeming m tivations in ruled out by what evi ­

dene t he play doe provide . We may say that the conoeal­

ment of Hermione gives Leol'ltes an opportunity for suitabl e 

penanoe , ~ld this may be part of Shwrsspeare t s pu ose , 

but it 1J i~l not pass as a. s ouroe o' dramatic fa ti vat ion, 

because ther are only two oharacter s ho oould have con­

trived the oonee-1m :ht for its e..C>fect on Leolrtes p and one 

of them, Paulina, ,expressos i el ings at odds with such a 



stratagem, while t e other? Her.mione , ooys nothing about 

i t . Pauli:ne. , moved. by Leontes ' sorrow, £lays: 

Al as 1 I have show' a. too much 
The rashness of a women; he i s "liouch t d 
To th ' noble heart . What ' s gone and what ~ s past 

help 
Shoul d be past iof. Do not raoei va af ±"liotion 
At 11l'1 psti."t1on; I beseech you~ rather 
Let me be punish' a. , -tna t h v'e minded you 
Of what you should forget . 

( III , ii , 221- 227) 

From the beginning tho King shows as muoh gX'i .ef 1a.i1d 

J:>epentanco fer tho dE}aths a.s a man eQuld: 

One grave shall be for Doth; upon them sball 
The Causes of their cteath appearp unto 
Our shame perpetual . Once a day 1 -11 visit 
rohe chapel where t hey lie , and tears shed here 
haJ.l be my reoreation. So long as na.ture 
i l l bear up with this exercise, so l ong 

1. daily vow to use it . 
(III , ii , 237- 243) 
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AS Paulina recognizes , ther e is nothing to be gained by 

trying to improve on Leontes ' voluntary penitenoe . One 

might suppose tbk~t Hermione horself fOtUld some reason for 

ooncea ant Ul'l.til Pardi ta should bB found , a.n 1Tent e:t 

which the oracle d hinted . But the play s upplies no 

more justification for this view t han t he mer · juxta­

posing in tima of the discovery of Perdita and the revela­

tion of Hermione . 

There is , however , an aJ. t ernatl va to t:my and all 

e.tt mpts at rationali zation of the conoealment, which may 

represent wr~t Shakespear e had in mind i~ thi~ ~art of the 
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play. Sinoe oconomy is both a virtue and a necessity in 

tic cons·truction ~ perhaps he neglect d the motivat ion 

of t his api ode because he knew that "the question would 

not arise in the mind of spectator in the thoatr . We 

cannot concai va th quos cion until we know tha:'G Hermione 

i o al ive ,- and we do not discover that unt i l some ~here in 

the last 155 lines of th pl ay, which constitute a scene 

of such theatrical power that we r not likel y to va 

time t o think about the de'hail s f motiv,tion. Leontes 

refers in passing to th mystery of R rmion ' a app r nt 

resurrection (V. iii , 139: "But ho , is to be questiont dtt ) , 

but he is content to l et it re~in a myst ery for the mo­

ment . And in a moment the pl ay is ovar . Afte~vards we 

find ovxselve wondering how the ueen ·~as prooorvod wi th---
out Leontes lmowledg I hut Shakespeare PI' s nts this part 

of the ac·tion in sllch a w y that , du.ring the la~t few 

moments of the soene , va h Ve the feeling that there is 

an e l antion, al l ri , even ~hou8h it has not yet b en 

given. 

There :8 a s cond aspeot of this scene which coul 

easil y have interfered with our ay.mpathy for the char c­

tars as the conventional devices of some of the e liar 

p1 yo did, and that is the statu its l i . The spootacle 

of l iving wo being mistaken for statue for such a 
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sib10 . at here Shakespe~ 0 provides compelling diver-

oion of our - ttemtlon, sinoe we are as sv..rprJ. 90d s Leontes 

at the diseov ry of Hermione . The shock of this surprise 

and the swiftn ss of the conclusion not only p ev nt us 

from askin,C)' quostions about the conco..."lIilent ( whil~ :th~ ~ 

ip Elp,.1lbM) , but aJ.so distrao"t our e.tt ntion . zoom tile 

improbabil ity of Hel~ione t s bein miotaken for a at tUG . 

It appears as if tho pls~rigbt aged to do in "tho' a play 

vt.nat lG accomplished \V2th onl y partial sucoess in ~ue~ Ado 

and Meo.s'tt"l?~ for Mea ure-to con-oro). ",he ei'.I,0cts of nlife-
...... . ~ - ~ ........... a::i;zb::: . • ~- ......... 

like oonventions in a sa'ious rea"bmen"t of a. ·ve ..... tion. 

In Per:i.91e~ and Cl!beli~e he ""voids the probl em ''1 omitting 

such convon-tions , but in -this play he o.tt .mpts a ratho .. · 

daring combination of ae0mingly incompatible l aments-­

incredibl e convention e.na deeply serious cirevlIlS'uance--

and in my opinion achievQs a compl ete .uccess . For the 

final soenG of -this pla.y surel y creates an s f ect of 001'1-

atul tion and el ight liko nothing else in Shakespeare ' s 

comedies . These emotions result from a combination of 

sources; the sWJ.f..'m ss with which the 1 st complication is 

unravel ed; OUI" complete surprise Jtjo find. Hermione f),live ; 

the great11€lSS of tho suffering now bygone; and the pocul­

ial'ly r ealistic, hi t'ber-sw .et ql.:w.li ty of "tine concl u...,ion . 

The first of these ;Lour f otors is common in S spe re ' s 
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the pat'tG!'n of evil an good fortlmo whi h charact ,riz-s 

the serious oomedies . The ~rtory of Pr.ospero ' 8 hole 

career is rather like that of Pericles in its general out -

lino. ; prosperi ty turns -to varsity, whic oven tlure tans 

the lifo of 'l:;h pro'tagol1ist but happiness is final ly 

r estored . Periol es presents the ntir oycla t but th 

action of ~ .0!lWest ep_cts only tho last part .... - soa:roel y 

half--of Prospero ' s encounter \rlth suffering. The in 

cri sis has pass .. d when the play 'begins; although C· li' an, 

Tr :l.nculo 9 and Stephana form a design, ainst him" .. met 

An.t onio plots with SebaEr'Gian to 'take tho 11 vee OJ: Alonso 

and Gonzal0 , Prospero controls them all from the first 

scene . We 1"e inforlilOd of 'J ha:t vl:lnts pI' . oedod the ctiOll 

on frta ~c, and by th t· e Ie hsva heard P:ro~poro tell 

Miranda how they ohanced Upon the is1 d we realize th t 

.Lor h:tm the crisis Vias his voyage with hi infant .augh-

t r in u!. rotten oaroas of bu.tt , n t rigg' d , / or 

t9 .. oklQ , i 1 9 nor st" (I , ii , 146-147) , d tha.lG throu 'h 

his siJudy of his books :i'nil e n the is and he has o'b­

tain d mastery of th l aments hich now mak s inevitabl e 

his i mmin nt triumph over his enemies . By be inni- the 

aotion o~ the play fter the main crisis h p s se p th~ 

pla.ywrigh· an work out the del'lOUement of the coni ict t 

a ver y leisurely p oa . 



The unique ser ni ty v h1c11 oharacterizes The 
- -

!empest may :t"'esul .. t partly from the nature of th · ac·tion; 

W obs rva - man in oompl ete control of his situation, 

righ-bing old injuries e 

A"t this hour 
Lics t my moroy all mine enemiea ~ 
,)hortly shall 11 my 1,. bours end . 

(IV~ i, 263- 265) 

Now (1oas my 'project ga:ther to a hea.d . 
My char ~ cr ack not; my spirits ob Yv and Ti me 
Goes upright wi "ell hi ot;\rri", ge ". 

( v~ i, 1- 3) 
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Fur"bhor, Prospero is not vindictiv ? and the subdu.ing of 

his enemies is a good doal mor e pl easA.nt on that acoount , 

than it would be othe~vise . He treats them with benign 

firmness: 

Though with th i r high ~ .ongN I am q l~ck to t h e 
quick, 

Yet with my nobl e! r e non tgainst my fury 
Do I take part . The rarer et 10n is 
In virtue than in v~rtlge oe . They boing peni tent , 
Tho sol e drift of my purpose dot h ex end. 
Not a frovr.n further o 

(V, i ~ 25-30) 

Prospero ' s magical powers ~ e,chieved throu.gh study, are the 

moans of his r estoration to -the dukedom of ~lilan; perhaps 

s ospeare is t 11ing us in ~ Temwe~t that if a is 

to overoome adversity (sllch a.D that whioh e have observed 

in the previous s erious comedios) , he must address himself 

to the oompr hand and m stery of the el ement of uman 

life . 
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The emotional effeot of The Tern est is every whit 
~ ' ~ 

ss memorabl e as t~~t in any of the last four oomedi·a , 

though it may not Beam as into! se. Our emotions · "0 not 

stifled, but muted--pity and fear t because we a6 Pros­

pero ' s suffering in re-trospect oruy; congratulat~on and 

doli :'1t , because he pr oO$eds bout t he business of 

rightin~ his wrongs with such confi dent, unhurried cal m. 
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COtiCL USI 01'13 

I this chapter I Wish to make expli it orne f 

t he implications of th previous chaptor~ , in an atteMpt 

to v-lew in a sine;le p rspecti v·a the ffect of huma.n suf­

fering in all of Shakespear ' 8 comedies . 

By lluding to n eal~li rtf and II l a tern pl ~ys , I have 

plied c-rtQin things bou their chronolo , a subject 

which can be . rustr ting if one has ·~o USG such i nforme,-

tion s the main basis for argument . This survey of 

tho come iOs, however, does not reqUire t~~t w ascertain 

the date at which oach of them was writ (ion . I-'G will suf­

fice if we an be rea a nably surG of a few de"tail.;! of ·the 

order of '~hc plays . 

Ther e is Grood rea .. on to believe that the .. ight 

farcical and 1"0 tic playa of Chapters II and III , a.s 

',i ell's flu(;}h M..2 .... A ........ ou ..... t ... _N_o .... th ........ i~ and ~ tH.e~p.ant of ! nice , 

were Wi itt n by 1602 . We c find su.pport for su.oh 

tin . of all ·hes 0 pl ys 

for 11io11.g on t'le basis of internal evidence , Neilcon and 

U:J.l1 s 'g a - tha:t tta reasonable date is 1596,,1) hy ref' !'-

, ...... • 

l l>ifeilson and IIill , :rha Comgleto Ple.ys , p . 14·6 . 

89 
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. , 
enos to the E:xter laJ. evidence of contemporary dootwents 

(see T ble 1) " All -s J 11 That Ends ~ 11 and moe.ouro for 
I -l.~~~~ nil r ~ 

E.easur~ , on th oth r hand, are likely t o !la¥.r ~ beon wri t -

-ten 1 ,t r iiI the ",-urn o~ the century, lJu:t arliar tb..€W. 

... ' ... · 11 

Tab10 1 

own, ReforencQs -to Nine C mel ie8* ___ - ;;;,;;;;;.;. . ..;.;.;.;:0 .... . "" ______ _ 

Wama of Pl ay Date and Sottroe of Referenoe 

T4~ g~~~~.f. !~r2r~ 1594 ~e~t~ Qr.a~ortun 

ova ' s Labour ' s Lost =< ..... __ -ol .... ...,~ 

ercl'lall:t! 0 f 
nine 

he Two Gentl emen of 
. ~ $IfM'¥ 11 II!: .,--...,...,. ~ arona 

-' ) 

As You Li~ I"e .-c.-~ _ ' . ........ 

The ~l Wiv~a of 
i n SOl' 

-- ! 

1598 Fr~Ul 1. Meres~ P~lladis T 
~ • l*' 

} 1600 Station ro' Register 

1602 ~t -tionOTS ' egiste3:' 

1602 Jolu1 Manning , l):tary 

*According to Neilson and Hill , ~he Compl 

Xi , If 1 9, 211, 244, 279 . 

' j 

ia. 
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Nam of Play 

All ' s V 11 That 
En sWe'l'l -
-.;...-..,;. ... ~ 

Measure ~or 
r.eesura-

ericl es , 

CYIEp~line 

The Win tel'" S 
~ Ie ..... -
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of the Later Comedi0s ...-.-. "'f'~ ~-.-.. ~,~;..;.;.o. 

Date and Authority 

1603-1604 G. Ko Hunt er od . s All ' s Well 
That Ends lell <eN wJ Arden I l.~ on­
"jrU' etr.;J:,OnCt'On: :rlIe-thuell, (1;i 59"0 , pp . 
xvij. i ID.."V . • 

1604 , J.. .. Lever ll ed., Jeasure for rile our 
«(New] Arden Edition!) Lonaon: e··huen;; 
Cambridge II rv'sosaohui::tetts: H rvard. Uni­
vorsi ty Press , . 1965]) , pp . xxxi-xxxv .. 

1 607-1608 , F . D. Hoenig l" , d . \l Periol~ ( IlJew] 
l\rdenEdition, London: Methuen .. O-a.nibrid 9 11 

s s achuoetts: Harvard University Z'EH3S 9 
~1963j) ~ pp . lxiii-lxvo 

l608-1609, J .. M" Noswort lY ed /) ~ qmbeline 
([J.q'ewJ Arden Edition London.: M tJ. u n , 
_1960J ), :.91) . xiv-xvii . 

1 610-1611; ~J - H. P . Pafford, ed . 9 he Winter ' s 
al _ «(N w] Arden Ndi iono IJonuon: 
~e uent 0 brid 'e? ~ QSS chusetts: Harvard 
Uni r sity P l"GSS (1963) , pp . xxj.-xxiv. 

1611, ]rank K ~mod , ed '9 The Temp0ct 
(rNew] Arden Edit'on, Lon on: qethuen; 
C bridge , Massa. hUB tte- fIarv d i­
v rsity Pross, (1962)~ p . xv. 

________________ r*_-____________________ .--____ w_* ____________ _ 

he comedies discussed in Chapter V (soo Table 2 ) . Thj. s 

soquenoe of. tho groups of playa is enouc;h clu-'o.n logioa.l 

data for t 19 purposos of the present study .. To "anderstand 



the dark elomento of Shakespear 1 s comedies we i1eed to 

rO.Ler t o da-teo of oomposi- iOll only "GO establish tha.!ti the 

r n of dE)' aopment in his ohoic of' til 1fies for oom~dy 

proceeds from the lieht tr -tmenu of a serious situation 

to the more grave -tr atm. ,nt , 

I'l"'om the ohr onology of r e.bles 1 and 2 it appears 

that Shakespeare developed his _arcic and roman-tic modes 

of comedy s- lru t naously ill the earlier part of his 

c'Streer: t horo are ery' 

there arc;; both romantic ~nd farcioa.l pla.ya 

which a em t o balo",lg t a pl3riod of the atist ' s great-

e maturi-i,;y, such as Tw~ll'tl~ N~e;ht and !..he Merry SJives .2! 
~ indsor . But 'Ie know tha.t Shakespeare \,rrote !h2 &lerQhall....! 

of Venice by 1:>98 c t the latest, ~'"ld Much; h~ Al>9ut 

] othiOO not later than 1600 . In these ·two plays he intro-

duoed. -to comedy -the ave situation sa iouely tre ted~-

not as the complete y omin ' in.'>- ramo;tic ill'tereot but 

as . 6W element among fa.rcioal and romru tic themes . It 

would be · It -to claim that :t'rcm thG tim ·h .... se :plays ~ere 

v''X'i tot n the playwright 'N s pJ-amling a furtl1 r shif-!; of 

e phasia in comedy from th lit: to th- serious; us l1y 

a.n artist oannot thus £'01:'03(;)" -lih cours - of his fu·ture 

1; ork .. Indeed, -the lik-lihood -tioot S~!akespee,I'e ViI' te 

seve 1 very ligil"t-hef},l' -i; ';oct com dies 
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y~niOs,. nd lVIucJl M9. ~}?ou~ ~thine migh-t indioa-'G0 "'Gha.t it 

was some ~ime before he considered \v.rit:tn a preponder­

antly sQrious oomedy. When he aventv~ly did write All ' s 

YI~g ,That ~ W l;t Mc1 ~~a:~.2¥'e !2.;: Mea.sUI'<?" he never 

reverted to the lighter style , as far as is known, but 

continued ohis new line of development i th the w:r-i tinn of 

the four last come ies . 

It is often futil e and al ways dangerous to assign 

the a'tatuE! of fac·t to -inferences from the ple.ys cone rn­

ing Shakespeare ' s thought prooesses . But th~ evolution 

of his atti"'cude t o adversity in comedy is obvious; one may 

thus indu~ge Ln certain specula.tions with some assurance ~ 

and one may justify t he indulgence b cause it seals s us 

in attainin(l' a perspective which vill i nclude ;all of the 

suffering figures of the comodies from Aegeon to Prospero . 

App ently wh~n Shakespeare ~i. at began to \vrite 

cornedl $ in which .ave Qvents were tr,ated seriouoly, 

he did not immediately f ind means of making such a treat~ 

ment compatibl e with his customary approaoh to the con­

cl usion of a comedy . There is a gr eat deal to be ~aid 

in favor of his swift denouemen-cs , deepi te the l ack of 

probabili ty \Vh' oh they some'Gimes entail . w:t" hin certain 

l imits , this kind of convention can be easily passed over 

in a light comedy . But va hay seen how ill suoh a 

ooncl usion sorts with compl ication whioh evokes pity 
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and fearg con atuletion nd del ight re stifl ed . ~e 

noted the ffects of in .dequcr.t motivation and abruptness 

is inter stinB: to see a. hint of th .. problem even in The - ............... 

Merchant of Venic , where tho influence of the s rioue 
,~'- ..,..... ~ - .,. 

plot i c more restricted than in any of the other serious 

comedies . Ant onio ' s finel happinGss spri ngs l argel y from 

the defeat of Shylook ' s design on his life$ but t he r · tor­

ing of his wealth is important also . Shako ~peare ' e method 

of doing it is so obviously i mprobabl e thClt he makes no 

effort at all to expl ain i~ . Portia simpl y info 

Antonio: 

And I have ~)etter news in store -or you 
Than you expaot o Unaoal this l etter soon~ 
Th ore O'fl s ha,l l find hI' a of your argosies 
Are richly come to h~rbour suddonly. 
You shall not know by what s trange aoci d .nt 
I ch..-=mc .. d on this 1et·to~ . 

(V, i , 273- 279) 

Antonio ropl ies" "I am dumb . " Ancl so is the sp A~ta. tor . He 

does not ques tion the pOint , bGQausa he.; haa neither the 

time nor t he :lne11nation" There ar more i mportant things 

to occu.py his ttentiono But the pr obl Til is thero 2 and in 

grO\VS as the dominanoe of tho serious theIne increases . 

The same mu.st be said of the r ceived text of !HoG-sure for 
ieCY •• q;::;:::e!>taplQ ........... 

Measure , whether or not the l as t sceno of thnt pl ay actu ... 

ally repres0nts dhakGopear t a in't en ion. . Possibly he did 



over come the problem in his original varoion (if it dif­

fered from "'lihe roceived. to t); the pl.ay !\fou.ld cor tainly 

95 

",eam more satisfying d he disposed of peopko and situa-

tiona f'ter the unmuff l ing 0.... Cl audio as he vr.: s . oing 

b fore Claudio appeared • 

.A t any ra. te p the probl.em d1Ek ppears in -'Gho la.st 

f our plays, partly because S ltespear s handles hi~ mate ... 

rial more SUbtly~2 but also partly bee use he is oontent 

to taka a 11 t-tle lOllger i th his a nouamen s ha..n he once 

did o :nor th.e It'tst seen of C~"e,l:ine ? ne r l y five hun ... 

dred line"" in leng-th, is evoted entirel y to the f.inal 

encounters of the -in oharaoters . Further , the resol u­

tions of P 1016s and The Yinter ' s Tale both occupy t~o 
... c! ~ "" .. -~ 

scenes; in each pl ay the penultime.te s cene) deal s with the 

final reeoncil'ation of father and daughter, and t he l ast 

scane POI -tra.ys the r eunion ot husba!ld and wi fe I' Lastly. 

tho Whol e of ~h.e ~eml?e,s.! is just the denouement Qf Pros­

per o' s confl ict with his usurping brother . 

, choice of an approaoh to th subject of this 

the is was influ ncad by the bali f that the whol e of 

¥,. -

2For exampl , in Tho Wint -1" s Tal he neu1tt" izes 
tho s f ct of 'he statue with t he · is-
covary of Harmion • 

3Though Gower ' s appearance at the templ e of Diana 
is ssigned t o a separa t e sceno, it aotually serves only 
aa a prel u.de to the scene ollowing ~ 
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Shakespearean comedy is more than the sum of ~ts p rts o 

It is not that the part lack artistic integrity; e ch of 

the comedies wao designod to be pl yed in tho theatre by 

i -Cs If. But once we hlSl:'iF'e grasped tho conneotion between 

oach comedy v~ld all the othern , the individual play 

assumes a s1 ific mCG which c had not seen before ~J1d 

1hich complements the unique qualities of the work . This 

prinoipl e applies to many aspects of -the play ~ plotting, 

characterization, imagery thoup;ht 9 and so on; ut we are 

-inly concorne(l here wi th its r eI tion to "the dark ele­

ments. Tho odds ' re that Sha.kespearo seldom strove with 

conscious purpose in the direction to~ardG hich his 

artis-tic progress was actually to take him. But the pat­

tern of that progress is nonetholess plain. Consequently 

the later oomedies help us to see hints of genius in the 

ea.rlier oneso whioh we might o"therwis0 miss . ..urt her , 

when something in a play seeInS unsatisfaotory, such as the 

l ast soene of Measure for r!eal>-u,.re or of Mu.ch Ado About 
........ --. ........... ~ ........ - I " • " lilt ~~In · 

y be dist"u.rbod loss by the ctual diffi-

ow. ty t han by puzzlement as to what the dj.ff icul ty is and 

a broader porspec"tiV'e hel ps to dispel suoh pu.zzlement . 

The conclusions of Much ~do Abou~ Nothi~~ d Illoaaure for 
~ . ' .--.--

Wleasure re no longer so baffl . when th yare recog-
.. 2 IIi 

nized as pOints on thG line of Shakesp are ' s pro ess from 

farce and romance to ·erious comodyo The SOUl~ce of trou-
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bla may rem.'lin, but we will underatan - the pl ay more 

cle~rly , and pcrlID.ps appreciate it more , if the diffioulty 

has been pr.e isely defined . And \IV apprecia. te th four 

laDt comedies all the mora wh 1'1 the early, leBs perfect, 

serious comedies have shown us ho' intraotabl~ such dra-

mati oan be . and what €,Teatness . a require 1;0 

au du it . 

~ _ en~e ooneic.e1" th 1 at comedies in the lie~"'i of 

what Shakespeare produoed earlj.e:r, it beoome cl ee.!' that 

th se pl ays repres nt someth1 p different from any of the 

dr which Aristotle Clescribes in the Poeti CS, and p r -
....... "Q'-w 

hapo different from any comedy writ-en before o One hcsi­

ta.te'1 to say tha.t Shakespeare invented a. new onre , since 

tho thoory of ki nds is suCh an inado uate mode for lit rary 

c~iticism. In his later come'ies he combines dramatic 

elora nts comnlonly a.ssoci ted. i th two Qirl y uistinct sorts 

of pl ay: the approach to cllBr Ct0T and 8i uation of trag-

edy, and th comic pattern 0 bad d good fortun . It is 

oommo 

t Sf ro c rtain slam ute which n ko thom 
~~ ....... ..;;. 

<lifo , Grent from tho othor comodies , dono such ·leraent 

g l' erally oited i.., emotional fact . The vid nee of this 

otudy of the dark ,1omon"Gs in 11 th comedies seems to 

indicate that the emotional appe 1 0 the e la.st j>lays is 

based on S kespeare : s new combination of dramatio ill t ~ial . 
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The effect of oongratulation a¥ld delight which Sl~eop-are 

fillfNlly B,cll:1eved in comedy io -the reoul t of an a: tis'tic 

tr nd whioh can be tra.ced from the ea, ly par~ of his 

C8reo~ as a pla~vright . And p~rhaps congratv~ tio a d 

delight ar the fundam-ntal qualiti0S whic account for 

the uniqueness of" the later 0 j."ious comodies , 

F' nal ly, I have tried -to show in this tho is that 

ahakes are ~ s It serious comedy" i. rc:r: "kabl e not just 

bocat~se its cmovional effect is diff rent from thu ' of 

light oomedy oX" t:t"'O. 'edy, but also boca.use ito approach to 

life is d~ff· ~ent aw ~ell . ~ne serious 00' dien do not 

transport us b· yond ·tragedy-... · he d nth of Ula,mil1ius reminds 

un of c rotttin inoocapalJl consoquence of w-lcl<ednes ' and 

vrealO1oss , and for this r aeon Tho Win" r t s al e is one 
~.... v= ~ 

comedy of Sh~ke8pe re t s which mi .. t jus·t;ifiably be lIed 

a iil"ag i - oomedy--bu"t; they por"tra the world f' mankind in 

a way whioh juotifioa more pr c'cioally meaningful op"t -

mism "li is implied either in 1i ~t comedy or in trs.g"dy . 

The sp ctacle of a dram tic char c"tar achioving ha. piness 

in spite of dversity ropresents the greatel:Jt good to 

which the spectator ann aapiro in aotual life . 
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