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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Winter’s Tale (1611), play


          	A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1596), play


          	The Taming of the Shrew (c.1590-1592), play

        

      

    


    Shakespeare is best known as an English playwright who wrote highly influential comedies, tragedies, and history plays as well as sonnets and narrative poems. Shakespeare’s works are studied and performed across the globe even today, and include his 154 sonnets as well as plays such as Julius Caesar (1599), and King Lear (c.1603-1606). William was the son of John Shakespeare, a glove-maker from Stratford, and he married Anne Hathaway in his early adulthood with whom he had three children. As a boy, William attended Stratford’s grammar school where he would have studied performance and rhetoric. Latin texts were on his school’s core curriculum, meaning that Shakespeare would have studied writers such as Cicero, Seneca, Virgil, and his favourite poet Ovid. Such texts informed the plots and genres of his own plays, which gives an impression of how crucial Latin literature is to fully appreciating Shakespeare’s works. As well as being a playwright, Shakespeare was also an actor, and it is speculated that he joined an acting company called the Queen’s Men in Stratford-Upon-Avon.

  


  
    MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING


    THE COMIC TALE OF FOUR LOVERS


    
      	Genre: romantic comedy play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2018) Much Ado About Nothing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      	1st edition: (c.1598-1599)


      	Themes: female chastity, vengeance, male jealousy, disguise, reconciliation, appearances

    


    Much Ado About Nothing is said to be the most popular of Shakespeare’s comedies, and is still regularly performed today. The play follows the usual Shakespearean comedy format which revolves around a misunderstanding that is eventually resolved and ends happily for the characters involved. This stylistic technique is an inversion of Shakespeare’s tragedy plots in which miscommunications are not resolved until it is too late, such as in Romeo and Juliet (c.1594-1596). Much Ado About Nothing differs stylistically from Shakespeare’s other plays since the main plot is written in verse whilst the sub-plot is in prose. There is no definitive explanation as to why this is, but it could be to distinguish the importance of the main plot from the supporting narrative, which is more carefree in nature. Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor identify the plot’s main device, which sees Claudio tricked into believing that his lover has been unfaithful, as “a variation on an old tale that existed in many versions” (1987:661) by writers such as Ludovico Ariosto (Italian poet, 1474-1533) in his Orlando Furioso (1516) and Matteo Bandello (Italian writer and bishop, c.1480-1562) in his Novelle (1554). The unveiling of the plot and reconciliation of the lovers at the end of the play makes Much Ado About Nothing one of the best early modern examples of “tragicomical resolution” (ibid.).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    FOUR LOVERS MEET


    The play is set in the Italian town of Messina, where Don Pedro, the Prince of Aragon, returns home after the war with his friends Benedick and Claudio, and his bitter half-brother Don John. He visits Leonato, the Duke of Messina, in his home. Claudio and Hero, Leonato’s daughter, fall in love immediately when they meet in Leonato’s house, and Don Pedro makes arrangements for them to be married.


    Benedick and Beatrice have a verbal sparring match whenever they meet, yet also joke with one another about their disregard for romantic love. In one of her first quips toward Benedick, Beatrice responds to him by saying “I wonder that you will still be talking, Signor Benedick, / nobody marks you” (1.1.86-87), and Benedick responds by calling her his “dear Lady Disdain” (1.1.88). This conversation sets the tone for their relationship prior to Don Pedro and their friends’ plot to make Benedick and Beatrice fall in love with each other. During the week leading up to Claudio and Hero’s wedding, their friends plan for Benedick and Beatrice to overhear conversations about their love for one another. Their attempts are successful, and Benedick and Beatrice secretly fall in love with each other.


    CLAUDIO IS DECEIVED


    Don Pedro’s reclusive and unfriendly half-brother Don John fabricates a malicious plot with his follower Borachio to ruin Claudio’s marriage to Hero. The plot leads Claudio to believe that Hero has committed adultery the night before their wedding day, when in actual fact he saw Hero’s maid Margaret with Borachio.


    Claudio confronts Hero about her infidelity during their marriage ceremony and slanders her in front of her family and friends, which causes her to faint; Claudio then abandons her at the altar. Claudio asks the wedding congregation, “Would you not swear / All you that see her, that she were a maid, / By these exterior shows? But she is none: / She knows the heat of a luxurious bed” (4.1.33-36). Despite this onslaught of public insults, the Friar believes Hero to be innocent and tells her family to announce that she has died of shock, and keep her safe until news of her innocence is revealed. The Friar tells the family to “Let her awhile be secretly kept in, / And publish it, that she is dead indeed: Maintain a mourning ostentation, / And on your family’s old monument / Hang mournful epitaphs, and do all rites, / That appertain unto a burial” (4.1.196-201).


    BEATRICE AND BENEDICK COME TOGETHER


    Amongst all the heartache, Benedick and Beatrice confess their love for one another. Benedick tells his lover to “Come bid me do anything for thee” (4.1.278) to which she immediately replies “Kill Claudio” (4.1.279). Beatrice’s request is intended to revenge Claudio’s treatment of Hero at the altar, and she exploits Benedick’s promise to achieve this end. It is Beatrice’s gender that prevents her from avenging Hero for herself, and she states to Benedick several times in the following speeches “Oh God that I were a man! I would eat his heart in the market place” (4.1.294-295).


    THE PLOT IS UNCOVERED


    Before there is time for the duel between Benedick and Claudio to take place, Don John’s plot is exposed when the constables Dogberry and Verges overhear Borachio bragging about his evening with Margaret (supposed by Claudio to have been Hero). Borachio and Conrade are arrested and interrogated. It is during this interrogation scene that the audience comes to realise how gullible and foolish Dogberry is. The constable takes the words of the criminals at face value: upon stating that Conrade and Borachio are “false knaves” (4.2.24) Borachio immediately responds that “we are none” (4.2.25). This proclamation appears to be enough for Dogberry, who asks Sexton “have you writ down, that they are none?” (4.2.27), to which Sexton reminds him that “you go not the way to examine, you must call forth the watch that are their accusers” (4.2.28-29). Having such a dim-witted character save the characters from further suffering adds to the satire of the play. When news of the plot reaches Claudio, he realises that Hero was innocent and grieves her death. Leonato tells Claudio that he must tell everyone in the town of Hero’s innocence, and asks him to marry his niece Beatrice in the place of the ‘dead’ Hero. However, at the marriage ceremony Beatrice is unmasked and is revealed to be Hero after all, and Claudio is filled with joy. When Hero is unmasked, Leonato states that “She died, my lord, but whiles her slander lived” (5.4.66). This line is crucial in understanding how, in Much Ado About Nothing, a woman’s worth is synonymous with her sexual integrity. News is also revealed that Don John has been permanently imprisoned.


    A JOINT WEDDING


    During the reconciliation scene, Benedick also goes back on his prior distaste towards marriage and asks Beatrice to marry him, to which she agrees. Benedick states to Don Pedro, “I do propose to marry [...] and therefore never flout at me, for what I have said against it: for man is a giddy thing, and this is my conclusion” (5.4.101-104). The play ends in a celebratory dance as the two couples prepare for their joint wedding.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    CLAUDIO


    Claudio is a young nobleman who served in Don Pedro’s army and falls in love with Hero. Claudio is easily manipulated by his commander’s half-brother Don John into believing that his fiancé has been unfaithful to him. It is exactly this gullibility that drives the plot of the play. Claudio apologises when he finds out that Hero was actually innocent, stating, “yet sinned I not, / But in mistaking” (5.1.241-242). Claudio’s acknowledgment of his misjudgement is rather flippant and he does not try hard to show any remorse for Hero’s sake. However, Leonato ensures that Claudio tells the town of Hero’s innocence.


    HERO


    Hero is the heroine of the play who meets Claudio when he arrives home from the war and immediately falls in love with him when he visits her father’s house. Hero is falsely accused of committing adultery, and is shamed at the altar despite her innocence. Hero’s supposed death drives Claudio to make a public declaration of her innocence and sets up the revelation at the close of the play when she appears back at the altar disguised as her cousin. Despite being a central protagonist, Hero has very little agency in the play and often has her identity constructed by people’s perceptions of her supposed actions.


    LEONATO


    A respected nobleman and Governor who is father to Hero and uncle to Beatrice. Leonato welcomes Don Pedro and his men into his home after the war, and later requests that Claudio marry his ‘niece’ after Hero reportedly dies of shame at the altar.


    BEATRICE


    Beatrice wants vengeance on the man who has besmirched her cousin’s honour. However, Travis D. Williams argues that she takes her anger towards the situation too far. He states that “Beatrice’s anger is the anger of impotence, but it is also embarrassing if stretched too much” (2018:42). Beatrice is completely set against marriage at the beginning of the play; when her uncle tells her that one day he hopes to see her married, she responds that “Adam’s sons are my brethren, and truly I hold it a sin to match in my kindred” (2.1.46-47). Beatrice also does not believe she could be faithful in marriage, as when Leonato tells her that “God will send you no horns” (2.1.20), she responds “Just, if he send me no husband” (2.1.21). This is just one of many cuckold jokes made in the play, and reflects Beatrice’s unwillingness to become a dedicated wife.


    BENEDICK


    Benedick is the other component in the sub-plot, one of Don Pedro’s men who falls in love with Beatrice as a consequence of his friends’ match-making. Williams argues that when Benedick gives himself to Beatrice, his role changes and he must step away from his prior identity as Claudio’s ally and become the “courtly servant-lover”, since “as a gentleman of honour who has made the offer of his love to a lady with the intention of marriage, the honour of her family becomes his responsibility, and by this route also he is obliged to challenge Claudio” (2018:40). As such, falling in love with Beatrice changes his characterisation and his purpose in the play, as he must turn against Claudio to prove his loyalty to his future wife and her family. Despite being the sub-plot, the relationship between Benedick and Beatrice is as fundamental to the play as Claudio and Hero’s romance. This is supported by Wells and Taylor, who argue that “although Benedick and Beatrice are, technically, subordinate characters, they have dominated the imagination of both readers and playgoers” (1987:661).


    DON PEDRO


    Don Pedro is the Prince of Aragon and half-brother to the bitter Don John whom he just returned from defeating at war. When the brothers reconcile they return to Leonato’s house in Messina. It is Don Pedro who encourages the marriage between Claudio and Hero and also who initiates the match-making plan between Hero and Claudio. As such, it is Don Pedro who sets up the events that drive the plot.


    DON JOHN


    The illegitimate half-brother of Don Pedro, Don John is a bitter and malicious character whose motivation is to prevent the marriage of his brother Claudio to Hero. He proclaims to Conrade that “I am a plain-dealing villain” (1.3.23-24), and when Borachio informs him of the wedding plans he asks, “will it serve for any model to build mischief on?” (1.3.34). Don John evidently makes other characters uncomfortable with his temperament, for instance Beatrice tells Leonato that “I never can see him but I am heart-burned an hour after” (2.1.3-4). Despite his cold actions, Emma Smith (2012) argues that Don John’s transparency about his character distinguishes him from other characters in this play who try to veil their true selves.


    BORACHIO AND CONRADE


    Followers of Don John who assist him in making Claudio believe that Hero has been unfaithful to him. They are arrested and imprisoned when their plot is exposed by police constable Dogberry.


    MARGARET


    Margaret is Hero’s maid and is used as part of the plot to make Claudio believe that Hero has been unfaithful. However, her part in the plan is forgiven during the reconciliation when Leonato states that “Margaret was in some fault for this, / Although against her will as it appears” (5.4.4-5). Margaret’s lover is Borachio, and she unintentionally finds herself tied to the scheming and unlawful side of the plot.


    DOGBERRY


    A comical watchman who facilitates the happy ending of the play. Dogberry is a member of the police force who uncovers the plot by Don John to break up the marriage of Hero and Claudio. Despite being a member of the Italian police, Dogberry is dim-witted and often confuses his words. Williams argues that Dogberry has particular struggles with his uses of language, since he, “with sublime nonchalance, says usually the opposite of what he means, or, where he does achieve his own meaning – ‘O that I had been writ down an ass’ – it is one that can be subverted by the hearers” (2018:38). Williams elaborates that in this sense, Dogberry fits with the importance of
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