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Introduction 
A recent tendency in criticism of Shakespeare's comedies is to emphasize 

their variety, as Ralph Berry and Alexander Leggatt do. 1 Certainly it is 
wise to beware oversimplification. But the greatest virtue of both these 
critics' books is that, for all the talk of variety, we begin to recognize 
in them distinctive ways of viewing Shakespeare's comedies. There is after 
all a certain coherence. 

Perhaps the true situation is best described by A. D. Nuttall: "the plays 
of Shakespeare do not constitute a series so much as an indefinitely complex 
system."2 But in such a case how do we match our ideas to the actual 
relationships within and among plays, with neither too much nor too little 
schematizing? Perhaps there is a need for a middle level of generality, 
between such unifying descriptions as Northrop Frye's (stimulating and 
useful as these are) and an ad hoc approach to each play (sensitive as this 
may be). Instead of looking for one or more basic patterns governing 
whole plays—or, failing that, insisting that there is no continuity among 
the plays—we might well be as flexible as we can in our expectations. A set 
of concepts may have definite relations among themselves yet be present in 
various groupings (complete or incomplete) in various plays; and each 
grouping may have its own coherence within its own play. We learn the 
whole range of possibilities by surveying the whole set of concepts, and 
afterwards we can better appreciate the unique combination in each play. 

To particularize: Shakespeare's comedies seem to range from the indi­
vidual's puzzled encounters with the world in The Comedy of Errors 
through the normal concerns of lovers (best known in the romantic 
comedies) to the problems of government in Measure for Measure and the 
miracles of the last plays. I propose then to study a set of basic ideas that 
shape action and characterization, or characters' concepts of themselves, 
starting with the individual's self-definition and moving out to his relations 
with others, with society, and with whatever of the world is beyond human 
control. Outside the individual there is thus a continuum from personal 
(the responses of someone who loves him) to social (vows, whether in 
love or other matters; and more remotely, a relation to government) to 
cosmic (the action of various hostile forces, finally tempered, perhaps, by 
something like providence). These ideas radiating from self-definition, 
coherent and dominant as they are, may combine freely in any play; and 
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the relation of ideas helps to fix the unity of a play as well as to connect 
the plays as a flexibly unified group.3 

The core of these ideas is a character's definition of himself by his own 
sense of purpose; though such self-declarations must frequently be right, 
comic situations often begin with a mistaken self-definition, a misplaced 
assertion of self-will Here is the first or innermost idea in the scheme; 
one example of it would be the stubborn misperceptions of Claudio in 
Much Ado about Nothing. Yet even*in this there may be a latent better 
self, to be coaxed or goaded into life by events or by other characters—that 
is, by external forces. So in response to self-will the most intimate of 
"external" influences, someone who loves the erring character, may try to 
draw out true selfhood by matching the error with another falsehood: dis­
guise or feigned death, the favored stratagems of heroines in the middle 
and late comedies. Third, erring selfhood may be reclaimed through vows 
and obligations—which are personal, but also social in that society may 
sanction and enforce them (hence the importance in many plays of rings 
as symbols of vows). Fourth, events may mock and threaten even sympa­
thetic characters, and other, perhaps hostile, characters (the most formidable 
one is Shylock) may try to dominate them. Next is the uncontrolled yet 
passing effect of exposure to the external through exile or wandering, the 
chronic danger in the last plays and some of the earlier ones. With the 
sixth step, government, our attention moves outward to society, whose 
interests are expressed by a ruler (who himself needs powers of individual 
self-government). Self-government of the same kind, but in a more strictly 
private role, may be important for disguised heroines, who must restrain 
their "real" selves (except in the hints or asides of a Rosalind or Viola) while 
teaching others self-control in love. Yet all pretensions to rule—political or 
private—are liable to parody: Shakespeare mocks governmental pride 
through the appealing yet subversive self-will of low-comic characters, Sly 
or Falstaff, whose attractiveness reminds us that a fascinating ambivalence 
is often at work in these ideas. Finally, a supernatural power may have 
ultimate control over all—or is this power really artistic, Shakespeare 
himself playing god as he describes, often self-mockingly, the power and 
limits of art? And if there is mockery at the outer edge of the play, may 
there not be also in those ideas which seem its more inward concerns?4 

These seven steps make seven chapters. The concluding chapter puts 
the plays together again, and they should have gained from a multiple 
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view.5 This plan, of ordering ideas before taking up works one by one, 
dodges for now the controversy roused by Frye's theories, whether one 
literary work is best referred to other works arranged in a system (and in 
practice to the system itself), or whether each work should be related 
immediately to life; the topics I want to discuss in Shakespeare's comedies 
are closely bound to each other, yet each applies at once to life too. But 
a faithful response to the plays will begin with the joining of related ideas 
in a play and with their working-out within the play; this working-out 
will show unresolved paradoxes and ironic undercurrents that give the play 
excitement and life. 

For all the schematism in the plan of this book, it must allow for 
variety and complexity, and must return to the plays as wholes. Many 
critical ideas of the past two decades about Shakespeare's comedies (especially 
the insights of Northrop Frye, Robert G. Hunter, Philip Edwards, Alexander 
Leggatt, R. A. Foakes, Howard Felperin, and Larry S. Champion) fit 
somewhere in the pattern; yet the pattern itself makes new emphases and 
suggests ways of giving structure to critical insights. A firm sense of design 
reveals countless details of meaning in the action of the plays and shows 
how Shakespeare builds and elaborates actions from one play to the next. 
The dynamic of Shakespeare's art moves us always to new complexities and 
ambivalences, to harsher external chances and sterner internal tests of 
characters' wills. Thus the level of discussion in this book, and perhaps 
indeed all our subtlest responses to Shakespeare's comedies, must be strictly 
cumulative. 

If we ask how the comedies, as presented here, would look in our own 
world, we must make a basic decision about literary form: we must 
recall the calculated unreality of comedy. Tempting as it may be to 
emphasize cynical, "realistic," possibilities in the plays, we must remember 
that comedy has one tradition of doing precisely not that, or of doing 
that only after it has done the opposite. If the unreality of what romantic 
comedy asserts is more obvious to us than to earlier eras, we must still pay 
the price of initial acceptance (however we may qualify our suspension of 
disbelief later); our awareness that we have paid the price will somehow 
enrich our experience of human ideals and their adjustment to actuality. 
Another challenge to comic idealism is Shakespeare's artful habit of letting 
the end justify the means, of sometimes allowing his "good" characters to 
win out by shady dodges. Again we pay the price, but we should be aware, 
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in an imperfect world, of how much we want to pay it. As a final response 
the reader should bring to the book as to the plays his remembered laughter 
of delight. Comedy needs its laughter, which is most natural in the theatre; 
criticism does best just to point up quiet ironies and notice parody. This 
book works best if it offers ideas that add to delight. 

Indeed the best knowledge may only rationalize our awe at Shakespeare's 
achievements. We think of his triumph in creating living characters: the 
self-sacrificing, outward-looking ones like Viola and Portia, but also the 
self-absorbed, obstinately mistaken ones like Shylock and Malvolio. The 
mistaken characters may be yet more basic in his comedy than they have 
seemed to critics. The means of correcting error through outside engage­
ments—disguises, vows, and the like, and the exchanges of rings that 
symbolize vows—are respected more now than in earlier decades; but unless 
we find Shakespeare a master of them even in detail, we owe him another 
look.6 Whatever comedy may bear of supernatural pattern surely exists in 
his last plays; the precise nature of this ordering, and its relation to 
artistic form, may emerge from better general awareness of how his charac­
ters become involved with each other and how they come to terms with 
events. 



1 
Proteus 

Very early in his work as playwright Shakespeare began to make 
characters come to life. Perhaps he thought first of the motivations needed 
to make a plot work; in modeling The Comedy of Errors, which may well 
be his first comedy, on Plautus' Menaechmi, he would have examples for 
such concern. But he exceeds the basic requirements of motivation: 
sometimes his characters not only have objectives but think of these 
objectives as deep needs defining their own concepts of their whole being. 
Thus the wandering Antipholus of Syracuse, seeking the rest of his family, 
thinks his own selfhood is at stake in the search: 

He that commends me to mine own content, 
Commends me to the thing I cannot get: 
I to the world am like a drop of water, 
That in the ocean seeks another drop, 
Who, falling there to find his fellow forth 
(Unseen, inquisitive), confounds himself. 
So I, to find a mother and a brother, 
In quest of them (unhappy), ah, lose myself. (Lii.33-40)T 

He cannot properly be himself unless he finds his "fellow," and he fears 
that he himself will lose all individuality in an unknown world. Inversely, 
Adriana, wife of the brother Antipholus of Ephesus (who is the "fellow" 
that is being sought), hopes that she already has such a merged identity 
with her husband, and she resists the thought that he or anybody else 
might cause a separation: 

as easy mayst thou fall 
A drop of water in the breaking gulf, 
And take unmingled thence that drop again, 
Without addition or diminishing, 
As take from me thyself and not me too. (II.ii.125-129) 

This is another attempt at self-definition, though it does not work at the 
time because she is not on good terms with her husband. The husband 
himself is not explicit about his concept of his own identity, but assumes 
it as given. So as far as we know his self-concept, we know it by what 
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he takes for granted in the play: his wife, his courtesan, his credit rating, 
and the Duke's favor, won long ago by service in battle (V.i.191-194). All 
these notions of selfhood, which are well known to critics of the play, fit a 
distinction in the plot between those who come to Ephesus from outside 
seeking something, and those who are already there and want to hold onto 
and enjoy what already seems to be theirs. But the difference does not only 
motivate isolated acts; it conditions the way the characters see the world. 

The hilarious action of the play persistently assaults these concepts of 
self. Antipholus of Syracuse, who thinks he is and has nothing until he 
finds his family, is given almost everything else: a wife, a chain, a purse full 
of gold. Antipholus of Ephesus, who had been secure in the privileges of 
established social rank, must lose his comforts and have his word questioned 
in requital for his brother's pleasures: he misses his wife's dinner, he is 
dunned and arrested for the chain, and through the vengefulness of his 
wife and courtesan he is set upon by an exorcist. The wife, too, who would 
jealously bind her husband to her with the concept that they are one being, 
is confronted with the inconsistent actions of two men who seem to be one. 
The various mishaps upset not only particular plans but the characters* 
habitual ways of thinking about events. Each constructs new and wrong-
headed explanations which govern his subsequent acts: the visitor that he 
is surrounded by madness or witchcraft or is walking in a dream, the 
husband that he is a victim of conspiracies, the wife that her husband is 
possessed. If the characters are not quite rigid in a Bergsonian sense, they 
are flexible only to flex in the wrong way, toward greater mistakes and rash 
vengeance for misunderstood events. But they are both the more comical 
and the more lifelike for their attempts to comprehend their misadventures 
and to fit in into their notions of themselves and others. The play gains 
immeasurably from its characters' habits of self-definition. 

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona the main characters take more explicit 
pains to define themselves. Valentine, taking leave of his friend Proteus, 
discusses with him the love that keeps him at home, and after Valentine's 
departure Proteus gives a pat formula for the difference: "He after honor 
hunts, I after love" (I.L63). But soon Valentine is in love with the lady 
Silvia, and soon thereafter Proteus has changed his affections from his first 
love Julia to the -same Silvia; both men find that they can now define their 
inmost natures by the lady they love. Valentine, banished from Milan 
and Silvia through Proteus' treachery, sees that "Silvia is myself: banish'd 
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from her / Is self from self, a deadly banishment" (III.L 172-173). Proteus, 
looking to the consequences of his planned disloyalty, finds them inevitable 
if he hopes for self-realization through Silvia: 

I cannot leave to love, and yet I do; 
But there I leave to love where I should love. 
Julia I lose, and Valentine I lose: 
If I keep them, I needs must lose myself . . . 
I cannot now prove constant to myself, 
Without some treachery us'd to Valentine. (ILvi. 17-20,31-32) 

Earlier Julia too had found that love shaped her image of herself, though 
she reached this awareness through negatives; after her kittenish savaging 
of the love-letter that she would fain read, she blamed herself as "Unkind 
Julia" for her unreceptiveness to messages of love (Iii.106). 

All these characters, whatever we may think of their commitments, assert 
a deep involvement of selfhood in love. It is clear too, as a sign of Shake­
speare's interest in getting his characters deeply involved in life, that 
their self-definition results from crises or tensions: except for Proteus' early 
formulation, which soon fails, the self-characterizations are not donnSes (as 
in The Comedy of Errors) but responses. In The Two Gentlemen Shake­
speare is more directly and obviously concerned with the dynamics of 
character, as events force conscious redefinition and the redefinition brings 
about complicating actions. 

Doubtless there is something of a Platonic dedication to the ideal in 
the way the men try to devote themselves to Silvia and in their attempt to 
make love basic to their own natures.8 But however desirable it may be on 
an abstract level to have many individual souls aspiring to the One, the 
flesh-and-blood analogue is rivalry for the hand of Silvia, who cannot well 
be shared and who, unlike the One, expresses her own preference for the 
man she loves. And Proteus' dedication to Silvia is inconsistent with his 
commitment to Julia, who also has asserted a self-definition in love that 
must be respected. Dramatically an audience will judge all these claims to 
self-awareness in love by their bearing on the proper comic ending: Proteus 
united with Julia, and Valentine with Silvia. 

At first we lack this guide to a comic resolution, since the characters 
begin with other purposes, or at least without a readiness to love. Valentine 
abandons travel for love, Julia must tear the letter before she yields, and even 
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Proteus looks back to his bookish days before Julia "metamorphis'd" him 
and turned him from his studies (I.i.66-67). Similar complications are 
frequent in Shakespeare's early comedies: the unmarried twin in The 
Comedy of Errors seeks a mother and a brother, but not a wife until he 
meets Luciana; Lucentio in The Taming of the Shrew is nominally a 
student, though he soon begins to specialize in Ovid; and the noblemen in 
have's Labor's Lost take vows that would preclude any dealings with 
ladies. In The Two Gentlemen as in the other plays, the power of love 
is all the greater for its ability to transform someone who has other concerns 
and to make such a person concentrate his entire being on a woman.9 As 
love becomes the major concern of this and many later comedies, the 
interplay of character and action shows us the stability or instability of 
characters dedicated to, sometimes overwhelmed by, love. Naturally the 
focus is on young people who may not yet know what they want and may 
not have been expecting Cupid's golden arrow. 

Whatever absurdities we find in all the lovers, Julia's love guides our 
interests. She tears the letter near the end of the second scene. By the 
second act values other than love have been discarded by both men. With 
Julia at the center of attention (as she is even when Proteus is dismissing 
her in ILiv and Il.vi, and when Silvia is rejecting Proteus in IV.ii), we know 
how events should turn out. If we have noted the emphasis in the play, 
we will be able to predict as well as Launce does to Speed that there will 
be a match between Proteus and Julia: "Ask my dog. If he say ay, it will; 
if he say no, it will; if he shake his tail and say nothing, it will" (II.v.35-37). 

Obvious as these matters may be, they need to be pointed out because 
they should affect our reactions to much of the main action in the play. 
Julia's love for Proteus harmonizes with Silvia's love for Valentine and with 
the men's vows of friendship to each other; all these forces together favor 
the pairings that are the final result in the play, resist Proteus' attempt to 
dedicate himself to Silvia, and qualify our laughter at the lovers' posturings. 
Proteus' true self must abide with Julia as his ring does; when he purports 
to find his identity in Silvia, he must be overlaying this true self with a false 
one. The objective of the play must be to return Proteus to his true nature. 

The significant names of the two gentlemen tell us that we can indeed 
define their natures by their behavior in love. Valentine, once he discovers 
Silvia, is the true lover, and he is a faithful friend. Proteus is changeable 
in both love and friendship; like his mythological prototype (as the 
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Renaissance often understood the myth), he is lustful, flattering, and 
generally deceitful.1 0 Though the more innocent readings of the Proteus 
myth might allude first to the changing appearances of nature, Shakespeare's 
character passes beyond these into deliberate role-shifting and deception. 
He calmly resolves on treachery to his lady and his friend, whose plan 
for elopement he betrays to Silvia's father. He tries to deceive Silvia with 
reports that Julia and even Valentine are dead (IV.ii.106, 112). He so 
inverts values that for him loyalty to Julia and Valentine—that is, resistance to 
his new infatuation with Silvia's picture—would be the way to "lose myself" 
(II.vi.20). His excuse is that his change follows the dictates of his nature. 
Since he chooses to define his being through his desire for Silvia, her 
excellence as an object of desire becomes a pretext for his own self-indulgence 
and the infidelity it requires: 

I to myself am dearer than a friend, 
For love is still most precious in itself, 
And Silvia (witness heaven, that made her fair) 
Shows Julia but a swarthy Ethiope. 
I will forget that Julia is alive, 
Rememb'ring that my love to her is dead; 
And Valentine I'll hold an enemy, 
Aiming at Silvia as a sweeter friend. (II.vi.23-30) 

Though Julia's fidelity is enough to discredit this with us, we should also 
follow through the myth of Proteus and the reasoning about the self that 
is connected with it in this play. If Proteus can be caught and held, he 
will return to his true form. Through Julia we infer a true form for Proteus 
and look for him to return to her. 

Although Proteus claims that his very being is bound up in Silvia, he 
must admit to but a flimsy knowledge of her (and therefore of himself, 
so defined), since by then he has seen only her picture: 

'Tis but her picture I have yet beheld, 
And that hath dazzled my reason's light; 
But when I look on her perfections, 
There is no reason but I shall be blind. (ILiv.209-212) 

And indeed he blinds himself to her love for Valentine and the falseness 
of his own behavior: 

http://IV.ii.106
http://II.vi.20
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the more she spurns my love, 
The more it grows, and fawneth on her still. (IV.ii.14-15) 

In the concreteness of her presence and actions he persists all the more in 
illusory hopes and wishes. The famous song "Who Is Silvia?" is sheathed 
in the irony of his position. He has tricked Sir Thurio, the suitor favored 
by her father, into paying the musicians, and he is able to plead his own 
suit only because he has deceived Silvia's father and Thurio into thinking 
he speaks for Thurio. The words of the song that "all our swains commend" 
her heaven-sent graces do not strictly lead to her making any choice among 
admirers but leave her as a passive object of adoration (as she really should 
not be, of course, since she loves Valentine). The lines 

Love doth to her eyes repair, 
To help him of his blindness; 

And, being help'd, inhabits there (IV.ii.46-48) 

are undercut by Proteus' own words, quoted before, predicting his greater 
blindness. He does indeed run through more attempts at illusion—the lies 
about Julia's and Valentine's deaths, which Silvia does not believe—and ends, 
little advanced from where he began, by begging Silvia's picture. Since he 
must finally recognize her fidelity to Valentine, he makes a destructive 
admission about himself: "since the substance of your perfect self / Is else 
devoted, I am but a shadow" (IV.ii.123-124). He knows that in defining 
himself by his obsession with Silvia he has assumed an untenable identity.1 1 

Next Proteus puts the disguised Julia in the false position of pursuing a 
false suit for the man who has jilted her, and later he is still more offensive. 
The apparent moral anarchy of the forest makes him wild. First he would 
follow out the convention of romance that the man who rescues the 
heroine from rape wins her love; but when Silvia withholds that, he himself 
thinks of rape, which he admits is "'gainst the nature of love" (Viv.58). 
His awareness of the falsity in his role is one hope for returning him to 
his true and better nature. 

Valentine of course stops Proteus from doing any harm and tries to 
reclaim him, though his methods have embarrassed readers and audiences 
of the play. He is wholly (and implausibly) concerned with Proteus' 
offense against friendship: 

treacherous man, 
Thou hast beguil'd my hopes! . . . 
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Who should be trusted, when one's right hand 
Is perjured to the bosom? Proteus, 
I am sorry I must never trust thee more, 
But count the world a stranger for thy sake. 
The private wound is deepest: O time most accurst! 
'Mongst all foes that a friend should be the worst! (V.iv.63-64, 67-72) 

His position as outcast makes the loss of a friend more bitter—and in fact 
Proteus had instigated Valentine's banishment. Now Proteus repents, and 
Valentine overreacts: 

Who by repentance is not satisfied 
Is nor of heaven nor earth, for these are pleas'd; 
By penitence th' Eternal's wrath's appeas'd: 
And that my love may appear plain and free, 
All that was mine in Silvia I give thee. (V.iv.79-83) 

His astonishing gift of Silvia ostensibly proves his sincerity in accepting 
Proteus' apology. Apparently Shakespeare is intent on having Valentine 
present only the claims of friendship, with Julia standing by in disguise 
to urge the obligations of love. 1 2 And her presence reminds us that even 
if we credit Valentine's good intentions his offer cannot resolve the problems. 
If Proteus were to accept, he would still have been false to Julia; he can 
only be retrieved through his first vows in both friendship and love. Nor 
will it do to dismiss these vows, and Julia with them, and take the whole 
play as a satire on romance; like many other comic heroines (among them 
Viola and Helena) Julia, in loving someone we do not easily accept, makes 
us hope for better in her man, 1 3 

It may ease matters to find another meaning as well in Valentine's offer 
to Proteus. Even in his disillusionment he wishes it were still possible to 
believe in a friend: he had had "hopes," and once these are disappointed the 
world must be a "stranger." He is eager for a happier answer to his question 
"Who should be trusted?" and seems ready to trust again after Proteus 
repents. Suppose then that, despite Valentine's words, his offer of Silvia 
is a test or a sign of trust rather than a gift; then he would expect Proteus 
to prove himself worthy of trust by deferring to his friend and by consulting 
Silvia's own wishes. 1 4 In the theatre an audience would infer this motive 
if Valentine whispered with Silvia for an instant before accepting Proteus' 
apology (V.iv.77). Then her failure to speak, which otherwise is strange, 
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would be perfectly natural; she waits to see how Proteus responds to the 
challenge, and she can easily enough give her own kind of challenge in 
her looks. But Julia is not in on this stratagem, and she may well fear now 
that all is lost. 1 5 In fainting she diverts attention from Valentine's offer 
and its potential testing of Proteus; but she has a stronger claim, and her 
challenge is the real test of Proteus' return to himself. 

Proteus belatedly begins to improve. He says nothing of Valentine's 
offer of Silvia, whom, if he were still his unreformed self, he would have 
been glad to gain by any means; instead he notices the disguised Julia 
fainting and urges, "Look to the boy" (V.iv.85). When Julia revives, she 
manufactures a confusion about rings to prepare for disclosing herself. 

Jul. . . . my master charg'd me to deliver a ring to Madam Silvia, 
which (out of my neglect) was never done. 
Pro. Where is that ring, boy ? 
Jul. Here 'tis; this is it. [Shows a ring.] 
Pro. How? let me see. 
Why, this is the ring I gave to Julia. 
Jul. O, cry you mercy, sir, I have mistook; 
This is the ring you sent to Silvia. [Shows another ring.] 
Pro. But how cam'st thou by this ring? At my depart 
I gave this unto Julia. 
Jul. And Julia herself did give it me, 
And Julia herself hath brought it hither. (V.iv.88-99) 

When Proteus inquires after the ring meant for Silvia, we can't tell whether 
he means to give it to her or to hold it back and take stock of the situation; 
but he is honest enough to admit that the boy has given him a different 
ring, and to be concerned enough about Julia to want to know how the boy 
got the ring. In this he compares favorably with Bertram, who at the end 
of All's Well that Ends Well is involved in a more gravely incriminating 
way with a mix-up of rings and is not at all ready to clear up the confusion. 
Julia now needs only to reveal herself and lecture Proteus on how much 
she has gone through for his love to make him repent and recognize his 
commitment to her. His comment— 

What is in Silvia's face, but I may spy 
More fresh in Julia's with a constant eye? (V.iv.114-115) 



Proteus 13 

—should not be a gratuitous insult to Silvia or a proof of continued super­
ficiality but a correction of the error of his eyes, which before had been 
distracted by a picture. His emphasis is on the word "constant"; he asserts 
the subjectivity of beauty in order to affirm an absolute commitment in 
love. If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, the true lover will give his 
own stability to his image of beauty. Proteus has found his own reality in 
dedication to Julia. 

If nothing can argue away the faults of this play, still its one worst 
moment can be made bearable, and the characters have more than a fitful 
reality. Shakespeare makes a serious point about the true self and the 
false self; he shows how precarious self-devotion in love is and yet requires 
it as a sign of deep love; and he engages our hopes for the better side 
of Proteus through our sympathy for Julia. Here are the makings of 
later and better comedies; the heroine has begun to find her redeeming 
role. The carefully schematized self-definitions of this play must have 
helped Shakespeare work toward the freer and subtler self-awareness of 
his mature comic characters. 

Distinctions of true and false selves make another kind of dialectic in 
The Taming of the Shrew. Petruchio comes to Padua ready to overturn 
accepted notions about the wisdom of taking rich, ill-natured wives and 
hence to deny the common report of Katherina's shrewishness. As a 
stratagem of wooing he plans to misconstrue her own behavior and thus, 
it seems, her concept of herself: 

Say that she rail, why then I'll tell her plain 
She sings as sweetly as a nightingale; 
Say that she frown, I'll say she looks as clear 
As morning roses newly wash'd with dew 
If she do bid me pack, I'll give her thanks, 
As though she bid me stay by her a week; 
If she deny to wed, Til crave the day 
When I shall ask the banes, and when be married. 

(II1170473,177-180) 

Though he allows her to act out her scorn and matches wits with her in 
repartee, he refuses to assign to her manner the meaning she tells him 
it has. Having canceled the overtly intended effect of her acts on him, he 
undercuts any public protests she might make and lies to Baptista about 
her private behavior: 
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yourself and all the world. 
That talk'd of her, have talk'd amiss of her. 
If she be curst, it is for policy . . . . 
'Tis bargain'd 'twixt us twain, being alone, 
That she shall still be curst in company. 
I tell you 'tis incredible to believe 
How much she loves me. O, the kindest Kate, 
She hung about my neck, and kiss on kiss 
She vied so fast, protesting oath on oath, 
That in a twink she won me to her love. (II1290-292, 304-310) 

He refuses to let her be what she purports to be and what others have 
thought her, as if her shrewishness were falsehood; and she will finally 
let it be falsehood. If this were The Comedy of Errors, he might be 
describing a mild-mannered twin of hers; but here the discrepancies are 
not physical ones between persons but (as critics see) psychological ones 
between Kate as she now seems and Kate as she may really be or may 
become.1 6 

This could hardly work if she were content with her shrewish role; she 
would have found some way to wrest her hand loose at the legally crucial 
moment when Baptista proclaimed the match and Gremio and Tranio stood 
as witnesses. But Petruchio, subtle as he is, has sensed the paradoxical in 
her character, the desire to upset established judgments. An audience would 
see, besides whatever evidence he may have, why she scorns the self-
righteousness of the universally-sought Bianca, who protests to Kate: 

Unbind my hands, I'll pull them off myself, 
Yea, all my raiment, to my petticoat, 
Or what you will command me will I do, 
So well I know my duty to my elders. (IIi.4-7) 

(Of course, Kate's treatment of Bianca is extreme, a foretaste of what 
Petruchio does to Kate herself.) Baptista's favoritism rankles too, as 
Katherina tells him: 

She is your treasure, she must have a husband; 
I must dance barefoot on her wedding-day, 
And for your love to her lead apes in hell. (II.i.32-34) 1 7 

The shrewishness through which she expresses her complaints only 
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Compounds her problem. Though Petruchio's denial of her actions must 
be frustrating to her, he at least takes some pains with her and shows a 
kind of concern. She may have little hope for what she can become and 
may not know much about a "true" identity within her, but she can 
acquiesce (under protest, of course) in Petruchio's denial of her current 
role and his insistence that others have misjudged her. 

His later conflicts with her are more public. He is working toward the 
idea that if she cooperates by agreeing to see and judge the whole world 
as he does—that is, will define her whole being through his—they can conspire 
to upset the smug conventional wisdom of all Padua. At first his actions 
seem like mockery or domineering to her (and they are, if the whole 
question is only whose will is to prevail). His lateness for the wedding 
seems to repeat Baptista's treatment of her as unmarriageable: 

Now must the world point at poor Katherine, 
And say, "Lo, there is mad Petruchio's wife, 
If it would please him come and marry her!" (IILii.18-20) 

Petruchio obviously does have her on that hook; but when he appears, 
oddly dressed, his comment is a different one, directed rather at the men 
who take exception to his garb: "To me she's married, not unto my 
clothes" (III.ii.117), When he insists on leaving before dinner despite 
her protests, he pretends she has agreed and acts as if the others, who have 
simply entreated him to stay, meant to hinder them with arms. Their 
polite expectations, he implies, would have bound him to conventionality. 

Petruchio sets a stern regimen for Katherina, without meat, sleep, or 
new clothing, As he explains, "all is done in reverend care of her" (IV.i.204); 
nothing that might be provided for her is good enough to suit him, whatever 
her own judgment might be. Chance mix-ups in The Comedy of Errors 
had presented characters with contradictions to their own recent perceptions 
and had forced them to try to adjust; now Petruchio purposely denies 
Katherina's perceptions on the spot and forces a change in her. After 
various crossings she must agree to Petruchio's misnaming of the sun as 
the moon and a strange man as a young gentlewoman, and she must bear 
Petruchio's reproof as he corrects her and returns to true perceptions. These 
deliberate denials of perception become a game that they learn to play 
together; 1 8 in effect she has learned to define her own perceptions by his 
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sense of sport. The open scorn expressed in her shrewishness has given 
way to private collusion in mockery of others' fixed notions of reality. 

Of course the proper audience and butt for all this must be Baptista's 
household. Everyone who had ridiculed or patronized Katherina must 
admire her apparent tractability (expressed finally in the conventional 
doctrine of wifely submission) yet must succumb to her new show of 
superiority. When she wins the wager on "obedience" she proves that 
Bianca and the Widow are self-centered as she is not, and she demonstrates 
the misjudgments in the men who married them and the sound judgment 
in Petruchio, who preferred her. She seems another person, one who is worth 
more than she had been thought; so Baptista offers "Another dowry to 
another daughter, / For she is chang'd, as she had never been" (V.ii.114-115). 

The guided realization of potential seen in Katherina's development is 
doubled when Benedick and Beatrice are brought together. It is not an easy 
match; its proposer, Don Pedro, thinks of it as "one of Hercules' labors" 
and a task surpassing all of Cupid's efforts {Much Ado about Nothing, 
II.i.365, 385). But the potential is there, recognized by Leonato: "O Lord, 
my lord, if they were but a week married, they would talk themselves mad" 
(II.i.353-354). This is of course what tells us that they can be brought 
together: they are so busy breaking jests on and about each other that 
it is obvious that they cannot let one another alone. They are also the two 
characters in the play who have the wit and sophistication for such talk, 
and so again they are a fit pair. 

They are self-conscious about their assumption of witty roles, and 
therefore they are vulnerable to others' criticisms of their performance. 
When Beatrice uses the privilege of masquerade, whereby she can pretend 
not to know with whom she is speaking, to abuse Benedick a bit more 
directly than usual by calling him "the Prince's jester, a very dull fool," 
he is hurt: "The Prince's fool! hah, it may be I go under that title because 
I am merry. Yea, but so I am apt to do myself wrong. I am not so reputed. 
It is the base (though bitter) disposition of Beatrice that puts the world 
into her person, and so gives me out" ( I i i . 137, 204-209). Benedick can 
just barely dismiss this as Beatrice's malice; he must believe that on the 
whole his audience's laughter is genuine and does not compromise their 
respect for him. 

So when Don Pedro, Claudio, and Leonato arrange for Benedick to 
overhear their story, they plant the message not only of Beatrice's love but 
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of his probable scorn for it; Don Pedro says Benedick "hath a contemptible 
[contemptuous] spirit" (II.iii.180-181). And Benedick is bitten: "I hear 
how I am censur'd; they say I will bear myself proudly, if I perceive the 
love come from her. . . . I must not seem proud; happy are they that hear 
their detractions, and can put them to mending" (ILiii .224-226, 228-230). So 
also Beatrice overhears calculated comment from Hero: 

nature never fram'd a woman's heart 
Of prouder stuff than that of Beatrice. 
Disdain and scorn ride sparkling in her eyes, 
Misprising what they look on, and her wit 
Values itself so highly that to her 
All matter else seems weak. She cannot love, 
Nor take no shape nor project of affection, 
She is so self-endeared. 

She responds, 

Stand I condemn'd for pride and scorn so much? 
Contempt, farewell, and maiden pride, adieu! 
No glory lives behind the back of such. (III.L49-56,108-110) 

These criticisms attack in a basic sense the role that each character has 
acted, by taking the role literally, as if it were the sum of the whole person. 
Benedick and Beatrice, like Kate, are challenged to prove that they have 
something more to them than they have shown, that there are real persons 
underlying the roles. The joking that they must endure later implies another 
challenge, to sustain the roles and prove them consistent with the new 
reality of love. 

Perhaps Benedick needs to make the greater adjustments of the two. 
He begins at once, before Beatrice has overheard anything that would 
change her behavior, and he begins by falsifying his perceptions: he says 
"I do spy some marks of love in her" (ILiii .245-246), and he manages to 
squeeze a loving meaning out of her usual flippant words. But his harder 
task in love is to sever his friendships and try to follow Beatrice's command, 
"Kill Claudio" (IV.i.289). His immediate reaction—"Ha, not for the wide 
world"—is right, and he himself has better judgment in locating the true 
source of evil: 
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Two o£ them [Don Pedro and Claudio, among Hero's accusers] have 
the very bent of honor, 

And if their wisdoms be misled in this, 
The practice of it lives in John the Bastard, 
Whose spirits toil in frame of villainies. (lV.i.186-189) 

Beatrice's demand ignores the possibility that Hero may still love Claudio, 
and it conflicts with the Friar's plan for reforming Claudio, which Benedick 
has approved. In accepting the task, Benedick sets aside his better wisdom 
and tries to prove only what difficulties he is willing to undertake for love. 
His reaction to strain shows at once the seriousness in his character and 
the folly of which love is capable. But what counts for Beatrice is that he 
has dedicated himself, with a major sacrifice of past connections, to what 
is now most important to her. 

The evil consequences are averted, of course, by Hero's vindication and 
Claudio's repentance. The good that remains for Benedick and Beatrice 
is their acknowledgement to each other and themselves of their love. Like 
Katherina they learn to play a game for love's sake, and the particular 
game they play reconciles love with their old mocking roles. 

Bene, Do not you love me? 
Beat. Why, no, no more than reason. 
Bene. Why then your uncle and the Prince and Claudio 
Have been deceived. They swore you did. 
Beat. Do not you love me? 
Bene. Troth, no, no more than reason. 
Beat. Why then my cousin, Margaret, and Ursula 
Are much deceiv'd, for they did swear you did 
Bene. Then you do not love me? 
Beat. No, truly, but in friendly recompense. 
Leon. Come, cousin, I am sure you love the gentleman. 
Claud. And I'll be sworn upon't that he loves her, 
For here's a paper written in his hand, 
A halting sonnet of his own pure brain, 
Fashion'd to Beatrice. 
Hero. And here's another 
Writ in my cousin's hand, stol'n from her pocket, 
Containing her affection unto Benedick. 
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Bene. A miracle! here's our own hands against our hearts. Come, 
I will have thee, but by this light, I take thee for pity. 
Beat. I would not deny you, but by this good day, I yield upon great 
persuasion, and partly to save your life, for I was told you were in a 
consumption. (V.iv.74-79, 82-97) 

By qualifying their professions they dupe the others (who pride themselves 
on achieving this match) into throwing in superfluous evidence. And 
beyond that it is clear that Benedick and Beatrice will continue to mock 
each others' love harmlessly. They can be their serious selves yet have their 
frivolous defenses. 

The importance of the frivolous role as a counterbalance to the serious 
commitment in love shows up in the contrast between this witty couple and 
Claudio. Claudio is faced with a charge against Hero of exactly the sort, 
infidelity, that Benedick and Beatrice were wont to joke about as the 
chief peril in love. But Claudio, who seems altogether inexperienced in 
love, loses all judgment when presented with the mere accusation. With 
more sophistication, a jocular role of some sort, he might have been able 
to sift out truth from false appearance. Benedick and Beatrice, like few 
others in the play, are able at once to perceive Hero's innocence; from their 
role-playing, or from some other experience, they have gained a superior 
judgment of character. But of course the irony is that they do not read 
behind each others' roles, or behind their own, without some help from 
others. 

The self-definitions or self-dedications in these plays assert the characters' 
deep involvement in what happens, even if the definitions are sometimes 
mistaken. Many of the definitions involve love, though other values or 
purposes are mixed in; the worst misconception of selfhood among these 
particular plays is Proteus' choice for a while of the wrong woman to love. 
Events may work against the notions of self, either by chance as in The 
Comedy of Errors or by someone's active control of what happens (such 
as Petruchio's taming of Kate or various persons' manipulation of Benedick 
and Beatrice). Though Julia is not the same kind of active controlling 
force in The Two Gentlemen, she does keep her fixed purpose before us 
and holds our sympathy for it. The result of control or of such sympathetic 
focusing is to guide character change in someone else from false self to true 
self. This true self (which may be unknown to its right possessor but 
guessed at by other characters and by us) could show up as a prior vow of 
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love that must outlast a misdirected vow that belongs to the false self 
(as in Proteus' changes); or the true self could be a potential for love that 
emerges through and yet harmonizes with some consciously assumed role 
("false self" is too harsh a term here) as in Kate or in Benedick and 
Beatrice. The concepts of "true" and "false" result from our expectations in 
comedy, a notion of what a happy ending requires: so of course they cover 
very different cases, from Katherine's rageful cry for affection to Proteus' 
cool self-violation. We are aware both of the comic scheme and of our 
need to impose it. In his skill with all these matters, Shakespeare knew, 
perhaps from the very beginning, how to get his characters seriously into 
the action, how to use for the best his audience's sympathies and expecta­
tions, and how to build complexities into characters. His control over 
individual character gives us a vivid sense of that end of the comic spectrum. 



2 
A Disguise of Love 

One lover can hardly change basically without affecting the other in 
some way; this relationship of two (though other people may be involved 
as well) is the nearest broadening of concern outside the individual. The 
relation is often expressed formally by vows and symbolized physically by 
rings; in a comic action, specifically, it may be shown by the response of the 
other person to the first one's change. A powerful response may well guide, 
indeed reverse, the direction of change. 

Thus the changes in Julia, in The Two Gentlemen, match in a rough 
way the most important changes in Proteus. Not that she assumes her first 
change, a masculine disguise to go visit him, in response to his infidelity; 
on the contrary, she trusts in his love and wants to join him just because 
she misses him. But the announcement of her plan is carefully placed: just 
before this (ILiv and Il .vi) , Proteus has declared his shift in loyalty from 
Julia to Silvia, in terms that equate his selfhood with love for Silvia. So 
while Proteus is misdefining himself Julia is taking on a false identity.1 9 

The falseness of Julia's position is essentially the falseness of Proteus' 
love. He unwittingly gives us the best statements of the tenuous nature of 
her existence now that he does not love her. He lies to Silvia in telling her 
that Julia is dead (IV.ii.106), as if he were trying to make into fact his 
own prior resolve: " I will forget that Julia is alive, / Rememb'ring that 
my love to her is dead" (ILvi.27-28). And when he finds that Silvia will 
not love him, so that he can do no more than admire her picture, he finds 
a metaphor for the unloved lover that Julia thinks apt too: 

Pro. Madam, if your heart be so obdurate, 
Vouchsafe me yet your picture for my love, 
The picture that is hanging in your chamber; 
To that I'll speak, to that I'll sigh and weep; 
For since the substance of your perfect self 
Is else devoted, I am but a shadow; 
And to your shadow will I make true love. 
Jul. [Aside.] If 'twere a substance, you would sure deceive it, 
And make it but a shadow, as I am. ( IVi i . l 19-127) 

He plunges her more deeply into falsehood when he asks her to give 
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his ring, which he had had from her, to Silvia. Julia, in disguise, hints on 
behalf of her own love and tempts him to repeat his lie about her death: 
"It seems you W d not her, to leave her token: / She is dead, belike?" 
(IViv.74-75) When he does not lie again but hints that he has jilted her, 
she can urge her case more: "methinks that she lov'd you as well / As 
you do love your lady Silvia" (IV.iv.79-80). Her disguise is a chance for 
her to try the Golden Rule on him, but with no success. He is beyond such 
reasoning, and she must go on an unwelcome errand. 

Now her disguise helps her to self-dramatization, a stratagem also adopted 
by such famous disguised heroines as Rosalind and Viola; in this she is 
aided by Silvia, who is uninterested in Proteus and ready to discuss Julia 
with him sympathetically. Julia, describing herself in the third person and 
alluding covertly to her disguise, gives it a meaning that fits with the 
associations (set up by Proteus) of death and shadow-life: 

since she did neglect her looking-glass, 
And threw her sun-expelling mask away, 
The air hath starv'd the roses in her cheeks, 
And pinch'd the lily-tincture of her face, 

That now she is become as black as I. (IV.iv.152-156) 

She thinks of her present form, an obscuring of feminine beauty, as a 
product of grief. Sebastian the boy (who is Julia's persona) has earlier 
acted out grief in the role of Ariadne jilted by Theseus, and Julia imagines 
a situation full of variants of herself: Julia herself weeping for lost love, 
and Sebastian in Julia's gown playing Ariadne, the type of Julia's woes. 
Though the pathos of all this is not cut by the lightness and self-mockery 
of a Rosalind or a Viola, here are the beginnings of a complex self-awareness. 
And in this play itself the period of her false identity and self-contemplation 
through an assumed role matches Proteus' consciously false definition of 
himself and strengthens our reaction against it. 

Silvia's refusal of the ring from Proteus leaves Julia with two: the one 
which she had originally given Proteus, and the one that in turn had been 
Proteus' gift to her. Her own gift had been a sign of her love and of 
Proteus' vows and obligations to her, now neglected by him: "This ring 
I gave him when he parted from me, / To bind him to remember my 
good will" (IV.iv.97-98). Instead he wants to make it into an offering to 
Silvia. When she prepares to reveal her disguise and remind him of his 
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commitments, she uses the rings to good purpose. In place of the ring 
he intended for Silvia, the true meaning of which had become perverted, 
she first produces the ring that Proteus had given her, his past acknowledg­
ment of love and duty. She begins to remind Proteus of what he had been 
and had promised, and she hopes to return him to his proper being. 

That return, which begins when Proteus repents his thoughts of rape, 
is completed only when Julia discloses her identity and thus too returns to 
herself. Though love was the motive for her disguise and the disguise is 
proof of her love, she likens the falsehood of her disguise to the period of 
falsehood in Proteus' loyalties; 

Be thou asham'd that I have took upon me 
Such an immodest raiment—if shame live 
In a disguise of love! 
It is the lesser blot, modesty finds, 
Women to change their shapes than men their minds. (V.iv.105-109) 

With this Proteus reverts to his original being and vows constancy. If 
we will accept this first self as the true self, following Julia's wishes, we 
can trust the future. Proteus is bound like his mythological type, and the 
circular movement of the comedy is perfected and brought to rest. 

The heroine's changes of identity in this play—changes which are more 
carefully planned, with more significant details of action and dialogue, 
than critics usually want to notice-—foreshadow another stratagem to reform 
an erring man, the lady's supposed death as in Much Ado about Nothing™ 
Here, of course, Claudio's error is not his own infidelity but his belief that 
Hero has been unfaithful, and the resultant change in Hero does not involve 
a disguise; but the basic structure is much the same, and again Shakespeare 
makes the contrasts of true and false selves. The man's error is a lapsing 
into a false state of being, which is matched and cured (in part) by the 
lady's pretense of death. 

Claudio is insecure to begin with in his distinction of true from false 
appearances. His liking for Hero has only become love since his return 
from the wars (I.i296-305), and since his wooing is done for him by Don 
Pedro he has fewer first-hand impressions of Hero's commitment to him 
than a more direct suitor would; 2 1 he cannot have his own remembered 
image (and images become important in the play) of how she looked at 
the first mention of his love. He is liable to error, too, just because he 
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has an intermediary, and his failure of trust (when he hears a wrong story) 
extends even to his friend and commander: 

'Tis certain so, the Prince woos for himself. 
Friendship is constant in all other things 
Save in the office and affairs of love; 
Therefore all hearts in love use their own tongues. 
Let every eye negotiate for itself, 
And trust no agent; for beauty is a witch 
Against whose charms faith melteth into blood. 
This is an accident of hourly proof, 
Which I mistrusted not. Farewell therefore Hero! (II.i.174-182) 

His own self-doubt and his special insecurities about love (shared by 
Othello, who yet has a military self-assurance that Claudio may lack) make 
him deny in this one matter the trust that he usually gives to a well-known 
friend. By temperament and inexperience (a failing which his inability 
to declare his own love simply aggravates) he is disabled from sound 
judgment. 

But if he easily falls from a better state of mind, that better self is 
idealistic enough that we want to believe in its potential. In The Two 
Gentlemen^ our hope for Proteus' better side depended on our sympathy 
for Julia and for the love of Valentine and Silvia, and on our knowledge 
that old bonds of love and friendship should keep Proteus with Julia and 
away from Silvia. In Much Ado, Hero is too slight to arouse by herself the 
same sympathy as Julia, and Claudio's reason for breaking off with Hero, 
unlike Proteus' reason for change, would be adequate if only his facts were 
right. Rather we want the marriage to go forward partly because other 
characters whom we like, especially Beatrice, are hopeful, and also partly 
because we know that Don John is a villain; but there are grounds for our 
wishes too in Claudio himself. Even in embitterment he expresses the 
strength of the ideal he would like to read in Hero if only he would 
trust the present (and true) appearances: 

Behold how like a maid she blushes here! 
O, what authority and show of truth 
Can cunning sin cover itself withal! 
Comes not that blood as modest evidence 
To witness simple virtue? Would you not swear, 



A Disguise of Love 2 5 

All you that see her, that she were a maid, 
By these exterior shows? . . . 
Out on thee seeming! I will write against it: 
You seem to me as Dian in her orb, 
As chaste as is the bud ere it be blown. . . . (IVi.34-40,56-58) 

Our greater knowledge o£ events strengthens our sense o£ Claudio's tribute 
to Hero's beauty: we can find in it a true sign of moral beauty, just as we 
know that Desdemona is truly the "cunning'st pattern of excelling nature" 
in a moral as well as physical sense. Othello's idealism (even if he will not 
trust it) is a necessary means of establishing his nobility as a tragic figure. 
W e must be able to make the same kind of judgment, though with less 
urgency, in comedies such as this where an erring but later reformed hero 
is, if not noble, at least marriageable: his better self must make excuses for 
his worse. So it is Claudio who most of all provides his own credentials. 

Even without knowledge of Don John's trick to make Claudio think 
Hero unfaithful, it is possible for a careful observer, like the Friar, to see 
her innocence "By noting of the lady": 

I have mark'd 
A thousand blushing apparitions 
T o start into her face, a thousand innocent shames ' 
In angel whiteness beat away those blushes, 
And in her eye there hath appear'd a fire 
T o burn the errors that these princes hold 
Against her maiden truth. (IV.i.158-164) 

He does better than Leonato, who doubts his own daughter without 
even the excuse of the deceit that had been put upon Claudio: "could 
she here deny / The story that is printed in her blood?" (lines 121-122) The 
issue that distinguishes among characters in the play is the right perception 
of appearances;2 2 it is also the means of defining Claudio's return to his 
true self. The Friar thinks, rather too hopefully, that if he reports Hero 
dead to Claudio, 

When he shall hear she died upon his words, 
T h ' idea of her life shall sweetly creep 
Into his study of imagination, 
And every lovely organ of her life 
Shall come apparell'd in more precious habit, 
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More moving, delicate, and full of life, 
Into the eye and prospect of his soul, 
Than when she liv'd indeed (IV.i.223-230), 

and he will want her back again. Claudio's original failure to form a stable 
image of Hero that would refute Don John's slander must be corrected by 
an appeal to his imagination. Hero's "change"—her supposed death—not 
only matches Claudio's change in its timing, as Julia's change matched 
Proteus'; it is meant to turn Claudio's change directly back. It continues and 
develops from The Two Gentlemen in another way: the story about a 
death, which had been Proteus' fiction to himself and then his lie to 
Silvia, becomes in Much Ado a supposed fact which is presented to the 
man by others. The Friar's lie about Hero's death is needed to counteract 
Don John's He about her infidelity; as in many comedies, the good turn 
their enemies' weapons against them. But the result is not cynical (even if 
the Friar's plan fails to work as intended); if there were not a better self 
in Claudio that is capable of genuinely appreciating the pure, true image 
of Hero, no such plan would have been worth trying. 

When Don John's successful plot is revealed (through no fault of the 
constables who overheard it) and Claudio again believes the truth about 
Hero, he regains his ideal picture of her: "Sweet Hero, now thy image 
doth appear / In the rare semblance that I lov'd it first" (V.i.251-252). 
Now the Friar's scheme comes into its own; if it had not caused Claudio to 
repent, at least it now makes a good test of his sincerity. Leonato urges 
strongly the supposedly irrevocable nature of events, and from there h e 
gets right to the point of the reparation that Claudio and Don Pedro 
can make: 

I cannot bid you bid my daughter live— 
That were impossible—but I pray you both, 
Possess the people in Messina here 
How innocent she died, and if your love 
Can labor aught in sad invention, 
Hang her an epitaph upon her tomb, 
And sing it to her bones, sing it to-night. (V.i.279-285) 

If Claudio has really returned to his true being and has within him o n c e 
more a true image of Hero, he will make it public to undo some damage 
that the false image has done. 
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Although the motivation seems bizarre even for this altered version of 
vendetta, there is more purpose than the comic rush to a happy ending in 
Leonato's next demand, that Claudio should marry his niece. This sounds 
like extreme generosity to Claudio (and he takes it as such), but it is 
presented as his duty of restitution: the niece matches Hero eye for eye and 
tooth for tooth ("Almost the copy of my child that's dead"—-Vi.289), and 
Claudio must "Give her the right you should have giv'n her cousin. . . ." 
The likeness to Hero continues in an odd way one notion of the epitaphs 
that Claudio must write: he is to prove how much he had really loved 
Hero herself after all. These peculiarities are resolved in outcome (and to 
that extent in motivation) when the masked "niece" turns out to be Hero 
after all. Once Claudio has proved himself, duty becomes a pleasure and 
justice becomes mercy. 

The exact form of Hero's revelation is important. Its penitential quality 
is exactly what Claudio had volunteered: "Choose your revenge yourself, 
/ Impose me to what penance your invention / Can lay upon my sin" 
(V.i.272-274). He surrenders initiative and control over himself to 
Leonato; Leonato is not only to choose the nature of the penance but 
even, it turns out, to decide whom Claudio should marry. Claudio, 
the penitent, trusts Leonato, the wronged man, and looks for him to 
do justice; how much better than the reverse, a Valentine trusting a 
Proteus! So Claudio, by Leonato's command, must take the lady's hand 
before the Friar and assembled witnesses and must promise to marry her 
before he sees her face. He makes a legally binding commitment by 
Elizabethan standards;2 3 only then can he be accepted and rewarded. 

Hero's words of return emphasize the meaning of the changes she 
and Claudio have undergone: "when I liv'd, I was your other wife, / And 
when you lov'd, you were my other husband" (V.iv.60-61). She is returning 
to her original state now that Claudio has become himself again in his 
repentance. On Claudio's exclamation—"Another Hero!"—she explains, 
"One Hero died defil'd, but I do live," and Leonato adds (to Don Pedro), 
"She died, my lord, but whiles her slander liv'd." Her state of false being 
was both her feigned death and the slander that occasioned it. Slander 
had cast both lovers into a state of falsity: Claudio had ceased to be himself 
(implicitly defined through the person he loves) when he lost faith in Hero, 
and Hero had suffered a distortion of image or loss of name through the 
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false story. As the lovers are reunited, they are restored to themselves, and 
the process is described for us. 

The Claudio-Hero plot of Much Ado takes for granted the conscious 
self-definitions of The Two Gentlemen and develops and generally improves 
several elements of the story. All's Well that Ends Well takes from both 
of these plays, builds greater complexities, and pushes the issues harder. 
Infidelity is again a problem, though it is not simple infidelity nor Bertram's 
only problem. Helena goes into disguise to follow her man as Julia does 
(though with better knowledge of his feelings) and, like Julia, finds him 
unfaithful; and her pose as pilgrim is an acting-out of Julia's metaphor of 
the "true-devoted pilgrim" who "hath Love's wings to fly" (TGV II.vii.9-11). 
Like Hero, Helena is supposed dead, though most of the characters do not 
know that this report was consciously planned (AWW IV.iii.47-59). As 
Proteus had imagined and then lied about his lady's death, Bertram implies 
the same wish in the words of his letter to Helena, "Till I have no wife, I 
have nothing in France" (III.ii.99), and he finds it convenient to promise 
Diana marriage after some unknown time when Helena may die (IV.iL 
71-72). Shakespeare repeats himself to intensify the challenge in events. 

But the newest development is the ultimate among disguises, the bed-
trick. Like the other disguises or changes in the heroine that have been 
mentioned so far, it obviously corresponds in its own way to the man's 
refusal of the lady; if Bertram were not pursuing someone else there would 
be nobody for Helena to replace in bed. 2 4 But there is a closer connection 
in that Bertram's letter rejecting Helena virtually invites the trick: "When 
thou canst get the ring upon my finger, which never shall come off, and show 
me a child begotten of thy body that I am father to, then call me husband; 
but in such a 'then' I write a 'never'" (III.ii.57-60). He means these 
conditions that he forces upon her to be only nominal, since he thinks 
their fulfillment impossible. But Helena's sharp eye notices that she could 
fulfill the requirements if she could lure him into intercourse (and become 
instantly pregnant) without his knowing who she was, and if she could 
acquire the ring at the same time. Whether presenting him with these 
surprising fulfillments of his demands would make him accept t h e 
marriage any more than the King's command had, is another question; here 
is one of the gambles she must take. What is important for the basic 
structure of the play is that she reads his statement of separation from her a s 
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a set of tasks through which she may be able to regain him, and that while 
she pursues this aim she assumes various sorts of false existence. 

Is it fair to Bertram to say that his true selfhood is bound up with 
marriage to Helena? There is more strain in this assertion than in similar 
ones about Proteus and Claudio; here is one instance where this play pushes 
the issues harder. Again, as with Julia, we depend on sympathy with the 
heroine; in Helena's curing of the King we find our sympathy with her 
increasing. Her adoption by the Countess reinforces our feelings and 
weakens Bertram's argument about disparity of birth. It is already a feeble 
enough argument, as the King points out, being based as it is on nothing 
more than a snobbish concern for family name: 

If she be 
All that is virtuous—save what thou dislik'st, 
A poor physician's daughter—thou dislik'st 
Of virtue for the name. (II.iii.121-124) 

Though Bertram tries hard to hold onto his ring as "an honor 'longing 
to our house, / Bequeathed down from many ancestors" (IVii.42-43), he 
agrees to part with it to Diana, thereby, through that and a related act, 
jeopardizing his family's and his own good name. In fact, then, he cares 
little enough about something that is hard to defend in the first place. 

Another question, tending in the opposite direction, would be whether 
Bertram really does have a better self than the erring one we see through 
most of the play. Again the play raises difficulties, and perhaps we cannot 
do much more than make excuses for him. Bertram is expected to be 
overwhelmed by Helena's "virtue" in healing the King. But he fails to 
respond as theory, the King, Helena, and the audience would have him; 
given that fact, he may fairly object to being made the prize in what is 
really the King's rewarding of virtue. There is this modicum of justice in 
what is otherwise, for all we can tell from his reasons, merely a snobbish 
resistance. Beyond this, our hopes for a better Bertram must depend on 
Helena's love for him, the virtues of the Countess his mother and her 
love for him, and the remembered virtues of his father. Through the whole 
play his virtue remains mostly in potential. 

Bertram goes further in infidelity than Proteus and is harder to reform; 
yet the demands for reform are more exacting in nature than they had been 
in other plays. When Helena is thought by all to be dead and Bertram is 
before the King and about to take a new wife, he claims that since Helena 
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died he has come to love her (V.iii.54). Such an admission, along with acts 
of penance, sufficed when it came from Claudio; indeed the Friar's whole 
plan to make Claudio lament Hero's loss depended on the principle 

That what we have we prize not to the worth 
Whiles we enjoy it, but being lack'd and lost, 
Why then we rack the value; then we find 
The virtue that possession would not show us 
Whiles it was ours. (Ado IV.i.218-222) 

The King lectures Bertram about the same principle, but although he is 
ready to let him remarry, his tone as he recalls the injury done Helena is 
not approving: 

That thou didst love her, strikes some scores away 
From the great compt; but love that comes too late, 
Like a remorseful pardon slowly carried, 
To the great sender turns a sour offense, 
Crying, "That's good that's gone." Our rash faults 
Make trivial price of serious things we have, 
Not knowing them until we know their grave. (AWW V.iii.56-62) 

Still, the King would let the past go; Bertram has offered, this time more 
willingly, to marry again by the King's direction (V.iii.29)—as the repentant 
Claudio had agreed to follow Leonato's choice. But the planned acceptance 
of Bertram, unlike Claudio's acceptance, does not go smoothly. In a more 
complex way than in The Two Gentlemen, rings reveal the truth b y 
recalling past obligations. Bertram tries to send for his new bride with a 
ring that he thinks Diana had given him; if his supposition were true, h e 
would be misusing it faithlessly, for he had promised her marriage, and h e r 
ring would be one token of that contract.2 5 But since it is Helena's, h i s 
treatment of both women comes into question. 

When Helena enters with Bertram's own ring she resolves everything: 
she has fulfilled the task Bertram had set her, and she has his pledge of love 
and obligation, given more freely to her than his marriage vows had been . 
She announces herself with a description of her state of false identity as a 
rejected wife: " 'T i s but the shadow of a wife you see, / The name, a n d 
not the thing" (V.iii.307-308), Bertram, for all that he has twisted a n d 
turned before, acknowledges her at once in her full selfhood: " B o t h , 
both. O, pardon!" If this is rather brief as an expression of Bertram's r e f o r m 



A Disguise of Love 31 

(he speaks one couplet soon after, professing love), it is concentrated and 
meaningful if we recall how Shakespeare has treated lovers' identities in 
other plays. Helena is returning to herself, and indeed beyond her past 
identity in that Bertram is now conscious of a real attachment to her; and 
in this movement to better and fuller reality she brings Bertram with her. 

Other disguises or feigned deaths by heroines in response to changes in 
their husbands are Imogen's in Cymheline and Hermione's in The Winter's 
Tale. In both these late plays the complexities of the situation require 
further contexts for discussion; for the moment it is worth just noticing 
the continuity and the degree of complication. Cymheline features disguise 
by both husband and wife (if Posthumus' change of clothing counts), 
feigned death by the wife, suspicion by each of the other's infidelity, and 
much more. The Winter's Tale has Leontes' assumption that Hermione is 
unfaithful, her supposed death, and her miraculous restoration after he 
has repented. The situation at the end of Much Ado, when Claudio places 
himself under Leonato's direction in marriage, is repeated, with variants, 
in Leontes' acceptance of Paulina's guidance in remarriage: 

Will you swear 
Never to marry but by my free leave? . . . 

Unless another, 
As like Hermione as is her picture, 
Affront his eye 
Yet if my lord will marry—if you will, sir, 
No remedy but you will—give me the office 
To choose you a queen. She shall not be so young 
As was your former, but she shall be such 
As (walk'd your first queen's ghost) it should take joy 
To see her in your arms. (V.i.69-70,73-75, 76-81) 

At the proper time she will offer him a wife as like Hermione as is her 
statue. The proper time is not before repentance has brought him sufficiently 
to himself; but unlike the situation in Much Ado, in this play it is not given 
to the persons directing the repentance to decide when there has been enough 
of it; Paulina must keep in mind that the oracle has implied the hope of 
other recoveries. 

Another continuity is the possible suggestion of Hermione's statue by 
imagery in one source for Much Ado about Nothing, which has some 
structural likeness to The Winter's Tale. In Bandello's tale of Timbreo and 
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Fenicia, when Hero's (and in part Hermione's) counterpart, Fenicia, was 
falsely accused, the description of her as she fainted suggests that she looked 
like a statue.2 6 If passages from a source for an earlier play did indeed 
reverberate in his mind for many years, Shakespeare must have made a 
connection in the behavior of the two heroines, and must have found a 
new intensity and complication in the old issues and situations as he returned 
to them in later plays. 

The heroines of the plays discussed in this chapter have a powerful effect 
on their men through their passage into some sort of false existence. Their 
concern with change of identity once their love is threatened shows the 
nature of the problem as Shakespeare defines it: the men have somehow 
changed identity too, in an ominous way, and return to themselves is also a 
return to discarded vows. We can best react to the plays by letting the 
heroines guide us and by hoping for some better self in each erring hero. 
That we may not instinctively do this points to a weakness or problem; 
Shakespeare must have felt some kind of artifice in this story line himself, 
for he keeps returning to it, elaborating it, and especially loading it with 
new obstacles to our ready acceptance of the expected comic resolution. 
He dares us to believe that all may be well. 



3 
Paying the Debt 

Lovers' obligations to each other have a social aspect, at least insofar as 
society promotes marriage as a stable fulfillment of vows of love. The goal 
of Graeco-Roman New Comedy may be to harmonize lovers' commitments 
(in this case, already stable ones) with society's class-bound expectations 
and monetary arrangements.2 7 And in Shakespeare's time, in life as well 
as art, even quite private vows of fidelity could easily become social in 
that they were legally binding betrothals, or actual marriages.2 8 The 
facility of this societal involvement (which one could call external as far 
as the lovers are concerned) shows in Measure for Measure when, on the 
strength of old vows since denied, Angelo is considered Mariana's "husband 
on a pre-contract" (IV.i.71). Others feel justified, then (although not all 
critics would agree), in bringing them together again, even without Angelo's 
knowledge; and their intercourse, though it involves a bed-trick played on 
Angelo, makes a legally valid marriage. And in Alts Well when Helena 
produces Bertram's ring as proof of their intercourse, she has not only 
fulfilled the task set by his letter but consummated and therefore confirmed 
with his consent (also by a bed-trick) their binding marriage.2* These 
deceptions are extreme, and Shakespeare took some pains to prepare and 
justify them; 3 0 but they differ mainly in degree from the erring Claudio's 
penitent betrothal in Much Ado to an unknown masked lady. When the 
truth comes out, these men prove their love in that, in a strange sense, 
they do not "alter when they alteration find." Legally they cannot alter; 
that is the point of society's involvement. But, for the ladies' sakes at 
least, we should hope that the men's private wishes too at last match up 
with their public obligations. 

Society concerns itself also with the continued meeting of obligations 
after marriage. One of the "duties" of marriage, as then regarded, has some 
importance in Shakespeare's comedies, the marital "debt" of sexual inter­
course implied in 1 Corinthians 7:3. "Debt" is the Vulgate word (Uxori 
vir debitum reddat), and the Rheims version translates verses 3-5 "Let the 
husband render his dette to the wife: and the wife also in like maner to 
her husband. The woman hath not power of her owne body: but her 
husband. And in like maner the man also hath not power of his owne 
body: but the woman. Defraude not one an other, except perhaps by 
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consent for a time, that you may giue your self to praier, . . . " 3 1 The 
headnote explains "That maried folke may aske their debt, and must pay 
it," and the annotations mention "the bond and obligation that is betwene 
the maried couple for rendring of the dene of carnal copulation one to an 
other. . . ." Though Coverdale translates debitum as "that due is," the 
major English Protestant Bibles of the Tudor age (Great, Bishops', Geneva) 
all try to make the meaning more general—"Let the luisband giue vnto 
the wife due beneuolence, and likewise also the wife vnto the husband"— 
and Geneva's note says that "due beneuolence" "eonteincth all dueties 
perteining to marriage."3 2 But influential Protestants, though accepting this 
wording of the text, might read it as euphemism by Paul, implying still 
the sexual meaning above all; so Heinrich Bullinger: 

thus with comly words expresseth he the actual workc of manage. 
. . . But Paul commaundeth [the Corinthians] to marry, the one to 
geue due beneuolence vnto the other, no double for the auoiding of 
whoredom, and eschuing of vncleanes. For it followeth in Paul 
immediatly after. The wife hath no power of her own body, but the 
husband. Likewyse the husband hath not power of his own body, but 
the wyfe. Whereby hee forbiddeth that eyther of them shall deny hys 
body vnto the other. 8 3 

Whatever their opinion of this passage, Christians in Shakespeare's time 
would know the argument for a sexual duty in marriage. 

When Bertram pursues Diana despite his marital vows, she answers 
him pointedly with exactly that argument: 

Ber. In your fine frame hath love no quality? 
If the quick fire of youth light not your mind, 
You are no maiden, but a monument. 
When you are dead, you should be such a one 
As you are now; for you are cold and stern, 
And now you should be as your mother was 
When your sweet self was got. 
Dia. She then was honest. 
Ber. So should you be. 
Dia. No; 
My mother did but duty, such, my lord, 
As you owe to your wife. (AWW IV.ii.4-I3) 
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Her actual word "duty" appears in Henry Cornelius Agrippa's paraphrase 
of the passage from Corinthians, in the wording "the carnall duetie."3'4 

She insists that Bertram has a positive duty to Helena, not merely a con­
straint against seeking other women. Yet for all we know, Bertram might 
have avoided Helena, and perhaps got the marriage annulled, if he had 
been willing to remain celibate long enough; at least that is one protection 
against bed-tricks. But Bertram seems determined to go wrong both in 
shunning Helena and in seeking Diana, and one seems to follow from 
the other. And as the two ills are related, so are their remedies. 

Helena's curing of Bertram consists of proving to him that he really 
wants what he had thought he did not: he must learn to redefine his 
status. When he first resisted her choice of him as husband, he asked the 
King, "In such a business, give me leave to use / The help of mine own 
eyes" (II.iii.107-108), and his objections to her birth and poverty seemed 
to the King like prejudice against virtue simply "for the name" of Helena's 
status as "A poor physician's daughter" (lines 123-124). But when he 
meets Diana he undermines his position: he changes from abstinence to 
importuning, he abandons concern for good name (at least his own), and 
in succumbing to a trick in the dark he above all makes his choice without 
using his eyes. Helena's paradoxes express his general state of delusion: 

O, strange men, 
That can such sweet use make of what they hate, 
When saucy trusting of the cozen'd thoughts 
Defiles the pitchy night; so lust doth play 
With what it loathes for that which is away. . . . (IViv.21-25) 

Unintentionally and in private he has submitted himself to an experience 
with the wrong label on it; when the experience is made public and given 
its right name, he will remain true to the experience itself and decide that 
he does not dislike the name after all. 

Making the facts public—involving society in Bertram's adherence to his 
vows—is essential to Helena's plan. Public coercion seems needed with 
Bertram, and his acceptance of his wife would not be complete until 
public—indeed he does not know it is she that he has accepted until every­
thing is public. The ring she gives him, besides being her individual 
commitment of love to him, can also be a cry of help to the King: 
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She call'd the saints to surety 
That she would never put it from her finger, 
Unless she gave it to yourself [Bertram] in bed, 
Where you have never come, or sent it us 
Upon her great disaster. (V.iii.108-112) 

Since the King wrongly eliminates one explanation for her parting with 
the ring, he is left with the suspicion that Bertram, and later Diana, might 
be implicated in Helena's death; but the false lead is helpful, since the 
investigation puts pressure on Bertram and so contributes to making his 
deeds public. 

Besides the private pledges conferred by the rings that Bertram and 
Helena exchange (however little Bertram means any promise), the rings 
had already had social meanings given to them by Bertram and Diana; 
Bertram said of his ring, 

It is an honor longing to our house, 
Bequeathed down from many ancestors, 
Which were the greatest obloquy P th* world 
In me to lose, 

and Diana replied, 

Mine honor's such a ring, 
My chastity's the jewel of our house, 
Bequeathed down from many ancestors, 
Which were the greatest obloquy F th* work! 
In me to lose. (IV.ii.4249) 

If their exchange, and what it implies, were really to take place, there 
actually would be such a loss on both sides; but in fact Bertram gives over 
the keeping of his reputation, and his actions as well, to Helena, who can 
save him more surely than he would save himself. Speaking for Helena, 
Diana gives a public meaning to the second ring, which privately is Helena's 
token of love to Bertram: 

And on your finger in the night 111 put 
Another ring, that what in time proceeds 
May token to the future our past deeds. (IVii.61-63) 

Even apart from its sexual meaning this speech is deliberately ambiguous: 
"what in time proceeds" may be any of the events that may result. But 
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especially Helena would look ahead to her pregnancy and to her claiming 
fulfillment of her task through pregnancy and through possession of the 
other ring. But though he cannot guess these matters, Bertram has had 
his warning that what happens now will be known and binding in the 
future, and he will need to face the social consequences of his vows. 

When Helena arrives at the end to make her public claim on Bertram, 
she speaks as if still in her former state: " T i s but the shadow of a wife 
you see, / The name, and not the thing" (V.iii307-308). She refers not 
only to the half-existence of unrequited love as described in earlier chapters 
(and also portrayed by Julia with a metaphor of shadows) but also to two 
matters of social concern in the institution of marriage: the incompleteness 
of an unconsummated marriage (which might still be annulled) and the 
failure of Bertram to pay the marital debt. Of course things have changed, 
as Bertram at once acknowledges. But until he makes this public admission, 
Helena's position as wife is not established. Only through the revelation of 
events does Bertram know that his private desires in the dark are now 
reconciled with his public marital vows, and only in his recognition of this 
harmony is it really true that Helena has received all the promises of 
marriage. With this we can begin to hope that the title of the play is, or 
may be, fulfilled. 

The concept of the marital debt is more important still in another play, 
The Merchant of Venice; it is the metaphor that unites some major actions 
in the drama and shows the fitness of Portia's behavior. No sooner does 
Bassanio win the right to marry Portia than he learns the hard news that 
Antonio, whose loan had financed his wooing, is at Shylock's mercy for 
debt, which he intends to collect in flesh rather than cash. At once Portia 
offers to pay off more than the money owing, and she outlines with some 
care the sequence of events she plans: 

First go with me to church and call me wife, 
And then away to Venice to your friend; 
For never shall you lie by Portia's side 
With an unquiet soul You shall have gold 
To pay the petty debt twenty times over, (111.11.303-307) 

She will go on with the wedding service, but she postpones the consum­
mation of their marriage until after she can free Antonio of his indebtedness 
to Shylock. She will not pay the debt until she has paid the debt. 

But as Jessica has warned, Shylock will not be bought off with even 
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twenty times the sum owed him. Portia seems apprehensive about this 
problem, and besides sending money she follows after to Venice, disguised 
and provided with expert legal advice. Shylock is a hard case: he refuses 
offers of higher payment; appeals to mercy get nowhere with him; and he 
declines even to provide a surgeon out of mercy if he is not obliged to. 
He will back down only when threatened by unforeseen applications of 
law. Portia works hard in her judicial role, and by the customs of the time 
she deserves a reward, which Bassanio offers—with Antonio's seconding: 

Bass. Most worthy gentleman, I and my friend 
Have by your wisdom been this day acquitted 
Of grievous penalties, in lieu whereof 
Three thousand ducats, due unto the Jew, 
We freely cope your courteous pains withal. 
Ant. And stand indebted, over and above, 
In love and service to you evermore. (IV.i.408-414) 

Now there is a new kind of debt, a recognition of Portia's merit in out­
witting Shylock, and significantly the money that had been intended for 
him would now be diverted to her. But Portia is unknown because in 
disguise, and before she discloses herself she wants to make more of the 
nature of this new indebtedness; so she asks for something that is harder 
for Bassanio to part with, the ring that is token of her love. 

Her gift of the ring to him had been phrased in the financial language 
that fills the play: 

Myself, and what is mine, to you and yours 
Is now converted. But now I was the lord 
Of this fair mansion, master of my servants, 
Queen o'er myself; and even now, but now, 
This house, these servants, and this same myself 
Are yours—my lord's!—I give them with this ring, 
Which when you part from, lose, or give away, 
Let it presage the ruin of your love, 
And be my vantage to exclaim on you. (III.ii.166-174) 

In keeping with this play's habit of talking about all kinds of values as i£ 
they were monetary, she sounds as if she were delivering a deed o f 
property.35 The ring should have a certain value to Bassanio, which i s 
whatever value he finds in her offering herself and all her goods to h i m . 
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Valuation for her services as judge is also implied in her request for 
the ring— 

if your wife be not a mad woman, 
And know how well I have deserv'd this ring, 
She would not hold out enemy for ever 
For giving it to me 

—and in Antonio's urging that he give it up: 

Let his deservings and my love withal 
Be valued 'gainst your wive's commandement. (IV.L445-448, 450-451) 

Bassanio feels that his wife's value as summed up by the ring and the 
importance of the ring to her as a token ought to be greater than even the 
value of the judge who has saved his friend's life and the value of the token 
to the judge. So Bassanio holds out against the gift until the end, when he 
relents. 

When Bassanio returns to Belmont and Portia is in her own role again, 
inevitably she must taunt him for parting with the ring. Again she alludes 
to its value: 

If you had known the virtue of the ring, 
Or half her worthiness that gave the ring, 
Or your own honor to contain the ring, 
You would not then have parted with the ring. (Vi.199-202) 

If Bassanio had known the truth by now, this speech would carry its own 
answer: Portia-as-judge is worth even more than Portia-in-Belmont, since 
her virtues have been put into action; and so as judge she deserves the 
ring. But there is another valuation to consider, as the bawdy jests about 
the ring remind us; Portia-as-wife has not yet shown all her value, since 
she has postponed payment of the marriage debt and even, in fun, threatened 
to withhold it completely until the ring is returned. The competing valu­
ations are brought together when Antonio makes another bond for his 
friend by pledging his soul that Bassanio "Will never more break faith 
advisedly" (VA253) and when Portia gives Bassanio the ring again and 
reveals her identity as judge. 

Now Portia's actions are public, and her appreciation in value from 
bride to judge to wife can be realized. She has more than paid any debts 
that anyone has incurred, and all debts of gratitude, which always come back 
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to her, she freely forgives. She even seems ready to set Antonio up in trade 
again, on the pretense that some of his ships were saved; except for this, 
everything she does, as an expression of love, must be public so that it 
can be valued rightly. As Portia pays off "debts" in love, friendship, and 
marriage, her increasing "value" is a sign of an aspect of the whole play 
that one critic has called "love's wealth"3 6—and the ring, which therefore 
is worth more when she returns it to Bassanio than when she first gave it, 
is a tangible symbol of this wealth. 

Thus far society's concern with vows has been seen in vows of 
betrothal, as in Much Ado, All's Well, and Measure of Measure, and in the 
sexual obligations in marriage, as in The Merchant of Venice and All's Well. 
There are other kinds of vows and involvements in Love's Labor's Lost. The 
vows of. study and seclusion originally taken by the men create a little 
society with its own set of laws. And the King of Navarre, in describing 
this society as his court, gives it a place as a society within, yet withdrawn 
from, a larger society: "Navarre shall be the wonder of the world; / Our 
court shall be a little academe" (I.L1243). We are scarcely aware of that 
implied larger society, but another one soon impinges on the small society 
of oath-bound men: the Princess of France, with attendant ladies, comes 
on a diplomatic mission that cannot be ignored, and the men must break 
their regimen to meet with them. But among courtiers such as these the 
vows are doomed anyway, as Berowne's criticisms show; perhaps he joins 
the group partly in hopes of seeing the others break sooner than he: " I 
believe, although I seem so loath, / I am the last that will last keep his 
oath"(I.i,159~160). 

Once the men see the ladies the race to forswear begins; all write poems 
to their ladies, and in their verses all except the King try, with little success, 
to excuse the fact that in vowing love they are breaking a prior vow. T h u s 
Berowne: 

If love make me forsworn, how shall I swear to love ? 
Ah, never faith could hold, if not to beauty vowed! 
Though to myself forsworn, to thee I'll faithful prove. . . . 
Study his bias leaves, and makes his book thine eyes. 
Where all those pleasures live that art would comprehend. 
If knowledge be the mark, to know thee shall suffice. . . . 

(IV.ii.105-107, 109411) 

Though he pleads the superior power of beauty as a cause of oath-breaking, 
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he does not really resolve the paradox of the first line; and his defense is 
undermined by the equivocal suggestions of "know" and "mark" (the 
latter a subject of bawdy puns in the previous scene). Nor is Longaville's 
sophistry acceptable: 

Vows for thee broke deserve not punishment. 
A woman I forswore, but I will prove. 
Thou being a goddess, I forswore not thee. (IV.iii.61-63) 

Still less, Dumaine's feeble excuse: 

But, alack, my hand is sworn 
Ne'er to pluck thee from thy thorn; 
Vow, alack, for youth unmeet, 
Youth so apt to pluck a sweet. (IV.iii.109-112) 

"Apt" is another ambiguous word. 3 7 Though the men give likely reasons 
for their change, these are not reassuring of future stability. The ladies 
have doubts too, as in the Princess' comment to the King, "Your oath once 
broke, you force not to forswear" (V.ii.440), By masking and exchanging 
their gifts from the men when the men come dressed as Muscovites, they 
mock the vows of men who need tokens to recognize the objects of their 
eternal faith. 

In all this mutability Berowne has a special problem in justifying himself, 
for besides breaking the vows that he shares with the other men, he has 
renounced his individual role as "love's whip," the mocker of others' folly 
in love: 

Nay, to be perjur'd, which is worst of all; 
And among three to love the worst of all, . . . 

It is a plague 
That Cupid will impose for my neglect 
Of his almighty dreadful little might. (III.i.194-195,201-203) 

He is like a Benedick who has half predicted his fate; the others have less 
self-awareness and less spirit of mockery, but their fate is the same. 

The "society" of the men disintegrates as they catch each other out in 
their oath-breaking poems, but it forms again with another common aim, 
their pursuit of love. Berowne is asked to give this new task a rationale— 
or as Longaville more frankly says, "Some tricks, some quillets, how to 
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cheat the devil" (IV.iii.284). His reply is a heightened version of the 
now-familiar argument: 

Let us once lose our oaths to find ourselves, 
Or else we lose ourselves to keep our oaths. 
It is religion to be thus forsworn: 
For charity itself fulfills the law, 
And who can sever love from charity ? (IV.iii.358-362) 

Although the results are more agreeable, this is in principle something like 
multiplying Proteus by four. The redefinition of selfhood is still too 
facile. The King's "religion" consists of crying "Saint Cupid!" and 
Berowne continues with bawdry: 

Advance your standards, and upon them, lords; 
Pell-mell, down with them! but be first advis'd, 
In conflict that you get the sun of them. (IV.iii.364-366) 

Even in a serious moment at the end of the play, Berowne's argument to 
the ladies is the same, without the bawdry: 

We to ourselves prove false, 
By being once false for ever to be true 
To those that make us both—fair ladies, you; 
And even that falsehood, in itself a sin, 
Thus purifies itself and turns to grace. (V.ii.772-776) 

Although Berowne has improved his tone of professed sincerity—he has 
had practice enough—he still can find no way around the basic difficulty. 

The resolution comes from outside in the French King's death, which 
forces an outcome, one way or another, by necessitating the ladies' departure 
and obliging them to go into mourning. Their discipline is a model 
for the men and a way for them to prove their faith by dedication that 
as such is selfless yet leads toward a reward for love. The two men 
whose specific tasks we learn are sent, in disparate directions, into alien 
experience: the King, to a hermitage, Berowne, to a hospital. The courtly 
constrictions of the play (which apply to the characters of the subplots too, 
since they are laughed at mainly from a courtly viewpoint, especially i n 
the Play of the Worthies) are suddenly widened and its artifices and absurd 
vows are subjected to a more severe criticism. If the King wants t o 
withdraw from the mundane, he will at least practice a kind of withdrawal 

http://IV.iii.284
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that, as society recognizes, has a severe regimen; if Berowne must dally 
with oaths even when the news of death has arrived, he will test this spirit 
against serious human concerns, among the sick and dying. Slender vows, 
which might be easily made and unmade, will be tried by confrontation with 
genuine adversity. The homely imagery of the seasonal songs is a foretaste. 

Social enforcement of marriage seems on the way in A Midsummer 
Night's Dream when Athenian law is invoked in an attempt to wed Hermia 
to Demetrius. But this is enforcement of a father's will contrary to lovers' 
free vows: Hermia and Lysander love each other, and Demetrius' first vow 
has been to Helena, who still loves him. Our sympathies work out the 
ideal solution in the return of Demetrius' stray desires, but neither the 
lovers themselves nor the officialdom of their society will bring this about. 
Only other powers, external even to the human world, can succeed. When 
they do, Demetrius, though baffled by his change of heart, accepts it as a 
return to his "natural taste" (IVi.174), and the others, even Hermia's 
father, must support the harmonious outcome. 

So it is generally with vows that have social consequences; the plays 
work toward a goal, easy or hard, of reconciling private wishes with public 
stability. Sometimes there is little strain: Demetrius' first claim to Hermia, 
even when supported by her father, is not a serious threat and arouses no 
ambivalence in us. The presence of a Bertram makes the problems less 
tractable: his right to see with his own eyes would be undeniable, at 
least now, if that were what he really wanted to do, and he goes out of 
control partly because he is denied that right. The harmony of inner 
passion and outer act (performance of vows) in a comic ending depends on 
the arts of the active heroine; Portia especially, among the ones discussed 
so far, acts out her promise of love and worth in her dealings with the outer 
world. 



4 
Things that Befall Preposterously 

For the moment A Midsummer Nighfs Dream and The Merchant of 
Venice offer handy examples of the way that forces outside the main 
characters—and indeed outside, or almost outside, the control of society— 
may for a time run counter to the main characters* wishes. The problem 
may thus at its worst appear to be greater even than hostility from society 
itself. In the Dream, society's obstacles to the lovers, as listed by Theseus, 
are a known quantity from the start; but Lysander assumes, apart from 
this, that "The course of true love never did run smooth," that even if social 
disparities do not exist between lovers there are the accidental threats of 
"War, death, or sickness' (Ii.134, 142). In running away the lovers expose 
themselves to the risks of the unknown, and they never do understand just 
what happens to themselves. Events may seem to happen by chance, though 
from time to time the men try to find rationales for their changes in love; 
finally the characters must give up the question in wonder. From our 
superior position, since we know about the fairies and their magic, the 
element of chance seems lesser and the role of purpose greater. We expect too 
that events are working toward the lovers* good. Finally, beyond the fairies 
themselves is another level on which purpose is possible, the artistic one 
where we look for the whole play to be intelligible and worthwhile. This 
level, which is usually left implicit but which becomes open in the Epilogue 
when Puck calls the actors "shadows" and the events of the play "visions," 
would exist even if all the events were presented as accidental. This play 
as a dramatic model, then, tends toward the explanation of apparently 
chance events, first through the purposes of hidden agents if possible, and 
then through any purpose, rationale, or meaning that appears in the whole 
sequence of experiences once the total pattern is known. Apparent mischance 
is to be explained away, if possible, by agents or results. 

In the Merchant, by contrast, the character of the agent who may 
obstruct people's wishes is only too well known. As a merchant Antonio 
necessarily takes a certain amount of risk; but he compounds his perils by 
applying to Shylock for help, thereby potentially giving Shylock power over 
him. Shylock personifies external risks: he is an outsider to Antonio's 
company and is barely tolerated in Venice; and he is also "external" in 
that he offers a solution to a money problem that Antonio cannot solve by 
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himself. He is a risk (though underestimated by Antonio) in that he is 
openly hostile and offers a bond with ominous terms. Since Bassanio is 
beholden to Antonio for the expenses of his wooing and Antonio in turn is 
(in a strictly financial sense) indebted to Shylock, the lovers have a moral 
obligation that makes their happiness dependent on coming to terms with 
Shylock. The external threat or cause of adversity is known; the problem 
is to avoid the danger—to reform Shylock, as Portia first tries, or to outwit 
and overpower him. 

These contrasted examples are the merest beginning of a survey of 
"external" forces (either characters or events—hostile, uncontrolled, alien) 
in some of Shakespeare's earlier comedies. These notions are broad enough 
to provide for a cornucopia, or perhaps a mare's nest; so they need to be used 
with care. 

In The Comedy of Errors the home comforts of Antipholus of Ephesus 
are diverted or disrupted by the arrival, unknown to him, of his twin from 
Syracuse. He has no suspicion of the truth but instead evolves amusing 
paranoid explanations. When he is shut out of his house at dinner time 
(or somewhat after, since his lateness has added to the problem) because 
his twin has got there first and is inside eating, he blames his wife and 
servants and wants to break open the door with a crowbar. Balthazar the 
merchant reasonably urges him to keep an open mind: 

Herein you war against your reputation, 
And draw within the compass of suspect 
Th' unviolated honor of your wife. 
Once this—your long experience of her wisdom, 
Her sober virtue, years, and modesty, 
Plead on her part some cause to you unknown. . . . (IILL86-91) 

He ought to withhold judgment and seek out unforeseen causes; if he 
could have done this he might have found the cause. But he sets out for 
vengeance instead. Worse troubles follow when Iiis twin intercepts a gold 
chain: the Ephesian Antipholus, unable to pay at the moment and doubtful 
that the chain has been made, is arrested for debt, and the Courtesan to 
whom he had promised the chain seeks revenge by stirring up his wife to 
believe him mad. His wife's extreme response to this story, especially her 
use of an exorcist, in turn drives him to frenzy. The effect of unknown 
outside causes on his resistant and oversensitive mind is to magnify his 
faults by depriving him of things that he takes for granted as part of 


