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May I be a protector for those without one,
A guide for all travellers on the way;
May I be a bridge, a boat and a ship
For all who wish to cross (the water).
May I be an island for those who seek one
And a lamp for those desiring light.
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The Mystical Art of Shakespeare


The transcendent light that burns within the text of a Shakespearean play is conveyed to us, in true mystical fashion, by absorbing our very being into the enactment of its meaning. The message of the play is not conveyed intellectually; it is experienced. The mystical art of Shakespeare is thus the art of initiation.



Shakespeare conveys his meaning by making us live through it. It is an emotional encounter designed to illuminate the universal spiritual principles within the depths of our own inner being. Shakespearean plays are thus akin to the mystery plays of old, where the initiate is introduced into the deeper mystical principles through the evocation of a heartfelt experience of their truth.



To truly imbibe the message of a Shakespearean play, we thus need to feel and breathe the life of the drama as though it were real. We must plunge ourselves fully into the action and live through the performance. This is the experience of a true mystical theatre. It is learning through emotional participation, an encounter that always leaves a deeper impression than mere textbook learning. This initiatic quality is the very nature of the esoteric art of Shakespeare.



Shakespeare crafts every play meticulously to make us experience the truth of its message. This is clearly evident because of three distinctive traits, found in all Shakespearean plays, that reveal this nature of the playwright’s intent:



1. Cohesive Unity


The meaning of a Shakespearean play resides in the experience of the play as a cohesive whole. While it is well recognized that a good short essay should be unified, Shakespeare extends this principle of unity to the entire play, so much so that there are no extraneous scenes in a Shakespearean play. Each play constitutes a tightly bound unit, carefully crafted to leave its impact as a single compact entity. We may call this characteristic quality—found in every Shakespearean play—a “cohesive unity” of meaning, since every part of the play contributes towards the central theme.

It is thus improper to base our interpretation of any Shakespearean play on a mere selected portion of the play, in a way that renders the rest of the same play irrelevant (or even contradictory to our interpretation). If we extract a portion of a Shakespearean play, we can almost certainly interpret this isolated segment in diverse ways. Some critics then claim it impossible to determine clear authorial intent. This is a fallacy because it ignores the cohesive unity in all Shakespearean plays.

Different interpretations are possible only if we consider bits of the play separately in isolation. Diversity in interpretation is virtually impossible if we interpret the entire play as a cohesive whole. Shakespeare’s intent will then be clear. The meaning of a Shakespearean play lies in the experience of it as a single coherent entity, and any interpretation must heed this unity of purpose.


To make the play function as a cohesive whole, Shakespeare’s opening scene introduces the play’s main area of concern. The subsequent few scenes then elaborate on this area of concern and bring the central theme into focus. Shakespeare then keeps our focus on this central theme through the second characteristic technique found in all his plays.


2. Thematic Resonance

As each Shakespearean play imparts its message through our emotional experience, the central meaning is repeated many times throughout the play. The dominant themes of the play reverberate through the entire drama, like a long rolling thunder that often builds, from the beginning, to a resounding climax at the end. We may call this unique trait of ever-repeating motifs in Shakespeare’s plays “thematic resonance”—a technique of flooding our subconscious with an incessant flow of recurring impressions that convey the deeper meaning to our inner being.

While it may be difficult, at times, to discern accurately the intent of other authors through their narrative writings, the thematic resonance found in Shakespeare’s works makes his intent patently clear. We should look for the meaning of a Shakespearean play in the motifs that echo incessantly from start to finish. It is this characteristic in Shakespeare’s plays that makes it so evident what Shakespeare’s intended meaning is.

In this sense, Shakespeare’s plays stand out uniquely from other literary works. By employing thematic resonance, Shakespeare is able—despite the instability of meaning in language—to provide stability to the meaning of his plays. In other words, he drives home his message by relentlessly repeating it.

3. Focused Allegorical Scenes


Another vital clue to the meaning of a Shakespearean play resides in scenes that do not directly contribute to the main action. There are often many scenes in a Shakespearean play that appear unnecessary to the plot and which may even be considered mere comic relief. Nonetheless, they are there for a specific reason for they contribute to the play’s central meaning.


We shall call all these apparently extraneous scenes “focused allegorical scenes” because they artistically amplify the main themes of the play using symbolism, analogy or parody. These allegorical scenes can be called “focused” because they all contribute towards advancing the central message. It is this unified focus of all the allegorical scenes in any one play that makes this evidence of authorial intent so compelling. These scenes now provide us with some of the best clues to Shakespeare’s intended meaning.


While allegorical scenes, taken in isolation, may be interpreted in diverse ways, these same allegorical scenes, taken in combination with the cohesive unity and thematic resonance in the play, become clear in their intended meaning. These focused allegorical scenes are designed to artistically amplify the themes already suggested by Shakespeare in the main action of the play.



* * *


If we heed the three characteristic traits found in all Shakespearean plays—their cohesive unity, thematic resonance, and focused allegorical scenes—the intended meaning of each play is patently clear. These distinctive traits must be seriously considered because they cannot exist unless Shakespeare meticulously crafted them. Something so consistent and elaborate cannot occur by chance. It would be a travesty to persist in interpreting Shakespeare’s plays while ignoring what he deliberately crafts into them.


While the meaning of each play is obvious from its cohesive unity, thematic resonance, and focused allegorical scenes, there is yet another clue to the meaning of Shakespeare’s plays if we consider them collectively. Shakespeare wrote his plays all with the intent of conveying deep spiritual principles. Thus, his collection of plays forms a cohesive whole. Each play focuses on a different aspect of the spiritual path, and they all complement one other. An awareness of this fact is another useful tool in understanding each play.



In the following pages, we will find the above traits manifesting through the entire plays of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing and The Comedy of Errors. As these traits are also evident in all of Shakespeare’s plays, an intriguing question arises: If all Shakespearean plays characteristically demonstrate these qualities in their construction—qualities that render clearly the meaning of his plays—why then has this meaning eluded critics for centuries?


The answer resides in the unique spiritual nature of the messages behind Shakespeare’s plays. Shakespeare’s messages target the average person, unlike those found in most other literary works that, instead, target those considered “below average” in morality. The messages of these other literary works are generally not applicable to the average majority, since the majority has no need for them, and this ironically allows the average person to accept their meaning readily. Since these messages do not require a change in one’s perspective on life, there is no problem accepting them.

Shakespeare’s messages, however, uniquely target the average person, which means you and I. Shakespeare’s messages directly apply to us and may involve principles we do not yet fully understand. A full acceptance of Shakespeare’s meaning may require a change in our perspective on life or even our lifestyle, and change generates resistance. Consciously or subconsciously, we may choose to avoid hearing the message. That is probably the reason why the meaning behind a Shakespearean play is often missed: We miss it because we do not want to hear it.

Yet, it is for this very reason that Shakespeare’s plays are of such importance. His messages target us because we need to hear them. Shakespeare’s plays thus constitute a timeless and invaluable gift to humanity, a living legacy that conveys a deep spiritual meaning we particularly need to appreciate at this critical time of human history.

It is because Shakespeare’s plays are invested with such profound meaning that they have an enthralling—and almost hypnotic—grip upon our subconscious. The plays have this lyrical mesmerizing quality because they touch something archetypal and deep within us, like a reminder of something profound we may have long forgotten yet still resides within the inner recesses of our being.

It is important that we also try to understand, beyond the subconscious level, the messages behind Shakespeare’s plays; for they are the same universal messages that past sages have long tried to impart to a suffering humanity. A deeper understanding of Shakespeare’s meaning will enhance the experiential initiatic quality of his plays, help evoke the actual experience of living through the mystical principles they convey. Shakespeare’s plays thus constitute an invaluable tool that we may use to help us along the long road towards true mystical illumination of the deeper spiritual principles of the universe.


How to Read Shakespeare


All of Shakespeare’s plays are meticulously crafted to deliver deep spiritual messages, and these messages are conveyed through our emotional involvement in the drama. The meaning of each play is found in what the whole action of the play moves us to feel. Here lies the true art of Shakespeare. He reaches us by emotionally absorbing us in the play’s message. Thus, the message in each play takes the form of an emotional appeal that is conveyed to our right brain, our sensitive, emotional and intuitive mind. And here, all the poetry and imagery become vital. Here, the incredible artistry of Shakespeare becomes a living legacy.



An understanding of how Shakespeare imparts his meaning also leads us to the correct approach to his plays. We need to immerse ourselves in the action as though it were truly happening. We should not over-interpret the words of the characters, looking for hidden nuances between the lines. We should not interpret the characters as representing something else not openly presented by Shakespeare. Instead, we need to accept the action of the play as though it were real, because the meaning is conveyed through our emotional participation.



When Hamlet accidentally kills Polonius, we are to take it that Hamlet accidentally kills Polonius, and not, for instance, that it depicts our spiritual nature (represented by Hamlet) destroying our rationalizing mind (represented by Polonius). Or as the reformist movement (Hamlet) striking against the orthodox church (Polonius), or anything of that kind. This type of over-interpretation destroys the aim of the play, which is to immerse us emotionally in its message. We no longer feel the tragedy and horror of the action if we interpret it as a mere symbolical representation of something else. The art and poetry are then rendered useless, and a standard textbook will convey the message just as effectively.


At times, the action in Shakespeare’s plays is partly allegorical or symbolic, as in a focused allegorical scene. In such instances, however, the allegory or symbolism is related to what is already portrayed in the drama and serves as an artistic means to amplify its impact. We must not interpret the play as an allegory of something that Shakespeare does not suggest directly. If we do that, we may miss the message entirely.


We should also not look for the meaning in hidden nuances between the lines of the characters. Shakespeare portrays all his points very dramatically. Also, the message lies in the direct impact of the drama in its entirety and is seldom encapsulated in any one or two lines of the characters. Much less is it to be found in hidden subtleties not openly portrayed. For instance, when Hamlet pours verbal abuse on Ophelia in Act III, Scene 1 of Hamlet we are not to read between the lines that Hamlet is doing so because he realizes that Polonius is hidden behind the arras, listening in. If that were the case, Shakespeare would make it obvious. Once again, we should take what is presented to us as it appears. Otherwise, we will miss the emotional impact as Shakespeare intends.



Also, the words spoken by the characters are always true to their character. They say what their personalities will say, not necessarily what Shakespeare himself feels about the topic. This is what makes the drama so realistic. Thus, the meaning of the plays need not be found in any particular words spoken by the players. The meaning comes from the whole drama and resides in the emotional experience of the entire play.



Thus, when we read Shakespeare—instead of watching the play—we must do so with emotional involvement, picturing the scene laid before us as real. We need to use our imagination to fill in the dramatic visuals and sounds of the scene. For it is only by immersing ourselves in the play, making each scene live in us as though it were real, that the true message will reach us. Then we will learn through the experience, and it becomes a part of our psyche. This is a far more valuable lesson than any intellectual teaching can achieve.



It is thus helpful to read a play in two ways. One reading should be as a form of critical study to understand the artistic techniques that Shakespeare employs to impart his message. The other reading, on a separate occasion, should be in the nature of an emotional involvement. Here, we immerse ourselves and live through the play as though it were real. This second reading is essential to truly gain the message. We learn because in a sense, we live through it, and it becomes a part of us. The emotional reading is like an initiation. And it is here that the artistry of Shakespeare truly comes alive.


The Mystical Meaning of Much Ado About Nothing

Prologue


In Much Ado About Nothing, Shakespeare is in his artistic element, conveying a deep message for humanity with a masterpiece of rapturous brilliance, lyrically beautiful and profound.



There is little need to ask what the central theme of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing is. The answer stares us in the face. It is much ado about nothing, literally. Shakespeare makes no secret of it; he tells us point blank, since it is exactly what the title says. Yet, surprisingly, this was not evident for centuries.



The three Shakespearean techniques used in Much Ado About Nothing clarifies the meaning of the play. If we heed the cohesive unity, focused allegorical scenes, and particularly, the thematic resonance in the play, its main theme is obvious. Being an uncomplicated theme, Much Ado About Nothing ideally illuminates how Shakespeare weaves his meaning through the incessant echo of his motifs. From beginning to end, the thematic resonance is intense and relentless.



Shakespeare’s plays often portray our human condition, a mundane state of being constrained by our failure to grasp the truth. We live in a disquieting world where thoughts and actions are frequently born of misperception. Much Ado About Nothing focuses on this aspect of our lives, its central theme summarized by three complementary motifs:



	
Our partiality—attraction or aversion—is an arbitrary projection based on imputed qualities not inherent in the object of our feelings. 


	
Our feelings of liking or hating are often conjured up by a misperception of reality. 


	
These arbitrary feelings, born of misperception, often create unnecessary strife and turmoil, and hence “much ado about nothing.” 






Thus, the title, Much Ado About Nothing, expresses the message in the play. The strife and discord—the “much ado”—arise from feelings and attitudes that are mere imputations projected upon an object or situation; these feelings and attitudes are not intrinsic in the object or situation, and hence are really “nothing.”


For example, our friends are “our friends” not because it is inherent in their nature; neither are our enemies “our enemies” because it is inherently so. These relationships are readily altered by external circumstances. Liking or disliking is an extraneous property we unnecessarily project onto an entity, thus making our reactions to this projection a case of much ado about something not real, i.e. nothing.


Our misperception of reality has serious consequences. In Buddhism, for example, ignorance (taken more in the sense of delusion) is considered the root cause of our cycle of suffering. This state of ignorance or delusion results in a distorted view of reality that leads to our purely subjective partiality that is not caused by anything inherent in the object concerned. Our unwarranted attraction or aversion, in turn, causes our suffering and strife. This is the spiritual message Shakespeare conveys in Much Ado About Nothing.


The play displays all the characteristic techniques of Shakespeare’s mystical art. It is easy, however, to miss the relentless echo of the play’s dominant leitmotif because the behavior of the characters (apart from the comic ones) appears so natural. It is this very point that makes Shakespeare’s message so vital, since it indicates the prevalence of this very motif in our real lives.

Act I

Act I Scene 1


Characteristically, the opening scene of a Shakespearean play introduces the play’s area of concern. In Much Ado About Nothing, even while introducing the characters, Shakespeare has this central concern resonating intensely. He begins with the choice of feeling crucial to our spiritual development.


The scene opens with a messenger informing Leonato, an elderly nobleman, of the pending arrival of Don Pedro, the prince of Arragon. Don Pedro returns after a military victory over his brother Don John, whom he has since reconciled with. The messenger also tells of the brave campaign actions of a young Florentine, Claudio, whose noble deeds moves his uncle, when informed, to tears. Leonato comments on this:


Leonato. A kind overflow of kindness. There are no faces truer than those who are so washed. How much better it is to weep at joy than to joy at weeping!


Shakespeare thus begins with a crucial choice regarding our partiality: How do we respond to the suffering of others? Do we secretly rejoice at the misfortune of others or do we, instead, choose compassion? Shakespeare begins with this choice because it is critical for our spiritual development.

Compassion is the correct choice for the spiritual path because it simulates the natural response of an advanced spiritual being. Compassion moves us towards attaining that higher spiritual state of being. Once we attain the inner realization of our true nature, a realization of the oneness of all (which is a transcendent experience of nonseparation), compassion arises as a natural consequence to the suffering of others. It is no longer a choice. But until then, we need to choose compassion so that we can progress towards that ideal state.

Shakespeare next acquaints us with the adversity between Beatrice (Leonato’s niece) and Benedick (Don Pedro’s companion), a central issue in the play. It is a unique introduction that emphasizes the arbitrarily projected nature of our partiality. Beatrice questions the messenger about Benedick:


Beatrice. I pray you, how many hath he killed and eaten in these wars? But how many hath he killed? For indeed I promised to eat all of his killing.



Messenger. He hath done good service, lady, in these wars.



Beatrice. You had musty victual, and he hath holp[1] to eat it. He is a valiant trencherman. He hath an excellent stomach.



Messenger. And a good soldier too, lady.



Beatrice. And a good soldier to a lady, but what is he to a lord?


Beatrice, in a jovially contemptuous mood, laces her comments on Benedick with derogatory humor.


Messenger. A lord to a lord, a man to a man, stuffed with all honourable virtues



Beatrice. It is so indeed. He is no less than a stuffed man. But for all the stuffing—well, we are all mortal.


Beatrice questions the messenger, all the while mocking Benedick, even as the messenger answers, all the while praising the very same person! We thus have two conflicting opinions of the one same Benedick, clearly revealing their imputed nature.

Don Pedro arrives, and we hear the same motif echoed again in his opening words.


Don Pedro. Good Signoir Leonato, are you come to meet your trouble? The fashion of the world is to avoid cost, and you encounter it.



Leonato. Never came trouble to my house in the likeness of your Grace, for trouble being gone, comfort should remain, but when you depart from me, sorrow abides and happiness takes his leave.


Leonato’s pleasure over the visit of Don Pedro is not inherent in the event; it is Leonato’s choice.

Among Don Pedro’s entourage is Benedick, and his encounter with Beatrice inevitably erupts into a bitter exchange of wit.


Beatrice. I wonder that you will still be talking, Signior Benedick: nobody marks you.



Benedick. What, my dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet living?



Beatrice. Is it possible disdain should die while she hath such meet food to feed it as Signior Benedick? Courtesy itself must convert to disdain, if you come in her presence.



Benedick. Then is courtesy a turncoat. But it is certain I am loved of all ladies, only you excepted; and I would I could find in my heart that I had not a hard heart; for, truly, I love none.



Beatrice. A dear happiness to women; they would else have been troubled with a pernicious suitor. I thank God and my cold blood, I am of your humour for that; I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.
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