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Preface


It is impossible to account for all that ‘matters’ in Shakespeare’s comedies in such a limited space. Shakespearean comedy, however, does matter and as such is one of the areas rightly included in the All That Matters series. This book aims to demonstrate why it matters but also how it may matter differently to different people and to different audiences. It does so not by asking what the plays mean but, rather, how they work as comedies, taking six plays as examples. The first four are considered in the order in which they were written; the last two are not in chronological order, as they pose different kinds of issues in a modern context. Through an understanding of the mechanics of the play, the art of the playwright, narratives are communicated through which different meanings emerge depending on the predilections of the audience or reader or the artistic vision within the corporate and collective experience of a theatrical performance. It is this malleability that ensures the plays’ sustainability over the centuries, making them still box-office successes. The examination of the six plays selected is framed by an introduction to Shakespearean comedy in general and a conclusion that looks at aspects of language and the use of song in the plays.


Quotations from the works are taken from The RSC Shakespeare: The Complete Works, edited by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen (Basingstoke: Macmillan, paperback edition, 2008).
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Introduction: Shakespeare and comedy


The applause! delight! the wonder of our stage!


My Shakespeare, rise


Ben Jonson





Shakespeare was a businessman. He was a poet and a dramatist, of course, the latter being where his real business lay. He worked for and with James Burbage, a carpenter entrepreneur who in 1576 had been bold enough to establish the first professional commercial theatre in London, called simply The Theatre. Shakespeare wrote plays and acted in plays, became shareholder and part of a business consortium of fellow actors that expanded the business when The Theatre closed and a new theatre, The Globe, was opened on another site in 1599. He bought a large house in his home town of Stratford-upon-Avon and acquired land and also the family coat of arms. Later he took an interest in a small indoor theatre, The Blackfriars. He died relatively young at the age of 52. Some would hold that he was an early capitalist who invested in land, some of which he enclosed, and who loaned money. This, however, may be taking the description a little too far. He was an entrepreneur and small businessman who actively worked in his business as an actor and writer. For Shakespeare there appears to have been no separation between the ownership of the means of production and the participation in the means of production. He certainly was a Christian in a country that had experienced religious upheaval since the time of Henry VIII. In his business career in theatre he took some risks but he was highly successful.


Comedy is a funny business at which Shakespeare excelled. Comedy is a gamble. It can be a disaster when it does not work, when it falls flat, failing to elicit the targeted response. Many have seen that happen to comedians throughout the ages and experienced their embarrassment. But when successful it brings its particular rewards. The death of the UK comedian Mel Smith in 2013 was headline news. The same occurred when the much-loved Richard Briers died. Both were popular on television but both had also appeared in Shakespearean drama in major productions. They were principally comic actors, though Briers also appeared in tragedy.


Comedy is a serious business, funny not only in itself but in the peculiarity of its unpredictability. As a businessman as well as a writer, Shakespeare excelled in it, writing plays for his popular audiences with titles such as ‘As You Like It’, ‘What You Will’, ‘Much Ado About Nothing’ and ‘All’s Well That Ends Well’. As we will see, the titles themselves may have been geared to the market, helping to attract audiences to the theatre.


Shakespeare excelled in developing the genre commercially but he was also interested in comedy as an art form, and he drew on antecedents from Classical Rome. At the beginning of his career, he was especially influenced by the work of the Roman dramatist Plautus. Shakespeare may not have read Greek but the underlying structure of his drama has an affinity with some of the principles advanced by Aristotle in The Poetics, in particular the way that both Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies progress towards a recognition scene, technically termed anagnorisis. That is the moment or scene in which the deceptions of the play are revealed, allowing the characters an understanding of what has previously occurred, and an opportunity to recognize mistakes, deceptions, follies.


In differing ways comedy exploits the human condition, whether physical, intellectual or spiritual, whether in the context of social interactions or organizations. It delves into relationships, exploiting what may appear as normality to those ‘involved’ in the action but as absurdities to those who are observing it. For instance, in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, Touchstone comments on how ridiculous lovers can appear when he remarks:




I remember when I was in love, I broke my sword upon a stone and bid him take that for coming a-night to Jane Smile. And I remember the kissing of her batler [a wooden tool used to pound or ‘bat’ laundry] and the cow’s dugs [teats] that her pretty chopt [chapped] hands had milked; and I remember the wooing of a peascod [peas pod; a pun on the word ‘codpiece’, the area of the male leg garment covering the scrotum] instead of her, from whom I took two cods [sexual pun on testicles] and, giving her them again, said with weeping tears, ‘Wear these for my sake.’ [i.e. let’s have sex]. We that are true lovers run into strange capers; but as all is mortal in nature, so is all nature in love mortal in folly” (2.4.38–44).





Touchstone uses sexual innuendo to aid the comedy but also to reveal how ridiculous love, or at least sexual desire, can be. He is the ‘touchstone’ of the play.


Comedy can also totter on the edge of melancholy and sadness in exposing human weakness or vulnerability, even in a single line as in the case of Sir Andrew Aguecheek in Twelfth Night, who, in one character-revealing sentence, expresses not so much his envy but his feeling of inadequacy and loneliness. He comments on Maria’s love for Sir Toby with the sad but humorous line “I was adored once too” (2.3.136). It is the timing, the context and brevity of the line that creates the humour. There is a touch of brilliance about it. Today we might call this line ‘Pinteresque’, but Shakespeare was inaugurating the model 400 years before Pinter was born.


Ironically, academia has traditionally treated comedy as an inferior genre. Literary criticism over the years has tended to foreground tragedy as the philosophical and therefore superior dramatic genre, whether considering the Greeks or the Elizabethans. In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, some critics and scholars, including John Russell Brown, Stanley Wells and myself, have made a concerted effort to consider dramatic texts not as ‘Literature’ but as blueprints for performance. Such critics do not deny the literary qualities of the works, but note that however important the Shakespearean texts are as literary artefacts, they are actually incomplete. They can only come to life and to a fullness of expression when they are acted out on stage or in a studio, through the medium of film and television, or in the creative imagination of the reader.


This approach, however, can lead to other literary critical problems. Some predominant trends in recent literary evaluation, in particular New Historicism, have depended upon historical research to situate the texts within the social and political conditions of their creation. Whilst Shakespeare was hailed by Ben Jonson as the “Soul of the age!”, his works were also deemed by Jonson to be “for all time!”1. New Historicist critics have tried to introduce a corrective to this by focusing the meaning and significance of his plays on the historical period of their composition, paying attention not just to literary but also to non-literary texts of the period. In doing so they have augmented a literary critical path with instructive historical research. Most, but not all, Cultural Materialists have done this, but from a perspective of their own Marxist-influenced methodologies, and have been overtly transparent in doing so. Other traditional and liberal humanist literary critics have questioned whether such transparency avoids misreading. They have questioned whether some of the detailed historical and sociological research on certain aspects of the Elizabethan age have always proved as useful as claimed in helping to interpret the plays.


New Historicist research, however, has been illuminating and has produced new perspectives on the plays. Studies of Shakespeare’s life and time have been plentiful over the last 20 years or so in the wake of New Historicist writings such as Greenblatt’s Shakespearean Negotiations or Cultural Materialists’ work such as Malcolm Evans’ Signifying Nothing and Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield’s collection Political Shakespeare. A useful collection of such perspectives are found in Alternative Shakespeares, whilst a defensive corrective from a traditional position is argued in Brian Vickers’ Appropriating Shakespeare: Contemporary Critical Quarrels. In the new millennium, historical studies have taken a more focused position relating to the dramatist. This is exemplified by James Shapiro’s work, including 1599: A Year in the Life of William Shakespeare, or more traditionally by Jonathan Bate’s Soul of the Age: The Life, Mind and World of William Shakespeare or, from a feminist point of view, by Germaine Greer’s Shakespeare’s Wife.
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But all of this, however inspiring and scholarly, can drift away from the concept of the text as a blueprint for performance. Shakespeare’s scripts are not dead texts or mere historical artefacts for academia. They continue to live through being recreated and interpreted in every performance. They thereby have a life of their own, determined not just by the history of their composition, nor even their production history, but by contemporary interpretation according to modern ideologies, ideas, concepts, feelings, traditions, behaviour, understandings. The play texts are necessarily of their age but simultaneously in performance they are also of our age. Even at London’s contemporary Globe Theatre, which replicates an Elizabethan public stage, an historical interpretative production cannot escape from the fact that it is being performed by 21st-century actors to 21st-century audiences made up of people who have different understandings of life and of love and its conventions than did the Elizabethans.


In Talking Shakespeare, I refer to Michel Foucault’s statement in The Archaeology of Knowledge:


The affirmation that the earth is round or that species evolve does not constitute the same statement before and after Copernicus, before or after Darwin; it is not, for such simple formulations, that the meaning of the words has changed; what changed was the relation of these affirmations to other propositions, their conditions of use and re-investment, the field of experience, of possible verifications, of problems to be resolved, to which they can be referred2.


In doing so, however, I note that such an understanding of a performance script has to go further than the text itself. I write:


The complexity of meanings … goes beyond the text, since language in drama is not circumscribed by words. Shakespeare’s language goes beyond his poetry and prose to the communication of the actions of the play, the semiotics of the drama and its narrative3.


Such actions are not frozen in time, they are represented and created anew each time the script goes into performance. Consequently both the words and the action of the play embody and reflect changing meanings as time passes. Many initially successful plays may become dated or obsolete but certain plays have the malleability in their texts to allow for reinterpretation because they have an existence as performance scripts that finds their meanings in the context of the age, the society, the individual and the dominant ideologies and resistances that pertain at any particular time.


The concept of a living Shakespeare, a script for production, makes us, even in the study, look at how the mechanics of the plays work, their underpinning structure, relationship with plot and the exposure of theme through harmony or discord or a combination of both. Consequently in this short book on Shakespeare’s comedies, I am concentrating on how the plays work through the inbuilt tensions or resolutions deriving from a structural platform that Shakepeare used time and time again to create his comic plays. This structural platform or formula, used for many Shakespearean comedies, has four broad elements:


1  An opening statement(s) of dilemmas or seemingly impossible social difficulties, often but not always associated with the threat of death.


2  A search involved with the opening statement and relating, firstly, to an individual (or a number of individuals) attempting to find identity or self-knowledge, and secondly, to one or more couples (usually young) attempting to develop their relationships with each other.


3  The requirement of the searchers to remove themselves from the society which formed the opening statement – that removal being signified in the plays from 1595 onwards by geographical relocation or physical disguise or both.


4  Through the adventures while disguised or in the area of relocation, a movement towards a comic resolution. This usually operates structurally through, firstly, an engineered recognition scene – anagnorisis – in which misunderstandings of identity are revealed and realized, and secondly, through multiple marriage, which usually ensues or is confirmed through the mechanism of the recognition scene.


From that generic structural platform, plots develop which explore the different ramifications of this formula. So in Twelfth Night, for example, the plot follows the structure:


1  Orsino self-indulgently loves Olivia but she indulgently mourns the death of her father and brother and refuses to return his love. Meanwhile, a girl (Viola) is shipwrecked, her twin brother (Sebastian) being lost at sea. She determines to serve the love-stricken duke of the land where she has been stranded.


2  The search for Viola’s own identity and the search for Orsino’s and Olivia’s self-knowledge involves Viola disguising herself as a young man who is accepted at both Orsino’s court and Olivia’s house.


3  Adventures and further misunderstandings accrue as both Olivia and Orsino form an attachment for ‘Cesario’, the disguised Viola.


4  These adventures are concluded by the engineered recognition scene – anagnorisis – when the lost twin brother, Sebastian, arrives and, recognizing Cesario’s likeness to him, says: “Do I stand there?”.




The dialogue progresses to prove to each other and to those around them who they are. The errors of the play are thereby corrected and in conclusion there follows an affirmation of the multiple marriage. Olivia has unwittingly already married Sebastian but confirms her love, Orsino marries Viola, and the characters Sir Toby and Maria are revealed to have just married too.





Similarly, in As You Like It there is an initial discord between two brothers, Oliver and Orlando de Bois, leading to a threat of death, and between the usurper Duke Frederick and his deposed brother Duke Senior, who is exiled in the Forest of Arden. This leads to a search for a new life for Duke Senior and Duke Senior’s daughter and niece, Rosalind and Celia, who disguise themselves, Rosalind as a man, Ganymede, “Because that I am more than common tall” (1.3.111) and Celia as a poor young maid, Aliena (i.e. a stranger, or not herself). Orlando and the old family servant Adam also escape to the forest. There, adventures occur in the search for true identity, which Rosalind resolves through an engineered recognition scene. Hymen, the god of marriage, fictionally – in a masque within the play – appears to present Rosalind to her father and to Orlando (5.4.84–92).


Other marriages of characters to whom we have been introduced in the action are confirmed by Hymen: “Here’s eight that must take hands/To join in Hymen’s bands” (5.4.101–2). Celia is married to Oliver, Phoebe to Silvius, and Audrey to Touchstone, complementing Rosalind’s marriage to Orlando. News arrives that Duke Frederick, on entering the forest, has become full of remorse and has gone to live a religious life, allowing Duke Senior and others – with the notable exception of the malcontent Jaques – to return to their original status and location.


So Shakespeare creates both structure and plot, but it is within the relationship of the two that we find not merely a story but a thematic narrative that embraces individuals, society and the conduct of living. In As You Like It this springs from two confrontations, the one between the two dukes which has occurred ‘before the play has started’, i.e. which is given to us as information to help establish the plot; the second is between the two brothers Oliver and Orlando, which is of such ferocity on Oliver’s part that he seeks not just separation from but the death of his brother. Similarly, in Twelfth Night, the audience is provided with the revelation from the start of Orsino’s infatuation (which is more to do with self-gratification than with love) and with the exposure of Olivia’s self-indulgence in her excessive mourning. This is ridiculed early in the play by the comic audacity of the Fool, Feste:


Feste:  Good madonna, why mourn’st thou?


Olivia: Good fool, for my brother’s death.


Feste:  I think his soul is in hell, madonna.


Olivia: I know his soul is in heaven, fool.


Feste:  The more fool, madonna, to mourn your brother’s soul being in heaven. Take away the fool, gentlemen. (1.5.49–54)


Feste’s intervention here is emblematic of the Fool’s function across a number of plays, both comic and tragic, in being a touchstone to the reality depicted in the play and the issues it raises, stripping back pretentions, hypocrisy and self-delusion. In King Lear, the king’s fool sings a different stanza from the song with which Feste closes Twelfth Night. In the midst of storm and tempest, both in King Lear’s mind as well as in the elements, the Fool cries:




He that has and a little tiny wit,


With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,


Must make content with his fortunes fit,


Though the rain it raineth every day. (3.2. 73–6)





Later, as Lear tears off his clothes, the Fool advises:




Prithee, nuncle, be contented: ‘tis a naughty night to swim in. Now a little fire in a wild field were like an old lecher’s heart, a small spark, all the rest on’s body cold. (3.4.91–3)





The Fool’s function in the plays is to try to dispel self-deception by exposing the realties of nature: the rain, the cold, the need for clothes. The world, the body and even a play function through their intrinsic structures. Break those aspects and chaos ensues, whether it be in comedy through, for example, the self-gratification and deception of Orsino in Twelfth Night, or through the self-destructive conditions of the tragedies. The Fool’s final stanza in Twelfth Night draws the parallel with the stage:




A great while ago the world begun,


With hey, ho, (the wind and the rain)


But that’s all one, our play is done,


And we’ll strive to please you every day. (5.1.387–90)





The subplots of the plays fulfil a similar functional role in that they mirror elements of the main plot in order to take forward thematic points. We might think in this context of Malvolio’s self-indulgence and infatuation, which becomes the butt of a cruel practical joke in Twelfth Night, or of the relationship between the Oberon–Titania quarrel in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the quarrels in the same play involving Lysander, Hermia, Demetrius and Helena in the forest, or the seeming tension at court between Theseus and Hippolita over the dilemma of the young lovers. Some scholars, moreover, might consider the quality of a play to be found in the artist accomplishing the harmonious interlocking of structure that imbues the plot with a thematic consistency.
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