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Introduction


TIFFANY STERN


New readers are advised that this introduction makes details of the plot explicit.


From its title onwards, Much Ado about Nothing is rich with puns and double-speak. In Shakespeare’s time, ‘nothing’ meant, as it does now, ‘no single thing’, so the play on one level claims to be totally trivial. But ‘nothing’ was also a euphemism for women’s genitals, because, in the language of the time, men had a ‘thing’ and women had ‘no thing’: the play is also about women and, by extension, sex. And, because ‘nothing’ and ‘noting’ were pronounced the same way, the play likewise concerns people who spend all their time taking careful note of things, either through observation or writing. Finally, as Much Ado was first staged in a round playhouse – a playhouse with the shape of a zero, or ‘nothing’ – so, says the title, the play is about theatricality itself.


Like its punning title, Much Ado constantly explores the tension between what words say and what they mean. Most of the hilarious wit-battle between Beatrice and Benedick, depends on the way they flip one another’s terminology around. For instance, Benedick asks Beatrice to ‘stay . . . till then’, and Beatrice, deliberately reinterpreting ‘then’ from a moment in time to the moment of utterance, responds ‘ “Then” is spoken; fare you well’. Other characters use language that is so elevated that it obscures meaning. When the pompous Messenger relates how Claudio’s uncle had a ‘joy [that] could not show itself . . . without a badge of bitterness’, Leonato has to ask for clarification: ‘Did he break out into tears?’ Even the dialogue of the comic watchmen revolves around the tension between language and meaning: in the hope of sounding sophisticated, they repeatedly pick words that sound right but are actually wrong – as when Dogberry claims to have ‘comprehended two auspicious persons’, when he means that he has apprehended two suspicious persons. The audience are shown throughout this unusually prose-filled play how language can obscure truth. Hence the many meanings in the play’s apparently simple title.


This introduction will focus on the four aspects of the play encoded within the title’s single word ‘nothing’– the trivial, the sexual, the observational and the theatrical. Starting with the word’s first, and most obvious, meaning, ‘not a single thing’, is the play really a pointless fuss with nothing at its core?


The question can only be answered by determining what the play is about. The story it tells is of two couples: Claudio and Hero, whose love goes sour because of a misunderstanding; and Benedick and Beatrice, whose love is created because of a misunderstanding. As this brief and reductive summary makes clear, the play is structured around opposites: two opposing couples, but also conventional versus unconventional, understanding versus misunderstanding, plain-speaking versus wit and, of course, men versus women. Within this comic binary structure, however, many of the play’s specific topics – resentment, accusation, jealousy, hatred – are the stuff of tragedy. This is not surprising: Shakespeare wrote Much Ado in 1598, when he was also writing Julius Caesar (1599) and planning Hamlet (1600) – plays that deal, in tragic fashion, with similar topics. These themes aren’t particularly suggestive of ‘nothing’, of course, but in ironically claiming that the play is inconsequential, Shakespeare forces us to be actively and interpretatively engaged in what the play means from title onwards.


A different sense of ‘nothing’ is manifested by the play’s exploration of what it is to be a woman: a possessor of ‘nothing’ for a sexual organ. Of the women in the play, one, Hero, is gentle, modest, quiet and so resolved to let her father determine her marital choices that she is equally ready to marry Don Pedro (the Prince) or Claudio. The other, Beatrice, is feisty, merry, loud and so resolved not to let others determine her choices that she speaks out against marriage altogether; even when she consents to take a husband, she inveighs against the constraints of her sex, exclaiming, ‘O, that I were a man’. In both characters, Shakespeare addresses the hopeless position of being a woman in a society that offered few options other than marriage: either being submissive or being outspoken is problematic.


The play focuses particularly on the misogynistic assumptions that men make about women. Most of the men in Much Ado are so sure that all women are fickle that they live in constant fear of ‘horns’, which, from the Medieval period onwards, symbolized a cuckolded man (perhaps originally because of the mating habits of deer). Benedick says that if he ever marries, his friends can pluck the horns off a bull ‘and set them in my forehead’, and later, when he falls in love and tries to write a poem, the only rhyme he can come up with for ‘scorn’ is ‘horn’. At the end of the play, he advises Don Pedro to get a wife because, ambiguously, ‘there is no staff more reverend than one tipped with horn’, meaning that marriage is a support and/or that it leads to cuckoldry. Claudio’s horn obsession, meanwhile, is why he is ready to believe that Hero has been unfaithful to him. In some ways, the play in its entirety can be seen as similarly misogynistic. Don John’s malignancy is ultimately traced to the fact that he was born out of wedlock – he is ‘John the Bastard’ – a state that, at the time, was blamed on the mother. What is particularly ironic, then, is that the play’s song ‘Sigh no more’ explains that men are ‘constant never’ but tells women to accept the fact: being a ‘deceiver’ is simply part of a man’s character. There is, then, one rule for men and another for women.


The third sense of ‘nothing’ – ‘noting’ – is highlighted throughout this drama of perception and misperception. ‘Note’ can mean ‘pay attention to’; the play has characters who are constantly noting or deeply observing one another even if they claim not to be:








	Claudio
	Benedick, didst thou note the daughter of Signor Leonato?






	Benedick
	I noted her not, but I look’d on her.










This kind of observational noting regularly goes wrong in the drama, as characters constantly misunderstand what they see: Don John, Claudio and Benedick note a person they think is Hero having a loving encounter with Borachio – the play’s potential tragedy stems from this; later Claudio notes the veiled woman he is to marry, thinking she is Antonio’s niece – the play’s actual resolution stems from this. Indeed, the play’s central love story depends on a combination of noting and duping: Benedick believes himself to be secretly noting his friends’ conversation about him – and, when they reveal that Beatrice loves him, decides to love her back; Beatrice hears her friends declare that Benedick loves her, and likewise decides to love him. Thus ‘noting’ questions the audience’s understanding of seeing and believing, appearance and reality, and what the truth really is; it also asks us to note carefully what is really happening in the play.


A further meaning of ‘note’ is ‘to write’, and the storyline also revolves around written papers. It opens on a note, a letter that Leonato has just received telling him who is coming to stay; and ends on notes, the revelation of the secret sonnet of love written by Benedick to Beatrice, and the secret letter of love written by Beatrice to Benedick. During the play, the written records made at Dogberry’s request reveal Don John’s guilt; and the epitaph Claudio hangs on Hero’s tomb shows his acceptance of Hero’s innocence and his own guilt. Throughout the play, then, the written word – the recorded note – is trustworthy in a way that the spoken one is not, asking us to consider in which form of ‘noting’ truth should be sought.


Finally, there is the staging sense of ‘nothing’. A much-used Shakespearean conceit was that the round outdoor theatres for which he wrote his plays were zeros and actors were numbers (in Henry V, Shakespeare calls his theatre a ‘wooden O’ and the actors ‘ciphers to this great accompt’ – they put numbers in front of the zero, turning nothing into a huge number). ‘Nothing’, jokily, signifies Shakespeare’s round playhouses.


Much Ado was, it seems, written for the new round theatre that Shakespeare’s company had just acquired, the Globe (1599–1642). The picture on the flag of the Globe, raised when performances were about to begin, was of Hercules carrying the world on his shoulders, and Much Ado is filled with references to the Roman god. So when Benedick says Beatrice would have made Hercules turn a spit; or when Don Pedro says he’d happily undertake one of Hercules’ labours; or when Beatrice inveighs against men who think they are ‘valiant as Hercules’; or when Borachio speaks disparagingly of ‘shaven Hercules in the smirched worm-eaten tapestry’, it seems that the Globe flag is being metatheatrically addressed. As miniature versions of the flag were also hung as banners on the trumpets blown around London to advertise the day’s play, Much Ado’s Hercules references remind audiences that they are watching a staged fiction, uniting them in the shared joke, whilst also advertising and promoting the theatre in which the fiction is being performed.


Another example of the theatre being used metatheatrically in Much Ado is in references to the roof that extended over half of the stage to protect the actors’ clothes from the weather. It is indicated when Borachio asks Conrad to ‘stand . . . close . . . under this pent-house, for it drizzles rain’. But, as that roof was known as ‘the heavens’ – its underside was decorated with stars, sun and the signs of the zodiac – it is also literally gestured to by Beatrice when she relates how the devil will say to her, ‘Get you to heaven, Beatrice’. Again, the theatre is calling attention to its own structure in a way that protects us from believing too deeply the story staged there, but that also draws parallels with our own real lives under our actual heaven.


In other ways, too, Shakespeare exploits specific aspects of performance and staging in this tale. Actors of the time did not receive a full copy of the play for their scripts, but their speeches only, in a text known as a ‘part’ (as it was only part of, not all of, the play) or a ‘roll’ (as it was received as a rolled document). Each speech was preceded by a ‘cue’ of the last one to three words of the preceding speech. Shakespeare makes metatheatrical fun out of this when Claudio, presented with a wife he thought dead, finds himself speechless – Beatrice prompts, ‘speak, Count, ’tis your cue’, as though the actor has forgotten his words. For Shakespeare, metatheatre was not a trivializing of theatre, but a way of celebrating the place and people for whom he wrote his plays.


Thus, Much Ado about Nothing is at one and the same time the reverse of what the title says and the fulfilment of it – as is made clear by the playful use of ‘nothing’ at the drama’s close. Beatrice and Benedick swear that they love ‘nothing in the world’ so much as each other, meaning that they like nothing so well as one another, yet also allowing the suggestion that they like nothingness as much as they like one another. That is a joke with, and against, the play’s title. For in liking ‘nothing . . . so much as you’ what they are ultimately declaring is that they like Much Ado About Nothing, the play, as much as one another. And, of course, by that point in the drama, so do we.




MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING


DRAMATIS PERSONAE


DON PEDRO, prince of Arragon.


DON JOHN, his bastard brother.


CLAUDIO, a young lord of Florence.


BENEDICK, a young lord of Padua.


LEONATO, governor of Messina.


BALTHAZAR, attendant on Don Pedro.






	
BORACHIO,


CONRADE,
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	followers of Don John







FRIAR FRANCIS.


DOGBERRY, a constable.


VERGES, a headborough.


A SEXTON.


A BOY.


HERO, daughter to Leonato.


BEATRICE, niece to Leonato.






	

MARGARET,


URSULA,
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	gentlewomen attending on Hero.







MESSENGERS, WATCH, ATTENDANTS, etc.


SCENE — Messina.
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ACT I


SCENE I


Before LEONATO’S house.


Enter LEONATO, HERO, and BEATRICE, with a MESSENGER.


LEONATO


I learn in this letter that Don Pedro of Arragon comes this night to Messina.


MESSENGER


He is very near by this: he was not three leagues off when I left him.


LEONATO


How many gentlemen have you lost in this action?


MESSENGER


But few of any sort, and none of name.


LEONATO


A victory is twice itself when the achiever brings home full numbers. I find here that Don Pedro hath bestow’d much honour on a young Florentine called Claudio.


MESSENGER


Much deserved on his part, and equally remember’d by Don Pedro. He hath borne himself beyond the promise of his age; doing, in the figure of a lamb, the feats of a lion: he hath, indeed, better better’d expectation than you must expect of me to tell you how.


LEONATO


He hath an uncle here in Messina will be very much glad of it.


MESSENGER


I have already deliver’d him letters, and there appears much joy in him; even so much, that joy could not show itself modest enough without a badge of bitterness.


LEONATO


Did he break out into tears?


MESSENGER


In great measure.


LEONATO


A kind overflow of kindness: there are no faces truer than those that are so wash’d. How much better is it to weep at joy than to joy at weeping!


BEATRICE


I pray you, is Signior Mountanto return’d from the wars or no?


MESSENGER


I know none of that name, lady: there was none such in the army of any sort.


LEONATO


What is he that you ask for, niece?


HERO


My cousin means Signior Benedick of Padua.


MESSENGER


O, he’s return’d; and as pleasant as ever he was.


BEATRICE


He set up his bills here in Messina, and challenged Cupid at the flight; and my uncle’s fool, reading the challenge, subscribed for Cupid, and challenged him at the birdbolt. — I pray you, how many hath he kill’d and eaten in these wars? But how many hath he kill’d? for, indeed, I promised to eat all of his killing.


LEONATO


Faith, niece, you tax Signior Benedick too much; but he’ll be meet with you, I doubt it not.


MESSENGER


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


BEATRICE


You had musty victual, and he hath holp to eat it: he’s a very valiant trencher-man; 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?


MESSENGER


A lord to a lord, a man to a man; stuff’d with all honourable virtues.


BEATRICE


It is so, indeed; he is no less than a stuff’d man: but for the stuffing, — well, we are all mortal.


LEONATO


You must not, sir, mistake my niece. There is a kind of merry war betwixt Signior Benedick and her: they never meet but there’s a skirmish of wit between them.


BEATRICE


Alas, he gets nothing by that! In our last conflict four of his five wits went halting off, and now is the whole man govern’d with one: so that if he have wit enough to keep himself warm, let him bear it for a difference between himself and his horse; for it is all the wealth that he hath left, to be known a reasonable creature. — Who is his companion now? He hath every month a new sworn brother.


MESSENGER


Is’t possible?


BEATRICE


Very easily possible: he wears his faith but as the fashion of his hat; it ever changes with the next block.


MESSENGER


I see, lady, the gentleman is not in your books.


BEATRICE


No; an he were, I would burn my study. But, I pray you, who is his companion? Is there no young squarer now that will make a voyage with him to the devil?


MESSENGER


He is most in the company of the right noble Claudio.


BEATRICE


O Lord, he will hang upon him like a disease: he is sooner caught than the pestilence, and the taker runs presently mad. God help the noble Claudio! If he have caught the Benedick, it will cost him a thousand pound ere a’ be cured.


MESSENGER


I will hold friends with you, lady.


BEATRICE


Do, good friend.


LEONATO


You will never run mad, niece.


BEATRICE


No, not till a hot January.


MESSENGER


Don Pedro is approach’d.


Enter DON PEDRO, DON JOHN,
CLAUDIO, BENEDICK, and BALTHAZAR.


DON PEDRO


Good Signior Leonato, you are 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.


DON PEDRO


You embrace your charge too willingly. — I think this is your daughter.


LEONATO


Her mother hath many times told me so.


BENEDICK


Were you in doubt, sir, that you ask’d her?


LEONATO


Signior Benedick, no; for then were you a child.


DON PEDRO


You have it full, Benedick: we may guess by this what you are, being a man. — Truly, the lady fathers herself. — Be happy, lady; for you are like an honourable father.


BENEDICK


If Signior Leonato be her father, she would not have his head on her shoulders for all Messina, as like him as she is.


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.


BENEDICK


God keep your ladyship still in that mind! so some gentleman or other shall scape a predestinate scratch’d face.


BEATRICE


Scratching could not make it worse, an ’twere such a face as yours were.


BENEDICK


Well, you are a rare parrot-teacher.


BEATRICE


A bird of my tongue is better than a beast of yours.


BENEDICK


I would my horse had the speed of your tongue, and so good a continuer. But keep your way, i’ God’s name; I have done.


BEATRICE


You always end with a jade’s trick: I know you of old.


DON PEDRO


That is the sum of all: Leonato, — Signior Claudio and Signior Benedick, — my dear friend Leonato hath invited you all. I tell him we shall stay here at the least a month; and he heartily prays some occasion may detain us longer: I dare swear he is no hypocrite, but prays from his heart.
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BENEDICK I would my horse had the speed of your tongue, 
 and so good a continuer.





LEONATO


If you swear, my lord, you shall not be forsworn. — Let me bid you welcome, my lord: being reconciled to the prince your brother, I owe you all duty.


DON JOHN


I thank you: I am not of many words, but I thank you.


LEONATO


Please it your Grace lead on?


DON PEDRO


Your hand, Leonato; we will go together.


[Exeunt all except BENEDICK and CLAUDIO.


CLAUDIO


Benedick, didst thou note the daughter of Signior Leonato?


BENEDICK


I noted her not; but I look’d on her.
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