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INTRODUCTION 

"Shakespearean Comedy: A Study in Multiple Plot Structure" 

is an investigation of the ways Shakespeare developed the theme of 

relationship through plots of multiple action. Frameworks, main 

mortal actions, and subplots are structured so that they develop the 

theme of relationship between man and God, subject and ruler, family 

members, friends, lovers, masters and servants. Relationship also 

refers to the Neoplatonic ordering of the faculties of will, reason, 

and passion. From these ethical relationships Shakespeare derived the 

aesthetic relationship between nature and art. Proper relationship in 

comedy is a mean from which deviations within tolerable limits of comedy 

occur. It is an ethical principle which determines the aesthetic form of 

each comedy and is the conceptual basis of my structural approach founded 

in historical investigation into attitudes and values of Shakespeare's 

day. 

"Ethic-aesthetic" is the unifying principle of art introduced 

to me by Richard N. and Hazel M. (Batzer) Pollard in many classes and 

discussions with them. Two other sets of terms which I have borrowed 

from them and fused with the more traditional terminology of dramatic 

criticism are substance and form, the unity of which they call "substantial 

form," and experience and meaning, the "experience-meaning" of art. These 

terms and the Pollards' definitions of them are contained in their book 

From Human Sentience to Drama: Principles of Critical Analysis. Tragic 

and Comedic. 

My structuralist approach allows for the mytho-poetic and a wide 

variety of "formal" analysis, whether the focus is on groups of characters, 
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lines of action, or theme and imagery. My own critical method is a 

fusion of the traditional structuralist purpose of determining how 

structure (arrangement of all the elements of matter into dramatic form) 

with the conceptual basis and terminology borrowed from the Pollards. 

The applications and fusion of purpose and method are my own. 

This study is directed toward exploring the ethical and aesthetic 

unity of five plays, two from the first group and one from each of the 

other three groups of comedies. Stated another way, I wanted to determine 

the nature and extent of thematic and structural fusion, idea and form, 

the meaning experienced in the arrangement of lines of action, including 

frameworks, subplots, and juxtaposition of scenes and five-act structure 

into planes of consciousness, or levels of awareness. Critics who have 

helped me arrive at my own understanding and application of the 

structuralist approach to the comedies are Richard Levin, The Multiple 

Plot in English Renaissance Drama. William Empson, Some Versions of 

Pastoral. Muriel Bradbrook, Themes and Conventions of Elizabethan Tragedy 

and The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan Comedy, and Madeleine Doran, 

Endeavors of Art. 

The first chapter, "The Comedy of Errors: Fusion of Romance and 

Farce," serves as an introduction to the entire study in that it includes 

a discussion of the question of mixing styles and aims of tragedy and 

comedy, kings and clowns, in the poetic treatises of George Puttenham, 

William Webbe, and Sir Phillip Sydney. The question of mixing tragic 

and comic styles, characters, and aims is also examined in several 

sixteenth century tragicomedies and selected plays of John Lyly and 

Robert Greene. The backgrounds and conventions of Roman comedy in Plautus 

and Terence were adapted in the school plays and then by Shakespeare who 
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enclosed the farce of the Antipholi brothers and their servants the 

Dromios with a framework romance from John Gower and added a level of 

romantic comedy with the invention of Luciana. Double plots in Terence, 

the Renaissance conception of Diana, and the ways in which imagery of 

water, a chain, and a bond are related to the multiple plot structure 

of the themes of identity and relationship in Shakespeare's first 

comedy. 

I have '-h®<s©3i: A Midsummer Night's Dream from the early comedies 

as the subject of chapter II because I find in it clear structural use 

of two frameworks for the main mortal actions of two pairs of lovers and 

a subplot parody. Levels of awareness are one principle of the arrange­

ment of lines of action concerning fairies, mortals, and mechanicals. 

The relationship between nature and art is explored for the first time 

by Shakespeare in the comedies, and the purpose of a mimetic art, the 

transformed nature of a pastoral wood, is established. The purpose is 

to raise men to a higher level of virtue when they awake from the 

experience, or dream, of the play. This aim of art is also the aim of 

As You Like It and The Tempest, an aim which is consistent with Shake­

speare's uses of the pastoral. 

As You Like It is ray choice from the middle comedies rather 

than Twelfth Night for several reasons. Both contain much substance from 

humor theory, but As You Like It is a further development of the theme 

of transformation introduced in A Midsummer Night's Dream. In As You 

Like It the transformation of man by art is expressed in the Neoplatonic 

ideal of concord in mutability drawn from humor psychology. This 

theme is concretized, or objectified, in character and action. Shake­

speare uses the disguise convention of the romantic heroine as the 
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character equivalent of subplot, amplifies the themes of mutable nature 

and fortune, love and death, from Thomas Lodge's Rosalynde. and develops 

the Christian motif of the fall with imagery of wrestling and an 

emblemmatic scene in act I. Arden is a fusion of Arcadia and Eden, 

a golden pastoral world of nature transformed by art to lead men to 

an even higher level of virtue. He draws from Neoplatonic love theory 

to satirize the pastoral lovers and from humor theory such as that of 

Levinus Lemnius and Timothy Bright reaching back to Aristotle for the 

informing principle of the play, both ethically and aesthetically. 

The principle is that of excess and deficiency. Concord in mutability 

is the experience and meaning of As You Like It with the Neoplatonic 

liking as the supporting metaphor for the transforming effects of love 

and of art and a pattern of seeming, playing parts, counterfeiting, 

showing, disguising, and feigning to shadow, or figure, concord through 

mutability. 

The limits of Shakespearean comedy are reached in Measure for 

Measure, the subject of chapter IV- This problem comedy ends just short 

of tragedy at the satiric limits of comedy and just short of that which 

is beyond ethical and poetic measure. The ethical concept of the play 

is derived from the classical tradition of Aristotle and Seneca, to 

determine a mean through reason, and from the Christian belief in Divine 

Correction and Mercy necessitated by the fallen will of man. There is 

an ethical tension at the center of the play structured into ambivalence 

of Duke Vincentio performing the dramatic functions of the Vice and the 

extremes of virtue becoming vice. There is also a bitter comic equiva­

lence between death and marriage figured in the precontract and imagery 

of substitution. Structurally, Measure for Measure has five frames of 
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action, two divine levels, two mortal levels, and a subplot. 

The Tempest concludes my study as the comedy from the late plays. 

After the doctrine of the corrupt will in Measure for Measure and the 

question of the extent to which art can raise man to a higher level of 

virtue in that problem comedy, Shakespeare returned to romance and 

tested the unifying conception and spirit of the masque form to body 

forth the Calvinistic concepts of predestination and man reborn, but the 

"infected" will, unregenerate man, and the limitations of art to 

transform nature cause an interruption of the revels before completion. 

The Tempest ends, as Measure for Measure did, without a wedding. Again, 

there are five levels of action: two divine and two main mortal actions 

of treason which are parodied by the subplot action of Caliban, Stephano, 

and Trinculo. Shakespeare attempted to fuse the masque form with 

Calvinistic substance, but a failure of fusion was necessitated by his 

vision of man's mutable, fallen condition. The Tempest concludes with 

resignation and a prayer. 

Entries in my bibliography have been selected because they are 

primary sources and ma.ior background studies and secondary criticism. 

They include both philosophic backgrounds and dramatic backgrounds and 

range from the Institutes of John Calvin to the masques of Ben Jonson 

and Inigo Jones. They are entries on ethical content and on aesthetic 

form, according to the requirements of my study. In other words, they 

reflect the substance and form of the comedies. 



CHAPTER I 

THE COMEDY OF ERRORS: 

FUSION OF ROMANCE AND FARCE 

The Comedy of Errors is William Shakespeare's early comedy^ 

of Plautine farce set uncomfortably in a romance framework. Alison 

Gaw and the editors of the New Cambridge edition of the play, Sir 

Arthur Quiller-Couch and John Dover Wilson, have noted textual 

errors in the Folio edition (inconsistencies of stage directions, 

a disparity of the brothers' age, and confusion of names for Juliana-

Luciana and the kitchen wench Luce-Nell) and theorized that the play 

may be a corrupt text or may have been rewritten from an older play 

by Shakespeare and Thomas Kyd or Robert Greene. J. M. Robertson has 

argued on stylistic grounds that another hand, possibly George Peele's, 

is present.-' Other theories have been proposed by E. K. Chambers 

-"•Dated 1592-1593 by G. B. Harrison, editor of Shakespeare: 
The Complete Works (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1948), p. 
270. This edition is used for quotations from all the plays. 

%ee "The Evolution of The Comedy of Errors." PMLA. 41 
(1926), 620-666, and the introduction to The Comedy of Errors (Cam­
bridge: University Press, 1968), p. xv. These editors date the play 
1591-1592 on internal evidence of geographical and historical 
references to the Spanish Armada and a play on hair and heir, alluding 
to the naming by Henry III of France of Henry of Navarre as his heir 
in 1589, pp. xii-xiii. 

^An Introduction to the Study of The Shakespeare Canon (Free-
port, New York: Books For Libraries Press, 1924), pp. 126, 371, 
427-428. 
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and T. W. Baldwin. Chambers in William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts 

and Problems thinks that Shakespeare was experimenting with verse forms 

such as doggerel, comic stichomythia, and quatrains for serious passages. 

Baldwin, in Shakspere's Five-Act Structure, shows how the Plautine 

farce of the play is structured according to the Terentian model of 

prologue. protasis. epitasis. and catastrophe described by Aelius 

Donatus in the fourth century. He traces the development of Horace's 

five-act dictum through Renaissance critics (e.g., Landino, Praeteolus, 

Minturno, Scaliger, and Viperanus) but does not consider the intermingling 

of tones from low, coarse, realistic, physical farce of the Dromios to 

the pathos of Aegeon and Antipholus of Syracuse in their search for 

the restoration of familial bond and the high comic seriousness of 

Luciana's advice to her sister on the proper relationship between 

husband and wife (Il.i) and of the wooing of Luciana by Antipholus S. 

(ill.ii). In other words, Baldwin does not consider the ways in which 

structure develops theme in the play. Neither he, H. B. Charlton, 

4(2 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), 1, 308. 

^See "On Comedy and Tragedy," trans. Mildred Rogers, in 
European Theories of the Drama, ed. Barrett H. Clark (New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1965), p. 35, and Baldwin, Shakspere's Five-Act Structure 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1963), pp. 111-112. 

"In Shakespearian Comedy (Methuen & Co., 1952) Charlton comments 
on the play's mixture of realism and romance: "His Plautine material is 
in the boisterous, gross, realistic pattern of Latin comedy: a virago of 
a wife, a thick-skinned husband, and a common courtesan deal with each 
other in the coarser way of earthy trafficking. But into this Hogarthian 
group Shakespeare slips one or two figures who belong to another world; 
an old man weighed down by the grief of many years* fruitless search for 
the wife and son torn from him by shipwreck, and a gentle-hearted girl 
whose lips speak in the sweet new style singers and sonneteers were conse­
crating to lovers and to love-making. . . . The plot of The Comedy of 
Errors is Roman, classical, realistic; but old Aegeon and fair Luciana 
are the offspring of an un-Roman, unclassical and unrealistic sentiment: 
they are the outcome of romance," p. 20. 
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nor Bertram Evans' has realized the extent to which comic modes of 

romance and farce are fused through structure, theme, and imagery. The 

harshest statement on Shakespeare's failure to unite his two forms is 

made by Quiller-Couch in his introduction to the New Cambridge edition: 

in this early play Shakespeare already discloses his propensity 
for infusing romance into each or every 'form' of drama; that 
unique propensity which in his later work makes him so magical 
and so hard to define. But, as yet, farce and romance were not 
one 'form* but two separate stools; and between them in The 
Comedy of Errors he fell to the ground. 

Blaze Odell Bonazza comes closer to an appreciation of the intermingled 

tones through analysis of theme and structure: 

four separate but related plots, i.e., the arrest, scheduled 
execution, and salvation of Aegeon; the misunderstandings and 
resolution of the mistaken identities; the estrangement by 
jealousy and the reconciliation by love of the husband and wife; 
and the wooing and winning of Luciana, are interwoven into a 
single main plot. The peril and release is at the core of the 
serious action; it impinges on the comic action, resolves it, 
and is resolved in turn by it. The jealousy of Adriana leads 
to the estrangement from her husband and this in turn contributes 
to the complications of the comic action. The resolution of 
the comic action leads to a happy culmination of the embryonic 
love plot involving Antipholus of Syracuse and Luciana. The 
various elements of the plot are not all adequately developed 
and the pattern remains relative!/ simple, but the effort shows 
the future bent of the playwright's mind and offers promise of 
a later harmonious complexity of plot construction." 

No one would contend that The Comedy of Errors reaches the complex, 

integrated heights of Twelfth Night or As You Like It where the 

'Evans argues that the intermingling of tones is essential to 
all of Shakespearean drama. Shakespeare's Comedies (i960; reprint ed.; 
London: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 8. 

%he Comedy of Errors, ed. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch and John 
Dover Wilson (1962; 2nd ed.; Cambridge: University Press, 1968), 
p. xxiv. 

o 
Shakespeare's Early Comedies (The Hague, Netherlands: Mouton 

& Co., 1966), p. 19. 
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romantic heroine is the primary dramatic means of integrating attitudes 

and values of the various character groups and actions, but Shake­

speare was attempting to fuse the romantic framework of Aegeon and 

Aemilia taken from John Gower's Eighth Book of Confeesio Amanti a with 

a main action of a brother's search for family bond and the confusion 

with his twin brother taken from Plautus' The Twin Menaechmi10 and 

to add a scene from Amphitron in addition to a subplot parody of twin 

servants. 

Additions Shakespeare made to his sources were another pair 

of twins to double the possible confusion of identities; Luciana to 

provide a love interest for Antipholus S. and serve as an early Portia-

Viola-Rosalind to express the proper, balanced, well-tempered relation­

ship between man and woman; and the imagery of a chain, water, and 

wealth to develop the theme of relationship. He also changed the 

setting from Epidamnum in Menaechmi to Ephesus to add Biblical authority 

to the theme of proper relationship between husband and wife and to 

fuse the romance of Apollonius of Tyre with the main action, low comic 

action, and high comic seriousness. However, before considering how 

the setting unifies levels of comic action, perhaps some background on 

10A. W. Pollard and G. R. Redgrave list a 1595 translation of 
"Plautus, Titus Maccius. Mena"echmi; a pleasant como'edie taken out of 
Plautus. Written in English by W. W[arner]. 4°. T. Creede, sold by 
W. Barley, 1595." A Short-Title Catalogue of Books Printed in England. 
Scotland. & Ireland And of English Books Printed Abroad 1475-1640. 
(London: The Bibliographical Society, 1956), p. 459.(London:Tho. 
Creede, 1595; STC 20002, Ann Arbor, Mich.: University Microfilms [1951], 
Reel 550). 

-'-̂ See Eph. 5:6 for St. Paul's exhortations to wives and husbands; 
servants and masters and Acts 19 for the association of witchcraft and 
evil spirits with Ephesus and the temple of Diana. 
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the nature of farce and romance in Shakespeare's sources is needed. 

The servants in The Comedy of Errors are modelled on the stock 

Roman types. Servants in the plays of Plautus and Terence are always 

hungry, frequently beaten, and given to flattery, stealing, lying, and 

manipulation for their ends, one of which is freedom. They behave in 

stock, conventional ways according to the requirements of their type, 

but they also serve important dramatic functions. For example, in 

Menaechmi Brush brings about the turning point of the play by going to 

the wife of his master when he thinks he has been ill used. Shakespeare 

also had the stock characterizations of servants in the commedia dell' 

arte improvizations to draw from for his Dromios. Compared to the 

servants of Roman comedy and the commedia the native English servants 

are less wily and more countrified in their manners. (See Ralph 

Udall's Ralph Roister Doister [ca. 1553, an adaptation of Terence's 

Eunuchus in which the braggart-warrior and parasite-flatterer are 

12 
Ralph and Matthew Merrygreek], and in Gammer Gurton's Needle [1575].) 

The servants in both these school plays where the comic spirit is 

11See studies by K. M. Lea, Italian Popular Comedy (1934; 2 
vols.; New York: Russell & Russell, 1962), and Winifred Smith, The 
Commedia Dell' Arte (London: Benjamin Blom, 1964). Lea is referring 
to The Comedy of Errors and The Tempest when she maintains that the 
scenari "should not be studied but as they group themselves into the 
stage traditions of the farces of mistaken identity and the comic 
pastorals or shipwreck plays," p. 434. Smith includes scenari from 
the collection of Flaminio Scala printed in 1611. She cautions against 
giving the commedia too prominent a place among the influences on 
Elizabethan drama because of wide divergencies in moral attitude toward 
the material treated and the lack of interest in ideas or character 
delineation in the commedia. pp. 198-200. 

^hese dates are assigned by Frederick Samuel Boas, Five Pre-
Shakespearean Comedies (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), pp. 
xiii, xv. 
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"mirth which is used in an honest fashion" -* are notably English, 

although they are based on the Roman comic types. Even closer to 

Shakespeare's time are the servants who provide a level of low, 

realistic farce humor in the plays of John Lyly and Robert Greene. 

Harold Brooks has also noted the inheritance of Shakespeare's servants 

from Cain's Garcio and others in the miracle plays, as well as from 

the Vice figure and Lyly's pert lads. He argues that balanced character 

groupings, including the doubling of twins and the invention of Adriana's 

sister to serve as love interest for Antipholus S., can be traced 

to the moralities and Tudor interludes. 

There is no need to give a plot summary of Plautus' Menaechmi. 

Shakespeare's primary source for his romance-framed comedy. ^ Geoffrey 

Bullough has given such a summary in Narrative and Dramatic Sources of 

-^Ibid., prologue to Ralph Roister Doister. p. 115. 

-^"Themes and Structure in The Comedy of Errors." in Shakespeare: 
The Comedies. ed. Kenneth Muir (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-
Hall, 1965), p. 19. Reprinted from Early Shakespeare, ed. J. R. 
Brown and B. Harris (London: Edward Arnold, 1961), pp. 57-71. 

-'In Shakspere's Five-Act Structure Baldwin contends that 
Lambinus first described Menaechmi as a comedy of errors: "Directly 
or indirectly, . . . The Comedy of Errors owes its title to Lambinus. 
. . . the term 'error' from the definition of Donatus had sparked 
around till finally lighting upon the tinder of the prologue statement 
of mistakings in Mer.aechmi it set a small blaze in the mind of Lambinus," 
p. 49. Donatus had described Terentian structure as a succession of 
errors in protasis, epitasis. and catastrophe: "The preface is where 
an account of the plot is given. The first part, or Protasis, is the 
beginning of the action of the drama, wherein part of the play is 
developed, and part withheld in order to create suspense. The second 
part, or Epitasis [,] marked the ascent and further development of 
difficulties or, as I have said, the knot of the entire coil. The 
last part, or Catastrophe, is the solution, pleasing to the audience, 
and made clear to every one by an explanation of what has passed." 
European Theories of the Drama, p. 35. 



7 

Shakespeare. To Plautus' comedy of the confusion of twin brothers, 

citizen and traveler Menaechmus I and II, by Menaechmus I's cook, 

servant, wife, and courtesan (Erotium), Shakespeare added a scene from 

another Plautine farce, Amphitryon, in which Jupiter takes the place 

of Alcmena and fathers Hercules who is later born at the same time as 

Amphitryon's son. Shakespeare borrowed the scene of a husband being 

refused entrance into his own home from Amphitryon and placed it in 

the middle of The Comedy of Errors (Ill.i) where it is climactic. 

Another significant change from the Roman sources is the 

expansion of image patterns of witchcraft and madness to develop themes 

of relationship and identity. Although witchcraft is associated with 

madness only once in Menaechmi when the Doctor inquires, "Has he 

hallucinations, or madness?"^-' suggestions of the association abound 

in Amphitryon. Sosia, the servant of Amphitryon, is beaten by his 

other self Mercury (perhaps Shakespeare also took the suggestion for 

twin servants from Amphitryon): and his master concludes, "Some wizard 

has bewitched this wretched man / After he left me" (ll.ii.ca.605). 

The substitution of Jupiter disguised as Amphitryon with Alcmena and the 

ensuing birth of twins, one fathered by the husband and one by the god, 

one a ten month's child and one of seven months, is a result of literal 

intervention of a god. In addition to themes of witchcraft and madness 

in Plautus* play of two sets of doubles, masters and servants, the theme 

^"(8 vole.; London: Routledge and Kegan; New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1957-1974), Vol.1: Early Comedies, Poems. Romeo and 
Juliet, pp. 5-6. 

•̂ -'The Complete Roman Drama, ed. George E. Duckworth (2 vols.; 
New York: Random House, 1942), 1, V.vi.ca.888. Quotations from Plautus 
and Terence are from this edition. 

http://ll.ii.ca.605
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of identity is introduced in Sosia's lines: 

Where did I lose myself? Where was I changed? 
Where did I lose my shape? Did I forget 
Myself when going to the war abroad 
And leave myself at home? 

(I.i.456-459) 

In Shakespeare's play Antipholus S. states his intention to lose himself 

in Ephesus (l.ii.30) and then in a soliloquy compares himself to a drop 

of water that seeks another drop in an ocean in his search for a mother 

and a brother: "In quest of them, unhappy, lose myself" (l.ii.40). In 

Amphitryon when Alcmena insists that she saw Amphitryon earlier during 

the day when he has only just returned to her, he thinks she is mad 

(ILii.730). Sosia adds, "She says what she remembers; she relates / 

Her dreams" (II.ii.734-735). In the same scene when Alcmena prepares 

to produce a cup belonging to her husband which was given to her by 

Jupiter, Amphitryon is convinced she is mad. Themes of witchcraft and 

identity are interwoyon when Amphitryon exclaims, "I am bewitched; I 

know not who I am" (ll.ii.940). 

In The Comedy of Errors themes of witchcraft, madness, and 

dreams are part of the major themes of identity in questions of illusion 

and reality and the broken chain of proper relationship causing disorder 

of a more serious nature than merely mistaken identity. Typical 

18 Renaissance fears of witches and demons are felt by Antipholus S. when 

l^For the belief in the reality of witches in the Renaissance 
and the association of papistry, see King James I, Daemonologie in forme 
of a dialogue, diuided into three bookes (Edinbvrgh: Robert Walde-
graue, 1597; STC 14364, Ann Arbor, Mich.: University Microfilms [1945], 
Reel 239). The entries in G. B. Harrison's The Elizabethan Journals (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1955) for October 7, 1591, "A Case 
of Sorcery," p. 60; February 29, 1592, on Doctor Fian and the Scottish 
witches, pp. 107-110; and the account of "The Witches of Warboys" in 

http://ll.ii.940
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he fears the loss of more than his money: 

They say t h i s town i s f u l l of cozenage: 
As, nimble jugglers tha t deceive the eye, 
Dark-working sorcerers tha t change the mind, 
Sou l -k i l l i ng witches tha t deform the body. 

( I . i i . 97-100) 

In the next act Dromio S's description of the "fairy land" anticipates 

currents in A Midsummer Night's Dream: 

This is the fairy land. Oh, spite of spitest 
We talk with goblins, owls, and sprites. 
If we obey them not, this will ensue— 
They*11 suck our breath, or pinch us black and blue. 

(II.ii.191-194) 

Bottom's transformation is also previewed when Dromio S. fears he is 

"transformed" in mind and form to an ape. He is told by Luciana: "If 

thou art changed to aught, 'tis to an ass" (II.ii.20l). In the next 

scene when Dromio E. is told by Antipholus E.: "I think thou art an 

ass" (III.i.l5), the servant replies in a good-humored way which 

suggests Bottom: 

Marry, so it doth appear 
By the wrongs I suffer and the blows I bear. 
I should kick, being kicked, and, being at that pass, 
Tou would keep from my heels, and beware of an ass. 

(Ill.1.15-18) 

The transformation motif changes key in III .ii to that of the 

transforming power of love with a note of ironic humor, another fore­

shadowing of Bottom and Titania and the lovers lost in the wood near 

Athens. Antipholus S. asks Luciana: 

Are you a god? Would you create me new? 
Transform me, then, and to your power 1*11 yield. 

(HI.ii-39-40) 

The condition of being claimed by a beastly creature transforms one to 

1593, pp. 224-228, also document comtemporary fears. All quotations 
from Daemonologie are from this edition. 
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an ass whether the creature is Nell the kitchen wench or Circe. Dromio 

S. recounts running "amazed" as from a witch (ill.ii.148), and Antipholus 

tells him, "There's none but witches do inhabit here" (III,ii,161-169). 

He is unaware of the association of ideas between witches in Ephesus 

producing his servant's condition and his abhorrence of one woman and 

enchantment with her sister. 

Antipholus S. declares himself a Christian (l.ii.77) and echoes 

his faith in answer to his servant's return of "the angels that you 

sent for to deliver you" (IV.iii.40-41). Dromio S.»s master replies: 

The fellow is distract, and so am I, 
And here we wander in illusions. 
Some blessed power deliver us from hence! 

(IV.iii.42-44) 

The question of being possessed, or losing one*s soul to the devil, 

to state the condition in terms of Christian identity, is treated 

humorously in Dromio*s playful reaction to the courtesan's demand for 

her ring which she claims Antipholus S. took perforce away when he 

rushed in at dinner. (Surely Shakespeare's audience recognized the 

bawdy pun on ring, suggesting the much bawdier concluding scene of 

The Merchant of Venice.) Dromio S. tells her: 

Some devils ask but the parings of one*s nail, 
A rush, a hair, a drop of blood, a pin, 
A nut, a cherry stone; 
But she, more covetous, would have a chain. 
Master, be wise. An if you give it her, 
The Devil will shake her chain, and fright us with it. 

(IV.iii.72-77) 

Antipholus orders the Courtesan, "Avaunt, thou witch!" (IV.iii.80), 

suggesting the Circe-like metamorphosis of men turned bestiai by p- aion 

which is again related to madness in the last scene when the Duke declares, 

"I think you all have drunk of Circe*s cup" (V.i.270). The same theme 
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is treated on the lowest level of comedy, that of Nell the mad 

mountain of flesh pursuing the wrong Dromio, and on the higher level, 

that of the enchanting Luciana (III.ii.166) whose lecture to her 

shrewish sister Adriana on proper relationship is connected to the device 

of the chain, instead of a dress and a bracelet in Menaechmi and a 

bracelet in Warner*s translation. In the chain of being are precedents 

19 among bird, beast, fish, and fowl for the husband*s pree'minence. By 

giving the chain to the Courtesan, a character considerably softened by 

Shakespeare from those of his Roman models, Antipholus E. is not 

performing according to his proper office as husband. Adriana*s con­

cern is thereby given social and moral justification. She is individ­

ualized and protected from any real danger of Jupiter-like invasion by 

Antipholus S. in the first scene of act III by the presence of her 

sister who uses the occasion to lecture the man she thinks is her 

sister*s husband on a husband*s office. 

Doctor Pinch is called upon in act IV, scene iv, to use his 

powers to exorcise Antipholus E. of the demons who possess him. Plautus 

has a doctor in act V, scenes iv and v, of Menaechmi who diagnoses the 

case of Menaechmus I as madness and prescribes massive doses of helle­

bore, a cure for insanity, but Doctor Pinch is more of a Christian 

exorcist as evidenced in his exhortation: 

I charge thee, Satan, housed within this man, 
To yield possession to my holy prayers, 
And to thy state of darkness hie thee straight. 

X7II.i.23. See Eccles. >:Iy for the allu im: "For I L.t 
which befalleth beasts; even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth 
so dieth the other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man hath no 
preeminence above a beast: for all is vanity." 
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I conjure thee by all the saints in Heaven! 

(IV.iv.57-60) 

The doctor concludes that both Antipholus E. and Dromio E. are possessed 

and "must be bound, ind laid in some dark room" (IV.iv.9 -97). In 

Mttnaftrhpiji Menaechmus I recapitulates his trials: 

A lot of strange things have certainly been happening to me 
today in strange ways. People denying that I am I, and locking 
me out of the house; and then this fellow saying he was my 
slave, and I set him free; and now he says he*11 bring me a 
bag of money. If he does, 1*11 tell him he's free to go wherever 
he wants, so that when he comes to his senses he won*t try to 
get the money back. And my father-in-law and the doctor saying 
I was insane! Heavens fsicl knows what it all means; it seems 
like a dream. (V.ii.ca. '.0?5-iC45) 

Witchcraft in Ephesus has a bearing on the disorder of broken 

human relationships. The currents of dreams and fairy land in act II, 

scene ii, which foreshadow A Midsummer Night's Dream develop to the 

height of madness and possession and in the last scene change to the 

dream-like miracle of reconciliation which suggests the last plays in 

the reunion of Aegeon and Aemilia with their twin sons and the 

restoration of order and harmony between Antipholus E. and Adriana. 

An interesting note is the name of the house of Antipholus E., the 

Phoenix, and its appropriateness to the reconciliation and rebirth in 

the last scene where the Abbess twice uses metaphors of nativity 

(7.i.404, ̂ 06). Fortunately, Shakespeare provides a love interest in 

Luciana for Antipholus S. so that the symmetry is complete. The 

opposing values of money and love2 (the 1,000 ducats demanded by the 

goldsmith Angelo is the same amount required for Aegeon*s ransom) 

dissolve in the reconciliation of husband and wife, parents and 

^^Shakespeare developed these values in The Merchant of Venice 
with several structural and thematic uses of contracts and bonds. 
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children, lover and beloved. The chain is a symbol of the bond 

between husband and wife and of order in proper relationshipJ and the 

jewel symbolizes the personal value of chastity, a conception which 

is a strong undercurrent in the Apollonius story taken from Gower. 

Adriana tells her sister: 

So he would keep fair quarter with his bed! 
I see the jewel best enameled 
Will lose his beauty; yet the gold bides still 
That others touch, and often touching will 
Wear gold: and no man that hath a name 
By falsehood and corruption doth it shame. 
Since that my beauty cannot please his eye, 
I'll weep what's left away, and weeping die. 

(II.i.108-115) 

Water imagery echoes the woeful plight of Aegeon suffering from 

disaster on water in Antipholus S.*:> soliloquy of I.ii.35ff. to develop 

the theme of losing oneself in relationship with another and in 

Adriana's plea to her husband in II.ii.128-131 where she uses the conceit 

of the lover regarding the beloved as himself: 

For know, my love, 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.127-131) 

The mystical identification of lover and beloved is further described 

in the effects of her husband*s contagion: 

For if we two be one, and thou play false, 
I do digest the poison of thy flesh, 
Being strumpeted by thy contagion. 

(II.ii.144-146) 

The Neoplatonic ascent from human to divine love had been 

assimilated by Edmund Spenser in Four Hymns and natural desire recon­

ciled with spiritual aspiration in Amoretti and Epithalamion. 

Shakespeare is drawing from the Spenserian assimilation as well as 
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from the doctrine expressed by Marsilio Ficino in his commentary on 

Plato's Symposium: 

Certainly this so great reward of Love has its origin in 
His father, Plenty, since the light of beauty, which is both 
Plenty and the father of Love, has this virtue, that it is 
directed back to that whence it has come and with it draws 
anyone who loves it. It descends first from God; going across 
into the Angelic Mind and the World-Soul as if through glass, 
and from the Soul going easily out into the Body it shines 
out, especially through the eyes \italics mine"!, the clear 
windows of the soul; it flies through the air, and then, 
penetrating the eyes of an older man, transfixes his soul, 
kindles his desire, and then leads the wounded heart and the 
kindled desire to their healing and cooling, and takes them 
with ascending to that from which it had descended, step 
by step, first to the body of the loved one, then to his soul, 
then to the Angelic Mind, and finally to God, the first origin 
of this glow. •*• 

Ficino also wrote of earthly love as a hunt and the disease of melan­

cholic love as an infection manifested by insanity and bewitchment 

caused by an imbalance of the humors and of the beneficial effect of 

melancholy to inspire poets to divine madness. 2 

^Marsilio Ficino*s Commentary on Plato*s Synposium. trans. 
Sears Reynolds Jayne (Columbia: University of Missouri, 1944), pp. 198-
199. Socrates explained in Phaedrus that the highest level of love is 
friendship of an older man for a younger man because the desire of the 
lover is to educate his beloved and to create in him a likeness he can 
worship. The Dialogues of Plato, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Chicago, Lon­
don, Toronto: William Benton, 1952), pp. 127-128. However, Ficino is 
closer to Spenser and Shakespeare in his thinking on generation as a 
divine gift, rendering mortal things as divine. Ficino*s Commentary, p. 
203. Both poets share the conception of married chastity as the ideal 
condition of love between man and woman. Quotations from Ficino*s 
Commentary and from Plato's Dialogues are from these editions. 

22Ficino's Commentary, pp. 220-229. These ideas are part of 
the substance of Shakespeare's use of melancholy poets and lovers, 
especially in As You Like It where Rosalind suffers from love melan­
choly and is beloved by Orlando who is moved to write bad verse to 
her. In her disguise as Ganymede she prescribes a cure for him and 
teaches Phebe to love Silvius when she is sought after by her. 
Melancholy lovers and poets also appear in Two Gentlemen of Verona. 
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The excessive attraction Antipholus S. expresses for Luciana 

who thinks he is her sister's husband (a kind of unnatural affection 

which is developed in The Two Gentlemen of Verona) is expressed 

by water imagery which recalls the Aegeon frame story. Luciana 

replies in stichomythia using a conceit of the eye. Antipholus S. 

implores: 

Oh, train me not, sweet mermaid, with thy note, 
To drown me in thy sister's flood of tears. 

Sing, siren, for thyself, and I will dote. 
Spread o'er the silver waves thy golden hairs, 

And as a bed I'll take them, and there lie, 
And, in that glorious supposition, think 

He gains by death that has such means to die. 
Let Love, being light, be drowned if she sink! 

(III.ii.45-52) 

Antipholus' courtly plea recalls Aegeon's story in his use of die 

which is both bawdy and highly serious as an expression of the necessity 

of losing oneself in union with another and in his use of a shipwreck 

metaphor in line 52. Madness of the kind Ficino describes affects 

Antipholus as lover, poet, and worshiper: 

LUC. What, are you mad, that you do reason so? 
ANT. S. Not mad, but mated; how, I do not know. 
LUC. It is a fault that springeth from your eye. 
ANT. S. For gazing on your beams, fair sun. being by. 

(III.ii.53-56) 

Antipholus addresses Luciana: 

mine own self's better part, 
Mine eye's clear eye, my dear heart's dearer heart, 
My food, my fortune, and my sweet hope's aim, 
My sole earth's Heaven, and my Heaven*s claim. 
LUC. All this my sister is, or else should be. 
ANT. S. Call thyself sister, sweet, for I am thee. 

(III.ii.61-66) 

Love's Labor's. Lost. Romeo and Juliet, and Twelfth Night. Excesses of 
romantic lovers in Twelfth Night and As You Like It will be discussed in 
chapter III. 
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He unknowingly anticipated his condition of being in love when he 

told his servant just after they arrived in Ephesus: "I will go lose 

myself" (I.ii.30). 

Themes of witchcraft and madness, relationship, and identity 

connect each of the levels of comedy in The Comedy of Errors. On one 

level Antipholus S. and Luciana are excessive courtly lovers who 

express the doctrine of the lover losing himself in identity with his 

beloved. On the main level Aegeon and Antipholus S. are lost from 

family bond, and Antipholus E. breaks the chain of proper relationship 

between husband and wife by giving a chain to a courtesan. On the 

lev el of subplot the Dromios fear they no longer know themselves 

when they are mistaken for each other. Excessive bond of passion 

connects in chain-like fashion the Antipholus S.-Luciana plot line 

of high comic farce to Dromio S.'s "amazed" condition in response to 

the Circe-like kitchen wench. Antipholus S. is drawn to the "enchanting" 

Luciana*s mermaid song which surely alludes to Odysseus* instructions 

to his men to stop their ears with wax so they would not hear the 

sirens's song, Antipholus S. declares, "1*11 stop mine ears against 

the mermaid's song" (Ill.ii.l69). The allusion is echoed when it 

binds the two levels of action at the end of the play. The Duke tells 

the assemblage, "I think you all have drunk of Circe's cup" (V.i.270). 

The servants and Nell are part of the tradition in comedy of 

servants as part of a subplot to parody the high comic romance of 

lovers, a tradition of one level of comedy to parody another level. 

(This tradition will be examined in the plays of Lyly and Greene.) 

Shakespeare uses patterns of imagery of a chain, water, and wealth to 

develop the theme of proper relationship. He also Christianizes this 
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theme by changing the setting from Epidamnum in Menaechmi to 

Ephesus known by his audience as a place of demons and witches and 

also as a place suited to resolution of conflict in relationship 

of husband and wife, lover and beloved, parents and children, master 

and servant and by framing The Comedy of Errors with the story of 

Aegeon taken from Gower's Eighth Book of Confessio Amantis. 

Before turning to the uses of servants and subplots in the 

comedies of Lyly and Greene and the effects of the romance framework 

from the story of Apollonius of Tyre on the Plautine farce, another 

classical influence is important: the influence of Terence on 

dramatic structure in Shakespearean comedy, especially on the develop­

ment of multiple plot structure. Pollard and Redgrave list twenty-five 

editions of Publius Terentius from 1483 to 1629, the majority of which 

were printed from the middle to late sixteenth century, including the 

first English translations of Terence in 1520?, 1588, 1629, and 1627. 

Editions of Nicholas Udall*s Flovres for Latin Spekynge from Terence 

were printed in 1553 and 1567-1568.^ 

Double plots occur in five of Terence's six plays: The Woman 

of Andros. The Self-Tormentor. The Eunuch. The Tricks of Phormio. and 

The Brothers. All of Terence's plays except The Mother-In-Law concern 

the love intrigues of two young men. In The Eunuch is a subplot which 

2-%T£, pp. 556-557- A brief but incisive survey of the 
influence of classical comedy on Renaissance drama has been done by 
George E. Duckworth who identifies four "channels" through which 
classical influence came: "(l) the study of Roman drama in the 
schools; (2) the presentation in schools of Roman comedies and English 
plays modeled upon them; (3) the influence of the new Latin plays 
written by the German and Dutch humanists; and (4) the translation or 
adaptation of Italian plays which were derived from classical comedy." 
The Nature of Roman Comedy (Princeton, N. J.: University Press, 1952), 
p. 408. 
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suggests the subplot parodies of Lyly and Greene involving servants 

who are Elizabethan predecessors of the Dromios in The Comedy of 

Errors. Launce and Speed in The Two Gentlemen of Verona. Costard and 

Moth in Love's Labor's Lft. Launcelot and Old Gobbo in The Merchant 

of Venice, and the mechanicals in A Midsummer Night's Dream. Shake­

speare's uses of servants and low comic characters in subplots to 

parody the other levels of action will be discussed in chapter II, 

focusing on A Midsummer Night's Dream. At this time I would like to 

establish the importance of servants in the comedies of Terence as 

part of Shakespeare's development of multiple plot structure. To 

do so requires analysis of several of Terence's plays in detail. 

In The Woman of Andros Pamphilus is in love with Glycerium, 

but his father wishes him to marry Philumena who is the beloved of 

Charinus, the other young lover in the play. Two servants, Davus and 

Byrria, are assigned the task of inventing a plot to get Philumena 

married to Charinus, and Davus devises two plots, the second of which 

is successful. As a result of the clever servant's manipulations and 

the arrival of a first cousin of the woman of Andros, each young 

lover is paired with his beloved. The cousin Crito's tale of the 

separation of two brothers and a shipwreck are noteworthy as a 

romance background which involves two generations, recognition, and 

a reconciliation. Crito tells Simo, the father of Pamphilus: 

Some time ago, an Athenian was shipwrecked on the coast of Andros, 
and she with him; she was then a little girl. In his poverty he 
first betook himself to Chrysis' father. (V.iv.ca.925-927) 

The Self-Tormentor also contains a double plot, but the love 

affairs of Clitipho and Clinia are much more closely interwoven than 

those of Pamphilus and Charinus in The Woman of Andros. As in the 
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earlier play, two servants are entrusted completely with the amours of 

their masters. However, it is Syrus, slave of Chremes and Clitipho, 

who is so scheming he can deceive by telling the truth (IV.iii.709-

710). Dromo is the servant whose stupidity is an asset in helping 

Syrus to defraud Chremes so that his master Clitipho may enjoy the 

courtesan Bacchis. 

Terence places a discovery and recognition scene in the 

middle of The Self-Tormentor instead of at the end where it usually 

occurs in his other plays. At the beginning of act IV Antiphila is 

revealed by means of a ring as the daughter of Chremes whose wife 

Sostrata finds the ring and recognizes her daughter whom she gave to 

an old Corinthian woman when she was a baby. Terence places this scene 

in the middle of the play and makes it pivotal in interweaving the 

two plot.lines of Clinia's desire for Antiphila and his friend 

Clitipho's much more brutish yearning for the courtesan Bacchis who 

holds Antiphila as security for 1,000 drachmas she lent to the girl's 

supposed mother who is now dead. Syrus' plot is to swindle Chremes 

out of enough money so that his master may enjoy Bacchis. Complications 

are both strenuous to follow and uproarious as Syrus tells Chremes he 

must provide his daughter's "ransom" money and arranges for Clitipho 

to receive it to use in enjoying Bacchis. 

The theme of relationship which is fundamental in The 

Brothers is touched upon by Terence in The Self-Tormentor. Menedemus 

has caused his son to go off to Asia by being "a regular father of the 

old school" (I.i.101) and is doing penance at the beginning of the 

play for his behavior. The son of Chremes is actually guilty of the 

conduct of which Menedemus wrongly accuses Clinia. Thus, a secondary 
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theme is the education of parents and children on proper behavior, 

although Clitipho's sudden consent to obey Chremes at the end is a 

limitation of development of that theme. 

As have The Wom^n of Andros and The Self-Tormentor. The Eunuch 

has two plot lines. Chaerea is in love with Pamphilia who was brought 

by Thraso as a present for the courtesan Thais. Pamphilia, raised as 

Thais's sister, was a present to Thais's mother from a slave dealer 

who bought her after she had been kidnaped from Athens by pirates. 

After the death of Thais*s mother she was again sold as a slave and 

bought by Thraso at the request of Thais before the play begins. The 

other plot line concerns Phaedria's love for Thais. In addition, 

Terence uses a subplot of the braggart warrior Thraso and his parasite 

flatterer Gnatho. They plan to attack the house of Thais with house­

hold implements (a scene which is parallel to a scene in Ralph Roister 

Doister). Chaerea's servant Parmeno proposes that his master should 

disguise himself as the eunuch his brother has purchased for Thais 

in order to gain access to Pamphilia. 

In The Eunuch Thais, Chaerea's servant Parmeno, and Gnatho are 

individualized from the stock Roman characters. Thais differs from 

the stock type of courtesan in being kind and genuinely interested in 

restoring Pamphilia to her brother Chremes. Parmeno is morally 

uncharacteristic of the stock character of clever servant when he 

expresses concern that his master learn about the evils of courtesans 

(V.iv.ca.910-958). Even Gnatho has a degree of moral perception on 

the nature of a courtesan's love (III.i.ca.446-465). He espouses the 

parasite's ethic and in doing so becomes the generic name for all 

others of his type: 
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It may be that parasites will henceforth be called Gnathonians, 
just as the disciples of philosophers are called after the names 
of their masters. (II.ii.ca.217-238) 

Harold R. Walley has noted Terence's attention to stock characters: 

To the basic practices of Plautus, Terence added a refinement of 
technique and taste and a polish of execution. In his hands the 
simple exploitation of a comic situation developed into a sus­
tained and intricate plot with an emphasis upon suspense. In place 
of broad farce he chose to elaborate the love interest and the 
climactic sequence of adventurous incidents. In keeping with this 
shift of emphasis, he also devoted more attention to character 
analysis and thus transformed his stock characters into amusing 
projections of fundamental human nature. Finally, through the 
cultivation of witty and elegant repartee, he elevated comic 
dialogue to a plane of conscious art and sophisticated enter­
tainment.2** 

The elaboration of stock characters and plot development constitute 

the major achievement of Terence in comedy. 

The pursuit of Thais by Thraso and the tricking of the 

braggart warrior are minor and important only to the love of Phaedria 

for Thais, an action which is secondary to the main plot of Chaerea*s 

love for Pamphilia. The relationship of the gulling of Thraso to the 

central action of Chaerea disguising himself as a eunuch out of love 

for Pamphilia is slight. The only connections are that Phaedria 

loves Thais who is loved by Thraso and that the beloved of Phaedria*s 

brother Chaerea is in the house of Thais. The interweaving of the 

double plot is minimal, thinks Gilbert Norwood. His idea is that 

Terence used the method of two problems of complication to solve each 

other and employed over-complication: 

Terence purges this excessive elaboration [in The Self-Tormentor 1 
away in The Eunuch, but in doing so gravely weakens the effect of 
the second problem, the love-affair of Chaerea; striking or 

^ h e Book of the Play (New York: Charles Scribner»s Sons, 
1950), pp. 172-173. 
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curious as are the scenes to which that affair gives rise, the 
genuine interaction of the two interests is limited to this, 
that Chaerea*s amour is made, during the last few minutes of 
the play and behind the scenes, to extract from the father his 
acquiescence in the liason of Phaedria and Thais.25 

In spite of over-complication Terence*s achievement after 

Plautus is significant in developing multiple plot structures. The 

spirit of comedy to include everyone in a final scene of reconciliation 

of parents and children and the resolution of parental conflict or 

separation through the wedding(s) of children are suggested by Terence*s 

inclusive scene at the conclusion of The Eunuch. Thais joins the house 

of Laches, father of Phaedria and Chaerea, and Thraso is accepted as a 

friend to alleviate Phaedria*s wooing expenses. As the battle scene of 

Thraso and Gnatho attacking the house of Thais with household implements 

has a parallel in Ralph Roister Doister. so does the final scene of Thraso 

being accepted into the house of Laches. In Udall*s comedy Ralph is 

admitted into the new household of Gawyn Goodluck and Dame Christian 

Custance by the persuasions of Matthew Merrygreek. In the same way that 

Gnatho controls events in The Eunuch. Merrygreek performs that dramatic 

function in Ralph Roister Doister. Matthew convinces Roister Doister 

that Goodluck and Dame Custance feared revenge and were relieved when 

he (Merrygreek) assured them that the fearsome captain would forgive them. 

A mood of festivity and restored social order prevails at the end of both 

comedies. 

While The Woman of Andros. The Self-Tormentor, and The Eunuch 

all have Terentian multiple plots structured into five stages 

2^The Art of Terence (1923; New York: Ru&sell & Russell, 1965), 
p. 146. 
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suggesting five acts, The Tricks of Phormio has more than general 

structural influence on Shakespearean comedy. It has specific 

provocative resemblances to The Comedy of Errors. Terence uses the 

first act to give antecedent action narrated by the servant Davus as 

he carries a bag of gold to Geta, servant of Antipho, for Antipho*s 

new bride. It seems that Antipho has fallen in love with and married 

a girl who has neither fortune nor honor and is anxiously awaiting 

the return of his father with his cousin Phaedria*s father- (Phaedria 

is the other main character in the play.) As in The Comedy of Errors. 

the main action of The Tricks of Phormio does not begin until the 

second scene. In both plays there are two main characters around whom 

intrigues are structured. In both plays the two main characters are 

slightly differentiated young men. The name Antipho in Terence's 

play suggests the Antipholi in Shakespeare*s play more than Antiphilia 

in The Self-Tormentor because of gender. The bag of gold is a comic 

device in both plays. There is also a cloak in The Tricks of Phormio. 

as there was in Menaechmi. which Terence has Geta put on to strut in 

in act V when he has discovered through a keyhole that Antipho's 

uncle is also Antipho*s wife Phanie's father. Two other resemblances 

of character and situation are significant. In The Tricks of Phormio 

the wife of Chremes, who is the uncle of Antipho and the father of 

Phaedria, is a shrew named Nausistrata, a parallel to Adriana in The 

Comedy of Errors. She grows impatient at her husband's absence and 

sails after him to Lemnos where he traveled to fetch his daughter-

Her action strongly suggests Aemilia's insistence on sailing with 

Aegeon before their sons were born, and her husband's sea journey 

suggests Aegeon*s search for his lost son. 
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Characteristic elements of comedy in Terence are complications 

of love intrigues involving two young men aided by their clever 

servants in overcoming the objections of their father(s) to a courtesan 

or maiden of low birth who turns out to be a citizen because she was 

kidnaped by pirates, given to an old Corinthian woman, or separated 

from her parents by shipwreck when she was a child, all elements of 

romance concerning discoveries of lost identity. ° The complications 

which are part of multiple plot structure in Terence necessitated 

development of conventions such as soliloquies, asides, eavesdropping, 

and narration of incidents, especially antecedent action. Stock 

characters of the shrew, senex. courtesan, young lovers, clever 

servants, dumb servants, braggart warrior, pimp, parasite flatterer, 

and cook also make the plots easier to follow and are occasionally 

individualized, as they are in The Eunuch. Terence, in a manner 

following Plautus, practiced contaminatio by combining two or more 

plots, often taken from Menander. Both writers of new Roman comedy 

used settings of three houses and devices of rings, tokens, disguises, 

and letters. Situations often repeated are those of mistaken identity, 

revelation of identity, and reconciliation. 

The moral tone of Terentian comedy as exemplified in The 

Eunuch appealed to schoolmasters and translators of Latin poetic 

drama in the Renaissance when the conception of poetry, (ani drama was 

discussed as poetry), *aa a moral one. George Puttenham recalled 

^"Plautus* Rudens. or The Rope, bears striking resemblances to 
The Tempest in the similar romance elements at the beginning of both 
plays. These elements are a shipwreck, survivors coming to shore one 
by one, and one man with magic powers controlling events. 
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Aristophanes, Menander, Plautus, and Terence in The Arte of English 

Poesie and derived a definition of the proper subjects, characters, 

and purposes of instruction and delight in comedy. The purpose of 

instruction (the ethic) controlled the means of delight (the aesthetic): 

The Poets deuised to haue many parts played at once by two or 
three or foure persons, that debated the matters of the world, 
sometimes of their owne priuate affaires, sometimes of their 
neighbours, but neuer medling with any Princes matters nor 
such high personages, but commonly of marchants, souldiers, 
artificers, good honest housholders, and also of vnthrifty 
youthes, yong damsels, old nurses, bawds, brokers, ruffians and 
parasites, with such like, in whose behauiors, lyeth in effect 
the whole course and trade of mans life, and therefore tended 
altogither to the good amendment of man by discipline and 
example. ' 

28 Puttenham amplified the distinctions William Webbe had outlined 

and said that the matter of tragedy was higher than that of comedy. 

Consequently, the style and dress of actors were suitably higher and 

more lofty (p. 49). In Book III, "Of Ornament," he wrote in chapter 6 

27[1589], ed. Edward Arber, English Reprints, vol. 4 (1869; 
reprint ed.; New York: AMS Press, 1966), p. 47. Quotations from the 
Puttenham treatise are from this edition. 

28Webbe gives this account of the distinctions of subject, 
style, and endings of tragedy and comedy: "There grewe at last to be 
a greater diuersitye betweene Tragedy wryters and Comedy wryters, the 
one expressing onely sorrowfull and lamentable Hystories, bringing in 
the persons of Gods and Goddesses, Kynges and Queenes, and great states, 
whose parts were cheefely to expresse most miserable calamities and 
dreadfull chaunces, which increased worse and worse, tyll they came to 
the most wofull plight that might be deuised. 

"The Comedies on the other side, were directed to a contrary 
ende, which beginning doubtfully, drewe to some trouble or turmoyle, 
and by some lucky chaunce alwayes ended to the ioy and appeasement of 
all parties. Thys distinction grewe as some holde opinion, by immita-
tion of the workes of Homer: for out of his Iliads, the Tragedy 
wryters founde dreadfull euents, whereon to frame their matters, and 
the other out of hys Odyssea tooke arguments of delight, and pleasant 
ending after dangerous and troublesome doubtes." A Discourse of English 
Poetrie [1586], English Reprints, vol. 6 (1871; reprint ed.; New York: 
AMS Press, 1966), p. 39. 
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"Of the high, low, and meane subiect." He said that tragedy was 

written in the high style because it concerned the gods and divine 

things, while comedies and interludes concerned mean matters and were 

therefore written in the mean style. He described mean matters: 

those that concerne mean men, their life and busines, as 
lawyers, gentlemen, and marchants, good housholders and honest 
Citizens, and which sound neither to matters of state nor of 
warre, nor leagues, nor great alliances, but smatch all the 
common conuersation, as of the ciuiller and better sort of man: 
the base and low matters be the doings of the common artificer, 
seruingman, yeoman, groome, husbandman, day-labourer, sailer, 
shepheard, swynard, and such like of homely calling, degree 
and bringing vp: so that in euery of the sayd three degrees, 
not the selfe same vertues be egally to be praysed nor their 
loues, mariages, quarrels, contracts and other behauiours, 
be like high nor do require to be set fourth with the like 
stile: but euery one in his degree and decencie, which made 
that all hymnes and histories, and Tragedies, were written 
in the high stile: all Comedies and Enterludes and other common 
Poesies of loues, and such like in the meane stile, all Egloeues 
and pastorall poemes in the low and base stile, (pp. 164-
165) 

Neither Puttenham nor Sir Philip Sidney anticipated that 

distinctions between comedy and tragedy would blur to the extent that 

comedy would provide tragic perspectives in Hamlet, King Lear, and 

Macbeth and contain tragic conditions in the late plays of Shakespeare 

or that kings and princes would no longer appear only in tragedy. 

Sidney's definition in emphasizing the moral purpose of representing 

the mean matters of life: 

Comedy is an imitation of the common errors of our life, which 
he representeth in the most ridiculous and scornefull sort that 
may be, so as it is impossible that any beholder can be content 
to be such a one." 

29Ed. J. Churton Collins (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1907), 
p. 30. This edition is used for all quotations from An Apologie 
for Poetrie. 
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As Puttenham had done, Sidney affirms the Christian humanist view 

of the poet as a teacher who is more effective than the philosopher 

or the historian. Both Renaissance critics are careful to classify 

poetry into separate and distinct species. Tragedy is ennobling and 

is superseded only, Sidney writes, by epic or heroic poetry in 

teaching virtuous action (pp. 32-33). He objects: 

mingling Kings and Clownes, not because the matter so carrieth 
it, but thrust in Clownes by head and shoulders, to play a part 
in maiesticall matters, with neither decencie nor discretion, so 
as neither the admiration and commiseration, nor the right 
sportfulnes, is by their mungrell Tragycomedie obtained, (p. 37) 

His conception of comedy is based on classical models, as Puttenham's 

had been, and reflects the concern that the distinctions between 

comedy and tragedy insisted upon by critics as far back as Aristotle 

were being blurred. But, in fact, such had been dramatic practice 

in medieval drama^l and in commedia dell' arte scenarios such as 

"The Comical, Pastoral, and Tragical Events" described as "A Mixed 

32 Opera" by F ajninio Scala,J although such divergent modes as farce 

-'Aristotle's familiar distinction between comedy and tragedy 
in The Poetics argues: "For the one seeks to imitate worse, but the 
other better men than are." He also writes of comedy as imitating bad 
characters, not according to every vice, but the ridiculous only, 
"since the ridiculous is a portion of turpitude. For the ridiculous 
is a certain error, and turpitude unattended with pain, and not 
destructive." European Theories of the Drama, pp. 6, 7-8. 

"71. C. Bradbrook describes the "not altogether separate" 
jests of the clowns from the tragic story in Doctor Faustus to echo 
the mixed horrific and obscene heritage of medieval jestbooks and 
morality plays on the Devil and his due. English Dramatic Form: A 
History of Its Development (London: Chatto & Windus, 1965), pp. 52-53. 

3''See the Scala scenario in Scenarios of the Commedia dell' 
Arte: Fia-minin Scala*s II Teatro 'delle favole rappresentative. trans. 
Henry F. Salerno (New York: New York University Press; London: 
University of London Press, 1967), pp. 321-322. 
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and romance are not intermingled in the Shakespearean fashion. The 

"mixed opera" is of frustration and fulfillment in the same evenly 

modulated key, whether the lovers are Isabella and Oratio, Sireno and 

Fellede, or Oreste and Althea with servants sometimes acting ridiculous 

in bits of comic business which are extraneous to the main plot. 

Sidney may have anticipated the importance of the role 

pastoral romance was to play in later comedies when he distinguished 

between delight (a term Webbe used to describe pastoral eclogues)-5-' 

and laughter: 

But our Comedians thinke there is no delight without laughter; 
which is very wrong, for though laughter may come with delight, 
yet commith it not of delight, as though delight should be the 
cause of laughter; but well may one thing breed both together: 
nay, rather in themselues they haue, as it were, a kind of 
contrarietie: for delight we scarcely doe but in things that 
haue a conueniencie to our selues or to the generall nature: 
laughter almost euer commeth of things most disproportioned to 
our selues and nature. Delight hath a ioy in it, either perma­
nent or present. Laughter hath onely a scornful tickling. For 
example, we are rauished with delight to see a faire woman, and 
yet are far from being moued to laughter. We laugh at deformed 
creatures, wherein certainely we cannot delight. We delight in 
good chaunces, we laugh at mischaunces; we delight to heare the 
happines of our friends, or Country, at which he were worthy to 
be laughed at that would laugh; wee shall, contrarily, laugh 
sometimes to finde a matter quite mistaken and goe downe the 
hill agaynst the byas, in the mouth of some such men, as for 
the respect of them one shalbe hartely sorry, yet he cannot 
chuse but laugh; and so is rather pained then delighted with 
laughter. Yet deny I not but that they may goe well together; 
for as in Alexanders picture well set out wee delight without 
laughter, and in twenty man Anticks we laugh without delight, so 
in Herculesf painted with his great beard and furious countenance, 
in womans attire, spinning at Omphales commaundement, it breedeth 
both delight and laughter. For the representing of so strange a 
power in loue procureth delight: and the scornefulnes of the 

^Webbe wrote: "Although the matter they take in hand seemeth 
commonlie in appearaunce rude and homely, as the vsuall talke of simple 
clownes: yet doo they indeed vtter in the same much pleasaunt and 
profitable delight," A Discourse of English Poetrie. p. 52. 
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action stirreth laughter. ̂  

This Renaissance statement of a conception of comedy departs signifi­

cantly from the classical conception as low, mean, coarse, and 

ludicrous, a kind of negative example in the portrayal of base human 

fallibility, especially in matters of love. What Sidney did not 

anticipate was the extent to which delightful teaching and coarse 

amusement would be integrated. He did not know, but he probably would 

not have been surprised that the rude workingmen of Athens would 

enter fairy land, or that rogues and clowns and servants would be 

used in subplots to parody the delightful antics of lovers in the 

plays of Shakespeare and, before him, Lyly and Green. 

Preceding the tradition of servants in parody subplot as 

it developed in Elizabethan comedy, servants had been used in 

commedia dell* arte scenarios to create the effect of parody. 

Winifred Smith says: 

In all these intrigues it is the subplot group of characters, 
the servingmen and maids, who set tone for the piece as well as 
plan most of its complications; endowed with more wit than 
sentiment they go about to attain their ends with a fertility 
and a straightforwardness of bold invention that often plunges 
them and their betters into most embarrassing situations. 
Therefore, while among the pairs betrothed at the end of the 
play there is always at least one couple from below stairs 
* coming toward the ark,* their concession to matrimony does not 
mean that a romantic tone predominates at the climax, it rather 
intensifies the effect of the whole as a piece of parody. 

-^An Apologie. pp. 54-55. My suspicion on the association 
between delight and the pastoral is supported by the popularity of 
pastoral verse in the late sixteenth century as exemplified by the 
poetry of Sidney himself and by Spenser as well as by the attention 
Webbe pays to pastoral poetry and his repeated use of the Horatian ethic 
and aesthetic purposes of art in A Discourse of English Poetrie. 

3̂ Thf» Commedia Dell* Arte, p. 38. A plot summary of a 
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Smith's description of a representative last scene in the commedia 

suggests the last scene of The Comedy of Errors when the only couple 

left unbetrothed is Dromio E. and his "fat friend" who is awaiting 

her future husband with the difference that there is a parody not 

of the whole, but of only a part in Shakespeare*s play. That is, 

the commedia does not contain true levels of comedy because the tonal 

difference between the levels of action is not distinct. The entire 

action is of a piece. Disguises and mistaken identities abound in 

the purely farcical scenarios, while others contain pastoral characters, 

settings, and plots without intermingled tones between levels of 

comedy such as those which occur in the plays of Lyly and Greene before 

Shakespeare where distinct subplots of servants and low comic characters 

parody in a mirror-like way one or more main actions. 

In all of Lyly»s court plays songs, doggerel, puns, and blank 

verse create a comic rhythm which is Elizabethan in richness of 

ornamentation and functionality of verse forms. Mother Bombie. 

printed in 1594 but probably acted in 1590,^6 bears striking resem­

blances to The Comedy of Errors in the dramatic importance of servants 

to further the plot of Terentian structured love intrigues and to 

commedia reworking of the Menaechmi situation is contained in the 
collection of Scala, printed in 1611 and reprinted by Smith who notes 
that twenty scenarios may be dated before 1578, although proof is 
shadowy, p. 111. The most complete edition of Scala*s scenarios is 
the fifty scenarios of his collection translated by Salerno, including 
the reworked M̂ .naftchnri situation, "The Twin Captains," pp. 121-127, 
and another reworking of the Plautine plot, "The Old Twins," pp. 1-10. 

-^R. Warwick Bond, ed., The Complete Works of John Lyly 
(3 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 3, 167. The dates cited 
for each of Lyly's plays are assigned by Bond. All quotations from 
Lyly are from this edition. 
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provide comedy of knavery, beatings, and hunger. In fact, one servant 

is named Dromio. Mother Bombie herself adds to an atmosphere of 

cozenage like that of Shakespeare's play by interpreting dreams and 

telling fortunes. As in so many of the Roman comedies, e.g., The Rope. 

The Twin Mpn̂ ftp.hmi T and The Eunuch, real identities of children are 

not revealed until the end of Mother Bombie. In the plays of Lyly 

low comic characters offer realistic, ironic commentary on the main 

action and sometimes, as in Midas, participate in a subplot or 

secondary action loosely connected to the main action. 

Midas opens with Martius and Melacrites advising Midas on the 

virtues of gold to gain power and love. In the second scene two 

pages Licio and Petulus who serve Mellacrites and his daughter ask 

which of their masters is the better man. The tone of petulance 

continues as they catalogue the attributes of Petulus' mistress in 

terms of animals, among other things (I.ii.10-86), and serves to 

refract on another comic level the same set piece quality of the first 

37 scene. In the second scene a maid Pipenetta joins the other two 

disdainfully, as Maria joins Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Sir Toby in 

Twelfth Night. She remarks that they are "droonk," and she would 

not be in their coats, cases, takings, or be as "courst" as they 

shall be. They pun on every statement. The exchange between the pages 

inventorying Petulus' mistress is stylistically similar to the exchange 

-''I do not think of comic relief as providing an escape from 
tragic events which are too much for the audience to endure. Rather, 
I think of the term and related terms such as refract in an architec­
tonic sense of perspective. One action may be placed in relief, or 
seen more clearly and fully, by the change in tone of another action 
performed on another level by another group of characters. 

ftp://ftp.hmi
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between Antipholus S. and Dromio S. in Ill.ii of The Comedy of Errors. 

In that scene Shakespeare uses the subplot, the romance of the twin 

servant with the kitchen wench, to parody, or show excess, of one of 

the main actions, the romance of Antipholus E. and Luciana. Immediately 

following Antipholus S.'s speech of melancholy lover sighing for 

Luciana whom he has fallen in love with at first sight Dromio enumerates 

the charms of Nell in geographical metaphors. After Antipholus sighs: 

It is thyself, mine own self's better part, 
Mine eye*s clear eye, my dear heart's dearer heart, 
My food, my fortune, and my sweet hope's aim, 
My sole earth*s Heaven, and my Heaven*s claim,. 

(Ill.ii.61-64) 

the following exchange takes place: 

ANT. S. What's her name? 
DRO. S. Nell, sir; but her name and three quarters, that*s 

an ell and three quarters, will not measure her from hip to hip. 
ANT. S. Then she bears some breadth? 
DRO. S. No longer from head to foot than from hip to hip. She 

is spherical, like a globe. I could find out countries in her. 
ANT. S. In what part of her body stands Ireland? 
DRO. S. Marry, sir, in her buttocks. I found it out by the bogs. 
ANT. S. Where Scotland? 
DRO. S. I found it by the barrenness—hard ir* the palm of the 

hand. 
ANT. Where France? 
DRO. S. In her forehead, armed and reverted, making war against 

her heir. 
ANT. S. Where England? 
DRO. S. I looked for the chalky cliffs, but I could find no 

whiteness in them; but I guess it stood in her chin, by the salt 
rheum that ran between France and it. 
ANT. S. Where Spain? 
DRO. S. 'Faith, I saw it not, but I felt it hot in her breath. 
ANT. S. Where America, the Indies? 
DRO. S. Oh, sir, upon her nose, all o'er embellished with rubies, 

carbuncles, sapphires, declining their rich aspect to the hot 
breath of Spain, who sent whole armadoes of carracks to be ballast 
at her nose. 
ANT. S. Where stood Belgia, the Netherlands? 
DRO. S. Oh, sir, I did not look so low. To conclude, this drudge, 

or diviner, laid claim to me, called me Dromio, swore I was 
assured to her, told me what privy marks I had about me, as, the 
mark of my shoulder, the mole in my neck, the great wart on my 
left arm, that I, amazed, ran from her as a witch. 

(Ill.ii. 110-149) 
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In such a way the levels of comedy from farce to romance are bridged. 

In Lyly's Enriimir>n Sir Tophas, a braggart warrior, parodies 

the love melancholy suffered by Endimion for Cynthia: 

0 what a fine thin hayre hath Dipsas! What a prettie low fore-
heae*. What tall & statlie nose! What little hollowe eyes! What 
great and goodly lypes! Howe harmlesse shee is beeing toothless! 
her fingers fatte and short, adorned with long nayles like a 
Bytter! In howe sweete a proportion her cheekes hang downe to her 
brests like dugges, and her pappes to her waste like bagges! What a 
lowe stature shee is, and yet what a great foote shee carryeth! How 
thrifty must she be in whom there is no waste! Howe vertuous is 
shee like to be, ouer whom no man can be ielous! (ill.iii.51-60) 

Endimion suggests Twelfth Night and As You Like It in subject matter 

of love melancholy and search for cures of such affliction. This 

court comedy also suggests A Midsummer Night's Dream in the use of 

pages (instead of workingmen) to provide a level of realistic humor, 

grouping of characters in love intrigues, Endimion's love-induced 

sleep, and an atmosphere of fairies and enchantment. In the wood 

inhabited by shepherds (a "reedy" glade in a forest on Mount Tmolus) 

Apollo causes Midas to grow the ears of an ass because he judges the 

pipe of Pan superior to the music of the other god. The reeds sing, 

"Mydas of Phrygia hath asses eares" (lV.iv.58), reminding us of the 

metamorphosis of Bottom in a wood near Athens. Bond thinks that 

Lyly's use of songs and a dumb show are also impressive as probable 

influences on Shakespeare's conception of dramatic form and conjectures 

that he made use of the physical allegory of the sun, moon, and 

natural phenomena in Endimion (I.i, ii) for Oberon's speech in A 

Midsummer Night's Dream (II.i.l55-174)P8 

38The Complete Works of John Lvlv. 1, 98-99. 

http://lV.iv.58
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In Midas scenes of the king and his counsellors are alternated 

with scenes of the pages, Pipenetta, and a barber and his boy who 

provide a lusty, realistic, witty commentary on the state of the 

court where love and honor are subverted to the insatiable thirst for 

gold. They satirize the state of the court by looking at a distorted 

image of the world of courtly. pastoral values and ancient mythology 

of th3 golden world: 

[Enter LICIO, PETULUS, PIPENETTA] 

Licio. Ah my girle, is not this a golden world? 

Pip. It is all one as if it were lead with mee, and yet as 
golden with mee as with the king, for I see it, and feele it 
not, hee feeles it, & enioyes it not. 
Licio. Gold is but the earths garbadge, a weed bred by the sunne, 

the very rubbish of barren ground. 
Pet. Tush, Licio. thou art vnlettered! al the earth is an egge: 

the white, siluer; the yolk, gold. 
Licio. Why thou foole, what hen should lay that egge? 
Pip. I warrant a Goose. 
Licio. Nay I beleeue a Bull. 
Pet. Blirt to you both! it was layd by the Sunne. 
Pip. The Sun is rather a cock than a hen. 
Licio. Tis true girle, els how could Titan haue troaden Daphne? 

(II.ii.1-14) 

This scene concludes with riddling repartee on eggs: 

Pet. And who knowes not that gold will make one frolike? 
Licio. Pipenetta this is true, for it is called egge, as a 

thing that doth egge on, so doth gold. 
Pip. Let vs heare all. 
Pet. Egges potcht are for a weake stomach, & golde boyld, for 

a consuming bodie. 
Licio. Spoken like a Physicion. 
Pip. Or a foole of necessitie. 
Pet. An egge is eaten at one sup, and a portague lost at one 

cast. 
Licio. Gamester-like concluded. 
Pet. Egs make custards, and gold makes spoones to eat them. 
Pip. A reason dowe-baked. 
Licio. 0! the ouen of his wit was not throwly heated. 
Pet. Only this ods I finde betweene mony and egs, which makes me 

wonder, that being more pence in the world than egs, that one 
should haue three egges for a peny, and not three pence for an 
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egge. 
Pip. A wonderful mattert but your wisdome is ouershotte in 

your comparison, for egs haue chickens, gold hath none. 
Pet. Mops I pittie thee! gold hath egs; change an angel into 

ten shillings, and all those peeces are the angels egges. 
Licio. He hath made a spoke, wilt thou eat an egge? but soft, 

here come our masters, let vs shrinke aside. (II.ii.33-56) 

As in the scene on time and hair in The Comedy of Errors (II.ii.72-111), 

scenes of low comedy are not always integrated by theme or imagery 

in Lyly, except in a very superficial way. In act Ill.ii a barber 

and his boy are introduced. Petulus has had a toothache since he 

cozened the barber of the golden beard, and Dello the barber says he 

must be revenged. The pages plan to return the beard, then steal 

it again. Thus, a subplot is initiated, but it is incidental to the 

main action, as is the subplot of Thraso and Gnatho to invade the 

house of Thais in The Eunuch. 

Character groups in Midas who lend symmetry if not unity to 

the action are ladies of the court Camilla, Amerula, and Suavia who 

tell tales, sing, and dance around Sophronia, the king's daughter; 

the gods Apollo and Pan who vie for sovereignty in music by singing 

before Midas as judge; and a group of shepherds who lend pathos to the 

plight of the king in IV.ii. Their park is invaded by a huntsman and 

the three pages who are scheming to cozen the barber of the beard 

again. The pages go off on tangents of irrelevant punning and 

inventorying such things as the goods of the barber's house (V.ii), 

Pipenetta sings of her maidenhead—"When tis found, tis lost euen 

then" (I.ii.68); but they always return to the central action. 

A tone of mild satire is present in the plays of Lyly. For 

example, the pages jest about vying for Sophronia and a dukedom for 

curing Midas: 
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Pgi.. And my heart is like a harth where Cupid is making a fire, 
for Sophronia shalbe my wife: me thinks Venus and Nature stande 
with each of them a paire of bellowes, the one cooling my lowe 
birth, the other kindling my loftie affections. 
PJP> ADOI^LO wil help me because I can sing. 
licio. Mercurie me, because I can lie. 
Pgt. All the Gods me, because I can lie, sing, sweare, and 

loue. But soft, here comes Motto. now shal we haue a fit time to 
be reuenged, if by deuise we can make him say, Mydas hath asses 
eares. (V.ii.80-89) 

The precedent for intermingling tones in comedy was at least 

as old as Plautus* The Rope where a shipwreck and the reunion of a 

father with his two daughters is part of the substance and possibly 

as old as Euripides' Cyclops. Such intermingling was incorporated 

into Renaissance theory by Sidney when he spoke of mingling laughter 

with delight and practiced by Lyly before Shakespeare began to 

formulate a conception to span the modes from irony to pathos within 

the range of comedy and in doing so encompass several levels of action 

by structural, thematic, and imagistic interweaving. 

The intermingling of tones and the use of low comic characters 

such as fools and servants to parody, or burlesque, the main romantic 

action are even more striking in the plays of Greene. An outline of 

the multiple plot structure of The Honourable History of Frier Bacon 

(1594) will illustrate. The main action is the conflict between love 

and friendship in the love of Edward, Prince of Wales, and his friend 

Lacie, Earl of Lincoln, for Margaret, the keeper's daughter. A 

secondary action is Friar Bacon's disputation with Jacques Vandermast, 

a German necromancer who came to England with the German Emperor 

3%ates and quotations from the plays of Greene are taken from 
The Life and Complete Works of Robert Greene, ed. Alexander B. Grosart 
(15 vols.; New York: Russell & Russell, 1964). 
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and his daughter Elinor of Castile to sue for Edward's hand. Friar 

Bacon is enlisted by Edward to use his glass perspective so that the 

prince may watch Lacie wooing Margaret in his stead. Plot lines of 

love intrigue which intersect are Edward's love for Margaret, Lacie's 

love for Margaret, the friendship of Edward and Lacie, Margaret's 

love for Lacie, two rival suitors Lambert and Serlsbie, and Elinor*s 

love for Edward. Interspersed scenes of Ralph Simnell, Henry*s 

fool, and Miles the country bumpkin burlesque the main action. 

Greene created two kinds of clown roles in The Honourable 

History of Frier Bacon: Ralph Simnell, the court fool, and Miles, 

the country bumpkin. Ralph teaches Edward how to "deceive love" 

(overcome his love melancholy) in line 33, makes outlandish bawdy 

suggestions on how his master may magically conceal himself as part 

of Margaret's garments (11. 112-132), and thinks of tying a bell 

around Ned each time he sighs for the keeper's daughter so that he 

(Ralph) can send word to Ned's father that his son has become love's 

morris dance (179-183). Miles is the poor scholar of Friar Bacon. 

His simple, dim-witted, blunt qualities are comic in the scenes of 

conjuring (11. 190-380 and 611-658). Miles is utterly believing in 

his crude country way. His childish, hick-like wonder is played 

against the "strange and vncoth Aphorismes" Bacon produces. He is 

beaten and boxed on the ear for being a gross scholar and too bold. 

Both Ralph and Miles can strain the limits of decorum in speaking 

truth which is acceptable only because of the humor of each. Ralph 

is flattering, but he is also realistic when he teases Edward for his 

infatuation with the fair maid of Fresingfield, while Miles is able 

to speak bluntly because he is a rustic type. From the two kinds of 
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clowns Ralph and Miles represent, Shakespeare developed court fools 

Touchstone, Feste, and Lear's fool*and rustics Launce and Corin. 

That Ralph's cleverness far exceeds Miles's country wit 

is shown in the scenes where he is disguised as his master, although 

he fools no one but Miles (11. 548, 908-1000) and when he uses 

his courtly wit for riddling and speaking the truth of Edward's 

fickleness to Elinor (11. 1822-1866). Miles's aghast wonder counter­

points the necromantic skill of his master. He is charged to watch 

the brazen head while Bacon sleeps and is so entranced when the head 

speaks that he fails to wake his master. His nonchalance is admirable 

when he is cursed and dismissed. He replies with an acceptance 

of misfortune which is as stoic as that of Lear's fool who leaves 

his master intending to go to bed at noon. Miles tells Bacon he will 

emulate his master's means of promotion: 

Tis no matter, I am against you with the old prouerb, The more 
the fox is curst, the better he fares: God be with you sir, lie 
take but a booke in my hand, a wide sleeued gowne on my backe, 
and a crowned cap on my head, and see if I can want promotion. 

(11. 1773-1778) 

We think we shall see no more of Miles, but Bacon sends a devil to 

torment him for careless watching of the brazen head. Near the end of 

the play the devil comes on stage and answers Miles's questions about 

Hell. Miles would be a tapster there and in an uproarious exit rides 

off on the devil's back. 

The pastoral world of romance is presented as idyllic when 

first Edward then Lacie falls in love with Margaret, the maid of 

Fresingfield. It is revealed as hopelessly romantic when both men 

of the court marry ladies of Spain. This world of sheep, kine, and 

melancholy shepherd lovers is most ridiculous when its values are 
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revealed as nontransferable to the world of the court. Ralph 

Simnell suggests that Friar Bacon be sent for to marry Edward and 

Elinor of Castile, "for heele so coniure him and her with his Nigro-

mancie, that they shall loue togither like pigge and lambe whilest 

they liue" (11. 1809-1813). At the conclusion the pastoral world and 

the world of the court come together as they do in Book VI of The 

Faerie Queene when Pastorella is revealed to be of royal lineage. In 

Greene's play the wedding of Lacie and Margaret takes place with a 

mystical blessing from Bacon paying tribute to Henry's garden-like 

Albion. 

Rich, Marlovian, myth-laced style serves to enlarge and to 

enrich one of the wooing scenes in Frier Bacon and Frier Bungay: 

Edward. I tell thee Peggie I will haue thy loues, 
Edward or none shall conquer Marg[a]ret. 
In Frigats bottomd with rich Sethin planks, 
Topt with the loftie firs of Libanon, 
Stemd and incast with burnisht Iuorie 
And ouerlaid with plates of Persian wealth; 
Like Thetis shalt thou wanton on the waues 
And draw the Dolphins to thy louely eyes, 
To daunce lauoltas in the purple streames; 
Sirens with harpes and siluer psalteries, 
Shall waight with musicke at thy frigots stem, 
And entertaine faire Margret with their laies; 
England and Englands wealth shall wait on thee, 
Brittaine shall bend vnto her princes loue, 
And doe due homage to thine excellence, 
If thou wilt be but Edwards Marg[a]ret. 

(11. 1053-1068) 

During this interchange between Edward and Margaret a conceit of the 

eyes is used by Margaret. She tells Edward apologetically: 

But I whome fancy made but ouer fond, 

Pleaded my selfe with looks as if I lovd; 
I fed myne eye with gazing on his face, 
And still bewitcht, lovd Lacie with my looks; 
My hart with sighes, myne eyes pleaded with tears, 
My face held pittie and content at once, 
And more I could not sipher out by signes 
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But that I lovd Lord Lacie with my heart. 
Then worthy Edward measure with thy minde, 
If womens fauors will not force men fall, 
If bewtie, and if darts of persing loue, 
Is not of force to bury thoughts of friendes. 

(11. 1938-1952) 

Such eye conceits recur in Shakespeare*s comedies.^ They recall the 

doctrine of ascent from human to divine love which was formulated by 

Pico della Mirandola and Marsilio Ficino and infused by Spenser into 

his late poems and by Shakespeare into his comedies of gentle satire on 

melancholy lovers. The Neoplatonic association of ideas may also have 

suggested the stock play on heart-hart. Love progressed from a 

sense experience (the eyes) to a spiritual realm (the heart) and 

required the control of reason without which love became a hunt 

(suggesting the hart) and a disease (an infection was the common 

metaphor). 

A grand Elizabethan style prefigures Marlowe and Shakespeare 

in Greene. Tamburlaine-like sea voyages and far Eastern opulence are 

reflected in Bacon's Faustian promise to King Henry: 

I tell thee Monarch, all the Germane Peeres 

Could not affoord thy entertainment such, 
So roiall and so full of Maiestie, 
As Bacon will present to Fredericke; 
The Basest waiter that attends thy cups, 
Shall be in honours greater than thy selfe; 
And for thy cates, rich Alexandria drugges, 
Fetcht by Carueils from Aegypts richest straights, 
Found in the wealthy strond of Affrica, 
Shall royallize the table of my king; 
Wines richer than the Gyptian courtisan 
Quaft to Augustus kingly countematch, 
Shalbe carrowsd in English Henries feasts; 
Candie shall yeeld the richest of her canes, 
Persia, downe her volga by Canows, 

^See pp. 84-85 of chapter II and pp. 150-151, 163 of chapter 
III for fuller discussions of the Neoplatonic background of conceits of 
eyes. 
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Send down the secrets of her spieerie; 
The Africke Dates, mirabolans of Spaine, 
Conserues and Suckets from Tiberias, 
Cates from Iudea, choiser than the lampe 
That fiered Rome with sparkes of gluttonie; 
Shall bewtifie the board for Fredericke, 
And therfore grudge not at a friers feast. [Exeunt.] 

(11. 1429-H50) 

Another element of Greene's poetic style which is characteristic of 

Renaissance poets from Spenser to Milton is mixing history and myth 

to enlarge and extend an action as Spenser did when he described the 

visit of Arthur and Guyon to the castle of temperance in The Faerie 

Queene and Milton did in narrating and dramatizing the fall of the 

angels and man in Paradise Lost. In the final scene of Frier Bacon 

and Frier Bungay the king asks: 

Why, Bacon, what strange euent shall happed to this Lad? 
Or what shall grow from Edward and his Queene? 
Bacon. I find by deep praescience of mine Art, 

Which once I tempred in my secret Cell, 
That here where Brute did build his Troynovant, 
From forth the Royall Garden of a King, 
Shall flourish out so rich and fair a bud, 
Whose brightnesse shall deface proud Phoebus flowre, 
And ouer-shadow Albion with her leaues. 
Till then Mars shall be master of the field, 
But then the stormy threats of wars shall cease: 
The horse shall stampe as carelesse of the pike, 
Drums shall be turn'd timbrels of delight; 
With wealthy fauours, plenty shall enrich 
The strond that gladded wandring Brute to see, 
And peace from heauen shall harbour in these leaues 
That gorgeous beautifies this matchlesse flower: 
Apollos helletropian then shall stoope, 
And Venus hyacinth shall shut her Gilliflowers vp, 
And Pallas bay shall bash her brightest greene, 
Ceres carnation, in consort with those, 
Shall stoope and wonder at Dianas Rose. 

(11. 2230-2252) 

The very title of another play by Greene shows the intermixing 

of tragedy and comedy by 1591—the complete t i t i le i»f J.mcgt IV i s 

The Scottish Historie of James the Fourth Slaine at Flodden. Entermixed 
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with a pleasant Comedie. presented by Oboram King of Fayeries. In 

this play that Parrott has called an early example of romantic 

tragicomedy from Cinthio's Hecatommiti. Greene uses an induction 

of Bohan who hates the world and Oberon. The King of Fairies hears 

from Bohan of his disappointments as a courtier in the court and in the 

city. Bohan introduces his two sons Slipper and the dwarf Nano before 

he offers to demonstrate why he hates the world. What follows is a 

play of mingled clowns and kings. The two sons become part of the 

main action: Slipper becomes the servant of Ateukin and Nano the page 

of the wronged queen. Along with another servant Andrew they provide 

low comic "relief,"^2 as the servants do in Mother Bombie. the pages 

in Midas. Sir Tophas and the pages in Endimion. and Ralph Simnell 

in Frier Bacon and Frier Bungay. In act I.ii of James IV Slipper, Nano, 

and Andrew present bells of preferment and provide a low comic perspec­

tive on the slippery, corrupt court where King James has just sworn 

his love to Dorothea as his new Queen of Scots and promised his 

vowed friend the King of England he will honor his daughter before 

he declared his love to Ida who is of the country, although she is the 

daughter of a countess. The corruption of the court is reflected in 

the low comedy of scene ii as Ateukin reads their bills. Slipper says 

he has no peer for keeping a horse and a wench and reads a Jonsonian-like 

^^This date of composition is proposed by Thomas Marc Parrott, 
Shakespearean Comedy (New York: Russell & Russell, 1962), pp. 82-83, 
although the publication date is 1598 on the facsimile title page in 
the Grosart edition. 

^Ibid., p. 84. 

^3see footnote 37, p. 31. 
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enumeration of the qualities of both: 

First, a merry countenance. 
Second, a soft pace. 
Third, a broad forehead. 
Fourth, broad buttockes. 
Fift, hard of warde. 
Sixt, easie to leape vpon. 
Seuenth, good at long iourney. 
Eight, mouing vnder a man. 
Ninth, alway busie with the mouth. 
Tenth, Euer chewing on the bridle. 

(I.ii.553-563) 

Ateukin replies, "Thou art a man for me" (I.ii.564). 

Greene uses a striking number of conventions which became 

characteristic of Shakespearean comedy, including the convention of a 

young girl having to disguise herself as a young man to escape danger. 

In James IV Dorothea must disguise herself as a squire to escape to 

the country from the corruption of the court, suggesting Shakespeare's 

use of the green world of romance, to borrow a term from Northrop 

Frye: 

Shakespeare's type of romantic comedy follows a tradition 
established by Peele and developed by Greene and Lyly, which has 
affinities with the medieval tradition of the seasonal ritual-
play. . . . the action of the comedy begins in a world represented 
as a normal world, moves into the green world, goes into a 
metamorphosis there in which the comic resolution is achieved, and 
returns to the normal world.^4 

The green world in James I is the world of Oberon and the fairies who 

^Examples of the green world in Shakespeare's comedies given 
by Frye are the forest in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, the fairy world 
of A Midsummer Night's Dream, the Forest of Arden in As You Like It. 
Windsor Forest in The Merry Wives, and the pastoral world in Bohemia 
in The Winter's Tale. "In all these comedies there is the same 
rhythmic movement from normal world to green world and back again," 
Frye explains. He adds that Portia's house in Belmont in The Merchant 
of Venice is a second world and that the green world is conspicuously 
absent from the more ironic comedies All's Well That Ends Well and 
Measure for Measure. Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1957), pp. 182-183. 
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come on stage between acts. Oberon tells Bohan he is king 

Of quiet, pleasure, profit, and content, 
Of wealth, of honor, and of all the world, 
Tide to no place, yet all are tide to one. 
Liue thou this life, exilde from world and men, 
And I will shew thee wonters ere we part. 

(I.iii.690-694) 

Oberon presents three dumb shows in act I.iii to show the ends of 

pride and pomp. He acts as chorus along with Bohan on the king's 

actions, his flatterers, and the virtue of the country maid Ida. 

Slipper shows them a jest by dancing in with a companion (boy or wench) 

before they retire to their cell to watch the remainder of the play at 

the end of act II. A letter is obtained by Bartram which reveals to 

Dorothea that the king's flatterer Ateukin, who is also called Gnatho 

in the printed text, has been enlisted to murder her. Slipper and 

Nano continue to provide interspersed mirth among "ruthful" events. 

As Bohan says, "Tis interlast with merriment and rime" (IV.i.1628-

1629). Slipper appears in II.i and Nano in II.ii as part of the main 

action. On the level of subplot Slipper flatters the countess for her 

hospitality, ale, and capons, as Ateukin flatters the king as part of 

the main action. One more convention is that of the ring given by 

Ida to Eustace in IV.ii as a sign of favor. 

Scenes of low comedy in James IV concern cutpurses, bawds, 

stews, and brothels, the low life of London which is the world of 

Falstaff, Mrs. Quickly, Pistol, Nym, and Bardolph in Henry IV. Parts I 

and II. Henry V. and The Merry Wives of Windsor. This world is also 

very close to the world of Dogberry and Verges in Much Ado About 

Nothing; Elbow, Froth, Pompey, Barnardine, and Mistress Quickly in 

Measure for Measure: and the delightful rogue Autolycus in The Winter's 
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Tale. James IV ranges from a corrupt court to the world of fairies 

and includes a brave and virtuous romantic heroine who speaks in 

Neoplatonic love conceits,-as, well as characters from the low life of 

the streets. A comedie synthesis of these worlds is not effected by 

Greene, but it is attempted in the thematic and imagistic interweaving 

of scenes from each stratum. In addition, themes of proper relation­

ship between friends, husband and wife, subject and king and the 

responsibility of kingship relate Greene to Shakespeare. At the 

conclusion of the play tragedy is averted as the comedy concludes on 

a note of reform in preparation for a new society. James learns that 

Ida is married and Ateukin fled. He concludes: 

Iniurious loue is partiall in my right, 
And flattering tongues, by whom I was misled, 
Haue laid a snare to spoyle my state and me. 

(V.vi.2490-2492) 

The king vows revenge on the " f e t t e r i n g broode of Sicophants" (V.vi. 

2499) and i s reunited with Queen Dorothea whose father the King of 

England i s present for the scene of r econc i l i a t ion . Greene has used 

songs, a foolish French rogue Jacques who makes a mumble of both 

languages, and a fable a t the end of the play. One i s reminded of 

Shakespeare's uses of riddles and prophecies in Pe r i c l e s . The Winter 's 

Tale, and Cymbeline by the fable of the l i o n ' s whelp and a wolf in 

the l a s t scene of James IV. S i r Cuthbert Anderson t e l l s the two 

kings: 

A tender Lyons whelpe, 
This other day, came s t rag l ing in the woods,— 
Attended by a young and tender hinde,— 
In courage hau t ie , yet t y r ' d l ike a lambe. 
The Prince of beasts had l e f t t h i s young in keepe, 
To fos ter vp as louemate and compeere, 
Vnto the Lyons mate, a naibour fr iend: 
This s t a t e l y guide, seduced by the fox, 
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Sent forth an eger Woolfe, bred vp in France, 
That gript the tender whelp, and wounded it. 
By chance, as I was hunting in the woods, 
I heard the moane the hinde made for the whelpe: 
I took them both, and brought them to my house. 
With charie care I haue recurde the one; 
And since I know the lyons are at strife 
About the losse and dammage of the young,/ 
I bring her home: make claime to her who list. 

Hee discouereth her [Queene Dorothea 1. 
(11. 2595-2611) 

Had the playwright lived longer who warned his fellow playwrights: 

there is an vpstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that 
with his Tygers heart wrapt in a Players hide, supposes he is 
as well able to bumbast out a blanke verse as the best of you: 
and being an absolute Iohannes fac toturn, is in his owne conceit 
the onely Shakescene in a countrie,45 

Greene's influence would probably have been even greater on the "upstart 

Crow." 

To go back in the sixteenth century for the combining of themes 

of realism with those of romantic love before Greene, we must return to 

a Spanish novel, Celestina. or The Tragicke-Comedy of Calisto and 

Melibea adapted as an interlude and printed by John Rastell in 1525. 

Realism and romance were also combined in the tragicomedies Damon 

and Pythias (printed in 1571 but entered in 1567); The History of 

the Two Valiant Knights Syr Clyomon . . . and Clamydes (printed in 

1599 but surely acted both many times and many years earlier); 

^Greene's allusion to Shakespeare as one of the "rude groomes" 
of the stage, the actor, is part of one of his statements of repentance. 
The Life and Complete Works of Prose and Verse of Robert Greene. Vol. 
12 contains Groatsworth of Wit, bought with a Million of Repentaunce. 
pp. 141, 144. 

Pollard and Redgrave give this publication information in 
A Short-Title Catalogue, p. 107. They also note two other translations: 
one from French by W. Barley? Ent. to J. Wolf, 1591, and one from Spanish 
by Don Diego Puede-Ser, i.e., J. Mabbe, 1630-1631. 
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Promos and Cassandra (1578), the source of Measure for Measure: and 

Anthony Munday's translation Fedele and Fortunio (1585) from the 

Italian II Fedele by Luigi Pasqualigo. 

In the tragicomedies potentially tragic situations and themes 

of love and friendship are combined with comic characters and structures. 

Damon and Pythias is a tragicomedy in tetrameter couplets of friendship 

between two Greek gentlemen. It is ostensibly set in Syracuse at 

Dionisius' court, but it contains two very English lackeys Vvill and 

Iacke, a hangman, and two colliers Gronno and Grimme. This "Tragicall 

Commedie," as it is called in the prologue, is notable for its structure. 

In the opening scene a philosopher sycophant and a parasite, Aristippus 

and Carisophus, join in friendship in order to gain more advantage at 

court. After Damon and Pythias are introduced in the second scene 

the two lackeys of Aristippus and Carisophus comment on friendship 

and the court in the third scene. Iacke expresses concern to Vvill 

about the effects of the court on the friendship of the two who are 

as brothers: 

Yea, but I haue heard say, there is falshod in felowshippe, 
In the Court somtimes, one geues another finely the slippe: 
Which when it is spied, it is laught out with a scoffe, 
And with sporting and playing, quietly shaken of.^' 

By jesting about his poverty and hunger, Stephano, the servant of 

Damon and Pythias, provides a realistic perspective on the philosophi­

cally ideal relationship between his two masters. He reminds us of 

the danger in a country where friendship is used as a commodity. 

^Richard Edwardes (London: Richarde Iohnes, 1571), Tudor 
Facsimile Text, no. 45, ed. John S. Farmer (reprint ed.; New York: AMS 
Press, 1970), p. B_3V. Quotations from Damon and Pythias are from this 
edition. 
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Stephano tells Damon, "I care not for your craftie Sophistrie, / You 

two are fine, let mee be fed lyke a grose knaue sty11" (C r ) . Damon 

is arrested as a spy, but his execution is prevented by the offer of 

Pythias to pawn his life for his friend. With Pythias as prisoner 

Damon is granted two months leave to prove his innocence. The 

suspension of sentence creates the same kind of suspense as Aegeon*s 

sentence in The Comedy of Errors. The tone is one of pathos and 

pity as well as reverence for the virtue of friendship and love to 

overcome threat and vice. In tragicomedies such as Damon and Pythias 

romance is fused with the classical conception of depicting vice by 

showing meanness. While the dramatic artistry is lacking for fusing 

these levels of comedy, Edwards* play is significant for the same 

kind of symmetry in character grouping we have seen in Lyly and 

for the substance of romance such as Greene used in his comedies. 

The romance genre proved well suited to the dramatic species of 

tragicomedy. 

There is in Sir Clyomon and Sir Clamydes a Spenserian Forest 

of Marvels where a cowardly Bryan Sance Foy dwells. He can enchant 

men to sleep in his castle when they come to the forest to try to 

kill the flying serpent who dwells there. The play also contains a 

figure of vice of knowledge, Subtill Shift, the servant of Clyomon, 

and a romantic heroine Neronis who has to disguise herself as a page 

to escape the King of Norway. She goes to a forest where she meets 

Corin, a shepherd. Corin complains realistically: 

But tis a world to zee what mery Hues we shepheards lead, 

Why where Gentlemen and we get once a thorne bush ouer our head, 
We may sleep with our vaces against the zone, an were hogs 
Bath our selues, stretch out our legs ant were a cennell of dogs: 
But I may zay to you my nabor, Hogs maid had a clap, wel let the" 
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laugh that win. 
Chaue but one daughter, but chould not vor vorty pence she were 

zo sped, 
Cha may zay to you, she lookes euery night to go to bed: 
But tis no matter, the whores be so whiskish when thare vnder a 

bush, 
That thare neuer satisfied, til their bellies be flush. 
Well cha must abroad about my flocks, least the fengeance wolues 

catch a lambe: 
Vor by my cursen zoule, thale steale an cha stand by, there not 

a verd of the dam.^8 

When George Whetstone described his method of dividing his 

source in a preface to Promos and Cassandra he anticipated Greene and 

Shakespeare in the dramatic technique of intermixing virute and vice 

in comedy: 

I deuised the whole history into two Comedies: for that, Decorum 
vsed, it would not be conuayed in one. The effects of both, are 
good and bad: vertue intermyxt with vice, vnlawfull desyres (yf 
it were posible) queancht with chaste denyals: al needeful 
actions (I thinke) for publike vowe. " 

His preface is valuable because it contains a description of the 

state of comedy in England in 1578: 

The Englishman in this quallitie, is most vaine, indiscreete, and 
out of order: he fyrst groundes his worke, on impossibilities: 
then in three howers roones he throwe the worlde: marryes, gets 
Children, makes Children men, men to conquer kingdomes, murder 
Monsters, and bringeth Gods from Heauen, and fetcheth Diuels from 
Hel. And (that which is worst) their ground is not so vnperfect, 
as their workinge indiscreete: not waving, so the people laugh, 
though they laugh them (for theyr follyes) to scorne: Manye tymes 
(to make mirthe) they make a Clowne companion with a Kinge: in 
theyr graue Counsels, they allow the aduise of fooles: yea they 
vse one order of speach for all persons: a grose Indecorum, for 
a Crowe, wyll yll counterfet the Nightingales sweete voice: euen 

^(London: Thomas Creede, 1599), Tudor Facsimile Text, no„ 85, 
ed. John S. Farmer (reprint ed.; New York: AMS Press, 1970), Flr. 
Pastoral values in As You Like It are part of chapter III, pp. 116-120. 

•̂'No original publication information is given except the date 
1578 in Tudor Facsimile Text, no. 52, ed. John S. Farmer (New York: AMS 
Press, 1970), A2r. Quotations from Promos and Cassandra are from 
this edition. 
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so, affected speeche doth misbecome a Clowne. For to worke a 
Comedie kindly, graue olde men, should instruct: yonge men, 
should showe the imperfections of youth: Strumpets should be 
lasciuious: Boyes vnhappy: and Clownes, should speake disorderlye: 
ent.ftrminfr\ing all these actions, in such sorte. a3 the graue 
matter, may instruct: and the pleasant, delight \italics mine 1: 
for without this chaunge, the attention, would be small: and the 
likinge, lesse. 

But leaue I this rehearsall, of the vse, and abuse of Commedies: 
least that, I checke that in others, which I cannot amend in my 
selfe. But this I am assured, what actions so euer passeth in this 
History, either merry, or morneful: graue, or lasciuious: the 
conclusion shovyes, the confusion of Vice, and the cherising of 
Vertue. {^T-^T) 

Whetstone*s refinement of Horace*s aims looks forward to Sidney*s 

distinction in comedy between laughter and delight. Romance substance 

allows a happy fusion of both purposes of instructing and delighting 

in The Comedy of Errors, as it does in Measure for Measure. In the 

earlier comedy the romance framework creates conditions of tragic 

potential like those in the earlier tragicomedies Damon and Pythias. 

Sir Cloyomon and Sir Clamydes. and Promos and Cassandra. The lines 

blurred between tragedy and comedy as the definitions had been for­

mulated from classical drama and comedy developed as a genre of fusion 

in the Renaissance, fusion of romance and realism, kings and clowns, 

and instructing with grave matter and delighting with pleasant. In 

The Comedy of Errors Shakespeare was boldly attempting to fuse 

classical and contemporary conceptions. Farce was part of the classical 

conception adapted by writers of school plays and interludes; romance 

was a popular contemporary mode. 

In the sixteenth century romance and the pastoral were 

combined—e.g., in George Montemayor*s Diana (1598), Thomas Lodge*s 

Rnaalynde (1592), Greene's Menaphon (1589), and Sidney's Arcadia 

(1590). These pastoral romances probably influenced multiple plot 
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structure in drama because of the dramatic presentation of pairs of 

melancholy lovers, a heroine, or lost children. These characteristics 

of romance in the Renaissance are sketched by E. C. Pettet from the 

Arcadia: a high romantic love code in which male friendship often 

comes into conflict with sexual love, a type of narrative with dramatic 

moments, and conventions of suspense and surprise, the marvelous, 

disguises, mistaken identity, and reconciliations. Frye includes the 

superiority of the hero in a world where marvelous actions and witches 

are possible because the ordinary laws of nature are suspended. He 

also incorporates Aristotle's theory of catharsis into his definition: 

Romance . . . is characterized by the acceptance of pity and 
fear, which in ordinary life relate to pain, as forms of pleasure. 
It turns fear at a distance, or terror, into the adventurous; 
fear at contact, or horror, into the marvellous, and fear without 
an object, or dread (Angst) into a pensive melancholy. It turns 
pity at a distance, or concern, into the theme of chivalrous 
rescue; pity at contact, or tenderness, into a languid and 
relaxed charm, and pity without an object . . . into creative 
fantasy. •>*• 

The effect of the frame story taken from Gower's Eighth Book 

of Confess] n Amant.is is to envelop in romance the main action of the 

Antipholi brothers, Adriana, and Luciana, and the minor action of the 

Dromios. All the actions contain elements of the marvelous in themes 

of witchcraft and madness framed by a grave situation of pity and 

53 
fear. - A tone of tension is created at the beginning which is not 

^ Shakespeare & the Romance Tradition (London: Methuen & Co., 
1970), pp. 23-28. 

^^Anatomy of Cri t icism, p . 33 . 

52ib id . , pp. 16-17. 

^3Duckworth proposes that the plight of Aegeon may have been 
suggested by the heartlbroken father of the twins in the Menaechmi and 
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relieved until the final scene, so that the final reconciliation is 

much more than mere comic anagnorisis. In fact, we are not even 

aware of the presence of the abbess in Ephesus, although she is a key 

figure in the final scene of union. Her appearance adds a note of 

surprise at the end. Bertrand Evans points out that we are not so 

deceived by Shakespeare in all the comedies except for the false report 

of the death of Hermione in The Winter's Tale.^ 

The problem Shakespeare had in fusing romance with farce in 

The Comedy of Errors was one of bringing together the range of comic 

irony from the two modes. -* As Lambinus remarked on the application 

of Donatus' description of the "errors" of Terentian structure, the 

play may be described structurally as literally a comedy of errors in 

which the audience is always more knowledgeable than any of the 

characters. This superior awareness is a condition of each kind of 

irony in the play from farce to romance. On the level of farce, 

irony concerns mistaken identities and a lack of awareness. None of 

the characters knows enough to deceive anyone else. Servants are 

his wanderings based in part on those of Menaechmus Sosiscles. The 
suggestion is in Plautus' play, but the substance and genre of romance 
as part of Shakespearean comedy extends far beyond the suggestion in 
Plautus, vis a. vis. Gower and Elizabethan pastoral romance. Duckworth 
argues that the setting of Ephesus may have come from the same setting 
in Plautus' Miles as well as from St. Paul's exhortation in Acts 19. 
The Nature of Roman Comedy, p. 418. I contend that the theme of proper 
relationship between husband and wife, lovers, and master and servant 
owes a greater debt to Gower and the Biblical source. 

^^Shakespeare's Comedies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I960), p. 8. 

55Frye describes five phases of comedy, or comic structures, 
between irony and romance. Anatomy of Criticism, pp. 177-185. 

56See n.15, p. 6. 
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punished for obeying. Hoping to win back her errant husband by 

taking him home to dinner, Adriana only succeeds in alienating him 

by bringing home a complete stranger. Thus, the husband is locked 

out of his own home. Antipholus E. accuses his wife of the very act 

of which he is guilty, namely, consorting with a paramour. The 

incongruity of the sallow Pinch as her paramour adds to the ridiculous­

ness of the charge. Finally, the more Antipholus and Dromio E. 

struggle against the diagnosis of madness, the more accurate it seems. 

Romance in Gower's Eighth Book has a number of characteristics 

which Shakespeare attempted to fuse with the Plautine farce of the 

Antipholi brothers and their twin servants by framing the play with 

the story of their parents Aegeon and Aemilia taken from the 

Apollonius story. In Gower magic and marvels are associated with 

the will of God; i.e., when Antiochus is smitten with thunder and 

lightning, a ship arrives in Pentapolis at that opportune time to 

recall Apollonius. The child of Apollonius and his unnamed wife is 

born during a great storm. His wife is believed to be dead but is 

later revived. As in Pericles, the daughter escapes harm even in a 

brothel; and he is miraculously reunited with both his wife and his 

daughter through God's directing providence. 

Gower shows that one must trust in God's providence and 

follow nature's behests. The dead body of Apollonius' wife is cast 

into the sea so that the sea will cast it upon the shore. The crew 

believes that if they fail to cast the body overboard the ship will 

be cast ashore with it. They, therefore, cast it overboard "in hope 

and good believe." Accordingly, the sea ".asts the coffin ashore 

at Ephesim, the city where Diana's temple is located. After the 
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woman is revived by the physician Cerymon she goes to the temple to 
CO 

protect her chastity. (In The Comedy of Errors Aemilia goes to a 

"priory" in Ephesus.) The confessor who narrates the romance of 

Apollonius in Gower says "That god wol save mai noght spille" (1. 1160) 

and "Al that schal falle, falle schal" (I. 1172). No harm can come 

to Thaise, the daughter of Apollonius,, because she is protected by 

God and the forces of nature (as Florimel is protected in Book III 

of The Faerie Queene). Man must have faith in God's ways although he 

perceives only blind fortune. When Apollonius is shown a tomb which 

he thinks is the tomb of his daughter at Tarsus, 

He curseth and seith al the worste 
Unto fortune, as to the blind, 
Which can no seker weie finde; 
For sche him neweth euere among, 
And medleth sorwe with his song. 
Bot sithe it mai no betre be, 
He thonketh god and forth goth he 

Seilende toward Tyr ayein. 
(11. 1584-1591) 

The laws of Neptune are laws of nature which cause suffering: 

Bot sodeinly the wynd and reyn 
Begonne upon the See debate, 
So that he soffre mot algate [in any case] 
The lawe which Neptune ordeigneth. 

(11. 1592-1595) 

A time abridgment i s effected between pre-Chris t ian and 

Christ ian t ime. When Apollonius a r r ives a t Tarsus in search of Thaise 

he finds the people holding the high feasts of Neptune on the shore. 

Another example of fusion of pagan and Chris t ian elements i s the temple 

57The English Works of John Gower. ed. G. C. Macaulay (1901; 
2 vols.; London, New York, Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1969), 
1, 1. 1138. Quotations from the Eighth Book of Confessio Amantis are 
from this edition. 
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of Diana at Ephesus where the wife of Apollonius enters an "ordre" 

of "religion" (11. 1272, 1265). She wishes to dwell there "To kepe 

and holde hir chastete" (l. 1244). God directs the course of human 

events even to the extent of changing a ship's direction, e.g., the 

ship of Apollonius is directed to Ephesim when he and Athenagoras and 

Thaise are sailing from Mitelene to Tarsus to seek vengeance on 

Strangulio and Dionise for their attempted murder of Thaise. The 

will of God is made known in this case to Apollonius in a dream that 

he should offer a sacrifice at the temple of Diana where he is 

subsequently reunited with his wife. God is also an avenging God 

in enabling Apollonius to obtain vengeance. All the people of Tarsus 

offer thanks for God's providence which unites mercy with justice 

(11. 1954-1962). 

The theme of mutability of fortune, "wel an wo," is introduced 

early in the Book. Apollonius comes to Tarsus and takes lodging with 

a rich citizen and his wife, Strangulio and Dionysa. He gives the 

starving people grain, and they erect a statue of him out of gratitude. 

Then one day Apollonius meets a man from Tyr who warns him that 

Antiochus, the king who lived in incest with his daughter and whose 

riddle Apollonius solved (as in Pericles). waits to kill him. The 

confessor who narrates the story draws the following moral: 

Fortune hath evere be muable 
And mai no while stonde stable: 
For now it hiheth, now it loweth, 
Now stant upriht, now overthroweth, 
Now full of blisse and now of bale, 
As in the tellinge of mi tale 
Hierafterward a man mai Here, 
Which is gret routhe forto hiere. 

(11. 585-592) 

From "wo" comes joy in the birth of a child from the supposed death 
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of Apollonius' wife. A sea motif images this theme in line 1476 con­

cerning Thaise in a religious house, safe from the brothel: "Thus was 

sche sauf fro this tempeste." Tempests, shipwrecks, and journeys are 

a major part of the substance of Gower's Eighth Book and recall Frye's 

placing of The Comedy of Errors with the "sea" comedies Twelfth Night. 

Pericles, and The Tempest. The sea is a symbol, Frye reminds us, of 

58 the lower or chaotic world. 

Another characteristic of romance which is transferred to 

the framework of The Comedy of Errors (the only other comedy besides 

The Tempest in which Shakespeare strictly follows the unities) is the 

wide expanse of time and space which are the settings for the Apollonius 

romance. Settings shift for each episode. Antioch, Tyre, Tharse (or 

Tarsus), Pentapolis, Ephesim (or Ephesus), and Mitelene are the locations 

where events occur over a period of two generations. As in Shakespeare's 

last plays, reconciliation of parents takes place through their children 

in The Comedy of Errors. 

A narrative convention in Gower which suggests the dramatic 

convention is the framework. The story of Apollonius is narrated by 

a confessor who refers to "the chronicles" and frames the story in a 

historical survey of Roman and Biblical examples of incest in order 

that Amans might learn "How lust of love exceedeth lawe, / It oghte 

forto be withdrawe" (i:1.. 263-264). The confessor concludes the Book 

with this lesson on love and lust: 

For se now on that other side, 
Antiochus with al his Pride, 
Which sette his love unkindely, 

^%he Anatomy of Criticism, pp. 184-185. 
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His ende he hadde al sodeinly, 
Set ayein kinde upon vengance, 
And for his lust hath his penance. 

(11. 2003-2008) 

He adds that love and reason must be in accord (l. 2023) and concludes 

with a Spenserian-like fusion of classical and Christian themes and 

substance in a dream vision of Venus, Cupid, and the Genius of Love 

and a masque-like pageant of medieval and mythological lovers for 

whom love and lust presented great travail. The Genius of Love is 

like Spenser's Dame Concord who stands outside the entrance to the 

temple of Venus in the tenth canto of Book IV in The Faerie Queene 

where she reasons with the two brothers Love and Hate in order for 

Scudamore to enter the temple in quest of Amoret. Gower is given a 

mirror by Venus in which he sees evidences of his old age. He thinks 

of the seasons and time changing all things of nature. Finally, the 

Genius Priest offers him absolution and tells him to let reason be 

his guide as well as the guide of the government of the land with the 

grace of God. In complaints which parallel the complaint of Mutability 

to Jove and Nature in Spenser's Book VII, Gower supplicates Nature, 

Cupid, Venus, and Jove. He addresses Nature first: 

Ferst to Nature if that I me compleigne, 
Ther finde I how that every creature 
Som time ayer hath love in his demeine, 
So that the litel wrenne in his mesure 
Hath yit of kinde a love under his cure; 
And I bot on desire, of which I misse: 
And thus, bot I, hath every kinde his blisse. 

(11. 2224-2230) 

Nature teaches him how to love but not how he "schal spede." "For 

thogh reson ayein my will debate, / I mai noght fie, that I ne love 

algate" (11. 2234, 2236-2237). After the pageant of lovers there comes 

toward Venus a company of men of great age playing harp, lute, and 
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citole. Among them are David and "Bersabee," Salomon with a hundred 

wives, concubines, and sarazines, and Aristotle, Virgil, and Ovid. 

They all pray to Venus for Gower's sake. At the end of a long ending 

to the Book Gower prays for the benefits of divine love in a prayer 

which looks forward to Spenser's prayer for a vision of the Eternal 

Sabbath: 

But thilke love which that is 
Withinne a mannes herte affermed, 
Such love is goodly forto have, 
Such love mai the bodi save, 
Such love mai the soule amende, 
The hyhe god such love ous sende 
Forthwith the remenant of grace; 
So that above in thilke place 
Wher resteth love and alle pes, 
Oure joie mai ben endeles. 

(11. 3092-3172, lines numbered 
inconsistently) 

In The Comedy of Errors Aegeon*s story to the Duke of Ephesus 

echoes the story of Apollonius of Tyre as it is related by Gower. 

Aegeon is like Apollonius in several respects. Both are sea merchants. 

As the wife of Apollonius, Aemilia is a compliant, devoted wife. 

Gower*s description of the king's daughter who goes to sea with her 

new husband when she is with child parallels the story related by 

Aegeon at the beginning of The Comedy of Errors. Gower writes: 

The which was evere meke and mylde 
And wolde noght departe him fro, 
Such love was between hem tuo. 

(11. 1030-1032) 

Aegeon tells the Duke that he was not absent six months from "kind 

embracements of my spouse" when she 

almost at fainting under 
The pleasing punishment that women bear, 
Had made provision for her following me. 

(I.i.46-48) 
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The separation of Aegeon and his wife in Gower and of Aegeon and 

Aemilia in Shakespeare*s play is by shipwreck. Both wives seek the 

sanctuary of the goddess who is referred to as goddess of natural 

affection in Lyly*s Midas when the king recants: 

I wil therfore yeeld my self to Bacchus. and acknowledge my 
wish to be vanitie: to Apollo. and confesse my iudgement to be 
foolish: to Mars, and say my warres are uniust: to Diana, and 
tell my affection hath been vnnaturall. (V.iii.58-62) 

The reunion of husband, wife, and children in both works is in the 

temple of Diana in Ephesus, although it is identified only as a "priory" 

by Shakespeare. The dream-like reunion in Book Eight of Confessio 

Amantis and in The Comedy of Errors is shared by people of the city and 

approved by the Duke who in the final scene of the play in a very 

Shakespearean touch still confuses the two brothers. 

The appropriateness of the temple of Diana as a place for 

chaste, patient waiting with faith and hope in the providence of God 

is supported by the conception of the more-Christian-than-pagan 

temple in Gower and, to an even greater extent, by the conception of 

Diana and chastity in Yong*s translation of Diana of Montemayor. 

The associations of the Christianized goddess who balances passion 

59 inspired by Venus with familial bond and Phoenix-like renewal of 

the lover through his sacrifice of self greatly enrich The Comedy of 

Errors by allusions which were manifold for Shakespeare*s audience. 

The Renaissance conception of Diana is part of the substance 

of the Montemayor romance printed in 1598. In that pastoral romance 

59see Book III of The Faerie Queene where Amoret and Belphoebe 
are aspects of love raised by Venus and Diana who are sometimes at 
variance. 
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Selvagia, a shepherdess, is taught patience and constancy in love 

by her friend Syrenus. She goes to the temple of Diana and learns 

from one of the priestesses "that love . . . seldom endes, suruiuing 

all destinies, and . . . is neither subiect to change of time, nor 

fortune" (p. 18). The priestess tells the shepherdess who is experi­

encing love's passion for the first time: 

let not this desire amaze nor grieue thee; for there is no 
greater signe of a perfect lover, then to desire to be beloued 
of him, to whom she hath wholy offered up her libertie. (p. 19) 

Submission to the beloved is expressed by Luciana and 

Antipholus S. in The Comedy of Errors. In fact, liberty is one of the 

links between the framework and main action. The liberty of men is the 

topic of debate between Adriana and Luciana in the first scene of 

act II, after we have seen Aegeon held prisoner in Ephesus in the 

opening scene of the first act. The motif of liberty is supported by 

imagery of the chain, bond, and ransom. We recall that Antipholus 

E. is held prisoner in his own home, a complete and ludicrous reversal 

of the proper relationship between husband and wife as Luciana 

described it to her sister: "Ere I learn love, I'll practice to 

obey" (II,i.29).61 

° (London: Edm. Bollifant, 1598), pp. 15-16. (STC 18044, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilms [1950], Reel 437. Quotations 
from Diana of Montemayor are from this microfilm. 

Neoplatonic philosophy of offering oneself wholly to another 
is necessary for the ascent from human to divine love as Ficino and Pico 
described it. For a cogent explanation of how the faculties of sense, 
reason, and understanding participate in the ascent from appetite to 
election, or choice, to will, faculties shared at each level by beasts, men, 
and angels. See Bembo's speech in Book IV of The Courtier. Bembo echoes 
Pico on love as the desire for beauty, the beginning of divine love, 
because all beauty emanates from God. baldassare Castiglione, The Book 
of the Courtier [1561], trans. Sir Thomas Hoby (reprint ed.; 1900; New 
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In the first book of the second part of Diana of Montemayor 

Firmius submits to the power of Diana in a song and then hangs his 

bagpipe on an oak where she had leaned. He writes these lines to her: 

"I am DtLanes, th* Arabian bird in beautie and in grace, / Let no man 

therefore once presume to take me from this place" (p. 184). The 

image of the Phoenix for the lover's new identity through the power 

of chastity granted by Diana is perfectly suited to Shakespeare's use 

of the Phoenix as the name of the house of Antipholus E. and to the 

birth and nativity metaphors in the last scene of union and reunion in 

The Comedy of Errors. 

Because Diana is goddess of brave mind, virtue, and purity of 

love, the disdained shepherd Sylvanus sighs, "there was neuer any, 

that casting his eies on Dianas peerless beautie, durst desire any 

other thing, than to see her, and converse with her" (p. 7). In 

addition to being goddess of chaste love which is Phoenix-like in the 

renewal of the self through the offering of self, Diana is instrumental 

in bringing about a reunion of a father and his daughter (Parisiles 

and Felicia). The company proceeds to the temple and finds these 

verses on the columns: 

WHo comes into this place, let her take heede 

How she hath liu'd, and whether she hath kept 
The gift of chastitie in thought and deede. 
And see besides, if she hath euer stept, 

With wauering minde to forren love estranged, 
And for the same, her first afection changed, 

May enter in DIANAS Temple heere, 
Whose grace and vertues soueraine appeere. 

(p. 242) 

The transformation of the heathen worship of a pagan 

York: AMS Press, 1967), pp.342-346. 
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deity to purely Christian courtly love in order to reconcile natural 

desire with higher aspiration is further effected by Spenser in 

Amoretti where the temples of Venus and Diana become one temple 

within the poet's mind, and his thoughts are sacred priests. His 

allusion to Lent ("this holy season") and his lady as saint for whom 

he seeks "some seruice fit" are part of his Christianization of the 

classical deities in sonnet XXII: 

This holy season fit to fast and pray, 
Men to deuotion ought to be inclynd: 
therefore, I lykewise on so holy day, 
for my sweet Saynt some seruice fit will find. 

Her temple fayre is built within my mind, 
in which her glorious ymage placed is, 
on which my thoughts doo day and night attend 
lyke sacred priests that neuer thinke amisse. 

There I to her as th' author of my blisse, 
will builde an altar to appease her yre: 
and on the same my hart will sacrifise, 
burning in flames of pure and chast desyre: 

The which vouchsafe 0 goddesse to accept,. 
amongst thy deerest relicks to be kept. 

Another part of the common stock of classical lore in the 

Renaissance must have been the Amphitryon story. Two young shepherds 

who are twins in the Montemayor romance are compared to the double 

set of twin masters and servants in the myth: 

Our Jupiter and Amphitrion could not be so much one, nor Mercurie 
so like to Sosia, when to enjoy Alcmenas love, Jupiter in the 
likenes of Amphitrion kept him out of his owne house; and 
Mercurie in the likenes of Sosia made his man feele the hardnes 
of his fist. (p. 254) 

An occurrence of the Amphitryon myth which Shakespeare used as the 

turning point in act III of The Comedy of Errors is recorded by W. C. 

^*he Poetical Works of Edmund Spenser, ed. J. C. Smith and 
E. De Selincourt (London: Oxford University Press, 1912), p. 566. 
Quotations from Spenser are from this edition. 
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Hazlitt in Shakespeare's Library. He includes an excerpt from 

Goulart*s Admirable and Memorable Histories of 1607 on two brothers 

of Avignon who were "a reviving of Sosias in Plautus Amphitrio." 

They were each received for the other by one woman whom they both 

63 
affected. J The tone of farce is felt in both instances of the 

classical myth. In Montemayor fisticuffs are mentioned, and in 

Goulart the conclusion on the value of diversity in nature effectively 

dissipates any moral seriousness the episode may evoke. Shakespeare 

does not allow the episode to remain as farce. He interfuses with 

themes of liberty and proper relationship of husband and wife, themes 

which evoke the Neoplatonic doctrine of love expressed on the main 

level of comedy by Luciana and Antipholus S. The farcical confusion 

of identity of the Antipholi brothers and their servants in Ephesus 

is seen through a curtain of the grave situation from the romance 

evoking pity and fear. The interfusion follows the tradition of inter­

mixing realism and romance in contemporary tragicomedy, e.g.,. 

Celestina, Damon and Pythias. Sir Clyomon and Sir Claymades. Promos 

and Cassandra, and Fedele and Fortunio. One result of such inter­

mixing is the development of levels of comedy such as we have seen in 

the comedies of Lyly and Greene. The grave matter instructs and the 

pleasant delights, as Whetstone said, but Shakespeare makes an attempt 

at fusion of laughter and delight, instruction and entertainment, 

romance and farce. He uses image patterns of liberty, bond, a chain, 

and ransom to figure forth themes of identity and relationship as they 

^From the 2nd tome of Prodigious Histories. Part II, History 
I, reprinted in Shakespeare's Library (6 vols.; 1844; New York: AMS 
Press, 1965), 1, 55-56. 
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are part of the doctrines of love and chastity. 

Elements of romance substance which look forward to the 

late comedies of miracles and reunions involving two generations are 

the shipwreck and separation of two brothers from each other and from 

their parents, miraculous discovery associated with a providential 

God, and the averted tragedy of a death sentence in the setting of 

an abbey which is the temple of Diana in Shakespeare's source for 

the romance framework. The goddess was Christianized by Gower to 

represent God's protection of the virtues of constancy and natural 

affection between children and parents, lover and beloved. The 

Renaissance translator of Montemayor and Spenser further adapted and 

Christianized the conception of Diana as goddess of family bond and 

constancy in love so that she was perfectly suited to Shakespeare's 

allusion to her. A dream motif and a theme of witchcraft also 

reinforce responses of pity and fear produced by Aegeon's situation, 

responses which enclose and modify responses to the complications of 

mistaken identity between the Antipholi brothers and their servants. 

Shakespeare is already conceiving of comedy as a vision of growth 

toward self-knowledge and proper relationship. His development of 

those themes through dramatic structure in The Comedy of Errors 

indioates a beginning awareness of how he could dramatize his vision. 



CHAPTER II 

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM 

FUSION OF FAIRIES, MORTALS, AND MECHANICALS 

A Midsummer Night's Cream is the earliest comedy (1594-

1595) in which Shakespeare uses a multiple plot, including a subplot, 

to mirror in a harmonious and integrated manner the diverse and 

troublesome but infinite experience of love. The play begins, as does 

The Comedy of Errors, with a framework. Egeus, father of Hernia, begs 

of Duke Theseus "the ancient privilege of Athens" (l.i.4l). He claims 

that his daughter has been "bewitched" by Lysander whom she wishes to 

marry, contrary to her father's desire that she become the wife of 

Demetrius. Theseus, as the Duke of Ephesus did, upholds the law and 

issues an edict which functions dramatically as the death sentence 

of Aegeon did at the opening of the earlier play. It unifies the play 

by setting a time span for the action, setting in motion the action 

of lovers escaping into the wood near Athens and allowing for inter­

weaving of each of the lines of plot. A Midsummer Night's Dream 

occurs during the four days between Egeus' appeal and the wedding of 

Theseus and Hippolyta. Four days are allotted to Hennia to make her 

^Try as they will, critics can account for only three nights 
of the dream. Such literal inconsistencies as the number of calendar 
nights in A Midsummer Night's Dream or the inconsistent ages of the 
Antipholi brothers in a play which otherwise adheres to the corres­
pondence of dramatic time with actual time should not be regarded as 
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decision on one of three choices: 

by the next new moon— 

Upon that day either prepare to die 
For disobedience to your father's will, 
Or else to wed Demetrius, as he would, 
Or on Diana's altar to protest 
For aye austerity and single life. 

(I.i.83, 86-8*0 

In A Midsummer Night's Dream Shakespeare fuses three groups of 

characters who participate in three lines of action corresponding to 

the levels of high, middle, and low comedy described in chapter I. 

Oberon, Titania, Puck, and the fairies are the supernatural beings 

who provide a larger framework than Theseus and Hippolyta for the 

action in the woods. Strangely, Shakespeare gives them a cosmic 

bearing and influence over tides, crops, and seasons (see the panoramic 

description by Titania of the effects of jealous bickering between 

her and Oberon in II.i.81-117) and at the same time reduces the 
2 

fairies to diminutiveness. Certainly, mischief caused by them is not 

without peril, but they are subject to a higher order and resolve the 

problems which they create. Oberon is unaware that there are two 

any more troublesome than Bohemia's lack of a seacoast in The Winter's 
Tale. 

o 
I owe this amazing discovery of the reduction and metamorphosis 

of the fairies to small, charming spirits and of the effect of Shake­
speare's conception on dispelling terror previously associated with 
them to Minor White Latham whose book, The Elizabethan Fairies: The 
Fairies of Folklore and the Fairies of Shakespeare (1930; reprint ed., 
New York: Octagon Books, 1972)» is a comprehensive historical survey. 
After Shakespeare reduced their size and made them charming, Latham 
writes, the English fairies were shown as diminutive and inclined toward 
flowers in William Browne's Britannia*s Pastorals (1616), Michael 
Drayton's Polyolbion (1622), and Nimphidia (first published in the 
Battaile of Agincourt in 1627), pp. 202-208. 
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Athenian gentlemen in the wood when he instructs Puck in II.i; 

Puck is rebuffed by Oberon in Ill.ii; and Puck resolves the confusion 

of Lysander's misdirected, reasonless passion in Ill.ii. Their 

names (Cobweb, Peaseblossom, Moth, and Mustardseed) reflect their 

homely, realistic, native English folklore origins which make them 

far less formidable than their rulers whose origins are mythological. 

Minor White Latham points out that Titania is the name Ovid gives to 

Diana in the third book of The Metamorphoses: 

The name Titania Shakespeare appears to have taken from Ovid's 
Metamorphoses. where it occurs as one of the synonyms for Diana. 
The precedent for Diana's sovereignty over the fairies is to be 
found in the Discovery of Witchcraft [Scot, 1651 ed., Book III, 
Chapt. XVI, p. 52], in Golding's translation of Ovid's Metamor-
[Book IV, 1. 304], in the Faerie Queene ["a Letter of the Authors"], 
and in Endimion [IV, 3] . But the character of the picturesque and 
romantic queen who rules over the fairies of A Midsummer Night's 
Dream and the plot in which she is involved are Shakespeare's own 
creation.3 

Even King James refers to a "fourth kind of sprites, which by the 

Gentiles was called Diana and her wandring court, and amongst vs was 

called the Phairie or our good neighbors" who are "honest and of best 

lite" among the illusions in the time of papistry.^ Oberon is the 

three-foot, crooked-shouldered, angel-visaged Indian King of Fairies 

in the medieval French romance Huon of Bourdeaux translated by Lord 

Berners between 1533 and 1542.-> Puck, Robin, or Robin Goodfellow, 

JThe Elizabethan Fairies, p. 181. 

^•Daemonologie. pp. 73-74. 

-*Bullough assigns these dates to the Berners translation and 
quotes from the 1601 edition (London: Thomas Purfott). Oberon possesses 
a horn by which he can cure sickness, provide food and drink, inspire 
joy, and be heard from afar. By means of the same horn he can cause 
a tempest and a perilous, swift, black river. All these wonders occur 
in a wood. Narrative and Dramatic Sources. 1, 389-394. 
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as he is variously called, is a native English fairy whose mischief 

is directed against young maids' uncleanliness, laziness, and 

licentiousness in general. In A Midsummer Night's Dream he calls 

himself "Goblin" (Ill.ii.399), "an honest Puck" (V.i.438), and "the 

Puck" (V.i.442). He is, of course, reminiscent of the "pouke" in 

Spenser's Epithalamion where he is one of the evil "sprights" who 

"Fray us with things that be not" (The Poetical Works. 1, p. 583). 

Oberon also appears in Greene's James IV as king of the 

green world where Queen Dorothea escapes from the danger of being 

7 
murdered by the lustful king.' Greene's influence on Shakespearean 

comedy in theme and structure is suggested when James IV is read as 

a background to A Midsummer Night's Dream by the abridgment of the 

world of Oberon and the misanthropic Scot named Bohan who is loved 

by Oberon for his hatred of the world. Oberon recalls his previous 

literary incarnation as Huon of Bordeaux when he tells Bohan in the 

induction: 

Oberon is king, / 
Of quiet, pleasure, profit, and content, 
Of wealth, of honor, and of all the world, 
Tide to no place, yet all are tide to one. 
Liue thou this life, exilde from world and men, 

°Frank Sidgwick surveys Puck's genealogy in The Sources and 
Analogues of *A Midsummer-Night's Dream' Compiled by Frank Sidgwick 
(New York: Duffield & Company; London: Chatto & Windus, 1908), pp. 
37-40. He gives the text of the 1628 Robin Good-Fellow: His Mad 
Pranks and Merry Jests, ed. J. Payne Collier, 1841. At the conclusion 
of "How Robin Good-Fellow Was Wont To Walk In the Night" we read, "Thus 
would he continually practise himself in honest mirth, never doing hurt 
to any that were cleanly and honest-minded," p. 113. 

'See pp. 41-46 of chapter I for a discussion of the intermixing 
of comic and tragic elements in James IV and conventions which look 
forward to Shakespearean comedy. 
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And I will shew thee wonters ere we part. 

(I.iii.691-696) 

In the conventional entertainments interspersed among scenes of kings, 

court corruption, and a queen who disguises herself as a squire and 

escapes to a green world from which she returns and creates a harmony 

of love and justice by the power of her own chastity protected and 

guided by God (see III.iii.1543-1545) are mirrored frames of conventional 

action from the worlds of the fairy king and the commoner. Shakespeare 

developed abridgments and interweaving of lines of action and groups 

of characters in a manner which is suggested by the relationships 

between the conventional characters Oberon and Bohan and the natural­

istic' characters King James, Ateukin, Dorothea, and other characters 

of the court. Bohan has withdrawn from the world at the opening of the 

play; Dorothea will perform the same action. 

The world where Bohan and Dorothea escape is the pastoral, 

green world of Oberon which contains joy and plenty as well as tempests. 

Oberon grants gifts of preferment to Slipper and Nano, sons of Bohan, 

Mirroring naturalistic action in conventional action is a 
convention in Renaissance drama which reaches back to medieval mystery 
plays. For example, in Mary Magdalene of the Digby cycle Mary is 
seduced by Coryoste in scene 9 of Part I, and the next scene opens in 
Hell with a Bad Angyl telling the devils of Mary's fall. Preceding 
scene 9, the representation of the mortal world of Mary's fall, is a 
scene of the King of the World, the seven deadly sins, and a bad angel 
and a good angel. Mortal characters and allegorical figures appear 
together in scene 7 when Lechery tempts Mary, reflecting the opening 
action between flesh and lechery in that same scene. The Digby 
Mysteries, ed. F. J. Furnivall (London: N. Trubner & Co., 1882), pp. 
66-74. 

o 
I prefer naturalistic to realistic for the central mortal level 

of action because it conveys the Renaissance sense of characters true 
to their own natures with their own limitations and capacities of 
awareness. Conventional characters are often those who exceed or are 
deficient in the central mortal level of awareness, although natural can 
also mean "born fool" as it does in The Tempest, Ill.ii.37-
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in the court of King James who is surrounded by sycophants. In 

other words, the worlds of the conventional characters Oberon and 

Bohan, a supernatural being and a commoner, are conflated in action 

which mirrors and is interwoven with the main action in a Shakespearean 

manner. Nano is a dwarf at the court who is Queen Dorothea's sole 

attendant when she escapes. Although Slipper reflects the slippery 

court world of lust and corruption, he aids Sir Bartram, who is God's 

instrument, in thwarting the plan to murder Dorothea by stealing the 

warrant from Ateukin. Purely conventional action mirrors naturalistic 

action when Oberon presents three dumb shows of acts of ambition and 

mortality at the end of the first act. 

Shakespeare practiced the dramatic technique of kaleido-

scopically interweaving lines of action so that each group of characters 

mirrors action in an order of consciousness in A Midsummer Night's 

Dream. The awareness of Oberon and Titania exceeds that of the mortal 

rulers but is not omniscient. The knowledge of Theseus and Hippolyta 

is greater than that of the lovers whose trials are not known to 

Bottom and the players as they prepare their play in the wood. Levels 

of comedy in A Midsummer Night's Dream refer to planes of consciousness 

which are planes of reality. We move from greatest awareness to 

least awareness and then experience the intermixing, even reversal, 

^^Bertram Evans and David P. Young both describe circles of 
awareness : Shakespeare's Comedies, pp. 33-46, and Something of 
Great Constancy: The Art of "A Midsummer Night's Dream" (New Haven 
& London: Yale University Press, 1966), pp. 58-59. G? Wilson 
Knight refers to "planes of reality" in The Crown of Life: Essays in 
Interpretation of Shakespeare's Final Plays (1947; London: Methuen, 
1961), p. 67. He has a chapter in Shakespeare's Last Plays on "Planes 
of Reality" (London: Chatto & Windus, 1958). 
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of both when Titania falls in love with Bottom whose oblivion is 

bottomless and whose awareness of his own oblivion constitutes great 

knowledge. 

Shakespeare's fusion of courtly and popular dramatic traditions 

has been studied by David P. Young who has listed the elements of each 

tradition synthesized in A Midsummer Night's Dream: 

Mythology Folklore 

Royal marriage Seasonal holidays 
Masques Festival games, Pageants 
Coterie theater Popular theater 
elegance and wit clowning 
metamorphosis magic 
symmetry variety, movement 
consistency inclusiveness 

Young observes: 

Two worlds can be discerned merging easily in the Dream. We 
might call them Titania's world and Bottom's world, since she 
so clearly has her genealogy in the tastes and habits of the 
aristocratic audiences and he is so much a character who belongs 
to the vein of popular entertainment. 

Both Young and John P. Cutts have written about Shakespearean 

12 

dramatic structure in terms of mirroring. My own favorite descrip­

tion of Shakespearean perception as it is mirrored in the technique of 

having each action reflect a facet of experience is a commercial can of 

13 Old Dutch Cleanser. J On the can is a picture of a little Dutch girl 

-Something of Great Constancy, pp. 58-59. 

-"-̂ "Shakespeare's device of using scenes, characters and speeches 
to point up thematic relationships by means of reflection" is called "The 
Wat'ry Glass" by Young, Ibid., p. 97. In The Shattered Glass: A 
Dramatic Pattern in Shakespeare's Early Plays (Detroit, Michigan: Wayne 
State University Press, 1968) Cutts limits his study to the early comedies, 
histories, and tragedies, but he develops the limited ability of 
characters from immortals to mechanicals to see themselves in A Mid-
Summer Night's Dream, pp. 49-55. 

This analogy was suggested to me many years ago by Professor 
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carrying a can of cleanser, and on the can she carries is a picture 

of the same little girl carrying a can of the same cleanser, and on 

the can . . . . Shakespeare practiced the technique of mirroring in 

multiple plot structures of The Comedy of Errors where in the last 

scene characters confront their doubles and "see" themselves anew and 

in The Two Gentlemen of Verona where each young man sees the other's 

folly (I.i.29-50, II.iv.129-167). Other uses of mirroring in Two 

Gentlemen are Julia's erratic love metamorphosis as a mirror of 

Proteus' state (I.ii), Valentine's servant Speed's seeing realistically 

the foolishness of dining on love and not needing meat (II.i.178-182), 

and Julia's maid Lucetta's seeing excess and cautioning her mistress 

(I.ii; Il.vii). After Proteus says goodby to Julia (ll.ii) Launce tells 

how he said goodby to his family. In addition, Proteus' servant 

Launce parodies worshipping a woman in his enumeration of a milkmaid's 

qualities (III.i.261-279), and Speed performs a like enumeration with 

the same effect of parody in Ill.i. 280-376 . Valentine's crime of 

lawlessness in love mirrors the outlaws' "petty crimes" and causes 

them to elect him as their king (IV.i). Finally, Launce's total 

acceptance of responsibility for his dog's behavior reflects Julia's 

predicament in the same scene when she says: 

I am my master's true-confirmed love, 
But cannot be true servant to my master 
Unless I prove false traitor to myself. 

(IV.iv.108-110) 

In a picture of Silvia Julia looks for appearance as the lodestone 

to love (IV.iv.189-201). A pattern of shadow imagery further develops 

Frank L. Huntley in a class on metaphysical poetry at The University of 
Michigan in 1968. Since then I have come to know its simple richness. 



73 

the theme of form and substance of love as a shadow, echoing Neoplatonic 

love theory. 

Part of the function of subplots to parody is that they mirror 

that which is absurd or unbalanced in a major action. However, if a 

subplot is integral in dramatic mirroring, it is not a secondary, or 

lesser, action as thf term implies. The semantic tendency of using 

the terms subplot and parody is to limit critical ability to recognize 

that Shakespeare's uses of servants in a realistic level of action 

is interrelated by theme, imagery, and structure with other levels of 

comedy to produce a harmonic, dramatic chord. For example, although 

Bottom and the players are never aware of the confused lovers in the 

wood where they are rehearsing Pyramus and Thisbe. the play they are 

rehearsing is a mirror of the state of those lovers and lifts their 

confusion out of the specific into the mythic. The ways in which 

tones are intermingled and the players and the play bring together 

other actions in the entire play will be discussed in more detail later. 

At this point I merely wish to state my reservations on the terms as 

they are qualified by the mirroring function of subplots to parody. 

From the first scene of A Midsummer Night's Dream Shakespeare 

uses visions and dreams within the entire dream to create focus and 

perspective. He uses moon and dream imagery, witchcraft and madness 

reminiscent of The Comedy of Errors. He uses eye conceits recalling 

the Neoplatonic substance of Two Genltemen. He also introduces themes 

of proper relationship of parent and child, subject and ruler, lover 

and beloved which are common to all the comedies. The dream is a 

transmutation of the experience of love. Indeed, life is the dream: 

"Swift as a shadow, short as any dream" (l.i.144). 
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In his opening speech Theseus mentions the moon twice, and 

Hippolyta answers: 

Four days will quickly steep themselves in night, 
Four nights will quickly dream away the time, 
And then the moon, like to a silver bow 
New-bent in heaven, shall behold the night 
Of our solemnities. 

(I.i.7-11) 

Her simile of the moon "like to a silver bow / New-bent in heaven" 

looks forward to Oberon's vision of Cupid flying between the moon and 

earth and taking aim "At a fair vestal throned by the west." Cupid's 

arrow missed its mark and landed on a "little western flower," "love-

in-idleness" (II.i.155-168). Thus, the actions of the two groups of 

framework characters are interwoven by theme and imagery. We learn 

that the mortal rulers are part of the reason for the jealous bickering 

between Oberon and Titania: 

Why art thou here, 
Come from the farthest steppe of India 
But that, forsooth, the bouncing Amazon, 
Your buskined mistress and your warrior love, 
To Theseus must be wedded, and you come 
To give their bed joy and prosperity? 

OBE. How canst thou thus for shame, Titania, 
Glance at my credit with Hippolyta, 
Knowing I know thy love to Theseus? 

(II.i.68-76) 

Oberon reminds Titania that she led Theseus from Perigenia and made 

him break faith with Aegle, Ariadne, and Antiopa (II.i.77-80). 

-^Harrison reads this line as "a tactful and complimentary 
allusion to Queen Elizabeth." Shakespeare: The Complete Works, p. 
522. Nicholas John Halpin carries the historical allegory much further 
in Oberon's Vision in the Midsummer-Night's Dream. Illustrated By A 
Comparison With Lylie's Endvmion (London: Shakespeare Society 
Publications, 1843). 

-'Bullough suggests that Shakespeare minimized the many love 
affairs recorded for Theseus by Plutarch and attributed to him "staid 
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Another important connection between the gods and mortals is the 

mysterious changeling, the Indian boy who is the subject of the 

quarrel between Titania and Oberon. His mother was mortal and died 

at his birth. For her sake does Titania rear up the boy and will not 

part with him (II.i.123-137). 

In interweaving plot lines of supernatural beings and mortals 

Shakespeare inevitably confronted the mixed ancestry of fairies and 

the problem of their malevolence as well as their benevolence, espe­

cially when they entered the mortal world and interfered with mortal 

affairs. The idea, although not precisely the reality in the play, 

of fairies substituting one of their inferior own for a mortal child 

recalls Spenser's mixed fairy world of evil and good. Changelings in 

The Fairie Queene are Red Cross (see I.x.65 where the fairies who 

stole the knight are called "base Elfin brood") and Arthegall who 

was stolen by "false Faries" (III.iii.26). On the other hand, 

Belphoebe and Calidore were born of fairies, and Belphoebe is associated 

and steadfast qualities taken from Plutarch's parallel picture of 
Romulus, a monogamous character. Thus North*s translation is used to 
expand the sketch in Chaucer, where Theseus and his wife live *in joye 
and honour.*" Narrative and Dramatic Sources. 1, 369. 

1^5uttenham offers a definition of changeling in Book III, "Of 
Ornament," Chapt. 16, "Of auricular figures working by exchange" in The 
Arte of English Poesie: "The Greeks call this figure [ Hipallage]the 
Latins Submutatio. we in our vulgar may call him the [ vnderchan^e]-but 
I had rather haue him called the [Changeling] nothing at all sweruing 
from his originall, and much more aptly to the purpose, and pleasanter 
to beare in memory: specially for your Ladies and pretie mistresses in 
Court, for whose learning I write, because it is a terme often in their 
mouthes, and alluding to the opinion of Nurses, who are wont to say, 
that the Fayries vse to steale the fairest children out of their cradles, 
and put other ill fauoured in their places, which they called change­
lings, or Elfs: so, if ye mark, doeth our Poet, or maker play with his 
wordes, vsing a wrong construction for a right, and an absurd for a 
sensible, by manner of exchange," pp. 183-184. 
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with Queen Elizabeth herself as part of the conception of chastity. 

Spenser held up the fairyland to the Queen so that: 

In this faire mirrhour maist behold thy face, 
And thine owne realmes in lond of Faery, 

And in this antique Image thy great auncestry. 
(II.ind.4) 

Furthermore, Spenser contrasts "elvish ghosts" with "Frendly faeries" 

in the June eclogue of The Shepheardes Calender. (In the gloss on 

that eclogue he attests to belief in fairies in 1579: "The opinion of 

faeries and elfes is very old, and yet sticketh very religiously in the 

myndes of some." ' In Spenser as in Scot the attributes of fairies 

which belonged to witchcraft are associated with papists and, Scot adds, 

with poets in "What miraculous actions are imputed to witches by 

witchmongers, papists, and poets" (p. 443). The other charming, antique 

pastoral world of fairies is used also by Lyly in Endimion to reflect 

the Elizabethan court. In that play, as I have said, historical 

allegory has been found by one critic to parallel that of A Midsummer 

Night*s Dream. 

Titania refuses to give "the little changeling boy" to Oberon 

as his "henchman" and gives her reasons in panoramic seascape detail: 

His mother was a votaress of my order. 

And in the spiced Indian air, by night, 
Fill often hath she gossiped by my side; 
And sat with me on Neptune*s yellow sands, 
Marking the embarked traders on the flood, 
When we have laughed to see the sails conceive 
And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind, 
Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait 
Following—her womb then rich with my young squire— 
Would imitate, and sail upon the land, 
To fetch me trifles, and return again 

^•iChapter IV, Book I, Discoverie of Witchcraft, quoted by 
Sidgwick, Sources and Analogues, p. 133. 
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As from a voyage, rich with merchandise. 
But she, being mortal, of that boy did die, 
And for her sake do I rear up her boy, 
And for her sake I will not part with him."" 

Robin Goodfellow was known for his occasional theft and 

substitution of a changeling for a mortal childA J Another ability 

Robin possessed was that he could change his own shape in Circean 

20 metamorphosis: "To horse, to hog, to dog, to ape." ^ These two 

powers link him to the highest and to the lowest levels of comedy in 

A Midsummer Night*s Dream. His place in the fairy world is explicit, 

although he is subject to Oberon; and his association with Bottom*s 

transformation is implicit in the story from Scot, "Of a man turned 

into an asse, and returned againe into a man by one of Bodin*s 

21 
witches: S. Augustine*s opinion thereof." " Scot compares former 

II.i.123-137. In his discussion of style in the play Young 
discusses the effect of panoramas in this speech, in Titania*s 
"Bruegelesque" summary of "the forgeries of jealousy" (II.i.81-100), 
in Oberon*s vision (II.i.155-168), in Oberon*s description of Titania 
sleeping among the flowers (II.i.249-256), and in Hermia*s responding 
to the fairies* talk of girdling the earth (ll.i.175;'II.i.100; III,ii. 
52-55). Young notes other speeches of panoramas are by Puck in Ill.ii. 
20-24; Demetrius in III.ii.141-143; Oberon in IV.i.108-114; and Puck 
in V.i.378-395. He concludes that the panoramas "create perspective 
and distance, both in the geographic and aesthetic senses of those 
words. Through them, we are made aware of both man*s pettiness and 
his grandeur, simultaneous extremes that are also expressed through the 
fairies. Only such comprehensive vantage points could give us this 
sense of surveying all of nature in order to discover man*s unique 
position in it." Something of Great Constancy, pp. 76-81. 

1%ee Robin Good-Fellow: His Mad Pranks and Merry Jests, 
Sidgwick, Sources and Analogues, p. 118. 

20Ibid., p. 88. 

2^-Sidgwick identifies Bodin as Jean Bodin, author of de Magorum 
Daemonomania (1581) containing this story in chapter 6 of Bvi.jk II. 
He also quotes Scot who says he took the story "*out of M. Mai, 
fMalleus Maleficorum]. which tale was delivered to Sprenger by a 
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belief in Robin*s transformations to belief in witches in his day 

(1534): 

And know you this by the waie, that heretofore Robin 
goodfellow, and Hob gobblin were as terrible, and also as credible 
to the people, as hags and witches be now: and in time to come, 
a witch will be as much derided and contemned, and as plainlie 
perceived, as the illusion and knaverie of Robin goodfellow. 
And in truth, they that mainteine walking spirits, with their 
transformation, &c: have no reason to denie Robin goodfellow, 
upon whom there hath gone as manie and as credible tales, as 
upon witches; saving that it hath not pleased the translators 
of the Bible, to call spirits by the name of Robin goodfellow, 
as they have termed divinors, soothsaiers, poinsoners, and 
couseners by the name of witches.22 

Robin's fetish for cleanliness and his identity as an English 

domestic spirit are part of the mixed nature of fairies as Robert 

Burton described them in The Anatomy of Melancholy. Burton does not 

place much credulity in them as terrestrial spirits, one of six kinds 

of natural phenomena: fiery, aerial, terrestrial, watery, and 

subterranean devils, besides fairies, satyrs, nymphs, etc. His doubt 

is indicated by the last sentence of a passage in "A Digression of the 

Nature of Spirits, Bad Angels, or Devils, and how they cause Melancholy": 

Terrestrial devils are those lares, genii, fauns, satyrs, wood-

knight of the Rhodes." Ibid., p. 30. Bullough gives this chapter from 
Scot and also suggests that Bottom's "assification is more like that of 
the amorous Apuleius in The Golden Asse. translated by Adlington, 1566." 
Narrative and Dramatic Sources. 1, 398. He gives Scot's account of a 
witch's recipe for setting an ass's head upon a man's shoulders, pp. 
403-404. 

22Quoted by Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources. 1, 395-
396. Robin is included by Scot in a list of "bull beggers, spirits, 
witches, urchens, elves, hags, fairies, satyrs, pans, faunes, sylens, 
kit with the cansticke, tritons, centaurs, dwarfes, giants, imps, 
calcars, conjurors, nymphes, changlings, Incubus. Robin good-fellowe, 
the spoorne, the mare, the man in the oke, the hell waine, the fierdrake, 
the puckle, Tom thombe, hob gobblin, Tom tumbler, boneles, and such 
other bugs, that we are afraid of our owne shadowes," p. 396. 
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nymphs, foliots, fairies, Robin Goodfellows, trolli [trolls], 
etc., which as they are most conversant with men, so they do 
them most harm. Some think it was they alone that kept the 
heathen people in awe of old, and had so many idols and temples 
erected to them. Of this range was Dagon amongst the Philistines, 
Bel amongst the Babylonians, Astarte amongst the Sidonians, Baal 
amongst the Samaritans, Isis and Osiris amongst the Egyptians, 
etc.; some put our fairies into this rank, which have been in 
former times adored with much superstition, with sweeping their 
houses, and setting of a pail of clean water, good victuals, and 
the like, and then they should not be pinched, but find money in 
their shoes, and be fortunate in their enterprises. These are 
they that dance on heaths and greens, as Lavater thinks with 
Trithemius, and, as Olaus Magnus adds, leave that green circle, 
which we commonly find in plain fields, which others hold to 
proceed from a meteor falling, or some accidental rankness of 
the ground, so Nature sports herself; they are sometimes seen by 
old women and children, fItalics mine.] 

Burton continues: 

Paracelsus reckons up many places in Germany, where they do 
usually walk in little coats, some two foot long. A bigger kind 
there is of them called with us hob-goblins, and Robin Goodfellows, 
that would in those superstitious times grind corn £or a mess of 
milk, cut wood, or do any manner of drudgery work. -' 

The familiar household spirit Robin Goodfellow is distinct by nature 

from "Pucks" who are 

those which Mizaldus calls ambulones. that walk about midnight 
on great heaths and desert places, which (saith Lavater) 'draw men 
out of .the way, and lead them all night a by-way, or quite bar 
them of their way'; these have several names in several places; we 
commonly call them Pucks, (p. 195) 

By far the fullest treatment is accorded by Burton to the last 

of his six categories of "sub-lunary devils" who are "fairies, satyrs, 

nymphs, etc." Their sphere is not limited to either fire, air, water, 

earth, or the -.ub t erranean region. Rather, it encompasses each of the 

regions of the other five kinds of devils and extends, in addition, 

23(l621; reprint ed., 3 vols.; London: J. M. Dent & Sons; 
New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1932), 1, 192-193. Quotations from 
Burton are from this edition. 
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to the mind of man: 

They govern provinces and kingdoms by oracles, auguries, dreams, 
rewards and punishments, prophecies, inspirations, sacrifices, 
and religious superstitions, varied in as many forms as there be 
diversity of spirits; they send wars, plagues, peace, sickness, 
health, dearth, plenty . . . Religion, policy, public and private 
quarrels, wars are procured by them . . . 'Tis true they have, 
by God's permission, power over us, and we find by experience 
that they can hurt not our fields only, cattle, goods, but our 
bodies and minds, (p. 199) 

This devil, warns Burton, is a spiritual body who can infect our 

bodies by poisons or suggest to our spirits envy, lust, anger, etc., 

as men are inclined. To infect the sprit he begins first with the 

phantasy. 

I have quoted from Burton at length in order to emphasize the 

mixed good and evil nature of the fairies in popular belief.2^- Ins6far 

as he reflects such belief, the distinction between the familiar 

household spirit Robin Goodfellow and "the Pucks" and the importance 

of "phantasy" in the way spirits of the all-pervasive fairy world 

could infect men's minds. Shakespeare draws on each of these beliefs 

and adds to the association in order to create an identification 

between the fairy world and the "phantasy" or imagination of man. 

^Latham suggests the Christianization of mythological spirits 
when he describes other Renaissance beliefs in fairies. He points out 
that another belief was that fairies were of a middle kingdom between 
Heaven and hell. He cites A Discourse concerning Devils and Spirits by 
an unknown author in the appendix of Reginald Scot's Discovery of Witch­
craft [1584], ed. Nicholson (reprint ed., London: n.pub., 1886), p. 
495, for that belief. The identification of fairies with nymphs and 
fauns of mythology is recorded in the Gawin Douglas translation of the 
Aeneid (Edinburgh: n.pub., 1839), in The Aucht Buke of Eneados (n.p1.: 
n.pub., n.d.), p. 478, and in Eden's Decades, the fyrst Decade, ed. 
Arber (1511; reprint ed., n.p.: n.pub., 1885), p. 101. The Eliza­
bethan Fairies, p. 52. Latham concludes, "In the main, they were 
fallen angels, or departed souls with a more or less evil past, or 
creatures of a middle nature between heaven and hell," p. 64. 
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In A Midsummer Night's Dream he develops a brilliant ironic interplay 

between fairies who are diminutive in size but free ranging over the 

globe and in the minds of men. They must be controlled by reason, 

as the passions must be ordered and directed in proper Neoplatonic 

integration of faculties. 

Even closer to Shakespeare than Burton is Thomas Nashe»s 

The Terrors of the Night (1594) as a contemporary expression of men 

of the Renaissance looking at demons, dreams, and physiognomy in the 

looking glass of the new science and humanism. Nashe wrote, "Medling 

with the diuell I call it, when ceremonies are obserued which haue 

no ground from Diuinitie.'.'2' Yet he makes clear that belief in life-

generating forces of energy is tied to the spirit world: 

There be them that thinke euerie sparke in a flame is a 
spirit, and that the wormes which at sea eate through a ship, are 
so also: which may verie well bee; for haue not you seene one 
sparke of fire burne a whole towne, & a man with a sparke of 
lightning made blinde, or kild outright? It is impossible the 
gunnes should goe off as they doo, if there were not a spirit 
either in the fier, or in the powder, (p. 350) 

It is likely that Shakespeare read The Terrors of the Night before 

he arrived at his conception of "spirits of another sort" (Ill.ii.388) 

ruled by a fairy king who controls and combats shadows (Oberon is 

addressed as "King of Shadows" by Puck in Ill.ii.347). They follow 

"darkness like a dream" (V.i.393) by coming after an era of damned 

spirits who "consort with black-browed night" (Ill.ii.387)- Oberon 

and his followers are spirits of light into which mortals awake from 

2%he Terrors of the Night, or A Discourse of Apparitions 
(London: John Danter for William Iones, 1594), The Works of Thomas 
Nashe. ed. Ronald B. McKerrow (reprint ed.; 10 vols.; New York: Barnes 
& Noble, 1966), 1, 358. All quotations from Nashe are from this edition. 
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A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

Nashe identifies "Robin-good-fellowes" as 

Elfes, Fairies, Hobgoblins of our latter age, which idolatrous 
former daies and the fantasticall world of Greece ycleaped Fawnes, 
Satyres, Dryades. & Hamadryadest did most of their merry prankes 
in the night, (p. 347) 

But, as Shakespeare does, he places Robin in the contemporary tradition 

of benevolent spirits: 

Then ground they malt, and had hempen shirts for their labours, 
daunst in rounds in greene meadowes, pincht maids in their 
sleep that swept not their houses cleane, and led poore Trauellers 
out of their way notoriously, (p. 347) 

In A Midsummer Night's Dream the fairy world is benevolent, 

even if the fairies make mistakes and are not omniscient (there is a 

higher order for Shakespeare). As the moon offers constancy, the 

fairies offer control and order to man when his behavior is unreasonable, 

disorderly, and lacking harmony, a condition which can also exist in 

their world. Two verbal parallels between the play and The Terrors of 

the Night should be noted. When Lysander is wrongly using reason in 

his profession of love to Helena, he asks: 

Who will not change a raven for a dove? 
The will of man is by his reason swayed, 
And reason says you are the worthier maid. 

(ll.ii.114-116) 

The source of Lysander's question may well be Nashe's suggestion, 

"The Rauen and the Doue that were sent out of Noes Arke, to discouer 

the worlde after the generall Deluge, may well be an allegorie of the 

day and the night," p. 346. This suggestion is an expression of a 

contemporary Christian view of new found Christianity in a conventional 

Christian metaphor used to mean the dispelling of old beliefs in 

terrors as things of the night, the t i t l e of the piece. Shakespeare's 
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use of the metaphor is ironic. Lysander thinks he is changing 

darkness (dwarfish, low Hermia) for light (maypole Helena), but he 

can see only Helena's eyes. The idea of uncontrolled passion associated 

with men producing terrors of the night is strongly transferred from 

Nashe in these lines. Another parallel to Nashe's point of view and 

imagery occurs in Theseus' rational disavowal, "I never may believe / 

These antique fables, nor these fairy toys" (V.i.2-3). Concerning 

spirits of the air, Nashe writes: 

Children they seduce with garish obiects and toyish babies, 
abusing them many yeares with slight vanities. So that you see 
all their whole influence is but thin ouercast vapours, flying 
clouds dispersed with the least winde of wit or vnderstanding. 

He explains that the night is most conducive to supposing a bush a 

bear (as Theseus notes in act V): 

None of these spirits of the ayre or the fire haue so much 
predominance in the night as the spirits of the earth and the 
water; for they feeding on foggie-braind melancholly, engender 
therof many vncouth terrible monsters, (p. 353) 

Transformation is part of the experience of love on all three 

levels of comedy. Puck can become Lysander and Demetrius to lead them 

round, and Oberon can make himself invisible (ll.i.186). On the middle 

level, the mortal level, love's metamorphosis is expressed by the 

conventional figure of dying which is suggested in the opening scene by 

the "injuries" Theseus did to Hippolyta before he decided to wed her 

"in another key" (I.i.16-18). Punning on "die" continues throughout 

the first scene as Hermia is sentenced "Either to die the death, or 

to abjure / Forever the society of man" (I.i.65-66). Theseus tells 

her she has a third choice: 

But earthlier happy is the rose distilled, 
Than that which, withering on the virgin thorn, 
Grows, lives, and dies in single blessedness. 
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(I.i.76-78) 

Multiple meanings of die occur in sixteenth century Italian 

2A poets reflecting Neoplatonic treatises on love. Death is the state 

of a dejected lover, the state of being unconcerned about everyday 

realities and incapable of action. It is the rejection of less 

perfect things to achieve the transformation of lover into beloved. 

It is also a death of the soul in the passions and perturbations of 

the body as well as the necessity of escape from the body's tomb to 

experience love in a spiritual sense. (This last application may help 

explain the significance of a tomb as the setting where death occurs 

for Romeo and Juliet and for Pyramus and Thisbe.) All of these senses 

of death in addition to the common bawdy Elizabethan sexual pun on 

die participate in the conception of love as it is dramatized by 

Shakespeare. 

For purposes of my study perhaps one summary of a Neoplatonic 

treatise on love is sufficiently representative. John Charles Nelson 

summarizes II Raverta by Guiseppe Betussi: 

Betussi adopts Ficino's classification of love as bestial, 
human, and divine (p. 19). The divisions of love form a ladder 
from worldly to heavenly things (p. 10). Loving only the body, 
one does not love a person, but a shadow, because the person is 
the soul, in which true beauty exists. The rational soul of man 
is an image of the world soul (p. 36). The body is its prison and 
tomb. Man becomes enflamed with love to make himself more perfect 
through union with the soul of the beloved. The moving cause is 
beauty (p. 23). Love enters the heart through the eyes (p. 67); 
the lover is dead in his own body, alive in that of his loved one 
(p. 68). Love cannot be the same as desire; for if it were, it 

^'1 used as a guide John Charles Nelson's Renaissance Theory 
of Love: The Context of Giordano Bruno's Eroici furori (New York and 
London: Columbia University Press, 1963). His book is both a survey 
and an intensive examination of these theories as they form a background 
for one work by one poet. 
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would be love before it had the thing desired and, having it, 
would no longer be love (p. 6). Love is described, but not 
defined, by saying that it is a good circle, perpetually 
returning from the good to the good (p. 9). The meaning of 
this description is that the soul, led by its reflections on 
the beauty of the beloved's soul to the contemplation of God, 
supreme author of beauty, readily abandons the prison of the body 
so that it may enjoy true happiness in union with the highest 
beauty whence it took its origin. 2? 

Ficino describes the "infection" and "disease" of love as 

beginning with lovers "charming" each other by frequent gazes eye to 

eye. He further explains in his commentary on Plato's Symposium: 

Love . . . has its origin in sight. Sight is half-way between 
thought and touch, and hence the soul of the lover is always 
distracted and tossed backwards and forwards, (pp. 228-229) 

He sees human love as problematic and in opposition to the ideal of 

divine knowledge unless lovers see in each other's eyes God's love as 

it descends across the Angelic Mind into the World Soul from whence it 

descends "as if through glass" to the soul of man. From the soul it 

shines out through the eyes into the body prepared to receive it 

(p. 199). 

On the lowest level of comedy, that of Bottom and the players 

preparing a play which mocks acting styles and tales of lovers dying 

for love,2^ the idea of being transformed by love is parodied by the 

Ovidian metamorphosis of Bottom with an ass's head, perhaps a reversal 

of the usual mythological symbol for licentiousness, the centaur, the 

27Ibid., pp. 124-125. 

28"'A tedious brief scene of young Pyramus / And his love 
Thisbe, very tragical mirth"1 (V.i.56-57) recalls Hero and Leander and 
Sidney's objection to the "mungrell tragy-comedys" of the popular 
dramatic tradition such as Damon and Pythias and Cambises. The acting 
style of Bottom and the players parodies the Senecan rhetorical style 
of Apius and Virginia. The Spanish Tragedy, and Titus Andronicus. 
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name Shakespeare gave to the house of the courtesan in The Comedy of 

Errors. Bottom's transformation recalls the Bower of Bliss at the 

end of Book II of The Faerie Queene as well as Apuleius' tale The 

Golden Asse and Midas' transformation made into drama by Lyly. Even 

John Faustus was endowed with a ravenous appetite for hay in one 

"comic" interlude in Marlowe's play. In any case, the image of man 

as an ass when he is bestial in appetite by not using his reason, 

his head, had been well established in Renaissance consciousness before 

Shakespeare wrote A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

The subplot and the framing action come together when Titania 

falls in love with Bottom. All the levels of action are united by 

this scene's reflections on the theme of love vs. reason in the way 

described by W. B. Yeats: 

The Shakespearean Drama gets the emotion of multitude out of 
the subplot which copies the main plot, much as a shadow upon 
the wall copies one's body in the firelight.---' 

In the scene of Titania's enchantment the theme of love vs. reason 

is brought to the level of greatest "mortal grossness." Titania is 

"enthralled" and swears she loves Bottom "On the first view" (Ill.i. 

142-144). Bottom replies wisely: 

Methinks, mistress, you should have little reason for that. And 
yet, to say the truth, reason and love keep little company 
together nowadays; the more the pity, that some honest neighbors 
will not make them friends. Nay, I can gleek upon occasion. 
TITA. Thou art as wise as thou art beautiful. 
EOT. Not so, neither. But if I had wit enough to get out of this 

wood, I have enough to serve mine own turn. (III.i.145-154) 

"ideas of Good and Evil (1903; reprint ed., London: Russell & 
Russell, 1967), p. 340. Yeats uses the moon as an image of multitude: 
"There are some who understand that the simple unmysterious things living 
as in a clear noonlight are of the nature of the sun, and that vague 
many-imaged things have in them the strength of the moon," p. 341. 
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Bottom unknowingly implies that the dark wood is the state of confusion 

of the young couples. He recalls, again by implication, the irony of 

Lysander's professing to Helena: 

Not Hermia but Helena I love. 
Who will not change a raven for a dove? 
The will of man is by his reason swayed, 
And reason says you are the worthier maid. 

(ll.ii.113-116) 

The amazed, reasonless state of the lovers is brought into 

clear, reflected, cameo-like focus by the rash conclusions drawn by 

the hasty lovers Pyramus and Thisbe in the play-within-the-play and is 

magnified by Theseus after he hears of the strange events in the wood. 

To the rational, pragmatic Theseus the tales are "More than cool 

reason ever comprehends" (V.i.6). Images of transformation are used 

by him and by Hippolyta to describe the nature and meaning of the 

experience in the wood. He declares: 

And as imagination bodies forth 
The forms of things unknown, the poet's pen 
Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name. 

(V.i.14-17) 

Hippolyta also uses an image of transformation to describe the effect 

of the experience in the wood on the lovers: 

But all the story of the night told over, 
And all their minds transfigured so together, 
More witnesseth than fancy's images, 
And grows to something of great constancy, 
But, howsoever, strange and admirable. 

(V.i.23-27) 

The figure "something of great constancy" is a figure of the effect 

of the experience on the lovers as well as a figure of the transfiguring 

effect of the experience on the audience. It is also a statement of 

meaning of the experience of the experience, so to speak. It is a 
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figure of ethic and aesthetic unity. 

As Shakespeare transformed belief in fairies to a spirit world 

of light, he took the Neoplatonic conception of love as the motivating 

and uniting force of all life throughout the world and gave it dramatic 

life. We need look no further than the first scene for his use of 

the forming power of love to express the proper love relationship between 

parent and child. Theseus tells Hermia: 

To you your father should be as a god, 

One that composed your beauties—yea, and one 
To whom you are but as a form in wax 
By him imprinted and within his power 
To leave the figure or disfigure it. 

(I.i.47-51) 

Hermia wishes, "I would my father looked but with my eyes" (l.i.56). 

The irony of her wish to have her father look with eyes of passion 

rather than with eyes of judgment is underscored by Theseus' reply, 

"Rather your eyes must with his judgment look" (I.i.57). 

As in The Two Gentlemen of Verona and, to a lesser extent, in 

The Comedy of Errors. conceits of eyes are used liberally in A Midsummer 

Night's Dream. Helena says Demetrius "errs, doting on Hermia's eyes" 

(I.i.230) and recognizes the folly of her own attraction to the lover 

who looks not on her- She expresses her recognition in a figure which 

reverses the meaning Betussi gives to "transform": 

So I, admiring of his qualities. 

Things base and vile, holding no quantity, 
Love can transpose to form and dignity. 

(I.i.231-233) 

She knows what she "sees" is transformed by the faculty of phantasy 

which Burton identified as the inner sense which must be commanded by 

reason (Anatomy of Melancholy. 1, 160). Helena reasons: 

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind; 



89 

And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind. 
Nor hath Love's mind of any judgment taste; 
Wings, and no eyes, figure unheedy haste. 

(I.i.234-237) 

The eyes of Titania are literally infected with the love juice from 

the fantastic love-in-idleness, also known as the familiar wild pansy. 

Lysander awakes with eyes filled with love juice and thirties he sees with 

eyes of reason. Hermia says darkness obscures the eye's function when 

Lysander and Demetrius both suddenly proclaim that they love her. And 

Oberon tells Puck to undo "the hateful imperfection" of Titania's eyes. 

Throughout the play we are conscious of the creative power of 

the imagination and of the necessity of control of that power through 

reason. What better correlative for the imagination, that inner sense 

which Burton called phantasy, than the world of fairies which is 

securely rooted in the "real" world through Puck? He is an early 

incarnation of Ariel as man's imaginative capability requiring control 

and direction, but he has additional associations with Robin Goodfellow 

and the real world of work: 

Are not you he 
That frights the maidens of the villagery; 
Skim milk, and sometimes labor in the quern, 
And bootless make the breathless housewife churn; 
And sometime make the drink to bear no barm; 
Mislead night wanderers, laughing at their harm? 
Those that Hobgoblin call you, and sweet Puck, 
You do their work, and they shall have good luck. 
Are not you he? 

(II.i.34-42) 

We are again reminded of Puck's mixed character in his song as he 

squeezes juice into Lysander's eyes so that he will again see as he 

"wast wont to see" (Oberon's command to Titania to awake in the next 

scene, IV.i.75). Puck incorporates a "country proverb" in his song 
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to the mortals on love's awakening: 

When thou wakest, 
Thou takest 
True delight 
In sight 

Of thy former lady's eye. 
And the country proverb known, 
That every man should take his own, 
In your waking shall be shown. 
Jack shall have Jill, 
Nought shall go ill, 

The man shall have his mare again, and all shall be well. 

(Ill.ii.453-463) 

As Shakespeare gave Puck activities in the workaday world by 

fusing the wandering spirit with Robin Goodfellow, he gave the working-

men of Athens a task of the imagination to perform. The players are 

indeed fixed in the material world. Bottom thinks first of the kind 

of beard he will need to play Pyramus, and the players run to fetch 

a calendar to determine whether there will be real moonlight the 

night they play their play. Since they have a player carrying a lantern 

to represent moonlight who announces, "This lanthorn doth the horned 

moon present, / Myself the man i' the moon do seem to be" (V.i.248-

249), we conclude that there was no actual moonlight that night. When 

that same player departs he repeats, "All that I have to say is, to 

tell you that the lanthorn is the moon; I, the man i' the moon; this 

thornbush, my thornbush; and this dog, my dog" (V.i.261-264). The 

players are anxious about scaring the ladies with their presentation 

of a lion and the necessity of two prologues to assure their audience 

that the lion is not real and that Pyramus is not killed indeed. For 

even more assurance Bottom suggests that the audience shoi^d be told 

he is not really "Pyramus, but Bottom the weaver" (III.i.17-22). 

However literal-minded Bottom is, he has the instinctive ability to 
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recognize that his dream is beyond rational understanding. On awaking, 

he says: 

I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream past the wit 
of man to say what dream it was. Man is but an ass if he go about 
to expound this dream. Methought I was—there is no man can tell 
what. Methought I was—and methought I had—but man is but a 
patched fool if he will offer to say what methought I had. The 
eye of man hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man's 
hand is not able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart 
to report, what my dream was. (IV.i.209-219) 

He decides he "will get Peter Quince to write a ballad of this dream. 

It shall be called Bottom's Dream, because it hath no bottom" (iV.i. 

219-221). Only art can express this other, second nature, to use 

30 Sidney's term, of enchantment in love in its fullest possible sense. 

How like Shakespeare to have his mechanical, his actor, his rustic, 

his natural, prepare an antimasque, antipastoral drama in the green 

world of pastoral romance, and express the poetic of romance, Shake­

speare's own poetic. ̂- Such a poetic is in perfect aesthetic harmony 

with the fullness of the Neoplatonic conception of love as an ethical 

construct forming the essential substance and suggesting the imagery 

of shadows, dreams, and enchantment to express the ultimate 

^Sidney writes, "Onely the Poet, . . . dooth growe in effect 
another nature, in making things either better than Nature bringeth 
forth, or, quite a newe, formes such as neuer were in Nature." An 
Apologie for Poetrie. p. 8. 

31Frank Kermode's idea of pastoral in his introduction to the 
New Arden edition of The Tempest is that serious pastoral is always 
concerned with nature and art. (6th ed.; London: Methuen & Co., 1958), 
p. xxiv. The escape to a pastoral, green world of art in the romantic 
comedies, a world released to possibility, freed from the chain of 
causality and the demands of verisimilitude is an essential convention 
of romance identified by Howard Felperin in Shakespearean Romance. He 
places the "sea world" into which Hamlet sails alongside the same other 
world convention in the late plays. From these other worlds characters 
return with added self-knowledge. (Princeton, New Jersey: University 
Press, 1972), p. 101. 
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mortal limitations of the experience. Ficino himself writes: 

The functions of enchantment therefore are those of nature; 
but art is its assistant. For whenever there is not a complete 
correspondence of every part in nature, art, through vapors, 
numbers, and figures, supplies the appropriate qualities at 
appropriate times, just as in agriculture nature brings forth 
the plants, and art prepares the soil. (p. 200) 

Shakespeare introduces concern with nature's art in the 

first scene of the play in a brief dialogue between Lysander and 

Hermia who has just been ordered by Duke Theseus to conform to her 

father's will. Lysander puzzles: "The course of true love never did 

run smooth, / But either it was different in blood " (1,1.134-135). 

Hermia's reply: "Or, cross! Too high to be enthralled to low" refers 

to her own low stature as well as to the highness and difficulty of a 

conception of love founded in reason and order. She unwittingly 

suggests the role of service in a relationship of love with the word 

enthralled: "Oh, cross! Too high to be enthralled to low" (I.i.136). 

Lysander's next statement looks forward to the Bohemia pastoral in The 

Winter's Tale: "Or else misgraffed in respect of years " (I.i.137).32 

Shakespeare's concern about the art of nature creating a 

higher nature is a veiled anxiety about the other, higher nature he 

creates with his own art. In his uses of the pastoral mode in The 

-''The theme of nature's art is part of Polixenes' advice to 
Perdita to make her garden rich with gillyflowers, nature's bastards. 
He tells her: 

Yet Nature is made better by no mean 
But Nature makes that mean. So, over that art 
Which you say adds to Nature, is an art 
That Nature makes. 

(IV.iv.89-92) 
Art acts to improve nature, Polixenes contends. Perdita disagrees. In 
The Winter's Tale nature transcends art when the statue of Hermione moves. 
(See also the dialogue between the poet and the painter at the beginning 
of Timon of Athens.) 
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Two Gentlemen of Verona. A Midsummer Night's Dream. As You Like It. 

and especially in the late plays culminating in The Tempest is his 

concern about the extent to which the ethical purpose of his art is 

33 possible, a self-conscious concern about the limitations of art. J 

Young has schematized the pattern of action in Shakespeare's 

pastorals based on a pattern which developed in Renaissance romance 

from the morality drama and reached a new synthesis in the pastoral 

romance. He describes three spheres of action in each: 

Morality: 

temporary divine 
fall from grace / prosperity / reconciliation 

of evil 

Romance: 

separation / wandering / reunion 

Pastoral Romance: 

society / wilderness / an improved societjr 4 

Before studying Shakespeare's use of the pastoral wood in A Midsummer 

Night's Dream and the play-within-the-play as a counter-movement in 

the wood, we must establish a few basic premises about theme, tension, 

and landscape of what is surely the most popular mode of the early 

Renaissance. The following characteristics of the Renaissance pastoral 

JA survey of arguments which raged in Renaissance literary 
criticism on the aesthetic function of poetry and the ethical ideal of 
creating another (an idea shared by Sidney with Tasso and Scaliger, 
among other humanists) has been done by J. E. Spingarn in A History of 
Literary Criticism in the Renaissance (New York and London: College 
University Press, 1899). The arguments were based on interpretations 
of Aristotle's principle of ideal imitation, Plato's objection to poets, 
and Horace's statement on the dual ends of poetry. 

34-Something of Great Constancy, p. 90. 
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mode are proposed by Richard Cody in "The Pastoral Element in Shake­

speare's Early Comedies": 

(1) Preoccupation with love passion; 
(2) A distinctively interior mood; 
(3) Employment of landscape as a materialization of inner 

world. The landscape leads us into the self-conscious human mind. 
By "Arcadia" is meant some region of the mind, a frame of mind; 

(4) The near universal idea in pastoral of the "Golden Age," 
a time of sexual innocence, one of the stages of the affective 
life of each individual man and woman; and 

(5) Concern with the erotic and the poetic.-̂ -? 

Cody comments on the suitability of the pastoral for entertainments at 

weddings and court occasions because of its "essential concern with the 

conscious imposition of a unity of art which prefigures a unity of 

human culture." He points out that it is self-mirroring as well as 

audience-mirroring and that the final social unity becomes the subject 
3A of itself, thus distinguishing it from New Comedy as a mode of drama.J 

Shakespeare's use of pastoral in A Midsummer Night's Dream 

involves an Apollonian form, the dream experience, to create a pastoral 

transmutation of Dionysian substance, the imitative magic of man 

dramatically participating with May and midsummer nature rites. My 

question is to what extent he was able to fuse form and substance. The 

Apollonian principle is in contradiction with the Dionysian principle 

as an impulse to art in that one is an individuation and the other a 

complete absorption of the individual into the Primal Unity. The form 

35Cody has used Torquato Tasso's Aminta as an Italian model of 
pastoral drama against which to read Shakespeare's early comedies for 
their uses of the mode. (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Minnesota, 
1961; no. 63-1247, Ann Arbor, Michigan: University Microfilms, Reel 
107), pp. 96 et passim. I shall examine the concept of the golden age 
in Arden (Arcadia-Eden) in A3 You Like It in chapter III. 

36Ibid., p. 154. 
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of one is dreams (the Apollonian); the form of the other is drunkenness 

3 7 

(the Dionysian). Shakespeare must have seen himself in an Orpheus­

like role in ordering the Dionysian impulses of generation and 

fertility which are at the center of the act of love and at the center 

of the act of poetic creation which is itself an act of love.-*° 

The play is set on a special midsummer night but contains an 

allusion to a May morn (l.i.107), recalling the May mornings in 

Chaucer's The Knight's Tale.-*" Maypole festivities throughout Europe 

described by Phillip Stubbs in Anatomie of Abuses (1583) suggest some 

fascinating effects of parody in the Bottom-Titania episode in A Mid-

37The identification of these two impulses and the thesis that 
the two came together to produce Greek tragedy belong to Friedrich 
Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy or Hellenism and Pessimism. The Complete 
Works of Friedrich Nietzsche, ed. Oscar Levy, trans. Wm. A. Haussmann 
(18 vols.; New York: Russell & Russell, 1964), 1. Phillip Wheelwright 
describes the Dionysian and the Apollonian components of poetry: "a 
self-yielding to the magical power of the musical beat and an aesthetic 
perception of the balance and bright clarity of plastic form. In 
poetry the cadences allure us into kinaesthetic identification, while 
the patterns of image and metaphor confront us quasi-visually. Some 
such vitalizing tension, between the beholder's intuition of that 
object's otherness." The Burning Fountain: A Study in the Language 
of Symbolism (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1972), 
p. 167-

™ I would like to devote a later study to these two impulses 
to art in the sonnets where I see the dark lady as Shakespeare's 
tyrannical, demanding mistress-muse. The young man is the Apollonian 
principle. The theme of immortality through art indicates the poet's 
concern with establishing a conceptual basis, a harmony of ethic and 
aesthetic in those sonnets. 

39Emilia arises and i3 seen by Palamon and Arcite from their 
cells on a May morning. Her beauty initiates strife between the two 
prisoners. It is also the beginning of May when Palamon escapes from 
prison after seven years and flees to a grove where Arcite comes to do 
observance to May. Thereupon they begin fighting and are stopped by 
Theseus who has also come to the green to observe May with Hippolyta 
and Emilia. The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson (2nd 
ed.; Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), pp. 27-33. 
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summer Night's Dream: 

Against May. Whitsondav. or other time, all the yung men and 
maides, olde men and wiues, run gadding ouer night to the woods, 
groues, hils, & mountains, where they spend all the night in 
plesant pastimes; & in the morning they return, bringing with 
them birch & branches of trees, to deck their assemblies withall. 
and no meruaile, for there is a great Lord present amongst them, 
as superintendent and Lord ouer their pastimes and sportes, 
namely, Sathan, prince of hel. But the cheifest iewel they 
bring from thence is their May-pole, which they bring home with 
great veneration, as thus. They haue twentie or fortie yoke of 
Oxen, euery Oxe hauing a sweet nose-gay of flouers placed on the 
tip of his homes; and these Oxen drawe home this May-pole (this 
stinking Ydol, rather) which is couered all ouer with floures 
and hearbs, bound round about with strings from the top to the 
bottome, and sometime painted with variable colours, with two 
or three hundred men, women and children, following it with 
great deuotion. And thus beeing reared vp with handkercheefs 
and flags houering on the top, they straw the ground rounde about, 
binde green boughes about it, set vp sommer haules, bowers, and 
arbors hard by it; And then fall they to daunce about it, like 
as the heathen people did at the dedication of the Idols, wherof 
this is a perfect pattern, or rather the thing it self. I haue 
heard it credibly reported (and that viua voce) by men of great 
grauitie and reputation, that of fortie, threescore, or a hundred 
maides going to the wood ouer night, there scaresly the third 
part of them returned home againe vndefiled. • 

At Athens the ancient Greeks enacted the annual rite of May by the 

marriage of the Queen of May who was Diana, goddess of fertility and 

woodlands as well as of childbirth, with the King of May who wakes from 

sleep, James George Fraser tells us in The Golden Bough. * "Her 

405d. Frederick J. Furnivall (1877-1879, reprint ed.; Vaduz: 
Kraus Reprint Ltd., 1965), p. 149. 

^l?ol. 2: The Magic Art and the Evolution of Kings (13 vols.; 
New York: St. Martin's Press, 1966), pp. 121-142. The pattern of 
initiation rites into the ancient mysteries whether of Osiris, Isis, 
Adonis, the Syrian goddess, Attis, Dionysus, or Orpheus is separation, 
transition, and reintegration, according to the thesis of Arnold Van 
Gennep in The Rites of Passage. trans. Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle 
R. Caffe (1908; Chicago, 111.: The University of Chicago Press, I960), 
pp. 88-96. Indeed, this tripartite pattern describes the structure of 
Shakespearean comedies in which there is a withdrawal to the pastoral 
world of the forest. Van Gennep also recalls the Neoplatonic multiple 
meaning of die when he writes of death as the separation rite in all 



97 

sanctuaries were commonly in groves, indeed every grove was sacred to 

her, and she is often associated with the forest god Silvanus in 

dedications." * He describes the midsummer festivals throughout Europe 

as ritual enactments designed to produce by the homoeopathic or 

imitative magic of dramatic representation a like marriage of the powers 

of vegetation in nature: 

If the revival of vegetation in spring is mimicked by the 
awakening of a sleeper, the mimicry is intended actually to 
quicken the growth of leaves and blossoms; if the marriage of 
the powers of vegetation is simulated by a King and Queen of 
May, the idea is that the powers thus personated will really be 
rendered more productive by the ceremony.43-

What a wealth of mythic consciousness Shakespeare was drawing on when 

he parodied, or enacted on the level of the ridiculous, the awakening 

by Bottom wearing an ass's head of the sleeping Titania who, as Diana, 

is goddess of woodlands and fertility as well as of childbirth. She 

embodies the Renaissance component virtue of proper order and behavior 

in all love relationships, as I have shown in chapter I. 

The suggestion for the function of subplots as a counter-

movement in the pastoral world of art is made by Cody who sees Launce 

and Speed as an anti-pastoral undertone in Two Gentlemen: 

Speed, the more sophisticated, mercurial of the two, speaks a 
counter part to the chief dialogues in very much the same conceited 
terms as Proteus, whom he seems, like Sir Thurio, to foreshadow. 
Launce, on the other hand, a more constant, H'eraklean (?) 

ceremonies "of pregnancy, childbirth, initiation into associations with 
no agricultural purpose, betrothal, marriage, and funerals," p. 92. Death 
is separation, transformation is transition, and reintegration is the 
movement toward a new society, to apply Van Gennep's thesis to Shake­
spearean comic structure. 

^2rhe Golden Bough. 2, 128. 

^Ibid., p, 142. 
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natural who, like Sir Eglamour, seems to foreshadow Valentine, 
acts out with his dog Crab, a gross (and very funny) parody of 
true love service.^ 

That the subplot is a countermovement in the Italianate pastoral of 

Two Gentlemen is also suggested by Parrott. His suggestion is implicit 

in his identification of the native tradition of comic realism in the 

Vice-like Launce and the Italian tradition of stylized Lylian comedy 

in Speed. Launce, Parrott contends, looks forward to Costard, Bottom, 

and Dogberry. 5 His identification supports my idea that Bottom and 

the players can be seen as a countermovement of comic realism to the 

themes, substance, and conventions of Neoplatonic, Italian pastoral 

conventions. 

Shakespeare simultaneously ridicules the inversion of 

appetite and reason when men fall in love with their eyes, for they are 

mortally able to see only shadows, and the pagan enactments of May 

and midsummer marriages of the King and Queen of May. Most important, 

he shows the effects of art when a like inversion is practiced. Our 

attention is repeatedly drawn to his self-conscious pastoral examina­

tion of his art. Titania exclaims: "Thou art as wise as thou art 

beautiful" fjtali cs mine! (III.i. 151). A self-conscious image of 

nature using art to beguile is Lysander's expression: "Nature shows 

art" (ll.ii.104) in his profession of suddenly transferred affection. 

And what is the love juice but a natural herb which causes such chaos 

when used ill-advisedly but which has the virtuous property of restor­

ing sight? This property is explained by Oberon: "Dian's bud o'er 

^4"The Pastoral Element in Shakespeare's Early Comedies," p. 221. 

•̂'̂ Shakespearean Comedy, pp. 116-117-
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Cupid's flower / Hath such force and blessed power" (IV.i.76-77). 

Bottom, the Dionysian King of May, is ludicrously unworthy (and he 

is aware of his own unworthiness) of the adorations and promises of 

Titania to use all of nature's lush art to express her adoration. 

(See her promises III.i.160-164; III.i.167-177.) At the end of 

this scene of high low comedy Titania sees in the moon with her own 

watery eye an image of "enforced chastity." The tone of her lament is 

comic burlesque of the moon's power of chastity, a power supported by 

every use of moon imagery in the play. Titania laments: 

The moon methinks looks with a watery eye, 
And when she weeps, weeps every little flower, 
Lamenting some enforced chastity. 

(III.i.203-205) 

The moon is the power of constancy which directs "the concord 

of this discord" (V.i.60). This symbolic function is established in 

the first scene by Theseus when he tells Hippolyta: 

four happy days bring in 
Another moon. But oh, methinks, how slow 
This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires, 
Like to a stepdame, or a dowager, 
Long withering out a young man's revenue. 

(l.i.2-6) 

It is on Diana's altar that Hermia must protest "For aye austerity and 

single life" (I.i.83-90) if she disobeys her father. The moon is angry 

at fairy "brawls" (II.i.103-107). Throughout acts II, III, and IV the 

moon's presence as a force of chastity is felt. The fairies are "Swifter 

than the moon's sphere" (II.i.7). Cupid's shaft is "Quenched in the 

^•"Caroline F. E. Spurgeon writes on moonlight as the controlling 
pattern of imagery and emblem of constancy. Shakespeare's Imagery and 
What It Tells Us (1935; Beacon Hill, Boston: Beacon Press, I960), 
pp. 259-262. 
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chaste beams of the watery moon" in Oberon's vision (ll.i.162). 

The players are concerned that there be moonshine the night of their 

performance, presumably to show Pyramus and Thisbe in its proper 

light as a play full of "tragical mirth" on unchaste love. By moon­

shine did Pyramus and Thisbe meet at Ninus' tomb and "thought" they 

would suffer no scorn "By moonshine" (V.i.138). The moon is listened 

to and commended for its grace in V.i. Finally, "the wolf behowls 

the moon" as another foreboding time of night approaches at the end 

of the play (V.i.378-393).47 

The controlling ethic of the pastoral tradition is "to contain 

and enforme morall discipline, for the amendment of man's behavior," 

in the words of Puttenham who objects to this ethic in pastoral because 

•̂7in the phases of the moon as they relate to rites of 
passage, is implied the tripartite structure of Shakespearean comedies 
of retreat to the pastoral world. Here is Van Gennep's description: 
"There is another whole category of rites which has been incorrectly 
interpreted because the rites of passage were not understood. These 
are the ceremonies related to the phases of the moon. Frazer collected 
and described a great number of them but saw only one of their compo­
nents, the sympathetic rites. The correspondence between the phases 
of the moon and the growth and decline of plant, animal, and human 
life is one of humanity's oldest beliefs. As a matter of fact, these 
beliefs express an approximate correspondence with reality in the 
sense that the phases of the moon are themselves an element in the 
great cosmic rhythms to which everything is subject, whether it is 
the movement of celestial bodies or the circulation of blood. But 
I should point out that, when there is no moon, a cessation not 
only of physical life but also of life within the larger society or 
restricted group comprises a transitional period. The purposes of 
the ceremonies under discussion is precisely to end that period, to 
insure the coming of the expected vital fulness, and—when the moon 
is waning—to make the decline temporary rather than permanent. That 
is why the idea of a renewal, a periodic death and rebirth, is present 
in these ceremonies and why rites relating to the moon in all its 
phases, or only to the full moon, have the character of rites of 
separation, rites of entry, transition rites, and rites of departure." 
Rites of Passage, pp. 180-181. 
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it is the proper ethic of tragedy: 

the Eglogue should be the first and most auncient forme of 
artificiall Poesie, being perswaded that the Poet deuised the 
Eglogue long after the other drammatick poems, not of purpose 
to counterfait or represent the rusticall manner of loues and 
communication: but vnder the vaile of homely persons, and in 
rude speeches to insinuate and glaunce at greater matters 
fitalics mine]. and such as perchance had not bene safe to haue 
beene disclosed in any other sort, which may be perceiued by the 
Eglogues of Virgill. in which are treated by figure matters of 
greater importance then the loues of Titirus and Corydon. These 
Eglogues came after to containe and enforme morall discipline, 
for the amendment of mans behauiour [the ethic of tragedy in the 
Renaissance], as be those of Mantuan and other moderne Poets, 
(p. 53) 

This description of how pastoral poetry was invented and to what end 

it was directed strongly suggests an affinity between the traditional 

shepherds of pastoral verse and Bottom in A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

Indeed, he is called a "rustic" and a "natural." The play he and the 

"mechanicals" perform is in the style Puttenham describes as "low and 

base," meaning a debased tragic style to his way of thinking: 

Tragedies were written in the high stile: all Comedies and Enter-
ludes and other common Poesies of loues, and such like in the 
meane stile, all Eglogues and pastorall poemes in the low and base 
stile, otherwise they had bene vtterly disproporcioned: likewise 
for the same cause some phrases and figures be onely peculiar to 
the high stile, some to the base or meane, some common to all 
three, . . . also some wordes and speaches and sentences doe become 
the high stile, that do not become th' other two. And contrariwise, 
as shalbe said when we talke of words and sentences: finally some 
kinde of measure and concord [italics mine], doe not beseeme the 
high stile, that well become the meane and low, as we haue said 
speaking of concord and measure, (p. 165) 

Puttenham*s concern for "measure and concord" not only looks forward to 

Theseus' question, "How shall we find the concord of this discord?" (V. 

i.60), but it also points the way to parody of the high style by the "low 

and base" style of the pastoral players in A Midsummer Night's Dream. 

Puttenham further explains that the high style of tragedy is the same 

sort of debasement as the debasement of midsummer pageants in London: 
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But generally the high stile is disgraced and made foolish and 
ridiculous by all owrdes affected, counterfait, and puffed vp, 
as it were a windball carrying more countenance then matter, and 
can not be better resembled then to these midsommer pageants in 
London, where to make the people wonder are set forth great and 
vglie Gyants marching as if they were aliue, and armed at all 
points, but within they are stuffed full of browne paper and tow, 
which the shrewd boyed vnderpeering, do guilefully discouer and 
turne to a great dirision: also all darke and vnaccustomed wordes, 
or rusticall and homely, and sentences that hold too much of the 
mery and light, or infamous and vnshamefast are to be accounted 
of the same sort, for such speaches become not Princes, nor great 
estates, nor them that write of their doings to vtter or report 
and intermingle with the graue and weightie matters, (pp. 165-
166) 

Bottom and the players enact an anti^acstoral Pyramus and 

Thisbe. Their performance is antip.aitoral in the sense that it 

ridicules conventions of pastoral lovers such as shepherds chastely 

suffering from love melancholy and exaggerated, self-conscious idealiza­

tion of love which is really lust (such as that of Pyramus and Thisbe) 

in a spiritual key. The players ridicule one kind of buffoonery 

with another kind. They also recognize the dangers of poetic illusion 

and the limitations of their art. However, as they strive for more 

realism, the reality of their illusion is lessened. 

Young points out that Shakespeare mingles styles within groups 

of characters as well as among them: 

The clowns' acting style and dramaturgy reflect the popular 
stage, but their choice of mythological subject matter reflects 
court fashion, and the play that they finally perform is clearly 
derived from the form of the anti-masque. The conduct of the 
lovers, on the other hand, does not suggest academic or Lylian 
practice during their night in the woods, where the wild activity 
and the continual threat of violence recall the more melodramatic 
strain of popular comedy.48 

In his observation of "wild activity and continual threat of violence" 

^Something of Great Constancy, pp. 56-57. 


