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1.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, students will be able to:

Discuss the play Dr. Faustus
 Explain about Christopher Marlowe

1.1 INTRODUCTION
Four centuries after his death, Marlowe continues to be a fascinating figure in
the history of English Literature. The son of a shoemaker, Marlowe was born in
February, 1564, in Canterbury. He was second among of his nine siblings, and
the eldest one to survive. He was christened at St. Georges Church, Canterbury,
on the 26th of February, 1563-4 some two months before Shakespeares baptism
at Stratford-on-Avon. He went to the Kings School, where he would have learnt
classical languages like Latin and Greek. He is supposed to have learnt Roman
History and Greek and Roman Legends. (Simkin, 14) This learning in the ancient
languages would be showcased in his works as a playwright. Marlowe alludes to
various Greek legends and Latin classical verses, in Doctor Faustus too.
After school, he went to Cambridge as one of Archbishop Parkers scholars
from the Kings School, and matriculated at Benet (Corpus Christi) College, on
the 17th of March 1571, taking his B.A. degree in 1584, and that of M.A. three
or four years later.
Francis Kett, the mystic, burnt in 1589 for heresy, was a fellow and tutor of

Drama

Notes

his college, and may have had some share in developing Marlowes opinions in
religious matters. Before 1587 he seems to have quit Cambridge for London,
where he attached himself to the Lord Admirals Company of Players, under the
leadership of the famed actor Edward Alleyn, and almost at once began writing
for the stage.
Of Marlowes career in London, apart from his four great theatrical successes,
we know hardly anything; but he evidently knew Thomas Kyd, he was also
intimate with the Walsinghams of Scadbury, Chiselhurst, kinsmen of Sir Francis
Walsingham: he was also the friend of Sir Walter Raleigh, and perhaps of the
poetical Earl of Oxford, with both of whom, the dramatist is said to have good
relations with. He seems to have been associated with what was denounced as
Sir Walter Raleighs school of atheism, and to have expressed opinions which
were then regarded as putting a man outside the pale of civilized humanity.
As the result of some depositions made by Thomas Kyd under the influence
of torture, the Privy Council were upon the eve of investigating some serious
charges against Marlowe when his career was abruptly and somewhat
scandalously terminated. The order had already been issued for his arrest, when
he was slain in a quarrel by a man variously named (Archer and Ingram) at
Deptford, at the end of May 1593, and he was buried on the 1st of June in the
churchyard of St. Nicholas at Deptford.
Note: We really do not know the circumstances of Marlowes
death.The probability is he was killed in a brawl, as a result of a
fatal wound in the eye.
One should also keep in mind that his atheism must be
interpreted not according to the accusation of one Richard Baines,
a professional informer (among the Privy Council records), but
as a kind of rationalistic anti-nomianism, the same reason for which
the tutor in Cambridge, Francis Kett was burnt at Norwich in 1589.
As mentioned earlier, atheism in the 16th century had a very
different meaning compared to today.
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Post death, Marlowe seems to have acquired an even more notorious status,
for his supposed atheism and heresy. Gabriel Harvey referred to him as dead of
the plague. Four years later (1597) when Thomas Beard, the Puritan author
of The Theatre of Gods Judgements, used the death of Marlowe as one of his
warning examples of the vengeance of God.
Alongside the accusation of being a heretic, Marlowe is also believed to
have a volatile temper. Around the time of his death, a note detailing his supposed
damnable opinions was delivered to the authorities, stating that he believed
that the first beginning of Religion was only to keep men in awe. It is difficult
to gauge the veracity of these claims as speculations run alongside the story of
his life Some scholars also suggest that he was a spy with government and there
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is ample proof to support the claim but none of these conjectures can be stated
with absolute surety.
Speculation and controversy over Marlowes sexual orientation, religion
and political views is growing. In the midst of Catholic and Protestant upheaval,
he was charged of atheism, blasphemy and subversion. He was involved with
Sir Walter Raleighs group the Free-Thinkers of which they were accused of
being a school of atheism.

Notes

Marlowe was arrested twice in his life time, the first time,
over a charge of murder, and the second time, the warrant
issued against him was for heresybefore the arrest could
take place, he died an accidental death. Such facts about his
life lead social historians to believe that he had also been a
spy. In fact, it has been alleged that Marlowe had been a spy,
right from the time he was a student at Cambridge. Although
we cannot be sure about the truth of the claim, but there is
enough proof suggesting that Marlowe had indeed been
involved in some kind of a secret mission, the details of which
are still not known.
II. Works
Marlowes works have been a subject of speculation in terms of the dates of
their composition and performances. Yet, the dates of his plays in approximation
are:
Dido, Queen of Carthage
(1586)
Tamburlaine, part 1
(1587)
Tamburlaine, part 2
(1587-8)
Doctor Faustus
(1588)
The Jew of Malta
(1589)
Edward II
(1592)
The Massacre at Paris
(c.1593)
Dido, The Queen Of Carthage
The play has is supposed to be compiled with Thomas Nashe. The plot is the
dramatisation of a well known legend of Dido, the queen of Carthage, an ancient
Greek city, who loves Aeneas, the warrior of Virgils Aeneid. Since the play is
one of the first plays written by him, it is marked by dramatic incoherence. Most
probably, the original play as written by the playwrights is not available to us
now. But like most other plays the Tragedy Of Dido, the Queen of Carthage is
epical in character.
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Tamburlaine the Great (Part I)
It is loosely based on the life of the Central Asian emperor, Timur the lame.
Written in 1587 or 1588, the play is a milestone in Elizabethan public drama; it
marks a turning away from the clumsy language and loose plotting of the earlier
Tudor dramatists, and a new interest in fresh and vivid language, memorable
action, and intellectual complexity.
The play opens in the capital of the Persian Empire, Persepolis. The Persian
emperor, Mycetes sends troops to dispose of Tamburlaine, a Scythian shepherd
who is a bandit. In the same scene, Mycetes brother Cosroe plots to overthrow
Mycetes and become king. Tamburlaine wooes Zenocrate, the daughter of the
Egyptian king. He convinces Mycetes soldiers and his brother, Cosroe to join
him in his fight against Mycetes. Although he promises Cosroe the Persian throne,
Tamburlaine breaks this promise and, after defeating Mycetes, takes personal
control of the Persian Empire.
He becomes callous and blind in his power, after annexing the Turkish empire
he captures the King and the queen. He conquers Africa and sets his eyes on
Damascus; this target places the Egyptian Sultan, his father-in-law, directly in
his path. Zenocrate pleads with her husband to spare her father. He complies,
instead making the Sultan a tributary king. The play ends with the wedding of
Zenocrate and Tamburlaine, and the crowning of the former as Empress of Persia.
Tamburlaine the Great (Part II)
In Part 2, Tamburlaine grooms his sons to be conquerors in his wake as he
continues to conquer his neighbouring kingdoms. One of his sons, Calyphas,
refuses to fight for further annexation of kingdom, and as a result, he is killed by
his own father. Meanwhile, Bajazeth the Turkish Kings son, Callapine, plans to
avenge his fathers death. Finally, while attacking an Islamic nation, Tamburlaine
scornfully burns a copy of the Quran and claims to be greater than God. Suddenly,
he is struck ill and dies, giving his power to his remaining sons, but still aspiring
to greatness as he departs life.
The Jew Of Malta
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The wealthy Jewish merchant, Barabas, loses all his wealth to Turkish ships.
Consequently, he plots revenge against the governor of Malta. He uses his
daughter Abigail to lure the governors son, who is led to duel with his father
and both, the father and the son die. Barabas is helped by his Turkish slave,
Ithamore, who appears to hate Christians as much as Barabas. When Abigail
learns of Barabass role in the plot, she becomes a nun, only to be poisoned
(along with all of the nuns) by Barabas and Ithamore for becoming a Christian.
Barabas and Ithamore kills some Friars, who come to know of their crimes.
Ithamore himself, however, is lured into disclosing his secrets and blackmailing
Barabas by a beautiful prostitute and her criminal friend. Barabas poisons
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everybody in revenge, but not before the governor comes to know of his deeds.
Barabas escapes execution by feigning death, and then helps an advancing Turkish
army to sack Malta, for which he is awarded governorship of the city. He then
turns on the Turks, allowing the Knights of Malta to kill the Turkish army. He is
finally killed by one of his own intended victims.

Notes

Edward II
The play is loosely based on the life of the English emperor, Edward II, through
his reign until the death of his favourite courtier Mortimer Junior by his son.
In Marlowes play, the English Emperor alienates his nobility because of
his favouritism of his noble, Piers Gaveston. The nobility becomes hostile,
towards both, Gaveston and the king. One of his nobles, Mortimer plots against
Gaveston. In a series of events which follows, both Gaveston and Edward are
killed. Later on Mortimer is executed by his son. The play is significant because
it is supposed to have influenced one of Shakespeares historical plays. The
unusually close friendship of the emperor and Gavestone is one of the main
highlights of the play. The casually cruel tone of the play and the final death of
Edward by disembowelment shows Marlowes skill as a dramatist.
The Massacre at Paris
The Massacre at Paris was again a play dealing with contemporary history. The
work portrayed the events of the Saint Bartholomew's Day Massacre in 1572,
which involved extensive killing of Protestant population. English Protestants
invoke this day as the blackest example of Catholic treachery. It features the
silent "English Agent", whom subsequent tradition has identified with Marlowe
himself and his connections to the secret service. The play ends with a tribute to
the Queen of England, whom god hath blessed for hating papistry.
Compared to the other plays, Doctor Faustus is considered to be the most
superior in terms of its tragic action. The reflection of the Elizabethan age and
time is most apparent in Doctor Faustus, than any other play. especially in his
essay on The Study of Poetry he has sketched the systematized science of poetry.
We feel beneath his theories the cold gradings of per cents, the hard inflexibility
of invariable laws. The classification, he says, of the really excellent poetry must
be the fixed aim of all study of poetry. This really excellent poetry is distinguished
by its high poetic truth and seriousness of manner and substance. Its high truth is
given by a large, free, sound representation of things; high seriousness springs
from an absolute sincerity, and, he mentions later in passing, it gives something
for our spirits to rest upon. It is just this last quality of high poetic seriousness in
manner and substance that Matthew Arnold denies to the poetry of Chaucer.

1.2 A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE PLAY
Faustus had been born of poor background in Rhodes, Germany. In his maturity,
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while living with some relatives in Wittenberg he studied theology and was called
a doctor. However, Faustus was so swollen with conceit that, Daedalus-like, he
strove too far, became glutted with learning, conspired with the devil, and finally
fell, accursed.
Dissatisfaction
At the outset of his downward path, Doctor Faustus finds himself, the complete
master of all fields of knowledge. As a medical doctor he had already achieved
great success and much renown. But he concludes that no challenge remained in
medicine except immortality. Law, Faustus infers, is nothing but an elaborate
money-making scheme. Only divinity remained, but theology led to a blind alley.
Since the reward of sin is death and since no man could say he was without sin,
then all men must sin and consequently die.
Illurements of Magic
Necromancy greatly attracts Faustus. Universal power would be within his reach,
the whole world at his command, and emperors at his feet, were he to become a
magician. Summoning his servant Wagner, Faustus orders him to summon Valdes
and Cornelius who could teach him their arts.
Adventurous Prospects
The Good Angel and the Evil Angel each try to persuade Faustus, but Faustus is
in no mood to listen to the Good Angel. He exults over the prospects of his
forthcoming adventures. He would get gold from India, pearls from the oceans,
tasty delicacies from faraway places; he would read strange philosophies, cull
from foreign kings their secrets, control Germany with his power, reform the
public schools, and perform many other fabulous deeds. Eager to acquire
knowledge of the black arts, he went away to study with Valdes and Cornelius.
Before long the scholars, of Wittenberg begin to notice the doctors prolonged
absence. Learning from Wagner of his masters unhallowed pursuits, the scholars
lament the fate of the doctor.
Faustus as Magician
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Faustuss first act of magic was to summon Mephistopheles. At the sight of
the ugly devil, he orders Mephistopheles to assume the shape of a Franciscan
friar. The docile obedience of Mephistopheles elated the magician, but
Mephistopheles explained that magic had limits in the devils kingdom. He
claimed that he had not actually appeared at Faustuss behest but had come,
as he would have to any other person, because Faustus had cursed Christ and
abjured the scriptures. Whenever, a man is on the verge of being doomed,
the devil will appear.
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The Fallen Angel

Notes

Interested in the nature of Lucifer, Faustus questions Mephistopheles about his
master, the fallen angel, and about hell, Lucifers domain. Mephistopheles wary.
He claims that the fallen spirits, having been deprived of the glories of heaven,
carried their hell with them. Mephistopheles urges Faustus to give up his scheme,
but Faustus scorns the warning, saying that he would surrender his soul to Lucifer
if the fallen angel would give to Faustus twenty-four years of voluptuous ease
with Mephistopheles to attend him..
Mental Debate
While Faustus indulges in a mental argument concerning the relative merits of
God and the Devil, the Good Angel and the Evil Angel, symbolic of his inner
conflict, appear once again, each attempting to persuade him. The result is that
Faustus is more determined than ever to continue his course.
The Bargain
Mephistopheles returns to assure Faustus that Lucifer was agreeable to the bargain,
which must be sealed in Faustuss blood. When Faustus tries to write, however,
his blood congeals and Mephistopheles had to warm the liquid with fire.
Significantly, the words Fly, man appear in Latin on Faustuss arm. When
Faustus questions Mephistopheles about the nature of hell, the devil claims that
hell has no limits for the damned.
Intoxicated by his new estate, Faustus disclaims any belief in any afterlife.
Thus he assured himself that his contract with Lucifer would never be fulfilled,
in spite of the devils warning that Mephistopheles, living proof of hells existence.
Lucifer Appears
Faustus, eager to consume the fruits of the devils offering, demands books that
would contain varied information about the devils regime. When the Good Angel
and the Evil Angel came to him again he realizes that he is beyond repentance.
Again the opposing angels insinuate themselves into his mind, until he called on
Christ to save him. As he spoke, wrathful Lucifer descends upon his prospective
victim to admonish him never to call to God. As an appeasing gesture Lucifer
conjures up a vision of the Seven Deadly Sins.
Rapid Progress
Faustus travels extensively throughout the world, and Wagner marvels at his
masters rapid progress. In Rome at the palace of the Pope, Faustus, made invisible
by his magic arts, astounds the Pope by snatching things from the holy mans
hands. Like a gleeful child Faustus asks, Mephistopheles to create more mischief.
When Faustus returns home the scholars question him eagerly about many things
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unknown to them. As his fame spread, the emperor invites him to the palace and
asks him to conjure up the spirit of Alexander the Great. Because a doubtful
knight scoffs at such a preposterous idea, Faustus after fulfilling the emperors
request, spitefully places horns on the head of the skeptical nobleman.
Approaching Doom
Fearing that his time of merriment was drawing to a close, Faustus returns to
Wittenberg. Wagner senses that his master is about to die when Faustus gives his
faithful servant all his worldly goods.
Vain Struggle
As death draws near, Faustus spoke with his conscience, which assuming the
form of an Old Man, begged him to repent before he died. When Faustus declared
that he would repent. Mephistopheles cautions him not to offend Lucifer. Faustus
asks Mephistopheles to bring him Helen of Troy as a lover to amuse him during
the final days of his life.
Frightful End
In his declining hours Faustus converses with scholars who had love him, and
the fallen theologian reveals to them the bargain with Lucifer. Alone, he utters a
final despairing plea that he be saved from impending misery, but in the end he
is borne off by a company of devils.nowher so virtuous.

1.3 CHARACTERISATION
Dr. Faustus
Dr. Faustus is not only the protagonist of the tragic play, named after him, but he
is the pivot round which the whole play revolves; and just as we cannot think of
Shakespeares Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark, in the same way we cannot
imagine the tragedy of Dr. Faustus without the person whose life, fortunes and
poignant end form its stuff and substance. Marlowe takes the sordid magician of
the German Faust-book and transforms him into a tragic hero, without whitewashing the filthiness of his sinful deed.
The Original of Dr. Faustus
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In the original story, for example, one of the articles of the deed of gift executed
by the hero with his own blood, says that he will at once become an enemy of
Christianity and Christians and, indeed, of all creation. He will defy God and his
Christ and all the host of heaven. More than that, he will set himself not only
against all creatures made in the shape of God but even against all that live. In
other words he will join the army of evil and, ranging himself with the devils,
will oppose not only God but, likewise, all Gods handiwork.
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Near the end of the Damnable Life Faustus says farewell to his fellow
scholars just before he is carried off to hell, he tells them that he actually has
been thus inimical to God and man. Marlowe, in his corresponding scene (V. ii),
offers a very different Faustus. In bidding farewell to his fellows he tells them
that he has abjured and blasphemed God, but he says nothing of having been
an enemy of mankind and all else that lives.

Notes

Faustus BackgroundHis Achievements
The first chorus introduces Faustus as a man born in Germany and of parents
base of stock, who in riper years went to Wittenberg for higher studies supported
mainly by his kinsmen. He graced the fruitful plot of scholarism and was shortly
graced with doctors name for excelling in all the fields of knowledge. But,
with his inordinate self regard he became swollen with pride, and like Icarus of
classical mythology, aspired to soar above the natural limitations, to reach the
status of god-head. For this presumption he was overthrown by heaven till falling
to a devilish exercise,
And glutted now with learnings golden gifts,
He surfeits upon cursed necromancy.
Faustus Presumption
But these distinctions have left him discontented for he still remains a mere
mortal man, though his soul aspires to be immortal end omnipotent. In the
blindness of his pride, he imagines that these soaring aspirations can be realized
only with the knowledge of magic and sorcery. His mind is glutted with the
gains which he will derive from this art:
O, what a world of profit and delight,
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence,
Is promisd to the studious artizan!
All things that move between the quiet poles
Shall be at my command; emperors and kings
Are but obeyed in their several provinces,
Nor can they raise the wind, or rend the clouds
But his dominion that exceeds in this
Stretcheth as far as the mind of man
A sound magician is a mighty god;
Here, Faustus, tire thy brains to gain a deity.
Faustus, in short, desires to reign on this earth as Jove does in the heaven,
and for this he is ready to renounce the felicity promised to the faithful Christian.
It is interesting to recall here that the two texts he quotes from the Latin Bible are
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truncated. He takes only the part that underlines the wages of the sin, death and
damnation, but he omits the part which refers to the redemption possible through
the mercy and grace of God.
Faustus has deliberately chosen the path of damnation which Mephistopheles,
clearly underscores when he tells him that it is not his magic spells which have
summoned him, but Faustus proneness to abjure God and his Scriptures and to
embrace the infernal creed. Faustus confirms his words in emphatic terms
So Faustus hath
Already done: and holds this principle,
There is no chief but only Belzebub:
To whom Faustus doth dedicate himself.
This word damnation terrifies not him.
For he confounds hell in Elysium;
His ghost be with the old philosophers.
Indeed in the first meeting Faustus appears to be a greater devil than
Mephistopheles himself, because his heart is tormented by the memory of the
heavenly joys which he has lost for ever, while Faustus in callous pride taunts
him with his weakness.
What is great Mephistopheles so passionate
For being deprived of the joys of heaven
I-earn thou of Faustus manly fortitude,
And scorn those joys thou never shalt possess.
Again,
I think hells a fable
Thinkst thou that Faustus is so fond to imagine
That after this life, these is any pain?
Tusk, these are trifle; and mere old wives tales.
And this in spite of the ironical warning given by Mephistopheles in his
pointed comment: Ay, think so till experience change thy mind.
A Split Personality
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Faustus, however, is a divided personality, because his liberated mind is in conflict
with his traditional subconscious tied to Christian dogmas. In the beginning,
however, the subconscious almost suppressed by his infernal aspiration and works
only by hints and suggestions, though the inner conflict is there from the very
outset, and this conflict is symbolised by the Good Angel and the Bad Angel.
But when he is writing the deed of gift with his own blood his heart rebels at a
crucial point and his blood congeals. Yet unmindful of this warning lie proceeds
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and finishes the pact. A glance, however, at his wounded arm gives him a passing
glimpse of the significant inscription. fly, man. But he summons up his
determinations to stay where his action has placed him. As time rolls on, his
previous optimism about the power, profit and delight of magic declines, and his
regret at what he has done, and his deliberate damnation begin to prick him with
increasing Sharpness;
When I behold the heaven, then I repent
And curse thee, wicked Mephistopheles,
Because thou halt deprived me of these Joys.
Slowly and gradually Faustus is torn between the two impulses, infernal
and divine, of hope and despair, repentance and damnation:
Accursed Faustus, where is mercy now?
I do repent; and yet I do despair 
Hell strives with grace for conquest in my breast;
What shall I do to shun the snares of death.
The more he struggles to get out of the snares of death the greater becomes
his helplessness, because the powers of darkness to whim he has given away his
soul are vigilant to suppress all the signs of remorse by subtle temptation and
overt intimidation. His instinctive reaction is to call out to God for his savior,
but he realises that it wont help. He turns towards Lucifer. Ultimately he is
simple a pitiable man with no where to go.
The devil will come, and Faustus must be damnd.
O Ill leap up to my God! Who pulls me down?
See, see, where Christs blood streams in the firmament!
One drop would save my soul, half a drop.
Ah, my Christ! Rend not my heart for naming of my Christ! 150 Yet will I
call on him. O spare me, Lucifer!
Where is it now? Tis gone:
Thus Faustus of the last scene is a trapped soul, a desperate sinner who, like
a drowning man, catches at so many straws to save himself from the dark fiery
gulf of hell which is about to swallow him.

Notes

An Individualised Personality
Characters in a literary work, drama or novel, are divided into two classes
flat characters and round characters. The flat characters are static and remain
unchanged from beginning to the end. But round characters are, dynamic and
like living human beings, they gradually change under the stress of circumstances.
Marlowes Faustus is a dynamic character because he is gradually transformed
by the consequences of his damnable deed. The result is that the later Faustus is
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just the opposite of the celebrated scholar who was dreaming to become a god
on the  earth, the absolute monarch ruling over the Emperors and the potentates
on the earth. He becomes an ordinary sorcerer entertaining the Emperor and the
Duke for reward or playing pranks on the Pope and the Friars, on the saucy
knight and the greedy horse-dealer out of sheer mischief. In the beginning hell is
a toy, a fiction in his eyes, but at the end of his career hell becomes a dark reality
gaping before him. In the first scene he regrets that he is a mere mortal man,
while in the last he curses the immortality of his soul, envies the brutish beasts
for their want of soul, and finally wishes to change himself into a drop of water
which is easily lost in the ocean.
Faustus Degeneration
A more subtle kind of transformation or degradation appears in the form of his
growing voluptuousness, his increasing desire for sensuous or sensual delights.
Consider the following quotations:
The god thou servst is thine own appetite,
Wherein is fixd the love of Belzebub.
The first request he makes to Mephistopheles is to help him have a beautiful
wife, and the latter offers instead to provide a mistress in the shape of any woman,
be she as chaste as Penelope, as wise as the queen of Sheba, or as bright as
Lucifer before his fall. Other delights and entertainments, the show of the Seven
dead Sins, the exploration of the heavens, and travels through the countries are
only so many diversions from this fundamental craving of the heart. No wonder,
in the most despondent moment of his life he demands to have Helen for his
mistress:
One thing, good servant, let me crave of thee.
To glut the longing of my hearts desire,
That I might have unto my paramour
That heavenly Helen which I saw of late,
Whose sweet embracings may extinguish clean
Those thoughts that do dissuade me from my vow.
And when the spirit of Helen does appear before him, he is filled with rapture
which he pours in a passage which stands as the most splendid poetic patch in
the play, a grand moment of the poetic vein, Apollos laurel bough with rapture
which he pours in a passage which stands as the most splendid poetic patch in
the play, a grand monument of the poetic vein, Apollos laurel bough.
Conclusion
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Faustus, thus, damns himself, but retains his human quality till the end lie is the
pink of courtesy to the Emperor and the Duke and he is an object of love,
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admiration and deep concern to his fellow scholars:
Gentlemen
For that I know your friendship is unfeignd,
And Faustuss custom is not to deny
The just requests of those that wish him well.
And the most moving scene in the play is that which precedes the last hour
of his life, where Faustus makes a clean breast of his sin. There is a charming
sweetness in his words which finds expression in a prose of poignant rhythm:
for vain pleasures of twenty-four years bath Faustus lost eternal joy and felicity
etc.
With what a sweet solicitude he asks his friends to leave him alone and
keep out of the harms way! Gentlemen, away, lest you perish with me. It is
this human quality of Faustus which enables him to retain our sympathy. He may
be a damned soul, out of the pale of Gods mercy, but he is never beyond the
approach of human sympathy. We pity him and are moved by his suffering because
he is a man like us, a creature of soaring ambition and high pride united to that
helplessness, in the final analysis, which is germane to the state of mortal man
on this sublunary planet.

Notes

Mephistopheles
Mephistopheles, the servant to Lucifer, lord of hell, comes to Dr. Faustus, when
he has put himself fairly on the way to damnation, and explains to him the occasion
of his appearance in the frankest possible terms:
When we hear one rack the name of God
Abjure the scriptures and his Saviour Christ
We fly, in hope to get his soul;
Nor will we come, unless he use such means
Whereby he is in danger to be damned.
In his talk with Faustus about Lucifer, - he appears in the light of a fallen
angel who still retains the memory of his heavenly seat and the joys associated
with it, the loss of which rankles as a thorn in his flesh. He describes himself as
one of those unhappy spirits who fell with Lucifer and are for ever damned with
him. He tells him that he is still in hell:
Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it
Thinkst thou that I, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells
In being deprived of everlasting bliss?
The contrast between the passionate Mephistopheles and triumphant
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Faustus is significant and throws light on the deep damnation of Faustus, who
does not learn any lesson from the story related by him. Later on they revert to
the same topic when Faustus asserts that he thinks hell is a fable. To this
Mephistopheles replies, Ay, think so still, till experience change thy mind. Even
then Faustus persists in saying that he does not believe in damnation and torment
of the soul after death, and Mephistopheles returns, with logical perspicacity:
But, Faustus, I am an instance to prove the contrary
For I am damned, and am now in hell.
But, Mephistopheles is very cunning and gently presses Faustus forward
from his Christian moorings. Thus when Faustus bids him to provide a beautiful
maiden to be his wife, he tells him:
Tut, Faustus,
Marriage is but a ceremonial toy
If thou lovest me, think no more of it,
She whom thine eye shall like, thy heart shall have
Be she as chaste as, was Penelope,
As wise as Saba, or as beautiful
As was bright Lucifer before his fall.
Again, when Faustus asks, Tell me who made the world? Mephistopheles
flatly refuses to comply, and when the former angrily reminds him of the articles
of the pact, he rightly replies that he can resolve him only on those problems
which come within the purview of the kingdom of hell, on which Faustus must
now set his mind, because he is damned.
Within these limits, therefore, Mephistopheles is a pliant servant and
entertaining companion who disputes with Faustus about the mysteries of the
heavens, helps him to perform his magic feats, and places Helen at his disposal
to gratify his sensual craving. But his power is limited and he makes no secret of
it. Thus, when Faustus commands him to torture the Old Man who had dared
dissuade him against Lucifer, he tells him very frankly
His faith is great; I cannot touch his soul;
But what I may afflict his body with
I will attempt, which is but little worth.
We must, therefore, give the devil his due, and describe Mephistopheles as
an honest spirit who does not try to deceive Faustus by telling lies about the risks
he is courting: when Faustus asks him as to why Lucifer tempts men and tries to
multiply the damned souls to enlarge his kingdom, Mephistopheles , returns a
straightforward answer: It is a comfort and consolation to the wretched to have
share in woe.
Mephistopheles whole business is to see that Faustus remains true to the
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way he has committed himself. He is gentle and obedient so long as Faustus is
faithful to his pledge, but whenever he officers to rebel against Lucifer.
Mephistopheles assumes the terrible form of the devil to force him into
submission.genial manner, in his character of the five-times married wife of
Bath. She is an uncultured, animal character; apparently without a moral scruple,
and yet she bursts out in her prologue with the exclamation, Alas! alas! that
ever love was sinne! And again in the midst of her bravado and gayety, in that
line, And yet to be right merry wol I fonde.

Notes

1.4 MODEL EXPLANATIONS
(1)
Why, Faustus, halt thou not attaind that end?
Is not thy common talk sound aphorisms?
Are not thy bills hung up as monuments,
Whereby whole cities have escapd the plague,
And thousand desperate maladies been eatd?
Yet art thou still but Faustus, and a man.
Couldst thou make men to live eternally,
Or, being dead, raise them to life again.
(Act I: Scene I. Lines 18 to 25)
Faustus is engaged in examining the extent of available knowledge, only to
find that he has either learnt all there is to be learnt, or is not interested in what
remains to be learnt, as in divinity. One of the sciences he has mastered is that of
medicine. Even his common speech has the quality of condensed statements of
wisdom known as aphorisms. His medical prescriptions have proved so successful
that they are honoured by being displayed in public as though they were
monuments. These prescriptions have saved two cities from the ravages of the
plague. They have also brought relief to thousands of people suffering from
hopeless diseases. However, all this avails nothing, for, he is still only Faustus,
with all his human limitations. He must acquire skill in some art which would
raise him above mere man. He would respect the profession of medicine only if
it could enable him to make man immortal, or to raise the dead once again to
life. Therefore he must bid farewell to the science of medicine,
(2)
O, what a world of profit and delight,
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence,
Is promisd to the studious artizan!
All things that move between, the quiet poles
Shall be at my command: emperors and kings
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Are but obeyd V their sevral provinces,
Nor can they raise the wind or rend the clouds
But his dominion that exceeds in this,
Stretcheth as far as cloth the mind of man
A sound magician is a mighty god:
Here, Faustus, tire thy brains to gain a deity.
(Act I: Scene I. Lines 52 to 62)
Faustus is fascinated by the infinite possibilities which are opened up by the
study of magic. It seems to him to put within his reach a world of profit, enjoyment,
honour as well as infinite power. He must therefore study this art studiously.
When he becomes skilled in it, everything on earth would obey his orders. Kings
are obeyed only within their particular territory; their power does not extend to
the elements ; but the power of a potent magician far exceeds this. It stretches as
far as mans mind can go. A sound magician is as powerful as a god. He must
therefore bend all the powers of his mind in order to raise himself to the status of
a deity.
(3)
First Scholar :
How now, sirrah! wheres thy master?
Wagner
:
God in heaven knows.
See. Scholar :
Why, dost not thou know?
Wagner
:
Yes, I know; but that follows not.
First Scholar :
Go to, sirrah! leave your jesting, and tell us where
he is.
Wagner
:
That follows not necessary by force of argument,
that you, being licentiates, should stand upon:
therefore, acknowledge your error, and be attentive.
(Act I: Scene ii. Lines 4 to 12)
Some of the colleagues of Faustus meet his servant, Wagner, and enquire
from him the whereabouts of his master. To one of them Wagner replies that
only God in heaven knows where his master is. The scholar then wants to know
whether Wagner does not have the necessary information. Wagners reply is to
say that his first reply does not exclude the secondi.e., if God knows where
Faustus is, it does not mean that Wagner does not know I The scholar asks him to
stop being funny and give him the information he has asked for. Wagner again
tries to pull their leg, using the jargon of logical debates. He tells them that being
licentiates of the university, they must be more consistent in their remarks.
(4)
Yes, sir, I will tell you: yet, if you were not dunces, you
would never ask me such a question: for is not he corpus
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naturals ? and is not that mobile? then wherefore should
you ask me such a question ? But that I am by nature
phlegmatic, slow to wrath, and prone to love, it were not
for you to come within forty foots of the place of execution,
although I do not doubt but to see you both hanged the next
sessions. Thus having triumphed over you, I will set my
countenance like a precision, and begin to speak thus:
Truly, my dear brethren, my master is within at dinner, with
Valdes and Cornelius, as this wine, if it could speak, would
inform your worships: and so, the lord bless you, preserve
you, and keep you, my dear brethren, my dear brethren!
(Act I: Scene III. Lines 18 to 29)
Wagner here explains what he means by his rebuke to the scholars about
their being illogical. He now says that they are dunces in expecting him to tell
them where his master is at the moment. His master is, after all, a natural body
capable of movement; if Wagner knew where he was some moments back, it
does not mean that he would be at the same now. They should not insist that lie
should answer their; question. He observes that he is of a lethargic disposition
and is slow in becoming angry, otherwise they would not have dared to come
within forty paces of the place of execution. Here he is punning on the two
meanings of the word execution. In appearance he is referring to the execution
of criminals etc., whereas his real meaning is that of the dining-room where
Faustus is now doing execution on food and drink. He hopes that at the next
meeting of the sessions they are sentenced to be hanged. Having defeated them
in argument, he would now make: his face as in serious as that of a Puritan and
speak to the point. Faustus is inside having dinner with Valdes and Cornelius
and he is right the moment taking in wine for them. Saying so, the servant bids
farewell to the scholars. We see thus that the servant of Faustus apes the manners
of scholars of logic
(5)
Now that the gloomy shadow of the earth,
Longing to view Crions drizzling look,
Leaps from th antarctic world unto the sky,
And dims the welkin with her pitchy breath,
Faustus, begin thins incantations,
And try if devils will obey thy best,
Seeing thou host prayed and saerificd to them.
(Act I: Scene III. Lines 1 to 7)
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This is a very crucial moment in the career of Faustus. He is about to try his
theoretical knowledge of magic and see whether it works in practice. The setting
is appropriate for the black art of magic; for it is evening when the earth is
covered with the gloom of darkness. The constellation, Orion, spreads over the
southern hemisphere, and makes it dim with its dark breath ; i.e., cloud-laden
winds. This is the right moment for Faustus to begin chanting the magical words
and begin the conjuration. He must find out whether the devils obey his
commands, for he has paid worship to them and made sacrifices in their name.
He then chants the magic formula to conjure Mephistopheles.
(6)
I see theres virtue in my heavenly words
Who would not be proficient in this art?
How pliant is this Mephistophilis,
Full of obedience and humility!
Such is the force of magic and my spells
Now, Faustus, thou art conjuror laureate,
That cant command great Mephistophilis.
(Act I: Scene 111. Lines 27 to 33)
Mephistophilis appears, as a result of the magical words spoken by Faustus,
but he appears in his real shape of a devil. Faustus is disgusted by his appearance
and asks him to go back and return in a pleasing disguise. He suggests that the
devil should d assume the shape of a Fransican friar, because a holy exterior is
most becoming fora devil Faustus is hippy to see that wards of magic .have
power in them, therefore lie would like to gain further proficiency in such a
potent art. He is struck to see that the terrible Mephistophilis is so obedient to
him and is ready to carry out all commands. This is, he thinks, all because of the
great power of the magical spells he has chanted as well as of his own skill in the
art of magic. Faustus boasts that he has become the king of magicians and has
the great Mephistophilis at his beck and call.
(7)
So Faustus hash
Already done; and holds this principle,
There is no chief but only Belzebub;
To whom Faustus Roth dedicate himself.
This word damnation terrifies not him,
For he confounds hell in Elysium:
His ghost be with the old philosophers!
But, leaving these vain trifles of mens souls,
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Tell me what is that Lucifer, thy Lord?
(Act I: Scene III. Lines 55 to 63)
Mephistophilis urges Faustus to renounce God and pray to the Devil. Faustus
assures him that he is doing so already. He declares that his belief is that there is
nobody who has greater power than the Devil. Faustus therefore dedicates himself
entirely to him. The word damnation holds no terror for him. He would feel
even hell to like Elysium if he wants; he would be contented with being in Elysium
if he is debarred from heaven. Greek philosophers believed that there was a
place called Elysium to which the souls of the chosen few went after death; all
others being consigned to Hades. Leaving this subject of human souls and their
ultimata fate, which at this moment appears to Faustus to be something trivial,
he asks Mephistophilis to tell him something about his master, Lucifer i.e., Satan.
(8)
Why this is hell, nor am I out of it:
Thinkst thou that, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,
And not tormented with ten thousand hells,
In being deprived of everlasting bliss?
O Faustus, leave these frivolous demands,
Which strike a terror to my fainting soul.
(Act I: Scene III. Lines 77 to 83)
Faustus asks where the devils are condemned to live; Mephistophilis
answers: In hell. Faustus then wants to know how hes out of hell at the present
moment. Mephistophilis replies that Faustus is mistaken. Where he is now is
hell, so he is not really out of hell. Faustus must remember that the devils once
lived in heaven and tasted its everlasting joys. They had a right of the divine
face. In being deprived of eternal bliss, lie and his companions are tormented
with many hells. He urges Faustus to leave such frivolous questions, because by
reminding Mephistophilis of his own damnation they strike terror to his soul.
Faustus does not take warning from these words and rather accuses the devil of
being a coward. He advises the devil to hold in contempt the joys of heaven
because they are permanently out of his reach. Thus Faustus proves himself to
be really depraved morally, and Mephistophilis creates a powerful Impression of
being honest and of holding temptation only before those who have inwardly
already yielded to evil
(9)
Now, Faustus, must
Thou needs be damnd, and canst thou not be savd.
What boots it, then, to think of God or heaven?
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Away with such vain fancies, and despair
Despair in God, and trust in Belzebub:
Now go not backward; no, Faustus, be resolute.
(Act II : Scene I. Lines 1 to 6)
These lines bring out the conflict within Faustus soul. The despair within
him only briefly yields place to hope. He thinks of repentance and salvation but
the evil within him convinces him it is too late for either of theses. Faustus is
sitting alone in his study and speaking to himself It appears to him that his ,
damnation is certain and nothing can now have him. In that case, it seems to
him, it would be profitless for him to think of God or heaven. These are idle
fancies and he must be able to rise above them. He must despair of, religion and,
put implicit faith in the Devil, He ,must not waver now, but remain determined.
These are all the prompting of the evil side of his nature.
(10)
Why waverst thou? O, something sounds in mine ears,
Abjure this magic, turn to God again
Ay, and Faustus will turn to God again.
To God? He loves thee not;
The god thou servst is thine own appetite,
Wherein is fixs the, love of Belzebub:
To him Ill build an altar and a church.
(Act II : Scene Lines 7 to 13)
The better side of Faustuss nature now joins issue with the evil one. There
is a reason, Faustus feels, why he is wavering now. The voice of conscience
seems to speak to him softly to renounce magic and turns back again to God. For
a moment he decides that he must return to God, but soon despair takes over
again. He should not turn to God, despair tells him, because God does not .love
him. He has made his own ignoble desires to his god and must now remain their
slave. Love of enjoyment has made him, a worshipper of the Devil. He must
continue to worship the Devil ; .for this purpose he will build a, church dedicated
to Satan and offer .there the blood of freshly-killed new-born babies as sacrifice.
(11)
What might the staying of my blood portend?
Is it unwilling I should write this bill?
Why streams it not, that I may write afresh?
Faustus give thee his soul: ah, there it stayd!
Why shouldst thou not? is not thy soul thine own?
Then write again, Faustus gives thee his soul.
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(Act ii. Scene i. Lines 66 to 71)
Faustus has one more opportunity of saving himself from damnation but
misses it. He has been asked to sign a contract, Assigning his soul to Lucifer,
against twenty-four years of a life of happiness and powder. He is going to sign
the contract but finds that blood does not flow out of the opening he has made in
his arm, but congeals. The devil goes away to bring fire in order to make the
blood flow again. In the meanwhile Faustus ponders over the possible significance
of the congealing of his blood. Perhaps his blood is unwilling to be used for such
an unholy purpose. His blood stopped flowing as soon as he had written the
words: Faustus gives thee hips soul. Faustus wonders why he should not give
his soul away to anyone he likes, for is it not his own soul? He must therefore
write the words over again`Faustus gives his soul to the Devil.
(12)
But what is this inscription on mine arm?
Homo, fuge: whither should I fly?
If unto God, hell throw me down to hell.
My senses are deceived, heres nothing writ:
I see it explain; here in this place is writ,
Homo, fuge: yet shall not Faustus fly.
(Act II Scene I Lines 78 to 83)
Faustus has just written the words below the contract which signify that the
writing is concluded. The contract has now come to an end. Faustus has given
his soul away to Lucifer. Suddenly, he notices that some writing has appeared on
his arm. He says that it consists of two Latin words, Homo, fuge, meaning, O
man, run away! This is another warning to Faustus to escape the clutches of the
Devil.. He wonders, however, where he cab turn to for refuge. If he turns to God
he will be thrown into hell as a punishment for his blasphemy. In another moment
the writing disappears. Faustus tries to reassure himself that it was all an illusion
and that no writing had been there in reality. Again the writing becomes visible,
and he can read it plainly, Homo fuge but he now makes up his mind not to
flee. Thus Faustus irrevocably loses this opportunity of salvation.
(13)
Within the bowels of the elements,
Where we are, torturd and remain for ever
Hell bath no limit, nor is circumscribed
A one self place; for where we are is hell
And where hell is, there must we ever be:
And, to conclude, when all the world dissolves,
And every creature shall be purified,
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All places shall be hell that are not heaven.
(Act II: Scene I. Lines 118 to 125)
These are some of the most powerfully moving lines in the play. Just after
signing the deed, Faustus questions Mephistophilis about hell. He answers that
hell is just under the heavens; it is situated deep inside the elements. The devils
are There tortured and condemned to stay for ever. Hell, he continues, has no
confines; it is not restricted to one place. Wherever the devils are, becomes hell;
and wherever hell is, the devils must also be present. At doomsday, when the
world comes to an end, all those places which are not heaven will become hell.
These who are worthy of redemption will then be purified and all others consigned
to hell. Faustus is full of disbelief and says that hell is only a myth ; the devil
answers that he himself is before him as a living proof of the existence of hell.
All this, however, fails to have any effect on Faustus, who continues to disbelieve
in the reality of Yell, or to say that hell is worth risking in comparison with all the
bliss which is within his reach at the-moment.
(14)
My hearis so hardend I cannot repent;
Scarce can I name salvation, faith, or heaven,
But fearful echoes thunder in mine ears
Faustus, thou art damnd ! Then swords, and knives,
Poison, guns halters, and envenomd steel
Are laid before me to despatch myself;
And long ere this I should have slain myself,
Had not sweet pleasure conquerd deep despair.
Have not I made blind Homer sing to me
Of Alexanders love, and Oenons death?
(Act II: Scene II. Lines 18 to 27)
The Good Angel and the Evil Angel alternately try their persuasions on the
mind of Faustus. Faustus is momentarily moved to repentance by the exhortations
of the Good Angel; but the Evil Angel again engenders despair and convinces
Faustus that repentance is outside his reach. After the departure of the two angels,
Faustus ponders over the whole question. He wants to repents but feels that his
heart has become so hardened that he cannot repent. As soon as he names
salvation, faith or heaven toe himself, terrible sounds are heard in his cats,
reminding him that he is already damned. Despair overpowers him ; he sees
before him various tools and weapons with which he could put an end to his own
life and thus make his damnation all the more certain. It is a miracle that he has
not already committed suicide. What has held him back is the enjoyment of
happiness which has become possible to him because of his contract with the

Dr. Faustus: Christopher Marlowe

Devil. He recollects some of the extraordinary thing which he has been able to
do because of the magical assistance of the Devil. He has been able to conjure
blind Homer and make him sing to him about the love of Alexander and the
death of Enon. Thus the delights which his position enables him to encompass
make Faustus stifle the warnings of his conscience and take his mind away from
repentance and the fear of damnation.
(15)
I am Pride: I disdain to have any parents. I am like
Ovids flea; I can creep into every corner. Sometimes, like
a periwig, I sit upon a wenchs brow ; or, like a fan of
feathers, I kiss her lips. But, fie, what a scent is here? Ill
not speak another word except the ground were perfumed
and covered with cloth of arras.
(Act II: Scene II. Lines 111 to 116)
To distract the mind of Faustus, the devil arranges a show. It is the pageant
of the Seven Deadly Sins who appear one after another and speak some lines
which bring out their typical characteristics. Here it is prided Who is the speaker.
Pride show its typical quality by asserting that it hates to name any people as its
parents, because they are ail below Pride in status. Pride is universal. It is like
the flea mentioned by Ovid, which had the ability of penetrating everywhere.
Pride may affect a woman as well as a man. It is like a wig of falser hair which
the woman wears on her  forehead  or like her fan which touches her lips. As
Pride is saying all this, it suddenly observes that the place where it is standing is
full of a bad odour and hence unfit for Pride to stay any longer. The place must
be scented and covered with rich tapestry before Pride would consent to say
another word. Instead of taking heed from the spectacle. Faustus only allows
himself to be amused by it.
(16)
Now, by the kingdoms of infernal rule,
Of Styx, of Acheron, and the fiery lake
Of ever burning Phlegethon, I swear
That I do long to see the monuments
And situation of, bright-splendent Rome;
Come, therefore, lets away.
(Act III: Scene I Lines 44 to 49)
Here were Faustus trying to beguile his mind away from the fear about his
soul, and extracting the maximum out of the twenty-four years of happy life
which the Devil has promised him, In the present speech we find Faustus
expressing a strong desire to see the Doctor Faustus wonders of Rome.
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Characteristically he swears diabolical oaths while expressing this wish. He
swears by the kingdoms of hell, and the rivers of the underworld or Hades, namely
Styx and Acheron, and the fiery lake of Phlegethon. What he actually desires to
see is the situation of ever-glorious Rome and its famous monuments. He requests
Mephistophilis to accompany him on this expedition. Mephistophilis obeys,
but suggests that Faustus should first play some pranks on the Pope who would
at this time be engaged in the, holy feast of St. Peter.
(17)
They put forth questions of astrology,
Which Faustus answerd with such learned skill
As they admired and wonderd at his wit.
Now is his fame spread forth in every land.
(Act IV: Chorus. Lines 9 to 12)
These lines constitute one of the speeches of the Chorus. The Chorus informs
the audience of Faustus reception by his friends when he returned home after
his travels. In, his absence they had all been full of grief to think about him. Now
they put questions to him on many aspects of knowledge, including astrology.
The answers which Faustus gave were so full of learning and wisdom that they
were all wonder-struck to hear them. They were full of praise for the newlyacquired learning of Faustus, who was famed for his learning even before he
entered into a contract with the Devil, The fame of Faustus spread through every
country, and even kings and ,emperors were desirous of his company.
(22)
If it like your Grace, the year is divided into two circles over the whole
world, that, when it is here winter with us, in the contrary circle it is summer
with them, as in India, Saba, and farther countries in the east; and by means of a
swift spirit that I have, I had them brought hither, as you see. How do you like
them, Madam? Be they good?
(Act IV: Scene V. Lines 27 to 33)
Faustus is in conversation with the Duke of Vanholt. The Duchess has just
asked Faustus to bring him a bunch of grapes because she feels a great craving
for them aid cannot have them because they are not in season. Mephistophilis
soon appears with the grapes. The Duke is astonished and wishes to know from
where Faustus has been able to procure the grapes at this dead time of winter. In
answer Faustus gives a geographical explanation. The grapes are real, although
they have been transported there by magic. The seasons, he explains, are not
alike in the two hemispheres. When it is winter in one, it is summer in the other.
(The countries and cities which he names, however, all lie in the same hemisphere
as Europe and would have identical, not opposite weather.) He had the grapes
brought there by the aid of a swift spirit which is at his command. He then asks
the Duchess whether she likes the grapes and she replies that they are excellent.
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(23)
Was this the face that launchs a thousand ships,
And brunt the topless towers of Ilium?
Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss. [Kisses her.
Her lips suck forth my soul: tee, where it flies!
Come, Helen, come, give me my soul again.
(Act V : Scene I. Lines 90 to 94)
Faustus has just conjured the shadow of Helen of Troy. Faustus is fascinated
by the peerless beauty of Helen and speaks eloquently in praise of it. It was for
the sake of this beauty thats thousand ships were launched from Greece and left
for Troy to fight a war and bring back Helen. For her sake the glorious city of
lllium (Troy) was razed to the ground and her high towers were humbled in the
dust. He asks Helen to immortalise him with a kiss and then kisses the spectre.
The kiss seems to him to suck away his soul, he can almost see it flying away
from him. He asks her to restore his soul to him. He then engages in a rapturous
speech, comparing his state with that of Paris, the husband of Helen: Let
Wittenberg, be plundered and ruined just as Troy was in the ancient times, so
long ash Helen can be restored to him, as she was to Paris.
(24)
But Faustus offence can neer be pardoned; the serpent that
tempted Ere may be saved, but not faustus. Ad, gentlemen,
hear me with patience, and tremble not at my speeches!
Though in v heart pants and quivers to remember that I have
been a student here these thirty years, O, would I had never
seen Wittenberg, never read book ! and what wonders I have done, all
Germany can witness; yea, all the world; for which Faustus hash lost both
Germany and them world, yea, heaven itself, heaven, the seat of God, the throne
of the blessed, the kingdom of Joy; and must remain in hell for ever,hell, ah,
hell, for ever! Sweet Friends, what shall, become of Faustus, being in hell for
ever?
(Act V Scene III. Lines 15 to 26)
Faustus is seen in deep agony as the time of his death draws wear. Here he
is seen in conversation with his fellow-scholars. His heart swells to think that he
was a student of this university for thirty years. Then he recollects that it was
here that he fell into the snare of magical studies; he expresses a wish that be had
never come to a university or read a book, because he would then have been able
to save his soul. All the world is a witness to the wonders that he has performed,
but the price he has to pay for them is to lose the world and also to lose his soul.
He must be damned everlastingly and be deprived of the kingdom of heaven. He
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asks them piteously what shall become of him when he is condemned to
everlasting punishment in hell. They advise him to think of God, but fie answers
that his heart is so hardened that he can no longer think of God in spite of his
intense desire to do so.
(25)
Ah, Faustus.
Now host thou but one bare hour to live,
And then, thou must be damns perpetually!
Stand still, you ever moving spheres of heaven,
That time may cease, and midnight never come
Fair Natures eye, rise, rise again, and make
Perpetual day; or let this hour be but
A year, a month, a week, a natural day,
That Faustus may repent and save his soul!
O lente, lente currite, noctis equi!
The stars move still time runs, the clock will strike,
The devil will come, and Faustus must be damnd.
(Act V: Scene III Lines 60 to 71)
Faustus is awaiting the arrival of Lucifer in great apprehension and dismay.
He wishes that his damnation could be postponed, even if it were fora very brief
span of time. Actually he has just another hour to live, after which he must be
condemned to everlasting damnation. He appeals to the stars to stand still so that
the march of time could be arrested, and the time of midnight, when he is to
yield his soul, may never arrive. He asks nature to make the day dawn once
again and let it remain there perpetually. Or let the length of this hour be increased
so that it becomes equal to a year, a month, even a single day. If this happens,
Faustus would get some time in which to repents and try to save his soul. He
then appeals to the horses of the night to move slowly so that the advent of
midnight may be delayed. (The appeal is made in Ovids Amores by a lover who
desires that the night may be lengthened so that the of his enjoyment may be
prolonged.) All his appeals have remained unheeded ; the stars go on as before,
time keeps on moving. In due course the clock will strike twelve. He frantically
seeks a place at which he may save himself from Lucifer but finds himself helpless.

1.5 ACT-WISE SUMMARY, WITH CRITICAL COMMENTS
Act I Summary
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Scene I
Doctor Faustus is revealed in his study, alone and meditating. He is taking
stock of the studies of the period, most of which he seems already to have
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mastered. He holds philosophy in contempt for all that it can teach is to argue
well. He has therefore no more interest in this branch of study. Then he considers
the science of medicine. He rejects this also because its aim is only to secure the
health of the bodyan end Faustus has already attained, not only in this own
case but also in the case of many others who now prize his prescriptions above
everything else. Law also is no longer of any interest to him because it deals with
trivial questions like possession and inheritance. All that the pursuit of law can
bring to a man is wealth and Faustus does not attach any value to more wealth.
When he ponders over the subject of theology he comes across the injunction
that the reward of sin is death, and since man is sinful by nature he regards that
as a hard doctrine and so decides to abandon the study of this subject also. The
only pursuit that promises power and adventure to him is necromancy, the art of
magic, which can make him rule all things on earth. Having made up his mind
he asks his servant to call in two scholars who are proficient in magic so that he
may learn this black art. The Good and Bad Angels appear, the first trying to
dissuade and the second inciting him to pursue necromancy.
Scene II
We see two scholars in conversation with each other. They want to know
from Wagner, Faustus servant, the whereabouts of his master. After a great deal
of quibbling and pleasantry he tells them that Faustus is dining with Valdes and
Cornelius. Since the scholars know that these two people are necromancers,
they are apprehensive that Faustus may fall into the hands of these evil people.
To prevent this they decide to inform the head of the University, whom they
expect to take steps to save Faustus.
Scene III
We now see Faustus performing his first act of conjuration. He succeeds in
conjuring the fiend Mephistopheles, but is repelled by his ugly appearance and
commands him to come to him disguised as a Friar. The fiend does so.
Mephistopheles tells Faustus, in reply to his questions, that it is only indirectly
that his spells have caused him to appear. The real reason is that Faustus has
abjured Good and the Scripture, and the Devil and his agents are always on the
look-out for such lost souls. Faustus boasts that he is not afraid of damnation
because he believes that there is no such place as hell. Faustus then stipulates
that he would surrender his soul to Lucifer in return for twenty-four years of a
life of supreme power, with Mephistopheles to be his constant companion. The
fiend agrees to convey this to his master, Lucifer, and to return at midnight.
Faustus sits dreaming about the great power which he would be able to win.
Scene IV
This is a scene of low comedy. Wagner, the servant of Faustus, meets a
Clown, Robin. Wagner asks Robin to serve him and offers some money as wages
in advance. Wagner boasts that he can call up the devil, and Robin expresses his
disbelief. He even brags about being able to kills a devil or two and thus be
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known as Kill-devil. Wagner chants some spells and is able to conjure two
mischievous spirits, Banio and Belcher. Robin is greatly frightened and at last
agrees to serve Wagner as he desires.
Act I  Critical Comments
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In the opening soliloquy Faustus unlocks his heart and lays bare his inmost desires
and ambitions. A careful reading of the lines reveals that Faustus is fired with the
impious ambition to rise above the confines of mortal men and become a deity
and commander of mens minds, and of all pleasures, riches and delicacies of
the world, which he believes only the forbidden art of magic can help him achieve.
With this idea, already rooted in his mind, he reviews the traditional studies and
rejects them contemptuously. That his examination of these studies is biased and
his logic is deliberate sophistry is artistically suggested by his comment on the
Latin Bible where he quotes two texts only in part.
The second text is quoted from The Epistle of John: If we say we have no sin,
we deceive ourselves, and theres no truth in us. But he deliberately ignores the
text which follows: But if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us
our sins, and cleanses us from all unrighteousness. It means that Faustus has
deliberately dismissed the thought of grace, redemption and life everlasting, which
are promised to the Christians. He is an Atheist, a man already marked for damnation
because he sets no prize on the salvation of his soul, but glories in the immortality
and authority which he foolishly believes to be in the gift of magic. So the fatal
flaw of Faustus is not an error of judgement, or a wrong step blindly taken, it is an
error of will. The appearance of good and bad angels is a pointer to the fact that
even though Faustus is ready to repudiate humanity he does not cease to be a man
and some scruple concerning his course still lurks in his heart. This explains his
effort to glut his imagination with the splendid vision of power, pleasure and
pomp, which magic will bestow upon him.
The part in which the two friends urge him to pursue the study of magic,
which promises to provide so many grand things, only confirms a resolution
already formed. They know it and this is why one of their offers to teach him the
elements of magic which will be perfected by his wit and thus he will surpass his
teachers. Faustus initial damnation and his preoccupation with hell is cleverly
underlined by one single image used by him. He says that he made the flowering
pride of Wittenberg swarm to his problems, as the infernal spirits on sweet
Musaeus when he came to hell.
The conversation about Hell, which underlines the fact that hell is a state of
mind, not a geographical entity is also ironic because it brings to light the
permanent anguish of the devils. Yet Faustus fails to understand the consequence
of his present desires. The talk about Lucifer, his pride and insolence and his
banishment from heaven along with his fellow rebels, fills Mephistopheles with
deep regret, but Faustus in the blindness of pride fails to understand its meaning
and mocks at the passion of the Devil.
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Meanwhile his imagination is occupied with the grand things which
Mephistopheles is expected to provide. Faustus has become a dupe of delusion
which is fraught with profound irony, because the reality of his experience will
teach him that his dreams were airy bubbles and the fruits of his sin are really the
proverbial Apples of Sodom, beautiful to look at, but filled with dust and ashes
which choke as soon as one bites them.

Notes

Act II Summary
Scene I
Faustus is alone. He is experiencing a mental and spiritual conflict. The
appearance of the Good and Bad Angels accentuates this conflict. At last evil
scores a victory and Faustus decides to go ahead with his plan of selling his soul
to the Devil. Mephistopheles tells him that he must sign a contract with his own
blood. Faustus stabs his arm to draw blood but finds that the blood has congealed
before he can write. Mephistopheles brings some burning coals with whose heat
Faustus warms the arms and blood starts flowing once again. After the contract
has been signed Faustus discovers to his horror that some written character have
appeared on his arm. They are the Latin words Homo, fuge meaning Man, fly
away. The terms of the contract are explained. For a span of twenty-four years
Faustus will have everything that he desires but at the end of this period he must
surrender his body and soul to Lucifer. Lucifer also gives Mephistopheles a book
of magic with whose help he would be able to command the forces of nature,
produce gold and call up the spirits of the dead.
Scene II
Faustus is once again despondent, but Mephistopheles tries to reassure him.
The Good and Bad Angels appear once again. Faustus regrets that he has forsworn
the eternal joys of heaven, but remembers the miracles he has been able to perform
with the aid of magic. He questions Mephistopheles about the planets but is
disgusted to find that the answers given by him are exactly those which every
young studentnay, even the servant Wagnercould have given. He then asks
Mephistopheles to tell him who made the world. The fiend refuses to do so,
claiming that he is forbidden to, say anything which is against their own kingdom.
Faustus claims that he has been befouled and calls upon God. At this Lucifer and
Belzebub appear along with Mephistopheles. Lucifer warns Faustus sternly not
to speak of God because that is against the contract which he has signed. Faustus
agrees to the condition. To distract the troubled mind of Faustus Mephistopheles
arranges a showthe pageant of the Seven Deadly Sins, who come and introduce
themselves.
Scene III
The serious scene is followed by the comic subplot. As soon as Faustus
leaves the stag, the two clowns, Robin and Dick, enter and begin to talk about
the power of conjuring. Like the earlier comic scenes, this scene too provides a
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parody on Faustus action in the preceding scene. The two clowns show their
preoccupation with these sins in a comic way. They talk of the mystery of their
knowledge of the flirtation of their mistress. Again, they would like to employ
their power of conjuring to secure different kinds of wines without having to pay
for them. In short, they are also looking for short-cuts to pleasures and enjoyment,
something which Faustus is also doing; for magic for him is nothing but a shortcut to power, pleasure, and knowledge. The clowns action thus provides a
commentary on Faustus own action; also it prefigures the spiritual degeneration
of Faustus in the middle part which follows this comic scene.
Act II  Critical Comments
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The Act II is packed with action and it gives the reader a premonition of what
Faustus fate would be. It begins with his pact with the devil and ends in a pageant
of the seven deadly sins. His tragedy arises from the fact that he wants to become
a devil in human form, but does not cease to be a human being. He assumes
obdurate pride but cannot kill his conscience. This conscience freezes his blood
when he is about to write, Faustus gives his soul to thee, and when the pact has
been signed it gives the warning with the imaginary phrase fly away. All his
talk about hell as a fiction and the old wives tale, and his offer to sacrifice a
thousand souls are meant to silence his conscience, not to assert a conviction.
Secondly, the scene gives an inkling into the nature of Mephistopheles, the subtle
mockery and irony. Thus, when Faustus, says that Hell is a fiction and there is no
pain after death he quietly replies, think so still, till experience change thy mind;
when the former inquires, I thinkest thou that Faustus shall be damned The replies,
Of necessity, here is the scroll wherein thou shalt given thy soul to Lucifer.
After the pact has been signed and Mephistopheles has placed his services
at his disposal, Faustus has forgotten his grand plans. The first demand he makes
is to have a beautiful wife. But instead of obeying him Mephistopheles asks him
politely to dismiss the thought of marriage and its ceremonies from his mind. It
means that Faustus is not going to command Mephistopheles, but to be
commanded by him in all matters except those which are calculated to strengthen
the bond which ties him to the feet of Lucifer.
The second scene, with the parade of the seven deadly scenes This scene
carries the tragedy of Faustus a step further and shows him gradually getting
entangled into the trap he deliberately wrought in his blind pride to get above his
limitations. But it is revealed that the new life he has embraced has its own
restrictions. Thus Mephistopheles refuses to talk about God in apparent violation
of the articles of agreement because the subject is out of the bounds of hell.
Again, instead of being the master of the devils, he is becoming their servant,
and as soon as he shows signs of revolt and begins to think of God, heaven and
Christ, he is threatened into submission and into reaffirming his allegiance to
Lucifer and hostility towards God, his scriptures and his ministers. His attitude
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towards the seven deadly sins and desire to see hell reveals a new development
in his character, which is symptomatic of his degradation.
Marlowe does not villainise his protagonist. He remains an honest man at
heart, who is lured by the pleasures offered to him. He tells Lucifer that the
spectacle of the seven sins will delight his soul as much as the first sight of
heaven did the newly-created Adam. And this in the face of the solemn promise
he has made to Lucifer to forget God, heaven and creation. This scene carries the
tragedy of Faustus a step further and shows him gradually getting entangled into
the trap he deliberately wrought in his blind pride to get above his limitations.
But it is revealed that the new life he has embraced has its own restrictions. Thus
Mephistopheles refuses to talk about God in apparent violation of the articles of
agreement because the subject is out of the bounds of hell. Again, instead of
being the master of the devils, he is becoming their servant, and as soon as he
shows signs of revolt and begins to think of God, heaven and Christ, he is
threatened into submission and into re-affirming his allegiance to Lucifer and
hostility towards God, his scriptures and his ministers. His attitude towards the
seven deadly sins and desire to see hell reveals a new development in his character,
which is symptomatic of his degradation. The last scene of the act introduces us
to two clowns, who, from now onwards, play ironic counterparts to Faustus. All
of Faustus actions are parodied by the two clowns who, provide comic relief on
the one hand, trivialise all of his adventures to seem like clownish gimmicks.
Chorus I
The chorus is a connecting link between the first part and the first episode
of the middle part. It describes what cannot be presented on the stage. It refers to
the journey of Faustus in a fiery chariot drawn by a yoke of dragons to starry
heavens to explore the mysteries of the sky, after which he started on his travels
on earth to gratify his curiosity about the cities, men and manners of different
countries in the world. Thus we find that Faustus has been busy collecting
sensations, earthly distinctions and money, and he has almost entirely forgotten
the ambition to reign as a deity on this earth. He has reached Rome to see the
Pope and his court, and, in a manner, to take part in the holy Peters feast.

Notes

Act III Summary
Scene I
We have now reached the middle of the play, which is considered to be its
weakest part and which has generally been considered the work of collaborators
and interpolators. This part consists of a series of scenes in a low key which,
dramatically, serve to underline the degeneration of Dr. Faustus, a mighty magician
who sold his soul to the devil to become a superman, but who has, in fact, become
a petty trickster, playing pranks on ordinary mortals. The first of the scenes (III.i)
open with Faustus and Mephistopheles in conversation about the cities, courts,
rivers and mountains which they have visited on their way to Rome: namely, the
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stately and impregnable Tier, Paris, Naples etc. Now they are in Rome and prepare
far their tricks against the Pope of Rome, the head of Catholic Christianity.
Mephistopheles assures Faustus that they have now reached Rome, the
famous city which stands on seven hills, and through which runs the famous
stream of Tiber, dividing the city into two parts. Among the four bridges on this
river there is one named Ponce Angelo, on which strong castle stored with arms
and ammunition of all kinds.
Faustus expresses his desire to visit this famous city. Mephistopheles invites
him to take part in Saint Peters feast which he will see a group of friars. They
become invisible and watch the proceedings in the papal court.
The action in this scene displays Pope Adrian, the Roman Catholic Pope, in
his full glory, pomp and pride. In him one sees not so much a spiritual head of
half the world, but instead a kind of proud conqueror, willing to use his defeated
rival, Bruno, as a footstool. Bruno, who was made Pope by the Emperor of
Germany, is now a captive waiting for his punishment. But Pope Adrian is himself
no model of a spiritual man. By putting on the disguise of two cardinals Faustus
and Mephistopheles manage to get Bruno out of the papal custody and to send
him on the back of dragons, to the court of the Emperor of Germany. The two
cardinals, when they appear, are imprisoned for their sloth and sent to prison.
This scene has been variously interpreted. Some critics have found Faustus
fooling of the Pope nothing but low comedy, something which, they think, clearly
shows Marlowes own anti-papal bias. Some others have seen in his tricks the
degeneration of his character. The fact seems to be, though, that Marlowe uses
this scene to generalize human propensity for sin. The presence of the devils in
the court of the Pope is, symbolically, a comment not on the ignorance of the
Pope but also on the general pervasive power of evil. The Popes conduct in this
scene also shows that even the head of Christianity is not above sinfulness; so,
the case of Faustus, a sinner, is easy to understand.
Scene II
In the next scene, III.ii, Marlowe again shows the helplessness of an otherwise
proud and arrogant Pope. The feast of St. Peter begins in all the courtly splendour.
Mephistopheles and Faustus, who are invisible, disturb the feast, Faustus
snatching one dish after another from the hands of the Pope. The Pope looks
aghast but a cardinal tells him that perhaps it is some ghost come out of purgatory
to seek pardon. Pope begins to cross himself again, despite Faustus warning
Faustus then gives the Pope blows on the ears. The Pope curses the invisible
beings and orders the friars to sing a dirge to calm down the fury of these disturbed
spirits. But the friars also get beaten as they begin to sing the dirge.
Scene III
The comic scene that follows Faustus two scenes in the papal court is another
one of low comedy. The clown Robin and Dick enter and flatter themselves on
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their successful stealing of a silver cup from the tavern. Their in stealing is a
parody of Faustus snatching of the dishes from the hand of the Pope in the
preceding scene. The vintner who comes to demand the cup back is again shown
some tricks by Robin and Dick. But the vintner is unconvinced of the innocence
of the clowns. Robin then raises Mephistopheles to punish the vintner.
Mephistopheles obliges by appearing before them but he vents his anger at the
two clowns rather than at the vintner. He transforms one of them into an ape and
the other into a dog.
The scene is not without its thematic connection with the main Faustus
scenes. In the first place, the clowns reduce Faustus practice of magic to its
lowest denominator. Their punishment by Mephistopheles also prefigures Faustus
own at the hands of the devil that he serves. More immediately, however, the
metamorphosis of the clowns into a dog and an ape ironically comments on
Faustus earlier dreams of transcendence through magic. For, like the clowns, he
too has been practising magic to pursue his baser appetites, and the metamorphosis
he has undergone through magic has helped to make him merely an itinerant
magician who delights in playing petty tricks with petty mortals. Gone is the
earlier titanic aspirant of the opening of the play. An inner degeneration has
overtaken Faustus and the pity is that he is not even aware of it.
Chorus II
Acts III and IV, like II and III, are also separated by the entry of the chorus.
This time the chorus informs us that after visiting various cities and royal courts
Faustus returned home to the delight of his friends and admirers, who were missing
his company badly. He gave them great joy and satisfaction with the accounts of
his travels and new discoveries in astronomy. Meanwhile, his fame has spread
far and wide, and he has been invited, among many others, by Charles V, the
Emperor of Germany, in whose court he is now seen with his courtiers and the
royal couple. What he did there is presented in the next scene.

Notes

Act IV Summary
Scene I
Before Faustus enters along with the Emperor and his train, we are informed
of the doctors arrival in Germany through the choric comments of some German
knights: Benvolio, Martino, and Frederick. In the process, we also learn of
Benvolios scepticism about the powers of magic. Benvolio pours his disgust at
the way Pope Bruno took the help of the devils dragons to escape the papal
custody at Rome and to reach Germany. This part of the scene provides a narrative
connection between the scenes in Rome and those in Germany Faustus is welcome
not only because of his superb magical skills but, more importantly, because he
has helped the Emperor of Germany by freeing his elected Pope, Bruno, from
the Catholic Pope Adrian.
When the Emperor and his court meet in the scene, Faustus is there along
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with his attendants, among whom Mephistopheles is one. The Emperor tells
Faustus of the glory of his own ancestors and expresses a desire to see the most
famous among them, namely, Alexander the Great and his paramour. Faustus
promises to show him the spirits of Alexander and his beloved with the warning
that they should not be touched or spoken to. For, he frankly admits, it will be
the spirits assuming the shapes of the deed Emperor and his paramour, and
therefore they will be shadows and not substantial bodies.
All this while, the knight Benvolio has been muttering words of mockery
and impertinence against the Doctor, and at this point engages himself directly
in a passage of arms with him, taking occasion to allude to Actaeon and his
transformation into a stag. Faustus decides to teach him a lesson, but immediately
he concerns himself with presenting the shadows of Alexander and his beloved.
The Emperor is fully satisfied that the copies are quite true to the original. Faustus
now turns to the sceptical knight whom he has given horns on the head. At the
Emperors request, Faustus revokes the horns of Benvolio. But Benvolio cannot
forget the disgrace and decides to avenge himself on the conjurer.
Scenes II and III
Benvolios revenge follows in IV.ii. He and his companions along with a
group of soldiers ambush Faustus. Benvolio strikes off Faustus head and mocks
at his defeat, little knowing that the head he has struck off is in fact a false one.
After the knights have mockingly described what they would do with Faustus
dead body, the Doctor comes back to life again and pronounces his punishment
on them for what they have done to him. Despite the entreaties of these knights,
Faustus orders his spirits to drag them through mud and dirt, bushes and briars.
In the next scene (IV.iii) the audience is shown the sad plight of the knights.
Besmeared with dirt and mud and with horns on their heads, they seem to be the
inhabitants of hell. Aware of their humiliation as well as helplessness against the
conjurer, they all decide to retire to Benvolios fort in an isolated place and to
wait there till the signs of their disgrace have disappeared.
Scene IV
The horse-courser scene (IV.iv) which follows Faustus adventures in or
around the court of the Emperor of Germany has no specific locality. It is in an
unspecified Green that Faustus meets the horse-courser who has taken a fancy,
to the Doctors horse. He is willing to pay forty dollars for the horse. After some
initial reluctance Faustus finally sells the horse to this horse-dealer for the amount
offered by the latter. Faustus, however, gives him the warning that he should not
take the horse into water.
Unmindful of the Doctors instruction, the horse-dealer takes his newlybought horse into a flowing stream and discovers to his horror that he is riding a
bottle of hay. The horse, in fact, was no more than that. The horse-courser realizes
his folly, comes back to Faustus, who is sleeping in a chair, and pulls his leg off.
Horrified at what he has done, he escapes from the place with Faustus wooden
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leg in his hand.
This is the only scene in the middle part of the play where Faustus conscience
is temporarily moved by a feeling of remorse. After he parts with the horse, he
begins to feel what he has become. But a life of sinfulness has hardened his
heart. Like a typical sinner he postpones his repentance and lulls his conscience
to sleep. This shows how farther he has come from his own earlier self when the
conflict within would be externalized by the appearance of the two angels. Nothing
of the sort, happens this time.
Towards the end of the scene, Wagner comes and informs Faustus that the
Duke of Vanholt has invited him to perform his magical tricks in the court. This
links the scene with the rest of the middle part.
Scene V
The next scene is localized in a roadside tavern where the victims of Faustus
tricks meet and narrate their experiences with the magician. The carter tells the
story of how he was once cheated of his whole cart-load of hay. The horsecourser narrates his own experience dramatized in the preceding scene. Dick
refers to their transformation into an ape and a dog because of their conjuring of
Mephistopheles. All of them plan to avenge themselves on Faustus and for this
purpose move towards the court of the Duke of Vanholt.
Scene VI
In this scene (VI.vi) Faustus is shown with the Duke and the Duchess of
Vanholt, who are very pleased with the entertainments which Faustus has
provided. On the bidding of the Duke he showed an enchanted castle built in the
air (off-stage) and on the request of the Duchess, he presents (on-stage) sweet
grapes in the dead of winter. Just then, the clowns whom we met in a roadside
tavern in the preceding scene force their entry into the court. Faustus plays more
tricks with them. As they begin to tell him what he has done with them, turn by
turn, Faustus charms each of them dumb.

Notes

Act IV  Critical Comments
Though these scenes in the middle part are not a causal and logical outcome
of what Faustus did in the first part of the play, these scenes do have a strong
thematic connection. For they show what Faustus becomes during the twenty
four year grace period which the bond allows, and how he employs his knowledge
and power attained through his contract with the devil.
As the action in these scenes progresses, Faustus goes farther and farther
from his earlier, heroic self. From a titanic aspirant and supposedly a usurper of
Gods place in the created universe, he becomes a petty trickster who plays vulgar
jokes with Popes as well as clowns. Gone are the earlier ambitions of filling
public schools with silk, of building a bridge over oceans, and driving the Prince
of Parma from his land. Instead, he is now happy to mix with the clowns, to play
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practical jokes with them, and to receive rewards from Emperors and Dukes. In
short, he has become an itinerant magician who needs the patronage of princes.
Though the audience is delighted by his magical tricks, it knows the horrible
price which this one-time scholar has offered the devil for these tricks.
Act V Summary
Scene I
It is this section, that the tragic element of the play unfold. Faustus himself
becomes aware of the price he will have to pay. The first scene opens in Faustus
house and the situation is described by Wagner. Faustus has prepared his will in
Wagners favour and from this the servant easily infers that his master means to
die shortly. Yet, strangely enough, Faustus is found banqueting and carousing
with the scholars. As soon as the feast ends, Faustus asks the Scholars what they
would like him to perform. They tell him that they have decided to see the spirit
of Helen, the peerless dame of Greece. Faustus obliges them by presenting this
paragon of excellence before them. As the Scholars take leave, Faustus is visited
by an Old Man. This old man exhorts Faustus to give up his life, of sin and to
pray sincerely to God. For he is certain that Gods mercy is infinite and that
Faustus sin can still be forgiven provided he prays with full sincerity of heart.
For a moment Faustus is shaken by a strong feeling of repentance. He tries
to pray, but Mephistopheles immediately threatens him with the tearing of his
limbs. Lacking faith in Gods mercy and overly conscious of his own sin, Faustus
is now full of despair. He gives up the idea of repenting; instead, he asks
Mephistopheles to punish the Old Man for his exhortation. Secondly, he asks the
devil to make Helen his paramour so that he can extinguish all thoughts of
salvation. Since this is not against the interest of the kingdom of Hell,
Mephistopheles immediately obliges.
Faustus is lost in an ecstasy of love with the spirit of Helen and utters his
passionate rhapsody in praise of the Greek beauty. Little does he realize that the
spirit he makes love to is not the original Helen but a devil disguised as she.
There is irony in the whole apostrophe. For example, when he asks this Helen to
make him immortal with a kiss, he does not realize that the immortality he
will ultimately get from this contact will be one of hell. At this stage, the Old
Man, who silently watches Faustus love-making, feels sure that even though
Gods mercy is infinite, there is no likelihood that Faustus will repent and partake
of it.
Critical Comments

36

Self Learning
Material

This scene is crucial in many respects. It shows the conflict between opposite
impulses in the heart of Faustus. The struggle between heaven and hell becomes
acute; and Faustus succumbs to evil once again despite the contrary impulse to
retrace his steps and seek Gods forgiveness.
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In this scene Mephistopheles also appears in his true colours. The passionate
devil of the conjuring scene, whom some critics have taken as speaker of honest
truths assumes his traditional role. Far from being a pliant servant of the
Doctor, he clearly becomes his master. The conflict between Faustus becomes
more external now, as, on the one hand, he is guided by the Old Man and, on the
other, forced by Mephistopheles. This is significant; for the internal conflict
within Faustus has been resolved one way, in favour of evil. The good in him has
very nearly vanished. That is why he cannot assert himself before the devil and
immediately yields before the latters threats.
Sensual delight has now become the sole resource of Faustus to divert him
from his accumulated despair, so he begs Mephistopheles to give him Helen.
But although he imagines himself in the role of an ecstatic lover, the fact is that
it is only an escapism on his part; for his embracing of Helen is meant to be the
way out of conflict. So although Faustus momentarily forgets himself in the
embraces of this devil-Helen, the audience knows, through the underlying irony
of his passionate rhapsody, that Faustus is very nearly beyond redemption. Despair
has completely overpowered him and there seems little probability of his attempt
to save himself through contrition, prayer and repentance.
Scene II
The much dreaded fatal night finally comes in V.ii. The three chief devils in
the play, Lucifer, Belzebub, and Mephistopheles, ascend to the upper-stage to
preside on Faustus death and damnation. They leave the audience in no doubt
what they stand for and what their attitude towards Faustus has been: for them,
he is only a subject of their monarchy, although the Doctor had all along thought
that he was their master. But the truth dawns on him in this scene.
The scholars ask him to look up to heaven and remember that Gods mercy
is infinite. But Faustus is caught in utter despair and believes that the serpent
that tempted Eve may be saved, but not Faustus. He has worked wonders with
his magic which the whole world has witnessed, but it is he alone who will now
pay the terrible price. This is an example of extreme despair, for Faustus is
completely convinced in his mind that God will not forgive him even if he repents.
The scholars want to stay with him but Faustus forbids them lest they should
perish with him. One would think that a man who can think of others well-being
at such a time is not wholly evil. But it is Faustus own despair which stands in
the way. So the scholars finally bid him farewell and leave him to face the fatal
hour alone.
As soon as the scholars leave, Mephistopheles appears to confirm Faustus
in his despair. The devil now confesses that it was he who had turned the pages
of the scriptures when Faustus was making his initial choice of necromancy.
This further strengthens Faustus despair for he realizes that by signing the bond
he had become a mere puppet in the hand of the devil. So he is full of remorse.
The two angels appear just before the last hour and show Faustus a vision
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of heaven which he has lost and of hell to which he will for ever be consigned.
This time the two angels agree that Faustus salvation is out of question. The
only thing left for them to say is what he has lost and what he is now going to
suffer perpetually.
The clock strikes eleven, and Faustus heart-rendering anguish comes out
in a poetry which has been aptly described as a perfect dramatic vehicle. Faustus
now prays to the spheres to stop their movement so that time stops moving,
midnight never comes, and he can still be saved. But time will not stop at his
bidding; the stars continue to shine; time, to move; and Faustus realizes that
eternity of hell cannot be now wished away. Just at this moment he sees Christs
blood streaming in the firmament and realizes that even half a drop of this blood
could save him. But the vision of mercy yields place to a vision of Gods wrath:
The biblical God of justice looks at Faustus with wrathful brows. Faustus would
like earth to gape, so that he can conceal himself from the wrath of God. But
even that would not be. Gradually, all the routes of escape are closed. Faustus
had hoped that his ghost would go and live with the old philosophers, but
now he realizes that this cannot be. If Pythagoras theory of the transmigration of
soul could be true, his soul could have transmigrated into the body of a beast and
evaded damnation. He would like to be a beast, for the souls of all beasts dissolve
into their elements after the death of the body. The man who had considered his
soul a trivial thing and who would have gladly given a thousand souls to the
devil, if he had them, now finds even the one soul that he has a big problem. He
would find out alibiCursed be the parents that engendered mebut knows
that it was his own fault to have signed the bond with the devil.
The fatal hour strikes and there is thunder and lightning. Faustus is still
struggling to catch at straws. He wishes his body to melt into air and his soul to
become a drop of water and lose itself in the vast ocean, never to be found. But
the devils appear on the stage and drag Faustus to hell. Quite appropriately, the
last word that Faustus utters in the play is Mephistopheles.
Critical Comments
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This is the most pathetic scene in the whole play and shows Faustus full of
remorse. He laments his lot to those scholars whose company he has avoided
during his infatuation for the profit and delight which the black art seemed to
promise. A pathetic softness has come in him and the prose in which he makes
his confession has a haunting rhythm about it; for vain pleasure I of twentyfour years hath Faustus lost eternal joy and felicity.
By his deed Faustus has reduced himself to the plight of a trapped bird,
which flutters desperately to liberate itself, but the more it struggles the tighter
grows the net around it. There is tragic inevitability in Faustus story, even though
the Christian framework of the play did not allow for such an irreversible pattern.
For though Faustus remains free to repent until the very end of the play, his bent

Dr. Faustus: Christopher Marlowe

of mind is such that he is utterly despaired and will not repent. There is no
question any longer of self-reliance or of the preservation of any of the barriers
that hold the personality together. For personality is dissolving under a touch
more rare than has ever been portrayed in art, and we have only absolute and
isolated passion, unmodified and uncontaminated by the influences which must
confuse all others. The mind upon the verge of dissolution is given over to the
pure fear, absorbed by the inexpressible horror of the doom before it. A strange
spiritual alchemy is at work: the soul itself disintegrates under our eyes. Marlowe
follows Faustus further across the border line between consciousness and
dissolution than any of his contemporaries. With Shakespeare, and Webster, death
is a sudden severing of life; their men die conscious to the last of some part at
least of their surroundings, influenced, even upheld, by that consciousness, and
preserving the personality, characteristics they have possessed through life . In
Marlowes Faustus alone is all this set aside. He penetrates deeply into the
experience of a mind isolated from the past, absorbed in the realization of its
own destruction.
Scene III
This tribute to Faustus first comes from the scholars who come to visit his
room in the morning. Looking at his dismembered limbs and remembering the
horrible shrieks which they heard during the night, they are in no doubt that
Faustus has ultimately paid the price for his horrible sin. Nevertheless, Faustus
was a scholar, once loved and admired by all the scholars. So, they all decide to
give Faustus a proper burial.

Notes

The Epilogue
The formal epilogue, read by the chorus, continues with this funeral tribute. The
chorus now sums up the positive as well as the negative aspects of Faustus
career, The symbol of the tree used by the chorus aptly describes Faustus life.
The tree that is finally cut off was Apollos laurel bough. Had it grown straight,
it would have brought honour and admiration, but since it became crooked, it
had to be cut off. But the fact the Faustus was an exceptionally intelligent and
learned man makes his tragedy all the more poignant. He was enticed by the
apparent depth of magic which has now brought about his ruin. So the epilogue
ends with the an ironic exhortation, that Faustus will thus be an example for the
one who would want to practise what the heavenly power forbids. Marlowe thus
ends the play with a didactic rhetoric which is intentionally ironic.

1.6 SELF-ASSESSMENT
1.

In the Prologue, who introduces the story of Doctor Faustus?
(a) The Chorus
(b) Faustus
(c) Mephastophilis
(d) Wagner
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2.

To which Greek mythological character is Faustus compared in the Prologue?
(a) Hercules
(b) Perseus
(c) Icarus
(d) Theseus
3. What fields of learning does Faustus consider before he turns to magic?
(a) Chemistry, biology, and physics
(b) Logic, medicine, law, and theology
(c) Navigation, astronomy, rhetoric, and theology
(d) Grammar, history, science, and Latin
4. Which characters instruct Faustus in the dark arts?
(a) The scholars
(b) Wagner and Robin
(c) The good and bad angels
(d) Cornelius and Valdes
5. When he first summons Mephastophilis, how does Faustus ask him to
appear?
(a) In the shape of a Franciscan friar
(b) In the shape of a beautiful woman
(c) As a winged creature with horns
(d) As a handsome young man
6. What is the name of the ruler of hell in Doctor Faustus?
(a) Satan
(b) Mephastophilis
(c) Lucifer
(d) Belzebub
7. How long does Faustus demand that Mephastophilis serve him?
(a) Thirty years
(b) Twenty-four years
(c) One hour
(d) A century
8. What does Faustus offer in return for this service?
(a) All his riches
(b) The life of his first-born child
(c) Nothing
(d) His soul
9. How does Faustus sign his compact with Lucifer?
(a) In his own blood
(b) In the blood of a virgin
(c) In ink produced in hell
(d) He doesnt
10. What is the meaning of the words that appear on Faustuss arm in Latin?
(a) Satans own
(b) Prince of Darkness
(c) Fly, man
(d) You are doomed
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Doctor Faustus, a well-respected German scholar, grows dissatisfied with the
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limits of traditional forms of knowledgelogic, medicine, law, and religion
and decides that he wants to learn to practice magic. His friends Valdes and
Cornelius instruct him in the black arts, and he begins his new career as a magician
by summoning up Mephastophilis, a devil. Despite Mephastophiliss warnings
about the horrors of hell, Faustus tells the devil to return to his master, Lucifer,
with an offer of Faustuss soul in exchange for twenty-four years of service from
Mephastophilis. Meanwhile, Wagner, Faustuss servant, has picked up some
magical ability and uses it to press a clown named Robin into his service.
Mephastophilis returns to Faustus with word that Lucifer has accepted
Faustuss offer. Faustus experiences some misgivings and wonders if he should
repent and save his soul; in the end, though, he agrees to the deal, signing it with
his blood. As soon as he does so, the words Homo fuge, Latin for O man,
fly, appear branded on his arm. Faustus again has second thoughts, but
Mephastophilis bestows rich gifts on him and gives him a book of spells to
learn. Later, Mephastophilis answers all of his questions about the nature of the
world, refusing to answer only when Faustus asks him who made the universe.
This refusal prompts yet another bout of misgivings in Faustus, but
Mephastophilis and Lucifer bring in personifications of the Seven Deadly Sins
to prance about in front of Faustus, and he is impressed enough to quiet his
doubts.
Armed with his new powers and attended by Mephastophilis, Faustus begins
to travel. He goes to the popes court in Rome, makes himself invisible, and
plays a series of tricks. He disrupts the popes banquet by stealing food and
boxing the popes ears. Following this incident, he travels through the courts of
Europe, with his fame spreading as he goes. Eventually, he is invited to the court
of the German emperor, Charles V (the enemy of the pope), who asks Faustus to
allow him to see Alexander the Great, the famed fourth-century b.c. Macedonian
king and conqueror. Faustus conjures up an image of Alexander, and Charles is
suitably impressed. A knight scoffs at Faustuss powers, and Faustus chastises
him by making antlers sprout from his head. Furious, the knight vows revenge.
Meanwhile, Robin, Wagners clown, has picked up some magic on his own,
and with his fellow stablehand, Rafe, he undergoes a number of comic
misadventures. At one point, he manages to summon Mephastophilis, who
threatens to turn Robin and Rafe into animals (or perhaps even does transform
them; the text isnt clear) to punish them for their foolishness.
Faustus then goes on with his travels, playing a trick on a horse-courser
along the way. Faustus sells him a horse that turns into a heap of straw when
ridden into a river. Eventually, Faustus is invited to the court of the Duke of
Vanholt, where he performs various feats. The horse-courser shows up there,
along with Robin, a man named Dick (Rafe in the A text), and various others
who have fallen victim to Faustuss trickery. But Faustus casts spells on them
and sends them on their way, to the amusement of the duke and duchess.
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As the twenty-four years of his deal with Lucifer come to a close, Faustus
begins to dread his impending death. He has Mephastophilis call up Helen of
Troy, the famous beauty from the ancient world, and uses her presence to impress
a group of scholars. An old man urges Faustus to repent, but Faustus drives him
away. Faustus summons Helen again and exclaims rapturously about her beauty.
But time is growing short. Faustus tells the scholars about his pact, and they are
horror-stricken and resolve to pray for him. On the final night before the expiration
of the twenty-four years, Faustus is overcome by fear and remorse. He begs for
mercy, but it is too late. At midnight, a host of devils appears and carries his soul
off to hell. In the morning, the scholars find Faustuss limbs and decide to hold a
funeral for him

1.8 KEY-WORDS
1.
2.

Penelope
Saba

:
:

3.
4.

Achilles
Semele

:
:

5.
6.

Aretheusa
Pythagoras

:
:

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Apollo
:
Demogorgon
:
Alexanders paramour
Menelaus
:
Justinian
:
Musaeus
:
Queen of Love
:
Wise Bacon
:

Wife of Ulysses; symbol of wifely-faithfulness.
(Or Sheba) The Queen of Sheba who held
discourses with Solomon.
Greek hero whose weak spot was in his heel.
Beloved of Zeus, who perished because she could
not stand his. sight
Water-nymph loved by Alpheus.
Greek philosopher who propounded the doctrine
of transmigration of souls.
God of poetry.
A potent evil spirit.
: Either Roxane or Thais.
Husband of Helen.
Roman emperor and writer of law books.
Son of the legendary musician, Orpheus.
the goddess Venus.
Roger Bacon, the medieval scientist, (not Francis
Bacon).

1.9 REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.
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2.
3.
4.

Write a note on Marlowes contribution to the development of tragic drama.
Illustrate with, reference to Doctor Faustus.
What are the distinctive qualities of Marlowe as a dramatist?
Bring out the Renaissance and medieval elements in Doctor Faustus.
Bring out the Implication of the remark: Doctor Faustus is full of the spirit
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of Renaissance ambition and virtue, but there is also a specifically Christian
background.
5. Comment on the view that Doctor Faustus is not a Christian morality play.
6. Discuss this play as an expression of anti-Christian protest.
7. Doctor Faustus begins and ends magnificently, but this magnificence is
dissipated by the comic and the farcical scenes (F. P. Wilson). Examine the
play in the light of the above observation.
8. Do you agree with the view that Marlowes Doctor Faustus is without a
plot ?
9. Explain clearly what is meant when it is said that Doctor Faustus has a
beginning and an end, but no middle.
10. Write a note on Marlowes conception of the character of Doctor Faustus.
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Self-Assessment
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UNIT - 2
OTHELLO: WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
STRUCTURE
2.0 Objectives
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Plot Overview
2.3 Analysis of Major Characters
2.4 Themes, Motifs & Symbols
2.5 Chapter-Wise Summary and Analysis
2.6 Important Quotations Explained
2.7 Self-Assessment
2.8 Summary
2.9 Key-Words
2.10 Review Questions
2.11 Further Readings

2.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, students will be able to:

Discuss the plot and themes of Othello

2.1 INTRODUCTION
The most influential writer in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was
born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon,
England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education
proceeded no further. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and
had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled
to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical acclaim quickly
followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in
England and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of
Elizabeth I (ruled 15581603) and James I (ruled 16031625), and he was a
favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeares company the
greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of Kings
Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616
at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeares death, literary luminaries
such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.
Shakespeares works were collected and printed in various editions in the
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century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as
the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented
admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeares life,
but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeares
personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact
and from Shakespeares modest education that Shakespeares plays were actually
written by someone elseFrancis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most
popular candidatesbut the support for this claim is overwhelmingly
circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.
In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be
viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his
name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeares
plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so
influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture
ever after.
Othello was first performed by the Kings Men at the court of King James I
on November 1, 1604. Written during Shakespeares great tragic period, which
also included the composition of Hamlet (1600), King Lear (16045), Macbeth
(1606), and Antony and Cleopatra (16067), Othello is set against the backdrop
of the wars between Venice and Turkey that raged in the latter part of the sixteenth
century. Cyprus, which is the setting for most of the action, was a Venetian outpost
attacked by the Turks in 1570 and conquered the following year. Shakespeares
information on the Venetian-Turkish conflict probably derives from The History
of the Turks by Richard Knolles, which was published in England in the autumn
of1603. The story of Othello is also derived from another sourcean Italian
prose tale written in 1565 by Giovanni Battista Giraldi Cinzio (usually referred
to as Cinthio). The original story contains the bare bones of Shakespeares plot:
a Moorish general is deceived by his ensign into believing his wife is unfaithful.
To Cinthios story Shakespeare added supporting characters such as the rich
young dupe Roderigo and the outraged and grief-stricken Brabanzio,
Desdemonas father. Shakespeare compressed the action into the space of a few
days and set it against the backdrop of military conflict. And, most memorably,
he turned the ensign, a minor villain, into the arch-villain Iago.
The question of Othellos exact race is open to some debate. The word
Moor now refers to the Islamic Arabic inhabitants of North Africa who conquered
Spain in the eighth century, but the term was used rather broadly in the period
and was sometimes applied to Africans from other regions. George Abbott, for
example, in his A Brief Description of the Whole World of 1599, made distinctions
between blackish Moors and black Negroes; a 1600 translation of John Leos
The History and Description of Africa distinguishes white or tawny Moors of
the Mediterranean coast of Africa from the Negroes or black Moors of the
south. Othellos darkness or blackness is alluded to many times in the play, but
Shakespeare and other Elizabethans frequently described brunette or darker than
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average Europeans as black. The opposition of black and white imagery that
runs throughout Othello is certainly a marker of difference between Othello and
his European peers, but the difference is never quite so racially specific as a
modern reader might imagine it to be.
While Moor characters abound on the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage, none
are given so major or heroic a role as Othello. Perhaps the most vividly
stereotypical black character of the period is Aaron, the villain of Shakespeares
early play Titus Andronicus. The antithesis of Othello, Aaron is lecherous, cunning,
and vicious; his final words are: If one good deed in all my life I did / I do
repent it to my very soul (Titus Andronicus, V.iii.188189). Othello, by contrast,
is a noble figure of great authority, respected and admired by the duke and senate
of Venice as well as by those who serve him, such as Cassio, Montano, and
Lodovico. Only Iago voices an explicitly stereotypical view of Othello, depicting
him from the beginning as an animalistic, barbarous, foolish outsider.

2.2 PLOT OVERVIEW
Othello begins on a street in Venice, in the midst of an argument between
Roderigo, a rich man, and Iago. Roderigo has been paying Iago to help him in
his suit to Desdemona. But Roderigo has just learned that Desdemona has married
Othello, a general whom Iago begrudgingly serves as ensign. Iago says he hates
Othello, who recently passed him over for the position of lieutenant in favor of
the inexperienced soldier Michael Cassio.
Unseen, Iago and Roderigo cry out to Brabanzio that his daughter Desdemona
has been stolen by and married to Othello, the Moor. Brabanzio finds that his
daughter is indeed missing, and he gathers some officers to find Othello. Not
wanting his hatred of Othello to be known, Iago leaves Roderigo and hurries
back to Othello before Brabanzio sees him. At Othellos lodgings, Cassio arrives
with an urgent message from the duke: Othellos help is needed in the matter of
the imminent Turkish invasion of Cyprus. Not long afterward, Brabanzio arrives
with Roderigo and others, and accuses Othello of stealing his daughter by
witchcraft. When he finds out that Othello is on his way to speak with the duke,
-Brabanzio decides to go along and accuse Othello before the assembled senate.
Brabanzios plan backfires. The duke and senate are very sympathetic toward
Othello. Given a chance to speak for himself, Othello explains that he wooed
and won Desdemona not by witchcraft but with the stories of his adventures in
travel and war. The duke finds Othellos explanation convincing, and Desdemona
herself enters at this point to defend her choice in marriage and to announce to
her father that her allegiance is now to her husband. Brabanzio is frustrated, but
acquiesces and allows the senate meeting to resume. The duke says that Othello
must go to Cyprus to aid in the defense against the Turks, who are headed for the
island. Desdemona insists that she accompany her husband on his trip, and
preparations are made for them to depart that night.
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In Cyprus the following day, two gentlemen stand on the shore with Montano,
the governor of Cyprus. A third gentleman arrives and reports that the Turkish
fleet has been wrecked in a storm at sea. Cassio, whose ship did not suffer the
same fate, arrives soon after, followed by a second ship carrying Iago, Roderigo,
Desdemona, and Emilia, Iagos wife. Once they have landed, Othellos ship is
sighted, and the group goes to the harbor. As they wait for Othello, Cassio greets
Desdemona by clasping her hand. Watching them, Iago tells the audience that he
will use as little a web as this hand-holding to ensnare Cassio (II.i.169).
Othello arrives, greets his wife, and announces that there will be reveling
that evening to celebrate Cypruss safety from the Turks. Once everyone has left,
Roderigo complains to Iago that he has no chance of breaking up Othellos
marriage. Iago assures Roderigo that as soon as Desdemonas blood is made
dull with the act of sport, she will lose interest in Othello and seek sexual
satisfaction elsewhere (II.i.222). However, Iago warns that elsewhere will likely
be with Cassio. Iago counsels Roderigo that he should cast Cassio into disgrace
by starting a fight with Cassio at the evenings revels. In a soliloquy, Iago explains
to the audience that eliminating Cassio is the first crucial step in his plan to ruin
Othello. That night, Iago gets Cassio drunk and then sends Roderigo to start a
fight with him. Apparently provoked by Roderigo, Cassio chases Roderigo across
the stage. Governor Montano attempts to hold Cassio down, and Cassio stabs
him. Iago sends Roderigo to raise alarm in the town.
In 1582, Shakespeare married an older woman, Anne Hathaway,
and had three children with her
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The alarm is rung, and Othello, who had left earlier with plans to consummate
his marriage, soon arrives to still the commotion. When Othello demands to
know who began the fight, Iago feigns reluctance to implicate his friend Cassio,
but he ultimately tells the whole story. Othello then strips Cassio of his rank of
lieutenant. Cassio is extremely upset, and he laments to Iago, once everyone else
has gone, that his reputation has been ruined forever. Iago assures Cassio that he
can get back into Othellos good graces by using Desdemona as an intermediary.
In a soliloquy, Iago tells us that he will frame Cassio and Desdemona as lovers to
make -Othello jealous.
In an attempt at reconciliation, Cassio sends some musicians to play beneath
Othellos window. Othello, however, sends his clown to tell the musicians to go
away. Hoping to arrange a meeting with Desdemona, Cassio asks the clown, a
peasant who serves Othello, to send Emilia to him. After the clown departs, Iago
passes by and tells Cassio that he will get Othello out of the way so that Cassio
can speak privately with Desdemona. Othello, Iago, and a gentleman go to
examine some of the towns fortifications.
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Desdemona is quite sympathetic to Cassios request and promises that she
will do everything she can to make Othello forgive his former lieutenant. As
Cassio is about to leave, Othello and Iago return. Feeling uneasy, Cassio leaves
without talking to Othello. Othello inquires whether it was Cassio who just parted
from his wife, and Iago, beginning to kindle Othellos fire of jealousy, replies,
No, sure, I cannot think it, / That he would steal away so guilty-like, / Seeing
your coming (III.iii.3739).
Othello becomes upset and moody, and Iago furthers his goal of removing
both Cassio and Othello by suggesting that Cassio and Desdemona are involved
in an affair. Desdemonas entreaties to Othello to reinstate Cassio as lieutenant
add to Othellos almost immediate conviction that his wife is unfaithful. After
Othellos conversation with Iago, Desdemona comes to call Othello to supper
and finds him feeling unwell. She offers him her handkerchief to wrap around
his head, but he finds it to be [t]oo little and lets it drop to the floor (III.iii.291).
Desdemona and Othello go to dinner, and Emilia picks up the handkerchief,
mentioning to the audience that Iago has always wanted her to steal it for him.
Iago is ecstatic when Emilia gives him the handkerchief, which he plants in
Cassios room as evidence of his affair with Desdemona. When Othello
demands ocular proof (III.iii.365) that his wife is unfaithful, Iago says that he
has seen Cassio wipe his beard (III.iii.444) with Desdemonas handkerchief
the first gift Othello ever gave her. Othello vows to take vengeance on his wife
and on Cassio, and Iago vows that he will help him. When Othello sees
Desdemona later that evening, he demands the handkerchief of her, but she tells
him that she does not have it with her and attempts to change the subject by
continuing her suit on Cassios behalf. This drives Othello into a further rage,
and he storms out. Later, Cassio comes onstage, wondering about the handkerchief
he has just found in his chamber. He is greeted by Bianca, a prostitute, whom he
asks to take the handkerchief and copy its embroidery for him.
Through Iagos machinations, Othello becomes so consumed by jealousy
that he falls into a trance and has a fit of epilepsy. As he writhes on the ground,
Cassio comes by, and Iago tells him to come back in a few minutes to talk. Once
Othello recovers, Iago tells him of the meeting he has planned with Cassio. He
instructs Othello to hide nearby and watch as Iago extracts from Cassio the story
of his affair with Desdemona. While Othello stands out of earshot, Iago pumps
Cassio for information about Bianca, causing Cassio to laugh and confirm
Othellos suspicions. Bianca herself then enters with Desdemonas handkerchief,
reprimanding Cassio for making her copy out the embroidery of a love token
given to him by another woman. When Desdemona enters with Lodovico and
Lodovico subsequently gives Othello a letter from Venice calling him home and
instating Cassio as his replacement, Othello goes over the edge, striking
Desdemona and then storming out.
That night, Othello accuses Desdemona of being a whore. He ignores her
protestations, seconded by Emilia, that she is innocent. Iago assures Desdemona
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that Othello is simply upset about matters of state. Later that night, however,
Othello ominously tells Desdemona to wait for him in bed and to send Emilia
away. Meanwhile, Iago assures the still-complaining Roderigo that everything is
going as planned: in order to prevent Desdemona and Othello from leaving,
Roderigo must kill Cassio. Then he will have a clear avenue to his love.
Iago instructs Roderigo to ambush Cassio, but Roderigo misses his mark
and Cassio wounds him instead. Iago wounds Cassio and runs away. When Othello
hears Cassios cry, he assumes that Iago has killed Cassio as he said he would.
Lodovico and Graziano enter to see what the commotion is about. Iago enters
shortly thereafter and flies into a pretend rage as he discovers Cassios assailant
Roderigo, whom he murders. Cassio is taken to have his wound dressed.
Meanwhile, Othello stands over his sleeping wife in their bedchamber,
preparing to kill her. Desdemona wakes and attempts to plead with Othello. She
asserts her innocence, but Othello smothers her. Emilia enters with the news that
Roderigo is dead. Othello asks if Cassio is dead too and is mortified when Emilia
says he is not. After crying out that she has been murdered, Desdemona changes
her story before she dies, claiming that she has committed suicide. Emilia asks
Othello what happened, and Othello tells her that he has killed Desdemona for
her infidelity, which Iago brought to his attention.
Montano, Graziano, and Iago come into the room. Iago attempts to silence
Emilia, who realizes what Iago has done. At first, Othello insists that Iago has
told the truth, citing the handkerchief as evidence. Once Emilia tells him how
she found the handkerchief and gave it to Iago, Othello is crushed and begins to
weep. He tries to kill Iago but is disarmed. Iago kills Emilia and flees, but he is
caught by Lodovico and Montano, who return holding Iago captive. They also
bring Cassio, who is now in a chair because of his wound. Othello wounds Iago
and is disarmed. Lodovico tells Othello that he must come with them back to
Venice to be tried. Othello makes a speech about how he would like to be
remembered, then kills himself with a sword he had hidden on his person. The
play closes with a speech by Lodovico. He gives Othellos house and goods to
Graziano and orders that Iago be executed.

2.3 ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS
Othello
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Beginning with the opening lines of the play, Othello remains at a distance from
much of the action that concerns and affects him. Roderigo and Iago refer
ambiguously to a he or him for much of the first scene. When they begin to
specify whom they are talking about, especially once they stand beneath
Brabanzios window, they do so with racial epithets, not names. These include
the Moor (I.i.57), the thick-lips (I.i.66), an old black ram (I.i.88), and a
Barbary horse (I.i.113). Although Othello appears at the beginning of the second
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scene, we do not hear his name until well into Act I, scene iii (I.iii.48). Later,
Othellos will be the last of the three ships to arrive at Cyprus in Act II, scene i;
Othello will stand apart while Cassio and Iago supposedly discuss Desdemona
in Act IV, scene i; and Othello will assume that Cassio is dead without being
present when the fight takes place in Act V, scene i. Othellos status as an outsider
may be the reason he is such easy prey for Iago.
Although Othello is a cultural and racial outsider in Venice, his skill as a
soldier and leader is nevertheless valuable and necessary to the state, and he is
an integral part of Venetian civic society. He is in great demand by the duke and
senate, as evidenced by Cassios comment that the senate sent about three several
quests to look for Othello (I.ii.46). The Venetian government trusts Othello
enough to put him in full martial and political command of Cyprus; indeed, in
his dying speech, Othello reminds the Venetians of the service he has done
their state (V.ii.348).
Those who consider Othello their social and civic peer, such as Desdemona
and Brabanzio, nevertheless seem drawn to him because of his exotic qualities.
Othello admits as much when he tells the duke about his friendship with
Brabanzio. He says, -[Desdemonas] father loved me, oft invited me, / Still
questioned me the story of my life / From year to year (I.iii.127129). -Othello
is also able to captivate his peers with his speech. The dukes reply to Othellos
speech about how he wooed Desdemona with his tales of adventure is: I think
this tale would win my daughter too (I.iii.170).
Othello sometimes makes a point of presenting himself as an outsider,
whether because he recognizes his exotic appeal or because he is self-conscious
of and defensive about his difference from other Venetians. For example, in
spite of his obvious eloquence in Act I, scene iii, he protests, Rude am I in my
speech, / And little blessed with the soft phrase of peace (I.iii.8182). While
Othello is never rude in his speech, he does allow his eloquence to suffer as he is
put under increasing strain by Iagos plots. In the final moments of the play,
Othello regains his composure and, once again, seduces both his onstage and
offstage audiences with his words. The speech that precedes his suicide is a tale
that could woo almost anyone. It is the tension between Othellos victimization
at the hands of a foreign culture and his own willingness to torment himself that
makes him a tragic figure rather than simply Iagos ridiculous puppet.
Iago
Possibly the most heinous villain in Shakespeare, Iago is fascinating for his most
terrible characteristic: his utter lack of convincing motivation for his actions. In
the first scene, he claims to be angry at Othello for having passed him over for
the position of lieutenant (I.i. 732). At the end of Act I, scene iii, Iago says he
thinks Othello may have slept with his wife, Emilia: It is thought abroad that
twixt my sheets/He has done my office (I.iii.369370). Iago mentions this
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suspicion again at the end of Act II, scene i, explaining that he lusts after
Desdemona because he wants to get even with Othello wife for wife (II.i.286).
None of these claims seems to adequately explain Iagos deep hatred of Othello,
and Iagos lack of motivationor his inability or unwillingness to express his
true motivationmakes his actions all the more terrifying. He is willing to take
revenge on anyoneOthello, Desdemona, Cassio, Roderigo, even Emiliaat
the slightest provocation and enjoys the pain and damage he causes.
Iago is often funny, especially in his scenes with the foolish Roderigo, which
serve as a showcase of Iagos manipulative -abilities. He seems almost to wink
at the audience as he revels in his own skill. As entertained spectators, we find
ourselves on Iagos side when he is with Roderigo, but the interactions between
the two also reveal a streak of cowardice in Iagoa cowardice that becomes
manifest in the final scene, when Iago kills his own wife (V.ii.231242).
Iagos murder of Emilia could also stem from the general hatred of women
that he displays. Some readers have suggested that Iagos true, underlying motive
for persecuting Othello is his homosexual love for the general. He certainly seems
to take great pleasure in preventing Othello from enjoying marital happiness,
and he expresses his love for Othello frequently and effusively.
It is Iagos talent for understanding and manipulating the desires of those
around him that makes him both a powerful and a compelling figure. Iago is able
to take the handkerchief from Emilia and know that he can deflect her questions;
he is able to tell Othello of the handkerchief and know that Othello will not
doubt him; he is able to tell the audience, And whats he then that says I play
the villain, and know that it will laugh as though he were a clown (II.iii.310).
Though the most inveterate liar, Iago inspires all of the plays characters the trait
that is most lethal to Othello: trust.
Desdemona
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Desdemona is a more plausible, well-rounded figure than much criticism has
given her credit for. Arguments that see Desdemona as stereotypically weak and
submissive ignore the conviction and authority of her first speech (My noble
father, / I do perceive here a divided duty [I.iii.179180]) and her terse fury
after Othello strikes her (I have not deserved this [IV.i.236]). Similarly, critics
who argue that Desdemonas slightly bizarre bawdy jesting with Iago in Act II,
scene i, is either an interpolation not written by Shakespeare or a mere vulgarity
ignore the fact that Desdemona is young, sexual, and recently married. She later
displays the same chiding, almost mischievous wit in Act III, scene iii, lines 61
84, when she attempts to persuade Othello to forgive Cassio.
Desdemona is at times a submissive character, most notably in her
willingness to take credit for her own murder. In response to Emilias question,
O, who hath done this deed? Desdemonas final words are, Nobody, I myself.
Farewell. / Commend me to my kind lord. O, farewell (V.ii.133134). The play,
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then, depicts Desdemona contradictorily as a self-effacing, faithful wife and as a
bold, independent personality. This contradiction may be intentional, meant to
portray the way Desdemona herself feels after defending her choice of marriage
to her father in Act I, scene iii, and then almost immediately being put in the
position of defending her fidelity to her husband. She begins the play as a
supremely independent person, but midway through she must struggle against
all odds to convince Othello that she is not too independent. The manner in
which Desdemona is murderedsmothered by a pillow in a bed covered in her
wedding sheetsis symbolic: she is literally suffocated beneath the demands
put on her fidelity. Since her first lines, Desdemona has seemed capable of meeting
or even rising above those demands. In the end, Othello stifles the speech that
made Desdemona so powerful.
Tragically, Desdemona is apparently aware of her imminent death. She, not
Othello, asks Emilia to put her wedding sheets on the bed, and she asks Emilia
to bury her in these sheets should she die first. The last time we see Desdemona
before she awakens to find Othello standing over her with murder in his eyes,
she sings a song she learned from her mothers maid: She was in love; and he
proved mad / And did forsake her. She had a song of willow. / . . . / And she died
singing it. That song tonight / Will not go from my mind (IV.iii.2730). Like
the audience, Desdemona seems able only to watch as her husband is driven
insane with jealousy. Though she maintains to the end that she is guiltless,
Desdemona also forgives her husband (V.ii.133). Her forgiveness of Othello
may help the audience to forgive him as well.

2.4 THEMES, MOTIFS & SYMBOLS
Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
The Incompatibility of Military Heroism & Love
Before and above all else, Othello is a soldier. From the earliest moments in the
play, his career affects his married life. Asking fit disposition for his wife after
being ordered to Cyprus (I.iii.234), Othello notes that the tyrant custom . . . /
Hath made the flinty and steel couch of war / My thrice-driven bed of down
(I.iii.227229). While Desdemona is used to better accommodation, she
nevertheless accompanies her husband to Cyprus (I.iii.236). Moreover, she is
unperturbed by the tempest or Turks that threatened their crossing, and genuinely
curious rather than irate when she is roused from bed by the drunken brawl in
Act II, scene iii. She is, indeed, Othellos fair warrior, and he is happiest when
he has her by his side in the midst of military conflict or business (II.i.179). The
military also provides Othello with a means to gain acceptance in Venetian society.
While the Venetians in the play are generally fearful of the prospect of Othellos
social entrance into white society through his marriage to Desdemona, all
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Venetians respect and honor him as a soldier. Mercenary Moors were, in fact,
commonplace at the time.
Othello predicates his success in love on his success as a soldier, wooing
Desdemona with tales of his military travels and battles. Once the Turks are
drownedby natural rather than military mightOthello is left without anything
to do: the last act of military administration we see him perform is the viewing
of fortifications in the extremely short second scene of Act III. No longer having
a means of proving his manhood or honor in a public setting such as the court or
the battlefield, Othello begins to feel uneasy with his footing in a private setting,
the bedroom. Iago capitalizes on this uneasiness, calling Othellos epileptic fit
in Act IV, scene i, [a] passion most unsuiting such a man. In other words, Iago
is calling Othello unsoldierly. Iago also takes care to mention that Cassio, whom
Othello believes to be his competitor, saw him in his emasculating trance (IV.i.75).
Desperate to cling to the security of his former identity as a soldier while
his current identity as a lover crumbles, Othello begins to confuse the one with
the other. His expression of his jealousy quickly devolves from the conventional
Farewell the tranquil mindto the absurd:
Farewell the plumd troops and the big wars
That make ambition virtue! O, farewell,
Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump,
The spirit-stirring drum, thear piercing fife,
The royal banner, and all quality,
Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war!
(III.iii.353359)
One might well say that Othello is saying farewell to the wrong thingshe
is entirely preoccupied with his identity as a soldier. But his way of thinking is
somewhat justified by its seductiveness to the audience as well. Critics and
audiences alike find comfort and nobility in Othellos final speech and the
anecdote of the malignant and . . . turbaned Turk (V.ii.362), even though in
that speech, as in his speech in Act III, scene iii, Othello depends on his identity
as a soldier to glorify himself in the publics memory, and to try to make his
audience forget his and Desdemonas disastrous marital experiment.
The Danger of Isolation
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The action of Othello moves from the metropolis of Venice to the island of Cyprus.
Protected by military fortifications as well as by the forces of nature, Cyprus
faces little threat from external forces. Once Othello, Iago, Desdemona, Emilia,
and Roderigo have come to Cyprus, they have nothing to do but prey upon one
another. Isolation enables many of the plays most important effects: Iago
frequently speaks in soliloquies; Othello stands apart while Iago talks with Cassio
in Act IV, scene i, and is left alone onstage with the bodies of Emilia and
Desdemona for a few moments in Act V, scene ii; Roderigo seems attached to no
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one in the play except Iago. And, most prominently, Othello is visibly isolated
from the other characters by his physical stature and the color of his skin. Iago is
an expert at manipulating the distance between characters, isolating his victims
so that they fall prey to their own obsessions. At the same time, Iago, of necessity
always standing apart, falls prey to his own obsession with revenge. The characters
cannot be islands, the play seems to say: self-isolation as an act of self-preservation
leads ultimately to self-destruction. Such self-isolation leads to the deaths of
Roderigo, Iago, Othello, and even Emilia.
Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to
develop and inform the texts major themes.
Sight and Blindness
When Desdemona asks to be allowed to accompany Othello to Cyprus, she says
that she saw Othellos visage in his mind, / And to his honours and his valiant
parts / Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate (I.iii. 250252). Othellos blackness,
his visible difference from everyone around him, is of little importance to
Desdemona: she has the power to see him for what he is in a way that even
Othello himself cannot. Desdemonas line is one of many references to different
kinds of sight in the play. Earlier in Act I, scene iii, a senator suggests that the
Turkish retreat to Rhodes is a pageant / To keep us in false gaze (I.iii.1920).
The beginning of Act II consists entirely of people staring out to sea, waiting to
see the arrival of ships, friendly or otherwise. Othello, though he demands ocular
proof (III.iii.365), is frequently convinced by things he does not see: he strips
Cassio of his position as lieutenant based on the story Iago tells; he relies on
Iagos story of seeing Cassio wipe his beard with Desdemonas handkerchief
(III.iii.437440); and he believes Cassio to be dead simply because he hears him
scream. After Othello has killed himself in the final scene, Lodovico says to
Iago, Look on the tragic loading of this bed. / This is thy work. The object
poisons sight. / Let it be hid (V.ii.373375). The action of the play depends
heavily on characters notseeing things: Othello accuses his wife although he
never sees her infidelity, and Emilia, although she watches Othello erupt into a
rage about the missing handkerchief, does not figuratively see what her husband
has done.
Plants
Iago is strangely preoccupied with plants. His speeches to Roderigo in particular
make extensive and elaborate use of vegetable metaphors and conceits. Some
examples are: Our bodies are our gardens, to which our wills are gardeners; so
that if we will plant nettles or sow lettuce, set hyssop and weed up thyme . . . the
power and corrigible authority of this lies in our wills (I.iii.317322); Though
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other things grow fair against the sun, / Yet fruits that blossom first will first be
ripe (II.iii.349350); And then, sir, would he gripe and wring my hand, / Cry
O sweet creature!, then kiss me hard, / As if he plucked kisses up by the roots,
/ That grew upon my lips (III.iii.425428). The first of these examples best
explains Iagos preoccupation with the plant metaphor and how it functions within
the play. Characters in this play seem to be the product of certain inevitable,
natural forces, which, if left unchecked, will grow wild. Iago understands these
natural forces particularly well: he is, according to his own metaphor, a good
gardener, both of himself and of others.
Many of Iagos botanical references concern poison: Ill pour this pestilence
into his ear (II.iii.330); The Moor already changes with my poison. / Dangerous
conceits are in their natures poisons, / . . . / . . . Not poppy nor mandragora / Nor
all the drowsy syrups of the world / Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep
(III.iii.329336). Iago cultivates his conceits so that they become lethal poisons
and then plants their seeds in the minds of others. The organic way in which
Iagos plots consume the other characters and determine their behavior makes
his conniving, human evil seem like a force of nature. That organic growth also
indicates that the minds of the other characters are fertile ground for Iagos efforts.
Animals
Iago calls Othello a Barbary horse, an old black ram, and also tells Brabanzio
that his daughter and Othello are making the beast with two backs (I.i.117118).
In Act I, scene iii, Iago tells Roderigo, Ere I would say I would drown myself for
the love of a guinea-hen, I would change my humanity with a baboon (I.iii.312
313). He then remarks that drowning is for cats and blind puppies (I.iii.330
331). Cassio laments that, when drunk, he is by and by a fool, and presently a
beast! (II.iii.284285). Othello tells Iago, Exchange me for a goat / When I shall
turn the business of my soul / To such exsufflicate and blowed surmises (III.iii.184
186). He later says that [a] horned mans a monster and a beast (IV.i.59). Even
Emilia, in the final scene, says that she will play the swan,/And die in music
(V.ii.254255). Like the repeated references to plants, these references to animals
convey a sense that the laws of nature, rather than those of society, are the primary
forces governing the characters in this play. When animal references are used with
regard to Othello, as they frequently are, they reflect the racism both of characters
in the play and of Shakespeares contemporary audience. Barbary horse is a
vulgarity particularly appropriate in the mouth of Iago, but even without having
seen Othello, the Jacobean audience would have known from Iagos metaphor that
he meant to connote a savage Moor.
Hell, Demons, and Monsters
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Iago tells Othello to beware of jealousy, the green-eyed monster which doth
mock/ The meat it feeds on (III.iii.170171). Likewise, Emilia describes jealousy
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as dangerously and uncannily self-generating, a monster / Begot upon itself,
born on itself (III.iv.156157). Imagery of hell and damnation also recurs
throughout Othello, especially toward the end of the play, when Othello becomes
preoccupied with the religious and moral judgment of Desdemona and himself.
After he has learned the truth about Iago, Othello calls Iago a devil and a demon
several times in Act V, scene ii. Othellos earlier allusion to some monster in
[his] thought ironically refers to Iago (III.iii.111). Likewise, his vision of
Desdemonas betrayal is monstrous, monstrous! (III.iii.431). Shortly before
he kills himself, Othello wishes for eternal spiritual and physical torture in hell,
crying out, Whip me, ye devils, / . . . / . . . roast me in sulphur, / Wash me in
steep-down gulfs of liquid fire! (V.ii.284287). The imagery of the monstrous
and diabolical takes over where the imagery of animals can go no further,
presenting the jealousy-crazed characters not simply as brutish, but as grotesque,
deformed, and demonic.
Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract
ideas or concepts.
The Handkerchief
The handkerchief symbolizes different things to different characters. Since the
handkerchief was the first gift Desdemona received from Othello, she keeps it
about her constantly as a symbol of Othellos love. Iago manipulates the
handkerchief so that Othello comes to see it as a symbol of Desdemona herself
her faith and chastity. By taking possession of it, he is able to convert it into
evidence of her infidelity. But the handkerchiefs importance to Iago and
Desdemona derives from its importance to Othello himself. He tells Desdemona
that it was woven by a 200-year-old sibyl, or female prophet, using silk from
sacred worms and dye extracted from the hearts of mummified virgins. Othello
claims that his mother used it to keep his father faithful to her, so, to him, the
handkerchief represents marital fidelity. The pattern of strawberries (dyed with
virgins blood) on a white background strongly suggests the bloodstains left on
the sheets on a virgins wedding night, so the handkerchief implicitly suggests a
guarantee of virginity as well as fidelity.
The Song Willow
As she prepares for bed in Act V, Desdemona sings a song about a woman who is
betrayed by her lover. She was taught the song by her mothers maid, Barbary, who
suffered a misfortune similar to that of the woman in the song; she even died
singing Willow. The songs lyrics suggest that both men and women are unfaithful
to one another. To Desdemona, the song seems to represent a melancholy and
resigned acceptance of her alienation from Othellos affections, and singing it leads
her to question Emilia about the nature and practice of infidelity.
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2.5 CHAPTER -WISE SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS
Act I, scenes iii
Summary: Act I, scene i
In following him I follow but myself;
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,
But seeming so for my peculiar end.
Othello begins on a street in Venice, in the midst of an argument between
Roderigo and Iago. The rich Roderigo has been paying Iago to help him in his
suit to Desdemona, but he has seen no progress, and he has just learned that
Desdemona has married Othello, a general whom Iago serves as ensign. Iago
reassures Roderigo that he hates Othello. Chief among Iagos reasons for this
hatred is Othellos recent promotion of Michael Cassio to the post of lieutenant.
In spite of Iagos service in battle and the recommendation of three great ones
of the city, Othello chose to give the position to a man with no experience leading
men in battle. As he waits for an opportunity to further his own self-interest,
Iago only pretends to serve Othello.
Iago advises Roderigo to spoil some of Othellos pleasure in his marriage
by rousing Desdemonas family against the general. The two men come to the
street outside the house of Desdemonas father, Brabanzio, and cry out that he
has been robbed by thieves. Brabanzio, who is a Venetian senator, comes to
the window. At first, he doesnt believe what he hears, because he has told
Roderigo to stay away from his daughter before and thinks Roderigo is merely
scheming once again in order to see Desdemona. Iago speaks in inflammatory
terms, vulgarly telling the senator that his daughter and Othello are having sex
by saying that they are making the beast with two backs (I.i.118). Brabanzio
begins to take what he hears seriously and decides to search for his daughter.
Seeing the success of his plan, Iago leaves Roderigo alone and goes to attend on
Othello. Like Brabanzio, Othello has no idea of Iagos role in Roderigos
accusations. As Iago departs, Brabanzio comes out of his house, furious that his
daughter has left him. Declaring that his daughter has been stolen from him by
magic charms, Brabanzio and his men follow Roderigo to Othello.
Summary: Act I, scene ii
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Iago arrives at Othellos lodgings, where he warns the general that Brabanzio
will not hesitate to attempt to force a divorce between Othello and Desdemona.
Othello sees a party of men approaching, and Iago, thinking that Brabanzio and
his followers have arrived, counsels Othello to retreat indoors. Othello stands
his ground, but the party turns out to be Cassio and officers from the Venetian
court. They bring Othello the message that he is wanted by the duke of Venice
about a matter concerning Cyprus, an island in the Mediterranean Sea controlled
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by Venice. As Cassio and his men prepare to leave, Iago mentions that Othello is
married, but before he can say any more, Brabanzio, Roderigo, and Brabanzios
men arrive to accost Othello. Brabanzio orders his men to attack and subdue
Othello. A struggle between Brabanzios and Othellos followers seems imminent,
but Othello brings the confrontation to a halt by calmly and authoritatively telling
both sides to put up their swords. Hearing that the duke has summoned Othello
to the court, Brabanzio decides to bring his cause before the duke himself.
Analysis: Act I, scenes iii
The action of the first scene heightens the audiences anticipation of Othellos
first appearance. We learn Iagos name in the second line of the play and
Roderigos soon afterward, but Othello is not once mentioned by his name. Rather,
he is ambiguously referred to as he and him. He is also called the Moor
(I.i.57), the thick-lips (I.i.66), and a Barbary horse (I.i.113)all names
signifying that he is dark-skinned.
Iago plays on the senators fears, making him imagine a barbarous and
threatening Moor, or native of Africa, whose bestial sexual appetite has turned
him into a thief and a rapist. Knowing nothing of Othello, one would expect that
the audience, too, would be seduced by Iagos portrait of the general, but several
factors keep us from believing him. In the first place, Roderigo is clearly a pathetic
and jealous character. He adores Desdemona, but she has married Othello and
seems unaware of Roderigos existence. Roderigo doesnt even have the ability
to woo Desdemona on his own: he has already appealed to Brabanzio for
Desdemonas hand, and when that fails, he turns to Iago for help. Rich and
inexperienced, Roderigo naïvely gives his money to Iago in exchange for vague
but unfulfilled promises of amorous success.
The fact that Iago immediately paints himself as the villain also prepares us
to be sympathetic to Othello. Iago explains to Roderigo that he has no respect
for Othello beyond what he has to show to further his own revenge: I follow
him to serve my turn upon him (I.i.42). Iago explicitly delights in his villainy,
always tipping the audience off about his plotting. In these first two scenes, Iago
tells Roderigo to shout beneath Brabanzios window and predicts exactly what
will happen when they do so. Once Brabanzio has been roused, Iago also tells
Roderigo where he can meet Othello. Because of the dramatic irony Iago
establishes, the audience is forced into a position of feeling intimately connected
with Iagos villainy.
In many ways, Iago is the driving force behind the plot, a playwright of
sorts whose machinations inspire the action of the play. His self-conscious
falseness is highly theatrical, calculated to shock the audience. Iago is a classic
two-faced villain, a type of character known in Shakespeares time as a
Machiavela villain who, adhering all too literally to the teachings of the
political philosopher Machiavelli, lets nothing stand in his way in his quest for
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power. He is also reminiscent of the stock character of Vice from medieval
morality plays, who also announces to the audience his diabolical schemes.
After having been prepared for a passionate and possibly violent personage
in Othello, the quiet calm of Othellos characterhis dismissal of Roderigos
alleged insult and his skillful avoidance of conflictis surprising. In fact, far
from presenting Othello as a savage barbarian, Shakespeare implicitly compares
him to Christ. The moment when Brabanzio and his men arrive with swords and
torches, tipped off to Othellos whereabouts by Othellos disloyal friend, vividly
echoes John 18:111. In that Gospel, Christ and his followers are met by officers
carrying swords and torches. The officers were informed of Christs whereabouts
by Judas, who pretends to side with Christ in the ensuing confrontation. When
Othello averts the violence that seems imminent with a single sentence, Keep
up your bright swords, for the dew will rust em (I.ii.60), he echoes Christs
command to Peter, Put up thy sword into the sheath (John 18:11). However,
whereas Christs calm restraint is due to his resigned acceptance of his fate,
Othellos is due to his sense of his own authority.
Othello was first performed by the Kings Men at the court of King
James I on November 1, 1604.

Brabanzio twice accuses Othello of using magic to seduce his daughter (in
I.i.172173 and I.ii.7380), and he repeats the same charge a third time in front
of the duke in Act I, scene iii. Even though Shakespeares audience would have
considered elopement with a noblemans daughter to be a serious, possibly
imprisonable offense, Brabanzio insists that he wants to arrest and prosecute
Othello specifically for the crime of witchcraft, not for eloping with his daughter
without his consent. Brabanzios racism is clearhe claims that he simply cannot
believe that Desdemona would be attracted to the Moor unless her reason and
senses were blinded. Yet, it is possible that Brabanzio is not being sincere. He
may feel that he needs to accuse Othello of a crime more serious than elopement
because he knows the duke will overlook Othellos infraction otherwise.
Act I, scene iii
Summary
But heres my husband,
And so much duty as my mother showed
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To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge that I may profess
Due to the Moor my lord.
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The dukes meeting with his senators about the imminent Turkish invasion
of Cyprus takes an unexpected turn when a sailor arrives and announces that the
Turks seem to have turned toward Rhodes, another island controlled by Venice.
One of the senators guesses that the Turks change of course is intended to mislead
the Venetians, because Cyprus is more important to the Turks and far more
vulnerable than Rhodes. This guess proves to be correct, as another messenger
arrives to report that the Turks have joined with more forces and are heading
back toward Cyprus.
This military meeting is interrupted by the arrival of Brabanzio, Othello,
Cassio, Iago, Roderigo, and officers. Brabanzio demands that all state business
be put aside to address his own grievancehis daughter has been stolen from
him by spells and potions purchased from charlatans. The duke is initially eager
to take Brabanzios side, but he becomes more skeptical when he learns that
Othello is the man accused. The duke gives Othello the chance to speak for
himself. Othello admits that he married Desdemona, but he denies having used
magic to woo her and claims that Desdemona will support his story. He explains
that Brabanzio frequently invited him to his house and questioned him about his
remarkable life story, full of harrowing battles, travels outside the civilized world,
and dramatic reversals of fortune. Desdemona overheard parts of the story and
found a convenient time to ask Othello to retell it to her. Desdemona was moved
to love Othello by his story.
The duke is persuaded by Othellos tale, dismissing Brabanzios claim by
remarking that the story probably would win his own daughter. Desdemona enters,
and Brabanzio asks her to tell those present to whom she owes the most obedience.
Brabanzio clearly expects her to say her father. Desdemona, however, confirms
that she married Othello of her own free will and that, like her own mother
before her, she must shift her primary loyalty from father to husband. Brabanzio
reluctantly resigns himself to her decision and allows the court to return to state
affairs.
The duke decides that Othello must go to Cyprus to defend the island from
the Turks. Othello is willing and ready to go, and he asks that appropriate
accommodations be provided for his wife. The duke suggests that she stay with
her father, but neither Desdemona nor Brabanzio nor Othello will accept this,
and Desdemona asks to be allowed to go with Othello. The couple then leaves to
prepare for the nights voyage.
The stage is cleared, leaving only Roderigo and Iago. Once again, Roderigo
feels that his hopes of winning Desdemona have been dashed, but Iago insists
that all will be well. Iago mocks Roderigo for threatening to drown himself, and
Roderigo protests that he cant help being tormented by love. Iago contradicts
him, asserting that people can choose at will what they want to be. Put but
money in thy purse, Iago tells Roderigo repeatedly in the paragraph that spans
lines329351, urging him to follow him to Cyprus. Iago promises to work
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everything out from there. When Roderigo leaves, Iago delivers his first soliloquy,
declaring his hatred for Othello and his suspicion that Othello has slept with his
wife, Emilia. He lays out his plan to cheat Roderigo out of his money, to convince
Othello that Cassio has slept with Desdemona, and to use Othellos honest and
unsuspecting nature to bring him to his demise.
Analysis
The war between the Turks and Venetians will not prove to be a major part of the
play. However, the Turks feintin which they pretend to sail toward Rhodes
to mislead the Venetians into thinking that they will not attack Cyprushas a
symbolic significance. Throughout the play, deception is one of Iagos major
weapons, and his attacks on other characters are particularly devastating because
his enemies dont know that he is attacking them.
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Othello is both an outsider and an insider in Venetian society. His race,
physical appearance, and remarkable life history set him apart from the other
Venetians, and inspire Brabanzios fears that Othello is some sort of witch doctor.
At the same time, the duke and other characters treat him as an essential part of
the Venetian state. When Othello and the others enter, the duke gets straight to
business, telling Othello that they must immediately employ him against the
Ottoman Turks. Only after delivering these two lines does the duke notice
Brabanzio, and, even then, he acknowledges him in a rather demeaning fashion,
saying, I did not see you. Welcome, gentle signor (I.iii.50). Brabanzios lengthy
calls for justice are met only with the dukes desire to hear more from Othello,
and once Othello has delivered his long and beautiful speech about wooing
Desdemona, the duke feels the subject is closed. As both a physical and a political
presence, Othello overshadows Brabanzio.
Shakespeare fleshed out the fantastic details of Othellos past life by drawing
on a number of ancient and Renaissance travel writers. Othello clearly attaches
great importance to the image of himself as a unique and heroic figure, and it is
also important to him that he have a remarkable life story worthy of repeated
telling. Not only does he claim that Desdemona fell in love with him because of
his story, he says that he fell in love with her because of her reaction to his story.
Desdemona confirms or validates something about Othellos self-image, which
may suggest why her faithfulness is of such all-consuming importance to him.
Desdemona herself appears remarkably forward and aggressive in Othellos
account, particularly in relation to Renaissance expectations of female behavior.
She devour[s] up his discourse with a greedy ear, and is the first of the two
to hint at the possibility of their loving one another (I.iii.148149). Exactly how
forward we should imagine Desdemona to be is somewhat uncertain. Modern
texts of the play are based upon one of two early editions of Shakespeares plays,
the Quarto edition and the Folio edition. (Quarto and Folio refer to two different
sizes of books.) In the Quarto, Othello says, My story being done, / She gave
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me for my pains a world of sighs, whereas in the Folio, he says, She gave me
for my pains a world of kisses (I.iii.157158). In both editions, Othello is
ambiguous about whether he or Desdemona played the more active role in the
courtship, which could mean that he is somewhat uncomfortableeither
embarrassed or upsetwith Desdemonas aggressive pursuit of him. In Act I,
scene ii, lines149154, for instance, he says that he observed that Desdemona
wanted him to retell his tale, so he found a way to get her to ask him to tell it, and
then he consented. This seems an unnecessarily complicated way of describing
what happened, and suggests either that Othello was uncertain which of them
played the leading role or that he wants to insist that his own role was more
active than it actually was.
When Desdemona finally enters and speaks for herself, she does indeed
seem outspoken and assertive, as well as generous and devoted. In her speech
about her divided duty as a wife and a daughter, Desdemona shows herself to
be poised and intelligent, as capable of loving as of being loved, and able to
weigh her competing loyalties respectfully and judiciously (I.iii.180). In arguing
for her right to accompany Othello to Cyprus, she insists upon the violence
and unconventionality of her attachment to Othello (I.iii.248249). In declaring
I did love the Moor to live with him, she frankly insists on the sexual nature of
her love (I.iii.248). She is saying that she isnt content to marvel at Othellos
stories; she wants to share his bed. As the plot progresses, Desdemonas sexual
aggressiveness will upset Othello more and more. In explaining her love for
Othello, she states that she saw Othellos visage in his mind, which might
mean either that she saw a different face inside him than the one the rest of the
world sees, or I saw him as he sees himself, supporting the idea that she validates
or upholds Othellos sense of self.
Act II, scenes iii
Summary: Act II, scene i
On the shores of Cyprus, Montano, the islands governor, watches a storm with
two gentlemen. Just as Montano says that the Turkish fleet of ships could not
survive the storm, a third gentlemen comes to confirm his prediction: as his ship
traveled from Venice, Cassio witnessed that the Turks lost most of their fleet in
the tempest. It is still uncertain whether Othellos ship has been able to survive
the storm. Hope lifts as voices offstage announce the sighting of a sail offshore,
but the new ship turns out to be carrying Iago, Emilia, Desdemona, and Roderigo.
Desdemona disembarks, and no sooner does Cassio tell her that Othello has yet
to arrive than a friendly shot announces the arrival of a third ship. While the
company waits for the ship, Cassio and Desdemona tease Emilia about being a
chatterbox, but Iago quickly takes the opportunity to criticize women in general
as deceptive and hypocritical, saying they are lazy in all matters except sex:
You rise to play and go to bed to work (II.i.118). Desdemona plays along,
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laughing as Iago belittles women, whether beautiful or ugly, intelligent or stupid,
as equally despicable. Cassio takes Desdemona away to speak with her privately
about Othellos arrival. Iago notices that Cassio takes Desdemonas hand as he
talks to her, and, in an aside, Iago plots to use Cassios hand-holding to frame
him so that he loses his newly gained promotion to lieutenant. With as little a
web as this I will ensnare as great a fly as Cassio, he asserts (II.i.169).
Othello arrives safely and greets Desdemona, expressing his devotion to
her and giving her a kiss. He then thanks the Cypriots for their welcome and
hospitality, and orders Iago to unload the ship. All but Roderigo and Iago head to
the castle to celebrate the drowning of the Turks. Iago tells the despondent
Roderigo that Desdemona will soon grow tired of being with Othello and will
long for a more well-mannered and handsome man. But, Iago continues, the
obvious first choice for Desdemona will be Cassio, whom Iago characterizes
over and over again as a knave (II.i.231239). Roderigo tries to argue that
Cassio was merely being polite by taking Desdemonas hand, but Iago convinces
him of Cassios ill intentions and convinces Roderigo to start a quarrel with
Cassio that evening. He posits that the uproar the quarrel will cause in the still
tense city will make Cassio fall out of favor with Othello. Left alone onstage
again, Iago explains his actions to the audience in a soliloquy. He secretly lusts
after Desdemona, partially because he suspects that Othello has slept with Emilia,
and he wants to get even with the Moor wife for wife (II.i.286). But, Iago
continues, if he is unable to get his revenge by sleeping with Desdemona,
Roderigos accusation of Cassio will make Othello suspect his lieutenant of
sleeping with his wife and torture Othello to madness.
Summary: Act II, scene ii
A herald announces that Othello plans revelry for the evening in celebration of
Cypruss safety from the Turks, and also in celebration of his marriage to
Desdemona.
Analysis: Act II, scenes iii
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Like Act I, scene ii, the first scene of Act II begins with emphasis on the limitations
of sight. What from the cape can you discern at sea? Montano asks, and the
gentleman replies, Nothing at all. It is a high-wrought flood (II.i.12). The
emphasis on the limitations of physical sight in a tempest foreshadows what
will, after Act III, become Othellos metaphorical blindness, caused by his passion
and rage. Similarly, once the physical threat that the Turks pose has been
eliminated, the more psychological, less tangible threat posed by inner demons
assumes dramatic precedence.
The play extinguishes the external threat with almost ridiculous speed. The
line News, lads! Our wars are done, is all that is needed to dismiss the plot
involving the Turks (II.i.20). It is as though one kind of play ends at the end of
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Act II, scene ii, and another begins: what seemed to be a political tragedy becomes
a domestic tragedy. Whereas the action of the play began on the streets of Venice
and proceeded to the court and then to the beaches of Cyprus, it now moves to
the passageways of Othellos residence on the island and ultimately ends in his
bedchamber. The effect is almost cinematiclike a long and gradual close-up
that restricts the visible space around the tragic hero, emphasizing his metaphorical
blindness and symbolizing his imprisonment in his own jealous fantasies. This
ever-tightening focus has led many readers to characterize the play as
claustrophobic.
The banter between Iago and Desdemona creates a nervous, uncomfortable
atmosphere, in part because their levity is inappropriate, given that Othellos
ship remains missing. The rhyming couplets in which Iago expresses his
misogynistic insults lend them an eerie, alienating quality, and Desdemonas
active encouragement of Iago is somewhat puzzling. Once again, Desdemona
establishes herself as an outspoken and independent womanshe does not depend
upon her husbands presence either socially or intellectually. However,
Desdemona does not suggest that she has any interest in cheating on her husband.
Iago himself tells us that he will make a mountain out of the molehill represented
by Cassios holding of Desdemonas hand.
Although Iago verbally abuses women in this scenepresumably because
it is safe for him to do sohis real resentment seems to be against those characters
who have a higher social class than he has, including Cassio and Desdemona.
Iago resents Cassio for being promoted ahead of him, and Cassios promotion is
likely due to his higher class status. At the beginning of the play, Iago argued that
he ought to have been promoted based upon his worth as a soldier, and he
expressed bitterness that [p]referment goes by letter and affection, / And not by
old gradation (I.i.3536). In Act II, scene i, Cassio contributes to Iagos anger
by taunting the ensign about his inferior status: Let it not gall your patience,
good Iago, / That I extend my manners. Tis my breeding / That gives me this
bold show of courtesy (II.i.100102). Not long afterward, Iago makes fun of
Roderigo for being base (meaning lower class), even though the play does not
indicate that Roderigo is, in fact, of lower status than Iago (II.i.212).
In the soliloquy that concludes Act II, scene i, Iago once again explains
quite clearly what he intends to do, despite his comment that his plan is yet
confused (II.i.298). At the same time, his statements about what motivates him
are hazy and confusing. Is he motivated by lust for Desdemona, envy of Cassio,
or jealousy over his wifes supposed affair with Othello? He even throws in a
bizarre parenthetical suspicion that Cassio might also have slept with his wife
(II.i.294). It is as though Iago mocks the audience for attempting to determine
his motives; he treats the audience as he does Othello and Roderigo, leading his
listeners by th nose / As asses are [led] (I.iii.383384). For each of Iagos
actions, he creates a momentary and unimportant justification.
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Act II, scene iii
Summary
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Othello leaves Cassio on guard during the revels, reminding him to practice selfrestraint during the celebration. Othello and Desdemona leave to consummate
their marriage. Once Othello is gone, Iago enters and joins Cassio on guard. He
tells Cassio that he suspects Desdemona to be a temptress, but Cassio maintains
that she is modest. Then, despite Cassios protestations, Iago persuades Cassio
to take a drink and to invite some revelers to join them.
Once Cassio leaves to fetch the revelers, Iago tells the audience his plan:
Roderigo and three other Cypriots, all of whom are drunk, will join Iago and
Cassio on guard duty. Amidst all the drunkards, Iago will lead Cassio into
committing an action that will disgrace him. Cassio returns, already drinking,
with Montano and his attendants. It is not long before he becomes intoxicated
and wanders offstage, assuring his friends that he isnt drunk. Once Cassio leaves,
Iago tells Montano that while Cassio is a wonderful soldier, he fears that Cassio
may have too much responsibility for someone with such a serious drinking
problem. Roderigo enters, and Iago points him in Cassios direction. As Montano
continues to suggest that something be said to Othello of Cassios drinking
problem, Cassio chases Roderigo across the stage, threatening to beat him.
Montano steps in to prevent the fight and is attacked by Cassio. Iago orders
Roderigo to leave and cry a mutiny (II.iii.140). As Montano and others attempt
to hold Cassio down, Cassio stabs Montano. An alarm bell is rung, and Othello
arrives with armed attendants.
Immediately taking control of the situation, Othello demands to know what
happened, but both Iago and Cassio claim to have forgotten how the struggle
began. Montano insists that he is in too much pain to speak and insists that Iago
tell the story. At first Iago feigns reluctance to incriminate Cassio, emphasizing
the fact that he was chasing after Roderigo (to whom Iago does not refer by
name) when the fight between Cassio and Montano began, and suggesting that
the unknown man must have done something to upset Cassio. Othello falls into
Iagos trap, stating that he can tell that Iago softened the story out of honest
affection for Cassio. Othello dismisses Cassio from his service.
Desdemona has been awakened by the commotion, and Othello leads her
back to bed, saying that he will look to Montanos wound. Iago and Cassio remain
behind, and Cassio laments the permanent damage now done to his reputation
by a quarrel whose cause he cannot even remember. Iago suggests that Cassio
appeal to Desdemona, because she commands Othellos attention and goodwill.
Iago argues that Desdemonas kindheartedness will prompt her to help Cassio if
Cassio entreats her, and that she will persuade Othello to give Cassio back his
lieutenantship.
When Cassio leaves, Iago jokes about the irony of the fact that his so-called
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villainy involves counseling Cassio to a course of action that would actually
help him. He repeats what he told Cassio about Desdemonas generosity and
Othellos devotion to her. However, as Iago reminds the audience, he does the
most evil when he seems to do good. Now that Cassio will be spending time
with Desdemona, Iago will find it all the easier to convince Othello that
Desdemona is having an affair with Cassio, thus turning Desdemonas virtue to
pitch (II.iii.234).
Roderigo enters, upset that he has been beaten and angry because Iago has
taken all his money and left Roderigo nothing to show for it. Iago counsels him
to be patient and not to return to Venice, reminding him that they have to work
by their wits. He assures Roderigo that everything is going according to plan.
After telling Roderigo to go, Iago finishes telling the audience the plot that is to
come: he will convince Emilia to speak to Desdemona on Cassios behalf, and
he will arrange for Othello to witness Cassios suit to Desdemona.
Analysis
The brawl in Act II, scene iii, foreshadows Act V, scene i, where Cassio is stabbed
and Roderigo is killed in a commotion outside a brothel. Cassios comments
about his own drinking, along with Othellos warning to Cassio at the scenes
opening, show that -Cassio is predisposed to licentiousness, and Iago, always
skillful at manipulating human frailties, capitalizes on Cassios tendency to get
himself into trouble in situations involving pleasures of the flesh. Further evidence
of Iagos skill as a manipulator is his ability to make Roderigo virtually invisible
in the scene. Once Cassio has chased him across the stage and stabbed Montano,
no one gives a second thought to the man who may or may not have begun the
fight. No one seems to have any idea who Roderigo is (even though he is always
onstage, even in the court scene of Act I, scene iii), and Cassio cannot even
remember what they -quarreled about.
When, in the middle of the commotion of Act II, scene iii, a sleepy
Desdemona enters and asks, Whats the matter, dear? Othello is the consummate
gentle husband: Alls well now, sweeting. / Come away to bed (II.iii.235
237). Othello and Desdemonas marriage appears to be sheltered from outside
forces. Othello has just stopped the brawl, punished Cassio, and taken care of
Montano; he is now ready to return home with his wife. By way of apology to his
new bride for the inconveniences of her new way of life, he says, Come
Desdemona. Tis the soldiers life / To have their balmy slumbers waked with
strife (II.iii.241242). This is the last time we will see the couple so happy. The
next time Othello sends Desdemona to bed is at the beginning of Act IV, scene ii,
when he is preparing to kill her.
At the beginning of the scene, Othello says to Desdemona: Come, my dear
love, / The purchase made, the fruits are to ensue. / The profits yet to come
tween me and you (II.iii.810). This comment seems to indicate that the couple
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has not yet consummated their marriagethe purchase is the wedding, and
the fruits are the sex. Alternatively, Othello could be saying that he and
Desdemona haveconsummated their marriagethe purchase is Desdemonas
virginity, and the fruits could be pleasant sex as opposed to the pain of the
consummation.
Iago has now interrupted Othellos conjugal efforts twice. Iagos speeches
clearly show him to be obsessed with sex. For instance, when Othello bursts
onto the scene and demands to know what is going on, Iago answers by comparing
the party to a bride and groom undressing for bed (II.iii.163165). He seems to
take great pleasure in preventing Othello from enjoying marital happiness. Some
readers have suggested that Iagos true, underlying motive for persecuting Othello
is his homosexual love for the general. In addition to disrupting Othellos
marriage, he expresses his love for Othello frequently and effusively, and he
seems to hate women in general.
As Othello breaks up the brawl, he demands, Are we turned Turks, and to
ourselves do that / Which heaven hath forbid the Ottomites? (II.iii.15354).
Othello, himself an other on the inside of Venetian society, and one who will
ultimately upset the order of that society, calls attention to the potential for all
external threats to become internal. It is that potential which Iago will -continually
exploit.
Act III, scenes iiii
Summary: Act III, scene i
In an effort to win Othellos good graces, Cassio sends musicians to play music
beneath the generals window. Othello sends his servant, a clown, or peasant, to
tell the musicians to go away. Cassio asks the clown to entreat Emilia to come
speak with him, so that he can ask her for access to Desdemona. When the clown
leaves, Iago enters and tells Cassio that he will send for Emilia straightaway and
figure out a way to take Othello aside so that Cassio and Desdemona can confer
privately. After Iago exits, Emilia enters and tells Cassio that Othello and
Desdemona have been discussing his case. Desdemona has pleaded for Cassio,
but Othello worries that Montanos influence and popularity in Cyprus would
make Cassios reappointment impractical, no matter how much Othello cares
for his former lieutenant. Emilia allows Cassio to come in and tells him to wait
for Desdemona.
Summary: Act III, scene ii
Iago, Othello, and a gentleman walk together at the citadel. Othello gives Iago
some letters to deliver and decides to take a look at the towns fortification.
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This was her first remembrance from the Moor
My wayward husband hath a hundred times
Wooed me to steal it, but she so loves the token. . . .
Desdemona, Cassio, and Emilia enter mid-conversation. Desdemona has
just vowed to do everything she can on Cassios behalf when Othello and Iago
enter. Cassio quickly departs, protesting to Desdemona that he feels too uneasy
to do himself any good. Othello asks whether it was Cassio he saw leaving the
room, and Iago responds that surely Cassio would not behave like a guilty man
at Othellos approach.
Desdemona entreats Othello to forgive Cassio and reinstate him as lieutenant.
Othello assures her that he will speak to Cassio, but he answers evasively when
she tries to set a meeting time. She criticizes Othello for responding to her request
so grudgingly and hesitantly, and he tells her that he will deny her nothing but
wishes to be left to himself for a little while.
Alone with Othello, Iago begins his insinuations of an affair between Cassio
and Desdemona by reminding Othello that Cassio served as Othello and
Desdemonas go-between during their courtship. Othello asks Iago whether he
believes Cassio to be honest, and Iago feigns reluctance to answer. Iago plants in
Othellos mind thoughts of adultery, cuckoldry, and hypocrisy, until Othello
screams at the ensign to speak his mind. Iago suggests that Othello observe his
wife closely when she is with Cassio.
Othello tells Iago to have Emilia watch Desdemona when she is with Cassio.
Iago appears to retreat from his accusations and suggests that Othello leave the
matter alone. But he has already made his point. By himself, Othello muses that
his wife no longer loves him, probably because he is too old for her, because he
is black, and because he doesnt have the manners of a courtier. Shes gone, he
laments (III.iii.271).
Desdemona and Emilia enter to inform Othello that he is expected at dinner.
Othello says that he has a pain in his forehead, and Desdemona offers to bind his
head with her handkerchief. Othello pushes her handkerchief away, telling her
that it is too small. The handkerchief drops to the floor, where it remains as
Othello and Desdemona exit. Emilia, staying behind, picks up the handkerchief,
remarking that her husband has asked her to steal it at least a hundred times. Iago
enters, and Emilia teases him with the promise of a surprise. He is ecstatic when
she gives it to him, and sends her away.
As Iago gleefully plots to plant the handkerchief in Cassios room, Othello
enters and flies into a rage at him. Othello declares that his soul is in torment,
and that it would be better to be deceived completely than to suspect without
proof. He demands that Iago bring him visual evidence that Desdemona is a
whore. Iago protests that it would be impossible to actually witness Desdemona
and Cassio having sex, even if the two were as lustful as animals. He promises
that he can provide circumstantial evidence, however. First, he tells Othello that
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while Cassio and Iago were sharing a bed, Cassio called out Desdemonas name
in his sleep, wrung Iagos hand, kissed him hard on the lips, and threw his leg
over Iagos thigh. This story enrages Othello, and Iago reminds him that it was
only Cassios dream. Iago then claims to have witnessed Cassio wiping his beard
with the handkerchief Othello gave Desdemona as her first gift. Furious, Othello
cries out for blood. He kneels and vows to heaven that he will take his revenge
on Desdemona and Cassio, and Iago kneels with him, vowing to help execute
his masters vengeance. Othello promotes Iago to lieutenant.
Analysis: Act III, scenes iiii
Haply for I am black,
And have not those soft parts of conversation
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That chamberers have; or for I am declined
Into the vale of yearsyet thats not much
Shes gone.
The timing of events is very important in Act III. Iago anticipates and
manipulates the other characters so skillfully that they seem to be acting
simultaneously of their own free will and as Iagos puppets. For example, it
takes only the slightest prompting on Iagos part to put Othello into the proper
frame of mind to be consumed by jealousyIago exploits Cassios discomfort
upon seeing Othello by interpreting it as a sign of guilt. Iagos interpretation of
Cassios exit, combined with Desdemonas vigorous advocating on Cassios
behalf, creates suspicion in Othellos mind even before Iago prompts Othello.
Othello manifests his confusion about his wife by telling her that he wishes to be
left alone, and by spurning her offer of help when he tells her that he feels unwell.
When Desdemona advocates on Cassios behalf, she initiates the first real
onstage conversation she has had with her husband throughout the play. She also
displays her strong, generous, and independent personality. In addition to his
burgeoning suspicion, Othellos moodiness may also result from his dislike of
Desdemona herself. Only once Desdemona has left does Othello recover
somewhat: Excellent wretch! he says affectionately. Perdition catch my soul
/ But I do love thee, and when I love thee not, / Chaos is come again (III.iii.91
93). Othello seems far more comfortable expressing his love for Desdemona
when she is absent. Perhaps this is because her presence makes him conscious of
her claim upon him and of his obligation to honor her requests, or perhaps this is
because he is more in love with some idea or image of Desdemona than he is
with Desdemona herself. The lines just quoted indicate how much his image of
her means to him: if he stops loving her, the entire universe stops making sense
for him, and the world is reduced to Chaos.
Given how much is at stake for Othello in his idea of Desdemona, it is
remarkable how he becomes completely consumed by jealousy in such a short
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time. Moreover, it takes very little evidence to convince him of her unfaithfulness.
All Iago has to do to Othello is make him doubt Desdemona, and jealousy spreads
like a virus until he rejects her absolutely. Notably, Iago, too, has no evidence
that Othello has slept with Emilia, but the suspicion or doubt seems to have been
sufficient to make him spurn Emilia and persecute Othello. As Othello says,
[T]o be once in doubt / Is once to be resolved (III.iii.183184).
Othello soon learns, however, that to be once in doubt is to be never resolved.
He leaves the stage briefly after the episode in which he rejects Desdemonas
handkerchief, at which point he seems resolved that his wife no longer loves
him. A mere forty lines later, he returns, and all he can think about is garnering
proof of her infidelity. The paradox in Othellos situation is that there are few
thingsthe nature of friends, enemies, and wives includedthat a human being
can know with certainty. Most relationships must be accepted based on faith or
trust, a quality that Othello is unwilling to extend to his own wife. All Iago really
has to do to provoke Othello is to remind him that he doesnt know for certain
what his wife is doing or feeling. Iagos advice that Othello [l]ook to [his] wife.
Observe her well. . . . appears harmless at first, until one considers how out of
the ordinary it is for a husband to observe his wife as if she were a specimen
under a microscope (III.iii.201). For a man to treat his wife as a problem to be
solved or a thing to be known, rather than as a person with a claim upon him, is
simply incompatible with the day-to-day business of being married. Othellos
rejection of his wifes offering of physical solace (via the handkerchief), and his
termination of the exchange in which Desdemona argues for Cassio, thereby
asserting a marital right, clearly demonstrate this incompatibility.
Ironically, Iago doesnt have to prove his own fidelity to Othello for Othello
to take everything Iago suggests on faith. On the contrary, Othello actually infers
that Iago holds back more damning knowledge of Desdemonas offenses out of
his great love for Othello. Again and again, Iago insists that he speaks out only
because of this love. His claim, My lord, you know I love you (III.iii.121) even
echoes Peters insistent words to Christ, Lord, thou knowest that I love thee
(John 21:1517).
Othellos rejection of Desdemonas offer of her handkerchief is an emphatic
rejection of Desdemona herself. He tells her he has a pain upon his forehead
and dismisses her handkerchief as too little to bind his head with, implying
that invisible horns are growing out of his head. Horns are the traditional symbol
of the cuckold, a husband whose wife is unfaithful to him. Othellos indirect
allusion to these horns suggests that the thought of being a cuckold causes him
pain but that he is not willing to confront his wife directly with his suspicions.
The end of Act III, scene iii, is the climax of Othello. Convinced of his
wifes corruption, Othello makes a sacred oath never to change his mind about
her or to soften his feelings toward her until he enacts a violent revenge. At this
point, Othello is fixed in his course, and the disastrous ending of the play is
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unavoidable. Othello engages Iago in a perverse marriage ceremony, in which
each kneels and solemnly pledges to the other to take vengeance on Desdemona
and Cassio. Just as the play replaces the security of peace with the anxiety of
domestic strife, Othello replaces the security of his marriage with the hateful
paranoia of an alliance with Iago. Iagos final words in this scene chillingly
mock the language of love and marriage: I am your own forever (III.iii.482).
Act III, scene iv
Summary
Desdemona orders the clown to find Cassio and bring him the message that she
has made her suit to Othello. As the clown departs, Desdemona wonders to Emilia
where her handkerchief might be. Othello enters and tells Desdemona to give
him her hand. She does so, and he chastises her for her hands moistness, which
suggests sexual promiscuity. He then asks her to lend him her handkerchief.
When Desdemona cannot produce the handkerchief he wants to see, Othello
explains the handkerchiefs history. An Egyptian sorceress gave it to his mother
and told her that it would make her desirable and keep Othellos father loyal, but
if she lost it or gave it away, Othellos father would leave her. Othellos mother
gave him the magic handkerchief on her deathbed, instructing him to give it to
the woman he desired to marry. Desdemona is unsettled by the story and says
that she has the handkerchief, but not with her. Othello does not believe her. As
he accuses her, demanding The handkerchief! with increasing vehemence, she
entreats for Cassio as a way of changing the subject.
After Othello storms off, Emilia laments the fickleness of men. Cassio and
Iago enter, and Cassio immediately continues with his suit to Desdemona for
help. Desdemona tells Cassio that his timing is unfortunate, as Othello is in a
bad humor, and Iago promises to go soothe his master. Emilia speculates that
Othello is jealous, but Desdemona maintains her conviction that Othello is upset
by some political matter. She tells Cassio to wait while she goes to find Othello
and bring him to talk with his former lieutenant.
While Cassio waits, Bianca, a prostitute, enters. She reprimands him for
not visiting her more frequently, and he apologizes, saying that he is under stress.
He asks her to copy the embroidery of a handkerchief he recently found in his
room onto another handkerchief. Bianca accuses him of making her copy the
embroidery of a love gift from some other woman, but Cassio tells her she is
being silly. They make a plan to meet later that evening.
Analysis
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In this scene, the time scheme of the play begins to unravel. When Bianca talks
to Cassio, she says, What, keep a week away, suggesting that Cassio has been
on the island for at least a week (III.iv.168). But the play has only represented
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three days thus far: the first day in Venice, the day of the arrival and revels in
Cyprus, and the day that begins at the beginning of Act III and continues until
the end of the play. Critics and editors have named this problem the double
time scheme: two separate time frames operate simultaneously. This
inconsistency is somewhat disorientinglike Othello, the audience feels stuck
in a chaotic world. The events onstage are not only beyond our control, they defy
logical understanding. For instance, it is difficult to understand how Desdemona
could have had time to commit adultery.
From the moment it is introduced into the plot, the handkerchief given to
Desdemona by Othello becomes the plays most important symbol. As a charmed
gift given to Othello by his mother, the handkerchief represents Othellos
mysterious and exotic heritage, a heritage that he has repudiated as a Christian
and Venetian citizen. More immediately, to Othello the handkerchief represents
Desdemonas chastity, and her giving it away is a sign that she has given her
body away. In Act III, scene iii, Iago mentions that the handkerchiefs muchdiscussed embroidery is a design of strawberries. The image of strawberries on a
white background recalls the bloodstains on a wedding sheet that prove a brides
virginity; moreover, the dye used to color the strawberry pattern actually consists
of the preserved blood of dead virgins. Thus, the handkerchief suggests a number
of different interpretations. By positioning the handkerchief in Cassios lodging,
Iago as good as convicts Desdemona of unfaithfulness. And when, in the following
scene, Bianca is found to be in possession of the handkerchief, instructed to
copy the embroidery, Desdemona seems no better than a prostitute herself,
carelessly allowing what was once a symbol of Othellos uniqueness to be passed
around and replicated. Othello has convinced himself that Desdemona has lost
her virtue because she has lost a symbol of that virtue.
Emilia, who betrays her privileged position as Desdemonas attendant by
giving Iago the handkerchief, is an elusive character. Emilia seems to become
loyal to her husband in a way she hasnt been in the past: she decides to give Iago
the handkerchief after having denied his request a hundred times, and she lies
to Desdemona about not knowing the handkerchiefs whereabouts. Yet later, in
Act IV, scene ii, Emilia will attempt to convince Othello of Desdemonas loyalty.
She seems deeply skeptical of and knowledgeable about men in general. She
immediately recognizes that Othello is jealous, despite Desdemonas protests,
and her comment that jealousy is a monster / Begot upon itself, born on itself
(III.iv.156157) echoes Iagos earlier remark that jealousy is the green-eyed
monster which doth mock / The meat it feeds on (III.iii.170171). Iago mentions
at the beginning of the play that he suspects his wife of unfaithfulness, and on
one level Iago and Emilia seem to work out their conflict vicariously through
Othello and Desdemona. But Emilia also comments that men are all but
stomachs, and we are all but food. / They eat us hungrily, and when they are full,
/ They belch us (III.iv.100102). This comment supports a reading of Othellos
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jealousy as a way of justifying his rejection of Desdemona.
Act III, scene iv assumes the bizarre shape of a perverted trial. From the
moment he enters, Othello plays the role of the prosecutor, demanding that
Desdemona produce the handkerchief and accusing her of being a whore. Instead
of defending herself against her husbands accusations, Desdemona responds by
advocating Cassios case, appealing to Othello as a judge of Cassios character.
The result is a shouting match, wherein husband and wife completely fail to
communicate, Othello repeatedly screaming The handkerchief! while
Desdemona enumerates Cassios noble qualities, all of which Othello takes as
testimony against her. He points to her moist hand as evidence of her inherently
lascivious nature. Finally, the handkerchief itself is the strong circumstantial
proof that Iago promised him.
By this point, the plot unfolds without any further assistance from Iago,
although he is still involved in manipulating it in some way. He has thus far been
so careful to inform the audience of his every plan that it seems like he must
have anticipated every turn in the road. As with the characters onstage, Iagos
power with the audience lies in his ability to make them believe he knows more
than he does.
Act IV, scene i
Summary

74

Self Learning
Material

Othello and Iago enter in mid-conversation. Iago goads Othello by arguing that
it is no crime for a woman to be naked with a man, if nothing happens. Iago then
remarks that if he were to give his wife a handkerchief, it would be hers to do as
she wished with it. These persistent insinuations of Desdemonas unfaithfulness
work Othello into an incoherent frenzy. He focuses obsessively on the
handkerchief and keeps pumping Iago for information about Cassios comments
to Iago. Finally, Iago says that Cassio has told him he has lain with Desdemona,
and Othello [f]alls down in a trance (IV.i.41 stage direction).
Cassio enters, and Iago mentions that Othello has fallen into his second fit
of epilepsy in two days. He warns Cassio to stay out of the way but tells him that
he would like to speak once Othello has gone. Othello comes out of his trance,
and Iago explains that Cassio stopped by and that he has arranged to speak with
the ex-lieutenant. Iago orders Othello to hide nearby and observe Cassios face
during their conversation. Iago explains that he will make Cassio retell the story
of where, when, how, and how often he has slept with Desdemona, and when he
intends to do so again. When Othello withdraws, Iago informs the audience of
his actual intention. He will joke with Cassio about the prostitute Bianca, so that
Cassio will laugh as he tells the story of Biancas pursuit of him. Othello will be
driven mad, thinking that Cassio is joking with Iago about Desdemona.
The plan works: Cassio laughs uproariously as he tells Iago the details of
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Biancas love for him, and even makes gestures in an attempt to depict her sexual
advances. Just as Cassio says that he no longer wishes to see Bianca, she herself
enters with the handkerchief and again accuses Cassio of giving her a love token
given to him by another woman. Bianca tells Cassio that if he doesnt show up
for supper with her that evening, he will never be welcome to come back again.
Othello has recognized his handkerchief and, coming out of hiding when Cassio
and Bianca are gone, wonders how he should murder his former lieutenant.
Othello goes on to lament his hardheartedness and love for Desdemona, but Iago
reminds him of his purpose. Othello has trouble reconciling his wifes delicacy,
class, beauty, and allure with her adulterous actions. He suggests that he will
poison his wife, but Iago advises him to strangle her in the bed that she
contaminated through her infidelity. Iago also promises to arrange Cassios death.
Desdemona enters with Lodovico, who has come from Venice with a message
from the duke. Lodovico irritates Othello by inquiring about Cassio, and
Desdemona irritates Othello by answering Lodovicos inquiries. The contents of
the letter also upset Othellohe has been called back to Venice, with orders to
leave Cassio as his replacement in Cyprus. When Desdemona hears the news
that she will be leaving Cyprus, she expresses her happiness, whereupon Othello
strikes her. Lodovico is horrified by Othellos loss of self-control, and asks Othello
to call back Desdemona, who has left the stage. Othello does so, only to accuse
her of being a false and promiscuous woman. He tells Lodovico that he will
obey the dukes orders, commands Desdemona to leave, and storms off. Lodovico
cannot believe that the Othello he has just seen is the same self-controlled man
he once knew. He wonders whether Othello is mad, but Iago refuses to answer
Lodovicos questions, telling him that he must see for himself.
Analysis
With Othello striking his wife in public and storming out inarticulately, this
scene is the reverse of Act II, scene iii, where, after calming the Turk within
his brawling soldiers, Othello gently led his wife back to bed. Now, insofar as
Turks represented savagery in early modern England, Othello has exposed his
own inner Turk, and he brutally orders his wife to bed. Iagos lies have not only
misled Othello, they have shifted him from his status of celebrated defender of
Venice to cultural outsider and threat to Venetian security.
Lodovicos arrival from Venice serves as a reminder of how great Othellos
transformation has been. As he stood before the senate at the beginning of the
play, he was a great physical as well as verbal presence, towering above Brabanzio
in stature and in eloquence, arresting the eyes and ears of his peers in the most
political of public spaces, the court. After a short time in Cyprus, Iago has managed
to bring about Othellos savage madness (IV.i.52). Othello loses control of his
speech and, as he writhes on the ground, his movements. Othellos trance and
swoon in this scene present him at the greatest possible distance from the noble
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figure he was before the senate in Act I, scene iii.
The action of the play takes place almost wholly in Iagos world, where
appearances, rather than truth, are what count. Because of Iagos machinations,
Cassio is perfectly placed to seem to give evidence of adultery, and Othello is
perfectly placed to interpret whatever Cassio says or does as such. Throughout
the play, Othello has been oblivious to speech, always sure that speech masks
hidden meaning. Othellos obsession with appearances is the reason why he is
content to watch Cassios supposed confession, despite the fact that confessions
are heard rather than seen. He also turns Lodovicos letterswhich announce
that Othello has been replaced by Cassio as governor of Cyprus in the same
manner in which he believes Cassio has replaced him in the bedroominto
ocular proof that he is being supplanted.
Cyprus serves as a contrast to Venice, a place where the normal structures
and laws governing civil society cease to operate. Such a world is common within
Shakespeares plays, though far more prevalent in his comedies. In A Midsummer
Nights Dream and As You Like It, for example, the forest functions as an
unstructured, malleable world in which the characters can transgress societal
norms, work out their conflicts, and then return to society with no harm done. In
the first act of Othello, Cyprus is clearly not such a world; it is a territory of
Venice, to which Othello and company are called as a matter of state. As soon as
the Turkish threat has been eliminated, however, the characters seem to lose
their connection to Venetian society, and, with its festivities and drunken revelry,
Cyprus then seems to have more in common with the alien, pastoral worlds of
many of Shakespeares comedies.
At many points, in fact, the plot of Othello resembles those of Shakespeare
comedies in that it is based upon misrecognition and jealousy. The resemblances
to comedy suggest that the misunderstandings of the play will be recognized and
all will live happily ever after. But Cyprus, unlike the forest of A Midsummer
Nights Dream, is still connected to Venetian society, and the arrival of Lodovico
strengthens the Venetian presence and reminds Othello of the necessity of
safeguarding his societal and political reputation. Cyprus, then, becomes a sort
of trap, a false escape, in which the societal norms that seem to have disappeared
reemerge to capture the transgressors. This mechanism of capture that exerts its
force over the characters of Cyprus also occurs within Othello himself. The play
refers on a number of occasions to jealousy as an innate force that cannot be
planted, but instead grows from within and consumes itself and its host. Othello
falls prey to the illusion of his own strength and power, and the jealousy it hides,
just as Cyprus gives the illusion of providing a haven from the workings of the
law.
Like Cyprus, Othello is half Venetian, half other, and his predicament is
the result of forces that are half comedic mischief and half deep-rooted, essential
evil. Perhaps as a way of embodying these two clashing worlds, the play continues
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to upset the audiences relationship to time. Iago claims, This is [Othellos]
second fit. He had one yesterday (IV.i.48). We have no basis on which to judge
this claim, but if the plays action does, in fact, span three days, then Othellos
first fit must have taken place before Iago even provoked his jealous rage.
Similarly, when Bianca enters and chides Cassio for giving her a handkerchief
she believes to be a love token from some other woman, she talks as though she
never had almost the exact same conversation with Cassio in Act III, scene iv.
The plays unrealistic lapses, repetitions, expansions, and contractions may
contribute to the audiences sense that Iagos power is almost like that of a charmer
invoking a kind of magic.
Act IV, scenes iiiii
Summary: Act IV, scene ii
Othello interrogates Emilia about Desdemonas behavior, but Emilia insists that
Desdemona has done nothing suspicious. Othello tells Emilia to summon
Desdemona, implying while Emilia is gone that she is a bawd, or female pimp
(IV.ii.21). When Emilia returns with Desdemona, Othello sends Emilia to guard
the door. Alone with Desdemona, Othello weeps and proclaims that he could
have borne any affliction other than the pollution of the fountain from which
his future children are to flow (IV.ii.61). When Desdemona fervently denies being
unfaithful, Othello sarcastically replies that he begs her pardon: he took her for
the cunning whore of Venice who married Othello (IV.ii.93). Othello storms
out of the room, and Emilia comes in to comfort her mistress. Desdemona tells
Emilia to lay her wedding sheets on the bed for that night.
At Desdemonas request, Emilia brings in Iago, and Desdemona tries to
find out from him why Othello has been treating her like a whore. Emilia says to
her husband that Othello must have been deceived by some villain, the same sort
of villain who made Iago suspect Emilia of sleeping with Othello. Iago assures
Desdemona that Othello is merely upset by some official business, and a trumpet
flourish calls Emilia and Desdemona away to dinner with the Venetian emissaries.
Roderigo enters, furious that he is still frustrated in his love, and ready to
make himself known in his suit to Desdemona so that she might return all of the
jewels that Iago was supposed to have given her from him. Iago tells Roderigo
that Cassio is being assigned to Othellos place. Iago also lies, saying that Othello
is being sent to Mauritania, in Africa, although he is really being sent back to
Venice. He tells Roderigo that the only way to prevent Othello from taking
Desdemona away to Africa with him would be to get rid of Cassio. He sets about
persuading Roderigo that he is just the man for knocking out [Cassios] brains
(IV.ii.229).
Summary: Act IV, scene iii
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After dinner, Othello proposes to walk with Lodovico, and sends Desdemona to
bed, telling her that he will be with her shortly and that she should dismiss Emilia.
Desdemona seems aware of her imminent fate as she prepares for bed. She says
that if she dies before Emilia, Emilia should use one of the wedding sheets for
her shroud. As Emilia helps her mistress to undress, Desdemona sings a song,
called Willow, about a woman whose love forsook her. She says she learned
the song from her mothers maid, Barbary, who died singing the song after she
had been deserted by her lover. The song makes Desdemona think about adultery,
and she asks Emilia whether she would cheat on her husband for all the world
(IV.iii.62). Emilia says that she would not deceive her husband for jewels or rich
clothes, but that the whole world is a huge prize and would outweigh the offense.
This leads Emilia to speak about the fact that women have appetites for sex and
infidelity just as men do, and that men who deceive their wives have only
themselves to blame if their wives cheat on them. Desdemona replies that she
prefers to answer bad deeds with good deeds rather than with more bad deeds.
She readies herself for bed.
Analysis: Act IV, scenes iiiii
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In Act IV, scene ii, Othello interrogates Emilia as if she were a witness to a
crime. Her testimony would be strong evidence of Desdemonas innocence, except
that Othello dismisses it all as lies, because it does not accord with what he
already believes. Just as there is no way for Othello to prove beyond any doubt
that Desdemona has been unfaithful, no amount of evidence could now overturn
Othellos belief in her guilt. (In the final scene, Othello does abruptly decide that
he has been deceived all along by Iago, but not because he is confronted by
compelling proof.) Othello explains away any evidence in Desdemonas favor,
however strong, by imagining Emilia and Desdemona to be subtle and
sophisticated liars.
When Othello has finished questioning Emilia, he interrogates Desdemona.
She is still very much the articulate, generous wife she has been in earlier scenes,
and she fervently denies Othellos accusations. Even though he has no intention
of believing her, he calls on her to swear that she is honest, as if all he wants is to
see her damn herself with more lies. Moreover, he exaggerates her infidelities
out of all proportion to reality or human possibility, comparing her copulation to
the breeding of summer flies or foul toads. Having opened the floodgates of
doubt, Othello seems to have expanded Desdemonas infractions to make her
the worst wife humanly conceivable. Perhaps any infidelity is as painful to him
as a thousand infidelities, and his exaggerations only communicate the importance
to him of her chastity. It is also possible that Othellos belief that Desdemona has
been unfaithful has robbed him of his only stable point of reference, so that he
has no grip on reality to check his imagination.
Having had to preside over a state dinner right after being abused by her

Othello

husband in Act IV, scene ii, Desdemona must be completely exhausted by the
beginning of Act IV, scene iii. She submits without complaint to Othellos order
that she go to bed and dismiss Emilia. Despite Othellos repeated offenses,
Desdemona continues to love her husband. Alone with Desdemona, Emilia
reflects that it would have been better if Desdemona had never seen Othello, but
Desdemona rejects this idea, saying that Othello seems noble and graceful to
her, even in his rebukes.
As Emilia undresses her, Desdemona suddenly remarks that Lodovico, who
was onstage at the beginning of the scene, is a proper man (IV.iii.34). This
remark suggests that Lodovico is attractive, all that a man should be, and it is
somewhat puzzling, considering all that Desdemona has to think about at this
moment. She may simply be unable to think any further about the inexplicable
disaster that has befallen her marriage. Or, she may be mulling over the
implications of Emilias idea: what would her life be like if she hadnt married
Othello? Having just been violently rebuked for infidelity by her husband,
Desdemona now seems to think for the first time about what it would mean to be
unfaithful. As if reading Desdemonas thought, Emilia runs with the suggestion
of Lodovicos attractiveness, declaring that she knows a woman who would
walk barefoot to / Palestine for a touch of his nether lip (IV.iii.3637). Emilias
comment serves as an invitation for Desdemona to speak more openly about the
possibility of her infidelity.
When Desdemona tells the story behind the Willow song that she sings,
she says that the name of her mothers maid was Barbary (IV.iii.25),
inadvertently echoing Iagos description of Othello as a Barbary horse (I.i.113).
The word refers to the countries along the north coast of Africa, and thus the
name suggests an exotic, African element in Desdemonas background, although
the name Barbary was in use in Elizabethan England, so Barbary herself wasnt
necessarily African. The song itself is melancholy, and it portrays an attitude of
fatalism regarding love, a resigned acceptance of misfortune that Desdemona
seems to embrace. Let nobody blame him, his scorn I approve, she sings,
before realizing that she has supplied the wrong words (IV.iii.50).
Desdemonas attitude toward her chastity represents what Renaissance males
wanted and expected of women, and it is certainly what Othello wants from his
wife. She sees it as an absolute entity that is worth more to her than her life or
ownership of the entire whole world. Emilia, on the other hand, suggests that the
ideal of female chastity is overblown and exaggerated. Throughout the scene,
Emilia seems to be trying to gently hint that instead of quietly suffering Othellos
abuse, Desdemona ought to look for happiness elsewhere. She argues that women
are basically the same as men, and that the two sexes are unfaithful for the same
reasons: affection for people other than their spouse, human weakness, and simple
desire for enjoyment, or sport (IV.iii.95). Contrasted with Othello, who veers
between seeing Desdemona as a monumentalized, ideal figure and as a whore
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with a thousand partners, Emilias words do not advocate infidelity so much as a
desire for reasonable middle ground, a societal acknowledgment that women are
human beings with needs and desires rather than virgins or whores.
Act V, scenes iii
Summary: Act V, scene i
Iago and Roderigo wait outside the brothel where Cassio visits Bianca. Iago
positions Roderigo with a rapier (a type of sword) in a place where he will be
able to ambush Cassio. Iago then withdraws himself, although Roderigo asks
him not to go too far in case he needs help killing Cassio. Cassio enters, and
Roderigo stabs at him but fails to pierce Cassios armor. Cassio stabs and wounds
Roderigo. Iago darts out in the commotion, stabs Cassio in the leg, and exits.
Not knowing who has stabbed him, Cassio falls. At this moment, Othello enters.
Hearing Cassios cries of murder, Othello believes that Iago has killed him.
Inspired by what he believes to be Iagos successful vengeance, Othello returns
to his bedroom to kill Desdemona.
Lodovico and Graziano enter and hear Cassios and Roderigos cries. They
can see nothing because of the darkness, and they are wary of helping the crying
men in case it is a trap. Iago enters carrying a light. He first pretends to discover
Cassio, who begs him for help, and then stumbles upon Cassios assailant,
Roderigo, whom Iago stabs without hesitation. Graziano and Lodovico are still
unable to see Iago, and they are unaware of what he is doing. Finally, the three
men come face-to-face, and they question Cassio about his injuries.
Bianca enters and begins to cry out when she sees the wounded Cassio.
Iago questions Cassio about his assailant, but Cassio can provide no explanation
for what has happened. Iago suggests that Roderigo is to blame. Cassio says that
he does not know Roderigo. Attendants carry off Cassio and Roderigos corpse.
Emilia enters, and Iago tells her what has happened, adding the explanation,
This is the fruits of whoring (V.i.118). He and Emilia chastise Bianca, at whose
house Cassio had dined that evening. Iago takes Bianca under arrest, and sends
Emilia to tell Othello and Desdemona what has happened. Iago ends the scene
with an aside: This is the night / That either makes me or fordoes [undoes] me
quite (V.i.130131).
Summary: Act V, scene ii
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Then must you speak
Of one that loved not wisely but too well,
Of one not easily jealous but, being wrought,
Perplexed in the extreme; of one whose hand,
Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away
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Richer than all his tribe. . . .
Holding a candle, Othello stands over the sleeping Desdemona and prepares
to kill her. He bends down to kiss her once before he does the deed, she wakes,
and he tells her to prepare to die. Growing frightened, Desdemona asks her
husband why he means to kill her, and Othello responds that she has been
unfaithful to him with Cassiohe has seen the proof in the handkerchief. Othello
refuses to believe Desdemonas denial of the charge, saying that Cassio has
confessed but will speak no more, since he has been killed by Iago. Desdemona
begins to weep for Cassio, which only drives Othello into a greater rage. Wrestling
with her as she begs to be allowed to live just a little longer, Othello finally
succeeds in smothering his wife. Emilia calls from outside the door, and Othello,
apparently delirious, confuses her cries with his wifes and concludes that
Desdemona is not yet dead. Thinking himself to be merciful, and not wanting to
have his wife linger in pain, he smothers her again.
Othello draws the bed curtains and lets Emilia in. Emilia informs Othello
that Cassio has killed Roderigo. Othello asks if Cassio has been killed as well,
and Emilia informs him that Cassio is alive. As Othello begins to realize that his
plans have gone awry, Desdemona cries out that she has been murdered. She
stays alive long enough to recant this statement, telling Emilia that she was not
murdered but killed herself. She dies. Othello triumphantly admits to Emilia
that he killed Desdemona, and when she asks him why, Othello tells her that
Iago opened his eyes to Desdemonas falsehood. Unfazed by Othellos threat
that she were best to remain silent, Emilia calls out for help, bringing Montano,
Graziano, and Iago to the scene (V.ii.168).
As the truth of Iagos villainy begins to come out through Emilias
accusations, Othello falls weeping upon the bed that contains the body of his
dead wife. Almost to himself, Graziano expresses relief that Brabanzio is dead
the first news the audience has heard of thisand has not lived to see his daughter
come to such a terrible end. Othello still clings to his belief in Iagos truth and
Desdemonas guilt, mentioning the handkerchief and Cassios confession.
When Othello mentions the handkerchief, Emilia erupts, and Iago, no longer
certain that he can keep his plots hidden, attempts to silence her with his sword.
Graziano stops him and Emilia explains how she found the handkerchief and
gave it to Iago. Othello runs at Iago but is disarmed by Montano. In the commotion,
Iago is able to stab his wife, who falls, apparently dying. Iago flees and is pursued
by Montano and Graziano. Left alone onstage with the bodies of the two women,
Othello searches for another sword. Emilias dying words provide eerie
background music, as she sings a snatch of the song Willow. She tells Othello
that Desdemona was chaste and loved him.
Graziano returns to find Othello armed and defiant, mourning the loss of
his wife. They are joined shortly by Montano, Lodovico, Cassio, and Iago, who
is being held prisoner. Othello stabs Iago, wounding him, and Lodovico orders
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some soldiers to disarm Othello. Iago sneers that he bleeds but is not killed. He
refuses to say anything more about what he has done, but Lodovico produces a
letter found in Roderigos pocket that reveals everything that has happened.
Seeking some kind of final reconciliation, Othello asks Cassio how he came by
the handkerchief, and Cassio replies that he found it in his chamber.
Lodovico tells Othello that he must come with them back to Venice, and
that he will be stripped of his power and command and put on trial. Refusing to
be taken away before he has spoken, Othello asks his captors, When you shall
these unlucky deeds relate, / Speak of me as I am (V.ii.350351). He reminds
them of a time in Aleppo when he served the Venetian state and slew a malignant
Turk. I took by the throat the circumcised dog / And smote him thus, says
Othello, pulling a third dagger from hiding and stabbing himself in demonstration
(V.ii.364365). Pledging to die upon a kiss, Othello falls onto the bed with his
wifes body (V.ii.369).
Lodovico tells Iago to look at the result of his devious efforts, names Graziano
as Othellos heir, and puts Montano in charge of Iagos execution. Lodovico
prepares to leave for Venice to bear the news from Cyprus to the duke and senate.
Analysis: Act V, scenes iii
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In the first scene of Act V, we see the utterly futile end of Roderigo and his plans.
Roderigo was first persuaded that he need only follow Othello and Desdemona
to Cyprus in order to win over Desdemona, then that he need only disgrace
Cassio, then that he need only kill Cassio. Now, Roderigo, stabbed by the man
who gave him false hope, dies empty-handed in every possible way. He has
given all his money and jewels to Iago, who admits that the jewelry more than
anything else motivated his killing of Roderigo: Live Roderigo, / He calls me
to a restitution large / Of gold and jewels that I bobbed from him (V.i.1416).
Roderigo is certainly a pathetic character, evidenced by the fact that he does not
even succeed in killing Cassio. Unwittingly, Roderigo causes Iagos plan to be
foiled for the first time in the play. Because of this, Iago is forced to bloody his
own hands, also for the first time in the play. Displaying a talent for improvisation,
Iago takes the burden of action into his own hands because he has no other
choice. Once Iago sees that Roderigo has failed to kill Cassio, Iago is able to
wound Cassio, return with a light to save Cassio, kill Roderigo, and cast
suspicion on Bianca and her brothel, all in a very short time. Neither Lodovico,
Graziano, nor Cassio shows the slightest suspicion that Iago is somehow involved
in the mayhem. Othello is not the only one who finds Iago honest.
Othellos brief appearance in Act V, scene i, is particularly horrifying. Joyfully
supposing Cassio to be dead, Othello proceeds to his bedchamber with great
fervor, crying, Strumpet, I come. / Forth of my heart those charms, thine eyes,
are blotted. / Thy bed, lust-stained, shall with lusts blood be spotted (V.i.35
37). When he promises that the bed shall with lusts blood be spotted, he
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means that when he kills Desdemona, her guilty blood of lust will spot the
sheets. But spotted sheets also suggests wedding-night sex.
As Othello prepares to kill Desdemona at the beginning of the final scene,
the idea of killing her becomes curiously intertwined, in his mind, with the idea
of taking her virginity. In Act V, scene ii, he expresses his sorrow that he has to
kill her in terms that suggest his reluctance to take her virginity: When I have
plucked thy rose/I cannot give it vital growth again./It must needs wither (V.ii.13
15). He steels himself to kill her, but he refuses to shed her blood or scar her
white skin, which is as smooth as monumental alabaster. His words imply that
the real tragedy is the loss of her virginity, which would leave her irretrievably
spoiled. Ironically, despite being convinced of her corruption, part of him seems to
view her as still intact, like an alabaster statue or an unplucked rose. Furthermore,
the reader may recall that the all-important handkerchief is dyed with the blood
ofdead virgins. The handkerchiefs importance to Othello may suggest that he
thinks it is better for a woman to die as a virgin than live as a wife.
Although it seems ludicrous to suggest that Othello has not yet taken
Desdemonas virginity, the play includes two scenes during which their marriage
is supposed to be sexually consummated, and in both the couple is interrupted as
Othello is called on to resolve a crisis. This is only, it seems, the couples third
night together, and Desdemona has asked that her wedding sheets be put on the
bed. The wedding sheets would prove one way or another whether the marriage
was consummated, depending on whether they were stained with blood.
Desdemonas choice of the sheets for a shroud may suggest that they are unstained.
If they have consummated their marriage, Othellos words may suggest his
unwillingness to accept the fact that he has already taken Desdemonas virginity,
and his jealous fantasies about Desdemonas supposed debauchery may stem
from his fear of her newly awakened sexuality, and from his own feeling of
responsibility for having awakened it.
After Desdemona wakes, the scene progresses in a series of wavelike rushes
that leave the audience as stunned and disoriented as the characters onstage. For
starters, Desdemona seems to die twiceOthello smothers her once, then
smothers her again after mistaking Emilias screams from outside for his wifes.
Astonishingly, Desdemona finds breath again to speak four final lines after Emilia
enters the bedroom. Similarly, Emilias death appears certain after Iago stabs her
and Graziano says, [T]he woman falls. Sure he hath killed his wife, and then,
Hes gone, but his wifes killed (V.ii.243, 245). Yet, eight lines later, Emilia
speaks again, calling, What did thy song bode, lady? (V.ii.253). She speaks
another five lines before dying for good.
Before he kills himself, Othello invokes his prior services to the state, asking
Lodovico and the other Venetians to listen to him for a moment. At this point, he
is resolved to die, and his concern is with how he will be remembered. When he
appeals to his listeners to describe him as he actually is, neither better or worse,
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the audience may or may not agree with his characterization of himself as one
not easily made jealous, or as one who loved not wisely but too well (V.ii.353).
As he continues, though, he addresses an important problem: will his crime be
remembered as the fall from grace of a Venetian Christian, or an assault on Venice
by an ethnic and cultural outsider? He stresses his outsider status in a way that
he does not do earlier in the play, comparing himself to a base Indian who cast
away a pearl worth more than all of his tribe (V.ii.356357). Finally, he recalls a
time in which he defended Venice by smiting an enemy Turk, and then stabs
himself in a reenactment of his earlier act, thereby casting himself as both insider
and outsider, enemy of the state and defender of the state.
Throughout the play, Shakespeare cultivates Othellos ambivalent status as
insider and outsider. Othello identifies himself firmly with Christian culture, yet
his belief in fate and the charmed handkerchief suggest ties to a pagan heritage.
Despite the fact that his Christianity seems slightly ambiguous, however,
Shakespeare repeatedly casts Othello as Christ and Iago as Judas (or, ironically,
as Peter). (See analysis of Act I, scene ii, and Act III, scene iii.) These echoes of
the Gospel suggest that Othello and his tragedy are somehow central to the
Christian world of Venice. Moreover, while most modern editions of the play
include the words base Indian (V.ii.356), the First Folio edition actually says
base Iudean (i.e., Judean), possibly implying that Othello compares himself to
Judas. The plays rich biblical references suggest that Othello is both Christ and
Judas, a man who sacrifices himself to expiate the Venetians guilt as well as his
own. What larger crime Othellos suicide atones for, however, the audience can
only conjecture.

2.6 IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS EXPLAINED
1.
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Were I the Moor I would not be Iago.
In following him I follow but myself;
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,
But seeming so for my peculiar end.
For when my outward action doth demonstrate
The native act and figure of my heart
In compliment extern, tis not long after
But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve
For daws to peck at. I am not what I am. (I.i.5765)
In this early speech, Iago explains his tactics to Roderigo. He follows Othello
not out of love or duty, but because he feels he can exploit and dupe his
master, thereby revenging himself upon the man he suspects of having slept with
his wife. Iago finds that people who are what they seem are foolish. The day he
decides to demonstrate outwardly what he feels inwardly, Iago explains, will be
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the day he makes himself most vulnerable: I will wear my heart upon my sleeve
/ For daws to peck at. His implication, of course, is that such a day will never
come.
This speech exemplifies Iagos cryptic and elliptical manner of speaking.
Phrases such as Were I the Moor I would not be Iago and I am not what I am
hide as much as, if not more than, they reveal. Iago is continually playing a game
of deception, even with Roderigo and the audience. The paradox or riddle that
the speech creates is emblematic of Iagos power throughout the play: his smallest
sentences (Think, my lord? in III.iii.109) or gestures (beckoning Othello closer
in Act IV, scene i) open up whole worlds of interpretation.
2. My noble father,
I do perceive here a divided duty.
To you I am bound for life and education.
My life and education both do learn me
How to respect you. You are the lord of my duty,
I am hitherto your daughter. But heres my husband,
And so much duty as my mother showed
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge that I may profess
Due to the Moor my lord. (I.iii.179188)
These words, which Desdemona speaks to her father before the Venetian senate,
are her first of the play. Her speech shows her thoughtfulness, as she does not
insist on her loyalty to Othello at the expense of respect for her father, but rather
acknowledges that her duty is divided. Because Desdemona is brave enough
to stand up to her father and even partially rejects him in public, these words also
establish for the audience her courage and her strength of conviction. Later, this
same ability to separate different degrees and kinds of affection will make
Desdemona seek, without hesitation, to help Cassio, thereby fueling Othellos
jealousy. Again and again, Desdemona speaks clearly and truthfully, but, tragically,
Othello is poisoned by Iagos constant manipulation of language and emotions
and is therefore blind to Desdemonas honesty.
3. Haply for I am black,
And have not those soft parts of conversation
That chamberers have; or for I am declined
Into the vale of yearsyet thats not much
Shes gone. I am abused, and my relief
Must be to loathe her. O curse of marriage,
That we can call these delicate creatures ours
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And not their appetites! I had rather be a toad
And live upon the vapor of a dungeon
Than keep a corner in the thing I love
For others uses. Yet tis the plague of great ones;
Prerogatived are they less than the base.
Tis destiny unshunnable, like death. (III.iii.267279)
When, in Act I, scene iii, Othello says that he is rude in speech, he shows that
he does not really believe his own claim by going on to deliver a lengthy and
very convincing speech about how he won Desdemona over with his wonderful
storytelling (I.iii.81). However, after Iago has raised Othellos suspicions about
his wifes fidelity, Othello seems to have at least partly begun to believe that he
is inarticulate and barbaric, lacking those soft parts of conversation / That
chamberers [those who avoid practical labor and confine their activities to the
chambers of ladies] have. This is also the first time that Othello himself, and
not Iago, calls negative attention to either his race or his age. His conclusion that
Desdemona is gone shows how far Iagos insinuations about Cassio and
Desdemona have taken Othello: in a matter of a mere 100 lines or so, he has
progressed from belief in his conjugal happiness to belief in his abandonment.

What is the Plot of Othello?
The ugly imagery that follows this declaration of abandonmentOthello
finds Desdemona to be a mere creature of appetite and imagines himself as
a toad in a dungeonanticipates his later speech in Act IV, scene ii, in
which he compares Desdemona to a cistern for foul toads / To knot and gender
in, and says that she is as honest as summer flies are in the shambles
[slaughterhouses], / That quicken even with blowing (IV.ii.6364, 6869).
Othellos comment, tis the plague of great ones, shows that the only potential
comfort Othello finds in his moment of hopelessness is his success as a soldier,
which proves that he is not base. He attempts to consider his wifes purported
infidelity as an inevitable part of his being a great man, but his comfort is
halfhearted and unconvincing, and he concludes by resigning himself to cuckoldry
as though it were death.
4. I am glad I have found this napkin.
This was her first remembrance from the Moor,
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My wayward husband hath a hundred times
Wooed me to steal it, but she so loves the token
For he conjured her she should ever keep it
That she reserves it evermore about her
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To kiss and talk to. Ill ha the work taen out,
And givet Iago. What he will do with it,
Heaven knows, not I.
I nothing, but to please his fantasy. (III.iii.294303)
This speech of Emilias announces the beginning of Othellos handkerchief
plot, a seemingly insignificant eventthe dropping of a handkerchiefthat
becomes the means by which Othello, Desdemona, Cassio, Roderigo, Emilia,
and even Iago himself are completely undone. Before Othello lets the handkerchief
fall from his brow, we have neither heard of nor seen it. The primary function of
Emilias speech is to explain the props importance: as the first gift Othello gave
Desdemona, it represents their oldest and purest feelings for one another.
While the fact that Iago hath a hundred times / Wooed me to steal it
immediately tips off the audience to the handkerchiefs imminently prominent
place in the tragic sequence of events, Emilia seems entirely unsuspicious. To
her, the handkerchief is literally a trifle, light as air, and this is perhaps why
she remains silent about the handkerchiefs whereabouts even when Desdemona
begins to suffer for its absence. It is as though Emilia cannot, or refuses to,
imagine that her husband would want the handkerchief for any devious reason.
Many critics have found Emilias silence about the handkerchiefand in fact
the entire handkerchief plota great implausibility, and it is hard to disagree
with this up to a point. At the same time, however, it serves as yet another instance
in which Iago has the extraordinary power to make those around him see only
what they want to see, and thereby not suspect what is obviously suspicious.
5. Then must you speak
Of one that loved not wisely but too well,
Of one not easily jealous but, being wrought,
Perplexed in the extreme; of one whose hand,
Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away
Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdued eyes,
Albeit unused to the melting mood,
Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees
Their medicinable gum. Set you down this,
And say besides that in Aleppo once,
Where a malignant and a turbaned Turk
Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,
I took by th throat the circumcised dog
And smote him thus. (V.ii.341-354)
With these final words, Othello stabs himself in the chest. In this farewell speech,
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Othello reaffirms his position as a figure who is simultaneously a part of and
excluded from Venetian society. The smooth eloquence of the speech and its
references to Arabian trees, Aleppo, and a malignant and a turbaned Turk
remind us of Othellos long speech in Act I, scene iii, lines 127168, and of the
tales of adventure and war with which he wooed Desdemona. No longer
inarticulate with grief as he was when he cried, O fool! fool! fool!, Othello
seems to have calmed himself and regained his dignity and, consequently, our
respect (V.ii.332). He reminds us once again of his martial prowess, the quality
that made him famous in Venice. At the same time, however, by killing himself
as he is describing the killing of a Turk, Othello identifies himself with those
who pose a militaryand, according to some, a psychologicalthreat to Venice,
acknowledging in the most powerful and awful way the fact that he is and will
remain very much an outsider. His suicide is a kind of martyrdom, a last act of
service to the state, as he kills the only foe he has left to conquer: himself.

2.7 SELF-ASSESSMENT
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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What pattern is embroidered on the handkerchief?
(a) Strawberries
(b) Dots
(c) Leaves
(d) Daggers
How is the Turkish fleet thwarted?
(a) In battle with Othellos fleet
(b) By a storm
(c) Mutiny
(d) In battle with ships from Rhodes
What rank does Cassio hold before Othello strips it from him?
(a) Corporal
(b) Private
(c) Lieutenant
(d) Colonel
Which of the following animal epithets is not applied to Othello during the
play?
(a) Ram
(b) Horse
(c) Serpent
(d) Ass
How old is Iago?
(a) Thirty-five
(b) Nineteen
(c) Twenty-eight
(d) Fifty
What is the beast with two backs?
(a) A mutant horse
(b) Othello
(c) Two people having sex
(d) Conjoined twins
What is Brabanzios position in Venice?
(a) Senator
(b) Duke
(c) Constable
(d) Stable-hand
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8.

Where does Iago tell Roderigo that Othello and Desdemona are sailing to
from Cyprus?
(a) Morocco
(b) America
(c) Crete
(d) Mauritania
9. Who made the handkerchief that Othello inherited from his mother?
(a) Barbary
(b) Othellos mother
(c) Othellos former lover
(d) A sibyl, or female prophet
10. What first attracted Desdemona to Othello?
(a) His strong hands
(b) His beautifully crafted armor
(c) His handkerchief
(d) The stories he told about his past
11. What rank does Iago begrudgingly hold?

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

(a) Colonel
(b) Sergeant
(c) Ensign
(d) Captain
From whom did Desdemona first hear the song of Willow?
(a) Othello
(b) Her mothers maid, Barbary
(c) The clown
(d) Emilia
Which of the following epithets is most commonly applied to Iago throughout
the play?
(a) Honest
(b) Fat
(c) Stubborn
(d) Ugly
Whose death does Graziano report in the final scene?
(a) The dukes
(b) Lodovicos
(c) Biancas
(d) Brabanzios
Which of Cassios weaknesses does Iago exploit?
(a) His inability to ride a horse
(b) A low tolerance for alcohol
(c) A bad knee
(d) A short attention span
Whom does Iago refer to as the true general?
(a) The duke
(b) Brabanzio
(c) Desdemona
(d) Lodovico
How does Othello kill Desdemona?
(a) He stabs her.
(b) He smothers her.
(c) He strangles her.
(d) He beats her to death.

18. What, according to Iago, is the green-eyed monster?
(a) Envy
(b) Greed
(c) Sexual desire
(d) Jealousy
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19. Whom does Cassio wound in the drunken brawl of Act II, scene iii?
(a) Roderigo
(b) Iago
(c) Montano
(d) Graziano
20. With whom does Cassio dine the night he is stabbed?
(a) Othello
(b) Lodovico
(c) Desdemona
(d) Bianca

2.8 SUMMARY
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William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker
in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but
his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582 he married an older woman,
Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family
behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and
critical acclaim quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most
popular playwright in England and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career
bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 15581603) and James I (ruled 1603
1625), and he was a favorite of both monarchs.
Othello was first performed by the Kings Men at the court of King James I
on November 1, 1604. Written during Shakespeares great tragic period, which
also included the composition of Hamlet (1600), King Lear (16045), Macbeth
(1606), and Antony and Cleopatra (16067), Othello is set against the backdrop
of the wars between Venice and Turkey that raged in the latter part of the sixteenth
century. Cyprus, which is the setting for most of the action, was a Venetian outpost
attacked by the Turks in 1570 and conquered the following year. Shakespeares
information on the Venetian-Turkish conflict probably derives from The History
of the Turks by Richard Knolles, which was published in England in the autumn
of1603. The story of Othello is also derived from another sourcean Italian
prose tale written in 1565 by Giovanni Battista Giraldi Cinzio (usually referred
to as Cinthio). The original story contains the bare bones of Shakespeares plot:
a Moorish general is deceived by his ensign into believing his wife is unfaithful.
To Cinthios story Shakespeare added supporting characters such as the rich
young dupe Roderigo and the outraged and grief-stricken Brabanzio,
Desdemonas father. Shakespeare compressed the action into the space of a few
days and set it against the backdrop of military conflict. And, most memorably,
he turned the ensign, a minor villain, into the arch-villain Iago.
Othello begins on a street in Venice, in the midst of an argument between
Roderigo, a rich man, and Iago. Roderigo has been paying Iago to help him in
his suit to Desdemona. But Roderigo has just learned that Desdemona has married
Othello, a general whom Iago begrudgingly serves as ensign. Iago says he hates
Othello, who recently passed him over for the position of lieutenant in favor of
the inexperienced soldier Michael Cassio.
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Unseen, Iago and Roderigo cry out to Brabanzio that his daughter Desdemona
has been stolen by and married to Othello, the Moor. Brabanzio finds that his
daughter is indeed missing, and he gathers some officers to find Othello. Not
wanting his hatred of Othello to be known, Iago leaves Roderigo and hurries
back to Othello before Brabanzio sees him. At Othellos lodgings, Cassio arrives
with an urgent message from the duke: Othellos help is needed in the matter of
the imminent Turkish invasion of Cyprus. Not long afterward, Brabanzio arrives
with Roderigo and others, and accuses Othello of stealing his daughter by
witchcraft. When he finds out that Othello is on his way to speak with the duke,
-Brabanzio decides to go along and accuse Othello before the assembled senate.
Brabanzios plan backfires. The duke and senate are very sympathetic toward
Othello. Given a chance to speak for himself, Othello explains that he wooed
and won Desdemona not by witchcraft but with the stories of his adventures in
travel and war. The duke finds Othellos explanation convincing, and Desdemona
herself enters at this point to defend her choice in marriage and to announce to
her father that her allegiance is now to her husband. Brabanzio is frustrated, but
acquiesces and allows the senate meeting to resume. The duke says that Othello
must go to Cyprus to aid in the defense against the Turks, who are headed for the
island. Desdemona insists that she accompany her husband on his trip, and
preparations are made for them to depart that night.
Othello arrives, greets his wife, and announces that there will be reveling
that evening to celebrate Cypruss safety from the Turks. Once everyone has left,
Roderigo complains to Iago that he has no chance of breaking up Othellos
marriage. Iago assures Roderigo that as soon as Desdemonas blood is made
dull with the act of sport, she will lose interest in Othello and seek sexual
satisfaction elsewhere (II.i.222). However, Iago warns that elsewhere will likely
be with Cassio. Iago counsels Roderigo that he should cast Cassio into disgrace
by starting a fight with Cassio at the evenings revels. In a soliloquy, Iago explains
to the audience that eliminating Cassio is the first crucial step in his plan to ruin
Othello. That night, Iago gets Cassio drunk and then sends Roderigo to start a
fight with him. Apparently provoked by Roderigo, Cassio chases Roderigo across
the stage. Governor Montano attempts to hold Cassio down, and Cassio stabs
him. Iago sends Roderigo to raise alarm in the town.
Desdemona is quite sympathetic to Cassios request and promises that she
will do everything she can to make Othello forgive his former lieutenant. As
Cassio is about to leave, Othello and Iago return. Feeling uneasy, Cassio leaves
without talking to Othello. Othello inquires whether it was Cassio who just parted
from his wife, and Iago, beginning to kindle Othellos fire of jealousy, replies,
No, sure, I cannot think it, / That he would steal away so guilty-like, / Seeing
your coming (III.iii.3739).
Othello becomes upset and moody, and Iago furthers his goal of removing
both Cassio and Othello by suggesting that Cassio and Desdemona are involved

Self Learning
Material

91

Drama

Notes

92

Self Learning
Material

in an affair. Desdemonas entreaties to Othello to reinstate Cassio as lieutenant
add to Othellos almost immediate conviction that his wife is unfaithful. After
Othellos conversation with Iago, Desdemona comes to call Othello to supper
and finds him feeling unwell. She offers him her handkerchief to wrap around
his head, but he finds it to be [t]oo little and lets it drop to the floor (III.iii.291).
Desdemona and Othello go to dinner, and Emilia picks up the handkerchief,
mentioning to the audience that Iago has always wanted her to steal it for him.
Iago is ecstatic when Emilia gives him the handkerchief, which he plants in
Cassios room as evidence of his affair with Desdemona. When Othello
demands ocular proof (III.iii.365) that his wife is unfaithful, Iago says that he
has seen Cassio wipe his beard (III.iii.444) with Desdemonas handkerchief
the first gift Othello ever gave her. Othello vows to take vengeance on his wife
and on Cassio, and Iago vows that he will help him. When Othello sees
Desdemona later that evening, he demands the handkerchief of her, but she tells
him that she does not have it with her and attempts to change the subject by
continuing her suit on Cassios behalf. This drives Othello into a further rage,
and he storms out. Later, Cassio comes onstage, wondering about the handkerchief
he has just found in his chamber. He is greeted by Bianca, a prostitute, whom he
asks to take the handkerchief and copy its embroidery for him.
Through Iagos machinations, Othello becomes so consumed by jealousy
that he falls into a trance and has a fit of epilepsy. As he writhes on the ground,
Cassio comes by, and Iago tells him to come back in a few minutes to talk. Once
Othello recovers, Iago tells him of the meeting he has planned with Cassio. He
instructs Othello to hide nearby and watch as Iago extracts from Cassio the story
of his affair with Desdemona. While Othello stands out of earshot, Iago pumps
Cassio for information about Bianca, causing Cassio to laugh and confirm
Othellos suspicions. Bianca herself then enters with Desdemonas handkerchief,
reprimanding Cassio for making her copy out the embroidery of a love token
given to him by another woman. When Desdemona enters with Lodovico and
Lodovico subsequently gives Othello a letter from Venice calling him home and
instating Cassio as his replacement, Othello goes over the edge, striking
Desdemona and then storming out.
That night, Othello accuses Desdemona of being a whore. He ignores her
protestations, seconded by Emilia, that she is innocent. Iago assures Desdemona
that Othello is simply upset about matters of state. Later that night, however,
Othello ominously tells Desdemona to wait for him in bed and to send Emilia
away. Meanwhile, Iago assures the still-complaining Roderigo that everything is
going as planned: in order to prevent Desdemona and Othello from leaving,
Roderigo must kill Cassio. Then he will have a clear avenue to his love.
Iago instructs Roderigo to ambush Cassio, but Roderigo misses his mark
and Cassio wounds him instead. Iago wounds Cassio and runs away. When Othello
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hears Cassios cry, he assumes that Iago has killed Cassio as he said he would.
Lodovico and Graziano enter to see what the commotion is about. Iago enters
shortly thereafter and flies into a pretend rage as he discovers Cassios assailant
Roderigo, whom he murders. Cassio is taken to have his wound dressed.
Meanwhile, Othello stands over his sleeping wife in their bedchamber,
preparing to kill her. Desdemona wakes and attempts to plead with Othello. She
asserts her innocence, but Othello smothers her. Emilia enters with the news that
Roderigo is dead. Othello asks if Cassio is dead too and is mortified when Emilia
says he is not. After crying out that she has been murdered, Desdemona changes
her story before she dies, claiming that she has committed suicide. Emilia asks
Othello what happened, and Othello tells her that he has killed Desdemona for
her infidelity, which Iago brought to his attention.
Montano, Graziano, and Iago come into the room. Iago attempts to silence
Emilia, who realizes what Iago has done. At first, Othello insists that Iago has
told the truth, citing the handkerchief as evidence. Once Emilia tells him how
she found the handkerchief and gave it to Iago, Othello is crushed and begins to
weep. He tries to kill Iago but is disarmed. Iago kills Emilia and flees, but he is
caught by Lodovico and Montano, who return holding Iago captive. They also
bring Cassio, who is now in a chair because of his wound. Othello wounds Iago
and is disarmed.

2.9 KEY WORDS
TONE

:

SETTING (TIME)

:

SETTING (PLACE) :
PROTAGONIST
:
MAJOR CONFLICT :

RISING ACTION

:

CLIMAX

:

Shakespeare clearly views the events of the play
as tragic. He seems to view the marriage between
Desdemona and Othello as noble and heroic, for
the most part.
Late sixteenth century, during the wars between
Venice and Turkey
Venice in Act I; the island of Cyprus thereafter
Othello
Othello and Desdemona marry and attempt to build
a life together, despite their differences in age, race,
and experience. Their marriage is sabotaged by
the envious Iago, who convinces Othello that
Desdemona is unfaithful.
Iago tells the audience of his scheme, arranges for
Cassio to lose his position as lieutenant, and
gradually insinuates to Othello that Desdemona
is unfaithful.
The climax occurs at the end of Act III, scene iii,
when Othello kneels with Iago and vows not to
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FALLING ACTION

:

THEMES

:

MOTIFS

:

SYMBOLS
:
FORESHADOWING :

change course until he has achieved bloody
revenge.
Iago plants the handkerchief in Cassios room and
later arranges a conversation with Cassio, which
Othello watches and sees as proof that Cassio
and Desdemona have slept together. Iago
unsuccessfully attempts to kill Cassio, and Othello
smothers Desdemona with a pillow. Emilia
exposes Iagos deceptions, Othello kills himself,
and Iago is taken away to be tortured.
The incompatibility of military heroism and love;
the danger of isolation
Sight and blindness; plants; animals; hell, demons,
and monsters
The handkerchief; the song Willow
Othello and Desdemonas speeches about love
foreshadow the disaster to come; Othellos
description of his past and of his wooing of
Desdemona foreshadow his suicide speech;
Desdemonas Willow song and remarks to
Emilia in Act IV, scene iii, foreshadow her death.

2.10 REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.

2.

3.

4.
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Discuss the role that race plays in Shakespeares portrayal of Othello. How
do the other characters react to Othellos skin color or to the fact that he is a
Moor? How does Othello see himself?
Discuss the importance of setting in the play, paying close attention to
physical details that differentiate Venice from Cyprus and that define the
particular character of each location as it pertains to the plot of the play.
Discuss the role of Emilia. How does her character change during the course
of the play? Pay particular attention to moments when Emilia decides to be
silent and when she decides to speak. What is the effect of her silence about
the handkerchief? Do we forgive this silence when she insists on speaking
in spite of Iagos threats in the final scene?
Do a close reading of one of Iagos soliloquies. Point to moments in the
language where Iago most gains an audiences sympathy and moments where
he most repels it. Pay close attention to the way in which Iago develops
arguments about what he must and/or will do. To what extent are these
arguments convincing? If they are convincing and an audiences perception
of Iago is sympathetic, what happens to its perception of Othello?

Othello

5.

Notes

Analyze one or more of the plays bizarre comic scenes: the banter between
Iago and Desdemona in Act II, scene i; the drinking song in Act II, scene iii;
the clown scenes (Act III, scenes i and iv). How do these scenes echo,
reflect, distort, or comment on the more serious matter of the play?

Self-Assessment
1. (a ) 2. (b) 3. ( c ) 4. ( c ) 5. (c ) 6. ( c ) 7. ( a ) 8. (a ) 9. (d )
10. (d ) . 11. (c ) 12. ( b) 13. ( a ) 14. (d ) 15. ( b) 16. ( c ) 17. ( b ) 18.
(d ) 19. (c ) 20. ( d ) .

2.11 FURTHER READINGS
1.
2.
3.

KOLIN, PHILIP, ed. OTHELLO: New Critical Essays. New York:
Routledge, 2001.
ROSENBERG, MARVIN. The Masks of Othello. Newark, DE: University
of Delaware Press, new edition 1992.
SHAUGHNESSY, ROBERT, ed. Shakespeare in Performance. New York:
St. Martins Press, 2000.
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UNIT - 3
AS YOU LIKE IT: WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

STRUCTURE
3.0 Objectives
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Plot Overview
3.3 Themes, Motifs & Symbols
3.4 Act-Wise Summary and Analysis
3.5 Important Explanations
3.6 Self-Assessment
3.7 Key-Words
3.8 Review Questions
3.9 Further Readings

OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, students will be able to:

Understand the plot and themes of As You Like it

3.1 INTRODUCTION
The most influential writer in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was
born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glover in Stratford-upon-Avon, England.
Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no
further. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three
children with her. Around 1590, he left his family behind and traveled to London
to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical acclaim quickly followed,
and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England
and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth
I (ruled 15581603) and James I (ruled 16031625), and he was a favorite of
both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeares company the greatest
possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of Kings Men.
Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the
age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeares death, literary luminaries such as
Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.
Shakespeares works were collected and printed in various -editions in the
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Notes

century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century, his reputation
as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The
unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about
Shakespeares life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details
of Shakespeares personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have
concluded from this fact and from Shakespeares modest education that
Shakespeares plays were actually written by someone elseFrancis Bacon and
the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidatesbut the support for this
claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by
many scholars.
In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be
viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his
name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeares
plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so
influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture
ever after.
As You Like It was most likely written around 15981600, during
the last years of Elizabeths reign. The play belongs to the literary
tradition known as pastoral: which has its roots in the literature
of ancient Greece, came into its own in Roman antiquity with
Virgils Eclogues, and continued as a vital literary mode through
Shakespeares time and long after.
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Typically, a pastoral story involves exiles from urban or court life who flee
to the refuge of the countryside, where they often disguise themselves as shepherds
in order to converse with other shepherds on a range of established topics, from
the relative merits of life at court versus life in the country to the relationship
between nature and art. The most fundamental concern of the pastoral mode is
comparing the worth of the natural world, represented by relatively untouched
countryside, to the world built by humans, which contains the joys of art and the
city as well as the injustices of rigid social hierarchies. Pastoral literature, then,
has great potential to serve as a forum for social criticism and can even inspire
social reform.
In general, Shakespeares As You Like It develops many of the traditional
features and concerns of the pastoral genre. This comedy examines the cruelties
and corruption of court life and gleefully pokes holes in one of humankinds
greatest artifices: the conventions of romantic love. The plays investment in
pastoral traditions leads to an indulgence in rather simple rivalries: court versus
country, realism versus romance, reason versus mindlessness, nature versus
fortune, young versus old, and those who are born into nobility versus those who
acquire their social standing. But rather than settle these scores by coming down
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on one side or the other, As You Like It offers up a world of myriad choices and
endless possibilities. In the world of this play, no one thing need cancel out
another. In this way, the play manages to offer both social critique and social
affirmation. It is a play that at all times stresses the complexity of things, the
simultaneous pleasures and pains of being human.

Notes

3.2 PLOT OVERVIEW
Sir Rowland de Bois has recently died, and, according to the custom of
primogeniture, the vast majority of his estate has passed into the possession of
his eldest son, Oliver. Although Sir Rowland has instructed Oliver to take good
care of his brother, Orlando, Oliver refuses to do so. Out of pure spite, he denies
Orlando the education, training, and property befitting a gentleman. Charles, a
wrestler from the court of Duke Frederick, arrives to warn Oliver of a rumor that
Orlando will challenge Charles to a fight on the following day. Fearing censure
if he should beat a nobleman, Charles begs Oliver to intervene, but Oliver
convinces the wrestler that Orlando is a dishonorable sportsman who will take
whatever dastardly means necessary to win. Charles vows to pummel Orlando,
which delights Oliver.
Duke Senior has been usurped of his throne by his brother, Duke Frederick,
and has fled to the Forest of Ardenne, where he lives like Robin Hood with a
band of loyal followers. Duke Frederick allows Seniors daughter, Rosalind, to
remain at court because of her inseparable friendship with his own daughter,
Celia. The day arrives when Orlando is scheduled to fight Charles, and the women
witness Orlandos defeat of the court wrestler. Orlando and Rosalind instantly
fall in love with one another, though Rosalind keeps this fact a secret from
everyone but Celia. Orlando returns home from the wrestling match, only to
have his faithful servant Adam warn him about Olivers plot against Orlandos
life. Orlando decides to leave for the safety of Ardenne. Without warning, Duke
Frederick has a change of heart regarding Rosalind and banishes her from court.
She, too, decides to flee to the Forest of Ardenne and leaves with Celia, who
cannot bear to be without Rosalind, and Touchstone, the court jester. To ensure
the safety of their journey, Rosalind assumes the dress of a young man and takes
the name Ganymede, while Celia dresses as a common shepherdess and calls
herself Aliena.
Duke Frederick is furious at his daughters disappearance. When he learns
that the flight of his daughter and niece coincides with the disappearance of
Orlando, the duke orders Oliver to lead the manhunt, threatening to confiscate
Olivers lands and property should he fail. Frederick also decides it is time to
destroy his brother once and for all and begins to raise an army.
Duke Senior lives in the Forest of Ardenne with a band of lords who have
gone into voluntary exile. He praises the simple life among the trees, happy to be
absent from the machinations of court life. Orlando, exhausted by travel and

Self Learning
Material

99

Drama

Notes

100

Self Learning
Material

desperate to find food for his starving companion, Adam, barges in on the dukes
camp and rudely demands that they not eat until he is given food. Duke Senior
calms Orlando and, when he learns that the young man is the son of his dear
former friend, accepts him into his company. Meanwhile, Rosalind and Celia,
disguised as Ganymede and Aliena, arrive in the forest and meet a lovesick young
shepherd named Silvius who pines away for the disdainful Phoebe. The two
women purchase a modest cottage, and soon enough Rosalind runs into the equally
lovesick Orlando. Taking her to be a young man, Orlando confides in Rosalind
that his affections are overpowering him. Rosalind, as Ganymede, claims to be
an expert in exorcising such emotions and promises to cure Orlando of
lovesickness if he agrees to pretend that Ganymede is Rosalind and promises to
come woo her every day. Orlando agrees, and the love lessons begin.
Meanwhile, Phoebe becomes increasingly cruel in her rejection of Silvius.
When Rosalind intervenes, disguised as Ganymede, Phoebe falls hopelessly in
love with Ganymede. One day, Orlando fails to show up for his tutorial with
Ganymede. Rosalind, reacting to her infatuation with Orlando, is distraught until
Oliver appears. Oliver describes how Orlando stumbled upon him in the forest
and saved him from being devoured by a hungry lioness. Oliver and Celia, still
disguised as the shepherdess Aliena, fall instantly in love and agree to marry. As
time passes, Phoebe becomes increasingly insistent in her pursuit of Ganymede,
and Orlando grows tired of pretending that a boy is his dear Rosalind. Rosalind
decides to end the charade. She promises that Ganymede will wed Phoebe, if
Ganymede will ever marry a woman, and she makes everyone pledge to meet
the next day at the wedding. They all agree.
The day of the wedding arrives, and Rosalind gathers the various couples:
Phoebe and Silvius; Celia and Oliver; Touchstone and Audrey, a goatherd he
intends to marry; and Orlando. The group congregates before Duke Senior and
his men. Rosalind, still disguised as Ganymede, reminds the lovers of their various
vows, then secures a promise from Phoebe that if for some reason she refuses to
marry Ganymede she will marry Silvius, and a promise from the duke that he
would allow his daughter to marry Orlando if she were available. Rosalind leaves
with the disguised Celia, and the two soon return as themselves, accompanied
by Hymen, the god of marriage. Hymen officiates at the ceremony and marries
Rosalind and Orlando, Celia and Oliver, Phoebe and Silvius, and Audrey and
Touchstone. The festive wedding celebration is interrupted by even more festive
news: while marching with his army to attack Duke Senior, Duke Frederick
came upon a holy man who convinced him to put aside his worldly concerns and
assume a monastic life. -Frederick changes his ways and returns the throne to
Duke Senior. The guests continue dancing, happy in the knowledge that they
will soon return to the royal court.
Rosalind
Rosalind dominates As You Like It. So fully realized is she in the complexity of
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her emotions, the subtlety of her thought, and the fullness of her character that
no one else in the play matches up to her. Orlando is handsome, strong, and an
affectionate, if unskilled, poet, yet still we feel that Rosalind settles for someone
slightly less magnificent when she chooses him as her mate. Similarly, the
observations of Touchstone and Jaques, who might shine more brightly in another
play, seem rather dull whenever Rosalind takes the stage.
The endless appeal of watching Rosalind has much to do with her success
as a knowledgeable and charming critic of herself and others. But unlike Jaques,
who refuses to participate wholly in life but has much to say about the foolishness
of those who surround him, Rosalind gives herself over fully to circumstance.
She chastises Silvius for his irrational devotion to Phoebe, and she challenges
Orlandos thoughtless equation of Rosalind with a Platonic ideal, but still she
comes undone by her lovers inconsequential tardiness and faints at the sight of
his blood. That Rosalind can play both sides of any field makes her identifiable
to nearly everyone, and so, irresistible.
Rosalind is a particular favorite among feminist critics, who admire her
ability to subvert the limitations that society imposes on her as a woman. With
boldness and imagination, she disguises herself as a young man for the majority
of the play in order to woo the man she loves and instruct him in how to be a
more accomplished, attentive lovera tutorship that would not be welcome from
a woman. There is endless comic appeal in Rosalinds lampooning of the
conventions of both male and female behavior, but an Elizabethan audience might
have felt a certain amount of anxiety regarding her behavior. After all, the structure
of a male-dominated society depends upon both men and women acting in their
assigned roles. Thus, in the end, Rosalind dispenses with the charade of her own
character. Her emergence as an actor in the Epilogue assures that theatergoers,
like the Ardenne foresters, are about to exit a somewhat enchanted realm and
return to the familiar world they left behind. But because they leave having learned
the same lessons from Rosalind, they do so with the same potential to make that
world a less punishing place.

Notes

Orlando
According to his brother, Oliver, Orlando is of noble character, unschooled yet
somehow learned, full of noble purposes, and loved by people of all ranks as if
he had enchanted them (I.i.141144). Although this description comes from the
one character who hates Orlando and wishes him harm, it is an apt and generous
picture of the hero of As You Like It. Orlando has a brave and generous spirit,
though he does not possess Rosalinds wit and insight. As his love tutorial shows,
he relies on commonplace clichés in matters of love, declaring that without the
fair Rosalind, he would die. He does have a decent wit, however, as he
demonstrates when he argues with Jaques, suggesting that Jaques should seek
out a fool who wanders about the forest: He is drowned in the brook. Look but
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in, and you shall see him, meaning that Jaques will see a fool in his own reflection
(III.ii.262263). But next to Rosalind, Orlandos imagination burns a bit less
bright. This upstaging is no fault of Orlandos, given the fullness of Rosalinds
character; Shakespeare clearly intends his audience to delight in the match. Time
and again, Orlando performs tasks that reveal his nobility and demonstrate why
he is so well-loved: he travels with the ancient Adam and makes a fool out of
himself to secure the old man food; he risks his life to save the brother who has
plotted against him; he cannot help but violate the many trees of Ardenne with
testaments of his love for Rosalind. In the beginning of the play, he laments that
his brother has denied him the schooling deserved by a gentleman, but by the
end, he has proven himself a gentleman without the formality of that education.
Jaques
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Jaques delights in being sada disparate role in a play that so delights in happiness.
Jaques believes that his melancholy makes him the perfect candidate to be Duke
Seniors fool. Such a position, he claims, will Give me leave / To speak my mind,
and the criticism that flows forth will Cleanse the foul body of thinfected world
(II.vii.5860). Duke Senior is rightly cautious about installing Jaques as the fool,
fearing that Jaques would do little more than excoriate the sins that Jaques himself
has committed. Indeed, Jaques lacks the keenness of insight of Shakespeares most
accomplished jesters: he is not as penetrating as Twelfth Nights Feste or King
Lears fool. In fact, he is more like an aspiring fool than a professional one. When
Jaques philosophizes on the seven stages of human life, for instance, his musings
strike us as banal. His All the worlds a stage speech is famous today, but the
play itself casts doubt on the ideas expressed in this speech (II.vii.138). No sooner
does Jaques insist that man spends the final stages of his life in mere oblivion, /
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything than Orlandos aged servant,
Adam, enters, bearing with him his loyalty, his incomparable service, and his
undiminished integrity (II.vii.164165).
Jaquess own faculties as a critic of the goings-on around him are
considerably diminished in comparison to Rosalind, who understands so much
more and conveys her understanding with superior grace and charm. Rosalind
criticizes in order to transform the worldto make Orlando a more reasonable
husband and Phoebe a less disdainful loverwhereas Jaques is content to stew
in his own melancholy. It is appropriate that Jaques decides not to return to
court. While the other characters merrily revel, Jaques determines that he will
follow the reformed Duke Frederick into the monastery, where he believes the
converts have much to teach him. Jaquess refusal to resume life in the dukedom
not only confirms our impression of his character, but also resonates with larger
issues in the play. Here, the play makes good on the promise of its title: everyone
gets just what he or she wants. It also betrays a small but inevitable crack in the
community that dances through the forest. In a world as complex and full of so
many competing forces as the one portrayed in As You Like It, the absolute best
one can hope for is consensus, but never complete unanimity.

As You Like It

3.3 THEMES, MOTIFS & SYMBOLS

Notes

Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
The Delights of Love
As You Like It spoofs many of the conventions of poetry and literature dealing
with love, such as the idea that love is a disease that brings suffering and torment
to the lover, or the assumption that the male lover is the slave or servant of his
mistress. These ideas are central features of the courtly love tradition, which
greatly influenced European literature for hundreds of years before Shakespeares
time. In As You Like It, characters lament the suffering caused by their love, but
these laments are all unconvincing and ridiculous. While Orlandos metrically
incompetent poems conform to the notion that he should live and die [Rosalinds]
slave, these sentiments are roundly ridiculed (III.ii.142). Even Silvius, the
untutored shepherd, assumes the role of the tortured lover, asking his beloved
Phoebe to notice the wounds invisible / That loves keen arrows make (III.v.31
32). But Silviuss request for Phoebes attention implies that the enslaved lover
can loosen the chains of love and that all romantic wounds can be healed
otherwise, his request for notice would be pointless. In general, As You Like It
breaks with the courtly love tradition by portraying love as a force for happiness
and fulfillment and ridicules those who revel in their own suffering.
Celia speaks to the curative powers of love in her introductory scene with
Rosalind, in which she implores her cousin to allow the full weight of her love
to push aside Rosalinds unhappy thoughts (I.ii.6). As soon as Rosalind takes to
Ardenne, she displays her own copious knowledge of the ways of love. Disguised
as Ganymede, she tutors Orlando in how to be a more attentive and caring lover,
counsels Silvius against prostrating himself for the sake of the all-too-human
Phoebe, and scolds Phoebe for her arrogance in playing the shepherds disdainful
love object. When Rosalind famously insists that [m]en have died from time to
time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love, she argues against the notion
that love concerns the perfect, mythic, or unattainable (IV.i.9192). Unlike Jaques
and Touchstone, both of whom have keen eyes and biting tongues trained on the
follies of romance, Rosalind does not mean to disparage love. On the contrary,
she seeks to teach a version of love that not only can survive in the real world,
but can bring delight as well. By the end of the play, having successfully
orchestrated four marriages and ensured the happy and peaceful return of a more
just government, Rosalind proves that love is a source of incomparable delight.
The Malleability of the Human Experience
In Act II, scene vii, Jaques philosophizes on the stages of human life: man passes
from infancy into boyhood; becomes a lover, a soldier, and a wise civic leader;
and then, year by year, becomes a bit more foolish until he is returned to his
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second childishness and mere oblivion (II.vii.164). Jaquess speech remains
an eloquent commentary on how quickly and thoroughly human beings can
change, and, indeed, do change in As You Like It. Whether physically, emotionally,
or spiritually, those who enter the Forest of Ardenne are often remarkably different
when they leave. The most dramatic and unmistakable change, of course, occurs
when Rosalind assumes the disguise of Ganymede. As a young man, Rosalind
demonstrates how vulnerable to change men and women truly are. Orlando, of
course, is putty in her hands; more impressive, however, is her ability to
manipulate Phoebes affections, which move from Ganymede to the once despised
Silvius with amazing speed.
In As You Like It, Shakespeare dispenses with the timeconsuming and
often hard-won processes involved in change. The characters do not struggle to
become more plianttheir changes are instantaneous. Oliver, for instance, learns
to love both his brother Orlando and a disguised Celia within moments of setting
foot in the forest. Furthermore, the vengeful and ambitious Duke Frederick
abandons all thoughts of fratricide after a single conversation with a religious
old man. Certainly, these transformations have much to do with the restorative,
almost magical effects of life in the forest, but the consequences of the changes
also matter in the real world: the government that rules the French duchy, for
example, will be more just under the rightful ruler Duke Senior, while the class
structures inherent in court life promise to be somewhat less rigid after the
courtiers sojourn in the forest. These social reforms are a clear improvement and
result from the more private reforms of the plays characters. As You Like It not
only insists that people can and do change, but also celebrates their ability to
change for the better.
City Life Versus Country Life

104

Self Learning
Material

Pastoral literature thrives on the contrast between life in the city and life in the
country. Often, it suggests that the oppressions of the city can be remedied by a
trip into the countrys therapeutic woods and fields, and that a persons sense of
balance and rightness can be restored by conversations with uncorrupted
shepherds and shepherdesses. This type of restoration, in turn, enables one to
return to the city a better person, capable of making the most of urban life.
Although Shakespeare tests the bounds of these conventionshis shepherdess
Audrey, for instance, is neither articulate nor purehe begins As You Like It by
establishing the city/country dichotomy on which the pastoral mood depends. In
Act I, scene i, Orlando rails against the injustices of life with Oliver and complains
that he know[s] no wise remedy how to avoid it (I.i.2021). Later in that scene,
as Charles relates the whereabouts of Duke Senior and his followers, the remedy
is clear: in the forest of Ardenne . . . many young gentlemen . . . fleet the time
carelessly, as they did in the golden world (I.i.99103). Indeed, many are healed
in the forestthe lovesick are coupled with their lovers and the usurped duke
returns to his thronebut Shakespeare reminds us that life in Ardenne is a
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temporary affair. As the characters prepare to return to life at court, the play does
not laud country over city or vice versa, but instead suggests a delicate and
necessary balance between the two. The simplicity of the forest provides shelter
from the strains of the court, but it also creates the need for urban style and
sophistication: one would not do, or even matter, without the other.

Notes

Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to
develop and inform the texts major themes.
Artifice
As Orlando runs through the forest decorating every tree with love poems for
Rosalind, and as Silvius pines for Phoebe and compares her cruel eyes to a
murderer, we cannot help but notice the importance of artifice to life in Ardenne.
Phoebe decries such artificiality when she laments that her eyes lack the power
to do the devoted shepherd any real harm, and Rosalind similarly puts a stop to
Orlandos romantic fussing when she reminds him that [m]en have died from
time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love (IV.i.9192). Although
Rosalind is susceptible to the contrivances of romantic love, as when her
composure crumbles when Orlando is only minutes late for their appointment,
she does her best to move herself and the others toward a more realistic
understanding of love. Knowing that the excitement of the first days of courtship
will flag, she warns Orlando that [m]aids are May when they are maids, but the
sky changes when they are wives (IV.i.125127). Here, Rosalind cautions against
any love that sustains itself on artifice alone. She advocates a love that, while
delightful, can survive in the real world. During the Epilogue, Rosalind returns
the audience to reality by stripping away not only the artifice of Ardenne, but of
her character as well. As the Elizabethan actor stands on the stage and reflects on
this temporary foray into the unreal, the audiences experience comes to mirror
the experience of the characters. The theater becomes Ardenne, the artful means
of edifying us for our journey into the world in which we live.
Homoeroticism
Like many of Shakespeares plays and poems, As You Like It explores different
kinds of love between members of the same sex. Celia and Rosalind, for instance,
are extremely close friendsalmost sistersand the profound intimacy of their
relationship seems at times more intense than that of ordinary friends. Indeed,
Celias words in Act I, scenes ii and iii echo the protestations of lovers. But to
assume that Celia or Rosalind possesses a sexual identity as clearly defined as
our modern understandings of heterosexual or homosexual would be to work
against the plays celebration of a range of intimacies and sexual possibilities.
The other kind of homoeroticism within the play arises from Rosalinds
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cross-dressing. Everybody, male and female, seems to love Ganymede, the
beautiful boy who looks like a woman because he is really Rosalind in disguise.
The name Rosalind chooses for her alter ego, Ganymede, traditionally belonged
to a beautiful boy who became one of Joves lovers, and the name carries strong
homosexual connotations. Even though Orlando is supposed to be in love with
Rosalind, he seems to enjoy the idea of acting out his romance with the beautiful,
young boy Ganymedealmost as if a boy who looks like the woman he loves is
even more appealing than the woman herself. Phoebe, too, is more attracted to
the feminine Ganymede than to the real male, Silvius.
In drawing on the motif of homoeroticism, As You Like It is influenced
by the pastoral tradition, which typically contains elements of samesex love.
In the Forest of Ardenne, as in pastoral literature, homoerotic relationships
are not necessarily antithetical to heterosexual couplings, as modern readers tend
to assume. Instead, homosexual and heterosexual love exist on a continuum
across which, as the title of the play suggests, one can move as one likes.
Exile
As You Like It abounds in banishment. Some characters have been forcibly
removed or threatened from their homes, such as Duke Senior, Rosalind, and
Orlando. Some have voluntarily abandoned their positions out of a sense of
rightness, such as Seniors loyal band of lords, Celia, and the noble servant Adam.
It is, then, rather remarkable that the play ends with four marriagesa ceremony
that unites individuals into couples and ushers these couples into the community.
The community that sings and dances its way through Ardenne at the close of
Act V, scene iv, is the same community that will return to the dukedom in order
to rule and be ruled. This event, where the poor dance in the company of royalty,
suggests a utopian world in which wrongs can be righted and hurts healed. The
sense of restoration with which the play ends depends upon the formation of a
community of exiles in politics and love coming together to soothe their various
wounds.
Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas
or concepts.
Orlandos Poems
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The poems that Orlando nails to the trees of Ardenne are a testament to his love
for Rosalind. In comparing her to the romantic heroines of classical literature
Helen, Cleopatra, LucretiaOrlando takes his place among a long line of poets
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who regard the love object as a bit of earthbound perfection. Much to the
amusement of Rosalind, Celia, and Touchstone, Orlandos efforts are far less
accomplished than, say, Ovids, and so bring into sharp focus the silliness of
which all lovers are guilty. Orlandos tedious homil[ies] of love stand as a
reminder of the wide gap that exists between the fancies of literature and the
kind of love that exists in the real world (III.ii.143).

Notes

The Slain Deer
In Act IV, scene ii, Jaques and other lords in Duke Seniors party kill a deer.
Jaques proposes to set the deers horns upon [the hunters] head for a branch of
victory (IV.ii.45). To an Elizabethan audience, however, the slain deer would
have signaled more than just an accomplished archer. As the song that follows
the lords return to camp makes clear, the deer placed atop the hunters head is a
symbol of cuckoldry, commonly represented by a man with horns atop his head.
Allusions to the cuckolded man run throughout the play, betraying one of the
dominant anxieties of the agethat women are sexually uncontrollableand
pointing out the schism between ideal and imperfect love.
Ganymede
Rosalinds choice of alternative identities is significant. Ganymede is the
cupbearer and beloved of Jove and is a standard symbol of homosexual love. In
the context of the play, her choice of an alter ego contributes to a continuum of
sexual possibilities.

3.4 ACT-WISE SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS
Summary
Orlando, the youngest son of the recently deceased Sir Rowland de Bois, describes
his unfortunate state of affairs to Adam, Sir Rowlands loyal former servant.
Upon his fathers death, Orlando was bequeathed a mere 1,000 crowns, a paltry
sum for a young man of his social background. His only hope for advancement
is if his brother, Oliver, honors their fathers wish and provides him with a decent
education. Oliver, as the eldest son, inherited virtually everything in his fathers
estate, yet he not only neglects this charge but actively disobeys it. Although he
arranges for his other brother, Jaques, to attend school, Oliver refuses to allow
Orlando any education whatsoever, leaving the young man to lament that his
upbringing is little different from the treatment of a piece of livestock. Orlando
has long borne this ill treatment, but he admits to Adam that he feels rising
within himself a great resentment against his servile condition and vows that he
will no longer endure it.
Oliver enters, and the hostility between the brothers soon boils over into
violence. Orlando claims that the system that allows the eldest son to inherit the
bulk of a fathers estate does not reduce the ancestral blood in the other sons.
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Oliver, offended by his brothers insolence, assails Orlando, while Orlando seizes
Oliver by the throat. Adam tries to intervene, seeking peace in the name of their
father, but the brothers do not heed him. Orlando, undoubtedly the stronger of
the two, refuses to unhand his brother until Oliver promises to treat him like a
gentleman, or else give him his due portion of their fathers estate so that he may
pursue a gentlemanly -lifestyle on his own. Oliver hastily agrees to give Orlando
part of his small inheritance and, in a rage, dismisses Orlando and Adam, whom
he chastises as an old dog (I.i.69).
Oliver bids his servant Denis to summon Charles, the court wrestler, who
has been waiting to speak to him. Oliver asks Charles for the news at court, and
Charles reports that Duke Senior has been usurped by his younger brother, Duke
Frederick, and has fled with a number of loyal lords to the Forest of Ardenne.
Because the noblemen have forfeited their land and wealth by going into voluntary
exile, Duke Frederick allows them to wander unmolested. When Oliver asks if
Seniors daughter, Rosalind, has been banished, Charles says that the girl remains
at court. Not only does Duke Frederick love Rosalind as though she is his own
daughter, but the dukes daughter, Celia, has a great friendship with her cousin
and cannot bear to be parted from her. Charles asserts that two ladies never
loved as Celia and Rosalind do. Charles then admits his real reason for coming
to see Oliver: he has heard rumors that Orlando plans to disguise himself in
order to enter a wrestling match at the royal court. Because Charless reputation
depends upon the brutal defeat of all of his opponents, he worries that he will
harm Orlando. He begs Oliver to intervene on his brothers behalf, but Oliver
replies that Orlando is a conniving and deceitful scoundrel. He convinces Charles
that Orlando will use poison or some other trick in order to bring down the
wrestler. Charles threatens to repay Orlando in kind, and Oliver, pleased with
Charless promise, plots a way to deliver his brother to the wrestling ring.
Analysis
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Shakespeare begins his play with a pair of dueling brothers, an amendment of
his source materialThomas Lodges popular prose romance, Rosalyndethat
allows him to establish, with great economy, the corrupt nature of so-called
civilized life. Olivers mistreatment of his brother spurs Orlando to journey into
the curative Forest of Ardenne as surely as Fredericks actions did his own brother
Duke Senior, which immediately locates the play in the pastoral tradition: those
wounded by life at court seek the restorative powers of the country. But fraternal
hostilities are also deeply biblical and resonate with the story of Cains murder
of Abel, an act that confirmed mankinds delivery from paradise into a world of
malignity and harm. The injustice of Olivers refusal to educate or otherwise
share his fortune with Orlando seems all the more outrageous because it is
perfectly legal. The practice of primogeniture stipulated that the eldest son inherits
the whole of his fathers estate so that estates would not fragment into smaller
parcels. Primogeniture was not mandated by law in Shakespeares England, but
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it was a firmly entrenched part of traditional English custom. With such a system
governing society, inequality, greed, and animosity become unfortunate
inevitabilities, and many younger sons in Shakespeares time would have shared
Orlandos resentment.
In this opening scene, Shakespeare begins to muse on another theme common
in pastoral literature: the origins of gentleness. As scholar Jean E. Howard makes
clear in her introduction to the play, gentleness refers to both nobility and a
virtuous nature (p. 1591). Elizabethans were supremely interested in whether
this quality could be achieved or whether one had to be born with it, and Orlando
shows himself to be a man of the times. Though Oliver has denied him all forms
of education and noble living, Orlando nonetheless has a desire for gentleness.
As he assails Oliver, he claims that his gentleman-like qualities have been
obscured, but feels confident that he could develop them still (I.i.59). Of course,
Olivers behavior suggests that gentleness has little to do with being born into
nobility. Though he has the vast majority of his fathers estate at his fingertips,
he proves lacking in the generosity and grace that would make him a true
gentleman. The audience, then, looks optimistically to Orlando, who vows to go
find his fortune on his own.
The episode with the wrestler Charles is important for several reasons. First,
it provides further evidence of the prejudices that rule court society. Charles
visits Oliver because he worries about defeating Orlando. Although Charles is
paid to be a brute, he fears that pummeling a nobleman, even one so bereft of
fortune as Orlando, may win him disfavor in the court. Such deference on
Charless part speaks to the severe hierarchy of power that structures court life.
Charles also provides necessary plot explication. Through Charless report to
Oliver, Shakespeare sketches the backdrop of his comedy: the usurpation of
Duke Senior by Duke Frederick, Rosalinds precarious situation, and the qualities
of life in the Forest of Ardenne. Although set in France, the forest to which Duke
Senior and his loyal lords flee is intentionally reminiscent of Sherwood Forest,
the home of Robin Hood. It is, in Charless estimation, a remnant of the golden
world, a time of ease and abundance from which the modern world has fallen
(I.i.103). Thus, before we ever see Ardenne, which cannot be located on any
map, we understand it as a place where Orlando will find the remedy he so
desperately seeks.

Notes

Act I, scenes iiiii
Summary: Act I, scene ii
Rosalind is depressed over the banishment of her father, Duke Senior. Her cousin,
Celia, attempts to cheer her up. Celia promises that as the sole heir of the usurping
Duke Frederick, she will give the throne to Rosalind upon his death. In gratitude,
Rosalind promises to be less melancholy, and the two women wittily discuss the
roles of Fortune and Nature in determining the circumstances of ones life
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(I.ii.2647). They are interrupted by the court jester, Touchstone, who mockingly
tells of a knight without honor who still swore by it. Le Beau, a dapper young
courtier, also arrives and intrigues them with the promise of a wrestling match
featuring the phenomenal strength and skill of the wrestler Charles.
The matchs participants enter with many members of the court, including
Duke Frederick, who cordially greets Rosalind and Celia. The duke remarks on
the danger Charless young challenger faces, and he suggests that the girls attempt
to dissuade the present challenger from his effort to defeat the wrestler. Rosalind
and Celia agree and call to the young man, who turns out to be Orlando. Try as
they might, they cannot sway him. He remains deaf to their pleas and speaks as
if he has absolutely nothing to lose. Orlando and Charles wrestle, and Orlando
quickly defeats his opponent. Amazed, Duke Frederick asks Orlando to reveal
his identity. When Orlando responds that he is the youngest son of Sir Rowland
de Bois, the duke laments that he wishes Orlando had been someone elses son,
admitting that he and Sir Rowland were enemies. Rosalind and Celia rush in to
offer their congratulations, and Rosalind admits how deeply her father admired
Orlandos father. In the exchange, Orlando and Rosalind become mutually smitten,
though both are too tongue-tied to confess their feelings.
Immediately after Rosalind and Celia take their leave, Le Beau warns
Orlando that, though his victory and conduct deserve great praise, he will get
none from Duke Frederick. In fact, La Beau says, the duke is due for a dangerous
outburst. Orlando, already heartsick over Rosalind, resolves to flee from the
tyrannical duke.
Summary: Act I, scene iii
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Rosalind is overcome with her emotions for Orlando. Celia asks her cousin how
she could possibly manage to fall in love with Orlando so quickly. Just then,
Duke Frederick approaches and demands that Rosalind leave the royal court. He
denounces her as a traitor and threatens her with death should she be found
within twenty miles of court. Rosalind does not know how she has offended the
duke and pleads her innocence, but the duke remains firm. When Rosalind asks
him to explain his decision to banish her, Duke Frederick replies that she is her
fathers daughter, and that is enough. Celia makes an impassioned plea on
Rosalinds behalf, but the duke condemns Rosalind for her smoothness and
silence, and tries to convince his daughter that she will seem more beautiful
and virtuous after Rosalind is gone (I.iii.7172). Celia announces that in banishing
Rosalind, Duke Frederick has also banished Celia, and the two women decide to
seek out Duke Senior in the Forest of Ardenne. Realizing that such a journey
would be incredibly dangerous for two wealthy, attractive young women, they
decide to travel in disguise: Celia as a common shepherdess and Rosalind as a
young man. Celia renames herself Aliena, while Rosalind dubs her disguised
self Ganymede, after the cupbearer to Jove. The two decide to convince
Touchstone, a clown, to accompany them on their journey.
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Analysis: Act I, scenes iiiii
As many critics have pointed out, Rosalinds relationship with Celia suggests an
element of homoeroticism. Homoeroticism differs from homosexuality in
connoting feelings of desire or longing between members of the same sex, but
not necessarily the desire for actual sex acts. Celia begins Act I, scene ii by
challenging the depth of her cousins love for her, claiming that the depressed
Rosalind would be content if she only returned Celias love. Celias language
here conforms to conventional protestations of romantic love, and there is no
doubt that the womens friendship is remarkable. When Celia pleads with Duke
Frederick to allow Rosalind to stay at court, she points out that the pair has
always slept in the same bedpeople normally slept two to a bed in Shakespeares
timeand went everywhere together, coupled and inseparable (I.iii.70). The
womens special bond is not lost on those who witness their friendshipas Duke
Fredericks courtier, Le Beau, exclaims, the cousins share a love that is dearer
than the natural bond of sisters (I.ii.243).
Before jumping to conclusions about the nature of Rosalind and Celias
relationship, it is important to note that contemporary ideas about sexuality are
quite different from Elizabethan ideas. Whereas people today tend to expect
adherence to neatly defined and mutually exclusive categories of behavior, such
as -heterosexuality or homosexuality, sexual identity was more loosely defined
in Shakespeares England. Then, in literature and culture, if not in actual practice,
Elizabethans were tolerant of same-sex couplingsindeed, homosexuality was
an inescapable part of the Greek and Roman classics that made up an educated
persons culture in Shakespeares day. At the same time, Elizabethans could be
very inflexible in their notions of the sexual and social roles that different genders
play. They placed greater importance than we do on the external markers of
gender such as clothing and behavior; so to Elizabethans, Rosalinds decision to
masquerade as a man may have been more thrilling than her homoerotic bond
with Celia and perhaps even threatening to the social order. By assuming the
clothes and likeness of a man, Rosalind treats herself to powers that are normally
beyond her reach as a woman. For instance, instead of waiting to be wooed, she
adopts the freedom to court a lover of her choosing. By subverting something as
simple as a dress code, Rosalind ends up transgressing the Elizabethans carefully
monitored boundaries of gender and social power.
Indeed, it is this very freedom that Rosalind seeks as she departs for the
Forest of Ardenne: Now go we in content, / To liberty, and not to banishment
(I.iii.131132). By christening herself Ganymede, Rosalind underscores the
liberation that awaits her in the woods. Ganymede is the name of Joves beautiful
young male page and lover, and the name is borrowed in other works of literature
and applied to beautiful young homosexuals. But while the name links Rosalind
to a long tradition of homosexuals in literature, it does not necessarily confine
her to an exclusively homosexual identity. To view Rosalind as a lesbian who
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settles for a socially sanctifying marriage with Orlando, or to view Celia as her
jilted lover, is to relegate both of them to the unpleasantly restrictive quarters of
contemporary sexual politics. The Forest of Ardenne is big enough to embrace
both homosexual and heterosexual desiresit allows for both, for all, rather
than either/or.
Act II, scenes iiv
[O]ur life, exempt from public haunt, Finds tongues in trees, books in the running
brooks, Sermons in stones, and good in everything.
The banished Duke Senior expounds on the wonders of life in the forest. He
tells his associates that he prefers forest dwelling to the painted pomp of courtly
existence (II.i.3). He reminds them that their existence in Ardenne is free from
danger and that their greatest worry here is nothing worse than the cold winter
wind. The woods provide Duke Senior with everything he needs, from
conversation to education to spiritual edification, for he [f]inds tongues in trees,
books in the running brooks, / Sermons in stones, and good in everything (II.i.16
17). Lord Amiens agrees with him. The duke suggests that they hunt some venison,
but he cannot help but mourn the fate of the deer, who, though natives of Ardenne,
are violently slaughtered. One lord announces that the melancholy lord Jaques
has seconded this observation, declaring Senior guiltier of usurpation than his
loveless brother, Duke Frederick. Duke Senior, in good humor, asks one of his
men to bring him to Jaques, because arguing with him is such fun.
Summary: Act II, scene ii
Back at court, Duke Frederick is enraged to discover the disappearances of Celia,
Rosalind, and Touchstone; he cannot believe that the three could leave court
without anyones notice. One attending lord reports that Celias gentlewoman
overheard Celia and Rosalind complimenting Orlando, and she speculates that
wherever the women are, Orlando is likely with them. Frederick seizes on this
information and commands that Oliver be recruited to find his brother.
Summary: Act II, scene iii
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Orlando returns to his former home, where the servant Adam greets him. News
of the young mans victory over Charles precedes him, and Adam worries that
Orlandos strength and bravery will be the keys to his downfall. Adam begs
Orlando not to enter Olivers house. Oliver, he reports, having learned of Orlandos
triumph, plans to burn the place where Orlando sleeps in hopes of destroying
Orlando with it. Abhor it, Adam warns, fear it, do not enter it (II.iii.29).
Orlando wonders about his fate, speculating that without a home, he may be
destined to eke out a living as a common highway robber. Adam suggests that
the two of them take to the road with his modest lifes savings. Touched by
Adams constant service, Orlando agrees.
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Summary: Act II, scene iv

Notes

Rosalind, Celia, and Touchstone arrive, safe but exhausted, in the Forest of
Ardenne. The three sit down to rest, but before long they are interrupted by two
shepherds: young Corin and old Silvius. The shepherds are so wrapped up in
their conversation about Silviuss hopeless love and devotion to the shepherdess
Phoebe that they do not notice the three travelers. Corin, who claims to have
loved a thousand times, tries to advise Silvius, but the young man, maintaining
that his companion could not possibly understand the depth of his feelings,
wanders off. Rosalind, Celia, and Touchstone approach Corin and ask where
they might find a place to rest. When Corin admits that his masters modest
holdings are up for sale, Rosalind and Celia decide to buy the property.
Analysis: Act II, scenes iiv
Pastoral literature makes a clear distinction between the quality of life and benefits
of living in the city versus the country. The stresses of the former, this genre
romantically suggests, may be healed by the charms of the latter; thus Act II
introduces us to the Forest of Ardenne after we witness characters undergo
banishment from courtly life. Although supposedly situated in France,
Shakespeares forest bears closer resemblance to the fantastical getaway of A
Midsummer Nights Dream than to any identifiable geography. It may not be
overrun with mischievous fairies and sprites, but it serves the function of
correcting what has gone wrong with the everyday world. However, even with
that purpose in mind, Ardenne is no Eden. Though Duke Frederick praises the
forest as preferable to the artificial ceremony of the court, he takes care to describe
its hardships. With its wild animals and erratic weather, Ardenne can hardly be
called a paradise, and at the same time the duke celebrates Ardenne, he also
draws attention to the difference between that forest and Eden or the Golden
Age.
The forest is a lovely but ultimately temporary haven for the characters who
seek refuge from exile. One reason for the transience of this sanctuary is that the
city dwellers are, by the plays end, ready to return to court. Jaques, a stock
character who represents the melancholy brooder, suggests a more troubling
reason for the temporary nature of the forests pristine state and restorative powers.
Man, he suggests, will sooner or later mar the forests beauty. Grieved by the
killing of the deer, Jaques claims that Duke Senior is guiltier of usurpation than
his crown-robbing brother, Duke Frederick. According to Jaques, wherever men
go, they bring with them the possibility of the very perils that make life in the
envious court so unbearable (II.i.4). None of Duke Seniors courtiers disagrees
with Jaques, but the melancholy lords criticism lacks real sting. Indeed, Duke
Senior sees Jaques as little more than entertainment, for the extremity of Jaquess
mood prompts Senior to declare amusingly, I love to cope him in these sullen
fits, / For then hes full of mattermatter being the word for pus in
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Shakespearean English (II.i.6768). In a play that celebrates the complexity and
the range of human emotions, there is little room for someone like Jaques, who
knows how to sing only one tune.
With the introduction of Silvius, As You Like It begins to explore the
foolishness of love as opposed to its delightfulness. Unlike Rosalind, who is
equipped with enough wit to recognize the silliness of her sudden devotion to
Orlando, Silvius is powerless in his attraction to Phoebe. In his laments to Corin
in Act II, scene iv, he presents himself as loves only true victim, and he implies
that no one has ever loved as he loves Phoebe. Although Rosalind at first pities
the shepherds predicament as curiously close to her own, she soon enough comes
to share Touchstones observation on the necessary foolishness of being in love.
As he watches Silvius call out to the absent Phoebe, Touchstone says, We that
are true lovers run into strange capers. But as all is mortal in nature, so is all
nature in love mortal in folly (II.iv.4749). Touchstones inarticulate and rude
manner of speaking makes him a true touchstone for Rosalind, bringing into
greater relief her supreme eloquence and wit. Here, however, he utters two
essential pieces of truth: everything in the natural world is temporary, and every
lover naturally behaves like a fool. But the fact that so many characters fall in
love in Ardenne proves that they are less loves victims than its willing subjects.
Act II, scenes vvii
As Amiens strolls through the Forest of Ardenne with Jaques in tow, he sings a
song inviting his listeners to lie with him [u]nder the greenwood tree (II.v.1),
where there are no enemies but winter and rough weather (II.v.8). Jaques begs
him to continue, but Amiens hesitates, claiming that the song will only make
Jaques melancholy. The warning does not deter Jaques, who proudly claims that
he can suck melancholy out of a song as a weasel sucks eggs (II.v.1112).
While the other lords in attendance prepare for Duke Seniors meal, Amiens
leads them in finishing the song. Jaques follows with a verse set to the same
tune, which he himself wrote. In it, he chides those foolish enough to leave their
wealth and leisure for life in the forest. Amiens leaves to summon the duke to
dinner.
Summary: Act II, scene vi
Orlando and Adam enter the Forest of Ardenne. Adam is exhausted from travel
and claims that he will soon die from hunger. Orlando assures his loyal servant
that he will find him food. Before he sets off to hunt, Orlando fears leaving
Adam lying in the bleak air and carries him off to shelter (II.vi.12).
Summary: Act II, scene vii
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And so from hour to hour we ripe and ripe, and then from hour to hour we rot
and rot; And thereby hangs a tale.
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Duke Senior returns to camp to find that Jaques has disappeared. When a
lord reports that Jaques has last been seen in good spirits, the duke worries that
happiness in one who is typically so miserable portends discord in the universe.
Just after the duke commands the lord to find Jaques, Jaques appears. He is
uncharacteristically merry and explains that while wandering through the forest,
he met a fool. He repeats the fools witty observations about Lady Fortune and
proclaims that he himself would like to be a fool. In this position, Jaques reasons,
he would be able to speak his mind freely, thereby cleansing the foul body of
thinfected world with the medicine of his criticism (II.vii.6061). The duke
laments the sin of chiding sin and reminds Jaques that he himself is guilty of
many of the evils he would inevitably criticize in others (II.v.64). Their playful
argument is interrupted when Orlando barges onto the scene, drawing his sword
and demanding food. The duke asks whether Orlandos rudeness is a function of
distress or bad breeding and, once Orlando has regained his composure, invites
him to partake of the banquet. Orlando goes off to fetch Adam. Duke Senior
observes that he and his men are far from alone in their unhappiness: there is
much strife in the world. Jaques replies that the world is a stage and all the men
and women merely players (II.vii.139). All humans pass through the stages of
infancy, childhood, and adulthood; they experience love and seek honor, but all
eventually succumb to the debility of old age and mere oblivion (II.vii.164).
Orlando returns with Adam and all begin to eat. The duke soon realizes that
Orlando is the son of Sir Rowland, the dukes old friend, and heartily welcomes
the young man.

Notes

Analysis: Act II, scenes vvii
Both Act II, scene v and Act II, scene vi deal primarily with the melancholy lord,
Jaques, who offers a sullen perspective on the otherwise comedic events in
Ardenne. He turns Amienss song about the pleasures of leisurely life into a
means of berating the foresters, and he comes close to playing the part of the
fool, in the sense that he turns a critical eye on a world in which he lives but does
not fully inhabit. But unlike Feste in Twelfth Night or the fool in King Lear,
Jaques does not demonstrate the insight or wisdom that would make his
observations truly arresting or illuminating. His most impressive speech in the
play begins with a familiar set piece in Elizabethan drama: All the worlds a
stage, / And all the men and women merely players (II.vii.138139). He goes
on to describe the seven stages of a mans life, from infancy to death, through his
roles as lover and soldier, but Jaquess observations may strike us as untrue or
banal. His estimation that lovers sigh like furnace, with a woeful ballad / Made
to his mistress eyebrow is humorous, and it certainly describes the kind of
intemperate, undiscriminating affection that Silvius shows to Phoebe, or Phoebe
to Ganymede (II.vii.147148). But the criticism seems ill-suited to a play as
aware and forgiving of loves silliness as As You Like It. As a philosopher, Jaques
falls short of accurately describing the complexity of Rosalinds feelings for
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Orlando; his musings bear the narrow and pinched shortcomings of the habitually
sullen.
Jaquess sullenness blinds him to his own foolishness regarding life. Jaques
goes on to describe mans later years, the decline into second childhood and
obliviousness, without teeth, eyesight, taste, or anything else. Countering Jaquess
unflattering picture of old age, Orlando carries Adam to the dukes banquet table,
the old man entering his final years with his loyalty, generosity of spirit, and
appetite intact. Although the thought of serving as Duke Fredericks fool appeals
to him, Jaques ultimately lacks the wit, wisdom, and heart to perform the task.
When he meets Touchstone in the forest, he sings the clowns praises, quoting
with glee Touchstones nihilistic musings on the passage of time: And so from
hour to hour we ripe and ripe, / And then from hour to hour we rot and rot
(II.vii.2627). Jaques does not realize that Touchstones deepcontemplative
speech is a bawdy mockery of his own brooding behavior (II.vii.31). Indeed,
throughout the play, Jaques remains so mired in his own moodiness that he sees
very little of the world he so desperately wants to criticize. Knowing that Jaquess
eyes are trained on mens baser instincts, the duke doubts Jaquess ability to
serve as a proper and entertaining fool. Jaques, he feels, would be a boor, berating
the courtiers for sins that Jaques himself has committed. This exchange points to
an important difference between Jaques and the duke: the former is committed
to being unhappy in the world and will suffer in it, while the latter is happy to
make the best of the world he is given and will thrive, as the title of the play
seems to promise.
Act III, scenes iii
Oliver, who has been unable to locate Orlando, reports to Duke Frederick at
court. The duke chastises him for his failure and commands him to find Orlando
within a years time or else forfeit the whole of his property. Frederick turns
Oliver out to search for Orlando and seizes his lands and worldly goods until
Orlando is delivered to court.
Summary: Act III, scene ii
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Orlando runs through the Forest of Ardenne, mad with love. He hangs poems
that he has composed in Rosalinds honor on every tree, hoping that passersby
will see her virtue witnessed everywhere (III.ii.8). Corin and Touchstone enter,
but are too engrossed in a conversation about the relative merits of court and
country life to pay attention to Orlandos verses. Corin argues that polite manners
at court are of no consequence in the country. Touchstone asks him to provide
evidence to support this thesis and then challenges the shepherds reasoning.
Rosalind enters, disguised as Ganymede. She reads one of Orlandos poems,
which compares her to a priceless jewel. Touchstone mocks the verse, claiming
that he could easily churn out a comparable succession of rhymes. He does so
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with couplets that liken Rosalind to a cat in heat, a thorny rose, and a prostitute
who is transported to the pillory on a cart. Rosalind rebukes Touchstone for his
meddling. Just then, Celia enters disguised as the shepherdess Aliena. She, too,
has found one of Orlandos verses and reads it aloud. The women agree that the
verses are terribly written, yet Rosalind is eager to learn the identity of their
author. Celia teases her friend, hesitating to reveal this secret until Rosalind is
nearly insane with anticipation. When Celia admits that Orlando has penned the
poems, Rosalind can hardly believe it. Like a smitten schoolgirl, she asks a dozen
questions about her intended lover, wanting to know everything from where he
is to what he looks like.
As Celia does her best to answer these questions, despite Rosalinds incessant
interruptions, Orlando and Jaques enter. Hiding, the women eavesdrop on their
conversation. Orlando and Jaques clearly do not care for one anothers company
and exchange a series of barbed insults. Jaques dislikes Orlandos sentimental
love, declaring it the worst possible fault, while Orlando scoffs at Jaquess
melancholy. Eager to part, Jaques walks off into the forest, leaving Orlando alone.
Rosalind decides to confront Orlando. She approaches him as the young man
Ganymede, and speaks of a man that has been carving the name Rosalind on the
trees. Orlando insists that he is the man so love-shaked and begs her for a
remedy (III.ii.332333). She claims to recognize the symptoms of those who
have fallen under the spell of true love, and assures Orlando that he exhibits
none of them. He is, she says, too neatly dressed to be madly in love. She promises
to cure him if he promises to woo Ganymede as though Ganymede were Rosalind.
As Ganymede, Rosalind vows to make the very idea of love unappealing to
Orlando by acting the part of a fickle lover. Orlando is quite sure he is beyond
cure, but Rosalind says, I would cure you if you would but call me Rosalind
and come every day to my cot, and woo me (III.ii.381382). With all his heart,
Orlando agrees.

Notes

Analysis: Act III, scenes iii
In Act III, as the play moves from Duke Fredericks court into the Forest of
Ardenne, Shakespeare explores more fully the complexities of his major themes:
the merits of country versus city life, and the delights and dismays of romantic
love. The conversation between Touchstone and Corin in Act III, scene ii provides
interesting insight into the matter of city versus country living. Although Corin
concedes the argument to Touchstone, calling the clowns high but hollow rhetoric
too courtly . . . for me, we note that Corins speech is much clearer and his
logic more sound than Touchstones (III.ii.61). Corins declaration that [t]hose
that are good manners at the court are as ridiculous in the country as the behaviour
of the country is most mockable at the court is not only sensible, it is also in
keeping with the guiding philosophy of the play: that the world is full of
contradictions that do not cancel one another out, but exist side by side (III.ii.40
42). Corins willingness to rest, then, is not so much an admission of defeat as a
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recognition that court and country, along with the style and the substance that
they respectively represent, must coexist.
As the argument between Touchstone and Corin plays out, we witness the
repercussions of Orlandos lovesickness. When characters fall in love in As You
Like It, they invariably fall hard and fast, abandoning all reason in their desperate
attempts to win the object of desire. Orlando is no exception, as the silly and
unskilled poems he tacks on the trees make clear. Here, Orlandos behavior
accords with the Petrarchan model of romantic love (Petrarch is a fourteenthcentury Italian poet whose lyrics elevate the woman he loves to an unattainable,
semidivine status). Orlandos behavior leads him to great folly and prompts
Jaquess sour declaration: The worst fault you have is to be in love (III.ii.258).
But, sour though it is, the sentiment is not Orlandos alone. As Rosalind reads
Orlandos verses, she comments on their poor composition, but this shortcoming
does not stop her from enjoying them. It is much to the plays credit that it
conceives of such irrational devotion as both a virtue and a vice. It is also the
greatest testament of the depth of Rosalinds character: only she is capacious
and generous enough to welcome and thrive on such contradictions.
The play also adds an interesting twist on the stage convention of crossdressing as Rosalind decides to use her disguise as Ganymede, in effect, to woo
Orlando. The erotic possibilities here are nearly endless, considering that Rosalind
dresses as a rather effeminate man and offers to provide Orlando with love lessons
so that Orlando may win his beloved Rosalind. The complexities of the situation
multiply when we consider that in Shakespeares era, Rosalind would have been
played by a boy actor. As the audience watches a boy playing a woman who
plays a man in order to win a mans love, the neat borders of gender and sexuality
become hopelessly muddled.
Act III, scenes iiiv
Summary: Act III, scene iii
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Touchstone and a goatherd named Audrey wander through the forest, while Jaques
follows behind them, eavesdropping. Touchstone laments that the gods have not
made Audrey poetical (III.iii.12). Were she a lover of poetry, she would
appreciate the falsehoods of which all lovers are guilty and would be dishonest,
a quality that Touchstone prefers she possess. His reason behind encouraging
her dishonesty is that to have beauty and honesty together, as he claims he does
in Audrey, is to have honey a sauce to sugar (III.iii.25). Nevertheless, Touchstone
has arranged to marry Audrey in the forest with Sir Oliver Martext, a vicar from
a nearby village, officiating. Touchstone determines that many wives cheat on
their husbands, but claims that the horns of cuckoldry are nothing of which to be
ashamed. Oliver Martext arrives to perform the wedding ceremony and insists
that someone give the woman so that the ceremony is lawful (III.iii.5558).
Jaques offers his services but convinces Touchstone that he should marry in a

As You Like It

proper church. The clown counters that a nonchurch wedding will make for an
ill marriage and that an ill marriage will make it easier for him to abandon his
wife, but in the end he acquiesces. Jaques, Touchstone, and Audrey leave the
rather bewildered vicar alone in the forest.

Notes

Summary: Act III, scene iv
Orlando has failed to show up for his morning appointment with Ganymede, the
disguised Rosalind, and she is distraught. She wants desperately to weep. Rosalind
compares Orlandos hair to that of the infamous betrayer of Christ, Judas. Celia
insists that Orlandos hair is browner than Judass, and Rosalind agrees, slowly
convincing herself that her lover is no traitor. Celia, however, then suggests that
in matters of love, there is little truth in Orlando. A lovers oath, Celia reasons, is
of no more account than that of a bartender.
Corin enters and interrupts the womens conversation. He explains that the
young shepherd, Silvius, whose complaints about the tribulations of love Rosalind
and Celia witness earlier, has decided to woo and win Phoebe. Corin invites the
women to see the pageant of a hopeless lover and the scornful object of his
desire, and Rosalind heads off to see the scene play out (III.iv.46). Indeed, she
determines to do more than watchshe plans to intervene in the affair.
Summary: Act III, scene v
Silvius has confessed his love to Phoebe, but his words fall on hostile ears. As
the scene opens, he pleads with her not to reject him so bitterly, lest she prove
worse than the common executioner, who has enough decency to ask
forgiveness of those he kills (III.v.3). Rosalind and Celia, both still disguised,
enter along with Corin to watch Phoebes cruel response. Phoebe mocks Silviuss
hyperbolic language, asking why he fails to fall down if her eyes are the murderers
he claims them to be. Silvius assures her that the wounds of love are invisible,
but Phoebe insists that the shepherd not approach her again until she too can feel
these invisible wounds. Rosalind steps out from her hiding place and begins to
berate Phoebe, proclaiming that the shepherdess is no great beauty and should
consider herself lucky to win Silviuss love. Confronted by what appears to be a
handsome young man who treats her as harshly as she treats Silvius, Phoebe
instantly falls in love with Ganymede. Rosalind, realizing this infatuation, mocks
Phoebe further. Rosalind and Celia depart, and Phoebe employs Silvius, who
can talk so well of love, to help her pursue Ganymede. Phoebe claims that she
does not love Ganymede and wonders why she failed to defend herself against
such criticism. She determines to write him a very taunting letter, and orders
Silvius to deliver it (III.v.135).
Analysis: Act III, scenes iiiv
Although we learn of the romance between Audrey and Touchstone rather late in
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the game, the relationship is important to the play for many reasons. First, it
produces laughs because of the incongruities between the two lovers. Touchstone
delights in words and verbiage. He obsesses over them, wrings multipleand
often bawdymeanings from them, and usually ends up tangling himself and
others in them. That he chooses to wed Audrey, a simple goatherd who fails to
comprehend the most basic vocabularythe words features, poetical, and
foul are all beyond her graspensures the laughable absurdity of their exchange
(III.iii.4, 1314, 31). Indeed, the play offers few moments more outrageous than
Audreys declaration of virtue: I am not a slut, though I thank the gods I am
foul (III.iii.31).
The rustic romance between Audrey and Touchstone also provides a
pointed contrast with the flowery, verbose love of Silvius for Phoebe or Orlando
for Rosalind. Whereas Phoebe and Silvius are caught up in the poetics of love
with the man in agonizing pursuit of an unattainable but, to his mind, perfect
loverthe attraction between Touchstone and Audrey is far from idealized.
Indeed, if Audrey cannot grasp the meaning of the word poetical, there is
little hope that she will be able to fulfill the part dictated to her by literary
convention. Ideals have little to do with Touchstones affections for Audrey.
By his own admission, the clowns passions are much easier to understand. In
explaining to Jaques his decision to marry Audrey, Touchstone says, As the
ox hath his bow, sir, the horse his curb, and the falcon her bells, so man hath
his desires (III.iii.6667). Here, Touchstone equates his sexual desire to various
restraining devices for animals. Sexual gratification, or nibbling, to use
Touchstones phrase, will keep his otherwise untamed passions in check
(III.iii.68).
Although Silvius and Phoebes and Touchstone and Audreys are two
very different kinds of love relationships, taken together they form a complete
satire of the two major influences on the play-pastoralism and courtly love.
In pastoral literature, city dwellers take to the country in order to commune
with and learn valuable lessons from its inhabitants. Audrey represents a
truly rural individual, uncorrupted by the politics of court life, but she is, in
all respects, far from ideal. In her supreme want of intelligence, Audrey shows
the absurd unreality of the pastoral ideal of eloquent shepherds and
shepherdesses. Silvius aspires to such eloquence and nearly achieves it, and
his poetic plea for Phoebes mercy conforms to the conventions of the
distraught but always lyrically precise lover. But Phoebe exposes the absurdity
of Silviuss lines by dragging romance into the harsh, unforgiving light of
reality. When taken literally, his insistence that his lovers eyes are his
executioner (III.v.3) seems hopelessly lame when Phoebe demands, Now
show the wound mine eye hath made in thee (III.v.20).
If Audrey and Touchstones and Phoebe and Silviuss relationships stand at
opposite ends of the romance continuum, then -Rosalind, in her courtship of
Orlando, struggles to find a more livable middle ground. Although Phoebe wisely
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points out the literal flaws in Silviuss verse, she cannot help falling into the
same trap herself regarding Ganymede. In the entire play, only Rosalind can
appreciate both the ideal and the real. Although she possesses the unflinching
vision required to chastise Phoebe for her cruelty and Silvius for his blindness to
it, she cannot help but indulge in the absurdity of romantic love, allowing herself
to have a fit over Orlandos tardiness. This inconsistency may explain why
Rosalind is such a seductive, winning character: in her ability to experience and
appreciate all emotions, she appeals to everyone.

Notes

Act IV, scenes iii
Summary: Act IV, scene i
Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love.
Jaques approaches Rosalind, who is still in her disguise as Ganymede,
wishing to become better acquainted. Rosalind criticizes Jaques for the extremity
of his melancholy. When Jaques claims that tis good to be sad and say nothing,
Rosalind compares such activity to being a post (IV.i.89). Jaques defends
himself, outlining for Rosalind the unique composition of his sadness, but
Rosalind gets the better of him and he departs.
Orlando arrives an hour late for his lesson in love. As agreed, he addresses
Ganymede as if the young man were his beloved Rosalind and asks her to forgive
his tardiness. Rosalind refuses, insisting that a true lover could not bear to squander
a part of the thousand part of a minute in the affairs of love (IV.i.4041). She
goes on to suggest that Orlandos love is worse than a snails, for though a snail
comes slowly, he carries his house on his back. Eventually, though, Rosalind
relents and invites Orlando to woo her. The lesson begins: when he says that he
desires to kiss her before speaking, she suggests that he save his kiss for the
moment when conversation lags. What, Orlando worries, should he do if his
kiss is denied? Rosalind reassures him that a denied kiss would only give him
new matter to discuss with his lover (IV.i.6970). When Rosalind refuses his
affections, Orlando claims he will die. She responds that, despite the poets
romantic imagination, no man in the entire history of the world has died from a
love-related cause.
Rosalind then changes her mood, assuming a more coming-on disposition
(IV.i.96). She accepts and returns Orlandos declarations of love and urges Celia
to play the part of a priest and marry them. Rosalind reminds Orlando that women
often become disagreeable after marriage, but Orlando does not believe this truism
of his love. He begs leave in order to dine with Duke Senior, promising to return
within two hours. Rosalind teasingly chastises him for parting with her but warns
him not to be a minute late in keeping his promise. After Orlando departs, Celia
berates Rosalind for so badly characterizing the female sex. Rosalind responds
by exclaiming how vast her love for Orlando has grown. Only Cupid, she says,
can fathom the depth of her affection.
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Summary: Act IV, scene ii
Jaques and some of Duke Seniors loyal followers kill a deer and decide to present
it to the duke. They plan to set the animals horns upon the hunters head as a
crown of victory. Jaques asks the men to sing a song that fits the occasion. They
launch into a tune about cuckoldry, which is symbolized by a man with horns on
his head. The song proclaims that cuckoldry is timeless and borne by all men,
and thus it is not something of which to be ashamed.
Analysis: Act IV, scenes iii
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When Rosalind chastises Jaques for his oppressively melancholy ramblings, her
words serve as a general criticism of the extremes to which the characters go in
the play. Jaques admits that he is indeed the melancholy fellow of whom
Rosalind has heard tell, and Rosalind upbraids him by saying, Those that are in
extremity of either [laughter or melancholy] are abominable fellows, and betray
themselves to every modern censure worse than drunkards (IV.i.37). Here,
Rosalind speaks out not only against Jaquess willful sadness, but against the
myriad excesses found around her. From Silviuss whimpering devotion to
Phoebes hauteur, to the crudely physical attraction of Audrey and Touchstone,
to Jaquess melancholy, every type of extreme behavior in As You Like It is subject
to mockery.
It is a testament to the clarity of Rosalinds vision that she does not spare
herself or Orlando from this condemnation of extremes. When Orlando claims
that he will die of love, Rosalind disproves him with one of the plays most
famous and delightful speeches. Her insistence that literature has misrepresented
and unduly romanticized the worlds greatest lovers is a stringent antidote to
Orlandos mewling, and supports Touchstones earlier observation that the truest
poetry is the most feigning, and lovers are given to poetry; and what they swear
in poetry it may be said, as lovers, they do feign (III.iii.1517). After dismantling
Orlandos model of love, Rosalind goes on to assail the men who follow the
model, claiming that the greatest romantics are transformed by marriage into
inattentive, uncaring dictators. In addition to the jesting, there is a serious element
of self-preservation in Rosalinds famous observation that men are April when
they woo, December when they wed (IV.i.124125). When, on two occasions,
Orlando is late for their appointment, Rosalind fears that her lovers devotion
might not be steadfast, but she also knows that the thrill of romance is shortlived. Over time, love weathers and even dulls, an unhappy but inevitable truth
that only Rosalind stops to consider: the sky changes, she admits, when [maids]
are wives (IV.i.126127).
Rosalind might be construed as a spoilsport, out to ruin everyone elses fun
by exposing the crumbling foundations of their love fantasies, but there is much
more to her than this simplistic interpretation. Certainly, even her closest
confidante Celia misunderstands her, claiming that Rosalind, in her attempts to
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drain the excess of Orlandos romanticism, has succeeded in disparaging the
entire female sex. Rosalinds goal is less to represent the female gender than to
show Orlando that, just as there is no such thing as a perfect and heroic love,
there is also no such thing as an ideal and ideally worthy woman. By stripping
Orlando and herself of the ideals that preoccupy him, Rosalind prepares them
both for love in the real world, for a love that strikes a balance between the
transcendent and the familiar, and for a love that blends the loftiness of Silviuss
poetry with the baseness of Touchstones desires. Thus, Rosalinds attacks on
Orlandos idea of love are not an attack on love itself. After all, Rosalind herself
is clearly and deeply in love. Her attempts to furnish Orlando with a more realistic
understanding of love are a means of ensuring that their relationship will thrive
in a world less enchanted than Ardenne.

Notes

Summary
Rosalind and Celia, still in disguise, briefly discuss Orlandos tardiness. Two
hours have passed, and he has not returned, as promised, to resume his love
lessons. Silvius interrupts in order to deliver a letter to Ganymede. It is from
Phoebe and, after he turns it over, Silvius warns the disguised Rosalind that its
tone is harsh. Phoebe, he admits, looked very angry when she penned it. Rosalind
scans the letter and reports that Phoebe judges Ganymede to be a young man
without looks or manners. She then accuses Silvius of writing the letter himself,
which he vehemently denies. Rosalind asserts that no woman could have written
such a rude and defiant letter. To prove herself, she reads the letter aloud, but it
turns out to be full of unabashedly romantic declarations, comparing Ganymede
to a god who has destroyed Phoebes heart. Baffled, Silvius asks if this language
is what Ganymede calls chiding. Celia offers her pity to the shepherd, but Rosalind
says he deserves none for loving such a woman as Phoebe. She sends Silvius
back to Phoebe with the message that Ganymede will never love Phoebe unless
Phoebe loves Silvius.
As Silvius leaves, Oliver enters. He asks for directions to Ganymede
and Alienas cottage. Then, looking over the pair, who are still in disguise,
he asks if they are the brother and sister who own that property. When they
admit that they are, Oliver remarks that his brother Orlandos description of
the pair was very accurate. To Ganymede, Oliver delivers a bloody
handkerchief on Orlandos behalf. Rosalind asks what has happened. Oliver
tells a lengthy story: soon after leaving Ganymede, Orlando stumbled upon a
ragged man asleep in the forest, who was being preyed upon by a green and
gilded snake (IV.iii.107). Orlando succeeded in scaring the snake away, only
to see a hungry lioness emerge from the underbrush. Orlando approached the
ragged man, and recognized him as his brother. Orlandos first impulse was
to let Oliver, who treated him so abominably, perish in the lions jaws, but
his nobler nature would not allow it. He fought off the lion, wounding his
shoulder but ultimately saving Olivers life. Orlandos kind and selfless
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gesture have transformed Oliver into a new man, and the elder brother
confesses that he is ashamed of his former self. He continues, saying that he
and Orlando made amends and went to see the duke. There, Orlando fainted,
having lost a great deal of blood in his fight with the lioness. Before passing
out completely, he charged Oliver to deliver an apology to Ganymede in the
form of a bloodstained handkerchief. Upon hearing this story, Rosalind faints
dead away. Celia and Oliver help her recover, and Oliver remarks that young
Ganymede lack[s] a mans heart (IV.iii.163164). Rosalind begs Oliver to
impress upon Orlando how well she counterfeited a suitable reaction to
his injury, in accordance with their lessons (IV.iii.167). Oliver protests that
her reaction must be genuine, for her face is flushed. Rosalind, however,
assures him that she was merely playing a part.
Analysis
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In Act IV, scene iii, the play takes two important steps toward its resolution.
First, Rosalind begins to tire of the game she plays. Her disguise as Ganymede
allows her a number of freedoms that she could not enjoy as a woman: she
can leave court, travel safely into the forest, express sexual desire, and initiate
a romantic courtship. But her disguise also has its limitations. After all, it
disables her from consummating her relationship with Orlando, and Rosalind
does not relish the idea of acting out the indefinitely protracted desire depicted
in Petrarchs love poetry. If Orlando were willing to test the bounds of their
fiction and have sex with Ganymede, he would discover Rosalinds true
identity. Even if Orlando already suspects that Ganymede is Rosalind, as
some critics suggest he must, he could not very well pursue a sexual
relationship with her unless they were properly married. To do so would be
to compromise Rosalinds virtue and denigrate her incomparably delightful
character. Besides, Rosalinds disguise is meant to be temporary yet powerful,
just like the temporary yet critical move to Ardenne.
As noted previously, Elizabethans placed a great importance upon
outward markers of identity such as dress and behavior. A cross-dressing
woman presents a very amusing spectacle temporarily, but the ruse cannot
be maintained indefinitely. Such a sustained subversion of the social order
would bring chaos, and Shakespeare takes care to remind us that a woman
in mans clothing is still a woman, returning to his Elizabethan audiences
expectations of gendered behavior. For example, upon hearing of Orlandos
trial with the lioness, Rosalind faints, prompting Oliver to remark that she
lacks a mans heart (IV.iii.163164), to which she responds, So I do;
but, ifaith, I should have been a woman by right (IV.iii.173174). This
call and response signals to the audience that the game is still a game, that
Ganymede is little more than a pair of pants, and that Rosalind, though
smart enough to avoid temporarily her proper place in society, is ultimately
willing to resume it.
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The arrival of Oliver offers a second movement toward resolution.
When the previously evil Oliver steps foot in Ardenne, he is transformed
into the loving brother he never was before. This transformation speaks to
the mutability of the human experience: people can change and, as As You
Like It insists, can change for the better. Certainly this transformation has
much to do with the movement from court into the country. Once removed
from the politics and pressures of life at court, the obstacles, greed, and
petty jealousies that separate the brothers dissolve. Although the play at
several points satirizes the pastoral mode for its simplicity and unreality,
here it indulges in the pastoral fantasy that nature can heal the wounds inflicted
by the artificial and corrupt hierarchies of the man-made world.

Notes

Act V, scenes iiii
Summary: Act V, scene i
Touchstone and Audrey wander through the forest discussing their postponed
marriage. Audrey claims that the priest was qualified to perform the ceremony,
regardless of Jaquess opinion. Switching topics, Touchstone mentions that there
is a youth in the forest who loves Audrey. Just then, William, the youth in question,
appears. Touchstone asks William if he is witty, and William responds that he is.
Touchstone then asks if William is in love with Audrey. Again, the young man
responds affirmatively. When Touchstone asks William if he is educated, William
admits that he is not, and Touchstone sets out to teach him a lesson. [T]o have
is to have, he says, meaning that Audrey, to whom he is engaged, is not available
to other men (V.i.37). He orders William to leave, employing an exhaustive list
of synonyms so that the simple lad is sure to understand him. William exits, just
as Corin enters to fetch the couple on Rosalinds behalf.
Summary: Act V, scene ii
Orlando finds it hard to believe that Oliver has fallen so quickly and so completely
in love with Aliena. Oliver vows that he has and pledges to turn over the entirety
of his fathers estate to Orlando once he and Aliena are married. Orlando gives
his consent and orders a wedding prepared for the following day. Oliver leaves
just as Rosalind, still disguised as Ganymede, arrives. Orlando confesses that
though he is happy to see his brother in love, he is also pained to be without his
Rosalind. Rosalind askswith a hint of a sexual double entendreif Ganymede
cannot fill Rosalinds place, and Orlando admits that he has tired of wooing a
young man in his lovers stead. Assuring Orlando that she can work magic,
Rosalind promises that he will marry as he desires when Oliver takes Aliena for
a bride. Just then, Phoebe and Silvius appear. Phoebe accuses Ganymede of
ungentleness, and Rosalind encourages her to devote her attentions to Silvius
(V.i.67). The lovers take turns professing their various loves until Rosalind tells
them to stop howling like Irish wolves against the moon (V.i.101102). She
promises that Ganymede will marry Phoebe on the following day if Ganymede
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will ever marry a woman and makes everyone promise to meet the next day at
the wedding. They all agree. The group parts until Olivers wedding.
Summary: Act V, scene iii
Touchstone looks forward to his marriage to Audrey on the following day. Audrey
admits her excitement as well, but she hopes that her desire to be married does
not compromise her chastity. The couple meets two of Duke Seniors pages.
Touchstone, in a good mood, asks for a song. The pages oblige, singing of
springtime and the blossoming of love. When the song ends, Touchstone claims
that the song made little sense and that the music was out of tune. The pages
disagree, but Touchstone is unmoved by their arguments: to him, the song was
hopelessly foolish.
Analysis: Act V, scenes iiii
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In the encounter between Touchstone and William, the sophistication of the court
overwhelms the simplicity and ignorance of the country. But though Touchstone
clearly defeats William in the country boys attempt to win Audrey, his
performance strikes us as farcical rather than triumphant. Touchstone may not
be as ignorant as the uneducated country boy, but his inflated rhetoric makes
him appear the more foolish of the two. Touchstone dazzles William with his
city wit, for the lad lacks the means to see the ridiculousness of Touchstones
threats. But, to audiences watching Touchstones tirade, the style and
sophistication of the city may lose its luster.
In Act V, scene iii, Touchstone goes on to deflate the spiritually idealized
brand of love. As the dukes pages sing a ballad that compares love to springtime,
indulging every cliché from sweet lovers to trilling birds, Touchstone dismisses
the song as senseless. His criticism recalls Rosalinds dismissal of literatures
greatest lovers in Act IV, scene i, but it fails to convince. Whereas Rosalinds
criticism seems imbued with a wide-ranging and generous understanding of the
world, Touchstones opinion seems narrow and begrudging. Although Touchstone
is fundamentally correct in denying that love and budding springtime are one
and the same, he remains blind to the songs undeniable beauty. Spring may not,
in truth, be only a matter of green cornfield[s] and a hey ding-a-ding ding,
but the song captures something of the truththe nonsense, irrationality, and
sheer beauty of being in love (V.iii.1618). One cannot expect Touchstone to see
this splendor, given his rather myopic focus on the mechanics of sex. Again, his
insight is most valuable as a contrast to that of Rosalind, who could well enjoy
the pages song even as she absorbs its silliness.
Quick, irrational love is contagious in the Forest of Ardenne, as evidenced
by Olivers head-over-heels involvement with the disguised Celia. At court, Oliver
would have no cause to notice, let alone fall in love with, a common shepherdess,
but in Ardenne the injustices of class are cast aside for the sake of romance.
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Olivers happy union brings about a swift end to Rosalinds game: she cannot
stand to see her beloved Orlando jealous and unhappy, and so determines to
hang up Ganymedes trousers. Her plan is quite clear as she strikes a marriage
bargain with Phoebe, and we see the inevitability of a slew of weddings on the
horizon. Some critics condemn the play at this point for what they see as a return
to the normative social order that it has, thus far, delighted in subverting. As the
close of the final act draws near, it is no surprise that the boys end up with the
girls, and that life at court resumes, presumably, with its rigid class structures in
placein short, that all returns to normal.

Notes

Act V, scene iv & Epilogue
Act V, scenes iiii
Your if is the only peacemaker; much virtue in if.
On the following day, Duke Senior asks Orlando if he believes that
Ganymede can do all that he has promised. With them, Oliver, Celia disguised
as Aliena, Amiens, and Jaques have gathered to see whether the miracle of
multiple marriages will be performed. Rosalind enters in her customary disguise,
followed by Silvius and Phoebe. She reminds all parties of their agreements: the
duke will allow Orlando to marry Rosalind, if she appears, and Phoebe will
marry Ganymede unless unforeseen circumstances make her refuse, in which
case she will marry Silvius. Everyone agrees, and Rosalind and Celia disappear
into the forest.
While they are gone, Duke Senior notes the remarkable resemblance of
Ganymede to his own daughteran opinion that Orlando seconds. Touchstone
and Audrey join the party. Touchstone entertains the company with the description
of a quarrel he had. As he finishes, Rosalind and Celia return, dressed as
themselves and accompanied by Hymen, the god of marriage. Phoebe, realizing
that the young man she loves is, in fact, a woman, agrees to marry Silvius. Hymen
marries the happy couples: Orlando and Rosalind, Oliver and Celia, Phoebe and
Silvius, and Touchstone and Audrey. A great wedding feast begins.
Halfway through the festivities, Jaques de Bois, the middle brother of Oliver
and Orlando, arrives with the information that Duke Frederick mounted an army
to seek out Duke Senior and destroy him. As he rode toward the Forest of Ardenne,
Duke Frederick met a priest who converted him to a peace-loving life. Jaques de
Bois goes on to report that Frederick has abdicated his throne to his brother and
has moved to a monastery. All rejoice, happy in the knowledge that they can
return to the royal court. Only Jaques decides that he will not return to court. He
determines to follow Duke Fredericks example and live a solitary and
contemplative existence in a monastery. The wedding feast continues, and the
revelers dance as everyone except Rosalind exits the stage.
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Summary: Epilogue
It is not the fashion to see the lady the epilogue; but it is no more unhandsome
than to see the lord the prologue.
Rosalind steps forward and admits that the play is breaking theatrical customs
by allowing a female character to perform the epilogue. But the play, she says,
improves with the epilogue, and so she asks the audiences indulgence. She will
not beg for the audiences approval, for she is not dressed like a beggar. Instead,
she will conjure them (Epilogue, 9). She begins with the women, asking them
to like as much of the play as pleases them for the love [they] bear to men
(Epilogue, 1011). She asks the same of the men, saying that if she were a
womanfor all the female roles in Renaissance theater were played by men
she would kiss as many of them as were handsome and hygienic. She is sure the
compliment would be returned, and that the men will lavish her with applause as
she curtseys.
Analysis: Act V, scene iv & Epilogue
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In the plays final act, Rosalind makes good on her promise to make all this
matter even, that is, to smooth out the remaining romantic entanglements
(V.iv.18). Both Duke Senior and Orlando seem to have discovered Rosalinds
game by this time, and, indeed, Orlando might well have known Ganymedes
true identity from the start: My lord, the first time that I ever saw him, / Methought
he was a brother to your daughter (V.iv.2829). That Rosalinds identity is known
before she reveals it does nothing to undermine the charm of her spell. On the
contrary, her lover would not be any less willing than the audience to play along
with her charms.
Rosalinds love for Orlando requires the blessing of marriage in order to
have currency in the world beyond the forest. Hymen, by his own declaration, is
a god not of the forest but of every town, and it is to town that the lovers will
now return (V.iv.135). This movement should not be read as a simple victory of
city over country, especially when we consider that one location necessitates the
other: only a respite in the country could mend what civilization had broken.
Although As You Like It draws discernable lines between the merits of town and
country, heterosexual and homosexual unions, artifice and nature, youth and
age, and idealism and realism, it refuses to take a definitive stand on any issue.
Rather, the play insists on the complexity of life by allowing for the crossing of
such boundaries. The characters delight in transcending these boundaries suggests
a utopia where human existence is no less joyous for all its absurdities and
hardships, and one where all that has been broken can, to some degree, be rebuilt.
The plays hopeful vision is one in which not everyone can or will share, as the
implacable Jaques makes clear, but it is one to which most of us are only too
delighted to cling.
The Epilogue, in which one of the actors remains onstage after the play has

As You Like It

ended, was a standard part of many plays in Elizabethan times. An epilogue proves
a convenient way to tie up loose ends, to distill the thematic concerns of the play
into a neat speech, and to ask the audience for applause. But Shakespeare explodes
the conventions of the form when he allows Rosalind to take the stage. Not only
has Rosalind dropped her disguise as Ganymede, but the boy actor playing Rosalind
lets slip the mask of Rosalind. When he solicits the approval of the men in the
audience, he says, If I were a woman I would kiss as many of you as had beards
that pleased me (Epilogue, 1416). The dizzying intermingling of homosexual
and heterosexual affections that govern a man pretending to be woman pretending
to be a man pretending to be a woman in the hopes of seducing a man reiterates the
plays celebration of the wonderful complexities of human life.

Notes

3.5 IMPORTANT EXPLANATIONS
1.

Now, my co-mates and brothers in exile,
Hath not old custom made this life more sweet
Than that of painted pomp? Are not these woods
More free from peril than the envious court?
Here feel we not the penalty of Adam,
The seasons difference, as the icy fang
And churlish chiding of the winters wind,
Which when it bites and blows upon my body
Even till I shrink with cold, I smile, and say
This is no flattery. These are counsellors
That feelingly persuade me what I am.
Sweet are the uses of adversity
Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous,
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head;
And this our life, exempt from public haunt,
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.

(II.i.117)
These lines, spoken by Duke Senior upon his introduction in Act II, scene i,
establish the pastoral mode of the play. With great economy, Shakespeare draws
a dividing line between the painted pomp of courtwith perils great enough
to drive the duke and his followers into exileand the safe and restorative Forest
of Ardenne (II.i.3). The woods are romanticized, as they typically are in pastoral
literature, and the mood is set for the remainder of the play. Although perils may
present themselves, they remain distant, and, in the end, there truly is good in
everything (II.i.17). This passage, more than any other in the play, presents the
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conceits of the pastoral mode. Here, the corruptions of life at court are left behind
in order to learn the simple and valuable lessons of the country. Shakespeare
highlights the educational, edifying, and enlightening nature of this foray into
the woods by employing language that invokes the classroom, the library, and
the church: in the trees, brooks, and stones surrounding him, the duke finds
tongues, books, and sermons. As is his wont, Shakespeare goes on to complicate
the literary conventions upon which he depends. His shepherds and shepherdesses,
for instance, ultimately prove too lovesick or dim-witted to dole out the kind of
wisdom the pastoral form demands of them, but for now Shakespeare merely
sets up the opposition between city and country that provides the necessary tension
to drive his story forward.
2. As I do live by food, I met a fool,
Who laid him down and basked him in the sun,
And railed on Lady Fortune in good terms,
In good set terms, and yet a motley fool.
Good morrow, fool, quoth I. No, sir, quoth he,
Call me not fool till heaven hath sent me fortune.
And then he drew a dial from his poke,
And looking on it with lack-lustre eye
Says very wisely It is ten oclock.
Thus we may see, quoth he, how the world wags.
Tis but an hour ago since it was nine,
And after one hour more twill be eleven.
And so from hour to hour we ripe and ripe,
And then from hour to hour we rot and rot;
And thereby hangs a tale.
(II.vii.1428)
In Act II, scene vii, melancholy Jaques displays an uncharacteristic burst of
delight. While wandering through the forest, he relates, he met a fool, who
entertained him with rather nihilistic musings on the passage of time and mans
life. According to Touchstone, time ensures nothing other than mans own decay:
from hour to hour we rot and rot (II.vii.27). That this speech appeals to Jaques
says much about his character: he delights not only in the depressing, but also in
the rancid. Practically all of Touchstones lines contain some bawdy innuendo,
and these are no exception. Here, by punning the word hour with whore, he
transforms the general notion of mans decay into the unpleasant specifics of a
man dying from venereal disease. Touchstone appropriately, if distastefully,
confirms this hidden meaning by ending his speech with the words thereby
hangs a tale, for tale was Elizabethan slang for penis (II.vii.28).

As You Like It

No, faith; die by attorney. The poor world is almost six thousand years
old, and in all this time there was not any man died in his own person,
videlicet, in a love-cause. Troilus had his brains dashed out with a Grecian
club, yet he did what he could to die before, and he is one of the patterns of
love. Leander, he would have lived many a fair year though Hero had turned
nun if it had not been for a hot midsummer night, for, good youth, he went
but forth to wash him in the Hellespont and, being taken with the cramp, was
drowned; and the foolish chroniclers of that age found it was Hero of Sestos.
But these are all lies. Men have died from time to time, and worms have
eaten them, but not for love.
(IV.i.8192)
In Act IV, scene i, Rosalind rejects Orlandos claim that he would die
if Rosalind should fail to return his love. Rosalinds insistence that [m]en
have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love
is one of the most recognizable lines from the play and perhaps the wisest
(IV.i.9192).
Here, Rosalind takes on one of the most dominant interpretations of
romantic love, an understanding that is sustained by mythology and praised
in literature, and insists on its unreality. She holds to the light the stories of
Troilus and Leander, both immortal lovers, in order to expose their falsity.
Men are, according to Rosalind, much more likely to die by being hit with a
club or drowning than in a fatal case of heartbreak. Rosalind does not mean
to deny the existence of love. On the contrary, she delights in loving Orlando.
Instead, her criticism comes from an unwillingness to let affection cloud or
warp her sense of reality. By casting aside the conventions of the standard
and usually tragicromance, Rosalind advocates a kind of love that belongs
and can survive in the real world that she inhabits.

Notes

What is meant by Pastoral?

O sir, we quarrel in print, by the book, as you have books for good manners.
I will name you the degrees. The first, the Retort Courteous; the second, the
Quip Modest; the third, the Reply Churlish; the fourth, the Reproof Valiant; the
fifth, the Countercheck Quarrelsome; the sixth, the Lie with Circumstance; the
seventh, the Lie Direct. All these you may avoid but the Lie Direct; and you may
avoid that, too, with an if. I knew when seven justices could not take up a
quarrel, but when the parties were met themselves, one of them thought but of
an if, as If you said so, then I said so, and they shook hands and swore brothers.
Your if is the only peacemaker; much virtue in if.
(V.iv.8192)
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In Act V, scene iv, Touchstone delivers an account of a recent argument he
has had. His anatomy of the quarrel, as this speech might be called, is a deftly
comic moment that skewers all behavior that is by the book, whether it be
rules for engaging an enemy or a lover (V.iv.81). The end of the speech, in which
Touchstone turns his attentions to the powers of the word if, is particularly
fine and fitting. If points to the potential of events in possible worlds. If
allows slights to be forgiven, wounds to be salved, and promising opportunities
to be taken. Notably, within a dozen lines of this speech, Duke Senior, Orlando,
and Phoebe each usher in a new stage of life with a simple sentence that begins
with that simple word.
It is not the fashion to see the lady the epilogue; but it is no more unhandsome
than to see the lord the prologue. If it be true that good wine needs no bush, tis
true that a good play needs no epilogue. Yet to good wine they do use good
bushes, and good plays prove the better by the help of good epilogues. What a
case am I in then, that am neither a good epilogue nor cannot insinuate with you
in the behalf of a good play! I am not furnished like a beggar, therefore to beg
will not become me. My way is to conjure you; and Ill begin with the women. I
charge you, O women, for the love you bear to men, to like as much of this play
as please you. And I charge you, O men, for the love you bear to womenas I
perceive by your simpering none of you hates them that between you and the
women the play may please. If I were a woman I would kiss as many of you as
had beards that pleased me, complexions that liked me, and breaths that I defied
not. And I am sure, as many as have good beards, or good faces, or sweet breaths
will for my kind offer, when I make curtsy, bid me farewell.
(Epilogue, 119).
The Epilogue was a standard component of Elizabethan drama. One actor
remains onstage after the play has ended to ask the audience for applause. As
Rosalind herself notes, it is odd that she has been chosen to deliver the Epilogue,
as that task is usually assigned to a male character. By the time she addresses the
audience directly, Rosalind has discarded her Ganymede disguise. She is again a
woman and has married a man. Although we may think the play of gender has
come to an end with the fall of the curtain, we must remember that women were
forbidden to perform onstage in Shakespeares England. Rosalind would have
been played by a man, which further obscures the boundaries of gender. Rosalind
emerges as a man who pretends to be a woman who pretends to be a man who
pretends to be a woman to win the love of a man. When the actor solicits the
approval of the men in the audience, he says, If I were a woman I would kiss as
many of you as had beards that pleased me returning us to the dizzying
intermingling of homosexual and heterosexual affections that govern life in the
Forest of Ardenne (Epilogue, 1416). The theater, like Ardenne, is an escape
from reality where the wonderful, sometimes overwhelmingcomplexities of
human life can be witnessed, contemplated, enjoyed, and studied.
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3.6 SELF -ASSESSMENT
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

According to Oliver, what would Orlando bring to a wrestling match with
Charles?
(a) A strong competitive edge
(b) A lust for prize money
(c) Poison, or some other deceitful means of securing victory
(d) An comprehensive knowledge of strategic physical combat
Why does Oliver inherit the bulk of his fathers estate?
(a) Oliver was the son least able to make his own way in the world.
(b) Oliver is the oldest son, and therefore guaranteed the inheritance by
law.
(c) Oliver is the more loving than his brothers.
(d) Oliver doctors his fathers will.
At what event do Orlando and Rosalind meet?
(a) The wedding of Duke Frederick (b) A wrestling match
(c) A public execution
(d) A traveling circus
What name does Rosalind assume for her disguised self?
(a) Ganymede
(b) Jove
(c) Harry
(d) Icarus
Why does Duke Frederick dislike Orlando?
(a) Orlando finds Rosalind more beautiful than the dukes own daughter,
Celia.
(b) Orlandos brother, Oliver, owes the duke a considerable sum of money.
(c) Orlando beat the dukes prized wrestler, Charles.
(d) The duke and Orlandos father were enemies.
Upon his introduction in Act II, scene i, Duke Senior gathers his loyal
followers in the Forest of Ardenne for what purpose?
(a) To hunt deer
(b) To mount an army against Duke Frederick
(c) To swim in the brook
(d) To tease the melancholy Jaques
How does Duke Frederick plan to find Celia and Rosalind after their
departure from court?
(a) He will interview every person in his castle until someone confesses
information as to his daughters whereabouts
(b) He will recruit Oliver to help find Orlando, whom he suspects has
teamed up with the women
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(c) He will assume a disguise and go looking for them himself in the
Forest of Ardenne
(d) He has no plans to find them, and is glad they are gone
On what topic does Corin attempt to council the young shepherd, Silvius?
(a) The maintenance of the flock (b) The politics of court life
(c) Love
(d) Friendship
Upon arriving in the Forest of Ardenne, Adam claims that he will soon die.
What does he assume the cause of his death will be?
(a) Old age
(b) Hunger
(c) Lovesickness
(d) Gout
After an eye-opening stroll around the Forest of Ardenne, what profession
does Jaques intend to pursue?
(a) A shepherd
(b) A highwayman
(c) A fool
(d) A butler
How much time does Duke Frederick allow Oliver to find Orlando?
(a) One year
(b) One month
(c) One week
(d) A fortnight
What does the disguised Rosalind promise to do for Orlando?
(a) Woo Rosalind on his behalf
(b) Help him to overthrow his brother, Oliver
(c) Help him to overcome his lovesickness
(d) Provide him and Adam with shelter
Why does Rosalind doubt that Orlando is truly in love?
(a) Love is a madness, and he does not look like a madman.
(b) His poems are poorly rhymed and measured.
(c) She has heard him claim to be in love with countless girls.
(d) He is too young to know what love is.
What does Silvius say of Phoebes eyes?
(a) They are so amorous that they embarrass him.
(b) They are so dull that they bore him.
(c) They are so beautiful that they intimidate him.
(d) They are so scornful that they will murder him.
Why does Rosalind believe that Phoebe should feel lucky?
(a) Her father has willed her a fortune, allowing her to marry whomever
she chooses.
(b) A man like Silvius loves her, despite her lack of beauty.
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

(c) She has no lover and therefore her heart will never be broken.
(d) By living in the forest, she is spared the cruel politics of life at court.
How does Phoebe respond to Ganymedes harsh criticism of her?
(a) She poisons his wine.
(b) She disguises herself as royalty in hopes of putting him in his place.
(c) She writes him a love letter.
(d) She employs Charles the wrestler to beat him up.
Whom does Orlando save from the attack of a hungry lioness?
(a) His brother, Oliver
(b) Duke Senior
(c) Silvius, the shepherd
(d) His long-lost father, Sir Rowland de Bois
What does Rosalind do after learning of Orlandos injury?
(a) She faints.
(b) She pens him an angry but concerned letter, telling him to be more careful.
(c) She weeps at the thought of losing him.
(d) She delivers a cutting speech about the ridiculousness of bravery.
How does Rosalind respond to Orlando when he contends that he will die
unless she returns his love?
(a) She favorably compares him to the great lovers of classical literature.
(b) She vows to kill herself before his dying body hits the ground.
(c) She suggests that she is not worthy of such devotion.
(d) She assures him that no man has ever died for love.
What animal do Jaques and the lords of the forest kill?
(a) A deer
(b) An antelope
(c) A bear
(d) A squirrel
Which inhabitant of the forest and admirer of Audrey does Touchstone rudely
dismiss?
(a) Jaques
(b) William
(c) Oliver Martext
(d) Corin
With whom does Oliver fall in love?
(a) Rosalind
(b) Phoebe
(c) Aliena
(d) Audrey
To what does Rosalind compare the declarations of love from Orlando,
Silvius, and Phoebe?
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(a) The music of the spheres
(c) The greatest poetry of Ovid

(b)
(d)

The howling of Irish wolves
The sound of mourners
following a hearse
24. Why does Duke Frederick abandon his plan to mount an army and attack
Duke Senior?
(a) His followers abandon him, and he lacks the strength to wage a
successful campaign.
(b) He finds a carving of his brothers image and is overcome by
sentimental memories of their childhood together.
(c) He marries a beautiful woman who convinces him not to be such an
angry person.
(d) He meets a religious man on his way to the forest who converts him to
a peaceful life.
25. Who decides not to return to court?
(a) Jaques
(b) Celia
(c) Duke Frederick
(d) Oliver

3.7 KEY-WORDS
PROTAGONIST
:
MAJOR CONFLICT :
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RISING ACTION

:

CLIMAX

:

FALLING ACTION

:

THEMES

:

MOTIFS

:

Rosalind
Rosalind and Orlando fall in love, but Rosalind is
unjustly banished from Duke Fredericks court;
Orlando is both denied his birthright by his jealous
brother Oliver and forced to flee from the
vindictive Duke Frederick.
In order to teach Orlando how to be a proper
husband to her, Rosalind disguises herself as a
young man named Ganymede and instructs him
in the ways of love.
Rosalind promises to marry Orlando and gets
Phoebe to agree to marry Silvius, should things
go awry with her beloved Ganymede, who is
actually Rosalind in disguise.
Rosalind, appearing as herself, marries Orlando,
and Phoebe marries Silvius.
The delights of love; the malleability of the human
experience; city life versus country life
Artifice; homoeroticism; exile

As You Like It

3.8 REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
6.

Notes

As You Like It is full of characters pretending to be someone other than
themselves. To what degree are the characters aware that they are roleplaying? Does their acting have serious consequences?
Like Rosalind, both Touchstone and Jaques possess an ability to see
things that the other characters do not. They are critics, but their criticism
differs greatly from Rosalinds. How is this so?
In a play that ends with the formation and celebration of a community,
we may be struck by Jaquess decision not to return to court. What does
his refusal suggest about his character?
As You Like It explores the possibility of both homosexual and
heterosexual attraction. Does the play present one as the antithesis of
the other, or does it suggest a more complex relationship between the
two? What, in the end, does the play have to say about these different
forms of love?
What does Phoebe represent? Why does Rosalind react so negatively
toward her?
What is the significance of Duke Fredericks unexpected and very sudden
change in Act V? Discuss this episode in relation to other transformations
in the play.

Self-Assessment (Answers)
1. (c) 2. (b) 3. (b ) 4. ( a) 5. (d ) 6. (a ) 7. ( b ) 8. (c)
9. (b) 10. (c) . 11. (a ) 12. ( c) 13. ( a ) 14. (d ) 15. ( b) 16. ( c )
17. ( a ) 18. (a ) 19. (d ) 20. ( a ) 21. ( b ) 22. ( c ) 23. (b ) 24. (d ) 25. (a)

3.9 FURTHER READINGS
1.
2.

3.
4.

5.

Berry, Ralph. Shakespeares Comic Rites. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984.
Bloom, Harold, ed. Modern Critical Interpretations: William
Shakespeares As You Like It. New York: Chelsea House Publishers,
1988.
Carroll, William C. The Metamorphoses of Shakespearean Comedy.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985.
Frye, Northrop. A Natural Perspective: The Development of
Shakespearean Comedy and Romance. New York: Columbia University
Press, 1965.
Halio, Jay L. Twentieth Century Interpretations of As You Like It: A
Collection of Critical Essays. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: PrenticeHall, Inc., 1968.

Self Learning
Material

137

UNIT - 4
SHE STOOPS TO CONQUER

(Oliver Gold Smith )

STRUCTURE
4.0 Objectives
4.1 Introduction
4.2 Prologue
4.3 Major Themes
4.4 Act-wise Summary
4.5 Characterisation in Brief
4.6 Self-Assessment
4.7 Summary
4.8 KeyWords
4.9 Review Questions
4.10 Further Readings

4.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, students will be able to:

Understand poetry from Chaucer to Arnold

4.1 INTRODUCTION
Goldsmith, one of the most popular 18th century English writers, lived a
fascinating life of contradictions, between his unquestionable brilliance and selfdestructive tendencies.Many details of Goldsmiths life are not precisely known,
partially because he seems to have frequently lied to his official biographer,
about details as innocuous as his birth year or as significant as his lineage. And
yet this fact tells us as much about Goldsmiths life and character as any other
detail.
Goldsmith was born sometime between 1728 and 1731 to a poor Irish family.
He was one of seven children, and his father was a county vicar. When Goldsmith
was still young, his fathers death forced him to rely on a wealthy uncle for
support. In his early days, he was frequently bullied because of facial
disfigurement caused by smallpox. Goldsmith never bothered to hide his Irish
origins, even maintaining his brogue despite the fact that it would have been
considered low-class once he later settled in London amongst more esteemed
company. His relationship with his mother was always a complicated one, and
he later grew estranged from her.

Drama

Notes
He was always noted for his intelligence, and earned a
Bachelor of Arts at Trinity College, Dublin in 1750.
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While there, he participated in a student riot and was publicly admonished
for his role. Despite a strong acumen for literary work, Goldsmith was unable to
settle on a career for a long time, flittering between the church, law, and education.
In 1752, he began to study medicine in Edinburgh. Though there is no evidence
that he ever completed his course of study, he did later practice medicine, and in
fact referred to himself as Dr. Goldsmith throughout his career.
Goldsmith traveled for many years, until settling in London in 1756. It was
here that he finally turned to literature, and his career took off. Though he made
a lucrative living through writing history books and literary journals, Goldsmith
also lived a free-wheeling life of gambling and generous extravagance that kept
him in debt. Amongst his literary output in this period are contributions to Tobias
Smolletts Critical Review, and An Inquiry to the Present State of Polite Learning
in Europe (1759). His writing also appeared in The Busy Body, The British
Magazine, and The Ladys Magazine. A year later, his Chinese letters were
published in the Public Ledger; these were fictionalized letters in the style of
Voltaire that presumed to be written by a Chinese mandarin visiting England.
It was during this time period that Dr. Samuel Johnson, one of Englands
most famous men of letters, became a great admirer of Goldsmiths work. He
invited Goldsmith to join his exclusive Turks Head Club, and through Johnsons
patronage, Goldsmith began to publish his first master works, including the novel
The Vicar of Wakefield. This novel, along with his masterful comic play She
Stoops to Conquer, found great success, and remain his best-loved works. Vicar
was particularly important since his advance earnings kept him out of a debtors
prison. During this period, Goldsmith also published his letters and The Life of
Richard Nash.
He continued to write throughout the 1760s, overseeing several editions of
The Vicar of Wakefield during that time. Goldsmith died suddenly on April 4,
1774, after suffering from a kidney disease that he refused to treat properly. It
was an early death, but not entirely unexpected considering his lifestyle. His
work The Haunch of Venison was published posthumously in 1776.
During his life, Goldsmith was equally known for his brilliance and for
his insecurity. Always willing to act foolishly, he could come off as extremely
generous and gregarious, or as conceited and pretentious. Some biographers
see in him a constant contradiction between the high-class post he earned
through talent and the low-class heritage he refused to totally eschew. In
short, Oliver Goldsmith is one of the most contradictory of his days canonical
writers, a quality that helps very much to understand the complications
inherent in his work.

She Stoops to Conquer

4.2 PROLOGUE

Notes

The prologue is attributed to David Garrick, Esq., a popular actor of his day. The
basic premise of the prologue is that the comic arts are passing away, and that
Dr. Goldsmith might prove the doctor, and She Stoops to Conquer the medicine,
that will cease its death.
At the plays opening, Mr. Woodward enters and speaks a prologue.
Woodward, a celebrated actor of his day and one who had turned down the role
of Tony Lumpkin in the plays initial production, is drying his eyes as though he
has been crying.
In verse, Woodward laments to the audience that the Comic muse, long
sick, is now a-dying! As an actor trained in comedy, he intuits that his own
career will pass away along with comedy itself, since he can as soon speak
Greek as sentiments! Unable to tell moralistic, sentimental stories, he fears for
the fate of himself and his brethren.
He attempts to tell a moral poem beginning with All is gold that glitters,
but performs poorly and stops himself. He offers one final hope for his problem
 a doctor [has come] this night to show his skill, perhaps to make the audience
laugh through his five draughts of medicine (paralleling the five acts of the
play). He urges the audience to accept the doctors comic medicine willingly, to
laugh heartily, and stresses that should the doctors goal not be achieved, then
they can hold it against him and deny him his fee.
Analysis
Though not written by Goldsmith, the plays prologue is useful in the way it
provides insight into Goldsmiths purpose in the play. Obviously, the most explicit
purpose is to make the audience laugh. The speaker  Mr. Woodward, who would
have been portrayed by a different actor  comes out in mourning, already having
been crying, which in a way poses a challenge to the play. If we, as actors and
audience, are in a state of sadness, can the play lift our spirits?
However, most relevant is the state of affairs sculpted here. The prologue mirrors
the trend in theatre that writers like Goldsmith were desperately trying to change. At
the time of She Stoops to Conquer, popular theatre comedy was separated into what
was commonly termed sentimental comedy and laughing comedy. The former
was concerned with bourgeois (middle-class) morality and with praising virtue. The
latter, which dated back to the Greeks and Romans and through Shakespeare, was
more willing to engage in low humor for the sake of mocking vice.
Woodward suggests that a certain class of actor (and by extension, then,
audience and writer) were dying out as sentimental comedy became more popular.
So Goldsmiths play has an extra purpose: it must rejuvenate the joy taken in
laughing comedy, which could be willing to be more stupid, to dramatize base
characters and characteristics, and to mock even the characters who profess to
be moral.
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Its worth reviewing the About An Essay on the Theatre section of this
ClassicNote that explains in more detail the context of the theatre of the time,
since it will provide an even more in-depth understanding of the purpose suggested
in this prologue. But even without such extensive historical research, the prologue
brings the audience in with a particular question: can this play remind us that
true comedy, which is willing to be silly and unpretentious, is the most entertaining
of all?

4.3 MAJOR THEMES
Class
While the play is not explicitly a tract on class, the theme is central to it. The
decisions the characters make and their perspectives on one another, are all largely
based on what class they are a part of. Where Tony openly loves low-class people
like the drunks in the Three Pigeons, Marlow must hide his love of low-class
women from his father and society. His dynamic relationship with Kate (and
the way he treats her) is defined by who he thinks she is at the time  from highclass Kate to a poor barmaid to a woman from good family but with no fortune.
Hastings and Marlows reaction to Hardcastle is also a great example of the
importance of classthey find him impudent and absurd, because they believe
him to be of low class, but his behavior would be perfectly reasonable and
expected from a member of the upper class, as he truly is.
Money
One of the factors that keeps the play pragmatic even when it veers close to
contrivance and sentiment is the unavoidable importance of money. While some
of the characters, like Marlow and Hardcastle, are mostly unconcerned with
questions of money, there are several characters whose lives are largely defined
by a lack of access to it. Constance cannot run away with Hastings because she
worries about a life without her inheritance. When Marlow thinks Kate is a poor
relation of the Hardcastles, he cannot get himself to propose because of her lack
of dowry. And Tony seems to live a life unconcerned with wealth, although the
implicit truth is that his dalliances are facilitated by having access to wealth.
Behavior/Appearance
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One of the elements Goldsmith most skewers in his plays satirical moments is
the aristocratic emphasis on behavior as a gauge of character. Even though we
today believe that ones behavior  in terms of low versus high class behavior
 does not necessarily indicate who someone is, many characters in the play are
often blinded to a characters behavior because of an assumption. For instance,
Marlow and Hastings treat Hardcastle cruelly because they think him the landlord
of an inn, and are confused by his behavior, which seems forward. The same
behavior would have seemed appropriately high-class if they hadnt been fooled
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by Tony. Throughout the play, characters (especially Marlow) assume they
understand someones behavior when what truly guides them is their assumption
of the other characters class.

Notes

Moderation
Throughout the play runs a conflict between the refined attitudes of town and
the simple behaviors of the country. The importance of this theme is underscored
by the fact that it is the crux of the opening disagreement between Hardcastle
and his wife. Where country characters like Hardcastle see town manners as
pretentious, town characters like Marlow see country manners as bumpkinish.
The best course of action is proposed through Kate, who is praised by Marlow as
having a refined simplicity. Having lived in town, she is able to appreciate the
values of both sides of life and can find happiness in appreciating the
contradictions that exist between them.
Contradiction
Most characters in the play want others to be simple to understand. This in many
ways mirrors the expectations of an audience that Goldsmith wishes to mock.
Where his characters are initially presented as comic types, he spends time
throughout the play complicating them all by showing their contradictions. Most
clear are the contradictions within Marlow, who is both refined and base. The
final happy ending comes when the two oldest men  Hardcastle and Sir Charles
 decide to accept the contradictions in their children. In a sense, this theme
helps to understand Goldsmiths purpose in the play, reminding us that all people
are worthy of being mocked because of their silly, base natures, and no one is
above reproach.
Comedy
Though it is only explicitly referred to in the prologue, an understanding of
Goldsmiths play in context shows his desire to reintroduce his audience to the
laughing comedy that derived from a long history of comedy that mocks human
vice. This type of comedy stands in contrast to the then-popular sentimental
comedy that praised virtues and reinforced bourgeois mentality. Understanding
Goldsmiths love of the former helps to clarify several elements of the play: the
low scene in the Three Pigeons; the mockery of baseness in even the most highbred characters; and the celebration of absurdity as a fact of human life.
Deceit/Trickery
Much of this plays comedy comes from the trickery played by various characters.
The most important deceits come from Tony, including his lie about Hardcastles
home and his scheme of driving his mother and Constance around in circles.
However, deceit also touches to the center of the plays more major themes. In a
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sense, the only reason anyone learns anything about their deep assumptions about
class and behavior is because they are duped into seeing characters in different
ways. This truth is most clear with Marlow and his shifting perspective on Kate,
but it also is true for the Hardcastles and Sir Charles, who are able to see the
contradictions in others because of what trickery engenders.

4.4 ACT-WISE SUMMARY
Act I- Summary
Scene One
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The play opens in its primary setting, a chamber in the old-fashioned country
house of Mr. Hardcastle.
Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle enter in the midst of a pleasant argument. Mrs.
Hardcastle is perturbed at her husbands refusal to take trips into London, while
he insists he is not interested in the vanity and affectation of the city. He tires
even of the pretentious London trends that find their way into his removed country
community. Mrs. Hardcastle mocks him for his love of old-fashioned trends, so
much that he keeps his house in such a way that it looks for all the world like an
inn.
They joke about her age, which she wishes to downplay, and speak of her
son from a first marriage, Tony Lumpkin. Mr. Hardcastle finds his roguish ways
grating, and laments how the boy is too given to practical jokes. On the other
hand, Mrs. Hardcastle (Tonys natural mother) defends him, saying education is
unnecessary for him since he needs only plan for spending his sizable fortune,
and she begs her husband to be easier on Tony. They both grant that he is too
inclined towards drink and jokes, but Mrs. Hardcastle believes him frail and
needing of sympathy.
Tony passes by and tells them he is off to the Three Pigeons, a local pub.
Both adults request him not associate with such low company, but he defends
the liveliness of his pub companions as not so low. Mrs. Hardcastle forbids
him to go, but he insists he has the stronger willpower, and drags her out.
Alone, Mr. Hardcastle describes them as a pair that only spoil each other.
He blames it partially on how the modern fashions have infiltrated their lives,
and worries that even his own daughter Kate has been infected by those fashions
because of her having lived for a few years in London.
Kate (labeled in the play as Miss Hardcastle, but called Kate here for ease)
enters dressed in a lavish gown, which her father finds troublesome. Kate reminds
him that they have an agreement: in the morning she dresses as she likes in order
to welcome friends, while in the evening she dresses plainly in order to please
his tastes.
Mr. Hardcastle then gives her news: he has invited Mr. Marlow, son of
Hardcastles old friend Charles Marlow, to their house that evening in order to
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court Kate. Hardcastle has chosen Marlow as husband for her, but she is
immediately worried that their interview will be overly formal and dull. Mr.
Hardcastle considers this a virtue, and in fact insists to her that Marlow is, while
generous, brave, and handsome, best known for being reserved.
He leaves to prepare the servants, and Kate laments that she might have to
spend her life with a boring man. She begins to wonder whether she might be
able to find a way to be happy even in such a marriage or whether she can change
him, but stops herself from thinking too far ahead.
Constance Neville (called Miss Neville in the play but Constance here for
ease) enters and Kate tells her the news of Marlow. Constance is a cousin of
Kate, a niece of Mr. Hardcastle who has been orphaned and now lives with the
Hardcastles under the protectorship of Mrs. Hardcastle. Constance reveals that
she knows Marlows reputation, since Marlow is friends with Mr. Hastings, her
admirer and the man she hopes to marry. Constance tells how Marlow is known
for excessive formality amongst women of reputation and virtue, but that he is a
very different character amongst common women. Kate finds this description
strange, and they then discuss how Mrs. Hardcastle disparately wants Constance
to marry her son Tony, in hopes of keeping Constances small fortune (which
consists of some jewels that were bequeathed to her) in the family. Constance
quite hates Tony but does not want to reveal to Mrs. Hardcastle that she is in
love with Mr. Hastings, and so is in a tricky spot. Her only small comfort is that
Tony hates her equally.

Notes

Scene Two
Note that the scene is not explicitly labeled Scene Two but instead is marked
by the setting change.
The setting changes to the room in the Three Pigeons, where Tony fraternizes
with several other drunk men.
They all urge Tony to sing a song, and he sings of how liquor provides the
best learning, while traditional school wisdom can be ignorance. The song also
touches on the hypocrisy of men of manners, who like liquor as much as anyone.
The song is a great hit amongst the drunkards, who speak amongst themselves
of how wonderful it is to hear songs that are not low. They also reminisce to
themselves about Tonys father, who was the finest gentleman in the way he
celebrated life.
The landlord brings news that two gentleman have arrived, and are lost on
their way to Mr. Hardcastles house. Tony intuits quickly they must be Marlow
and Hastings, and since Tony is still angry about Hardcastles insults, decides he
will play a joke on his step-father. He will convince them that Hardcastles house
is in fact an inn and so will they present themselves there not as gracious guests,
but as entitled patrons.
He has the men brought to him. Marlow and Hastings are in poor spirits
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from a long day of travel, Hastings more so because Marlows reserve prevented
him from asking directions. Tony gives them nonsensical directions to
Hardcastles that make the place sound many miles away (when it is in fact
down the road.) Tony interrogates them, and they tell how they have heard about
Hardcastles well-bred daughter and roguish, spoiled son. Tony argues that their
information is reversed, that the son (himself) is much loved and the daughter a
talkative maypole. The men ask the landlord if they can stay, but, at Tonys
instructions, he tells them there is no room, and so Tony suggests they head
down to a nearby inn he knows of. He then gives directions to Hardcastles
house, cautioning them that landlord there puts on airs and expects to be treated
as a gentleman rather than servant. They thank him, and leave for Hardcastles
home, and so the stage is set for the comedy to come.
Analysis
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While She Stoops to Conquer is most notable for the way it subverts the
expectations of its intended audience and provides complicated characters within
the guise of stock characters, it is also a well-made play, in that it is well
structured to deliver a complicated plot with recognizable characters. It is worth
understanding this structure before getting into the plays eccentricities.
Goldsmith writes a first act that establishes with great economy all of the
plot to come. Firstly, this act shows his ability as a comedian to set up his joke.
Several plot details are provided in quick succession that will be necessary to
establish all of the zaniness in the subsequent acts. For instance: the house
resembles an inn; Kate dresses in nice dresses early, and plain dresses later;
Constance is set to inherit jewels that Mrs. Hardcastle hopes will stay in the
family; and Marlow has a tendency to speak meekly to respectable ladies and
passionately to common ladies. All of these elements are important for an audience
to understand so that the great comedy to follow can be easily understood. In this
first act, Goldsmith masterfully lays it all out. This play will operate very much
through the use of dramatic irony, the effect produced when the audience knows
something the characters do not. Everything Tony sets up in the second scene
provides the audience the information they need for dramatic irony to happen.
Notice how what we learn here allows us to laugh when all of the characters will
only be confused and bothered by their lack of information.
Goldsmith also ably establishes the plot lines we are to follow. The main
plot is clearly whether Kate will marry Marlow, while the primary subplot is
whether Constance will marry Hastings. And yet one gets the sense from this
first act that such stories (which are typical for comedies not only of the period
but even today  think romantic comedy films) are not really Goldsmiths concern.
Tony seems to stand at the center of the play, considering that it is he who takes
action to put the plot in motion, making him what would traditionally be called
the protagonist. His love of life and disavowal of customary, respectable
expectations will prove crucial to Goldsmiths purpose of praising low comedy
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over sentimental comedy. Further, there is an additional subplot of whether the
Hardcastles will resolve their differences over whether old or new is superior.
While this subplot never directly affects the action of the play, it is thematically
important, and is given attention right away.
Through all these plots, Goldsmith lays the groundwork for his exploration
of morality and respectability. The plays ironic subversion of traditional
expectation is established in both scenes of Act I. In sentimental comedy,
characters of virtue would be expected to be the heroes, and would ultimately
end up together as reward for such virtue. Sophisticated, educated characters of
the town would be praised for their superiority over antiquated country bumpkins
who eschew education. Goldsmith creates a world that operates in the same
milieu  wealthy characters concerned with appearance and marriage  but
subverts these easy classifications.
Firstly, Mrs. Hardcastle, who is presented first as the supporter of
sophisticated London ways, has already been presented as a much less admirable
person than her husband. Not only does she spoil her rogue son, but she is
concerned only with the appearance of things. She wants her son to marry
Constance only for the sake of the girls fortune, and is clearly vain in the way
she wants to mirror the London fashions and hide her age. On the other hand,
Mr. Hardcastle seems to have a great concern for the well-being of his daughter
Kate, and while he too is drawn to force her into a marriage with little concern
for love, he at least looks to Marlows character and not wealth or appearance as
the reasoning. This conflict will continue to escalate in later acts.
Further, Marlow, who is ostensibly the hero of the play in its traditional
sense, exhibits complications. While he would typically be praised by sentimental
comedy for his modesty, we learn that such modesty is not a true expression of
his character, but rather a front he uses around modest women. In truth, he is a
lively fellow more than willing to engage in more lively, baser behaviors around
women of less reputation, suggesting a type of hypocrisy that lies behind refined
behaviors. Likewise, Kate seems to straddle both sides of the expectation. As a
country girl who once lived in town, she is able to both respect the expectations
of respectable, plain behavior, while also engaging her love for liveliness.
In truth, Kate stands as the exemplary illustration of moderation, which the
play seems to preach. Her foremost virtue in the world is liveliness. She wants to
live and enjoy her life, a desire that strict formality seems to exclude. She worries
that custom will force her into a boring and loveless marriage, and so seeks to
find in this overly-respectable gentleman a man she might enjoy. In the same
way, Tony becomes a bit of a spokesman for the play. He presents us with a great
irony in his alehouse song: traditional wisdom is presented as ignorance, while
base living is praised as the wise way to live. He stresses to his mother that his
low friends are in fact worthy of respect, which mirrors Goldsmiths goal of
praising low comedy. It is worth noting that the alehouse scene, in which
drunkards sing and carouse, would have been risky in the theatre of his time. In
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fact, Goldsmiths previous play had been criticized for showing scenes of low
behavior, and so here he not only presents a scene of that sort, but has his drunkards
deliberately comment on it, calling it not only acceptable but also stressing that
it is not low at all to live ones life in this way, since that is what people do. As
Tonys song says, even the minister engages in such behavior when eyes are not
turned his way.
Lastly, the parent-child relationships in the play are quite fascinating. Most
worthy of note is that between Tony and his mother, which has a pre-Freudian
Oedipal nature. Mrs. Hardcastle is extremely overprotective of Tony, which
accounts somewhat for the juvenile life he lives. He wants so badly to strike out
at her and defeat her, but the sense is not that of a hero vanquishing a villain, but
of an infantile sort. While such psychological interpretation is anachronistic for
Goldsmiths purposes, it is a lens worth considering in one of the plays strangest,
most eccentric relationships. The relationship between Kate and her father is
even further from such sexual innuendo, though there is a bizarre nature to the
way she works so hard to please him, even in the way she presents herself in
plain dress for his pleasure. Certainly, this is necessary to plot in the way Tonys
relationship with is mother is not a part of the plot, but one is led to wonder to
what extent Goldsmith, so concerned with satirizing and attacking conventional
establishment values, might be concerned with attacking the convention of a
childs deference to her father. Should Kate be less deferential to her father?
Does he smother her to some extent, which is what forces her to want so badly a
life away from convention? The play is not primarily concerned with this question
and as such never gives a definitive answer, but the set-up is interesting enough
that one can approach the play with the question in mind.
Act II
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Summary
Act II begins in Hardcastles house.
Hardcastle and several awkward servants enter, the former instructing
them on how to appear sophisticated for the expected guests. One of the servants,
Diggory, brags over his ability to hold his hands properly while serving, but
Hardcastle stops him and chides him for talking too much. He also instructs
them not to laugh at funny stories, since they are not officially part of the company.
Diggory points out that one story of Hardcastles  about Ould Grouse in the
gun-room  is too funny to ignore, and Hardcastle, amused, allows they might
laugh at that. As they exit, the servants continue to banter about where each
should stand while serving.
Another servant enters, leading in Marlowand Hastings. The men admire
how much the inn seems as though it might have once been a mansion, but
complain that they will be expected to pay a higher rate because of its quality.
While discussing inns, Hastings introduces Marlows particular oddity of

She Stoops to Conquer

character: in front of modest, reputable women, he is an idiot, such a trembler,
while he is eloquent and lively around barmaids and common women. Marlow
too laments the shortcoming, pointing out that the only modest woman he ever
knew well was his mother. He tells Hastings he is overcome by the splendor of
modest women, and because of his bumbling will likely never make it through
the formal courtship process and thus might never marry. When Hastings asks
how he intends to address Kate (whom he has been invited for the express purpose
of courting), he says he will avoid looking her in the face and bow low. Marlow
then admits his purpose for the trip was not for himself, but to facilitate a meeting
between his friend and the family of Constance, whom Hastings loves. Hastings
assures Marlow he is not at all interested in Constances inheritance and so needs
no such meeting, but rather would be perfectly happy with the woman herself.
Hardcastle enters excitedly, asking for Marlow and offering them hearty
reception. Because of Tonys lie, they believe him to be the innkeeper. To himself,
Marlow assumes aloud that the servants had given this man their first names
(which he uses, perfectly acceptable for their host but impudent for a landlord).
Marlow and Hastings converse with themselves about what clothes they ought
to wear, which inspires Hastings to begin telling a story, which they ignore and
interrupt, thinking it impudent in a landlord. Finally, Marlow cuts him off and
asks for a glass of punch, which Hastings finds not only rude, but distinctly out
of character from the modesty he had been led to expect.
He serves them a different sort of punch that what they requested, but they
decide to humor him rather than confront him. They are amused by Hardcastles
loquaciousness and the way he speaks about politics as though he were a man of
repute (which he of course is). They cut off another of his stories to ask for
dinner, and when he tells them the cook is at work preparing it, they are shocked
to hear they cannot choose their own meal at an inn. He attempts to impress
them by revealing that the meal will include pig with prune sauce and other
delicacies, but they rudely diminish the value of such a fine meal and demand
plain eating like calfs tongue and brains. In essence, they want pub food.
When he apologizes for lacking such food, they instruct him to bring what he
has and decide to retire.
Despite their confusion over this seemingly pushy landlord, the men allow
Hardcastle to accompany them to their rooms. However, Hastings stays behind,
remarking to himself on the strangeness of the situation, and Constance enters to
find him. They are happily reunited, and Constance quickly surmises the trick
Tony played, and corrects the mistake for Hastings. Hastings insists Constance
join him in eloping, but she believes her fortune will prove crucial in their lives,
and begs time to try and persuade her aunt (Mrs. Hardcastle) to turn the jewelry
over. Hastings suggests they not correct Marlows false assumptions since
Marlows timidity would make him to leave quickly in embarrassment, and any
plan for elopement would be negated. Obviously, Hastingss identity needs to
stay secret.
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They are still discussing the issue when Marlow re-enters, confused over
why Hardcastle would want to dine with them. Hastings spins a new lie, telling
Marlow that Constance and Kate Hardcastle are themselves staying at the inn
that night. Marlow is terrified by the news, and begs that Hastings postpone his
meeting until the next day, when he can meet her at the Hardcastle home (which,
of course, he is in.) Constance will not hear of it, since Kate would see such a
refusal to meet as insulting.
The argument is made moot when Kate enters, and is introduced to Marlow.
He holds up decently at first, partially due to the encouragement of Hastings,
and to Kates questions about his worldliness, he says I have lived, indeed, in
the world [but] I have been but an observer upon life, madam, while others
were enjoying it.
Things take a turn into one of the plays funniest scenes once Hastings and
Constance abruptly leave despite Marlows pleas to the contrary. Marlow keeps
his head down during the entire interview, and stammers pleasantries, while
Kate controls the conversation, amusing herself with the mans timidity. She
asks questions about his time with women, about light, sentimental
conversations that mean nothing, and about hypocrisy, with his responses slowly
devolving until she is forced to complete his sentences for him. All the while,
she is confused because she expected a man of impudence but instead is faced
with this timid fellow.
He finally finds a way to politely exit, and Kate, now alone, laughs to herself
at his ridiculous shyness. She does, however, note both his good sense and
good looks, and wonders whether she might be able to teach him a confidence to
accentuate those qualities.
She exits, and then four others enter: Tony, Constance, Hastings, and Mrs.
Hardcastle. Constance is attempting to talk to Tony, who assumes she is pursuing
the marriage desired by Mrs. Hardcastle, and so ignores her. The focus shifts to
the other two, where Mrs. Hardcastle enjoys talking of London with Hastings.
She explains that, out in the country, the best she can do with London style is
imitate it from magazines. She laments being saddled with an antique like
Hardcastle, but is enlivened to hear that the fashion in London now sees the age
of fifty as fashionable. She talks to Hastings of how much Constance loves Tony,
and mistakes their bickering for flirtation. When Tony explicitly shows disdain
for Constance, Mrs. Hardcastle attacks him, and they argue over whether he is
ungrateful or whether she is a harpy for denying him his fortune.
Hastings asks the privilege to speak to Tony man-to-man, and so the ladies
leave. Alone, Hastings strikes a deal: if Tony can help them to escape, Hastings
will take her off his hands. As an addendum to a deal he greatly endorses,
Tony promises to try and help get her jewels so the lovers can have them.

She Stoops to Conquer

Analysis
Where Act I was primarily concerned with set-up, Act II is primarily concerned
with establishing the contradictions and complications of the plays characters.
On the surface, all of these people are comic types: Tony is the trickster, like
Puck from A Midsummer Nights Dream; Marlow and Hastings are the romantic
leads; Constance and Kate are the pure maidens to be won (typically not characters
who create comedy); and the Hardcastles are the stodgy bastions of an old world
who will work as antagonists to the young.
And yet part of Goldsmiths mastery is the way he expands these comic
archetypes so as to suggest a broader worldview. It is in keeping with his professed
goal of lampooning sentimental comedy in favor of laughing comedy that he
exhibits foolishness in even the most outwardly heroic characters, and heroism
in the lower characters.
First, consider the heroes, Hastings and, more so, Marlow. While they would
be seen as virtuous young men to their audience  especially because of their
aristocratic standing and signs of good breeding  we see right away that they
are capable of extreme lowness and even of meanness. The most explicit
example is Marlows love of common women. Something that would be
considered a vice in moral comedy is here matched in Marlow by a sincere desire
to be close to a modest woman. Goldsmith accomplishes with this contradiction
not only a situation rife with comedy derived from dramatic irony, but also creates
a fuller human being. Likewise, both men, when operating under the fallacious
assumption that Hardcastles home is an inn, are quite dismissive of and cruel to
Hardcastle. Here, Goldsmith employs a subversion of expectation to suggest the
cruelty that can be engendered by strict class-ist attitudes, which of course would
be an implicit charge against much of his theatre audience. The men assume that
Hardcastle cannot be a gentleman because such behaviors must be learned; the
irony is that Hardcastle is a gentleman, and has learned as much, but the men are
so blinded by their own perspective that they cant see past their assumptions.
Meanwhile, the women are far more interesting than one might expect.
Constance is perhaps a bit bland, but that fits within the confines of her sub-plot,
which veers the closest to a traditional sentimental storyline. What does make
Constance different from most romantic, sentimental heroines is her pragmatic
realization that money matters quite a lot. Where Hastingss assertion that he
needs only the woman, not the money, is a trope of romantic comedy, Constance
will have none of it. Goldsmith creates a woman to remind us that such a
philosophy is grand and wonderful for rich men, but only window dressing to
people in less privileged conditions. Constance loves Hastings as much as he
does her, but she also knows they need cash.
Kate, on the other hand, falls into a literary tradition of strong heroines, a
tradition much loved by Shakespeare. Her contradiction is exemplified by the
way she dresses plainly for her father and well for her friends, the way she can
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straddle the line between town and country, sophistication and simplicity. This
ability suits her well in confronting Marlow. Not only is she able to see past the
stammering caused by his ridiculous expectation of manners, but she is also able
to laugh at herself and her situation. She deserves the happiness she will find,
because she has the strength to identify it and go after it.
Mrs. Hardcastle is perhaps the character who least transcends her type. She
is very much a stock character, the older woman overly concerned with her
appearance, vain to the point of cruelty at times. However, her husband is as
interesting as his daughter. While he is certainly stodgy, we see here an affability
and desire to understand the situation. Where a hot-tempered man might throw
the young men out immediately due to their rudeness (especially considering
how he complained over new fashions in Act I), we see in this act a patience and
desire to understand the situation.
The love of appearance over substance is very much apparent as a theme in
this act, and will continue to be so throughout the play. It is manifest in many
small symbols, like the way Marlow and Hastings decide how to dress in order
to best present themselves, or the way Mrs. Hardcastle seeks comfort over her
age, hoping it will not make her unfashionable. And yet the truth is that the
high appearance of things is not the truth, but merely a guise behind which lies
the baser nature of humans. Marlow and Hastings would gladly accept the richman food if they had not been tricked by Tony. However, because they believe
the house an inn, they reveal their true nature  they love bar food! It is similar to
Marlows true love of lower, livelier woman, while he simultaneously attacks
himself for an inability to love a woman of acceptable rank. Goldsmiths desire
not to praise virtue but to lambaste folly is very much on display.
Much of this thematic content is apparent in the acts signature scene, the
meeting of Kate and Marlow. Many things are happening here. Firstly, it is a
wonderful parody of sentimental dialogue. One would expect the two lovers in a
sentimental comedy (again, think of todays romantic comedies) to express
acceptable philosophies about life to one another, but here, Marlow is entirely
unable to say anything, and it is the woman who has to put those words in his
mouth. It is as though she is leading him into the sentimental conversation
expected of them, while all the while she enjoys the situation.
However, the substance of the conversation does touch on the plays theme:
the importance of living, rather than observing life. Ironically, Marlow believes
he has only engaged in the latter, because he lacks adeptness at speaking with
modest women. Kate, on the other hand, believes that Marlows lively nature
(which she has not seen yet) is the way to actually experience life. He has been
blinded by aristocratic expectation to look down on his own pursuits, while right
in front of his face is an aristocratic woman who would value such in him if he
had the courage to reveal it. The dichotomy between city life (with its manners
and excitement) and country life (with its simplicity) continues to trace through
the play, with Kate standing as the one who can relate to both.
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The Freudian content of the play is expanded in this act to include not only
Tony and Mrs. Hardcastle, but implicitly Marlow and his own unseen mother.
He confesses to Hastings that he has only ever known well one modest woman:
his mother. The implication might well be that Tony has been ruined by an Oedipal
complex wherein modest women intimidate him as pale imitations of an
overbearing mother. Certainly, we see a similar situation (with opposite results)
in Tonys animosity against Mrs. Hardcastle. She smothers him to constant anger,
and yet he is utterly dependent upon her. Again, these currents in the play are
certainly unconscious if they are there at all, but its an interesting way to
understand the dynamics.
Lastly, a word needs be said about the comedy in the act. Much of it comes
from low humor, like the servants at the top, who are wonderfully idiotic and
have ridiculous bickering. Yet the best humor here is again dependent on dramatic
irony, as the web of confusion allow us to laugh at people who are revealing
their true nature around others who they would never grant such privilege under
more forthcoming circumstances.

Notes

ACT III
Summary
Act III is set solely in Hardcastles home.
Hardcastle enters alone, confused over what his friend Charles Marlow meant
by describing the young Marlow as modest, considering the young mans behavior
thus far. Hardcastle is particularly worried that the behavior will put off his
daughter.
Kate enters, in a plain dress per her fathers wishes, and both express their
shock at how different Marlow is from his or her expectations. Of course, Kate
is confused over his modesty (expecting impudence), and Hardcastle over his
impudence (expecting modesty). They realize the contradiction but Hardcastle
does see they both know enough to reject him, a decision Kate approves unless
she can reveal him to be more pleasing to each of them than they yet realize.
Hardcastle finds such an outcome unlikely, but grants her license to attempt to
correct his first impression, assuming her desire to do so is only because she
thinks he is good-looking, and so wants to find something to like in his character.
They leave, and Tony rushes on, holding the casket containing Constances
jewels.Hastings joins him, and Tony reveals he has stolen the jewels, which
concerns Hastings since he knows Constance is slowly finding success at
convincing the old woman to turn over the jewels willfully. Tony calms him,
assuring Hastings that he himself will take care of any resentment that might
arise in Mrs. Hardcastle.
They hear the women approaching, so Hastings exits quickly with the casket.
Mrs. Hardcastle attempts to convince Constance that a young woman does not
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need jewels, which should be reserved to disguise her faded beauty when she
gets older. Constance does not accept the argument, so Mrs. Hardcastle attempts
to have Tony praise her beauty to dissuade her from pursuing the jewels.
Tony pulls his mother aside, and suggests she lie to Constance, claiming the
jewels have been stolen so as to put an end to the matter. Mrs. Hardcastle, who
admits to him that she merely wants to save the jewels for him (and hence does
she try to set them up in marriage), gladly accepts the plan. Mrs. Hardcastle
makes a mock confession of the missing jewels, which Constance refuses to
believe until Tony stands as witness to the lie, claiming he too has seen them
missing. Constance is upset, and Mrs. Hardcastles offer to lend the girl her
garnets does nothing to comfort her, but Mrs. Hardcastle nevertheless leaves to
fetch them.
While she is gone, Tony confesses his plan to Constance, who is happy.
However, Mrs. Hardcastle returns quickly, having discovered the jewels have
actually been stolen. She laments their loss dramatically, and Tony plays along,
as though this is still their play-acting for Constances benefits. Her attempts to
convince him the jewels are actually stolen (which he of course knows to be the
case) only lead him to play-act harder, which makes her angrier until she charges
offstage.
All exit, and Kate enters with a maid, laughing about the joke Tony played
on the men. The maid tells Kate that, as they passed Marlow moments before, he
asked the maid about Kate, believing her to be a barmaid because of her simple
dress, and because he was so shy with her before that he had never seen her face.
Kate sees in this mistake an opportunity to deceive him, and decides to continue
playing the barmaid so that she can glimpse his true character and so that she
shall be seen. The maid wonders whether Kate can pull off such a ruse, but
Kate promises she has the required acting skills.
Marlow enters, remarking to himself how terrible is his situation and how
he will leave soon. Kate, acting the barmaid, approaches him and asks if she can
help, offers he refuses until he notices her beauty. He grows immediately flirty
and open, remarking on the nectar of her lips. They speak with great wit, and
he confesses to his ability with ladies in town, speaking in lively tones of his life
there. Kate asks whether he was so free when he spoke with Miss Hardcastle
(which is of course herself, but he doesnt realize that), and he insists he is not in
awe of her. Kate also says, in character, that she has lived in the house for 18
years. Overcome with passion, he pulls her close right as Mr. Hardcastle enters.
Marlow quickly exits, and Hardcastle confronts Kate, accusing her of lying about
Marlows modesty before since he just saw such an aggressive move. Kate asks
for more time to reveal his true characterhis virtues that will improve with
age. Hardcastle denies her until she promises to prove her point by the end of
the evening, a limit to which he agrees.
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Analysis
Act III is primarily concerned with complicating the plot, though the confrontation
between Kate and Marlow that ends the Act is central to its primary themes.
One of Goldsmiths great accomplishments in She Stoops to Conquer is the
naturalness with which he presents such a contrived and complicated plot. This
success lies in his superb command of character that, as already noted, uses
comic stock characters but complicates them so that their motivations make the
contrivances of the plot believable. For instance, we accept Tony is a trickster
who loves practical jokes, most of all when they are played on his mother. As a
result, the levels of deceit he plays on her  stealing the jewels, having her lie
about the theft before she knows about it, and then continuing to pretend they
are stolen even when he knows she has discovered the theft  will help to push
her into the action she takes in Act IV, and yet all this complication is totally
acceptable because we believe Tony is this kind of person.
Most of the complications in the act concern this subplot and are great fun
because of the dramatic irony  Goldsmith presents the plot so naturally that an
audience completely understands what is happening so that they can appreciate
the confusion of the characters who lack such omniscience.
Meanwhile, the other section of the act is far more substantial, as it explores
the questions of appearance and human foibles. Hardcastle and Kate are both
disappointed with what they find in Marlow, though ironically each would be
satisfied to have seen the side of Marlow revealed to the other. Goldsmith suggests
here our desire to see a virtuous side of someone, when in fact all humans are
complicated and prone to hypocrisy.
This theme is most clear in Kates plan to reveal Marlows true side. By
stooping both in terms of class and wealth, she is able to pull out his true
nature: a sexually aggressive, rather impetuous young fellow. And yet, for a
woman in this time period, such behavior would be frowned upon in all legitimate
suitors, and so it excites her to see this type of liveliness in someone who her
father might ultimately approve as a husband. Marlows true nature cannot be
contained in either extreme  his extreme respect for modesty or extreme love
for women  but instead he has been forced to such extremes by the extreme
manners of an aristocratic expectation of behavior. The question of appearance
is very much on display, as Kate can, by fashioning a different appearance, change
the way reality presents itself to her.
In a way, Kates plan is also a sly comment on the theatre itself. By acting in
a low manner, Kate is able to engender truth, a truth that reveals the silliness
of human nature. This is very much Goldsmiths purpose in writing a laughing
comedy that celebrates lowness as a mirror to truth, and it is no accident that
Kate draws attention to the artistry involved in acting in this way. She wants to
be truly seen, to be appreciated not for her position as a suitable wife but as an
interesting person, and she needs the ruse of theatre to accomplish that.
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Finally, we get here the best support for a Freudian understanding of Tony and
his mothers relationship, when she almost flirtatiously admits she plans his love life
so as to secure his wealth, while he is all the while playing around with her.

ACT IV
Summary
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All of Act IV takes place in Hardcastles house.
Hastings and Constance enter, bringing news that Charles Marlow (father of our
young hero) is expected to visit the house that evening. Since he would surely
recognize Hastings and thereby ruin the plan for elopement, the lovers know
they must move with speed. Hastings has meanwhile sent the casket with jewels
to Marlow for safekeeping. Before she exits, Constance says to herself that she
will delude her aunt with the old pretense of a violent passion for [Tony] so as
to keep her off their trail.
Marlow enters with a servant, confused why Hastings sent him the casket.
He asks the servant to bring the casket to Mrs. Hardcastle (whom he still believes
is the landlady) for safekeeping (uh oh!) and then speaks to himself about his
nascent passion for the barmaid.
Hastings enters and Marlow tells him about the barmaid and his new
infatuation. Hastings is shocked that Marlow would rob a girl of her virtue,
whereas Marlow insists he will pay for the virtue. When Hastings inquires
after the casket, hes angered to hear Marlow has sent it to the landlady (since
that has returned it to the hands of his antagonist Mrs. Hardcastle). However,
Hastings cannot reveal the reasons for his displeasure without alerting Marlow
to the duplicity being played on him, and so Hastings must decide on his own
that he and Constance will leave without the jewels.
Hardcastle enters to find Marlow, whom he welcomes again as son to his
old friend. However, Hardcastle (who Marlow still thinks the landlord) wishes
Marlow to control Marlows servants, who are getting drunk and causing a ruckus.
When Jeremy, one of the servants, enters drunkenly and makes a fool of himself,
Marlow refuses to discipline him but instead mocks Hardcastles request. Fed
up, Hardcastle demands Marlow and his servants leave immediately. Marlow is
disgusted with the idea of being put out in the middle of the night, but Hardcastle
insists until Marlow asks for his bill. In the confusion over why Marlow is
requesting a bill, Marlow suddenly realizes what is going on, but not before
Hardcastle exits angrily.
As Marlow is grappling with his mistake, Kate (still disguised as barmaid)
passes through, and he confronts her immediately about where they are. Realizing
she needs to play the situation right so as not to counteract her well-designed
ruse, she answers him that it is Hardcastles house, and laughs at the prospect
that he considered it an inn. Whats more, she provides she is not a barmaid but
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a poor relation who relies on the Hardcastles for the charity of shelter. Marlow
is shocked to have potentially treated her as a lower class woman, and apologizes
for having mistaken her behavior for that of a barmaid. He admits to her that he
cannot pursue her since the difference of our birth makes an honourable
connexion impossible and so he must not endeavor to ruin her. Kate is impressed
with the virtue he shows here, and she suggests that they could be wed even if
she lacks fortune. He is touched by her pretty simplicity but admits I owe too
much to the opinion of the world, too much to the authority of a father, and so
he leaves her as an act of courage. When he leaves, she decides to herself that
she will maintain the deceit long enough to show her father his true character.
Tony and Constance enter, with the former explaining that his mother believes
the missing jewels were due simply to a servants mistake but that he cannot
steal them again. However, he has prepared some horses for their escape, and if
he and Constance can fool his mother for a while longer, she and Hastings should
be able to escape. As Mrs. Hardcastle enters, they pretend to be caught fondling
each other, and she, so happy to see it, promises she will have them married the
next day.
A servant brings a letter for Tony, the handwriting of which Constance
immediately recognizes as belonging to Hastings, which could ruin them. Tony,
who cannot read, tries to sort it out, but before he can give it to his mother to
read, Constance grabs it and pretends to read it, making up a nonsense letter on
the spot. Her attempts to blow it off dont deter Tony, who gives it to his mother
to read. She reads from it that Hastings awaits them in anticipation of the
elopement. Though polite, she insists she will not be bested at this game, and
decides she will use the horses Tony prepared to bring Constance far away from
Hastings and any attempt to run away. She then leaves.
Constance, now depressed, is joined by Hastings, who accuses Tony of
betraying them. Before he can suitably defend himself, Marlow enters, angry at
having been duped. In short order, everyone turns on Tony. A servant enters to
inform Constance that Mrs. Hardcastle awaits her for a quick departure. In the
meanwhile, the resentment between everyone grows harsher. With a quick and
sad goodbye, Constance exits. Tony suddenly develops a plan, and tells everyone
to meet him in two hours at the bottom of the garden where hell prove to all
hes more good-natured than they believe.
Analysis
As one might expect in a well-made play, Act IV is where things look the worst
for our main characters. By the end of the act, Marlow has turned his back
definitively on Kate, and Constance has been removed from her beloved. And to
top it all off, lovable Tony is hated by everyone.
It is in this high-stakes act that Goldsmith makes perhaps his most cutting
observation on the hypocrisy inherent in the aristocratic worldview. When Kate
changes her story, making herself a poor relation instead of a barmaid, she
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puts Marlow up against an ethical test. The fact that he no longer will stoop to
seducing her comes off to some extent as an honorable proclamation, but it also
implies that he would have had no trouble doing so otherwise. In fact, he speaks
of her to Hastings at the top of the act as a commodity. He says he would never
rob her of her honor, but would pay for it.
This sense of reprobate in Marlow is not something Goldsmith would outright
condemn (a brief glance at his biography would suggest the hypocrisy of that),
but what is worth condemnation is a system that traps Marlow into such extreme
dualities. On one hand, he is a man who loves women  and this is what ultimately
attracts Kate. On the other, he is someone much indebted to the opinion of the
world, and as such cannot imagine pursuing this woman any longer. Despite
having genuine passion for her, she does not exist on one of his two extreme
sides; she is not rich enough to be a respectable match, and yet is too respectable
(as a relation to the Hardcastles) to treat as a paramour. In this dilemma is a
spark of the tragedy that lies behind good comedy, but that tragedy lies not in the
girls situation (false though it may be) but rather in the forces that confound
Marlows happiness so.
Of course, Kates change of tactic also continues the plays exploration of
how the appearance of behavior is prized over substance itself. Marlow is
mortified to learn that she is a modest woman, and apologizes for having
mistaken her behavior. Of course, her behavior has not changed in the slightest,
but now that she is ostensibly of a different social class, the perspective through
which he views her is entirely different. Its an absurd fact, and one that makes
for good comedy, in that Goldsmith can mock it rather than praising any virtue.
The treatment of Marlow in light of his behavior does indicate a certain
conservative streak in Goldsmith, no matter how biting his satire might become.
There is little doubt that we are ultimately meant to admire Marlow by the end of
his test, and to believe that he passed it. It is easy for us today to criticize the
arrangement, his desire to please the opinion of the world and of his father,
and his disavowal of a marriage with a poor girl despite romantic attraction. And
yet Kate, presented as a level-headed figure able to exist in moderation, admires
him. It suggests that Goldsmith does not wish to criticize the confines of his
society at large, but rather to merely point out the absurdities contained within it.
Lastly, this act shows Tony growing even more past the limits of his comic
archetype. As a trickster, he was well established by the beginning, but his ironic
embrace of stupidity as wisdom is now matched with a genuine desire to help
others. However, one is certainly pressed to answer why he cares about this. It
could be simply a desire to defeat his mother, but it might also be a desire to help
others escape the confines of the world that has no place for him. The fact that
Hastings and Constance want to escape might attract Tony because it negates the
stifling rules of the city/country world. In a sense, perhaps Tony himself has a
sentimental streak, so long as that sentiment does not praise aristocratic values
as its end.
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ACT V

Notes

Summary
Act V begins in Hardcastles house.
Hastings enters with a servant, who tells him that Mrs. Hardcastle and Constance
left a while before, and must be far away. The servant also tells him that Charles
Marlow has arrived, and Hastings, who still wants to avoid detection, heads to
the garden even though he has little faith Tony will save him.
He exits as Hardcastle and Charles Marlow enter, laughing about young
Marlow mistaking Hardcastle for an innkeeper, and Charles Marlow offers that
his son will not need much fortune in the way of dowry, since he is already
wealthy. Hardcastle shares that Kate believes the two young people like one
another, but Charles Marlow waits to see for himself.
Marlow enters to apologize again for his impudence, but Hardcastle is able
to laugh it off. They discuss his daughter, whom Marlow praises but says he did
not share any intimacy with. Hardcastle, who saw Marlow take her hand in Act
III, accuses him of lying, while Marlow continues to insist that their meeting
was without emotion. Sir Charles attempts to rectify the situation, but neither
man understands why the other believes what he does, and Marlow leaves.
Kate enters almost right away, and the two elders interrogate her. When she
answers that Marlow did indeed meet her more than once and spoke in effusive
tones, Sir Charles is certain she lies, since he knows his sons manner to be
modest. There is an irreconcilable perspective amongst them, so Kate proposes
they all meet in a half-hour, and the men can listen behind a screen while she
confronts Marlow. All agree.
The scene shifts now to the back of the garden.
Hastings waits alone, sure Tony will not come, when the latter finally arrives,
covered in mud. He assures Hastings he is the best friend you have in the world
and explains what hes done. He drove the horses around in circles, through
difficult areas, until he finally crashed the carriage into a horse-pond nearby.
Thinking herself 40 miles from home, Mrs. Hardcastle is in a panic. Tony stresses
that his means of conflict resolution has proved superior since no one has been
harmed, and Hardcastle agrees.
Mrs. Hardcastle enters, terrified and lamenting being so far from home. She
wonders whether the night could grow worse through a robbery, and almost
right away, Tony points out a hat that can be spied over the bushes. He realizes it
must be Mr. Hardcastle out on his nightly walk, and so exaggerates the appearance
to convince his mother it must be a highwayman. He instructs her to hide in the
thickets, which she does.
Hardcastle enters and is surprised to find Tony back so soon. As Mrs.
Hardcastle prays to herself that Tony will come to no harm, Tony tries to dissuade
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Hardcastle from investigation by claiming he was talking to himself and so the
latter did not hear any voices. Hardcastle persists in pushing through, which
leads Mrs. Hardcastle to throw herself at the mercy of the bandit to save her
son, at which point it takes a few passages of confusion for all to sort itself out
and everyone to be angry with Tony again, although Hardcastle sees morality
in the way he abuses his mother in pursuit of justice, and forces her to reap the
spoiled nature she has sown in him.
Hastings and Constance enter, the former begging the latter to join him in
eloping. But Constance, having been through so many trials in this night, no
longer wants any part of duplicity and wants instead to apply to Hardcastle for
leniency and permission to marry. Hastings insists he lacks the power to grant
their wish (that lies with Mrs. Hardcastle), but she believes his sense of justice
might lead him to use his influence on their behalf.
The scene shifts back to the house.
Here, Sir Charles laments his situation to Kate: either his son is a liar or is
an impudent fellow. Kate suggests it might not be so bad, and the man retires so
as to observe the meeting between the young people.
Once he arrives, Marlow again laments his situation, where his passion is
enflamed by the grace and appearance of this girl who lacks the fortune to please
his father. He insists he must quit her immediately, and she grants him this,
herself sad that all [his] serious aims are fixed on fortune. He assures her
fortune was not what drew him to her but rather her qualities, which he is learning
to see as refined simplicity. Through his speech to himself, he resolves to stay
with her despite his fathers lack of approval. She refuses him, claiming such a
union will surely result in resentment, but he claims otherwise, and gets down
on one knee before her.
At such a move, Sir Charles and Hardcastle charge from behind the screen
and each accuse Marlow of falsehood, though for different reasons. In the attacks
they launch at him, the truth of Kates identity is revealed and Marlow is
immediately leveled, saying Oh, the devil. Having been caught, Kate continues
to mock him, asking which of his characters he intends to use now. Hardcastle
softens and asks Kate to forgive him, at which point the lovers move off to speak
privately.
Mrs. Hardcastle enters, claiming loudly that her niece has eloped with
Hastings and that she will not ever release the girls fortune. Hardcastle accuses
her of being mercenary but she tells him to mind his own business, reminding
him that if Tony refuses to marry Constance of his own volition once he is of
age, then her fortune goes automatically to her.
As Hastings and Constance arrive to beg forgiveness, Hardcastle reveals
that Tony is actually of age and pretends otherwise, and so the fortune is for
Constance after all. They had kept Tonys true age a secret in hopes it might
induce him to mature more quickly. As his first act of age, Tony takes Constances
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hand and in a wonderful parody of a marriage proposal, swears her off as a mate.
Mrs. Hardcastle complains this is all but the whining end of a modern novel
and shows no sign of having learned anything.
Mr. Hardcastle gives a final speech wherein he hopes the Mistakes of a
Night shall lead all to never mistake in his or her beloved such faulty qualities
again.
Analysis
Interestingly enough, Goldsmiths ending could easily be criticized as falling
into the sentimentality he claims to want to eschew. Both pairs of lovers end up
together, and virtue ends up as the reigning sentiment amongst everyone. There
is truth to the claim, most of which lies in the conservative streak Goldsmith
never aims to transcend. A happy match of men and women of breeding and
character is something to aspire to in the play, and that never goes away.
But the play isnt so simple, and Goldsmith is sure to indicate his awareness
of the perceived flaw, which he does by having Mrs. Hardcastle describe the end
as a whining end of a modern novel. The fact is, the emotional, happy ending
is only engendered by the comic tools of flaunting vice. Marlow is the best
example. While he certainly passes the test Kate poses for him, prostrating himself
before a woman he considers below him in terms of fortune because he loves
her, he nevertheless is a character of two minds. His baser nature is not subsumed,
but rather he is kneeling before this girl as a modest woman he feels comfortable
speaking to. One can well argue that the quick resolution of their issue does not
detract from the absurdity of his character and contradictions, and that were this
play to continue its story, we might find those contradictions causing subsequent
problems.
Kate only acquires Marlow as an acceptable husband through classical comic
acts of trickery. She must force him to confront his own vice and folly, his own
assumptions about behavior and class, in order for him to truly feel anything that
could lead to a happy marriage. In his reversal speech, where he decides he will
stay with her, Marlow speaks as though her character or behavior has changed,
but the truth is that the only change has been in how he perceives her social
class. And ultimately, one is left to wonder whether the match would have persisted
if he did not have such a tidy fortune as to not need a big dowry.
The theme of appearance and its fallacious nature remains very strong up to
the end of the play. Both of the older fellows are unable to imagine a Marlow
with contradictions; each needs the young man to be what he expects. Where the
father will necessarily be disappointed to find his son is impudent as well as
modest, Hardcastle will necessarily be disappointed to find a streak of modesty
in a young man he had identified as forward.
Kate then marks herself as the heroine through her moderation. As the
character who understands both the simplicity of the country and the sophistication
of the town, she understands that life is about contradiction and excitement, and
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that happiness comes from embracing a bit of both sides. Nobody else  save
perhaps her father to a lesser degree  ever exhibits such a strong understanding
of life that Goldsmith seems to value.
This sense of complication is also inherent in Tony, who proves himself not
a rapscallion, but rather the character with the most agency of all. It is he who
facilitates the happy endings, this character who would have been identified by
his audience as low. It is suspect to say Tony is Goldsmiths mouthpiece (though
he will speak one of the epilogues), but the heroism of this low, tertiary character,
and his necessity to the plot, helps to further Goldsmiths defense of laughing
comedy. Tony, because he knows baseness better than anyone else in the play,
knows how to best combat that baseness, and his practical jokes ultimately reveal
to everyone their own base human level, and so are all forgiven.
Finally, the sentimental ending is not absolute because of the financial
pragmatism involved. Constance does not lead Hastings back out of propriety,
but because she knows they cannot survive without money, and so she is not
willing to lose the jewels. There is in this a realistic concern that would have no
place in a purely farcical comedy, and as such does the play continue to distinguish
itself.
Again, Goldsmith is praised because he makes this complicated play seem
so natural, and indeed, while the ending is sentimental in a way, it does not feel
contrived from plot, but rather an honest expression of the plays themes: the
baseness of humans, the falseness of appearance, the confining strictures of class,
the importance of trickery, the value of moderation, etc. All of these themes play
a part in bringing around an end that simultaneously creates a satisfying ending
to a farcically overstuffed plot and leaves us with insight about humanity to
dissect and consider.
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Charles Marlow  The central male character, who has set out to court the
young attractive Kate Hardcastle. A well-educated man, bred a scholar, Marlow
is brash and rude to Mr. Hardcastle, owner of Liberty Hall (a reference to
another site in London), whom Marlow believes to be an innkeeper. Because
Marlows rudeness is comic, the audience is likely not to dislike him for it.
Marlow is sophisticated and has travelled the world. Around lower-class women
Marlow is a lecherous rogue, but around those of an upper-class card he is a
nervous, bumbling fool. Thus, his interview with Kate exploits the mans fears,
and convinces Miss Hardcastle shell have to alter her persona drastically to
make a relationship with the man possible. The character of Charles Marlow is
very similar to the description of Goldsmith himself, as he too acted sheepishly
around women of a higher class than himself, and amongst creatures of another
stamp acted with the most confidence.
George Hastings  A close friend of Charles Marlow and the admirer of
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Miss Constance Neville. Hastings is also an educated man who cares deeply
about Constance, with the intention of fleeing to France with her. However the
young woman makes it clear that she cant leave without her jewels, which are
guarded by Mrs. Hardcastle, thus the pair and Tony collaborate to get hold of the
jewels. When Hastings realises the Hardcastle house isnt an inn, he decides not
to tell Marlow who would thus leave the premises immediately.
Tony Lumpkin  Son of Mrs. Hardcastle and stepson to Mr. Hardcastle,
Tony is a mischievous, uneducated playboy. Mrs. Hardcastle has no authority
over Tony, and their relationship contrasts with that between Hardcastle and
Kate. He is promised in marriage to his cousin, Constance Neville, yet he despises
her and thus goes to great effort to help her and Hastings in their plans to leave
the country. He cannot reject the impending marriage with Neville, because he
believes hes not of age. Tony takes an interest in horses, Bet Bouncer and
especially the alehouse, where he joyfully sings with members of the lowerclasses. It is Tonys initial deception of Marlow, for a joke, which sets up the
plot.
Mr. Hardcastle  The father of Kate Hardcastle, who is mistaken by Marlow
and Hastings as an innkeeper. Hardcastle is a level-headed countryman who
loves everything old and hates the town and the follies that come with it. He
is very much occupied with the old times and likes nothing better than to tell
his war stories and to drop names, such as the Duke of Marlborough, into
conversations. Hardcastle cares for his daughter Kate, but insists that she dress
plainly in his presence. It is he who arranges for Marlow to come to the country
to marry his daughter. Hardcastle is a man of manners and, despite being highly
insulted by Marlows treatment of him, manages to keep his temper with his
guest until near the end of the play. Hardcastle also demonstrates a wealth of
forgiveness as he not only forgives Marlow once he has realised Marlows mistake,
but also gives him consent to marry his daughter.
Mrs. Hardcastle  Wife to Mr. Hardcastle and mother to Tony, Mrs.
Hardcastle is a corrupt and eccentric character. She is an over-protective mother
to Tony, whom she loves, but fails to tell him hes of age so that he is eligible to
receive £1,500 a year. Her behaviour is either over-the-top or far-fetched,
providing some of the plays comedy. She is also partly selfish, wanting Neville
to marry her son to keep the jewels in the family; shes blissfully unaware however,
that Tony and Neville despise each other, and that Constance is in fact planning
to flee to France with Hastings. Mrs. Hardcastle is a contrast to her husband,
which provides the humour in the plays opening. She loves the town, and is the
only character whos not happy at the end of the play.
Miss Kate Hardcastle  Daughter to Mr. Hardcastle, and the plays stoopingto-conquer heroine. Kate respects her father, dressing plainly in his presence to
please him. The formal and respectful relationship that she shares with her father,
contrasts with that between Tony and Mrs. Hardcastle. Kate enjoys French
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frippery and the attributes of the town, much as her mother does. She is both
calculating and scheming, posing as a maid and deceiving Marlow, causing him
to fall in love with her.
Miss Constance Neville  Niece of Mrs. Hardcastle, she is the woman
whom Hastings intends to court. Constance despises her cousin Tony, she is heir
to a large fortune of jewels, hence her aunt wants her to remain in the family and
marry Tony; she is secretly an admirer of George Hastings however. Neville
schemes with Hastings and Tony to get the jewels so she can then flee to France
with her admirer; this is essentially one of the sub-plots of She Stoops to Conquer.
Sir Charles Marlow  A minor character and father to Charles Marlow; he
follows his son, a few hours behind. Unlike his son, he does not meet Tony
Lumpkin in the Three Pigeons, and thus is not confused. He is an old friend of
Mr. Hardcastle, both of them once having been in the British military, and is
quite pleased with the union of his son and his friends daughter. Sir Charles
enjoys the follies of his son, but does not understand these initially. However, he
is quite upset when his son treats Kate as a maid.
Tony Lumpkin: Son of Mrs. Hardcastle from an earlier marriage, and known
for his free-wheeling ways of drinking and tomfoolery. Loves to play practical
jokes. Proves to be good-natured and kind despite his superficial disdain for
everyone. His mother wants him to marry Constance but he is set against the
idea.

4.6 SELF-ASSESSMENT
Choose the correct options:
1.

2.

3.

4.
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Who recites the plays prologue?
(a) Marlow
(b) Mr. Woodward
(c) Kate Hardcastle
(d) Tony Lumpkin
What does Mr. Hardcastle disdain most of all?
(a) Country manners
(b) Money
(c) Arranged marriages
(d) Town manners
Why does Mrs. Hardcastle defend Tony?
(a) He blackmails her
(b) She hates Hardcastle
(c) Shes his mother
(d) She does not defend him
Why does Mr. Hardcastle worry about Kate?
(a) He worries she is sick.
(b) He worries she dresses immodestly.
(c) He worries the town manners have infected her
(d) He worries she will marry poorly.

She Stoops to Conquer

5.

How does Kate dress in the morning?
(a) In rags
(b) Plainly
(c) In gowns
(d) Fashionably
6. How does Kate dress in the evenings?
(a) In rags
(b) Plainly
(c) In gowns
(d) Fashionably
7. Who does Hardcastle hope Kate will marry at the beginning of the play?
(a) Marlow
(b) Sir Charles
(c) Hastings
(d) Tony Lumpkin
8. Who does Mrs. Hardcastle hope Tony will marry?
(a) Constance Neville
(b) She does not want him married
(c) The landlady at the inn
(d) Kate Hardcastle
9. Which character is the best example of moderation?
(a) Mr. Hardcastle
(b) Kate
(c) Mrs. Hardcastle
(d) Tony Lumpkin
10. What is Mrs. Hardcastles great vice?
(a) Vanity
(b) Lust
(c) Depression
(d) Thievery

Notes

4.7 SUMMARY
There are two epilogues commonly published with the play. The second, intended
to be spoken by Tony Lumpkin, was not written in time for the original production.
The first is intended to be spoken by Kate. The character begins by
summarizing that she has stooped to conquer with success and that the author
has thereby conquered his audience. She proposes that our life is all a play and
then traces the five act life of a pretty country barmaid. In her first act, she is
simple, afraid and eager to please. In her second act, she is loud and authoritative.
She next moves to town where she impresses everyone with her character and
charm. Her fourth act has her wedded to a man of repute, and pretending towards
snobbish taste, she ends up losing her edge. Goldsmith (as author) is responsible
for her fifth act, in which she might again become judge.
The second epilogue is attributed to J. Cradock, an actor and dramatist of
the time. It is meant to be spoken in Tony Lumpkins voice. Tony notes that, now
that the play is done, the audience must want to know what happened to him. He
tells how he will in the great world appear, bringing his lively spirit to London
where he will show the world what good taste is.
The second epilogue is cute and would likely be a fun transition out of the
play, but does little to significantly further the plays theme. It certainly can be
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used as argument for the centrality of Tony to the themes, but at best, it offers the
audience a reminder that good taste should come from a spirit of liveliness
and not moral sanctimony or given assumptions about proper breeding and
education, since Tony in most ways lacks those two qualities.
Contrastingly, the first epilogue is a nice summation of the goal Goldsmith
set out for himself in his Essay on the Theatre. Though its not explicitly stated,
the barmaid whose life he describes is likely meant to represent the theatre itself.
She learned to confront her audience and demand things of them, then was brought
to high society, where she grew pretentious and lost her edge (regressing into
sentimental comedy), and now sits docile, waiting for someone like Goldsmith
(the doctor from the prologue) to see where he can lead her. He wants to
recapture her bawdy charm from her younger days, and he hopes he can conquer
his audience by doing so. So the epilogue here serves as a challenge to the audience
 did he succeed? Did he conquer them into accepting the low and bawdy nature
of comedy again, leading them to repudiate their assumptions about high-minded
theatre?
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Affectation

:

Approbation
Assiduities
Bill of fare
Bolster

:
:
:
:

Cantankerous
Coxcomb
Fopperies

:
:
:

Fortin
Garnets

:
:

Genteel

:

Levy
Malady

:
:

behavior, speech, or writing that is artificial and
designed to impress
approval or praise
constant or close attention to what one is doing
menu
a long, thick pillow that is placed under other
pillows for support
bad-tempered, argumentative, and uncooperative
a vain and conceited man; a dandy
behavior of a man who is concerned with his
clothes and appearance in an affected and
excessive way; behavior of a dandy. the man is
referred to as a fop.
an archaic form of the world fortune
precious stones consisting of a deep red vitreous
silicate mineral
polite, refined, or respectable, often in an affected
or ostentatious way
to impose (as in a tax, fee, or fine)
a disease or ailment
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Mawkish
Omnes

:
:

Proxy
Quotha

:
:

Taffety cream
Trapesing

:
:

Trolloping

:

sentimental in a feeble or sickly way
a phrase used in play format to indicate the full
cast is speaking
a person authorized to act on behalf of another
an archaic construction used to express surprise
or sarcasm, after quoting the word or phrase of
another
a dessert dish made of cream and eggs
an archaic from of traipsing, it means walking
about casually or needlessly.
the actions of a woman perceived as sexually
disreputable or promiscuous.

Notes

4.9 REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.
2.

Explain the meaning and significance of the title She Stoops to Conquer.
How is Kate an example of moderation? Explain how her personality stands
as the way of life Goldsmith most recommends.
3. In what ways is Tony Lumpkin a hero in the play? Use historical/social
detail to explain why this heroism is unconventional.
4. For a comedy, She Stoops to Conquer has a serious vein of commentary of
class. Explain.
5. How does the device of dramatic irony facilitate the plays major themes
and comedy?
6. In what ways are the characters of the play comic archetypes? How does
Goldsmith deepen these stock characters?
7. Does the plays ending undercut Goldsmiths attempt to write a low and
not sentimental comedy? Explain.
8. Define what town and country mean in the context of this play, using
characters as examples.
9. Explain how much of Goldsmiths comedy relies on his ability to set-up a
joke.
10. How can one make a Freudian analysis of this play?
Self-Assessment (Answers)
1. (a) 2. (c) 3. (b ) 4. ( a) 5. (d ) 6. (a ) 7. ( c )
9. (b) 10. (a) .

8. (d)
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1.
2.

3.
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She Stoops to Conquer, New Mermaids edition
The Cambridge History of English and American Literature in 18 Volumes
(190721), Volume X. The Age of Johnson, IX. Oliver Goldsmith, § 23 She
Stoops to Conquer. Retrieved 21 May 2009.
Billington, Michael (28 March 2011). The Kissing Dance  review. The
Guardian (London). Retrieved 17 April 2011.

UNIT - 5
VOLPONE
(BEN JONSON )

STRUCTURE
5.0 Objectives
5.1 Introduction
5.2 Plot Overview
5.3 Scene-wise Summary With Critical Comments
5.4 Main Characters of the Play
5.5 Themes, Motifs and Symbols
5.6 Important Explanations
5.7 Self-Assessment
5.8 Key-Words
5.9 Review Questions
5.10 Further Readings

5.0 OBJECTIVES
After reading this unit, students will be able to:

Know about Ben Jonson

Discuss the themes and plot of Volpone.

Explain characterisation.

5.1 INTRODUCTION
Ironically, although William Shakespeare is by far the better-known name today,
we know a great deal more about the life of his fellow Elizabethan dramatist
Ben Jonson. Our knowledge of his personal life comes mainly from personal
conversations conducted between the playwright and William Drummond, the
Laird of Hawthornden, in 1619, which Drummond later wrote down. But it also
reflects the fact that whereas Shakespeare chose solely to express himself through
his plays and poems, Jonson was more of a public figure, prone to dramatic
commentary on literature and philosophy, highly personalized poems (as opposed
to the mystery of Shakespeares sonnet cycle), as well as heavy involvement in
the royal entertainments of both King James I and Charles I. In his lifetime, he
was more honored than Shakespeare and served as an advisor to young poets
until the time of his death on August 16, 1637, at the age of sixty- five.
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Despite this popularity, the facts surrounding Jonsons birth remain, for the
most part, obscure. Based on evidence gathered later in his life, historians believe
his birth date to be June 11, 1572, a month after his biological fathers death. His
birthplace and the names of his parents remain unknown. What is known is that
he grew up in the village of Charing Cross, which was then a mile outside the
walled City of London. Charing was home both to the townhouses of courtiers
(nobles who attended at the court of Queen Elizabeth) as well as masses of the
urban poor, living in close proximity. Though Jonsons family was by no means
wealthy, it also was not extremely poor, since the man usually identified as
Jonsons stepfather, Robert Brett, was a moderately prosperous bricklayer. As
David Riggs notes, Jonson was surrounded by extremes of poverty and wealth
from the earliest years of his life.
A friend, whose name is lost to history, paid for Jonson to attend
Westminster school, one of the elite schools of Elizabethan England, where
Elizabeth herself attended the schools Christmas play regularly. Attending the
school greatly widened Jonsons social and intellectual horizons, as it was the
place where Englands future ruling classes were trained. Its students were either
on scholarship for academic ability, or they were sons of the nobility. As a result,
Jonson friends in later life would include many lawyers and a good share of
nobility. At the age of sixteen, he was forced to leave the school and tried his
hand at soldieringhe joined the English forces camped in the Netherlands
before becoming apprenticed to a bricklayer in London.
The apprenticeship was terminated when Jonson decided to marry Anne
Lewis. In an era where marriage meant the termination of an apprenticeship and
was expected of men only when they had achieved some sort of economic
independence, this was an extremely rash move. But it may very well be related
to another decision Jonson made in the mid 1590s, which was a decision to
devote his life to the theater. Jonson became known as an hilariously bad actor,
as well as a violent ruffian who once killed a fellow actor without provocation,
and it was only when he tried his hand at writing plays instead of performing in
them that he began to have success.
The profession of playwriting hadnt existed at the time of Jonsons birth. It
was a product of a change in the activity of acting companies; whereas companies
had previously toured, beginning in the 1570s and 1580s they began to station
themselves in the ever-growing city of London, fast becoming the most important
city in Great Britain. Since the audience would now consist of repeat customers,
a great demand for new plays was created. As the theatre grew into an ever more
profitable industry, thanks to more and more Londoners demands for more and
more entertainment, one began to be able support oneself by writing plays, and
playwriting became a profession (though one without a name; playwright wasnt
used officially until 1682, and Jonson actually used the term as one of abuse).
Jonson, with a string of popular plays such as Every Man in His Humour
(and some unpopular ones, such as Every Man out of His Humour) gradually
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began to make a name for himself, establishing a reputation as a witty, intellectual
playwright, who was less romantic and more cerebral than Shakespeare (by now
a personal friend of Jonsons). He became famous and well respected even though
he had converted to Catholicism during his first time in jail (being a Catholic in
Protestant England at the time was a very unpopular thing). But in 1605, he was
arrested for co-writing a play titled Eastward Ho, which the censors interpreted
(probably correctly) as a derogatory statement on the newly crowned King James.
That year, he had also separated from his wife.
Volpone was written at the end of this extremely trying period, in
the early months of 1606. It was one of Jonsons biggest hits, and
it firmly re-established him as an important literary figure. Around
the same time, he re- united with his wife.
With this wealth of personal and situational information about Jonsons
life, many scholars have made attempts to interpret the writing ofVolpone as a
psychological way of resolving a fundamental conflict that we know existed
within him. This conflict was between Jonsons violent past and his fairly
conservative view of life and art, which was grounded in his classical education
at Westminster. He idealized the countryside in such poems as To Penshurst and
saw much of the city life around him as grasping, brutish, and nasty. He viewed
his art as being a sort of moral corrective to this publicke riot. But, as was seen
in 1606, he still had some fairly rough character traits, which were inappopriate
for the voice of classical moderation and reason. So, according to critics such as
Riggs, Volpone serves as the repudiation of what Volpone the character
symbolizes: Jonsons rambunctious, reckless side, which had nearly cost him
his marriage, livelihood, and respectability. This interpretation does not tell us
everything about Volpone, but it may help us understand Jonsons seeming delight
in portraying his quick-witted, tricky types, which may have been characters he
identified with on an emotional level. But intellectually, he identified with Celia
and her value system. The conflict between the two value systemsone full of
desire and greed and another based on Christian morality and reasonis central
toVolpone and seems to have been a conflict with which Jonson dealt personally.

5.2 PLOT OVERVIEW
Volpone takes place in seventeenth-century Venice, over the course of one day.
The play opens at the house of Volpone, a Venetian nobleman. He and his
parasite Moscapart slave, part servant, part lackeyenter the shrine where
Volpone keeps his gold. Volpone has amassed his fortune, we learn, through
dishonest means: he is a con artist. And we also learn that he likes to use his
money extravagantly.
Soon, we see Volpones latest con in action. For the last three years, he has
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been attracting the interest of three legacy hunters: Voltore, a lawyer; Corbaccio,
an old gentleman; and Corvino, a merchantindividuals interested in inheriting
his estate after he dies. Volpone is known to be rich, and he is also known to be
childless, have no natural heirs. Furthermore, he is believed to very ill, so each
of the legacy hunters lavishes gifts on him, in the hope that Volpone, out of
gratitude, will make him his heir. The legacy hunters do not know that Volpone
is actually in excellent health and merely faking illness for the purpose of
collecting all those impressive get-well gifts.
In the first act, each legacy hunter arrives to present a gift to Volpone, except
for Corbaccio, who offers only a worthless (and probably poisoned) vial of
medicine. But Corbaccio agrees to return later in the day to make Volpone his
heir, so that Volpone will return the favor. This act is a boon to Volpone, since
Corbaccio, in all likelihood, will die long before Volpone does. After each hunter
leaves, Volpone and Mosca laugh at eachs gullibility. After Corvinos departure
Lady Politic Would-be, the wife of an English knight living in Venice, arrives at
the house but is told to come back three hours later. And Volpone decides that he
will try to get a close look at Corvinos wife, Celia, who Mosca describes as one
of the most beautiful women in all of Italy. She is kept under lock and key by her
husband, who has ten guards on her at all times, but Volpone vows to use disguise
to get around these barriers.
The second act portrays a time just a short while later that day, and we meet
Sir Politic Would-be, Lady Politics husband, who is conversing with Peregrine,
an young English traveler who has just landed in Venice. Sir Politic takes a
liking to the young boy and vows to teach him a thing or two about Venice and
Venetians; Peregrine, too, enjoys the company of Sir Politic, but only because he
is hilariously gullible and vain. The two are walking in the public square in front
of Corvinos house and are interrupted by the arrival of Scoto Mantua, actually
Volpone in diguise as an Italian mountebank, or medicine-show man. Scoto
engages in a long and colorful speech, hawking his new oil, which is touted as
a cure-all for disease and suffering. At the end of the speech, he asks the crows to
toss him their handkerchiefs, and Celia complies. Corvino arrives, just as she
does this, and flies into a jealous rage, scattering the crows in the square. Volpone
goes home and complains to Mosca that he is sick with lust for Celia, and Mosca
vows to deliver her to Volpone. Meanwhile, Corvino berates his wife for tossing
her handkerchief, since he interprets it as a sign of her unfaithfulness, and he
threatens to murder her and her family as a result. He decrees that, as punishment,
she will now no longer be allowed to go to Church, she cannot stand near windows
(as she did when watching Volpone), and, most bizarrely, she must do everything
backwards from now onshe must even walk and speak backwards. Mosca then
arrives, implying to Corvino that if he lets Celia sleep with Volpone (as a
restorative for Volpones failing health), then Volpone will choose him as his
heir. Suddenly, Corvinos jealousy disappears, and he consents to the offer.
The third act begins with a soliloquy from Mosca, indicating that he is
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growing increasingly conscious of his power and his independence from Volpone.
Mosca then runs into Bonario, Corbaccios son, and informs the young man of
his fathers plans to disinherit him. He has Bonario come back to Volpones
house with him, in order to watch Corbaccio sign the documents (hoping that
Bonario might kill Corbaccio then and there out of rage, thus allowing Volpone
to gain his inheritance early). Meanwhile Lady Politic again arrives at Volpones
residence, indicating that it is now mid-morning, approaching noon. This time,
Volpone lets her in, but he soon regrets it, for he is exasperated by her talkativeness.
Mosca rescues Volpone by telling the Lady that Sir Politic has been seen in a
gondola with a courtesan (a high-class prostitute). Volpone then prepares for his
seduction of Celia, while Mosca hides Bonario in a corner of the bedroom, in
anticipation of Corbaccios arrival. But Celia and Corvino arrive firstCelia
complains bitterly about being forced to be unfaithful, while Corvino tells her to
be quiet and do her job. When Celia and Volpone are alone together, Volpone
greatly surprises Celia by leaping out of bed. Celia had expected and old, infirm
man, but what she gets instead is a lothario who attempts to seduce her with a
passionate speech. Always the good Christian, Celia refuses Volpones advances,
at which point Volpone says that he will rape her. But Bonario, who has been
witnessing the scene from his hiding place the entire time, rescues Celia. Bonario
wounds Mosca on his way out. Corbaccio finally arrives, too late, as does Voltore.
Mosca plots, with Voltores assistance, how to get Volpone out of this mess.
A short while later, in the early afternoon, Peregrine and Sir Politic are still
talking. Sir Politic gives the young traveler some advice on living in Venice and
describes several schemes he has under consideration for making a great deal of
money. They are soon interrupted by Lady Politic, who is convinced that Peregrine
is the prostitute Mosca told her aboutadmittedly, in disguise. But Mosca arrives
and tells Lady Politic that she is mistaken; the courtesan he referred to is now in
front of the Senate (in other words, Celia). Lady Politic believes him and ends
by giving Peregrine a seductive goodbye with a coy suggestion that they see
each other again. Peregrine is incensed at her behavior and vows revenge on Sir
Politic because of it. The scene switches to the Scrutineo, the Venetian Senate
building, where Celia and Bonario have informed the judges of Venice about
Volpones deceit, Volpones attempt to rape Celia, Corbaccios disinheritance of
his son, and Corvinos decision to prostitute his wife. But the defendants make a
very good case for themselves, led by their lawyer, Voltore. Voltore portrays
Bonario and Celia as lovers, Corvino as an innocent jilted husband, and Corbaccio
as a wounded father nearly killed by his evil son. The judge are swayed when
Lady Politic comes in and (set up perfectly by Mosca) identifies Celia as the
seducer of her husband Sir Politic. Further, they are convinced when Volpone
enters the courtroom, again acting ill. The judges order that Celia and Bonario
be arrested and separated.
In the final act, Volpone returns home tired and worried that he is actually
growing ill, for he is now feeling some of the symptoms he has been faking. To
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dispel his fears, he decides to engage in one final prank on the legacy hunters.
He spreads a rumor that he has died and then tells Mosca to pretend that he has
been made his masters heir. The plan goes off perfectly, and all three legacy
hunters are fooled. Volpone then disguises himself as a Venetian guard, so that
he can gloat in each legacy hunters face over their humiliation, without being
recognized. But Mosca lets the audience know that Volpone is dead in the eyes
of the world and that Mosca will not let him return to the world of the living
unless Volpone pays up, giving Mosca a share of his wealth.
Meanwhile, Peregrine is in disguise himself, playing his own prank on Sir
Politic. Peregrine presents himself as a merchant to the knight and informs Politic
that word has gotten out of his plan to sell Venice to the Turks. Politic, who once
mentioned the idea in jest, is terrified. When three merchants who are in collusion
with Peregrine knock on the door, Politic jumps into a tortoise-shell wine case to
save himself. Peregrine informs the merchants when they enter that he is looking
at a valuable tortoise. The merchants decide to jump on the tortoise and demand
that it crawls along the floor. They remark loudly upon its leg-garters and fine
hand-gloves, before turning it over to reveal Sir Politic. Peregrine and the
merchants go off, laughing at their prank, and Sir Politic moans about how much
he agrees with his wifes desire to leave Venice and go back to England.
Meanwhile, Volpone gloats in front of each legacy hunter, deriding them
for having lost Volpones inheritance to a parasite such as Mosca, and he
successfully avoids recognition. But his plan backfires nonetheless. Voltore,
driven to such a state of distraction by Volpones teasing, decides to recant his
testimony in front of the Senate, implicating both himself but more importantly
Mosca as a criminal. Corvino accuses him of being a sore loser, upset that Mosca
has inherited Volpones estate upon his death, and the news of this death surprises
the Senators greatly. Volpone nearly recovers from his blunder by telling Voltore,
in the middle of the Senate proceeding, that Volpone is still alive. Mosca
pretends to faint and claims to the Senate that he does not know where he is, how
he got there, and that he must have been possessed by a demon during the last
few minutes when he was speaking to them. He also informs the Senators that
Volpone is not dead, contradicting Corvino. All seems good for Volpone until
Mosca returns, and, instead of confirming Voltores claim that Volpone is alive,
Mosca denies it. Mosca, after all, has a will, written by Volpone and in his signaure,
stating that he is Volpones heir. now that Volpone is believed to be dead, Mosca
legally owns Volpones property, and Mosca tells Volpone that he is not going to
give it back by telling the truth. Realizing that he has been betrayed, Volpone
decides that rather than let Mosca inherit his wealth, he will turn them both in.
Volpone takes off his disguise and finally reveals the truth about the events of
the past day. Volpone ends up being sent to prison, while Mosca is consigned to
a slave galley. Voltore is disbarred, Corbaccio is stripped of his property (which
is given to his son Bonario), and Corvino is publicly humiliated, forced to wear
donkeys ears while being rowed around the canals of Venice. At the end, there
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is a small note from the playwright to the audience, simply asking them to applaud
if they enjoyed the play they just saw.
1. Jonsons Theory and Methods 1. Jonsons Theory and Methods
Jonsons theory and methods are definite, clear cut, and so, easily isolated. But
the effect which is what literary criticism is concerned with in the first, and he
last resortmay be something quite different from what one would expect such
a theory and such methods to produce. And criticism has tended to concentrate
so much on Jonsons theories that It has not seen the plays themselves. The
plays are thus seen through Jonsons eyes but a craftsmans sensitive hand does
things for which his eyes give it no warrant. Yet it is with the products of his
hand that we should be concerned. The racking wheel whose spokes are Jonsons
classicism and whose fellies Jonsons Humours, is put mechanically in action by
the critics when they get hold of a Jonson play. They see in his plays only
something rather monstrous for dissection, and not only do not see they are
breaking a butterfly on the wheel, but seem generally ignorant that it is a butterfly.
Thus a slight (if strong) play like Every Man In his Hurmour is sheathed with a
clumsy critical apparatus so that its quality is hidden and only such a travesty of
its shape as the clumsy sheath chooses to outline, is seen; unless one draws the
blade free from its muffler and views it for oneself.
What critics say What critics say
Once pattern and style are recognised as the most essential -complements of
dramatic action, not the Portrayal of real characters or telling a romantic tale,
one can understand that Jonsons mode of drama is properly and intentionally
different from Shakespeares. Jonsons is no more trying to draw complex
Shakespearean figures and failing than the later Picasso is trying unsuccessfully
to paint Rembrandt faces. Jonson and Shakespeare are composing works as
different as those of Beethoven. If I labour this point, it is because one must
grasp it to begin enjoying Ben Jonson; and I am sure he is a playwright with a
strong modern appeal. Once his qualities are realised.Jonsons writings are highly
stylized, highly disciplined, formalised. He is not in the tradition of intimate,
human comedy which links Chaucer, Shakespeare, Fielding, Browning and Dylan
Thomas, for instance: but it belongs to a more critical and satirical body together
with Congreve, Pope, Oscar Wilde, Bernard Shaw and T.S. Eliot. From
Introduction to Volpone, by David Cock
Jonsons Theory of Comedy
Elizabethan comedy was a casual mixture of the prevailing tastes in fiction and
poetry, and no practitioner seemed to be concerned with such trivial matters as
ends. Probably the one broad agreement would be that the one all sufficient aim
for a professional dramatist was to please the audience: but as this would include
tragedy, a qualification might be added that the audience was to be pleased by
making it laugh. Hence the extraordinary blends to be found in a typical
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Elizabethan comedysomething to suit everybody, Shakespeare jokes about
them in Hamlet, yet his own plays were basically examples of this rule of thumb
method.
Comedy should Instruct
Jonson, added a condition to his theory of comedy that comedy should also
instruct. This convention was not new for his time. Horace had also said it; and
besides the practice of Roman comedy, there were the English Morality plays to
show that there was nothing revolutionary about Jonsons proposal. But at least
he clarified the issues, and gave comedy a status separate from, and equal to,
that of tragedy. Possibly if Shakespeare had not made such a success of the
popular method, we should be more grateful to Jonsons lonely lustral process
than we are: As it is, we can point to Twelfth Night etc., as disproving the necessity
of such a re-orientation as Jonson demanded. Yet the general pot-boiling run of
Elizabethan comedy might have had its face turned in a more certain and useful
direction, if it had listened to Jonsonas indeed it did, to some extent. The
difference Both these are show pieces, but the latter is of a much higher order,
and the greater consciousness of social issues, and the more effective way of
presenting thesein short, the greater awareness of both ends and meansare
largely due to Jonson.
The main difference between Shakespeare and Ben Jonson lies in
the field of characterization. The characters of Shakespeare are
such as might exist in different circumstances than those in which
Shakespeare sets them. The latter appear to be those which extract
from the characters the most intense and interesting realisation;
but that realisation has not exhausted their possibilities.

176

Self Learning
Material

Jonson and Shakespeare
The last years of the reign of Elizabeth saw Jonson recognised as a dramatist
second only to Shakespeare, and not second even to him as a dramatic satirist.
But Jonson now turned his talents to new fields. Plays on subjects derived from
classical story and myth had held the stage from the beginning of the drama, so
that Shakespeare was making no new departure when he wrote his Julius Caesar
about 1600. Therefore when Jonson staged Sejanus three years later and with
Shakespeares company once more, he was only following in the elder dramatists
footsteps. But Jonson idea of a play on classical history, on the one hand, and
Shakespeares and the elder popular dramatists, on the other were very different.
Heywood some years before had put five straggling plays on the stage in quick
succession, all derived from stories in Ovid and dramatised with little taste or
discrimination. Shakespeare had a finer conception of form, but even he was
contented to take all his ancient history from Norths translation of Plutarch and
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dramatised his subject without further inquiry. Jonson was a scholar and a classical
antiquarian. He reprobated this slipshod amateurishness, and wrote his Sejanus
like a scholar, reading Tacitus, and other authorities, to be certain of his facts, his
setting, and his atmosphere, and somewhat pedantically noting his authorities in
the margin when it came to print. Sejanus is a tragedy of genuine dramatic power
in which is told with discriminating taste, the story of the haughty favourite of
Tiberigs with his tragical overthrow.
Difference In Style
Despite being contemporaries, Jonsons method is different from Shakespeares.
He does start with a story and build up his characterisation from the story; he
starts with his characters and devises a plot to suit and exhibit them. Though
tricks and deceptions make up the mechanism of these plots, the result is
something more than comedies of intrigue, and though
London and contemporary manners are studied and realistically presented,
the result is not merely a comedy of manners. Preeminently these are comedies
of character, Jonson is limited in his delineation of human nature by his admiration
for the conventional characterisation of Latin comedy, and he is limited still
more by Elizabethan psychology which saw man governed by some predominant
trait for humour, and he did not escape from the roundness of Elizabethan drama
for exaggeration and over emphasis. Individuality appears in his plays chiefly
through caricature. He has none of Shakespeares humour that can perceive wit
in a fool, course of a kind in a braggart, and humanity in a monster. Jonsons
comic creations are more like those of Dickens than like those of Thackeray and
much more like Smolletts than Jane Austens:
Their Characterization
The main difference between Shakespeare and Ben Jonson lies in the field of
characterization. The characters of Shakespeare are such as might exist in different
circumstances than those in which Shakespeare sets them. The latter appear to
be those which extract from the characters the most intense and interesting
realisation; but that realisation has not exhausted their possibilities. Volpones
life, on the other hand, is bounded by the scene and is derivatively the life of
Volpone; the life of the character is inseparable from the life of the drama. The
emotional effect is single and simple, whereas in Shakespeare the effect is due to
the way in which the characters act upon one another, in Jonson it is given by the
way in which the characters fit in with each other. The artistic result of Volpone
is not due to any effect that Volpone, Mosca, Corvino, Corbaccio, Voltore have
upon each other, but simply to their combination into a whole.Though some of
shakespeares characters are etched out with realism, but Jonson is much more
careful with his characters. The characters are consistant in their behaviour, yet
the plots are coherent and entertaining.
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Everything Drawn to Exaggeration
All the chief characters in Volpone, except the English knight and his lady and
the unhappy Celia, are so ill-conditioned, that they forbid the porting sympathy
on which comedy by Jonsons own rule, must rely. Their deeds are crimes rather
than follies. The Fox and his friends are never mere mischief makers! they are
villains of the stuff of which tragedy makes use, but without the dignity conveyed
in their treatment, playing with a natural frankness, with no suggestion of the
discrepancy between real and assumed character which gives comedy its great
opportunity. It matters not that there is a happy ending to the sorrows of minor
characters. The excess in depravity is here a reasonable cause of entertainment.
The Beast fable characters
Jonsons characters do not fall in line with the conventional-realistic mode. As
pointed out earlier, even though they may be consistant, still they are modelled
on the medieval pattern. The characters in Volpone are the chief examples of this
dilemma. They are all animal like in their basic nature, yet Jonson does not make
them arbitrarily to suit the need of the plot.
Jonsons concept of Realism within comedy
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Although there may be no doubts regarding the fact that Jonson wrote his plots
in accordance with classical notions. Yet one has to agree that there is a certain
strain of realism in his characterisation which makes his play unique in their
own right. It was Jonsons boast and virtue and he drew comedy down from the
improbable realms of romantic colouring to the level of ordinary existence, where
he could utilize:
Deed an language, such as men do use,
And persons, such as comedy would choose,
When she would show an image of the times,
And support with human follies, not with crimes.
Jonsons great merit lies in the fact, not that he popularised the ancient
comedy of humours, not that he infused into English literature the spirit of
Terence and of Plautus, or that he used Terence as an inspiration for increased
dramatic effect, but that he drew comedy down to real life, presenting the classes
and the follies of contemporary London at a time when there was a fear of
comedys vanishing altogether into those fantastic and impossible realms of make
believe which had been popularised by Shakespeare, Beaumont and Fletcher.
All of dramas, except, Loves Labour Lost, The Taming of the Shrew, and the
comic scenes of the first part of Henry IV, had dealt either with crude absurdity
of accident, or with the humour that arises out of natural ignorance, all coloured
with his rich romantic imagination. The merry Wives is farcical as is The Taming
of the Shrew, and the Falstaff scenes of Henry IV not only depend largely upon
humour for their effect, but merely form part of a larger history. Loves Labour
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Lost has a fanciful theme with nothing in it reminiscent of Jonsons style. Realism,
added to intensified humour treated in a satirical spirit, was first given to the
theatrical world by Jonson.
Rational and Ordered State of Life
Instead of lawless and fantastic translations from romance and history, Jonson
planned a realistic comedy based on a rational and ordered study of life of his
own time, contrived with all regard possible on the modern stage to the models
of Plautus us and Aristophanes He believed that playwrights duty is to preserve,
by the healthy current of his criticism, the intellectual sanity of his nation. For
doing this he must show what his age is and what is wrong with it. In his plays he
has his eye upon the Englishmen and Englishwomen of the middle and lower
classes of his own time.
In Every Man in His Humour all the characters are Londoners. London
manners London fashions and foibles and even London topography has been
placed before us in the most convincing manner. He portrays the humours peculiar
to his own days and he clearly shows us an image of his time. The characters
are more specifically true to his own times. They are more, particularly localised
in their setting. In The Alchemist this realism went so far that he introduced the
very plague that was raging in London.
Jonsons proper sphere was the realistic presentation of the comic side of
Elizabethan and Jacobean England. In their realism his comedies differ essentially
from the romantic comedies of Shakes peare, with their dukes and counts and
kings and princes and their queens and princesses and duchesses and countesses.
Jonson and Classicism
Not dependant solely on the Ancients
It is clear that classical rules were never a strait jacket for Jonson. He later
epitomised his attitude:
I know nothing can conduce more to letters than to examine the writing of
the ancients, and not to rest in their sole authority, or take all upon trust from
them...For to all the observations of the ancients we have our own experience,
which if we Will use and apply, we have better means to pronounce. It is true
they opened the gates, and made the way that went before us, but as guides, not
commanders...Truth lies open to all; it is no mans several.
Here is Jonsons sturdy common sense. Though he was probably the most
learned of the Elizabethan-Jacobean playwrights, yet he did not retire to an ivory
tower; he took his own advice, and looked around him as keenly as any. His
comedias are marked by learning of the classics but also an innovation with
which he moulds the traditional with the contemporary.
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The Unities
Neo-classic critics attributed the first definition of the unities of time, place and
action to Aristotle. In fact, Aristotle never in his extant writings formulated these
concepts in such a way or used this phraseology. He did not discuss place in
this sense at all, and his two brief comments on time are not altogether consistent.
Nevertheless the sixteenth century tended to talk of the unities as received truth,
and they were often regarded as the centre piece of the whole design of theatrical
criticism.
Characteristically Jonson did not accept the unities as laws, but welcomed
them as optional aids to artistic discipline. He scorned dramatists who rejected
restraint, and rebuked Shakespeare among others for what he regarded as wanton
licence.But he finds no virtue in following precept simply for its own sake. The
prologue to Volpone declares:
The laws of time, place, persons he observeth,
From no needful rule he swerveth.
The word needful is crucial.Volpone gains in concentration from the
restriction of the action to one day, a time span which Jonson carefully points
out. The play opens after sunrise; Good morrow to the day; and Voltore makes
early visitation, At the end of Act I Lady Politic would be is put off for three
hours, and returns in the afternoon (Act III, scene iv). Volpone tells Celia that he
had played the mountebank but this morning. And the first trial scene promises
that judgment will be given before night, which thus sets the time for the final
action of the play. There is one apparent inconsistency; we learn that Volpone
has appeared to Celia in several shapes, though at the beginning of the play he
knew nothing of her (and even Mosca discovered her but yesterday), so that
there has hardly been time for Volpone to have adopted others disguises. We
might argue that he is here talking at random to impress Celia. But in any case,
one should not approach drama like a Sherlock Holmes. Slight contradictions
are common in great plays; would pass unnoticed on the stage; and have no real
significance.
Unity of Place
Jonson can claim unity of place for Volpone according to the scope allowed
by neo-classic convention, which demanded that everything should ,take
place in one town. The play passes entirely within Venice, in three houses.
It is, perhaps, an arbitrary destination to allow that a stage may represent
successively scenes in different houses, but not in different cities or
countries; but such a limitation helps to bind together certain plays, this
among them.
Jonson himself echoes. Aristotle quite closely with regard to what became
known as unity of action when he says of a play that one should not be able to
remove a part without troubling the whole.
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Act I: Scene I
Volpone, a gentleman of Venice, is discovered at home rhapsodizing about his
wealth, that sacred treasure in this blessed room. His servant Mosca sings the
harmony to his masters praise of gold. Volpone treasures the manner in which
the gold comes to him.
Heirless Volpone attracts the greedy and wealthy to his house; they bring
with them plate, coin, and jewels in the hope that his imminent death will return
their gifts tenfold. The gift-giving competition is whetted by Volpones clever
feigning of serious illness. While savouring the success of his ruse, Volpone
summons his eunuch, dwarf, and fool to celebrate his present triumph with an
interlude, a brief, comic, playlike sequence.
Critical Comments
The play is set in Renaissance Italy; the characters take their names from animals
and birds. The plot grew out of a beast fable popular in the Elizabethan oral
tradition. Volpone means fox in Italian; Mosca is the word for parasitic gadfly.
Mosca is dependant upon the goodwill of the sly Volpone. Volpones genius lies
in his ability to fleece the greedy rich, the covetous wealthy, without resort to
trade, venture, or product, the usual methods of commercial advancement. Further
more, no poor, ignorant person is harmed, and several parasites are maintained
in husbanding the gold
Act I: Scene II
The scene begins with the interlude performed by the deformed fools of Volpones
household. At its conclusion, the first dupe arrives outside Volpones residence.
Voltore (the vulture) is an advocate by profession and a gull by avocation. Volpone
hurries to change into his constume of a decaying carcass. He dons a long gown,
covers his head with a nightcap, and climbs under the fur coverlets of his supposed
deathbed. All is in readiness for Mosca to bring in the victim. Mosca appears
with Voltores rich gift of an exquisitely carved gold plate engraved with the
arms and name of Volpone. Mosca, hardly able to contain his glee, tells Volpone
of the greedy anticipation of Voltore.
Critical Comments
The interlude performed by the eunuch, dwarf, and fool is a satire of the kind of
comic relief injected between the acts of a morality play. Jonsons dialogue
imitates the false pace of such verse while demonstrating his command of the
literature of the ancients. The playwright takes the opportunity to show his
contempt for the policies of Puritanism by arguing for the Pythagorean rule over
that of reformed religion. In the end, the fools of the interlude suggest that is
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best to suffer neither rule; as Moscas song indicates, the fools condition is best:
Fools they are the only nation
Worth mens envy or admiration.
Een his face begetteth laughter,
And he speaks truth free from slaughter.
The fool lives outside the social order and can speak the truth because he is
not responsible for what he says. Mosca has chosen this course for himself.
Act I: Scene III
Mosca tells Voltore that Volpone holds the vulture first in his love. The present is
offered to Volpone; the value of the gift evokes Volpones suggestion that Voltore
come more often. Voltore feigns sadness at the pitiful sight of Volpone Mosca
shares the private asides of both Volpone and Voltore as he moves across the
stage between them. He encourages both actors to exaggerate their false
conditions. Mosca assures the advocate that all of Volpones wealth will soon
pass on to the lawyer. The fooling gull is interrupted by the knocking of another
aspirant to Volpones hoard, Signior Corbaccio (carrion crow). Mosca hurries
the fleeced Voltore out, promising him a copy of Volpoes will. sThe two
conspirators, Volpone and Mosca, rejoice at the first victims folly and prepare
for the entrance of the next fool.
Critical Comments
Voltores entrance presents the audience with its first opportunity to watch the
central action of the play. It is evident that all of the actors are playing their own
game. Volpone must feign deathly illness and rely upon Mosca as his interpreter
and consort. Voltore, too, relies on Mosca to secure the will in his favour. The
parasite Mosca depends upon Volpones munificence, which is directly related
to the success of their ruse.
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Act I: Scene IV
Summary
Though Corbaccio is older than Volpone to he hopes to hop over Volpones
grave. The carrion crow has purchased a drug for Volpone, which Mosca wisely
refuses on his masters behalf. Mosca mocks the medical profession, saying that
when a doctor kills a man, the law not only absolves him but gives him great
rewards. Mosca relates Volpones worsening condition by illustrating the approach
of death on the face of Corbaccio. Corbaccio is pleased that Volpone is near
death. Mosca cleverly obtains Corbaccios gift of a bag of gold coins by reminding
him that Voltore left the gold plate.
Not to be satisfied with a mere bag of gold, Mosca, with cozening audacity,
persuades the old, decaying Corbaccio to disinherit his brave, noble son in favour
of Volpone. Corbaccio will surely outlive Volpone and the fox will gratefully,
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after so great a display of affection by Corbaccio, make the old crow his heir.
Eventually, the son will get all of Corbaccios inheritance and more.
Corbaccios distracted delight, coupled with his bad hearing, enables the
bold Mosca to tell him to his face that his knowledge is no better than his hearing.
Volpone, playing the bedridden sick man, can hardly cover his laughter as
Corbaccio exits. The two rogues recreate their triumph with gales of laughter
until they are interrupted by the knock of Corvino (the raven).
Critical Comments
Corbaccio, as the name suggests, is an old crow ready to die, living only on
carrion. He is not as fearsome a bird of prey as the vulture, and Mosca is holder
in his presence. This boldness is evident in two excellent pieces of visual
business. In mimic fashion Mosca illustrates Volpones death throes on
Corbaccios face. Again Mosca employs Corbaccios hearing defect to mock his
infirmity. The actorss facial expression and vocal tone belie the meaning of his
rhetoric.
Act I: Scene V
Mosca tells Corvino that Volpone does not even recognize old friends in his
present condition. On cue, Volpone says Signior Corvino. Mosca announces
that his masters hearing is gone, but he can feel the gem Corvino has brought.
Corvino feigns sorrow over Volpones condition, but Mosca discourages this
act. After all, what difference does it make now that Volpone cannot hear them.
Mosca uses this ruse to attack his employer, declaring that Volpone has only
bastard children begot on beggars, Gypsies, Jews, and Blackmoors. Volpone is
powerless to reprimand his parasite because he must continue to feign deafness.
Mosca heaps on the insults, saying that the dwarf, fool, and eunuch are Volpones
natural children! Encouraged to join the game, Corvino pledges Mosca a share
of his inheritance in exchange for the gadflys assistance. Mosca suggests that
part of Corvinos fortune is his gallant wife. This causes Corvino to make a
quick exit. Another knock indicates the presence of Lady Would-be, the wife of
the English knight Sir Politic Would-Be.
Volpone tells Mosca to get rid of her, wondering that the bold english...let
loose their wives to all encounters! Mosca says that with her face she cannot
help but be honest (virtuous). Mosca makes a hymn to the beauty of Corvinos
wife, and Volpone resolves to see the lady. A disguise must be designed to deceive
the insanely jealous Corvino; he guards his wife with ten spies!
Critical Comments
Corvino is a preening raven; his greatest treasure is his beautiful wife. Mosca
sees this character-flaw and plays upon it by suggesting that she might be shared
with the rest of his fortune. It is a telling remark. It also serves to warn of a future
plot development. Corvinos wife will surely be a pawn in the villainous game.
Jonson is preparing us for the entrance.
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Act II : Scene I
Jonson begins the second act by introducing his audience to a couple of English
tourists sightseeing in St. Marks Square. Sir Politic Would-be is in Venice at his
wifes insistence; it is the height of the social season. Peregrine is confused by
Sir Pols strange conversation: This fellow, does he gull me, trow, or is gulled?
Sir Pol mysteriously asks of signs and portents current in London. Affecting the
same disposition, Peregrine relates the death of the fool Stone. Stone dead!
puns Sir Pol in unconscious shock, and Peregrine hopes that the fool was no
kinsman to the knight. Sir Pol tells Peregrine that Stone was actually a dangerous
secret agent who received weekly intelligence in a trencher of meant and
before the meal was done, convey (ed) an answer in a toothpick Peregrine
repeats that he has heard your baboons were spies and Sir Pol gravely concurs.
Anxious to mark the ebbs and flows of states, Sir Politic keeps a notebook filled
with pertinent observation. At that moment, Mosca and the dwarf enter the square
and begin erecting a stage. They are disguised.
Critical Comments
The first act of Volpone develops the central conflict and introduces the main
characters of the play. Jonson begins the second act with the people and action
of the parallel sub-plot. The most obvious parallel is the gullible nature of Sir
Politic, whom Peregrine uses as his fool.
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Act II: Scene II
Mosca has the stage placed beneath the windows of Corvinos house in St. Marks
Square. Peregrine describes mountebanks as quacksalvers, fellows that live by
vending oils and drugs. Sir Politic protests that such mountebanks are great
general scholars and excellent physicians. Sir Politic asks the disguised Mosca
for the name of the mountebank about to take the stage. Mosca names an Italian
juggler who was in England about that time, Scoto of Mantua. At that moment,
Volpone enters, as Scoto, followed by a crowd.
Volpone attacks the methods of other mountebanks, those turdy-facy-nasiyparty-lousy-farcical rogues. Scoto, alias Volpone, declares that, unlike other
mountebanks, he has nothing to sell. Sir Pol smiles smugly at Peregrine. At
once, Volpone draws forth a precious liquor, crying O health! Health! The
blessing of the rich! The riches of the Poor ! Peregrine smiles knowingly, but
Sir Pol is completely fooled. Volpone wants eight crowns for this elixir, which
can cure vertigine, malicaduco, tremor cardiain short, everything from dandruff
to athletes foot. A song is extemporized, a seventeenth-century singing
cl1mmercial, and Volpone launches into the final pitch.He promises to give away
his expensive elixir to anyone who win give him a memento, a handkerchief. He
looks to the balcony of Corvinos house, where Celia has been listening intently.
Suddenly, she throws down her handkerchief. Volpone speaks directly to her
and, with great desire in his voice and words, promises to give her a powder
more potent even than the oil of Scoto.
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Critical Comments
Act II is composed of two actions. The first is the preparation for, and the
appearance of, the mountebank, Volpone. This includes the action of the sub
plot between Sir Politic and Peregrine and the performance of Volpone as Scoto
of Mantua, whose real name was Dionisio. The derivation from Dionysus, Greek
god of wine, brings to mind the pagan festival of fertility a time of wild debauchery
and hilarity. The figure of the god Dionysus had a reputation for changing its
shape. The special irony of Volpones disguise is that it describes the proceedings
as a pagan festival, with, Volpone as the god of wild license and many faces.
Elizabethans were familiar with holidays of this kind, and they called the central
actors of such festivals mummers. At the end of each festival, it was customary
that the god or prince of the debauchery be burned in effigy, to the great delight
of the participants. Jonsons audience expected Volpone to be sacrificed at the
end of the fun.
Act II: Scene III
Corvino suddenly rushes from his house, screaming at and beating on the
disguised Volpone, demanding that he leave instantly. Does Scoto of Mantua
intend to make Corvino a Pantalone and his wife a Franciscina? Sir Politic
interprets this unexpected excitement as a trick of state and beats a hasty retreat.
This knight, says Peregrine, I may not lose him, for my mirth, till night.
Critical Comments
The central figure of much festival comedy was the cuckold. The word is said to
be an allusion to the cuckoo birds habit of laying its eggs in the nests of other
birds. Corvino, a proud and preening raven, is about to he turned into a cuckoo
bird! Aware of this threat to his reputation he refers to the Commedia dellarte
characters of the cuckold and his wife, Pantalone and Francisca. A travelling
Comedia dellarte troupe had recently played in London, Jonson alludes to these
comedians as a parallel to the action of his play. It was traditional with
mountebanks to beat them for their labours.
Harlequin of the Comedia was the fool who tried to trick Pantalone and as
beaten for his trouble. Harlequin was a base fellow and generally deserved the
blows. Volpone, disguised as Scoto, is beaten by Corvino as a base mountebank
about to cuckold him. It is ironic that once again, the fox cannot reveal his true
identity without risking disaster. The human Volpone is beginning to lose his
identity. The animal Volpone is a perversion of humanity. The special dramatic
significance of the animal names is becoming more apparent.
Act II : Scene IV
After the crowd disperses in confusion, Volpone and Mosca stagger down to the
front of the stage in great distress. Volpone has been wounded by angry Cupid,
bolting from her (Celias) eyes. Volpone must see her or die a wretched man.
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Though the meeting seems impossible, Mosca undertakes to turn the trick.
Volpone offers Mosca everything for a meeting with Celia. Mosca consoles
Volpones longing by promising him success in cuckolding Corvino. Volpone is
pleased that he played the mountebank so successfully Mosca tells his master
that Scoto himself could hardly have distinguished!
Critical Comments
Now that Volpone has discovered for himself the beauty of Celia, she becomes
another desired possession. The important thing is that she already belongs to
Corvino. Volpones greed is reserved for objects that others possess. Mosca is
fully aware of this character trait, and he teases Volpones longing wit the promise
of making Corvino a cuckold. Celia is not desired because of her beauty; rather,
her beauty makes tricking Corvino worth the effort. Volpones greed has
completely mastered him.
Act II: Scene V
The action shifts to a room in Corvinos house. The raven is furious with Celia
for flirting with the disguised Volpone. Celia has rendered death to his honour
by making eyes at the citys fool. Perhaps she would play Lady Vanity of the
morality plays to mortify him further.
Innocent Celia pleads for .her lords patience. It is of no avail; Corvino
threatens her with death. She cannot understand the gravity of the situation, and
this intensifies Corvinos rage. Corvino suggests that the innocent handkerchief
possessed a message of assignation. Celia is horrified at the thought, and Corvino
declares his intention of compounding his precious restrictions upon her. I will
keep thee backwards; thy lodging shall be backwards, thy wall backwards!
This is his reward for being open with her, allowing her to go to church every
once in a while: he hustles Celia out of the room with harsh threats. A servant
announces the presence Signior Mosca.
Critical Comments
Corvino is the prototype of the jealous husband. Corvino is an Italian, not a
Dutchman! Flirting with his wife is the worst insult that can be paid an Italian
gentleman. Jealousy is Corvinos ruling passion. Jonson is preparing us for a
development of the plot.
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ACT II : Scene VI
Corvino turns from wrath to wreathed smiles in anticipation the announcement
of Volpones death. Alas, Mosca dashes his hop with the news that Scotos oil
has affected Volpones recovery. Further more, the blessed juice was procured
for Volpone by Corbaccio at Voltore. They have hired a physician to prescribe a
flayed al clapped to his breast, and some young woman must be straight sought
out, lusty, and full of juice, to sleep by him. Corvino perceives Voltores and
Corbaccios threat to his hopes and suggest that Mosca hire a courtesan on his
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behalf. Mosca rejects this course of action as too dangerous. They may perchance
light on a queen (who) may cheat us all.
Mosca describes the simple creature they must find, using Celia as the model
of his inspiration. In mock despair, Mosca a Corvino: Ha you no kinswoman?
One of the doctors offered his own daughter! Corvino is shocked. Mosca assures
him that the doctor did so knowing that naught can warm his (Volpones) blood.
Corvino grasps Moscas intention and mulls over the possibility of Celias
becoming his candidate. Suddenly, the doctor is a covetous wretch and Corvinos
honour is forgotten. Mosca feigns surprise and compliments Corvino on his
audacious plan. Corvinos zeal huries Mosca to make the proper preparations.
Mosca promises that only Corvino will be received. There is only one condition
Corvino must accept: he must not come until he receives word from Mosca.
Critical Comments
Mosca is now at the top of his cozening form. Not only does he grant Volpone a
miraculous recovery, but he attributes it to the imposters own oil! The delight of
the following rhetoric is based upon the audiences understanding of Moscas
aim and their interest in watching him construct his plot. The ironic power of the
description of Celia is the result of the audiences awareness of Moscas audacity.
Act II: Scene VII
Corvino summons his wife, who enters blabbering. The raven disclaims all
jealousy and commands Celia to dress in her best attire; they are going to a Feast
at Volpones house. There, predicts Corvino, it shall appear how far I am free
from jealousy or fear.
Critical Comments
Corvino persuades his wife that he is not the typical Italian gentleman. He is no
jealous, and he will cuckold himself to prove it! It is a delicious piece, and, best
of all, the ironic gull is unaware of the irony
Act III: Scene I
Mosca is discovered in the street, soliloquizing on the nature, number, and the
kinds of parasitic fools.
Critical Comments
Once again, the act is divided into two locales. The first two scenes take place on
a street. It is necessary that we become more completely acquainted with Moscas
disposition. Thus the third act opens with the traditional Elizabethan theatrical
convention of the soliloquy.
Act III: Scene II
Moscas musings are interrupted by Old Corbaccios son, Bonario (good fellow).
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The parasite attempts to speak with the young man, but Bonario is loath to
interchange discourse with such a person. Unperturbed Mosca rejects the direct
insult of baseness and falls into a lament upon the accident of his birth. After
a well-modulated refrain of self-pity, Mosca weeps. Bonario is moved by this
display of softness and repents his harshness. Seizing this opening, Mosca recites
a litany of his villainies perpetrated before the audiences eyes, then denies his
association with such corruption. Bonario cannot believe that anyone could
dissemble such a passion, and he begs Moscas forgiveness for so mistaking his
nature.
Now the thread of Moscas purpose becomes apparent. He warns Bonario
that his father intends to disinherit him. Bonario begins to suspect Mosca of
some trickery. Equal to this turn of events, Mosca praises Bonario for remaining
faithful to his filial duty. Such devotion, says the gadfly, only makes the wrong
more monstrous. In order to prove himself honest, Mosca offers to bring Bonario
to witness the deed. Bonario follows Mosca, whose heart weeps Hood in
anguish.
Critical Comments
The irony of the entire plot and language is intensifying with each scene. Mosca
tells Bonario the truth, which only he could know. Then he denies he had a part
in the revealed plot. The audience knows the truth of the matter and is able to
appreciate the magnitude and excellence of Moscas life.
Act III: Scene III
Meanwhile, at home in his lavish lair, anxious Volpone passes the hour of waiting
by watching a performance of his household fools. After a short interlude, a
knock interrupts the playing. Volpone hopes for Moscas return, but the dwarf
tells him it is the English lady. Volpone is to be tormented by Lady Would-be,
and Mosca is not present to devise a trick to delay her.
Critical Comments
Jonson locates this and the next six scenes of Act III in Volpones house. These
constitute one continuous action. Volpone and Mosca are now dedicated to adding
Celia to their treasure store.
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Act III : Scene IV
Lady, Would-be makes a fashionable entrance and immediately sends the dwarf
Nano to find her dressing woman. Volpone and Nano talk to the audience in
asides, commenting on Lady would-bes plumage and preparations. After
extensive emergency repair work has been performed, the dressing woman and
dwarf exit and Lady Would-be turns her full and impressive person on Volpone.
The storm, says Volpone, comes toward me.
Volpone complains to Lady Would-be that he suffers from bad dreams. She
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seizes the occasion to elaborate upon her own horrors, whereupon Volpone begins
actually to tremble and sweat. The remedies come thick, gloomy, and fast,
compounding Volpones discomfiture. Next, she launches into a half-learned
discourse that is interrupted by Volpones desperate declaration that, according
to Plato, the highest female grace is silence. Plato cannot silence Lady Wouldbe. His name brings to mind her classical reading, and Volpone has opened yet
another of Pandoras boxes. Lady Would be is inexorable, and only Moscas
appearance saves Volpone.
Critical Comments
Lady Pol parrots the plot of Volpone. She also dresses up for the role. Her
cosmetics and clothes symbolize a painted surface hiding a rotten interior. It is a
theatrical visualization of the character of the plot of Volpone.
Act III: Scene V
In a conspiratorial aside, Volpone entreats Mosca to rid him of my madam with
the everlasting voice! Always the man of business, the parasite asks the fox if
Lady Would-be has given a present to Volpone. Oh, I do not care! moans the
suffering gentleman. Ill take her absence upon any price. Lady Would-be scents
mischief and interrupts the tricksters with an inconsequential gift, a cap she has
made. Without noticing the gift, Mosca draws the English lady into conference.
He relates having seen Sir Politic rowing upon the water in a gondola, with the
most cunning courtesan of Venice. Ist true? demands the incredulous lady
Follow and seem, replies Mosca, as he deftly relieves the fleeing English woman
of her gift. Wisely, and with some swagger, Mosca perhaps toying the while with
the filched cap expresses confidence that his lie would be accepted without
question: For lightly, they that use themselves most license are still most jealous.
Volpone gratitude is effusively expressed, but it is squelched by the return of
Lady Would-be who demands, Which way rowed they together? Mosca,
unperturbed, points toward the Rialto. And away she goes!
Mosca tells Volpone to remain at his couch; Corbaccio and the will are at
hand. After they are gone, Mosca has more to reveal.
Critical Comments
Mosca once again demonstrates his understanding of human nature in his manner
of dismissing Lady Would-be. He and his master engage in a bit of private humour
when Volpone admits that he will take her absence at any price. Of course, the
loss to Volpone is the property of Lady Would-be! Notice that, even though the
cap is of little value, Mosca remembers to relieve the lady of her present.
Act III: Scene VI
Timing is the important comic element in this developing plot complexion. As
he enters, Bonario must barely miss the retreating Volpone. The plot must always
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be on the verge of collapsing. Furthermore, theatrical surprise depends on not
giving the audience a chance to catch up with the swift action. At any rate, the
situation is clear. Three characters are awaiting Corbaccio; one behind a bad
curtain, another in a closet, and the servant centre stage.
Critical Comments
Timing is the important comic element in this developing plot complexion. As
he enters, Bonario must barely miss the retreating Volpone. The plot must always
be suspensefully on the verge of collapsing. Furthermore, theatrical surprise
depends on not giving the audience a chance to catch up with the swift action. At
any rate, the situation is clear. Three characters are awaiting Corbaccio; one
behind a bad curtain, another in a closet, and the servant centre stage.
Act III: Scene VII
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The newcomer is not Corbaccio but Corvino. Celia stand shrinking by his side.
Mosca asks why Corvino has come before receiving his message. The raven
thought Mosca might forget him Did eer man haste so for his horns? says
Mosca in an aside to the audience
As Corvino takes Celia upstage to whisper his purpose to her, Mosca deftly
spirits Bonario from his hiding place to the apron of the stage. Mosca urgently
desires that Bonario retreat to an adjoining gallery, where there are some books
to entertain the time. Mosca is all apologies that Carbaccio has delayed his
coming Bonario, beginning to become suspicious, reluctantly agrees to leave the
room. Mosca, satisfied that Bonario is out of the way, opens the drapes on
Volpones bed, revelling the prostrate for waiting for the innocent Celia.
At that moment, Corvino and Celia come back downstage, arguing hotly.
Corvino angrily cautions Celia against shifts and tricks that might ruin his chances
of getting Volpones wealth. Celia prefers incarceration to dishonour. Corvino
commands the obedience of her marriage vows and relates his great hopes for
inheritance. He demands that Celia respect his venture. She cannot respect it
above his honour. Corvino defines honour as a mere term invented to awe fools.
He greedily contemplates the rewards that await the success of his plans. Celia
valiantly declares that her husbands tactic is a sin. Corvino admits the offer
would not have been made to a hot Tuscan blood or a professed critic in
lechery. But this is different; it is a pious work, mere charity, for physic, and
honest policy to assure mine own. Celia is about to suffer despair.
From his bed, in a delighted aside to Mosca, Volpone exults over his
brightening prospects. The fox orders the lamb brought forth to the slaughter.
Mosca makes the introduction of Corvino and Celia in the most cuckolding
terms, and the greedy raven is grateful for such preference. In fact, as Mosca
praises Celias beauty, Corvino listens with the critical appreciation of a drama
critic. Volpone says it is too kind, but it is, alas, too late. Nonetheless, Volpone
generously gives Mosca leave to tell Corvino what he has done for him. Celia
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draws away, requesting death, but Corvino drags her forward, determined to
cuckold himself. He furiously threatens her existence; she only declares herself
his martyr. He tries to tempt her with his own vice of greed; she remains
impervious to his entreaties. Mosca tries to reconcile the two, but Corvinos
anger is monumental. Sdeath! he shouts, If she would but speak to him, and
save my reputation.
Mosca persuades Corvino to leave his wife alone with Volpone. Corvino
believes modesty prevents Celia from complying with his wishes in his presence.
Celia is left alone to lament being placed beneath circumstance, and modesty
an exile made for money.
Suddenly, the fox leaps from his feigned sick bed and begins the chase.
Stealthily, Volpone tries to persuade his prey to stand still and be lovingly
devoured. Corvino is a rascal, says Volpone and sold his part of paradise for
ready money. Remember the mountebank at the window? There is nothing
Volpone would not do for her love.
Next, the aging lecher tries to seduce the lady with song, Celia remains
adamant. In rich and sensuous verse, Volpone recounts the fortune he will give
her [or her favour.
......we will eat such at a meal.
The heads of parrots, tongues of nightingales,
The brains of peacocks and of ostriches,
Shall be our food......
Celia cannot be affected with such delights; her wealth is her innocence.
She asks Volpone whether he has a conscience. He replies; Tis the beggars
virtue. Indefatigably, Volpone evokes sensual plights in classical references.
Speaking of Ovid, Jove, and Mars. Celia pleads for herself in a most ladylike
sweetness: If you have ears that will be pierced, or eyes that can be opened, a
heart (that) may be touched, or any part (of you) that yet sounds man about you,
please take anger rather than Just as a manly vice. Torture her, kill her, but leave
her honour intact! Old Volpones eyes and ears cannot comprehend the plea.
Think me cold, frozen, and impotent, and so report me? That I had Nestors
hernia thou wouldst think. Like an old satyr, Volpone demands Celia to yield,
or Ill force thee.
One hand to her milky white bosom, the other across her forehead, Celia
cries, O! Just God! Storking his chin in anticipation and leering with delight,
Volpone replies, In vain,
Out from his hiding place, Bonario leaps to the rescue in the nick of time,
declaiming: Forbear, foul ravisher! Libidinous swine! After a magnificently,
gallant speech, Bonario spirits the lady to safety.
Alone and gnashing his villainous teeth, Volpone cries: I am unmasked,
inspirited, undone, betrayed to beggary, to infamy.
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Critical Comments
This scene is the longest sequence in the act and the climax of the play. From
this moment on, the plot runs single mindedly to an inevitable conclusion. The
involvement of the plot develops further, but after Bonarios romantic entrance,
the solution of the intrigue is never in doubt. The scene begins on this note of
fatality.
Act III: Scene VIII
Feigning a wretched state, Mosca enters and offers to let Volpone cut his throat.
Before the distraught Volpone has time to take it seriously, Mosca proposes a
double suicide. Their lamentations are interrupted by a knock at the door. Mosca
feels the branding iron of the felon burning into his forehead. Volpone takes to
his bed; for the first time his suffering is not entirely feigned. The door opens on
Corbaccio.
Critical Comments
The playwright gives the tricksters some time to demonstrate the scope of their
predicament for the audience. Bonario will let the entire state of Volpones wealth
be shouted about Venice. The gulls will cry cheat and demand their money
back, and Volpone will be known as a fraud and a villain. Mosca is to blame and
he is in danger of being beaten by his master. Only more cleverness can save the
rogue. He is given a moments respite, but, shortly, he will have to face two more
formidable opponents.
Act III: Scene IX
The hurtling pace of the third act is picked up again with Corbaccios entrance.
Here the careless, audacious mind of Mosca, displayed under calmer
circumstances at the beginning of the act, shows itself calm in the face of disaster.
There is a great deal of opportunity for stage business during this sequence.
Perhaps when Mosca discovers Voltore skulking around upstage, it is necessary
for him to still a violently trembling leg beneath Volpones bedcovers.
Undoubtedly, the old fox, hiding beneath the sheets, is terror stricken. Not so
Mosca.
Critical Comments
Mosca tells Corbaccio that Bonario, accidentally acquainted with his fathers
purpose, entered the house with drawn sword and tried to kill Volpone. He was
also looking for his father with the same intent to kill. This act, says Corbaccio,
shall disinherit him indeed! At that moment, Voltore slips on stage, unnoticed
by the other characters. Corbaccio hopes that Volpone will soon die; he has a
dram to help him along.
Suddenly, Mosca discovers the suspicious Voltore. Voltore calls the parasite
a villain for feigning his loyally to both himself and Corbaccio. What is this
device of a will about which they were whispering? Mosca insists that he invited
Bonario to these chambers to hear the disinheritance so that the son would destroy
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the father. If Bonario killed Corbaccio, the law would take the son into custody
and Corbaccios funds would be put into Volpones will, made out Voltore. My
only aim was to dig you a fortune out of these two rotten sepulchers.
Alas, though Voltore is convinced of this part of the plot, he demands an
explanation for the presence of Celia. Casually, Mosca mentions a visitation to
be explained later. The pressing point is that the impatient Bonario seized the
lady, wounded, her, and made her swear to affirm that Volpone had raped her.
That pretext would accuse Corbaccio, defame Volpone, and ruin Voltores hopes.
Corbaccio, who has been counting Volpones treasure, is hustled out the
door by Voltore. They must find Corvino to tell him the news. Volpone and
Mosca have nothing left to do but pray for the success of their latest dodge.
Act IV: Scene I
The act begins on a Venetian street with the subplot figures of Sir Politic Wouldbe and Peregrine. Sir Politic is informing and instructing Peregrine on Politics
behaviour. First, Peregrine must never speak the truth. Furthermore, he must
profess no religion, learn to handle silver forks at meals, and know the time to
eat melons and figs. Peregrine wonders that these diverse points are all equally
matters of state.
Sir Politic boasts that he has been among the Venetians for fourteen months
and within the first week of his landing they all thought him native born. He
searches daily for one he can trust. If he finds such a creature, he will make him
rich. Sir Politics fertile mind has conceived of some ingenious projects. One of
his most impressive ideas concerns thequarantine of ships from the Levant
that are suspected of having plague abroad. Instead of lying forty or fifty days at
the pesthouse, Sir Politic will save that charge and loss to the merchant.
First, I bring in your ship twixt two brick wallsbut these the state shall
venture. On the one I strain me a fair tarpaulin, and in that I stick my onions, cut
in halves: the other is full of loop-holes, out of which I thrust the noses of my
bellows...Now, sir, your onion, which doth naturally attract th infection
.will
show instantly: by his changed colour, if there be contagion....
Sir Politic shows Peregrine his personal diary, wherein it is written when
the last Englishman used the privy. These are polsi tic notes, in ofar as Sir Politic
wrote them.
Critical Comments
After the headlong pace of Act Ills conclusion, Jonson wisely begins Act IV
with the sub-plot. The playwright has reached a comic peak, and he must begin
building the plot to its final resolution. Jonson could not hope to keep the audience
laughing as it should be at the end of the last act. The audience needs a chance to
catch its breath and digest the meaning of the preceding action.
Act IV: Scene II
As Sir Politic and Peregrine earnestly inspect Sir Politics notes, they walk,
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upstage. At that moment, Lady Would-be enters, complaining of the heats effect
on her complexion. She has been informed by Mosca that her husband is with a
courtesan. Therefore, she concludes that Peregrine is a lady in mans apparel.
Sir Politic discovers his wifes presence and gravely introduces Peregrine:
the lady interrupts, saying that he only appears to be a youth. When Peregrine
fails to understand her talk of one gentlewoman to another she turns on him. She
calls him a prostitute, a female devil in a male exterior. When Sir Politic deserts
his beleaguered fellow Englishman, Peregrine angrily mocks Lady Would bes
red nose. Before the expected explosion can occur, Mosca arrives on the scene.
Critical Comments
The Elizabethan audiences thoroughly enjoyed the convention of sexual disguise,
and Jonsons use of that device is an inventive inversion of the dual comic
approach. Shakespeare, for example, in his pastoral comedies, frequently dressed
his heroine in boys clothes. When it is remembered that the womens parts in
Elizabethan productions were played by young boy apprentices, the reader can
see the irony of the device. In Volpone, Jonson compounds the irony by having a
young boy mistaken for a woman disguised as a young boy. Perhaps the playwright
intended some gentle satire of his fellow playwrights frequent reliance on a
shopworm stage convention.
Act IV: Scene III
Lady Would-be declares her injury to Mosca and calls Peregrine naughty names.
Mosca explains her mistake, and the lady easily changes her approach to Peregrine.
After an apology, she exits on Moscas arm, leaving Peregrine bewildered. As he
leaves the stage, Peregrine promises to take comic revenge upon Sir Politic.
Critical Comments
Mosca extricates Lady Would-be from a position in which his lie has placed her.
He does so because he needs her service in the courtroom. We can be sure he
will not hesitate to lie again to such a gullible listener. In this scene Jonson
prepares us for Sir Politics downfall. Peregrine has been injured and will demand
retribution. Though Sir Politics lies have been ineffective, he must be punished
for theme. His punishment will be less severe than Volpones however, because
his guilt is less grievous. At the conclusion of this sub-plot sequence, Jonson
delivers, us, with Lady Would-be, to the courthouse steps.
Act IV: Scene IV
The three gulls and Mosca stand before the Venetian Officers of justice; their
case is about to be tried. The avocatory relates the courts shock at the whole
monstrous story. Mosca introduces his advocate, Voltore, who takes the place of
the enfeebled Volpone. The court is curious about Moscas position, and Bonario
describes him as Volpones parasite, knave, and pander, concluding his tirade by
demanding the fox be summoned at once. Voltore assures the court that the sight
of Volpone will move their pities rather than their indignation.
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Voltore begins his defence of Volpone by accusing Celia of being a lewd
woman who has been a close adulteress to that lascivious youth Bonario.
Though Corvino has often caught them in the act, his timeless bounty forgave
them. To erase the memory of that generosity, the two lovers plotted against
Corvino. Mean while, Bonarios doting father, disturbed by his sons heartless
behaviour and grieved that he could not prevent such treachery at last decided to
disinherit him.
The story is too exaggerated for the advocatory to credit; Bonario and Celia
are known to be virtuous... Voltore declares they are the more dangerous for
appearing virtuous. Indicting Bonario and Celia as a parricide and a paramour,
Voltore accuses them of having been at Volpones house in order to seek out and
destroy Corbaccio, Celia acted as decoy to the plot, and in the scuffle, aged
Volpone, bedridden these three years, was thrown naked upon the floor. The aim
of the lovers was to discredit Corbaccios free choice in Volpone, redeem
themselves by laying infamy upon Corvino to whom, with blushing they should
owe their lives.
Bonario declares that Voltores soul is in his fee, a statement which shocks
the court. Voltore patiently accepts the abuse: could a man who would not spare
his parent, spare his accuser? As witness to his tale, Voltore calls Signior Carbaccio
to the stand. The old crow calls his own son an utter stranger to my Joins.
Bonario cannot resist the authority of his father. He is the perfection!
Signior Corvino is next to take the stand. He declares his wife a whore and,
in an effort to further his greedy cause with Volpone, describes his own cuckolding
quite realistically. Mosca assures Corvino there is no shame in what he does,
Poor Celia swoons at the testimony of her husband.
Critical Comments
The locale of Act IV switches to the senate chamber. The last three scenes deal
with the accusation and vindication of the rogues and gulls and the prosecution
of the innocent.Mosca shews the court the wound he received in his scuffle with
Bonario. Bonario realizes the cleverness of the plot for the first time.
Act IV: Scene V
Moscas next witness is Lady Would-be, who testifies that Celia was the courtesan
with Sir Politic in the gondola. Typically, she apologizes to the avocatori for her
temper at such great length that they have her rejected.
Next, Bonario and Celia are directed to present their witnesses. Alas, they
have only their consciences to support their case. And heaven, says Celia,
never fails the innocent.
At this point, the invalid Volpone, stretched on a litter, makes his grand
entrance. Tearfully, Voltore cries out that here is the ravisher, the rider on mens
wives, the great impostor, the grand voluptuary! Then, reversing his position,
Voltore agrees that his client might he dissembling. Bonario eagerly assents to
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the lawyers proposition. Voltore suggests that torturing Volpone would prove
his sickness. His sarcasm puts Bonario in an evil position. Voltore eloquently
concludes his pleading with the declaration that damned deeds are done with
greatest confidence. The court declares Bonario and Celia guilty; the sentence
will be handed down that very night.
Mosca praises Voltore and Corvino for their exemplary courtroom conduct.
After all, was it not better for the raven to profess himself a cuckold than to have
it proved that he was his wifes pander? Corvino maintains it is Celias fault
because she did not go along with the plot from the beginning. Mosca flies to
Corbaccio telling him that the foxs estate is all but in his possession. All that is
left to do is to pay the lawyer. Corbaccio undertakes these expenses, lest Mosca
overpay Voltore from Volpones treasury. Mosca assures Voltore that his fortune
is made, and then, catching Lady Would-be by the arm, he begins to make her
the heir as they leave the courtroom.
Critical Comments
Lady would-bes testimony is foresting on the cake for the audacious Mosca. He
made up the story of the courtesan and the gondola, and now she has come to
court to swear to it! She has been blinded by her greed. First she saw Peregrine
as a prostitute; now she claims that she saw Celia with her husband.
Act V: Scene I
Safe at home. Volpone admits having felt terror in the courtroom. Fore God,
my left leg gan to have the cramp. With a bowl of wine, the fox tries to regain
his good humour and his old lust for life. Any device now, of rare, ingenious
knavery would make him happy. Another bowl of wine to fortify the blood,
plus Moscas entrance to supply the knavery, and Volpones recovery is under
way.
Critical Comments
Once again Jonson begins to build the action of an act from a quiet moment. The
important point in this scene is that if he will only let well enough alone, Volpone
is safe. The courts and the gulls have been successfully deluded. Nothing can
touch him now.Nonetheless, the audience senses that Volpones desire to cozen
pea is insatiable. He is the subject and slave of his own need to play trickster.
Act V: Scene II
Volpone confesses to Mosca that cozening the court in such a grand manner was
worth more than if I had enjoyed the wench. Mosca is content to let the whole
plot rest. This is our master piece; we cannot think to go beyond this. Volpones
praise of Mosca is unstinting, and the two fall to laughing at their late triumph
over the court and the innocents. Volpone imitates Voltores speech to the court
and the innocents. Volpone imitates. Voltores speech to the court; the language
and voice are perfect.
Mosca asks Volpone if he did not sweat a little. In troth, says the fox, I
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did a little, Voltore made such a great effort on their behalf that he should be
very richly cozened. The two rogues art working up gales of laughter; they have
all but lost control of themselves. Finally, Volpone promises to vex all of the
gulls from this instant. Clapping his hands, Volpone summons his fools. Would
they enjoy some farcical entertainment? They go out into the streets saying that
Volpone is dead! They must do it sadly and impute it to the grief of this late
slander. Mosca shall be his reputed heir. Taking a blank sheet of paper, Volpone
fixes his name to his last Will and testament.
Volpone develops the new plot in the following manner. Mosca is to put on
an expensive gown, take up pen and ink, and begin taking an inventory of
Volpones hoard. If anyone should ask after Volpones body, the fools are to say
it was corrupted. Volpone will get up behind the curtain, on a stool, and watch
the circus unfold. While anticipating the reaction of the gulls to this new cozening.
The two rogues begin dressing Mosca and arranging Volpones hiding place.
Suddenly, someone is knocking at the door. It is the vulture. The villains get into
character for their charade, with Volpone encouraging Mosca to torture em
rarely.
Critical Comments
As the scene begins, Mosca and Volpone repeat their triumph and its satisfaction.
Jonson points out Volpones principal-deformity it is cozening, not merely wealth
and merely wealth and wenching: that he enjoys. Volpone did desire Celia, but
he enjoyed cuckoling her husband as much and cozening the court more than he
would have enjoyed possessing Celia. This is of primary importance in relation
to the plays conclusion.
Act V: Scene III
Voltore is pleased to find Mosca taking inventory, but he is suspicious of the
gadflys new garb. For his part, Mosca completely ignores the vulture and his
questions. Old Corbaccio comes on the scene with the same questions Voltore
has, and Mosca continues to devote his entire attention to the inventory. Finally,
Corvino rushes in to ask Mosca if the hour has come.
Volpone peeps out from behind the curtain to have a better look at his joke
and is almost discovered when Lady Would-be appears unexpectedly. Corvino
asks the counting Mosca for the will, and without missing an item or a beat,
Mosca hands it to him. The others gather around to see their fortunes made:
Mosca remains preoccupied with his work. Suddenly, the gulls scream their
discovery : Mosca the heir! Voltore is stunned, and Corbaccio snatches the
will from Corvino, who rushes to Mosca demanding, Is this in earnest?
Mosca continues his infuriating count, pausing to say only that he is very
busy. Good faith, it is a fortune thrown upon me...not my seeking. Finally,
Lady Would-be demands a direct answer. Moscas reply is, brutal: Remember
what your ladyship offered me to put you in an heir. Undone, Lady. Would-be
flees from the scene of her compromise. Volpone is pleased at this beginning.

Notes

Self Learning
Material

197

Drama

Notes

198

Self Learning
Material

Corvino is the next gull to press his case. Mosca shows him the valuable
gifts, that Corvino gave to Volpone and that now belong to the gadfly. Mosca is
duly grateful for the raven is generosity. Nonetheless, Corvinos greatest gift, his
wife, though not a part of the inheritance, makes him a cuckhold. Mosca will not
betray hime; Corvino leaves in frustrated anger. Rare, Mosca! says the hidden
Volpone. How his villainly becomes him!
Voltores hopes rise as each of the other gulls leaves with empty hands.
Suddenly, Corbaccio shouts, Mosca the heir? Volpone collapses with laughter,
saying Oh, his four eyes have found it! Impotent Corbaccio screams epithets
at Mosca; the gadfly replies; Stop your mouth, or I shall draw the only tooth
(that) is left. Mosca accuses Corbaccio of the covetous greed that caused him to
disinherit his son. The old crow stumbles blindly from the scene.
Now, my faithful Mosca, begins the vulture, but Moscas mood remains
constant. Mosca flatters Voltores talent for pleading in court, and gadfly trusts
that the vulture will prosper, while there are men, and malice, to breed causes.
As a matter of fact, Mosca, if the need arises, will hire Voltores talents at a fee.
Mosca applies the finishing touch by thanking Voltore for the gold plate he gave
Volpone. Volt ores humiliation is complete.
Volpone comes out of his hiding place and showers praise on his parasite. If
only he could disguise himself and follow the gulls, he could further enjoy his
triumph. Mosca readily agrees to fit his master in a rare disguise. The disguise is
an outfit of a commandore, or police officer. Mosca tells Volpone to look for
curses. Volpone replies that the fox fares ever best when he is curst.
Critical Comments
Mosca begins this sequence with an air of preoccupation. It is the complete
reversal of roles that makes this scene so hilarious. The gadfly has lived on the
leavings from Volpones victims; now it is Moscas turn to be courted. They
have come to Volpones house to hover over his dead body. They have been
fooled; there is body. Instead, they have a wily heir to cope with.
Act V: Scene IV
Peregrine, disguised and accompanied by three merchants, enters Sir Politics
house. His design is merely to frighten, not to harm, Sir Politic. The merchants
would rather ship him to Aleppo or some other port. Peregrine instructs them to
wait until he gets into an argument with Sir Politic before rushing in to the room.
As the merchants leave, Peregrine tells a female servant to announce to the
English knight that a merchant, upon earnest business, desires to speak with
him. At first, Sir Politic sends word that the grave affairs of state occupy him.
Peregrine supposes that he is trying to make sausages without one of the
ingredients. Finally, Sir Politic deigns to give the disguised Peregrine an audience.
Sir Politic informs the merchant that he has been busily engaged in writing
an apology to his wife; she still believes that Peregrine was a disguised Prostitute!
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Peregrine the merchant has a better theory about Peregrine the pilgrim. That
Peregrine was a Venetian spy who reported Sir Politics plot to sell the state of
Venice to the Turk. Sir Politic becomes distraught. Alas, he has not such plot,
only notes drawn from playbooks. Merchant Peregrine volunteers to have Sir
Politic smuggled abroad on a boat to escape capture. A knock at the door nearly
gives the English knight a heart attack! His play-acting is causing him serious
trouble. Suddenly, he remembers an old invention: he puts a shell over his back
and tries to behave like a turtle! Peregrine helps him into this foolish contraption
and hurries to burn Sir Politics playbook notes.
The three merchants, on cue, burst upon the scene. They ask Peregrine who
is, and he replies: I a merchant, that came here to look upon this tortoise. He
points to the trapped Sir Politic and the others take up the joke. Peregrine says it
is a fish but that one may strike strand tread upon it. They proceed to prod the
foolish knight; Sir Politic gallantly, if uncomfortably, tries to keep up the disguise.
Finally, Peregrine and the merchants pull off the shell and mock the gartered
knight. Peregrine unmasks and tells Sir Politic that they are now even. The
merchants have had their laugh, and Peregrine, apologizing to Sir Politic for the
funeral of his papers, departs with his accomplices.Sir Politic seeks out his lady
and is told that she, too, is in need of physic. He determines to shun this place
and clime forever.
Critical Comments
Once again, Jonson holds his audience in suspense by interrupting the main
action of the play in order to resolve the action of sub-plot. The sub-plot action
closely parallels the action of the main plot. In fact, it suggests the resolution of
the main action.
Act V : Scene V
Volpone and Mosca enter, disguised, and each congratulates the other on his
appearance. Volpone leaves for a moment to go and see what news can be had
from the court. Alone, Moscareveals himself as follows: My fox is out of his
hole, and ere he shall re-enter, Ill make him languish in his borrowed case.
Unless, of course, Volpone will come to terms. Mosca dismisses the fools and
servants for the day and resolves to bury him to gain by him...
Critical Comments
Moscas threat to unease Volpone is an echo of the Sir Politic sub-plot. He puns
on the word bury, which signified the will and Volpones feigned death as well
as the actual cozening Mosca plans for him.
Act V: Scene VI
Corbaccio and Corvino are discovered in a Venetian street talking about the
sentence that the court is about to pronounce upon Bonario and Celia. Each
assures the other he will stick to his original story at the final hearing. What else
can they do? Corbaccio did disinherit his son, and Corvino, but for an accident
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of timing, would have been the agent of his own cuckolding.
Volpone approaches the two gentlemen in his commandore costume. He
elaborately congratulates them on their recent good news, the sudden good
dropped down upon you...from old Volpone. Their old indignation returns, and
they begin to beat Volpone. Both gulls leave in a huff, but Voltore comes on to
take their place.
Critical Comments
The three short street scenes are a comic repetition of Moscas mocking of the
gulls, but Jonson has a reason for it. He wants the audience to see that even gulls
can be insulted too much. The audience thinks the gulls are so frustrated they
will eventually explore. If they do, the truth will hurt all of the characters in the
central plot.
Act V: Scene VII
Voltore is grumbling about Moscas knavery. Volpone tells him that the court
awaits his coming, and the fox begins to supplicate for some of the rents from a
tenement house owned by the deceased Volpone. When the meaning of the request
dawns on Voltore, he vents his spleen on the head of Volpone. With a parting
insult, Volpone runs for the next corner.
Critical Comments
These street scenes build in speed and frustration, and Volpones gaiety increase
with each encounter. The sequence of insults and the predictable reactions are
the preliminaries to the courtroom solution.
Act V: Scene VIII
Summary
Volpone encounters Corbaccio and Corvino. He tells them that Mosca has a
cozening nose. He expresses surprise that such a witty group could be fooled by
a parasite. After a parting remark about the valor of cuckolds, Volpone gleefully
escapes the reach gullss reach
Critical Comments
Volpone has had much fun at the expense of these fools, but time is fast
approaching when he will have to share their burden. As we begin the next scene,
Volpone is still disguised as a police officer. It is an excellent excuse for his
being in the courtroom. We have encountered all of the principal figures on the
way to the courtroom Let us join them there.
Act V: Scene IX
Just before their arrival at the Senate chamber, Volpone and Voltore meet once
more. Volpone tells the vulture that he must be the heir; it is not within the wit of
man to cozen so great a lawyer Volpone is hounded into the courtroom by the
seething gulls.
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Critical Comments
These fast, sketchlike scenes are akin to music hall blackouts. They are short
evocations of exaggerated frustration by the plots key characters. The character
actors indicate their growing anger by bulging their eyes, bouncing back and
forth on their feet, and with constant, agitated motion of all parts of their bodies,
until they suddenly take out after their tormentor. This sort of slapstick is currently
employed by all burlesque comedians.
Act V: Scene X
The whole cast is now assembled at the Senate to play out the game. Just as
sentence is about to be pronounced on Bonario and Celia, Voltore interrupts the
proceedings. He pleads for mercy to conquer justice. Then Voltore throws himself
at the feet of Bonario and Celia and asks their pardon. Pointing to Mosca, Voltore
speaks these accusing words: That parasite, that knave, hath been the instrument
of all. In the fuss, Volpone sneaks away into the city, Corvino tries to discredit
Voltores confession by reffering to his disappointment in Volpones will. The
court is shocked at the news of Volpones demise. Voltore clears Volpone of any
guilt, but he presents papers that will incriminate Mosca. The court is confused,
Bonario is heartened, Corvino and Corbaccio are in a state of shock. The court
hearing that Mosca is the heir, summons him to appear with the respect due a
man of means. Voltore, during the confusion of the courtroom, pushes his papers
in front of the avocation
Critical Comments
Confusion and chaos now take control of the action. Volpone realizes, too late,
the results of his foolish pranks. Voltores change of heart is not the result of a
sickened conscience, nor is it the mere product of the desire to assuage his
frustration or to put Mosca in his servants place. By acquitting Volpone of any
guilt in this mess, Voltore still hopes to salvage the foxs fortune for himself.
After all, he is the only gull who has done nothing that is publicly punishable. To
be sure, he did plead an unjust case before this very court, that could be condoned
as the very occupation of a lawyer
Act V: Scene XI
Volpone is discovered wandering in the street in a fearful state. When I had
newly scaped, was free and clear! cries the trapped fox. Out of mere
wantonness! At that moment the three fools come upon the disguised Volpone,
who asks them why they are not at home. When he discovers that Mosca has
dismissed them, he understands the full extent of his danger. Volpone resolves to
try to unscramble the mess by raising Voltores hopes anew. He instructs the
fools to find Mosca and send him to the court.
Critical Comments
Volpone has finally grasped the extent of his danger and has decided upon a
course of action that does not depend upon Mosca. This is his first mistake; the

Notes

Self Learning
Material

201

Drama

Notes

202

Self Learning
Material

will has placed Volpone in Moscas hands. Since Volpone has escaped from so
many tight places, the audience might still expect him to pull it off once more,
but not without the aid and support of Mosca. The two are invincible only when
they stand together.
Act V: Scene XII
The court is amazed at the content of the papers presented by Voltore. That
Corvino could present his own wife to Volpone seems beyond belief. Celia
believes heaven has heard her prayers. Corvino claims that Voltore is angry about
the lost inheritance. Volpone, in disguise, returns with the news that Mosca will
arrive directly.
Volpone drags Voltore aside and says that Mosca has instructed him to inform
the vulture that Volpone lives; it has all been a joke to test Voltores firmness.
Voltore cries out at his own indiscreet violence, whereupon Volpone tells him to
feign possession by the devil. Corvino and Corbaccio have accused him of
harbouring a devil, so why not pretend the devil is in him? Immediately, Voltore
collapses to the floor! The court again dissolves into confusion; Volpone stands
over the prostrate Voltore, chanting an incantation of possession. Corvino and
Corbaccio seize the opportunity to protect their own causes. Suddenly, Voltore
innocently comes to himself, asking, Where am I? Volpone and the gulls are
sympathetic; the court is overwhelmed.
Voltore denies his former pleas that Mosca is a villain. Furthermore, he
disputes the report of Volpones death. At that point, Mosca enters, clad as the
heir of Volpone. One of the avocatiori thinks Mosca a fit man for his, daughter,
provided Volpone is really dead. Volpone desperately tries to tell Mosca the state
of things Mosca brushes him aside as a knave. The gadfly tells the courts he
intends to bury his former master like a gentleman. Volpone, in an aside to the
audience, remarks that the body will be cozened and alive. The court does not
know what to believe: Mosca, taking advantage of the confusion, bargains with
Volpone for half of the foxs fortune. At first, Volpone is unresponsive to this
kind of talk. Nonetheless, under the pressure of events, he agrees to the terms.
Mosca ups the price immediately. The court asks Voltore who gave him the
information that Volpone still lives. Voltore points to the disguised Volpone,
who points to Mosca. With great disdain, Mosca, denies knowledge of the man.
The court orders the disguised Volpone whipped. Volpone will lose his wealth
and freedom no matter which way he turns. Consequently, he turns upon Mosca.
Volpone unmasks himself and disregards Moscas sudden willingness to
negotiate. Volpone identifies the gulls and his fellow rogue, Mosca. Everyones
guilt is swiftly established. There is nothing left to do but pass sentence on these
fools.
Because Mosca is without noble blood, his sentence is to he a perpetual
prisoner in the galleys of Venice. Volpones substance is given to the hospital for
incurables, and he is to be put in chains till he be sick and lame indeed. Voltore
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is banished: Corbaccios estate is given to his son and he goes into a monastery:
Corvino will be rowed about Venice with a cap of asss ears instead of horns.
Celia is given treble her dowry and returned to her father.
Volpone steps to the front of the stage and, in a short epilogue, asks for the
approbation of the audience.
Critical Comments
The scene begins with the avocatiori investigating the papers put into their hands
by Voltore. They appear to be so incriminating that no last minute action by
Volpone will stay the hand of disaster. However, when Volpone suggests
possession by the devil, Voltore, always the great performer, falls into a faint.
Much good theatrical fun can be gained from this sequence by experienced
comics. Voltores sudden recovery, almost without the proper theatrical transition,
must be carefully timed. The cliche Where am I ? is impossible to believe, but
the avocatori never doubts the vultures sincerity.

5.4 MAIN CHARACTERS OF THE PLAY
(1) VOLPONE
Volpone (the fox) is the central figure of the play. He begins the action by his
plots and intrigues, and it is the audiences interest in the manner of his downfall
that preserves the dramatic tension until the final curtain.
Volpone, as the name suggests, is a simple dramatic character. He is a trickster
who delights in disguises and intrigues. His actions are complicated in plot but
simple to the psychology of the character that executes-them. Volpone loves to
trick people into giving him their most prized possessions. When he has secured
these through cunning rather than ordinary means, the value is increased in the
foxs eyes. In short, his character treasures the chagrin of those he has cozened
more than the wealth received as a result of the cozening.
There is excellent comic sense: in the simplicity and single-mindedness of
Volpones character. His insatiable desire to trick people is characteristic of the
figure of the fool. Volpone is a nobleman, but he shares the same human nature
as the lowly fools of his household. They are naturally deformed; Volpone is the
cause of his own deformation. The plot shows his fall from the position of Venetian
nobleman to the social position of a fool. Volpones characteristic flaw, the desire
to trick people, has brought him to the final curtain. He starts out playing the
fool and ends up by being one. He fulfils Moscas prescription of people: Almost
all the wise world is little else, in nature, but parasite or sub-parasites.
(2) MOSCA
Mosca is a parasite: this bestiary name encompasses the simple character of
Volpones servant. Mosca is only one step higher in the social scale than the
three deformed fools of Volpones household: the dwarf, the hermaphrodite and

Self Learning
Material

203

Drama

Notes

204

Self Learning
Material

the eunuch. He is socially deformed, a follow of no birth or blood.
Mosca lives by his wits; he has no possibility of advancement in the Venetian
world and he is therefore free of the folly of greed. He takes his needs from the
treasures of others, and he takes only his daily needs.
The parasites freedom from the normal ambitions of human nature makes
him a formidable judge of it He uses this knowledge to mock the frailties of his
fellow men, and his only pleasure is in his wise observance that, if he is not
noble, they are parasites. It is only when Volpones need for cozening puts the
weapon of financial advancement into Moscas hands that the gadfly tries to live
by his own means. Moscas sudden opportunity for gain makes him vulnerable
to the folly of greed, which eventually pulls down the charming and inventive
rogue. This comic character flaw is particularly ironic in Mosca: it is the very
folly he has been so delightfully mocking for five acts. Did he for a moment
forget that almost all the wise world is little else, in nature, but parasites or subparasites.
(3) VOLTORE
The vulture is one of the three birds of prey that circle around the fox, greedy
and full of expectation. He is a lawyer and Consequently has a weakness for
wills. He uses his legal knowledge to advocate in justice in order to possess
Volpones fortune. Mosca wisely fools this gull by employing the advocates
own tactics; that is, he tells Voltore the biggest lie and documents it with elements
of we known facts.
Voltore is tricked by his own folly. He can, he believes, with quick agility,
make the wide world believe that a lie is the truth. He fails to observe that he, as
a part of the wide world, might be cozened himself.
(4) CORBACCIO
The carrion crow is old and decrepit, deaf, round of back, and very avaricious.
Partially deformed by old age, this fool completes his transformation from
nobleman to parasite by being tricked into disinheriting his son.
The irony of Corbaccios spiritual condition is wrapped up in his physical
condition: he really expects to outlive Volpone and inherit his wealth. This comic
character flaw is not physical blindness but spiritual blindness.
(5) CORVINO
The raven is the last of the greedy trio, a peacock proud of his beauty, Celia. This
bird of prey is an exceedingly jealous husband who guards his wife with great
care. Nonetheless, his greed persuades him to demand that Volpone cuckold
him. When at last he discovers the error of his ways, he is too proud to reveal his
foolish vanity. The paramount character quality of the three divergent birds of
prey is their love and desire to possess money.
(6) CELIA AND BONARIO
Celia and Bonario are the exceptional good characters in the play, who do not
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fall in the category of the beast - fable characterisation. Celia is young and pretty
wife to Corvino. She is also an important plot device. It is Volpones desire that
delivers her to his doorstep. Her presence there gives Bonario a chance to save
her.
Bonario is another good fellow of the play: He is also sentimentally romantic.
Celia and Bonario are foolish as well as innocent. They look at life in Venice
through the eyes of lovers of melodramatic, romantic fiction, Therefore, they are
not human beings who suffer through uncontrollable circumstances. Rather, they
seriously misjudge the people they should know best, because of their naïve
ideas about human nature. If the gulls seem inhuman in their total greed, Bonario
and Celia are equally inhuman in their purity. Their folly is more silly than vicious,
but it is, nonetheless, folly.
(7) SIR POLITIC AND LADY WOULD-BE AND PEREGRINE
Sir Politic, his wife, Lady Would-Be, and Peregrine are travellers from England.
Sir Politic and his lady are English tourists trying to go native. They are hilariously
inept at playing Italian games and hopelessly ignorant of the ways of the foreigners.
They are parrots mimicking the action of the master plotters without ever
understanding what they are doing. Underneath it all, they are innocent and stupid,
but likeable and English.
Peregrine serves as Sir Politics confidant. He uses the English, knight for
his merriment but never becomes involved in the main action of the play.
(8) NANO, ANDROGYNO, AND CASTRONE
These three fools are naturally deformed persons who serve as entertainers in
Volpones household. Jonson uses them much as Shakespeare employed the fool
in King Lear; that is, they remind us of the other side of human nature that
privileged people often lose sight of. Their deformity sets them apart, even though
they had nothing to do with their physical conditions. Mosca is born without
noble blood, but he is normal in every other way. Volpone, Voltore, Corbaccio,
and Corvino are normal and noble of blood. Nonetheless, through their inhuman
greed and the foolish actions they perform, these normal people become spiritually
deformed fools. The dwarf, hermaphrodite, and eunuch are not responsible fools;
Mosca, Volpone, and three birds of prey are responsible for their folly. Perhaps
Mosca identified the theme of the play when he spoke those ironic lines: Almost
all the wise world is little else, in nature, but parasites or sub-parasites.

5.5 THEMES, MOTIFS, AND SYMBOLS
Themes
Greed
Volpones satire is directed against avarice, which can be thought of as greed
that extends not just to money but also to all objects of human desire. The plays
main thesis is stated by Volpone himself, What a rare punishment / Is avarice to
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itself. The punishmentand the central irony of the playis that while greed
drives the search for money, power, and respect, it ends up making everyone in
the play look foolish, contemptible, and poorer, both spiritually and financially.
A similar idea is stated by both Celia, when she asks in III.vii, Whither [where]
is shame fled human breasts? and by the judge at the end of the play in his plea
that the audience should learn from the play what happens to those who succumb
to greed, emphasizing that the plays stance on greed is a didactic one, intended
to teach the audience what greeds real consequences are. Volpone himself starts
out as an instrument of this lessonhe dupes the Corvino, Corbaccio and Voltore
into parting with their goods in the hope of inheriting hisbut ends up an object
of the lesson as well, for succumbing to his greedy want for sensual pleasure.
The Power of Stagecraft
There is a dichotomy in the play, never entirely resolved, between the devices of
stagecraft and the conveyance of moral truth. In other words, there is a tension
between the play itself (a play which, Jonson hopes, will be of moral value to
those who see it) and what goes on in the play, in which the devices of stagecraft
that are involved in the plays actual production are a source of deceit, confusion,
and moral corruption. In other words, Volpone does not merely lie, nor he does
not merely deceive; he makes an entire production out of his game, using a
special eye ointment to simulate an eye infection, creating a character (the sick
Volpone) using wardrobe, make-up, and props. He too seems to share the intention
to expose moral folly, with the playwright, Jonson; but this is in the end seen to
be another illusion. Likewise, Mosca and Voltore put on a production to convince
the judges of their innocence. They use rhetoric and poetry to tell a story, complete
with a shocking surprise witness and the graphic use of imagery (the appearance
of impotent Volpone). The play thus exposes us to many different forms of
theatrical illusion as methods of lying, perhaps in the hope of allowing us to
better discern which forms of theater are sensationalistic, unhelpful, and inaccurate
in their portrayal of reality.
Parasitism
Everyones a parasite to paraphrase Mosca (III.i), and over the course of the
play he is proved right, in the sense that everyone tries to live off of the wealth or
livelihood of others, without doing any honest toil of their own. Corvino,
Corbaccio and Voltore all try to inherit a fortune from a dying man; and Volpone
himself has built his fortune on cons such as the one he is playing now. Parasitism,
thus portrayed, is not a form of laziness or desperation, but a form of superiority.
The parasite lives by his wits, and feeds off of others, by skillfully manipulating
their credulity and goodwill.
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Motifs
The Sacred and the Profane
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Volpone, both in his initial speech in Act I and in his seduction speech of Act III,
mixes religious language and profane subject matter to a startling poetic effect.
In Act I the subject of his worship is money; in Act III it is Celia, or perhaps her
body, that inspires prayer-like language. As a foil against this, Celia pleads for a
distinction to be restored between the base and the noble, (in other words,
between the profanethat which is firmly rooted in our animal natures, and the
sacredthat which is divine about humans. Through their respective fates, the
play seems to endorse Celias position, though Jonson invests Volpones speeches
with a great deal of poetic energy and rhetorical ornamentation that make his
position attractive and rich, which is again, another source of tension in the play.
Disguise, Deception, and Truth
Jonson creates a complex relationship among disguise, deception, and truth in
the play. Disguise sometimes serves simply to conceal, as it does when Peregrine
dupes Sir Politic Would-be. But sometimes it reveals inner truths that a persons
normal attire may conceal. Volpone, for example, publicly reveals more of his
true self (his vital, healthy self) when he dresses as Scoto Mantua; and Scotos
speeches seem to be filled with authorial comment from Jonson himself.
Furthermore, disguise is seen to exert a certain force and power all of its own; by
assuming one, people run the risk of changing their identity, of being unable to
escape the disguise. This is certainly the case for Mosca and Volpone in Act V,
whose disguised identities almost supersede their actual ones.
Gulling
Gulling means making someone into a fool. The question that the play teaches
us to ask is who is being made a fool by whom?. Volpone plays sick to make the
legacy-hunters fools, but Mosca plays the Fool (the harmless assistant and
entertainer) in order to make Volpone into a fool. To make someone else into a
fool is both the primary method characters have for asserting power over one
another and the primary way Jonson brings across his moral message: the
characters in the play who are made into foolsCorbaccio, Corvino, Voltore,
Volponeare the characters whose morality we are supposed to criticize.
Symbols
Venice
As the seat of greed, corruption, and decadence, at least according to the prevailing
prejudices, Venice was the beneficiary of years of stereotype in English drama.
Italians in general were seen as sensuous, decadent beings, thanks to their
extremely sophisticated culture, history of Machiavellian politicians (Lorenzo
de Medici, Cesare Borgia, Machiavelli himself) and beautiful (and often erotic)
love poetry. Though not things considered particularly awful today, this type of
decadence made English people wary of being infected with immorality, and
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Venetians were seen as the worst of the bunch. The direct influence of the power
of Venice to corrupt can best be seen in the Sir Politic Would-be subplot, where
the English knight Sir Politic goes Venetian and becomes a lying would-be
thief. But the Venetian setting probably made the story more believable for most
English audiences, signifying the fascination of the play with disguise and deceit,
though also, perhaps against Jonsons intentions, distancing them from the plays
moral message, by placing the greed in a historic far away place traditionally
associated with greed, instead of right in the heart of London.
Animalia
There is a fable running throughout the play, through the associations the
characters names create with animals. It is very simple and tells the tale of a
cunning Fox (Volpone in Italian), circled by a mischievous Fly ( Mosca in
Italian), who helps the Fox trick several carrion-birdsa vulture (Voltore), a
crow (Corvino) and a raven (Corbaccio) into losing their feathers (their wealth).
The animal imagery emphasizes the theme of parasitism in the play, where
one life form feeds off of another. And it should also be remembered that fables
are tales with simple moral messages, told for a didactic purpose. Though much
more complex, Volpone, at its heart shares the same purpose, making the use of
fable-like symbolism appropriate and helpful in understanding the meaning of
the play.

5.6 IMPORTANT EXPLANATIONS
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Volpone: Hail to the worlds soul, and mine. More glad than is The teeming
earth to see the longed-for sun Peep through the horns of the celestial ram, Am I,
to view they splendour, darkening his: That lying here, amongst my other hoards,
Showst like a flame by night; or like the day Struck out of chaos, when all
darkness fled Unto the center. Oh, thou son of Sol (But brighter than thy father)
let me kiss, With adoration, thee, and every relic Of sacred treasure in this blessed
room.
These lines are spoken at the beginning of the play (I.i.313). It is early
morning, Volpone stands in front of his shrine, which he has collected through
confidence tricks like the one he now plays with Corbaccio, Corvino and Voltore.
Volpone praises the treasure in ecstatic religious terms, calling it sacred, and
blessed, and exclaiming with hyperbole that his gold is brighter than the sun.
This establishes two of Volpones key character traits: his intense energy, and his
worship of money (which we will soon see extends to all other means of selfgratification).
Mosca: I am so limber. Oh! Your parasite Is a most precious thing, dropped
from above, Not bred mongst clods and clot-poles, here on earth. I muse, the
mystery was not made a science, It is so liberally professed! Almost All the wise
world is little else, in nature, But parasites, or sub-parasites.
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Mosca speaks these lines in soliloquoy in Act III, scene i, lines 713. Mosca
is Volpones parasite, a lackey or servant almost completely dependent on
Volpone for his livelihood. But in these lines, he professes that what defines him
as a parasite-the fact that he must live off the wealth of another, instead of working
hard to produce his own-is in fact characteristic of most wise (or intelligent)
people in the world. The play will prove him right in claiming that parasitism is
widespread, at least in Venetian society; Volpone, Voltore, Corbaccio, Corvino
all are parasites to some extent. But the plays moral satire will attempt to
refute his claim that this parasitism is, in fact, wise.
Celia: Oh, God and his good angels! Whither, whither Is shame fled human
breasts? That with such ease, Men dare put off your honours and their own? Is
that, which ever was a cause of life, Now placed beneath the basest circumstance?
And modesty an exile made, for money?
These lines are spoken in Act III, scene vii, just before Volpones attempted
seduction and then attempted rape of Celia. Celias husband has effectively
prostituted to Volpone, so that he might inherit Volpones forunte. Celia here
effectively Jonsons mouthpiece, citing what might be considered the thesis of
the play. Namely, that even love and sex, the most intimate acts in human life,
that create life, are now held to be less valuable than money; and that this inverted
value-system has made men dishonorable and shameless in their pursuit of money.
Volp.: See, here, a rope of pearl; and each, more orient Than the brave
Egyptian queen caroused: Dissolve, and drink em. See, a carbuncle, May put
out both the eyes of our St. Mark; A diamond would have bought Lollia Paulina,
When she came in, like star-light, hid with jewels That were the spoils of
provinces; take these, And wear, and lose em: yet remains an ear-ring To purchase
them again, and this whole state.
These lines, again spoken in Act III, scene vii, might be considered Volpones
apotheosis. This is high point the play, and the fullest expression of his system of
values. He offers Celia a life full of constant, yet expendable, pleasures; pearls
one can drink, jewels one can lose, without a thought; unbridled hedonism without
any care for the future. But when he runs up against Celias steadfast Christian
virtue, Volpone reacts with angry violence. But Bonario rescues Celia; Volpone
panics, knowing he has been discovered, and begs Mosca to help him. It is the
beginning of his downfall, for the increasingly dominant Mosca will eventually
come to challenge Volpone for his estate.
1st Avo: And these are all your judgments.
All.: Honoured fathers.
1st Avo: Which may not be revoked. Now you begin, When crimes are done
and past, and to be punished, To think what your crimes are: away with them.
Let all that see these vices thus rewarded Take heart, and love to study em.
Mischiefs feed Like beasts. Till they be fat, and then they bleed.
These are the final lines in the play, spoken in Act V, scene xii. They neatly
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summarize the plays didactic purpose. Volpone, and the legacy hunters, have all
been made examples of through their punishment at the hands of the Venetian
court. The judge advises all those present at the hearing in the Scrutineo (including
those in the audience) that they should take care to learn the lesson well, that
vice is inevitably punished, no matter how much it may enjoy itself beforehand.

5.7 SELF-ASSESSMENT
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
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By which of the following names does Volpone refer to his treasure (his
money) in Act I, scene I?
(a) My friend
(b) My lover
(c) My saint
(d) My fool
What do envious people, according to Volpone, call Mosca?
(a) An idiot
(b) A parasite
(c) A rogue
(d) An insect
The legacy hunters bring the following gifts:
(a) A diamond, gold plate, a pearl
(b) A necklace, some fruit, a gold plate
(c) A gold plate, a vial of medicine, a pearl
(d) A diamond, a vial of medicine, a pearl
Voltore, translated into English, means:
(a) Vulture
(b) Parrot
(c) Crow
(d) Peccadillo
To whom does Celia toss a handkerchief?
(a) Scoto Mantua, disguised as Volpone
(b) Volpone, disguised as Mosca
(c) Volpone, disguised as Scoto Mantua
(d) Mosca, disguised as Scoto Mantua
Corbaccios son is named:
(a) Corvino
(b) Bonario
(c) Boccacio
(d) Alessandro Buttone
What does Corvino want his wife to do with Volpone?
(a) Sleep with him
(b) Talk with him
(c) Walk with him
(d) Dine with him
What civic function does the Scrutineo serve in the Venetian state?
(a) It is the Senates meeting chamber
(b) It is the citys university
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

(c) It is the municipal art gallery
(d) It is the soccer stadium
Who is Moscas surprise witness at the first Scrutineo hearing?
(a) Sir Politic Would-be
(b) Lady Politic Would-be
(c) Volpone
(d) Sammy The Bull Gravano
What is Corvinos punishment at the plays conclusion?
(a) He will be rowed around the Grand Canal with cuckolds horns on his
head, then have his eyes beaten out with stinking fish, bruised fruit,
and rotten eggs
(b) He will be rowed around the Grand Canal with donkeys ears on his
head, then have his eyes beaten out with stinking fish, bruised fruit,
and rotten eggs
(c) He will be rowed around the Grand Canal with donkeys ears on his
head, then pelted with rotten eggs in front of the Scrutineo
(d) He will be exiled from Venice
Volpone primarily aims to satirize which of the following vices?
(a) Lust
(b) Gluttony
(c) Greed
(d) Sloth
In the Prologue, Jonson declares his hope that the play will:
(a) Make his audience both laugh and cry
(b) Entertain and educate his audience
(c) Make his audience forget their troubles
(d) Insult his audiences prejudice and stupidity
In his soliloquy in Act III, scene i, Mosca says that:
(a) He hates being a parasite
(b) That he is not a parasite
(c) That he doesnt understand the word parasite
(d) That the entire world is made up of parasites and sub-parasites
In the end, the play seems to side primarily with which characters belief
system?
(a) Celia
(b) Mosca
(c) Volpone
(d) Corbaccio
English audiences saw Venice as a symbol of which of the following?
(a) Honesty and prosperity
(b) Decadence and moral corruption
(c) Military strength
(d) Christian ideals
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16. In his speech in Act I, scene i, Volpone uses language that draws heavily on
the vocabulary of which of the following human endeavors?
(a) Politics
(b) The Law
(c) Religion
(d) Science
17. After Voltores speech, one of the judges pronounces that tis pity two
such prodigies should live. To which two people does he intend to refer,
and his statement is an example of what literary device?
(a) Bonario and Celia; dramatic irony
(b) Bonario and Celia; situational irony
(c) Mosca and Volpone; dramatic irony
(d) Bonario and Celia; hyperbole
18. In Act V, scene iv, Sir Politic hides in a casket made out of what?
(a) Beaver-pelt
(b) Tortoise-hide
(c) Tortoise-shell
(d) Wood
19. Which of the following Italian authors has Lady Politic Would-be NOT
read?
(a) Dante
(b) Aretine
(c) Tasso
(d) Boccacio
20. What action does Sir Politic seem to decide on after his humiliation at the
hands of Peregrine?
(a) To return home to England
(b) To flee Venice in a gondola by night
(c) To revenge himself upon Peregrine
(d) To return home to Scotland

5.8 KEY-WORDS
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:

MOTIFS

:

SYMBOLS

:

No narrator, no point of view
Scene V.xii: the judges sentence Volpone, Corvino,
Corbaccio, and Voltore to various punishments.
Moscas soliloquy in III.i
Satirical, ironic in the main plot; in the subplot,
varying between satirical and farcical
Greed; the power of stagecraft; parasitism
Disguise, deception and reality; gulling; the
sacred and the profane
Venice; animalia

Volpone

5.9 REVIEW QUESTIONS
1.

2.

3.

4.

Notes

Analyze the relationship between the subplotthe story of Sir Politic Wouldbeand the main plot. How are they connected in the play? How are they
thematically related?
In Act One, each legacy hunter comes to Volpones house to present a separate
gift. Discuss Jonsons use of repetition: what affect does it have on our
impression of each legacy hunter?
Volpone and Corvino are both prone to extreme, over-the-top statements,
especially in their dealings with Celia. Compare and contrast Jonsons use
of hyperbole, or poetic exaggeration, in defining both Corvinos character
and Volpones.
All of the main characters in the play are named after animals. Describe in
detail the animal imagery in Volpone, and discuss the affects it has on our
perception of the play. How is it related to the main plot, and does it provide
any element of foreshadowing?

Self-Assessment
1. (c) 2. (b) 3. (c ) 4. ( a) 5. (c ) 6. (b ) 7. ( a ) 8. (a) 9. (b) 10. (b)
11. (c) 12. (b) 13. (d ) 14. ( a) 15. (d ) 16. (c ) 17. ( a ) 18. (c) 19. (d)
10. (a) .
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