
Restoring Amends: 
Forgiveness, Philosophy, and the Shape 

of Shakespeare's Comedies 

Jonathan Tuck 
A lecture delivered at St. John's College, Annapolis 

October 3, 2003 



Restoring Amends: 
Forgiveness, Philosophy, and the Shape of Shakespeare's Comedies 

[Enter wearing mask} 

"Bear with me a little in my folly," as Paul says in his second letter to the 

Corinthians. Here is the program for the evening's entertainment: Through sheer 

grandiose, overweening hubris and self-delusion, giddiness and irresponsibility, I will 

proceed to make a great fool of myself. (Indeed, I have already done so: witness my 

intention to speak about Shakespeare, and my use of the "P"-word in the subtitle of my 

lecture.) Such great folly will beget wonder and interest, as well as scorn, in you, the 

audience. But as my foolishness runs its course, you and I will both achieve some 

clarification, some growth in self-knowledge. Then, in a final access of charity and 

reconciliation, you will forgive me my folly, and I will forgive myself. You too will 

forgive yourselves, for that folly which you share with me and for the scorn you felt for 

it. This reconciliation will be our happy ending, that which makes our evening into a 

comedy. Finally, the barrier between imitation and reality, between actor and audience, 

wtlhlisappear. My masKwtll come ofI,[raf(e of) masK] and you will recogrnze the masks 

that you too are wearing. Then we will all join festively, not in a dance but in a 

conversation where actor and audience are one. 

That is my lecture in a nutshell. I hope you liked it... But perhaps I had better 

expatiate a little. Please you, draw near. 

I have said that it is the happy ending that will make our evening a comedy. 

want to insist on this claim, because this formal characterization of comedy is more 

particular than other common uses of the word. Many people would prefer to say, for 



example, that comedy is what begets laughter. But we may laugh for many different 

reasons: perhaps out of embarrassment, or nervousness, or a kind of vindictive triumph

"sudden glory," as Hobbes calls it. These laughters, I want to say, are not the essence of 

the comic; if comedy begets laughter, it should be more a laughter of wonder or delight. 

Others, following Aristotle, have claimed that while tragedy portrays characters better 

than ourselves, comedy portrays characters who are worse. But is this our experience of 

Shakespearean comedy? The heroes and heroines are almost always of gentle or even of 

noble birth-we see Dukes (of Milan, Vienna, Illyria, and some unnamed part of France), 

Kings and Queens (of Navarre, Sicilia, and Bohemia). If by "worse" we mean not of 

lesser social rank, but rather morally or intellectually worse~ the formulation is still 

problematic when applied to Shakespeare. By what standard do we judge Rosalind, 

Viola, Beatrice, or Prospero "worse" than Macbeth or Coriolanus? In order to achieve a 

festive union with them at play's end, we must necessarily feel that the characters of 

comedy are neither better nor worse than we are. The action of the plays serves to create 

a fellowship between them and us, in which all are equal, whether in their folly or in their 

hard-won self-knowledge. 

Let us say, then, that what makes comedies comic is their resolution. Comedies 

end in marriages; in the finding of lost children, siblings, parents, lovers and spouses; in 

the restoration of the rightful king, especially after a period of barrenness or misrule; in 

the reintegration of the city; in the raising of the dead, either in fact or apparently; in the 

regeneration of nature through the coming of spring; in the reconciliation of enn1ities; in 

the forgiveness of errors, or even of sins; in the liberation of those in bondage; in the 

raising of the humble and the humbling of the proud; in the marvelous fulfilling of a 
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providential plan; in the revealing of an .order, and intelligibility in the world; in the reign 

of charity. Most of these rubrics, with a little stretching, would fit Dante's poem called 

Commedia, or the Comedy. None of them is ridiculous, though all might beget a kind of 

laughter. 

We need to characterize comedy formally in this way-by means of the structure 

of the happy ending, what J.R.R. Tolkien calls the "eucatastrophe"-in order to remind 

ourselves that comedies are imitations, representations, rather than actions themselves . It 

is true that in ordinary language we do sometimes say that an early or accidental death is 

"tragic"; but I hope we do not mean it. We do not take "tragic pleasure" in hearing of 

such things, nor do we experience the tragic pat he ma ta of pity and fear. Strictly 

speaking, we are even more wrong to speak of anything laughable or droll as "comic"; 

for comic characters are even less "real" to us. When we are in the theater, we 

experience a comedy as an imitative artifact; we are always aware that the mask is a 

mask. The comic playwright telegraphs his punches, much like the mechanicals of A 

Midsummer Night 's Dream in their perfonnance of "Pyramus and This be": 

Then know that I as Snug___thejoiner am 
A lion fell, nor else no lion's dam. 

(MND, V.i.221-2) 

The happy endings of comedies are often ostentatiously artificial. The cockeyed 

deus ex machina of As You Like It, for example, is the "old religious man" who is said in 

the last scene to have brought the villainous Duke Frederick to repentance, as he and his 

army are about to invade the Forest of Arden. The reprieve from the king, at the end of 

Tartuffe, performs a similar function, annulling the legal judgment against Orgon; and 
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Brecht gives us a comparable hairbreadth escape in The Three-Penny Opera, where 

Macheath is rescued from the gallows by a hard-riding messenger who bears his royal 

pardon. In the latter case, the chorus-like organ-grinder ridicules the plot device, singing, 

to the tune of "Mack the Knife": "Happy ending, happy ending ... " Shakespeare's happy 

endings often feature unlikely, spur-of-the-moment marriages, either between relative 

strangers like Oliver and Celia, or between one willing party and one whose affections 

were lately otherwise engaged: Phoebe in As You Like It, Demetrius in A lvfidsummer 

Night's Dream, Orsino in Twelfth Night, Angelo in Measure for Measure, Bertrand in 

All's Well. The very neatness of the comic resolution, tying up the loose ends, making 

"all this matter even," as Rosalind says (V.iv.18), seems to serve as a challenge and a 

provocation to the audience. We have already had to suffer numerous affronts to 

verisimilitude- multiple pairs of identical twins, cross-dressing disguises that fool even 

lovers and family members, \Vild coincidences, natural and unnatural magic of various 

kinds. Now, the author seems to say, here is the happy ending you asked for and 

anticipated, dragged in kicking and screaming so that the play will be as you like it, or 

what you will- Ask no questions, because all..'s-well-that-ends--we.1-k-

Jack shall have Jill, 
Naught shall go ill, 

The man shall have his mare again, and all shall be well. 

(MND III.ii.461) 

Perhaps it is this neatness and artificiality of Shakespeare's comedies that makes 

them hard for certain readers to love: my father, for example-a great lover of 

Shakespeare who was educated in the early years of the twentieth century, \Vhen the 

romantic character-criticism of A.C. Bradley was the dominant influence on the reading 
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of Shakespeare, and preeminently of the tragedies. My father loved the great tragic 

figures, especially the resounding rhetoric of their famous soliloquies. He thought the 

comedies were trivial and contrived, though he was capable of plucking from them a 

speech like the "Seven Ages of Man." The tragedies showed him the hearts and feelings 

of real people, with whom he could intensely identify; and thus he considered them 

serious and philosophically deep. The overt artificiality of the comedies was for him an 

evidence of their untruth, which he could not forgive. Jt is interesting that we generally 

find more truth, more verisimilitude, in what is grim and depressing. Which works do we 

call "realistic" or "naturalistic"? They tend to be about life in the coal mines, or the 

meat-packing plants; they are dominated by a profusion of concrete physical details and 

by a preoccupation with the material and economic concerns of their characters. We 

might ask ourselves why that world is more "real," more ;;true" than a world where there 

is the possibility of joy. 

I want to say, with Touchstone in As You Like It, that "the truest poetry is the 

most feigning"(IIl .iii .16). Comedy, which is overtly and self-confessedly artificial and 

conventional, tmds its truth m this untruth. I he mev1table t1dmess of the comic 

resolution has the effect of framing and enclosing the world of the comedy, and this self

containedness makes possible a variety of speculative enterprises, all involving the 

dialectical investigation of themes. The world of each play thus becomes a little 

laboratory, free from the contamination of the familiar world we live in. It is notable that 

many of the comedies are partly or wholly set in secluded, exotic or magical climes: the 

forest of Arden, the seacoast of Bohemia (which in fact has no seacoast), the wood 

outside of Athens, the fairy-tale realm of Belmont, Prospero 's isle, or the lyrical country 

5 



of Illyria, which also sounds like "illusion," "delirium," and as Viola notices, "Elysium" 

(1.ii.4). It is from these enclaves that the resolutions will come to the problems and 

complications that fonn the plots of the comedies. Enclosedness can appear in time as 

well as in space: Several' of the comedies use finite, separated intervals of time such as 

holiday festivals, periods of misrule, tenns of a vow (as in Loves Labours Lost) or a legal 

deadline (as in Comedy of Errors and A Midsummer Night's Dream.) Such self

contained places and times are the correlatives and surrogates, within the fiction, for the 

self-enclosed space of the play itself. The play which uses this device of framing and 

enclosure to the greatest extent is The Tempest, whose title gestures toward time and 

seasonability in an etymological half-pun. (The Latin word for "time" is tempus; a 

tempestas is a seasonal storm.) In this play, uniquely and notoriously, the time of the 

action depicted is the same as the "real time" of perfonnance, and Prospero repeatedly 

refers to a precise timetable he must follow in seizing the auspicious occasion and 

orchestrating the events of the play. The enclosedness of space and time are 

preconditions for the providential working-out of the comic resolution. In this way, the 

play-b.eco.n::i.es~he \\·orld b€c--0m~-ai.±se-tfle-we-r-l4-eftfle-ftet-i-en 

is self-contained, it seems comprehensive while we are in it, and completely 

comprehensible, as the world would be if we could see it as gods. And, as the French 

say, to comprehend everything is to forgive everything. 

Northrop Frye (to whom I am pervasively indebted both for my approach in 

this lecture and in many other ways) distinguishes usefully between "Iliad critics" and 

"Odyssey critics." The Iliad critics are drawn to tragedy, realism and high seriousness, 

while Odyssey critics are drawn to comedy, romance and highly conventionalized forms 
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like the pastoral eclogue and the detective story. The Iliad critics, in their high 

seriousness, find in tragedies a truth about the world, beyond the events of the tragic 

action itself. In this they agree with Aristotle, who claims that poetry is a more 

philosophic thing [philosophoteron] and a more serious thing [spoudaioteron] than 

history; for history tells what happened, and poetry what would happen (Poetics 

1451 b5).. Poetry is thus a more general, more universal statement, prescinding from the 

literal untruth of its particulars to a truth that springs from its ideality and universality. 

And if a play is to speak to us on this more general level, it is already moving past the 

particularity of characters and into what Aristotle calls "thought" [dianoia] , into the 

realm of themes and ideas. Thus we might infer that if Shakespeare's comedies, through 

their closure, are more thematically rich than the tragedies, then Aristotle might consider 

them even nobler and more philosophic. 

Tragedies do not present us with the possibility of a world that is complete, 

intelligible and providentially ordered. Instead they suggest that there are higher, 

unknowable forces in our world that are at best indifferent to our happiness, and at worst 

~heroes, hke Pascal's thmkmg reed, k.riow that they are being crushed by 

the dark infinitude of things; and that knowledge is their glory. The world they inhabit is 

open-ended, radically indeterminate and finally unlivable. In comedies, too, we are often 

made to wonder at higher, mysterious beings that impinge on our lives; but the happy 

ending is our guarantee that it is possible to live here: The world is more forgiving of our 

errors, and we in tum forgive the world its strangeness. Many of Shakespeare's comedies 

end with a gesture toward explanation: the cast is festively directed by one of the 

characters toward some off-stage destination where all the comic confusions of the plot 
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will be explained to them, since they do not share the god's-eye-view of the a~dience. 

Within the comic world, complete clarification is possible, at least on the level of plot 

complications. By our nature as humans, we desire to know, and that philosophic desire 

is ritually gratified by the structure of the comedy. I do not mean to suggest that the 

comedies give us full clarity about the large themes that they investigate dialectically. 

But the happy ending suggests that such understanding is possible, or perhaps that we 

will be braver, wiser and freer if we continue to seek it. The most philosophically 

aporetic of the comedies are also those whose endings are least obviously happy-the so

called "problem comedies" such as Measure for Afeasurc and All's Well. 

I want to illustrate the thematic emphasis of Shakespeare's comedies with several 

hasty sketches of philosophical themes that are investigated within the closed compass of 

the several plays. It would be tempting here to use As You Like It, a play so 

"philosophic" that almost all of its action is pushed to the periphery, the beginning and 

end of the play, in order to make space for a sustained, many-voiced seminar 

conversation on the play's central themes of nature, love, time and education. But that 

would be sfiOOfingliShlnalJarrel, and 1 · d rather focus on comedies less familiar to our 

college. Instead, I'll start with my favorite play, Twelfth Night, which I learned how to 

read mostly from my great teacher Stephen Booth. In Twelfth Night, Shakespeare returns 

to the device of identical twins that he had earlier used in The Comedy of Errors. 

borrowing from the Roman playwright Plautus. In both plays, the ensuing confusions of 

identity repeatedly cause the twins themselves, and those they encounter, to suspect that 

they are going mad. At various times they are embroiled in fights, love affairs, financial 

dealings and even a wedding, all intended for the other one. In Twelfth Night, there is 
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also the aspect of cross-dressing, as Viola disguises herself by imitating her brother 

Sebastian. There are several other, minor instances of disguise, imposture, and near 

resemblance: Feste dresses as Sir Topas, Antonio attempts to disguise himself, Maria 

counterfeits the handwriting of her mistress, M-0-A-I is almost Malvolio's name. The 

seeming madness resulting from this series of mistaken identities corresponds to the love-

madness suffered by Duke Orsino, Olivia and even Malvolio, as they are rendered giddy 

and inconstant by their moods and desires. Viola recognizes the analogy in this exchange 

with Olivia: 

Olivia: I prithee tell me what thou think'st of me. 
Viola: That you do think you are not what you are. 
Olivia: If I think so, I think the same of you. 
Viola: Then think you right; I am not what I am. 

(Ill.i.140-3) 

These lovers, in their changeability, seem to lose their former identities; as the clown 

Feste says to Orsino, 

Now the melancholy god protect thee, and the tailor make thy 
doublet of changeable taffeta, for thy mind is a very opal. I would 
have men of such constancy put to sea, that their business might be 
everything, ana their mtent everywhere, for that's it that always makes 
a good voyage of nothing. 

(II.iv.73-78) 

(We might notice in passing that the sea is associated with mutability and changes of 

identity. For many of the characters in this play, in The Tempest, and in The Winter's 

Tale, it is the sea and its storms from which rebirth comes. What seems to be a shapeless 

chaos of Heraclitean flux, a mad, destructive confusion of water and wind, can also be a 

seedbed for new life.) The fluid giddiness of the drunken revelers, Sir Toby Belch and 

9 



Sir Andrew Aguecheek, also resembles madness, in Malvolio's opinion. And Malvolio 

himself is caged and scourged as a madman, which almost drives him into true madness. 

The cumulative effect of these occurrences is to raise the issue of the continuity 

through time of personal identity-an issue that has long engaged the attention of 

philosophers. It is a question of the one and the many: What is it that guarantees my 

individuality and keeps me from being merely a blooming, buzzing series of 

representations? Twins are two, but look like one; as Wallace Stevens says, "Identity is 

the vanishing point ofresemblance." A madman, in his inconstancy, is one but acts like 

two, or more. In Twelfth Night, the principal theorizer about these questions is the fool 

Feste, who claims to be not my lady's fool, but a professional corrupter of words, like 

many modem philosophers (III.i.36). Feste tends to generalize the issue of identity and 

make it a metaphysical one. Here is his encounter with Viola's brother Sebastian, whom 

he mistakes for her-that is, for Cesario, her masculine disguise: 

Clown: Will you make me believe that I am not sent for you? 
Seb.: Go to, go to, thou art a foolish fellow, 

Let me be clear of thee. 
Clown: Well held out, i' faith! No, I do not know you, nor I am not 

sent to you by my lady, to bid you come speak with her; nor 
your name is not Master Cesario; nor this is not my nose 
neither. Nothing that is so, is so. 

(IV.i. 1-8) 

Even in his most casual utterances, Feste shows that he and the play are 

preoccupied with these questions. In an ostentatious display of pseudo-learnedness as he 

dons the garb of the curate Sir Topas, he remarks: 

Clown: Banos dies, Sir Toby: for as the old hermit of Prague, 
that never saw pen and ink, very wittily said to a niece 
of King Gorboduc, "That that is, is;" so I, being Master 
Parson, am Master Parson; for what is "that" but "that"? 
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and "is" but "is"? 
(IV.ii.13-17) 

Here Feste shows himself to be a corrupter of words, indeed-but a very analytical one. 

Later in the same scene. he moves beyond ordinary-language philosophy and into a more 

historical approach, involving the Presocratics. He "tests" Malvolio' s sanity in the 

following catechism: 

Mal: 

Clown: 
Mal: 
Clown: 
Mal.: 
Clown: 

... I am no more mad than you are: make trial of it in 
any constant question. 
What is the opinion of Pythagoras concerning wildfowl? 
That the soul of our grandam might haply inhabit a bird. 
What think'st thou of his opinion? 
I think nobly of the soul, and in no way approve his opinion. 
Fare thee well: remain thou still in darkness. Thou shalt hold 
th'opinion of Pythagoras ere I will allow of thy wits, and fear 
to kill a woodcock lest thou dispossess the soul of thy grandam. 

(IV .ii.49-61) 

Feste ' s "constant question" is a question about constancy: Is there one soul, persisting 

through various metempsychotic incarnations? Are the grandam and the wildfowl one, or 

two? As one might expect from a quoter of the analphabetic hermit of Prague, Feste 

espouses the unwritten claim of Socrates that "there is no darkness but 

ignorance"(IV.ii.42), and argues for metempsychosis. This is mere foolery, we might 

say; but the way to read Shakespeare's comedies is to look hard at their most off-hand, 

casual remarks. Another instance: In Twelfth Night, the dismissive phrase "that's all 

one," repeated at intervals by Sir Toby and Feste (l.v.130; V.i.194; V.i.372; V.i.406), 

takes a special, cumulative significance from this thematic exploration of sameness and 

identity. 
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The two characters who are most conscious of their role-playing-and most 

concerned about their own identities-are the two masqueraders, Viola and Feste. Viola 

suffers acutely the strain of her divided existence, but finally trusts the providential 

agency of time, whose daughter is truth: 

What will become of this? As I am man, 
My state is desperate for my master's love: 
As I am woman (now alas the day!) 
What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe? 
0 time, thou must entangle this, not I, 
It is too hard a knot for me t'untie. 

(II.ii.35-40) 

Viola's view of time's beneficent role, making her own occasion mellow, is endorsed by 

the play's happy climax, where brother and sister twin are reunited, and one is revealed 

as two: 

Duke: One face, one voice, one habit and tw0 persons! 
A natural perspective, that is, and is not! ... 

Ant.: How have you made division of yourself? 
An apple cleft in two is not more twin 
Than these two creatures. Which is Sebastian? 

Olivia: Most wonderful! 

(V. l. 214-5, 220-223) 

Notice the oxymoron in the visual metaphor of "a natural perspective": a perspective is a 

glass cut in such a way as to produce an optical deception (Alexander Schmidt, 

Shakespeare Lexicon). Our way oflooking is artificially distorted, and yet the effect is 

"natural," which makes Olivia's "error" of loving a woman more forgivable: 

Seb.: So comes it, lady, you have been mistook. 
But nature to her bias drew in that. 
You would have been contracted to a maid; 
Nor are you therein, by my life, deceived: 
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You are betrothed both to a maid and man. 

(V.i.251-5, my emphasis) 

Sebastian's comment does more than to reassure Olivia that he will be faithful, even 

though she thought she was marrying someone else. He also asserts that her error was no 

error at all: nature was providentially at work even through the artifice of Viola's 

disguise. All the errors of mistaken identity are forgiven, or rather annulled, in one grand 

gesture. The audience has all along known the source of the confusions; now the 

characters within the story partake of our wider knowledge. 

To me, perhaps the most wonderful thing about this comic resolution is that on 

stage, it always works, no matter how bad the production, no matter how· dissimilar in 

appearance the actors who play Viola and Sebastian. This moment has been telegraphed 

and anticipated for two and a half hours, and yet, when it arrives, we are filled with joy 

and wonder. In this respect, the scene is like another in Shakespeare's comedies, the 

statue scene at the end of A Winter's Tale, which always rises triumphantly above its O\m 

corniness and predictability. Time has triumphed, and our wonder at the strange made 

familiar is almost me-ffi13hysical. The consiste--nt-tfleatrical success of seene--5--l-ike---tl=le--se

shows how eager we, the audience, are to collaborate with the play's artifice in contriving 

the comic resolution. We contribute an imaginative faith beyond what cool reason could 

ever require of us, forgiving and amending the blatant untruth of the comedy. 

But magical happy endings go only so far; the world is not always so forgiving a 

place. Feste remarks exultingly to the mortified Malvolio, "thus the whirligig of time 

brings in its revenges"(V.i. 375). In this case, time was on Feste's side; but as he says to 

Orsino at another point, "pleasure will be paid, one time or another" (II.iv. 70). 
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Anything that's mended is but patched; virtue that 
transgresses is but patched with sin, and sin that amends 
is but patched with virtue. If that this simple syllogism 
will serve, so; if it will not, what remedy? As there is · 
no true cuckold but calamity, so beauty' s a flower. 

(l.v.42-49) 

The motley patches of the fool become an emblem of the complex, qualified and 

equivocal way we have no choice but to live. There~ amendment and forgiveness, but it 

is necessarily partial and contingent- and for this, too, we must learn to forgive 

ourselves, as Malvolio cannot. We are reminded that Feste is the only character in the 

play who speaks of the necessity of making a living by the sweat of his brow: Even in 

Illyria, he feels the penalty of Adam. His most complex statement about the action of 

time comes in the narrative of his final song, where his progression from innocence to 

experience seems to be a fall from festivity to the coldness of what C.L. Barber calls the 

world "outside the garden gate." This devolution seems to take on cosmic proportions in 

the last stanza: 

A great while ago the world begun, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

But that's all one, our play is done, 
And we'll strive to please you every day. 

(V.1.404-407) 

The strangely melancholic tone that lurks at the edge of this, Shakespeare ' s best 

comedy and perhaps his best play, comes to the fore here at its ending. Yet the 

containing power of the comic resolution is not impaired; we still have a happy ending, 

but we are reminded that there is a harsh world of wind and rain outside the magical 

boundaries of the theater. 
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The philosophical issue of the continuity of personal identity can be put in a 

slightly different way: How can we know that we are not dreaming at this moment? If 

we are dreaming, then all that we seem to experience is merely an illusion, whether 

benign or malignant. Of course, this question has arisen in very many of the explicitly 

metaphysical works we read, from The Republic to Descartes ' Meditations and onward. 

It arises in Twelfth Night and The Comedy of Errors as well, especially at moments of 

perplexity or confusion; but the theme of dreams and waking is far more important as an 

organizing principle in two others of Shakespeare ' s comedies. In The Taming of the 

Shrew, there is an "Induction," an oft-forgotten (and seldom performed) frame around the 

\vell-known tale of Katherine and Petruchio. It concerns a tinker, one Christopher Sly, 

who has fallen into drunken sleep in an alehouse in Warwickshire. A certain Lord, 

passing by in the course of hunting, decides to seek amusement by making Sly "forget 

himself." The plan is to install him in fine clothes, in a rich bed, and pers-uade him when 

he awakes that what he thought was his life as a tinker was only a dream or a madness. 

This manipulative Lord might remind us of the Duke and the Duchess in the Second Part 

Gf--I)on Qui-xe-te,'--the~ce is alsE> later used, following 8-llakespeare, by anet-her-

Spanish author, Calderon, in his play Life is a Dream. But perhaps the most surprising 

analogue for this episode of manipulation comes in The Republic, in a part of the noble 

lie that we don't always remember: 

I will undertake to persuade first the rulers and the soldiers 
themselves, and then the rest of the city that all those things 
that seemed to them to happen in our rearing and educating 
them, they actually experienced only as a dream-that in fact 
at that time they were down under the ground being shaped 
and nourished themselves, and their weapons and other gear 
were being crafted. And vvhen they were completely wrought 
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the earth their mother delivered them ... 

(Ill, 414D3-E3) 

Sly the tinker, awakened, pampered and attended by the Lord's servants, is 

indeed brought to believe that his former life was a dream, fifteen years long. The Lord 

and his servants must behave like actors in order to perfom1 this deception, and as a 

specifically Elizabethan theatrical touch, the part of Sly's lady is played by Bartholomew 

the page. Thus the illusionistic resources of the theater are used to persuade Sly that 

"reality itself' is an illusion. Once Sly is persuaded, they entertain him royally, with the 

performance of a play called- The Taming of the Shrew. And now we, along vvith Sly, 

get to behold the familiar story of Kate the Cursed and her hrutal wooer. 

This Induction at the play's beginning leads us to anticipate a corresponding 

framing effect at the play's end. Presumably the Lord and his servants would make Sly 

drunk again, strip him of his fine clothes and deposit him back in the gutter whence he 

came. It is a peculiar fact that unlike the surviving source from which Shakespeare stole 

his plot, the play as we have it has no such ending. After the happy ending of Katherine's 

"taming" a eornie-res-elution that must seetn-te-u·s-now-even more ambivalent than it 

would have been for Shakespeare's first audience-Christopher Sly does not reappear for 

his comic reawakening as a tinker. Needless to say, gallons of critical ink have been 

spilled on the question of why. Some have claimed that Shakespeare wrote an ending, 

which has since been lost; or that such an ending is lacking because the acting company 

did not have enough players to make it work. But these are desperate expedients. I think 

that we must wrestle with the absence of any epilogue or conclusion to the frame story as 
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an int~I~tiv_e question. I have no real answer to suggest, but a few observations to 

make, and questions to ask. 

First, the act of dreaming is very explicitly connected with the act of watching a 

play. This play-within-a-play, which I'll call the "metatheatrical" feature of the comedy, 

is of course paralleled in many of Shakespeare's other plays, though it occurs far more 

frequently in comedies than in histories or tragedies. Such episodes always make us, the 

audience, more aware of our own situation as playgoers, and correspondingly less naively 

engaged in the suspension of disbelief. By linking theatrical experience with the dream 

state, Shakespeare is able to ask us indirectly whether we too, like Christopher Sly, are 

dreaming. We are privy to the knowledge that neither Sly ' s life as a drunken tinker nor 

his brief life as a pampered lord is in fact a dream; but to him, at various times, each \\·ill 

have seemed to be one. He is not foolish to think so; we would think so too, if some 

pleasure-seeking lord, or evil enchanter, decided to wrench us forcibly out of our familiar 

routine. 

Secondly, the situation of the play-within-a-play involves several metatheatrical 

organization of Plato's Symposium, where we are insulated from Diotima's climactic 

discourse by several levels of metadiscourse.) Ifvve think of Petruchio's taming as 

involving a certain kind of play-acting, that fiction is nested within the fictive world of 

Padua and Verona. That world in tum is part of the play performed before Christopher 

Sly the "nobleman," but his transformation from tinker to nobleman is itself a 

performance, whose immediate audience is the Lord and his knowing henchmen . That 

audience in tum is part of the whole play, of which we are the primary audience. \\ ny 
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should we not suspect that these five levels are nested within a sixth-that there is some 

audience, in heaven or in some outer world, for whom we are unknowingly performing? 

Thirdly, I wonder whether Sly's delusion is intended to make the story of the 

"taming" seem edgier, more slippery, more contingent, and less of a comfortable, 

hierarchical paradigm for Elizabethan husbands and wives. Is Petruchio ' s final 

" lordship" over the tamed Katherine a similar delusion, brought about by her play-acting 

as the submissive wife? I also wonder what is rhetorically effected by the absence of any 

scene of Sly's awakening and disillusionment. Are we to feel that it may be possible to 

dwell indefinitely in our own rapturous dreams of ennoblement, wherein our every wish 

is fulfilled? Would that be a happy ending for us? Or is our awareness more ironic-do 

we focus instead on the pathos of Sly's continued illusion? Though it seems open-ended, 

we know that his time as a lord, like our own lives, will be a "little life," in Prospero's 

words, that is "rounded with a sleep" (IV.i.157). 

There is a similar issue in the other of the two Shakespeare plays that thematize 

the problem of dreams and waking. I refer, of course, to A Midsummer Night's Dream, 

one of Shakespeare · s greatest and most underrated plays-and one of his most 

philosophic. For several centuries, critics, readers and audiences thought of the play as a 

realm of gossamer, moonshine, and whimsy where dainty, miniaturized fairies minced 

through dreamy glades. More recently, critics like Jan Kott and directors like Peter 

Brook have brought out the deeply disturbing possibilities of dreaming: The four lovers 

are shuffled like a pack of cards; humans turned to beasts copulate with semidivine 

beings; simple, good-hearted workmen are terrorized by a sadistic imp. It is hard to deny 

that this nightmarish alternative view of the events in the forest lurks at the edge of our 
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merriment; Shakespeare, long before Freud, knew that the land of dreams can be a 

perilous place. One hazard might be that, like Christopher Sly, you never wake up. That 

is in a sense what happens to Demetrius, the only one of the lovers to leave the wood 

with the magic juice still in his eyes. His return to his original love for Helena, which 

makes possible the comic resolution, is chemically induced, although he describes it as a 

sick man's being cured by nature (IV.i.173) . The play does not allow the audience to feel 

entirely comfortable with this transformation; even after Theseus overbears the will of 

Aegeus and gives Hermia to Lysander, we hear this exchange: 

Dem.: These things seem small and undistinguishable, 
Like far-off mountains turned into clouds. 

Her. : Methinks I see these things with parted eye, 
When everything seems double. 

He!. : So methinks; 
And I have found Demetrius like a jewel, 
Mine own, and not mine own. 

Dem.: Are you sure 
That we are awake? It seems to me 
That yet we sleep, we dream. 

(IV.i .186-193) 

What we experience as a dream (or a play) can have lasting consequences, for good or ill. 

As Hippolyta remarks, 

But all the story of the night told over, 
And all their minds transfigur' d so together, 
More witnesseth than fancy's images, 
And grows to something of great constancy; 
But howsoever, strange and admirable. 

(V.i.23-26) 

It is ironic that Demetrius, "this spotted and inconstant man" (I.i .110) is made constant by 

the fluid, transformative power of dreams. Of course, here as in the Calderon play and 
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the other Shakespeare comedies, we've discussed, the audience knows that the characters 

were not in fact dreaming. Or do we? For both the title and the epilogue of Midsummer 

Night's Dream invite us to consider the play itself as a dream. Even the time scheme of 

the actions in the wood, roughly Acts II through IV, seems to be telescoped into a single 

night's ''accidents" (IV.i .67), in defiance of the three days enunciated in the very first 

scene. We then have to ask ourselves whether it is because of their frightening or 

unpleasant character that we want to relegate these events to merely a dream. 

The dismissive characterization, "only a dream," recurs frequently throughout the 

play in this preemptive way. We might recall the ironizing self-depreciation of Socrates, 

speaking to Agathon in the Symposium: "My wisdom is only paltry and disputable, as if 

it were a dream; while yours is shining and abundant" (l 75E). As we hear more 

explicitly in the Sophist (266B ff.), a dream is part of the class of image-making, like a 

painting, and therefore partakes of lesser reality. Theseus gives voice to this view in 

Shakespeare's play, in his speech about the lunatic, the lover and the poet (another 

Platonic reference, by the way; this time to the Phaedrus). Theseus maintains that 

dreams, poems, lover s fancies and other kmds of 1maginmg are all merely a way of 

making an apparent something out of a real nothing. But "nothing" is a slippery word in 

Shakespeare. The mechanicals' play of "Pyramus and Thisbe" is said by Philostrate to 

be "nothing, nothing in the world." The following exchange is crucial for our reception 

of both plays, Peter Quince·s and Shakespeare's: 

The. : I will hear that play; 
For never anvthing can be amiss 
When simpleness and duty tender it. 
Go bring them in; and take your places, ladies. 

Hip. : I love not to see wretchedness o'ercharged 
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And duty in his service perishing. 
The. : Why, gentle sweet, you shall see no such thing. 
Hip. : He says they can do nothing in this kind. 
The. : The kinder we, to give them thanks for nothing. 

Our sport shall be to take what they mistake: 
And what poor duty cannot do, noble respect 
Takes it in might, not merit. .. 
Love, therefore, and tongue-tied simplicity 
In least speak most, to my capacity. 

(V.i.78, 81-92, 104-5 ; my emphases) 

By referring to the play as "anything" (line 82), Theseus has already given the lie to the 

claim that it is "nothing," although he seems to contradict himself on this point a few 

lines later. Perhaps it takes a kind of kindliness beyond mere nature, a kind of grace, to 

be able to see the something that is not there; what we naturally seem to believe is the 

teITible, reductive saying of Lear: "Nothing will come of nothing." But in this play, as in 

comedies generally, something will come of nothing. Like the creator god, the comic 

poet creates his world ex nihilo; yet it "grows into something of great constancy." 

The word "nothing" appears in the title of one of Shakespeare ' s other comedies. 

In Much Ado About Nothing, and in several other places in the plays, the word is a pun on 

making the pun less tortured. "Noting" could gesture toward music, but far more 

importantly here it refers to visual perception, wfoch is a major thematic issue in Much 

Ado. What is the value of what Othello calls "ocular proof'? Can we, should we belieYe 

our eyes? The truth about the calumny of Hero is discovered by the "watch," but that 

word does not seem to have any necessary visual implication for Shakespeare; rather it 

refers to a state of vigilance or wakefulness. In fact, it is by listening, rather than looking, 

that the doltish watchmen learn the truth, although paradoxically none of them is able to 
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articulate it verbally. But then the villain Borachio uses a visual metaphor when he says, 

"What your wisdoms could not discover, these shallow fools have brought to light" 

(V .i.221, my emphasis). In the last scene, Claudio must make his vow to marry before he 

sees the face of the veiled bride-to-be; but when she is unmasked, seeing is believing 

after all. She is not just "almost the copy of my child that's dead" (V.i .276); she is Hero 

herself. Here as in many of the comedies, the right kind of seeing begets initial disbelief, 

but then a joyful wonder at a truth beyond nature. 

If dreams are nothing, they are also noting. In A Afidsummer Night's Dream, the 

altered states of Lysander, Demetrius and Titania spring from an alteration in the way 

they see. Dreams are often called "visions," especially when they have some prophetic or 

transcendent power. Bottom awakes, unmasked from his interlude in the ass's head, with 

the following soliloquy: 

I have had a most rare vision. I have had a dream, past 
the wit of man to say what dream.it was. Man is but an 
ass if he go about to expound this dream.Methought I was
there is no man can tell what. Methought I was-and 
methought I had-but man is but a patched fool if he will 
offer to say what methought I had. The eye of man hath 
not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man's hand is not 
able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart to 
report, what my dream was. I will get Peter Quince 
to write a ballad of this dream: it shall be called 
"Bottom's Dream," because it hath no bottom; and 
I will sing it in the latter end ofa play, before the Duke. 
Peradventure, to make it the more gracious, I shall sing 
it at her death. 

(IV.i.203-217) 

It is peculiar and perplexing that at at this moment of comic disillusionment, Bottom 

should use the language of St. Paul in I Corinthians, Chapter 2: 
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We speake of wysdome amonge them that are perfecte: 
not the wysdome of this world, nether of the rulars of 
this worlde (which go to nought) but we speake the 
wysdome of God, which is in secrete, and lyeth hyd, which 
God ordeyned before the worlde, unto oure glory: which 
wysdome none of the rulars of this worlde kn ewe ... But as 
it is written. The eye hath not sene, and the ear hath not heard, 
nether have entred into the hert of man, the thynges which God 
hath prepared for them that love hym. But God hath opened 
them unto us by his sprete. For the sprete searcheth all thinges, 
ye, the botome of Goddes secretes. 

( I Cor. 2:6-10. Text: the Great Bible of 1539, based on 
Tyndale. · The New Testament Octapla, ed. Luther A. Weigle.) 

It is hard to dismiss Bottom's garbling of scripture as merely more evidence that he is an 

ass. In his eyes, the interlude with Titania is a revelation of higher realities, of vast 

powers normally hidden from us. We may object that the fairy kingdom is not the 

kingdom of God, but the suggestion is there. The dreams and the plays of mortals-their 

"fond pageants" (III .ii .115)--may not be merely "fruitless visions" (III.ii .3 71) and "fierce 

vexations" (IV.i .68), but emblems of metaphysical and even theological truths, begetting 

wonder in the beholder. 

Wonder, that beginning of philosophy, is the proper response to gazing at visions. 

We might recall that a theater is a theatron, a place for seeing, from theiiomai, to look on, 

behold or gaze at. A theorem, a theorema, is a thing to be looked at, and a theory, a 

theoria. is a looking. The activity of contemplation, described by Aristotle in Book X of 

the Ethics, is an energeia that is theoretike ( l I 77al 8). The Latin word that comes 

closest to theiiomai is miror, mirari, from which we get words like "admire," "Miranda," 

"mirror," and '·miracle." It should not surprise us that philosophical speculation (another 

word with a visual metaphor) and mystical vision are both at least metaphorically linked 
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with the sense of sight; certainly from Plato onward, seeing and intellection have been 

linked. Seeing is both analogous with knowing and antithetical to it, since the realm of 

the visible is an image of the knowable, but is itself inherently less knowable. In this way 

the realms of dreams and of the theater are venues for both truth and illusion. both 

something and nothing. 

Thus the self-contained artifice of comedy seems to unite mysteries that are 

higher than we are with follies that are lower. The moments of mystery, transcendence 

and wonder often seem to come at the threshold of awakening or emergence from 

theatrical illusion, as in Bottom's soliloquy or Prospero's speech at the end of the 

wedding masque-"Our revels now are ended." I have used the word "metatheatrical" to 

refer generally to plays within plays, but those liminal moments, often at play· send, 

where the mask is lifted and illusion yields to revelation, are much more properly called 

metatheatrical-"meta-" in the sense of after as well as beyond or outside of. And the 

metatheatrical moment is also the metaphysical moment, when we ask ourselYes what is 

and is not real. It is a moment of ascent to a higher plane of generality or a deeper 

wonder at what had been fam1har; for now we see through a mask darkly, but then face to 

face. Sometimes, as with Prospero's cloud-capped towers, there is an allusion to creation 

or apocalypse: As Feste sings: 

A great while ago the world begun, 
With hey ho, the wind and the rain, 

But that's all one, our play is done. 

There is no good reason, in the context of Feste's song, for him to mention the date of the 

world's beginning. Juxtaposed with '"our play is done," it suggests that the play itself is 

a little world, created from nothing, as we saw in A Midsummer Night's Dream. and 
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ending in a moment of revelation and judgment. These moments of cosmic 

consciousness lift us above our former selves; we are almost like Dante in the sphere of 

the Empyrean, looking back down on the vile threshing floor of this earth and laughing at 

its folly (Paradiso XXII.133-5, 151-3; XXVII.86). The metatheatrical is metaphysical 

because it implicitly transports us beyond nature. 

These meta theatrical moments of vision, liftings of the mask, naturally tend to 

occur in the epilogues to the comedies. Feste's song is effectively one such. Another, 

less cosmic but more playful, is Rosalind's at the end of As You Like It: 

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 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 
I'll begin with the women. I charge you, 0 women, for the 
love you bear to men, to like as much of this play as please 
you; and I charge you, 0 men, for the love you bear to women 
(as I perceive by your simp ' ring 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. 

(my emphasis) 

We should first observe that the speaker both is and is not Rosalind. She characterizes 

herself as a lady at the outset and curtsies like one at the end; and in between, she appeals 

to dramatic decorum: unlike the King at the end of All's Well. she may not play the 

beggar, for she is not appropriately dressed. All this could be spoken by Rosalind, who is 
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also something of a conjurer; but then the mask slips when we hear, "ifl were a woman." 

This phrase tends to fall flat in modem productions, where female parts are portrayed by 

female actresses; but I'd claim that it is almost Shakespeare's whole reason for including 

this epilogue. He wants to remind us that we have been watching a boy actor portraying 

a girl (Rosalind) portraying a boy (Ganymede) portraying a girl ("Rosalind"). It is one of 

those telling little slips of the mask, like the moment in Twelfth Night where a character 

says, "If this were played upon a stage now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction" 

(III.iv.119-120). Another occurs in Midsummer Night's Dream, in the rehearsal scene in 

the woods, where Peter Quince says, "this green plot shall be our stage, this ha\\1hom 

brake our tiring house" (III.i.2-4). In each case, we are forced to perform the difficult 

feat of viewing one thing as two, both the mask and the face it conceals. Methinks we 

see these things through parted eye, when every1hing seems double. 

The other thing we should observe about this epilogue is that it is a supplication 

for the favor of the audience, the Elizabethan equivalent of the "Applause" sign in a TV 

studio. After a comic resolution wherein the characters are reconciled in festive concord, 

one actor, halt m and half out of character, steps forward with a graceful depreciation of 

the play and a request for the onlookers' forgiveness. "No epilogue, I pray you," says 

Duke Theseus to the mechanicals, "for your play needs no excuse" (MND, V.i.345) . But 

just as we all need forgiveness, so all plays need an excuse; and Shakespeare's framing 

play does include an epilogue, spoken by Puck. In order for the resolution to be 

comprehensive, it must extend beyond the fourth wall of the stage, and include the 

audience. We too become characters; the stage has become the world, and the world has 

become a stage. 
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"The best in this kind are but shadows," says Theseus, "and the worst are no 

worse, if imagination amend them." To which Hippolyta replies, "It must be your 

imagination then, and not theirs" (V.i.209-12). A shadow is merely a made. image, which 

is its untruth; but it may be amended, paradoxically, by further image-making. When the 

speakers of epilogues supplicate us to give favor to their play, they are asking us for this 

act of charitable imagining. If we forgive the theater its untruth, we can become 

reconciled with the world. There is a theological element to this forgiveness , as we 

see in the epilogue at the end of The Tempest: 

Now my charms are all o'erthrown, 
And what strength I have' s mine own, 
Which is most faint. Now 'tis true 
I must be here confined by you, 
Or sent to Naples. Let me not, 
Since I have my dukedom got 
And pardoned the deceiver, dwell 
In this bare island by your spell; 
But release me from my bands 
With the help of your good hands. 
Gentle breath of yours my sails 
Must fill, or else my project fails , 
Which \vas to please. Now I want 
Spmts to enforce, art to enchant; 
And my ending is despair 
Unless I be relieved by prayer, 
Which pierces so that it assaults 
Mercy itself and frees all faults. 
As you from crimes would pardoned be, 
Let your indulgence set me free. 

Why does the speaker, who seems to begin as Prospero and end as Ariel, so daringly 

allude to the Lord's Prayer in the last two lines ("forgive us our trespasses")? He seems 

to cast the audience as the new Prospero, and begs them to undergo the same 

transformation as the fictional Prospero: to accept that "the rarer action is/ In virtue than 
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in vengeance" (V.i.27) and to accept their own shadow status: "we are such stuff as 

dreams are made on"(IV.i.156) and "this thing of darkness I acknowledge mine" 

(V.i.275). The poet, like an alter deus, a second god, has ruled over his little universe 

within the fictive world of the play, as Prospero does over his island; Prospero is one of 

the many characters in the comedies who exerts a providence-like control over the 

actions of others. (For this reason, not implausibly, many have read The Tempest as 

Shakespeare' s farewell to his art.) The poet and the play have also ruled, during their two 

hours' traffic on the stage, over the imagination of the audience-but in the epilogue, this 

period is revealed as a holiday, a period of misrule. The audience is now the rightful 

king. restored to power, and as in All's Well, the former king becomes a beggar. But we 

can only feel our newfound nobility if we are generous, liberal and free, as rulers ought to 

be-that is, if we hold the actors free of any blame for their misrule, their untruth. The 

religious analogue to this transaction is the central therapeutic insight of Christianity: that 

forgiveness frees not only the forgiven, but the forgiver as well. In setting Prospero free, 

we ourselves are given the liberty of a larger world of inquiry and miracle. 

But it is high time for me to set you free as well. I'll do it with an epilogue, and 

appropriately, it should be an appropriation, in this case of the ending of A Midsummer 

Night 's Dream: 

If this lecture has offended, 
Think but this, and all is mended, 
That you have but slumbered here, 
While these visions did appear. 
And this weak and idle theme, 
No more yielding but a dream, 
Gentles, do not reprehend: 
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If you pardon, I will mend, 
And, as I am an honest Tuck, 
If I have unearned luck 
Now to 'scape the serpent's tongue, 
I will make amends ere long; 
Else the Tuck a liar call. 
So, good night unto you all. 
Give me your hands, if we be friends, 
And Jonathan shall restore amends. 

******************** 
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Epilogues to Shakespeare's Comedies 

I. Twelfth Night 

[Clown:] When that I was and a little tiny boy, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

A foolish thing was but a toy, 
For the rain it raineth every day. 

But when I came to man's estate, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

' Gainst knaves and fools men shut their gate, 
For the rain it raineth every day. 

But when I came, alas, to wive, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

By swaggering I could never thrive, 
For the rain it raineth every day. 

But when I came unto my beds, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

With tosspots still had drunken heads, 
For the rain it raineth every day. 

A great while ago the world begun, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain; 

But that's all one, our play is done, 
And we'll strive to please you every day. 

IL All's Well That Ends Well 

[King:] 

III. 

The king's a beggar, now the play is done. 
All is well ended if this suit be won, 
That you express content; which we will pay 
With strife to please you, day exceeding day. 
Ours be the patience then, and yours our parts; 
Your gentle nands lend us, and take our hearts. 

As You Like It 

[Rosalind:] . 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 gooq 
play needs no epilogue; yet to good wine they do use good 
bushes, and good plays prove better by the help of good 
~pilogues . 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 wa,y is to conjure you, and 
I'll begin with the v..·omen. I charge you, 0 women, for the 
love you bear to men, to like as much of this play as please 
you; and I charge you, 0 men, for the lo\'e you bear to women 
(as I perceive by your simp'ring none of you hates them) that 
between you and the women the play may please. If I were a 
\.YOman, 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 b~ards, or good faces, or sweet 
breaths, will, for my kind offer, when I make curtsy, bid me 
farewell. 

IV. The Tempest 

[Prospero:] Now my charms are all o'erthrown, 
And what strength 1 have's mine own, 
Which is most faint. Now 'tis true 

. I must be here confined by you, 
Or sent to Naples. Let me not, 
Since I have my dukedom got 
And pardoned the deceiver, dwell 
In this bare island by your spell; 
But release me from my bands 
With the help of your good hands. 
Gentle breath of yours my sails 
Must fill, or else my project fails, 
Which was to please. Now I want 
Spirits to enforce, art to enchant; 
And my ending is despair 
Unless I be relieved by prayer, 
Which pierces so that it assaults 
Mercy itself and frees all faults. 
As you from crimes' would pardoned be, 
Let your indulgence set me free. 

V. A A1idsummer Night's Dream 

[Puck:] If we shadows have offended, 
Think but this, and all is mended, 
That you ITirvebuts1umberecttiere, 
Whi.le these visions did -appear. 
And this weak and idle theme, 
No more yielding but a dream, 
Gentles, do not reprehend: 
lf you pardon, we will mend, 
And, as I arrt an honest Puck, . 
If we have uri.eamed luck 
Now to 'scape the serpent's tongue, 
We will make amends ere long; 
El se the Puck a liar 'call. 
So, goodnight unto you all. 
Give me your hands, if we be friends, 
And Robin shall restore amends . 
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