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Abstract

This essay endeavours to look at two of Shakespeare’s most popular plays; A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream and Much Ado About Nothing. These two comedies deals with the core of 

human emotions and therefore this essay will attempt to bring certain elements to the surface, 

such as; love, hate or darkness and what these two opposite emotions make humans capable 

of. Moreover it will aim to unmask the lead characters in the plays, these pretend people who 

sprung from Shakespeare’s mind. In addition, the human traits such as loyalty, strength and 

jealousy that Shakespeare have bestowed upon them will be looked at to establish whether 

they are of a similar form or if they divers from one another. Lastly there will be an attempt to 

see if these characters are the extremes that Shakespeare so often used to show humans as 

they are, flawed but likable, capable of great love as well as fierce hatred.
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In my mind’s eye1

Introduction

On the 26th of April 1564 the world was enriched by the birth of a man who would become 

one of the most influential writers in history.2 Due to his magnificent way with words he was 

noted even in his own time and as Ratiri Ray writes; “This was definitely the best time from a 

literary point of view.”3 and the reason for this was, among other things his captivating tales

and his descriptive powers. Since Shakespeare’s plays were not hundreds of pages long, Kent 

Hägglund concludes that; “Shakespeare’s creativity did not lie in the number of words he 

used but rather in his ability to use those words.”4

Shakespeare is, even today, without rival as both a playwright and as a poet; “He wrote more 

great plays of different kinds than anyone else in the world.”5 and generations of people have

turned to his words in order to be able to describe their own feelings and experiences. Will 

Fowler states that; “Each of Shakespeare’s plays is a unique organism, as unique as an 

individual human being […]”6 and G.K. Hunter writes that Shakespeare; “[…] produced 

works of unparalleled excellence […]”7 He wrote the most beautiful and vivid plays filled 

with heart wrenching emotions such as love and hate, and when reading the plays one can not 

help but marvel over what love does to mortals.

This essay’s choice of comedies as opposed to tragedies was based on the fact that; 

“Shakespeare’s career began with comedies, and ended also with them […]”8 and therefore it 

felt obvious that comedies was what this essay would explore. The choice of the plays; Much 

Ado About Nothing and A Midsummer Night’s Dream was due to the fact that in these two 

plays the whole range of emotions and human traits are displayed. Shakespeare used his 

comedies in such a way that he was able to show that; ”Comedy is an imitation of the common 

                                                
1 William Shakespeare. Hamlet. Act I, Scene II. (1599-1601)
2 Ratiri Ray. William Shakespeare's A "Midsummer Night's Dream". (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers & 
Distributors, 2008)
3 Ratiri Ray. 10
4 Kent Hägglund. En man för alla tider. (Stockholm: Ordfront, 2006). (own translation) 129
5 Will Fowler. Shakespeare, His Life and Plays. (United Kingdom: Pearson Education Limited, 2001) V
6

G.K. Hunter. Shakespeare: The Late Comedies. (Writers and their work: No. 143) (United Kingdom: 
Longmans Green & Co, 1962) 7
7 Ratiri Ray. 7
8 --- 3
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errors of our life […]”9 and therefore the characters presented are so vivid, thus making them 

such a challenge and a joy to attempt to interpret. In addition, Leo Salingar notes that both

these comedies rely on Shakespeare’s capacity to describe his characters in a way that brings 

life to the plays without the benefit of long monologues describing their strengths and flaws; 

“And this involves a continuous interaction between character and situation and a constant 

awareness of each of the characters as a separate and consistent personage […]”10

The emotions explored in this essay are chosen due to their infallible way of showing true 

colors within humans. No other emotions could single handedly warrant such outbursts of 

public displays and such obvious signs of character flaws. They further show the lengths those 

experiencing either of those emotions are willing to travel in order to obtain what they desire. 

G. Weinberg writes about the aspect of love; “Shakespeare wrote extensively about love […]

He gave us words to make its uncertainty endurable, to lighten the pain of rejection and even 

betrayal.”11

This essay will further attempt to establish the facts presented above, and as love is one of 

Shakespeare’s most reoccurring themes, chapter one will deal with love. In other words, what 

that emotion can, and will do to people as well as what people in love are experiencing. 

Chapter two on the other hand will analyze the opposite of love, not hate per say, but human 

darkness and its signs and effects. Chapter three will explore the humans portrayed in these 

plays as well as their strengths and weaknesses. Finally, a few words will be said about Cupid 

since he is immensely intertwined in both plays as well as mentioned innumerable times by 

the characters.

                                                
9 William Shakespeare. Shakespeare Great Comedies and Tragedies. (London: Worldsworth Editions, 2005) 10
10 Leo Salingar. Shakespeare and the traditions of comedy. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976) 76
11

G. Weinberg. Shakespeare on Love: Quotations from the Plays and Poems. (New York: Macmillan. 2007). vii
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Background

Much Ado About Nothing was first published in 1600 and it may have been performed 

sometime between 1598-1599. The play is viewed as one of Shakespeare’s most enduring 

stage plays12 and it is put into the category of his Romantic Comedies, also known as his 

Golden Comedies.13 Much Ado About Nothing is a comedy with a whirlwind dialogue that 

leaves you short of breath and filled with laughter even though love is not all that lies in the 

air. It is further said to be representative of Shakespeare’s excellence as a comic drama 

writer.14 A brief synopsis of the play would be: love at all ages and in all states of life, 

friendship, menace, jealousy and intrigues to obtain what is unobtainable. It is further about 

pretence and the necessity to save ones face at any cost.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream was written sometime in 1594-1596, neither the exact year nor

the year of its first performance is known, but it is thought to have been specially written for 

the wedding of a Lord Hunsdon’s granddaughter in 1596. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch, John 

Dover Wilson and Emma Smith state that the play is one of Shakespeare’s most popular 

plays.15 The title of the play is most likely taken from the Elizabethan holiday and it is 

thought that during this night of festivities anything could, and would, happen. A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream is grouped into the category of Shakespeare’s Early Comedies.16

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is also a comedy of love and intrigue but it is written in a 

different manner and is more absurd, intricate and thought provoking than Much Ado About 

Nothing. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the thought is evoked: is love really true or is it 

merely make believe and are the personas in love therefore living a lie, even though they are 

blissfully unaware and feel in love? Who controls our future, is it us or are we merely pawns 

in the hands of an invisible, divine or demonic being that rules our lives at will? “They act on 

their emotions, but what is an action to them is only ‘an act’ to those who (invisible 

themselves) watch, manipulate and comment […]”17 Shakespeare introduces here a being that 

holds the faith of humans in the palm of his hand, and is playfully trying out all possible and 

improbable combinations of lovers.

                                                
12 Will Fowler.
13 Ratiri Ray 
14 G.K. Hunter
15 Will Fowler.
16 Ratiri Ray
17 G.K. Hunter. 10
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1. But love is blind, and lovers cannot see18

What is love, and why is it such a central theme in these plays? The answer to that tends to be 

as easy as it is complex. Starting with the question of what love is there most certainly are as 

many definitions as there are people, all experts in only their own world which shows that 

love is not simple nor reasonable. The plays reveal the quest, the need to find ones’ true love, 

ones’ soul mate because without him or her there would be forever a piece missing from ones 

soul. Love is therefore the one thing that is absolutely defined by millions, understood by no 

one and sought after by all. What is certain about love is that it can not be steered or hindered, 

what the heart wants the heart must have. As Shakespeare himself has written; “[…] in their 

rooms come thronging soft and delicate desires […]”19

When looking into Shakespeare’s rather exceptional ability to create believable and human 

characters, Auchincloss says in his Motiveless Malignity; “[…] he saw in the romantic 

comedy a method of expressing truths about human nature quite as profound as that of 

tragedy.”20  Shakespeare can therefore be said to do more than write simple love stories, he 

shows human flaws, strengths and weaknesses, he shows humanity and in these plays; “[…] 

love is only one of several modes of reconciling the major characters.”21 The simplicity in 

which the course of love is altered gives an insight in to the inborn fear harbored in humans: 

the fear of being alone. In light of that fear it is therefore not considered too strange for the 

leopard to change its spots to be able to receive and return the love of the zebra; “[…] 

therefore all hearts in love use their own tongues.”22  Shakespeare puts into words what needs 

to be expressed and he was not afraid to show humans as they really were, no pretty rewrites, 

just reality, a little bit more captivating but still truthful.

                                                
18 William Shakespeare. The Merchant of Venice. Act II, Scene VI. (1596-1598)
19 William Shakespeare. Much Ado about Nothing. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) 17
20 Louis Auchincloss. Motiveless Malignity. (London; Victor Gollancz, 1969) 130
21 G.K. Hunter. 8
22 --- 35
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Love in Much Ado About Nothing

Here love manifests itself in several different ways as well as in different kinds of love, but 

the focus here will solely lie on the romantic love interests in the play. Firstly, we have the 

seemingly picture perfect love between the two young lovers, Hero and Claudio, whose lack

of knowledge into the character of man puts more obstacles in their path than need be. Here it 

is a question of love at first sight; “In mine eye, she is the sweetest lady that ever I looked 

upon”23 and the obstacles of make believe brought about by the plotting of Don Juan, who 

manages to render hard what should be easy by causing mayhem in the Garden of Eden. 

Furthermore, these two starry-eyed youngsters give the impression that the traditional ideas of 

love and the benefits of an arranged and profitable marriage are not so farfetched and wrong 

given the right circumstances.24 “Is she not a modest young lady?”25 and “Can the world buy 

such a jewel?”26 these words uttered by Claudio shed some light onto his character, which is 

rather insignificant and ungraspable. These words also puts Hero in a precautious situation 

due to the fact that sitting on such a high pedestal makes it easy to fall, with even the slightest 

movement. “One Hero died defiled, but I do live, and surely as I live, I am a maid.”27

Further proof of Claudio’s youth and inexperience occurs when he allows another man, Don 

Pedro, to woo for him, leaving him even more vulnerable to the stings of the serpent. As it is 

with the other lovers, here the foremost obstacle is pride, and to some extent honor and it is 

easy to justify how effortlessly Claudio is duped by Don John, since he is young, vulnerable 

and innocent in the matters of the heart. When it comes to the others, it is not so easy to 

comprehend how their knowledge of the world still leads them to leap to conclusions without 

questioning them. Here one must bear in mind how much, and yet how little that has changed 

in the past 300 years. However, as much as one would like to think that rash judgments were a 

product of Shakespeare’s era it is not so, and when reading Will Fowler’s words; 

“Shakespeare understood the minds of men and women […]”28 it is important to remember 

that this understanding of humans is as valid today as it was back then. 

                                                
23 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 11
24 Will Fowler.
25 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 11
26 --- 11
27 --- 159
28 Will Fowler. 54



Ylva Degerlund

- 8 -

Secondly, we have the sparkling, gripping, passionate and reluctant love that exists between 

the two, not so young odd couple, Beatrice and Benedick. Their pride is the biggest obstacle 

and it stops them from admitting their love for each other. It is pride that makes them continue 

their duel of words just to be in each others company, when their union would certainly be a: 

“[…] marriage of true minds.”29 It is not until there can be no question of the others affection 

that they even begin to dream, all due to the fear of being spurned and rejected.  Beatrice’s 

and Benedick’s  love is clearly visible throughout the play by means of the vocal-war that 

constantly reigns between them, for surely no man or woman would so violently protest 

against the other if it was not to conceal love.  Benedick claims: “I will go on the slightest 

errand […] rather than hold three words conference with this Harpy […]”30 and upon this 

Beatrice swiftly replies: “Courtesy itself must convert to Disdain, if you come in her 

presence.”31 Even at an early stage in the play there is this lingering and somewhat uneasy 

feeling that there might have been a past between them, one that did not end gracefully and 

Beatrice hints as much when she says; “Indeed, my Lord, he lent it me a while, and […] I 

have lost it.”32

Thirdly, there is the element of deceit where Cupid’s bow and arrow are bodily taken over by 

humans to ensure a happily ever after even for the two most stubborn love-deniers Beatrice 

and Benedick: “[…] if we can do this, Cupid is no longer an archer, his glory shall be ours, 

for we are the only love-gods.”33 This trickery shows how easy it is to dare to hope and 

believe, it further shows that sometimes the only obstacle in loves way is you, and you alone. 

When the last barrier is torn to pieces there is only love left and Cupid’s arrows have once 

again hit their target and Benedick says: “[…] for I will be horribly in love with her […]” 34

and Beatrice sighs: “[…] taming my wild heart to thy loving hand […]”35 thus surrendering 

herself to a mans love and affections.

Shakespeare lastly sheds some light on the undisputable fact that love is sought after by all of 

humanity, not all find it in this lifetime but all want it, need it and long for it. The solution to 

                                                
29 Will Fowler. 26
30 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 39
31 --- 9
32 --- 39
33 --- 43
34 --- 61
35 --- 71
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this is according to Shakespeare, merely that every man should; “[…] get the a wife […].” 36

As the curtain falls and Don Pedro sits in solitude, while all other dances merrily, it is hinted 

that without love you are doomed to remain in unhappy isolation for eternity because without 

your soul mate you are only half a person.

Love in A Midsummer Night’s Dream

G.K. Hunter has written how A Midsummer Night’s Dream; “[…] is centered on love, but it 

moves by exposing the varieties of love, rather than by working them against one another in a 

process of argument.”37  It is said about this play that it is probably the most delightful play

that Shakespeare ever wrote38 and it is certainly beautiful in terms of dialogue and imagery. 

However, when stepping back and looking from a distance a chilling thought springs to mind: 

is not Demetrius’ love for Helena false and therefore their new beginning based upon a lie? 

This thought lingers as he proclaims that; “[…] the object and the pleasure of mine eye, is 

only Helena.”39 which we know for a fact was not true only hours ago.

In this play there are a multitude of lovers to choose from, but this part of the essay will focus

on the two couples wandering around in the forest during this Midsummer Night. Shakespeare 

rattles the emotions of the recipients by showing so clearly that love leaves no one untouched, 

it affects the young, the middle-aged and the old, all are willing fools in the name of love.

Will Fowler concludes that: “Shakespeare is the greatest of all dramatists because his 

characters seem real and he included all kinds of people.”40 Hunter adds to the sobering

realization that this is not merely pretend, but rather an image of real life when he writes;

“Here among the muddled roots of humanity it is dangerous to laugh too loud, for 

Shakespeare makes it clear that it is ourselves we are laughing at. 41

First there is Helena, whose love for Demetrius is unanswered but as strongly felt as any love:

“The more I love, the more he hateth me.”42 Helena also gives an insight as to what man is 

capable of doing, all in the name of love; betrayal and deceit are easily justifiable whilst still 

                                                
36 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 161
37 G.K. Hunter. 8
38 Will Fowler
39 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. (United Kingdom: Wordworth Editions Limited, 1992). 
56
40 Will Fowler. V
41 G.K. Hunter. 20
42 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.9
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morally apprehensive. This does not mean that she is unaware of her wrongdoing; she is in 

purgatory and does whatever it takes to get a minute’s reprieve and to be in the presence of 

the object of her affection. “[…] and for this intelligence if I have thanks, it is a dear expense: 

but herein mean I to enrich my pain […]” 43 As it is with unrequited love, Demetrius does not 

spare Helena’s feelings when telling her how much he does not love her; “[…]do I not in 

plainest truth tell you I do not nor I cannot love you?”44 However, since love does not follow 

any ordinary patterns and therefore is as graspable as air, these words hold no effect over 

Helena who continues her pursuit. Not even Demetrius’s hardest words can harm her more 

than the knowledge that he loves Hermia and that his only reason for being there with her, is 

to find the eloping Hermia. Desperately, Helena seeks any signs of emotions; “[…] neglect 

me, lose me: only give me leave, unworthy as I am […]” 45

Secondly, there is Hermia, the woman pursued by two men, one of whom holds her heart: “If 

then true lovers have been ever crossed, it stands as an edict in destiny […]”46  and the other 

one who holds her contempt: “[…] that he hath turned a heaven unto a hell.”47  She goes into 

the forest this Midsummer Night holding the hearts of two men and before the night has come 

to an end she will have lost both and regained only her true loves. Initially Hermia’s strength 

and her adamant conviction of her right to choose for herself shows what she is made of: “So 

will I grow, so live, so die, my lord, ere I will yield my virgin patent up […]” 48  and there can 

be no doubt that Lysander, the object of her affection feels the same: “[…] my love is more 

than his […]” 49 meaning that of Demetrius.

Finally, it has been said before, and it bears to be said again: love is blind and inexplicable, 

but in this play Shakespeare takes it a step further and introduces another world just outside 

our ability to see. He gives life to the fairy world that possesses powers and knowledge 

beyond our wildest imagination. In order to make love equally divided among the quartet 

Oberon and Puck plays Cupid with a flower called: “[…] Love- in- idleness.”50 thus creating 

havoc but ultimately choosing a solution for the mortals as well: “Jack shall have Jill; nought 

                                                
43 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 11
44 --- 20
45 --- 20
46 --- 8
47 --- 9
48 --- 5
49 --- 6
50 --- 19
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shall go ill […]”51 To put it in the words of Shakespeare himself: All well that ends well, and 

by first daylight the four Athenians awake wondering if all that has passed between them may 

just have been a strange and bizarre dream: […] half sleep, half waking…but as yet, I swear, I 

cannot truly say how I came here…”52 What Lysander says in the beginning certainly is wise:

“The course of true love never did run smooth.”53 and perhaps it is true that a symmetry in 

love is desirable. However the play does leave a thought of the concept of man’s free will and 

the importance of being true to ones heart, however hard that may or may not be. 

Summary

To summarize the element of love in these two plays, which is not an easy task, there are a 

few certainties to take into account; first there is the nature of true lovers, secondly there is the 

power of persuasion or deceit if you will, and lastly there is the essence of free will. When it 

comes down to matters of true love the heart wants what the heart wants; “I will live in thy 

heart, die in thy lap, and be buried in thy eyes […]”54  The heart is a powerful organ which 

can not be persuaded to act against its true nature, however, the heart can be played and 

deceived and never be any the wiser, if this is a just route to love or not is left to the possessor 

of  said heart to dispute or support: “[…] I do suffer love indeed, for I love thee against my 

will.”55 When it comes to free will the interpretation lies with the lovers themselves, perhaps 

love is not a matter of choice after all but a relentless and unyielding force designed to turn 

lives upside down and caution overboard; “Nor hath Love’s mind of any judgment taste: 

wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste. And therefore is Love said to be a child because in 

choice he is so oft beguiled.”56 Perhaps it is all an illusion, and there really is no such thing as 

free will and mind over matter, perhaps it is all a rouse staged and performed: “If we shadows 

have offended, think but this, and all is mended, that you have but slumb’red here while these 

visions did appear.”57

                                                
51 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 50
52 --- 55
53 --- 7
54 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 151
55 --- 149
56 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 10
57 --- 75
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2. There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes 

it so58

What is moral darkness, what does it signify? Is it born out of choice or by circumstances 

beyond our control? Why is it that some are more prone to become “bad” or “evil”, is there an 

allure in darkness that some can not resist? 

Darkness has many shapes and forms and even though a person behaves badly in one situation 

that does not necessarily imply that he or she is therefore rotten to the core. It is human to 

make mistakes and most people admit to them and thus accept the blame, perhaps that is the 

measurement of a good person, making the opposite the measurement of a bad person. For 

this purpose this is the definition that will be used. The awareness of these two opposites is, 

when scrutinizing it, what ultimately differentiates the bad by choice from the bad by 

circumstance, since all humans have a choice and even not to decide is in fact also a 

conscious choice. Darkness can also be said to be the absence of light, and while being 

submerged in total darkness the truth may be hard to see. This inability to see makes it easier 

to follow the path that leads astray without questioning the seductive voice of darkness; “[…] 

and ere a man had power to say ‘Behold!’ the jaws of darkness to devour it up: so quick 

bright things come to confusion.”59

In both plays there is an unequal amount of love and hate and Shakespeare; “[…] unfolds 

both heaven and earth […]”60 and it was also Shakespeare who raised awareness about the 

fact that there indeed are more things in our world than meet the eye and that what is seen is 

not always the truth. 

                                                
58 William Shakespeare. Hamlet. Act II, Scene II. (1599-1601)
59 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 7-8
60 --- 7
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Darkness and malice in Much Ado About Nothing

In this play there are several kinds of darkness, some not so dark when compared to others, 

but as Shakespeare so aptly shows, there is a possible villain in all of us. He further shows the 

importance of present evil in order to really appreciate and cherish what is taken for granted.

Firstly, there is the element of pure malice which in Much Ado About Nothing is obvious 

despite its apparent giddy and light setting. The dark element here is present in the flesh

through the character of Don John who is described as the bastard brother of the prince. 

Shakespeare’s masterful depiction of the essence of Don John leaves the reader in no doubt of 

his characters dark and brooding nature; “I cannot hide what I am: I must be sad when I have 

cause and smile at no man’s jest […]”61 but it is also evident in how perception and beliefs 

are powerful tools of destruction. Don John’s character is so masterly presented by his own 

words; “There is no measure in the occasion that breeds, therefore the sadness is without 

limit.”62 “[…] and it better fits my blood to be disdain of all […]”63 which gives us a glimpse 

of his tormented soul.  When describing himself, Don John does not use any paraphrasing; 

“[…] it must not be denied but I am a plain-dealing villain.”64 Don John is evil by choice, if 

not by nature, but what lead him here is not expressed. It is his apparent lack of compassion as 

well as lack of redeemable traits that determines who he is and what he does which in this 

case; “[…] exonerates all the other characters.”65 thereby making their darkness pale in 

comparison.

Secondly, there is the element of fear which is the main reason why Claudio is so easy to 

dupe. His fear is undoubtably due to his inexperience and youth which makes him an easy 

target for the poison of Don John; “If you dare not trust that you see, confess not that you 

know: if you will follow me, I will show you enough […]”66 The willingness to believe and the 

desperate measurments taken afterwards seem to be solely to save face in front of the other 

men; “[…] fear of the vulnerability […]”67 which may or may not be be important, but does 

not warrant such a public and elaborate punishment for Hero, whom he claims to be so much 

                                                
61 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing.  21
62 --- 21
63 --- 21 
64 --- 21
65 William Shakespeare. Great Comedies and Tragedies.  37
66 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 77
67 William Shakespeare. Great Comedies and Tragedies. 110
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in love with; “Lady, as you are mine, I am yours […]” 68 The other’s harsh and rapt judgment 

of Hero is not as easily explained when looking at the play with twenty-first century eyes, so

it is therefore neccesary to put the sixteenth century glasses on and look at the events through 

them. Now it is becomes more obvious that the men were so hasty in their judgement with so 

little, or no evidence because of how women were viewed at that time but it also illuminates 

the fact that very little has changed over the centuries. Don John masterly plays all the men, 

preying upon their pride and arrogance; “He is committed to poisioning others’ delight 

[…]”69

Fear is undoubtedly a motive, but not a justification, for cruel behaviour, which is the case 

with Leonato. He, who should be the first to defend his daughter instead accepts the blame put 

onto Hero without bothering to question it or even trying to establish whether it is true or not; 

“Do not live, Hero, do not ope thine eyes […]”70 It is also present in the comments that both 

the suitor and the groom feel necessary to utter in order to avoid being tarnished themselves 

since it is easier to lay blame onto others. These comments render Hero to nothing more than; 

“[…] an approved wanton.”71 as well as; “[…] a common stale.”72 Fear is in itself a 

powerful emotion which triggers all kinds of reactions such as anger, anxiety and dread. All 

these emotions alone, or combined are certainly potent enough to make any man or woman 

behave totally uncharacteristically thus treating another person with vehement rage and 

brutality. 

Finally, there is contempt, for others but mostly a total lack of respect for the truth which once 

again falls onto the character of Don John who does not possess any redeeming qualities what 

so ever; “[…] Don John seems to derive his villainous momentum […] from a ‘motiveless 

malignity.”73 His contempt and utter disregard for others could possibly be derived from the 

fact that he, himself, is so miserable that he feels justified in wrecking loves and causing 

mayhem just for his own pleasure. Nevertheless his malice is the element that drives the play 

forward and without it, as said before, there would be nothing to compare with and all the 

worlds’ greatest lovers would not know their fortune; “In all Shakespeare’s comedies, the 
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outcome depends in large part on one or both – usually both – of two factors which lie outside 

character development: coincidence and mistaken identity […]” 74

Darkness and malice in A Midsummer Night’s Dream

When reading this enchanted tale one thing is important to bear in mind; “A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, like many Shakespeare’s comedies, denies its audience the space to sit back 

and enjoy the spectacle from a consistently detached perspective.”75 Here, as always, what 

are brought to the table are the thoughts and feelings, and in this case, dreams of the onlooker 

since it is those eyes, and that mind that views the play; “If we see perversity and brutality 

[…] we are asked to consider whether those troubling imaginations might not in fact be our 

own.”76 It is a scary thought to embrace, but what is most frightening is what lies patiently 

waiting underneath the polished and calm surface in every man and woman, waiting for a 

chance to show its ugly face.

Firstly, there is the obvious darkness which is visible right from the start; yes, it is a comedy, 

but when reading the first lines, all the makings of a tragedy are present77 and the tragic 

element is the chaoses that love causes. Here Shakespeare explores both requited- and 

unrequited love, and he leads us to the assumption that perhaps all is not in the hands of the 

lovers themselves but lies in the hands of others. In this particular case maybe the uneven 

distribution of affection is due to the dispute between the Fairy King and Queen; “Tremors 

are being felt in the natural world as a result.”78 The malice seeps out from the fairy world 

onto those unfortunate to be too close and Oberon, though mindful of true love decides to 

interfere both in humans’ as well as in fairies’ love, just; “[…] out of spite […]”79 and its 

origin is jealousy; “These are the forgeries of jealousy […]”80 Fortunately it is not an 

everlasting darkness but more of a blood-boiling-kind of madness that mellows once Oberon 

gets his way, but still, while raging, it burns with a passionate fury. He proclaims; “Thou shalt 

not from this grove, till I torment thee for this injury.”81 even though Titiana’s crime is far 

lesser than her punishment. However, as with all strong emotions, judgement is hard to pass 
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due to perception and how differently two people perceive the very same thing. Regardless of

the reason, to wilfully subject a loved one, no matter what the reason may be, to such cruelty 

as Oberon does is nevertheless despicable and reprehensible. 

Secondly, there is the difficulty in distinguishing the element of evil due to its malevolent and 

mischievous appearance; “The strangeness and hostilities encountered in the wood are both 

unexpected and incomprehensible.”82 The mischief mentioned is personified by Puck or 

Robin Goodfellow, and his spirit does not appear to be evil but rather that of a prankster;

“Either I mistake your shape and making quite, or else you are that shrewd and knavish spite 

called Robin Goodfellow.”83 As in Much Ado About Nothing, this could also be attributed to 

contempt, a disregard for the feelings of others as well as for the sovereignty of free will and 

the ability to know and do what is best for oneself; “O hell! to choose love by another’s 

eyes!”84 Here the darkness also is present in the male assumption that women are possessions 

to dispose of or keep at will; “[…] as she is mine, I may dispose of her […]”85 as well as the 

male inability to see things from a female perspective; “I would that my father looked but 

with my eyes.”86

Finally, there are the smaller elements where light is absent and darkness lurks in every man’s 

heart, here mostly visible in the character of Demetrius, the “[…] spotted and inconstant 

man.”87  Perhaps Demetrius can not be seen as an evil man, but looking closely he certainly 

has a few of those qualities. When scrutinizing his qualities and lack thereof it might be a just 

reward for him to be bewitched for eternity; “I love thee not…therefore pursue me not.” 88

Remember also that only moments ago he was tormented by jealousy and swore; “The one 

I’ll slay…the other slayeth me.”89 While being so hurt, either in his pride or with genuine 

heartache, which is debatable, he still behaves cruelly even though he should know better and 

therefore have some compassion with poor Helena; “Things base and vile, holding no 

quantity, Love can transpose to form and dignity.”90 But love and the lack thereof is truly a 

two edged sword; on one hand there is the humanitarian obligation to behave to another 
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person as we ourselves would like to be treated; that is with respect. On the other hand there is 

the fear of leading someone on and thereby inspiring hope where there is none; “Tempt not 

too much the hatred of my spirit, for I am sick when I do look on thee.” 91

Summary

To summarize the darkness which is present in both plays one must look at the tragic 

elements that lie just beneath the surface; “We are manœuvred into acknowledging that we 

are somehow implicated in the drama unfolding before us, as we discover that we are being 

held accountable for having ourselves dreamt it.”92 If we see it, maybe it originates from 

within us; maybe we are not as lily white as we would like to think. Shakespeare further 

found a wider and greater usage of the gender roles, not as they were in his time but his 

imagination was more innovative than letting his characters fall into typical stereotypes.93

Because of his inventiveness his plays holds great heroes and heroines as well as villains, like 

Don John, who serves as a; “[…] moral convenience […] the blame for the near catastrophe 

[…] may be neatly placed on him.” 94 thus making all the others lack of judgement and bad 

behaviour seem less reprehensible. It is always easy to look good when someone else is 

looking worse. Finally, it can be said that when facing the unknown, no matter in what form 

or shape, it is a natural instinct to react with fear, for who knows what dangers lay in the great 

unknown. Shakespeare chooses the comic means to illuminate; “ […] the ‘right use’ of 

comedy, as ‘an imitation of the common errors of our life’ […]” 95 and thereby he shows his 

knowledge of human nature and his lack of fear in exposing and bearing all since it is the 

faults that makes humanity so humane; “Shakespeare understood the minds of men and 

women […]” 96
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3. All the world's a stage, and all the men and women 

merely players97

Character analysis: Much Ado About Nothing

Beatrice – strength and ability

Beatrice is a strong, loyal and independent woman in a time when women did not have the 

same rights as men. Unable to proclaim her will by any other means than verbally she refines 

her skills until they are infallible and flawless; “[…] I cannot endure my Lady Tongue.”98 It 

certainly takes a very special man to rock her world and finally penetrate that merry and witty 

exterior she uses as an armour against the world; “What, my dear Lady Disdain! Are you yet 

living?”99

As it is with all those who are using all their strength and ability to maintain an impenetrable 

exterior, it is not until the unlikely occurs that they fully understand how they are perceived; 

“What fire is in mine ears? Can this be true? Stand I condemned for pride and scorn so 

much?”100 This is also true when it comes to Beatrice who to most others is viewed as; “[…] 

a pleasant spirited lady.”101 but when it comes to protect her vulnerable and once broken 

heart; “[…] she speaks poniards, and every word stabs […]”102 and; “[…] disdain and scorn 

ride sparkling in her eyes […]”103 Initially when Benedick is first introduced one gets the 

feeling that there might have been something between them and that he broke it off, and that 

betrayal is the reason for the antagonism between them. This could be the origin of the war of 

words that sparks around them. 

Beatrice is unusual in a time that when a woman of a certain age was not married, she was 

less than a woman, and all would be mended if she just got herself a husband. She deserves 

respect for rather staying an old maid than marry for less than love. She is a woman very 

much in charge of her own destiny and her happiness lies in her own hands to either hold or 
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cast away and she knows what she needs and it is not just any husband; “Not till God make 

men of some other metal than earth […]”104 But since all is fair in love and war, even the 

most stubborn can fall, even though it must be noted that there was a spark there all along and 

Cupid just needed an extra hand.

Benedick – honor and steadfastness

Benedick, in contrast to Beatrice, is initially a rather sad figure; “[…] he is no less than a 

stuffed man, but for the stuffing – well, we are all mortal.”105 He is a loner who can not seem 

to find his right place in the world and therefore constantly seeks new companions since he 

does not feel fulfilled and content. He is a man who initially is desperately afraid of showing 

any signs of vulnerability and therefore is rapt in condemning the idea of love, since love in 

his opinion is a sign of weakness and dependence, two most abhorrent traits; “[…] I love 

none.”106 and he is also adamant that he will never marry; “[…] I will live a bachelor.”107

However, there is a vast difference between saying and doing, and the verbal duel that is 

ongoing without end between himself and Beatrice appears to those watching to be a show of 

deeper emotions; “[…] There’s her cousin, and she were not possessed with a fury, exceeds 

her as much in beauty as the first of May doth the last of December […]”108

Since the play is designed such as it is it, is hard to tell if Benedick falls in love after he hears 

about Beatrice’s love or if he has been in love with her all along. Here there is only a gut 

feeling to go on which leads to the assumption that there indeed is love masked as irony and 

contempt; “I wonder that you will still be talking, Signor Benedick, nobody marks you.”109

The most significant sign of his embracing of love is the public display of emotions when he,

on behalf of Beatrice, challenges Claudio for the alleged death of Hero. Here he clearly takes 

side against friends and for love thus taking the leap from security into the arms of faith.
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Hero – innocence and sweetness

She is perceived and thought of as an object rather than a person made out of flesh and blood, 

more of a price to be won and displayed than an individual. The fault lies not only with her 

suitor or his band of brothers, but also with her father and not least with convention itself. She 

is a product of her time when a marriage was not only an affair between the betrothed but just 

as much for their respective families, marriage was a way to enrich the family tree or the 

family fortune rather than an affair of the heart.

Hero is not a notable character other than through her virtuous appearance; “I noted her not, 

but I looked upon her.”110 but through her heritage and her innocence she is perceived as a 

acceptable candidate for an allegiance with Claudio; “[…] if you love her, for the lady is very 

worthy.”111 who sees her, but does not really see Hero herself but rather what he wishes to 

see; “[…] didst thou note the daughter […]”112 Hero is sweet, innocent, naïve and kind and 

she loves wholeheartedly and willingly. She suffers tremendously when she is slandered and 

her character blackened since she is totally unprepared to defend herself due to the sheltered 

life she has led up until now; “Sweet Hero, she is wronged, she is slandered, she is 

undone.”113 This is devastating since a woman’s virtue is all she has got and without it she is

nothing, an outcast and she could just as well be dead; “Hath no man’s dagger here a point 

for me?”114

Claudio - insecurity and naïveté

Claudio falls immediately in love with Hero; “But on my allegiance […] he is in love.”115 but 

his proneness to listen to and believe in rumours makes him act rashly and destructively. He is 

young and inexperienced in all matters concerning the opposite sex, he has viewed Hero, not 

as a woman of flesh and blood but rather as an image of perfection which no living person 

could ever live up to. It is perhaps too harsh to state that he brought his unhappiness and 

heartbreak upon himself since Don Pedro, both older and wiser also decided to be both judge 

and jury without hearing the accused. His personality is not so clearly defined; it is rather a 
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perception that gives the impression of pride and lack of confidence, or as Benedick so aptly 

articulates Claudio’s faults as him having; “The flat transgression of a schoolboy […]”116

He is however, not without redeemable traits, once convinced of his erroneous slandering he 

accepts his punishment but still states that his gravest crime was by mistake and not by will.

However, he does make amends and is perhaps the perfect match for Hero, a union of 

innocence in a play where innocence is in short supply.

Don John – spite and jealousy (envy)

Here is truly a villain as black hearted as they come, his nature is such that he is; “Lacking a 

clear motive that might be divertible to some better purpose or accessible to redemption 

[…]”117 However, no story about love would be complete without a villain whose actions first 

cause heart break but ultimately make the hearts in love grow fonder as they seeks their way 

out of the darkness at hand.

When describing himself, Don John says: “[…] I am not of many words […]”118 and; “[…] 

let me be that I am, and seek not to alter me.”119 This is exactly how he is perceived by others 

as well; “How tartly that gentleman looks, I never can see him but I am heart-burned an hour 

after.”120 Don John’s presence and his decisions are what moves the play forward as his 

behavior and his total lack of sympathy for the affected functions as; “[…] a moral medicine 

to a mortifying mischief.”121
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Character analysis: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Helena – purpose and will

Helena is perceived as a woman with a purpose but also as a woman with a broken heart, but 

instead of laying down and admitting defeat she seeks other ways to win her lovers heart; 

“[…] we cannot fight for love, as men may do: we should be wooed and were not made to 

woo. I’ll follow thee and make a heaven of hell, to die upon the hand I love so well.”122 She is 

wilfully subjecting herself to whatever may come, even though she is aware that the outcome 

most likely is not going to be in her favour. This in itself shows the range and depth of her 

feelings; “[…] for you in my respect are all the world. Then how can it be said I am alone 

when all the world is here to look on me?”123 Remembering those words it is easier to 

condone her decision to betray the confidence given her by the runaway lovers, it is still not 

acceptable but with love comes the responsibility to try and do the right thing knowing very 

well that the reward might not be just or fair.

It seems impossible or rather improbable that someone of her wit can believe that Demetrious 

really is in love with her despite all the harsh words he has spoken to her. Here the element of 

make believe is strong and one must bear in mind that no one who is in love thinks with the 

mind but rather with the heart. This lack of rash judgement leads to a blind will to believe, no 

questions asked. She is nevertheless filled with hurt and disbelief when she, all of a sudden,

fights off two suitors when only moments ago she held neither heart; “Never did mockers 

waste more idle breath.”124 Helena is further struggling with her self image due to the uneven 

display of emotions; “Through Athens I am thought as fair as she, but what of that? As 

waggish boys in game themselves forswear: so the boy Love is perjured every where.”125 This 

certainly signals how utterly wrong it is to judge ones self worth through the eyes of another,

since love is neither reasonable nor fair; “[…] I am as ugly as a bear, for beasts that meet me 

run away for fear.”126 She gives up the futile chase and admit herself defeated and decides 

forfeit at the expense of; “A foolish heart that I leave here behind.”127
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Hermia – strength and vulnerability

The element of strength in Hermia might be debatable, but it takes a certain amount of 

courage to stand up against both her father and the King and speak directly from the heart as 

she does. However it seems to the onlooker that it is almost too easy for her and when things 

do not go her way she lacks the ability to fend for herself and resorts to futile name calling; 

“[…] thou painted maypole […]”128 which seems so utterly beneath her dignity. But Helena 

retaliates in spades when she declares that; “[…] and though she be but little, she is 

fierce.”129  thus raising awareness of how different in appearance that Helena and Hermia are.

When it comes to love she is not in any way uncertain of where her affections lie and she is 

willing to sacrifice all to be with the man she loves; “I swear to thee by Cupid’s strongest 

bow, by his best arrow with the golden head […] To-morrow truly will I meet with thee.” 130

this if anything is a sure sign of strength and independence and also of how much she trusts in 

the love that they share. She is as convinced of her antagonism towards Demetrius and tells 

him on numerous occasions as much, which shows how little he learns from his own life 

when using the same harshness towards Helena when she professes to her affections, 

especially since it is learnt initially that they have courted at some previous date.

Lysander – passion and cunning

Here is a man willing to take fate into his own hands and defy the law which gives the right to 

Demetrious in terms of Hermia’s hand in marriage due to her father’s consent. However he 

does not stand to lose as much as Hermia since she will be leaving her family and her life 

behind whereas Lysander will be able to maintain a connection to his family.

When the flower of Cupid, by the hand of Puck accidentally anoints Lysander’s eyes instead 

of Demetrius, he is still able to remember how he loved Hermia but is now appalled by that 

affection and says that; “[…] all that love is gone.”131 and that Hermia furthermore shall;

“[…] of all be hated, but the most of me!”132 All his allegiance and affection is hereby
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transposed onto Helena; “[…] whom I do love, and will do till my death.”133 which shows just 

how dangerous this love-potion really is when used without proper judgment. His passionate 

nature shines through in both his love for Hermia when verbally declaring his allegiance as 

well as in his eloquent display of hate towards her, while induced by the Love- in - idleness.

Demetrius – pride and single-mindedness

He is one man with a single goal, to marry Hermia no matter how the bride to be feels about 

him; it is an element of denial as well as pride that prevents him from yielding to the will of 

Hermia which he claims to love so dearly. No matter what, love being what it is, making fools 

out of lovers finding hope where none is to be found, even when Hermia tells him in not so 

uncertain terms that for all his effort all he is going to get is; “A privilege never to see me 

more, and from thy hated presence part I so […]”134  He still pursues her and most cruelly 

rejects Helena, he who should know better being subjected to rejection himself.

What seems most challenging to comprehend is how this seemingly intelligent man just 

accepts that even though he was once in love with Hermia, he now is completely besotted 

with Helena. Since the answer to that does not fall into the category of the believable or 

probable one must yield to the powers of Cupid and his helpers since all concerned are happy 

and no one is the wiser and therefore there is no harm done, or is there? Perhaps the answer is 

simple and being loved and thinking you are in love yourself is to be preferred over a life 

without love.

Puck – deviousness and mischief & Oberon – jealousy and power

Here is the onlooker, the intervener and the; “[…] Hobgoblin […] and sweet Puck […]”135

himself. He does not aim to mask his likes and dislikes, and he is not afraid to admit to his 

follies and tells himself about how he feels when causing mayhem; “[…] these things do best 

please me that befall prepost’rously.”136 He further causes quite a stir in the forest with his 

mistake regarding whose eyes to ladle with Love-in-idleness, whether this is intentional or 

just a freak accident is not revealed but it is true that; “Puck supplies the element of mischief 
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and even malice […]”137 even if he does not view his deeds as harshly himself but rather 

states that; “[…] I am that merry wanderer of the night.”138 However, no story of any kind 

would be complete without the presence of a little prankster who spices things up a bit and 

makes people more aware of what they have and therefore more protective of their loved 

ones; “[…] and so far am I glad it so did sort, as this their jangling I esteem a sport.”139

The fairy king, Oberon is only given a honourable mention since he is the reason that Puck 

does the things he does, and even though Oberon’s aim is only to evenly disperse the love

among the Athenian lovers, his own agenda is not as selfless since; “[…] Oberon is passing 

fell and wrath […]”140 due to the fact that he does not have the full attention of his Queen. He 

does on the other hand, serve as a moral reminder and he says as much to Puck; “[…] we are 

their parents and original.”141 as well as; “But we are spirits of another sort […]”142 which 

signals that they are not governed by the same rules as mortals are.

He knows his power and accepts the responsibility which comes with it and he reprimands 

Puck after the mishap with the love potion; “What hast thou done? thou hast mistaken quite, 

and laid the love-juice on some true-love’s sight. Of thy misprision must perforce ensure some 

true love turned, and not a false turned true.”143 The reprimand shows the two sides of his

morality since he sees no moral lapse in judgment by turning Demetrius’ love over from 

Hermia onto Helena, which should be viewed just as morally reprehensible. The question here 

is whether what gnaws at the back of the mind at this point is that the “love” between Helena 

and Demetrius is not also a false love turned true. Perhaps the Fairy King possesses some 

deeper insight or an ability to look into the future, a kind of hindsight which enables him to 

see things that are invisible to mere mortals; “When they next wake, all this derision shall 

seem a dream and fruitless vision, and back to Athens shall the lovers wend with league 

whose date shall never end.”144
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Character comparison between the two plays

“Shakespeare’s great characters are the sum total of all that he puts into them […]” 145 and it 

is impossible to see them without at least attempting to understand them since they give a 

greater; “[…] understanding and appreciation of what we encounter in our own lives.”146

This warrants some thought since the way the characters are perceived is not entirely up to the 

author, but depends as stated before, to some extent, also on the perception and experiences of 

the reader as well.

A number of things come to mind when comparing the characters in these two comedies; the 

first and most obvious is the strong females; not only in Beatrice but also Hermia and Helena 

as well. All three are exceedingly willful and independent women. Nevertheless, all their 

strength counts for nothing when it comes to love and it is evident on numerous occasions that 

love is not a choice nor is it humane but it wills and commands as it chooses and includes all 

and excludes no one. However strange the course of love; “[…] the lovers give themselves 

over to their love […]”147 and “[…] I do not see that Shakespeare ever implies that they are 

wrong to do so.”148 He lets people be people since no matter how flawed they are they are still 

lovable. Another similarity is between Hero and the Fairy Queen, Titiana, both are subjected 

to the wilful punishment invented by the men who should cherish them and not torment them.

The men are not as easy to compare due to the unevenness in number but also because of how 

they are perceived and portrayed, therefore there can be no obvious parallels drawn between 

the two plays. Perhaps Don Pedro is the equivalent of both Theseus and Oberon since he is of 

royal stature and possesses a great deal of influence over some of the characters.  Perhaps Don 

John is a more evil minded version of the hobgoblin Puck and Benedick and Claudio can be 

said to be parts of Lysander and Demetrius. However all these conclusions are just 

rudimentary, and there is really nothing to substantiate this.

In an attempt to summarize, what can be said is that all humans are multilayered and capable 

of both exceptional as well as horrendous things. Further, the characters show that despite the 

fact that an individual on the surface appears to be both kind and loving, this does not mean 
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that he or she is not capable of dastardly deeds given the right or wrong circumstances. The 

moral guideline is therefore that it is impossible, as well as wrong, to pass judgment on 

someone without first walking a mile in their shoes.

Similarities between Much Ado About Nothing and A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream

Both of the plays touch on several important topics and themes, firstly and most obviously

they are about love, obstacles and friendship. They are also depending on the other characters’

descriptions of the other participants in order for the reader to be able to see, and get to know 

them and it only takes a moment of reading before there is a picture emerging for the reader to 

see. Hunter wrote that A Midsummer Night’s Dream; “[…] is thus a pattern of attitudes, none 

of which is central and all of which cast light on the others.”149 There is also an 

unquestionable balance or a delicate symmetry if you will, that is needed between two 

opposing emotions, for without one there can not be the other, no love without hate, no 

laughter without tears and lastly no joy without fear. Shakespeare shows an arena of personas 

with a; “[…] humanity which is far more revealing for the total life of man than […] yet 

devised by human science.”150

Love

The one thing that can be said about love is that it makes fools out of people, and the views 

and thoughts of the ones in love can only fully be understood and comprehended by those 

who are in love themselves. For the same reason it is safe to say that one can not reason with 

emotions, they are irrational and based on views and thoughts only perceived by the lovers. 

Love truly lies in the eye of the beholder, which is to say that love is blind, deaf and 

overwhelming; “Thou and I are too wise to woo peaceably.”151 If indeed it is so that love lies 

in the eye of the beholder, how can that be true when the mind is altered and lured into 

believing things that are just not true, all for the peace of the heart and for the amusement of 

the ones who are able to tamper with the lives of mere mortals.
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As far as love goes, the wedding ritual which is important in both plays is the same symbol in 

virtually all cultures on earth and it is significant of unifying opposites and mollifying 

differences; “By this mutual complementation they become a unity, a totality which means 

more than the sum of the parts.”152 Then of course, these were different times and a happily 

ever after without marriage was not an option that could be seriously considered. “[…] time 

goes on crutches, till love have all his rites.”153

Finally, in these plays the sentiment is that without love there is a void and true love dares to 

defy convention and grows and prospers regardless, and sometimes love has been there all 

along, unnoticed and unwanted; “Things growing are not ripe until their season […]”154

Deception

The main theme in Much Ado About Nothing is deception and how appearances can truly be 

deceiving. It teaches the valuable lesson that nothing can be taken at face value and that 

gossip is just that and not a reliable source of information, even eyesight can be a means of 

pretence and show just what the bearer of the news wants you to see. It further emphasizes the 

importance of asking the right questions and carefully processing the information given and 

evaluating it as objectively as possible. 

It Much Ado About Nothing another element of deceit is the death of one Hero and the rebirth 

of another, since a new beginning is the only thing which will give her a clean slate as she is 

perceived as; “[…] disloyal.”155 and the accusers are unable to express their contempt since 

they mean that; “The word is too good to paint out her wickedness […]”156

In both plays, one or both of the different couples are tricked into falling in love; Beatrice and 

Benedick are deceived by their friends to believe that the other is madly in love; “[…] of this 

matter is little Cupid’s crafty arrow made, that only wounds by hearsay […]”157 In 

Demetrious case there is fairy magic and “Love-in–idleness“ which makes him reject his first 

love Hermia and become enamoured with Helena since she is the first one he lays his eyes on 

                                                
152 Hans Biedermann. Symbollexikonet. (Stockholm, Bokförlaget Forum, 1991). (own translation) 64 
153 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 43
154 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 26
155 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing.  77
156 --- 91
157 --- 65
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upon waking in the forest; “[…] loving goes by haps, some Cupid kills with arrows, some 

with traps.”158

Female courage

Both Beatrice and Helena stand for strength and courage in a man’s world; “Sigh no more, 

ladies, sigh no more, men were deceivers ever […]”159 As Kent Hägglund writes; “Several 

female figures in Shakespeare’s plays defy convention and take an active responsibility for 

their lives in a way that was unthinkable for women in his time – and during most of the time 

that has passed since then.”160 Despite these women’s obvious strength the characters still

mirror the enforced weakness of woman at that time, the stifling inability to fight and stand up 

for ones beliefs as a man would do. It is a man’s world where women were objects made or 

broken at will; “[…] with cunning hast thou filched my daughter’s heart, turned her 

obedience, which is due to me […]”161 thus implying that women are incapable of making 

their own decisions or even thinking for themselves. It is necessary here to insert the fact that 

this is a grave generalization and that Shakespeare in fact; “[…] wrote female parts for male 

actors […] therefore the parts had to be multilayered and concrete for the audience to believe 

– despite knowledge to the contrary – that these women really were females.”162 His portraits 

of females with their excessive femininity, their fragility and delicacy were necessary to make 

them into believable and likable women.

The difference between the sexes is imbedded in all the dialogues, as is the awareness of these 

differences; “[…] I cannot be a man with wishing, therefore I will die a woman with 

grieving.”163  These words do not show a lack of will or even of ability but represent rather a 

restraint put upon women by the men and the general conventions of their time; “What men 

may do! What men daily do, not knowing what they do!”164 Therefore it is easy to feel 

enraged when misfortune falls upon those who lack the ability to openly fight for their beliefs,

                                                
158 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 71
159 --- 53
160 Kent Hägglund. (own translation). 131
161 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  4
162 Kent Hägglund.  131
163 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 119
164 --- 101
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even though they are as apt and able as any man; “[…] nature never framed a woman’s heart 

of prouder stuff than that of Beatrice […]”165

Differences between Much Ado About Nothing and A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream

The main difference between the plays is that where Much Ado About Nothing leaves the 

reader without doubt that these events certainly have occurred, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

makes the reader wonder whether this really took place or if it was all an imaginary event; 

“The whole question which is balanced […] in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is, whether the 

life of waking or the life of the vision, is the real life […]”166 The dreamlike atmosphere is 

further emphasized by the mist which symbolizes the uncertain grey area that stands between 

reality and uncertainty, which in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is vital in the way of 

understanding the incomprehensible events which unfold there.167 It gives a private sphere for 

the events to unravel; “[…] a time that lovers’ flights doth still conceal.”168

Lastly, another clear contrast is that despite their vows to the contrary, both Beatrice and 

Benedick are in fact in love. Yes, they are tricked into falling in love, but not by some magic 

potion but they are lured and captured with words. We are further led to believe in the 

beginning of Much Ado About Nothing, that they do have a history and there is something 

there between them, just under the surface. Put that into the not so truthful alliance in A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, between Demetrious and fair Helena, he feels in love, but he 

knows he was not in love only a moment ago; “Now I do wish it, love it, long for it […]” 169

His disbelief is voiced as he questioningly says; “Are you sure that we are well awake? It 

seems to me, that yet we sleep, we dream.” 170

                                                
165 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 67
166 Ratira Ray. 84
167 Hans Biedermann
168 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 10
169 --- 56
170 --- 57
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Love sought is good, but given unsought, is better171

Cupid

The invisible Cupid is present throughout both plays, but who is this elusive figure? He is a 

man with many names, the most known ones being Amor and Eros and he is intertwined with 

the concept of love, he is a; “[…] mythical deity and personified passion.”172 Shakespeare 

draws attention to the fact that love is blind in both plays by using numerous analogues 

involving Cupid such as; “Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind; and therefore is 

wing’d Cupid painted blind.”173

Cupid is further described as a bit of a prankster as well as the spreader of love. The 

question;”What is love? […] a god, a demon or a passion of the mind?”174 “Or is it […] 

merely […] an experience?”175 if answered today, would most likely be viewed as a human 

experience, but during Shakespeare’s time it was not so clear cut and Love was seen as a 

either a god or a demon. Is Love to be considered a divine intervention or merely a human 

effect? The answer is not easy or even straightforward but in most cultures Cupid is seen as a 

God; “The poetic theology of love is […] complex […] because the fictional […] shares so 

many terms and images with […] Christian theology. In the one Love is god; in the other God 

is love.”176 and he is further linked with not only love but also eroticism and beauty.177 He 

symbolizes the kind of love that strikes without warning or logic and he is often depicted as a 

winged and blindfolded nude boy who is carrying a bow and an arrow. It is further reputed 

that he lures people into falling in love. In one collection of short stories called Gesta 

Romanorum which is dated about 1300, he is described as having four wings that all bear an 

inscription as to the nature of mankind’s different loves.178 On the second wing it is cited 

about true love; “True love seeks not its own but gives all that belongs to it.” 179  The reason 

for Cupid’s blindness was said to be because the blind could see the secrets that were reserved 

                                                
171 William Shakespeare. Twelfth Night. Act III, Scene I. (1601)
172 Thomas Hyde. The poetic theology of love: Cupid in Renaissance literature. (Delaware: University of 
Delaware Press, 1986) 13
173 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 10
174 Thomas Hyde. 13
175 --- 13
176 --- 18
177 Hans Biedermann.
178 ---
179 --- (own translation) 22
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only for the gods.180 Blindness is also; “[…] a symbol for the earthly love which defies all 

sense.”181

When looking historically at Cupid, which incidentally is Latin for ”lust” or “desire” it was

not so long ago that he received the bow and arrow which he uses to spread his love, as 

originally he was armed only with a lyre.182 In both Much Ado About Nothing and A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream there is a vast usage of Cupid as a symbol, to describe the events 

and feelings that occur. One instance is when Benedick is pondering upon the revelation that 

Beatrice might be in love with him; “[…] pick out mine eyes and hang me up at the door of a 

brothel house for the sign of blind Cupid”183 and when the other discuss his wayward living 

and his avoidance of marriage and love, they concluded that he time and again;

“[…]challenged Cupid at the flight […]”184 and that; “[…] he hath twice or thrice cut 

Cupid’s bow-string, and the little hangman dare not shoot at him […]”185

Shakespeare shows in the two plays that; “Cosmic or divine love (apparently) rules some 

human souls […]”186 whereas “[…] “a passion of the mind” – does not produce […] happy 

effects […]”187 and that it is only when there is a balance between the two that there can truly 

be peace among the lovers.

                                                
180 Hans Biedermann
181 --- (own translation) 47
182 http://www.symbols.com/index/wordindex-c.html (retrieved November 12, 2008)
183 William Shakespeare. Much Ado About Nothing. 13
184 --- 5
185 --- 73
186 Thomas Hyde. 14
187 --- 14
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All’s well that ends well188

Conclusion

Firstly, and most obviously, in reading these two plays, we have been educated about love and 

also been given an insight into the human heart and therefore we have seen both the light and 

the darkness that lingers there. We have been assured that everything is largely dependant on 

faith and that true lovers are destined to meet and that; “[…] all is well […]”189 in the world, 

that indeed the little love god is on the true lover’s side and performs his miracles. We have 

further found that at times, Cupid’s arrows do not hit their targets and on those rare occasions 

he requires a little human assistance. After that, well then it is up to the lovers themselves to 

ensure a happily ever after, because as Shakespeare warns us, who ever said love was easy.

Secondly, and quite amazingly, we are faced with believable and timeless characters. The 

lingering effect caused by these imaginary people is due to Shakespeare’s ability to describe 

humans as humane and mundane, as real people. Both plays are testimonials to the fact that he 

certainly knew the human character and he was not afraid of showing the good and the bad, 

the lovable and the despicable. His portraits of both men and women lead to a wider 

perspective and understanding of human nature as well as those forces of nature that cause

rational men and women to behave uncharacteristically and bizarrely. Subsequently, this

reveals that men and women have not changed since the dawn of time, they have evolved and 

progressed, but where the heart is involved, people are still victims of their own emotions.

Finally, the sum experience must be that no one can judge a book merely by looking at its 

covers. There is so much more than what meets the eye when it comes to people, what lies 

beneath the surface is neither obvious nor logical. Shakespeare shows that there is a right and 

a wrong way to approach a problem, but those two ways are different for all, not morally 

perhaps but depending on so much more than what is visible. Shakespeare further illuminates 

the fact that it is diversity that keeps the world interesting, it is the totality and complexity of 

all human traits that ultimately define a person. The reason that these plays are so captivating 

is simply due to the fact that in all these personas there is a piece of you, and that it is you 

alone who hold the answers to who you are, and the power to choose who you will become.

                                                
188 William Shakespeare. All’s Well that Ends Well. (1601-1608)
189 William Shakespeare. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  23
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To conclude, it is important not to forget that these immortal stories are merely fairy tales 

even if they are of the best kind. They are the kind where anything can happen and does, 

where time defies all logic and where true lovers do not pass each other without a second 

glance but stop, and stay eternally in love. Part of the allure is that the language of both plays 

is exquisite and explicit, and the dialogues and monologues are vivid, fragrant and rich. They 

give a much needed reprieve from everyday boredom and listlessness and restore some of the 

hope in mankind that has been lost over the course of time. His words inspire hope that there 

indeed is someone for all. At least in these plays there is a “happily ever after” for all 

involved. His tales are set in an era we have long left behind, but the events he unfolds are 

still the same, and that is the mark of great literature, it is timeless and it is realistic. He tells 

us about love in all its nakedness, it is a blessing, it is a curse and what all seek and long for; 

love, everlasting, heart wrenching and passionate love. This essence of hope, the assurance 

that ordinary people may encounter extraordinary things is what stays with the reader after 

savouring the final word of these plays. He still captivates his audience whether they read his 

words or hear them spoken from a stage, and this makes him; ”Not of an age but for all 

time.”190

                                                
190 Will Fowler. 53
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