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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Renaissance with its enthusiasm for all things 
classical made a profound Impression on the literature 
of England. This is especially true in regard to dra
ma. Plautus, Terence, and Seneca came to be studied in 
the English schools. Alexander Nowell who was a great 
headmaster of Westminister school about the middle of 
the sixteenth century made the reading of Terence a re
quirement and ruled that Latin plays be performed at 
Christmas. It is thus that Tudor boys acquired their 
ideas of dramatic art. They were indoctrinated with 
the Plautine and Terentian type of drama, and it became 
the accepted thing to write both comedies and tragedies 
in five acts. Horace, too, in Ars Poetlca had declared 
that a play must not be longer or shorter than five acts.

Just how Shakespeare came to use this five-act 
structure is not known though T. W. Baldwin says that it 
is probable that he knew this conventional theory as it 
was taught in the grammar schools of that day through
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through the study of Terence.^ It is certain that Ter
ence was studied in the grammar schools of Shakespeare’s 
time, but it is not equally certain that Shakespeare 
himself studied Terence directly. He may rather have 
been influenced indirectly through other playwrights who 
studied Latin drama or who themselves were influenced by 
grammarians who would know that the plays of Terence were 
divided into five acts and were supposed to know the 
principles of structure upon which they were divided.

What these principles are is not so clear. Aris
totle said that a complete actimis one that has a begin
ning, a middle and an end. Dramatists speak of the ac
tion of a drama as having e protasis, or a beginning, 
an epitasis, or middle, and the catastrophe, or end. If 
a drama had but three acts, their individual functions 
would seem quite clear, but in the five-act structure 
the function of each act is not sharply defined.

In general, however, in a five act play the 
first act was mainly expository. Toward its close the 
clash of issues took place or it would take place in the 
early part of the second act. This second act and about

^"Baldwin, Thomas Whitfield, Shakespeare’s Five 
Act Structure, (Urbana, University of Illinois Press, 
1947.) p. 578.
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half of the third were taken up with the rising action. 
Late in the third act the climax usually occurred and 
then the falling action began. This falling action 
would continue during the rest of the third and through 
the fourth act until the catastrophe which occurred near 
the middle or toward the end of the fifth act.

Of all the acts in the Elizabethan play the 
fourth seems to be the weak spot. The climax is overj 
it is too early to bring on the catastrophe. The play
wright’s problem was to sustain the interest of the au
dience through this period without too obvious a let
down.

This thesis is limited to the study of the pre
paration for the catastrophe from the climax through the 
falling action in the fourth act of each of Shakespeare's 
plays. Yet it does not. pretend to study all the func
tions which may be characteristic of the fourth act.
The function of the Shakespearean fourth act apparently 
is a phase of dramatic scholarship away from which scho
lars seem to shy. Hazelton Spencer says: "Shakespeare’s 
fourth acts are sometimes a vale of preparation between 
two peaks of exaltation."1 It is this "vale of prepa

1Spencer, Hazelton, The Art and Life of William 
Shakespeare, (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co, 1940) 
p . 256•
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ration", then, that is the concern of this thesis. Its 
object is to show that in general Shakespeare has suc
ceeded satisfactorily in bridging the gap between the 
climax in the third act and the catastrophe in the fifth 
act by keeping the action moving and by preparing for the 
catastrophe. The method employed In this thesis is to 
furnish a detailed dramatic analysis of each of his 
fourth acts by showing the development of the action from 
the climax of the third act tqthe beginning of the fifth 
act. Each study will be concluded with a short summary 
of Shakespeare’s specific preparation in the fourth act 
for the catastrophe or his neglect of it. Further, in 
the conclusion of this thesis several devices used by 
Shakespeare to keep audience attention in the fourth act
are pointed out and exemplified.

The plays examined do not include King Henry VIII 
nor Two Noble Kinsman which are thought to have been 
written In collaboration with John Fletcher. The plays 
of Shakespeare in this thesis are arranged in chronologi
cal order according to E. K. Chambers.'®' The titles of

$the chapters are taken from G. B. Harrison.

^-Chambers, E. K., A Study of Facts and Problems, 
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1950.)

^Harrison, G. B., Shakespeare, 23 Plays and Son
nets, (New York: Harcourt, Brace and CoT)



CHAPTER II
THE EARLY PERIOD FROM 1590 TO 1596 

II King Henry VI

This second part of King Henry VI, as also the 
other two plays of the same name, is concerned with the 
War of Roses, the contention between the houses of Lan
caster and York. At its beginning, the Red Rose of Lan
caster is in the ascendency; at its close, the Yorkist 
White Rose is triumphing.

Among the chief members of the Lancastrian fac
tion are Somerset, Suffolk, and Cardinal Beauford. The 
two latter were responsible for the treaty whereby the 
duchies of Anjou and Maine were given away to Margaret's 
father. This treaty has caused great dissatisfaction in 
England. Gloucester and York in the opening of the play 
are loud in their denunciation of the act. Richard Plan 
tagenet, Duke of York, begins to plan for the time when 
he will raise aloft the "milk-white rose" by seizing 
the throne from the Lancastrian, Henry VI.

In order to be rid of York, Suffolk and the Car
dinal contrive to send him to suppress a rebellion in
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Ireland. Richard is delighted with the opportunity 
thus given to raise an army, and before he leaves Eng
land, he encourages Jack Cade to stir up a rebellion 
among the common people. In the meantime, Suffolk and 
the Cardinal have engineered the murder of Gloucester. 
For his part in this murder, at the insistence of the 
people, Suffolk is banished by the king, \_III, ii, 41£p[. 
This is the climax of the play. It is this banishment 
that begins the downward trend of the king’s cause. The 
Cardinal dies from a sudden and grievous illness confes
sing his sins. Thus by the beginnirg of the fourth act, 
the Yorkist faction is already on the road to victory.

In act four, the second of the prophecies of 
the Duchess of Gloucester is fulfilled. The three pro- 
pheeies^and their fulfillment help to unify the play/ 
after the fulfillment of one, the fulfillment of the 
others is expected as certain of accomplishment.

As the first scene of act four opens, night is 
falling on the seashore near Dover. Suffolk and other 
gentlemen, having been captured by pirates, are trying 
to arrange a ransom. Suffolk tries to save himself by

William Shakespeare, The Complete Works of Wil
liam Shakespeare, ed. George Lyman Kittrege (Boston; Ginn 
ancTCo., 1936)." This edition, which follows the Globe enu
meration of act, scene, and line, will be cited in this dissertation as in the present instance, is thus cited.
II Henry VI, I, iv, 52-40.
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declaring his Identity, but this revelation, far from 
mollifying the captain of the pirates, causes him to 
break out in angry accusaticns. He is, as it were, 
spokesman for the lowest class of society, and he in
forms Suffolk that the commons in Kent are up in arms 
against the house of Lancaster. Suffolk is summarily 
beheaded. The information given by the captain pre
pares for the appearance of Cade and his rabble in the
scene immediately following.

The fourth act of II Henry VI is in sharp contrast 
with most of Shakespeare’s plays in that It Is devoted, 
almost exclusively, to the reaction s of the common people 
to matters of court. Jack Cade holds our attention for 
the most part of the nine remaining scenes. As he bom
bastically makes his pretentions as John Mortimer, true 
heir to England’s crown, Shakespeare injects interest 
and humor into the scene by Dick the Butcher’s play on

lCade’s words.
Siakespeare does not attempt to elicit our sym

pathy for this group, however, for he represents them so 
woefully ignorant themselves that they consider learning 
a crime. He shows them not only ignorant but also easily

1Ibid., IV, viii.
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duped, for Cade, pretending to be fighting against ty
ranny, shows that he himself, once in power, would be a 
worse tyrant than those they would seek to be rid of,

Clifford and Buckingham arrive, and by recalling 
to the minds of the people the glorious deeds of Henry V, 
they win the fickle multitude away from their leader.
Cade is compelled to flee. For the moment, then, it 
seems as though the Red rose faction is again holding its 
own.

The fourth and ninth scenes of act four are laid 
in the palace and serve to connect the pirate and Cade 
eipsodes with the general action of the play, for they 
show the reaction of the Lancasters to these events. We 
get, besides, in the fourth scene, an insight into the 
character of Margaret as she mourns over the severed 
head of Suffolk. In the. ninth scene, we are reminded 
that, though Cade's rebellion has been suppressed, York 
is still at large and greatly to be feared.

By the portrayal of the falling fortunes of Henry 
and the fulfillment of the second prophecy of the Duch
ess of Gloucester the fourth act prepares not only for 
the closing act of II Henry VI in which we will witness 
the killing of Somerset-*- and the defeat of Henry, but

1II Henry VI, V, ii, 65.
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also for the next play. It is quite evident that these 
two plays are meant to be considered as one, since the ca
tastrophe of this play does not occur until the next play. 
[ill King Henry VI, V, vi, 57^.

Ill King Henry VI
The third part of King Henry VI opens just after 

the battle of St. Albans and closes with the murder of 
King Henry VI. It covers a period of sixteen years and 
carries on the history of the contention between the 
houses of Lancaster and York«,

Six of the sixteen years covered inthe play are 
contained within the fourth act. In It the pendulum of 
fate and political alliances swings back and forth. In 
scenes one and two, Edward has the crown; in scene three, 
Mward is taken prisoner; in scene six, Henry is freed 
from the tower and again wears the crown; in scene eight, 
Henry is taken prisoner for the last time, and the power 
again swings to Edward.

Clarence, brother of the king, the Duke of Somer
set of the Red Rose faction, and Warwick, who had set 
Edward on the throne of England, [jIII, iii, 180-196_j 
change their allegiance from Edward to Henry because of 
Edward’s marriage with Elizabeth Grey. Gloucester
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remains with Edward, yet with selfish aims.^
With all this material, one might expect scenes 

full of action and interest, hut we do not find them.
Scene one repeats the information we have been given in 
the previous act. We are told again of the marriage of 
the King with Elizabeth and the displeasure this fact has 
caused in the court of France, together with the dis honor 
it has brought to the proud Warwick who had arranged a 
French marriage for the king. The additional information 
given in this scene is the withdrawal of Clarence and 
Somerset from King Edward's party, which is a gain for 
Henry VI.

Scene two presents the joining of Clarence and 
Somerset with Warwick and the French forces and adds the 
promise of marriage between Clarence and Warwick's daugh
ter, a strengthening alliance for Henry's cause. Edward,
too, is easily taken captive.

Scene four is a conversation between Elizabeth 
and her brother Rivers. She recounts the capture of her 
husband and her intention to flee. It does not seem im
portant dramatically that Rivers should hear about, this 
at all, for her resolve neither hinders nor helps either
cause.____________ _______________ _______ _— ----------------

1III Henry VI, iv, 125-126.
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Scene five depicts the all too easily accom
plished feat of freeing Edward from the custody of the 
Archbishop of York. It is s great step forward for the 
Lancasters. The next scene shows a room in the Tower 
where the followers of Henry are telling the king of the 
capture of Edward. Henry’s followers are encouraged by 
this false hope. The King weakly turns over his power 
to Warwick and Clarence hoping thereby to "conquer for
tune’s spite by living low where fortune cannot hurt 
him."

Among those gathered around Henry at this time, 
we find Henry, Earl of Richmond. About this youth, the 
king makes an important prophecy.1 This prophecy, ta
ken from Holinshed, is to be fulfilled in Richard III  ̂
and serves, dramatically, as a link between the two 
plays.

»

Hardly had arrangements been made for Clarence 
and Warwick to take over the regal power, when a messen
ger enters to report the escape of Edward who now has 
fled to Burgundy and is expected to return with an army. 
Henry’s followers prepare for war.

Scene seven shows the return of Edward from 
France with troops. The eighth and last scene, laid in

1III Henry VI, Iv, vi, 76-76.
2R1 chard III, V, v, 29-41.
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a palace In London, retells the arrival of Edward.
Henry’s nobles make plans to muster up their friends to 
oppose him; Henry, himself, prefers to rest in London.

Exeter, alone with the king, listens to him as he 
speaks optimistically of his hopes of drawing the people 
to him. While he is yet speaking, Edward appears and com
mands that the king he imprisoned. Henry is led out to 
the Tower from which he will never return; Edward goes 
forth to battle in which he will succeed in raising aloft 
the milk-white rose as his father before him had hoped 
to do.1 Thus the fourth act brings the fluctuating for
tunes of Edward near to the catastrophe when his rival 

be treacherously stabbed to death. LjU, v1* •

I King Henry VI
There has been some question whether Shakespeare 

wrote the three parts of King Henry VI. Malone has writ
ten a dissertation to prove that the First Part of King 
Henry VI was not written by Shakespeare at all, and that 
the second and third parts were only altered by him from 
the old plays entitled The Contention of the Two famous 
Houses of Yorke and Lancaster, and True Tragedy of
Richard, Dufeb of York,, but as they appear, in the folio

1III Henry VI, V, vii, 1.
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other plays contained therein.
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These Henry VI plays are a series of loosely 
joined episodes. Taken together with Richard III, they 
form a historical tetralogy whose general theme is the 
end of the War of the Roses.

In the second act of 1̂ Henry VI, the quarrel of 
Somerset and Plsntagenet, and the incident of the pluck
ing of the white and red roses takes place.1 This is 
followed by the revelation to Richard Plantagenet that 
he is the true heir to the throne of England. Thus be
gins the contention that furnishes the framework of the 
three following plays. Shortly before the opening of 
the fourth act, King Henry restores the title of Duke of 
York to Richard. This, too, is an important step for
ward for the House of York and is another link in the

*

chain of destiny that will eventually lead to the down
fall of the Lancastrians.

At the coronation of the young King, which takes 
place at the beginning of the fourth act, word is brought 
that the Duke of Burgundy has gone over to the side of---

^1 Henry VI, II, iv, 37-48.
2Ibid, II, v, 94-96.
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the French. Talbot receives his commission to give him 
chastisement for this abuse.

After Talbot return, the contention between Som
erset and York breaks out anew. The king tries to pacify 
both sides and appoints York regent for France and gener
al of the infantry. Somerset is made general of the 
horse. The unhappy result of this unwise action is 
shown in their refusal to cooperate in sending aid to 
Talbot when he is being overwhelmed by the French.

The heroic Talbot and his courageous son John 
shine in contrast to the selfishness and petty quarrel
ling of York and Somerset. Nearly the whole of the re
mainder of the act is devoted to the Idealization of Tal
bot who is the hero of this play rather than of the 
weak King Henry.

When the dead John Talbot is brought to his dy- 
ing father, Shakespeare makes use of pathos to enlist 
our interest and sympathy in their cause.

The conclusion ofithis act continues to carry out 
the seeming purpose of the whole, the glorification of 
Talbot. In the former scenes, we were lead to admira
tion by witnessing his brave actions: here we listen to 
his praises on the lips even of his enemies. The Dau
phin, the Bastard, and La Pucell all join in extolling
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him. Later, when the English Sir William Lucy comes to 
the Dauphin’s tent to inquire about the English prisoners 
and the number slain, he, too, breaks forth in eulogy of 
Talbot, comparing him to the phoenix, and he prophesies 
that from his ashes will arise another conquerer.

This fourth act serves neither the purpose of pre
paring us for the peace treaty the catastrophe, V, v, 175 
that follows immediately in the fifth act nor for the 
important fact that Margaret, of Anion, who is to prove 
such a powerful figure later, will enter the scene. We 
would rather expect an overwhelming victory for the French, 
which does not take place.

King Richard III
yinF Richard III is linked with the King Henry VI 

plays, but unlike them, this drama is knit closely toge
ther internally. Richard is the prime-mover of all the 
action and is, therefore, the binding force.

The climax, III, vii, 259-240 , Richard has had 
himself proclaimed king. The fourth act portrays his 
drastic, but futile efforts to make his claim secure. It 
ends with a presage of the complete collapse of his cause.

As the fourth act opens, the mother and other 
relatives of little Prince Edward are standing before the 
Tower seeking to visit the imprisoned boy. They are re-
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fused entrance by order of "the king." It is thus that 
they receive the first intimation that Richard has 
seized the kingship. This word is further confirmed 
by Stanley who comes with orders to conduct Ann to West
minster to be crowned queen«,

A break between Richard andvBuckingham occurs 
shortly after this over the plan for doing away with Ed
ward's innocent sons. Buckingham, who had been Richard's 
"second self" decides to betake himself to Richmond. Ri
chard, too, is thinking of this sane Richmond. He is 
brooding over two prophecies concerning him, the first 
riiade by Henry VI,^ the second by an Irish bard who told 
him he would not live long after he had seen Richmond»'' 
Thus we have a forecast that all will not be well for 
Richard even if in the meantime he has secured the ser
vices of one Tyrell to do away with the princes in the 
Tower. Tyrell, in turn, suborns two rough men to do the 
deed. Their after account lends a touch of pathos to 
this bloody drama, and Richard himself, almost the incar
nation of evil, looks black and hideous against the pu
rity and sweetness of the little Princes.
________Richard proceeds on his way to clear cut a l l __

11 H  Henry VI, IV, vl, 70-76.
2Klng Richard III, IV, 108-109
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rivals to the throne. He imprisons the son of Clarence 
and arranges a mean marriage for the daughter. In or
der to holster up his claim, he decides to marry the 
Princess Elizabeth and adds the crime of wife-murder so 
as to make himself eligible for a second marriage.

The old Queen Margaret can now gloat over her 
enemies, though she laments her own dead. Queen Eliza
beth and the Duchess of York join her in her lamenta
tions and even as they mourn, Richard approaches and 
asks the grieving Queen for the hand of her daughter. 
Neither Elizabeth nor Richard are at a loss for words, and 
the long conversation rather mars the action of the play, 
particularly since Richard's argument leaves Elizabeth 
unconvinced. She simply gives in.

Ratcliff, Catesby, and Stanley bring word to 
Richard that Richmond has taken up arms against him and 
is on his way to England. The King sends Stanley to mus
ter men, but, not trusting him, he keeps his son, George 
Stanley, as a hostage. Messenger after messenger brings 
further news of men in arms against him. Even Stanley, 
who is afraid to desert openly because he fears for the 
safety of his son, has deserted in his heart.

The catastrophe, the slaying of Richard, '̂ V,iii, 
1_2~], has been well prepared for In act four. The piled-
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up evil deeds of Richard call for vengeance on their 
perpetrator. The break between Buckingham and Richard, 
Stanley's secret disvloyalty, the messages telling of 
men in arms against him, fill the audience with inter
ested expectation and with hope that Richard will go 
down to defeat and that another, more worthy of the ho
nor, shall wear the blood-stained crown of England.

Comedy of Errors
The general notion of this play is from the 

Menaechml of Plautus, but the plot has been made over by 
Shakespeare, and the comic situations have been intensi
fied by their variety and number. Shakespeare also ad
ded the twin servants. Though this increased the impro
bability of the story, Schlegel observes, that when once 
we have lent ourselves to the first, which certainly 
borders on the incredible, we shall not probably be dis
posed to cavil about the second; and if the spectator is 
to be entertained with mere perplexities, they cannot be 
too much varied.

The Comedy of Errors has, for the most part, the 
single device of mistaken identity. And, as in a musi
cal composition, the theme or motive is reproduced and 
varied throughout the course of the composition, so it

It is ever the same, yet constantlyis with this play.
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diversified.

The fourth act is such a variation. The climax 
of the play, when Antipholus of Jsphesus is refused admit
tance into his own house, fill, i, 5iT]is passed, hut the 
situations of mistaken identity continue. Heretofore, 
the predicament has extended to master and servant rela
tions and to those within a private family. Now, they 
are made a more public nature and include the business 
world in the person of Angelo, and the law, in the person 
of the officer. Meanwhile they return again and again to 
the mixed family and servant relationships. There are as 
many as eight Instances of mistaken identity in this act 
alone.

The Comady of Errors is purely a comedy of situa
tion. If we except the motives that brought the twins
of Syracuse to Ephesus, there are hardly any human mo-

»

tives in the play at all. The characters do not devel
op; they are merely the playthings of chance. Antipho
lus of Syracuse has at least one great opportunity for 
solving the mystery by using his human intelligence. In 
scene three of act four, he wonders because there Is not 
a man he meets who does not salute him as if he were a 
well acquainted friend, and calls him by his name. Here, 
indeed, he might have ventured some guess that there was 
another Antipholus in Ephesus who resembled him so
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strongly that he was being mistaken for the man. Prom 
this thought he might have proceeded tothe idea that pos
sibly such a man might be his long-sought-for twin. But 
instead, he attributes these strange happenings to preter
natural sources or witchery.

In spite of their seeming to get no nearer a so
lution, these mixed relationships have really helped to
ward one. Adriana, Luciana, and the courtezan have brought 
Dr. Pinch, a wizard, to drive Satan out of Antipholus of 
Ephesus whom they are not convinced is mad. They succeed 
in getting both master and servant bound and locked in the 
house. This gets the two of them out of danger of fur
ther confusion and helps to prepare for the fifth act 
when the master and servant from Syracuse appear in spite 
of the fact that the two are supposed to be safely locked 
up. This will be the occasion of bringing together the 
double set of twins*

The last seene of the fourth act adds an element 
of suspense. The twins from Syracuse have determined to 
leave Ephesus with all speed. They are rushing their 
preparations to leave, and as the simultaneous presence 
of at least one set of twins seems absolutely necessary 
to the solution of the problem of the play, a state of un
certainty is created, and with it, a new interest is arou
sed in the coming catastrophe the audience will see in

R  i
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act five, [v, i, 336-362].

Titua Andronlcus
The source of Titua Andronicua is found in the 

legends of ancient Rome, but the style ia an Imitation 
of Kyd»a The Spanish Tragedy, a "blood and thunder" dra
ma of the Senecan type.

In the first act of the play, Andronicua has or
dered the eldest of the three sons of Tamora to be slain 
to appease the souls of his own slain sons. Tamora*s 
tears were of no avail to save them, and she has sworn 
to be avenged.

In Act III, Andronicua, who has sent his severed 
handto the Emperor to redeem two of his sons who had been 
accused of a crime really committed by Tamora*s sons, re
ceives his hand again together with his sons’ heads.
His remaining son escapes and Andronicua swears to avenge 
his slain sons. This is the climax of the play [ill, i, 
279]. Tamora is having her revenge and Andronicus will 
have his later.

The fourth act contains the revelation of the 
identity of the perpetrators of Lavina’s mutilation. Here, 
indeed, Shakespeare might have relieved the horror of 
this play by skillful use of pathos. But he does nothing 
of the kind. Instead, we see here young nephew Lucius
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running from Lavina In fear. This once beautiful girl 
seems to have lost her appeal with her tongue and hands*
As the act opens, she has just thought out a plan to let 
her family know what really happened to her. She pointed 
out a similar story in Ovid’s Metamorphosis, and under 
Titus’ guidance, she holds a staff in her mouth and 
writes the names of the criminals, Chiron and Demetrius, 
the sons of Tamora. This discovery hastens the tragic 
end of the play for it furnishes Andronicus with another 
motive for revenge*

To further his plans, Titus pretends to be mad 
and sends gifts of weapons to Chiron and Demetrius who 
are pleased with them, thinking that Andronicus is thus 
humbling himself before them.

In the meantime, Tamora has been delivered of a
black-amoor child and has It sent to Aaron, the father,

*

asking him to kill it* Chiron and Demetrius, to spare 
themselves and their mother humiliation, also ask that 
it be destroyed, but Aaron refuses to kill his first
born son and heir and threatens to kill anyone who touches 
it. He does consent, however, to hide the infant and sub
stitute another, a white child, In its place, not so much 
to save Tamora, but for the sake of his own son.

If the audience feels inclined to sympathize with 
the Moor at this show of fatherliness, they will quickly
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be reminded of his cruelty in his order to slay the in
nocent nurse and midwife while he makes off with his 
wtreasure.*

Titus, still feigning madness, writes messages ad
dressed to the gods beseeching them to give him redress. 
These he attaches to arrows and shoots them intojthe Ro
man streets. He further sends a letter to the Emperor 
accusing him of wrongfully murdering his sons. Saturni- 
nus is disturbed by all this, and further disturbed by 
the report that the banished son of Titus has made him
self the head of an army and is marching on Rome. Ta- 
mora consoles him and promises that with a deceitful plan 
she can get the insane Titus to send for his son. When 
he arrives, she will see that they are on hand to cap
ture him, and all will be well for her cause.

The fourth act prepares for the general holo- 
caust which includes the death of Titus, the catastrophe 
of the play, ¡V, iii, 6§] , by furthering the enmity of 
Titus against Tamora and her family. The approach of 
Lucius and Tamora1s arrangement for the meeting of the 
principals at Titus* house prepare for Titus* horrible 
feast* Both Tamora and Titus will have had their re
venge but at the price of their lives*
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The Taming of the Shrew
The Taming of the Shrew Is classed as low com

edy. The humor is rough rather than intellectual, bois
terous rather than refined. It has three plots. The 
main plot is the taming of Katherine from a pronounced 
shrew to an obedient wife; the sub-plot is the love story 
involving her charming, gentle sister Bianca. Besides 
these two plots, there is an induction, the hoaxing of 
Christopher Sly, which has no direct bearing on the other 
plots of the play and which, strange to say, in the Fo- 
}.io version, has no conclusion, after the fifth act where 
one might expect it. This omission is hard to explain, 
and is regrettable because the induction itself is so 
humorous that it gives promise of an equally humorous 
ending.

The other two plots are so ingeniously interwo
ven that they can be said to serve one function• kach 
enhances the other, though the main plot is the more en
tertaining of the two.

In the third act, Katherine's wedding takes place 
and Petruchio, after humiliating his bride in diverse 
ways, refuses to stay for the wedding feast. This is the 
climax of the play, \]ill> 186-190^.
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The fourth act is taken up with the actual tam
ing scenes and the furtherance of Bianca1s fortune. What 
happened to the bride on the home journey is related by 
Grumio, Petruchio’s servant, who has been sent ahead to 
prepare for the home-coming of his ma&er and his new mis
tress. Things have gone very badly, indeed, for Petru- 
chio has made things generally miserable in his seeming 
concern for his wife.

Now that they have errived, dinner is set before 
them but Petruchio orders it taken away because he says 
the meat is burnt, and that burnt meat is bad for choler
ic persons. The hungry Katherine protests, but to no 
avail*

Next, Petruchio plans to keep Katoerine awake 
all night with fault-findings over the lack of adequate 
preparation of her bedroom. He is determined to subdue 
her, to ’’kill her with kindness."

When Katherine is ’’starved for lack of meat and 
giddy for lack of sleep,” she is shown beautiful clothes 
that have been ordered by Petruchio for his bride. She 
is pleased with everything, but not so Petruchio. They 
are not good enough fb r his wife, and he orders all to 
be taken away*

In the meantime, in Padua, Tranio and Hortensio 
have forwworn their love for Bianca when they see her
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making love to Lucentio, whom they mistake for a common 
fellow. In order that arrangements can be made for the 
marriage of Lucentio and Bianca, the young man’s ser
vants induce a school-master to impersonate Vincentio, 
Lucentio’s father.

Petruchlo decides to take Katherine again to Pad
ua for Bianca's wedding. She is now so tamed that she 
is willing to call the sun the moon and to call the true 
Vincentio, whom they meet as a chance traveller on the 
way, a Hyoung, budding virgin, fair aid fresh, and sweet” 
just because Petruchlo has declared him so.

When they realize who the old man is, they tell 
him the joyful news of his son's approaching wedding, and 
together they make their way to the celebration.

The fourth act is an important link between the 
first three acts and the fifth. It presents the fulfill- 
ment of the project of taming Katherine and leads on to 
the fifth act when this one-time shrew is presented to 
her wondering family and friends as even gentler than 
her sister. V, ii, 188 .

This act also furthers the sub-plot to the eve oij“ 
the wedding of Bianca and introduces a new problem, the 
arrival of Lucentio’s true father, Vincentio, thus stimu
lating expectancy as to the outcome when the two "Vincen- 
tios11 meet.
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On the whole, The Taming of The Shrew is an en
joyable play, and the fourth act is perhaps the most en
tertaining in the drama. A moral is hidden in the play, 
too. It is not so much the value of wife-training, but 
the value of seeing ourselves as others see us. Kather
ine had an opportunity to observe first-hand what it is 
like to live with an ill-tempered person. Perhaps it was 
this realization that made her mend her ways.

Two Gentlemen of Verona
This play may have been suggested by The Story 

of the Shepherdess Fellsema in Diana of Montemayor. It 
is one of the first of a series of love plays of this pe
riod. Some of the instances represented are suggestive 
of Sidney's Acadia.

In the third act, Proteus, who had sworn con-
»

stancy to Julia, has fallen In love with Sylvia whom his 
friend Valentine hopes to marry. He breaks faith with Vâ  
lentlne by revealing to the Duke his friend's plans for 
elopement with Sylvia. This revelation, [|ll, i» 38-42], 
is the climax of the play. When the Duke is certain the 
report is true, he banishes Valentine from the dukedom.

The function of this fourth act is to prepare a 
way for all the chief actors to meet at the spot fixed 
for their rendezvous by the playwright.
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Julia, in order to be near Proteus, comes to 
Milan disguised as a page and enters his service. Julia 
soon finds out that Sylvia is the center of his affections 
and that Proteus Is playing false to Thurio, the Duke’s 
choice for his daughter, as he had played false to Va
lentine.

Julia Is further grieved when she is commissioned 
to bring Sylvia the same ring she had given Proteus as 
a pledge of their love, but is pleased to find out that 
Sylvia is not inlove with Proteus but, on the contrary, 
is displeased with him because of his fickleness. Sylvia 
Is particularly displeased with the ring because Pro
teus had previously told her that it had been a love- 
token from Julia.

Scene four introduces some very low comedy.
Launce, the servant of Proteus, has been commissioned 
by his master to deliver a Tittle dog to Sylvia as a 
gift. Launce loses the dog and substitutes his own 
Ill-mannered cur.

In the meantime Sylvia has heard that the banish
ed Valentine is living in Mantua. She plans, therefore, 
with Eglamour to go there. This will necessitate her 
passing through the same forest where Valentine is act- 

chief for a band of outlaws who had given himing as



34

the choice of accepting this dubious honor or of being 
slain. The Duke, Thurio, Proteus, and Julia will all be 
drawn into a searching party for the missing heiress.
And thus we shall have a fitting pastoral setting for the 
final scenes of this romantic comedy of love, when in the 
catastrophe, Qv, iv, 147], Sylvia and Valentine are uni
ted.

Love's Labor * s Lost
Love * s Labors Lost is a court comedy of the so

cial type. It is the first English drama, if we except 
some mere episodes In Greene’s plays, in which the ro— 
mantic love story is stressed. Love * s Labor * s Lost is 
the only one of Shakespeare's dramas for which at least 
one definite source has not been traced. It was written 
for an audience interested in court gossip and in the 
inter-relations of French and English diplomacy of that 
day. We cannot now roll back the pages of time complete
ly enough to catch the underlying meaning of some of the 
quips and sallies of wit that tumble one over the other 
in this merry play. In this respect, it is a play for 
the times and not a play for the ages as are so many of 
Shakespeare's better works.

King Ferdinand and his three friends, Biron, 
Longaville and Dumaine have pledged themselves by oath
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to spend three years in study. During that time, they 
were not so much as to converse with a woman.

The climax of the play, \_III, i, 168-17(3 , is 
reached when Biron entrusts his letter addressed to Ro
saline with whom he has fallen in love, to the unlet
tered Costard, who has also been given a love-letter 
from Armando to Jaquenetta.

The fourth act of the play is the liveliest of 
the drama, though its opening does not give such promise, 
for it shows the princess engaged in an artificial hint
ing scene. Costard appears and delivers Armando’s let
ter to the Princess. He next delivers Biron’s letter to 
Jaquenetta, who cannot read0 She gives it to Holofernes, 
who, after reading it, judges that it should be delivered 
to the King. Thus we are prepared beforehand for what 
will surely happen, Biron’s love-secret will be betrayed.

Next, the exposure of the true state of affairs 
regarding the King and the two other friends takes place. 
Not only Biron, but the other three, as well, have fallen 
in love. Biron makes the discovery whe^, after reading 
his own poetic effusions, he mischievously listens to the 
King who is grieving with love for the Princess. The 
King then steps aside while both he and Biron listen as
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Longaville reads a sonnet in praise of "sweet Maria." 
Longaville hides just in time to hear the praises Du- 
main pours on the "most divine Kate."

Longaville, pretending innocence, advances and 
reproaches Dumain; the King steps forth and censures 
Longaville for being in love himself and reminds them 
that they will have Biron to deal with, too. At this 
point, Biron appears from his hiding place and tells them 
that he has heard all; the king, too, is guilty. He 
alone is honest, and will therefore leave their company.

Before this threat is accomplished, however, Cos
tard approaches with Biron»s letter, and he can admit 
that he, too, is in love and proceeds to praise his Ro
saline even more extravagantly than the other three had 
praised their loves.

The fourth act provides a way, by means of Biron*s
*

letter to bring the young people to an understanding of 
the situation. Now that all the secrets are out, these 
four young hearts together plan each one to win his lady 
and the act closes with happy expectations for the Fifth 
Act, with its catastrophe in which the young people pro
mise tomeet in a year and a day. [_V, il, 886-887] .
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Romeo and Juliet
Shakespeare’s play, Romeo and Juliet is derived 

from an Italian story that had been told and retold but 
never before in the charming words of lyric poetry such 
as we find in this masterpiece* It is a story of passion
ate love which springs as swift as lightning from two 
young hearts, matures, is united in marriage, and finds 
a final resting place in one tomb, all ihthe space of 
four or five days.

If Romeo and Juliet is the story of young love, 
it is also the story of old hatred that grew up through 
the years between the family Montague and the family Ca- 
pulet until after the "poor sacrifices of their enmity,” 
they, too, are at last united in a common grief*

The fourth act shows the state of affairs after 
the secret marriage of Borneo and Juliet and after Romeo 
has slain Juliet’s cousin Tybalt. The slaying of Tybalt, 
a Capulet, by Romeo, a Montague, isthe climax of the play, 
|_III, ii, 157^. It accentuates the quarrel and brings 
on Romeo’s banishment. Juliet is In despair, as her fam
ily is arranging a marriage between herself and Paris.
She is resolved to be true to Romeo, even though she must 
kill herself in order to do so. In her trouble she goes 
to Friar Lawrence who had married her and Romeo, and there
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finds Paris who is arranging for his own marriage to her. 
She puts him off with skillful words and, when he has 
gone, she tells the friar of her desperate state of 
mind. She will kill herself if he can suggest no other 
remedy.

Friar Lawrence's plan is truly a desperate one, 
too. He tells her to take a potion which will cause her 
to simulate death for exactly forty-two hours. Every
thing depends on contacting Romeo and having him on hand 
at exactly the right moment.

Juliet tells her father, as the friar has advised 
her, that she will marry Paris. The father, delighted, 
rushes preparations so that the feast can be held the 
next day.

Alone in her room, Juliet thinks ofwhat she is 
about to do. She even doubts the friar for a moment, but 
putting the doubt aside, she resolves to follow his di
rection and then gives herself up to meditation on the 
horrors of the tomb that she will have to share with the 
dead. Outside her chamber, all is bustle and excitement; 
within, Juliet, alone in her sorrow, drinks the sleeping 
potion.

The discovery of her apparently dead body oc- 
rus almost at the same time the musicians arrive to play 
for the wedding. They had planned to take Juliet to the
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Church for her wedding; instead, they are asked^ to assist 
at the sad rites of a burial service*

This fourth act is a crucial one for the play. 
Juliet might have committed suicide without further ado 
when she realizes that there is no hope of her joining the 
banished Romeo, and that her marriage with Paris is set 
for Thursday. Instead, the action Is delayed by her going 
to the friar and entering in with his strange plan on 
which will depend the outcome of the fifth act. If the 
plan succeeds, the drama will turn out to be a comedy; if 
it fails, we will have a tragedy.

All along, however, we have been prepared for a 
tragedy, especially by Juliet's mood. She is almost mar
ried to death. Later, when Juliet is found in her death
like sleep her father moans that his daughter has wedded 
Death and that Death Is his son-in-law and heir.

The contrasts of preparation for a feast and Ju
liet's sadness are striking. The mourning of her parents 
lack naturalness. The callousness of the musicians is 
somewhat surprising in a play of tragic mood though It

i

adds a realistic touch to a scene shadowed with fatalis
tic gloom.

Even though a faint hope for a happy ending to 
this play had been given by Friar Lawrence's plan, the
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general atmosphere of this fourth act prepares the au
dience for a tragic catastrophe, the death of Romeo,
Ly, iii» 12oJ and the death of Juliet, L.V, iii, 169].
It would seem necessary that these two lovers be united 
in death that by this double sacrifice their families 
might lay aside their hatred forever.

Richard II
In Richard, II, Shakespeare has attempted to 

write purely historical drama in lyrical form. Neither 
Richard ncr any other character in this play is, in him
self, highly dramatic. The result is that, whereas there

\

are some unforgettable scenes, and an abundance of passa
ges of rare poetical beauty, the play, as a whole, suf
fers from sluggish action and structural defects. The 
climax occurs when Richard’s army is dispersed £lll, iii, 
1-2̂ J and he is left at the mercy of his enemies.

There is but one scene in act four. The accu
sation of Armerle here is an unwelcome distaction from 
the main issue of the play. Even the formal deposition 
of Richard, at first sight, seems to add nothing to what

f

has been concluded in the foregoing act. Richard himself 
is puzzled over being sent for.

On further thought, however, the reason for this 
act becomes manifest. Shakespeare wants his audience to
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to like his Richard; it is certain that he is taking 
pains to assure himself of gaining an r sympathy. In
stead of having the deposition take place, as it really 
did, in the Tower, he shows us "plume-plucked Richard” 
against a background of colorful splendor in Westminster 
hall which he himself had just finished re-bulldingo

Prom the sight of this sorry figure who has not 
yet had time to learn to "insinuate, flatter, bow, and 
bend the knee," our minds revert to earlier impressions' 
of the young king when he was so overcome with his own 
importance, so puffed up by the flattering of his cour
tiers, that he compared himself to the very sun, without 
which England would be in darkness.1

Richard realizes now the insincerity of his flat
terers and breaks forth Into the famous "mirror Speech", 
in which he likens earthly glory to the brittle glass.
In the day of his great humiliation , standing before his 
accusers, he realizes how he has been misled and how he 
has been betrayed and delivered up by his own. He remem
bers Another who suffered thus and compares himself, 
therefore, with Christ In His bitter passion, betrayed 
by Judas, one of His followers. On this day, too, he ad- 
mits that he has sinned, even though he pleads not to 

1King Richard II, III, ii, 36-62.
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have to "ravel out his weaved-up follies."
We leave this fourth act, as Shakespeare so evi

dently wishes, sympathetic with the repentant king, in
terested in his fate, whatever it is to be, hoping, 
though faintly, that somehow Richard will be given an op
portunity to prove his repentance and show forth his true 
worth. We are, nevertheless, prepared for the more prob
able outcome, - his complete downfall# And this comes to 
pass in act five when Richard is murdered in the Tower, 
[V, vi, no].

Midsummer’s Night’ s Dream
Midsummer’s Night’s Dream is a high romance dra

ma and seems to be a fairy-tale of Shakespeare’s own in
vention. Fairy lore was common enough and popular enough 
with the Elizabethans to make this U  ght, poetic produc
tion not too surprising.

In his stOry, Shakespeare blends the experiences 
of four types of persm: the nobles, in the persons of 
the Duke and Hippolyta; the bourgeois, in the persons of 
the lovers? the mechanics, In Bottom and his crew? and

1

lastly, the fairies. The climax of the play Is the quar
rel Of the lovers over Helena. Q eII, ii, 245-358].

When the fourth act opens, we find the lovely 
fairy-queen, Titania, ridiculously in love with Bottom
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who, unattractive enough irihis own uncouth self, now has 
the added indignity of an ass’s head which the fairies 
have sloped over his own. These fairies, at the Queen»s 
command are attending him. Soon Queen Titania and Bot
tom fall asleep in each other’s arms.

Having quarrelled with his queen Titania over the 
possession of the changling boy, Ofeeron, the fsL ry king, 
once he obtained the boy he desired, seems to regret the 
trick he has played on his wife and tells Puck to anoint 
her eyes again so that she will awaken as her true self. 
When she opens her eyes, she thinks she has dreamed it all 
until she sees Bottom, still asleep, aid still wearing the 
animal head. The head is then removed by a fairy and
Bottom is allowed to sleep on.

The morning lark and the hunting hors usher in 
the day and with the day, the Duke, Hippolyta, Egeus and 
their train. They come upon the sleeping pairs of human 
lovers, who, because of the kindly intervention of the 
fairies, waken to find their love tangle completely ad
justed. The right girl loves the right man, and the right 
man, the right girl. The Duke, delighted, invites them 
to be wed in the temple at the same ceremony which will
unite him and Hippolyta.

The function of the fourth act is to straighten
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out all the quarrels and bring the characters into the 
plan for a happy wedding celebration. The fairies, too, 
have invited themselves to the festivities.

Bottom is wholly unhurt by his adventure. He has 
simply been used and has been returned to take up life as 
before. Though the dream puzzles him on his awakening, 
it does not Interfere with his plan of playing Pyramus 
before the Duke.

At the end of act four, everyone is ready for the 
marriage celebration of Act five which culminates in the 
blessing of Oberon on the happy sleepers, [[v, i, 408-42CT] 
This blessing marks the catastrophe of the play.

King John
The atmosphere in the first three acts of King 

John is one of arrogance and quarrelling; the instigator 
of the quarrels, in the words of the Bastard, is "that 
smooth-faced gentleman, tickling commodity," —  in other 
words, self-interest, self-advantage. King John, in the 
climax of the play, has ordered Hubert to do away with 
his nephew Arthur. \_III, Hi* 65T\

From these scenes of noisy dissension we are 
brought, in abrupt contrast in the first seene of act 
four, to the somber quietness of prison walls. Our atten
tion is drawn from the outcome of the war between France



and England over the throne of England, to the fate of 
one little boy, Prince Arthur,

The character of this prince is in such bright 
contrast to his royal relativesthat it is hard to believe 
that such a family could produce such a child. Whereas 
they are grasping for wealth aa d power, Arthur would be 
content to be a shephexi’s son. Prom the bickering and 
name-calling between Elinor and Constance, we turn with 
relief to Arthur’s gentle greeting to his jailer. Even 
when he becomes aware of Hubert’s evil designs, he does 
not argue, nor rail, nor make rash promises of reward.
He pleads with him. He tells of his love and reminds him 
of the tender little services he had rendered the man 
when he was ill.

The little Prince saw beneath the rough exterior 
of Hubert a fairer mind .and had grown to love him for it. 
Nor was Arthur deceived. He wins back the heart of this 
tempted man and also wins, by this portrayal of true love, 
the admiration and sympathy of the audience. An element 
of suspense is added as we wonder what will happen when 
John hearsof Hubert’s failure to carry out his orders.

In the second scene, we are at court again, John 
has, for the time, overcome his enemies and, against the 
ad\i ce of Pembroke and SaL is bury, had himself crowned
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again* This second crowning is an admission of fear.
He even consents to free Arthur because he has become 
afraid of erst-while friendly lords. This promise to 
free the young Prince relieves audience tension because 
the spectators are aware that Arthur still lives, though 
the King and the nobles both believe him dead, and belie
ving this, John sees his sins being heaped upon his head 
through the enmity of the nobles.

At this juncture, news reaches the King of the 
arrival of French troops, together with the unhappy ti
dings of his mother’s death. To these fears and sorrows 
is added the report that the Bastard brings him of the 
discontent among the common people. Added to this, 
strange prophecies are abroad, as well as wondrous na
tural phenomena, all of which strike fear into the heart 
of the king and prepare .the audience for his tragic end* 
When Hubert is upbraided by the king for killing Arthur, 
he is told that the boy is not dead. The King is glad, 
and a general lessening of tension closes this scene.

The third scene opens with Arfci ur standing alone 
on the walls of his jr ison* He is in disguise and hopes 
to save himself by leaping down from on high and running 
away. He recognizes the dangerof doing so but still 
hopes all will be well. He feels that whatever the outcome
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will he that it will be "as good to die and go, and die 
and stay.”

This pathetic occurrence is shortly followed by 
the discovery of Arthur's crushed body, and the distem
pered lords who find it, swear to avenge this death, not

»

through motives of selfishness thet permeated the first 
three acts of the play but to set a glory on the head of 
Arthur by giving it the worship of revenge.

The whole of this fourth act is a marked contrast 
to the preceding acts both in presentst icn and in the emo
tions it evokes* John is definitely stamped as despicable 
the nobles who oppose him are portrayed as admirable, and 
Arthur has called foifti tender pity.

The fourth act, besides furnishing a variation of 
emotions, carries along the action of the play and pre- 
paresfor the catastrophe. In the first scene, John's 
cruel treatment of his nephew calls for retribution; in 
the second, the discontent of the nobles together with 
the prophecies and forebodings, point to a tragj, c end 
for John. And finally, the vow of the nobles to avenge 
the death of Arthur all set the stage for the catastrophe, 
the miserable death of King John in the following act,
[Y, vil, 65-66]].



CHAPTER III

The Balanced Period Prom 1596-1600 

The Merchant of Venice
The pound of flesh story in the Merchant of Ve

nice is found in Fiorentio's Il_ Pecorone; the story of 
the caskets is told in the Gesta Romanorum. These sto
ries may have been the source of Shakespeare’s play, 
though it is possible that he may have gotten his in
spiration from a similar play produced before his own* 

The climax of the play comes when the bond is 
forfeited, QtII*ii* S7l|. The fourth act is given over
to a court scene in which Antonio, who has forfeited

*

his bond, and Shylock, who demands full payment, are 
brought face to face* Portia, in the guise of a young 
lawyer, pleads for mercy, but ^ylock’s heart is harden
ed, and he demands what he feels is justice*

Portia leads the Jew, step by step, to believe 
that he is winning his case; at the same time, she is 
managing it so that he will fail completely. Antonio, 
too, and his friends are convinced that the Jew will 
win and when all seems lost, Portia turns the tables on
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Shylock. True, he can cut his pound of flesh, but, in 
so doing, if he draws a drop of Christian blood, the 
law will demand his own death*

The Jew realizes he has been caught in a web 
and tries to retrieve at least some of his losses, but 
Portia proves that he has forfeited, not only the sum he 
lent to Antonio, but all his goods, and even a right to 
his life. With all her splendid mercy speech, Portia 
unmercifully leaves him nothing.

The Duke, however, and Antonio are more forgiving, 
though they demand that in return for their mercy, this 
hater of Christians become a Christian himself. Shylock 
leaves the courtroom in bitter sorrow.

The play could well end at this juncture if we 
consider Shylock the protagonist. Shakespeare, however, 
prepares us for a merry fifth act by the episode of the 
rings, a contrasts, surely, to the almost painful suspense 
of the court scene in act four.

The fourth act, inthe light of the fifth act, 
must be as it is. The happy solution of the difficulty 
for the young married couples necessarily envolves, the 
complete humiliation of Shylock.

The fifth act takes us back to Belmoiit and all 
turns out happily for the three young couples, and to 
add to their joy, Antonio*s ships are reported safe in
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their harbor, [JV, i, 276-2823» This is the catastrophe 
of the play as it resolves the problem underlying the 
whole play, the lack of ready money,

I Henry IV
King Henry IV, part one and part two, together 

with King Henry V, are the immediate continuation of En
glish history from the time of Richard II, whom Henry IV 
had deposed in order to obtain the throne for himself. 
Their source is Holinshed’s Chronicles. These four close
ly united plays from the second historical tetralogy.

The character of Prince Hal, later, Henry V, 
lends unit to each of the three Henry plays and to the 
three taken as a closely knit series. They are a study 
of his character development from his frivolous youth 
to his admirable maturity.

As these history-dramas are episodic in form, 
they would naturally have a tendency to drag. In or
der to enliven them, however, Shakespeare invented Fal- 
staff, one ofthe greatest comic characters of English 
literature.

In act four, scene two, we meet Fa^staff "damn
ably” misusing the king’s press. He has used his lively 
imagination to his own advantage by first pressing into 
service only those who could aid would buy their way ait. 
Then in lieu of these, he has collected such a motley
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crow of "scarecrows" that he has been accused of unload
ing all the gibbets and pressing the dead bodies* He 
goodnaturedly recounts this accusation to Bardolph and 
says further that they are so poorly dressed that they 
have but a shirt and a half among them. He intends, how
ever, to have them dressed before they reach the field 
by providing them with linen left out to dry on the hed
ges they will pass on the way. Palstaff revels in the 
humor of the situation.

Whem Falstaff comes ppon Prince Henry and West
moreland as he is leading his pitiful rascals, he defends 
them as being good enough as food for powder. The Prince 
draws a humorous contrast between their bare ribs and 
Falstaff*s fat ones and tells him to hasten as Percy is 
already in the field. Falstaff is in no rush to get to 
the fray. He hopes, rather, to arrive toward the end but 
in good time for the feast.

The historical pcrtiais of I Henry IV are taken 
up with the Percy rebellion and the climax of the play 
occurs when the Prince pledges himself to redeem his re
putation, |jtE» iii, 132]. Through Scenes one, three 
and four there runs a foreboding of evil for the cause 
of the rebels. We are being prepared for the catastro
phe of act five, the death of Hotspur, |_V, iv, 87).



52

Among the preparations for this catastrophe, we 
hear first of the withdrawal of aid promised by Hotspur's 
father, Northumberland, who sends word that he himself is 
sick and that he is unwilling to delegate anyone else to 
summon the aid of his friends. Hotspur has hardly resign
ed himself to the loss of his father's assistance when 
comes further ill new of the desertion of Glendower who 
ia overruled by prophecies. In spite of the desertion of 
these allies, Perc^ does not give up all hope, although 
he speaks of death in such a way that he seems to show that 
he has an intimation of his tragic end*

Sir Walter Blunt brings an offer from the king 
which, although Percy does not spurn, he patently dist rusts, 
for he has had experience with the king's ingratitude and 
his broken vows. There is some little glimmer of hope 
that the conflicting parties will be reconciled, but the 
act closes with the fear expressed by the Archbishop of 
York that Percy's cause will be lost.

II Henry IV
This play, II Henry IV, Is concerned with the

/
conclusion of the Percy rebellion and the succession of 
Prince Hal to the throne as Henry V. Palstaff appears In 
nine out of the nineteen scenes, but his charm has dimin
ished, his wit coarsened, so that when Henry rejects him
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at the end, we do not resent it.
For the most part, the scenes of the first 

three acts are laid in or around the tavern, or in the 
street; therefore, the fourth act affords a contrast by 
taking us to the Gaultree forest in Yorkshire where we 
meet the rebel band.

The movement in the first two scenes in act four 
is unusually rapid. The news of the second desertion of 
Northumberland is followed by a report of the large num
bers gathered against the rebels, scarcely a mile off. 
Their cause seems desperate. However, these adverse re
ports are followed almost immediately, by an offer of 
peace which comes from the king through Prince John.

When the rebels and Prince John meet, the prince 
promises upon his soul, to redress with speed their 
griefs and, as a sign of friendship, he proposed that 
both sides should dismiss their powers and that the lead
ers should publicly drink together between the armies as 
a proof of restored amity.

Scarcely have the rebels complied with the request 
of the Prince, when they discover that they have been be
trayed. Their men have indeed been dispersed, but those 
of the Prince have had other instructions and awsi t his 
pleasure. The rebel leaders are now at John*s mer©y and



54

are arrested as traitors and condemned to death. Prince 
John is stamped as utterly despicable because of this act 
of treachery and the audience is not deceived by consid
eration of his hlther-to apparent uprightness and faith
fulness into preferring him to his brother Hal*

To relieve the audience from the pain of this 
scene, Palstaff is presented as capturing Sir John Cole- 
ville, rta most furious knight, and valourous enemy, w as 
Falstaff humorously boasts of him to Prince John. Yet, 
when he gets through with his boasting, he turns to his 
prisoner grd; efully saying, w. . . thou^ like a kind fel-

rtllow gavest thyself away; I thank thee for thee."
In the closing scene of act four, we see Prince 

Hal at the deathbed of his father. Holinshed tells us 
how the prince actually took his father’s crown from the 
pillow where the dying king had it laid, but Shakespeare 
is at great pains to present this deed in a most favor
able light. As the Prince sees it in this play, he does 
not covet it as something that will bring unalloyed happi
ness. He calls it indeed, "a troublesome bedfellow . . .

ti p  'polished perturbaticn, a golden care.
When King Henry awakens from his death-like sleep 

and discovers the loww of the crown, he is greatly dis
til King Henry IV, IV, iii, 76-76.
2II King Henry IV, IV, v, 23.
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turbed. The attendants seek the Prince whom they find 
weeping. When the King chides him bitterly for taking the 
crown, Hal's tears prevent his speaking immediately, but 
when he does speak, he makes such an eloquent and con
vincing argument that the dying king is thoroughly recon
ciled to himand then gives him the drown acknowledging, 
at the same time, his guilty possession of it.

Henry IV dies in the chamber known as "Jerusalem" 
thus fulfilling a prophesy that he should depart this life 
in Jerusalem.

The main object of act four seems to be to create 
& favorable impression of Prince Hal whom we are going 
tomeet in Henry V as a most Christian King. The defeat 
of the rebellious lords will bring ^enry to a position 
where he can invade France and thus unite the energies 
of all his subjects against a common enemy and thus pre
vent civil war, [V, v, 106-11(Q. This hope for a united 
England is the catastrophe of the play.

Much Ado About Nothing
This play is said to be one of Shakespeare's most/

successful drams in that it always drew a large and ap
preciative audience. Although the Benedict and Beatrice 
plot isthe more entertaining, it is only secondary, the 
main plot being concerned with a bride whose marriage
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is cruelly interrupted because of a calumny. The climax 
occurs when Leonato has not time to listen to the long- 
drawn-out story of Dogberry who could have told him the 
truth and so prevented Hero's disgrace and grief, Qtll, 
v, 51-52].

A pathetic scene takes place in the fourth act 
when Friar Francis begins the marriage ceremonies. Clau
dio refuses to marry Hero, accusing her of being a wanton.
When Hero denies her guilt, Claudio describes what he

*saw at her window between twelve andone, and Don Pedro 
confirms the story. The betrayed Hero falls into a deep 
swoon and Don Pedro, Don John, and Claudio depart.

When Hero returns to consciousness, she is be
rated by her father who believes in her infamy, though 
she is staunchly upheld by her friend Beatrice. The
friar also believes in her innocence. To gain time to

*

prove it, he suggests that Leonato give out that his 
daughter is dead. He gives a different motive, however, 
to Leonato for this deception,— so that the slander will 
be changed to remorse. He then exhorts Hero to practice 
patience and gives her hope that all will tend wello

This scene would, indeed, be painful were it not 
softened by the knowledge that the audience possesses of 
Hero's innocence. And, besides, Benedict and Beatrice, 
drawn together in a common problem, delight us with their
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confession of love. In this tragic moment, they confess 
themselves to be vanquished by each other and no longer 
bandy about witty words but unite in loyalty to Hero.

Scene two is a contrast to the preceding one. In 
the first, we see the gentry speaking in the king’s best 
English and becoming involved in a web of deception; in 
the second, we meet an ignorant and blundering group who 
yet stumble onto the correct solution of the problem as 
to Hero’s innocence.

On the whole, this fouifc. act is well conceived 
and worked out, though after a careful reading, one wonders 
why Margaret is absent from the bridal party, and, if she 
is there, why she does not confess her part of the trick 
as soon as she sees how serious things have become. The 
prison scene, though it seems to be a satire, is, for all 
that, amusing and satisfying.

The climax of this play brought about the repudia
tion of Hero. But the loyalty of Benedick and Beatrice, 
the prophecy of Friar Francis, and above all, the exam
ination of his prisoners by Dogberry all prepare the Au
dience for the happy catastrophe of the play when Clau
dio and Hero will marry, Qv, iv, 118-12l] .
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King Henry V
Klng Henry V continues the history of this mon

arch from the Henry the Fourth plays. It shows this 
young king, pious and seriously intent on his duties as 
ruler of England. The sudden change from a frivdlous 
youth calls for an explanation , and this Shakespeare 
puts into the mouth of the Bishop of Ely who says that 
the change is only apparent, for the good was there all 
the time, though hidden from vlew.^

The young king, who has seen the evils of civil 
wars determines to unite all factions by turning their 
war-like interests against a common foe, France,

The climax of the plsy occurs when Henry realized
his sickly, ill-fed army must do battle with the French

, •

at Agincourt, [ i l l ,  vil, 160-165].
In this play, Shakespeare makes use of a chorus. 

In the prologue before the fourth act, he bemoans the li
mitations of his medium, the stage, to depict the great 
event to follow, and at the same time with a master-hand 
he draws injthis same prologue an unforgettable picture 
of the two camps as they kept watch and waited for the 
morning to herald the battle, 1

1Klng Henry V, I, i, 60-66.



59

The fourth act, by far the most outstanding cne 
of the present play, is a combination of scenes of dignity 
and scenes of merriment; of meditation and of battle.
It presents many contrasts of character and dircumstance.

In the opening scenes, the French encamped for 
battle, well-fed, well-armed, well-caparisoned, are 
treated by Sbfcespeare with little less!than ridicule; Hen
ry’s camp, on the contrary, is serious and dignified 
though so weak that the French have no questiai intheir 
minds as to the outcome of the battle.

In the solemn watches of the night, Henry borrows 
the cloak of Sir Thomas Erpingham and in this disguise 
goes from camp fire to camp fire to visit his men. He 
does not deceive them with false hopes but sits with them 
and joins their discussions, even when they concerned the 
king, admitting that the king is but a man as other men. 

When Williams blames the king for leading them 
into war if the cause be not just he goes so far as to say 
that if these men do not die well, it will be a black 
matter for the king. Henry defends his position in an 
argument that could well serve as a sermon to soldiers 
about to enter battle. He contends that than gh the sub
ject owes duty to his king, his soul is his own, sad he is 
responsible for it.
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Henry' 3 hearers are forced to agree tolthis so
lid argument, hut Williams, after reproving a remark 
Henry makes about the king, begins a quarrel and pro
mises to box the disguised Henry on the ear when the 
time is more convenient if Henry be bold enough to wear 
his glove in his cap as an identification*

In the opposite camp, the French watch with 
great eagerness and boasting for the break of day, confi
dent that it will be a day of triumph for their causeo 

When morning dawns, we return to the English 
camp where we hear Henry's famous St* Crispin's Day speech* 
The French send word that they will accept ransom for 
Henry and that, if the offer be accepted, his soldiers 
would be allowed to return home in peace* Henry refuses 
the offer*

The fourth scene affords comic relief when the 
Engli sh**speaking Pistol and his French jr isai er struggle 
to understand each otherwith the aid of a boy who can 
speak both languages*

The very short fifth scene serves to inform us 
that the tide of battle has turned against the French; 
their ranks have borken and Boa rbon predicts "a short 
life or a shamethat will be too long*"

One might expect a secne of exulting triumph for 
the English but, instead, we see one of pathos* Suffolk
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is dead, and York, dying, cries out to his comrade to 
wait for him so that they may enter the next world to
gether and with a kiss on the lips of his dead friend, 
he dies sealing his testament of love. Henry himself 
adds to the pathos by admitting that he, too, is on the 
verge of tears at the recital of this sad story, yet in 
the next breath, he furnishes a contrast of mood when he 
finds it necessary to give the order to each English sol
dier to kill his prisoner*

The English are now in possession of the field 
and we are taken back to the king’s quarrel with Williams; 
the quarrel is comically settled. This whole quarrel epi
sode, though seemingly unimportant and almost incongruous, 
is one of the ties that bind the Henry IV and Henry V 
plays together. It reminds us that Henry V, with all his 
courage and piety is, nevertheless, the same merrj Hal at 
heart, so merry indeed, that even at this great moment, 
he does not allow an opportunity for fun to slip by.

The remainder of act four is taken up with an 
enumferatiGnn of the dead on both the English and French 
sides, and it ends beautifully with Henry’s humble. Noti 
Nobis and his grateful Te Deum as the English Troops pre
pare to return home*

The fourth act, however, does not prepare us for the 
one following. We rather expect to witness a joyful home-
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coming instead of a French wedding. The main object of 
act four seems to be the glorification of Henry V and the 
English who, in spite of heavy odds, won the outstanding 
victory at Agincourt,

Julius Caesar
,!ihe story of this play is from Sir Thomas North's 

translation of Plutarch, It is a tragedy differing from 
Romeo and Juliet in that the latter tragedy hinges on cir
cumstances exterior to the lovers, while that of Julius 
Caesar is the result of internal struggle.

It is hard to determine whether Julius Caesar or 
Brutus is the protagonist of this drama. The character 
of Brutus is much more finely drawn than that of Caesar, 
All his amiable qualities are so displayed that it is 
quite possible that, in the mind of Shakespeare, he and 
not Julius, is the hero of this play. In the fourth act, 
very particularly, the deracter of Brutus is revealed, 
Cassius, too, is quite clearly delineated. On the other 
hand, though it is true that Caesar is murdered in act 
three, yet his spirit hovers over the remaining two acts

1

qs palpably as though be were bodily present. At the ca^ 
tastrophe [jr, v, 49-5cTj Brutus' last words are addressed 
to Caesar so that we may as well suppose that for all the 
characterisation of Brutus, Julius Caesar is the true
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protagonist of this play.

The climax of Julius Caesar occurs at the end of 
Anthony’s oration over the dead body of Caesar when he 
incites the people against the murderers, [ill, 11, 257]

The fourth act opens with the meeting of the tri
umvirs, Anthony, Octaviuss and Lepedus as they draw up a 
proscription list, not even sparing their own kin. They 
also make plans to organize troops as they have heard that 
Brutus and Cassius are $oing likewise.

Brutus and Cassius, have, indeed, drawn up for
ces, but when they meet, the two leaders begin to quarrel. 
Brutus accuses Cassius of having sold offices. He re
minds Cassius that it was for the sake of justice that 
the great Julius bled. And now Cassius is condoning, and 
even taking part in, unjust dealings. Angry words follow 
each other until Cassius.asserts that he is "aweary of 
this world."

As soon as Brutus sees Cassius in this huab le 
mood, he softens and admits that he was ill?tempered when 
he sppke. This admission reconciles Cassius and they re
new their love in a bowl of wine. Brutus now tells his 
friend that Portia, his loved wife, becoming distracted 
bj grief and worry, has died by her own hand.

Brutus, Stoic that he is, suppresses his sowrow 
as well as he can and attends to the news of the approach
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of Anthony and Octavius with their armies, Cassius thinks 
it well for them to wait until the enemy seeks them out, 
Brutus, on the contrary, feels the time is ripe to strike 
and his friend, against his own judgment acceeds to the 
plan of Brutus. Thus the quarrel scene gives us the rea
son for this unwise military move. If Cassius had not 
been in such a softened mood, he would probably have held 
to his better opinion.

Night has fallen and Brutus prepares to rest. He 
$sks that some of his men sleep on cushions in his tent. 
They offer to watch instead, but he insists on their ly
ing down. He finds a book he had been looking for and 
then asks the boy Lucius to play a strain or two on his 
instrument. He notices how tired the boy appears, and 
when he falls asleep, Brutus gently takes away his in
strument, finds the leaf turned dwn where he had left off 
reading, and prepares to continue the book.

In the dim light of the taper the ghost of Cae
sar appears and tells him that he will meet him at Phil
ippi. When the vision disappears, Brutus calls to his 
men and to the boy and asks them if they had seen any
thing, Then, as if to bolster up his spirit, he sends 
word to Cassius to set on his powers andthat he and his
men would follow.
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The whole of the fourth act fcould be omitted 
without much altering the action of the play. Its 
chief value lies in being a character study of both Bru^ 
tus and Cassius* Brutus, ordinarily gentle, was moved to 
anger because of Cassius1 reported injustice, and more 
because of his over-charged heart. His effort to be sto
ical over the death of his wife, his readiness to forgive 
Cassius, his consideration for his men, his almost ma
ternal concern for his young minstrel, all these give 
us an intimate picture of the man who had slain his friend 
Caesar for his greater love ibr the general good. It Is 
no wonder that Caesar had loved him and had cried In sur
prise, "Andyou, too, Brutus!when he saw him, dagger in 
hand among his murderers*

This act depicts Cassius, though less vividly.
He is of a naturally choleric disposition and of a more 
practical turn of mind than Brutus, though he shows him
self weak when, in his repentance, he allows his better 
judgment to be over-ruled by Brutus.

There are many small, careful touches in this act. 
Brutus and Cassius are reconciled over a bowl of wine. 
Brutus is forgetful in mislaying his book and finding it 
in his gown ppacket. The turned-down page of the volume

^Julius Caesar, III, i, 77.
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marks the end of reading. And, not least, is his human
reaction to the vision in the calling up of his atten
dants»

The fourth act closes with a foreboding of certain 
defeat for Brutus and Cassius and isthus a preparation 
for the catastrophe, the suicide of Cassius, 0r, v,
45-46]], of Brutus, [v, v, 49-5o],

As You Like It
This play is high romantic comedy. The main 

ideas of the story are taken from Lodge’s Rosalind. It 
is a pastoral romance but unlike the artificial pastoral 
comedies in vogue In Shakespeare’s day, It breathes an 
atmosphere of true rural life, though the story told a-
gainst such a setting Is filled with great improbabili
ties.

A rightful Duke has had his dukedom usurped by 
Frederick, his younger brother; Orlando, the younger son 
of Sir Roland de Boys, has been driven from his home by 
his wicked brother; Rosalind the daughter of Duke Senior 
has been exiled, and Celia, the daughter of Frederick has 
electedto go with her. '

All the exiles conveniently find refuge in the 
same forest where Orlando pines with love for Rosalind.
He seeks to ease his heart by pinning love poems on the 
forest trees. These Rosalind and Celia find, and the
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climax occurs when Rosalind becomes aware that Orlando 
is in the same place of refuge as herself, [ill, 11, 
24-25]• She is placed in an odd position as she is mask
ing as a young man, and pining with love, she seeks to 
unburden herself by contriving to get Orlando to make 
love to her as he would do tothe supposedly absent Rosa
lind, 1!his event which takes place in the first scene of 
act four is culminated in Orlando's going through a mock 
marriage ceremony with Rosalind* Celia acts as minister* 

We next have a glimpse of the kind of life that 
the banished Duke is leading in his forest retreat* One 
bf his men has killed a deer, and they are planning to 
make a festive occasion of it*

In the third scene, Rosalind is becoming impa
tient for Orlando who promisedto return at a stated time* 
We see, too, that the love affair of Sllvius and Phebe, 
shepherds of the vicinity, is going badly for Phebe has 
fallen in love with the disguised Res alind*

As Rosalind reads the letter that Silvius had 
delivered to her at the behest of Phebe, Oliver enters* 
Now Oliver is the wicked brother of Orlando, but, happy 
to relate, he is wicked no longer* He bears a bloody 
napkin to prove to Rosalind that Orlando didnot keep 
his appointment for good reasons, indeed. He has been
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wounded defending Oliver from a hungry lioness who was 
about to spring on him as he woke from sleep* When Rosa
lind hears that Orlando has been hurt, she faints* On 
coming to herself, she tries tomake cut that she has 
merely counterfeited the swoon to bear out her part as 
the maiden Rosalind. Oliver does not seem convinced*

We are all ready for the fifth act in which we 
expect Orlando and Rosalind to marry* We are hardly pre
pared for the wedding of Celia and Oliver, nor for the 
arrival of the false duke, andthe restore ion of the 
dukedom to its rightful lord, but so it happens*

This fourth act creates a happy occasion for the 
furtherance of the love story of Orlando and Rcb allnd* 
Everything is nicely arranged between them* Orlando 
has declared his love, has proposed, and Rosalind has 
consented tdbe married. All is ready for the real mar-

k

riage, the catastrophe, [jy, iv, 192-1983*
The coming of Oliver and his reconciliation 

with his brother points to a more prosperous future for 
the young couple, and, incidentally provides a partner
for Celia* *

Twelfth Night
The main plot ofthis comedy is evidently taken 

from the second story in a collection by Barnabe Riche, 
entitled, Riche His Farewell to the Milltare Profession*
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This, in turn, was probably taken from Belieforest’s 
Les Histolres Tragiques. The comic scenes, as far as we 
know, are the poet’s own invention and make this drama 
one of his most delightful comedies.

By the time we arrive at the fourth act, we have 
quite a complicated love story; Orsino is in love with 
Olivia; Olivia is inlove with Viola; Viola is in love 
with Orsino. We have two men and <n e woman, or rather, 
to speak more truly, since one of the men is a disguised 
woman, we have one woman and two men. Sir Andrew is also 
involved because he also would like to marry Olivia and 
has been egged on to hope for auch a preposterous event 
by Sir Toby who, in the meantime, is being helped from 
the simple man’s purse.

The climax of the play was the beginning of the 
duel between Viola and Sir Andrew, (jtll, iv* 335} • Viol a 
has been attached but was saved by Sebastian’s captain- 
friend, Antonio. It is because of this duel that in act 
four Sebastian, Viola’s brother, is drawn into the pic
ture by being attacked by Sir Andrew Ague cheek who takes 
him for uesario.

Now that Sebastian himself is on hand, oir An
drew finds that he is no match for him at all and decides 
to appeal to the law. sir Toby steps cihfc to give aid,
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and matters might have been serious for him had not Oli
via intervened in behalf of her loved "Cesario.*

In the humorous underplot, oir Toby Belch, the 
clown, and Maria have succeeded in having the melancholy 
Malvolio confined to a dark room, mow, in act four, the 
clown, disguised as a clergyman, comes to exorcise the 
supposedly mad Malvolio.

When Sir Toby, afraid of the displeasure of 
his niece, decides that the fun has7gone far enough, the 
clown is sent again to the unhappy man. laking one voice, 
now another, the clown impersonates the clergyman again, 
and then himself* Finally, Malvolio begs for a light 
wwifl writing materials, and when these are produced, pro
poses to write a letter of complaint to Olivia*

Twice during this scene do we hear the voice of
the clown raised in song, and, as usual, Shakespeare's

*

songs are a part of the play, not a mere insertion*
Olivia, who is not aware that the young man Is 

not the same page whom she has grown to love, has produ
ced a priest to receive the pledges of oebastlan's fi
delity until such time as they will be able to keep the 
celebration in accordance with the lady's birth* Sebas
tian does not show himself unwilling*

The entire act is full of Interest and humor* It 
promises a satisfactory solution Co Olivia's love pro
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blem by providing her with a young man whom she can marry 
in lieu of a young girl whom she cannot marry, the catas
trophe, £_V, i, 332-334]]. Orsino, too, is now free to find 
that his dear page is really a lovely young lady who 
wishes to marry him, and as he has been shown to have a 
fidie disposition, we are not too surprised to find that 
he can really transfer his affection sfrom one he cannot 
have to one who will have him0

The comic element also promises to continue in the 
fifth act for the letter nnalvollo is about to write will 
cause his ”love story” to be made known and will provide 
added merriment for all, except himself* But, as he loves 
to be melancholy, perhaps h^ too, will be Really satisfied.



CHAPTER IV

THE OVERFLOWING PERIOD FROM 1601 TO 1608 

Hamlet
The source of Hamlet is to be found In Saxo 

Grammaticus. The play is a tragedy of character, rather 
than one hinging on circumstances. The play is what it 
is because of Hamlet. And whatever its faults of struc
ture, whatever; the criticisms that have grown up around 
it, the fact remains; it is a great play, perennially 
fresh and new, waiting but for a reader to read it, or 
a Hamlet to play it. At the slightest touch it springs
into life and holds attention as few plays have ever

»

done. The climax Is the nrarder play produced before the 
king whose guilty conscience betrays him, [ill, ii, 278].

In the first three scenes of the fourth act, 
we find the royal family very much disturbed over the 
death of Polonius. Hamlet has killed him. Hamlet him
self is disturbed because he had had no intention of reach
ing that mark; the king Is disturbed because he knows 
the blow had been intended for him; the queen Is distur
bed because she is now convinced of her son’s madness.
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The body of the slain man is found and quietly 
interred. Hamlet is to be sent to England promptly un
der the care of Rosencrantz and guildenstern. Hamlet 
offers no objection. He needs time to think and he is 
ordered to go at once. Later he may find a way out but 
at present he seems unable to think of any.

We are quite suddenly translated to a plain in 
Denmark where we meet Portinbras and his army. After 
they have left the stage» Hamlet and his two companions 
appear. Hamlet soliloquizes on the straight-forward re
solve of Fortinbras to accorqplish a comparatively unim
portant end while he is unactive in a so much greater
cause.

Ophelia next makes her first appearance as in
sane. She sings snatches of song and speaks piteously 
of the death of her father. After she has gone, Laer
tes enters and demands revenge for his death. The king, 
who is more than a match for Laertes, as he was for Ham
let, persuades him thathe, the king, is innocent.

At this point, Ophelia returns fantastically 
dressed with straws and floers singing again snatches of 
song and childishly handing out her flaers repeating 
their symbolic significance as she does so. This sad 
scene makes Laertes more resolute than ever in his de
termination to revenge his father.
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In the meantime, Horation, Hamlet’s true friend, 
receives a letter from himtelling how his ship had been 
attacked by pirates and through the kind office of these 
same pirates that Hamlet had returned to Denmark, Let
ters are also to be sent tothe King from Hamlet«

While the King and Laertes confer about what is 
to be done, letters are brougjht from the Prince for the 
King and Queen# The King is amazed, but Laertes profes
ses himself glad that Hamlet has returned so that now he 
can take personal revenge on him*

The King then formulates a plan whereby Laertes 
can get rid of Hamlet in a duel« To make matters sure, 
Laertes proposes to anoint his sword with deadly poison« 
Then, to leave nothing at all to chance, the King sug
gests a poisoned cup of wine be prepared to be offered 
to the Prince if he should escape the venomed threat« 
While they are yet speaking, the queen enters to tell 
them that Ophelia has been drowned# At this news Laer
tes is almost overcome with grief«

Though the fourth act is not as masterful as the 
three foreoing acts, it is important. It forwards the 
action of the play by new inducement on the part of Laer
tes to personal revenge, Bor not only has he lost his 
father through Hamlet, but his sister also. Plans are 
made to carry out this revenge plot which, though they
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miscarry In part, will bring about the catastrophe. The 
pirate story is interesting but unconvincing. The whole 
episode involving England might have been handled other
wise, perhaps even more effectively.

The fourth act furnishes further study of the 
principal characters of the play. Haihlet has grown even 
weaker; his father1s second visit has failed to arouse him 
enough to refuse to be sent out ofthe country. Laertes 
shows that he is more eager to avenge a personal injury 
than Hamlet is to right what is "rotten in Denmark." Hora
tio’s true friendship is a contrast to that of Rosen- 
crantz and Guildenstem whom Hamlet likens to a sponge 
"that soaks up the King’s countenance, his rewards, his 
authorities." The King is known to be selfish except in 
his love for Gertrude. The Queen shows herself a mother 
in trying to excuse Hamlet. She also shows herself ten- 
defchfcow&rd Ophelia especially in a beautiful description 
of her sad death. Ophelia is an even weaker character 
than Hamlet. Whereas he simulates madness to hide his 
eomotional outbursts, she actually becomes insane. We 
can imagine a stronger Hamlet, had he had a stronger Oph e- 
lia. Her illness and the touching account of her death 
lend pathetic appeal to this poor, harmless girl.

The fourth act prepares us for a powerful catas
trophe which, however, does not occur until the end of
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The Merry Wives of Windsor 
The Merry Wives of Windsor is thought to have 

been written at the request of Queen Elizabeth who asked 
for a play showing Falstaff in love. Shakespeare was 
confronted with a real dilemma* On the one hand was a 
request for a love story; on the other, Falstaff, who 
could no longer by the Falstaff Elizabeth requested, were 
he truly in love* For Shakespeare*s Falstaff was not 
that type of character. He was too careless, too jovial, 
too schemingly selfish to experience the passion of love, 

Shakespeare gets around the problem by having 
Falstaff play at love as he had played at soldiering, 
and for the same end, of getting money.

There is some possibility that Falstaff might 
have met with some measure of success if he had not tack
led two money-bags at once, for Mistress Ford and Mis
tress Page are the type who would be somewhat impressed 
with the title that Falstaff carried. But the mistake 
was made and was discovered by the two merry wives who re-

1solvedto get a deal of fun out of the experience and, at 
the same time, to teach Sir John Falstaff a needed les
son. Mistress Ford has her own particular purpose to 
achieve, too. Her jealous husband also needed a lesson 
which he, indeed, received duging the course of this play,
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and from which he presumably derived profit*
Besides the main plot, the underplot is made up 

of a contest for the hand of Ann Page.
The climax of The Merry Wives of Windsor occurs 

when Falstaff* s first visit to Mistress F tA  ends up with 
his being covered with dirty linen in a laundry basket to 
be dumped into the Thames, QlII, iii, 14l]•

The iburth act opens with a street scene and con
sists largely in an examination in Latin being given to 
young William Page by his schoolmaster, Sir Hugh Evans 
to convince his mother, who knows nothing of Latin, how 
much her son is learning at school. The comic element in 
the scene is heightened by the fact that the teacher 
speaks "flannel" and "makes fritters of English." How
ever laugh-provoking this scene Aight be, it has small 
connection with the rest of tte play.

Scene two finds Falstaff at his seccnd assigna
tion with Mistress Fad. Mistress Page comes for a visit, 
also, and Falstaff, according tothe feadles* plan is hur
ried into the chamber while Mistress Page reports, for

1the benefit of Sir John, the near approach of the jeal
ous Mr. Ford. Mistress Ford pretends to be distressed 
and suggests putting Falstaff, whom she says is in the 
house, intothe clothes basket again. Falstaff appears 
and protests. As an alternative, they decide to dreaa
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him as the fat witch of Brainier d, whom Ford detests, and 
when Fakstaff is discovered in this costume he is roundly 
beaten by the irate husband. This is tte high point in 
act four. Mistress Page and Mistress Ford then resolve 
to tell their husbands the joke on Falstaff.

The next scene takes us to Garter Inn for not more 
than eleven lines, and these seem extraneous.

When scene four opens, Ford aid Page have been 
told about Falstaff*s letters; and how their wives have 
been gulling him. They enter &to the plot and plan to 
persuade him to go to the park at night disguised as 
Herne the hunter while they and the children, playing at 
fairies, would have an opportunity to humiliate him to 
their hearts’ content.

In the meantime, both Page and his wife plan to
take the occasion to have their daughter elope with the

*

men of their respective choices. Ann hasher own idea, 
however, and In scene six, we find Fenton, berchoioe, 
making plansto have the vicar at the hurch marry them be
tween twelve and one.

In the last scene we find that Falstaff has got
ten to the inn still dl sgulsed as an old, fat worn. n.
Mrs. Qulckiy is apparently sympathetic with him, though 
she Is really in league with the “merry wives.” She 
gives him another letter which we know will contain an 
invitation to the midnight meeting at the park.
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The fourth act lends variety to the gulling of 
Palstaff by means of the old woman In disguise« It clears 
up the misunderstanding of Ford find his wife and prepares 
for the final punishment of Falstaff, the catastrophe of 
the play, j_V, v, 95-106], which is to be shared In merri
ly by family and friends* The sub-plot, too, goes for
ward* Ann Page Is to marry Fenton, and the two other 
suitors are due to have a surprise*

This act is well conceived and should, with pro
per performance, produce enough rollicking fun tohave the 
play worthy of its name, The Merry Wives of Windsor.

Trollus and Cresslda
Shakespeare got the greater part of the materials 

used in Troilus and CressIda from Troy Book or Recueyl
translated by Caxton from Raoul de Febvre* Chaucer had

*

made the loves of Trollus and Cressida famous, and Shake
speare sought to try his hand on the same material*

The love story is Interwoven with the story of 
the siege of Troy and the crisis occurs when Fandarus 
uscceeds in arranging for Troilus and Cresslda to meet, 
ijll, ii, 42j.

The fourth act opens with anote of warning that 
the romance will not run smooth, ly for the Greeks have 
come to Troy to exchange Antenor flor Calchas’ daughter
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Cressida; the lovers, unaware of the coming separation, 
bid farewell at dawn. Aeneas, who knows where Troilus 
has spent the night, warns him of the exchange that has 
been agreed upon. Pandarus, the xmcle of Cressida, tells 
the girl who makes a great ado about the arrangement, 
vowing her undying love for 'Boilus.

Troilus himself is commissioned by Paris to tell 
Cressida that she is being sent to the Greek camp. He 
agrees sorrowfully to obey the injunction, and the youth
ful pair take a sad farewell. The fcoung man gives his 
sleeve to Cressida, and Cressida gives her glove to him 
as a pledge of love and constancy. Troilus keeps urging 
her to be true and tells her how attractive are the Gre
cian youths.

When Qressida is delivered to Diomedes, Troilus 
threatens him if he does not treat Cressida well. At 
this point Hector’s trumpet calls the Trojans away.

Cressida, now among the Greeks, seems to have 
forgotten her grief at leaving Troilus and kisses each
of the Greek generals who welcomes her to their camp.

/Ulysses recognizes her for what she is, a common coquette.
Hector and Ajax engage in the fight that had been 

planned, but only for a short time, for Hector refuses 
to get serious about it because Ajax happens to be his 
first cousin. When the fight is over, the Greeks and
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Trojans size each other up, yet, nevertheless, the Tro
jans are invited to have a feast in Aahilles tent even 
though they are planning a serious encounter on the mor
row* Toilus takes this opportunity to plan a meeting 
with Cressida though Ulysses tells him that Diomedes has 
already become enamoured of her* Thus the f <n rth act ends*

In act four the love story of Cressida and Troi- 
lus has passed its climax and has started to decline*
The parting of the lovers is the first step, for on Cres
sida’s side, absence will not make the heart grow fonder. 
Her frivolity with the Greek generals also prepares us 
for her unfaithfulness which is so soon to be manifested 
when Troilus carries out his plan of visiting her in her 
father’s tent where Diomedes is dining, 'Qv, iii, 108-llcQ *
This marks the catastrophe of the play*

*
The Trojan war makes little advancement in act 

four* The short dncounter of Hector and Ajax lends some 
excitement, and the prediction of Achilles that he will 
overcome Hector is a link to the accomplished fact in act 
five*l

All’s Well That Ends Well
The story of this play probably came to Shakespeare 

through Painter’s Palane of Pleasure which retold the
1Troilus and Cressida, IV, v, 232-246
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story of Glletta of Narbonne in the Deearnerone of Boc
caccio« It is an unpleasant story, for neither Helena 
nor Bertram are sympathetic eharabfcers. Their marriage, 
and its later consumation, were brought about by Helena's 
scheming and were entirely against Bertram's wishes. He, 
in turn, loses our sympathy by his attempted seduction 
of Diana. The climax, QlII, VII, 43-481, shows Helena 
concluding her plans to deceive Bertram,

The subplot of All¿s Well That Ends Well is con
cerned with a plot to reveal the cowardice of Parolles, 
a follower of Bertram, who has been an evil influence in 
this young man's life.

In the first seene of act four, we find Parolles 
in the hands of his own company who have blindfolded him 
and are pretending that they are hired troops of the ene
my. In order to obtain his freedom, Parolles has already 
promised to betray the secrets of the French, The sol
diers decide to hold him until he can make his confession 
before Bertram whom they wish to convince of his cowardice.

In scene two, Bertram is trying to persuade Diana 
to give herself to him. According tothe plan she has made 
with Helena, she withholds her consent until she has first 
secured the monumental ring that Bertram swore Helena must 
first obtain before he would life with her as his wife. 
Diana, when she is in possession of the ring, promises
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to let him in at her window at midnight on condition that
he will not apeak to her#

Xn scene three* we §.ro taken to the Florentine 
camp where, by listening to the conversation between the 
French lords and soldiers, we learn that it is known that 
Bertram has given away his ancestral ring to a young 
gentlewoman whom he is supposed to have perverted, that 
Helena is reported dead, and that peace has been conclu
ded. When Bertram arrives, he gives the further informa
tion that he intends to return home to his mother*

Parolles is now brought forward, still blind
folded^: and in the presence of Bertram and his companions, 
betrays them, as he thinks into the hands of their ene
mies, and when questioned, speaks very ill of each of 
them in turn* Batram is convinced of his false charac
ter, and though Parolles is more than a little surprised 
to discover what company he has been in, he is grateful 
to be alive and free and does not feel too humiliated 
to resolve to return to France with the rest*

In scene four, Helena makes further plans to at-
s

tain her end. She persuades Diana and her mother to go 
víith her to France and help her prove the tricks she has 
accomplished*

In the next scene, Lord Lafeu and the countess 
are discussing Bertram and Helena. Lafeu lays the
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blame of Bertram's waywardness on Parolles. The countess 
mourns the supposedly deceased Helena whom she loves as 
a daughter« Lafeu finally tells her of a proposition 
he made to the king regarding Bertram that Lafeu marry 
his own daughter to Bertram. To this the countess is 
favorable« He also tells her that the king is expected 
on the morrow and at that moment the arrival of Bertram 
is announced«

In All's Well That Bndb Well the fourth act holds 
an important place both in the sub-iblot and in the ma
jor plot« In regard to the former, the uncovering of the 
cowardly character is completed in this act, and we can 
hope that Parolles' principles will no more influence 
the young Bertram«

As to the latter, Helena brings it about that 
the conditions of her being accepted as Bertram's wife 
are achieved. She also has everything prepared to lay 
the evidence before the king« All the characters are 
on the way to meeting somewhere in France, and we can 
be certain that Helena will have her man this time, 
whether he will or no« The union of Helena and Bertram 
is the catastrophe, [jf, iii, 317-SB]• The fact that 
Lafeu has arranged to marry his daughter to Bertram is 
a minor tangle which we know will be unravelled with
little or no ado«
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Measure for Measure
The story of Measure for Measure was taken from 

jjg.Qmos and Casandra of George Whetstone, published in 
1578* It has points of resemblance to All's Well that 
gnda Well, especially in the substitution device, but 
is a far more sympathetic and human story* The first 
two and a half acts are written in Shakespeare's best 
style; the latter half of the third, and all of the 
fourth act is a series of straggling incidents and is, 
for the most part, in prose* The climax occurs when 
Claudio begs for his life at the expense of his sister's

\

honor, QlII, i, 155-134].
Ineact four, the Duke is disguised as Friar 

Lodowick* Isabella arranges with Marianna to take Isa
bella's place at the assignation with Angelo* In prison 
the provost arranges with the clown to assist the exe
cutioner Abhorson with the beheading of Bernadlne*
Friar Lodowick arrives and discusses the coming execu^ 
tion of Claudio which has been ordered to take place at
four the next morning* They also discuss the spiritual * '
disposition of Bamardine who is to die the following 
afternoon* Knowing that Bamardine must die anyway, 
they decide to exchange execution times in order to give 
the Duke time to arrive and make things right for Claudio#
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Preparations are soon afoot for the beheading of 
Barnardine, but he is wholly unprepared to face the life 
beyond. They decide, therefore to let him live longer 
and substitute the head of a prisoner, who has convenient
ly just passed away, for the head of Claudio which An
gelo had ordered set to him as proof of his execution.
All this is done, but when Isabella arrives, she is not 
let in on this secret but believes that Claudiois dead. 
Lucio, Claudio»s friend, enters at this point and speaks 
disparagingly of the Duke.

In the meantime, Angelo learns ofthe approach 
of the Duke, and that he wishes to be met at the gates of 
the city. The Duke, no longer in disguise, gives letters 
to Friar Peter, which, however, Shakespeare forgets to 
have him deliver.

This fourth act is important in the play because 
it provides for the fall of Angelo. It also adds to his 
guilt by the sentence he pronounces on Claudio after pro
mising Isabella to free him on a donditicn which he be
lieves has now been fulfilled. Lucio, a graceless, 
slanderous, talkative fellow has sowed the seeds of 
trouble for himself by speaking against the Duke to the 
Duke in disguise. An opportunity for a public accusa
tion of Angelo has been provided for by the Duke»s or
der.
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We might expect Angelo to receive a severe pu
nishment but that would, of course, entail the punish
ment of Marianna, but Shakespeare wants her to be re
warded. We know, of course, that Claudio will appear 
unharmed, which provides the catastrophe,[v, i, 494- 
495], but we are hardly prepared for the proposal of 
the Duke to make the chaste Isabella his wiffe. Strange 
to saj, Shakespeare leaves it for the audience to decide 
what Isabella will decide about the matter.

Othello
The story is taken from the collection of novels 

by Cinthio entitled Ecatomltl. It is a terrible play, 
unrelieved by comic scenes, but, at the same time, it 
is beautiful and thouching* Even in view of the catas
trophe, the audience feels nothing but sympathy for 
Othello. It is evident that Shakespeare wishes it so. 
The climax occurs when Desdemona drops her handkerchief, 
£lll, iii, 90-92^ for it Is on this piece of evidence 
that Iago puts his trust to win his cause.

The fourth act opens with Othello and Iago die- 
cussing the relations of gassio and Desdemona. Iago 
has gone far beyond the point of mere suggestion of 
evil and has lied outright against them. Now he has but 
to convince Othello by supposed proof, and his case is 
won. Everything works into his hands, almost too per-
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fectly, It seems» There Is no check, there is no fal
tering, either in his designs or in the working out of 
them. Each Step points to one end, disaster.

Cassio, who appears at just the right moment, 
is led by lago to speak of Bianca, his mistress, who is 
making herself ridiculous by her constant attentions to 
him, lago cleverly leads him on In such a way that Othel
lo, who is listening unseen, believes it is of Desde- 
mona he is speaking.

At just the right moment again, Biance herself 
enters with the handkerchief which lago said Desdemona 
had given Cassio, When this pair leaves^ lago eggs the 
Moor on to thoughts of revenge. But even amid the ter
rible thoughts that crowd into his mind, there are still 
mingled thoughts of love. Yet, in spite of these, Othel
lo, convinced by the evidence of the handkerchief, accepts

*

Iago’s suggestion that he strangle Desdemona.
At this moment occurs an incident thaljwill cause 

lago to rush on at full speed with his evil designs, for 
it is now or never. Othello receives letters to the ef
fect that Cassio Is to succeed him as governor in Cy
prus. There is little time to waste. Just now, too, 
Desdemona’s innocent remark about the love she bears to 
Cassio causes the jealousy-maddened Othello to strike
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her in the presence of her kinsman Lodovico, who was the 
bearer of the news about Cassio’s appointment»

Othello questions Emilia about Desdemona’s con
duct with Cassio. This faithful maid defends her lady, 
but, as Othello has little regard for Emilia’s own vir
tue, her words have little weight«

Next follows a painful interview between Othello 
and his wife in which he charges her with infidelity.
She is too taken back, too entirely innocent, to defend 
herfielf. When Othello departs, Emilia tries in vain to 
console his wife, and the crafty Iago plays the part of 
innocence itself and listens unmoved to the cries of Des- 
demona’s broken heart, for she knows now with certainty 
that she has lost her husband’s trust*

Iago * s revenge on the Moor is fast taking shape,
but Cassio, too, must be gotten rid of, and quickly»

*

Here he uses for his own profit the simple Roderigo, as 
he had been using Roderigo’s purse heretofore. Rodrigo 
must rid him of Cassio. He therefore warns this young 
man that Desdemcna, whom the foolish Roderigo loves, Is 
soon to depart unless an important accident delays.Othel
lo, such as the removing of Cassio. He puts the matter 
even more clearly by saving the accident would involve 
the knocking out of Cassio’s brains. It is indeed a 
desperate expedient, but Iago is pressed for time.
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Roderigo promises to hear him further.
In the beginning of the third scene, Othello 

seems somewhat softened, according to Emilia’s obser
vations, and yet she is very uneasy on hearing that he 
has ordered her dismissed for the night,

Desdemona is oppressed with sorrowful foreboding 
and talks to Emilia of a sad love song that has been going 
through her mind. She sings the song of the willow for 
her maid. This is another instance of Shakespeare’s use 
of song to create an atmosphere for his dramatic scenes.
It is a foreshadowing of Desdemona’s own death. Every
thing has been prepared, and we are again reminded of 
Desdemona’s own unwavering fidelity in the closing con
versation between her and Emilia before she bids her 
faithful servant a last good night.

The lies of Iago, the conversation of Bianca and 
Cassio, the evidence of the handkerchief and the letter 
Othello receives from the governor all prepare for and 
hasten the murder of Desdemona, Each incident is a step 
toward the catastrophe, £_V, ii, 559], Othello’s death.

King Lear
The story of King Lear and Hi8 Tree Daughters ap

pears in Holinshed, but Shakespeare seems to have follow
ed an old anonymous play entitled The True Chronicle
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Hlstorle of Loire, King of England and His Three Daugh
ters, Gibnorlll, Ragan and Cordelia» The climax is the 
famous storm scene when nature herself echoes the mad
dened mind of the king, ĴEII, ii, 67^.

The fourth act comprises the falling action and 
is weak structurally* The main plot and underplot fol
low along in parallel formation; Gloucester is rescued 
by Edgar, Lear by Cordelia* Pathetic appeal is furnished 
in both, for Edgar listens to the wrongs of his blinded 
father and to save him from suicide; Cordelia’s appeal 
as she watches over her sleeping father.

The death of Cornwall, the villian-husband of 
Regan, is an instance of irony of situation» He who has 
been behind his wife, an abettor in all her wickedness, 
has by his death cleared the way for her to put Edmund, 
more wicked than himself, in his place.

The Duke of Albany, who has never countenanced 
the inhuman treatment of the old king, utters a prophecy 
which prepares for the down-fall of Goneril, Trouble, 
too, is brewing between the terrible sisters* Both sis
ters want Edmund, but Edmund is deceiving both of them 
and biding his time to seizs the greater prige. The 
slaying of Osviald and the letter suggesting the murder 
of Albany falls into the hands of Edgar who will use it 
and thus work against the fortunes of its writer, Goneril,
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This fourth act helps to characterize the per
sonalities of the chief actors. King Lear, for all his 
madness, is a better man, with broader sympathies and 
understanding, than he was when he made the foolish di
vision of his realm.

Albany who has been weak in upholding the right, 
yet bestirs himself when his country is in danger. Edgar 
and Cordelia exhibit filial love which grows and deepens 
as their respective fathers need their support and sym
pathy with greater and greater urgency. Edmund, Goneril 
and Regan portray additional baseness of character by 
their infidelity to virtue and their infidelity to each 
other.

This fourth act prepares us for the fall of all 
the wicked characters and perhaps for a gentle death for
the old King. It certainly does not warn us of the

*
tragedy of Cordelia»s death whom we might expect to see 
reap as great a reward for her goodness as her sisters 
will have heaped upon their guilty heads a full and over
flowing punishment*

Macbeth
The source of Shakespeare’s Macbeth is Holinshed’s 

Chronicles. Although it is only half as long as Hamlet 
and Is the shortest of Shakespeare’s tragedies, it is

other of Shakespeare’s dramas hada powerful play. If no
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come down to us, this one alone would have marked him as 
a genius. The climax occurs when Pleance, the son of 
Banquo, escapes his would-be murderers, Qtll, iii, 1$̂ J .

The fourth act of Macbeth opens in a dark cave 
where the witches, whom Macbeth met in the opening scene 
of the play are again before us. This time Macbeth does 
not come upon them accidentally but has sought them out 
with deliberate intent. He is troubled about Macduff who 
seems to oppose him.

One of the witches announces Macbeth’s approach 
by sailing that something wicked comes this way. Truly, 
something wicked comes, for Macbeth has added crime to 
crime since first he met these denizens of the lower 
world. He has gone so far in evil that he feels he cannot 
return to a righteous way of life.

Macbeth’s intention in coming to the cave is to 
hear what the weird sisters have to say of Macduff. In 
accordance with his request, Macbeth is given to see a 
series of apparitions. The first tells him to beware of 
Macduff; the second tells him to be bold because no man 
born of woman would harm him; the third assures him that 
he will never be vanquised until the Birnam wood should 
come to Dunsinane hill ag4hst him*

Macbeth feels confident and assured now because 
of these deceitful promises. Yet he is not entirely sa



94

tisfied« The promise that Banquo should beget kings 
which the same witches had given to Macbeth and Banquo 
at their first meeting, still disturbs Macbeth's mind.
He insists on learning more about this promise, and to 
his dismay, he is shown a vision of Banquo and the kings 
who would hereafter reign claiming Banquo asjtheir progeni
tor.

As the last vision fades, Lenox enters and re
ports that Macduff has fled to England. Macbeth is 
therefore unable to carry out his rewolve to "make as
surance double sure” by killing Macduff, but his anger 
vents iself in a savage plan to kill Macduff's wife and 
children. He makes little delay in carrying ait this 
plan. Lady Macduff and her son are then murdered.

Macduff meets Malcolm in England. The young man 
at first distrusts Macduff but is finally convinced of 
his sincerity. During this conversation the sakted 
memory of Malcolm's parents is revived and we hear a re
port of the saintly king of England who has a gift of pro
phecy and round whose throne blessings hang. These 
scenes serve to contrast Macbeth's ruthlessness with 
the goodness of his predecessor and with the holiness 
of England's king Edwafd the Confessor.

Ross now enters the scene to bring word that 
Macduff's wife and children have been savagely slaugh
tered by Macbeth. Macduff is overcome with grief.
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Both he and Malcolm are strengthened in their resolve to 
do away with this "fiend of Scotland," Macbeth.

This fourth act furthers the action of the play 
by preparing to bring Malcolm back to Scotland, and in 
supplying Macduff with a powerful incentive for seeking 
the life of Macbeth,

The witch scene is impressive and serves to bind 
the first of the play with the end. The first appear
ance of these evil spirits guided the course of the play 
so far; their present prophecies foretell by whom Mac
beth will be slain and where the event will take place. 
The appearance of Banquo and his line of kings adds no
thing to the play but is thought to be an intercalation 
to compliment James the First whose house was said to 
be descended from Banquo. The scene in Macduff's castle
mingles a note of pathos amid scenes of terrible evil.

»

The third scene is the weakest in the whole 
play. The conversation between Malcolm and Macduff is 
unconvincing. The lines on the "king's evil " are ex« 
traneous matter. The closing portion of this scene, 
however, redeems it. Macduff's grief rings true» When 
Malcdkn tries to comfort him, Macduff tells him he knows 
nothing of a father's grief. Then he proceeds to blame 
himself for their sacrifice and concludes with a prayer 
for their souls, "Heaven rest them now+" These delicate
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touches show Shakespeare’s knowledge of human grief.
The whole fourth act is a presentation of the 

development of the evil character of Macbeth, It is he 
who now seeks communication with the evil spirits; it is 
he who now slaighters the innocent without a thought of 
remorse.

Malcolm’s false picture of hinB elf emphasizes his 
real goodness. This goodness, the revived memory of his 
saintly parents, the saintliness of England’s kingy-all 
these made a striking contrast with Macbeth’s black soul 
making it stand <xi t more starkly evil«

The fourth act thus prepares the audience for 
the fall of Macbeth, vii, 54Q, by the prophesies of
the witches who foretell the place aid circumstances of 
his death. It also whets the desire of the audience to 
see Macbeth punished by showiig his development in evil*

Antony and Cleopatra
This tragedy is taken from North’s translation 

of Plutarch’s Life of Marcus Antonlus, Shakespeare fol
lows his source with great fidelity even though in doing 
so he seems to have attempted almost the impossible, 
Shakespeare, however, summoning all his genius, wove 
forty-two scenes laid in places, sometimes remote from 
one another, into one harmonious whole.
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Unlike Henry VIII» which seems to reward the 
king for evil, Antony and Cleopatra for all its sensaxrae- 
ness, is a moral play, The playwright is not deceived 
In his hero Antony, He sees him as he is, in spite of 
the glory that history has shed on his name, and he shows 
us that in the end, Antony, who has betrayed his family 
ties, his country’s and his own best interests, is him
self betrayed by Cleopatra for whom he sacrificed all and 
because of her he dies by his own hand, the climax oc
curs when Antony, against his better judgment, follows 
Cleopatra's advice to fight by sea, £lll, vii, 49],

The fourth act of this play is very significant. 
In it Enobarbus, whose importance is an invention of 
Shakespeare and who has acted as a chorus character 
thrai ghout the plays, deserts imtony. The soldiers 
hear portents of coming disaster and many of his once 
faithful followers desert, to go over to the side of 
Caesar, Enobarbus is seized with remorse, and dies, 
it would seem, as the result of this overwhelming emo
tion.

The battle scenes in this act make a popular ap
peal and Antony seems for a time to have a chance *o win 
but at the crucial point, Cleopatra deserts him, An
tony realizes this and cries out against her. Even to 
her facA, Antony berates her. Then Cleopatra plays her
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last card* She locks herself in the monument and has 
word sent to Antony that she Is dead even though she 
knows him well enough to fear what the result might be, 

Antony does just what she might have expected.
He falls upon his sword and gives himself a mortal blow 
but, before he has breathed his last, he hears that Cleo
patra is not dead and has himself, dying though he is, 
brought to her that he might die in her arms.

The death of Antony forms but a part of the ca
tastrophe, for the fate cf Cleopatra is just as important 
to the play as his• There Is a certain pathos In this 
last scene of act four. One can but pity Antony and won
der ju&t what Cleopatra Is really thinking. She can ex
pect nothing from him now. Will she now turn to Cae
sar and try her wiles on this younger man as she did so
successfully on Antony? The answer is for the fifth act

*

to give, and we enter it with Interest and expectancy.
The fourth act in Anton? and Cleopatra contains 

a part of the double catastrophe, the death of Antony, 
jjEV, v, 62] , This event has been prepared for by the 
desertions of Enobarbus, of his soldiers because of por
tents of impending evil aid of Cleopatra. Cleopatra's 
death, the second part of the catastrophe, Ŝ V, ii, 314- 
316~j is left as an uncertainty at the end of act four.
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Corlolanua
Coriolanus follows Plutarch in the Life of Corlo- 

lanus. Shakespeare follows the story very closely and 
shows consummate skill in handling his material, Corio^ 
lanus furnished Shakespeare with an Heal protagonist, a 
great and noble man, a warrior full of courage and am
bition, But like all Shakespeare’s great protagonists, 
he has an outstanding fault, a great weakness, which will 
prove his downfall and so bring on a striking catastrophe.

The fourth act of this play is very important.
The banishment of Coriolanus, |~III, iii, 109], is the 
climax and was brought about by his overweening pride and 
his utter contempt for the common people. This event is 
followed by his terrible plan for revenge. He will join 
with Rome's enemies; he will not be in Rome when it is 
attacked to save it, and in their despair, the people 
will remember the great Ccdolanus who might have led them 
on to victory. Such is his plan.

Nursing his wounded pride, Coriolanus does go 
over to the enemy and offer himself to serve Aufidius

1

his former enemy. He is gladly accepted and in the last 
acene of act four, we see the army of the Volcians al
ready encamped at a short distance from Rome, The con
flict seems about to begin. Will it bring satisfaction
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to the pride of Coriolanus? Even heae we catch a warning 
that such might not be the case for we hear Aufidius and 
his lieutenant discussing the popularity of Coriolanus 
with the Voleian Troops. Aufidius is not pleased for he 
feels that he is beiig over-shadowed by the populrity of 
Coriolanus with his soldiers. Even if, for the moment, 
nothing can be done to change this, the fourth act closes 
with a fore-warning of the catastrophe to come, the com
plete overthrow of Coriolanus, [ j ,  vi, lSlJ. This ex
position of the Jealousy of Aufidius is a preparation for 
the catastrophe.

Timon of Athens
Shakespeare probably took the story of Timon of 

Athens from The Palace of Pleasure or from the transla
tion of Plutarch by Sir Thomas North, or even from both 
sources. Like C6riolanus. it is the history of a great 
man whose tragic fault led him to catastrophe.

At first sight, Timon*s fault seems to have been 
foolish generosity? his fault, however, was intemperance. 
He did not know how to regulate the golden mean of vir-

t

tue. Psychologists might call it today "emotional im
maturity." Certainly Timon*s character is an example 
of lack of common sense and balance.

In the climax of the play, \jCII, vi, so] > we wit-
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ness the feast of luke-warm water and smoke which Timon 
has prepared for his former flatterers.

In the opening of the fourth act, we find Ti
mon as profuse in his imprecations as he had been pro
digal in his favors. He curses his country men in his 
own name, but as though this were not enough, he prays 
to the very gods that he might hate, not only the Athen
ians, but the whole of mankind. He makes a dedication 
of his remaining life to hate as, in happier days, he 
had made this dedication to benevolence.

The second scene shows us the reactions of Ti- 
mon’s servants to his reversed fortunes. Contrary to 
the sentiments of his fair-weather friends, these faith
ful servants, though they can no longer stay in his 
"ruined house" yet faithfully wear his livery in their 
hearts. . *

This scene furnishes a touching contrast and 
makes a pathetic appeal in favor of Timon whose weak
ness in the face of misfortune we are apt to déspise.
We see him through the eyes of those who had an oppor
tunity to know him best, and we pity him with them*

In the last scène of the fourth act, we find 
Timon in the woods living on roots for sustenance and 
using a cave in lieu of a habitation. While he is dig
ging for food, he comes upon an immense treasure of
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gold, most of which he buries*
Alcibiades, who has also felt the ingratitude of 

the Athenians, has not contented himself with uttering 
barren curses. He has collected an army and is about 
to move against the city. Hearing this, Timon gladly 
furnishes him with gold, and in giving it, he reiterates 
his maledictions, alcibiades is a foil to Timon in his 
practical measures for revenge against Timon1s ware of 
curses.

Apemantue, the professed cynic, next enters upon 
the scene, and he and Timon have a contest in name-cal
ling. This feature in the play seems to owe its exis
tence to the necessity <Sf furnishing us with incontestable 
proof of the change that had come over Timon since first 
we met him at the opening of the play. The episode with 
the thieves may also serve the same purpose, for neither 
of these happenings seem to further the action of the 
play and could be left out without changing it in any 
way.

The next to come, however, is Flavius, the faith
ful steward of the once wealthy Timon. At first the for
mer master suspects him of insincerity, but when Timon 
at last realizes that here is a true friend, he seems 
almost to relent his hatred of mankind.

Instead of accepting the good man’s service and
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a share in his small fortune, Timon gives him gold hut 
on condition that his servant will use none of it in 
charity and will hate and curse all men«

The fourth act prepares the audience for an at
tack on Athens by Alcibiades« It does not prepare for 
the change of heart that really takes place in Alcibia
des. On the other hand, though the first part of act 
four continues the mood struck in the climax, the latter 
part «hews Timon in a mood that might soften into love 
again, but he is to die alone in the catastrophe, \_V, 
iv, 6 5 J  , a misanthrope to the last.



CHAPTER V

THE FINAL PERIOD FROM 1608 TO 1611 

Pericles
The stbry from which this drama was taken was 

well known in the Middle Ages and was retold by John 
Gower in Cafesslo Amantls. Shakespeare acknowledges 
his debt to Gower by having him act as the chorus 
throughout the play. The climax of Pericles is the de
cision of the father to leave Marina in Tarsus, £_III, 
iv, 14j.

The fourth act is introduced by Gower who brid
ges over the lapse of years from the time Marina was 
left at Tarsus as an infant under the care of Cleon and 
his wife Dionyza until she has become a beautiful young 
girl. He teELs us that Pericles was welcomed in Tyre 
and has settled there and that his queen, whom he thinks 
is dead, is votaress of Diana.

Gower further tells us that things are not well 
with Marina. Her beauty and lovely character shine in 
contrast to that of the daughter of her foster-parents, 
and Dionyza, impelled by Jealousy, has made arrangements
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with her servant Leonine to murder the girl.
The fourth act itself depicts this near-murd^r 

and her rescue by pirates aw well as her sale into a 
brothel where, hevertheless, she preserves her honor.

In the meantime Cleon and Dionyza plan to tell 
Pericles that his daughter has died and, to give proof 
to their story, they have a monument erected to her 
honor.

Grower again takes over and tells of the coming 
of Pericles and when Pericles does appear, he continues 
his recital while the actors representing Pericles and 
his train, Cleon and Dionyza, put <m a dumb show of la
mentation over Marina, Gower finshes the scene by reading 
the Inscription on Marina’s monument.

We are next taken back to the brothel in Mytilene 
where Marina, having preserved her virtue, is Introduced 
to the governor, Lysimachus, who is converted by her.
She finally persuades Boult to help her to an honest living.

The fourth act of Pericles is very Important. By 
use of the chorus, Shakespeare tells the story of the In
tervening years from the climax until Marina has grown 
into beautiful young maidenhood. Be also tells the mo
tive for Dionyza’s hatred for Marina and her attempt at 
procuring her murder. The frustrating of this plan leads 
Marina to Mytilene where through he association with Lysi-
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machus, the Governor, she Is to be united to her family 
in the final catastrophe, [V, 79-8l}.

No Indications of this reunion, however, are 
given in the fourth act nor is the audience prepared 
for her marriage with Lÿsimachus which takes place in 
act five«'*'

Cymbellne
Cymbellne was taken by Shakespeare from the 

ninth novel of the second day in the Decamerone of Boc
caccio, but its setting seems to have come from Holin- 
shed. It is a play of many complications which, how
ever, Shakespeare rewolves to everyone’s satisfaction.
The climax of the pla y is the order of Posthumus that 
Pisanio should kill Imogens, QlII, iv, 20-23^.

The fourth act is crammed with action and impor
tance. In It we find Cloten dressed in the clothing of 
Posthumus hastening to his death for he Is soon encoun
tered by Belarius and Arviragus who fear an ambush, When 
Cloten attacks Guiderius, the lad kills him and cuts off 
his head. This death will, likewise, bring about the

0

death of the Quean who worries and grieves herself Into 
mortal illness because of the loss of her son.

In the meantime, Imogene, who hasttaken the sup- 
posed restorative of the Queen, has fallen into a trance 1

1Perlcles, V, ill, 143.
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and Is thought to be dead. Her brothers, who neither 
know her to be a woman nor their sister, carry her into 
the forwwt for burial and they sing there one of Shakes
peare’s lovliest songs.

Belarious enters with the body of Cloten who is 
laid beside Imogens. Over them they strew flowers, lend
ing a touch of pathos to the burial of even such a wretch 
as Cloten.

When Imogens awakes from her tfance, she supposes 
the dead body to be that of her husband and when Lucius, 
a Roman captain, arrives, she introduces herself as a 
former page of the dead man ind is taken into his ser
vice.

In the fourth and last seene, the noise of battle 
reaches the cave of Belarius and stirs ©uiderius and 
Arviragus to a desire* to join In the defense of their 
country against the Romans. Belarius tries to dissuade 
them, reminding them of the consequences that will be
fall them should they become known asjthe killers of 
Cloten, but the two brave lads will not be denied. Be
cause of this Roman invasion, the disunited families will 
meet.(JV, v^ 443-458J

The fourth act of Cymbeline serves to set the 
stage for a happy ending to a play that seemed in the 
beginning to possess all the elements of feragedy.
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In this act two of the enemies of Imogene are rendered 
powerless, Cloten by his death and the Queen by a mortal 
illness» In this act, also, Imogene joins the Roman 
army as a page. In this way she finds her husband, and 
she discovers that Guiderius and Arviragus are her bro
thers,

Pericles. Cymbellne. The Winter’s Tale and Tha 
Tempest form a distinct group among Shakespeare’s plays» 
They are not pure comedy, and certainly far from pure 
tragedy but have a mixture of each, and each play ends 
happily» They are called, by way of distinction, "dra
matic romances»”

Wlnt er* s Tale
The story of Winter’s Tale was taken from The 

Pleasant History of Doramus and Fawnla by Robert Greene» 
The first three acts tell the story of an oder generation 
which, however, becomes linked with that of a newer gen
eration in the closing act of the piny. The climax 
occurs when the helpless bade if found by the shepherd, 
[ill, ill 68|.

To explain the passage of time between the third 
and fourth acts, ¡Shakespeare makes use of Time, as a cho
rus« Leontes, so Time tells us, has left ”the effects
of his fond jealousies;” Florizel, the son of Polixenes,
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king of Bohemia, has grown into a young man; Perdita, 
the daughter of Leontes, has become a young woman* We 
are prepared by the Chorus to find that these two young 
people have met and are friends.

The first scene in act four confirms this infor
mation; Polixenes and Caimillo are talking over the si
tuation* Without doubt Florizel is enamored of an un
known shepherdess. The two decide to get information, 
first-hand*

Before their appearance we meet the delightful 
Autolycus, a thief, it is true, but one who pays for 
his petty thievery by the pleasure he briiggs. He is a 
creation of Shakespeare, and his songs, as usual with the 
songs in Shakespeare, are integrated with the play*
Though he is not a necessary charcter, he is certainly 
a very entertaining one.

In act four we have an e of Shakespeare’s lov- 
liest pastoral scenes. No doubt he experienced something 
of this in his boyhood days for it seems to have been 
written by an eye-witness of the feast. The love of 
Flenizel and Perdita is above reproach and her playing 
as hostess is genuinely pleasing. Even the coming of the 
King does not spoil the feast, for he, too, recognizes
her loveliness
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The rustic shepherds, especially her foster- 
brother, are foils to the noble youth and maiden.
Their childish delight in the contents of the jieddlar's 
pack is a contrast to Perdita's indifference toward such 
baubles*

Plorizel strikes an unpleasant note when he in
timates in veiled language that when his fatherjls dead 
he will be king. Although few of the company could have 
understood, these words must have grieved the heart of 
the King, and his displeasure is further augmented when 
his son announces that he is willing to contract marriage 
without his royal consent.

The end of the King's disguise markes the end of 
the merry feast. Though the suspense is not painful, 
one feels pity for the good old shepherd and his son whose 
very lives are in danger because of their connection with 
Perdita, Camlllo acts as the good angel again and di
rects all the characters to Sicilia where we look for
ward to a joyful reunion and reconciliation which takes 
place in the next act, \_V, iii, 111-121] •

The fourth act of the Winter's Tale is a link 
between Perdita's unfortunate babyhood and her fortunate 
reunion with her family in the catastrophe.

The chorus bridges over the sixteen years and 
prepares the audience to meet in this act the young lovers
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Florizel and Perdita.
The fourth act furnishes occasion for the dis

pleasure of the king which might have caused a tragic 
ending and it also depicts the good offices of Camillo 
who maneges to arrange for all the important characters 
to go to Sicilia's where the happy reunion takes place.

The Tempest
The Tempest is one of the last, if not the last, 

of Shakespeare's dramatic pinductions. His previous 
plays are said to reflect the several periods of his life 
with its young historical interest, his romantic leanings, 
and then his experiences of the bitterness and disappoint
ments of life. If this be so, his four dramatic romances, 
and especially The Tempest, reflect the calm after the 
storm; forgiveness and serenity; even the return to the 
happy charms of childhood thoughts, for The Tempest be
sides being a dramatic romance and a court masque, is
without doubt, a fairy-tale.

The sources of this play have not been definitely 
determired. Shakespeare may have taken suggestions from 
Die Schone Sidea by Jakob Ayeer and from Silvester Jour- 
dain's description of the wreck of Sir George Somner’s 
ship, Sea Adventure.

The occasion for writing this play may have been 
the occasion of the marriage of Princess Elizabeth, daugh-
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thr of James I, to the Elector Palatine, though it is 
claimed by some that It was written originally as a 
dramatic romance, and later shortened for the sake of 
this presentation at the court festivities, and that the 
fourth act was changed from a no re lengthy contention be
tween Pfospero and Caliban Into the prenuptial pageant 
as it now appears. At the climax of the play,^_III, i, 
83̂ ], Miranda and Ferdinand exchange vows.

The first part of the fourth act has very little 
to do with the play as a whole. This fact seems to con
firm the belief that it was written, Inserted, or changed 
to suit a court marriage celebration* But even If this be 
the case, the spectacle that Prospero conjured up, 
though not essential, is far from foreign to the spirit 
of the play* Miranda and Ferdinand are also contempla
ting marriage and all this display seems to be for thbir 
benefit alone.

We can hardly appreciate the fourth act by merely 
reading the lines. We cannot see the graceful dancing 
and tableau effects that must have enhanced the presen
tation of this act. The love between Miranda and Fer
dinand is pure and beautiful, and the act, as well as 
the play as a whole, is saturated with the sweet essence
of poetry.

Contrast is offered by the types of spirits re
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presented by Ariel and Caliban; Ariel is the image of 
fire and air; Caliban of earth and water*

The second part of the fourth act is also a con
trast to the first* In the first there Is grace, and 
music, and love; in the second, the ugliness of drunken
ness and plotting against the life of Prospero. This, 
however, does not cause any uneasiness to the audience 
for Prospero is aware of their plans and has power to 
punish the evil-doers. This he proceeds to do, not by 
killing them, but by making them appear ridiculous.

The fourth act of The Tempest does not further 
the plot of the play essentially though It does point 
to a happy ending. The love of Miranda and Ferdinand 
will unite all the older members of their respective 
families in the catastrophe, , i, ®07-31cT[. This 
act, however, enhances the play with its beautiful 
pageantry and the striking contrast of moods it af
fords by exhibiting the punishment of Caliban and his 
fellow conspirsttors in such close connection with the
masque*



CHAPTER VI

Conclusion

From the foregoing dramatic analysis of the fourth 
acts of the plays of Shakespeare, some of his devices for 
sustaining audience attention during this act have be
come apparent. As has been pointed out in the preceding 
chapter of this thesis the fourth acts, In nearly every 
instance help to prepare the audience for the catastro
phe. In King John, the monarch’s cruelty turns the 
nobles against him. In Rlchard II, the king is confined 
to prison from which, It Is made evident, there will be 
no return* In _II Henry IV, preparation is made for 
Prinos Hal’s ascension to the throne by his posses ing 
himself of the crown* In III Henry VI Edward’s easy 
escape from^iis captors point s to an easy victory in his 
final contest for the crown* In Richard III the mighty 
army coming against the king presages his fall* In 
Macbeth the second set of prophesies made by the witch
es prepares for all the circumstances of Macbeth’s 
death, and in Corlolanus, the jealousy of Aufidius
foreshadows the doom of the protagonist*
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Preparation for the catastrophe, however, Is not 
carefully made in all the plays. This is most notable in 
some of the history plays, and is probably due to the 
special problem that history plays present. They are 
chronicle plays and as such were especially difficult to 
mold into a strict dramatic structure. In Henry V, and 
in I Henry VI a complete victory over the French might 
well be expected. Instead, there is a reconciliation.

Generally speaking, however, and with very few 
other exceptions, the audience is forewarned throughout 
the plays, and especially in the fourth act, what to 
expect at the catastrophe, although, along with drama
tic foreshadowing, an element of suspense is sometimes 
added to stimulate interest. This is the case in King 
John when Arthur has won his captor over from his evil 
design of blinding him. Act four of II Henry VI also 
leaves the audience insuspense as to whether York or 
Lancaster will win out. The quiet and somewhat melan
choly scene of the night watch before the battle of 
Agincourt in Henry V is another example of the power of 
suspense inkeeping audience attention. The question as 
to the efficacy of the sleeping potion given by Friar 
Lawrence to Juliet adds suspense to this scene, and the 
false report of the death of Marina in Pericles creates 
suspense as to the outcome of the play. Portia in the
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Merchant of Venice creates suspense by her clever delu
ding of Shylock until he is caught in his own meshes.

Very often Shakespeare has some Important event, 
or events, take place in the fourth act which greatly 
further the action of the play. For example, in King 
John there is the death of Prince Arthur. In II Henry 
IV Suffolk is killed and Cades’ Rebellion is depicted; 
in III Henry VI, Edward, who Is to replace the king, es
capes his captors; In Richard III, the princes are mur
dered in the tower; in the Merchant of Venice the famous 
trial scene is depicted; In The Taming of the Shrew. the 
actual taming of Katherine takes place; In Antony and 
Cleopatra, Antony dies; in As You Like It. Orlando’s 
life is saved by his brother.

Another device of the playwright which Is used 
successfully by Shakespeare through his plays and which 
also occurs frequently in the fourth act is contrast. It 
might be contrast of atmosphere, places , moods, persons. 
In Jnhn, the quietness of the prison scene and the
gentleaeass of Arthur contrast agreeably with/the quar
rels and even armed fights of his royal relatives. In 
II Henry IV the dying king leaves the crown as a burden, 
and the virile young son puts it gladly upon his own head. 
Henry V shows a contrast between the desponding English 
and the boasting French camps. In Richard II the greatest
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contrast is in Richard himself* The once proud king is 
humbled to the dust before his subjects. The beautiful 
Titania and Bottom, adorned with an ass’s head, form a 
comical contrast in A Midsummer Night’s Dream* The inno
cence of Desdemcna and the diabolical scheming of Iago 
in Othello, the purity of Marina against the sordid back
ground of the brothel in Pericles, the insincerity of 
Cressida and the sincerity of *Boilus in Trollus and 
CressIda are all striking contrasts while the sylvan 
scene of act four in Two Gentlemen of Verona contrasts 
with the court scenes hitherto presented in that play.

Another Shakespearean device for keeping audi
ence attention is pathos. J. P. Pyre says:

Because Shakespeare’s pathos occupies, in a 
sense, a subordinate place in his scheme of dramatic 
representation, and perhaps of life, it is not there
fore of subordinate importance . . .  there is little 
question that this element in Shakespeare has much 
to do with the breadth of his appeal. Many escape 
his humor, and some his sublimity; there are few who 
do not yield their worship to his divine tenderness.

Pathos is especially evident inthe fourth acts of three
o f  th e  hlsiJbipj^r p l a y s .  I n  K ing John t h e r e  i s  p a t h o s  i n

Arthui’s appeal to his jailer; in King Richard III by the
. ... t

pathetic description of the princes in the tower just be- 
for their murder* Pathibs there is, too, in the fourth_ 1

1P y r e ,  J .  P* " S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s P a t h o s , "  S h a k e s p e a r e

Studies by members of the Department of English of the 
University of Wisconsin , University of Wisconsin Press, 
(Madison: University of Wiseonsln Press, 1916), p. 76- 
77.
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acts of other plays. Much Ado About N<->thh g furnishes 
an example in the repudiation of Hero before the whole 
congregation. Ophelia«« madness in Hamlet and Desdemona's 
swan song inOthello are also noteworthy for their pa
thetic appeal.

Sod® times, too, when a sympathetic character has 
stirred the audience to a tense fear for his safety, 
there is Injected false hope for his safety and conse
quently a temporary relief is obtained from this tension 
whic, had it been allowed to continue for too long, would 
have become painful to the audience. In King Jo h n , when 
his uncle promises to free Arthur, there is a remarkable 
easing of tension. In Timon of Athens, a temporary hope 
for a change of heart is seen in Timon«s being touched
by the faithfulness of the servant.

The use of the comic in connection with serious 
subjects was against the practice of the classical models, 
but it was nothing new inthe history of English drama*
The miracle plays show how commonly such a procedure 
was in vogue inthe Middle Ages. It was because of the 
very boisterousness of this humor that the plays were 
finally forbidden to be held in the sacred precincts 
of the Church. It was all very well for the devil to be 
represented as showing lost souls into the flaming mouth 
of hell, but when he began to "steal the show" it was
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time for the players to take their performances else
where. Shakespeare uses the comic element generously 
and invented one of the most comical characters of all 
English literature, the inimitable Palstaff. Attention 
should be called to the comic function of Ealstaff in 
the fourth act.

Besides enlivening the tone of the entire plays 
in which he is such a prominent figure, Palstaff performs 
a special function inthe fhlrd scene of act four II 
Henry IV where he is obW m sly introduced to relieve ten
sion. In the previous scene Prince John had pledged up
on his soul to redress the wrongs of the rebels yet, 
having gotten them into his power, he proceeds to arrest 
the leaders as traitors and to condemn them to death. This 
horrid violation of faith would have been followed imme
diately by the moving death-bed scene of the king, were

»

it not for theihct that Shakespeare inserted the humorous 
capture of Sir John Coleville by Palstaff to relieve ten
sion by comedy.

Likewise, in Much Ado About Nothing the painful 
scene of Hero’s disgrace is followed by the humorous ex
amination of his prisoners by Dogberry, the pompous con
stable of Messina.

With consummate skill Shakespeare has built a
plateau of interest between two high polit s, the climax
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and the catastrophe. The difficulty of this building 
becomes more evident with a closer and closer analysis 
of the fourth act. But with a greater appreciation of 
the fourth act there also comes a fuller appreckfcion of 
the genius of the greatest playwright in English litera
ture, William Shakespeare.
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