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Abstract 

This dissertation reads three Shakespearean comedies, The Comedy of Errors, The 

Merchant of Venice, and Twelfth Night, through the mutually illuminating perspectives of early 

modern theories of the passions, mid-twentieth century genre theory, and twenty-first century 

affect studies. Its goal is to show how Shakespeare derives inspiration from the structure and 

character types provided by New Comedy, yet evades formulaic simplicity by suffusing the plays 

with emotionally intense, even traumatic, conflict. By adopting the critical framework of 

historical phenomenology, and close reading to pay detailed attention to the way that 

Shakespeare uses language to represent emotional states, this study evaluates how the distinctly 

early modern psychophysiological paradigm of the embodied passions shapes characters’ 

understanding of identity as an ecology of mutual influence with the bodies of others and the 

environment.  

A major preoccupation of these plays is belonging. Testing Northrop Frye’s postulate that 

“In fiction, we discovered two main tendencies, a ‘comic’ tendency to integrate the hero with his 

society, and a tragic tendency to isolate him” (Natural Perspective 54), this study shows how 

social inclusion and exclusion in these plays are based on the individual’s willingness to 

understand the management of the passions as a social responsibility. The struggles that 

Shakespeare’s comic characters face stem from questions of how to know the self and how to 

integrate that knowledge with social structures that, much of the time, resist or reject the very 

notion of individual selfhood as we know it today. Sacrifice, self-loss, and self-denial are 

negative experiences that comic characters must survive through, whether they are ultimately 

happy or not. While these comedies depict characters navigating and negotiating powerful 
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emotions, it becomes evident that these negotiations take place at a declining rate of success as 

Shakespeare’s career progresses. This dissertation concludes that Shakespeare’s comedies should 

not be read as oppositional to his tragedies, but as components of a single continuum that 

exposes the painful cost of maintaining social unity.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 “Affection wondrous sensible”:  

Locating Affect in Shakespeare’s Comedies 

 Shakespeare’s comedies are staged in an endless cycle, yet it is the tragedies that garner 

more critical attention. This unevenness, I suggest, arises from a widespread acknowledgement 

that Shakespeare’s tragedies provide significant insight regarding human emotional states. I 

devote this dissertation to showing that the comedies depict intense emotions in a way that works 

not opposite to, but in a continuum with the genre of tragedy, and must not be ignored to focus 

exclusively on the more obvious emotional depth of plays that end in death. Testing Northrop 

Frye’s postulate that “In fiction, we discovered two main tendencies, a ‘comic’ tendency to 

integrate the hero with his society, and a tragic tendency to isolate him” (Natural Perspective 

54), I will investigate how emotional intensity must be resolved, accommodated, or absorbed 

back into society by the close of the final act. 

Aristotle laid the theoretical foundations for differentiating between the comic and tragic 

genres, and his work influenced early modern thinkers to understand tragedy as “reveal[ing] 

passions” and comedy as “reveal[ing] the fixed basis of temperament, manners, and sentiments” 

(Bradbrook 27). Humanist schoolmaster Roger Ascham confirms this assumption by observing 

that comedy depicted “no weighty manners” entirely (Bradbrook 28). Early modern comedy, 

including Shakespeare’s works, was inspired by the New Comedy of Plautus and Terence. Frye 

summarizes the New Comic structure:  

The normal action is the effort of a young man to get possession of a young woman who 

is kept from him by various social barriers: her low birth, his minority or shortage of 
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funds, parental opposition, the prior claims of a rival. These are eventually circumvented, 

and the comedy ends at a point when a new society is crystallized, usually by the 

marriage or betrothal of hero and heroine. (Natural Perspective 72) 

The following work will explore how Shakespeare derives inspiration from the structure and 

character types provided by New Comedy, yet evades formulaic simplicity by suffusing his 

comedies with emotionally intense, and even traumatic, conflict, forcing his characters to look 

inward in order to establish their own resolutions. What is necessary, and what I have 

contributed to this scholarly conversation, is a detailed exploration of how the emotional state of 

every character influences the state of social unity at the end of the play. 

 The mid-twentieth century was the heyday of comic criticism, with the publication of 

Frye’s A Natural Perspective: The Development of Shakespearean Comedy and Romance in 

1965 and C.L. Barber’s well-known Shakespeare's Festive Comedy: A Study of Dramatic Form 

and Its Relation to Social Custom in 1959. These critics shed a new light on the genre, focusing 

on the function of festivity in creating temporary disorder and releasing that energy by the 

conclusion of the play. This structure, Frye writes, “normally begins with an anticomic society, a 

social organization blocking and opposed to the comic drive, which the action of the comedy 

evades or overcomes”; yet, in many plays, that opposition could be a “harsh or irrational law” 

(Natural Perspective 73). Barber notes that “festive” is a term that describes both an atmosphere 

and a structure, one that moves from saturnalian inversion of social norms, moving formulaically 

from restraint to release to clarification (4). Release, he writes, “is expressed by making the 

whole experience of a play like that of a revel,” and clarification is “concomitant to the release 

they dramatize: a heightened awareness of the relation between man and ‘nature’ – the nature 
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celebrated on holiday” (8). Barber’s comic formula focuses on short-term disorder yielding to a 

stronger society by the play’s conclusion, but this theory is ultimately quite idealistic. Frye’s 

formula offers a stronger dose of cynicism to acknowledge the imperfections that drive the comic 

structure. In The Educated Imagination, Frye writes that “The theme of the comic is the 

integration of society, which usually takes the form of incorporating a central character into it” 

(43). This central character, however, is likely to be flawed and “is no great catch from his 

betrothed’s point of view” (Natural Perspective 45-46). To Frye, the comedy resolves itself 

when “The device in the plot that brings hero and heroine together causes a new society to 

crystallize around the hero” (Anatomy of Criticism 163), yet this new society can be “something 

impossible but desirable” (Natural Perspective 75).  

Since the work of Frye and Barber, critics of Shakespeare’s comedies have been 

evaluating what aspects make these comic conclusions “impossible but desirable.” In 

Shakespeare's Comedies: Explorations in Form (1972), Ralph Berry argues that there is a 

distance between “our impulse to participate in the feast, and our awareness of the undercurrents 

and reservations present in the final situation” (15). Likewise, in Shakespeare’s Comedies 

(1986), Robert Ornstein stresses that “We should be able to accept a note of sadness and 

awareness of human limitations that makes the laughter of the comedies so much more precious 

and meaningful” (250). The emotional intensity that drives the comedies at times seems 

unresolvable to the point that certain plays that were catalogued as “Comedies” in Shakespeare’s 

First Folio do not seem to merit this generic classification. Indeed, in Shakespeare’s Comic 

Sequence (1979), Kenneth Muir sub-divides the comedies into “Experiment,” “Maturity,” 

“Problem Comedies,” and “Tragicomedies,” saying, “There is no Shakespearian Comedy; there 
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are only Shakespearian Comedies” (qtd. in E. Smith 33). Jacques Derrida, in his essay “The Law 

of Genre” deconstructs the classification system entirely, stating: “Every text participates in one 

or several genres, there is no genreless text, there is always genre and genres, yet such 

participation never amounts to belonging” (qtd. in Drakakis 106). The moment we expect 

Shakespeare’s comedies to fit into a single structure is the very moment that this structure begins 

to simultaneously tangle and unravel. 

The issue preventing critics from unilaterally classifying each of the Folio “Comedies” as 

generically comic is that conflict within the plays ruptures relationships, provokes grief and 

anger, questions belonging, and makes characters feel isolated. As distinct from characters in 

Shakespeare’s tragedies, the comic hero is not meant to remain isolated from society. What 

comic theory is lacking, however, is a detailed exploration of the emotional states of every 

character, not only the comic heroes, who must find ways to integrate themselves into this 

“crystallized” society or risk isolation. My focus is not on audience reception of these emotions, 

or the audience’s own emotions, but the emotions that Shakespeare has written into his 

characters. My project for this dissertation is to break open earlier theories of Shakespearean 

comedy and reconsider notions of fixed structure and fixed character types in light of the twenty-

first century critical turn to affect. It is necessary to investigate the emotions of Shakespeare’s 

comedies because, unlike the isolationist tone of the tragedies, the characters in comedies are 

expected to yield to the influence of the community of which they are part.  

 Between Shakespeare’s time and the present, the terminology of affect has been various 

(including “feelings,” “affect,” “affections,” “emotions,” and “passions”), making it necessary to 

clarify these terms. Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth write that affect,  
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…at its most anthropomorphic, is the name we give to those forces – visceral forces 

beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting 

beyond emotion – that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward that extension, 

that can likewise suspend us. (1) 

The term “affect” encompasses the emotions, but goes beyond the feelings themselves to specify 

the impact of those feelings on a person. The term “emotion” as we know it today, “an agitation 

of mind” or “any strong mental or instinctive feeling,” can be traced in print as far back as 1602, 

but it is possible that the term was used in Shakespeare’s time (“emotion, n” def. 3a). Before 

1602, “emotion” developed as a term for a movement of people or a state of “public commotion” 

or “civil unrest” (“emotion, n” defs. 2, 1a). This is telling of the way that early modern people 

felt, or experienced feeling, communally. The most appropriate term for early modern affect is 

“the passions.” The Oxford English Dictionary defines passion as a “strong or overpowering 

feeling or emotion,” but also “a way in which a thing is or may be affected by external agency” 

(“passion, n” defs. 6b, 11b). These definitions show the person being acted upon. The passions 

exist within but are influenced, caused, and ultimately moved from outside to inside of the body. 

The term “passion” comes from the same root as the Latin patior, meaning “I suffer,” and David 

Schalkwyk notes this passive dynamic when he states that the passions are “something suffered 

by the soul rather than moved outward – ‘emoted’ – from within” (“Affective Landscapes” 81).  

The term “affection” is one that Shakespeare himself uses, to mean both a loving 

connection and the state of being affected or emotionally moved. In The Merchant of Venice, 

Salarino recalls:  

I saw Bassanio and Antonio part: 
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Bassanio told him he would make some speed 

Of his return: he answered, ‘Do not so. 

Slubber not business for my sake, Bassanio, 

………………………………………………. 

And even there, his eye being big with tears, 

Turning his face, he put his hand behind him, 

And with affection wondrous sensible 

He wrung Bassanio’s hand, and so they parted. (2.8.37-50) 

Shakespeare makes the intensity of Antonio’s love apparent through the language of affection as 

“wondrous sensible.” Salarino feels the impact of that devotion even though it is not directed at 

him. He remembers this moment as a transference of love from Antonio to the departing 

Bassanio, and recalls the memory to Solanio as proof that such a selfless man must be 

undeserving of punishment for defaulting on a loan of such great emotional importance. The 

central focus of this dissertation is how affective experiences, exchanges, and bonds are not 

private but are “sensible” or experienced collectively with the greater community.  

I read Shakespeare’s comedies through the mutually illuminating perspectives of early 

modern theories of the passions, mid-twentieth century genre theory, and twenty-first century 

affect studies. My methodology for this study has been close reading through the critical 

framework of historical phenomenology, which has allowed me to pay detailed attention to the 

way Shakespeare uses language to represent emotional states. Historical phenomenology was 

introduced by Bruce R. Smith, who asks: “What does it mean to read among?” (“Premodern 

Sexualities” 326, my emphasis). The practice of “reading among” addresses the necessity of 
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recovering and reconstructing early modern experience and “draw[ing] our attention to 

historically ‘other’ ways of inhabiting the world” (Amanbayeva 4). Through my close readings 

of Shakespeare’s plays, I attempt to peel away at my own understandings of the emotions in 

order to better understand how people in the early modern period experienced reality: how they 

thought, how they felt, what value systems governed their emotional responses, and what they 

took for granted about the environment surrounding them. 

In exploring a humanist culture that existed at the intersection between the classical and 

the Christian, it is important not to take for granted that early modern people experienced and 

accounted for affect in the same way we do today. Gail Kern Paster writes: “No matter what the 

physical facts of any given bodily function may be, that function can be understood and 

experienced only in terms of culturally available discourses” (Body Embarrassed 4). 

Shakespeare was writing before Cartesian dualism. Whereas Descartes conceived of the soul as 

immaterial and existing as separate from its fleshy container, Shakespeare wrote from an 

intellectual paradigm in which the body, mind, and soul were understood to be united in the 

body, with the emotions literally contained within. Paster notes the importance of distinguishing 

early modern writers as pre-Cartesian because of “our tendency as post-Enlightenment readers 

… to underestimate the materialism governing pre-Enlightenment thought about the embodied 

passions and thus find abstraction and bodily metaphor where the early moderns found 

materiality and literal difference” (Humoring the Body 26). Rather than describing thinking 

about early modern emotions as “psychology,” the more appropriate term to apply would be 

“psychophysiology.” 
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This dissertation builds on Timothy Hampton’s argument that while Shakespeare’s plays 

present psychological realities that seem accessible to today’s readers, it is necessary to 

recognize that “these dramas constantly draw upon understandings of how the body works that 

are radically alien and barely comprehensible to modern readers” (275). Paster adds: “Humoral 

theory, however empirically inaccurate – not true, in the ordinary sense of the word – is a matter 

entirely separate from its ideological efficacy and meaning” (Body Embarrassed 7). In order to 

comprehend humoural psychophysiology, one must begin with Galen, who left behind “the 

largest surviving medical doctrinal corpus of Ancient Greece” (Garcia-Ballester 3). His works 

were so influential to early modern thinking that around 590 different editions of his works were 

published between 1500 and 1600 (Schoenfeldt 2). Galen systematized the theory of the 

humours, a “particular set of doctrines and beliefs held that physical health and mental 

disposition were determined by the balance within the body of the four humoral fluids produced 

by the various stages of digestion – blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile” (Schoenfeldt 2). 

What makes this paradigm distinct, according to Michael C. Schoenfeldt, is that “This theory 

possesses a remarkable capacity to relate the body to its environment, and to explain the literal 

influences that flow into it from a universe composed of analogous elements” (3). Belief in 

humoural theory meant that people understood their bodies as open to these external influences.  

Important early modern works on maintaining the health between body, mind, soul, and 

environment include Timothy Bright’s Treatise of Melancholie (1586), Sir Thomas Elyot’s The 

Castle of Health (1587), and Thomas Wright’s The Passions of the Mind in General (1604). 

Elyot’s The Castle of Health was reprinted in several editions during the late sixteenth century. 

He writes about how the body experiences and manifests physical and emotional change, and 
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offers an exhaustive list of physical remedies against any imbalance of the four humours: “If the 

distemperence be of blood, help it with things cold, sharp and dry, for blood is moist, hot, and 

sweet” (71). Bright’s Treatise is concerned with how physicke provides relief for not only the 

body “but also correcteth the infirmities of the mind” (Epistle to Treatise 1). He writes that to be 

influenced by a melancholic passion is to have “a doting of reason through vaine fear procured 

by fault of the melancholic humour” (3). The dominant passion is influenced by the particular 

humour. To Bright, melancholic humour is an affliction of the body, whereas the melancholic 

passion is the mind’s response to the affliction of the body.  

Thomas Wright’s The Passions of the Mind in General is often used as a touchstone for 

early modern cultural historians, as it was written nearly contemporary with the years that 

Shakespeare was writing his plays. Wright claims that the mind and the bodily humours are 

mutually modulatory, “so closely allied as almost to be functionally indistinguishable” (Paster, 

Humoring the Body 85). He states that “The passions of the mind alter the humours of the body” 

(59), but also that the spirits and humours “wait upon the passions, as their Lords and Masters” 

(4). Wright’s work remains a popular source, as the most influential twenty-first century theorist 

of the early modern passions, Paster, writes:  

The language Wright uses … is not a metaphorical expression of emotional tumult but a 

literal expression of what he understood to happen to a heart in the throes of various 

passions. Its flesh became more moist and tender in the experience of love, its size 

enlarged in the experience of joy, it contracted in sadness, and its temperature increased 

in anger. (Humoring the Body 12-13) 



 

 

10 

Paster’s research exploits Wright’s theories to provide a historical context for the “insistent 

materialism” of the early modern passions’ residence in the human body (Body Embarrassed 

22). She advises us to “rethink not only how the body inhabited the early modern world but how 

that world inhabited the body” (“Body and its Passions”). Paster writes: “For the humoral body, 

all boundaries were threatened because they were – as a matter of physical definition and 

functional health – porous and permeable” (Body Embarrassed 13). The humoral body did not 

exist in a vacuum: it was susceptible to changes and influences by both the community and the 

environment. In Reading the Early Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion, 

Paster, Katherine Rowe, and Mary Floyd-Wilson stress: “The passions are not ‘internal objects,’ 

or even ‘bodily states’: they comprise, instead, an ecology or a transaction…, passions 

characterize the microcosm’s shifting interaction with a continuously changing macrocosm” 

(18). By reflecting on how Shakespeare’s writing “h[e]ld as ‘twere the mirror up to nature” 

(Hamlet 3.2.18-19), we can see that emotional experience in the comedies is structured through a 

network of transaction between internal disposition and affective influence.  

Schoenfeldt shares this focus on the materiality of the early modern passions. In Bodies 

and Selves in Early Modern England, he writes: “I intend to show how in early modern England, 

the consuming subject was pressured by Galenic physiology, classical ethics, and Protestant 

theology to conceive all acts of ingestion and excretion as very literal acts of self-fashioning” 

(11). He observes that early modern individuals had control over their selves because they could 

intervene or “self-regulate” their consumption habits (15). Schoenfeldt’s research stretches 

questions about eating and drinking to greater issues about identity. He writes:  
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By emphasizing the individual subject’s willing and unembarrassed adoption of therapies 

of self-regulation, I want to show how self-discipline not only entailed the forced 

assimilation of corporeal urges to societal pressure but also produced the parameters of 

individual subjectivity. (15) 

Rather than understanding individuals as victims to their surroundings, Schoenfeldt stresses “the 

empowerment that Galenic physiology and ethics bestowed upon the individual” (11). 

 Schoenfeldt’s ideas about self-control and selfhood are based on a more lenient form of 

Stoic self-discipline. Stoicism was a popular framework for controlling the emotions. Erasmus 

translated Seneca’s Stoic writings in 1515 and 1529, and Lipsius did the same in 1605 (de 

Monsarrat 30).1 To the Stoics, Gilles de Monsarrat writes, “Passion is radically bad because it is 

an error; every evil, even when moderated, reduced, or controlled, is still none the less evil” (15). 

Schoenfeldt’s understanding of early modern self-control is more moderate. He writes: “The 

early modern fetish of control, moreover, does not demand the unequivocal banishment of 

emotion” (18). This notion of productively channeling the passions instead of suppressing them 

is an important concern of Passions of the Mind in General. Wright’s treatise suggests physical 

causes and remedies to administer externally, but his work is also notable for his theories on the 

internal control of the passions through a better knowledge of the self.2 The explanation Wright 

gives for focusing on self-knowledge is that the “passions are drowned in corporall organs and 

instruments, as well as sense; reason dependeth of no corporal subject” (8-9). Contrary to the 

                                                        
1 Lynn Enterline’s Shakespeare's Schoolroom: Rhetoric, Discipline, Emotion shows how early modern grammar 
schools used Stoic writings as models for moral character and the control of the emotions. In her book, she “pay[s] 
attention to many of the early Latin lessons that helped shape Shakespeare’s portraits of personal character and 
emotion” (2). 
2 Wright tells his reader: “Know thy selfe” (6). 
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popular Stoic beliefs of the sixteenth century, William Webster Newbold states that Wright’s 

treatise is anti-Stoic: “One central doctrine is unmistakable: Wright insists that the passions are 

not simply to be ‘mortified’ but are rather to be used” (xxxii). Erin Sullivan elaborates, stating 

that Wright saw the passions as having their own utility: “Passions according to Wright can and 

should be used to propel people to good, if not through their own doing then through others’ 

influence on them” (31). This notion of propulsion as a greater good is seized by Schoenfeldt, 

whose emphasis on “the productive function of discipline” as self-fashioning is inspired by 

Foucault, who writes about classical and early modern self-care as “a discourse of liberation, not 

of suppression” (Schoenfeldt 13). In Volume Three of The History of Sexuality, Foucault coined 

the expression “cultivation of the self” (43), and states that this “cultivation” is of the self as a 

social being, thus constituting “not an exercise in solitude, but a true social practice” (51). This 

system empowers the individual to regulate their emotions, but the purpose for this regulation is 

to moderate the individual’s impact on their community. 

 Paster, Schoenfeldt, Floyd-Wilson, Bruce R. Smith, and many more have begun to open 

up the field of early modern affect studies, and there is still much to be explored. My research 

breaks new ground by asking how characters understand experiences of trauma and whether they 

are able to overcome this affliction to be part of Frye’s “crystallized society.” Trauma is an 

active but still emerging area of criticism and there is much to be discovered in terms of how 

trauma functions in Shakespeare’s texts. Among the leading books in the field are Thomas P. 

Anderson’s Performing Early Modern Trauma from Shakespeare to Milton (2006), and 

Catherine Silverstone’s Shakespeare, Trauma and Contemporary Performance (2011). While 

Anderson considers the political influences of cultural trauma over a range of early modern 
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writers, I will focus on how trauma affects both the physical and social body in the works of one 

playwright. Where Silverstone focuses on how trauma in Shakespeare’s tragedies and history 

plays is staged and performed today, I will attend to comedy, shifting focus from the director’s 

role back to that of the playwright. Through my close readings informed by historical 

phenomenology, I show how Shakespeare deploys a discourse of embodied trauma that was very 

much a product of his own time. 

 My argument attends to trauma in order to demonstrate that it is not exclusive to 

Shakespeare’s tragedies and histories. Trauma is not only an event that leads to a range of 

affective conditions, but is also an affective condition in and of itself, potentially experienced by 

any character. The traumatized individual struggles with surviving amidst the constant mental 

and emotional presence of the catastrophic incident. The term “trauma” derives from the Greek 

word for “wound,” “A term whose meaning shifts from the physical to the psychological to the 

public and denotes ‘both an event and a response to an event’” (Silverstone 8). In the late 

nineteenth century, the meaning of “trauma” shifted from a wholly physical wound to the 

acknowledgement that trauma can be – as the Oxford English Dictionary now defines it – “A 

psychic injury, especially one caused by emotional shock of the memory of which is repressed 

and remains unhealed” (“trauma” def. 2a). In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud characterizes 

trauma as “any excitations from outside which are powerful enough to break through the 

protective shield” and are “bound to provoke a disturbance on a large scale in the functioning of 

the organism’s energy and to set in motion every possible defensive measure” (29). What makes 

trauma so interesting, but also self-contradictory, is Freud’s paradoxical but hopeful suggestion 

that “traumatic responses entail the possibility of their own ‘cure’” (Silverstone 10).  
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 Trauma, Silverstone suggests, is “both an object of enquiry and a mode of enquiry” (16). 

Cathy Caruth’s monograph, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (1996) and 

her edited collection: Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995), have established the critical 

foundations of how trauma appears in literature. In Unclaimed Experience, she writes:  

If Freud turns to literature to describe traumatic experience, it is because literature, like 

psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex relation between knowing and not knowing. 

And it is, indeed at the specific point at which knowing and not knowing intersect that the 

language of literature and the psychoanalytic theory of traumatic experience precisely 

meet. (3) 

This idea of “not knowing” is what makes trauma so elusive and makes close reading such a 

useful strategy for understanding the affective impact of what is both written and unwritten. The 

act of reading trauma, Caruth writes, is the act of “explor[ing] the possibility of a faithful history 

in the very indirectness of this telling” (Unclaimed Experience 27). Trauma, she writes, “is 

experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to 

consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the nightmares and repetitive actions of 

the survivors” (Unclaimed Experience 3). These repetitive actions represent, like the nightmares 

and flashbacks, a return to the traumatic event, an “unwitting reenactment of an event that one 

cannot simply leave behind” (Unclaimed Experience 2). Trauma both hides the truth from its 

survivors, and reveals the truth over time: “The most direct seeing of a violent event may occur 

as an absolute inability to know it; that immediacy, paradoxically, may take the form of 

belatedness” (Unclaimed Experience 91-92). As such, trauma only begins at the moment of 

catastrophe but also represents the ongoing “enigma of survival” (Unclaimed Experience 58). I 



 

 

15 

seek to understand how trauma, an isolation within catastrophic memory, functions in a genre 

that shuns death and privileges social integration. 

 Jeffrey C. Alexander expands on the theory of trauma to consider “collective trauma”: 

trauma that is experienced by a social unit. Diverging from Silverstone’s statement that trauma is 

“both an event and a response to an event,” Alexander argues that “Events are not inherently 

traumatic. Trauma is a socially mediated attribution” (13). Cultural trauma, he writes, is a 

response that “occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a 

horrendous event that leaves marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories 

forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways” (6). This 

observation is important because it shows how trauma can affect collective identity. Indeed, to 

Alexander, collective agency is necessary to characterize the event as trauma. He writes:  

Whether or not the structures of meaning are destabilized and shocked is not the result of 

an event but the effect of a sociocultural process. It is the result of an exercise of human 

agency, of the successful imposition of a new system of cultural classification. (15) 

In this way, the “enigma of survival” is different for a community than it is for an individual. 

Survival is an “enigma” in Shakespeare’s comedies because the individuals cannot isolate 

themselves and must find a way to continue existing as active members of society. Moreover, the 

enigma appears when a traumatized collective unit struggles to incorporate or isolate those who 

have threatened the unit.  

The affective experience of trauma has existed long before it was given a name and 

definition as a wound to the psyche. My dissertation close reads the language of affect and 

trauma in three Shakespearean comedies: The Comedy of Errors (written in 1594), The Merchant 



 

 

16 

of Venice (written between 1596-98), and Twelfth Night (written between 1601-02). I chose these 

plays because they represent the beginning, middle, and end of Shakespeare’s comic career.3 I 

have worked through these plays in chronological order to examine how perspectives of affect, 

personal and cultural trauma, and threats to social unity develop and shift as Shakespeare’s 

career progresses and he begins to write his best-known tragedies. While The Comedy of Errors 

and Twelfth Night exploit the same source text, Plautus’s Menaechmi, Shakespeare uses the latter 

play to depict a twin’s fresh loss of their counterpart. Shakespeare himself was all too familiar 

with grief and loss as his son Hamnet, twin to Judith, died in 1596 at the tender age of eleven. 

Moreover, all three plays in this study share a preoccupation with the sea: the way it divides 

families and identities with the splitting of the twins in both Errors and Twelfth Night, and the 

way that it can support or ruin a person’s fortunes, such as the potential loss of ships that forces 

Antonio to default on his loan and owe Shylock a pound of flesh.   

 Another major preoccupation of these plays is belonging. Frye writes that the comic drive 

is a “drive toward identity” (Natural Perspective 118). At the end of Shakespeare’s comedies, a 

character’s sense of identity will not be the same as it was at the beginning. For many characters, 

their identity will transform through the bond of marriage. Lawrence Danson writes: “To find 

oneself in Shakespeare's comedies is to find the other, and to be found is to be not a self alone” 

(72). One is not the self alone because through marriage, the two bodies become one flesh, as 

Paul writes in his Letter to the Ephesians: “For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, 

and shall cleave to his wife, and they ‘twain shall be one flesh” (5.31). My dissertation addresses 

the early modern acceptance that two people can share one flesh, and asks: what does interiority 

                                                        
3 Bar the problem plays and romances that comprise the Comedies in the First Folio. 
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feel like or how can it manifest itself when the identity encompasses two, not one? One flesh 

reproduces in children, a symbol of hope for the communal future beyond the play’s conclusion. 

To this, I ask: what does family identity feel like? What does it mean to feel “whole”? How does 

it feel for this identity to be fractured? How does one experience trauma as a member of a 

collective unit, such as a family, as distinct from how trauma one experiences it as an individual?  

Frye observes that the identity being driven toward in Shakespeare’s comedy is a “social 

identity.” Lisa Hopkins, however, notes that “despite the traditional view that marriage provides 

comic closure, this is, in fact, very rarely achieved” (36-7). My research contributes to this 

discourse by evaluating the affective implications of being refused this social identity. This 

fearsome prospect of being denied as a member of the social unit is the tension we are left with 

in the case of Shylock in Merchant and with Antonio, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, and Malvolio in 

Twelfth Night. While many characters in Shakespeare’s comedies find a place within this final 

society, an ideal that we see in The Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare demonstrates a struggle 

against this structure in his later comedies. Frye accounts for this by saying:   

The tendency of comedy is to include as many people as possible in its final society: the 

blocking characters are more often reconciled or converted than simply repudiated. 

Comedy often includes a scapegoat ritual of expulsion which gets rid of some 

irreconcilable character, but exposure and disgrace make for pathos, or even tragedy. 

(Anatomy of Criticism 165) 

Frye’s theory of comedy recognizes scapegoating as doing away with threats to social unity, and 

acknowledges the contradiction that Shylock’s dual conversion/expulsion “nearly destroys the 

comic mood of the play he is in” (Natural Perspective 91). My research asks: how is this mood 
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“nearly destroyed,” but somehow retrieved? Is it retrieved? What does the emotional impact of 

this near-miss look like? How is scapegoating counter-productive to the spirit of mutual 

responsibility? How can the play lean so close to tragedy, yet still conclude as a comedy?  

 As a rule, I find that Shakespeare’s individual plays are too complex to be written about 

as a whole. The subplots tend to reflect preoccupations of the main plot, but to make an 

argument that attends to both would risk overly broad brush-strokes when the key to unlocking 

the affective depth of these plays comes from the most minute close reading. Therefore, I have 

divided my research into six parts: two per play. One of each play’s chapters focuses chiefly on 

male characters, and one on female characters, which brings out the hierarchical distinctions and 

selective social expectations based on gender.  

 Chapters Two and Three of this dissertation focus on The Comedy of Errors. They ask 

how the early modern person can know or socially situate the self in the face of social fracture. 

Chapter Two attends to trauma, the uncanny, and the occult environment, and I observe how 

Shakespeare uses the farcical structure to represent issues of identity. In the first act, we are told 

that a shipwreck separated a family, splitting husband from wife and splitting the two sets of 

twins in their care so that one biological and one adoptive son went with each. When Antipholus 

and Dromio of Syracuse search the ancient city of Ephesus for their long-lost twin brothers, the 

citizens of Ephesus mistake the Syracusans for their Ephesian twins and treat them as members 

of their own community. Rather than understanding that in being recognized as their twins, they 

have found what they are looking for, the Syracusans are confounded by being identified as 

versions of themselves that they are not. Each of these characters in turn attempts to rationalize 

the unknowability of their experience as the influence of the notoriously occult Ephesian 
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environment on their “porous and permeable” bodies. The way these characters rely on the 

reliably unknowable occult to explain their own unknowable identities is exemplary of their 

trauma as outlasting the original shipwreck and confounds them through the ongoing “enigma of 

survival.” 

 Chapter Three extends my exploration of selfhood as contingent on the individual’s place 

within his or her environment and community, and focuses on the significance of Shakespeare’s 

relocation of the play’s setting from Plautus’s Epidamnum to Ephesus. This structure matches 

allusions to Stoic ideas with Pauline domestic prescription from the Letter to the Ephesians. I 

focus on the character of Adriana, who fears the traumatic fracture of her marriage bond when 

her husband abandons her and, upon ostensibly returning, refuses to acknowledge that she is his 

wife, let alone his acquaintance. Adriana’s violent passions erupt through her violence towards 

the Dromios. Contemplating the future of her marriage bond, she is disoriented about who she is, 

if her identity no longer includes her husband. Adriana’s attempts to bring her husband back into 

unity are met with explosively negative reactions on the part of Antipholus, who is in turn the 

befuddled and ostensibly aloof Syracusan, and at other moments, the increasingly infuriated 

Ephesian husband that Adriana rejects when she attempts to keep his twin within. Shakespeare’s 

original character of the Abbess serves as the play’s voice for Paul’s message of domestic unity 

through Christian Stoicism. Meeting Adriana as she attempts to forcibly exorcise her husband, 

the Abbess diagnoses the husband’s potential madness as a disorder of the family as arising from 

Adriana’s excessive passions, not the husband’s straying. Following the Stoic precept that “as 

the passions are errors of judgment they can be called diseases of the soul, similar to those of the 

body” (de Monsarrat 15), the Abbess preaches that a wife can turn her subordinate position into a 
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vehicle for her own self-creation. Paul’s Letter states: “Wives, submit your selves unto your 

husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is the wife’s head, even as Christ is the head of the 

Church” (5.22-23). The Abbess is preaching a message of Stoicism for women: whereas classical 

Stoicism involves man isolating himself, Shakespeare’s approach to Pauline Stoicism finds its 

power in domestic unity through female submission. By exploring Shakespeare’s points of 

adaptation from his Plautine source in favour of a Pauline one, I show how his comedies offer a 

deep exploration of affect by gesturing towards looking inward to find the means of overcoming 

violent passions. 

 Where Chapter Three explores how one individual containing her passions has the ability 

to influence the greater social unit, Chapter Four considers how social unity may also come with 

the expectation of a certain degree of emotional outpouring, or compassion. Barber writes that 

“Wealth in this world [Shakespeare’s Venice] is something profoundly social” (170). Because 

Shylock uses his money to support the wellbeing of his own house rather than the greater social 

welfare, he appears to “embody the evil side of the power of money” (Barber 167). I will show 

how Shylock’s self-interest is not evil, but a product of needing to support himself in a place 

where he is treated as a stranger. I agree with Barber that “Shylock seems to be made a scapegoat 

in the crudest, most dishonest way” (169), but I will use historical phenomenology to pinpoint 

that this comes from Shylock’s refusal to bring his own passions into alignment with the affect of 

those who marginalize him. Although Shakespeare does not use the word “compassion” in 

Merchant, by analyzing the flesh-bond subplot through the affective expression of “to suffer 

together with,” I show how social inclusion and exclusion are based on the individual’s 

willingness to participate in the suffering of the community. Shakespeare’s figurative language 
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of bodily relationships suggests more literal modes of feeling together, a preoccupation that we 

began to see in Errors. By analyzing these relationships, I show how a physiological language of 

compassion plays off against the theological and juridical vocabularies of mercy and justice in 

Merchant’s preoccupations with who is entitled to emotional investment. 

Chapter Five follows the romance plot of Merchant to explore the spirit of inclusivity and 

social responsibility from which Shylock was excluded. Bassanio shares a “wondrous sensible” 

bond with Antonio that threatens his marriage bond with Portia when he flies to Venice to defend 

Antonio rather than consummating his marriage. Alan Sinfield writes that “the erotic potential of 

same-sex love [in the play] is allowed a certain scope, but has to be set aside” (“How to Read” 

174). However, Portia does not demand that Bassanio attends to her conjugal needs first and 

foremost. Instead, she allows Bassanio to leave Belmont and devotes her final hours as maiden to 

saving Antonio’s life. She fulfills her own desires in doing so, however: Portia cross-dresses to 

engage with a masculine side of herself, which allows her to publicly pursue her love of learning 

in a venue not appropriate for early modern women. I provide an outlook contrary to Sinfield’s, 

arguing that, while cross-dressing and homoerotic desire both pose a threat to the futurity of 

Bassanio and Portia’s family unit, neither gendered or sexual expression is done away with at the 

end of the play. Indeed, rather than positioning Antonio as the play’s second scapegoat, doomed 

to be rejected and ignored like his counterpart in Twelfth Night, I argue that Antonio’s self-

sacrifice supports Bassanio and Portia’s revised marriage bond in Act Five, as does the promise 

of Portia’s continued subversion of gender roles. This revision is promising precisely because it 

accommodates the desires that Bassanio and Portia cannot fulfill for each other.  
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Portia welcomes Antonio into her home and incorporates him into a more viable marriage 

bond at the end of Act 5, which makes it nearly impossible to account for the fact that she 

viciously scapegoats Shylock in the courtroom in Act 4. The difference between the two 

situations is a matter of flexibility towards personal bonds. Portia and Antonio agree to open 

their relationship with Bassanio to each other. In making this compromise, each still gets what 

they want: to explore potentially subversive sides of themselves and to guarantee that Bassanio is 

part of each of their futures. Shylock’s bond with Antonio is financial, but also cultural and 

personal. When Shylock coldly and repeatedly refuses Portia and the Duke’s flexibility in the 

courtroom, Portia, the Duke, and Antonio turn Shylock’s inflexibility back on him by forcibly 

converting him to Christianity and then closing their hearts to his suffering when this inclusion is 

just as much a social exclusion.  

 My final two chapters focus on Twelfth Night, and reflect on emotional energy absorbed 

and accommodated versus an excess of passions that cannot be contained. Barber writes that for 

characters in a festive comedy, “if they do not seek holiday it happens to them” (6). In Chapter 

Six, I argue that Viola and Olivia are traumatized by the deaths of their fathers and brothers, and 

that their trauma is readable through the way they suspend themselves within the living memory 

of these losses. I explore the way in which embodied emotions are mutually interactive with the 

environment by way of the carpe diem spirit that infuses the festive atmosphere. Music’s 

function in the play is to make festivity “happen to” Viola and Olivia, “infect[ing]” these 

characters with the renewed ability to experience intense emotional attachment by virtue of an 

altered awareness of life’s brevity, the main subject of Feste’s lyricism. Through this exploration, 

I show how the festive environment draws Viola and Olivia out of traumatic stasis, towards the 



 

 

23 

necessary emergence from this suspension in order to marry and invest in futurity. In making this 

argument, I reveal how the festive comedy’s structural expectation that these characters emerge 

from traumatic suspension mirrors its expectation that festive time must be surrendered at the 

conclusion of the Twelfth Night celebration. 

 Chapter Seven returns to the comic ending and shows that society is far less integrated at 

the end of Twelfth Night than it was at the conclusion of Errors, despite sharing a source text. 

This chapter reflects on the characters whose passions remain unaccommodated and do not get 

redirected by the conclusion of the play. Frye writes that “The action of the comedy … moves 

towards the incorporation of the hero into the society that he naturally fits” (Natural Perspective 

44). My argument reflects on the characters who do not “naturally fit” with society by the end of 

Twelfth Night. I build on Chad Allen Thomas’s argument that “Frye’s model fails to account for 

characters who are otherwise socially viable yet remain unable (or unwilling) to participate in the 

promise offered by a standard comic ending” (225). The unattended fissures caused by rejection 

of homosocial attachments appear in Twelfth Night as wounds. While some wounds appear 

literally, the rejections of Antonio, Sir Andrew, and Malvolio in turn are symbolic for an internal 

trauma that remains unresolved by the end of the play because the reunited community refuses to 

invest in these outliers. They are not accommodated or integrated, but are also not officially cast 

out. My aim is to show how their passionate energy resists containment and therefore leaves 

behind a festering social wound that outlasts the gender and status stabilization project of the 

comedy’s conclusion. I argue that Shakespeare anticipates his tragedies by exposing the cost of 

social unity through the social rejection of these characters, and the homosocial relationships that 

Antonio, Sir Andrew, and Malvolio refuse to leave behind. By addressing this range of 
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homosocial devotion, I have found that Shakespeare pinpoints a deficiency of the comic 

structure: the stabilizing aims come at a social cost that is only given its due attention in 

Shakespeare’s tragedies, where those who refuse to participate in the community’s goals murder 

their opponents and are killed in turn. Because these social outliers remain alive at the conclusion 

of Twelfth Night, I argue that unlike Shakespeare’s tragedies that resolve by means of 

widespread death and the hailing of a new social order, the comedies have progressed in 

complexity to contemplate more enduring social fractures. 

 The value of this research is threefold. First, it shows, in the most minute detail, where 

and how Shakespeare’s comedies are filled with inwardness and emotional depth. Second: it 

shows how comedies depict humans navigating and negotiating their own overwhelming 

passions, and the ironic claustrophobia of having one’s “porous and permeable” body under the 

influence of the passions of those around them. Even in plays that are meant to end with a 

solution that integrates nearly everyone, affect is something that needs to be worked through. 

There are no easy solutions for the person who has been abandoned, or who has lost the members 

of the collective unit, because the individual in the early modern period was not a self in his or 

her own right, but was a part of a collective identity.  

Lastly, this research is valuable for its contemporary relevance. In an age of social 

networking, we have been reintroduced to the concept of “feeling together.” Emojis have 

established an evolving lexicon for diagramming common emotions. We “Like” to show 

appreciation for pages that speak to our interests, and these “Likes” appear not individually, but 

as a mass of positive energy released onto the internet. Moments of collective trauma move us to 

identify as part of the group that has experienced profound loss (including, memorably, 
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#jesuischarlie after the Charlie Hebdo shooting on January 15, 2015), and hashtags weave 

together this network of people who share feelings and feel together, all archived on an 

electronic “web” of affective memory. By utilizing early modern primary sources and 

contemporary theories of genre and affect, my evaluation of the way characters in Shakespearean 

comedy feel together can help us understand the ways that we feel communally today. 
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Introduction to The Comedy of Errors section 

The Comedy of Errors is liable to be dismissed on the basis of the lower forms of comedy 

that Shakespeare exploits, but I argue that the farce structurally lends itself to affectively deeper 

explorations of individual and collective identity. Instead of looking beyond the farce, it is 

necessary to look into it in order to understand where Shakespeare situates meditations on 

selfhood as contingent on the individual’s space within their environment and community. The 

following two chapters consider the question of how to know or socially situate the self in the 

face of social fracture, when the self as an individual apart from the group is unknowable. 

Shakespeare runs this problematic through the Pauline doctrine of the family and Christian 

community. Chapter 2 concerns itself primarily with the affective experiences of the male 

characters, and the way their circulation within Ephesus allows their identities to be confounded. 

In Chapter 3, I will consider how Adriana as a female character must face the potential fracture 

of her marriage bond within the limiting paradigm of Stoic submission to her domestic role. By 

recognizing these characters’ distinctly early modern understandings of what it means to belong, 

we can see how Shakespeare reveals much more about the early modern subject’s relationship 

with the self: anxieties, fears, and deepest hopes. 
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Chapter 2: “And with no face, as ‘twere, outfacing me”: Trauma, uncanny, and the occult 

environment in The Comedy of Errors 

The Comedy of Errors poses a meditation on the place of individuality within the reality 

of a collective identity. Shakespeare stages a farce of misrecognition which occurs when 

members of a family that has long been dispersed find each other without fully knowing it. When 

Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse search the ancient city of Ephesus for their long-lost twin 

brothers, the citizens of Ephesus mistake the Syracusans for their Ephesian twins and treat them 

as members of their community. Rather than understanding that in being recognized as their 

twins, they have found what they are looking for, the Syracusans are confounded by being 

identified as versions of themselves that they are not. Adding to this farce of misrecognition are 

the Ephesian Antipholus and Dromio, who, not knowing that they have twins who are searching 

for them, must grapple with being displaced from their own home. Each of these characters in 

turn attempts to rationalize the unknowability of their experiences as emanations of the 

notoriously occult Ephesian environment.1 Collapsing the rational differentiation between 

finding and confounding, getting lost and being found, the way these characters rely on the 

reliably unknowable occult to explain their own unknowable selves is indicative of the ongoing 

trauma of living not as individuals per se, but as separate yet nonetheless inescapable 

components of a fractured social unit.  

The play is structured through the nesting narratives of Egeon, a father formerly based in 

Syracuse; Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse, who survived the tempest and were raised by 
                                                        
1 This chapter represents a substantially revised version of my article, “‘Not Mad, But Mated’: Trauma, Uncanny 
Misrecognition, and the Occult Environment in The Comedy of Errors.” Pacific Coast Philology, 50.2 (2015): 209-
225. 
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Egeon until adulthood; and Antipholus and Dromio of Ephesus, who were divided from their 

parents and respective twins when they were “by force took” by “rude fishermen of Corinth” 

moments after the near-fatal tempest (5.1.358-359). Egeon describes the splitting of their ship 

and their family in the tempest as “this unjust divorce of us” (1.1.103). By using the word 

“divorce,” Egeon focuses on the fracture of the collective identity from itself, the “us” that had 

subsumed their individuality. It indicates the subsequent feeling of incompleteness in the 

individuals who live with the memory of that fracture: without the “us,” the “I” suffers 

estrangement from itself because this “I” is conceived as a collective concept in the play and in 

early modern culture. Although Egeon remembers the shipwreck, his sons were too young to 

remember. While Egeon must have shared stories that inspired his Syracusan sons to search for 

their brothers, their Ephesian counterparts were splintered from the family unit an additional 

degree when the “rude fishermen” tore them from the mother that saved them.  

Antipholus and Dromio of Ephesus have lived their lives apart from their family, relying 

on each other and the bonds they have forged in Ephesus. The Syracusan brothers, conversely, 

live the lives that Egeon has shaped for them. Egeon tells the Duke that the son he rescued was 

“Reft of his brother, but retained his name” (1.1.127). The fact that Egeon renames his living 

sons after their lost elder brothers is telling of his trauma. A traumatic experience, Cathy Caruth 

writes, is an event so emotionally shocking that it is characterized by the “absolute inability to 

know it” (Unclaimed Experience 3). This is an attempt to keep the names of the elder twins 

alive, while the very act of using their names implies his assumption of the impossibility of their 

survival. Renaming the surviving boys manifests his trauma in the way that it “forc[es] the 

subject to return again and again to the event” (Silverstone 13), the event that tore Egeon away 
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from his firstborn. The term “trauma” originates from the Greek word for “wound” (Unclaimed 

Experience 3), and what originated as terminology for a wound of the body is also potentially a 

wound of the mind. When Egeon’s living charges “retain the name” of the lost boys, they are 

living artifacts of the wounding of their family.  

The renaming of the Syracusan twins is telling of a deeper troubling of their identity. 

Although they survived the shipwreck, their identities as individuals are subsumed by Egeon’s 

insistence on symbolically resuscitating their lost twins. In reviving the lost twins in name, 

Egeon metaphorically kills the remaining twins by preventing them from cultivating their own 

individuality. Caruth notes that “at the specific point at which knowing and not knowing 

intersect…the language of literature and the psychoanalytic theory of traumatic experience 

precisely meet” (Unclaimed Experience 3). Trauma is a negotiation between knowing and the 

“absolute inability to know.” By living as their respective twins, Antipholus and Dromio of 

Syracuse can never fully know themselves. D. W. Winnicott observes that “Certainly the main 

complication in the upbringing of twins is this question of the personal treatment and 

management of each, so that the wholeness and oneness of each gets full recognition” (Outside 

World 140). Egeon sacrifices the wholeness and oneness of the younger boys when he renames 

them as Antipholus and Dromio: they spend their eighteenth to thirty-third years wandering in 

search of the brothers they have lost.2 They seek wholeness of the family, but also oneness of 

themselves as individuals.  

                                                        
2 Egeon tells the Duke that, “My youngest boy, and yet my eldest care, / At eighteen years became inquisitive / After 
his brother” (1.1.123-25). When the Abbess reveals herself as Egeon’s long-lost wife, Emilia, she says: “Thirty-
three years have I but gone in travail / Of you, my sons, and till this present hour / My heavy burden ne’er deliverèd” 
(5.1.402-04).  
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Unlike Egeon, who renames his sons based on what could only be the assumption of the 

other boys’ deaths, Antipholus of Syracuse searches for his brother in the belief that he is still 

alive. He must find the original Antipholus and “lose” his brother’s identity in order to cultivate 

his own identity. In one of the play’s best-known passages, Antipholus describes feeling lost in 

the world without his twin to secure his own identity: 

He that commends me to mine own content 

Commends me to the thing I cannot get.  

I to the world am like a drop of water 

That in the ocean seeks another drop, 

Who, falling there to find his fellow forth, 

Unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself. 

So I, to find a mother and a brother, 

In quest of them unhappy, lose myself. (1.2.33-40) 

Antipholus refers to “the thing I cannot get”: the family that he is searching for, and feels 

incomplete without. His frustration with what he “cannot get” is indicative of his inability to 

precisely “know” or process the traumatic fracture of his family unit because his own identity 

has been fractured in the process. Paradox is typical of the rhetoric of trauma, “a language that 

defies, even as it claims, our understanding” (Unclaimed Experience 5). Although Antipholus 

intends to “lose” himself, the language of trauma that he uses shows how his sense of self has 

been affected by the trauma inherited from his father; Antipholus cannot begin to “lose” himself 

because his identity was lost at sea, while his brother’s name remains. In Shakespeare’s Ocean, 

Dan Brayton observes that this paradox extends to Antipholus’s intention and fear is that “he 
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will be like a drop of water that ‘confounds’ or destroys itself utterly” (Shakespeare’s Ocean 65). 

The “self” that it destroys, I argue, is his self as the living dead; the Syracusan seeks to find an 

identity that is not Antipholus. He seeks his own “oneness” as an individual, but also seeks 

security within the “wholeness” of the reunited family unit.  

Shakespeare represents Antipholus’s self-estrangement through his character’s lodging at 

the Centaur. Barbara Freedman argues that the creature’s physical makeup as a half-man, half-

horse is symbolic of Antipholus inhabiting the “mythological symbol of self-division” (“Egeon’s 

Debt” 369). This self-division appears in the first episode of the Syracusan being recognized as 

an Ephesian. Expecting that his servant awaits his arrival at the Centaur, Dromio’s long-lost twin 

appears to Antipholus, demanding that he return not to the Centaur, but to the Phoenix. A 

breathless Dromio claims: “My charge was but to fetch you from the mart / Home to your house, 

the Phoenix, sir, to dinner: / My mistress and her sister stays3 for you” (1.2.74-76). Antipholus’s 

resulting shock is threefold: first, that his servant is not at the Centaur as he had ordered, second, 

that Dromio attests that the bachelor Antipholus has a wife and sister-in-law, and third, that they 

all reside together in Ephesus. Antipholus declares his residency impossible on account of him 

and Dromio “being strangers here” (1.2.60). This episode of confounding occurs with ironic 

immediacy following the Syracusan’s stated intention of losing himself in Ephesus. The 

confounding nature of his search prevents him from seeing that, in being welcomed to the 

Phoenix, Antipholus is positioning himself in order to achieve his own rebirth into “wholeness 

and oneness.”  

                                                        
3 Editorial inconsistency noted and nonetheless included by Whitworth, p. 101, footnote.  
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Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse’s experiences of misrecognition are disturbing in an 

uncanny way. These moments are uncanny because Antipholus is being mistaken for another 

version of himself that is not the self he knows, except that he is not fully certain of his own 

identity. Originating in the German term unheimlich, Freud defines the chilling experience as not 

the opposite of Heimlich or heimisch, the “familiar” or “belonging to the home”; instead, “the 

‘uncanny’ is that class of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once 

very familiar” (Uncanny 1-2). To ground this argument in language specific to early modern 

affect, I will adopt Freedman’s terminology for Freud’s “conflation of the familiar and the 

unknown”: “familiarity in strangeness” (“Egeon’s Debt” 366). The Syracusan Antipholus and 

Dromio, strangers to Ephesus, experience the uncanny when they are identified by their own 

names, but are misrecognized as members of a community of which they are not part. 

“Familiarity in strangeness” means something different for the Ephesians, who do not grow up 

being reminded of the brothers they have lost, and do not expect that people who look exactly 

like them are wandering Ephesus, answering to their names. 

Instead of rejoicing over finding Dromio’s lost-lost twin, Antipholus expresses his 

confusion by dismissing the servant’s strange behaviour with a beating. Antipholus’s violence 

arises out of the uncanny fear of being recognized by someone he recognizes, but one who acts 

in an unrecognizable way. The Syracusan experiences “familiarity in strangeness” when his 

oldest companion conducts himself based on an alternate reality in which Antipholus has never 

participated. He expresses his suspicions over how he could be identified as an unfamiliar 

version of himself:  

They say this town is full of cozenage, 
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As nimble jugglers that deceive the eye, 

Dark-working sorcerers that change the mind, 

Soul-killing witches that deform the body, 

Disguisèd cheaters, prating mountebanks, 

And many suchlike libertines of sin. (1.2.97-102) 

When he is told that the person who looks like him and answers to his name permanently 

belongs at the Phoenix rather than temporarily lodging at the Centaur, Antipholus resolves that 

this deception is typical of the city’s occult environment. The Syracusan attempts to rationalize 

these ongoing experiences of “familiarity in strangeness” as emanations of the occult 

environment, something so mysterious that he can feel secure in his inability to understand it. He 

convinces himself that his eyes are “deceived” by this person who looks like Dromio and 

answers to his name. Suspecting that with one “nimble juggler that deceive[s] the eye” will come 

many, Antipholus mentally prepares himself for “Dark-working sorcerers that change the mind” 

and “Soul-killing witches” that will hinder his search for the fractured components of his 

estranged self. Refocusing his efforts on maintaining his composure, Antipholus is incapable of 

comprehending the possibility that he has found one of the twins he has been looking for.  

By evaluating how these characters identify their experiences of confusion in terms of 

their bodies’ interactions with the occult environment, we can understand the distinctly early 

modern way that Shakespeare writes about trauma, the environment, and notions of the self. It is 

necessary to reflect on early modern understandings of humanity’s relationship with the 

environment in order to clarify how Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse perceive their bodies’ 

susceptibility to the occult. They rely on the occult to account for the irrationality of trauma, their 
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“absolute inability to know it.” Gail Kern Paster, Mary Floyd-Wilson, and Garrett A. Sullivan, 

Jr., have shown that early modern people understood the body as susceptible to invisible 

interactions with the animals, plants, and minerals inhabiting the space around them. Early 

modern people believed that, rather than existing in isolation, the body was transacting as part of 

an “ecology of the passions” (Paster, “Becoming the Landscape” 139). Shakespeare's late 

sixteenth century audience would have taken for granted the particular “ecology of passions” of 

Ephesus, which has, through biblical associations, a unique reputation. When relocating his 

adaptation of Plautus’s Menaechmi from Epidamnum to Ephesus, Shakespeare drew on these 

associations, found in Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, in which the Apostle preaches social unity 

under Christ, as well as Acts of the Apostles, in which Luke speaks out against the “exorcists” 

and “conjurers” who practice in Ephesus. These “conjurers” threaten social unity by tempting 

Christian believers into “curious arts” (Acts 19.19). Antipholus fears the notoriously occult 

environment of Ephesus, but accepts its mysteriousness as a setting preternaturally conducive to 

the supernatural. Mary Floyd-Wilson describes the dominant sense of the “occult” at the time as 

“imperceptible” or “secret,” stating that “spirits, demons, and unseen active effluvia comprised 

the invisible technology of nature’s marvels” in early modern understanding (Occult 183, 1). 

When Antipholus relies on the imperceptible spiritual energy of Ephesus to explain his uncanny 

experiences, he relies on the reliably unknowable to account for being both accurately identified 

and mis-identified moments after his resolution to lose himself. This impulse demonstrates the 

imperceptibility of his trauma: searching, yet unable to understand that in being misrecognized as 

his twin he has achieved the goal of his quest. 
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 Antipholus seeks “to find a mother and a brother” (1.2.39), but he does not expect to 

discover his undiscovered identity in a wife. Because Antipholus does not go to the Phoenix 

immediately upon Dromio’s request, Antipholus of Ephesus’s wife, Adriana, seeks him out. She 

implores: 

How comes it now, my husband, O how comes it 

That thou art then estrangèd from thyself? 

Thy ‘self’ I call it, being strange to me 

That, undividable, incorporate, 

Am better than thy dear self’s better part. 

Ah, do not tear away thyself from me; 

For know, my love, as easy mayst thou fall 

A drop of water in the breaking gulf, 

And take unmingled thence that same drop again, 

Without addition or diminishing, 

As take from me thyself and not me too. (2.2.122-132) 

Unbeknownst to Adriana, her suspicion of Antipholus’s self-estrangement is correct. Her 

correctness stems from empathy with the wandering twin. It arises from not knowing how to 

exist as an individual apart from the “wholeness” of the collective identity of her domestic unit. 

Adriana’s exclamation indicates the insecurity of her own identity. In beseeching Antipholus in 

terms of “A drop of water in the breaking gulf,” Adriana mirrors his yearning as “a drop of water 

/ That in the ocean seeks another drop.” Begging for his return in terms that recall a collective 

identity forged by a marriage bond, she describes the early modern Christian belief that marriage 
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vows contain invisible unifying energy so strong that individual bodies become halves of a single 

whole. To Adriana, Antipholus’s absence from the family meal indicates that her husband must 

be estranged from himself as an “undividable” component of her family unit. It is ironic that she 

comes upon the wandering Antipholus instead of her husband, but her fear that her husband is 

compromising her marriage bond makes the Syracusan’s “strangeness” towards her all the more 

fearsome. His resistance is meant to keep her away, and in appearing as the husband that is 

refusing to acknowledge the domestic identity that he shares with his wife, he leads Adriana to 

feel estranged from herself. In calling herself “undividable, incorporate” with her husband, her 

assertion of the strength of their bond recalls the Syracusan’s rhetoric, as he refers to himself as 

“unseen, inquisitive.” Adriana feels confounded because in being uncertain of her ideally 

“undividable” marital bond, she is uncertain of her own identity as an individual that could 

potentially be “unincorporated” from Antipholus. 

 Antipholus and Adriana’s mutual yearning for security in their identities is suggestive of 

Freud’s concept of infantile emotional states: when a child, upon development, must 

acknowledge and master their metaphysical separateness from their caregivers. As a twin that 

shares his name with a self that is not his self, and as a wife who shares a soul with a self that is 

not her self, these characters unite in the confounding and paradoxical fears of subsumption and 

individuality, sameness and separation. The separation of the self from the other is too painful to 

accept, yet the subsumption of the self within a collective identity is equally confounding. Joseph 

Candido claims that Antipholus accepts Adriana’s invitation because he “should be attracted to 

the security and solidity implied by the shared meal” (222). In the face of Adriana’s absolute 

certainty of their bond, however, this “familiarity in strangeness” first and foremost causes 
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Antipholus to doubt his own sense of identity. Winnicott warns of the necessity of distinguishing 

one twin from another to prevent uncanny experiences:  

If the children were identical they would each be the same, they would add up to one, so 

to speak, which is absurd. They are similar, but not identical; the danger is that people 

will treat them as identical, and as I have said, if people do this the twins themselves will 

feel muddled about their own identities. (Outside World 141) 

Antipholus and his Ephesian twin do add up to one because they share a name; because of this 

doubly “identical” treatment of identical twins, Antipholus feels “muddled” about his identity. 

Hearing words of physical and spiritual unity from a woman he has never met, he cannot 

understand how Adriana can perceive his feelings of self-estrangement as if they share them as 

one flesh and one soul. He seeks to rationalize this “familiarity-in-strangeness” as a product of 

the occult environment, asking himself:  

What, was I married to her in my dream? 

Or sleep I now, and think I hear all this? 

What error drives our eyes and ears amiss? 

Until I know this sure uncertainty, 

I’ll entertain the offered fallacy. (2.2.185-189) 

Antipholus reflects on how his “eyes and ears” are driven “amiss.” This demonstrates how he 

relies on the “unseen active effluvia” within the Ephesian environment in order to explain, or 

make “sure,” his sense of “uncertainty” or, in Winnicott’s terms, a “muddled” identity. Referring 

to a “sure uncertainty,” Antipholus uses an oxymoron. He once again uses the language of 

trauma, which “defies understanding.” In adopting this form of paradox to express that the only 
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sureness is uncertainty, he indicates his acceptance of the environment directing him to “lose 

himself” at the Phoenix. Antipholus dives into the unknown in order to find himself, yet he 

follows Adriana to the Phoenix without recognizing that he has almost found his namesake.  

Unable to recognize that the identity Adriana yearns for him to assume is that of the man 

who has built a life in Ephesus, Antipholus of Syracuse is bewildered by the notion of belonging 

in a way other than he has known before. In his relief of encountering the Dromio he has known 

all his life rather than the strangers from the Phoenix household that are acting with inexplicable 

familiarity, Antipholus expresses a combination of fear and hope. He asks Dromio:  

Am I in earth, in heaven, or in hell? 

Sleeping or waking? Mad or well advised? 

Known unto these, and to myself disguised? 

I’ll say as they say, and persever so, 

And in this mist at all adventures go. (2.2.215-219) 

Antipholus considers himself potentially “mad” for not understanding how Adriana could be so 

familiar with his deepest desire. He considers this turn of events occult, but is uncertain whether 

this “invisible technology of nature’s marvels” is directed by the powers of “heaven” or “hell.” 

Despite the popular warning that “the devil hath power / T’assume a pleasing shape” (Hamlet 

3.1.552-553), Antipholus lays himself open to the unknown and unknowable, paradoxically 

losing himself in the occult environment in order to be found. Embracing the environment’s 

ambivalent potential to help or harm, Antipholus chooses to be hopeful in pursuing the heimisch, 

the feeling of domestic security he seeks on his quest to find “wholeness and oneness” in his own 

identity.  
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 The collective identity that Adriana insists that Antipholus is part of is one that he cannot 

see for himself. When he meets her sister Luciana, however, Antipholus feels desire, something 

authentically within himself rather than the product of somebody else projecting their sense of 

identity onto him. He chooses his own path when he yields to his desire for Luciana, even though 

she is forbidden to the Antipholus that he is expected to be. He understands Luciana’s pleas to 

“muffle your false love with some show of blindness” as her invitation to woo her, as long as he 

appears loving to Adriana (3.2.8). He recognizes that he is mimicking the deception that he fears 

from “nimble jugglers that deceive the eye,” but Antipholus nonetheless enthusiastically 

abandons himself to the alluring wonder of Ephesus in the service of both losing and finding 

himself. In the following dialogue, he begs Luciana to prolong his sense of enchantment:  

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE. Sing, siren, for thyself, and I will dote. 

Spread o’er the silver waves thy golden hairs, 

And as a bed I’ll take them, and there lie, 

And in that glorious supposition think 

He gains by death that hath such means to die. 

Let love, being light, be drownèd if she sink. 

LUCIANA.  What, are you mad, that you do reason so? 

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE. Not mad, but mated – how, I do not know. (3.2.47-54) 

Addressing Luciana as a “siren” or mermaid, Antipholus refers to mythological figures that 

shape themselves to appear attractive in order to tempt the mind and body.4 He assents to lose 

himself in these other-worldly temptations, unexplainable but also potentially full of the answers 
                                                        
4 The siren image aligns Antipholus with Ulysses, the quintessential wanderer of classical mythology, who was also 
tempted by a siren’s song. 
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he seeks regarding his own identity. Brayton explores the significance of Antipholus’s mystical 

expansion on the “drop of water” metaphor: “His calling Luciana ‘sweet mermaid’ then, mirrors 

his own condition as a merman of sorts, a human who has been transformed by the sea” 

(Shakespeare’s Ocean 94). Antipholus was transformed by the sea that tore him from his twin, 

dooming him to live suspended in his lost twin’s identity and hidden from his own potential 

sense of self. Likewise, the sea tore apart the family that Antipholus yearns to reunite. He does 

not want to kill or displace his brother, but find him and finally assume his own unique identity 

as a member of the collective unit. Saying, “He gains by death that hath such means to die. / Let 

love, being light, be drownèd if she sink,” Antipholus searches for the lost collective identity that 

would subsume or “kill” his identity as a reincarnated Antipholus. In allowing himself to “be 

drowned” by the confounding desire that Luciana deems impossible, Antipholus shapes his own 

identity.    

Luciana does not accept these advances from the man she sees as her brother, responding: 

“What, are you mad, that you do reason so?” Her words shift Antipholus’s role from one who 

fears “familiarity in strangeness” to one who is feared for his inappropriate sexual forwardness. 

Antipholus does not recognize that it is Luciana’s very puzzlement at his inappropriate behaviour 

that indicates that he has found his brother, alive, and can begin to live as his own person. In his 

“drop of water” speech, Antipholus seeks the “other drop” that is both himself and not himself. 

He is “inquisitive” yet “confounded” by the notion of being one of two, one of a larger family, 

yet also an individual that is other from the units that comprise him. Although Adriana is 

convincing in her empathy as a fellow “drop of water in the breaking gulf” that is inseparable 

from the individual she binds herself to, Antipholus tenaciously pursues the fear that Adriana 
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avoids, confounding himself further in order to find answers about his individual identity rather 

than fearing it. He responds to Luciana’s incredulity with his own confusion. He says, “Not mad, 

but mated,” using the word “mated” to mean “confounded” (Whitworth 130n). The inquisitive 

Antipholus is confounded because he is yet unsure whether his attraction is brought on by a force 

of good or evil, but knows that he is pursuing his own desires and is intent to follow that 

impulse. 

Antipholus continues to exist in the identity of another man named Antipholus, as 

circumstances offer him a wife, a sack of gold, and a gold chain. These all come unbidden, 

tokens of an unexplainable shadow self of Antipholus. Antipholus is both heartened by and 

suspicious of these markers of belonging in Ephesian society. In a soliloquy, he muses on these 

strangers acting as if he is an Ephesian self that is not himself:  

There’s not a man I meet but doth salute me 

As if I were their well-acquainted friend, 

And everyone doth call me by my name. 

Some tender money to me, some invite me, 

Some other give me thanks for kindnesses… 

Sure, these are but imaginary wiles, 

And Lapland sorcerers inhabit here. (4.3.1-11) 

Antipholus associates Ephesus with “Lapland,” the Lapps being a culture known for practicing 

witchcraft and sorcery (Whitworth 147n). To explain these “imaginary wiles,” he rationalizes his 

experiences as evidence of the unseen and unpredictable occult. However, for every unexplained 

inclusion of the Syracusan, his Ephesian twin becomes increasingly excluded from his 
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community. As I will show, the experience of “familiarity in strangeness” is entirely different for 

the surviving elder twins. Without the living reminder of being severed from their twins, 

Antipholus and Dromio of Ephesus grew up pursuing their own interests, shaping their own 

identities. They experienced a sense of “wholeness and oneness” in their identities as married 

men living and working in Ephesus, very different from the Syracusan brothers that lived as 

shadows of their lost brothers. 

Whereas the wandering Antipholus is demanded at the Phoenix, his local, settled twin has 

the terrifying experience of being denied recognition when he is rejected from his own home. 

Adriana demands that Dromio of Syracuse “keep the gate” to “keep” her husband within the 

home and thwart any temptations to venture outside it (2.2.209). When Dromio refuses the 

Ephesian’s right to dine, Antipholus perceives it as his two closest companions conspiring to 

deny his identity as member of their shared domestic unit. The Ephesian’s feelings of fear and 

outrage can be traced back to the unheimlich because those who are the most familiar to him 

deny his acquaintance. Unlike his long-lost brother, the Ephesian models a different response to 

this traumatic shock to his selfhood, refusing to be willingly confounded by this turn of events. 

His mounting rage and demand of a “crow” to “beat the door down” represent his determination 

not to feel lost in the environment in which he has defined himself (3.1.81, 60). Freedman states 

that the Ephesian “inhabits a closed interpretive universe with a limited number of signifiers and 

signifieds” (“Reading Errantly” 85). It is traumatic when his world begins opening up to 

alternate realities of somebody looking exactly like him actually existing. The Ephesian is 

consumed by being rejected by the Ephesian family that he knows is his own. Freud offers 

insight into such fixedness on a post-traumatic identity: “I am not aware…that patients suffering 
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from traumatic neurosis are much occupied in their waking lives with memories of their 

accidence. Perhaps they are more concerned with not thinking of it” (Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle 13). Although Antipholus does not recall the original traumatic fracture of his family 

unit the way his Syracusan twins do, his rage and violence against the door and against his 

servant testify to his “absolute inability to know” or recognize the repetition of the original 

traumatic fracture of his collective identity, and his resistance to being torn from his family yet 

again. 

Dromio of Ephesus shares in his master’s perturbation over the day’s unpredictable 

events. He receives blows both from the master he knows, and from somebody who looks like 

and answers to the name of his master, yet orders Dromio to perform contradictory tasks. The 

Dromios’ value in this farce is to grotesquely mirror their masters’ moments of uncanny 

misrecognition, even to the point that they encounter and interact with their own long-lost twins. 

Knocking on the locked door of the Phoenix, Dromio of Ephesus is rejected by someone who 

claims that he is “the porter for this time, Sir, and my name is Dromio” (3.1.43).5 Dromio of 

Ephesus has the uncanny experience of being rejected from his home by somebody who has 

identified as himself. The Ephesian shares his master’s rage at the rejection from his own home, 

concerned that someone “hast stol’n mine office and my name” (3.1.44). Freedman argues that 

behind that rage against a “me that is not me,” as it were, is a fear of replacement: the “insidious 

sense that one has been successfully replaced by one’s double” (“Egeon’s Debt” 368). Indeed, 

Egeon renamed the Syracusan servant twin “Dromio” to replace the Dromio that was ostensibly 

                                                        
5 Hearing the word “porter,” one’s thoughts logically stray to the Porter Scene in Macbeth. In Shakespeare’s iconic 
episode, the porter slowly makes his way to the castle door, musing as if he were the porter to the gates of hell. In 
The Comedy of Errors, the thinning boundaries between the godly and hellish are represented by Dromio of 
Syracuse’s taunting, as porter, to his identical counterpart. 
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lost. While Winnicott writes that “it is quite possible for twins to sit in a pram, each thinking the 

other is not a separate person” (Outside World 141), the implications for this lack of separation 

thirty-three years on demonstrates the “muddled” identities that each twin grasps onto. This 

scene represents the feeling of uncanny at its apex because in threatening their usurping doubles, 

there is a collapse between the Dromios and they appear as if they threaten themselves. They 

argue:  

DROMIO OF SYRACUSE. [Within] Break any breaking here, and I’ll break  

your knave’s pate. 

DROMIO OF EPHESUS. A man may break a word with you, sir, and words are  

but wind; Ay, and break it in your face, so he break it not behind.  

(3.1.76-77) 

Dromio of Ephesus’s scatological humour is appropriate for a farce. More than trading jokes 

about breaking wind, however, the Dromios’ quips speak to their sense of uncanny 

misrecognition and the confounding of the self in the process. For one to break wind in another’s 

face, his posterior would be in the other’s face. They are not face-to-face, but face-to-behind. 

Despite how close they are, door-to-door or face-to-behind, they cannot recognize each other. 

This farcical moment symbolizes the paradox of “knowing and not knowing.” Even when 

Dromio of Syracuse encounters somebody who identifies as Dromio, even when he has 

circulated to exactly where he needs to be to find his long-lost brother, instead of recognizing 

that the man who claims to share his identity is the long-lost sibling for whom he searches, 

Dromio fears an imposter that threatens his fragile sense of self.  

 Unassumingly assuming the role of his long-lost brother, Dromio of Syracuse likewise 
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grotesquely mirrors his own master’s conflict of identity when he learns that his Ephesian self is 

married. He confronts the Syracusan Antipholus, telling him: “I am due to a woman; one that 

claims me, one that haunts me, one that will have me” (3.2.81-83). Dromio feels “haunted” 

because no matter how much he denies his holy bond with Nell the kitchen maid, she insists on 

the reality of their physical and spiritual connectedness. He begs his master for reassurance: “Do 

you know me, sir? am I Dromio? am I your man? am I myself?” (3.2.73-74). He seeks 

confirmation of his role as his master’s “man” in order to secure his sense of identity, shaken into 

deeper insecurity by Nell’s self-assurance. His experience is uncanny because this unknown 

person is able to describe his most intimate bodily features. Dromio tells Antipholus that she 

details “the mark of my shoulder, the mole in my neck, the great wart on my left arm – that I, 

amazed, ran from her as a witch” (3.2.147-149). This episode brings an ironic twist to 

Antipholus’s earlier feeling, “not mad but mated”: Dromio is confounded when he is told in the 

surest terms that he is “mated,” or the mate of, Nell. He relies on the occult to account for what 

he cannot immediately understand: Nell’s “familiarity in strangeness.” Dromio cannot 

understand how Nell is so certain of his belonging, even when he cannot be certain of that 

himself. While she attests to being his wife, Dromio cannot understand how a version of himself 

can be anchored by Nell. Instead of understanding that the one who claims to be married to 

somebody who looks like him must be married to his long-lost twin, Dromio is confounded, 

fixed on his fear of this unknown bond when he is so accustomed to feeling anchored by 

Antipholus of Syracuse, the master who defines his identity as servant. Shakespeare enhances the 

farce of Dromio’s fears by not staging Nell and thereby leaving her faceless to the audience. 

Instead, her hideousness is implied through descriptions as “a very beastly creature” (3.2.88).  
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Her facelessness echoes Dromio’s earlier joke about interacting face-to-posterior: he is so close 

to “knowing” the reality of this confrontation, yet is incapable of comprehending the 

implications of encountering this insistent stranger. 

Dromio’s fear of Nell’s facelessness in the face of his own self-estrangement 

foreshadows Antipholus of Ephesus’s interactions with the faceless Doctor Pinch. Adriana begs 

Pinch to purge her husband of his mania and “establish him in his true sense again” (4.4.49). She 

relies on his professed spiritual acumen to realign her husband’s sense of self and thereby 

reestablish domestic order within the Phoenix. Such claims are infuriating for the Ephesian, who 

clings to his own version of reality when those around him share an entirely different 

perspective; the more that Antipholus denies that he is possessed and claims that he is who he 

thinks he is, the more others think him possessed. Kent Cartwright, editor of the forthcoming 

Arden edition of The Comedy of Errors, argues that “Pinch becomes [for Antipholus of Ephesus] 

the physical manifestation of an idea, an anxiety, and an obsession” (331). This “obsession” is 

about identity, about recognizing and being recognized as himself, a member of a family unit, 

and a member of the Ephesian community. He is determined to fix on what he “knows”: that he 

is the only man who looks how he looks, is married to his wife, and undertakes his business 

transactions in Ephesus, even though others insist that they have interacted with somebody else 

answering to his name. Attempting to overcome the convincing evidence that he is not himself, 

Antipholus proclaims that Pinch’s interference is what incenses him:  

They brought one Pinch, a hungry lean-faced villain, 

A mere anatomy, a mountebank, 

A threadbare juggler, and a fortune-teller, 
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A needy, hollow-eyed, sharp-looking wretch, 

A living dead man. This pernicious slave, 

Forsooth, took on him as a conjurer, 

And, gazing in mine eyes, feeling my pulse, 

And with no face, as ‘twere, outfacing me, 

Cries out I was possessed. (5.1.236-245) 

Antipholus defends his sanity by contrasting his willfully strong sense of identity with the 

elusiveness of his occult assailant. He refers to Pinch as having “no face,” making a deliberate 

link to Pinch’s role as deceiver, a mercenary “fortune-teller” to the desperate Adriana. On a 

deeper level, however, Antipholus’s description of Pinch’s facelessness is an anatomical 

representation of the Ephesian’s divided self. The facelessness he fears is his own: the face that 

was once familiar to his wife and servant, which is now doubted, questioned, and feared.  

Antipholus’s description of Pinch’s facelessness speaks volumes about the “unknowable” 

trauma beneath the surface of determinedly “knowing” his own identity. Calling Pinch a “living 

dead man,” for instance, is significant because Antipholus himself is a living dead man, a person 

who escaped a near-death experience but ultimately emerged from the waves.6 His sense of 

being “outfaced” demonstrates Antipholus’s ongoing experience of trauma: the confounding of 

his identity when he is rejected from his home in favour of another man bearing his name and 

visage, all the while not knowing that he was born a twin. The chiasmus Shakespeare uses by 

connecting and inverting the first and third clauses of “And with no face, as ‘twere, outfacing 

me,” shows that however faceless Pinch is, so is Antipholus; he stares in the face of facelessness 

                                                        
6 Just as his Syracusan brother is Brayton’s merman, “transformed by the sea.” 
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because there is still one half of himself that he does not know. He blames this representative of 

the occult for confronting him with “these deep shames and great indignities” (5.1.253), because 

what he fears is an unsettling of the self. Antipholus has built his self without the help of parental 

upbringing and a twin to be compared to. He is late or absent from family meals and buys on the 

credit of his good name in Ephesus, but taking these things for granted demonstrates his 

confidence and security in belonging within the Phoenix household and the Ephesian 

community. Unlike his brother that has spent over a decade searching for his lost counterpart, the 

Ephesian already feels complete. After spending his life establishing his identity as a husband, 

master, and merchant in Ephesus, Antipholus’s fear stems from the terror at the loss of the self 

that he has come to know.  

As Antipholus of Ephesus defends his identity as a trustworthy merchant of Ephesus, 

Egeon recognizes him as his mysterious double, publicly identifying him as his Syracusan son 

and somebody who can pay the bound to release him from Ephesian prison. Egeon interrupts the 

Duke with the hopeful words: “Haply I see a friend will save my life, / And pay the sum that 

may deliver me” (5.1.283-284). Egeon’s claim, however, counteracts Antipholus’s claim of 

being identifiable as a local Ephesian. Antipholus, not recognizing his long-lost father and 

determined to prove his Ephesian identity, responds: “I never saw my father in my life” 

(5.1.320). This exemplifies how Antipholus does “not know” the life that pre-existed his trauma. 

Egeon asks Antipholus: “Why look you strange on me? You know me well” (5.1.295), thinking 

it impossible for his son to not recognize his father’s face. While Antipholus of Ephesus had 

grown up shaping his own identity and building a future, Egeon had lived in the past, keeping 

Antipholus’s name on his lips long after he believed his elder son to be lost irrevocably. Yet, 
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Egeon’s trauma prevents him from recognizing that the person with the uncanny resemblance to 

his son is his long-lost son, the son whose name he had kept in loving memory. Instead, Egeon 

erupts into lamentation over the shock of such “familiarity in strangeness” disappointing his final 

hopes of salvation: “O, grief hath changed me since you saw me last, / And careful hours with 

time’s deformèd hand / Have written strange defeatures in my face” (5.1.297-299). Face-to-face 

with a son who answers to the name “Antipholus,” Egeon is “outfaced” when Antipholus denies 

Egeon’s identity as a member of his own family unit. This experience of the uncanny represents 

Egeon’s inability to fully internalize his own tragic losses from the shipwreck, as he had both 

resigned himself to his eldest son’s death while keeping his identity alive.  

Feeling tremendous sorrow over being disavowed by his last chance at redemption, 

Egeon pleads: “My wasting lamps some fading glimmer left” (4.1.316). Lamenting the execution 

that approaches with the darkness of the night, Egeon’s words circle back to the sentiment he 

expresses in his original tale of woe:  

But longer did we not retain much hope, 

For what obscurèd light the heavens did grant 

Did but convey unto our fearful minds 

A doubtful warrant of immediate death… (1.1.64-67) 

These words convey a fear associated with the darkness that mirrors Egeon’s sense of doom: not 

of the occult, but of the darkness of death that will soon consume him. As his trauma threatens to 

repeat itself through his nearness to death, the Abbess emerges from the priory and discontinues 

the cycle: she confirms Egeon’s identity as her estranged husband and therefore hers to protect. 

Her appearance as deus ex machina is heavy with associations to Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians. 
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Shunning the darkness that doomed Egeon, her role as his redeemer recalls the Apostle’s words: 

“For ye were once darkness, but are now light in the Lord; walk as children of light” (5.8). 

Ceasing his fears of being lost by telling him that he has been found, the Abbess retrieves Egeon 

from the fear of life’s end and guides him towards the joy of redemption.  

Whereas her Syracusan sons feared Ephesus on account of the setting’s associations with 

Luke’s Acts of the Apostles, the Abbess shifts the city’s associations to the redeeming hope of 

Paul’s Letter. The Abbess resolves the day’s “errors” to show that the uncanny experiences were 

not caused by the occult, but by the heavenly ordained reunion of a long-lost family. She 

declares:  

Thirty-three years have I but gone in travail 

Of you, my sons, and till this present hour 

My heavy burden ne’er deliverèd. 

The Duke, my husband and my children both, 

And you the calendars of their nativity… (5.1.402-406) 

In finally encountering her lost sons thirty-three years after her experience “almost fainting under 

/ The pleasing punishment that women bear” (1.1.45-46), the rebirth of her family in Ephesus 

gives a “faintly holy and redeeming colour” to the play’s final traumatic return (Foakes xlviii). 

The age thirty-three is all the more significant because the Abbess associates the moment of her 

family’s reunion with Christ’s age at his resurrection.78 By linking her sons to Christ, the Abbess 

                                                        
7 “The Abbess’s statement has elicited much commentary. It is one of many such imprecise or contradictory 
temporal references in Shakespeare. Perhaps the nativity theme in an explicitly Christian context, so pronounced 
here at the play’s end…and appropriate to the Christian season for which the play was written, suggested ‘thirty-
three’ to Shakespeare: Christ was thirty-three years old when he died” (Whitworth 179n). 
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associates herself with the Virgin Mary. Identifying with the Virgin Mother’s travail over her 

own son, the Abbess’s meditations on Christ’s resurrection prepare her to recognize her family 

when she sees them, “knowing” that they are not lost forever, but have the potential to return.  

The concluding baptismal celebration of this feast is especially meaningful for the family, 

as the ritual sprinkling of water is a return to the waves that divided them. Beseeching her family 

to join her at the church for a “gossips’ feast” (5.1.408), she invites them to share the breaking of 

bread, symbolic of their return to a family unit. The Abbess’s actions gesture toward Paul’s 

Letter, in which he claims that Christ’s grace “hath raised us up together, and made us sit 

together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (2.6). Confirming their family bond in the Priory, 

they are indeed “sitting together in the heavenly places”: Ephesus at its most redemptive, a long 

way from its darkest associations. By baptizing her sons, the Abbess adopts the sacrament as its 

own invisible magic that reunites the family as a cohesive unit, protecting her sons from further 

purgatorial wanderings. Martine Van Elk argues that this assembly of family is “a means of 

hollowing out of individuality” (71). This is only partially the case: the naming process of 

baptism will confirm each member’s identity as a member of the unit but also as an individual. 

By acknowledging the twins as separate, Antipholus of Ephesus is welcomed back into his 

family unit, and Antipholus of Syracuse is no longer lost to the “mist.” By fully knowing 

himself, the Syracusan can be certain that his love for Luciana is appropriate, and that their 

marriage will tie the family closer together. The achieved goal of this comedy is the security of 

each character in his or her own identity; the security of the individual self supports the strength 

of their community. 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
8 Shakespeare’s allusion to the resurrection of Christ aligns with the symbolism of his earlier allusion to the Phoenix, 
the mythical creature that arises from the ashes. 
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 The play concludes with an image of family unity. The Dromios have the final word, 

restructuring the social hierarchy to incorporate each member of the united family unit. Rather 

than submitting to the rules of seniority, the elder Dromio attests: “We came into the world like 

brother and brother, / And now let’s go hand in hand, not one before another” (5.1.427-28). This 

is an image of individuals who are secure enough in their individuality that they can each exist as 

contributing members of the family unit. The unit subsumes them, yet they are not cancelled out 

in the way that the younger twin was cancelled out by being renamed as his elder. Now as 

complete individuals, they can choose their own future with the “full knowledge” of their 

collective identities. Instead of fearing suffocation from the subsuming of their identities, the 

twins are joyful in their choice to remain united yet separate. Two faces and two bodies are fully 

acknowledged, both finally knowing who they are and how they belong.  
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Chapter 3: “Urging helpless patience”: Domesticity, Stoicism, and Setting in The Comedy of 

Errors 

In The Comedy of Errors, violent passions threaten domestic order. Shakespeare adapts 

his plot from Plautus’s Menaechmi, but his departures from the Roman farce are what reveal the 

play’s affective depth. Reducing the role of the Courtesan in favour of focalizing the citizen 

twin’s previously unnamed wife, Shakespeare expands the farce into a far deeper domestic 

drama of jealousy and false appearances. The affective register of this play unites Galenic 

medical theory and Christian Stoicism, an early modern reshaping of the classical philosophy to 

reinforce Christian values. These ideologies meet in Shakespeare’s Ephesus, relocated from 

Plautus’s Epidamnum to match Stoic ideas with Pauline domestic prescription from the Letter to 

the Ephesians. Shakespeare’s original character of the Abbess serves as the play’s voice for 

Paul’s message of domestic unity through Christian Stoicism. Whereas classical Stoicism 

involves man isolating himself, Pauline Stoicism is Stoicism that finds its power in domestic 

unity. The Abbess preaches that a wife can turn her subordinate position into a vehicle for her 

self-creation. Wives have the power to unite and preserve the family unit, but must overcome 

feelings of insecurity and isolation by accepting their passive social role and anchoring 

themselves within the domestic sphere. By exploring Shakespeare’s points of adaptation gesture 

towards looking inward to find the means of overcoming violent passions, I uncover a deeper 

affective register underpinning the playwright’s early farce.9 

                                                        
9 This chapter represents a substantially revised version of my article, “‘Urging helpless patience’: Domesticity, 
Stoicism, and Setting in The Comedy of Errors.” Early Modern Literary Studies (EMLS), “Rome and Home” Special 
issue (2016) 1-21. 
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Humanism recovered Stoicism for use in early modern European thought. The classical 

philosophy conceives of the passions as “error” on account of the affective energy man directs 

towards ideas or actions that he is powerless to change (de Monsarrat 16). In this play, 

Shakespeare depicts characters that “err” by allowing themselves to be overcome by violent 

passions in the face of adversity. Gilles de Monsarrat reinforces this spirit of resignation, stating: 

“Stoicism is a philosophy for adversity, or rather for happiness in spite of adversity” (3). The 

philosophy privileges reason over passion, advocating for a discipline in which the man controls 

the passions, rather than the passions controlling the man. Shakespeare was introduced to 

Stoicism in grammar school, learning oratory and rhetoric while studying Latin sources of this 

philosophy, including Cicero and Seneca. The school of thought became all the more popular 

with Flemish humanist Justus Lipsius’s widely-read On Constancy in Times of Public Calamity, 

which was published in Latin in 1584 and translated into English by Sir John Stradling in 1595. 

The tract was popular on account of its synthesis of Stoic morality with Christianity, in which the 

more pagan aspects of the classical philosophy, such as encouraging empowerment over death 

through suicide, were reduced (Rivers 46). Through the humanist retrieval of Stoicism led by 

Lipsius’s Neo-Stoic movement, Christ’s passion came to signify the “supreme instance of his 

patience,” rendering patient resignation an “eminently Christian virtue” (de Monsarrat 89). 

Rather than stemming from pride over adversity as in the classical philosophy, Neo-Stoicism 

finds its greatest weapon in faith in Christ’s God-given purpose to endure and overcome 

suffering. 

Problematically, both classical Stoicism and continental Neo-Stoicism were philosophies 

written by men and addressed to men. In On Anger, Seneca reveals this gender bias:  
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Bad temper achieves nothing imposing or handsome. On the contrary, I think it the mark 

of a morbid unhappy mind, aware of its own weakness, to be constantly aching, like sore 

sick bodies which groan at the slightest touch. Anger is thus a particularly feminine and 

childish failing. “But men, too, get it.” Yes. For men, too, can have feminine and childish 

characters. (1: 20.3, qtd. in Cooper and Procopé 39) 

This philosophy characterizes women as overwhelmed by violent passions and recommends the 

male sex’s unique ability to overcome these ostensibly baser human impulses. Lipsius’s Neo-

Stoicism, too, focuses on man’s social and political role, not giving advice to women but rather, 

using women as examples of being dominated by the passions: 

He said not that we should weep and lament, but die for our country. For we must so far 

forth be good commonwealth men, that we also retain the person of good and honest 

men, which we lose if we take to childish and womanlike lamentations. (1: 11, qtd. in 

Sellars 51)  

In England, however, Neo-Stoic thinkers were beginning to envision how to apply Stoic 

principles to the suffering of the female sex. In 1600, Mary Sidney published her translation of 

Philippe De Mornay’s Discourse of Life and Death, and one of England’s most significant Neo-

Stoic works was Fulke Greville’s tract Letter to an Honourable Lady, which was printed in 1633 

and explicitly addressed to an ill-treated wife. Yvonne Bruce explores how early modern writers 

cultivated a trope around Marc Antony’s abandoned wife Octavia in order to support the notion 

of female constancy as a form of Stoicism. More than embodying feminine Stoic ideal, Bruce 

observes how the Octavia figure represents the vexed relationship between patient resignation 

and empowerment, and how this trope “is also used to explore the inadequacies of Christian 
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Stoicism’s hybrid morality presented to women, as this hybrid was popularly understood to exist 

in late Elizabethan England” (42). Although women could transform their own perspectives, the 

fact that circumstances of the world around them would not change colours these stories with 

bad faith. 

Shakespeare was involved in this shift towards applying Stoic principles to the unique 

trials of women. He uses the message of Paul’s Letter to address the domestic concerns of 

women, rather than the political troubles of men that Lipsius’s work targeted. While it is not 

worthwhile to lay much stake in the “old myth that Seneca had been converted to Christianity by 

Paul” (Thornsteinsson 3), it is necessary to consider how Shakespeare uses Paul’s Letter as a 

meditation on Stoic philosophy through its message of “spiritual self-sufficiency” (Straznicky 

109-10) within the “household of God.”10 Shakespeare matches Stoic values with Pauline 

domestic prescription, depicting domestic unity as a microcosm of divine order. The moments of 

domestic disunity in this play are centered on a wife who, overcome by an excess of passions, 

acts in complete opposition to the rules for domestic unity that Paul outlines in his Letter. 

Adriana’s hope for domestic harmony stems from the Abbess’s example of Christian Stoic self-

mastery through patience and passivity. 

This study builds on a small but rich body of criticism on The Comedy of Errors and is 

grounded in a departure from Wolfgang Riehle’s claim that the play is “less Christian in tone 

than is generally assumed” (198). The Christian elements, he states, “rather than being essential, 

have the primary function of providing colour and a touch of realism; they make the audience 

feel that they are in a familiar world” (198). The “familiar world” of this play is the domestic 
                                                        
10 “Ye are no more strangers and foreigners: but citizens with the Saints, and of the household of God” (Eph. 2.19). 
All biblical references are to this edition. Spelling modernized by author.   
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sphere thrown out of harmony by Adriana’s excessively passionate response to the slight of her 

husband’s absence from the family meal. What might seem to some like a mundane oversight is, 

to Adriana, foreboding of a traumatic fracture of her marriage bond. It is necessary to consider 

the function of the Abbess in providing Adriana with guidance towards overcoming these 

passionate responses. Patricia Parker supports the evaluation of Shakespeare’s Christianized 

departures from the classical source text, Menaechmi. She argues that Shakespeare’s “allusive 

networks” must be evaluated “beyond the apparently marginal importance of the isolated verbal 

quibble – and to consider what is being done to as well as through such authoritative structures” 

(Parker 82). My study will observe how Shakespeare conveys these “authoritative structures” of 

Pauline domestic prescription within the early modern paradigm of Galenic medical theory.  

Whereas classical Stoics had “a typically Hellenistic contempt for the body” (Bouwsma 

94), the early modern subject’s attention was focused on the body as the place where mind, soul, 

and physical functions were interconnected. Gail Kern Paster’s research shows how subjects 

negotiated with their environments to keep the passions in balance within the body. She makes 

the groundbreaking argument that early modern texts must be read with an understanding that 

affections “always presuppose embodiment just as bodily references always assume an affective 

context or consequence” (“Body and its Passions”). In The Comedy of Errors, these affective 

consequences permeate from person to person, through social ties of husband and wife, master 

and slave, man and commercial community. Paster argues that the play’s social structure 

privileges a “humoral right of way and who gets to have it,” and claims that “Dromio’s service to 

[Antipholus] proceeds from the whole man, from body and mind, from interior and exterior, 

from his humorally saturated and socially subordinated flesh” (Humoring the Body 209-10).  My 
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study redirects the focus of this argument for bodily permeability and subordination from the 

master-servant relationship to the dynamic between husband and wife as leaders within the 

home. The play’s “errors” arise not solely on account of cognitive mistakes of interpretation; the 

fears, jealousies, and suspicions that arise are indicative of greater concerns about the way the 

individual is subordinated to the collective identity. I will show how Shakespeare’s Christian 

Stoic points of adaptation offer a register for the way that early modern women were expected to 

subordinate their passions to those of their husbands, upholding that “right of way” within the 

domestic hierarchy in order to prevent violent and contagious passions from threatening the bond 

of the collective unit.  

Shakespeare matches the Galenic paradigm of bodily permeability with the Christian 

belief that two people can be more than legally bound through the spiritual rite of marriage. In 

his Letter, Paul endorses this notion of permeability, declaring: “For this cause shall a man leave 

father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they ‘twain shall be one flesh” (5.31). In the 

play, Adriana takes the single-flesh model of permeability between spouses very seriously; 

because of this spiritual connection, she understands their bodies as highly susceptible to the 

vicissitudes of each other’s passions. She perceives of their identities as united, and the 

compromising of that bond would cause a traumatic fracture of that collective identity. The 

play’s best-known passage demonstrates how the early modern subject could feel emotionally 

incomplete when these bonds of permeability are broken: 

I to the world am like a drop of water 

That in the ocean seeks another drop, 

Who, failing there to find his fellow forth, 
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Unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself. 

So I, to find a mother and a brother, 

In quest of them unhappy, lose myself. (1.2.35-40) 

Antipholus of Syracuse makes this claim as he searches for the family members from whom he 

was separated shortly after his birth. Antipholus expresses his inability to identify as an 

individual because there is a lack of differentiation between himself and the lost twin for whom 

he was renamed. As discussed in my previous chapter, Antipholus and Adriana’s mutual 

yearning for security in their identities is suggestive of Freud’s concept of infantile emotional 

states, the process of a child acknowledging and mastering their metaphysical separateness from 

their caregiver. While Antipholus yearns to find his twin in order to release himself from existing 

as his lost brother, Adriana fears that her husband will abandon their bond and that without him, 

her identity would be incomprehensible.    

Adriana shares the twin’s longing for completeness. She expresses her feelings of 

isolation from herself when her husband is absent from the family meal. Anxious that this 

suspicion is already a traumatic reality, she seeks him out in the streets of Ephesus. Adriana 

mistakenly accosts the Syracusan twin and instead beseeches his return: 

How comes it now, my husband, O how comes it  

That thou art then estrangèd from thyself?  

Thy “self” I call it, being strange to me 

That, undividable, incorporate, 

Am better than thy dear self’s better part. 

Ah, do not tear away thyself from me; 
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For know, my love, as easy mayst thou fall 

A drop of water in the breaking gulf, 

And take unmingled thence that drop again 

Without addition or diminishing, 

As take from me thyself, and not me too. (2.2.122-32) 

Adriana adopts the Syracusan’s syntax to describe her own self-isolation in being “estranged” 

from the husband with whom she is bound. In the absence of her partner, Adriana feels that she 

is missing a part of herself (Weinberg, “Mated” 215). She equates her husband as “undividable, 

incorporate” with her, physically fused with her soul and body in the way that Antipholus of 

Syracuse feels “unseen, inquisitive” without a complete family unit with which to identify in 

order to distinguish himself as an individual apart from his twin. Drawing on the “drop of water” 

imagery that Antipholus uses to express his fears of futility in searching for lost components of 

his self, Adriana expresses a desperate fear that a fracture of her marriage bond will result in a 

fracture of her own identity. Because it is impossible to take “a drop of water in the breaking 

gulf, / And take unmingled that drop again,” Adriana’s fear arises from the confounding 

impossibility of existing as an individual apart from her husband. 

For Adriana, Antipholus’s indifference to the domestic rhythms indicates the insecurity 

of their bond as husband and wife. She sends Dromio of Ephesus to find Antipholus, but 

mistakes the Syracusan for his master. The servant details the impact of his master’s absence on 

Adriana:  

The capon burns, the pig falls from the spit; 
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The clock hath strucken twelve upon the bell, 

My mistress made it one upon my cheek. 

She is so hot because the meat is cold, 

The meat is cold because you come not home… (1.2.44-48) 

By referring to seemingly quotidian details about meal preparation, Dromio discloses a far more 

significant domestic issue: the husband’s abandonment of the domestic unit over which he is 

master. The pig that “falls from the spit” on account of the husband’s lateness represents 

Adriana’s insecurities that it is not only the pig but also the marriage itself that falls apart on 

account of his absence. To express the affective consequences of Antipholus’s absence, 

Shakespeare applies the rhetorical device of zeugma to yoke Adriana’s choleric or “hot” humour 

with her affective alteration11 as a result of the meat becoming both overcooked and “cold” while 

she waits for her husband to return. More than describing how the carcasses of the main dishes 

have broken down as a result of overcooking, Dromio provides insight into Adriana’s alteration 

and the breakdown of the social body that follows.  

Dromio’s description of Adriana’s response to her husband’s absence indicates that this 

threat has implications that cascade throughout the household. Telling the Syracusan that “The 

clock hath strucken twelve upon the bell, / My mistress made it one upon my cheek,” Dromio 

beseeches his master to observe the physical implications of his lateness. His speech 

demonstrates this notion of permeability by showcasing his own body as a readable surface that 

demonstrates the effect of the husband’s absence on Adriana. Her insecurity is evident through 

                                                        
11 For more on alteration, see Timothy Hampton, “‘Strange Alteration’: Physiology and Psychology from Galen to 
Rabelais”, in Reading the Early Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion, eds. Gail Kern Paster, 
Katherine Rowe, Mary Floyd-Wilson. 272-93. 
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the marks she leaves on Dromio’s face. Dromio’s wounds, however, go beyond the physical. As 

Cathy Caruth observes, trauma theory today reflects on trauma as an affliction of the mind as 

well as the body (Unclaimed Experience 3). Adriana fears a social fracture, and her reaction to 

the magnitude of her perceived trauma is reflected in her violence towards the household. 

Because Dromio’s own body suffers “strikes” from each lost hour that fuels Adriana’s 

insecurities, he yearns for his master to “strike home” (1.2.67). The servant’s words express how 

Adriana places the responsibility on her husband to resolve this issue by reforming his own 

behaviour and returning home. 

 Adriana’s confidences with her sister exemplify her attitude that Antipholus has sole 

responsibility for preserving or destroying domestic harmony. She tells Luciana:  

His company must do his minions grace, 

Whilst I at home starve for a merry look. 

Hath homely age the alluring beauty took 

From my poor cheek? Then he hath wasted it. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

That’s not my fault: he’s master of my state. (2.1.88-96) 

Adriana’s mealtime fast mirrors her state of affectionate deprivation. Establishing a parallel to 

Dromio’s image of the pig falling from the spit, Adriana laments her husband’s effect on her 

“wasted” skin, which deteriorates in accordance with the deterioration of her marriage bond. 

Overwhelmed by the violence of her own passions, Adriana declares: “since that my beauty 

cannot please his eye, / I’ll weep what’s left away, and weeping die” (2.1.115-16), resigning 

herself to drown in the salty tide of her own “weeping.” Embodying the feminine stereotypes of 
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“weep[ing]” and “bad temper” that Stoic thinkers warn against, Adriana expresses feelings of 

disempowerment without recognizing her own potential mastery over these insecurities. Whereas 

Stoic philosophy “locates the center of power in the self” (Straznicky 110), Adriana describes 

Antipholus as the “master of my state,” expressing feelings of powerlessness in the face of his 

domestic authority. She perceives that, as “master,” her husband is the only person capable of 

leading the household to follow his humoural “right of way,” and thereby locates the fault in him 

when she reacts negatively towards his absence. She is so entirely invested in her own 

powerlessness without her husband that she does not recognize the power she has over the lives 

of the rest of her domestic unit. 

Luciana attempts to redirect Adriana’s struggle against the “humoral right of way and 

who gets to have it.” Unencumbered by a husband but privy to Adriana’s wrath from within the 

Ephesian household, Luciana advises her sister on the realities of the domestic hierarchy: “A 

man is master of his liberty. / Time is their master, and when they see time / They’ll go or come. 

If so, be patient, sister” (2.1.7-9). Although Antipholus is the “master” of Adriana’s “state,” 

Luciana reminds her sister that he is nonetheless master of himself. She highlights his “liberty” 

to “go or come” according to needs that extend outside the home, outside of the domestic 

rhythms that are Adriana’s purview. Luciana attempts to sway her sister to adopt Stoic 

withdrawal in order to end her struggle against the confines of gender within her marriage bond. 

In Cicero’s On the Ends of Good and Evil, the philosopher describes how those who embody the 

standard of Stoic virtue are necessarily happy because “virtue need not look outside herself for 

happiness” (de Monsarrat 11-12).12 Luciana tries to teach Adriana how to find within herself the 

                                                        
12 De Monsarrat quoting Cicero: “Virtus ad beate vivendum se ipsa contenta est.” 
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strength to overcome the jealousy and impatience that she feels as a result of her husband’s 

inattentiveness. By accepting that her husband is indeed the master of his own time, Adriana can 

begin to “be patient” and accept what is and is not within her control. Luciana advocates for a 

Stoicism that can be achieved within the nexus of Galenic medical principles. This is what 

Schoenfeldt calls “the productive function of discipline” (13); by disciplining her passions 

through the act of being patient, Luciana shows, Adriana can prevent her violent passions from 

affecting the other members of the domestic unit and find within herself the means to re-establish 

domestic harmony.  

 Adriana refuses to abide by her sister’s marital advice on account of Luciana’s unmarried 

state; without being bound with another, Luciana cannot possibly understand Adriana’s feelings 

of abandonment. The wife defensively retorts:  

So thou, that hast no unkind mate to grieve thee, 

With urging helpless patience would relieve me. 

But if thou live to see like right bereft, 

This fool-begged patience in thee will be left. (2.1.38-41) 

Adriana rejects her sister’s advice because it advocates for “helpless patience.” Luciana suggests 

that her sister adopt a more Stoically passive “patience,” but Adriana denies that her marital 

troubles will resolve themselves if she accepts her own “helplessness” to change his behaviour, 

or her power to moderate her own. The wife’s frustration with this contradiction of being 

empowered through passivity represents what Bruce refers to as the “inadequacies of Christian 

Stoicism’s hybrid morality presented to women.” Too impatient to accept passivity when her 
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husband is free to circulate, Adriana is depicted as “erring” in her continuous search for more 

active means to resolve her marital woes.  

De Monsarrat describes the Stoic persona of man as actor, “who performs wisely a part 

he has not chosen” (29); in the play, Adriana rebels against her gendered role as wife by refusing 

to prioritize her husband’s social needs over her domestic ones. In Paul’s Letter, the Apostle 

preaches the Stoic message in terms of a God-given “vocation”:   

I … pray you that ye walk worthy of the vocation whereunto ye are called, 

With all humbleness of mind, and meekness, with long suffering, supporting one 

another through love, Endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

(4.1-3) 

Shakespeare’s play capitalizes on the Letter’s message that unity with the divine begins with 

unity in the home. This unity comes from each member accepting his or her prescribed domestic 

roles; all other activity is “error.” The play’s title promises a farce from the “errors” of 

misrecognition, but in order for the comedy to be resolved, the errors in behaviour must likewise 

be resolved to align with each character’s gender and social role. Adriana’s restless pursuit of 

action indicates her efforts to resolve her troubles with means outside of her control. She refuses 

to recognize her own “role” as an actor and her “vocation” to serve her husband. Rather than 

adopting “humbleness” and “meekness” in order to “suffer” her husband’s slights for the sake of 

a unified household, Adriana “errs” by allowing herself to feel overcome by feelings of 

abandonment. Because Adriana sees the disunity in her home as a product of her husband’s will, 

she cannot imagine that she has the power to improve their affective circumstances. 
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Adriana’s insecurity is so severe because she assumes that her husband’s absence from 

her home indicates his presence in the home of another woman. She mistakenly confronts 

Antipholus of Syracuse regarding this suspicion:  

I am possessed with an adulterate blot; 

My blood is mingled with the crime of lust. 

For if we two be one, and thou play false, 

I do digest the poison of thy flesh, 

Being strumpeted by thy contagion. (2.2.143-47) 

Adriana’s perturbation is the result of her fear that even if her husband denies his “adulterate 

blot,” she will be able to experience the dissolution of their bond when her husband chooses to 

“be one” with another woman. Adriana shows that her self is not herself without her husband 

being part of that self – when she looks inward, he is what she sees because the two are bound as 

“one.”13 De Monsarrat states: “as the passions are errors of judgment they can be called diseases 

of the soul, similar to those of the body” (15). Adriana is so taken away by letting her mind “err” 

to suspicions of her husband’s potential infidelity that, regardless of her husband’s actual 

contagion (for he has not yet made his way to the home of the Courtesan), she opens the social 

body to the “disease” of jealousy. 

 In The Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare frames the problem of the self in a different way 

for Adriana than for the twin Antipholi. Whereas Antipholus of Syracuse’s circulation and 

determination to “lose” himself in order to find his identity is productive, Adriana is expected to 

                                                        
13 These concepts were first introduced by the author in a paper titled “Reading and Misreading the Body in The 
Comedy of Errors.” It was presented at the Symposium on Reading and Health in Early Modern Europe, 1500-1800 
(July 5-6, 2013), in conjunction with the Medieval and Early Modern Research Group, Newcastle University, 
England.  
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find security in her domestic role and limited sphere. This insecurity is clear even when Adriana 

ostensibly achieves her goal of finding Antipholus. Bewildered by Adriana’s certainty in their 

profound connection, Antipholus of Syracuse consents to go with her. Adriana’s insecurity is 

stronger than her relief, however. Instead of understanding Antipholus’s return as a confirmation 

of her husband’s fidelity, she orders the Syracusan Dromio to “let none enter, lest I break your 

pate” (2.2.221). This threatened violence arises from Adriana’s fear that her husband’s return is 

temporary and that the fracture of their bond is permanent. The irony is that, in her desperation, 

she refuses to acknowledge the Syracusan’s pleas that he is not her husband and consequently 

locks her own husband out of the home.  

The shunned husband responds to this rejection with rage. As master of the house, the 

Ephesian Antipholus expects that his wife and home will be available at his demand regardless 

of the meals he has missed. Dromio of Ephesus revisits the hot/cold food metaphor he used to 

accost the Syracusan Antipholus, telling his master: “Your cake here is warm within: you stand 

here in the cold. / It would make a man mad as a buck to be so bought and sold” (3.1.71-72). 

Dromio observes that Adriana’s insistence to lock Antipholus outside “in the cold” would heat 

the master with choleric rage against her, just as the cold meat that signifies his absence also 

signifies her resulting upset. The servant calls Antipholus a mad “buck,” referring to the horned 

creature to intimate that he is being cuckolded by his wife while he is stranded out of doors. In 

being absent during a ritual that was meaningful to his wife, Antipholus had privileged his own 

priorities without considering his wife’s priorities as his own.  Ignoring the biblical injunction 

that “he that loveth his wife, loveth him self” (Eph. 5.28), Antipholus refuses to acknowledge 
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that his own error of lateness has consequences that reflect through the household and back onto 

him.  

 Antipholus’s violently choleric response to this rejection escalates into the threat of 

physical violence. He repeatedly orders Dromio to retrieve “a crow” with which he can “break 

ope the gate” and force entry into the home (3.1.74,81,85). Antipholus’s intended violence 

towards the door represents his own anxieties of being rejected or “outfaced”14 by the family unit 

on which he structures his identity. Locked out of doors with Antipholus, the merchant Balthazar 

beseeches him to quell the raging passions that he makes public:   

Have patience, Sir. O, let it not be so! 

Herein you war against your reputation, 

And draw within the compass of suspect 

Th’unviolated honour of your wife. (3.1.86-89) 

Balthazar discourages Antipholus from publicly venting his anger because the domestic 

unraveling will reflect poorly on the Ephesian’s reputation and cascade into greater social and 

economic consequences for his family. Both spouses reject the notion of “hav[ing] patience” as a 

mode of resolving their domestic dispute. This reveals that Antipholus shares his wife’s 

insecurity; when members of his domestic unit do not act according to their prescribed roles, the 

security of his own role is called into question. Whereas Adriana reacts to her insecurity with 

sorrow, “weeping” away her sense of rejection, Antipholus is moved entirely by rage that his 

wife does not give way to him as master of the house. This is a far cry from Paul’s injunction to 

                                                        
14 I discuss this concept of “outfacing” at length in Chapter Two, and will continue to reflect upon “outfacing” 
versus belonging throughout this dissertation. 
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“Be… courteous to one another, & tender hearted, forgiving one another, even as God for 

Christ’s sake forgave you” (Eph. 4.32), and from Seneca’s declaration on being merciful:  

It will make us milder if we think of the help which we may have had from the person 

with whom we are angry, and allow the good turns to make up for the bad. We should 

also think of what a recommendation it may be to have a reputation for mercy, of how 

many valuable friends we have made through forgiveness. (2: 34.2, qtd. in Cooper and 

Procopé 72)  

On the contrary, Antipholus opts to indulge his feelings of rejection through plans of continued 

offense against his wife. Determined to offend his offender, Antipholus rejects his wife in turn: 

“Since mine own doors refuse to entertain me, / I’ll knock elsewhere” (3.1.121-22). Shakespeare 

frames the problematic of identity within contradictory gender norms: it is Adriana, not her 

husband, who suffers from Antipholus’s determined circulation outside of the home. Her fear 

becomes a self-fulfilling prophesy. In her desperate attempts to retrieve her husband, Adriana 

causes the thing she fears most: her husband’s withdrawal to the home of another woman.  

 The Ephesian’s retreat to another woman’s attentions is mirrored by the Syracusan 

Antipholus’s rejection of Adriana’s advances in favour of his infatuation with Luciana. 

Adriana’s affective disturbance reaches its peak when she believes that her husband is making 

advances on her sister. To her, this is the gravest conceivable breach of the marriage bond, as he 

“covets” not just any “neighbour,” but her own sibling.15 This conflict threatens a complete 

breakdown of the domestic unit. Adriana uses vitriolic name-calling against her husband to 

express her sense of betrayal. She calls him: 

                                                        
15 “Neither shalt thou covet thy neighbour’s wife…” (Deut. 5.21). 
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… deformèd, crookèd, old, and sere, 

Ill-faced, worse-bodied, shapeless everywhere, 

Vicious, ungentle, foolish, blunt, unkind, 

Stigmatical in making, worse in mind. (4.2.19-22) 

Her feelings are so complicated because she believes that the person who betrays her is 

nonetheless the head of the household that defines her identity. She fears the incomprehensible 

trauma of existing unanchored from her husband, yet this trauma is likewise ironically 

“shapeless” because the man she rages against for propositioning her sister is the Syracusan twin, 

not her husband himself. Adriana reflects on her feelings of ambivalence, telling her sister: “Far 

from her nest the lapwing cries away; / My heart prays for him, though my tongue do curse” 

(4.2.27-28). This image of outward cursing and inward prayer expresses Adriana’s pain of 

rejection while still yearning for domestic harmony. Joseph Candido observes that Adriana’s 

“acknowledgement of her inner divisions” and yearning to find a solution for her marital troubles 

“points implicitly to a means of finding concord in discord” (231). This alludes to the message of 

forgiveness within Paul’s Letter; just as the Apostle preached a vision of harmony in which “ye 

are no more strangers & foreigners” (2.19), so does Adriana strive to overcome her feelings of 

conjugal isolation. She yearns to find a way that she and her husband can “support … one 

another through love, endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”  

Far from demonstrating the Christian Stoic patience to allow time to redirect what she 

cannot control, Adriana continues to actively search out increasingly far-fetched solutions to her 

family’s disharmony. In Act Four, she enlists the witch doctor Pinch to conjure the imbalance 

from her home by way of her husband. In seeking the help of this “mountebank” (5.1.238), she 
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commits the “error” that Paul warns against in his Letter: she is “carried about with every wind 

of doctrine, by the deceit of men, and with craftiness, whereby they lay in wait to deceive” 

(4.14). Although her insecurity misleads her into further “erring” from her prescribed social role, 

Adriana enlists the conjurer in earnest. Far from seeking to punish her husband, her offer to pay 

“what [Pinch] will demand,” shows how desperate she is for Pinch to “establish [Antipholus] in 

his true sense again” (4.4.49-50). Adriana’s idea of this “true sense” is the reality of the marriage 

bond and Antipholus’s role in the domestic unit that cannot be withdrawn without the traumatic 

fracture being felt throughout. When Adriana accosts her actual husband in the streets of 

Ephesus, he insists that he was barred from the home. She uses his resistance to support her case 

for his madness, telling him: “God doth know you dined at home, / Where would you had 

remained until this time, / Free from these slanders and this open shame” (4.4.66-68). Adriana is 

concerned about publicizing the breakdown of their family unit outside of the home, yet it is her 

own intervention that brings the domestic conflict before the community. Antipholus rages 

before Pinch against what he feels are lies, and Dromio of Ephesus supports his version of the 

truth. Adriana questions Pinch: “Is’t good to soothe him in these contraries?”, “contraries” being 

claims that Adriana considers to be harmful untruths. He responds: “It is no shame. The fellow 

finds his vein, / And, yielding to him, humours well his frenzy” (4.4.80-82). Pinch’s remedy to 

purge Antipholus’s ill-humour is to “humour,” or allow, a continuance of these 

misunderstandings. However, the consequence of allowing Antipholus to purge his violent 

passions is that he channels his rage towards his wife. Far from being sated, this “vein” is 

overflowing with choler. Thinking that his wife speaks falsehoods about his indiscretions to 

support her own falsehood in serving another man, Antipholus threatens to attack Adriana: “with 
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these nails I’ll pluck out those false eyes, / That would behold in me this shameful sport” 

(4.4.105-06). Pinch does not provide the means for Antipholus to overcome his fury, but instead 

allows these violent passions to overflow into public violence.  

 Although her husband is bound and imprisoned by Pinch, the play’s errors of mistaken 

identity lead Adriana to see Antipholus and Dromio, actually the Syracusans, flee into the temple 

for sanctuary. When Adriana attempts to “fetch my poor distracted husband hence … that we 

may bind him fast, / And bear him home for his recovery” (5.1.39-41), the Abbess forbids her to 

take him in concern over Adriana’s efforts to restrict her husband’s bodily and humoural “right 

of way.” To achieve a better understanding of the extent to which Adriana harangues her 

husband, the Abbess pretends to agree that the wife “should … have reprehended him,” and 

publicly, too (5.1.57). Initially, Adriana intimates that she berates her husband only “as roughly 

as my modesty would let me” (5.1.59), but the Abbess’s false encouragement leads the wife to 

divulge her struggles in quick succession:  

In bed he slept not for my urging it; 

At board he fed not for my urging it. 

Alone, it was the subject of my theme; 

In company I often glanced at it. 

Still did I tell him it was vile and bad. (5.1.63-67) 

Adriana admits that she scolds her husband “in company,” divulging their marital woes beyond 

the privacy of their household. The Abbess uses Adriana’s admissions to expose the wife’s 

active role in infusing every domestic activity with jealous rage. In doing so, she indicates 

Adriana’s responsibility for the imbalance within the domestic unit.  
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 It is Adriana’s incensed reactions, the Abbess declares, which drive Antipholus into the 

sanctuary that protects him from her. She tells the wife:  

The venom clamours of a jealous woman 

Poisons more deadly than a mad dog’s tooth.  

It seems his sleeps were hindered by thy railing,  

And thereof comes it that his head is light.  

Thou sayst his meat was sauced with thy upbraidings: 

Unquiet meals make ill digestions. 

Thereof the raging fire of fever bred, 

And what’s a fever but a fit of madness? (5.1.69-76, italics added) 

The Abbess’s confrontational probing is meant to be didactic towards more Stoic behaviour. In 

On Anger, Seneca writes: “Tell me, then, is not chastisement sometimes necessary? Of course! 

But chastisement without anger, and chastisement aided by reason” (1: 6.1, qtd. in Cooper and 

Procopé 23). The Abbess reveals that Adriana’s family unit is at risk because the wife’s 

chastisements towards both her husband and the servants are influenced by fear and impatience, 

not reason. Demonstrating how the spiritual can be attended to through the physical, the Abbess 

characterizes Adriana’s meals as “unquiet” because she serves them with a hefty side dish of 

reproach. Reproach is not empirically observable in the way that one can catalogue the grams or 

ounces of food one eats, but in observing Adriana’s “unwholesome excess” of passion in 

admonishing her husband (Pandit 106), the Abbess rationally discerns Adriana’s responsibility 

for the breakdown of the family. By describing the family meal as “sauced” with “upbraidings,” 

the Abbess diagnoses jealousy and impatience as what diseases Adriana, and by extension, her 
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husband. Indicating how the “saucing” of the food is equally important as the husband’s 

presence at the meal, the Abbess demonstrates the importance of Adriana’s role in maintaining 

domestic harmony.  

The Abbess lectures Adriana on approaching domestic harmony as a microcosm of the 

divine order. Her message follows Paul’s entreaty to the Ephesians:  

But let us follow the truth in love, and in all things grow up into him, which is the head, 

that is Christ. By whom all the body being coupled and knit together by every joint, for 

the furniture thereof (according to the effectual power, which is in the measure of every 

part) receiveth increase of the body, unto the edifying of itself in love. (4.15-16)16  

The Abbess’s speech echoes Paul’s Letter as she repeats the word “thereof” to describe the 

cause-and-effect relationship between husband and wife (72, 76);17 in disciplining themselves to 

love each other, they can demonstrate their devotion to Christ. To understand how this spiritual 

cause-and-effect works within Galenic medical theory, it is necessary to reflect on Schoenfeldt’s 

observation:  

One of the more troubling aspects of Galenic medicine is that while it makes the patient 

the agent rather than the victim of his or her health, it also provides a framework for 

blaming the patient for the illness that arbitrarily afflicts him or her. (7) 

Instead of laying the responsibility on Antipholus, however, the Abbess focuses her blame on 

Adriana for the physical and spiritual imbalance within the household. Repeating Adriana’s 

assertion, “Thou say’st his sports were hindered by thy brawls,” the Abbess shows Adriana that 

her behaviour directly influences her husband’s. In overcoming the “venom clamours of a 
                                                        
16 Italics included in the Geneva Bible. 
17 “And thereof comes it that his head is light… Thereof the raging fire of fever bred…” 
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jealous woman,” the Abbess shows, Adriana can overcome the disease within her own passions: 

the “bitterness, and anger, and wrath, crying, and evil speaking” (4. 31). To do that, she must 

look inward in order to master her own passions. Alluding to Paul’s message to “let not the sun 

go down upon your wrath” for fear of “gi[ving] place to the devil” (4.26-27), the Abbess shows 

that the dissipation of Adriana’s wrath need not be a two-person job. Rather than pursuing highly 

questionable and public means to restore her husband’s sanity, she shows Adriana that the path 

to domestic harmony is self-mastery. This “emphasis on the productive function of discipline” 

reveals a form of Stoic thinking that is accessible to women within the domestic sphere 

(Schoenfeldt 13). The Abbess’s misleading of Adriana is done with the spiritually didactic 

purpose of showing the wife that, because of her central role in the family dynamic, she has the 

power to resolve the internal conflict.  

Adriana is so intent on actively retrieving her husband that she refuses to accept the 

Abbess’s message of passive empowerment, or “helpless patience.” Although the wife insists 

that she will “attend my husband, be his nurse, / Diet his sickness, for it is my office” (5.1.98-

99), the Abbess refuses to release him. Although Adriana insists that her duty as wife is to give 

her ailing husband more attention, the Abbess recognizes that “control could be enabling as well 

as inhibiting” (Schoenfeldt 11-12). Her denial of Antipholus’s release suggests that Adriana 

nonetheless intends to give her husband the wrong kind of attention. She sends Adriana away in 

order for her to overcome her own sickness and to refrain from further infecting her husband. 

William J. Bouwsma notes that “the Stoics generally left the impression that social existence was 

a distraction from the good life, which could be satisfactorily pursued only by withdrawal from 

the world of men” (95). In demanding that the wife “be quiet and depart” (5.1.112), the Abbess 
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encourages Adriana to retreat into the domestic sphere, a place where she can perform the most 

positive change. While Adriana expresses a sense of futility in this passive approach, the Abbess 

shows that by “be[ing] patient” (5.1.103), Adriana has the means to effect change. The Abbess’s 

message shows Adriana what she can control: overcoming the disease of her own passions in 

order for her husband to return to a house of calm instead of calamity.  

 It is worth reiterating that, like the setting of Ephesus itself, the Abbess does not appear in 

the Plautine source. In Menaechmi, it is the Senex, the wife’s father, who berates the wife for her 

negative attentions towards her husband (5.1). Shakespeare’s departure has this message 

communicated by a woman, who is also a representative of the Church. These departures are 

linked, as the Abbess acts as mouthpiece for the values that Paul preaches in his Letter to the 

Ephesians. Although Riehle argues that the play is “less Christian in tone than is generally 

assumed,” and Candido, likewise, states that “the Abbess is, ironically, not nearly as concerned 

with the theological and religious matters as she is with the practical goings-on inside Adriana’s 

household” (233), it is precisely because of the Abbess’s domestic concerns that she comes to 

echo the themes of Paul’s Letter. Calling on the “larger allusive structure of biblical authority” 

(Parker 77), the Abbess’s function is to inculcate Paul’s message that “ye are no more strangers 

& foreigners: but citizens with the Saints, and of the household of God” (Eph. 2.19). The term 

“household” is particularly important, as it shows how domestic obedience and godliness can be 

synonymous. Fusing moderation of the passions with religious philosophy, the Abbess preaches 

a uniquely domestic form of Christian Stoicism.  

Paul’s advice is Stoic because while social unity is the goal, it begins by improving the 

self and letting the positive results reflect outward. By overcoming her insecurity of spiritual 
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isolation when her husband is physically absent, Adriana has the power to prevent her passions 

from overwhelming the rest of the domestic unit. The key to the Abbess’s solution is patience 

and passivity, just as Paul pleads that his followers “With all humbleness of mind, and meekness, 

with long suffering, support … one another through love.” Privileging the spiritual benefits of 

long-suffering, suffering which is itself passive, is distinctly Christian. De Monsarrat notes that 

“patience” emerges from the same Latin roots as pati, to suffer, as Christ did through his passion 

(89). This link supports patience as spiritual labour in and of itself. Passivity has the capacity for 

active engagement when one mindfully refuses to allow for a disturbance of the passions. The 

Abbess’s speech indicates that this struggle is not reserved strictly for men. Instead, she shows 

that to “be patient, and depart” is no less of a struggle than Adriana’s pre-existing impatience, 

but that suffering patiently has the greater positive impact on domestic unity.  

By alluding to Paul’s Ephesus, the domestic form of Stoicism that this play advocates 

carves a place for women within a male-centric philosophy. It is necessary to recognize that this 

philosophy does not envision women as equal to men, but rather prescribes official roles for both 

sexes within a hierarchy. Bruce notes that Greville’s vision of Stoic constancy is one that 

remains faithful and obedient in the face of a husband’s ill treatment: “tyrannical abuses of 

power displayed by the lady’s husband are not general perversions of the man’s humanity, but 

specifically of his natural superiority as a man” (50). Just as Bruce observes regarding Greville’s 

Letter, I propose that Shakespeare’s use of Paul’s Letter is nonetheless participating in a 

paradigm in which “both Stoicism and Christianity, universal reason and divine law, share a 

foundation in male superiority” (Bruce 50). Despite writing “He that loveth his wife, loveth 

himself,” Paul nonetheless denotes a power structure in which wives are situated beneath their 
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husbands: “Wives, submit your selves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord. For the husband is 

the wife’s head, even as Christ is the head of the Church” (Eph. 5.22-23). Paul explicitly 

positions the “husband” as “head” of the “household,” but nonetheless acknowledges the central 

role of female submission in keeping that social body healthy. The Abbess teaches Adriana that 

through “helpless patience,” she can overcome her own insecurity. Although she cannot have the 

“right of way,” the Abbess teaches her how her own submission supports the greater good of 

domestic harmony. 

Despite the soundness of this advice, Adriana does not accept it. Expressing frustration 

instead of resignation, the wife refuses to relinquish her active attempts to control her husband’s 

recovery. Seeking out the Duke to provide her with reinforcement, Adriana claims that she will 

“never rise until my tears and prayers / Have won his grace to come in person hither / And take 

perforce my husband from the Abbess” (5.1.115-17). Her intentions act in complete opposition 

to the patience and passivity that the Abbess advocates, opting instead for a public purgation of 

her passions. Since Adriana never explicitly states her adoption of the Abbess’s method, it seems 

uncertain that her advice is worthwhile. The Abbess’s very existence, I argue, proves that it is. 

When Shakespeare rewrites the role of the Senex for the Abbess, he writes the delivery of these 

Stoic lessons as from a woman, to a woman. Unlike Mary Sidney’s translations of a man’s 

writing, or Greville’s one-directional letter to a woman, Shakespeare imagines a dialogue 

between two wives: Adriana and the newly-revealed Emilia.  

Indeed, the woman who delivers this message demonstrates the virtue of patience through 

practice. By demonstrating the rewards of her patience, Shakespeare proves that the Abbess’s 

advice is worthwhile. The Abbess reveals herself as the long-suffering Emilia, who “Thirty-three 
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years [has] but gone in travail” (5.1.402), waiting for the seemingly impossible chance of being 

reunited with her long-lost sons and husband. Unlike the other members of the fractured family 

unit, Emilia is the only member to escape the event thoroughly isolated from every other member 

of her family. Yet, through her retreat to a life of Christian service, she indicates how women can 

mobilize Stoicism, a philosophy for retreating inward, to support the family unit because the 

family is indeed part of the self. Emilia demonstrates the rewards of passivity in the face of long-

suffering: a reunion with her family in the thirty-third year from the fracture of their domestic 

unit. This timing is significant because it symbolically ties Emilia’s life choices with the 

auspiciousness of Christ’s age upon his own resurrection. By drawing on the suffering of the 

Virgin Mary rather than her son Christ, Shakespeare demonstrates the rewards of female patience 

in the face of hopelessness. The Abbess’s final words are “After so long grief, such felicity!” 

(5.1.408), proving the value of domestic Christian Stoicism for women: those who overcome 

suffering with patience and passivity will be rewarded with “felicity” through a reunion of the 

fractured family unit.  

Because The Comedy of Errors is dominated by missed meals, ending the play with a 

feast shows that society has reintegrated; ending the play with a “gossips’ feast” shows that there 

is more to it than that (5.1.407). The baptismal celebration serves as a confirmation of the values 

that the Abbess represents and reunites the family under circumstances that signal new 

beginnings and Godly intentions. Lionel Swain observes that “for Paul, holiness is not primarily 

good moral behaviour. It is the state of being in which we are placed at our baptism” (91). In 

light of this claim, it is worthwhile to understand the concluding group baptism as symbolic of 

each character’s consent to forgiveness, to subordination of the self for the greater social good, 
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and to a re-commitment to Paul’s vision of the united household as a microcosm of the 

“household of God.” Even if marital reconciliation is not explicitly shown, it is nonetheless 

implied that with the blank slate promised by baptism, the formerly estranged Ephesian couple 

will share in a fresh start.  

One aspect that remains alienating to present-day readers is that Adriana does not get a 

final say in the resolution. While Paul’s Letter beseeches the Ephesians to be “courteous to one 

another, and tender hearted, forgiving one another,” it is uncertain whether Adriana ultimately 

forgives or condemns her husband for his absence. Alexander Leggatt argues that the tone of 

forgiveness is not apparent in the text. He writes: 

The director may contrive a forgiving embrace, but nothing in the text requires it. …For 

the critic, with only the text before him, the final state of the marriage must remain an 

open question. (qtd. in MacCary 82).  

I argue, however, that it is necessary to consider Adriana’s silence in the text as a step in the 

direction of Christian Stoicism. Her silence has the potential to represent her commitment to 

passive submission as her contribution to domestic harmony. By ultimately choosing silence 

over superfluous words and tears, Adriana demonstrates a drastic change in character in which 

her actions, namely inaction, speak louder than words.  

A conclusion where the wife’s voice is silenced is necessarily dissatisfying to present-day 

readers, especially when the husband makes no apologies of his own. Exploring the domestic 

hierarchy through the relationship between Galenic bodily intervention and Christian Stoic 

spiritual intervention recuperates ideas that are disorienting when attempts are made to examine 

them outside of the distinctly early modern context in which this play is situated. Paul’s Letter to 
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the Ephesians stresses that unity under Christ begins in the domestic sphere, and advocates for 

the importance of the woman’s role in the home. While Paul’s Letter exhorts husbands to be 

attentive and courteous to their wives, this play seems selectively concerned with the 

responsibility of the subservient members of the domestic sphere. This message of subordination 

has the potential to be disempowering, but by linking it to Stoicism, by painting it as a mastery of 

the passions, mobilized for the service of the domestic unit, these disempowered groups can find 

empowerment through their roles in the social hierarchy. By rewarding active efforts to remain 

passive, Shakespeare offers a resolution in which the silent, suffering woman can find 

empowerment through the mastery of her self. 
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Introduction to The Merchant of Venice section 

Turning from The Comedy of Errors to The Merchant of Venice, I continue to focus this 

study on the affect of belonging, particularly, what it means to be possessed by another person. 

Shakespeare intermeshes the erotic, religious, and economic registers in Merchant and what 

results is an ambiguity of the virtues and dangers of ownership. Debt is one form of ownership, 

as is the bond of marriage, which dissolves individuality and, Marc Shell writes, “is a mutual and 

total alienation of person between a man and a woman” (77). In Chapter 5, I explore ownership 

in terms of inclusivity, permeability, and connectivity. I argue that because of Antonio’s 

ownership of Bassanio through the bonds of both love and debt, the original marriage bond 

between Bassanio and Portia fails when it fails to negotiate what James M. Bromley calls 

“alternative forms of relationality” (2). Chapter 4 considers self- and community-imposed 

boundaries and the denial of mutual ownership and mutual responsibility, and I demonstrate the 

way a physiological language of compassion plays off against the theological and juridical 

vocabularies of justice and mercy. Whereas Portia welcomes Antonio into her home and 

incorporates him into a more viable marriage bond at the end of Act 5, this makes it nearly 

impossible to account for the fact that she viciously scapegoats Shylock in the courtroom in Act 

4. Even though Shylock is forced to convert to Christianity and that may seem like inclusion, 

Shylock’s absence from the final act shows how, despite the religion he now shares with the 

Belmont party, he is still not welcomed as a member of the community. The play asks us to 

empathize with Shylock’s feelings of isolation but also be happy for Portia’s success in 

triumphing over both Shylock and the limiting nature of her own marriage bond. These seem 

impossible to reconcile, and by exposing the mutually-contradictory events that shape the final 
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acts of the play, I will show that Merchant does not ultimately support universal and unlimited 

inclusion as a possibility. Whereas The Comedy of Errors concluded with the Dromios’ vow to 

“go hand in hand, not one before another” (5.1.428), it is necessary to recognize that Merchant, 

written in the middle of Shakespeare’s comedy-writing career, begins to grapple with the more 

cynical notion that the spirit of universal inclusivity as celebrated by comedies is doomed to be 

imperfect. 
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Chapter 4: “Mercy and Remorse More Strange than is Thy Strange Apparent Cruelty”: 

Compassion, Economics and Affective Entitlement in The Merchant of Venice 

The Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare’s adaptation of a classical farce, invites reflection on 

the individual’s role within the community. Whereas Errors advocates for Stoic restraint in the 

service of community, in The Merchant of Venice, social unity comes with the expectation of a 

certain degree of emotional outpouring, or compassion. The term “compassion” originates from 

Latin, meaning “to suffer together with.”1 The Oxford English Dictionary defines the term using 

the direct Latin translation and elaborates with another: “participation in suffering” 

(“compassion, n.” def. 1). Although Shakespeare does not use the word “compassion” in 

Merchant, by analyzing the flesh-bond subplot through the affective expression of “to suffer 

together with,” we can understand how social inclusion and exclusion are based on the 

individual’s willingness to participate in the suffering of the Venetian community. Shakespeare’s 

figurative language of bodily relationships suggests more literal modes of feeling together, a 

preoccupation that we began to see in Errors. By analyzing these relationships, I will show how 

a physiological language of compassion plays off against the theological and juridical 

vocabularies of mercy and justice in the comedy’s preoccupations with who is entitled to 

emotional investment. Since compassion in the early modern period was considered a bodily 

connection, attention to the operations of this process of bodily inclusion and exclusion provides 

an unravelling of the complicated and often ambivalent way the play handles prevailing themes 

of “kindness,” “justice,” and “mercy.” 

                                                        
1 “com- together with + pati to suffer.” (OED, “compassion, n.” Etymology). 
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While the play’s conceptual vocabulary is theological and juridical, it is tightly enmeshed 

with language of economic circulation and the body. I apply historical phenomenology to this 

study in order to understand how the early modern subject would have been familiar with the 

idea that bodies were porous and permeable: susceptible to changes in emotions by virtue of the 

joy or suffering of those around them. John Staines observes that in the early modern period, 

compassion was understood far more literally: “The expression ‘bowels of compassion’ 

encapsulated an intense experience, the direct witnessing of an event (or narrative) that moved 

the entire body and soul of a spectator” (101). In his study of early modern Stoicism, Gilles de 

Monsarrat notes this physiological relationship in the way that suffering is shared between 

people. From a Stoic perspective, he writes: “As the passions are errors of judgment they can be 

called diseases of the soul, similar to those of the body” (15). Staines’s work shows that this 

“disease” of feeling could literally overwhelm the body. He observes that the early modern 

subject was not strictly bound to the Stoics’ negative impression of the passions’ influence on 

society’s maladies: it was sometimes socially beneficial to be overcome by certain emotions, 

including compassion. He writes: “The contagion of compassion was the bond that held their 

society together, and any questions about the nature and effects of compassion thus hit at their 

conceptions of the nature of society” (101). Compassion in Merchant circulates throughout 

society, and I will show how the distinction between who is and is not “touched” by compassion 

also leads us to the boundaries of who each Venetian’s compassion can touch.  

Shakespeare plays this language of physiological economy off against the theological 

language of mercy and the language of justice. He uses financial trade as a playing field to 

demonstrate the conflict of open-heartedness against closed-fistedness, between two religious 



 

 

86 

communities that share different values but a single environment. Shylock represents the Old 

Law of the Old Testament and Antonio represents the temporal supersession of the Christian 

value system. The play casts in economic terms the difference between Christian community and 

Jewish household autonomy. The Venetian gentiles demonstrate their compassion through 

investment: by investing in the ventures of the community, they participate in their suffering, or 

the profits, alike. Lauren Garrett explores moneylending among early modern Christians, stating: 

“Relationships of borrowing and lending proceeded from relationships ideally defined by amity, 

charity, and trust” (37). This spirit of love feeds into the Christian definition of “interest,” which 

is motivated by social responsibility. The interest charged by Shylock is different from the 

concept of Christian interest, and for clarity I will call it “usury” to distinguish it from the 

Christian term. Craig Muldrew expounds on this difference, stating: “The term ‘interest’ meant 

something quite different from usury, and referred to the interest the lender had in the success 

and profit of the borrower’s business” (140). The compassionate lending practices between 

Christians are based on mercy: man’s inability to be or have enough on his own, and the 

community’s support is based on the acknowledgement of their having the resources that this one 

person does not. For example, whereas Shylock the usurer relies on the failure of his borrowers’ 

ventures in order to earn money from their losses, Antonio sacrifices his own indeterminate 

fortunes as an investment partaking in the “interest” of Bassanio’s potential future prosperity.2 If 

Bassanio is successful, Antonio earns a share of his profits, but he commits in the full knowledge 

                                                        
2 This argument originated in a conference paper written by the author, “‘Mercy and Remorse More Strange / Than 
Is Thy Strange Apparent Cruelty’: Kindness Without Compassion in The Merchant of Venice.” It was presented at a 
conference on Compassion in Early Modern Culture (1550-1700) (September 2015), in conjunction with the 
Amsterdam Centre for Cross-Disciplinary Emotion and Sensory Studies, VU Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands.  
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that Bassanio may not be successful, and that his own trading ventures may leave him penniless, 

as well.3  

Antonio is personally invested: even though his own money is at sea in trade, he borrows 

more in order to support Bassanio’s venture. He exemplifies this out-pouring of self-sacrifice 

when he tells Bassanio, “My purse, my person, my extremest means / Lie all unlocked to your 

occasions” (1.1.137-38). As a man, Antonio can bind his physical person to Bassanio through 

sex, but cannot devote himself to Bassanio as “one flesh”4 through marriage, because they are 

not members of the opposite sex. Seeking an alternative to maintain his unity with Bassanio even 

as Bassanio sees to marry, Antonio offers to plunge beyond the depths of his literal purse to 

assist his companion. In Christian Venice, debt is not punitive or shameful; the financial 

transaction is built on the physical erosion of boundaries between people. The spirit of mutual 

responsibility through bonds of debt “unlocks” physical boundaries through an investment built 

on hopes of universal prosperity. Bassanio tells Antonio: “To you, Antonio, / I owe the most in 

money and in love” (1.1.129-130). The financial register he uses is so tightly enmeshed in the 

language of affective devotion, but this figurative language as a whole suggests modes of 

communicating and feeling together. With Bassanio in Antonio’s debt, the two feel the profits 

and losses, joys and sorrows, together as one mutually-invested unit.   

Shakespeare uses economic terms to reveal the difference between Christian investment 

in universal prosperity and Jewish investment in household autonomy. Although Shylock and 

                                                        
3 At the start of the play, all of Antonio’s merchant ships are at sea. Salarino notes Antonio’s uncertainty when he 
says: “Your mind is tossing on the ocean, / There where your argosies with portly sail… Do overpeer the petty 
traffickers” (1.1.8-12). 
4 “For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they ‘twain shall be one 
flesh” (Eph. 5.31). 
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Antonio do business in the same environment, in private quarters Shylock maintains a degree of 

self-imposed isolation from the Venetian gentiles. Whereas the gentiles feast together, Shylock 

initially rejects Bassanio’s invitation to dine with them by saying, “I will buy with you, sell with 

you, talk with you, walk with you, and so following; but I will not eat with you, drink with you, 

nor pray with you” (1.3.28-30).  The dietary laws that Shylock follows serve to maintain a 

distinction between Jews and non-Jews. His refusal to dine with the gentiles exemplifies his 

steadfast maintenance of these boundaries. While Shylock lives and works in Venice, his own 

affective economics allow him to feel for the sake of himself and his family, alone. Rather than 

lending his money in “interest” of his borrowers’ success, Shylock “uses” his loans to support 

the prosperity of his own house. The Jew’s justification for taking usury from the Christians of 

Venice is a passage from Deuteronomy: “Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury, but thou 

shalt not lend upon usury unto thy brother” (23.20). Because Shylock is treated as a “stranger” in 

Venice, he does not show concern for the suffering of Venetian gentiles. Instead, he capitalizes 

on this alienation by retributively charging usury “unto” those who treat him as such. Because 

the Jew lends only in his own interests rather than the interests of universal prosperity, he 

situates himself outside of the realm of Christian compassion. 

Defensive of his practices, Shylock claims that his “use” of money is beyond reproach, 

because the morality of taking more than what was originally given is based on biblical 

husbandry. Drawing on the Old Testament parable of Jacob and Laban’s sheep,5 the Jew states 

the moral of the allegory: “This was a way to thrive, and he was blest; / And thrift is blessing if 

men steal it not” (1.3.81-82). Jacob’s ability to breed his own flock from the flock that he was 

                                                        
5 Genesis 30.31-43, Merchant 1.3.63-80. See Appendix I for these passages in full. 
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required to return to Laban is Shylock’s inspiration for his own economic survival as a social 

outsider in Venice. Shylock does not frame his forefather’s usury as in support of the 

community, but rather as a means of defending his own financial interests in a hostile social 

climate. In Shylock’s theology, there is no shame in profiting from the losses of those who 

alienate him: their losses are gains that support his house.  

Antonio, however, dismisses Shylock’s tale of animal husbandry, implying that it is a 

questionable attempt to prove the morality behind usury: “thrift is blessing if men steal it not.” 

The merchant is unconvinced that usury is not a form of stealing, and counters Shylock’s claim: 

This was a venture, sir, that Jacob served for, 

A thing not in his power to bring to pass, 

But swayed and fashioned by the hand of heaven. 

Was this inserted to make interest good? 

Or is your gold and silver ewes and rams? (1.3.83-88) 

Antonio’s negative opinion of usury is based on Aristotle’s ruling that 

 The right use of money, which was only invented for the furtherance of Traffic, and 

according to the Nature thereof; and being a thing without life, neither ought nor lawfully 

may engender other money, but should be employed to that purpose whereunto it was 

ordained. (Politics 38, qtd. in Drakakis 10)6  

Antonio implies that Shylock’s exegesis makes too grand a leap of logic to justify taking more 

than he gives. His reasoning is that there is a difference between the “ewes and rams” that Jacob 

had multiplied, a natural act based on animal reproduction, and the way that Shylock charges a 
                                                        
6 Spelling modernized by author. 
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fee on the loan itself rather than claiming a share in the success of the venture. Antonio’s enmity 

of Shylock is based on the Jew’s taking rather than giving of interest. Whereas Shylock 

approaches the earning of interest as the logical recourse for his mistreatment as an outsider, to 

Antonio, the charging of usury is an act of hostility against the community that Shylock lives 

alongside. 

 The mutual enmity between Jew and Christian in this play is glaringly apparent, yet 

difficult to pinpoint at its point of origin. In an aside, Shylock asserts:  

If I can catch him once upon the hip, 

I will feed fat the ancient grudge I bear him. 

He hates our sacred nation, and he rails 

Even there where merchants most do congregate 

On me, my bargains, and my well-won thrift… 

Cursed be my tribe 

If I forgive him! (1.3.38-44) 

The “ancient grudge” that Shylock claims on behalf of the Jewish people shows that this enmity 

exists on a more significant scale than squabbles among two competitors in commerce. It is 

indicative of an inherited social trauma, which is revisited every time that Antonio “rails” at him 

in public. Shylock cites an “ancient grudge” but is not specific about the origins of the fracture 

that caused Jews and Christians to envision boundaries that eclipsed their common humanity. 

Jeffrey C. Alexander states that abstraction is a common feature of collective trauma: 

“Imagination informs trauma construction just as much when the reference is to something that 

has actually occurred as to something that has not. It is only through the imaginative process of 
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representation that actors have the sense to experience” (14). Although Shylock does not 

pinpoint the “ancient” cause of the grudge, he enumerates the ways in which Antonio keeps the 

grudge present by acting with public hostility. His claim that Antonio rails “Even where 

merchants most do congregate” suggests that Shylock identifies Antonio’s hatred of “us,” the 

entire Jewish nation, through his hostility to Shylock in particular: “On me.” Alexander notes 

that for the collective to experience trauma, “A ‘we’ must be constructed via narrative and 

coding, and it is this collective identity that experiences and confronts the danger” (2). Through 

this speech, Shylock identifies the “us,” his tribe, but rather than declaring a vendetta against all 

Christendom, Shylock’s vengeance is aimed at “Him” in particular: “He hates our sacred nation, 

and he rails…” Throughout the play, Shylock independently pursues his vengeance. His pursuit, 

however, is on behalf of the “we,” implying that it is not his “tribe” that will not forgive him if 

he does not take revenge, but that Shylock will not forgive himself if he cannot avenge the 

“ancient grudge” that Antonio continues to provoke.  

Lauren Berlant observes that compassionate responses are a matter of personal judgment. 

She writes: “In context its power involves myriad anxieties about who among the sufferers 

deserves to be positively or negatively judged, and why” (6). Although the source of Shylock’s 

“ancient grudge” is abstract, Antonio negatively judges Shylock for his present financial 

autonomy. His concrete motivation for “railing” against Shylock’s “bargains” is that, by 

charging usury in order to be certain of a profit on a loan instead of investing in a share of the 

potential success of a loan, Shylock’s loans put Christians already in need at a further 

disadvantage. Shylock only loans for profit to “strangers” who treat him as a stranger, but this 

becomes a vicious cycle of mutual recrimination. While Christian interest differs from usury in 
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its “conceptual affective framing as cooperative and amicable” (Garrett 34), Shylock declares 

that his business suffers at the hands of Antonio when he resists these “amicable” practices. 

Shylock reveals his personal resentment against Antonio for pushing him to the margins of 

society in defense of a definition of compassion from which the Jew himself is excluded: 

Signor Antonio, many a time and oft 

In the Rialto you have rated me 

About my monies and my usances. 

Still have I borne it with a patient shrug 

For suff’rance is the badge of all our tribe. 

You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog, 

And spit upon my Jewish gaberdine, 

And all for use of that which is mine own. (1.3.98-105) 

He states that Antonio’s “ratings” against the Jew’s “rates” of interest are intended to make 

Shylock feel unwelcome “in the Rialto,” their common place of work. Yet, in the process of 

“rating” against the Jew’s choice of using “my monies and my usances” for the betterment of his 

own house rather than the entire Venetian society, Antonio himself demonstrates violent cruelty. 

Although Shakespeare does not explicitly stage Antonio spitting on the “gaberdine,” a symbol of 

Shylock’s faith, it is necessary to dwell on the image in order to understand its affective 

resonance. Antonio refers to the Jew not by his given name, but by names that seem more 

commensurate with the lack of compassion that Shylock shows Antonio’s business associates in 

Venice: “cut-throat.” He spits on Shylock, which shows that Antonio cannot even contain in his 

mouth these horrible names associated with the Jew. When he spits on Shylock, he expels 
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Shylock from his body quickly and violently, as if purging himself of poison. This embodied 

rejection is indicative of the hateful passions that move Antonio and Shylock to isolate 

themselves from each other, despite sharing an environment in which they both conduct their 

business. Antonio’s cruelty towards the Jew lies in stark contrast with his willing self-sacrifice 

towards Bassanio, and the way he defends his fellow merchants by securing their funds with less 

financial risk. While Antonio’s public “railing” is “cooperative and amicable” towards gentile 

borrowers, it is far from amicable towards Shylock. By limiting Shylock’s business transactions, 

Antonio’s public humiliation is intended to keep the Jew on the margins of the Venetian society.  

Antonio advocates for compassionate business practices with other Christians, but when 

he initiates the bond with Shylock, his proposal is full of malice. Instead of framing the bond as 

sharing in the risks of an investment and mutually profiting upon the returns, Antonio insists that 

he and Shylock should maintain their boundary of hatred throughout. He tells the Jew:   

I am as like to call thee so again, 

To spit on thee again, to spurn thee too. 

If thou wilt lend this money, lend it not 

As to thy friends, for when did friendship take 

A breed for barren metal of his friend? 

But lend it rather to thine enemy, 

Who if he break, thou mayst with better face 

Exact the penalty. (1.3.122-29) 

Acknowledging the “ancient grudge” that he purposefully inflames, Antonio claims that he does 

not borrow from the Jew to foster ties with him. Antonio’s chosen bond would enable him to 
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continue to “spit on” Shylock, expelling him from body and rejecting the Jew from the Venetian 

community. Antonio insists that their bond follows Shylock’s lending practices, encouraging the 

Jew on the basis that he will “with better face / Exact the penalty.” Returning to the concept of 

“outfacing” that I introduced with The Comedy of Errors, we can see that here Antonio insists on 

as concrete a distinction of their differences as possible. In maintaining this “exact[ing]” 

insistence on difference from Shylock, Antonio continues to deny that the Jew deserves the 

compassion of the Christian community. Likewise, by insisting that they do business as enemies, 

Antonio shows that he wants Shylock’s money but does not seek the Jew’s compassion. For the 

Jew to participate in Antonio’s suffering, Antonio would have to acknowledge their fellowship 

after a history of alienating him. Instead of seeking social unity based on shared financial 

interests, Antonio insists on an ongoing refusal of compassion towards the one person who can 

deliver the resource that he cannot presently generate on his own.   

 Rather than accepting Antonio’s proposal to follow Jewish moneylending practices in 

order to maintain their boundaries, Shylock’s counter-offer is a bond that removes these 

boundaries and instead follows gentile practice of interest as a return on investment. He responds 

to Antonio:  

I would be friends with you, and have your love, 

Forget the shames that you have stained me with, 

Supply your present wants, and take no doit 

Of usance for my moneys… 

This is kind I offer. (1.3.131-35) 

Although Antonio has treated him like an enemy, Shylock claims to lend his money as “friends,” 
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adhering to Antonio’s narrow definition of compassionate economics: “tak[ing] no doit / Of 

usance.” Shylock volunteers to dissolve the boundaries between Jew and Christian in order to 

bind himself and Antonio in mutual responsibility. He covertly enacts his revenge by proposing 

this loan in the spirit of Christian “kindness.” “Kindness” means both sameness and moral 

goodness, but these definitions here are not mutually inclusive. Shylock puns on the term “kind” 

to critique the notion that Christians are by nature “kind,” as in morally good. He proposes this 

bond to show that “Christian kindness” establishes Christians as a standard of kindness which 

they themselves do not achieve. 

 When Shylock proposes the flesh bond as a “kind” alternative to usury, he is proposing a 

physical erosion of boundaries between Jew and Christian. He burlesques a change in affective 

economics not to prove his own belonging in Venice, but to show that even Christian economics 

allow for one person’s body to become the possession of another. Shylock tells Antonio: 

Go with me to a notary, seal me there 

Your single bond, and, in a merry sport, 

If you repay me not on such a day, 

In such a place, such sum or sums as are 

Expressed in the condition, let the forfeit 

Be nominated for an equal pound 

Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken 

In what part of your body pleaseth me. (1.3.136-44) 

Antonio binds himself financially and mortally to his enemy as a literal demonstration of the 

love that can never be “one flesh.” Shylock implies that the bond will be “merry” because it is 
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not motivated by usury, which can only be practiced by those who are “un-kind” or unlike each 

other. Of course, Shylock’s performance of “kindness,” or sameness with gentiles, is not the 

same as being genuinely moved by compassion: there is nothing “merry” or “cooperative and 

amicable” about his desire to cut off a pound of Antonio’s flesh. When Shylock intimates that 

there would be one area that “pleaseth me” above all others, it shows that his motivations are 

sadistic: it would please him to separate Antonio’s body from the flesh and blood that give him 

life.7 While Antonio offered “my purse, my person, my extremest means” in the service of his 

love for Bassanio, Shylock intends to take Antonio’s “extremest means” by extracting flesh from 

an area that will most likely kill him.8 Although the Jew will not earn his usual returns from this 

bond, he will derive more satisfaction from extracting the blood and ultimately killing Antonio. 

Whereas Christian “kindness” is idealized for its “conceptual affective framing as cooperative 

and amicable,” the pleasure Shylock will take from this “merry sport” comes from exposing that, 

in practice, even Christians do not live up to their own standards of compassion. 

 Bassanio does not see the irony in Shylock’s surprising shift in practice. He responds to 

Shylock’s offer with “This were kindness” (136), equating interest-free moneylending with 

“kindness” because it is “gentle,” both in generosity and in its closeness to gentile moneylending 

practices. Bassanio takes Shylock’s intention to act “in kind” at face value. He does not 

recognize that the “stain” of the “ancient grudge” is ongoing because Antonio keeps it ongoing: 

Antonio insists that he will indeed “spit on [Shylock] again, to spurn [him], too” even after their 

                                                        
7 In The Body Embarrassed, Gail Kern Paster observes the significance of shedding blood: “Blood is not usually 
classified among the body’s excreta (the category of bodily fluids most subject to ambivalent affect), since, unlike 
urine or sweat, it is supposed to remain contained in the body” (64). As Portia proves in Act 4, it is impossible for 
the body to contain its lifeblood when such a significant quantity of flesh is extracted.  
8 Shylock is eager to extract a vital, not ornamental, pound of flesh. In the courtroom scene, he lays claim to “A 
pound of flesh, to be by him cut off, / Nearest the Merchant’s heart” (4.1.228-29). 
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bond is fulfilled. Bassanio fails to notice is that Shylock’s false sameness is slyly equivocal. 

Shylock’s investment in this bond is not in the interest of Bassanio’s success or Antonio’s 

profits; the money he gives is invested in the emotional returns of vengeance. The Jew’s 

merciless adherence to the exact terms of the bond exposes the cost attached to every exchange, 

even gentile bonds. The flesh bond burlesques the ideal of Christian courtesy by showing that it 

is not as compassionate as it seems: each commercial practice can be heartless if dispatched with 

malice.  

 Bassanio operates under the assumption that Shylock now participates in the Christian 

economy, and thereby deserves to benefit from Christian generosity himself. A symbol of 

Bassanio’s acceptance of the Jew is his offer for Shylock to “dine with us” (1.3.26). The 

breaking of bread symbolizes fellowship and community, as exemplified by the “gossips’ feast” 

that unites the community at the conclusion of The Comedy of Errors. Although Bassanio does 

not notice, Shylock’s refusal to “eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you” shows that the 

Jew maintains his boundaries from the Christian community. He does so by refusing to eat pork, 

which is symbolic of a refusal of essential sameness with Christians. Just as Antonio expelled the 

Jew’s name from his breath through his spit, Shylock insists on maintaining a distinction 

between the gentile bond he enters into and the Jew that he is: the self he feeds with foods 

distinguished from what the Christians consume. While the invitation to the feast was based in 

Bassanio’s generosity and acknowledgement of the bond between people mutually invested in a 

single cause, Shylock only accepts the invitation in the spirit of false “kindness.” Shylock tells 

his daughter Jessica that he will “go in hate, to feed upon / The prodigal Christian” (2.5.14-15). 

Despite falsifying a common cause with the Christians, Shylock shows an enduring disrespect 
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for the “prodigality” that the gentile community frames as generosity in compassion for the 

suffering of their own. He does not break bread to continue eliminating the boundaries between 

him and the Christians of Venice. Instead, he “feed[s] fat” his desire for revenge by exposing the 

cruelty behind their self-congratulatory but also limited definition of whose suffering deserves 

the community’s assistance.  

There is no indication of whether Jessica has endured the same degree of anti-Semitism 

as her father. Rather than detailing her own experience of the “ancient grudge,” Jessica only 

claims to feel oppressed by her father. She says “Our house is hell” (2.3.2), making a strong case 

for her inability to bear such a hostile environment when a happier world exists beyond 

Shylock’s locked doors. Jessica characterizes herself in stark contrast to the parsimoniousness 

that reflects outward from Shylock’s hatred for gentile Venetians: “Though I am a daughter to 

his blood / I am not to his manners” (2.3.17-18). The difference in “manners” is that while 

Shylock prides himself on his self-imposed boundaries against the Venetian gentiles, Jessica 

expresses a yearning for fellowship that she does not experience as a member of Shylock’s 

domestic unit. The “manners” that Jessica struggles to achieve outside of her father’s home are 

the “manners” of unironic Christian kindness, manners that Shylock takes great pains to show 

are deeply ironic indeed.9 When Jessica says that she is of Shylock’s “blood” but not his 

“manners,” she does not express a hatred for the Jewish faith itself, but for the father whose 

“manners” enact the worst aspects of the value system inscribed to them through their blood. 

When she claims “I shall end this strife, / Become a Christian and [Lorenzo’s] loving wife” 

(2.3.19-20), Jessica establishes an emotional boundary between herself and Shylock the 

                                                        
9 Manners which, ironically, only the convert Jessica seems able to achieve.  
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individual. She demonstrates an eagerness not only to marry Lorenzo himself, but also to become 

a member of the Christian community. 

Jessica fuses her soul with the gentile Lorenzo in an attempt to embody Christianity 

herself, yet her actions before the marriage demonstrate that she already participates in the 

gentiles’ suffering from the closed-fistedness and closed-heartedness of the moneylending Jew. 

Jessica leaves Shylock’s autonomy-based morality behind by demonstrating generosity towards 

her new community. Lorenzo eagerly tells his confederates that she promises to escape her 

father’s home with “What gold and jewels she is furnished with” (2.4.31). In the spirit of gentile 

moneylending, Jessica takes Shylock’s money without the intention of returning it, or paying for 

“use” of the principal value. She takes the money as a gift in the interest of her future with 

Lorenzo, and Gratiano applauds this gesture as a mark of her “gentle” or gentile character: “Now 

by my hood, a gentle and no Jew!” (2.6.52). Of course, this “gentle” generosity to the gentile 

community is not compassionate towards the man from whom she stole. It is anathema to 

Shylock’s moral code: “thrift is blessing if men steal it not.”  

Shylock does not understand Jessica’s escape as an attempt to live in a more financially 

and emotionally generous environment. Indeed, his reaction is so enraged that Shylock is 

incapable of distinguishing between the slights of Jessica, and his “ancient grudge” against 

Antonio and the gentile community that he represents. Solanio recalls that Shylock could not 

focus on one object of anger, but with “a passion so confused, / So strange, outrageous, and so 

variable,” decried: “‘My daughter! O my ducats! O my daughter! / Fled with a Christian! O my 

Christian ducats! / Justice! The law! My ducats and my daughter!” (2.8.12-17). To Shylock, his 
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ducats become Christian when they are used for deliberately un-Jewish purposes.10 With the 

erosion of one boundary comes the erection of another: Shylock’s rage at the circulation of his 

ducats within the gentile community is a figurative extension for his pain on account of Jessica’s 

abandonment and circulation amongst Christians. For Jessica, this circulation is liberating 

because she can openly seek fellowship outside of Shylock’s claustrophobic rule. Shylock sees 

this as a betrayal, claiming: “I would my daughter were dead at my foot, and the jewels in her 

ear: would she were hearsed at my foot, and the ducats in her coffin” (3.1.69-71). Jessica renders 

herself dead to her father when she steals his “coffin” of ducats and deadens their worth by 

making them Christian: given and taken as an investment in universal prosperity of the Venetian 

community, rather than being traded for the fee that would support the struggling Jewish family.  

Whereas Shylock’s isolation from the gentiles is to some degree self-imposed, it is 

unlikely that his harsh version of protection was meant to alienate his daughter. When Tubal 

confirms Jessica’s elopement, he tells Shylock that one of Antonio’s other creditors “showed me 

a ring that he had of your daughter for a monkey.” Shylock does not dwell on the monetary value 

of the ring, instead exclaiming, “Out upon her! Thou torturest me, Tubal: it was my turquoise, I 

had it of Leah when I was a bachelor. I would not have given it for a wilderness of monkeys” 

(3.1.93-97). When Jessica sells Leah’s ring, she renounces the boundaries that Shylock built to 

protect his home, and casts her fortunes into a future that she determines for herself. Jessica 

breaks her bond with Shylock by putting the ring into economic circulation, and her choice to 

give something of such sentimental value in return for something costly but frivolous 

                                                        
10 These un-Jewish purposes include giving freely to gentiles and breaking Jewish dietary laws, like eating pork, cf. 
Lancelot Gobbo’s joke that Lorenzo is “no good member of the commonwealth, for in converting Jews to Christians 
you raise the price of pork” (2.4.27-29). 
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exemplifies Shylock’s interpretation of the prodigal Christian financial ethic: investing all she 

has into an uncertain future. The rings that Portia, Nerissa, and Jessica’s own mother receive 

suggest that the marriage bond was marked, across Jewish and gentile cultures, with giving the 

wife a ring. Although she sells Leah’s ring, Jessica would reasonably get a new ring to represent 

her new identity, and it would represent hers and Lorenzo’s commitment to supporting each 

other.  

Shylock’s nearly incomprehensible rage towards Jessica’s abandonment is indicative of 

the traumatic experience of repeating the identity-fracturing loss of another family member.11 

Because the ring is now irretrievable to him, it replays the irretrievable loss of the original owner 

of the ring, his wife. A wedding ring represents the matrimonial bond and its boundaries: the 

family unit that is built from the marriage. It also represents the Jew’s own investment of wealth 

into a communal future. Jessica’s abandonment of Shylock is compassionless in the sense that 

she has redefined the boundaries of who she feels for and feels with. Jessica feels with Lorenzo, 

escaping the life she knows for the uncertain, as she pours her father’s resources into uniting 

with Lorenzo through the bond of marriage. Whereas Shylock fused himself with his wife 

through marriage and procreation, Jessica discontinues her relationship with the family unit that 

he began by denouncing her share in their collective identity. Shylock’s suffering arises from 

Jessica’s refusal to recognize that Shylock is part of her, just as much as she is part of her 

father.12 At the beginning of the play, Shylock was autonomous, but still working to support his 

                                                        
11 I discuss the traumatic fracture of the collective identity at length in Chapter Two. 
12 Shylock’s desperate reaction recalls Adriana’s terrified jealousy in The Comedy of Errors:  

Ah, do not tear away thyself from me; 
For know, my love, as easy mayst thou fall 
A drop of water in the breaking gulf, 
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family; now, he is truly alone. 

The ring that Jessica sells is a relic of a time when Shylock experienced reciprocal love, a 

time when his home was a community. It bears none of this sentimental value for Jessica, nor the 

merchant who bought it from her. When Shylock becomes aware of the extent that this symbol 

of their shared home means nothing to Jessica, his reaction to this sudden isolation is what flips 

empathy towards Shylock. His lamentations verbalize the traumatic rending of his heart. 

Declaring that Tubal “stick’st a dagger in me” (3.1.87), Shylock expresses feelings of 

tremendous suffering, as if his lifeblood pours out of him through his abandonment by the fruit 

of his loins. Despite this “dagger” being metaphorical, Shylock plans his own retaliation in order 

to expose the cruelty behind the self-satisfied “kindness” of Venice’s Christians. In return for the 

figurative wounding of his identity, Shylock plans a literal wounding of Antonio by claiming 

ownership of his pound of flesh.  

Jessica leaves Shylock’s home and Lancelot Gobbo leaves his service, making Antonio 

the only person of the three remaining under Shylock’s ownership. Because Antonio is indebted 

to Shylock, his body will be owned by the Jew in the case that he defaults. Since gentiles claim 

to show responsibility for each other through investment, now Antonio must bear the burden of 

the cruelty behind their exclusive compassion. Solanio knowingly tells Salarino13: “Let good 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

And take unmingled thence that drop again 
Without addition or diminishing, 
As take from me thyself, and not me too. (2.2.122-32) 

Adriana sees herself as fused with Antipholus, and for him to abandon her would be to isolate her from part of her 
own identity. Jessica seeks to make herself whole by marrying Lorenzo and becoming part of the Christian 
community. When she abandons Shylock, she continues to break apart the collective identity that had once 
encompassed their family unit.  
13 Most editions attribute this speech to Salerio, and while M.M. Mahood, editor of the 2003 New Cambridge 
Shakespeare Updated Edition of The Merchant of Venice, writes Salarino “may very probably be the same character 
as ‘Salerio’” (68n), she has chosen to restore Salarino to the text. She distinguishes Salerio as a “messenger from 
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Antonio look he keep his day, / Or he shall pay for this” (2.8.25-26). The ambiguity of “this,” 

Jessica’s escape or Antonio’s default, is a “crystallization” of these seemingly separate events 

(Drakakis 75). It yokes the conflicts despite the lack of causal relationship between the two, 

exposing what Shylock might see as the flaw of Christian imperative of mutual responsibility: he 

can make one Christian, Antonio, pay for the sins of another. Shylock’s vendetta against Antonio 

is one against the Christians of Venice and the universal prosperity it stands for, because their 

definition of community relentlessly excludes him. Shylock declares: “[Antonio] was wont to 

call me usurer; let him look to his bond. He was wont to lend money for a Christian courtesy; let 

him look to his bond” (3.1.38-41). Shylock uses Antonio’s default as an opportunity to mirror the 

lack of courtesy that Antonio has shown him. When Shylock declares his revenge against 

Antonio, it is vendetta against the ridiculousness of ever expecting “kindness” to be a Christian 

virtue.  

The universal responsibility that the Christian community privileges is exemplified in the 

devotion between Antonio and Bassanio. Salarino recalls witnessing Antonio’s outpouring of 

self-sacrificing concern for Bassanio’s happiness when Bassanio departs for Belmont:  

I saw Bassanio and Antonio part: 

Bassanio told him he would make some speed 

Of his return: he answered, ‘Do not so. 

Slubber not business for my sake, Bassanio, 

But stay the very riping of the time; 

And for the Jew’s bond which he hath of me, 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

Venice” who appears shortly after Bassanio succeeds in the casket test, whereas the gossiping Solanio and Salarino 
are, like Gratiano and Lorenzo, “gentlemen of Venice, and companions with Bassanio” (68).  
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Let it not enter in your mind of love. 

Be merry, and employ your chiefest thoughts 

To courtship, and such fair ostents of love 

As shall conveniently become you there.’ 

And even there, his eye being big with tears, 

Turning his face, he put his hand behind him, 

And with affection wondrous sensible 

He wrung Bassanio’s hand, and so they parted. (2.8.37-50) 

Antonio’s demand that Bassanio “be merry” even as his own eyes are “big with tears” 

demonstrates Antonio’s investment in Bassanio’s happiness, even at his own emotional cost. 

Although Antonio attempts to conceal his emotions by “turning his face,” his emotional 

outpouring is, to Salarino, “wondrous sensible.” Salarino’s recollection enmeshes the erotic, 

Antonio’s devotion, with the financial, the demonstration of this devotion through Antonio’s 

debt to the Jew when his own funds are uncertain. This devotion to giving freely for the sake of 

another’s happiness is a far cry from Shylock’s “merry sport.” Shylock aims to capture the profit 

that has been taken from his house and to chasten the arrogance of the prodigal Antonio, who 

contributes to a future prosperity without any certainty that his debts can be repaid. Antonio 

pledges his devotion to Bassanio financially, and with tears that erode the physical boundaries 

between the two companions. Shylock is determined to take another of Antonio’s bodily fluids, 

the blood that gives him life, to show that it is the Jew who both financially and physically owns 

the gentile merchant. 

 It is worthwhile to juxtapose Shylock’s determinedly merciless reaction to Antonio’s 
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default with Bassanio’s response when he hears that his friend is in mortal danger for his, 

Bassanio’s, sake. Antonio beseeches his friend’s company in his darkest hour, and writes to 

Belmont: “My ships have all miscarried, my creditors grow cruel, my estate is very low; my 

bond to the Jew is forfeit, and … in paying it, it is impossible I should live” (3.2.314-16). 

Bassanio is initially at a loss for words that Antonio is indeed sacrificing his “extremest means” 

as an investment in Bassanio’s future happiness: in order for Bassanio to achieve his goals, it 

becomes “impossible” that Antonio “should live.” Portia recognizes Bassanio’s visceral 

alteration in response to this missive, claiming: “There are some shrewd contents in yond same 

paper / That steals the colour from Bassanio’s cheek” (3.2.242-43). At the threat of Antonio 

losing his lifeblood, Bassanio is drained of his own. This demonstrates how “wondrous sensible” 

his bond with Antonio is, even when they are not proximate. Bassanio demonstrates compassion 

for his friend by determining to “make haste” (3.2.322) to Antonio’s side, marrying Portia but 

rushing to Venice before consummating the marriage. As I will show in Chapter 5, while the 

marriage bond is important to Bassanio, he holds his bond with Antonio as a higher priority. 

Desperate to relieve his friend’s suffering, Bassanio’s flight to Antonio’s side provides the most 

literal demonstration of “suffering along with another.” This exemplifies the Christian notion of 

universal responsibility focused on universal prosperity: the bond was signed by Antonio, but in 

rushing to Venice to relieve him, Bassanio claims the responsibility to repay the debt as his own. 

When Shylock delivers his “Hath not a Jew eyes” speech, he makes a moving case for 

why he as a Jew is just as deserving of Christian compassion, because regardless of the 

differences in the way they choose to circulate their money, he argues, their bodies are 

essentially the same. He asks: “if you prick us, do we not bleed?”, making it self-evident that Jew 
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and Christian are susceptible to both physical loss and the “stabbing” pain of personal loss. Gail 

Kern Paster writes: “To put it otherwise, the evident ‘naturalness’ of bleeding and corporeality is 

used to limit and challenge the oppressive weight of ideological differences forming the social 

structure of Shylock’s relations in Venice” (Body Embarrassed 85). When Shylock uses the 

word “we,” he unites Jew and Christian by virtue of their common humanity. Through this 

speech, the Jew seeks to expose the flaw of “Christian courtesy”: that despite common humanity, 

gentiles are selective about who they feel deserves compassion and who deserves to suffer. This 

is exemplified in the contrast between Antonio spitting on Shylock and Bassanio’s immediate 

return to Venice to champion his friend. The Jew justifies his claim to Antonio’s compassion by 

virtue of their living and trading together in Venice. Declaring that as a resident alien, the Jew is 

nonetheless “Warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer as a Christian is” (3.1.49-50), 

Shylock argues that these physical and geographical commonalities make him deserving of the 

community’s compassion. The reasoning behind this statement is that, since they are suffering 

within their shared environment, they should acknowledge that they are suffering together. 

Shylock’s railings publicly broadcast that, far from selfless, Antonio is selective about 

who he feels deserves his compassion and whom he deliberately isolates. The Jew rages against 

this hypocrisy, claiming:  

He hath disgraced me, and hindered me half a million, laughed at my losses, mocked at 

my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, heated mine 

enemies; and what’s his reason? I am a Jew. (3.1.43-46).  

Shylock’s speech exposes how Antonio gives without limits to his companion Bassanio, but 

restricts his support to those whose affective economics are based on the narrow terms of 



 

 

107 

Christian compassion; his “thwarting” and “scorning” are restricted to those whose practices are 

not consistent with his own. Rather than feeling Antonio’s pain of the defaulted loan along with 

him, Shylock demands, “let him look to his bond.” By casting in economic terms the difference 

between Christian community and a Jewish household autonomy that preserves itself against the 

suffering inflicted by gentiles, Shylock indicates why he refuses to use the power he has to 

ameliorate Antonio’s suffering. When Shylock says that both Jew and gentile are “fed with the 

same food,” which would imply a breakdown of boundaries between the two groups, Shylock 

has already proven that this is not the case. He attempts to equate Jewish and Christian blood as 

of equal value, yet it is apparent that Shylock values his own blood more highly, as evidenced by 

his observation of Kosher law, his rage over the Christianization of his ducats, and his reaction 

towards his daughter’s conversion. He cannot ignore his own self-imposed isolation by virtue of 

his selective diet, but that is what he does when he delivers this speech.  

Paster observes that “For Shylock’s rhetorical purposes bleeding is the sign of an 

essential undifference allowing him, slyly, to move onto the less stable ground of behavioral 

similarity” (Body Embarrassed 85). Although Shylock makes an argument for the fundamental 

sameness of Jewish and Christian bodies, he denies his own share in their suffering, and shows 

intent to cause more. Justifying his compulsion to have his revenge by explaining it as another 

logical commonality with Antonio, Shylock demands:  

And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will 

resemble you in that…the villainy you teach me I will execute, and it shall go hard but I 

will better the instruction. (3.1.52-57).  



 

 

108 

Shylock makes a claim for the justice behind his retaliation, but in doing so, confirms his values 

as distinct from those held by the Christians he situates himself against. His compulsion to take 

his revenge is motivated by the lex talionis, the Old Testament imperative which claims that “one 

who takes the life of another must give his own life, and that nothing more should be taking from 

him or his” (Shell 75). Shylock’s bond makes a claim for “an equal pound / Of [Antonio’s] fair 

flesh.” He makes it seem as if he is not demanding usury for this loan, and shows that his 

revenge can be just as deadly if he adheres to the biblical imperative to take no more and no less 

than the “equal pound” of flesh. Continuing to demand the retrieval of his loan based on acting 

“in kind” with the Christian moneylending ethics, when Shylock declares, “the villainy you teach 

me, I will execute” (3.1.56), he withdraws any claim to “kindness” as in “gentleness.” In refusing 

to feel along with Antonio, Shylock capitalizes on the second meaning of “kind”: to act “in kind” 

as a critique of the lack of compassion that Antonio has shown to him. Just as Shylock turns his 

terminology of kindness inside out, he also attempts to prove that the economy of Christian 

kindness is not sustainable, but is defined through a register that is doomed to itself inside out. 

Antonio recognizes that he will not earn the Jew’s compassion, nor can he beg the 

compassion of the Duke, who must put fellowship aside to deliver justice according to the letter 

of the law. The merchant laments: 

The Duke cannot deny the course of law; 

For the commodity that strangers have 

With us in Venice, if it be denied, 

Will much impeach the justice of his state, 

Since that the trade and profit of the city 
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Consisteth of all nations. (3.3.26-31) 

Antonio assumes that Venetian law is, according to the Aristotelian maxim, reason “free from 

passion.”14 He believes that the affective system that informs and inspires his own business 

practices is not the same as the legal system, because the legal system is responsible for 

protecting the city’s financial interests, which includes the interests of foreigners originating 

from “all nations.” Whereas the play’s conceptual vocabulary is theological/juridical, its 

figurative language is couched in connections between bodies and where they create boundaries. 

Antonio allows himself to be selective with whom he offers compassion, believing that the law 

does not privilege the same boundaries that he and Shylock have built for themselves and from 

each other. He assumes that “strangers” who reside in Venice are given “commodity” or 

entitlement being judged equally with the Christians in Venice. Antonio, however, does not 

recognize that Venetian laws operate under the same self-serving definitions of compassion as he 

practices in commerce, privileging the suffering of those who invest in the prosperity of the 

greater social unit.  

Whereas Shylock seeks vindication through active revenge, Antonio earns the sympathy 

of the Christian community by contrasting Shylock’s relentless demand for his pound of flesh 

with his own passive resignation. Antonio tells the Jailer that he is “a tainted wether of the flock, 

/ Meetest for death” (4.1.114-15), alluding to the symbol of Christ’s innocence and self-sacrifice. 

By performing Christ-like resignation, Antonio adopts the symbolism of Christ’s suffering at the 

hands of the Jews that demanded his crucifixion. Antonio’s response is judicially passive in its 

resignation, yet spiritually active in resisting the Jew’s mercilessness. He proclaims:  
                                                        
14 “Yet surely the ruler cannot dispense with the general principle which exists in law; and this is a better ruler which 
is free from passion than that in which it is innate” (Politics, Book 3, trans. B. Jowett). 
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I do oppose 

My patience to his fury, and am armed 

To suffer with a quietness of spirit 

The very tyranny and rage of his. (4.1.10-13) 

This speech shows that Antonio’s New Testament-inspired resolution to “turn the other cheek”15 

supersedes Shylock’s active pursuit of revenge. Although Shylock isolates Antonio by having 

him put in debtors’ prison before the trial, Antonio’s resignation towards his imminent death 

marks his behaviour as deserving compassion to the Christian community that appears at the trial 

to support him. Antonio’s decision to suffer with a “quietness of spirit” is convincing to a gentile 

courtroom. Their vocal support during the trial scene, exemplified by Gratiano’s impassioned 

exclamations, proves that Antonio’s program of resistance is successful. Jan Frans Van 

Dijkhuizen observes: 

Suffering, in the early Christian understanding, could be ‘profitable in itself’ and could 

serve as a form of empowerment, analogous to the way in which Christ’s pain had led to 

a triumph over death. In this sense, early Christian conceptions of bodily suffering 

entailed a rejection, and even an inversion of prevailing notions of power and prestige: 

pain gave power to the marginalized. (23) 

Like Adriana who can find empowerment in quiet resignation, Antonio’s finds “profit” in 

appearing sympathetic to those who share the affective economics of compassionate giving. 

When the gentile courtroom audience sees Antonio’s willingness to endure pain to pay the debts 

                                                        
15 “But I say unto you, Resist not evil; but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also” 
(Matt. 5.39). 
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he incurred for the already indebted Bassanio,16 they identify Antonio as a Christ-like figure who 

undeservingly suffers at the hands of the Jew in order to redeem the sins of his entire nation. 

Antonio capitalizes on his own powerlessness, spiritually “armed” against the Jew that wishes to 

inflict injury on him. He does not recognize that his suffering actually aligns him with the Jew 

who desperately tried to proclaim his sameness in 3.1: Shylock himself had proudly proclaimed 

that “suff’rance is the badge of all our tribe” (1.3.102). Instead, Antonio’s passive resignation 

evokes compassion from the gentile courtroom audience, who see Shylock as having the power 

to save Antonio’s life, but not using it to protect their fellow Venetian against certain death. 

Despite Shylock’s experience of suffering, the Christian community vilifies him because he 

refuses to invest his own money in terminating Antonio’s mortal debt. Shakespeare depicts two 

characters whose sufferings are privileged differently by the members of the courtroom on 

account of the way they invite or limit their share in the suffering of the community. Through 

this depiction, Shakespeare opens the play’s conceptual vocabulary to a critique of the ambiguity 

of “mercy,” “justice,” and “kind.” This shows that the Christian economy in both its financial 

and juridical forms is not sustainable nor entirely admirable, but upon further investigation, is 

designed to turn itself inside out. 

The Duke exemplifies the power of the gentiles of Venice and their ability to twist the 

definition of compassion to isolate those who do not adhere to their particular practice of 

                                                        
16 Bassanio’s own sin is compassion: he is overly-generous with his money. He tells Antonio:  

‘Tis not unknown to you, Antonio, 
How much I have disabled mine estate 
By something showing a more swelling port 
Than my faint means would grant continuance. (1.1.121-124) 
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affective economics. He begins by overtly choosing a side in the trial, expressing his sympathy 

for Antonio and his disgust towards the Jew:  

I am sorry for thee. Thou art come to answer 

A stony adversary, an inhuman wretch,  

Uncapable of pity, void and empty 

From any dram of mercy. (4.1.3-6)  

Even before the trial begins, the Duke assigns Shylock as guilty for being cruel at a time when 

Antonio needs compassion most. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “mercy” as “kind and 

compassionate treatment in a case where severity is merited or expected, esp[ecially] in giving 

legal judgment or passing sentence” (“mercy, n.” def. 1a). If justice demands that kind deserves 

kind, the mercy that the Duke demands is a form of compassion that trumps the claims of justice. 

Rather than agreeing that Shylock deserves his lex talionis because the exact pound of flesh takes 

the place of “an eye for an eye,” 17 the Duke expects mercy in the form of Shylock, who has 

money, turning the other cheek to Antonio, who is currently without. The Duke marks Shylock 

as “void and empty / From any dram of mercy,” yet sheds no tears for Shylock, who has been 

spit on by the “adversarial” Antonio in the Duke’s jurisdiction.18 Although the Duke demands 

that Shylock opens his heart to be “touch’d with human gentleness and love,” his terms for why 

Antonio deserves mercy in court while Shylock was treated without compassion in the Rialto 

show that the Duke’s heart is open to Antonio’s suffering, but is closed to Shylock’s. 

 Ignoring Antonio’s role in perpetuating the “ancient grudge,” the Duke reserves his 

                                                        
17 “But if death follow, then thou shalt pay life for life, Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 
Burning for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Exodus 21.23-25). 
18 Shylock refers to Antonio as “You that did void your rheum upon my beard, / And foot me as you spurn a stranger 
cur” (1.3.109-110). 
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name-calling to Shylock, whom he calls a “stony adversary.” Paster notes that “Such language of 

texture and moisture is implicitly humoral” (Humoring the Body 204). The Duke uses “stony” as 

a metaphor for Shylock’s inability to be moved to tears regarding the suffering of another 

Venetian. Moreover, it symbolizes the Duke’s perception of Shylock’s inability to allow that 

flow of tears be exchanged for a flow of money to support Antonio’s seemingly selfless 

investment. This operates in contrast to Antonio’s copious tears when he sacrifices his own 

happiness for Bassanio’s quest to marry Portia. Throughout his opening remarks, the Duke 

rhetorically paints Shylock as somebody essentially different from the gentile members of the 

community because he has the means to prevent Antonio’s suffering, but refuses to participate in 

acknowledgement that he has the power to influence the outcome. The Duke implies that any 

Christian in this position would indeed be moved. Yet, just as Shylock falsifies the terms of 

essential difference when he claims that Jew and Christian eat the same food, the Duke is 

holding Shylock up to a miscalculated standard of Christian compassion. He sets the Jew’s 

response against how he thinks a Christian would react, yet holds Shylock to a standard that the 

Christian Antonio and the Duke himself fail to meet. 

As the authority in Venice, the Duke chooses to negatively judge Shylock without 

acknowledging that the Jew, likewise, is suffering. Shakespeare’s depiction of the Duke’s 

unbalanced response towards two individuals that both suffer and require the other’s relief 

demonstrates an instance of Berlant’s noted “myriad anxieties about who among the sufferers 

deserves to be positively or negatively judged, and why.” The Duke dismisses any possibility of 

objectively judging the trial and presents a skewed vision of who deserves to be treated with 

mercy based on whether they include themselves as members of the community that seeks to 
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triumph or suffer as a unit. He declares: 

Shylock, the world thinks, and I think so too, 

That thou but lead’st this fashion of thy malice 

To the last hour of act; and then ‘tis thought 

Thou’lt show thy mercy and remorse more strange 

Than is thy strange apparent cruelty; 

And where thou now exacts the penalty, 

………………………………………… 

Thou wilt not only loose the forfeiture, 

But, touch’d with human gentleness and love, 

Forgive a moiety of the principal… (4.1.17-25) 

Although Shylock had claimed that a Jew bleeds just as a Christian does, the Duke takes his 

“strange apparent cruelty” as evidence that, as James Shapiro notes, “Jews were thought to be 

constitutionally different from Christians” (36). The Duke observes that Shylock insists on the 

forfeiture with a malicious exactitude that separates him from those who share the compassionate 

value system that “debt acquired in love will be discharged in love” (Garrett 37). When the Duke 

speaks on behalf of “the world,” he brings the suffering of one Christian into the realm of 

communal suffering. He conceptualizes Antonio’s suffering as a greater cultural trauma, 

recalling Alexander’s observation that “A ‘we’ must be constructed via narrative and coding, and 

it is this collective identity that experiences and confronts the danger” (2). The Duke sees the 

Jew as alienating himself when he refuses to be of the same “kind” or social category as the other 

members of the “we” that comprises the Christian community of Venice. This speech shows that, 
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under the Duke’s rule, when Shylock refuses communal feeling in favour of his own household 

autonomy, the Jew postures himself as someone who cannot hope for the community’s 

compassion in turn. 

 Shylock brings this case to court in order to seek justice by completing the transaction of 

the flesh bond. The Duke attempts to show Shylock that justice, if it means taking a man’s life, is 

too cruel to be exercised. “We all expect a gentle answer, Jew” (4.1.34), he declares, not asking 

but threatening. Because Shylock is not moved to practice the gentleness of mercy in the face of 

the cruel potential of justice served, the Duke implies that the Jew proves his own moral 

bankruptcy. His reasoning is based on a definition of compassion that functions through pity for 

the powerless. Berlant defines this form of compassion: 

In operation, compassion is a term denoting privilege: the sufferer is over there. You, the 

compassionate one, have a resource that would alleviate someone else’s suffering. (4) 

The “gentle” answer that the Duke expects is the response the Duke himself has: being moved by 

the power imbalance of who has and does not have money so as to forgive the debts of Antonio. 

Whereas Shylock insists on his deserving of the pound of flesh based on the legality of his 

notarized bond, the Duke insists that Shylock has enough money to forgive the bond rather than 

insisting kind-for-kind justice. To the Duke, compassion before the powerless is a religious 

imperative that dictates social responsibility. Although Venice “consisteth of all nations,” the 

values guiding the practice of law in the Duke’s courtroom are distinctly Christian, and directed 

towards relieving the suffering of Christians.  

The Duke paints Shylock’s refusal to follow a New Testament imperative as a failure to 

adhere to a more general social responsibility. The Duke asks, “How shalt thou hope for mercy, 
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rendering none?” and Shylock responds, “What judgment shall I dread, doing no wrong?” 

(4.1.84-89). Because Shylock’s Old Testament value system allows for “an eye for an eye” 

rather than demanding that he “turn the other cheek,” he is unconcerned with his failure to be 

moved by Antonio’s suffering. Shylock pursues autonomous fortunes for his own household, 

which stands in opposition with the mercy that the Duke expects for the sake of universal 

prosperity. He berates Shylock for demanding the security of his legally-binding entitlement of 

Antonio’s flesh for no other reason than that the bond is legally binding. Martha Nussbaum 

describes how the concept of fault alters a society’s sense of affective entitlement:  

Insofar as we do feel compassion, it is either because we believe the person to be without 

blame for her plight or because, though there is an element of fault, we believe that her 

suffering is out of proportion to the fault. (Upheavals of Thought 311) 

The Duke claims that Antonio’s suffering is out of proportion with his fault of not having enough 

money, and demands that Shylock show mercy based on having enough money. By acting 

mercifully, Shylock has the power to restore that equilibrium. For Shylock, the equilibrium is not 

based on balancing the “haves” and “have nots” to restore universal prosperity, but to ensure his 

own household autonomy. The Duke’s frustration is a result of Shylock’s refusal to comprehend 

the justice of receiving the forfeiture in terms of the moral and religious implications of causing a 

man to bleed to death.   

Proving that “the villainy you teach me, I will execute,” Shylock demands recognition 

that his villainy is enacted “in kind” with gentile practices. Because Christian practices are far 

from “kind,” Shylock shows, he should not be expected to show mercy towards Antonio, who 

has long excluded the Jew from his sphere of compassion. Shylock supports this inability to be 
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moved by the abjectness of Antonio by showing that gentiles do not expect each other to show 

mercy when they purchase human flesh: 

You have among you many a purchased slave, 

Which, like your asses and your dogs and mules, 

You use in abject and in slavish parts 

Because you bought them. (4.1.90-94) 

Shylock shows that the Christian community is not exempt from being selective about who 

belongs in the realm of their compassion. The Venetians negatively judge Shylock when he 

shows as little mercy as they do; W. Thomas MacCary notes that “the Venetian Christians create 

in Shylock the monster they hate and fear, and he is a vicious caricature of themselves” (162). 

Shylock shows that despite the Duke’s appeal to his position of power against Antonio, the 

gentiles themselves do not exercise mercy when they are in power positions: they refuse to free 

their slaves. When Shylock says “you bought them,” he is showing that, to the Venetians, the 

slaves are not considered as deserving to be treated mercifully on the basis of their 

powerlessness. Instead, the Christians “use” flesh just as the Jew “uses” money: benefiting from 

its labour. Through Shylock’s powerful speech, Shakespeare exposes harsh truths that selective 

definitions of compassion are not exclusive to outsiders, and therefore it is unreasonable to treat 

the “stranger’s” case as unique or uniquely inhumane. In the face of unequal social 

circumstances, the Jew claims that he, just like the Venetian gentiles around him, must be able to 

demand equal goods for equal payment. He proves that a power differential need not require the 

equalizing flow of mercy from those lacking to those with better fortune.  
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Shylock claims that the juridical system behind the Venetian economy should support 

economic balance over power imbalance precisely because notarized exchanges of ducats and 

pounds of flesh can be calculated in exact amounts to produce equity. The boundaries of 

compassion, by contrast, are entirely subjective, ambiguous, and open to negotiation. Portia, 

assuming the mantle of the male lawyer Balthazar,19 arrives at the courthouse in order to 

facilitate this negotiation and convince Shylock that he, too, has the power to personally 

determine who deserves compassion. While conceding that “the Venetian law / Cannot impugn 

you as you do proceed” (4.1.174-75), by treating him as a member of the Venetian community 

with the ability to withhold the full power of the law from punishing Antonio, she expects him to 

exercise that “resource that would alleviate someone else’s suffering.” Like the Duke, Portia 

declares that because he has this resource, “Then must the Jew be merciful.” Shylock objects to 

Portia’s statement of “must,” refusing her proposed verdict: “On what compulsion must I? Tell 

me that.” (4.1.178-79). M. M. Mahood, editor of the 2003 Cambridge edition of the play, 

observes that the “must” for the plaintiff and judge are different: “Portia’s ‘must’ expresses a 

moral imperative; Shylock’s, external coercion” (154n). While Shylock would like to believe 

that Antonio is under an equalizing legal power of Venice, Portia entrusts the administration of 

the law to the Jew as a lesson in “be[ing] merciful.” Portia’s intention is that the power to 

administer the law would drive Shylock to feel compassion for Antonio. The Jew declines 

Portia’s offer, allowing her to tear the bond only “when it is paid, according to the tenour” 

(4.1.231). His rigid course of justice is to follow the “tenour” of his bond, the “actual wording of 

the document” (Mahood 156n). Elucidating on the social stakes of Shylock’s stubborn 

                                                        
19 For the sake of clarity, Portia’s Christian name and female pronouns will be used. 
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orthodoxy, Stephen A. Cohen writes: “To accept Portia’s equitable resolution is to surrender his 

equal legal standing and accede to the existence of a higher legal and social authority” (46). The 

Jew’s hard-hearted reasoning, it must be recognized, comes from his need to be protected under 

the orthodoxy of the very “legal authority” he defends. The social authority Shylock denies is 

that which allows the gentile merchant to publicly taunt him and threaten his business. To de-

marginalize Antonio in the courtroom would be to justify Antonio’s marginalization of Shylock 

in the Rialto.  

Portia expects mercy based on a definition that Shylock is not affectively able to achieve. 

A life of exclusion from the gentile community has forced him to protect his household 

autonomy at all costs. He follows the retaliatory imperative of the Old Testament as resistance 

against those who have adopted the New Testament imperative to turn the other cheek, yet still 

act without compassion towards those they exclude from their social boundaries. Portia’s 

“Quality of mercy” speech is an attempt to move the passionate Shylock to ignore his and 

Antonio’s mutually-antagonistic past and acknowledge that Antonio is gravely suffering in the 

present. In Passions of the Mind in General, Thomas Wright states:  

A passion is to be moved in order to move a person to act virtuously: the passive emotion 

becomes active, spurring on a virtue. Not only is pity a virtue, but the feeling of mercy 

and compassion is to be ‘stirred up,’ as by an orator. The Experience of this passion is 

frequently expressed in theatrical and rhetorical imagery. (qtd. in Staines 100) 

As Balthazar, Portia attempts to “stir up” Shylock’s passions to be overcome by that “sanctified 

Contagion, which makes us sensible of our Neighbor’s sufferings.” The flaw in Portia’s claim 

that “the quality of mercy is not strained” (4.1.180) is that she implies that mercy must be driven 
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by genuine fellow feeling. Because he is seeking justice, the precise payment of what he is owed 

for his bond, Shylock’s body is closed to the “Contagion” of mercy that Portia endorses. He is 

unmoved by the suffering of the man who committed himself to “spit on [Shylock] again, to 

spurn [him], too.” The flaw in Portia’s logic is that Shylock cannot be moved. Whereas Antonio 

invests in the success of fellow Christians, his violence is an investment in antagonism towards 

Shylock. Antonio’s “ratings” cause the Jew to lose money, thus disinclining Shylock to strain his 

passions by investing in the success of he who continuously put the Jew at a financial and social 

disadvantage.  

Shylock’s history is one of inward retreat to create boundaries that support his own home: 

a balance between what is owed and what is paid. He seeks justice by demanding exactly what 

Antonio agreed upon through the notarized bond. Portia pleads for Shylock to “mitigate the 

justice of [his] plea” (4.1.199), but Shylock’s form of justice is receiving what he is legally 

entitled to: Antonio’s flesh. Like Antonio, the Jew assumes that the Venetian law is shaped by 

reason “free from passion.” Portia’s role in the trial is not to declare an official verdict, but rather 

to persuade Shylock that in the courtroom environment, his own passions should be swayed by 

her pleas. What she withholds from him is the fact that his own obstinate passions also have the 

potential to influence the passions of those administering that law. She misleads Shylock into 

thinking that he is protected, regardless of whether he demonstrates the mercy that she had 

begged for. She implores him to “Have by some surgeon… / To stop his wounds, lest he do 

bleed to death” (4.1.253-54), and he refuses the final opportunity to act compassionately because 

his intention was always to separate his tormentor’s flesh and blood from his body.  

By allowing Shylock to initiate the process of extraction, Portia leads him to publicly 
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conspire against Antonio’s life. She turns Shylock’s orthodoxy against him when she changes 

her ruling based on his murderous intent. She declares: 

This bond doth give thee here no jot of blood. 

The words expressly are ‘a pound of flesh’. 

Take then thy bond, take thou thy pound of flesh; 

But, in the cutting it, if thou dost shed 

One drop of Christian blood, thy lands and goods 

Are, by the laws of Venice, confiscate 

Unto the state of Venice. (4.1.302-08) 

Portia mirrors Shylock’s inflexibility by forbidding him from taking any blood as usury attached 

to the forfeited pound of flesh. Her expression “the words expressly are” allows Portia to harshly 

turn upon Shylock’s inflexible reliance on the wording of the law without allowing room for 

mercy and forgiveness, hallmarks of Christian compassion. Although “the trade and profit of the 

city / Consisteth of all nations,” here Portia attempts to prove that when Shylock closes his body 

off from suffering together with Antonio, he opens himself to further social isolation. By 

declaring that Shylock’s “land and goods / Are…confiscate,” Portia dispossesses Shylock of his 

household autonomy and forces all he owns into circulation with the gentiles. Whereas Shylock 

had maintained his boundaries to preserve what he had in a hostile environment, now his “land 

and goods” will be parceled out and sold to the people who made that environment hostile.  

In exposing Shylock’s mercilessness, Portia is merciless herself. She forces Shylock to 

continue seeking Antonio’s pound of flesh in order to drive him into such incriminating acts that, 
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now at a material disadvantage, the Jew would need to beg for mercy. Portia exalts in this witty 

incrimination:  

Shed thou no blood, nor cut thou less nor more 

But just a pound of flesh. If thou tak’st more 

Or less than a just pound, be it but so much 

As makes it light or heavy in the substance 

Or the division of the twentieth part 

Of one poor scruple – nay, if the scale do turn 

But in the estimation of a hair, 

Thou diest, and all thy goods are confiscate. (4.1.322-28) 

Portia’s speech isolates Shylock as an outsider who, in refusing to invest in the relief of another 

Venetian, is liable to be ruined without being entitled to the community’s support in turn. She 

mocks Shylock’s legalistic language, showing that his adherence to the lex talionis closes him 

off from the forgiveness of the Christian community. When Portia tells Shylock that if he takes 

“one poor scruple” more than “just a pound of flesh,” then “Thou diest, and all thy goods are 

confiscate,” she proves how impossible equity is. Her unforgiving threat, “Thou diest,” shows 

that, as a Jew, Shylock insists on a law that necessarily traps him: if he demands an eye for an 

eye, Antonio’s suffering will merit retribution, ultimately continuing this vicious cycle of 

violence with no conceivable end point. 

While it would be difficult to argue against the fact of Shylock’s vindictive nature, it is 

necessary to recognize that Shakespeare’s depiction of vindictiveness is not exclusive to one 

social group. Portia’s ruling reveals the power of the law itself to be enacted vindictively:   
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If it be proved against an alien 

That by direct or indirect attempts 

He seek the life of any citizen, … 

…the offender’s life lies in the mercy 

Of the Duke only, ‘gainst all other voice. (4.1.345-52) 

Rather than acting with mercy as a lesson in the social, spiritual, and financial benefits of 

compassion, Portia turns Shylock’s mercilessness against him. Indeed, despite Venice’s famed 

status as an international commercial hub during the early modern period, Portia denies Shylock 

the identity of “citizen” of Venice. This shows how the Jew is treated like an insider when 

convenient, only to be reminded that he is an outsider when he acts according to values that clash 

with the dominant Christian value system.  

While the Venetian law protects the financial concerns of insiders and outsiders in order 

to support and promote a wider commercial community, the way that it is administered is skewed 

to stress the superiority of the New Testament value system and a higher valuation of Christian 

lives.  John Drakakis argues that “the closer we observe the Venetian law in practice the less 

stable it becomes” (103). When Portia uses Shylock’s strategies against him, she is nonetheless 

exposing the law’s selective lack of compassion. When she demands of Shylock, “Down, 

therefore, and beg mercy of the Duke,” she attempts to teach him the value of suffering and the 

power of those who are able to relieve it. Instead of empowering him, this reversal exposes 

Shylock’s need for mercy. She forces him into a Christian framework in which the Duke has the 

power to “turn the other cheek” against Shylock’s determined violence against Antonio. The 
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Duke claims to use his penalty against Shylock as a lesson in the “gentle” morality of Venice. He 

tells the Jew:  

That thou shalt see the difference of our spirit, 

I pardon thee thy life before thou ask it. 

For half thy wealth, it is Antonio’s; 

The other half comes to the general state, 

Which humbleness may drive unto a fine. (4.1.364-68) 

The Duke uses his power to demonstrate the “difference” between the “gentle” “spirit” of 

Christian generosity and the false “kindness” that Shylock burlesqued through the flesh bond. He 

enacts this penalty with the intention of demonstrating the superiority of Christian mercy over 

vengeful malice, which he attempts to show is constitutionally un-Christian. The Duke states that 

he acts mercifully to prove Shylock’s lack of compassion in comparison to his own self-

consciously abundant compassion. However, rather than showing that he is moved by 

compassion, the Duke’s “mercy” is likewise retributive: a veil for the payback, both financial 

and vengeful, that he demands against the obstinate Jew. 

The Duke’s mercy is vindictive. In ruling that “the other half” of the Jew’s wealth 

“comes to the general state,” the state’s benefit in Shylock’s financial ruin proves that the verdict 

is not “aided by reason” or “free from passion,” but instead benefits directly from being 

retributive in spirit. Whereas the Christian economy is supported through investment, by taking 

Shylock’s money, the Christians ruin rather than support him. I return20 to Seneca’s On Anger to 

challenge the efficacy of the Duke’s chosen punishment. The Stoic thinker asks: “Tell me, then, 

                                                        
20 I return to the treatise after discussing it in my previous chapter on Comedy of Errors and Stoicism. 
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is not chastisement sometimes necessary? Of course! But chastisement without anger, and 

chastisement aided by reason” (1: 6.1, qtd. in Cooper and Procopé 23). Shylock articulates the 

great cost of the Duke’s ruling, telling him:  

Nay, take my life and all, pardon not that: 

You take my house when you do take the prop 

That doth sustain my house; you take my life 

When you do take the means whereby I live. (4.1.370-73) 

The Jew shows that without moneylending, he is incapable of financially supporting himself, and 

without being able to “sustain” himself by keeping a roof above his head, he cannot live. 

Although the Christian economy is based on privileging communal investment over the 

autonomy of “my house,” the Venetians do not invest in Shylock. Shylock’s appeals prove that 

the Duke’s “mercy” is not “aided by reason” but is motivated by the vindictive desire to maintain 

the Jew’s position as a social and commercial inferior. By taking away Shylock’s autonomy, they 

force him to seek the help of the Christian community, not as a means of fellowship, but as a 

means of dependence.  

This inclination to ruin rather than support Shylock is evident in Portia’s appointment of 

Antonio to “render” mercy towards the Jew (4.1.374). Portia’s offer reveals the darker side of 

Christian communal investment: Portia, the Duke, and Antonio each have an opportunity to 

“render” mercy by choosing a resource to take away from the Jew. Antonio claims that he acts 

mercifully by “quit[ing] the fine for one half of his goods” (4.1.377). Yet, although he prevents 

Shylock’s money from going to the state, he does not relinquish his own half. Instead of 

spending the money, Antonio pledges to keep “the other half in use, to render it, / Upon his 
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death, unto the gentleman / That lately stole [Shylock’s] daughter” (4.1.379-81). He pledges to 

“use” Shylock’s money, not the principal but the interest earned on top of it, to support Lorenzo 

and Jessica. Unlike Shylock’s usury, however, Antonio’s “use” is unobjectionable to the court 

because it will be used in invest in the young couple’s future. The merchant’s decision is not 

moved by genuine compassion towards the Jew, but is vindictive in using Jessica as a figurehead 

for this fierce reestablishment of the investment economy.  

Antonio takes usury on Shylock’s money as an investment in Jessica’s future and 

Shylock’s downfall. The crippling element of his “mercy” is not only his “use” of Shylock’s 

money, but his additional demand that the Jew “presently become a Christian” (4.1.383). He 

forces Shylock to claim a nonexistent affinity towards the value system against which he 

structured his morality, business practices, and lifestyle. Although as the newest member of the 

Christian community Shylock himself should be entitled to the community’s investment, this is 

not the case. Rather than sharing the spiritual gifts of Christianity, Antonio takes more away 

from Shylock than he leaves behind. Antonio does not force Shylock’s conversion to show him 

the joys of Christ’s forgiveness, but to teach him the value of mercy through the suffering he will 

face through forced conversion to a value system that he begrudges. Nothing about this gesture is 

meant to relieve Shylock’s suffering or include him within the Christian moneylending 

community: he is at risk of being more socially isolated than ever.  

Because Shylock escapes with his life when the law demands his death, he is in no 

position to question the justice of his sentence. He shows his resignation by stating, “I am 

content” (4.1.390). Far from the verbosity that Shylock exhibited when he raged with “a passion 

so confused, / So strange, outrageous, and so variable,” as recalled in 2.8, or the obstinacy when 
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Shylock tells the Christians “you bought them” of the slaves, here Shylock’s tri-syllabic response 

demonstrates his defeat and resignation to an isolation that is not self-imposed autonomy, but is a 

demonstration of the retaliatory “mercy” of those who force his conversion. Although the Duke 

had earlier described Shylock as “stony,” his lack of tears in Act 4 shows that his passionate 

energy is completely deflated. Rather than having the final word, Shylock finally accepts his own 

powerlessness when he must ask permission to leave the courtroom: “I pray you give me leave to 

go from hence; / I am not well. Send the deed after me / And I will sign it” (4.1.391-93). 

Whereas Adriana’s silence at the end of Comedy of Errors symbolizes her obedience to her 

husband for the sake of the collective unit, Shylock’s silence allows no potential for his own 

optimism at the prospect of social inclusion or even a reunion with his daughter. Adriana’s 

silence is hopeful, as her acceptance of the Christian Stoic precepts will allow her to rebuild her 

identity as part of her family unit. It is clear that the Venetian gentiles are intent on breaking 

down Shylock’s identity rather than helping to build for his future when Gratiano begrudges 

Shylock’s narrow escape from execution. The Christian threatens: “In christening shalt thou have 

two godfathers: / Had I been judge, thou shouldst have had ten more, / To bring thee to the 

gallows, not to the font” (4.1.394-96). 

While the play concludes as a comedy, the legal subplot’s dire unfolding suggests that the 

Christian community’s vision of supporting universal prosperity is impossible. The Christian 

economy in both its financial and juridical forms is not sustainable as a practice because its 

shifting rules about who deserves compassion allow that community to be mercilessly cruel to 

those who refuse to participate in achieving the same social goal. If the Christian economy of 

universal benevolence were sustainable, the converted Shylock would be reunited with his lost 
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daughter, Jessica would desire to be found, and they would share that reunion with the rest of the 

community, like the family reunion of the gossips’ feast in Errors. Instead, Shylock leaves the 

stage, never to be heard from again. It is cruelty that makes Christian compassion greater in 

theory than in practice because the Christian’s very mercy excludes the Jew from the 

community. Indeed, the virtue of compassion is difficult to discern because it has such a strong 

potential to be, as Berlant warns, “ethically false, destructive, [and] sadistic” (7). An early 

modern drama that concludes with the conversion of a Jew cannot in itself be a tragedy because 

the Jew’s soul has been saved. However, the entire Venetian community, “all nations” alike, are 

doomed to bear a festering wound because there is no remorse or new self-understanding on the 

part of either the Jews or the Venetians. As the play shifts from the isolating ending of the legal 

drama of Act 4 to the impressively inclusive Act 5, it is necessary to note Shakespeare’s 

resistance of a perfectly integrating comic conclusion. The scapegoat figure, excluded from the 

community’s compassion, demonstrates the impossible expectation that comedies should be 

absolutely socially unifying and calculates the potentially tragic cost of attempting to conclude 

with that limiting definition of perfection. 
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Chapter 5:  “Since I Have Your Good Leave to go away”: Negotiating and Incorporating 

Desire in The Merchant of Venice 

In Shakespeare’s early comedies such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Love’s Labour’s 

Lost, and The Merchant of Venice, the playwright stages a struggle between the bonds of male 

friendship and the responsibilities that come with adulthood, specifically marriage. In Merchant, 

this struggle is structured through the love triangle between Antonio, Bassanio, and Portia. 

Bassanio shares a “wondrous sensible” bond with Antonio (2.8.49), but he marries Portia, which 

seems to require a dissolution of his emotional ties with Antonio. Alan Sinfield writes that “the 

erotic potential of same-sex love [in the play] is allowed a certain scope, but has to be set aside” 

(“How to Read” 174). I adopt Sinfield’s method of “queering”21 the text by offering a reading of 

the place of male desire from the beginning to the end of the play, and then making a new case 

for Portia’s stake in her own cross-dressing as a lawyer and triumph in the courtroom scene. I 

provide a different outlook than Sinfield regarding the play’s conclusion by arguing for how, 

while cross-dressing and homoerotic desire both pose a threat to the futurity of Bassanio and 

Portia’s family unit, neither gendered or sexual expression is done away with at the end of the 

play. Indeed, rather than positioning Antonio as the play’s second scapegoat, doomed to be 

isolated from his community as a mirror of Shylock in Act 4, I argue that Antonio’s self-sacrifice 

supports Bassanio and Portia’s revised marriage bond in Act Five, as does the promise of 

Portia’s continued subversion of gender roles. The altered bond that is forged after the failure of 

the first marriage bond invests in Antonio’s relationship with Bassanio and Portia’s male gender 

                                                        
21 “Queering the text” is a term that I borrow from Sinfield’s lexicon. For Sinfield’s discussion of this topic, see 
Shakespeare, Authority, Sexuality: Unfinished Business in Cultural Materialism, London: Routledge, 2006. p. 20. 
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expression. It is promising precisely because it accommodates the desires that Bassanio and 

Portia cannot fulfill for each other.   

To read the play through today’s categories of gender and sexuality would force too narrow 

definitions for the experiences about which Shakespeare was writing. When reading this play, it 

is necessary to understand male friendship and sexual desire as a continuum because 

Shakespeare’s writing is a product of “structures of knowledge and structures of power that have 

little to do with twentieth-century sexuality” (Bruce R. Smith, Homosexual Desire 7). With 

regard to this notion of increased fluidity between friendship and desire, I adopt Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick’s terminology of “male homosocial desire.” She writes:  

To draw the ‘homosocial’ back into the orbit of ‘desire,’ of the potentially erotic, then, is to 

hypothesize the potential unbrokenness of a continuum between homosocial and homosexual 

– a continuum whose visibility, for men, in our society is radically disrupted. (1-2) 

Even to call Antonio a “homosexual” would be anachronistic, as Bruce R. Smith states: “No one 

in England during the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries would have thought of himself as ‘gay’ 

or ‘homosexual’ for the simple reason that those categories of self-definition did not exist” 

(Homosexual Desire 12). Instead, by acknowledging the desire that drives the relationship rather 

than sexual activity that may or may not occur, the term “male homosocial desire” will bridge 

this gap in “structures of knowledge” to prevent taking for granted assumptions about how this 

form of attachment was written for the early modern stage.  

It is necessary to use historical phenomenology to analyze Shakespeare’s depiction of 

desire in order to recognize how, in early modern England, homosexuality did not exist as a 

category, but that homosocial desire was “a cross-cultural, transhistorical phenomenon” 
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(Homosexual Desire 12). The humanist culture in which Shakespeare was educated resuscitated 

classical ideas for contemporary application and in this culture, Latin was understood as “the 

public language of male power and the private language of male sexual desire – of homosexual 

desire in particular” (Homosexual Desire 84). For this reason, homosocial desire was a logical 

offshoot of a culture where young men left home to study rhetoric and oratory, eat, and sleep 

side by side with other men. In his guide to humanist education, The Schoolmaster, Roger 

Ascham writes that “John Whitney, a young gentlemen (sic), was my bedfellow, who, willing by 

good nature and provoked by mine advice, began to learn the Latin tongue” (qtd. in Homosexual 

Desire 84); Smith parenthetically notes that “the text – pre-, sub-, and actual – was De Amicitia” 

(Homosexual Desire 84). Cicero’s Laelius on Friendship privileges male friendship as the ideal 

relationship. The orator writes: “friendship is only possible between good men” (“Treatises on 

Friendship and Old Age”).22 In this classical view, male friendship was a superior affective 

connection and one that was impossible to achieve between man and woman or woman and 

woman, because there was something inherent in the male gender that made it superior. A 

humanist himself, Shakespeare staged a struggle between the sexual flexibility of homosocial 

desire privileged in classical philosophy and the courtship plots of Latin New Comedy, which 

coincided with the investment in the community’s future through marriage and procreation.  

Valerie Traub states that “the sex/gender/sexuality system as represented by Shakespeare 

was not continuous, unified, cohesive, or closed, but fractured, unstable, contradictory, open to 

negotiation and resistance” (146). I use Traub’s statement as a starting point for my study of how 

the play’s romance plot depicts desire as indeed “open to negotiation.” As romance hero, 

                                                        
22 I have included italics for emphasis. 
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Bassanio undergoes a series of tests to purge all irresponsibility and prove himself worthy of a 

marriage bond, property ownership, and futurity: the ability to transmit his own capital into the 

future of his family through the production of offspring. Bassanio and Antonio’s homoerotic 

relationship is an obstacle within this romance structure. As I will show, Bassanio’s competing 

desires for Antonio and Portia seem contradictory and impossible to achieve concurrently. This 

becomes evident when the original marriage bond between Bassanio and Portia fails, as it fails to 

negotiate what James M. Bromley calls “alternative forms of relationality” (2). Bassanio’s 

affections are fractured between the forms I have mentioned, whereas Portia negotiates an 

“alternative form of relationality” with herself, yearning to exercise an intellectual identity 

beyond the confines of patriarchal gender norms. These “alternative forms” are essential to the 

fulfillment of these characters’ desires, but they pose a threat to the childbearing promised by the 

marriages that conclude romance plots. While, in one respect, it is impossible to reconcile the 

play’s final scene on account of Bassanio’s infidelity towards both of his lovers, I argue that 

Shakespeare’s conclusion succeeds in supporting marital cohesion between Bassanio and Portia 

precisely because it does not reject Antonio’s claim to Bassanio’s affections, nor Portia’s desire 

to exercise intellectual freedom.  

The profound intimacy between Antonio and Bassanio is manifest in their bodily 

permeability, a shared interiority that Shakespeare often depicts in his married characters.23  

Bassanio tells his friend:  

To you, Antonio 

I owe the most in money and in love,  

                                                        
23 Including the relationship between Adriana and Antipholus, as I discussed in Chapter Three.  
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And from your love I have a warranty  

To unburden all my plots and purposes  

How to get clear of all the debts I owe. (1.1.129-33) 

Shakespeare intermeshes the financial and erotic registers of “debts” and “love” in this speech to 

depict a bond in which Antonio owns Bassanio. Bassanio seeks to “get clear” of his debt by 

entering a relationship that will allow him to acquire his own fortunes to invest for his own 

“purposes.” The closeness of their relationship is threatened when Bassanio pledges to leave 

Venice in pursuit of “a lady richly left” (1.1.160). When Antonio opens the play with the line, 

“In sooth I know not why I am so sad” (1.1.1), his illusive sadness arises, I suggest, from the 

knowledge that Bassanio is coming to meet with him to discuss how to get out of Antonio’s debt 

and thereby his possession. Salarino infers that Antonio’s dark mood is caused by anxiety for his 

own fortunes, which are invested in mercantile ventures currently at sea: “My wind cooling my 

broth / Would blow me to an ague when I thought / What harm a wind too great might do at sea” 

(1.1.22-24). He could be correct: Antonio’s mercantile ventures are dependent on the uncertain 

fortunes of the high seas, so he does not presently have the money to continue independently 

supporting Bassanio’s ventures, thus making him seek help elsewhere. Because Antonio does not 

articulate the source of his melancholy, Bassanio’s companions then identify Antonio’s 

melancholy as lovesickness: “Why then, you are in love” (1.1.46). Antonio interrupts with the 

exclamation, “Fie, Fie!” (1.1.46), but his barely verbal response does not provide an explicit 

answer. His reserve is worth considering. Gratiano insinuates Antonio’s surprising discretion 

when he asks: “Why should a man whose blood is warm within / Sit like his grandsire cut in 

alabaster?” (1.1.83-84), and I suggest that Antonio grapples with the call of his “warm” blood 
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because it influences him to pursue avenues to maintain his bond with Bassanio when Bassanio 

has indicated a desire to marry Portia. As his companion prepares to depart from his proximity 

and, Antonio fears, their relationship, Antonio’s blood shifts from “warm” to a melancholic cold 

that Gratiano compares to the stony “alabaster.” Antonio’s short sentences and shorter temper 

demonstrate the melancholic “coldness” of the humours that embody his sorrowful passions in 

response to Bassanio’s departure. 

Antonio seeks to invest in Bassanio’s future because even if that future means losing their 

proximity, the debt will maintain Antonio’s bond of ownership. His self-sacrifice in the face of 

his own potential financial miscarriage demonstrates Antonio’s ongoing struggle to overcome his 

own limitations compared to Portia’s financial abundance and physical fertility as a young 

woman marrying a young man. Antonio’s struggle is evident when he pledges himself to 

Bassanio in vain substitution for the futurity that he cannot offer. He declares: “My purse, my 

person, my extremest means/ Lie all unlocked to your occasions” (1.1.137-38). Antonio’s 

sadness is likely influenced by the reality that his “purse,” both in the erotic and the financial 

sense, is insufficient to bind himself to Bassanio in futurity. He demonstrates this awareness of 

his bodily insufficiency when he offers his “purse,” symbolizing “the scrotum” (“purse, n.” def. 

7a), to Bassanio. When Antonio spars with Shylock, however, he provides his own proof that a 

purse cannot, or should not, be able to multiply with another purse. He deems the multiplication 

of money unnatural and immoral:  

A thing not in [Jacob’s] power to bring to pass, 

But swayed and fashioned by the hand of heaven. 
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Was this inserted to make interest good? 

Or is your gold and silver ewes and rams? (1.3.84-88) 

Through Shakespeare’s intermeshing of financial and erotic registers we see how Antonio 

struggles with physical limitations preventing his complete devotion to Bassanio. Antonio claims 

that Shylock’s Jewish morality allows him to equivocate the natural multiplication of animals 

with what Christians believe is the unnatural multiplication of a “purse” of money. When 

Antonio offers his “purse,” he is attempting to compete against Portia’s “ring,” a symbol of a 

different kind of erotic possibility. The difference between a “purse” and a “ring” is that while 

the former offers sterility, the latter is an image of sexual ownership. The ring symbolizes both 

the gateway to Portia’s womb and the fertility of that currently empty space. Whereas Antonio’s 

scrotum cannot reproduce with Bassanio’s, the vagina that Portia’s “ring” represents welcomes 

the potential for reproductive futurity and the transmission of the fortunes of Belmont to future 

generations. This would allow Bassanio to support his openhandedness24 with the shared 

fortunes at his disposal, rather than his shared debt. When Bassanio comes to request a financial 

investment from Antonio to help him reach Belmont, the merchant tells Bassanio: “Thou know'st 

that all my fortunes are at sea; / Neither have I money nor commodity / To raise a present sum” 

(1.1.176-78). Yet, Antonio decides to bind himself to Shylock, putting himself in further debt in 

order to support the ventures of the already-indebted Bassanio. Neither Christian has the money 

at his disposal, but Antonio’s willingness to forfeit a pound of his own flesh to the Jew for three 

                                                        
24 Bassanio tells Antonio of the generosity that has driven him into debt: 

'Tis not unknown to you, Antonio, 
How much I have disabled mine estate 
By something showing a more swelling port 
Than my faint means would grant continuance. (1.1.121-24) 
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thousand ducats towards Bassanio’s suit signifies Antonio’s self-sacrifice for the sake of his 

devotion to Bassanio. When Antonio binds himself to Shylock, he pledges his own flesh in 

substitution for the “one flesh”25 of marriage that he and Bassanio can never share.  

 Like Antonio’s melancholy awareness of the shortcomings of his male anatomy, Portia 

expresses her own feelings of suffering over the limits of her sex. These limits are imposed by 

patriarchal biases about gender: what women are presumed to be constitutionally capable or 

incapable of performing. When Portia laments, “my little body is aweary of this great world” 

(1.2.1-2), her weariness arises from the confinement of her agile mind, struggling with the social 

limitations on the female sex. Shakespeare depicts Portia as clever from the start, showing that 

she has an intellect perfectly capable of being cultivated through the same methods as educated 

men. She proves the sharpness of her intellect through her philosophical responses to Nerissa’s 

off-hand quips. Portia states:  

If to do were as easy as to know what were good to do, chapels had been churches, and 

poor men’s cottages princes’ palaces. It is a good divine that follows his own 

instructions; I can easier teach twenty what were good to be done, than be one of the 

twenty to follow mine own teaching. (1.2.11-15) 

Portia refers to “his own instructions” even though they are “her own”: this expression is her way 

of showing that she thinks in a way that only men are given credit for. She knows that she is 

intelligent because, unlike the many suitors who fail in the casket test because they are not 

insightful readers, Portia demonstrates a yearning to invest in her own intellectual life. Because 

                                                        
25 “For this cause shall a man leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they ‘twain shall be one 
flesh” (Eph. 5.31).   
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Portia is devoid of the opportunity to publicly express that intellect by “teach[ing] twenty,” her 

opening lines mirror Antonio’s sadness.  

Portia is the princess of the romance genre: she is locked away in Belmont until a suitor 

can retrieve her, yet so many of her suitors are intellectually incapable of doing so. The casket 

test was devised by Portia’s father, who effectively imprisons Portia at Belmont until she is 

retrieved in order to marry the test’s victor. Playing on the Senex iratus character type, the 

father’s final demand does not prevent Portia from marrying, but serves as the blocking figure 

that prevents her from independently pursuing her yearning for knowledge. Although she 

struggles against the casket test, it is designed to limit her suitors to men with wits sharp enough 

to match her own. The test may be beneficial in narrowing the suitors to the least ridiculous of 

the bunch, but it also restricts Portia’s control over her own desires and their influence on her 

marriage prospects. No matter how well-intentioned her father was in designing the test, the 

process nonetheless implies that, as a woman, Portia is incapable of making a prudent decision of 

how to manage her body and her family’s fortunes. She expresses feelings of claustrophobia over 

her symbolic entombment by the casket test, telling Nerissa:  

…a hot temper leaps o’er a cold decree -- …O me, the word ‘choose’! I may neither 

choose who I would, nor refuse who I dislike, so is the will of a living daughter curbed by 

the will of a dead father. Is it not hard, Nerissa, that I cannot choose one nor refuse none? 

(1.2.16-22) 

The caskets that contain Portia’s freedom simultaneously restrict her agency. No matter how 

much she yearns to “choose” or “refuse” the person with whom she will bind herself, she is 

unable to because the legal system does not recognize her intellectual capacity. Despite Portia’s 
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father’s attempt to choose the “best” husband for her, like Antonio, she is “cut in alabaster.” She 

struggles against her inability to influence her prospects, suspended in the will of a man who 

does not live and therefore should not be capable of having desires.26 Unlike Antonio, however, 

Portia does not leave her companion to speculate on the meaning of her sorrow.27 In the private 

space of Belmont, Portia speaks at greater length about this struggle to marry without exercising 

her own choice in the matter. She symbolizes her own claustrophobic burial in her father’s “cold 

decree,” her temper “hot” with the disappointment that she has no control over her own future, 

even though her mind remains lively as her father’s body grows cold. Portia’s complaint over a 

“hot temper” demonstrates her desire to pursue intellectually meaningful experiences outside of 

the marital commitments that await her.  

Portia’s portion is out of circulation: it promises tremendous monetary value, but is 

valueless until the winner of the casket test claims her hand in marriage. When evaluating her 

suitors, Portia claims: “I had rather be married to a death’s head with a bone in his mouth than to 

either of these” (1.2.42-43). Her language expresses this spirit of suspension: her desires are 

buried while the will of her dead father lives on. Portia’s struggle against the burial of her 

desires, only to be bound in responsibility towards the family she must produce, is indicative of 

                                                        
26 I dedicate my first chapter on Twelfth Night to this topic of suspension within the moment of the deaths of fathers 
and brothers. Whereas Viola and Olivia seem to be suspended in the trauma of their losses, Portia does not dwell in 
her losses, but in the consequences of her father’s will that lives on.  
27 Smith notes:  

We realize all the more what is not being said [in 1.1] when we shift in Scene 2 from Venice to Belmont, 
from city to country, from an all-male world to an all-female world, and hear the play’s two heroines talk to 
one another about love in a direct, easy way the men cannot manage. (Homosexual Desire 68) 

Whereas Antonio’s “Fie!” attempts to push his companions out of his company to allow for a private audience with 
the object of his desire, Portia is in no rush to appear before the suitors that she has not chosen, and uses that time to 
protest the social controls that restrict her from pursuing her own desires.  
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Lee Edelman’s argument about abstract future offspring for whom people make great sacrifices 

at the expense of their own present happiness. Edelman writes:  

That figural Child alone embodies the citizen as an ideal, entitled to claim full rights to its 

future share in the nation’s good, although always at the cost of limiting the rights “real” 

citizens are allowed. (11) 

Portia’s sarcastic comments about her suitors in 1.228 symbolize her token, but futile, resistance 

to being imprisoned by her father’s desires rather than pursue a future of her own choosing. She 

expresses no hope in the prospect of a worthy victor of the casket test until Bassanio arrives at 

Belmont. Nerissa enthusiastically expresses her own attraction to him, telling Portia: “He of all 

the men that ever my foolish eyes looked upon was the best deserving a fair lady” (1.2.96-97). 

Portia agrees, saying, “I remember him well, and I remember him worthy of thy praise,” and 

consenting to “see / Quick Cupid’s post that comes so mannerly” (2.9.98-99). Portia’s utterances 

show more reserve than her friend’s effusions, as her desires are limited to hopes for a man more 

“mannerly” than the suitors she scornfully surveys in Act 1, Scene 2. Her intention to “see” if 

Bassanio is “worthy of praise” shows less erotic inclination and more desire to see if Bassanio’s 

response to the casket test will show that his “manners” are compatible with her own.  

Portia’s desires are focused on exercising her intellect. Despite her struggles with her 

inability to “choose nor refuse” her spouse, she expresses undeniable joy at Bassanio’s success in 

the casket test. In an aside, she reflects privately: 

O love, be moderate; allay thy ecstasy, 

                                                        
28 For example, she jokes with Nerissa that the “young baron of England” disguises his lack of originality with 
cultural appropriation: “I think he bought his doublet in Italy, his round hose in France, his bonnet in Germany, and 
his behaviour everywhere” (1.2.54-62). 
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In measure rain thy joy, scant this excess!   

I feel too much thy blessing: make it less, 

For fear I surfeit. (3.2.111-14) 

Shakespeare’s use of an aside suggests that he is portraying Portia’s sincere, unbridled assent to 

the match. Her expressions are effusive: “rash,” “doubtful,” “ecsta[tic],” and “joy[ful]”; they 

show that she does indeed feel affinity towards Bassanio, and that his clever victory influences 

her “love” for him. This indicates her appreciation of Bassanio’s compatible “manners” as 

proven by his successful answers to her father’s riddles. However, these feelings of affinity are 

not necessarily rooted in sexual attachment, but are indicative of Portia’s joy at the “blessing” of 

freedom from the test that entombed her desire. 

Portia uses the marriage bond as an opportunity to advance her own desire for intellectual 

freedom. Despite her initial resistance to this means of selecting her spouse, Bassanio’s clever 

deductions during the casket test rouse Portia’s desire on the basis that her wit could find happy 

partnership with his. She sees cleverness in Bassanio and begins to reveal her own desire for 

intellectual fulfilment, but only in terms that maintain Bassanio’s position of power over her. She 

tells him:  

…the full sum of me 

Is sum of something: which to term in gross 

Is an unlessoned girl, unschooled, unpractised; 

Happy in this, she is not yet so old 

But she may learn; happier than this, 

She is not bred so dull but she can learn; 
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Happiest of all is that her gentle spirit 

Commits itself to yours to be directed 

As from her lord, her governor, her king. (3.2.157-65) 

Portia’s self-deprecation about her intellectual capacity here is intentionally exaggerated, as 

proven by her earlier witty remarks towards Nerissa in private. In the above speech, Portia 

manipulates Bassanio into being complicit in fulfilling her desire for intellectual liberty. She 

repeats the word “learn,” which expresses a yearning to develop her intellect with the freedom 

held by men. Her use of the word “governor” implies the early modern definition of “a man 

placed in charge of a young man's education” (“governor, n” def. 2.b.). In using this term, Portia 

postures herself as subordinate in order to benefit from on Bassanio’s benevolence as “her 

governor,” one who has the intellectual capacity of the male sex and the exclusive power to 

enable her to become “much better.” By removing her education as a threat to Bassanio’s 

mastery as “governor” of the household, Portia subordinates her own intelligence in order to gain 

the freedom to cultivate it further.  

Negotiating with Bassanio’s authority as husband and partaker in her fortunes, Portia 

subtly shifts the power from Bassanio to herself. Through Portia’s offer of the “full sum of me,” 

Shakespeare rhetorically links Portia’s pledge of both her body and her financial means with 

Shylock’s justification of usury based on the allegory of the “fulsome ewe” that multiplies 

through natural procreation (1.3.68-82). Marc Shell observes that “a fertile ewe, unlike a 

monetary principal, needs a potent ram to generate offspring” (74); however, the potent ram is 

also powerless without an ewe to impregnate. In order for Bassanio’s fortunes to multiply, Portia 

reminds him, he must procreate with her. This is a natural extension of the genital symbolism 
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carried by the ring, and shows that the ring represents not only sexual pleasure, but also 

procreation. Shakespeare links bodily permeability culminating in childbirth with the financial 

permeability between Portia and Bassanio when they bind themselves to each other in marriage. 

If Bassanio loses or gives away her ring, she threatens, “Let it presage the ruin of your love, / 

And be my vantage to exclaim on you” (3.2.173-74). Because the ring also represents the 

chastity protecting the genitals that will bear Bassanio’s children, Portia’s “exclamation” implies 

her potential refusal to share his marriage bed, which would likewise prevent the transmission of 

their shared fortunes from generation to generation. In what began as a speech of subordination, 

Portia shifts the power structure to claim her own agency in the marriage bond. This shift reveals 

Portia’s emerging feelings of empowerment as a result of her liberation from the casket test. 

Although she could not “choose” or “refuse” the man to win her ring and the womb it represents, 

Portia assumes her own agency by declaring that the symbol of “traditional wifely submission” 

(Abate 291) that she has given to Bassanio is nonetheless hers to take away. 

As husband and hero of the romance plot, Bassanio gains power over Portia’s estate. He 

recognizes that he is beholden to Portia for her role as the person who delivers these fortunes to 

his disposal, as their marriage vows transform him from a man in debt to a man of fortune. He 

expresses his gratitude, saying:   

Madam, you have bereft me of all words. 

Only my blood speaks to you in my veins, 

And there is such confusion in my powers 

As after some oration fairly spoke 

By a belovèd prince there doth appear 
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Among the buzzing, pleasèd multitude, 

Where every something being blent together 

Turns to a wild of nothing, save of joy 

Expressed and not expressed. (3.2.175-85) 

Even though he is newly wealthy, Bassanio responds to Portia in terms of lack. His feelings on 

the occasion of his betrothal are not simple, but “unstable, contradictory, and open to 

negotiation.” By verbalizing his speechlessness, Bassanio shows that he is not indeed “bereft…of 

all words,” but is undergoing an emotional shift that is not supported by conspicuous physical 

evidence. Bassanio calls on his own speechlessness to “express” his joy in uniting with Portia, 

but his speech nonetheless represents his troubled state. What he leaves deliberately “not 

expressed” is this destabilizing factor: the affinity for Antonio that he seems unable to forget, 

even as he seeks to get out of his debt. It is Bassanio’s emotional “confusion,” which I suggest is 

his lingering homoerotic passion, that betrays the instability of his marriage bond from the 

moment of their betrothal. 

Bassanio’s desire for Antonio is not replaced by the bonds of marriage, nor the physical 

distance between them. The “unexpressed” “wild of nothing” that Bassanio speaks of is his 

desire for Antonio, which must come to “nothing” as a result of their physical inability to 

reproduce; Bassanio knows that “nothing” can be created from sharing “purses” without the 

necessary “ring.” Shakespeare magnifies these contradictory desires by situating Bassanio’s 

desire in relief with Gratiano’s. When Gratiano announces his own engagement to Nerissa, 

Bassanio declares, “Our feast shall be much honoured in your marriage” (3.2.212). His response 

is mannered, attending to the marriage ritual rather than the sexual event that necessarily follows. 
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Gratiano, by contrast, is focused on the reproductive potential of consummation, challenging 

Bassanio: “We’ll play with them the first boy for a thousand ducats” (3.2.213-14). Gratiano’s 

bawdy joke gestures towards a patriarchal dominance in which sexual reproduction is the 

privilege and priority of men, a responsibility that should be undertaken with joy. Bassanio 

conceals his contradictory desires by focusing on the legal responsibilities of marriage rather 

than his sexual duty. Gratiano’s jibe poses a reminder that words are insufficient: the bond is 

only official when it is consummated.  

 Despite Gratiano’s taunting reminder of the socially-sanctioned task of newlyweds, it is 

important to recognize that Portia and Bassanio do not consummate their marriage. This is due to 

Salerio’s arrival immediately following the vow exchange with a message from Antonio. 

Bassanio’s speechlessness towards the contents of Antonio’s letter contrasts with his verbosity 

only moments earlier with Portia. Here, he does not verbalize his emotions; they are manifest in 

his actual rather than self-professed speechlessness, as well as an abrupt change in countenance. 

Portia notices this physical embodiment of his grief and says: 

There are some shrewd contents in yond same paper 

That steals the colour from Bassanio’s cheek: 

Some dear friend dead, else nothing in the world 

Could turn so much the constitution 

Of any constant man. (3.2.242-46) 

When Portia suggests that only death could “turn so much the constitution / Of any constant 

man,” she begins to recognize the instability in her own relationship on account of Bassanio’s 

“constancy” towards Antonio. Although Bassanio had told Portia, “Only my blood speaks to you 
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in my veins” (3.2.176), it is clear that his blood is not closed off to Antonio. The fact that 

Antonio’s worries can drain the blood from Bassanio’s face reveals the enduring strength of their 

shared interiority, even with Bassanio stepping out of Venice and into an alternative bond that 

can repay his debts.29 This sudden affective shift shows Portia that Bassanio requites Antonio’s 

desire.  

 Despite the fact that Antonio is a competitor for Bassanio’s affections, Portia directs all 

of her resources into saving his life. Discovering the three thousand ducat debt, she responds:  

What, no more? 

Pay him six thousand, and deface the bond. 

Double six thousand, and then treble that, 

Before a friend of this description  

Shall lose a hair through Bassanio's fault. (3.2.297-301) 

Although Portia and Bassanio are invested in the futurity of their own household, Portia’s 

declaration exemplifies her sense of universal responsibility. Whereas it is against the values of 

the Christian community to charge usury on a loan, Portia is willing to pay many times over in 

order to ensure the safety of her husband’s passions through the safety of the friend with whom 

he shares all debts. Demonstrating a love that gives exponentially rather than taking calculatedly, 

the inclusivity of Portia’s speech makes Belmont a foil to Shylock’s exclusive concern for the 

wellbeing of his own household. Because Portia has the money to spare and she knows that she 

must be bound as Bassanio’s, she sees it as her responsibility to encourage Bassanio to use that 

                                                        
29 Bassanio’s immediate participation with Antonio’s suffering through this shift in countenance lies in direct 
contrast with the instances of “out-facing” that I have mentioned elsewhere in this dissertation. I will continue to 
revisit this image to gain perspective of different characters’ insistence or denial of belonging to a particular social 
unit. 
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money and pay the debt that was originally his “fault,” but is now shared by both of them. When 

Portia continues with “First go with me to church, and call me wife, / And then away to Venice 

to your friend!” (3.2.302-03), she offers her ring to Bassanio in order to forge this growing circle 

of mutual responsibility, but also to remind him that their future together must become his 

priority. 

What marks Bassanio’s desire to rush to Antonio’s side as threatening of his marriage 

bond is that it is strong enough to halt his pursuit of futurity with Portia. Bassanio’s deus ex 

machina arrives onstage long before Portia appears in the courtroom to save Antonio’s life: 

Salerio’s arrival in the seconds following the ring pledge saves Bassanio from physically 

initiating futurity with Portia. Regaining composure after reading Antonio’s letter, Bassanio 

expresses feelings contradictory to his words of devotion to Portia, telling her: “I have engaged 

myself to a dear friend” (3.2.200). Portia reacts to Bassanio’s split affinity not with anger or 

shame, but with magnanimity. She insists on Bassanio’s departure through the imperative, 

“Come away, / For you shall hence upon your wedding day” (3.2.309-10) – so long as Bassanio 

will first “go with me to church and call me wife.” Rather than being eager to consummate his 

marriage, Bassanio quickly assents to her suggestion of aborting their wedding night. He tells 

Portia: “Since I have your good leave to go away, / I will make haste” (3.2.321-22). Bassanio 

focuses on Portia’s “good leave” in order to tactfully displace his own desire to absent himself. 

Nonetheless, he makes his desire to protect Antonio conspicuous in the following line, saying 

that he will “make haste.” Bassanio shows a greater sense of urgency towards Antonio’s 

immediate physical and emotional needs than Portia’s. What results is that the marriage bond is 

binding in words but not in sexual action, without which it is not actually binding at all. 
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Bassanio’s abandonment of Portia demonstrates the instability of their marriage bond. He 

closes the scene by saying: “till I come again / No bed shall e’er be guilty of my stay / Nor rest 

be interposer ‘twixt us twain” (3.2.322-24). At first glance, Bassanio seems to be vowing to 

return to Portia’s bed to consummate the marriage. However, considering that he has just 

completed reading Antonio’s letter, I attest that Bassanio’s assertion, “No bed shall e’er be guilty 

of my stay / Nor rest be interposer ‘twixt us twain” should be understood as a distracted aside 

directed towards Antonio, rather than Portia. The “rest” that Bassanio rejects is every moment or 

person that “interposes” between himself and his reunion with Antonio. The threatening 

“interposer,” then, is Portia, the one with whom Bassanio will not allow himself to “rest” until 

Antonio is out of danger. This ambiguity is highlighted by the fact that Bassanio does not 

confirm his own “stay” in Portia’s “bed” by immediately claiming her maidenhead and 

potentially impregnating her. His urgency to save his friend appears to overpower any urgency to 

consummate his marriage. This confirms Bromley’s assertion that early modern plays serve not 

to unilaterally privilege heterosexual desire, but rather to “raise questions about marriage as a 

locus of affection by persistently mourning the friendship that marriage would replace” (10). 

It is surprising that a wife would assent to being abandoned on her wedding night, her 

own fecundity resisted in favor of “the friendship that marriage would replace.” Indeed, it is 

noteworthy that Portia herself is vehement that Bassanio leave Belmont before they consummate 

their marriage. We can compare her reaction to Adriana’s in The Comedy of Errors: Adriana is 

so fearful for her marriage bond that she locks the wrong Antipholus into her home. In Merchant, 

instead of begging her husband to stay, Portia tells Bassanio: “never shall you lie by Portia’s side 

/With an unquiet soul” (3.2.304-05). By saying “never,” she, too, is complicit in the indefinite 
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delay of their consummation. Her desire for her husband to sleep “by Portia’s side” lacks the 

sexual suggestion of Bassanio’s apostrophe to Antonio, that “nor rest be interposer ‘twixt us 

twain.” “‘Twixt” is a word that suggests interconnectedness, a bond of intertwined bodies and 

emotions, whereas Portia’s vision of her marriage bed is symbolic of her desire for equal status 

in the marriage: contributing “side” by “side,” rather than endorsing male dominance and female 

subordination. Portia demonstrates her own sexual detachment from Bassanio, showing that she 

privileges their partnership of minds above their partnership of bodies. 

Whereas Sinfield claims that “the seriousness of the love between Antonio and Bassanio 

is manifest, above all, in Portia’s determination to contest it” (“How to Read” 164), I argue that 

Portia’s approval of Bassanio’s devotion to Antonio is apparent through her own demand that he 

marries her, but leaves Belmont before consummating the marriage. Portia’s demand that 

Bassanio leaves Belmont on their wedding night shows a conspicuous lack of erotic attachment 

on her part. Lorenzo takes note of this, telling her: “You have a noble and a true conceit / Of 

god-like amity, which appears most strongly / In bearing thus the absence of your lord” (3.4.2-

4).30 Lorenzo’s wording suggests that she “bears” Bassanio’s absence confirms the public 

perception that it is indeed a sexual rejection, and one that Portia could reasonably react to 

negatively, without deserving blame. Portia qualifies her magnanimity, saying: 

…for in companions 

That do converse and waste the time together, 

Whose souls do bear an equal yoke of love, 

                                                        
30 In the “quality of mercy” speech, Portia tells Shylock that mercy “is an attribute to God himself / And earthly 
power doth then show likest God’s / When mercy seasons justice” (4.1.191-93). Her “god-like amity” in 3.4 
exemplifies the free-flow mercy that she expects of Shylock.  
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There must be needs a like proportion 

Of lineaments, of manners, and of spirit; 

Which makes me think that this Antonio, 

Being the bosom lover of my lord, 

Must needs be like my lord. (3.4.11-17) 

Portia speaks of Antonio’s relationship with Bassanio as one would refer to a married couple. 

Suggesting that the two male souls “do bear an equal yoke of love,” she acknowledges her 

husband’s interior bond with Antonio, even though she has herself exchanged vows to share 

Bassanio’s “yoke.” By saying, “Being the bosom lover of my lord, / [Antonio] Must needs be 

like my lord,” Portia implies that, by virtue of overlapping bonds and permeability between 

partners, Antonio’s debts become hers to resolve. Through Portia’s words, Shakespeare 

continues to establish the spirit of Belmont as a foil to Shylock’s household. Rather than 

focusing her resources exclusively on herself, Portia sets an example that the suffering of the 

community impacts her home, and that she has the power and responsibility to resolve the 

conflict. 

By assenting to the indefinite delay of consummation, Portia takes advantage of her 

single opportunity to experience an alternative form of relationality with herself. First, it is 

necessary to examine her stakes in her determined resignation of her wedding night, so different 

from Adriana’s desperation in the face of Antipholus’s potential infidelity.31 Once Portia is 

                                                        
31 Adriana begs the wrong Antipholus:  

Ah, do not tear away thyself from me; 
For know, my love, as easy mayst thou fall 
A drop of water in the breaking gulf, 
And take unmingled thence that drop again 
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married, she is free of the casket test. Her joy in this freedom shows that she is not primarily 

invested in futurity, but is intent on seeking particular opportunities in the moments after the 

vows but before consummation, the space of greatest empowerment for women because her 

husband has not yet burdened her with the responsibilities of motherhood. Rather than being the 

princess rescued from the tower by her future husband, Portia leaves Belmont under her own 

momentum. When she assumes the mantle of Balthazar, the young lawyer sent to offer counsel 

on the trial between Antonio and Shylock, she seizes an opportunity to publicly perform her 

considerable intellectual capacity. While it is customary to explore Portia’s cross-dressing in 

terms of her own sexual desire or jealousy, I would suggest that it indicates a desire that is not 

sexual, but intellectual. By inverting her sex through cross-dressing, Portia explores the social 

opportunities from which she, as a woman, is restricted. Her desire for intellectual liberty 

resonates in Act 3, Scene 2, when she says: “She is not bred so dull but she can learn.” Portia 

denounces dullness in favor of intellectual pursuits; even in that speech of self-deprecation, she 

reveals a determination to intellectually better herself beyond the socially-constructed limits of 

her gender. Instead of being silent and obedient to the whims of her father and husband, Portia 

seizes the opportunity to be public and active, privileges of men. Her desire is reflected in her 

decision to immediately leave the privacy of Belmont not for the silence and obedience of 

monastic life,32 but for Venice, widely known as one of the most cosmopolitan cities in early 

modern Europe.  

The Venetian courtroom is a setting that unites Portia’s desire for the freedom male 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

Without addition or diminishing, 
As take from me thyself, and not me too. (Comedy of Errors, 2.2.127-32) 

32 Portia declares that while Bassanio returns to Venice, she will occupy her time “stray[ing] about / By holy crosses 
where she kneels and prays/ For happy wedlock hours” (5.1.30-32). 
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gender roles allow with her desire for the public expression of her intellect. Jesting with Nerissa, 

Portia claims that she will “speak of ‘frays / Like a fine bragging youth; and tell quaint lies / 

How honorable ladies sought my love” (3.4.68-70). Whereas early modern notions of female 

virtue were structured on chastity, silence, and obedience, Portia cherishes the opportunity to 

“brag,” the opposite of the silence she would adopt as a respectable wife of means. Her desire to 

“tell quaint lies, / How honorable ladies sought my love” shows her familiarity with conventional 

expressions of heterosexual desire. Rather than revealing a homoerotic desire to have ladies seek 

her love, these words point to Portia’s desire for agency over her own body, to “choose” and 

“refuse” her own sexual partner. When Nerissa asks, “Why, shall we turn to men?”, Portia chides 

her with: “Fie, what a question’s that, / If thou wert near a lewd interpreter!” (3.4.78-80). Like 

Antonio’s “Fie! Fie!”, Portia’s “Fie” is an exclamation of both deflection and assent. She does 

not explicitly confirm or deny her desire to “turn to men” because that would render her unchaste 

and un-silent by the “lewd interpreters” of public opinion.33 By mirroring Portia and Antonio’s 

terms of deflection, Shakespeare depicts an ongoing negotiation between desire and the limits 

imposed by a socially constructed reality. 

Portia’s desire for intellectual improvement is manifest in the letter she has Doctor 

Bellario send to the court. Writing Portia into the male privilege that she cannot enjoy as a 

woman, the letter says:  

                                                        
33 In early modern comedies, identity is partially constructed by public opinion. We see this in The Comedy of 
Errors when Balthazar tells Antipholus of Ephesus:  

Have patience, Sir. O, let it not be so! 
Herein you war against your reputation, 
And draw within the compass of suspect 
Th’unviolated honour of your wife. (3.1.86-89) 

Accordingly, in The Merchant of Venice, public opinion of one spouse has consequences on the reputation of the 
other.  
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…we turned o’er many books together; he is furnished with my opinion which, bettered 

with his own learning, the greatness whereof I cannot enough commend, comes with him 

at my importunity, to fill up your grace’s request in my stead. (4.1.154-58) 

By crediting the learning of her male alter ego, Portia lives her fantasy of a masculine self that 

has the privilege of being “lessoned” by reading “many books.” As a woman, her legal opinion is 

not valued to the extent that Bassanio would ask her to join him in the courtroom to defend 

Antonio. As Balthazar, however, Portia can establish a reputation for herself that she is not only 

as intelligent as Bellario, but that Bellario’s ideas are “bettered with [Balthazar/Portia’s] own 

learning.” More than stating her intelligence, Portia proves her intellectual capacity when she 

entraps Shylock. She tells the Jew: 

For it appears by manifest proceeding 

That indirectly, and directly too, 

Thou hast contrived against the very life 

Of the defendant… (4.1.354-57) 

Portia demonstrates a convincing knowledge of the law, despite the intellectual limits imposed 

by gendered social norms. Her facility with legal jargon and command of the laws in support of 

Antonio’s case show that she genuinely has read legal books, books that were presumably 

available in the home library of her gentleman father. Although Portia had lamented that her 

body was “aweary,” it is clear that she has long been strengthening her mind. Yet, despite the 

availability of public knowledge to disempowered subjects at Belmont, this is not enough for 

Portia: she needs to exercise her intellect in a masculine space where it can be heard and heeded.  
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By disguising herself as a man, Portia negotiates her desire to live as a more authentic 

version of herself. It is evident that this desire is fulfilled when she triumphs over what her male 

self can accomplish. Her joy is so strong that she refuses gifts in return for her legal victory, 

telling the unassuming Antonio and Bassanio:  

He is well paid that is well satisfied; 

And I delivering you am satisfied 

And therein do account myself well paid; 

My mind was never yet more mercenary. (4.1.411-14) 

Portia declares her mind “mercenary” for intellectual freedom. A mercenary is a person “whose 

actions are motivated primarily by personal gain, often at the expense of ethics” (“mercenary, n” 

def. 1.2), so while Portia is in the Venetian courtroom in order to deliver a trusted opinion on the 

ethics of the flesh bond, the ethics that she defies are the ones against cross-dressing.34 Portia is 

unrepentant for this breach in ethics because of her great personal gain in the courtroom: the 

fulfilment of her desire. Her proud “I am satisfied” as Balthazar demonstrates a noticeable shift 

from Portia’s openly dissatisfied opening lines: “My little body is aweary of this great world.” 

This shift from a “weary” body to a “satisfied” mind indicates that Portia enjoys intellectual 

stimulation as rewarding in and of itself. Shakespeare, in writing a character that is finally able to 

pursue her own version of freedom, represents Portia’s public victory as potentially more 

fulfilling than the private victory of conceiving a child on her wedding night.  

                                                        
34 I call them defied ethics rather than broken laws because, as Traub notes: “Although there was no English law 
against cross-dressing (as there was in France), from at least 1580 on, women wearing ‘masculine’ attire were 
regularly castigated from pulpits and by pamphlets” (110).  
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 Portia resumes her female role, yet her pride in being a champion of her own desires 

remains as she re-negotiates the terms of what began as a flawed and incomplete marriage bond 

with Bassanio. She admonishes Bassanio for giving away her ring, and demonstrates a self-

possession that contrasts with her self-deprecation in Act 3. Portia tells her husband:  

If you had known the virtue of the ring, 

Or half her worthiness that gave the ring, 

Or your own honour to contain the ring, 

You would not then have parted with the ring. (5.1.199-203) 

At the beginning of the play, Bassanio claimed that the “wide world” was not “ignorant of her 

worth” (1.1.166); her eager male suitors, symbolic of the patriarchal social order, generate this 

public opinion. Portia’s rebuke of Bassanio shows how her cross-dressing experience allows her 

to recognize rather than repress her own self-value. After assuming a masculine form through her 

public performance of intellect, Portia develops a newfound determination to defend her value as 

a person who deserves to be treated with respect, regardless of whether her husband desires her 

sexually.  

Portia is not fighting for Bassanio’s exclusive affection. She is not threatened by the 

strength of his interior bond with Antonio; the two need not compete because Bassanio’s actions 

make it clear who he desires most. In the courtroom, the men make their bond even more 

evident, spurning discretion in ignorance of Portia’s presence. In this moment of dramatic 

intensity, Bassanio declares his love for Antonio:  

I am married to a wife 

Which is as dear to me as life itself; 
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But life itself, my wife, and all the world, 

Are not with me esteemed above thy life. 

I would lose all, ay, sacrifice them all 

Here to this devil, to deliver you. (4.1.278-83) 

By telling the court that his wife’s life is worth less to him than Antonio’s, Bassanio publicly 

privileges his interior bond with Antonio. He implies that the sacrifice of his friend is too high an 

emotional cost to be worth the financial rewards of pledging himself eternally to a woman who 

can settle his debts. Bassanio refuses to privilege the “figural Child” over the demands of the 

present, and he attempts to protect Antonio by “hazard[ing] all he hath.”35 In offering “all the 

world” in sacrifice to Shylock, Bassanio rhetorically attempts to compensate for Antonio’s 

“hazarding” of his own uncertain fortunes. Antonio’s empty purse forced him to default on his 

loan: he is the “tainted wether of the flock” (4.1.114) that is saved by the “potent ram.” This 

potency, however, is located in Bassanio’s marriage bond with the “fulsome ewe,” Portia. 

Bassanio’s heated decree is his pledge to protect his bond with Antonio, showing that his chief 

desire is for an indefinite union with his friend, at both the figurative and literal expense of his 

marriage with Portia. 

If the courtroom scene represents Bassanio’s quasi-proposal to Antonio, their subsequent 

moments together symbolize something akin to an exchange of wedding vows, vows which only 

add to the instability of Bassanio’s already incomplete marriage bond with Portia. Antonio 

convinces Bassanio to relinquish Portia’s ring to the lawyer in order to physically represent his 

vow to sacrifice “life itself, my wife, and all the world” in return for Antonio’s release. He tests 

                                                        
35 The lead casket warns: “Who chooseth me, must give and hazard all he hath” (2.7.9). 
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Bassanio’s devotion, saying: “My Lord Bassanio, let him have the ring. / Let his deservings and 

my love withal / Be valued ‘gainst your wife’s commandment” (4.1.445-47). Bassanio gives 

Balthazar the ring to demonstrate his ongoing commitment to Antonio, symbolically 

relinquishing his claim to his wife’s genitals and womb in favor of his bond with Antonio. 

Antonio’s “purse” may not reproduce, yet even while acknowledging his wife’s “vantage to 

exclaim” on him, Bassanio demonstrates his choice of “purse” over “ring.” 

Portia’s “exclamation” begins as a threat of her own infidelity if her husband 

compromises her virtue, but it is in fact a negotiation of his desires in order to make a place for 

her own. When Portia declares, “I will become as liberal as you” (5.1.226), her claim is more 

complex than a vexed wife’s threat of cuckoldry. Lisa Jardine states that Shakespeare’s cross-

dressing heroines “mobilize a set of expectations of ‘knowingness,’ of sexual unruliness and 

ungovernability” (16). They negotiate between their desire to learn and a competing fear for their 

virtue. Portia threatens this “ungovernability” by implying her own sexual liaison with Balthazar. 

She tells Bassanio: “I’ll not deny him anything I have, / No, not my body, nor my husband’s bed: 

/ Know him I shall, I am well sure of it” (5.1.227-9). In these lines, she renders her husband 

complicit in threatening her virtue; by giving away her ring, it is he who drives Portia to pursue 

extra-marital relations before consummating their own marriage bond. Moreover, in threatening 

infidelity, Portia threatens the future of their “figural Child,” now no longer the heir of their 

fortunes, but a potentially illegitimate child begotten in consequence of not Portia’s, but 

Bassanio’s infidelity. In this way, Portia uses her intellect to negotiate the marriage’s power 

dynamic in her own favor. However, the “vantage to exclaim” she desires from exposing her 

husband is not the opportunity to sleep with another man, but the right to pursue her own 
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intellectual “liberality” as the doctor.  By catching Bassanio being unchaste, she reduces her own 

risk of being shamed for cross-dressing. Through her threat of exposing him, Portia negotiates a 

means of excusing her own unruliness while demanding that her husband be more mindful of his 

marital responsibilities. 

Portia and Bassanio’s mutual ungovernability makes their original marriage bond a 

failure. The inability to abide by the social customs that dictate desire is what drives them to 

pursue “alternative forms of relationality” outside of the marriage bond. Although the victor of 

the casket test was determined by who would “give and hazard all he hath” (2.7.9) in return for a 

woman who “stand[s] for sacrifice” (3.2.57), Shakespeare challenges the romance structure 

through Portia and Bassanio’s unwillingness to sacrifice the subversive desires of their most 

authentic selves. At this moment of greatest threat to the marriage bond, it is Antonio who offers 

to hazard himself. In sacrificing himself to “be bound again” (5.1.251), he acknowledges the 

marriage bond’s instability as resulting from his influence on Bassanio’s desires. In each 

character’s mutual acquiescence to this revised contract, they radically overwrites the dominant 

patriarchal will as represented by Portia’s father’s casket test and the original, flawed marriage 

bond. 

Instead of furthering Bassanio’s conjugal ungovernability, Antonio assigns himself the 

responsibility of limiting Bassanio’s extramarital impulses. He assures Portia that “I dare to be 

bound again, / My soul upon the forfeit, that your lord / Will nevermore break faith advisedly” 

(5.1.251-53). This is important because Antonio did give Bassanio bad advice by encouraging 

him to give the ring to Balthazar, despite knowing the cost of allowing this symbol of marital 

fidelity to be circulated. In offering to bind himself, Antonio acknowledges that the ring 
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represents both the bounty that Portia gives in support of community members in need, but also 

that it represents a restriction of who can claim that support. Antonio makes a case to Bassanio’s 

wife for how her investment in his inclusion will offer her returns of fidelity and futurity. The 

merchant binds himself to always be close to Bassanio in order to “advise” and prevent Bassanio 

from pursuing attachments with strangers outside of the union. By proposing to remain in close 

proximity, Antonio negotiates a solution that perpetuates his interior bond with Bassanio, the 

cure to his original sadness, while ensuring that the marriage is consummated and the lines of 

futurity continue.  

Whereas Antonio had once threatened the marriage, he now renders his participation 

necessary to the strength of this union. When Antonio gives Bassanio Portia’s ring and demands 

that he “swear to keep this” (5.1.256), Shakespeare uses irony not only to depict a mode of 

accommodating homoerotic desire within the stifling emergence of heteronormativity, but to 

create an affective environment in which homoerotic faithfulness is equally safeguarded. Despite 

mine and Sinfield’s common aim of performing a “queered” reading “against the grain” of The 

Merchant of Venice’s romance structure, in my reading of the revised marriage bond, I reject 

Sinfield’s argument that “the erotic potential of same-sex love is allowed a certain scope, but has 

to be set aside.” I disagree because Bassanio does not set Antonio aside. Antonio is not the 

scapegoat that Shylock is, but is instead incorporated into the relationship with the 

acknowledgement that he has the power to make the bond stronger. By renegotiating the terms of 

the male interior bond to accommodate the conjugal bond, the three resolve that as long as 

Bassanio is married to Portia, Antonio will be by his side to “advise” him on how to keep “faith.” 

This is beneficial for the relationship between Antonio and Bassanio as well, because Bassanio 



 

 

159 

must maintain “faith” to Antonio, who has devised a way to remain in Bassanio’s close 

proximity, to ensure that this is indeed the case. My reading provides a wholly different 

interpretation from Sinfield’s: same-sex love is not set aside, but is a vital component of a new, 

mutually-dependent bond that has the potential to be significantly stronger than the original.  

For Bassanio, this new bond satisfies both his erotic desire for Antonio and his need to 

grow into the responsibilities of adulthood: paying his debts, marrying, and begetting heirs. His 

satisfaction is evident when, upon learning of Portia’s successful cross-dressing, Bassanio does 

not admonish her, but speaks flirtatiously: “Sweet doctor, you shall be my bedfellow; / When I 

am absent, then lie with my wife” (5.1.284-85). This mention of “absence” represents Bassanio’s 

intention to continue being “absent” from Portia’s bed in order to pursue a form of sexual 

intimacy that she cannot deliver. He also welcomes the doctor, the cross-dressed Portia, as his 

own “bedfellow”; indeed, his enthusiasm upon Portia’s declaration of her role as the doctor 

suggests that impulse to cross-dress improves their sexual compatibility and their hopes of 

sexually-productive marriage. Portia assents to her husband’s declared absence under Antonio’s 

“advisement” because in allowing her husband to “be absent,” Portia herself can “lie with” the 

doctor. This agreement allows her to continue lying about her sex in order to enjoy freedom 

outside of patriarchal gender restrictions. Through this resolution, Shakespeare negotiates an 

affective nexus in which a female character’s story is resolved through her pursuit of her most 

authentic self. In owning that self, the damsel of the romance finally captures the fidelity of her 

errant hero.  

In this final exchange of vows, Antonio, Bassanio, and Portia, who had each been 

responsible for the original bond’s near-failure, are now mutually responsible for the fulfillment 
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of the revised marriage bond. Rather than compete with each other, Portia and Antonio rely on 

each other. If Portia wants to exercise her masculine side, her husband must “be absent”; when 

her husband is “absent,” Antonio must be present to ensure that Bassanio does not “break faith 

advisedly.” Portia does not reject Antonio, because she needs Bassanio’s desire for him in order 

to pursue her most authentic self. Likewise, Antonio attaches his own desires to Portia’s 

authoritative demand to revise the bond: he limits Bassanio’s homoerotic desire to him alone. Far 

from being a detrimental “third wheel,” Antonio’s role as the third member of the marriage bond 

is to stabilize what had once been a precarious balancing act. In this comic resolution, it is not 

these “alternative forms of relationality” that threaten marriage. It is marriage as an exclusively 

patriarchal and forcibly heteronormative form that tests the viability of Portia and Bassanio’s 

marriage bond. The Merchant of Venice does not enforce a renunciation of alternative forms of 

relationality, but instead encourages a negotiation with them, a way to recognize the value of 

past paradigms while challenging the social function of new ones. 
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Introduction to the Twelfth Night section 

 In focusing finally on Twelfth Night, I return to the binaries through which I have 

approached my previous chapter divisions: the responsibilities of women versus those of men in 

restoring social order, and energy absorbed and accommodated versus passions that cannot be 

contained. What happens to this absorbed energy? How does it get channeled? In this chapter, I 

explore the way in which embodied emotions are mutually interactive with the environment by 

way of the carpe diem spirit that infuses the festive atmosphere. Through this exploration, I show 

how Viola and Olivia are drawn out of a traumatic stasis, a refusal to emotionally devote 

themselves to others while still devoted to the memory of their departed fathers and brothers, 

towards the necessary emergence from this suspension in order to marry and invest in futurity. In 

making this argument, I will show how the festive comedy’s structural expectation that these 

characters emerge from traumatic suspension mirrors its expectation that festive time must be 

surrendered at the conclusion of the Twelfth Night celebration. Where Chapter 6 explores how, 

by giving way to the natural rhythms of their bodies and time, the female characters possess the 

means to integrate Illyrian society by finding spouses for both Orsino and Olivia, Chapter 7 

analyzes the causes and effects of attachments that refuse to give way to a united social order but 

also do not get redirected by the conclusion of the play. The unattended fissures caused by 

rejection of homosocial attachments appear in Twelfth Night as wounds. While some wounds 

appear literally, the rejections of Antonio, Sir Andrew, and Malvolio in turn are symbolic of an 

internal trauma that remains unresolved by the end of the play because the reunited community 

refuses to invest in these outliers. They are not accommodated or integrated, but not officially 

cast out. By addressing this range of homosocial devotion, I will show how Shakespeare 
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pinpoints a deficiency of the comic structure: the stabilizing aims come at a social cost that is 

only given its due attention in the more isolationist spirit of Shakespeare’s tragedies. Because 

these social outliers remain alive at the conclusion of this play, I show that unlike Shakespeare’s 

tragedies that resolve by means of widespread death and the hailing of a new social order, his 

comedies have progressed in complexity to show a deep dissatisfaction with the notion of perfect 

resolution in which every character alive agrees to make serious compromises in order to achieve 

a particular set of social aims. Instead, this final play from the Golden Age of Shakespeare’s 

comedies provides its own dire potential: the threat of the outlier’s return. 
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Chapter 6: “With eye-offending brine”: Trauma, music, and the festive environment in 

Twelfth Night 

As a festive comedy, Twelfth Night has a double-sided structure. One side features a 

carpe diem spirit through the festive suspension of responsibilities, while the other is a memento 

mori: a reminder of death’s inevitability. This chapter will argue that Viola and Olivia are 

traumatized by the deaths of their fathers and brothers,1 and that their trauma is readable through 

the way they suspend themselves within the living memory of these losses. Music’s function in 

the play is to draw these characters out of suspension within traumatic time and back into 

alignment with time’s natural rhythms. These natural rhythms include the temporal process of 

the environment cycling through seasons, as well as the growing and aging of the human body 

over a lifetime.2 I once again work through the framework of historical phenomenology to 

understand the way the early modern subject perceived the body and its embodied emotions as 

mutually interactive with the environment. With specific reference to Twelfth Night, I observe 

how Viola and Olivia’s hearts and bodies are moved by sound and particularly music. What 

realigns them with the natural rhythms, I argue, is bodily sympathy with the festive atmosphere. 

Music “infects” these characters with the renewed ability to experience intense emotional 

attachment by virtue of an altered awareness of life’s brevity, the main subject of Feste’s 

                                                        
1 This chapter represents a substantially revised version of my article: “My Father Had a Mole upon His Brow’: 
Trauma, Loss, and Recovery in Twelfth Night.” The Shakespeare Institute Review 1.1 (2012): 10-17.   
2 Shakespeare depicts this in his well-known “seven ages of man” speech: aging from the infant, “Mewling and 
puking in the nurse’s arms” to the lover, “Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad / Made to his mistress’ 
eyebrow” to eventual death of old age, “Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything” (As You Like It 2.7.140-
167). 



 

 

164 

lyricism.3 In making this argument, I will show how the festive comedy’s structural expectation4 

that these characters emerge from traumatic suspension mirrors its expectation that festive time 

must be surrendered at the conclusion of the Twelfth Night celebration.  

Recent criticism probes the emotional depth of this comedy. Discussing the deaths that 

precede the play, Randall Martin observes that, for the survivors, these experiences “redefine 

normative orders of knowledge and being,” a process that causes the “rupture and reshaping of 

subjective identity” (125). This is most evident in Viola’s cross-dressing as a version of her lost 

brother, a mourning strategy which Mary Jo Kietzman calls a “self-dissolving experience” (262), 

and which I will discuss at length later in this chapter. Although Shakespeare does not stage the 

death of Olivia’s brother, nor the shipwreck that tears Viola from hers, these characters 

experience the ongoing impact of their losses throughout the play. Barbara Freedman finds 

significance in the way that Shakespeare writes about the aftermath of these traumatic moments: 

“Twelfth Night is not only a pastiche of experiences of loss but a study of the more complex 

problem of recording and presenting loss” (“Naming Loss” 225-226).5 Whereas Freedman 

applies Freudian, Lacanian, and Derridian theories to reflect on notions of loss and 

disillusionment in the play, I uncover the play’s affective register through the lens of trauma 

                                                        
3 As per festive convention, Feste is the “Bishop of Fools.” His name and mysterious reappearance during Twelfth 
Night are indicative of his role in inculcating the festive message. The region of Illyria is likewise suggestive of this 
play’s abundant musicality. 
4 C.L. Barber was one of the earliest critics to note that “festive” is both a descriptor for an atmosphere, as well as a 
generic structure within comedy (4). 
5 Freedman asks: “How do we understand the relationship between loss and repetition, desire and representation?” 
(192). In “Naming Loss: Mourning and Representation in Twelfth Night,” she focuses mainly on representation, 
identity, and loss in the letters that feature in this play. 
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theory, assessing trauma as “both an object of enquiry and a mode of enquiry” (Silverstone 16). 

When I apply the term, I return to Cathy Caruth’s definition of trauma6 as:  

An event that… is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is 

therefore not available to consciousness until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the 

nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivors. (Unclaimed Experience 3) 

I use this theory as a lens for, as per Freedman’s recommendation, observing how trauma is 

represented in dramatic form and how it is recorded in the lives of the characters who have 

experienced traumatic losses. Rather than living for their futures, Viola and Olivia each retreat 

into their traumatic pasts through repetitive actions. These traumatic repetitions hold them 

suspended within their past experiences while their bodies continue to age with every day that 

passes since the traumatic moment. A central element of trauma in this play is ambivalence: an 

effort to move forward, and the continued draw to a past that remains forever present in the 

minds of the victim-cum-survivors. Rather than a traditionally anthropomorphized blocking 

figure, it is the traumatic experience that threatens the gender and status stabilization project of 

this comedy’s resolution.  

This chapter will consider the function of music to draw these characters out of traumatic 

time and back into alignment with time’s natural rhythms. Music influences the passions through 

what Bruce R. Smith calls the affective “soundscape” (Acoustic World 49).  To understand the 

passions’ relationship with the “soundscape” environment in the early modern context, it is 

useful to consider the seminal work of Thomas Wright, The Passions of the Mind in General 

(1604). Wright states that “in music divers consorts stir up in the heart divers sorts of joys and 

                                                        
6 As discussed at length in Chapter Two. 
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divers sorts of sadness or pain, the which, as men are affected, may be diversely applied” (qtd. in 

Bruce R. Smith, Texts and Contexts 182). One possible reason for the emotional and thereby 

physical stirring is: 

A certain sympathy, correspondence, or proportion betwixt our souls and music; and no 

other cause can be yielded. Who can give any other reason why the loadstone draweth 

iron but a sympathy to nature? (qtd. in Texts and Contexts 181) 

Wright claims that the soul is drawn to music as an invisible but palpable reality, like the general 

agreement that a loadstone has the power to attract iron. Correspondingly, Wright establishes 

that the relationship between music and the soul may not be overtly explainable, but it is 

nonetheless real because of the unmistakable evidence of the subject’s affinity towards what they 

experience when music is played. In a related way, Helkiah Crooke, royal physician to James I, 

writes that the Galenic notion of spiritus, which Wright calls “purer spirits,” “passeth and 

repasseth at his pleasure, unseene, but not unfelt” (qtd. in Bruce R. Smith, “Hearing Green” 151-

152). Smith notes that these invisible energies “carry sensation from the ears directly to the 

penis, just as, in the more conventional explanation,7 it is spiritus that carries sensation from the 

ears to the imagination and thence the heart” (“Hearing Green” 151). The heart is not the only 

location at which the passions are moved, but Wright explains its unique predisposition to 

alteration. He writes: 

                                                        
7 The conventional explanation comes from Galen’s anatomy of the human body in On the Natural Faculties. The 
treatise’s editors note that,  

According to the Pneumatist school, certain of whose ideas were accepted by Erasistratus, the air, breath, 
pneuma, or spirit was brought by inspiration into the left side of the heart, where it was converted into 
natural, vital, and psychic pneuma; the latter then went to the brain, whence it was distributed through the 
nervous system; practically this teaching involved the idea of a psyche, or conscious vital principle. 
“Psychic pneuma” is in Latin spiritus animalis (anima = psyche). (152-53n) 
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For as the heart is most delicate and sensitive, so it perceiveth the least motions and 

impressions that may be; and it seemeth that music in those cells playeth with the vital 

and animate spirits, the only instruments and spurs of passions. (qtd. in Texts and 

Contexts 181) 

Regardless of Viola and Olivia’s determination to avoid emotional attachment, their 

metaphorical closing of their hearts cannot resist the literal influences of their environment.  

Music moves these characters to experience passions that had seemed impossible to 

achieve in their original states of traumatized mourning. Despite their personal states, the general 

atmosphere in Illyria is one of festivity, in which revelers invert gender and social roles for a 

limited term of licensed suspension. Tiffany Stern defines Twelfth Night festivities as: 

A time for feasting, holiday, the exchange of gifts and the playing of music. But it was 

also the end of Christmas. The topsy-turvy period of misrule that begun on All Hallows’ 

Eve, when a King or Lord of Misrule was appointed to oversee the Christmas festivities, 

was, on Epiphany, celebrated one last time and concluded; holiday yielded to the cares of 

daily life once more. (166) 

Music plays an important role in fostering this spirit of temporary suspension in favour of 

celebration. It moves with “subtle stealth” (1.5.287) through the festively-charged “soundscape” 

to transform Viola and Olivia’s traumatic suspension to festive suspension. The spirit of festive 

inversion inverts their fixation on death to a spirit of carpe diem: seizing the present moment in 

acknowledgement of death’s inevitability. Viola and Olivia surrender their states of suspension 

in a fuller awareness that despite death’s inevitability, they have long lives to live, and 

reproductive responsibilities to undertake, all the while. Their realignment with time’s natural 
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rhythms is concurrent with festivity’s surrender of the licensed suspension of social 

responsibility, and is signified by their respective assents to marry.  

Duke Orsino’s famed opening lines bring the relationship between music, the passions, 

and the festive environment to the foreground of the play: “If music be the food of love, play on” 

(1.1.1). Orsino begs for an “excess” of this “food of love”; he is not experiencing a return of love 

from Olivia, who seeks to starve herself of the affections of all male suitors. Orsino yearns to 

binge on music so he can purge his affection for Olivia, declaring, “Give me excess of it, that 

surfeiting, / The appetite may sicken and so die” (1.1.2-3). Calling this impulse “erotic bulimia,” 

David Schalkwyk asserts: 

 Rather than merely languishing self-indulgently in an excess of emotion, Illyria’s Duke 

is seeking some way to assuage his famished passion. He desires a surfeit of music 

precisely in order to overcome his desire. (“Affective Landscapes” 82, his italics) 

Orsino is drained by the intensity of his unrequited love and retreats into music as a means to 

rebalance his overwhelming passions. Although his desire for excess would seem to promote an 

atmosphere of celebration as per Stern’s definition of festivity, Orsino is the first of several 

characters to choose songs of melancholy during Twelfth Night. The capacity of these 

melancholy songs to draw characters towards a celebration of life is counter-intuitive and makes 

this anomaly all the more worth investigation. 

Orsino’s lamentation demonstrates how Olivia’s grief has social and affective 

implications beyond herself. Before staging Olivia, Shakespeare demonstrates the scope of her 

neglect through a messenger’s second-hand account. Valentine recounts how she rejected the 
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Duke’s suit, despite the fact that the union of a Duke8 and Countess of Illyria would by all means 

be a prudent match. He says: 

So please my lord, I might not be admitted, 

But from her handmaid do return this answer: 

The element itself till seven years’ heat 

Shall not behold her face at ample view, 

But like a cloistress, she will veilèd walk 

And water once a day her chamber round 

With eye-offending brine – all this to season 

A brother's dead love, which she would keep fresh 

And lasting in her sad remembrance. (1.1.23-31) 

Referring to “the element itself,” Roger Warren suggests that Valentine’s words speak to his 

impression of Olivia’s grief as affected (88n). On the contrary, I argue, this description of 

Olivia’s mourning patterns is telling of her ongoing experience of trauma. Her compulsion to 

“veiled walk / And water once a day her chamber round” points to what Caruth calls “the 

repetition at the heart of the catastrophe,” which can manifest in the “reenactment of an event 

that one cannot simply leave behind” (Unclaimed Experience 2). Although “seven years” is 

enough time to remove the most immediate pangs of grief and is indeed enough time for her 

youth to pass by, Olivia’s determination to draw out her mourning has the purpose of “keep[ing] 

fresh / And lasting” not only the memory of her brother but, more specifically, the pain of his 

loss. Unwilling to distance herself from the moment of trauma and instead deliberately returning 
                                                        
8 Orsino is referred to as both “Duke” and “Count.” For the sake of consistency, I will continue to refer to him as 
“Duke.” 
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to it daily, Olivia’s routine of mourning reflects how she suspends herself within the traumatic 

experience of having lost her male guardians, yet refuses to attach herself to new ones. 

Valentine’s quip about Olivia’s “eye-offending brine” carries unusual significance within 

the context of trauma in this play. To “brine” is to soak a vegetable or meat in salt water to 

preserve it for a period of time long after it would otherwise decompose (“brine, v.”). Olivia’s 

intention to continue weeping with the same “eye-offending brine” as the earliest days of her 

grief serves as her mode of suspension within the original moment of trauma. No matter how 

much she attempts to resist time’s passing by grieving her brother’s loss with the same energy as 

her earliest days of mourning, Olivia’s “season[ing] of a brother’s dead love” represents her 

powerlessness to “brine” or stop his corpse’s decomposition over time. By emotionally 

suspending herself with the “season” of her loss, she disengages with the inevitably passing 

“seasons” and the social duties that correspond with her marriageable age. The word “cloister” is 

telling of Olivia’s refusal of romantic and sexual engagement. In mourning the past generation, 

she commits herself to celibacy, or avoiding procreation. However, while she “brines” the 

memory of her brother, her emotional suspension in traumatic time does not prevent her body 

from passing through sexual maturity.9 No brining can preserve the freshness of the childbearing 

years that Olivia denounces through her self-enforced “cloistering.” 

It is especially noteworthy that Shakespeare deviates from comic convention by 

eliminating the Senex iratus or father figure that prevents his daughter from marrying the object 

of her affection. In Twelfth Night, Olivia prevents herself from marrying, refusing the company 

                                                        
9 I will show this through an analysis of Olivia’s attempt to immortalize her beauty through creating a “schedule” of 
its attributes. 
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of men while managing her estate on her own. The Sea Captain recounts the deaths of Olivia’s 

male guardians:  

A count 

That died some twelvemonth since, then leaving her 

In the protection of his son, her brother, 

Who shortly also died… (1.2.33-36) 

In such a “short” time, Olivia has lost the “protection” of both a father and a brother. By 

“cloistering” herself physically and “brining” herself emotionally, she suspends herself within 

the moment of her family’s fracture, the moment she lost the protection of these male guardians. 

In living as if she were still under their protection, Olivia quite capably manages her estate. 

Despite this remembered protection, Olivia remains vulnerable from the death of her father, 

leaving “erotically paralyzed” (Penuel 74). Dan Brayton articulates this paralysis in terms of the 

economics of the marriage market: “finding a future spouse is contingent on Olivia’s own 

willingness to put herself into “circulation” on the marriage market, which she has resisted doing 

because of her demonstrative love for her dead brother” (Shakespeare’s Ocean 144). Olivia’s 

“brining” is the opposite of “circulation”; her retreat from courtship is an attempt to resist intense 

emotional attachment after experiencing abandonment twice in such close succession. To bind 

herself to another would mean to avail herself once more of the potential pain of abandonment.  

Olivia resides with her uncle, but, far from being her blocking figure, Sir Toby Belch 

actively protests her mourning practices.10 Instead, he immerses himself in the festivity of 

                                                        
10 Interestingly, he does not share in Olivia’s grief, even though he may be her father’s brother, or her brother’s 
godfather. 
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Twelfth Night.11 His commitment to festive suspension is symbolized by his opening 

declaration: “What a plague means my niece to take the death of her brother thus? I am sure 

care’s an enemy to life” (1.3.1-2). Since Twelfth Night festivity is licensed for a limited time 

only, Sir Toby’s life without care is his own form of suspension. He attempts to betroth Olivia to 

Sir Andrew Aguecheek, who “delight[s] in masques and revels sometimes altogether” (1.3.106-

107). Sir Andrew’s “delights” represent Sir Toby’s attempt to enjoy festive excess for “life” 

rather than for holiday time only.12 Olivia’s care is “an enemy to life” just as his carefree 

abandon of social protocol threatens to extend beyond the confines of festivity. Although Maria 

demands that he “must confine [himself] within the modest limits of order” (1.3.7-8), Sir Toby 

violates the terms of Olivia’s celibate “order” and demands that his choice of suitor remain at her 

estate, even as she shuns male company. This worn-out welcome represents the stagnation of 

both forms of suspension when they persist beyond its licensed term. Olivia refuses to marry, 

and her romantic suspension seems to extend across her estate, to Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, Maria, 

and Malvolio. Everyone is unmarried, and nobody seems to be getting married. Whether this 

stagnation arises from Olivia’s resolution to mourn or Sir Toby’s resolution to celebrate life, they 

are two sides of the same coin. This is exemplified in Sir Toby’s declaration, “a plague o’ these 

pickle herring” (1.5.115-116). Whether this is a literal description of his meal or a euphemism 

for a boozy belch, Sir Toby brines himself in the food and drink of feast time. Olivia and Sir 

Toby each pursue their forms of suspension “in excess”; both her tears and his breath are 

                                                        
11 Shakespeare “used the resources of sophisticated theatre to express, in his idyllic comedies and in his clowns’ 
ironic misrule, the experience of moving to humorous understanding through saturnalian release” (Barber 4). 
12 Barber notes that festive mirth “took form in Morris-dances, sword-dances, wassailings, mock ceremonies of 
summer kings and queens and lords of misrule, mummings, disguisings, and masques – and a bewildering variety of 
sports, games, shows, and pageants” (5); Sir Andrew’s delight in “masques and revels sometimes altogether” makes 
him the physical manifestation of festivity in excess, which must be rejected by the comedy’s conclusion.  
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“offending” to those around them, and need to be overcome in order for life to return to the 

temporal and social processes of unfolding life. 

Olivia’s unproductivity represents a suspension that is acceptable for a period of 

mourning but, like the conclusion of Christmas festivities, must in short time make way for a 

resumption of social responsibility. Feste provides a catechism to draw Olivia to this conclusion 

in the face of her prolonged mourning:  

FESTE. Good madonna, why mourn’st thou? 

OLIVIA. Good fool, for my brother’s death. 

FESTE. I think his soul is in hell, madonna. 

OLIVIA. I know his soul is in heaven, fool. 

FESTE. The more fool, madonna, to mourn for your brother’s soul being in  

heaven. Take away the fool, gentlemen. (1.5.61-67) 

Feste leads Olivia to prove herself a fool for her determination to continue grieving over 

something that should be a consolation to her. Indirectly, he expresses that in mourning for her 

brother for what seem to be the remaining years of her youth, Olivia neglects to preserve herself. 

Feste says “beauty’s a flower,” a non sequitur that concludes his sarcastically “simple syllogism” 

(1.5.45, 47); it proves that Olivia is a fool because she thinks that in devoting seven years to 

grief, she is stopping time. The “simple” truth is that “brining” her brother’s memory is not 

sufficient to keep his – or her – body suspended in time, just as it is impossible for a flower to 

remain forever in bloom. Shakespeare's Sonnet 5 addresses the theme of beauty as a flower: “But 

flowers distilled, though they with winter meet, / Leese but their show; their substance still lives 
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sweet” (Sonnet 5, 13-14).13 At their peak freshness, Shakespeare’s writes, flowers can be 

distilled for their scent, their essence preserved. Feste’s “silly sooth” makes the opposite point, 

showing that despite the preservation of their essential oil, the plant matter or “show” that gives 

the flower its life as well as its aesthetic value, nonetheless decays. Olivia cannot physically 

suspend herself in the traumatic moment because her body nonetheless ages with time, decaying 

even in its moments of greatest beauty.  

Viola-as-Cesario plays on this carpe diem trope when wooing Olivia on Orsino’s behalf. 

Cesario attempts to convince Olivia to restore herself to “circulation,” declaring: “Lady, you are 

the cruell’st she alive / If you will lead these graces to the grave / And leave the world no copy” 

(1.5.230-32). “Circulation” and procreation are the opposite of Olivia’s “brining” suspension: 

she mourns for her deceased brother, but refuses to find new love. Calling back to the famous 

opening lines of Sonnet 1: “From fairest creatures we desire increase, / That thereby beauty’s 

rose might never die” (1-2), Cesario’s words suggest that part of female beauty’s value is in its 

ability to be reproduced or “increased” over the course of generations. This implies that not to 

marry and reproduce is thereby selfish, even self-destructive.14 Olivia evades Cesario’s 

seriousness with a witty quibble that reveals the extent of her traumatic suspension. She 

sarcastically defends the freshness of her youth:  

O, sir, I will not be so hard-hearted. I will give out divers schedules of my beauty. It shall 

be inventoried, and every particle and utensil labelled to my will, as, item, two lips, 
                                                        
13 Katherine Duncan-Jones discusses distillation of floral scents in Shakespeare's sonnets at length in “‘Deep-Dyed 
Canker Blooms’: Botanical Reference in Shakespeare's Sonnet 54.” In particular, she explores Shakespeare's 
departure from rose imagery in favour of poppies in Sonnet 54. 
14 This recalls Lee Edelman’s theory of the abstract of future offspring, for whom people make great sacrifices at the 
expense of their own present happiness. As cited in Chapter Five, Edelman writes:  

That figural Child alone embodies the citizen as an ideal, entitled to claim full rights to its future share in 
the nation’s good, although always at the cost of limiting the rights “real” citizens are allowed. (11) 
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indifferent red; item, two grey eyes, with lids to them; item, one neck, one chin, and so 

forth. (1.5.233-237) 

What Olivia does not recognize is that her “schedule” is another attempt at suspending herself in 

time even as her physical body deteriorates over time. Cesario stresses that written words are 

insufficient to keep the memory of youth alive.15 Reproduction is the only way that a person’s 

youthful looks can somehow outlive the decomposition of age. This message stresses that even 

though Olivia devotes seven years to keeping her brother’s memory alive, she is nonetheless 

walking daily towards her own grave.  

 It is not Cesario’s words themselves that move Olivia; rather, it is the way that Cesario’s 

expression moves through the environment, unlocking Olivia’s passions to emotional intensity 

outside of her grief. What sways Olivia is the way that Cesario’s “willow cabin speech” ventures 

off-script and breaks down the “cloister” in which she suspends herself. When she beseeches the 

messenger to speak out of “his text,” Cesario responds that he would,  

 Make me a willow cabin at your gate 

And call upon my soul within the house, 

Write loyal cantons of contemnèd love, 

And sing them loud even in the dead of night; 

Halloo your name to the reverberate hills, 

And make the babbling gossip of the air 

Cry out ‘Olivia!’ O, You should not rest 

Between the elements of air and earth 
                                                        
15 Ironically, Shakespeare himself could not predict the success of his own written “schedule,” his sonnet sequence, 
in the centuries following his death. 
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But you should pity me. (1.5.257-66) 

Schalkwyk notes that rather than needing to build the willow cabin itself to prove his worthiness, 

Cesario’s “very speech is enough to move Olivia’s heart” (“Embodiment” 394). The speech 

constitutes Cesario’s “loyal canton of contemned love,” a lyrical response to Olivia’s rejection of 

Orsino. Smith uses the word “green” to describe the early modern notion that the passions are 

uniquely predisposed to be moved by environmental influences: “Green is not something that 

one sees; it is something one sees with. It is not an external object but an internal state of being” 

(“Hearing Green” 150). He observes that the way the early modern subject experienced music 

was more than the meanings of the words themselves, but a product of every sound, and silence, 

involved: “To hear green would mean, then, allowing rhyme, alliteration, and assonance to divert 

the sense of hearing from its rational work” (“Hearing Green” 166). In performing the direction 

that he would “Cry out, ‘Olivia’,” Cesario literally cries out, and the noise reverberates through 

the enforced silence of Olivia’s “cloister.” This reverberation revives Olivia: the shocking 

noisiness, especially the assonance through the prolonged “O” and “A” in her name, opens her 

heart to emotional intensity other than bereavement.  

Cesario’s words prove infectious to Olivia, as demonstrated by her overwhelmed reaction 

to this unexpected visceral shift in emotional intensity. Olivia halts herself amid her 

overwhelming feelings towards Cesario: “Not too fast. Soft, soft – ...How now? / Even so 

quickly may one catch the plague?” (1.5.283-5). Her allusion to the plague suggests a movement 

in the body that cannot be seen but can be felt, just as Wright describes the illusive but noticeable 

affecting of the emotions through music. While the word “plague” could contain negative 

connotations, the effect here more neutrally suggests being unexpectedly overpowered. Olivia 
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continues: “Methinks I feel this youth’s perfections / With an invisible and subtle stealth / To 

creep in at mine eyes” (1.5.286-8). This “invisible and subtle stealth” is Cesario’s speech, 

delivered with such a passion that it “reverberates” through the “cloistered” environment. Its 

lyricism begins to draw Olivia away from her suspension within traumatic time and demonstrates 

a gradual opening of her body to romantic and sexual attraction. Here, we see this arousal of the 

passions as a full body experience. Cesario claims that “You should not rest / Between the 

elements of air and earth” and indeed, the affect passes through the elements, “creeping” into 

Olivia’s “eyes.” It is agitation from this movement in her passions that prevents her eyes from 

closing in sleep; she remains awake, aroused by this unforeseen attraction. 

Rather than restrict herself to the “order” of sleeping and waking that she follows in her 

“cloistered” mourning patterns, Olivia accepts this change without hesitation. When she says, 

“Well, let it be” (288), she allows for a spontaneous departure from the seven years’ 

“cloistering” she had promised to devote to her brother’s memory. Olivia closes the scene, 

declaring: “Fate, show thy force, ourselves we do not owe. / What is decreed must be; and be this 

so” (1.5.300-1). By offering this apostrophe to Fate, she reveals a newfound recognition that 

emotions like grief can be altered, regardless of her own personal commitment to a particular 

affective state. In acknowledging this internal shift, Olivia demonstrates an awareness that she 

cannot brine her body. Although she may attempt to close off her passions, her body is ultimately 

open to environmental influences beyond her control.  

As Olivia’s body avails itself to the erotic possibilities as promised by Cesario’s speech, 

her passions become open to influences from the affective “soundscape,” even when the music is 

not played for her specifically. When Sir Toby and Sir Andrew employ Feste to sing them a 
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“love-song” (2.3.34), the lyrics are directed towards an abstract young woman, the “mistress” 

who awaits her “true love’s coming” (2.3.38).16 The song17 delivers the message of carpe diem, 

to seize the day in acknowledgement of death’s inevitability. Feste sings: 

What is love? ‘Tis not hereafter,  

Present mirth hath present laughter. 

What’s to come is still unsure. 

In delay there lies no plenty, 

Then come kiss me, sweet and twenty.  

Youth’s a stuff will not endure. (2.3.45-50) 

Viola and Olivia live through this uncertainty of “what’s to come.” Having both lost the men 

who dictated their matrimonial futures, they must now determine their futures themselves.18 

When he sings, “Present mirth hath present laughter,” Feste’s song embodies the “festive 

moment” (Barber 115), transmitting both a fear of “delay” as well as renewed hope for the joys 

of the present. This influences Olivia to release herself from suspension within the traumatic 

moment. In fixating on the past, she risks ignoring the potential joys she can reap in the present. 

Love comes in the form of “present mirth and present laughter,” which Olivia does not find in 

her deceased brother, but in the lively Cesario.  

The song’s spirit of carpe diem reaches Olivia through the “soundscape” of Illyria, 

affecting her already-disturbed passions. Maria tells Sir Toby: “Since the youth of the Count’s 

                                                        
16 Tiffany Stern observes that this song would indeed “make better sense” if it was sung to the reclusive Olivia 
(173). 
17 See Appendix II for the song in full. 
18 Although Viola and Olivia are unencumbered by their fathers’ wills as Portia is, facing the future without these 
protectors is nonetheless a burden for Twelfth Night’s heroines, an emotional reality we see in their determined 
suspension within states of former protection. 
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was today with my lady she is much out of quiet” (2.3.123-124). Olivia’s state of alteration 

renders her affectively predisposed to Feste’s song. Cesario’s boisterous visit disturbs the 

“cloistered” environment, literally casting the “quiet” or mournful composure from her body. 

Feste’s song infuses the air just as Cesario claimed that his “cantons” of love would. Sir Toby 

describes the song as “a contagious breath” (2.3.53); more than metaphorical, the affective 

contagion of this song is romantic pining. It infects Olivia in her sleep, drawing her to Cesario, 

the person “that can sing both high and low” because he exists in “standing water between boy 

and man” (2.3.39, 1.5.153). Early modern audiences would have taken for granted the notion of 

“standing water” as where infectious humours gather,19 and Shakespeare plays on this concept to 

support his depiction of lovesickness as infectious through the environment. Malvolio rages at 

Sir Toby for this disturbance: “Do ye… squeak out your coziers’ catches without any mitigation 

or remorse of voice? Is there no respect of place, persons, nor time in you?” (2.3.83-87). To 

Malvolio, the festive music disturbs the somber household, beholden to adhere to Olivia’s seven 

years’ mourning. In Sir Toby’s pursuit of suspension from sober “order,” his call for music 

influences Olivia to withdraw her fixation with past traumatic moments. She begins to act with a 

growing awareness that her own days are numbered: “Youth’s a stuff will not endure.”    

 Olivia proves herself overcome by the spirit of seizing the moment. When Cesario 

returns, she describes his first visit as “the last enchantment you did here” (3.1.110), admitting 

that the “subtle stealth” of his passionate declarations have “infected” her with a change in 

passion. Although she rejects Orsino’s suit, she puts forward her own, proposing marriage to 

                                                        
19 In “A Plague O’ Both Your Houses”: Shakespeare and Early Modern Plague Writing, Nichole DeWall discusses 
the significance of standing water in plague-time: “Most plague writers welcomed the sun because it evaporated 
standing water, vapors, and mists that carried miasmas” (85).   
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Cesario:   

Cesario, by the roses of the spring, 

By maidhood, honour, truth and everything, 

I love thee so that maugre all thy pride, 

Nor wit nor reason can my passion hide. 

Do not extort thy reasons from this clause: 

For that I woo, thou therefore hast no cause. 

But rather reason thus with reason fetter: 

Love sought is good, but given unsought better. (3.1.147-154) 

This plea demonstrates Olivia’s affective change. She is no longer slow and deliberate, but 

expresses herself with an urgency that exemplifies Feste’s infectious message that “in delay there 

lies no plenty.” Her declaration that “Love sought is good, but given unsought better,” recalls the 

way Olivia sought for an extended mourning ritual. Her love for Cesario, by contrast, is 

spontaneous. It is as un-sought by Olivia as it is by Viola in her masculine attire. Confused with 

the speed and intensity of this shift, Olivia conveys her own sense of disbelief: “I am as mad as 

he, / If sad and merry madness equal be” (3.4.14-15). Olivia does not fully reject her grief, but 

demonstrates its waning. Warren addresses this ambivalence: “It is hard to be sure of Olivia’s 

exact meaning in these lines; but perhaps their incoherence dramatizes the confusion of Olivia’s 

emotions” (160n). Olivia is ambivalent about this sudden alteration, but allows herself to 

experience this shift spontaneously, rather than attempting to plan her affective future as 

protection from the emotional intensity of her past. 

Olivia’s alteration is apparent through the intensity with which she insists on immediately 
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marrying Cesario. In 4.3, she unknowingly confronts Viola’s identical twin Sebastian and 

beseeches him: “Blame not this haste of mine. If you mean well / Now go with me, and with this 

holy man, / Into the chantry by” (4.3.22-24). It is significant that Olivia chooses to marry in the 

“chantry” on her estate, as its purpose is to employ people to sing for the souls of her departed 

father and brother. A chantry is a place where the same hymns would be sung repeatedly, 

emblematic of the trauma that “imposes again, repeatedly in the…repetitive actions of the 

survivors.” Because Henry VIII ordered all chantries deconsecrated during the English 

Reformation, Olivia’s chantry is a relic of her family’s spiritual past.20 It is symbolic of her 

suspension in the past where her trauma exists. However, this final traumatic return exemplifies 

Freud’s paradoxical but hopeful suggestion that “traumatic responses entail the possibility of 

their own ‘cure’” (qtd. in Silverstone 10). The chantry is a place sanctified by her love for those 

in her past, but her choice to initiate a new rite there shows how she confronts the pain of love 

lost in order to move past traumatic suspension. Begging Sebastian to marry her without delay, 

“…that my most jealous and too doubtful soul / May live at peace” (4.2.27-28), Olivia ceases to 

concern herself with the souls of those in heaven. Living for the future instead of the past, she 

looks inward to her own soul, which now yearns to be bound. 

Olivia’s marriage in the chantry represents the double-sidedness of this play: the spirit of 

carpe diem as motivated by memento mori, a reminder of death’s inevitability. The priest that 

marries Olivia to Sebastian-as-Cesario has precious few lines in the play, but they are critical to 
                                                        
20 Penuel writes:  

The juxtaposition of Protestant and Catholic references [in this play] hints at England’s unfinished conflict. 
In the light of these reminders of religion, Viola’s mourning is not merely the requisite emotional travail of 
a protagonist nor is Olivia’s simply a narcissistic excuse for rejecting a suitor. Twelfth Night’s mourning is 
also a hearkening back to a denied form of expression deeply intertwined with family life. (86-87) 

She discusses this at greater length in her article, “Missing Fathers: Twelfth Night and the Reformation of 
Mourning.”  
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understanding how festive and traumatic suspension function as two sides of the same state that 

must be surrendered by the end of this comedy. When asked to confirm the marriage, the priest 

declares: 

A contract of eternal bond of love, 

Confirmed by mutual joinder of your hands, 

Attested by the holy close of lips, 

Strengthened by interchangement of your rings, 

And all the ceremony of this compact 

Sealed in my function, by my testimony; 

Since when, my watch hath told me, toward my grave 

I have travelled but two hours. (5.1.152-9) 

In describing this moment of great joy, he alludes to his inevitable death. In doing so, he shows 

that life is indeed reducible to a journey “toward my grave,” but nonetheless proves that this 

journey can be momentous: in two hours, two souls have been united into one. By referring to 

the clock, the priest signals the end of Olivia’s suspension within the traumatic moment and her 

acquiescence to time’s natural rhythms. Rather than attaching herself to Cesario’s eternal youth, 

the marriage symbolizes Olivia’s acceptance of a future in which she ages alongside the object of 

her love.  

Olivia and Viola share experiences of loss and traumatic suspension, but they relate to 

time in their process of mourning. Whereas Olivia “cloisters” herself in celibate seclusion for 

what begins as a determinedly long period of time, Viola, shipwrecked and without her brother 

to protect her, does not have the luxury of choice. When Viola hears of Olivia, she immediately 
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empathizes with her impulse to withdraw from society, and declares: 

O that I served that lady, 

And might not be delivered to the world 

Till I had made mine own occasion mellow, 

What my estate is. (1.2.38-41) 

Viola yearns to dwell in grief for her past rather than contemplate future attachments. Instead of 

scoffing at what Valentine considers affectation, she admires Olivia’s mourning ritual as an 

enviable mode of lamenting such significant losses. Viola envisions joining Olivia’s “order” as 

an opportunity to suspend time for the purpose of “mak[ing] mine own occasion mellow.” 

Although she yearns to mourn with Olivia, she envisions her period of mourning as more 

organic, allowing her grief to “mellow” rather than setting a deliberate and distant end date. 

When her intention to join Olivia is declared futile on account of the Countess’s seclusion, Viola 

begs the Sea Captain to “Conceal me what I am,” so that she may “present me as an eunuch” to 

Orsino (1.2.50, 53). C. L. Barber claims that Viola’s departure from social norms through cross-

dressing represents the spirit of festivity; he states that she “settles what she shall do next almost 

as though picking out a costume for a masquerade” (241). On the contrary, however, I propose 

that Viola’s decision to cross dress is not emblematic of festive inversion of social norms or to 

divert the Duke’s attentions from Olivia to herself, but is indicative of her traumatic suspension. 

“Like the ship she travelled on,” Martin writes, “Viola’s sense of herself as a forward-moving 

subject with a destined future has been violently interrupted” (129). By acting the part of a 

eunuch, Viola suspends her gendered social duties in favour of setting aside time to come to 

terms with her own intense emotions.  
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Viola’s motivations for cross-dressing are evidence of her traumatic experience because 

when she cross-dresses, she emulates Sebastian’s identity in particular. Upon their reunion, Viola 

claims that she wears the clothes that Sebastian was wearing when he went “to his watery tomb” 

(5.1.228). It is temporally unlikely that Viola lost her brother but not the clothes he was wearing 

when he was lost. Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to consider the effect of this image. If Sebastian 

had been shot and Viola had worn his blood-stained shirt, the trauma of the moment of loss, and 

the significance of her efforts to keep him alive in this form, would be much more apparent. “As 

an actor,” Kietzman writes, “Viola is no longer restricted by the fiction of femininity but is freer 

to create fiction(s) that enable her to sustain and explore her relationships to Sebastian, Orsino, 

and her own subjectivity” (263). When Viola dresses as her brother was “suited”21 at his moment 

of death,22 she suspends herself within the traumatic moment. Her attempts to live as and thereby 

explore her relationship to Sebastian, Viola demonstrates that her experience of Sebastian’s loss 

is “not fully assimilated” (Unclaimed Experience 5). Caruth unites the notions of the traumatic 

moment and the subsequent suspension in traumatic time as:  

…a kind of double telling, the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative 

crisis of life: between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the 

unbearable nature of its survival. (Unclaimed Experience 7)  

Viola rejects the possibility of survival without her brother because she cannot bear the 

emotional pain of their separation. Her ongoing attempts to recover him serve as “the repeated 

infliction of a wound” (Unclaimed Experience 3); in 3.4, she claims that as the cross-dressed 

                                                        
21 Many audiences see Viola in a fine suit, as in the 2012 Stratford Festival production, directed by Des McAnuff, or 
in uniform, as in director Trevor Nunn’s 1996 film. 
22 “So went he suited to his watery tomb.” (5.1.228) 
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Cesario, she sees her brother “yet living in my glass” (3.4.371). This shows how Viola 

experiences the pain of his loss every time she sees her brother in her mirror, despite knowing on 

some level that he no longer lives.23 Freedman writes: “to accept the separateness of objects is to 

accept painful reality” (“Naming Loss” 199). Whereas Freedman evaluates separateness in terms 

of a Freudian stage in which children must accept the separateness of their parents, I use trauma 

theory to focus on how Viola assumes her brother’s identity in order to keep him alive in her 

mind. By seeing her brother “yet living in my glass,” Viola suspends her need to accept the fact 

that her twin, the uncannily similar yet physically separate part of herself, is dead.  

Embodying this ambivalence by dressing as a castrated version of her brother, Viola lives 

as a paradoxical third twin, Cesario. Malvolio describes Viola’s persona of Cesario as “in 

standing water between boy and man.” This follows the same image pattern as Olivia’s 

suspension within the “brine” of her tears: Viola suspends herself between the traumatic moment 

of losing her brother and her ongoing but limited time of reproductive maturity. Because the 

image of moving water would metaphorically represent the “flow” of life, the image of “standing 

water” suggests that Viola, suspended between the outwardly castrated male and the sexually 

mature female beneath the tights, attempts to emotionally remove herself from “circulation,” 

even as her body continues to decay with age. Kietzman notes that Viola’s intention “not be 

delivered to the world / Till I had made mine own occasion mellow” suggests that “Viola 

fantasizes acting as a means of self-creation” (263). By cross-dressing, Viola cannot be 

“delivered,” which Kietzman notes is synonymous for childbirth (263), until she overcomes her 

own trauma. Until she can fully accept her brother’s loss, she inhabits a sterile alter-ego that 
                                                        
23 This represents what Caruth calls the relationship between “knowing and not knowing,” which I discuss at length 
in Chapter Two.  
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looks like him. Adding to Kietzman’s theory, I suggest that Viola’s cross-dressing as not exactly 

her male sibling but a eunuch, specifically, shows that Viola seeks to suspend her own 

reproductive capabilities until she is once again capable of experiencing emotional attachment 

after the trauma of her brother’s loss at sea.  

Inhabiting this male persona, Viola renders herself privy to a degree of frankness from 

the bachelor Orsino. In 2.4, they engage in an intimate dialogue regarding emotional constancy 

in relation to aging and mortality. Orsino situates his romantic constancy in contrast with the 

inconstancy of women, by virtue of their aging bodies and thereby inconstant hearts. He tells 

Cesario: 

Then let thy love be younger than thyself, 

Or thy affection cannot hold the bent; 

For women are as roses, whose fair flower 

Being once displayed, doth fall that very hour. (2.4.35-38) 

Orsino’s words warn the suspended Viola-as-Cesario that “youth’s a stuff will not endure.” In 

his selfishness, Orsino nonsensically excludes male bodies from this process, yet his comments 

on mortality are nonetheless insightful. His words recall the well-known message of 

Shakespeare's early sonnets: “Nature’s bequest gives nothing, but doth lend” (Sonnet 4, 3); 

Viola’s beauty is limited by nature’s rhythms: aging and death. Orsino’s claim is supported by 

the message of Feste’s song, “Come Away Death.”24 The male speaker begs death to come for 

him after being “slain” by the unrequited love of “a fair cruel maid” (2.4.54). The Duke declares 

that the song provides “silly sooth,” but the word “silly” can be misleading to today’s readers. 

                                                        
24 See Appendix II for the song in full. 
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The early modern meaning of this expression, Warren glosses, is that the song provides a 

“simple truth” above love and mortality (136n).25 It rings true to Viola, but her response is far 

from simple. Although the song is sung from the perspective of a man, it is her female self that 

feels it “give a very echo to the seat / Where love is throned” (2.4.20-21). Reflecting on the lyric, 

“Not a friend, not a friend greet / My poor corpse, where my bones shall be thrown” (2.4.60-61), 

Viola is forced to seriously grapple with the suicidal nature of going to her grave without 

declaring her love to Orsino. Although the Duke “unclasped” his heart in intimacy towards 

Cesario after but three days (1.4.13, 3), the song moves Viola to the awareness of her own 

fearsome solitude: nobody in Illyria but the Sea Captain, now absent, knows her true identity. 

“Come Away, Death” forces Viola to conceive of death affecting her, exclusive of her brother. It 

burdens her with the fearsome prospect that, were she to die tomorrow, she would have “not a 

friend” to mourn her death.  

 Viola’s declaration that the song “gives a very echo to the seat / Where love is throned” 

resonates in the way that she articulates her affective state: as an echo of her authentic self. In her 

exchange with the Duke in 2.4, Viola speaks of herself at a remove: “My father had a daughter 

loved a man, / As it might be, perhaps, were I a woman” (107-08). This remove reveals the way 

that Viola engages with her trauma. Catherine Silverstone observes that representations of 

trauma “are marked by their indirect relation to the event itself and [are] known only at a remove 

through signifiers” (13). Here, Viola engages with a part of herself from which she has been 

                                                        
25 Schalkwyk states: “By focusing on the imbrication of love and service in the Sonnets and Twelfth Night, I hope to 
show how they convey the institutional relations of patronage, duty, and desire in personal terms” (79). Although 
my use of the sonnets is mainly to draw a link between Shakespeare's other writings on carpe diem, Schalkwyk 
offers a worthwhile alternative study of the sonnets’ relationship to Twelfth Night. He provides a detailed study of 
“the Sonnets’ use of linguistic play with love and service” (78) in his article, “Love and Service in Twelfth Night and 
the Sonnets.”  
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emotionally distanced since the shipwreck.26 Orsino asks for the “history” of Cesario’s father’s 

daughter, whom Viola describes not as her present self, but as a sibling. She delivers a version of 

her own history in the past tense, as if she has died: 

A blank, my lord. She never told her love, 

But let concealment, like a worm i'th’ bud, 

Feed on her damask cheek. She pined in thought, 

And with a green and yellow melancholy 

She sat like patience on a monument, 

Smiling at grief. (110-18) 

By responding “a blank,” Viola implies that the sister’s history is non-existent because she did 

not marry the man she loved. Speaking at a distance through her identity as Cesario, she 

confronts the reality that her own “history,” her future, will be a blank if she does not reveal her 

love to Orsino. Viola demonstrates her temporal ambivalence by speaking at this remove, 

engaging with the fearsome prospect of maintaining or abandoning the identity that allows her to 

linger in traumatic time until she can “make mine own occasion mellow.” As appealing as the 

opportunity to “mellow” is, she inches towards an awareness that if she continues to suspend 

herself in the identity of a eunuch, her future will be a blank: a eunuch cannot procreate. 

Although Viola does not state these truths explicitly, by having her speak at a remove, 

Shakespeare depicts the character as coming to a more complex understanding of her impulse to 

cross-dress. Viola’s anecdote of her sister who “sat like patience on a monument, / Smiling at 

grief” is an echo of the way she suspends herself in her loss through her adoption of the Cesario 
                                                        
26 Just as Olivia deals in hypotheticals when offering a “schedule” of the beauty that has been hidden from public 
view since the death of her brother. 
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persona. Recognizing that her heart continues to “pine” for Orsino, she describes her sister as 

suffering from the “green and yellow melancholy” of greensickness, which Gail Kern Paster 

defines as a “body clogged with the viscous fluids of its own reproductive maturity, weighed 

down by its own ripeness” (“Shakespeare’s Maidens” 92). Viola is at her ripest in terms of 

reproductive maturity, yet she “conceals” herself rather than revealing her sexual availability to 

Orsino. She describes her self-imposed “concealment” as eating away at her removed persona 

“like a worm i’th’ bud.” Her speech calls upon the metaphorical significance of a worm wearing 

away at a flower, which signifies her trauma as an internal condition, a wearing away that cannot 

be seen but can be felt. On a darker level, it calls to mind more morbid images of a worm 

wearing away at a dead body. This recalls Sonnet 6, in which Shakespeare writes: “Be not self-

willed, for thou art much too fair / To be death’s conquest and make worms thine heir” (13-14). 

Viola begins to recognize that her body is ripe, but that the ripest objects exist in a fleeting 

moment in the process of decomposition. In assuming her brother’s masculine identity, she 

emotionally abandons her own body on the shore to die with a “blank” reproductive future. 

Kietzman notes that, through Viola’s cross-dressing, “the real power of acting is not in its 

illusory ability to raise the dead but in its use of fiction to awaken desire and imagination in the 

living” (278). By articulating herself in hypothetical terms, first to Olivia through the “willow 

cabin” speech and then to Orsino with the “patience on a monument” speech, Viola speaks from 

the remove of hypotheticals in order to come to terms with her own subjectivity, as Kietzman has 

suggested, as well as her capacity for emotional attachment once more. Although Viola obliquely 

describes her traumatized self as a statue, the “patience on a monument” speech demonstrates her 
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growing awareness that, despite her intention to suspend herself “in [the] standing water” of 

sexual identity, time’s natural rhythms are nonetheless flowing and wearing away at her body. 

As with Olivia, music plays a central role in Viola’s growing awareness of her need to 

emerge from traumatic suspension. Feste’s song begs for “A thousand thousand sighs to save” 

(2.4.62), which echoes in Viola’s consciousness throughout her monologue. It shows her 

growing awareness that in “saving” herself from the sighs of love, her emotional life will be 

suspended, loveless and childless, until her final breath. Viola begins to recognize that the 

solution to living or dying loveless is to declare her love to Orsino. However, before the Duke, 

she is still “patience on a monument” because her logic for acting as an eunuch was that men 

would have no reason to be sexually attracted to somebody with whom they could not procreate. 

Rather than revealing her sex to Orsino directly, Viola remains in this ambivalent space in which 

she is both Cesario and Viola.  

Although time seems to be Viola’s enemy in aging her youthful body, she relies on time 

to resolve that which she is affectively unable to do: tell both Orsino and the besotted Olivia that 

she is not a man or a eunuch, but a woman – one who loves Orsino. In her well-known soliloquy, 

Viola addresses this conflict of identity:  

Disguise, I see thou art a wickedness 

Wherein the pregnant enemy does much.  

How easy is it for the proper false 

In women’s waxen hearts to set their forms! 

Alas, our frailty is the cause, not we, 

For such as we are made of, such we be. 
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How will this fadge? My master loves her dearly,  

And I, poor monster, fond as much on him, 

As she, mistaken, seems to dote on me. 

What will become of this? As I am man, 

My state is desperate for my master's love. 

As I am woman, now alas the day, 

What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe! 

O time, thou must untangle this, not I. 

It is too hard a knot for me t’untie. (2.2.27-41) 

Whereas Portia eagerly anticipates her cross-dressed “disguise” in order to “speak of ‘frays / 

Like a fine bragging youth; and tell quaint lies / How honorable ladies sought my love” 

(Merchant 3.4.68-70), here Viola shows her discomfort with Cesario’s impression on this 

“honourable lady’s” “waxen heart.” This conflict is a “hard knot” because Viola is working 

against her own affections towards Orsino when she convincingly pursues Olivia on his behalf. 

Kietzman notes that in the soliloquy, Viola takes pause to “analyze and submit to the actor’s role 

that makes her paradoxically powerful and powerless and makes relationships both possible and 

impossible” (268). This speech shows Viola working through this paradox in which she 

emotionally engages from the remove of Cesario, a self that is not herself. By sharing a 

hypothetical declaration of what Cesario would do for love, Viola is, from a safe distance, re-

engaging with emotional attachment. Although she acknowledges her own powerlessness to 

come to a solution herself, Viola identifies with Olivia’s “thriftless sighs” and anticipates a 

resolution in which Orsino will be able to acknowledge his own impact on her “waxen heart.”  
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 Viola’s apostrophe to time expresses her ambivalent state, caught between traumatic 

suspension and time’s natural rhythms which dictate an end to her youth, beauty, and fecundity. 

Like Olivia, Viola ultimately moves past her trauma by confronting the loss of her brother. 

Unlike Olivia, who must accept the finality of her brother’s death by re-entering the chantry, 

Viola’s first sense of her brother’s potential survival is when Antonio beseeches her as Sebastian, 

not Cesario, for his purse. She allows herself to hope that her brother has survived, declaring: “O 

if it prove, / Tempests are kind, and salt waves fresh in love!” (3.4.374-5). Upon the possibility 

that her brother lives, Viola’s perception of the “salt waves” changes.27 Once a source of a 

sorrow that she preserved by suspending herself in “standing water” as a living effigy of her dead 

brother, the waves now bring “freshness,” a source of hope for the future. Viola emerges from 

her suspension in the past, able to perceive her future as “fresh” with possibility.   

Like Viola, Sebastian is immersed in the traumatic suffering of outliving his twin. He 

tells Antonio: “She is drowned already, sir, with salt water, though I seem to drown her with 

remembrance again with more” (2.1.26-28). Like Olivia, Sebastian’s trauma leads him to cry 

repeatedly, “brining” or preserving her memory through a constant return to the traumatic wound 

at its freshest. He fears that he “drown[s] her with remembrance,” suggesting that Sebastian 

assumes responsibility for Viola’s drowning at sea, and that his salty tears of guilt are a traumatic 

return to his moment of failure. Mirroring his sister’s traumatized reaction, Sebastian’s trauma is 

manifested in his own embodiment of his sister’s identity. He explains his constant weeping as a 

feminine reaction, telling Antonio: “I am yet so near the manners of my mother that upon the 

least occasion more mine eyes will tell tales of me” (2.1.36-38). Crying is Sebastian’s mode of 
                                                        
27 This shift in perspective parallels the shifting symbolism of water in The Comedy of Errors, from source of loss to 
source of redemption. 
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assuming his sister’s identity. Just as Viola dresses as her brother, each of them clings to an 

element of the opposite-gendered twin to reject time’s passing and preserve their memory. 

Encountering the cross-dressed Viola, Sebastian expresses shock at seeing another version of 

himself: 

Do I stand there? I never had a brother, 

Nor can there be that deity in my nature 

Of here and every where. I had a sister, 

Whom the blind waves and surges have devoured. 

Of charity, what kin are you to me? 

What countryman? What name? What parentage? (5.1.220-225) 

This shock is Sebastian’s experience of the uncanny, or “familiarity in strangeness” (Freedman, 

“Egeon’s Debt” 366).28 Whereas identical twins are by nature uncanny because a self that is not 

the self but looks like the self exists, twins that are sister and brother could bear much but not 

complete resemblance. However, rather than facing Viola as he remembers her with his 

excessive tears, in seeing Cesario rather than Viola performing her own gender, Sebastian sees a 

version of himself. In the full knowledge that he “never had a brother,” Sebastian sees the 

“familiar” of himself in a twin that is “strange” because it never existed. This “familiarity in 

strangeness” is terrifying because his twin relationship with Cesario is not male-female. The 

residual trauma from the “blind waves” causes Sebastian to question the version of reality as 

produced by his own vision. If he sees a male version of himself before him, then is he the 

                                                        
28 Defined at length in Chapter Two. 
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female twin? That inversion of identities seems impossible, despite Sebastian’s own performance 

of the tears that feminized him.  

In not existing together, Sebastian and Viola cannot fully know themselves. “Cesario” 

functions as this third twin, representing both twins as suspended in traumatic time. Freedman 

argues that “Viola’s usurpation of Sebastian’s identity merges a fantasy of denying separation 

with a fantasy of oedipal displacement while enabling her to reject the rejecting maternal figure 

in turn” (“Naming Loss” 206). She allows for an oedipal reading of Viola’s assumption of 

Sebastian’s identity. I am less concerned with cross-dressing’s significance in terms of Viola’s 

relationship with her father, and focus specifically on its significance in terms of these characters 

as twins. D. W. Winnicott, whose research I referred to in Chapter 2, writes: “Certainly the main 

complication in the upbringing of twins is this question of the personal treatment and 

management of each, so that the wholeness and oneness of each gets full recognition” (Outside 

World 140). Viola and Sebastian had been raised together, yet it is likely that they grew up 

“whole and one” based on the different gender norms they were each raised with. Despite this 

difference in upbringing, twins raised together share the unique bond of growing up as one of 

two. Sociologist Elizabeth A. Stewart offers a contemporary justification for this collective sense 

of self between twins. After the death of a twin, she states, the survivor’s experience is different 

from the loss of a non-twin sibling: “Some fear the isolation of being alone, of being a lone twin; 

some fear being themselves without their twin” (115). A twin whose twin has died does not 
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immediately inhabit individuality. They are a “lone twin,” a single person whose identity was 

built on being one of two.29  

Being divided from a twin is a unique form of trauma. Consistent with the way that the 

mental fracture of trauma “resists simple comprehension” (Unclaimed Experience 6), the reunion 

of these twins, each assumed dead by the other, is anything but direct. Viola and Sebastian do not 

refer to each other by name immediately, but first establish terms of familiarity. They do so by 

returning to another shared traumatic event, the death of their father on their thirteenth birthday. 

Sebastian corroborates this account, but from the traumatic remove of himself from the story: 

“O, that record is lively in my soul. / He finished indeed his mortal act / That day that made my 

sister thirteen years” (5.1.240-42). He remembers the moment that he simultaneously came of 

age and became Viola’s protector, yet recounts only her birthday, even though it is the same as 

his own. Viola, likewise, discerns her kinship with Sebastian through a remove. Focusing on 

what Warren calls a “prosaic matter of identification,” she describes their shared memory that 

their “father had a mole upon his brow” (65, 5.1.236). The “very indirectness of this telling” 

allows Viola and Sebastian to “know” or reacquaint themselves with their twins from the safety 

of a “remove through signifiers,” to return to Caruth. By exploring this reunion through trauma 

theory, we can observe that this indirectness of telling, far from obstructing the reality of the 

twins’ reunion, “forces a reconsideration” of how to know or assimilate an experience when the 

magnitude of the event prevents immediate understanding” (Silverstone 14, Caruth, Unclaimed 

Experience 11).  

                                                        
29 Shakespeare got to the truth of death, trauma, loss and grief because he was not immune to it, having lost his son 
in 1596. Hamnet was survived by his twin sister, Judith, and I agree with Kiernan Ryan, who suggests that it is “hard 
to believe that Shakespeare didn’t derive a profound delight from dramatizing what reality denied him: a twin son 
and brother’s return from the dead” (262). 



 

 

196 

Viola and Sebastian distinguish each other’s pre-traumatic identities at a remove by 

addressing their shared trauma. In doing so, they discard the singular identity of Cesario and 

emerge as two identities from one. Duke Orsino describes the scene as follows: “One face, one 

voice, one habit, and two persons, / A natural perspective, that is and is not” (5.1.209-10). 

Lawrence Danson claims: “To find oneself in Shakespeare's comedies is to find the other, and to 

be found is to be not a self alone” (72); for Viola and Sebastian, they no longer find themselves 

as “lone” twins. In effect, they need to pass through each instance of what “is and is not” so that 

they can apprehend perfect awareness of the joy of their reunion.  

 In Shakespeare’s comedies, the act of surrendering to the natural order includes 

compliance with social order. The comedy must conclude with Orsino, Viola, Sebastian, and 

Olivia each married. For this to occur, all gender suspension and confusion must be resolved. 

Viola, still dressed as Cesario, halts this reunion a moment more, stating:  

If nothing lets to make us happy both 

But this my masculine usurped attire, 

Do not embrace me till each circumstance 

Of place, time, fortune, do cohere and jump 

That I am Viola, which to confirm 

I'll bring you to a captain in this town 

Where lie my maiden weeds… (5.1.243-49) 

Viola shows that the reality of her and her brother’s resurrection cannot be “confirmed” until she 

reclaims her own female identity. She seizes the opportunity to emerge from the “standing 

water” of her eunuch’s identity and accepts her alignment with time’s natural rhythms, which 
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dictate her femininity and the ability to procreate. Viola’s “maiden weeds” symbolize that she is 

a woman, but also, significantly, a maiden. Janet Adelman observes:  

Throughout Shakespeare's plays, boys are associated with women. In the tragedies, this 

association tends to point toward fear of the lack or loss of masculinity. But in these 

comedies, the association tends to point toward an image of youth as a blessed period of 

sexual indeterminacy. (“Male Bonding” 89) 

Adelman shows that in demanding that she be released from of her “masculine usurp’d attire,” 

Viola’s sexuality is no longer obscured and is now “determined,” both by her acceptance of her 

body’s sex and by her incipient marriage to a man. Rather than “blessed,” however, I emphasize 

Viola’s period of “sexual indeterminacy” as the therapeutic experience of embracing a 

desexualized self in order to overcome her grief. Although Malvolio prevents Viola from 

performing her female gender onstage, her inclination to change is more significant for our 

purposes here than the fact that it does not ultimately happen.30 Viola’s desire to recover her 

“maiden weeds” signifies her acceptance of sexual maturity and preparedness to advertise her 

“circulation” to Orsino. Camille Slights comments on the importance of Viola’s rejection of 

suspension in favour of “circulation”:  

The scene performs the conventional function of uniting lovers and reuniting family, but 

the emphasis is less on restoration and reconciliation than on the discovery of unexpected 

relationships and acceptance of new obligations. (358) 

This is important. The ending of mourning coincides with the ending of the Twelfth Night 

                                                        
30 The fact that Viola does not change into her “maiden weeds” says more about Malvolio’s resistance to social 
order than her own. I dedicate Chapter Seven to studying the characters that resist the tidy but exclusive social 
ordering that unsatisfactorily resolves this comedy. 
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festivities: suspension giving way to a renewed appreciation for, and adherence to, one’s 

obligations and responsibilities within the social order.  

Rather than being a celebration of social order, many critics argue, the play’s final song, 

“The Wind and the Rain,” undercuts the joyful conclusion with a spirit of mournfulness.31 

Tiffany Stern claims that the song’s “regret at marriage certainly gives a dismal cast to the end of 

a marriage-bound comedy” (175), and Penuel suggests that the song implies that the comedy 

“protest[s] its ends” (93). In contrast to these critics, I argue that this final song is not mournful, 

disconsolate, or protesting of the play’s conclusion, but instead depicts a re-engagement with 

time’s natural rhythms. It sings of repetition, “the rain it raineth every day,” yet because of the 

song’s progress through the stages of a man’s life, it shows that life does not exist in suspension 

like traumatic time. Instead, I suggest that its message expresses how, no matter the metaphorical 

rain of real-life difficulties that exist at any point in life, time ceaselessly moves forward. 

Although the song is about a drunkard, once again, the music speaks to the characters who 

suspend themselves in festivity or trauma, alike. Whereas Stern recognizes the morbidity of the 

song that “depict[s] a man’s progress through life, which obviously only has one end” (182), I 

argue that the opposite side of the coin of inevitable death is seizing the day. Rather than a life 

cut short by the likes of a tempest, the notion of death of natural causes is in line with time’s 

natural rhythms. Barber notes that “The clarification achieved by the festive comedies is 

concomitant to the release they dramatize: a heightened awareness of the relation between man 

and ‘nature’ – the nature celebrated on holiday” (8, Barber’s italics). This “relation” is, 

specifically, humanity’s existence within nature’s unstoppable cycles, rendering the process of 

                                                        
31 See Appendix II for the song in full. 
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living, aging, and dying as beyond human control. The holiday celebrates seizing the moment, 

but that seizure is influenced by a recognition of death’s inevitability. “The rain it raineth every 

day” shows that one cannot suspend herself in time, cannot ultimately resist being moved by the 

environment. Bodies must give way to time, a force much stronger than any individual body.  

To conclude, I disagree with Stern’s claim that “Creating the play emotionally, the songs, 

with their bleak outlook, undercut the drama’s comedy” (172). The songs provide a message of 

bleakness not to undercut the comedy, but to support the final resolution. Music draws grieving 

characters out of traumatic time and back into alignment with time’s natural rhythms and social 

responsibilities, which can lead to a long, emotionally fulfilling life before inevitable death. The 

songs may address lamentable topics, but the notion of comedies as containing simplistically 

happy endings is deceptive. Rather, the endings of Shakespeare's comedies gesture towards a 

reunion of the social unit and the characters’ acceptance of their roles within that order. The 

function of festive comedy in Twelfth Night is to provide ways of moving away from disorder, 

the suspension of social responsibilities and traumatic “brining” alike, and back into order. This 

means accepting one’s age, one’s sexual maturity, even one’s eventual demise, and thereby 

arriving at the healing of the individual psyche and social body alike. 
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Chapter 7:  “Anything that’s mended is but patched”: Homosocial rejection and festering 

passions in Twelfth Night 

 For the final chapter of my dissertation, we have reached a point in Shakespeare’s comic 

oeuvre in which he leaves several characters remarkably disconnected with the otherwise 

reintegrated social unit at the final bow. Where in Chapter 6, I argued for the play’s ultimate 

containment of resistant energies through the marriages of female characters and their anticipated 

childbearing, my final chapter will show that there are characters whose passions remain 

unaccommodated and do not get redirected by the conclusion of the play. I structure my 

argument around the relationships between Antonio and Sebastian, Sir Andrew Aguecheek and 

Sir Toby, and Malvolio and Feste. I will show how Shakespeare anticipates his tragedies by 

exposing the cost of social unity through the rejection of these characters and the relationships, 

ranging from homoerotic to mimetic to retributive, that Antonio, Sir Andrew, and Malvolio have 

great trouble leaving behind. While other critics have reflected on these characters’ exclusion, 

my aim is to show how their passionate energy resists containment and therefore leaves behind a 

festering social wound that outlasts the gender and status stabilization project of the comedy’s 

conclusion. In order to probe deeper into the play’s resistance of that rigid structure, this chapter 

meditates on Feste’s claim that “anything that’s mended is but patched” (1.5.42-43): Shakespeare 

challenges generic boundaries by offering a comic resolution in which “but patched” is far from 

the noticeably “mended” conclusions that he offered in his earlier comedies. 

 The excessive passionate energy that these outliers demonstrate is cultivated by devotion 

to a homosocial relationship, and the shame and despair that emerges when bonds between men 

are ignored. Of these three relationships, only Antonio’s devotion is sexual. In order to address a 
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wider spectrum of male-male devotion, I will continue to use Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 

terminology of male homosocial desire as a “strategy for making generalizations about, and 

marking historical difference in, the structure of men’s relations with other men” (2, her italics). 

By addressing a range of homosocial attachment, I will show how Shakespeare pinpoints a 

deficiency of the comic structure: the stabilizing aims come at a social cost that is only given its 

due attention in the more isolationist spirit of Shakespeare’s tragedies. The unattended social 

fissures in Twelfth Night appear as wounds. While some wounds appear literally, each rejection 

is symbolic of an internal trauma that remains unresolved by the end of the play. Like Catherine 

Silverstone, I find that “critical work on trauma – with its emphasis on repetition, return, 

avoidance, the unrepresentable and belatedness – provides a productive framework through 

which to consider violence and its effects” (2). Whereas Silverstone’s work on Shakespeare’s 

tragedies often follows literal violence, my observations about this comedy focus on the violent 

passions that influence any range of both physically and psychologically wounding destructive 

behaviour. 

As with my earlier chapters, I will use historical phenomenology to show how 

Shakespeare uses the body as a readable locus for feeling. My study is shaped in response to 

David Schalkwyk’s argument that affective bonds in Twelfth Night should be read through acts 

of devotion, a “language that needs little explanation in terms of humoral psychology” 

(“Affective Landscapes” 89). Schalkwyk claims that:  

The affective landscapes of Twelfth Night… show that if early modern humoral 

psychology of affect is relevant to the play, it is so negatively: as a form of 

misrecognition. Love is embodied in a different way – not as something that happens 
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physiologically within the body, but rather as a form of behavior… represented as the 

criterion of loving affection. We tell by what someone does whether they love someone 

or not, not by their expertise in applying early modern psychological theory to themselves 

or others. (“Affective Landscapes” 95)  

I recognize that analysis based exclusively on humoral psychology can be reductive if it neglects 

essential truths about the emotions, as demonstrated through action. However, my dissertation 

project has shown how it is necessary to attend to the language of the body because that is the 

way that the early modern subject understood his or her own emotions, and would have 

articulated them in those times. Through this lens, I analyze Shakespeare’s language of the body 

as both physically and symbolically gesturing towards emotional bonds and emotional wounds.  

It is necessary to recognize that despite differences in affections between romantic love 

(as is the case with Antonio), mimetic devotion (as with Sir Andrew’s idolization of Sir Toby 

Belch), or long-standing mutual resentment (as between Feste and Malvolio), early modern 

thought identified the heart as the source of these passionate influences. In A Treatise of 

Melancholie (1586), physician and clergyman Timothy Bright wrote that “the heart is the seat of 

life, and of affections, and perturbations, of love, or hate, like, or dislike” (47). These affections 

all begin in the heart, but are not limited to the bodies in which they reside. Instead, characters 

who maintain relationships of emotional depth and physical proximity are liable to experience 

feelings as a contagion. Gail Kern Paster describes this sharing of affections: “For the humoral 

body, all boundaries were threatened because they were – as a matter of physical definition and 

functional health – porous and permeable” (Body Embarrassed 13). For Twelfth Night’s female 

characters, no amount of metaphorical brining could prevent their porous bodies from aging. For 
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the male characters, open bodies signify irresolution. By looking beyond the two marriages that 

are promised at the end of the play and instead addressing the unresolved social standing of the 

unmarried characters, I will show how, when the passions of one man are not recognized, the 

social fissures that result are liable to infect the otherwise promising resolution. 

Antonio’s homoerotic attachment to Sebastian is based in their physical and emotional 

closeness. Antonio claims they have been attached since the moment he saved Sebastian: “No 

int’rim, not a minute’s vacancy, / Both day and night did we keep company” (5.1.90-91). 

Sebastian and Antonio share company by day and Antonio’s comment that they “keep company” 

by night implies that they are bedfellows, as well. They are privy to each other’s humours by 

virtue of their “porous and permeable” bodies in such close and constant proximity – all the more 

so if they have sexual intercourse, which is not explicitly stated in the play itself. Alan Bray 

notes, however, that beyond the bodily fluids that bedfellows may share, “beds are not only 

places where people sleep: they are also places where people talk. To be someone’s ‘bedfellow’ 

suggested that one had influence” (4). This ongoing closeness and emotional influence mirrors 

Orsino’s openness with Cesario, as Valentine claims: “If the Duke continue these favours 

towards you, Cesario, you are like to be much advanced. He hath known you but three days, and 

already you are no stranger” (1.4.1-4). Although there is no evidence that they are bedfellows,1 

Orsino voices his devotion to Cesario, saying: “I have unclasped / To thee the book even of my 

secret soul” (1.4.13-14).  

In both cases of companionship, emotional attachment occurs when two characters are in 

constant proximity, and when one is completely open with their emotional attachment. Also in 

                                                        
1 A scandalous thing that would be, since Cesario is actually the female Viola. 
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both cases, however, the twin from Messaline (Viola-as-Cesario or Sebastian), maintains a secret 

identity which renders them incapable of offering the same level of unbridled devotion. Viola 

feels intense affection for Orsino, yet expresses her frustration with concealing her identity, 

lamenting: “What will become of this? As I am man, / My state is desperate for my master’s 

love” (2.2.36-37). Inwardly, her emotional “state” is “desperate” for more affection than the 

already-effusive Orsino has shown. Viola’s desperation to share a bed with Orsino is, of course, 

at odds with her outward gender. When Sebastian reveals his identity to Antonio, it is not to 

become closer with Antonio, but to maintain his distance. He says: “My name is Sebastian, 

which I called Roderigo. My father was that Sebastian of Messaline whom I know you have 

heard of” (2.1.14-16). By withholding his true identity, Sebastian demonstrates a surprising level 

of suspicion towards the man who saved his life and has protected him every moment since. 

Using a false name shows that no matter the extent of Sebastian’s appreciation for Antonio’s 

generosity, he avoids sharing a deeper part of his self: his family name, his national identity and 

the extent of his inherited fortune. By refusing to share his inheritance, Sebastian refuses to 

acknowledge his tremendous debt to Antonio. Whereas Antonio pledges: “If you will not murder 

me for my love, let me be your servant” (2.1.31-32), Sebastian by contrast withholds his 

affections, telling Antonio: “My stars shine darkly over me. The malignancy of my fate might 

perhaps distemper yours, therefore I shall crave of you your leave that I may bear my evils 

alone” (2.1.3-6). He feigns selflessness in order to seem concerned for Antonio’s well-being, yet 

where Antonio attempts to prolong their proximity, Sebastian attempts to remove himself from 

Antonio’s company. Where Antonio interjects at every opportunity his willingness to share in 
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Sebastian’s burden, Sebastian accepts Antonio’s devotion only if it can be practiced from a 

distance. 

Antonio is in the greatest need of a costume, yet he does not wear one, nor does he 

assume a false identity, the way Sebastian and Viola each have. “Of all the characters in Twelfth 

Night,” Robert F. Wilson Jr. writes, “[Antonio] should be wearing a disguise” (5). Antonio seeks 

no disguise to conceal his attachment to Sebastian. When he declares: “If you will not murder me 

for my love, let me be your servant,” he boldly confronts the prospect of violence and rejection 

in order to demonstrate his devotion through the literal openness of his body to Sebastian. For 

Antonio, this violence is real because he is an outlaw in Illyria. In Act 5, the Officer tells Orsino 

that Antonio “took the Phoenix and her fraught from Candy,” and “did the Tiger board / When 

your young nephew Titus lost his leg” (5.1.55-56). The nephew’s wound is one that cannot heal: 

the human body cannot regenerate a leg. Likewise, Orsino cannot forgive Antonio for this 

violence against his family and outlaws his presence in Illyria. It is the intensity of Antonio’s 

passion that draws him on to such boldness as to brave danger for the sake of protecting 

Sebastian. Like The Merchant of Venice’s Antonio,2 who risks a literal pound of flesh after 

pledging to Bassanio “My purse, my person, my extremest means” (1.1.137), Twelfth Night’s 

Antonio offers a literal sacrifice of his body to materially show Sebastian the part of Antonio’s 

passionate body that he occupies. After being left behind by his companion, Antonio resolves to 

follow Sebastian: “I do adore thee so / That danger shall seem sport, and I will go” (2.1.42-43). 

Antonio knowingly, willingly, and urgently faces the danger of arrest and bloodshed in order to 

                                                        
2 Twelfth Night’s Antonio has long been seen as a “reincarnation” of the character Antonio from The Merchant of 
Venice. However, whereas the merchant voices his attachment with the more oblique “In sooth, I know not why I 
am so sad” (1.1.1), Twelfth Night’s Antonio is overt about his devotion to Sebastian.  
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continue sharing his time, and his bed, with Sebastian. When he meets Sebastian in 3.3, Antonio 

declares: “My willing love / The rather by these arguments of fear / Set forth in your pursuit” 

(3.3.11-13).  This “willing” love is exemplary of excessive passionate energy erupting from 

Antonio, who shows his face publicly in order to find Sebastian, regardless of warnings against 

his safety. Like the cross-dressed Viola’s “desperate” affection for Orsino, Antonio’s “willing 

love” pours from him without cessation. Going further with his affection, he shows no regard for 

consequences. Viola cross-dresses in order to protect herself but his own bodily protection was 

never Antonio’s goal: he is willing to withstand suffering, to be “murdered for [his] affection”, 

as long as his suffering is spent in the service of Sebastian.  

Antonio’s excessive passion is articulated through metaphor and demonstrated through 

selfless action. Surprising Sebastian in 3.3, Antonio declares: “I could not stay behind you. My 

desire, / More sharp than filèd steel, did spur me forth” (3.3.4-5). Even after saving Sebastian’s 

life three months past, Antonio remains devoted to protecting him, regardless of the risk of the 

blood he might lose at the hands and swords of Orsino’s authorities. Paster notes that “Blood is 

not usually classified among the body’s excreta (the category of bodily fluids most subject to 

ambivalent affect), since, unlike urine or sweat, it is supposed to remain contained in the body” 

(Body Embarrassed 64). The fact that Antonio characterizes his passion as stronger or more 

dangerous than “filed steel” indicates his willingness to face physical wounding in order for 

Sebastian to recognize his love – because Antonio’s blood will be pouring out from its point of 

origin.  

Antonio has the opportunity to face “filed steel” when he comes upon Sir Andrew 

attacking Viola-as-Cesario. Not knowing Sebastian’s twin sister has outlived the shipwreck, 



 

 

207 

Antonio has every reason to assume that the person being attacked is Sebastian. He steps in front 

of Cesario with the intention of protecting the object of his affection, telling Sir Andrew: “Put up 

your sword. If this young gentleman / Have done offence, I take the fault on me. / If you offend 

him, I for him defy you” (3.4.301-03). Regardless of Sir Andrew’s harmlessness, in “defying” 

him, Antonio publicly reveals his identity, risking his own life to protect Sebastian’s. Moreover, 

when Antonio declares “I take the fault on me,” he bares his affections, and the chest that 

contains them, challenging Sir Andrew to attempt to pierce it. Saying “I for him defy you,” 

Antonio, like his Venetian namesake, attempts to confirm his bodily permeability to Sebastian by 

shedding his own blood on Sebastian’s behalf. Paster notes that blood “is most often metonymy 

for important and laudable qualities such as mercy, sacrifice, or passion – both divine and human 

– or their tragic loss through violence and death” (Body Embarrassed 64). Even if Sebastian is a 

capable fighter, Antonio attempts to “take the fault on me,” sacrificing his own well-being in 

order to prevent Sebastian from potentially suffering. When Sir Toby expresses surprise at this 

stranger’s boldness he asks, “You, sir! why, what are you?” Antonio responds: “One, sir, that for 

his love dares yet to do more / Than you have heard him brag to you he will” (3.4.305-06). As 

opposed to Merchant’s Portia, who intends to “speak of ‘frays / Like a fine bragging youth; and 

tell quaint lies / How honorable ladies sought my love” (3.4.68-70), Antonio is not bragging or 

lying, but coolly stating his bloody intent. Sword in hand, Antonio’s words go beyond the 

conceit of “will”; his promise “yet to do more” shows how badly he yearns to not to purge, but to 

manifest his passions in Sebastian’s ongoing reality. 

Antonio seeks an opportunity to sacrifice himself in order to show his love. This is made 

farcical when Antonio faces a coward, but not knowing that, is nonetheless willing to lose his life 
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in this battle. Just as Antonio in Merchant was prepared to sacrifice a mortal pound of flesh from 

his chest to demonstrate the extent of his love, Antonio exposes his identity and is willing to 

have his own blood spilled for Sebastian’s to be preserved. Paster states that, as opposed to the 

more shameful social valence of female bleeding, for men, bloodshed could be regarded 

“therapeutically, as purgative, and can thus define it as enhancing rather than endangering 

somatic integrity and bodily solubility” (Body Embarrassed 97). By assuming that he is shedding 

his blood in Sebastian’s company, Antonio envisions the most loving part of his blood as being 

purged from his own body in order to directly benefit the porous body of Sebastian.   

When Orsino’s officers approach the outlaw, Antonio is willing to be punished because 

he knows that he first saved Sebastian from the swords of Sir Andrew and Sir Toby. He tells 

Sebastian: “This comes with seeking you. / But there’s no remedy, I shall answer it” (3.4.323-

24). Antonio implies that his love is the cause of his subsequent imprisonment: not his crimes 

against Illyria, but his desire to protect Sebastian. Even under arrest, Antonio remains selfless. 

Needing to pay his bond from the purse that he bequeathed to Sebastian, he asks:  

What will you do now my necessity  

Makes me to ask you for my purse? It grieves me  

Much more for what I cannot do for you  

Than what befalls myself. (3.4.325-28) 

Rather than lamenting his own certain punishment, Antonio only despairs of abandoning 

Sebastian, who remains free but otherwise friendless. Self-protection was never Antonio’s goal, 

because spilling his blood, while potentially deadly, would be affectively productive in 

transferring his loving passions to Sebastian.  
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Antonio’s self-sacrificing devotion is what evokes pathos regarding his double rejection: 

first by Cesario,3 and then by Sebastian. This pathos arises from the disjunction between what 

Antonio readily sacrifices compared to both Cesario and Sebastian’s disinclination to sacrifice 

their own comforts. Upon arriving in Illyria, Antonio had given Sebastian his purse, whereas 

Sebastian responded: “Do not then walk too open” (3.3.37). Sebastian does not ask for “we” to 

“not then walk too open,” but for Antonio to conceal only himself. Whereas Sebastian implicitly 

rejects Antonio from exploring Illyria with him, Antonio does not relent but takes up another 

selfless cause: “I will bespeak our diet / Whiles you beguile the time and feed your knowledge / 

With viewing of the town” (3.3.40-42). Instead of accepting Sebastian’s gentle rejection, 

Antonio is willing to fulfill more mundane functions upon the condition that his companion 

returns to share the next meal with him.4 Just as Antonio had offered “my purse, my person, my 

extremest means” in Merchant (1.1.137-38), Twelfth Night’s Antonio generously offers to 

financially support Sebastian’s frivolity: “Haply your eye shall light upon some toy / You have 

desire to purchase” (3.3.44-45). Antonio leaves himself penniless in an enemy state in order to 

fulfill Sebastian’s “desire to purchase.” This shows his desperation to personally accommodate 

any of Sebastian’s desires – if not to be desired himself, then to be crucial to the process of desire 

fulfilment. Sebastian cheerfully accepts Antonio’s offer, responding, “I’ll be your purse-bearer” 

(3.3.47), but he privileges the monetary purse over the “purse” of Antonio’s anatomy.5 His 

bedfellow awaits his return to the safety of the inn as Sebastian seeks pleasures elsewhere. 

                                                        
3 This case of mistaken identity structurally farcical, but is in no way amusing to Antonio. 
4 This desperation to reunite through domestic functions is something I discussed at length in Chapter Three, 
regarding Adriana’s influence on her husband’s passions through the way that she serves his meals. 
5 See Chapter Five for my original argument about “purse” being symbolic of the scrotum. 
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 Antonio’s chief goal is for his love to be absorbed by Sebastian and be reciprocated in 

return. His devotion meets a grim obstacle when he needs his purse and thinks that he is asking 

Sebastian to return it. Instead, he beseeches Cesario, who responds: “What money, sir? / …. Out 

of my lean and low ability / I’ll lend you something” (3.4.331-35). This offer to “lend” Antonio 

money is necessarily hurtful to Antonio, who gives all his money to Sebastian and risks his life 

on top of that. Antonio had no expectation of compensation beyond Sebastian’s company and a 

simple acknowledgement of Antonio’s protection. It becomes apparent that Antonio does indeed 

expect an outpouring of Sebastian’s affection to match his own. He is devastated when this 

expectation of reciprocity meets more than resistance: a lack of recognition. When Cesario 

speaks to Antonio in such formal terms, he is “outfacing” Antonio. This denial that another 

person belongs to one’s community and is entitled to one’s emotional and financial support is a 

topic I have returned to in many of my chapters. Whereas Antonio offers his purse as a token to 

ensure his closeness to Sebastian when they are apart, Antonio’s pain comes from seeing the 

person he thinks is Sebastian, exploiting his money as a means of abandoning him. Upon 

Cesario’s refusal to sacrifice the purse as quickly as Antonio was willing to sacrifice his own 

life, Antonio declares:  

Is’t possible that my deserts to you 

Can lack persuasion? Do not tempt my misery, 

Lest that it make me so unsound a man 

As to upbraid you with those kindnesses 

That I have done for you. (3.4.338-42) 
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He says “Do not tempt my misery,” showing that this misery already exists within, and he is 

preventing its total purgation by suppressing his desire “to upbraid you with those kindnesses / 

That I have done for you.” Antonio does not know that defending Cesario’s life was his first 

kindness ever done to the confused page. His words of desperation show how Antonio prides 

himself on his capacity for selfless romantic devotion. In one respect, he seems to believe that 

selflessness is fulfilling to him, and to use it against Sebastian would be to lose pleasure from his 

devotion. Yet, it is the depths of his “misery” that show that his selflessness is not that at all. 

Antonio proves his resentment against this asymmetry of their relationship when he gives into 

the “tempt[ation]” of using his deeds against “Sebastian,” who is actually Cesario.6  

Antonio’s love festers into bitterness when it goes unaccommodated by Cesario. He tells 

his arresting officers:  

This youth that you see here  

I snatched one half out of the jaws of death,  

Relieved him with such sanctity of love,  

And to his image, which methought did promise  

Most venerable worth, did I devotion. (3.4.350-54) 

Antonio “snatched” Sebastian from the “jaws of death,” and since then has acted as a mother 

bird: “bespeak[ing Sebastian’s] diet” as if feeding him from his own jaws.7 Yet, in pointing to 

                                                        
6 Camille Slights discusses the notion of “recompense” at length in her article “The Principle of Recompense in 
Twelfth Night.” 
7 Antonio’s despair after his ongoing role as provider is reminiscent of Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens. Both 
Antonio and Timon attempt to provide nourishment for the joy of seeing those they care for happy and well. Like 
Timon, Antonio becomes hostile in the face of his beloved’s ingratitude. However, after giving so much of himself, 
Antonio’s response contains both rage and sorrow. Whereas in tragedy, the tragic figure becomes increasingly 
isolated from the society he once treasured, in this comedy, Antonio remains in a liminal space: an outlaw but not 
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“his image,” Antonio shows that he is mistaken, “outfacing” Cesario as if he is his dearest 

companion, not a perfect stranger with an uncanny resemblance to Sebastian. Although he is 

berating the “image” of Sebastian and not the actual man, it is the familiarity that makes him 

respond with such wrath as if it were a reality. To Antonio, this rejection by the “image” of 

Sebastian is rejection, nonetheless. Although we do not hear the extent of his grief when he sees 

that Sebastian has married a woman in their first moments apart in months, his above speech 

represents the extent of his despair with being denied. This denial is all the more hurtful as it 

comes at a near-fatal moment and is perpetuated by the person whose life Antonio had saved and 

devoted every moment to since.  

It is clear that Antonio is romantically rejected by Sebastian, but the question of whether 

he is rejected by society for his love is open to discussion. Laurie E. Osborne writes about the 

negotiation that is at play in performance editions of the play. She notes that nineteenth-century 

directors wrote in “pardons” of Antonio’s crimes against Illyria in order to make the conclusion 

more socially cohesive. They imagine a place in society for Antonio, rather than leaving 

unresolved whether he is actively ejected from society after being passively rejected by 

Sebastian through the latter’s speedy marriage to Olivia. The fact that these directors felt the 

need to write pardons shows their impulse to resolve the issue of unabsorbed excesses of passion 

and to avoid acknowledging the reason for his separateness. Osborne writes:  

The ambivalence of the pardon itself and the staging of the pardon’s implications 

anticipate our ongoing conflict between understanding Antonio’s love as an acceptable 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

entirely outcast. He does not yearn to isolate himself from Sebastian, but for Sebastian to offer recompense through 
an acknowledgement that Antonio did indeed risk all, twice, to save Sebastian’s life. 
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passionate, even erotic male friendship and a love that must be isolated at the end of the 

play because of its homoeroticism. (114) 

Whereas Antonio in Merchant is not doomed to loneliness because he secures himself in a vow 

to ensure that Bassanio “will nevermore break faith advisedly” (5.1.253), there are no apparent 

verbal codicils in Sebastian’s bond with Olivia to secure Antonio’s protection on Olivia’s 

Illyrian estate. Any legal pardon or expression of love between the two would have to be 

supplied by directors or screenwriters, because it is not included in the Folio text or stage 

directions. What is certain is that, aside from including additional stage directions, new text must 

be written, and for new text to be written, there must be a contemporary social objection to the 

subject matter that remained unresolved in Shakespeare’s time. Joseph Pequigney questions this 

theory that comedies always find a way to socially reject characters driven by homoerotic desire:  

Why the nearly universal assent to the mistaken critical view that both Antonios at the 

finish are excluded and unhappy? Since the Shakespearean text does not lend support to 

the view – quite the reverse – it must be imported and imposed by readers. (218) 

Pequigney denounces the readers who entertain “the bourgeois attitude that confirmed bachelors 

deserve to suffer loneliness and lovelessness for failing to marry and have children” (218). 

However, by comparing the social place of the two different Antonios at their plays’ conclusions, 

we can see how alone Twelfth Night’s Antonio truly is.  

Antonio is not ultimately punished for his crimes against the state, nor his love, but Sebastian 

also does not reward him for his steadfast protection. Antonio is made to look like a tragic fool 

for defending someone whom he thought was his friend. His last words are: “Which is 

Sebastian?” (5.1.218). Sebastian does not respond to Antonio, but to Viola. He then accounts for 
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the confusion to Olivia “So comes it, lady, you have been mistook” (5.1.253). He does not 

address Antonio again. Whereas all of Antonio’s thoughts are about Sebastian, Sebastian is more 

concerned with resolving his own identity as brother of the resurrected Viola and husband of 

Olivia. Where Orsino calls for Malvolio’s return with “Pursue him, and entreat him to a peace. / 

He hath not told us of the captain yet” (5.1.370-71), nobody calls on Antonio because he no 

longer has anything they want. They do not need to punish him, but they also refuse to account 

for the mistaken identities. Because the mistake of identities was ultimately his error, and he 

shed noble blood in support of that error, he is fortunate not to be punished. Reward is out of the 

question. Antonio at the end of Twelfth Night is far more like Shylock than is Antonio in The 

Merchant of Venice. They are both expected to accept the outcome: losing their money to 

somebody undeserving and watching their loved ones marry without consideration for the 

feelings of their former provider. Antonio cannot celebrate the joyful realignment of society 

because he is marginalized, unmarried, unacknowledged, and not asked for his opinions or 

blessing now that decisions can be made by the rightful lawmaker.  

Antonio is left unpaid and remains silent for the duration of the discovery scene. In my 

previous chapters, I have argued that Adriana’s and Portia’s silences signify their obedience to 

their husbands, and those husbands, in turn, must take responsibility for their wives by virtue of 

the marriage vow. Here, I argue that Antonio’s silence speaks not to obedience or assent, but to 

profound disappointment. He is not a tragic figure because he does not ultimately die as a 

byproduct of his despair. Nonetheless, his lack of social security at the end of the play shows that 

“anything that’s mended is but patched.” Sebastian does not guarantee any recompense for 

Antonio, demonstrating an ultimate rejection of his companion. The twin’s own sorrow is 
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“mended” because he reunites with his sister and marries Olivia. Whereas Viola and Olivia turn 

from traumatic stasis to realignment with the demands of their gender and status, Antonio’s lack 

of accommodation forebodes the festering of the traumatic wound of being “outfaced” by both 

Sebastian and his twin will fester. His unacknowledged sorrow shows that there are cracks in the 

“patched” foundation of this resolution. This resistant energy does not prevent the comedy from 

concluding, but leaves a sour taste to the sweet reunions. Antonio goes unaccommodated but 

remains alive. This type of ending is not as extreme as the endings of tragedy, but as 

Shakespeare progresses through his comedy-writing career, these social outliers seem to add up 

and gather in complexity.  

Turning now to the relationship between Sir Toby Belch and Sir Andrew Aguecheek, I 

will examine a non-sexual, but still one-sided form of homosocial devotion to show that 

profound masculine devotion is not restricted to homoerotic attachment. When Maria demands 

that Sir Toby “confine [him]self within the modest limits of order” (1.3.7-8), Sir Toby responds: 

“Confine? I’ll confine myself no finer than I am. These clothes are good enough to drink in” 

(1.3.9-10). Sir Toby struggles with the proscriptive demands of public behaviour and attaches 

himself to Sir Andrew, who “delight[s] in masques and revels sometimes altogether” (1.3.106-

07). The guest’s immersion in these festive celebrations “sometimes altogether” signifies a 

devotion to excess that makes him a kindred spirit to the drunken Sir Toby. This companionship 

is based not on mutual devotion, but on mutual “confine[ment]” in the spirit of festivity. They 

both refuse to seriously acknowledge that beyond Twelfth Night, they must assume the 

responsibilities of their gender and status: preserve their fortunes instead of spending them, 

honouring their families and protecting them from poorly-chosen romantic suitors. Sir Toby 
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invites Sir Andrew to court Olivia, but Sir Andrew laments that Olivia will accept “none of me” 

(1.3.101). He does not actually devote any effort to pursuing her. Sir Andrew’s exclusive 

concern is with homosocial bonding, where he shows a greater desire for acceptance than he 

does with women. Sir Andrew does not ask any more of Sir Toby than to allow him to entertain 

his host, bragging that he “can cut a caper” and “have the back-trick simply as strong as any man 

in Illyria” (1.3.113-16). While he cannot be Sir Toby, he can demonstrate his worthiness by 

drinking like him, dancing like him, and speaking like him: modeling his body to be as much like 

Sir Toby’s as possible. While Shakespeare does not show Sir Andrew attempting to woo Olivia, 

we see Sir Andrew’s desperate pursuit of Sir Toby’s approval in his constant repetition of Sir 

Toby’s sentiments. Sir Andrew puts Sir Toby’s words into his own mouth no less than seven 

times throughout the play. For example, Sir Toby notes that Feste’s love-song is “a contagious 

breath,” and Sir Andrew repeats, “Very sweet and contagious, i’faith” (2.3.53). Sir Andrew 

parrots the sentiment, which suggests his attempt to have a friendship as emotionally close and 

physically proximate that the two should share in “contagious” humours. He cannot share 

affective experiences with Olivia who refuses to see him, but shares them with Sir Toby as they 

maintain company throughout Twelfth Night. Rather than imitation being the sincerest form of 

flattery, Sir Andrew’s imitation and emulation of Sir Toby is his sincerest expression of slavish 

devotion and reverence. 

Sir Andrew Aguecheek has long been a sidebar of critical studies regarding Twelfth 

Night; audiences laugh at him, not with him, as they do with the witty Feste. Nor does the 

audience have the time to commiserate with Sir Andrew’s shame when Malvolio’s is far more 

magnified. Sir Andrew’s virtue is in his function as predecessor to Shakespeare’s tragic dupes, 
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such as Hamlet’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and Othello’s Roderigo. At the end of 2.3, Sir 

Toby tells Sir Andrew to “send for money” (174), demonstrating none of the generosity towards 

his visiting companion that Antonio shows Sebastian. Instead of showing selflessness, Sir Toby’s 

“send for more money” anticipates the entirely selfish Iago’s obsessive repetition of “put money 

in thy purse” and “make money.”8 Sir Toby cares not for Sir Andrew’s person, only his “purse.” 

Rather than giving the visitor his purse to enjoy, Sir Toby only keeps Sir Andrew for as long as 

Sir Andrew has money to keep himself.  

It is important to remember that Malvolio’s is not the only gulling in the play; Sir 

Andrew is gulled when Sir Toby and Fabian orchestrate a duel between him and Cesario. 

Whereas Iago is able to inflame the passions of the desperate Roderigo, Sir Toby is entirely 

aware that Sir Andrew lacks the desire for Olivia or the martial bravery to challenge Cesario to a 

duel. He notes that Sir Andrew was “dubbed with unhatched rapier and on carpet consideration” 

(3.4.227-28),9 meaning that he holds the esteemed title without having earned it in the chivalrous 

sense: risking his own bodily safety to save the life of another. Instead, Sir Toby tells Fabian, 

“For Andrew, if he were opened, and you find so much blood in his liver as will clog the foot of 

a flea, I’ll eat the rest of th’anatomy” (3.2.57-59). He assesses Sir Andrew’s body as containing 

insufficient blood in the “seat of the passions” to act, or even “show” fearsomeness (Warren 

165n). Unlike Antonio, Sir Andrew avoids the sting of “sharpened steel,” because he knows that 

the price is too high for a reward that he is not likely to get. He tells Sir Toby, “I saw your niece 

do more favours to the Count’s servingman than ever she bestowed upon me” (3.2.4-6); he has 

                                                        
8 Othello 1.3, 340, 342, 344, 346, 348, 353, 359, 365, 372. 
9 Warren glosses “carpet consideration” as being knighted “for courtly rather than military reasons” (Warren 180n), 
showing that Sir Andrew did not even earn his title for bravery or selfless duties in service of the realm. 
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seen Olivia show affection for another, and does not want to risk his life to change the outcome. 

He would even give his “horse, grey Capilet” (3.4.276), rather than engage in a battle that he 

feels no impulse to fight. What gets him to fight is, just as in Othello, the persuasion of a 

charismatic supporter who secretly intends to remain unbloodied on the sidelines. Sir Toby feels 

satisfaction in exposing Sir Andrew’s foolishness, declaring in an aside, “Marry, I’ll ride your 

horse as well as I ride you” (3.4.279). He does not treat Sir Andrew as a partner the way Sir 

Andrew would have him do. Instead, Sir Toby uses Sir Andrew as a pawn in his ongoing revelry.  

Sir Andrew’s selfless devotion is not dedicated to Olivia, as demonstrated by his 

willingness to relinquish his horse to preserve his own life; yet when Sir Toby is in danger, Sir 

Andrew’s thoughts are directed exclusively towards Sir Toby’s pain. Sebastian emerges as a 

hyper-masculine form of Cesario and bloodies both knights, but Sir Andrew returns to get help 

for Sir Toby, not himself: “For the love of God, a surgeon – send one presently to Sir Toby” 

(5.1.168-69). Only after beseeching a surgeon to attend to Sir Toby’s injuries does Sir Andrew 

call attention to the fact that Sebastian-as-Cesario “has broke my head across” (5.1.171), which, 

if taken at face value rather than comic exaggeration, could be a serious injury that Sir Andrew 

has ignored for the welfare of his friend. Turning Antonio’s pledge into a reality, Sir Andrew 

suffers the sting of “sharpened steel” on account of his friendship. However, Sir Andrew does 

not fully comprehend Sir Toby’s responsibility for putting him in danger. He knows that he “was 

set on to do’t by Sir Toby” (5.1.179-80), yet when he tells Cesario: “If a bloody coxcomb be a 

hurt you have hurt me” (5.1.184-5), it becomes clear that Sir Andrew blames Cesario, not Sir 

Toby, for indirectly drawing his own blood for the sake of his amusement. 
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Although Sir Andrew acknowledges his physical pain, he does not express feelings of 

betrayal because he saw Sir Toby defend him against the surprisingly strong dueler.10 Sir 

Andrew sees this as an act of sacrifice on Sir Toby’s part, and shows his own selflessness by 

waiting to be treated until Sir Toby can join him. Sir Andrew says: “I’ll help you, Sir Toby, 

because we’ll be dressed together” (5.1.198-99). After eating with him, drinking with him, and 

dancing with him, in this moment when they are both injured, Sir Andrew sees an opportunity to 

bind himself in ongoing friendship with Sir Toby as their wounds are being “mended” 

simultaneously. He appeals to their shared physical openness, but Sir Toby closes his heart to Sir 

Andrew by refusing to share in their healing, showing that any resolution is but “patched.” Paster 

notes “the blood’s power to blazon guilt” (Body Embarrassed 4), and the audience sees Sir 

Toby’s guilt in causing both of their injuries, even if Sir Andrew does not see it himself. Sir 

Toby rejects Sir Andrew by sarcastically demanding: “Will you help – an ass-head, and a 

coxcomb, and a knave; a thin-faced knave, a gull?” (5.1.199-200, editor’s italics). Sir Toby 

refuses to acknowledge him by his courtly title or by his role as friend, and his response 

objectifies Sir Andrew as the means for his amusement, calling him a “gull.” Whereas Sir 

Andrew sees this as a moment to cement their harmony as friends beyond the recklessness of 

Twelfth Night, Sir Toby denies him. Like Coriolanus, Sir Toby refuses to share in the bodily 

openness of his wounds with a person he looks upon with contempt. Paster states that “To bleed 

in contempt, then, is to reverse the imputation of woundedness and vulnerability, to deny 

permeability – or to displace one kind of bodily canon by another” (Body Embarrassed 96). Sir 

Toby’s refusal to have his wound treated alongside Sir Andrew is a metaphor for the play’s 
                                                        
10 Drawing his sword, Sir Toby challenges Sebastian, who is mistaken for Cesario, saying: “Nay, if you be an 
undertaker, I am for you” (3.4.307-8). 



 

 

220 

social outliers: doomed to fester when the wounded are denied rather than recognized for the 

devotion that their wounds represent. 

Sir Toby defends Sir Andrew in order to prevent the gulling from escalating to bloodshed. He 

does not sacrifice his own body for the sake of friendship. Instead, Sir Toby’s shedding of blood 

is a reversal of his constant intake of food and alcohol during Twelfth Night. I suggest that he 

sheds his own blood in order to pull himself out of festive suspension and commit himself to 

social order. Although Sir Toby’s bloodshed is the result of a farce, his blood-commitment to 

social order is mirrored by Viola and Olivia’s incipient shedding of maiden blood in commitment 

to their marriages. On Sir Andrew, however, the bleeding wound signifies what Paster calls “a 

shameful token of uncontrol, as a failure of physical self-mastery particularly associated with 

woman in her monthly ‘courses’” (Body Embarrassed 92). Sir Andrew’s contagious wounds are 

an embodiment of uncontrol, and Sir Toby’s refusal to share in their dressing shows his refusal 

to be complicit in orchestrating disorder. Sir Toby’s rejection of Sir Andrew is an outfacing of 

the most reckless parts of himself. Although they were companions in breaking bread and 

drinking wine, when Sir Toby refuses to acknowledge that he suffers alongside the equally 

wounded Sir Andrew, he denies the knight his compassion. Sir Toby outfaces Sir Andrew in 

order to deny their shared affection in a moment of mutual bodily openness. He casts off the 

foolish knight to deny his own bloodied, abject self.  

Instead of binding himself in perpetual friendship with Sir Andrew, Sir Toby’s absence from 

the stage in the final moments of the play coincides with his marriage to Maria. In marrying 

Maria, Sir Toby signifies his assent to the status stabilization project of the Twelfth Night 

festival and the genre of comedy itself. He mends his relationship with Olivia by taking 
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responsibility for his actions and marrying Maria “in recompense” for her involvement in his 

irresponsible amusements (5.1.355). Sir Andrew, however, receives no recompense and is 

instead symbolic of the cost of festive release in order to return to social unity. Silenced by Sir 

Toby’s loud rejection, Sir Andrew remains un-mended and not even “patched.” Like Antonio, he 

does not get a last word, but remains an uncomfortable silence in the background of the 

discovery scene. When other characters are pairing off and anticipating their futures, there is no 

future for Sir Andrew. He is identified as a “gull” rather than an accepted member of the state, 

and any feelings of rejection go unacknowledged and untended, just as Sir Toby refused to 

acknowledge Sir Andrew’s friendship or his responsibility for causing the knight’s wounds. Sir 

Andrew exits the stage not arm in arm with a person who vows to take responsibility for his 

ongoing safety and well-being, but alone, head bowed with an untreated head wound. His silence 

suggests resignation rather than consent. With nobody offering to tend to his wounds, the un-

“mended” wounds, and the denial of friendship that they represent, threaten to fester. Although 

this isolation itself does not render the play’s conclusion irrevocably tragic, it portends the 

tragedies, in which individual wounds incur a further-reaching, more fatal social cost.  

 Turning now to the final homosocial relationship that I examine in this chapter, I will 

begin to look at the dynamic between Feste the fool and Malvolio the steward. Whereas Antonio 

felt one-sided homoerotic desire and Sir Andrew’s idolization towards Sir Toby was homosocial 

but also one-sided, this third relationship is a non-sexual attachment that is felt mutually. 

Resentment is an affinity that binds Feste and Malvolio together, although audiences may pass 

over the defining moment of their relationship. Occurring so early in the play, the conflict may 

seem innocuous, but not to Feste, who remembers the slight but withholds his motive for revenge 
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until the moment of its greatest impact. The original confrontation occurs in 1.5, when Feste 

returns to Olivia’s estate after an absence so long that Maria claims “Yet you will be hanged for 

being so long absent; or, to be turned away, is not that as good as a hanging to you?” (15-17). 

Maria anticipates Feste’s rejection, but Olivia receives him. Even when the fool insults Olivia in 

jest, she responds: “There is no slander in an allowed fool” (88-89). Feste occupies a position in 

which he is “allowed” to come and go as he pleases and “slander” his lady for the sake of a jest. 

To live without order – social, hierarchical order – is anathema to Malvolio’s modus operandi as 

the person responsible for the running of Olivia’s estate. Olivia, however, benevolently 

participates in Feste’s jest, and asks the steward: “What think you of this fool, Malvolio? Doth he 

not mend?” Malvolio delivers his own complicated jest in return: “Yes, and shall do, till the 

pangs of death shake him. Infirmity, that decays the wise, doth ever make the better fool” (68-

72). Malvolio says that Feste is ever becoming “the better fool,” in the sense that his mind 

“decays” or becomes stupider, not wittier, as time passes. He disparages Feste’s wit by claiming:  

I marvel your ladyship takes delight in such a barren rascal. I saw him put down the other 

day with an ordinary fool that has no more brain than a stone. Look you now, he’s out of 

his guard already. Unless you laugh and minister occasion to him, he is gagged. (78-82) 

Claiming that Feste was out-fooled by a natural fool is a tremendous insult to the fool, who self-

consciously performs with thoughtful wordplay rather than slapstick pandering. Adam Zucker 

notes that in early modern English drama, the mark of a witty character is that he “reworks 

knowledge for his own ends and, in doing so, sets himself apart from those who lack his 

rhetorical skill” (5). The steward’s joke implies that Feste is indeed a natural fool, who makes 

people laugh because he has “no more brain than a stone.” Malvolio questions Feste’s capacity 
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as an artificial fool to deliver witty social commentary, as he requires his audiences to laugh out 

of complacency, not amusement (“Jesters and Fools”). Feste proudly tells Cesario that he is “not 

[Olivia’s] fool but her corrupter of words” (3.1.34-35), and Malvolio humiliates Feste by 

denying his identity and outfacing him before their mistress in order to deprive him of her trust, 

esteem, and patronage. Malvolio’s insult “gags” Feste, taking control over Feste’s mouth by 

rendering him incapable of responding with adequate speed and vitriol. Despite his initial 

position on the sidelines of Sir Toby and Maria’s plan to gull Malvolio, Feste participates at his 

own convenience in order to make the steward answer for his early slight, determined to “gag” 

him in turn.  

Much critical attention has been devoted to Sir Toby and Maria’s roles in the gulling of 

Malvolio.11 For this chapter, I want to pay closer attention to the way that Feste and Malvolio 

devote themselves to their mutual grudge and the pursuit of vengeance beyond the point where 

Sir Toby declares, “I would we were well rid of this knavery” (4.2.67-68). When Feste later 

claims, “I’ll ne’er believe a madman till I see his brains” (4.2.117), this shows a far more sinister 

side to the benevolent clown who had once jested to soothe his grieving mistress. Because the 

verb “to brain” means to violently “dash” the brains from a person’s head (“brain, v.” def. 1.a), 

and because the brain, like the blood, is meant to remain contained within the body, Feste’s 

statement should make us question how far he would go with his revenge. The marker of the 

attachment between Malvolio and Feste is that they do not ignore each other, but instead feel the 

need to respond to each other’s slights. Feste’s implied threat to “brain” Malvolio shows that he 

holds onto the steward’s insult that he is a “fool that has no more brain than a stone.” Because 
                                                        
11 See Marguerite Tassi, “‘Sportful Malice,’ or What Maria Wills: Revenge Comedy in Twelfth Night,” and Jason 
Scott-Warren, “When Theaters Were Bear-Gardens; Or, What's at Stake in the Comedy of Humors.”   
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Feste maintains the grudge for so long, there is a greater threat that their unresolved violent 

passions could escalate into violent action.  

Feste’s violence towards Malvolio is the emotional violence of humiliation. When Feste 

visits the steward in his dark prison, Feste attempts to prove a certain type of madness in 

Malvolio. Just as Malvolio accused him of lacking the wit of an “artificial” fool, Feste strives to 

make the orderly steward appear as a dim-witted “natural” fool. Like Sir Toby and Maria, Feste 

uses inversion as a tool to expose Malvolio’s scornful self-importance. He plays on Malvolio’s 

ostentatious temperance, dressing as Sir Topaz to burlesque Malvolio’s devotion to religious and 

social order. Richard Madelaine notes how in 4.2, Feste is standing in daylight in a black robe, 

whereas Malvolio is in yellow stockings, cloaked in darkness. The double costuming, he writes:  

…plays ironically with his hair-style too. Since Puritans commonly affected cropped hair as a 

sign of their disapproval of vanity, and fools (both natural and artificial) also had their hair 

shorn short, Malvolio’s metamorphosis may be intended to make a visual identification of 

Puritan with Fool. Such visual dysfunction reinforces the revelers’ determination to represent 

Malvolio as mad. (80) 

Feste adapts his foolery to its most performative by wearing a costume that contrasts with 

Malvolio’s own. Whereas Malvolio had scorned Feste for being “out of his guard…Unless you 

laugh and minister occasion to him,” Feste upholds the dignity of his “guard”12 by using his wit 

to make Malvolio feel the insecurity of his own threatened identity.  

                                                        
12 In The Merchant of Venice, Bassanio tells his follower: “Give [the fool Lancelot Gobbo] a livery / More guarded 
than his fellows’” (2.2.129-30). M.M. Mahood notes: “the reference to the livery of Lancelot’s fellows suggests that 
what he reappears in resplendently at 2.4 is an exaggerated version of the uniform worn by Bassanio’s servants, 
rather than a Fool’s garb. This would not preclude his acting as a jester (indeed the exaggeration would sanction it)” 
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This contrast of lighthearted foolery and darker cutthroat intentions begins with Feste and 

Malvolio’s contrast in dress, and is supported by Feste’s insolent interchange with Malvolio 

about light and darkness. Malvolio declares: “They have laid me here in hideous darkness” 

(4.2.30-31), and Feste counters Malvolio’s lamentations over his prison cell, responding: “Why, 

it hath bay windows transparent as barricadoes, and the clerestories toward the south-north are as 

lustrous as ebony, and yet complainst thou of obstruction?” (4.2.37-40). Feste inverts the 

meaning of “barricadoes” to mean “clear of visual obstruction.” Feste uses Malvolio’s 

imprisonment as an opportunity to triumph over his powerlessness, thus empowering himself 

after Malvolio threatened his identity. Zucker sheds light on why Feste might use the prison as 

an opportunity to exercise his wit at Malvolio’s expense. He states that wit  

…is not simply to speak or act well but to exist in a privileged relation to the spaces and 

materials of a given environment, a relation that in its outward bearings often obscures 

the basic fact that mundane spaces and materials make wit possible in the first place. (3) 

By claiming that Malvolio’s eyes are deceiving him, Feste uses the darkness of the prison 

environment in order to deceive Malvolio into thinking that his mind cannot be trusted. 

Malvolio’s identity is based on Olivia’s trust of him and his trust in his own capabilities to 

perform his duties. Feste’s revenge is to wear away at Olivia’s trust by first provoking Malvolio 

not to trust himself: to cause him to doubt his own identity. Malvolio never agrees with Feste or 

Sir Topaz, but this continuous barrage of statements spoken with the conviction of fact is 

intended to wear away at his self-consciously dignified reserve and his sanity.  

                                                                                                                                                                                   

(99n). In Twelfth Night, Feste defends the dignity of his “guard,” even though it is his responsibility to act in a less 
dignified fashion than his “fellows.” 
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Malvolio’s sense of security came from his security in his identity. In 3.4, he told the 

revelers, “You are idle, shallow things, I am not of your element” (118-19). Whereas Malvolio 

had once held this apartness as power and security, the darkness of his prison is so “hideous” to 

him because he begins to see how alone he is, deprived of the order on which he based his 

identity. Alexander Leggatt states: “Malvolio in his dark room is the play’s most vivid image of 

the trapped, isolated self” (244), and his statement touches on how closely this gulling plot 

approaches to tragedy. Whereas the goal of comedy is social unification, the structure of tragedy 

is one man’s increasing isolation from the society rejecting him, which he rejects in turn. 

Malvolio resists this rejection, as much as one can from “a dark room and bound.” When “Sir 

Topaz” withdraws and Feste returns as himself, Malvolio decries these traumatic attempts to 

fracture his sense of identity. He declares, “Fool, there was never man so notoriously abused. I 

am as well in my wits, fool, as thou art” (4.2.87-88). Because Malvolio finally admits that Feste 

should be secure in his wits, Feste should be satisfied with this acknowledgement to make up for 

Malvolio’s previous insult.  

It becomes apparent that Feste has devoted excessive passions to his pursuit of revenge 

because he continues to humiliate Malvolio, even once he gets the validation he was looking for. 

Instead, he responds: “Then you are mad indeed, if you be no better in your wits than a fool” 

(4.2.89-90). Feste’s accusation is particularly injurious to Malvolio because it pinpoints the root 

of his madness in his love for Olivia. It should be noted that even before Maria’s forged letter 

gave Malvolio hope that his affection was returned, the steward still harboured romantic 

affection for Olivia:  
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Maria once told me she did affect me, and I have heard herself come thus near, that she 

should fancy it should be one of my complexion. Besides, she uses me with a more 

exalted respect than any one that follows her. (2.5.21-25) 

Malvolio revels in this “more exalted respect,” which gives him a greater respect for himself and 

his identity as master over the household in all but marriage. In order to humiliate Malvolio, 

Feste uses the steward’s confidence in Olivia’s affection against him. As though Malvolio’s 

inappropriate sexual forwardness in crossed-garters was caused by possession, Feste as Sir 

Topaz stages a mock exorcism.13 He cries: “Out, hyperbolical fiend, how vexest thou this man! 

Talkest thou nothing but of ladies?” (4.2.26-27). In claiming that Malvolio is possessed by a 

“hyperbolical fiend,” Feste outfaces him. Feste’s words isolate Malvolio as a madman for 

flouting the rules of social dignity that he had held others to, like the “gabbling tinker”14 Sir 

Toby. As Sir Topaz, Feste implies that acting on the possibility that Olivia could return his 

affection is sufficient grounds for declaring him mad, or possessed by a devil.15 Malvolio has 

every reason to believe that she does requite his affection because he read the letter and he found 

it “in contempt of question her hand” (2.5.84-85). It is that “contempt of question” that Feste 

latches onto, seizing on Malvolio’s momentary presumption that Olivia returns his favour as that 

which seems irrational or grounds for considering him mad. 

Malvolio does not recognize that in taking liberties questioning the sanity of others, he 

brings the same accusation upon himself. He laments that the confederates “do all they can to 
                                                        
13 Not unlike the exorcism Adriana orders after her husband seems to have fallen in love with her sister (Comedy of 
Errors). 
14 During the play’s midnight “kitchen scene,” Feste sings catches for the pleasure of Sir Toby and Sir Andrew, 
provoking Malvolio to appear before him. The steward storms: “My masters, are you mad? Or what are you? Have 
you no wit, manners, nor honesty, but to gabble like tinkers at this time of night?” (2.3.81-83). 
15 Just as Sebastian could not discern a more apparent reason for the stranger Olivia demanding that they marry 
immediately. 
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face me out of my wits” (4.2.92-93). While Oxford World’s Classics editor Roger Warren 

glosses “face” as “bully” (196n), I contend that Malvolio’s sense of being “faced out” of his wits 

is a parallel to Antonio’s despair when Sebastian seemingly “fac[ed] me out of his 

acquaintance.” The deeper significance underlying “facing out” is the denial of somebody’s 

identity. In “facing him out of his wits,” Feste denies Malvolio’s position in Olivia’s estate: the 

upholder of order and reason. Likewise, this ties back to Antipholus of Ephesus’s fearsome 

exorcism by Dr. Pinch: “with no face, as ‘twere, outfacing me / Cries out I was possessed” 

(Comedy of Errors 5.1.244-45). Ivo Kamps reflects on Shakespeare’s replaying of this madness 

trope in both plays:  

If The Comedy of Errors replicates the diagnosis of madness of those who fail to perform 

their identity in a way that makes them recognizable to other members of the community, 

Twelfth Night goads Malvolio into performing an identity that makes him unrecognizable 

to members of Olivia’s household, resulting in a diagnosis of madness followed by his 

incarceration, and a mock exorcism intended to cast out the demons that supposedly 

possess him. (234) 

In each case, the identity that the subject claims for himself is denied, which isolates him from 

the society with which he identifies. Malvolio insists on his identity as a man in control of his 

own faculties and Olivia’s estate. Feste as Sir Topaz casts doubt on that control, rendering the 

steward helpless, despite his protestations. He exultantly charges the imprisoned Malvolio: 

“Endeavour thyself to sleep, and leave thy vain bibble-babble” (4.2.96-97). In ordering Malvolio 

to cease defending his own reason, Feste silences the steward. He has him “gagged,” just as 

Malvolio rendered the fool “gagged” or speechless in shame before Olivia in 1.5. The 
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significance of this mutual “gagging” is not that these men prevent each other’s mouths from 

working, but that they prevent each other’s audiences from trusting them by virtue of the respect 

conferred by their names or titles.  Through this plot, Feste exposes Malvolio to the experience 

of people refusing to “minister occasion to him”: it is a feeling of being pried from social 

security and thrust into social isolation. 

While Feste relishes the opportunity to isolate Malvolio from his identity, Sir Toby 

begins to fear reproach and withdraws from the gulling plot. He tells Feste: “I would we were 

well rid of this knavery. If he may be conveniently delivered, I would he were, for I am now so 

far in offence with my niece that I cannot pursue with any safety this sport to the upshot” 

(4.2.68-71). Sir Toby finally acknowledges the necessary end to festivity, symbolically retrieving 

himself from its stasis and surrendering to social order by marrying Maria. No longer invested in 

this one-upmanship of pranks, Sir Toby’s decision to marry signifies his commitment to 

subscribe to social order. Feste, however, continues to hold onto his resentment of Malvolio and 

continues gulling him in order to inflict maximum trauma on his victim. Feste completes his 

public humiliation of Malvolio by personally delivering the steward’s earnest pleas to Olivia. He 

reads:  

By the Lord, madam, you wrong me, and the world shall know it. Though you have put 

me into darkness and given your drunken cousin rule over me, yet have I the benefit of 

my senses as well as your ladyship. I have your own letter that induced me to the 

semblance I put on, with the which I doubt not but to do myself much right or you much 

shame. Think of me as you please. I leave my duty a little unthought of and speak out of 

my injury. The madly used Malvolio (5.1.293-301) 
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Malvolio claims that he has “the benefit of my senses as well as your ladyship.” In saying so, he 

forces Olivia to identify Malvolio as someone who treasures order. Declaring that he has full use 

of his faculties in comparison to her “drunken cousin” Sir Toby, Malvolio claims that he is not 

mad but “madly used.” Although Malvolio’s letter is damning of those who gulled him, Feste’s 

delivery of the letter allows him to deceive others into believing that Malvolio is mad. Acting on 

his self-proclaimed role as “corruptor of words,” he recites Malvolio’s pleas for his sanity in the 

voice of a madman. Feste had once claimed that “I’ll ne’er believe a madman till I see his 

brains” (4.2.117), and this letter reveals Malvolio’s mental burden: the public denial of his 

sanity. 

Malvolio had “gagged” Feste in the first act, and now Feste “gags” Malvolio by allowing 

him to write a pleading letter, but not to deliver it himself. In allowing Feste to read the letter, 

Malvolio relinquishes control over his words and inadvertently subjects their meaning to the 

vagaries of performance. Feste misrepresents Malvolio’s defense of his sanity by reciting the 

letter as if it were a madman’s conspiracy. Olivia demands of the fool: “How now, art thou 

mad?”, and Feste responds: “No madam, I do but read madness. An your ladyship will have it as 

it ought to be you must allow vox” (5.1.287-88). Feste claims that he is not mad, but that he must 

adopt a mad demeanour in order to “properly” express the sentiment of the letter. Even though 

the words are sane, Feste depicts them as insane, influencing the audience onstage to “out-face” 

the imprisoned Malvolio from the trust that was once placed in him as the preserver of social 

order.  

It is noteworthy that Malvolio’s letter is addressed specifically to Olivia. Although she 

was not the person to inflict the physical and emotional violence on Malvolio, he assumes that 



 

 

231 

she has a part in the plot because the love letter was written in her hand. Moreover, as the 

mistress of her estate, it is Olivia’s duty to protect those in her service. Paster observes that “The 

sensation of shame is a function of social structure. In hierarchical societies, one does not feel the 

same bodily shame before inferiors as before equals or superiors” (Body Embarrassed 35-36). 

Thus, even though there were many players involved in his humiliation, it is Olivia’s allowance 

of this, and her belief in the possibility of his madness, that hurts Malvolio first and foremost. 

When finally retrieved to account for himself, he lists the offenses as Olivia’s responsibility to 

answer:  

… you have suffered me to be imprisoned  

Kept in a dark house, visited by the priest, 

And made the most notorious geck and gull  

That e’er invention played on? Tell me why? (5.1.332-335) 

Malvolio directs his rage, shame, and despair towards Olivia because he had originally changed 

his demeanour specifically for her. His belief in the veracity of the letter alone caused Malvolio 

to act disobediently, and even that he did in order to be obedient to his beloved. Malvolio’s 

rejoinder, “Tell me why?”, is full of the despair of an unrequited lover who has sacrificed his 

dignity for his cruel mistress. His question demands that Olivia accounts for his suffering. Unlike 

Antonio and Sir Andrew, who had allowed themselves to be outfaced, Malvolio fights back 

against out-facing, demanding to be acknowledged for the identity that he so proudly clung to in 

earlier confrontations with Sir Toby.16 

                                                        
16 In 2.3, Malvolio demands of the carousing Sir Toby: “Do ye make an alehouse of my lady’s house, that ye squeak 
out your coziers’ catches without any mitigation or remorse of voice? Is there no respect of place, persons, nor time 
in you?” (83-87). The steward has a firm respect for the behavioural expectations of rank. Although he privately 
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 While Sir Toby is mentioned explicitly in Malvolio’s letter, it is noteworthy that the 

shamed steward does not lay blame on Feste. Malvolio does not explicitly hold the fool 

accountable for his role in the abuse because his trauma is partially a result of his newfound 

recognition that this community had allowed him to be tormented. If Olivia had been attentive to 

those under her care, she would have noticed the origin of Malvolio and Feste’s drive to out-

outface each other through mutual humiliation. We see this when Feste risks punishment in order 

to revel in his critical role in tormenting Malvolio. Feste admits his part in the gulling because, in 

being overlooked, he would once again be outfaced from the wit that he self-consciously 

performs. Refusing to be ignored, Feste publicly exults in mocking Malvolio to his face, 

mimicking the steward’s past insult: “‘Madam, why laugh you at such a barren rascal, an you 

smile not, he’s gagged’ – and thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges” (5.1.365-67). 

Rather than presenting himself in order to receive punishment as Fabian does, Feste exposes 

himself in order to take credit for his most elaborate jest. Feste may claim that “the whirligig of 

time brings in his revenges,” but Joan Hartwig notes the irony that the “whirligig of time” gives 

the appearance of completion to a mad cycle of events over which no human had much control” 

(504). His patience in returning Malvolio’s insult so long after the original offense shows that his 

revenge against Malvolio is not a casting away, but a holding on to a mutual hatred. While Olivia 

remains brined in her trauma, neither Feste nor Malvolio brines their wounds. Quite the opposite, 

their wounds fester to the extent that they are not only personal, but have a greater social impact.   

                                                                                                                                                                                   

daydreams about a romance with Olivia, musing “There is example for’t: the Lady of the Strachey married the 
yeoman of the wardrobe” (2.5.36-37), Malvolio only acts as an exception to the rule when he believes that he has 
received affirmation from his mistress. 
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 Feste achieves his goal of rendering Malvolio the “foolish wit” when Olivia responds to 

the steward’s lamentation: “Alas, poor fool, how they have baffled thee!” (5.1.360). By having 

their mistress address Malvolio as “fool,” Feste’s vengeful energy is absorbed and released. He 

achieves the vengeance he desires when he proves to Malvolio that he is in control of what being 

a fool looks like: the witty fool who can hatch revenge plots and make people laugh without even 

noticing his role in the jest, or the foolish wit, who so cherishes his dignity that he permits it to 

be stolen from him. Olivia apologizes not for her complacency, but for Malvolio’s error. She 

tells the shamed steward: “When we know the grounds and authors of it / Thou shalt be both the 

plaintiff and the judge / Of thine own cause” (5.1.344-46). Olivia’s offer of justice closely 

resembles Portia’s invitation of Shylock to judge Antonio. Portia seems to naively expect 

Shylock to be merciful, yet when he proves not to be, she capably turns his cruelty against him. 

Olivia does no such thing. Olivia promises Malvolio that he will be responsible for the judgment 

of those who have wronged him, but does nothing to “mitigate the justice of [his] plea” 

(Merchant 4.1.199). Indeed, Olivia shows a startling lack of concern towards her devoted 

steward. Although she had claimed that “I would not have [Malvolio] miscarry for the half of my 

dowry” (3.4.60-61) after he appeared cross-gartered, there is a disjunction between her words 

and her actions. Once she finds a reason to actually use her dowry, her thoughts turn to 

matrimony, not Malvolio’s emotional well-being. Indeed, after Malvolio was put “in a dark room 

and bound,” Olivia’s excuse for neglecting to solicit reports of his condition is as follows: “A 

most extracting frenzy of mine own / From my remembrance clearly banished his” (5.1.275-76). 

She claims to care for Malvolio, but compared to her eager pursuit of Cesario’s hand in 
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marriage,17 Olivia demonstrates that her social and emotional commitment to her steward is the 

lowest of her priorities. Olivia no longer devotes her passionate energy to dwell with Malvolio 

on his past ill-use: she now lives for the present and the future. Olivia is fulfilling her social 

function based on the comic structure, yet her negligence has potentially tragic implications. 

Whereas Portia has a verdict prepared to contain the threat of Shylock’s judgment, Olivia invites 

Malvolio’s judgment, even as it becomes clear that she is complicit in the culture that has 

wronged him.  

 Olivia’s offer for Malvolio to “be both the plaintiff and the judge” was meant to silence 

him, but instead allows him to raise his voice and extend his judgment throughout the 

community. Malvolio refuses to be silenced by Olivia’s outward graciousness because her claims 

of devotion are not supported by devoted action. Growing aware that he cannot rely on the 

justice of a mistress that does not defend him through action, Malvolio voices his rejection of her 

inability to accommodate his overwhelming feelings of rejection when he had accommodated 

each of their excessive passions in turn. He issues his own call to attention: “I’ll be revenged on 

the whole pack of you” (5.1.368).18 What began as mutual resentment has now festered into a 

greater social issue. Malvolio feels rejected by the community, and his form of judgment is 

revenge on “the whole pack.” His is the scapegoat’s revenge.  

Although the marriages that culminate the play suggest that social order is “mended,” 

Malvolio’s call for revenge shows that without the accommodation of his passions, it is “but 

                                                        
17 So neglectful that she must have missed Sebastian state his own name in his marriage vows (or he is incognito 
once more).  
18 Tassi makes the excellent point that “pack” resounds with the motif of bear-baiting, and that, “with its intimations 
of tragic fury, the bearbaiting ring, and bloodthirsty dogs, [it] demands to be taken seriously” (33). 
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patched.” Viola claims that the sea captain cannot return her “maid’s garments” because he 

“upon some action / Is now in durance at Malvolio’s suit” (5.1.269-70), and Orsino’s marriage 

cannot proceed with Viola dressed as a man, especially if the man she is dressed as is the newly-

married Sebastian. Orsino self-interestedly demands that someone “Pursue [Malvolio], and 

entreat him to a peace,” but Malvolio’s promise of revenge makes this “peace” impossible in the 

way that will make them feel his social threat. The sea captain is generally overlooked since he 

appeared even before Malvolio’s slight against Feste: he does not seek out violence like his 

fellow seafarer, Antonio. The sea captain is Malvolio’s scapegoat to avenge his scapegoating. 

The issue of Viola’s disguise is not an obstacle for everyone. It is not an obstacle for Antonio, or 

Sir Andrew, or Malvolio himself. It is only an obstacle for those whom it serves to benefit. In 

imprisoning somebody those same people will actually miss, Malvolio threatens to inflict 

collective trauma as retribution against the trauma inflicted on him in his imprisonment. 

Malvolio makes the community feel powerless for making him feel powerless.  

Comedy’s structural goal is social unity, but as I have shown through this dissertation, 

that unity is based on the privileging of heterosexual relationships with the promise of futurity. 

Society will not miss Malvolio, Sir Andrew, or Antonio because they are not needed to re-

stabilize the gender and status confusion of the plot. Those homosocial relationships threaten to 

destabilize it, and Malvolio serves as the extreme example of how bonds between men need 

mutually satisfying closure to prevent those wounds from growing into something more socially 

harmful, including the threat of death, as in the tragedies: the opposite of the reproductive future 

that Shakespeare’s comedies cling to. Yet, we begin to see Shakespeare exploring social 

isolation as an issue in these comedies. Isolation occurs in this genre when the community 
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refuses to make the personal the cultural, and when personal desires do not fit the mold that the 

culture has created for itself. Antonio’s love is not the community’s concern because it does not 

resolve Olivia’s maidenhood. Sir Andrew’s relationships are of no concern to Olivia: she refuses 

to be formally acquainted with him, even though he is a guest on her estate. Whereas Portia 

ensures social unity at Belmont by resigning herself to the reality that Antonio’s needs must be 

her own, Malvolio’s threatened return proves that Olivia has too limited a scope of whose needs 

she is responsible for in her social position. When society refuses to suffer with Malvolio, he 

withholds a power that threatens collective harmony.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

My project for this dissertation has been to break open earlier theories of Shakespearean 

comedy and reconsider notions of fixed structure and fixed character types in light of the twenty-

first century critical turn to affect. I have shown that the characters in Shakespeare’s comedies 

are more complex than M.C. Bradbrook’s view of New Comedy as a model that Shakespeare 

adopts in its tendency to “reveal the fixed basis of temperament, manners, and sentiments” (27). I 

developed this character-driven analysis by working at the intersection of mid-twentieth century 

genre theory and more contemporary scholarship on the passions, and have found that 

Shakespeare’s comic characters are far from “fixed,” as they reveal complex emotional struggles 

that we see come to a head in the tragedies. In the comedies, Shakespeare begins with character 

types, but infuses the types with dimension by depicting characters struggling with intense 

emotions: anger, confusion, desire, grief, resentment, fear of loneliness, to name some that I have 

dealt with. The struggles that Shakespeare’s comic characters face stem from questions of how to 

know the self and how to integrate that knowledge with social structures that, much of the time, 

resist or reject the very notion of individual selfhood as we know it. The notion of embodied 

passions shapes these characters’ understanding of identity: they understand the body as part of 

an emotional ecology of mutual interactions with the bodies of others.  

The bonds that unite a social body dictate a personal investment in mutual responsibility: 

sacrifice, self-loss, and self-denial are negative experiences that comic characters must survive, 

whether they are ultimately happy or not. Tragic characters, conversely, can push to emotional 

extremes: schemes of revenge or bursts of jealousy or ambition that cease only in death, which is 

how they achieve closure or inner peace. In Shakespeare’s comedies, characters must learn to 
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manage their passions with “respect of place, persons, [and] time” (Twelfth Night 2.3.87), or else 

be scapegoated by the community. In The Merchant of Venice, Shylock loudly refuses to make 

the community’s concerns his own, and the Christian community conceives of his bloodthirst as 

a cultural trauma akin to the martyrdom of Christ. They interpret the Jew’s relentless pursuit of a 

fatal pound of Antonio’s flesh as a threat towards the entire community. In an act of retaliation 

disguised as mercy, they force Shylock’s conversion in order to disassociate him from the Jewish 

community, while refusing to claim him as their own responsibility. Conversely, Adriana’s 

silence at the end of The Comedy of Errors shows how an assent to regulate one’s own passions 

in consideration of the passions of others can provide balance to the emotional ecology of a 

domestic unit. 

 I have devoted this dissertation to showing how Shakespeare’s comedies depict intense 

emotions within a structure that progresses towards communal unity by the play’s end. Testing 

Northrop Frye’s postulate that, “in fiction, we discovered two main tendencies, a ‘comic’ 

tendency to integrate the hero with his society, and a tragic tendency to isolate him” (Natural 

Perspective 54), I have shown how diverse characters in these plays, not only the hero, are 

preoccupied with belonging and being deserving of the community’s recognition and 

responsibility. Being denied this mutual responsibility has been traumatic for the comic 

characters, as I have shown in the cases of “outfacing,” a concept that has emerged as a major 

preoccupation of these plays. Adriana begs of her husband:  

O how comes it  

That thou art then estrangèd from thyself?  

Thy “self” I call it, being strange to me 
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That, undividable, incorporate, 

Am better than thy dear self’s better part. (Errors 2.2.122-26) 

Today “my better half” is a slang term, but Adriana conceives of this sharing of the self as literal. 

In her mind, the fracture of her marriage bond would entail a traumatic fracture of her self. In 

Twelfth Night, Antonio is outfaced twice over. First, Cesario, looking identical to Sebastian, 

declines responsibility to financially invest him/herself in saving Antonio’s life before the 

Illyrian officers, just as Antipholus of Ephesus refused Egeon’s pleas in Errors. This is a far cry 

from the way that Bassanio’s face is drained of blood at the prospect of Antonio shedding blood 

on his behalf in Merchant. Bassanio flees to Venice to support Antonio with such determination 

that he neglects his responsibility to consummate his marriage bond with Portia. Returning to 

Twelfth Night’s Antonio, he is outfaced again by Sebastian, whose aloofness is harshly foiled by 

Antonio’s devotion and willingness to literally shed his blood to demonstrate the intensity of his 

devotion. Because Merchant’s Antonio proves himself willing to shed his blood in support of 

Bassanio’s venture to marry Portia, Portia understands that Bassanio’s concerns are now her own 

concerns, and that she must protect Antonio in turn. This spirit of mutual responsibility explains 

how Portia could be so cruel to Shylock in Act Four. She metaphorically crucifies Shylock for 

his refusal to identify the threat to Antonio’s life as a threat to the entire community that he had 

the power to resolve, if he could only identify himself as one who suffers with, rather than 

causing the suffering of, the community. 

 The flaw in the community’s paradoxical inclusion and exclusion of Shylock is that 

scapegoating does not purify the community. Because Shylock is converted but not invited into 

the community, he is poised to contaminate their communal goodwill with his own malice. 
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Likewise, Olivia is mistaken in allowing Malvolio to “be both the plaintiff and the judge / Of 

thine own cause” (5.1.345-46). She had the capacity to determine the behaviour of her 

community, but did not attend to it. Olivia’s ignorance of the abuses against Malvolio shows that 

she does not concern herself with him as one under her protection as head of the estate. 

Malvolio’s impassioned declaration to be “revenged on the whole pack of you” (5.1.368) shows 

that the steward has been so affected by the “pack’s” abuses that he intends to turn his trauma 

back upon them. In the comedies, isolation occurs when the community refuses to make personal 

trauma a cultural issue, and the act of scapegoating forebodes its own potential to backfire.  

 As Shakespeare progresses through his comic career, scenes of universal inclusion like 

the gossips’ feast of Errors seem fewer and farther between. In Merchant, one man is harshly 

excluded. By Twelfth Night, Shakespeare’s final comedy,1 three men are rejected by the 

community as not their responsibility. Shylock, Twelfth Night’s Antonio, and Sir Andrew 

Aguecheek exit the plays with dissatisfying silences. The social costs of these rejections have not 

been given due critical attention, and one major area that has been missed is the impact of 

unhealed personal trauma on the health of the comic community. This is what Malvolio’s 

revenge forebodes, and this is where Shakespeare’s tragedies pick up. In King Lear, Edmund 

calls upon the gods to “stand up for bastards,” but “stand[s] up” for himself by orchestrating a 

plot that includes the evisceration of both his father’s eyes and peace in Lear’s former kingdom. 

In Othello, Iago’s resentment of being passed over for promotion by somebody he considers 

racially inferior (and in favour of someone he considers intellectually inferior) drives his 

passions to the extent that he is either the catalyst to or instigator of the deaths of Roderigo, 

                                                        
1 Twelfth Night is Shakespeare’s final comedy before returning to the genre in an altered form in his late Romances. 
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Desdemona, Othello, and his own wife, Emilia. This dissertation has shown that in 

Shakespeare’s comedies, selfhood is contingent on the individual’s security in their position in 

the environment and the community. In the tragedies, that violence of passion behind insecurity 

is transformed into physical violence towards others. This is a form of violence against the social 

body. 

Shakespeare’s abandonment of comedy in favour of writing his greatest tragedies shows 

that the comic structure was incapable of containing the powerful emotions that he was writing 

about: ones that were influenced by the personal trauma of social rejection. What cannot be 

contained in the comedies is the way that the passions can be channeled against a community to 

cause cultural trauma on a far wider scale. The result of this detailed study into the language of 

affect and trauma in Shakespeare’s comedies matters because it shows that his comedies cannot 

be understood as unilaterally opposite to his tragedies. Instead, the playwright’s work in the 

genre can be read as a continuum with the tragedies, showing how characters navigate and 

negotiate powerful emotions through mutual responsibility and social inclusion – but to a 

declining rate of success, which exposes the painful costs of social unity. 
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Appendix I: Biblical Allusions 

Genesis 30.31-43 

Then he said, What shall I give thee? And Jacob answered, Thou shalt give me nothing at 

all: if thou wilt do this thing for me, I will return, feed, and keep thy sheep. I will pass 

though all thy flocks this day, and separate from them all the sheep with little spots and 

great spots, and all black lambs among the sheep, and the great spotted, and little spotted 

among the goats, and the same shall be left with me. Then Laban said, Go to, would God 

it might be according to thy saying. Therefore he took out the same day the he goats that 

were partly coloured and with great spots, and all the she goats with little and great spots, 

and all that had white in them, and all the black among the sheep, and put them in the 

keeping of his sons. And he set three days’ journey between himself and Jacob. And 

Jacob kept the rest of Laban’s sheep. Then Jacob took rods of green poplar, and of hazel, 

and of the chestnut tree, and pilled white streaks in them, and made the white appear in 

the rods. Then he put the rods, which he had pilled, in the gutters and watering troughs, 

when the sheep came to drink, before the sheep: (for they were in heat, when they came 

to drink). And then sheep were in heat before the rods, and afterward brought forth young 

of party colour, and with small and great spots. And Jacob parted these lambs, and turned 

the faces of the flock towards these lambs party coloured and all manner of black, among 

the sheep of Laban: so he put his own flocks by themselves, and put them not with 

Laban’s flock. And in every ramming time of the stronger sheep, Jacob laid the rods 

before the eyes of the sheep in the gutters that they might conceive before the rods. But 

when the sheep were feeble, he put them not in: and so the feebler were Laban’s, the 
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stronger Jacob’s. So the man increased exceedingly, and had many flocks, and maid 

servants, and men servants, and camels and asses. 

 

The Merchant of Venice 1.3.63-80 

SHYLOCK When Jacob grazed his uncle Laban’s sheep –  

This Jacob from our holy Abram was  

(As his wise mother wrought in his behalf)  

The third possessor; ay, he was the third –  

 

ANTONIO    And what of him, did he take interest? 

 

SHYLOCK  No, not take interest, not as you would say 

Directly interest. Mark what Jacob did:  

When Laban and himself were compromised  

That all the eanlings which were streaked and pied  

Should fall as Jacob’s hire, the ewes being rank  

In the end of autumn turned to the rams, 

And when the work of generation was  

Between these wooly breeders in the act, 

The skillful shepherd pilled me certain wands 

And in the doing of the deed of kind  

He stuck them up before the fulsome ewes, 
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Who then conceiving, did in eaning time  

Fall parti-coloured lambs, and those were Jacob’s.  
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Appendix II: Songs Discussed 

Oh Mistress Mine 

O mistress mine, where are you roaming?  

O stay and hear, your true love’s coming,  

That can sing both high and low. 

Trip no further, pretty sweeting  

Journeys end in lovers meeting, 

Every wise man’s son doth know. 

 

What is love? ‘Tis not hereafter,  

Present mirth hath present laughter.  

What’s to come is still unsure. 

In delay there lies no plenty, 

Then come kiss me, sweet and twenty.  

Youth’s a stuff will not endure. (2.3.37-50) 

 

Come Away, Death  

Come away, come away death, 

And in sad cypress let me be laid. 

Fie away, fie away breath,  

I am slain by a fair cruel maid. 

My shroud of white, stuck all with yew,  
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O prepare it.  

My part of death no one so true 

Did share it. 

 

Not a flower, not a flower sweet 

On my black coffin let there be strewn. 

Not a friend, not a friend greet 

My poor corpse where my bones shall be thrown. 

A thousand thousand sighs to save, 

Lay me O where  

Sad true lover never find my grave,  

To weep there. (2.4.50-65) 

 

The Wind and the Rain 

When that I was and a little tiny boy, 

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

A foolish thing was but a toy, 

For the rain it raineth every day. 

 

But when I came to man’s estate, 

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

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

 

But when I came, alas, to wive, 

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

By swaggering could I never thrive,  

For the rain it raineth every day. 

 

But when I came unto my beds, 

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

With tosspots still had drunken heads, 

For the rain it raineth every day. 

 

A great while ago the world begun,  

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 

But that’s all one, our play is done, 

And we’ll strive to please you every day. (5.1.379-398) 

 

 

 

 


