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ABSTRACT 
 

Most often, critical concerns of comedy tend to overlook exactly what we mean by 

“comedy” or “the comic.” Comedy is ill served primarily by the supposition that either the word 

itself refers to a genre or mode only, or rather that it only indicates some instance of laughter. In 

actuality, comedy may refer to either of these things within the proper context, amongst others. 

This multiplicity of meanings underlines a crucial point in generic study. Instances of the 

laughable should not be confined to comedy prohibitively, just as harrowing concepts such as 

melancholy, illness, and death must not be set apart from comedy and relegated to darker genres, 

such as tragedy.  

 Shakespeare proves an excellent entry-point into the study of this principle. Comedy is, 

in fact, worthy of much more consideration than that of the type of play that is funny or happy. 

Shakespeare’s willingness to test the boundaries of the genre helps to demonstrate the flexibility 

therein. Through meditation upon the underlying critical and philosophical principles of genre, 

explication of the boundaries between mode and tone, and reading several of Shakespeare’s 

comedies, I attempt to prove the resilience of comedy to darker intonations. 
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Introduction 

The main ingredients of the plot are sex, snobbery and deceit; the principal characters are 
cads or gulls or bitches; and the whole thing is dished up in a cold, perfunctory,  
take-it-or-leave-it way which suggests an inefficient or temporarily distracted fishmonger 
displaying his leftovers on a slab. 

-Peter Fleming on All’s Well 
 
Time flies like an arrow; fruit flies like a banana. 

 -Groucho Marx 
 

As Walter Kerr writes, “Comedy. . . is never the gaiety of things; it is the groan made 

gay” (19). Humor is a wondrously ethereal component of language and communication; an entire 

genre, then, that rests on humor, trying to realize its form, must be equally difficult to define as 

narrowly as would be convenient. Comedy often challenges notions about its very nature. Put 

more colloquially, Mel Brooks once famously said in The 2,000 Year Old Man (1961), “Tragedy 

is when I cut my finger. Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die.” Generically, we 

tend to think of comedy, especially romantic comedy, in conventional terms. Although 

immensely oversimplified, the standard formula used to define romantic comedy involves the 

lovers’ navigation of some obstacle or obstacles with the eventual conclusion of a happy, fruitful 

union (marriage, in other words). On the most basic level, this is always how Shakespearean 

comedy will be explained. It is, and always will be, the most rudimentary principal of New 

Comedy, from Plautus to Shakespeare and his contemporaries, and beyond. Observers, critics, 

and comedians themselves have been able to agree upon this basic outline, at least, for all of 

those many years in the interim, and many more since. What if, however, we begin to approach a 
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more complicated formulation? What happens when the complications begin to creep in? As 

easy as it may be to count on the happy ending, more often than not the happiness waiting at the 

conclusion of the comic cycle is not perfect. Arrived at through a gauntlet of troubles, necessary 

confusions, and moments of doubt, at best this happy union can be no more than a happy 

compromise: the groan made gay, to reiterate Kerr so quickly. One of the most difficult “groans” 

to be refashioned by the comedic touch in Shakespeare’s canon is All’s Well That Ends Well. 

 Derided by critics, producers, and audiences for centuries, All’s Well proves to be one of 

Shakespeare’s most challenging exercises in comedy, serving as an excellent template for many 

of the common troubles that surface in his comedies. It takes it source from the ninth day, third 

story of The Decameron by way of William Painter’s 1566 translation, The Palace of Pleasure 

(Waller 4). Shakespeare transforms what was already a challenging story, reminiscent of 

Chaucer’s The Clerk’s Tale, into an even more grueling experiment in the capacities for cruelty 

and forgiveness in romantic comedy, making “important changes to the story’s central 

characters,” such as: 

[Seeming] to go out of his way to make his hero, Bertram, less attractive, so much 
so that directors often feel they have to work against the author’s changes from 
his sources and build up Bertram’s likeability. His rejection of Helena, before and 
after the wedding, is harsher and more dismissive than in the source; her “tasks” 
are announced as a punitive sentence, and her reaction is more despairing. (5) 

 
Gary Waller’s gloss in his introduction to All’s Well, That Ends Well: New Critical Essays, 

constitutes the typical attitude toward Shakespeare’s handling of the basic story. Waller, a 

defender of the play himself, nevertheless finds it necessary to begin by admitting the 

problematic core of the play: its harsh tone, and bewildering characterization. 



 

 

 3  

 

 The play begins in death, with a pall cast over the entire court of Rosillion. The two 

central lovers, Bertram and Helena, have both recently lost fathers. The very first lines of the 

play, “In delivering my son from me I bury a second husband,” provided by the Countess, 

Bertram’s mother, set up one of the major tonal difficulties of the play (1.1.1.). Any growth in 

Bertram’s character is immediately associated with loss. Helena, an orphan herself, can barely 

mourn the loss of her own father for the sake of her infatuation with Bertram, and furthermore, 

can only draw his attention through her near-miraculous efforts at healing the all-but-dead King. 

All the same, even when granted a marriage with Bertram, he chooses war and the murky world 

of men-at-arms rather than her attentions.  She must then go incognito, faking her own death in 

order to try to win his affections yet again. In the end, it is only the revelation that she remains 

alive, despite all of her suffering, that saves the still relatively unrepentant Bertram from the 

harrowing judgment of the King. In her introduction to The Pelican Shakespeare edition of the 

play, Claire McEachern writes that although the play belongs to the genre of romantic comedy, 

principally concerned with wooing and the lover’s pursuit, “any play where the closing words of 

the heroine invoke the prospect of ‘Deadly divorce’ (V.3.315) is bound to make us uneasy with 

(or nostalgic for) the harmony of hearts and the social structures usually engineered by comedy” 

(xxix). Admittedly, all of these events will be covered at greater length as the argument 

progresses, but immediately this prospect of “deadly divorce” becomes the most pressing matter 

when considering All’s Well’s situation within the conventions of comedy. 

 Assuming the goal of comedy as a happy, fruitful union, there must also be the 

contrapositive assumption that comic failure would entail fruitlessness, disconnection, and 

oblivion. The frailty of comedy becomes closely akin with the frailty of life. Death is the 
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ultimate failure of comedy. Such a playwright as Shakespeare, however, would assuredly never 

try to conceive of a world, even an arcadian, comic world, without death. To avoid the specter of 

death and hardship, he would likewise have to avoid the beauties of the living world, and 

moreover, the weight of the lovers’ hardship. None of Shakespeare’s lovers ever achieves the 

happy, accepted conclusion without strife. What would any strife be worth when the world is 

removed from the ultimate strife: man’s unchanging struggle with his own mortality and the 

ultimate mutability of the world around him? 

 In This Action of our Death, Michael Cameron Andrews very specifically explores the 

conventions of death as reflected in the speech of early modern drama. He covers every swoon 

and throe, interested in the slightest variation between the icy quality of death’s hand and the 

boiling terror of one’s spilt or tainted blood. He takes pains to detail every conceivable trope 

involving the pathetic final words of a player before his final exit from the stage in what he calls 

the rhetoric of death. The difficulty, then, becomes arriving at some conclusion from this 

catalogue. Should death be no more than a series of trite, self-absorbed utterances? Should it be 

no more than regressive whining or abysmal flourish, directed toward the eternal that is, at best, 

disinterested? Andrews derides many early modern playwrights for limiting the action of death 

to something akin to these categories. Very often, death is expressed as little more than the 

character’s own physiological symptoms or mewling gestures for sympathy. After trashing lesser 

playwrights for much of the book, Andrews attributes a shift to Shakespeare’s treatment of the 

subject: “The history of this convention—which should be recognized as a kind of linguistic 

addiction—testifies to the wisdom of those, who, like Shakespeare, focused instead on the way 

the dying see themselves and the world they leave” (175). The tension of mortality now becomes 
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a matter for the world at large. Not flirting with mimetic interpretations of Shakespeare’s work, I 

would like to extend his characters’ concern with their world to an understanding of a well-

developed world of the play. For a Shakespearean player, musing upon death—and by extension, 

navigating the many problems of death—becomes a global concern. It is more than an isolated 

flourish. It is more than one character’s woe. It is a reflection of the greater forces at work: of the 

play on the whole. Helena’s invocation of “deadly divorce” near the often derided closure of 

All’s Well, therefore, draws in a fascinating array of challenges to accepted comic conventions. 

She telescopes the ongoing motif of death and decay, while critically subsuming the problem of 

death into generic concerns by citing divorce, the literal antithesis to the accepted standard of 

romantic closure. 

 Death is not only a constituent event or dramatic obstacle in the story of All’s Well, but 

ultimately, a direct challenge to its place in the genre. For the purposes of this argument, death 

becomes metonymy for the tragic, which brings up a whole host of other questions. This is not 

simply a matter of genre; rather, tone becomes just as important when trying to parse these issues 

as the mode or form that comprise a “comedy” or “tragedy” as they are understood. For instance, 

the “comic tone” references the specific instance, action, or invocation of a mood, that pursues 

the ultimate goals of comedy. The “tragic tone” would be the same, but opposed in kind. A 

comedy can therefore easily become tragic at moments.  In All’s Well, to continue, the morbid, 

the harrowing, the diseased, and the downright tragic, mar every turn of the play, only to be left 

aloft in the finale save for being begged away by the humble call for forgiveness at the 

conclusion. All is well that ends well, after all, and since no one actually dies, and no one 

actually pursues the dreaded deadly divorce, all must be well acquitted, right? This is the 



 

 

 6  

 

challenge of the play; it cannot have been one taken lightly by the playwright. Entitling the play 

proverbially, Shakespeare throws the proverb in his audience’s face; into the genre’s face. It is a 

proverb that, in itself, essentially encapsulates the attitude of the comedian: strife that is properly 

seen through, or that is at least avoided, proves its own reward. Comedy is born of cruelty 

forgiven and perseverance tempered with wisdom, but in All’s Well, Shakespeare stretches each 

of these to the very limit. In it, comedy becomes a struggle to the death, or rather, a tragedy only 

narrowly avoided. Death, and the generically tragic (or near tragic), is as good a proving ground 

as any for the discussion of such a stretch. By exploring instantiations or suggestions of the 

tragic in several examples of Shakespearean comedy, All’s Well That Ends Well may be 

defended as worthy of the comic form, while the comic form itself may be applauded its aptitude 

for absorbing such seemingly antithetical challenges. 

 I intend to argue that comedy, as a genre, must necessarily engage with the more 

destructive and caustic aspects of life in order to lend credence to its celebration of the good. 

Love in a vacuum can never produce satisfactory lovers. Romantic comedy would be worthless 

without complication. Death is a perfect entry-point to the discussion of comedy’s facility with 

what would seem taboo. While Mel Brooks might have been trying to shock and confound in his 

“open sewer” joke from The Two Thousand Year Old Man, more importantly he knew that the 

comedy is in this shock. He knew then what Shakespeare arguably knew centuries before: that in 

order to provide a satisfying comic conclusion for the audience, this audience must first be 

brought to the brink of disaster. We do not laugh when people actually fall into the sewer on our 

street and die, but the imagination cannot help but be excited by the absurdity of such a bold 

suggestion; we get to laugh when Mel Brooks kills because we know that, in the end, everything 
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is fine. The rules of comedy operate similarly in discussing Shakespeare. Death and tragedy (or 

the tragic), being the opposite of comedy generically (or tonally), provide a perfect foil with 

which to offset the comic action and drive its satisfaction. This is not to say, however, that the 

tragic has a uniform and easily definable effect on the comic form. Rather, it functions in subtly 

varied ways on a case-by-case basis throughout Shakespeare’s (as well as plenty of other 

playwrights’) comic work. The only given principle is that some form of the tragic can and does 

have a relevant place in the comic form, and an understandable capacity for juxtaposition with 

the comic. I aim to explore the many thematic ways in which the tragic tone engages with the 

comic form while preserving, and often providing for many of the most memorable elements of 

comedy: the laughable, the happy celebration, and the good.  
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A Basis in Form 
 

Comedy, we have to admit, was never one of the most honoured of the Muses.  She was 
in her origin, short of slaughter, the loudest expression of the little civilization of men.  
The light of Athene over the head of Achilles illuminates the birth of Greek Tragedy.  
But Comedy rolled in shouting under the divine protection of the Son of the Wine-jar, as 
Dionysus is made to proclaim himself by Aristophanes.  

-George Meredith, An Essay on Comedy 
 
 

 Before going in search of permutations in the comic form, it is first necessary to explain 

exactly what is meant by comedy and the comic, in terms of genre, form, and tone. In the 

simplest terms, comedy may be understood as the generic foil for tragedy. Whereas the hero’s 

flaw and ultimate demise moves the audience in tragedy, the hero’s flaw and ultimate saving 

grace, however it might arrive, moves the audience in comedy. It is a matter of form rather than 

that of some particular instance. That is, someone walking along the street may notice something 

odd or laughable and remark that it is comic: this person would be correct only if he or she refers 

to tone. The action, however, is not necessarily comedic in the strictest sense. That is, the same 

person walking down the same street might notice the same oddity and remark that it is comic. 

The action suits the comic tone: it is laughable and thereby qualifies as something tonally comic. 

Perhaps some fully fledged relation of this person’s story might qualify as formally comic, but 

that would depend on the telling. The instantiation of the comic does not necessarily make the 

comedy, and the opposite holds true: the comedy need not be solely relegated to what might be 

imagined as the pure, comic tone. A comedy is not defined by the sheer number of laughs that it 
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might produce, but rather it is a subtle and finely nuanced form that requires much more 

treatment than a simple, one-sentence definition.   

 The question lingers as to what exactly constitutes comedy as a form in a way that we 

may discuss Shakespeare’s comedy and will not be easily settled. Northrop Frye begins his 

article, “The Argument of Comedy,” by explaining the roots of New Comedy (the tradition 

following the Old Comedy of Greece, comprised mainly of Aristophanes) through the surviving 

plays of Roman comedians Terence, Plautus, and Menander. The Roman New Comedy survived 

on stock characters and madcap plots wherein the social underlings, such as slaves or children, 

defy the authority of the elder, established generation (102-103). His discussion of the New 

Comedy, with its Saturnalian themes and thinly developed characters, is actually dissociated 

from Shakespeare in Frye’s writing, being most closely associated with the “City Comedy” of 

Ben Jonson and Restoration dramatists (106). Shakespeare can, however, begin to get caught up 

in Frye’s analysis as, after all, it is directed at Shakespeare. For instance, Frye begins to touch 

upon the irreducible conventions of comedy, those whose absence would begin to defy our 

understanding of the form. In this vein, Frye discusses the many folkloric and ritual conventions 

of comedy, but he comes back to the critical standby (and the most vital concept to be 

established in this early discussion), the eventual marriage of the lead characters: 

In all good New Comedy there is a social as well as an individual theme which 
must be sought in the general atmosphere of reconciliation that makes the final 
marriage possible. As the hero gets closer to the heroine and opposition is 
overcome, all the right-thinking people come over to his side. Thus a new social 
unit is formed on the stage, and the moment of the comic resolution. In the last 
scene, when the dramatist usually tries to get all of his characters on the stage at 
once, the audience witnesses the birth of a renewed sense of social integration. In 
comedy as in life the regular expression of this is the festival, whether a marriage, 
a dance, or a feast. (103) 
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Frye complicates the various factors and agencies at work in the form, but expresses the accepted 

comic formula. The hero is often matched with a romantic interest. Oftentimes, there is some 

plot device that separates the two, either that he becomes somehow unworthy of her, suspects her 

of infidelity, or is just somehow set apart. As Frye explains in the first essay in his Anatomy of 

Criticism, the erotic or romantic tension is typically “blocked by some kind of opposition, 

usually paternal, and resolved by a twist in the plot which is the comic form of Aristotle’s 

‘discovery,’ and is more manipulated than its tragic counterpart” (44). This discovery comes 

when, as the plot develops, the hero overcomes the complication and begins to regain his 

worthiness of the heroine, gaining the audience’s support, which is eager to celebrate the union 

between these two lead figures. This same discovery is the common necessity for the marriage 

ceremony as the stock comic conclusion. Frye’s analysis also touches upon the ultimate 

relevance of this kind of conventional ending: in the comic conclusion the audience sees the 

social construct established in the drama to be renewed. The world, the court, or whatever it may 

be is reborn through the hopeful jointure which has become the new center of said world. 

Additionally, Frye explains: “The action of the comedy thus moves towards the incorporation of 

the hero into the society that he naturally fits” (44). Renewal becomes this kind of incorporation 

of the hero into the world in which he belongs: which in the case of comedy is a refreshed, 

happier world. This is fundamentally how we must begin to understand the comedic form, both 

in itself as well as in opposition to tragedy. Furthermore, it serves as an excellent starting point 

for discussion of the genre, never straying too far away from the short, ham-fisted definition 

provided in the previous paragraph. 

 To begin to complicate matters, the notion of the happy conclusion and the festive  
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celebration that (according to Frye) must accompany it, we must make note of the rich recent 

history of further explicating the theme of festivity. C.L. Barber produced a classic exploration 

of Shakespearean comedy rooted entirely in Shakespeare’s use of festive traditions, entitled 

Shakespeare’s Festive Comedy. Much in the same way that Frye stresses the eventuality of the 

festival (typically marriage), Barber maintains this principle, but takes it further. He articulates 

an entire world of festivity onto the comedy of Shakespeare. He charts everything from the 

Saturnalian aspect of Shakespeare’s comedy to the specifics of holiday and aristocratic 

entertainments, masques, pageants, and the like. According to Francois Laroque, Barber’s book 

demonstrates that “the main function of festive elements in Shakespearean drama is to trigger an 

emotional release and help create an atmosphere of joyful liberation in the face of an archaic 

moral order or tyranny” (74). Barber walks a fine line of drawing near-Marxist distinctions in 

Shakespeare’s work, stressing the liberation of the principal, often younger characters from an 

oppressive older generation that serve as the landed guardians of the social structure at hand. He 

goes on, however, to keep his focus on the activity of nature and the festive when addressing the 

action, rather than simply drawing Marxist conclusions on the character level, and in doing so, 

offers additional explication of the comic form in a way that begins to allow for considerations of 

the comic tone: 

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. The process of translating festive 
experience into drama involved extending the sort of awareness traditionally 
associated with the holiday, and also becoming conscious of holiday itself in a 
new way. (Barber 8) 

 
Whereas Barber does explain what would hint at particular instances of the laughable, the comic 

tone, he must ultimately be understood to still work with conceptions of the form on the whole. 
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While the younger characters do strive to escape an oppressive regime, they find their motivation 

rooted in the freedom of the festival. That is to say, the festive provides a means for the 

expression of individual desire against what Laroque terms “the mutilating or castrating nature of 

the ‘law of the father’” (75). Laroque updates much of Barber’s work in his own book, and in a 

noteworthy passage, provides an excellent explication of the often discussed Shakespearean 

device of the “green world” where the principle characters leave the court or the city and take 

refuge in nature:  

The green world is a place of change and metamorphosis, where the 
reinvigorating contact with nature enables people to free themselves from the 
constraints and injustices of society and to find fulfillment and, having gone 
through a series of trials and tribulations, in most cases also true love. (193) 

 
Initially, this seems to be standard comic fare, positing nothing out of the ordinary from any 

model discussed thus far. Laroque even employs discussion of the older characters intervening in 

the romance, a trope that we have encountered multiple times now, when describing the usual 

impetus for the retreat into the green world. He continues, beginning to explain the import of the 

separation between the two worlds: 

The tension between these two worlds in which the characters of Shakespeare’s 
comedies  live reappears in the pastoral plays [A Midsummer Night’s Dream or As 
You Like It, for example] as a tension between the court and the countryside, 
culture and nature. The green world thus symbolizes a different style of life—
contemplation instead of action, the happy harmonies of music and love instead of 
the metallic clash of arms and the discordances of conspiracy. But, even more, it 
is a magic place, where a new world is secretly gestating. That is why the various 
characters who pass through it seldom stay there any longer than the time it takes 
for their own regeneration or rehabilitation. (193) 

 
Surpassing a simple pastoral device, the green world becomes yet another outlet for the festive 

impulse of the comic cast of characters. In comedy, space itself can transgress into festivity, 

creating the type of environment capable of fostering the unifying drive of the comic conclusion. 



 

 

 13  

 

Adding to the simple notion of the happy, fruitful conclusion introduced earlier in Frye, the 

theory of critics like Barber and Laroque provides a deeper examination of the idea of festivity 

that often accompanies the happiness of the comic form. The form is notably happy, as this 

discussion posits in an extrapolation of Frye’s previous formula, but the same discussion also 

begins to break down the form into its constituent parts, and the still thinly defined concept of 

tonal complications begins to creep in. As rich a subject as the exploration of festivity may 

provide, it cannot be the only way to characterize the comic form. 

An even earlier commentator, for instance, offers a compelling and useful outline of 

comedy as a genre that leaves even more room for notions of tonal complications and how they 

may be overcome in this same genre or form. Nevill Coghill, in his article “The Basis of 

Shakespearean Comedy,” writes from a heavily religious, almost evangelical perspective on the 

complications of Shakespeare’s comedies, but in setting up his reading offers a fairly neat 

characterization of the form. Coghill begins his argument by offering a catalog of early 

commentators so as to lay out the groundwork for the comic form. The first in his list is the 

Roman rhetorician Evanthius: 

As between Tragedy and Comedy, while there are many distinguishing marks, the 
first is this: in Comedy the characters are men of middle fortune, the dangers they 
run are neither serious nor pressing, their actions lead to happy conclusions; but in 
Tragedy things are just the opposite. Then again be it noted that life is to be fled 
from; in Comedy, that it is to be grasped. (202) 

 
Evanthius’ account is hardly aberrant from any notions already discussed. He does add the  

singular stipulation that comedy must necessarily address a certain class of people: “men of 

middle fortune,” upon which neither he nor Coghill care to expound. It would be reasonable to 

assume by this stipulation that Evanthius hints at a general slackening of the tensions of comedy, 
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as for those “of middle fortune,” or for those with little ambition or stakes, there is little to move 

the audience into too much of a frenzy. Where the stakes are low, there is less need for alarm, 

and thereby, more room for levity. I would ultimately beg to differ, dismissing this leveling of 

comic matter as a necessary condition for comedy. I will argue later of a more universalizing 

nature to the comic form and the comic ending, resplendent with joy, forgiveness, and 

celebration, and as for this notion of a restrictive comic world full of “men of middle fortune,” I 

see no reason why any man or woman should be denied the benefits of the happy, comic 

conclusion. It seems that this exclusive (or rather, reductive) impulse only serves to fuel a 

harmful notion that comic characters must necessarily be somehow vulgar or lesser; this widely 

misses the mark. Perhaps this was a fair estimation of the common trends in comedy, but I must 

point out that Shakespeare poses an exception. It is true that the comic complication, like the 

complication in any drama or story, must somehow reduce or tarnish the audience’s opinion of 

the principle characters (or at least put it at stake), but the characters themselves need not belong 

absolutely to any one particular social sphere, standing, or manner of appearance or behavior. To 

suggest otherwise, or somehow in any way to level the characterization of all comedy into trade 

in stock types, is to suggest farce or something less than comedy in its optimal execution: in its  

satisfaction of formulas such as those presented in Frye, Barber, or Laroque.  

Disregarding the perceived value or fortune of the life in question, most importantly 

Evanthius argues that comedy recognizes that life is to be embraced and celebrated. Coghill 

rounds out his catalog with Diomedes and Donatus, which continue to establish early 

conceptions of the form while staying in virtual lock-step with one another. One notable passage 

comes from Diomedes, who discusses the several distinct ages of early comedy. After describing 
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older, flatter, and more sour movements, Diomedes talks of a third age: “that of Menander, 

Diphilus, and Philemon, who palliated all the bitterness (accerbitatem mitgaverunt) of Comedy 

and followed all sorts of plots about agreeable mistakes (gratis erroribus),” that begin to allow 

for the negotiation of marked troubles within the comic form (202). This is the same age of 

comedy that Frye discusses when he speaks of the rise of New Comedy; it is the same tradition 

that is ultimately passed down through the ages to the Renaissance comedians, and therein, to 

Shakespeare. Coghill has now not only provided us with a vision of early comedy as that of low 

stakes, geared toward mirth foremost, but has now given a specific qualification of the types of 

comedic complications: those that might be easily forgiven, apparently so that the story may 

move along more gracefully and the characters may be forgiven similarly. The template provided 

by Frye, and the festive themes explored by Barber and Laroque may well fit perfectly in this 

scheme. The one wrinkle provided by Coghill is the early writers’ notion of the stakes somehow 

being lesser than those of tragedy.   

 Coghill, however, does not rest his argument entirely on the notions of ancient observers. 

No matter how much he might allow classical theorization to creep into his analysis, his ultimate 

goal is an updated, more clearly defined sketch of the genre that may move into the Renaissance 

and a more complicated ideation of the genre. He boils all of the aforementioned classical theory 

down into his own words in his commentary on romantic comedy: “The Romantic expresses the 

idea that life is to be grasped. It is the opposite of Tragedy in that the catastrophe solves all 

confusions and misunderstandings by some happy turn of events. It commonly includes love-

making and running off with girls” (203). In Coghill’s shy, somewhat prudish commentary on 

the romantic variety of comedy continues his characterization of comedy as that which is 
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relatively benign, supporting complications only for the sake of their erasure, and ultimately 

aiming at the celebration of life. Coghill then compounds his summation with yet another 

theorist, this time not classical, but medieval: Vincent de Beauvois. Coghill targets Vincent’s 

approach to comedy as the best model to understand Shakespeare’s, mostly due to its 

combination of material simplicity and the metaphysical complications for which it allows. This 

comedy is “a tale of trouble that turns to joy,” simply enough, but Coghill introduces what he 

considers to be the beauty of the approach: 

It is not so simple as it looks. The claim is that [the form] not only is the shape of 
a human comedy, but also of ultimate reality. The story of the Universe itself is to 
be a Comedy, as defined, for those who desire it; a Divine Comedy. (204) 

 
For Coghill, Shakespeare’s theoretical ancestors skew more toward the medieval, such as 

Chaucer or Vincent de Beauvois, rather than toward the strict approach of the Romans, so often 

associated with the Renaissance period. For instance, in a letter to his patron, Can Grande della 

Scala, Dante, the composer of perhaps the ultimate example of medieval comedy in his Divine 

Comedy, offers his summation of the form. He begins by describing comedy much in the same 

vein as Evanthius or Donatus, discussing the many troublesome complications inherent to the 

form, but adding: “For if we consider the material, at the beginning it is horrible and fetid, since 

it begins with Hell, but at the end it is attractive and pleasing, since it ends with Heaven” (Gilbert  

204).  

Either literally or allegorically, every comedy must conclude in the Christian ideal of 

redeeming Paradise. For yet even more evidence for the strange perseverance of the comic in the 

medieval attitude, A.M. Nagler gives a history of medieval theater in his book, The Medieval 

Religious Stage. For instance, he gives an account of 15th Century French court painter Jehan 
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Fouquet’s illumination of “The Martyrdom of Saint Apollonia.” Saint Apollonia, the patron saint 

of dentistry (among other things, as is the peculiar designation of saints), was subjected to varied, 

horrible tortures during her life in Third Century Rome. Venerated in the 14th Century, she 

eventually drew much acclaim, which led to her prominence on the spiritually inspired medieval 

stage. Nagler offers a chilling account of Fouquet’s rendering of the scene (which serves as the 

frontispiece to his book). Rather than painting the famous martyrdom, Nagler writes that “the 

artist gave permanence to what he obviously had seen in the theater” (103). Laughs were not the 

currency of the medieval theater. Much more could be culled from the recreation of the religious 

satisfaction rather than the wit. Drawn from the anonymously published “Lubeck Passional,” 

Fouquet’s illumination portrays the horrific suffering of Apollonia: 

Apollonia was tortured a number of times. Fouquet portrayed only one torture, the 
extraction of her teeth with a pair of huge forceps [….along with] six mansions on 
pilings one story high, arranged in a half-circle or half-oval around a central 
acting area (platea). Four of these mansions have a clear-cut function: Heaven 
with God the Father and the angels, Hell the opposite; further the loge for the 
orchestra and in the center the mansion of the emperor (Decius? [who supposedly 
oversaw her martyrdom]), who has left his throne in order to watch the torture 
close at hand. (103) 

 
He goes on to describe the various players, spectators, and their place in the spectacle. All 

converged to fill out their various roles in the medieval miracle play, wherein, despite the horror 

and scourge of torture, the saint or hero, such as Apollonia, perseveres in order to ascend into 

Heaven, which, after all, is all that matters. Conceptions of what would be extremely tragic in 

tone  barely factor in when all is done. What becomes most important is the happy resolution in 

Paradise, as Dante has described. Coghill’s Shakespeare is much the same, or at least aspires to a 

similar virtue: one who views comedy as a cosmic comedy, looking toward the universal just as 

often as the mundane.    
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Drawing on diverse theories that not only span schools of criticism but years, and even 

centuries apart, an idea of what comprises a “comedy” begins to take shape. Simply enough, we 

may understand the concept as a journey overcoming the designated complication in order to 

reach a happy conclusion, most often involving a wedding or some otherwise congruent 

celebration. To simplify even more, a return to Evanthius and Donatus provides a dry, 

mechanical basis for the form. Their early treatises outline the same formula: a prologue, or first 

speech (not as we understand it now, literally offset from the action of the play); next is the 

protasis, the expository action; this is followed by the epitasis, the complication; and finally 

comes the catastrophe, or the unraveling of the story where the problem is solved (Galbraith 9). 

This simple formula informed comic construction from the Roman playwrights until the 

Renaissance and beyond. Frye’s above discussion of the romantic aspects of the New Comedy 

perfectly fits this formula. Additionally, we may use Barber’s theory of the specifications of 

festivity to further enlighten the idea of the happy conclusion, or at least the happiness of the 

form. Coghill’s suggestion of the near-Medieval drive of Shakespearean comedy hopefully fills 

out comedy as a formulaic but ideologically potent genre. It has yet to be seen, however, exactly 

how the form reacts to various complications, specifically in contention with tragedy or the 

tragic. 

 For instance, one near-universal characteristic of any study of the genre of comedy is 

some kind of address to the idea that comedy is somehow inferior to tragedy. Following from 

this, a tension grows surrounding the development of the comic tone as an attribute of the 

comedy (the form) in contrast to the often commented upon tragic tone as a principle of tragedy 

(again, the form). Aristotle’s Poetics, arguably the most influential of the early examples of 
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literary criticism, or at least the philosophy of the literary, is devoted almost singularly to 

tragedy. His discussion of each component of drama—be it character, plot, event, or any of the 

nuances therein, which remain to this day the lexical core for the discussion of drama—all serve 

to round out the proper articulation of the tragic mode. The comic, or comedy itself, is barely 

mentioned at all. It is glossed as a possible mode, but never paid much attention as to how it 

should be properly enacted. In the introduction to Acting Funny: Comic Theory and Practice in 

Shakespeare’s Plays, editor Frances Teague takes on this traditional qualification of comedy as 

the lesser sibling to the seemingly more proper mode of tragedy, and in doing so, begins to 

expose tonal and formal distinctions:  

Early writers discussing comedy and tragedy did not as a rule distinguish between 
comedy and the comic. Because they considered the closed system of tragedy as 
necessarily better than comedy, they believed that since tragedy and the tragic are 
congruent, comedy and the comic are as well. As a result, the great classical 
philosophers have little to say about what constitutes comedy, much less about 
what makes something comic. When Plato reaches the end of Symposium, he tells 
us that Socrates’ talk about comedy put Aristophanes to sleep; and Harold Watts 
opens an essay on comedy with the sum of Aristotelian wisdom on the subject: 
“Aristotle is silent.” (Teague 12) 

 
The simple, grinning dejection inherent to the comedy advocate oozes through her prose. Earlier 

in her introduction, she rhetorically compares comedy to an incomplete tragedy: “comedy is a 

stage of false reassurance on the way to the hero’s betrayal and destruction. Ultimately the 

individual must fall, if for no other reason than mortality,” and therefore the tragic must be the 

dominant mode (11). Kerr offers more along these lines, suggesting that “comedy has never 

come first. It is something like the royal twin that is born five minutes later, astonishing everyone 

and deeply threatening the orderly succession of the house. It is the mistake of nature” (Kerr 20). 

He then goes on to detail the maturation of each mode in ancient Greece, claiming a fifty-year 
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span between the first successful, recorded attempts at tragedy and that of comedy (20). The 

comic suffers from a species of literary original sin, as it were. It can never seem to live up to the 

tragic in many commentators’ minds, but this is of course assuming that either form is a discrete, 

self-contained system that cannot involve elements of the other.  

A perfectly apt transition between talk of comedy as a genre, mode, or form (and its 

contention with tragedy, historical or otherwise), and notions of the comic tone is the work of 

George Meredith. Take the epigram for this section, for instance. Meredith, in An Essay on 

Comedy, draws out a long, often purple but nevertheless poignant argument about the state of 

comedy as he observed it in his time. Much like the observations of Teague and Kerr, comedy 

(and its inherent comic elements) seems, at first, to be given short-shrift. The essay, however, is 

hardly so simple as this. Meredith gushes about comedy; loves it. He moves from country to 

country, idea to idea, time to time, hitting upon everything: the legacy of Aristophanes; lingering 

on the French tradition of comedy leftover from Moliére; slighting the German comedians for 

their flat, ham-fisted approach to the form; mentioning Terence, Plautus, Shakespeare, and 

everyone at all aware of comedy on the stage would expect; even going so far as analyzing the 

“Arab” tradition of comedy, which comes to him principally in the form of the One Thousand 

and One Arabian Nights tales. All of this is in the name of scrutinizing what is good and what 

holds back comedy in the English realm. Meredith champions the comedy of manners and goes 

to great lengths to espouse its virtues. Speaking of Molière, he writes: 

He conceives purely, and he writes purely, in the simplest language, the simplest 
of French verse.  The source of his wit is clear reason: it is a fountain of that soil; 
and it springs to vindicate reason, common-sense, rightness and justice; for no 
vain purpose ever.  The wit is of such pervading spirit that it inspires a pun with 
meaning and interest. His moral does not hang like a tail, or preach from one 
character incessantly cocking an eye at the audience, as in recent realistic French 
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Plays: but is in the heart of his work, throbbing with every pulsation of an organic 
structure.  If Life is likened to the comedy of Molière, there is no scandal in the 
comparison. (Essay on Comedy) 

 
Closer to Meredith both chronologically as well as traditionally, Molière excites a noteworthy 

interest in the commentator. This passage almost perfectly characterizes Meredith’s passion for 

comedy done well. The insistence upon “organic structure” and the similarities of Molière’s 

comedy to life are especially suggestive of the futility of trying to limit comedy to a formula or 

some set of mechanical parameters. In spite of his affection for Molière, Meredith is able to 

attribute a similar virtue to Shakespeare: 

Shakespeare is a well-spring of characters which are saturated with the comic 
spirit; with more of what we will call blood-life than is to be found anywhere out 
of Shakespeare; and they are of this world, but they are of the world enlarged to 
our embrace by imagination, and by great poetic imagination.  They are, as it 
were—I put it to suit my present comparison—creatures of the woods and wilds, 
not in walled towns, not grouped and toned to pursue a comic exhibition of the 
narrower world of society.  Jaques, Falstaff and his regiment, the varied troop of 
Clowns, Malvolio, Sir Hugh Evans and Fluellen—marvellous Welshmen!—
Benedict and Beatrice, Dogberry, and the rest, are subjects of a special study in 
the poetically comic. (Essay on Comedy) 

 
Meredith allows for a similar life-like quality in Shakespeare’s comic characters that he praises  

in Molière’s. He raves about their humanity and freedom from convention. To Meredith, these 

characters truly belong to the dramatically wonderful settings and locales in which they may be 

found. Aside from the fact that we once again find Meredith, for lack of a better term, absolutely 

gushing—going so far as to even exclaim “marvellous Welshman!” a phrase that vexes almost as 

much as it excites—he continues to point at something beyond the confines of genre or the 

theory thereof. 

Meredith’s tract begins to arrive at the conclusion that something that we might call the 

comic exists apart from the facile definition of anything to be found within comedy. As comedy 
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has been revealed to be as ultimately nebulous as any idea of the comic, the reasoning that the 

comic is found within comedy and comedy is that which is comic, or in the comic mode, 

becomes nothing more than base tautology. In Meredith’s words: “No one would presume to say 

that we are deficient in jokers….But the Comic differs from them in addressing the wits for 

laughter; and the sluggish wits want some training to respond to it” (Essay on Comedy). The 

comic is the aspiration of the true comedian—the kind of comedian that Meredith praises—and 

the principle that animates good comedy. It is the use of this tone that contributes to, or drives 

toward, the comic ends. For Meredith, the comic falls in line with the kind of genius he finds in 

Moliere or Shakespeare, seeking to explore the beauties and complexities of life rather than 

resting on gross spectacles or farce.  

In a superlative example, that will become all the more important as this argument 

continues, Meredith explains the anecdotal controversy of the life of Duke Pasquier. This Duke 

was, simply put, just a very old man. Before his death, according to Meredith, a certain argument 

began to arise as to the character of Duke Pasquier by the commentators of the day (who go 

unnamed by Meredith). Of the discourse, and the “jokesters” on either side, Meredith assures 

that “well might it be supposed that the Comic idea was asleep, not overlooking them!” (Essay 

on Comedy). Apparently, the argument consisted of feeble quips at the old man’s expense, either 

scorning him for greedily holding onto life or praising him for embracing it. Meredith is not 

amused. He can, however, see the potential for comedy, and the involvement of the comic tone, 

even in such a strange subject:  

Now, imagine a master of the Comic treating this theme, and particularly the 
argument on it.  Imagine an Aristophanic comedy of THE CENTENARIAN, with 
choric praises of heroical early death, and the same of a stubborn vitality, and the 
poet laughing at the chorus; and the grand question for contention in dialogue, as 
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to the exact age when a man should die, to the identical minute, that he may 
preserve the respect of his fellows, followed by a systematic attempt to make an 
accurate measurement in parallel lines, with a tough rope-yarn by one party, and a 
string of yawns by the other, of the veteran’s power of enduring life, and our 
capacity for enduring him, with tremendous pulling on both sides. (Essay on 
Comedy) 

 
Meredith is able to construct what, in his mind, would be a glorious comedy produced from what 

we might consider the stuff of tragedy as well as the tonally comic. This is a man’s mortality at 

stake, after all. The comic, however, is able to exploit this tension in spite of its gloomy 

implications. The audience may revel in such a debate rather than stand by and suffer the 

increasingly lame and, worse, discordant jokes from sundry observers. Perhaps the comic may 

walk hand-in-hand with the tragic, neither suffering for it. It only takes the right poet and the 

right comedy. The comic form can and does resist darker implications, but this becomes a matter 

of tone more so than the ideas of the greater form that I have discussed in Frye, Barber, Laroque, 

and Coghill. 
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The Tragicomic; The Tragic or The Comic; or What You Will 

The best actors in the world, either for tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral,  
pastoral-comical, [tragical-historical, tragical-comical-historical-pastoral,] scene  
individable, or poem unlimited; Seneca cannot be too heavy, nor Plautus too light, for the 
law of writ and the liberty: these are the only men.  

--Polonius, Hamlet (2.2.396-402) 
 

 The rigors of genre can only allow for so much inspection into the varying effects of 

either the comic or tragic mode. Polonius’ catalog of mode upon mode, genre upon genre, in the 

epigraph to this section points to the ultimate absurdity of attempting to categorize drama in set, 

simple terms. Eventually, the constituent principles at work in either mode or genre must meet 

their foils. Frances Teague decided to begin work on what would become Acting Funny, an 

anthology of essays on the meeting place of the comic and tragic, after an epiphany that Othello 

was rooted in the traditions of New Comedy: containing semblances of stock types such as “the 

braggart soldier, blustering father, and clever servant” (9). The epigraph to her book’s 

introduction is an anecdote about a dying actor on his deathbed. A friend sadly remarks that 

dying must be hard. The actor begs to differ: “‘Dying’s easy,’ said the actor. ‘It’s comedy that’s 

hard’” (9). All of this is in service to Teague’s goal of separating comedy from the comic. She 

explains that comedy is typically in reference to form, whereas the comic is a matter of tone. Of 

the anecdote, she writes: “We have to reassess our assumptions about comedy in the light of the 

actor’s precept—that ‘comedy’s hard’—and may even recognize that not all comic moments 

occur in comedies […] nor do all comedies seek to make us laugh” (10). Indeed, if comic 

moments may occur on our deathbeds, as Teague points out, then they cannot be necessarily 
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relegated to any specific form. Furthermore, it reminds us of Meredith’s conception of “The 

Centenarian” to be composed about Duke Pasquier. Surely, the drama of the contending opinions 

of a famously old man at the end of his life could not be meant to make the audience laugh only. 

Doubtlessly, there would be jokes to be had, but a man’s mortality in itself is hardly any matter 

to be twisted to scorn or the grotesque purely for the sake of the crowd’s enjoyment, at least not 

for enjoyment of the pains in themselves, but rather the triumph over them as in medieval 

comedy. A proper comedy must balance the tragic and the comic, to see the drama to its 

appropriately thoughtful and celebratory end.   

 In explaning the possibility for the tragic’s imposition on the comic, Teague attempts to 

characterize the relationship between the comic and the tragic, and between comedy and tragedy. 

I have already mentioned her assertion that the tragic view regards the comic form as incomplete 

tragedy and that in this model, “comedy is a stage of false reassurance on the way to the hero’s 

betrayal and destruction” (11). The inevitable mortality of the hero in the tragic view leads to the 

conclusion that what becomes tragic “is one’s recognition that the world, as a closed system, is 

inevitably a tragedy” (11). Tragedy ultimately embraces the tragic only, content with a self-

sustained world where all else is incomplete if not included in that exclusive world: circularity 

and exclusion is its principle. Teague, however, writes of comedy’s contrary approach to 

different worldviews: “Within the context of comedy, a tragic individual—i.e., one who believes 

that tragedy is inevitable or denies the possibility of trust and union—is finally a laughable 

(comic) figure” (11). The comic, therefore, is able to subsume the tragic rather than rejecting or 

marginalizing it. Teague does allow for the possibility that such a model for comedy might 

marginalize the tragic figure, as can be seen in Malvolio’s expulsion in the otherwise acceptably 
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celebratory closure of Twelfth Night (11). Malvolio’s example, however similar to tragedy’s 

treatment of the comic, is nevertheless not the necessary case in this model of comedy. The 

argument goes further: 

Tragic and comic moments occur when someone, having accepted a particular 
model (tragedy or comedy) for understanding the world, tries to consider alternate 
views. Thus tragedy and tragic are generally congruent. Comedy and the comic 
need not be congruent at all. In tragedy, one acknowledges the possibility of an 
alternate view only during comic moments when the tragedy views itself from 
comedy’s perspective. The conclusion of a tragedy, however, necessarily 
suppresses the comic (and comedy).  
(11-12) 

 
She allows for a more fluid application of the comic mode, whereas the tragic demands a certain 

rigidness. For instance, the comic may leak into other modes, but within the context of tragedy it 

is routinely marginalized. The congruence that Teague’s position lends to tragedy (the form) and 

the tragic (the mode) follows from the warrant that tragedy is a closed system that seeks its own 

level and, while entertaining alternate worldviews, ultimately suppresses anything other than the 

principles of tragedy alone. However: 

In contrast, comedy lacks tragic moments, because tragedy, a closed system, does 
not transgress into other forms, the existence of which would imperil tragedy’s 
world view, and thus the whole system [….] Comedy both recognizes the 
existence of other viewpoints and embraces them, seeking to incorporate them 
within its form [….] Comedy looks at the world and sees the individual become 
part of a community; the comic moment occurs when a character considers the 
possibility of tragedy and mistakenly finds it adequate. We laugh at someone who 
chooses not to fit in. (12) 

 
As Teague writes, the stubbornly tragic (or tragically inclined) character can and often will 

eventually partake in the comic tone of the given comedy, embracing the tragic for comedy’s 

own purposes rather than trying to completely expunge it. The tragic tone may be entertained, 

but it cannot become the dominant tone of the comedy. The comic tone wins out, and the 
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intractably tragic sometimes become comic due to their steadfast refusal to participate in the 

newly unified community or society of the comic end. 

In a secular, and essentially a better reasoned fashion, Teague’s model of comedy fairly 

adequately lines up with Coghill’s argument for a Shakespearean comedy rooted in the Medieval 

tradition of a comically driven universe. In other words, while the comic moment may briefly 

intrude upon the tragic form, in a world that must necessarily arrive at some sort of comic 

conclusion, tragedy may be entertained, but only as a part of the greater comedy. Additionally, in 

a similar vein, Northrop Frye contrasts his conceptions of tragic and comic characters: 

What a man essentially is (and a woman: the usual difficulty with pronouns) is 
revealed in two ways: by the record of what he has done, and by what he is trying 
to make of himself, at any given moment. The former is the case of the accuser 
and relates to the past: it shapes the general form of tragedy […] The latter relates 
to the future, is based on forgiveness and release, and shapes the general form of 
comedy. (The Myth of Deliverance 33) 

 
Frye’s insistence upon “the record of what he has done” and its relation to the past almost 

directly mirror’s Teague’s assertion of tragedy as a closed system with all conclusions set in the 

past and unforgiving to further exploration. Likewise, his formulation of comedy as based on 

“forgiveness and release,” looking to the future, embraces Teague’s model of comedy as that 

which is able to entertain multiple worldviews, and Coghill’s stance of the cosmic comedy. 

Comedy, as well as the comic, is wide open, welcoming to future concerns and the greater world 

of the characters, whereas tragedy tends to collapse in upon itself. This is not to say that either 

form or genre might actually take precedence over the other, but that comedy tends to be the 

more flexible. 

 While Teague begins examination of the play and interplay of the tragic and comic 

genres (as well as modes), Walter Kerr goes further to conflate the tragic and comic. There is the 
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general idea that, historically, comedy grew from tragedy even if only because it followed 

tragedy chronologically. Kerr goes so far to say that the comic sensibility sprang from the 

impulse to present a “burlesque of the solemn and sacred,” because, as he writes, the “solemn, 

the sacred,” and therefore, “the tragic […] invariably leaves something out” (25). Comedy 

balances the lofty equation that is left by tragedy, not necessarily superseding it, but in some way 

augmenting the discourse that would otherwise be left only to the discretely serious. Kerr posits 

an even more extended argument that juxtaposes drama with the realm of ritual specifically, 

which is just another placeholder for the solemn and sacred to which he refers. He borrows a 

quotation from William Hazlitt that situates comedy in the world of the sacred: “It is a common 

mistake […] to suppose that parodies degrade, or imply a stigma on the subject: on the contrary, 

they in general imply something serious or sacred in the originals,” and summarizes in his own 

words, that “Comedy is not a relief, it is the rest of the bitter truth, a holy impropriety” (28). 

Although a bold and sparingly explicated claim, there must be some truth to this precept. In a 

just society, of sober mind, even the holiest of holy cows cannot be immune to humor. Kerr 

speaks of the mass itself, “with its implications of agony, death, and resurrection,” by which 

drama is revealed as analogue: 

Agony is the heartbeat; death is the crucible; renewal is the goal. These are the 
three terms by which drama may be identified. They are all serious terms, and 
death stands at their center inflexible and indispensible, the key, the passport, the 
sine qua non. Whatever comedy is made must be made without blinking the terms 
or altering them fundamentally. One may see a joke in them but never outside 
them; they can be laughed at but not denied. They define our movement through 
space and time, in the theater and out of it. (35) 

 
Not only is ritual subject to what some might find to be the demeaning effects of comedy, but 

Kerr insists that even death is inextricably tied to the comic. Through suffering and death, we 
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still seek renewal, which, as has been well established, is the fundamental principle of comedy. It 

doesn’t need to be scornful, or parodic, but comedy may, and moreover must, attempt to draw 

out some sense of celebratory renewal even in the face of death and decay. We must 

unflinchingly stare into the face of our own mortality, the one thing that defines our existence 

(on and off the stage), and laugh. Without laughter, celebration, and renewal, what could be the 

point? 

 Accepting that every truly complete ending must somehow seek the comic, Kerr then 

tries to dissect the comic ending itself. After, in effect, bringing the house down by suggesting 

that the comic ending must supersede even death, he decides to investigate (in dramatic terms) 

the end of such an ending, because even the ideal ending must come to an end. Much to what I 

imagine would be Meredith’s chagrin, Kerr spends a few pages discussing the curiosity of 

Molière’s endings, which he explains are often enough executed quickly and somewhat 

perplexingly to the characters. His ultimate intention, however, is not to slander Molière. His 

explanation, simply enough, is that “Molière was not a playwright who could not contrive an 

ending. He was a playwright who knew that in comedy all endings must be contrived” (72). Put 

more bluntly, he claims that “Substitution, compromise, resignation—of such stuff is our 

merriment made. When the circus is over, the performing bears must perforce go back into 

cages. It really does not much matter whose” (62). Comedies must end. As much weight as Kerr 

has lent to the comic ending, expressing all of its wonderful power and restorative import, it must 

end all the same. Eventually, the comedy itself (in form) becomes the very same as the preceding 

agony and death that it is meant to overcome both in form and tone. The beauty is that it provides 

the same relief for itself that it does for the rigorous decay (or ritual, tragedy, life, or whatever it 
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may be) that comes before, because “we understand that the ending of a comedy, like everything 

else in it, is a joke” (64).  

While pointing out the beauty of comedy’s ability to overcome all obstacles in the 

conclusion, Kerr points out the simple fact that comedies must end; and, as beautiful as it is to 

put the comic ending on a pedestal, surrounded in happiness and fruitful bounty, an ending must 

still be an ending. Ultimately, we must explore what it means to end. As glorious as the comic 

ending proves in the face of the agony and death of ritual, Kerr goes on to describe yet another 

comic impulse: irony or some otherwise defined wit in the face of the absolutely morose. For 

instance, he describes one of the simplest instances of comedy as such: “The simplest Punch-

and-Judy show any one of us saw as children probably included Punch’s murder of his wife, his 

infant child, his doctor, his executioner, and the devil who came to claim him” (171). Any 

description of these events absent comedy would be horrific, but every child watching such a 

puppet show (or its contemporary equivalent) is more likely to laugh than be duly horrified. “All 

of this in the name of laughter,” Kerr writes, but he also asks why? (171). As he explains: 

Because to contemplate any true ending for a comedy is to contemplate death. 
Only death will end the joke. Man cannot ever be free of the matter that impedes, 
annoys, and limits him until he is in fact severed from that matter, until his 
consciousness is cut free of the machinery that clogs it. Only then may his soul 
[…] go marching on, utterly uninhibited. (171) 

 
It is difficult to parse Kerr’s terms at first, as he seems to contradict himself, but I would argue 

that this would be inevitable since the thesis of his book  (entitled, we may recall, Tragedy and 

Comedy) is to demonstrate the inextricability of tragic and comic, and he seems to care little 

about the difference between form and tone. He has earlier argued that the comic ending 

overcomes agony and death, but the one given of any conception of human existence is the 
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eventuality of these deadly pains. Everyone must die, even the hero of the most triumphant 

comedy. The vital, virile young couple that finally comes together without hindrance at the end 

of the typical comedy, while offering the prospect of children and a fruitful future, must also be 

subject to the limits of that future.  

 Concerning the limitations of the comic future, Kerr even goes so far as to suggest that 

“there is something about comedy that has no future” (79). When he says this, he has yet to 

really explore the good inherent to the comic form, and therein, the good inherent to the comic 

tone, but his remark mirrors the limiting sentiment that we have just seen: that to concern 

ourselves with the end of comedy (or anything really) we must touch upon considerations of 

death. Death being the stuff of tragedy, as I have argued in my introduction, metonymy for the 

tragic tone, Kerr also discusses the motivations of tragic characters in regard to the world at 

large, or rather, the future:  

A tragic figure may possibly falter in one of a dozen, or a hundred, ways; but 
there is no questioning the objective desirability of the goal that has set him in 
motion. At the heart of tragedy, feeding it energy, stands godlike man 
passionately desiring a state of affairs more perfect than any that now exists. (107) 

 
For Kerr, the tragedy seeks to promote a more perfect world whereas the comedy seeks to find its 

way past the complications presented within its own world. Then again, the tragic figure most 

often fails to ever see the world to which he aspires. This figure must fall, as is the tragic 

convention. Kerr’s assertion also controverts Frye’s more curt analysis of the tragic as “the 

record of a man’s deeds,” whereas Frye’s comic view looks to the forgiveness that provides the 

future. Kerr subordinates all to the end: death. Perhaps this can all be explained away by Kerr’s 

insistence that comedy necessarily puts off the ultimate end of all things: death; again, the tragic. 

Comedy must, however, put this off. In a way he also supports Teague’s closed model of 
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tragedy, which single-mindedly seeks out a world of its own devising rather than incorporating 

the hero into the given world despite obstacles, but Teague’s model logically takes precedence 

over all others seen: the tragic cannot utterly corrupt the comedy. The key is the either nearly 

medieval or actually medieval principle of a comedy that must necessarily end happily, as all 

things must when the appropriate forgiveness is reached. Recalling Teague, Kerr’s problem of 

the eventuality of death cannot damage the comic principle, because the tragic closes itself off 

whereas the comic is able to deal with the tragic while simultaneously retaining its form. All is 

well in the end. Kerr, however, cannot be ignored. His work serves as a reminder of the many 

tonal complications that have and will be seen in drama: death, and the tragic, must creep into 

the concerns of comedy just the same as it creeps into all things in the world. The answer is that 

comedy must not be afraid to address the deadly or the decaying; it must problematize itself to 

some extent in order to fairly approach and appropriately resolve its subject. This is an answer 

that I believe that Shakespeare was not only somehow aware of, but, moreover, wholeheartedly 

embraced. 
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Happy Trails to Cold Theory and Problematic Greetings to Close Reading: 
The Difficulty of Beginning 

 
In sooth, I know not why I am so sad; 
It wearies me, you say it wearies you; 
But how I caught it, found it, or came by it, 
What stuff ‘tis made of, whereof it is born, 
I am to learn; 

--Antonio, The Merchant of Venice (1.1.1-5) 
 
 

 The opening of All’s Well That Ends Well presents the audience with a court in mourning. 

The former Count, Bertram’s father, has died. Bertram himself must leave to represent Rossillion 

in place of his father, further grieving his mother, because the King of France himself is ill: most 

likely on his death-bed. Helena, the much maligned heroine of the drama, has also recently lost 

her father, leaving her a largely helpless orphan in the care of the Countess’ household. Her 

father gone, her mistress in mourning, and her beloved to leave her behind on top of his grieved 

condition, it is difficult for the audience to imagine Helena anyway otherwise than absolutely 

dejected in this opening. Why would Shakespeare begin All’s Well in such dark circumstances? 

Why would he put Helena, the most immediately attractive (and even eventually so) character, in 

such a dire condition? Why would he do so in any comedy? This is supposed to be comedy, but, 

as I have argued, comedy is not necessarily filled with laughter, its characters not necessarily 

thoroughly happy. Interest must be paid, however, as to why exactly Shakespeare would begin 

this play, or any play, so darkly, especially considering that the opening sequence typically sets 

the tone for the drama to follow. Even though All’s Well is considered a “problem play,” flirting 

with the boundaries of its comic form (and the conventions therein) seemingly to its detriment, I 
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will argue that beginning a play with the idea or threat of death does no harm to the tone of a 

comedy. On the contrary, it may oftentimes help to round out the plot and augment the 

effectiveness of the comic tone. 

 Seemingly problematic beginnings, fraught with instances of death and decay, arise in 

even the most benign of Shakespeare’s comedies; his problem comedies are not exclusive in the 

confounding generic standards. Take A Midsummer Night’s Dream and As You Like It, for 

example. These are the same, merry, green world plays that have been mentioned during 

discussion of the festive in Laroque and Barber. There is little in Shakespeare more recognizably 

comic than his excursions into the green world. The opening sequences to both of those plays, 

however, hardly anticipate the festive, natural merriment to follow. In Dream, for example, the 

drama opens with loaded speeches between Theseus and Hippolyta, wherein the former cannot 

wait for his wedding night with the latter to reap the spoils of his conquest, literally; and she 

understandably takes pause at his advances. Theseus describes his excitement by alluding to the 

pains to which he went in order to secure Hippolyta as a bride: “I woo’d thee with my sword/ 

And won thy love doing thee injuries” (1.1.16-17). He literally won her in battle, and the 

implications of their union can be interpreted in no way other than the rapacious. Although not 

quite deadly, these lines carry the darker matter most often associated with the tragic rather than 

the comic. Similarly, the audience of As You Like It cannot be said to find Orlando happy. He is 

all but disinherited, living off of the dregs left over from his older brother, Oliver. Orlando’s 

understandable aspirations toward a greater station even lead his brother to plot actively against 

him. Referring to Orlando, Oliver, his eldest brother, speaks: “I hope I shall see an end of him; 

for my soul (yet I know not why) hates nothing more than he” (1.1.164-165). He would actually 
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like to kill his own brother, making him nearly reminiscent of Edmund in King Lear. Neither of 

these sequences, however, do anything to mar the eventual execution of the comedy. Both of 

these plays have been perfectly well received by critics of the form for years, as the lovers 

wander into the green world, resolve all problems, and all ends perfectly happily. The inclusion 

of chillingly dark beginnings has never given any pause when attempting to dub either of these 

plays as acceptable, well-wrought comedy. 

 Amplifying the discussion past the green world plays, difficult beginnings can be found 

in several other types of Shakespearean comedy. Much Ado About Nothing, although another 

perfectly acceptable example of fully-formed, critically justified comedy, can be arguably 

characterized as a somewhat more problematic play than As You Like It, for instance. It is 

commonly referred to as an “accusation” play, wherein the featured complication involves the 

romantic hero suspecting and accordingly mistreating his love interest for infidelity or similar 

wanton behavior (which is ultimately groundless, brought on by either mischief or outright 

villainy). Another example would be Othello, for instance, giving some clue as to what type of 

thematic waters in which Much Ado finds itself. Its beginning, however, bares little to no weight 

on that particular problem; rather, it invokes a shockingly spare regard for human life on the part 

of the courtiers, many of whom enter the play upon return from war. The play opens in Messina, 

where Leonato, the governor, is met by a messenger bringing word of the approaching, 

victorious war party. Just a few lines into the play, Leonato asks the messenger, “How many 

gentleman have you lost in this action?” to which the messenger responds, “But few of any sort, 

and none of name” (1.1.5-7). All is well, however, because as we learn from Leonato, “Don 

Pedro hath bestow’d much honor on a young Florentine call’d Claudio,” and that the messenger 
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gives further evidence: “Much deserv’d on [Claudio’s] part, and equally remembr’d by Don 

Pedro [….] He hath indeed better bett’red expectation than you must expect of me to tell you 

how” (1.1.9-13, 15-17). Not only has life been lost at the play’s outset, but the characters do not 

even care to specify the number of casualties because not that many were lost of any kind of 

social station, and none were lost who mattered. The lost are not even given the dignity of 

names. Everything is made out to be fine, however, because the governor as well as the audience 

is given an account heralding the soon-to-be hero of the play.  

 Similarly, the opening sequence of The Comedy of Errors is filled with ultimately 

inconsequential danger. The Riverside edition’s introduction to the play, written by Anne Barton, 

discusses the traditional critical impulse to dismiss the play as farce, quoting Coleridge’s panning 

of The Comedy of Errors as “in exactest consonance with the philosophical principles and 

character of farce, distinguished from comedy and from entertainments” (111). Farce, although 

not the best incarnation of the comic and certainly no apt example of the comic form, is well 

removed from anything typically dark or troublesome in tone, and barely supports much 

complication formally. The play, however, opens with an exchange between the Duke of 

Ephesus (Solinus) and Egeon, a merchant of Syracuse who is sentenced to death for breaking the 

laws of Ephesus by entering it amid hostilities with Syracuse. The very first words spoken are 

“Proceed, Solinus, to procure my fall,/ And by the doom of death end woes and all” (1.1.1-2). 

The Duke answers that he will be happy to acquit Egeon’s wish to be executed due to the 

“enmity and discord which of late/ Sprung from the rancorous outrage of your Duke” which 

involved Ephesian merchants who were wronged: 

[O]ur well-dealing countrymen, 
Who, wanting guilders to redeem their lives, 
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Have seal’d his rigorous statutes with their bloods,  
Excludes all pity from our threat’ning looks: 
For since the mortal and intestine jars 
‘Twixt thy seditious countrymen and us, 
It hath in solemn synods been decreed, 
Both by the Syracusians and ourselves, 
To admit no traffic to our adverse towns. (1.1.7-15) 

 
Since Ephesian merchants were executed for some financial disagreement with the Duke of 

Syracuse, Egeon has violated Ephesian laws by travelling there without sufficient ransom. He is 

condemned to die unless he can raise sufficient funds to meet the given fine. The language, while 

heavily mercantile and economically driven, as pointed out in, “The ‘Undividable Incorporate’: 

Householding in The Comedy of Errors” by Jessica Slights, is laden with contentious, deadly 

imagery. While setting up the more pervasive theme of mercantilism, the audience cannot but 

help to be struck by the liberal use of ideas and images such as “rigorous,” “threat’ning,” 

“blood,” “mortal and intestine jars,” and the general air of solemnity (which is mentioned by 

name in “solemn synods”) and grave hostility. There is more deadly language in this opening 

exchange (which continues for another hundred lines or so) than in the entire remaining action of 

the play. 

 The opening of The Comedy of Errors, while chilling, does serve another purpose: to 

provide quick exposition for the odd, nearly absurd, circumstances of the play. Egeon, almost as 

another sort of plea (although he is unequivocally resigned to his fate, even at this early stage), 

describes the strange shipwreck which split his family: landing himself and one of his twin sons 

in Syracuse while his wife and his other son were swept away to parts unknown. Additionally, 

another set of twins which would each grow up to be the servant to a respective son were also 

separated. Shipwrecks, and tales of families being torn apart reminds of another problematic area 
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of Shakespearean drama, however: the romance. Romance (or tragi-comedy), being the comic 

form stretched entirely too far past the given comic complication and into the realm of the tragic 

only to be resolved, often difficultly, in a manner similar to comedy, fits neither form when all 

things are considered. The invocation of a tragic shipwreck as seen in the beginning of The 

Comedy of Errors, immediately reminds one of the ultimate Shakespearean exploration of the 

shipwrecked: The Tempest, a romance. Romantic language can, however, be found elsewhere in 

Shakespeare’s collection of proper comedy. The most glaring example would have to be the 

second scene of Twelfth Night. The opening of Twelfth Night finds another set of twins (this time 

fraternal), separated by a shipwreck. Viola finds herself in a strange land, saved only by the 

heroics of a sea captain, assuming her brother Sebastian to be dead in the wreck. Of course, 

Twelfth Night does end up becoming a much darker play than any of those mentioned so far, save 

for The Tempest.  

In The Comedy of Errors, this harrowing device of the shipwreck is followed by a play 

that charts the madcap irony of identical brothers, Antipholus of Ephesus and of Syracuse, 

named identically as well (the sons of Egeon), and the respective Dromios (servants to either 

brother), running around the same city to be confused by the townsfolk, friends, family, and even 

their own servants or masters. Much of the play never approaches the seriousness delivered to 

the audience in the opening sequence. The question becomes: why include this seemingly 

divergent opening scene at all, except for the purposes of exposition? Even that could be 

accomplished in a less morose fashion. Perhaps Shakespeare involves the threat of Egeon’s death 

to raise the stakes of an otherwise flat drama. Every comedy needs a complication, but if nothing 

is really at stake in such a complication, then the comedy does not ever rise to its full potential. 
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Recalling Frye, the hero, or in this case several principal characters, must happily incorporate 

themselves into society. It could only help if that society itself were made happier by the 

correction of overriding complications. Likewise, Egeon is allowed the opportunity to cast off 

his tragic resignation and re-enter society. From issues of romantic language, to close association 

with the darker comic matter of Twelfth Night, and finally to the concept of complicating the 

dramatic stakes in comedy; all of these may be pent up in The Comedy of Errors, one of 

Shakespeare’s least challenging comedies.  

What more of the complication of stakes in comic openings, however? Harsher, more 

difficult instances must be found in order to claim thorough examination of the topic. The 

Merchant of Venice offers one such odd study. The epigraph to this chapter shows Antonio’s 

troublesome musings: “In sooth, I know not why I am so sad […]” (1.1.1). Simply enough, 

Antonio begins the play in a bad mood. He’s sullen, largely unresponsive, and a poor study in the 

active, happy comic hero. This is, perhaps more so than Twelfth Night, one of Shakespeare’s 

more troublesome comedies, approaching the problematic status of All’s Well, Measure for 

Measure, or Troilus and Cressida. Most problematically, unlike Helena in All’s Well, Antonio’s 

downcast situation is without explanation. What is more, Antonio’s situation resists the usual 

comic relief over the course of the play, arguably even up to the conclusion. Of course, the play 

does end up following the romantic tension between Bassanio, Antonio’s friend, and Portia, a 

wealthy, highly sought bride. Ultimately, Antonio’s melancholy cannot be said to entirely 

interrupt the happiness of the ending, as the audience is given a perfectly happy union in 

Bassanio and Portia (as well as other couplings). In another different but similarly complicated 

study, the opening of Love’s Labor’s Lost sets up the stakes of a complication that literally 
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resists the expected conclusion. The King of Navarre sets up the play by embracing “fame, that 

all hunt after in their lives,/ Live regist’red upon our brazen tombs,/ And then grace us in the 

disgrace of death” by declaring his court “the wonder of the world;” to be “a little academe,/ Still 

and contemplative in living art” (1.1.1-3, 12-14). While I am certainly interested in the concerns 

of death, and the King’s brazen attempt to deny it, what becomes even more poignant to the 

drama is his grand plan for the court of Navarre. He aspires to hinge his entire court on principles 

of study and philosophy by swearing his lords, Berowne, Dumaine, and Longaville, to live 

unencumbered with him, studies their only concern. They must forswear all excess, in food and 

fine things, but most importantly: women. Not only must they not endeavor at romance, but they 

must not even be seen associating with ladies, who are barred from the court upon penalty of 

law. This is, of course, where everything unravels. None of the major male characters, not even 

the King, these oaths being his brainchild, can resist the charms of a party of ladies brought to 

court by the Princess of France. The ending of the play remains critically infamous for its 

skirting of the generic conventions, but it will be discussed later, and moreover, all is rooted in 

this beginning, in solemnity and the bravado to challenge death. It goes to show that no matter 

the play or its matter, the difficult beginning runs rampant in Shakespearean comedy. 

 Returning to All’s Well, I have chosen to focus on Helena’s involvement in the 

excruciating opening in order to trace the interplay between such a beginning and her importance 

in the drama. Helena has every reason to be shattered at the outset of All’s Well. Her world is in 

ruins, as we learn from conversation between the Countess, Bertram, and Lafew (the steward), 

before Helena even speaks her first lines on the stage. Like so many plays discussed previously, 

All’s Well begins disturbingly, but perhaps some hope may result from this foundation of grief 
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and doom, as is the tendency of comedy: to wrestle happiness from the clutches of seeming 

destitution, and reincorporating society in the process. Helena only speaks briefly, in asides, 

during the opening conversation between the landed members of the court. It is not until Lafew 

mentions her late father, hinting at her grief, and Helena is left alone on the stage that she opens 

her private thoughts to the audience: “O were that all! I think not on my father,” she explains. 

She intimates that she has all but forgotten her father as even more grave concerns weigh on her 

mind: 

What was he like? 
I have forgot him. My imagination 
Carries no favor in’t but Bertram’s. 
I am undone; there is no living, none, 
If Bertram be away. (1.1.83-87) 

 
Despite her personal loss and any of the several other grievous circumstances at the court and in 

the country, Helena’s deepest loss is the prospect of being away from Bertram, who is not only 

above her station but has never given her any romantic favor. Her heartbreak is singular.  

The play is often discussed as Shakespeare’s most teleological work. The word “end” is 

directly invoked in the title. Everything in it drives toward an end. Patricia Parker is among those 

critics who would agree; however, she insists upon a reading of the play that cruelly plays with 

endings, putting them off, dilating them, and drawing them out. Parker addresses the exchange 

between Helena and Parolles that follows just after Helena’s soliloquy that declares herself 

“undone” without Bertram. Parolles enters and hounds Helena, wondering if she is “meditating 

on virginity” (1.1.112). Being a man of many words, he pushes the issue: 

It is not politic in the commonwealth of nature to preserve virginity. Loss of 
virginity is rational increase, and there was never virgin got till virginity was first 
lost. That you were made of metal is to make virgins. Virginity being once lost 
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may be ten times found; by being ever kept it is ever lost. ‘Tis too cold a 
companion. Away with’t!” (129-134). 

 
Parolles talk of virginity is both characteristically economic as well as violent. Along with the 

lines above, he frequently uses the phrase “blow you up” or somehow being blown up, punning 

both on the physical state of childbirth, but also threatening a vague sort of destruction. Parker 

introduces this exchange to speak of yet another threat of death, writing that virginity itself is 

another kind of death or death-sentence as it must necessarily destroy itself in order to be 

regenerative (360). Threats of the loss of virginity and childbirth are a brilliantly apt description 

of the beginning (or the birth) of this play. The playwright invokes so much destruction and 

chaos, figuratively beginning in destruction, so that Helena, as well as the drama, may move on. 

After a while longer in this verbal sparring match, Helena ends the opening scene steadfastly 

resolute, that “Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie,/ Which we ascribe to heaven” (1.1.214-215). 

No longer the victim of circumstance, no longer “undone,” she looks within herself to overcome 

that which undoes her: 

Impossible be strange attempts to those 
That weigh their pains in sense, and do suppose 
What hath been cannot be. Who ever strove 
To show her merit that did miss her love? (1.1.222-225) 

 
She will no longer stand by and “weigh [her] pains in sense,” or sit idly by and wonder where 

things went wrong. She casts off the tragic sensibility and seeks to carve out better ends. She 

decides: “The king’s disease—my project may deceive me,/ But my intents are fixed, and will 

not leave me” (1.1.226-227). Her father, though dead, left Helena with a wealth of knowledge 

culled from an entire life as a physician, and the King, provides her with an opportunity to 

exercise her advantage. She will find a way to heal the King, and thereby win favor. She will 
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strive to show her merit and win her love. She is fixed, both from her earlier pains and literally 

upon her task. 

The tragic tone of death and marred hopes is only a stipulation, a momentary interlocutor 

in this beginning. By gracing Helena with a singular drive in the face of so much tumult, 

Shakespeare gives the play a singular complication that, although simple, capable of being 

solved almost immediately (as soon as Helena earns the King’s favor and appropriate status in 

the second act after healing his as yet untreatable fistula), is able to balance the diverse concerns 

and secondary complications that draw it out until a happy (at least arguably) conclusion may be 

finally reached. The comic form demonstrates time and time again that it is flexible enough to 

accommodate instances of the tragic tone. Even from the darkest beginnings, happiness stands on 

the horizon. In order for the hero to become reincorporated into society, following the model that 

we have established, there must first be some sort of complication. Society must necessarily be 

disrupted in order for it to be reintegrated. Difficult beginnings allow for yet another facet of this 

principle of reintegration, giving Shakespeare another dimension for the execution of comedy 

past a simple formula or laughable spectacle that gives the audience a break from the “higher” 

mode of tragedy. 
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Comedy Above its Station: “High” Language in a “Low” Mode 

To lie in cold obstruction and to rot; 
This sensible warm motion to become 
A kneaded clod; and the delighted spirit 
To bathe in fiery floods, or to reside 
In thrilling region of thick-ribbed ice;  
To be imprison’d in the viewless winds 
And blown with restless violence round about 
The pendant world; or to be worse than worse 
Of those that lawless and incertain thought 
Imagine howling—‘tis too horrible! 

--Claudio, Measure for Measure (3.1.117-127) 
 

 The lines from the above epigraph do not come from a late, dark tragedy. This is not 

Hamlet speaking, nor is it excerpted from one of the difficult comic beginnings outlined in the 

previous chapter; rather, it is one of the principal romantic heroes speaking in the very middle of 

a comedy, Measure for Measure (although another problem comedy, a comedy nonetheless). 

Shakespeare, by way of Claudio, imagines the terrible mystery of death in these lines in a way 

that could match any other in his canon. The tragic could not be displayed more prominently 

within a comic context. I would also like to point out that, while Measure for Measure is 

considered a problem play, it is not this kind of tragic intrusion that does so, but rather its lack of 

a satisfactory ending. It is still a comedy, and in the given passage, demonstrates the tremendous 

scope available to the comic form in Shakespeare’s hands. Considerations of death, such as we 

see in this speech, are as near as perfect a way as possible to stretch the conventions of comedy 

as they have been outlined. While I started my close reading chapters with difficult beginnings, 

and plan to end them, appropriately enough, with an exploration of difficult endings, I was 



 

 

 45  

 

stumped by what to do in the middle. It seems pointless to talk just about the middle of plays, as 

this chapter format would seem to suggest, and I wanted to talk about the varied ways that 

Shakespearean comedy manages to subvert expectations outside of the exclusively conventional 

or teleological. This is simultaneously one of the most interesting as well as difficult to describe 

areas of this project: ways in which Shakespeare uses comedy to touch on the chillingly tragic 

without any specific formal concern, such as beginning or ending. As Helena serves as an 

excellent entry-point into the catalog of difficult Shakespearean conventions, All’s Well’s ill, 

dying King of France offers an interesting study in the generally difficult, and oftentimes tough-

to-pigeonhole quirks of the usage of tone in comedy. 

 Recalling a much earlier point of discussion, Evanthius, as an early commentator on the 

comic form, suggests that comedy must somehow concern the more lowly figures of society. As 

he puts it, comedy is best suited to “men of middle fortune,” and the concerns of these men are 

congruently middling. Frye addresses a similar issue in his Anatomy of Criticism, in which the 

first essay hinges upon the division of modes to which he polarizes as the “high mimetic” and the 

“low mimetic.” The low mimetic would concur closely with Evanthius’s characterization of the 

comic mode: approaching drama with, at best, no more idealistic aspiration than would be found 

on the average street-corner. The low mimetic hero is “superior neither to other men nor to his 

environment […] one of us: we respond to a sense of his common humanity” (34). The high 

mimetic hero would logically present the contrary: “authority, passions, and powers of 

expression far greater than ours, but what he does is subject both to social criticism and to the 

order of nature” (34). The high mimetic hero is often the hero of tragedy, he that seeks to leave a 

more perfect world than exists, as Kerr would have it: the low mimetic, the hero of comedy. He 
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is the everyman that we may relate to, and thereby more closely sympathize with his trials and 

triumph in his celebration. This is not to say that the matter of comedy (and that of the hero) 

must necessarily be gross and mean in proportion, but that it must be realistic, middling, as are 

we. 

 My objection to Evanthius’s leveling of the comic matter stands despite further evidence 

given by Frye, and I hope to explain further using Frye’s own evidence. Frye’s discussion of the 

high and low mimetic modes never pretends to be anything other than broad discussion of the 

history of these modes; they are not set rules without exceptions. He himself admits that 

Shakespeare serves as one of these exceptions. In his discussion of New Comedy, Frye writes 

that while the “hero himself is seldom a very interesting person: in conformity with low mimetic 

decorum,” that in “Shakespeare and in the kind of romantic comedy that most closely resembles 

his there is a development of these formulas [the action of comedy] in a more distinctively high 

mimetic direction” (44). There is no dearth of comic nobility in Shakespeare’s cast of characters 

that, while tending to fall or become ensnared in a plot that would be “realistically” relatable to 

the audience, are not only higher in station than much of Shakespeare’s audience but also 

capable of wonderful feats of the mind and the tongue. To complicate matters even further, Frye 

tests his own formula against the example of Mark Antony from Antony and Cleopatra, writing 

that this play fits the high mimetic tone, “the story of the fall of a great leader” (51). Frye adds, 

however: 

But it is easy to look at Mark Antony ironically, as a man enslaved by passion; it 
is easy to recognize his common humanity with ourselves; see in him a romantic 
adventurer of prodigious courage and endurance betrayed by a witch; there are 
even hints of a superhuman being whose legs bestrid the ocean and whose 
downfall is a conspiracy of fate, explicable only to a soothsayer. To leave out any 
of these would oversimplify and belittle the play. (51) 
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Ultimately, Frye realizes that the multiplicity of tone in Shakespeare’s work is the only reliable 

criteria with which to judge it. Anything else would be reductive. Shakespeare does not constrain 

himself to just one tone, but complicates it, as he complicates form. This principle is not only at 

play in tragedy, but easily moves into the comic. In Shakespearean comedy, anyone from the 

most pitiful beggar to the every man and on to dukes or kings may set aside their comic, relatable 

station, and launch into the highest, most beautiful language, striking at a subject to match the 

language. This much can be seen in Measure for Measure’s Claudio, of birth the relatable, “low 

mimetic” comic hero, speaking from a dank prison (sinking him even lower), who is able to 

speak on the subject of death in the same tone as Shakespeare’s most celebrated tragic princes. It 

is my intention to argue that Shakespearean comedy may, simply through its execution or in its 

language, elevate what is best in all of us past lowly considerations just as Claudio does.  

 To begin with the greatest gap between a character’s station and the tonal ambition of his 

dialogue, Feste, the clown in Twelfth Night, brilliantly manages to juggle comic language and 

tragic tone (as well as ideas). Feste, a clown, the most socially insignificant character in the court 

of Illyria, rises to become the foil to Malvolio, the sober, puritanical social climber in Olivia’s 

household. At Malvolio’s darkest moment, when he has been locked away in the dark house by 

Sir Toby, Maria, and company, Feste arrives to drive the embarrassment home a little further. 

Instead of pretending to be some ghost, spirit, fairy, or any other such comic figure that might 

ignite the fancy, the clown impersonates a preacher in order to convince Malvolio that he is, in 

fact, mad. The entire scene could honestly never be called much more than standard comic 

spectacle, with Feste using his language to trap Malvolio in a web of puns and false syllogisms. 

The language that he uses and the persona that he adopts, however, lend a strangely dark quality 
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to the scene. As a preacher, the so-called Sir Thopas, he is enmeshed with a host of loaded 

sentiments: that of the learned man, the sober, honest man, and one accustomed to dealing with 

suffering. Such a person would ideally alleviate Malvolio of his suffering, but Feste’s Sir Thopas 

compounds it. He tries to convince Malvolio that he cannot even trust his own eyes: that he is not 

in fact in the dark house at all, calling Malvolio “thou dishonest Sathan” for even suggesting the 

contrary (4.2.31). Then, through much of their discourse through the walls of the dark house, 

Feste’s argument concerns the strange matter of Pythagoras’s eccentric (especially for Western 

society) views on the afterlife, of reincarnation. The clown leaves Malvolio to rot away by 

saying: 

Fare thee well. Remain thou still in the darkness. Thou shalt hold th’ opinion of 
Pythagoras ere I will allow of thy wits, and fear to kill a woodcock lest thou 
dispossess the soul of thy grandam. (4.2.57-60) 

 
The entire ordeal confounds any pre-conceived notions of the propriety of tone, plunging comic 

irony into the darker stuff of tragedy. Even as Malvolio eventually escapes his snare and the play 

begins to resolve itself, this harsh tension hardly dissipates. The clown catalogs the many 

accusations (false and accurate) against Malvolio, where Malvolio acquitted himself and where 

he equivocated. It all comes out in a wash, and the clown’s final words of the play, apart from 

song, speak to the tonal mess that, although righting itself in the comic fashion, touches upon 

something apart: “And thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges” (5.1.473). Although a 

clown, Feste proves himself more than capable of surpassing the clean and simple, Evanthian 

comic tone. 

 In all of Shakespeare, few passages are more famous as ruminations on life than Jaques’s 

“seven ages of man” speech from As You Like It. Jaques is hardly a clown, but rather a relatively 
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well stationed member of the play’s court. He is, however, noted for a certain weary quality even 

as he makes his way into the green world along with the rest of the young men and women of the 

court. Duke Senior tries to explain to Jaques that “we are not all alone unhappy,” suggesting that 

“This wide and universal theatre/ Presents more woeful pageants than the scene/ Wherein we 

play in” (2.7.136-139). Jaques has Duke Senior’s number, however, and extends the metaphor: 

All the world’s a stage 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances, 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages. (2.7.139-143) 

 
He has it all figured out. He continues from the infant to the schoolboy, the lover, the soldier, and 

the justice all with their own particular trappings. The infant is helpless, grossly so: “Mewling 

and puking in the nurse’s arms” (2.7.144). The schoolboy is of little more use, described as the 

“whining schoolboy” rather than simply the schoolboy, whose principle office is his reluctance 

to go to school (2.7.145). Jaques characterizes the lover, soldier, and justice similarly, the former 

can only sigh and compose verses, the soldier good only for being curiously mannered, falsely 

puffed, and the last fat and stupidly happy. Then, Jaques claims “The sixt age shifts/ Into the lean 

and slipper’d pantaloon,” or in other words, it shifts into an age of decline (2.7.157-158). Where 

there was once vitality, there is now nothing but a shadow: his eyesight has gone, has shrunk 

from his clothes that are now too big for his wasted physique, and his “big manly voice,/Turning 

again toward childish treble, pipes/ And whistles in his sound” (2.7.161-163). Worse than this 

slow decline of ruins where glories once supposedly stood, there comes the final age: 

Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness, and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans every thing. (2.7.163-166) 
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Man is finally reduced to a horribly dual state: one that mirrors his arrival into the world, or onto 

the stage as Jaques would have it, and one that drifts into his end. Toothless and senseless, man 

eventually loses all. He dies, and is gone from the stage. Aside from being among the most 

quoted lines in all of Shakespeare, Jaques speech offers a startlingly acute reduction of the 

human condition. Although melancholy, Jaques is able to cut to the heart of the issue of death in 

fairly comic terms, by tempering the tragic with parody, mixing jokes with his sorrowful 

observations on the various stages of life. In this passage we have life made into the action of a 

play, wherein its author stands by, neutral to its inevitable outcome. His dark contemplation is 

yet another harrowing aspect of the tumultuous scenes in the forest where the play’s 

complication is undergone. 

 Whereas Jaques glibly comments on the human condition, in the King during the early 

scenes of All’s Well, the audience glimpses a man incapable of such luxury as neutral 

observation: supposedly beyond the available medical care, each word he speaks knowingly 

approaching his last. There is nothing theoretical about the rigors of the human condition and its 

ends for the King. He has no time for jokes or blithe observations, but rather turns to another 

frame of mind altogether: nostalgia. All that he has left is memory of days gone by, and we are 

introduced to him (in a comedy, it must be reiterated) in this absolutely desperate state. His 

condition is first described by Lafew in the play’s opening. Lafew responds to the Countess’s 

enquiry as to the King’s chances for recovery: 

He hath abandoned his physicians, madam, under whose practices he hath 
persecuted time with hope, and finds no other advantage in the process but only 
the losing of hope by time. (1.1.13-16). 
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All hope exhausted by fruitless treatment, the King turns to the comfort of dying in peace rather 

than prolonging his agony. This is a comedy, however, and the society created in the drama 

would surely suffer past the point of repair necessitated by formal comic conventions were its 

king to waste away and die. In the next scene, when the King is first introduced, he spends a few 

lines attending to his duties. He could very well seem as vital as ever, as there is no textual 

evidence at this point that would hint at diminished faculties, but as soon as Bertram enters he 

immediately transforms into a dying old man. He welcomes Bertram to Paris by recalling the 

young man’s father, who was a dear friend in past times. The King speaks longingly of their 

exploits, in dire contrast to his current state: 

I would that I had corporal soundness now 
As when thy father and myself in friendship 
First tried our soldiership [….] 
It much repairs me 
To talk of your good father; in his youth 
He had the wit which I can well observe 
Today in our young lords; but they may jest 
Till their own scorn return to them unnoted 
Ere they can hide their levity in honor.  
So like a courtier, contempt nor bitterness 
Were in his pride, or sharpness. (1.2.24-26, 30-37) 

 
All that “repairs” the King is the remembrance of his friend, only recently dead as the King 

himself expects to be in short order. He revels in things lost. The former Count Rossillion, 

Bertram’s father, possessed virtue that the King finds lacking in the current court. He continues, 

saying “Such a man” as Bertram’s father “Might be a copy to these younger time,/ Which, 

followed well, would demonstrate them now/ But goers backward” (1.2.45-48). The lost count’s 

example, in other words, would prove to be a boon to those now at court who lack his several 

graces. After he finishes this, the first of two long speeches about Bertram’s father, Bertram 
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darkly equates the King’s mind and words with considerations of death by suggesting that “[his 

father’s] good remembrance, sir,/ Lies richer in your thoughts than on his tomb” (1.2.48-49). The 

compliment takes on a morose connotation considering the King’s state. The King’s mind is just 

the same as a gravestone: something that he will soon possess himself.  

 In the second long speech given by the King in Act 1, Scene 2, nostalgia begins to give 

way to a sort of longing for the grave. The King begins, speaking again of Bertram’s father, 

“Would I were with him! He would always say—” but then breaks off, thinking that he hears the 

man in that very moment, as if their states had somehow conflated themselves: whether 

pretending that the dead man has returned to speak to his old friend, or, equally as somber, that 

the King draws closer to the grave (1.2.52). After this brief musing, the King explains what 

Bertram’s father would say: “‘Let me not live’--/ This his good melancholy oft began,/ On the 

catastrophe and heel of pastime” (1.2.55-57). After the games and merriment, after the glory of 

old war-stories and adventure, Bertram’s father would insist not to outlive his time: 

“Let me not live,” quoth he, 
“After my flame lacks oil, to be the snuff 
Of younger spirits, whose apprehensive senses 
All but new things disdain; whose judgments are 
Mere fathers of their garments; whose constancies 
Expire before their fashions.” This he wished. 
I, after him, do after him wish too, 
Since I nor wax nor honey can bring home, 
I quickly were dissolvéd from my hive, 
To give some laborers room. (1.2.58-67) 

 
While nostalgic for his friend, the King simultaneously wishes to share his fate.  For the moment, 

he gives up on trying to resurrect times past and ennoble his court with its former charms and 

rather resigns himself to fade away, as his time is past. He no longer sees his use: what he is 

capable of contributing to the France of the play, and moreover does not seem to care to see what 
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will become of it after his time. He has already seen so much virtue, represented by his friend the 

former count, disappear from his kingdom.  

Michael Cameron Andrews, in This Action of Our Death, writes of the conventions of 

speech in the dying characters of early modern drama, wherein many dramatists will allow their 

dying characters to revel in their suffering and wax colorfully of their physiological pain with 

many curses and wild similes. He points out, however, the peculiarity of Shakespeare’s 

dramatization of death: of the wisdom in focusing “instead on the way the dying see themselves 

and the world they leave” (175). Whether it be in tragedy, or in this case comedy, Shakespeare’s 

dying characters choose to reflect on the world that they will soon leave and their place in it 

rather than falling into wasted flourish. The King perfectly exemplifies this impulse. He chooses 

to spend his convalescence in reflection, considering the state of his court, his world, which in 

this case is the play. As it turns out, the play does not shy away from his near-mortal state as 

would be expected; rather, it becomes key, just another cog in its complication. Furthermore, it is 

easily solved when Helena comes to court and achieves social elevation on the fulfilled promise 

that she can heal the King from lessons learned under her father, the great physician. Literal 

death, or the deadly, as a tragic intrusion upon comedy, then, becomes nothing more than another 

element of complication. Teague’s formula holds true in that comedy may easily entertain the 

tragic, only to move on without it, favoring the comic conclusion above all. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 54  

 

 

 

The Difficulty of Ending (and Difficult Endings) 

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

--The King, All’s Well That Ends Well (5.3.331-336) 
 
 

 Although some permutation of the cliché “all’s well that ends well” is repeated three 

different times in All’s Well (discounting the title itself), I chose to use the King’s closing appeal 

to the audience as the epigraph to this chapter for various, hopefully poignant reasons. The most 

obvious of these is simply that it is the end, as is this chapter as well as my primary subject for 

these last few pages. More importantly, though, it sees the now-healed King speak at the play’s 

conclusion. Whereas my goal in close-reading thus far has been the exploration of the literally 

deadly or tragic, I now wish to shift my approach slightly. In the end, all comedy must set aside 

tragic concerns, and seek out the happy, festive, comic conclusion. All must truly be well: the 

hero must pass his test and be forgiven, the coupling should be happy, and society must be 

restored. The tragic only literally intrudes upon the comic in the complication, and now, in the 

end, threatens comedy only in that the comedy might not come to fruition, which would certainly 

be a tragedy. 

 As should already be evident, Shakespeare had a certain tendency to play with dramatic 

conventions, and as a result, more than a few of his comedies have troublesome endings. The 

Merchant of Venice, for instance, ends famously problematic. The ending contains a strange 
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scene, even more grating to a modern audience, in which the principle characters forcibly 

convert Shylock, a Jew, to Christianity. Even disregarding this odd development, Antonio, the 

titular merchant in The Merchant of Venice whom we have discussed earlier, never quite 

overcomes the melancholy that he details in the play’s opening. Although he does escape 

disfigurement at the hands of Shylock, he hardly participates in the festive, marital closure seen 

at the play’s end. He only participates happily in that his ships finally come into port, telling 

Portia: “Sweet lady, you have given me life and living,/ For here I read for certain that my ships/ 

Are safely come to road” (5.1.286-288). It is barely the most joyous ending given to a titular 

character in a comedy, but Antonio does, in fact, fulfill the comic form by reintegrating himself 

into society. Even though it is mercantile exchange and not marital exchange that makes him 

happy, he is given some measure of a happy ending. Furthermore, this is hardly the only, or even 

the most egregious of the difficult Shakespearean comic endings. There is a near rape by one of 

the heroes of The Two Gentleman of Verona (Proteus, one of the “two gentlemen”) less than a 

hundred or so lines before the play’s perfectly happy conclusion. Several plays end curiously, 

seeming either sudden or somehow forced. Anyone who reads Twelfth Night would be hard-

pressed to explain how Orsino would agree to marry Viola within the space of one scene after 

knowing him only as a man throughout the entirety of the play, or similarly, how Olivia could 

substitute the passing Viola (as Cesario) in her affections for her brother, Sebastian, in the same 

timing. On top of this there are the other problem plays, quirks in the acceptable, classically 

praised comedies, and so many other examples, but I would like to focus on one play in 

particular as a companion to All’s Well: Love’s Labor’s Lost. 
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 Earlier, I mentioned in passing that Love’s Labor’s Lost carries its opening theme of the 

swearing of solemn oaths to a complicated climax. As the King of Navarre, Berowne, 

Longaville, and Dumaine immediately abandon their oaths to chase the newly arrived ladies at 

court, their inconstancy begins to come back to haunt them. The women relish in playing games 

with their hypocritical affections, claiming to spurn them, but secretly composing sonnets in their 

honor and courting them. As the play comes to a close, the characters come to terms with the fact 

that they will have to set aside all pretenses and commit to the romantic endeavor. The King 

pairs with the Princess, Berowne pairs with Rosaline, and the other minor male characters with 

the minor ladies. I would be loath to forget to mention, however, that there is a literal death that 

suborns much of the closing action. The King of France (the Princess’s father) dies offstage. In 

this she becomes free to marry, not to mention becoming a much more attractive bride to the 

King of Navarre, being the presumptive heir of quite a bit of land and fortune, perhaps all of 

France being her dowry. All paths are open to a clean, comic ending wherein each couple may 

settle in nicely to a happy life and a renewed society. The ladies, however, have other plans. 

Before any of them will agree to be wed to their counterparts, the ladies decide to put each of 

them through individual trials. Navarre, for instance, must wait a year for the Princess to 

appropriately see out her period of mourning for her father in order to marry her. Only if he can 

stay constant through this period can he then wed her. Berowne, for another, must spend a year 

and a day attending the infirmed, attempting to bring them happiness in their sorrow before he 

can be with Rosaline. Longaville and Dumaine are charged similarly. Being breakers of oaths, in 

the end of the play, they are charged with renewed oaths in order to bring them back into not 

only the good graces of their loves, but also of society. The play then ends without any of the 
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unions actually coming to fruition other than the new oaths that to which the gentlemen sworn 

and the agreements made thereupon. Nothing. Everything hangs upon promises made. 

 All’s Well’s male romantic hero, in Bertram, presents a different story altogether, but 

there is an odd symmetry in his predicament to that seen in Love’s Labor’s Lost. Anne Barton’s 

introduction to the Riverside edition of All’s Well briefly mentions the scholarly tendency to 

attempt to identify All’s Well as the long lost Shakespearean play, Love’s Labor’s Won, a play 

registered but never published and “mentioned by Meres in 1598 among the other early comedies 

of Shakespeare,” as well as the presumed sequel to the early-modern cliffhanger found in Love’s 

Labor’s Lost (536). I do not, actually, have any interest in identifying All’s Well as this long lost 

play, but am rather interested in the thematic cruxes that suggest a somehow companionate 

relationship between the two plays. An example of such crux is simple: one play offers a happy 

ending wherein no one actually gets married, and another play offers an ending wherein there is 

a coupling, but it is difficult to decide who exactly should be happy about it.  

 It would be silly to posit Bertram as anything approaching the most sympathetic romantic 

lead to a Shakespearean comedy. He has every opportunity, but falls short time and time again. 

He has the King’s confidence, but abuses it. When the King elevates Helena, giving more than 

enough room for a happy and socially acceptable union between the two, Bertram kicks again. 

To him, Helena is still inferior in kind, even if she has been elevated to his own station. He 

decides to fly off to war instead of fulfilling his obligation to marry her. Lowly women are none 

of his concern, so he chooses instead to occupy himself with war, the pastime of true noblemen 

such as his father. Although despicable, there can be some argument made for the honor of this 

decision. Once again, though, Bertram manages to snatch disgrace even from the most slimly 
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won virtue. Instead of being satisfied at his noteworthy success in the campaign at Siena, 

Bertram instead occupies himself with the seduction of a young Sienese girl, Diana, a poor 

noblewoman whose name is her only inheritance: while a fine girl in her own right, the 

diametrical opposite to Helena, whose merit and favor overcome her previously worthless 

heritage. All the while, Helena steadfastly seeks her charge in Bertram. No matter how many 

times he spurns her love, she makes it her mission to prove that they would make a happy match.  

 In the guise of a pilgrim, presumed dead, Helena travels to Siena, in order to enact a 

scheme that will prove to Bertram her worth, as well as accomplishing for Bertram the type of 

trials charged to the courtiers in the end of Love’s Labor’s Lost. Early in the play, after the King 

officially blesses the marriage between Helena and Bertram (at her choosing), Bertram leaves a 

letter of seemingly impossible tasks that she must complete if he is to ever recognize the union: 

When thou canst get the ring [his father’s signet ring, his birth-rite] upon my 
finger which never shall come off, and show me a child begotten of thy body that 
I am father to, then call me husband; but in such a “then” I write a “never” 
(3.2.56-59) 

 
Helena refuses to accept such a “never,” and in her travels finds a fitting opportunity to rise to 

Bertram’s challenge. She meets Diana, the same girl that Bertram lusts after during the campaign 

and plots with her to save both of their virtues. At a consignation appointed by Bertram, Diana is 

to convince Bertram to switch rings with her, she giving him a ring known to be Helena’s and 

him to Diana his coveted family ring, if he values her honor as his lustful promises would 

suggest, at which time Diana would sneak away to be replaced by Helena in the bedroom. Just 

before the given tryst, Diana ironically promises Bertram that “on your finger in the night I’ll 

put/ Another ring, that what in time proceeds/ May token to the future our past deeds”  
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(4.2.61-63). The implications of the deceit undertaken by Helena are difficult to overlook, but it 

becomes easier when considering that none of it would be possible if Bertram were not trying to 

seduce a helpless young woman with the most feeble (and moreover, unlawful) promises of 

marriage. The ease increases, once again, after seeing Bertram’s reaction following Helena’s 

bed-trick, when Bertram details to his friends (brothers, the Lords Dumaine) the totality of his 

recent exploits, wherein he brags about his recent conquest: 

I have tonight dispatched sixteen businesses, a month’s length apiece. By an 
abstract of success: I have congied with the duke, done my adieu with his nearest, 
buried a wife [Helena, obviously in absentia], mourned for her, writ to my lady 
mother I am returning, entertained my convoy, and between these main parcels of 
dispatch effected many nicer needs. The last was the greatest, but that I have not 
ended yet. (4.3.84-91) 

 
The last to which he refers, is his sexual encounter with who he thinks is Diana, and no, he 

certainly is not done with that matter yet; nor is he finished with the wife that he supposedly 

buried and mourned, or prepared for life back at court with the mother to which he has written. 

 Bertram’s forgiveness in the end of All’s Well stretches all established formulations of 

comedy to the limit. In an onslaught fitting to his many misdeeds, Bertram is laid bare in front of 

the wrath of the renewed King, who refuses to forgive Bertram’s inconstancy. Confronted with 

the seduction of Diana, the blameless young girl, as well as possession of Helena’s ring, which 

brings some suspicion upon Bertram in the supposed death of Helena, the heroine herself finally 

makes an entrance in the final scene. She enters pregnant, and in possession of Bertram’s family 

ring. Bertram relishes her appearance, his savior. Before he goes silent, Bertram takes pains to 

explain: “If she, my liege, can make me know this clearly,/ I’ll love her dearly—ever, ever 

dearly” (5.3.312-313). Helena responds, finally, by claiming “If it appear not plain, and prove 

untrue,/ Deadly divorce step between me and you” (5.3.314-315). The plot has been carried out, 
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and his punishment undergone; all that is required is understanding. If the audience can accept 

that Bertram may finally realize the gift he has been given in Helena, then all is certainly well 

ended, as their union has already proved, if not perfectly conventional, then at least 

conventionally fruitful. For the audience, it is difficult to argue that the plot may be unclear and 

certainly not untrue; therefore, the threat of divorce rests again on any trust placed in Bertram. 

Oaths broken time and again, in contrast to Love’s Labor’s Lost, have been corrected through the 

perseverance of the lovable heroine in Helena. There is no reason why All’s Well should not, 

with some qualification, be able to fit into the accepted model of comedy. All trials have been 

overcome to the promised happy ending (metaphorically cosmic or not), the hero has been 

reintegrated into society, and a festive, fruitful union is exhibited on stage. All is truly well that 

ends well, but much comes before the ends. 
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