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BEATRICE: " MY LADY DISDAIN " 

One major deviation from the sources 1 of Shakespeare's Mfuch 
Ado is the exchange of an insipid and incidental character for the 
glib and lively Beatrice. She becomes, moreover, an integral part 
of his play: her uncle and guardian, Leonato, holds genuine affec- 
tion for her; the Prince proposes marriage to her; Benedick woos 
and weds her; and Beatrice herself is the most steadfast champion 
of Hero's virtue. Apparently critics attach little significance to 
this considerable addition. Commentators from Fletcher 2 to Mac- 
kenzie 3 obscure Beatrice among Shakespeare's universal characters. 
Scott's study 4 of a generation ago suggests the possibility of Coun- 
tess Emilia Pia as a prototype; but, since the two are similar only 
in their loquacity, this suggestion hardly illuminates her character. 
Stoll is interested in her only as one of a group; like other critics, 
he interprets her chatter as anti-matrimonial, and he consequently 
pronounces her inconsistent: she is just another dramatic conven- 
tion in Shakespeare's plays 5 and, like " most of Shakespeare's 
women," she is "less real than romantic"; they "are not fully 
presented in the round and have few connections with the world 
as we know it." 6 Is the quick and witty Beatrice, indeed, no more 
than this? Is she an " enemy of love," as is popularly believed? 
The purpose of this study is to ascertain what connection Beatrice 
did have with the Elizabethan world, thereby determining the sig- 
nificance of her extensive and important position in the play. 

During the Renaissance a few writers still questioned even the 
possibility of woman's soul.7 Generally, however, she was conceded 
this possession; but, as in the Middle Ages, most people denied 
her a " private will." 8 Her God-given privilege was to care for 

' Much Ado About Nothing, Furness's New Variorum Ed., pp. 311-329. 
2Ibid., p. 94. 
'Agnes Mure Mackenzie, The Women in Shakespeare's Plays, 1924, 

p. 124. 
'Mary Augusta Scott, " The Book of the Courtyer," PMLA., xvi, 501. 
E. E. Stoll, Shakespeare Studies, 1927, p. 439. 

'E. E. Stoll, MLN., XxIII, 145. 
7C. L. Powell, English Domestic Relations 1485-1653, 1917, p. 150. 
8 Edmund Tilney, A Brief and Pleasant Discourse of Duties in Marriage, 

1568, sig. Bvi2. 
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her husband and his home; 9 and she was supposed to live only 
for him and as part of his family. Occasionally, however, an Eng- 
lish writer, as, for example, Henrie Smith,"0 agreed with Casti- 
glione that the ideal woman should have "Ready wit . . ., a 
pleasing affability, by which she can entertain all kinds of men 
with pleasing and seemly conversation." 11 Such sentiment together 
with the spread of education, the fall of the feudal lords, and the 
prestige of Queen Elizabeth increased freedom for women who 
desired it. These insinuated themselves " into every company." 
There is, indeed, "no feasting, banquiting, reveling, nor any other 
merry making, but my Lady New Fashions is a principal guest." 12 
That a conspicuous number of women availed themselves of these 
new privileges, the critics leave no doubt; they rebuked them for 
going " like a Peacocke," 1' speaking " much " but expressing 
"little," 14 employing " evill and uncomely language," 15 and 
giving "too easie raines to liberty; making pleasure their voca- 
tion"; and foreigners, indeed, "seeing the familiar conversa- 
tion of" the English " Woemen " did " repute them for harlots." 'I 
Since, however, this growth of "Freedome" among the women 
decreased masculine predominance, the men, in theory at least, 
advocated and popularized the conception that the ideal wife did 
not frequent " publick " places but served her husband silently and 
devotedly. Overbury well expresses the masculine fear of " learn- 
ing and pregnant wit" in a wife; they endanger the matrimonial 
ship by adding '; not more ballast but more sail." 18 

How truly Elizabethan then is Leonato's rebuke of Beatrice 
for her much chatter. " By my troth Neece, thou wilt never get 

See Nadine Page, "The Public Repudiation of Hero," PMLA., forth- 
coming. 

10 Henrie Smith, A Preparative to Marriage, 1591, p. 34. 
'1 T. F. Crane, Italian Social Customs of the Sixteenth Century, 1927, 

p. 200. 
12 Barnabe Rich, My Ladies Looking Glasse, 1616, p. 11. 
13 Joseph Swetman, The Araignment of Lewd, Idle, Froward, etc., 1615, 

p. 9. 
" Richard Braithwait, The English Gentlewoman, 1631, p. 51. 
16 Barnabe Rich, op. cit., p. 55. 
10 Richard Braithwait, op. cit., p. 53. 
17 G. B. Harrison, Description of Engla'nd in Shakespeare's Youth, 1908, 

p. 247. 
18 C. L. Powell, op. cit., p. 177. 
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thee a husband, if thou be so shrewd of thy tongue" (II, i, 19). 
Her conversation, furthermore, reflects the frequent grossness of 
contemporary talk; she comments in an adolescent manner on 
men's beards (II, i, 29); she censures men rudely in the presence 
of her elderly uncles (Ii, i, 56) ; she does not even let Hero make 
her own answers (II, i, 50) ; she is sarcastic (i, i, 135) and occa- 
sionally even coarse (II, i, 136; iii, iv, 45). Benedick accuses her 
of getting her wit from the " Hundred Merry Tales " (ii, i, 124) 
and characterizes her as " the infernal Ate in good apparel " (ii, i, 
244); and sometimes she " speaks poinards and every word stabs " 
(II, i, 236). Her cousin, Hero, like Viola, seeks the vantage 
ground of obvious dependence; but Beatrice, like Olivia,"9 is defi- 
nitely the emancipated woman of the Renaissance. 

The freedom of the women of this period was limited, however. 
For example, they did not claim economic independence; and, had 
they wished to, they could not have financed the liberties they 
enjoyed. Jonson scornfully defines this new group as "an order 
between courtiers and country-madams, that live upon their hus- 
bands." 20 Since marriage furnished a means of sustenance, they 
accepted it. These " free " women, however, were learning to dis- 
criminate among men. Formerly, the parents had maintained 
absolute authority in the choice of husbands for their daughters, 
the selection being made on the social and economic advantages to 
be derived.2' Much consequent unhappiness, as in the case of 
Penelope Devereux and Lord Rich, who was three times her age, 
exposed the evils of this old system. The literature of the period 
began not only to criticize these dictated marriages but also to 
counsel toward more congenial ones. An actual case, for instance, 
which in 1590 created much sentiment, gave entire sympathy to a 
young girl condemned to die for the murder of her rich old hus- 
band. A ballad on the affair reflects this change in attitude. 

On knees I prayed they would not me constrain; 
With tears I cried their purpose to refrain; 
With sighs and sobs I did them often move, 
I might not wed wheras I could not love. 

19 See J. W. Draper, " The Wooing of Olivia," Neophil., about to appear. 
20 Ben Jonson, Silent Woman, m, i. 
91 See Nadine Page, op. cit., for a full treatment of such references as: 

Joseph Swetman, op. cit., p. 43, and Wm. Gouge, Dome8ticall Dutie8, 1627, 
p. 447. 
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You parents fond, that greedy-minded be, 
And seek to graff upon the golden tree, 
Consider well and rightful judges be, 
And give you doom 'twixt parents' love and me. 
I was their child and bound for to obey, 

Regard my grief and mark my woeful end 
But to your children be a better friend.22 

It now became good form for the suitor to gain first the favor of 
the maiden and later the consent of her parents.23 

Beatrice seems indeed to be the symbol of these changing con- 
ditions. Her constant banter reveals no glorification of the single 
life, no reluctance to take up the burdens of matrimony, no evi- 
dence, in fact, that she believed they existed, and, furthermore, no 
criticism of marriage itself. She is, in truth, not anti-matri- 
monial, as is popularly alleged. She offers every evidence, how- 
ever, of exercising much discrimination in the choosing of her 
husband: " Would it not grieve a woman to be over-mastered with 
a piece of valiant dust? to make an account of her life to a clod of 
wayward marl? " (II, i, 57). Such criticism, indeed, has de- 
veloped into a habit with her of analysing all men. She subtly 
warns Hero that because of the Prince's importance one might 
desperately rue a marriage with him (II, i, 66). She does not alter 
this opinion when he later proposes to her; instead she tosses him 
the clever refusal of honest flattery, "Your Grace is too costly to 
weare everie day" (II, i, 313). Not in any one man does she 
find all the traits she desires; but she would not be averse to one 
who had " half of Signior Benedicks tongue in Count Johns mouth, 
and half Count Johns melancholy in Signior Benedicks face . . . 
with a good legge, and a good foot . . . and money enough in his 
purse "; she admits, " such a man would winne any woman in the 
world, if he could get her good will " (II, i, 13 ff.). Just this diffi- 
culty, getting the " good will " of Beatrice, made Benedick's woo- 
ing of her complex and difficult. At the beginning of the play the 
two are not new acquaintances. Already he is in an outward dis- 
favor with her that may well be the prologue to feminine approval. 
She taunts him with being insincere: she alludes to his eating his 

2" G. B. Harrison, England in Shakespeare's Day, 1928, p. 143. 
23 R. Snowsel, Conjugal Duty, 1610, pp. 195-196; also R(obert) C(arr), 

A Godly Forme of Houshold Government, 1621, sigs. G 4 et seq. 
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words (Iv, i, 286); confides that he "foreswore on Tuesday morn- 
ing" a thing he swore to her on Monday night (v, i, 172); and 
declares to Don Pedro his faithlessness as a lover: " Indeed, my 
lord, he lent it (his heart) mee a while; and I gave him use for 
it, a double heart for a single one, marry once before he wonne it 
of mee, with false dice, therefore your Grace may well say I have 
lost it" (ii, i, 267). Then from the very beginning of the play, 
therefore, she is on the alert for evidence of strength of manhood 
in Benedick. This continuous weighing of his qualities reaches a 
climax after Hero's repudiation: because of Benedick's former 
insincerity, actual or supposed, Beatrice questions the avowal of 
his love (iv, i, 307); when he is reluctant to prove it by killing his 
friend, Claudio, she becomes bitterly cynical, not merely theatrical, 
as some might believe. A man "hath slandered, scorned, dis- 
honoured" her "kinswoman," and yet the suitor who swears he 
loves her will not revenge the wrong. Her impressions accumu- 
lated from observation of the general integrity of men furnishes 
in this emotional crisis the conclusion: " Manhood is melted into 
cursies, valour into complement, and men are onelie turned to 
tongue, and trim ones too: he is now as valiant as Hercules, that 
only tells a lie and sweares it." No one dictates a marriage for 
this young lady; not until Benedick convinces her that he is sincere 
and that he will fight to aid defeated virtue does she accept him. 
Further realism appears when, as a matter of form, he asks Leo- 
nato's consent to their marriage (v, iv, 23). 

By revealing Beatrice's doubt of Benedick's sincerity and her 
frequent analysis of the integrity of men, this study corrects a 
former inaccuracy of interpretation: she is not anti-matrimonial, 
but merely discriminating in her choice of a husband. This cor- 
rected interpretation, moreover, removes the alleged inconsistency 
in her character. She is not one of Shakespeare's "romantic 
dreams," but a character well developed according to the Rennais- 
sance details of the "free" woman: she is not inhibitive; her 
talk is frequent and Elizabethan in nature; she knows the kind of 
a husband she does not want; and she answers her own proposals 
of marriage. As in the contemporaneous Falstaff plays,24 Twtelfth 
Night,25 and As You Like It,26 Shakespeare has altered the sources 

24 See J. W. Draper, " John Falstaff," RES., yin, 414 ff. 
25 See J. W. Draper, " Olivia's Household," PMLA., XLIX, 797-806. 
26 See J. W. Draper, " Orlando, the Younger Brother," PQ., xm, 72 if. 
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of Much Ado not only by supplying the low-life portrait of Dog- 
berry,27 but also, on a higher social plane, by enriching the courtly 
background with the brilliant depiction of "My Lady Disdain." 
His expansion and integration of the Beatrice role, indeed, has 
given not only closer unity but also a wider scope of realism to the 
play. 

NADINE PAGE 
West Virginia University 

"THE MASQUE OF THE MUSCOVITES " IN LOVE'S 
LABOUR'S LOST 

In 1906 Mr. H. C. Hart'1 first pointed out a parallel between 
"The Masque of the Muscovites " in Love's Labour's Lost (v, ii) 
and Russian incidents in the Gray's Inn Revels of 1595. Other 
scholars, Mr. Dover Wilson and Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch,2 Sir 
E. K. Chambers,3 and Mr. Rupert Taylor,4 have since mentioned 
this relationship, Mr. Taylor advancing the parallel as one of his 
main arguments in support of 1596 as the date of composition. 
That the Gray's Inn Revels may have had some influence on Shake- 
speare's mind when he was composing or revising Love's Labour's 
Lost is possible, such a supposition being capable of neither proof 
nor disproof; but the conclusion that these Revels are the direct 
source of Shakespeare's masque and can thus be taken as proof 
of a date subsequent to 1595 would be exposed as an erroneous one 
if another, an earlier, and a more likely source for the masque were 
discovered. 

Over one hundred and fifty years ago. Ritson 5 came near this 

27 See L. D. Frasure, " Shakespeare's Constables," Anglia, about to appear. 
1 English Arden Edition of Shakespeare, Love's Labour's Lost. London: 

Methuen and Co., 1906, pp. xxvi-xxviii. 
2 The New Shakespeare, Love's Labour's Lost. Cambridge: The Uni- 

versity Press, 1923, p. 172. 
1 William Shakespeare. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930, I, 335. 
'The Date of Love's Labour's Lost. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1932. Preface and Ch. I. 
6 See Furness, H. H., A New Variorum Edition of Shakespeare, Love's 

Labour's Lost. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1904, p. 243. 
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