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CAROL COOK 

"The Sign and Semblance of Her Honor": Reading Gender 
Difference in Mucb Ado about Notbing 

M UCH ADO about Nothing begins with 
news of an ending; a rebellious brother 
has been defeated in battle, and the vic- 

torious prince and his retinue are approaching 
Messina. Don Pedro, Claudio, and Benedick 
return from one kind of conflict to enter another: 
before they set foot in Messina we hear of a 
"merry war," the ongoing "skirmish of wit," be- 
tween Benedick and Beatrice (1.1.62-63). Re- 
sponding to the centrality of sexual conflict in 
Much Ado, critics have sometimes read the play 
as a struggle in which humane feminine qualities 
ultimately supersede inadequate masculine values. 
Barbara Everett has written that 

the play concerns itself with what can only be called the 
most mundane or "local" fact in that world of love, in 
all its forms, that the comedies create: that is, that men 
and women have a notably different character, differ- 
ent mode of thinking, different system of loyalties, and, 
particularly, different social place and function. Not 
only this: but this is the first play, I think, in which the 
clash of these two worlds is treated with a degree of 
seriousness, and in which the woman's world 
dominates. (320) 

John Crick, after describing the limitations of 
Messina's "predominately masculine ethos," sug- 
gests that Beatrice's "feminine charity triumphs. 
. . . Benedick becomes acceptable to her when 
he symbolically joins his masculine qualities to 
her feminine principles by taking up, however 
reluctantly, her attitude to Claudio . . . " (37). 
Janice Hayes borrows the psychological terms in- 
strumental and expressive to characterize mascu- 
line and feminine modes of behavior and 
experience in the play. Contrasting "the tradition- 
ally male sphere of war, honors, and triumph" 
and "the private and potentially expressive world 
of Messina, a world whose functioning is com- 
munal and cyclical and whose heirs are women," 
Hayes sees the Claudio-Hero plot as a ritual ac- 
tion in which Claudio's "narcissistic instrumental- 
ity" is overcome in his symbolic penance at Hero's 

tomb and his acceptance of an unknown bride 
(79). 

These readings find a resolution to sexual con- 
flict in the play in a thematic movement that 
privileges the feminine and provides moral clo- 
sure. In my view, however, whatever conversion or 
movement the play offers is notably incomplete, 
for while the sexual conflict points in an il- 
luminating way to the question of gender differ- 
ences and what is at stake in them, their relation 
to subjectivity and authority, the play cannot re- 
solve its contradictions from within its own struc- 
tures of meaning. My reading of Much Ado 
begins by tracing the signifying differences that 
produce or represent gender in the play, differ- 
ences especially evident in the cuckold jokes of the 
opening scene, and suggests that what is at stake 
in these differences is a masculine prerogative in 
language, which the play itself sustains. I argue 
that the play masks, as well as exposes, the 
mechanisms of masculine power and that insofar 
as it avoids what is crucial to its conflicts, the ex- 
plicitly offered comic resolution is something of 
an artful dodge. 

The pervasive masculine anxiety that character- 
izes the play's Messina might be read psychoana- 
lytically as castration anxiety; the imagery of 
horns and wounds in the cuckold jokes points 
rather insistently in this direction. But "castration 
anxiety" is not so much an answer to the play's 
questions about gender difference as another for- 
mulation of them that requires some further ex- 
planation, for the phallus and its loss only signify 
within a larger structure of meanings. Much Ado 
sets up a complex chain of association among the 
word, the sword, and the phallus, marking off 
language as the domain of masculine privilege 
and masculine aggression. The masculine, in the 
world of the play, is the place of speaking and 
reading subjects, of manipulators and interpreters 
of signs. The characters are much concerned with 
self-concealment and the exposure of others, with 
avoiding objectification by others, the abjection of 

186 



Carol Cook 187 

which the cuckold's horn becomes the fearful 
sign. To read others in this play is always an act 
of aggression; to be read is to be emasculated, to 
be a woman. Masculine privilege is contingent on 
the legibility of women, and the ambiguous sig- 
nifying power of women's "seeming" is the 
greatest threat to the men of Messina, who engage 
various defensive strategies against it, from the ex- 
change of tendentious jokes to the symbolic sac- 
rifice of Hero. The play itself is implicated in 
these strategies, insofar as the characters' plot to 
recuperate Claudio through the fiction of Hero's 
death is also the plot of the play: the stability 
necessary for comic closure requires the exorcism 
of a disturbingly polysemous image of woman. 
The strategy is only partially successful, however, 
for though the "false knaves," Don John and his 
henchmen, are ultimately revealed as the manipu- 
lators of misreadings, they function as scapegoats, 
deflecting attention from the unresolved anxieties 
about language and gender that have been respon- 
sible for the play's catastrophe. 

I 

We can learn a good deal about the place of 
gender difference in the life and language of 
Much Ado's Messina by looking at the most per- 
sistent theme in the witty discourse of the play's 
male characters-that of cuckoldry. The cuckold 
jokes begin when Leonato, asked whether Hero is 
his daughter, replies, "Her mother hath many 
times told me so" (1.1.105), and end with Bene- 
dick's closing advice to Don Pedro: "get thee a 
wife, get thee a wife! There is no staff more rever- 
ent than one tipp'd with horn" (5.4.122-24)-an 
absolute equation of marriage with cuckoldry. 
The tirelessness with which these men return to 
such jokes suggests an underlying anxiety that is 
present when the play opens and that has not 
been dispelled by the resolution of the plot's var- 
ious complications. 

The imagery of the play's cuckold jokes reveals 
much about the anxiety that motivates them. Leo- 
nato's casual remark about Hero's mother is a 
witty circumlocution of the sort that dominates 
the sophisticated small talk of Messina. In itself 
it is a trifle, a hackneyed joke that comes auto- 
matically to mind and rolls easily off the tongue. 
We are not to infer that Leonato is harboring seri- 
ous doubts about the fidelity of his wife. The very 
conventionality of the comment, though, points 

to a larger cultural picture in which men share a 
sense of vulnerability because they have only a 
woman's word for the paternity of their children. 
A man may be a cuckold, it is suggested, and not 
be aware of his horns. 

This anxiety about women's potential power 
over men is particularly apparent in Benedick's 
self-consciously misogynistic banter in the first 
scene, where he airs some of his antiromantic doc- 
trine for the benefit of Claudio and Don Pedro: 

That a woman conceiv'd me, I thank her; that she 
brought me up, I likewise give her most humble thanks; 
but that I will have a rechate winded in my forehead, 
or hang my bugle in an invisible baldrick, all women 
shall pardon me. Because I will not do them the wrong 
to mistrust any, I will do myself the right to trust none; 
and the fine is (for which I may go the finer), I will live 
a bachelor. (238-46) 

To submit oneself to a woman by loving and mar- 
rying her is to "have a rechate winded" in one's 
forehead-a trumpet blast blowing from one's 
forehead, announcing one's humiliation to the 
world. Marriage forces a man to "hang his bugle 
in an invisible baldrick." This somewhat obscure 
metaphor seems to be a concentrated expression 
of the masculine fears about feminine power in 
the play. The gloss given for this line in the River- 
side edition runs as follows: "carry my horn not 
in the usual place on the usual strap (baldrick) but 
where no strap is seen (because none is present)- 
on my forehead" (335). As a symbol of man's 
betrayal and humiliation, the horn displaced from 
its rightful place to a wrong one must be read, it 
seems to me, in the light of the play's two 
metaphoric uses of the word horn, for horns are 
not only signs of cuckoldry but also phallic sym- 
bols.' What Benedick's metaphor of the invisible 
baldrick suggests is that marriage emasculates a 
man and flaunts the evidence of his emasculation 
by displaying the displaced phallus in his fore- 
head. This theme is sustained in the lines that 
follow: 

Bene. Prove that ever I lose more blood with 
love than I will get again with drinking, pick out mine 
eyes with a ballad-maker's pen and hang me up at the 
door of a brothel-house for the sign of blind Cupid. 

D. Pedro. Well, if ever thou dost fall from this faith, 
thou wilt prove a notable argument. 

Bene. If I do, hang me in a bottle like a cat and shoot 
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at me; and he that hits me, let him be clapp'd on the 
shoulder and call'd Adam. 

D. Pedro. Well, as time shall try: "In time the sav- 
age bull doth bear the yoke." 

Bene. The savage bull may, but if ever the sensible 
Benedick bear it, pluck off the bull's horns and set 
them in my forehead, and let me be vildly painted, and 
in such great letters as they write "Here is good horse 
to hire," let them signify under my sign, "Here you may 
see Benedick the married man." (250-68) 

Benedick here offers in succession three ver- 
sions of his fate if he becomes subjected to a 
woman, if he "ever lose[s] more blood with love 
than [he] will get again with drinking"-a loss of 
vitality and virility like "Th' expense of spirit" of 
sonnet 129, perhaps suggesting also the bleeding 
wound of castration. What makes these three 
statements (of what would happen "if") roughly 
parallel is their recurrent images of vulnerability, 
mutilation, and exposure as legible signs. In the 
first case, loss of eyes suggests the lover's muti- 
lation-and, obliquely, castration-but also en- 
forces the particular humiliation of denying the 
victim the ability to witness his own condition.2 
Displayed publicly at the site of sexual degrada- 
tion, the lover is fully objectified, seen but un- 
seeing, subjected to the aggression of others' 
gazes. That the instrument of blinding is the 
satiric ballad maker's pen links the visual objecti- 
fication through display with a textual objectifica- 
tion through language, as the emasculated cuckold 
is ridiculed and published in degrading fictions. 
In the second case, the lover is to be hung "in a 
bottle like a cat" and shot at by other men, who 
compete for the first hit. In his public exposure 
and vulnerability, the cuckold becomes the target 
for other men's "shots," their witty jibes.3 Finally, 
Benedick picks up Don Pedro's aphorism about 
the yoking of the savage bull. The bull's horns are 
the manifestations of its savagery, its undomes- 
ticated masculine power, and by extension an 
image of virility in general. Should the sensible 
Benedick ever submit to the yoke, he says, "pluck 
off the bull's horns"-that is, turn them from 
signs of potency to signs of emasculation "and 
set them in my forehead." The displacement mo- 
tif here recalls the invisible baldrick, and again the 
emasculation of the lover is followed by public 
display-the sign designating the humiliated vic- 
tim "Benedick the married man." 

The cuckold joke partakes of all three catego- 
ries of what Freud calls "tendentious jokes": the 

aggressive or hostile joke (the cuckold joke ex- 
presses masculine competition), the cynical joke 
(aimed at the institution of marriage itself), and 
the obscene or exposing joke. In discussing the 
last category, Freud makes a number of observa- 
tions that are pertinent here. "Smut," he writes, 
in Jokes, or "the intentional bringing into promi- 
nence of sexual facts and relations by speech, is 
. . . originally directed toward women and may 
be equated with attempts at seduction" (97). Such 
sexual talk "is like an exposure of the sexually 
different person to whom it is directed" (98). If 
the woman does not respond sexually to the ver- 
bal overture-as is often the case at "the higher 
social levels," where sexual inhibitions are 
strongest-"the sexually exciting speech becomes 
an aim in itself" and "becomes hostile and cruel, 
and . . . thus summons to its help against the 
obstacle the sadistic components of the sexual in- 
stinct" (99). Denied its original aim of seduction, 
the sexual joking will be directed to a new au- 
dience: "The men save up this kind of enter- 
tainment, which originally presupposed the 
presence of a woman who was feeling ashamed, 
until they are 'alone together"' (99). The tenden- 
tious joke calls for three participants: "the one 
who makes the joke, . . . a second who is taken 
as the object of the hostile or sexual aggressive- 
ness, and a third in whom the joke's aim of 
producing pleasure is fulfilled" (100). 

Freud's diachronic analysis of the origin of 
"smut" can be more usefully understood here as 
an account of the different aims that a joke may 
simultaneously fulfill. As such, his model turns 
out to illuminate the cuckold jokes in Much Ado. 
Freud's paradigmatic joke teller is a man, speak- 
ing to a male audience, with women as the silent, 
absent objects of the jokes. The tendentious jokes 
work on several levels of direction and indirection. 
Thus, when Claudio aims a cuckold joke at Bene- 
dick for the benefit of Don Pedro ("Tush, fear 
not, man, we'll tip thy horns with gold 
[5.4.44]), the object of the joke is Benedick, imag- 
ined as a cuckold and hence as having lost his 
masculine status in the sexual hierarchy, but at an- 
other remove the object is also women, with their 
fearful power to cuckold men. 

The cuckold joke expresses hostility and fear, 
but the relational structure of the joke-telling sit- 
uation offers a compensation.4 Cuckoldry occurs 
as a triangular relationship that the cuckold joke 
revises-and perhaps revenges. In the act of cuck- 
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olding, which dominates the imaginations of Mes- 
sina's men, it is the husband who is the silent and 
absent butt of the joke, while a woman takes the 
active and powerful role (comparable to that of 
the teller of a joke), in complicity with a third 
party in whom, as Freud puts it, the "aim of 
producing pleasure is fulfilled." The telling of 
cuckold jokes, then, restores the male prerogative: 
it returns the woman to silence and absence, her 
absence authorizing the male raconteur to repre- 
sent her in accordance with particular male fan- 
tasies, and produces pleasure through male 
camaraderie. 

Thus, Benedick's lines figure emasculation, or 
the loss of masculine privilege, in two ways: as a 
literal, physical castration and as a concomitant 
loss of masculine prerogative in language. In be- 
coming a cuckold, a man relinquishes his role as 
the teller of jokes, the manipulator, reader, and 
subject of language, and falls instead to the 
woman's position as the object of jokes, the silent, 
legible sign. It is the place of the woman to be the 
object, or referent, of language, a sign to be read 
and interpreted; silent herself, she becomes a ci- 
pher, the target of unconscious fantasies and 
fears, and is dangerously vulnerable to the 
representations and misrepresentations of men, as 
the main plot of Much Ado bears out. The 
woman is therefore doubly threatening, both in 
her imagined capacity to betray and cuckold men 
and as an image of what men fear to become: 
paradoxically, her very vulnerability is threat- 
ening.5 

The social world of Much Ado's Messina seems 
rather precariously founded on a denial of its 
most pervasive anxieties, and its potential for vio- 
lence is triggered when the repressed fear of the 
feminine, and all that woman represents, is forced 
into consciousness by Don John's machinations. 
Messina, the most sophisticated and urbane soci- 
ety in all Shakespeare's comedies, is also the most 
confined. No moonlit wood or forest of Arden 
offers escape from Messina's social tensions, and 
the characters' romantic and sexual roles are not 
relieved by opportunities for sexual disguise. So- 
cial and sexual roles are firmly established, and 
the inhabitants are acutely conscious of them. 

To note the rigidity of this world is not to sug- 
gest that Messina lacks charm. Its aristocratic 
characters demonstrate the most elaborate 
courtesy; formality does not make their manners 
less genial, and they move through their elegant 
social patterns with an almost choreographic 

grace. Yet beneath their easy charm, their wit and 
conviviality, the characters are evidently anxious, 
edgy, afraid of betraying spontaneous emotion, 
afraid of exposing themselves to one another. 
Messina is much concerned with its carefully 
preserved surfaces. The characters talk a good 
deal about how they dress. We hear about "cloth 
o' gold . . . down sleeves, side-sleeves, and 
skirts" (3.4.19-21); about Benedick's metamorpho- 
sis in "strange disguises" (3.2.32-33); about 
"slops" (3.2.36), doublets, rabatos, gloves, and 
vizards; about Dogberry's two gowns; and about 
"the deformed thief, fashion"-the rhetorical fig- 
ure overheard by Messina's night watch, in whose 
minds "the thief, Deformed" takes on a remark- 
ably vivid personality and criminal record 
(3.3.130-31). Just as the Messinans talk about 
dress, they talk about talking. They are highly 
conscious of verbal style. Benedick and Beatrice 
are known for their "skirmish of wit" (1.1.63); if 
they were married "but a week," Leonato predicts, 
"they would talk themselves mad" (2.1.353-54). 
We hear about the speed of Beatrice's tongue, 
about "quips and sentences and paper bullets of 
the brain," about the "ill word" that may "empoi- 
son liking," about Don John, who is "not of 
many words" (1.1.157). 

Entering into the social intercourse of Messina 
entails dressing well and talking well, and in a way 
these modes of decorous behavior serve similar 
functions. Early in the play, Benedick withdraws 
from the banter of Don Pedro and Claudio say- 
ing: "Nay, mock not, mock not. The body of your 
discourse is sometimes guarded with fragments, 
and the guards are but slightly basted on neither" 
(1.1.285-87). Benedick here makes explicit a rela- 
tion between discourse and dress that continues to 
be important throughout the play. The discourse 
of Claudio and Don Pedro (and perhaps of all the 
major characters except Hero) is guarded-that is, 
decorated (rhetorically) and also, in the now more 
common sense of the word, defensive. The charac- 
ters use their wit to cover their emotional naked- 
ness and to avoid exposure. Discourse in Messina 
is aggressive and witty; real wounds are dealt in 
the "merry war" between Benedick and Beatrice, 
in which Beatrice "speaks poiniards, and every 
word stabs" (2.1.247-48). Because of its capacity 
to inflict wounds, language-especially wit-is 
wielded both as weapon and as shield. 

The metaphoric language of the play consis- 
tently figures speech as phallic and capable of vio- 
lent penetration. Leonato tells Claudio that his 



190 Reading Gender Difference in Much Ado about Nothing 

slander, daggerlike, has "gone through and 
through" the heart of Hero (5.1.68). When Bene- 
dick meets Claudio to avenge that slander (5.1), 
he tells Claudio and Don Pedro that he wears his 
wit "in my scabbard" and will meet Claudio's 
"wit in the career and you charge it against me. 
. . . [Y]ou break jests as braggarts do their 
blades . . ." (134-35, 185). Margaret compares 
Benedick's wit to "fencer's foils," albeit dull ones 
(5.2.12)-a lame wit is one that cannot wound. 
Hero's image for Margaret's jabs at Beatrice- 
"there thou prick'st her with a thistle" (3.5.74)-is 
more benign, but "prick'st" enforces the phallic 
association. As Hero's line suggests, phallic lan- 
guage may be appropriated by women-Beatrice 
speaks poiniards-but remains nonetheless gen- 
dered as masculine. In exchanging quips with 
Margaret, Benedick describes her wit as a "grey- 
hound's mouth" that "catches" (5.2.11-12), but he 
claims swordlike phallic wit as a masculine 
prerogative that women only wield through usur- 
pation: 

Marg. Give us the swords; we have bucklers of our 
own. 

Bene. If you use them, Margaret, you must put in the 
pikes with a vice; and they are dangerous weapons for 
maids. (5.2.18-22) 

To brandish phallic wit is to defend against 
others' castrating "swords" or to deny a castration 
already accomplished. Or rather it is both: for 
both male and female wits in this play use their 
repartee to disguise a lack or a weakness, a sus- 
ceptibility or a wound already suffered. 

II 

The construction of femininity within an econ- 
omy of representation governed by the phallus-a 
construction in which women mirror masculine 
identity by their own lack-obviates the possibil- 
ity of "feminine values" or of a feminine alterna- 
tive to the "predominately masculine ethos." 
Alternatives cannot be generated from within the 
binary structures by which patriarchy figures gen- 
der. The women in Much Ado demonstrate in 
their different ways their entrapment within the 
contradictions of this system of difference, for 
ironically it is the docile Hero, rather than her 
sharp-tongued cousin, who is the primary focus 

for masculine anxieties. The vocal Beatrice refuses 
the subjection of femininity, of castration, by 
placing herself among the men and wielding phal- 
lic wit as aggressively as they; it is the often silent 
Hero who figures the threat of difference for Mes- 
sinan men. 

Like Benedick, Beatrice adopts the role of 
"profess'd tyrant" to the opposite sex (1.1.169), 
satirizing masculine pretensions with agile wit. To 
Hero, she remarks tartly on paternal authority: 
"Yes, faith, it is my cousin's duty to make cursy 
and say, 'Father, as it please you.' But for all that, 
cousin, let him be a handsome fellow, or make an- 
other cursy, and say, 'Father, as it please me"' 
(2.1.52-56). And, like Benedick, she makes cynical 
pronouncements on romantic love and marriage: 

. . . wooing, wedding, and repenting, is as a Scotch 
jig, a measure, and a cinquepace; the first suit is hot 
and hasty like a Scotch jig, and full as fantastical; the 
wedding, mannerly-modest, as a measure, full of state 
and ancientry; and then comes repentance, and with his 
bad legs falls into the cinquepace faster and faster, till 
he sink into his grave. (2.1.73-80) 

Beatrice's ironic comments on men and marriage, 
and her passionate outburst against Claudio in 
the first scene of act 4, have led some critics to re- 
gard her as the champion of a "feminine princi- 
ple" and as a kind of protofeminist.6 Yet 
Beatrice's ostentatious flouting of conventional 
sexual roles is often only a concession to them at 
another level, and instead of challenging Messina's 
masculine ethos, she participates in its assump- 
tions and values. In the opening scene, she mocks 
Benedick's soldiership: "I pray you, how many 
hath he killed and eaten in these wars? But how 
many hath he killed? For indeed, I promised to 
eat all of his killing" (42-45). On the messenger's 
remarking that Benedick is a "good soldier too, 
lady," she quibbles "And a good soldier to a lady. 
But what is he to a lord?" (1.1.53-55). But her in- 
sinuation that "Signior Mountanto" is effeminate 
does not question the machismo value of soldier- 
ship itself. 

Beatrice tacitly accepts her culture's devaluation 
of "feminine" characteristics-of weakness, 
dependence, vulnerability-and sees conven- 
tionally masculine behavior as the only defense 
against them. She usurps the masculine preroga- 
tives of language and phallic wit, speaking 
poiniards as an escape from feminine silence or 
inarticulate expression of emotion. 
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Beatrice's audacious speech might seem a seri- 
ous violation of Messina's conventions of gender, 
but it is significant how little she actually 
threatens Messina's men, who regard her generally 
as rather a good fellow. Though Benedick 
professes a hyperbolical terror of "My Lady 
Tongue" (2.1.262-75) and Leonato rebukes her 
mildly ("By my troth, niece, thou wilt never get 
thee a husband, if thou be so shrewd of thy 
tongue" [2.1.18-19]), she provokes nothing like the 
hysterical reactions to the quiet Hero's supposed 
transgressions against the social and sexual code. 
When Beatrice retracts a bit on her own imperti- 
nence- "But I beseech your Grace to pardon me. 
I was born to speak all mirth and no matter"- 
Don Pedro replies, "Your silence most offends me, 
and to be merry best becomes you 
(2.1.329-32). It is silence and the exposure of vul- 
nerability that are the real threats to Messinan 
men, painful reminders of the sexual difference 
that is really a mirror.7 

Beatrice is as aggressive and as guarded as the 
men in the play, and for the same reasons: she 
fears emotional exposure and vulnerability to the 
opposite sex. As the play begins she already seems 
to be nursing wounds from some abortive ro- 
mance with Benedick, to which she alludes cryp- 
tically more than once.8 Beatrice vacillates 
uneasily between self-exposure and affected in- 
difference; she chafes at times against the con- 
straints of her ironist's role, which consigns her to 
isolation and detachment when part of her desires 
love, but recognizing her susceptibility, she clings 
the more tenaciously to her role. The long first 
scene of act 2 reveals her contradictory impulses. 
Leonato chides her for being "so shrewd of [her] 
tongue" and tells her "So, by being too curst, God 
will send you no horns." "Just," she replies, "if 
he send me no husband, for the which blessing I 
am at him upon my knees every morning and eve- 
ning" (27-29). At Hero's betrothal, however, she 
speaks in a different key: "Good Lord, for alli- 
ance! Thus goes everyone to the world but I, and 
I am sunburnt. I may sit in a corner and cry 
'Heigh-ho for a husband!"' (318-20). If the tone 
is mock lament here, the sense of exclusion is real; 
yet each of her tentative gestures of self-exposure 
is followed by a nervous reassertion of ironic 
detachment. She alternately challenges others' 
misreadings of her humorist's mask and en- 
courages them to take her as she appears. When 
Don Pedro seems too readily to accept her as 

"born in a merry hour," she replies, "No, sure, my 
lord, my mother cried; but then there was a star 
danc'd and under that was I born. Cousins, God 
give you joy!" (334-36). 

Chafing at the reductiveness of Don Pedro's im- 
age of her as merely "merry," Beatrice offers a 
fleeting glimpse of a part of herself and a realm 
of experience that cannot be given expression in 
Messina, figured in the laboring mother whose 
only articulation is an ambiguous cry. But she 
compulsively banishes the image of the crying 
mother with that of the dancing star and quickly 
turns attention away from herself by congratulat- 
ing her "cousins." She is thus perceived only as 
"a pleasant-spirited lady" (341) whose "merry 
heart . . . keeps on the windy side of care" 
(314-15). Leonato misses the significance of his 
own remark when he tells Don Pedro: "There's lit- 
tle of the melancholy element in her, my lord. She 
is never sad but when she sleeps, and not ever sad 
then; for I have heard my daughter say she hath 
often dreamt of unhappiness and waked herself 
with laughing" (342-46). Whatever unhappiness 
haunts Beatrice's dreams, her laughter is a con- 
scious defense against it. She cannot in her wak- 
ing moments articulate or address the conflicts 
inherent in her relation to her world. 

Beatrice is a character of some complexity, a 
character whose contradictions, manifest in her 
own words and actions, we read as signs of interi- 
ority and ambivalence, as evidence of different 
levels of motivation. Hero presents another kind 
of problem. Here the contradictions consist of a 
tension between the manifest representation of her 
character (which is quite uncomplicated and one- 
dimensional) and her latent significance, which is 
evident in the effects she produces in others. 
Minimally drawn, with few lines, she is less a 
character than a cipher, or a mirror to the other 
characters. She is represented as conventionally 
feminine; meek, self-effacing, vulnerable, obe- 
dient, seen and not heard, she is a face without 
a voice. In the world of the play Hero's role is to 
meet or reflect others' expectations of what 
women are supposed to be (as Beatrice does not) 
and paradoxically, therefore, to represent a power- 
ful threat.9 

Hero's status as a character and the mode of 
her representation are peculiar enough to require 
special consideration. Crick characterizes Hero as 
"nebulous" (36), but he uses the word to dismiss 
rather than to analyze her. In fact, Hero's 
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nebulousness is significant: she is the "nothing" 
that generates so much ado. The pun on nothing 
and noting in the play has frequently been 
remarked, but we might usefully pursue it in this 
connection. To note can mean to observe (to read) 
or to make note of (to inscribe); both involve acts 
of interpretation. A similar ambiguity arises in 
connection with the word mark. Benedick believes 
that he spies "some marks of love" in Beatrice 
once he falls in love with her (2.3.245-46). In the 
climactic church scene the friar, "by noting of the 
lady" (Hero), has "marked / A thousand blush- 
ing apparitions / To start into her face . . 

(4.1.158-60). Benedick's act of "marking" is clearly 
a projection, but the question then arises whether 
the friar's marking of Hero is not equally so. 

Hero's nothing invites noting, her blankness 
produces marking, and the ambiguity of this ac- 
tion occurs not only in the play but also in the 
critical commentary. Marilyn French describes 
Hero this way: "As a noncharacter, the obedient 
and silent Hero exemplifies the inlaw [i.e., subor- 
dinate] feminine principle at its most acceptable: 
but like Bianca in Taming, she wears the disguise 
society demands of her, but harbors other 
thoughts under her impeccable exterior" (133). 
The equation of Hero with Bianca, a conscious 
hypocrite who wears a "disguise" and harbors a 
subversive will, blurs the distinction toward which 
French seems to gesture with her initial suggestion 
that Hero is a "noncharacter." Without confront- 
ing her conflicting readings as a critical problem, 
French contradictorily treats Hero sometimes as 
a character whose hidden depths she can read and 
sometimes as a symbol that functions as pure sur- 
face; but in effect the play itself does the same 
thing. Ironically, the attempt to read Hero as a 
psychologically realized character, in this feminist 
approach to the play, leads French to adopt a no- 
tion of Hero's "seeming" that concurs with the 
one Claudio takes up in his most misogynistic 
moment (4.1). To avoid this difficulty, it seems to 
me, one must be willing to regard Hero as a kind 
of cipher or space, which other characters-and 
perhaps critics as well-fill with readings of their 
own. 

In the opening scene, where the personalities, 
roles, and relations of the characters are largely es- 
tablished, Hero has only one line, seven words, 
and these are to explain a remark of Beatrice's. 
Though the actor playing the part has recourse to 
some nonverbal means of establishing the charac- 

ter for the audience (facial expressions, gestures, 
placement on stage, etc.), the text itself portrays 
Hero primarily through the effect she produces on 
Claudio. Typically, the exchange between Claudio 
and Benedick about Claudio's "soft and delicate 
desires" (303) reveals little about Hero but a good 
deal about the two speakers. Beside Benedick's 
energetic irony, Claudio's desires seem a little too 
delicate, his love a little bloodless. When he 
tremulously asks whether Benedick does not find 
Hero "a modest young lady" (165) and, gathering 
courage, pronounces her "the sweetest lady that 
ever I looked on" (187-88), his adjectives betray 
more propriety and sentiment than they do pas- 
sion. When he demonstrates a penchant for 
romantic hyperbole ("Can the world buy such a 
jewel?" [181]), which Benedick neatly deflates, his 
extravagant praise expresses, not burning Petrar- 
chan longings, but a kind of wistful acquisi- 
tiveness. 

Benedick greets Claudio's desire to marry with 
a sardonic lament for the decline of bachelors: 
"hath not the world one man but he will wear his 
cap with suspicion?" (197-99). It becomes clear, 
however, that Claudio does wear his cap with 
suspicion-and a good deal of it, too. The cau- 
tious reticence of his confession of his love is self- 
protective: a desire to assess the lady's merit and 
other men's opinions of it before betraying too ar- 
dent a regard for her. He is edgy about the whole 
business and wary of his friend's responses. 
"Didst thou note the daughter of Signior Leo- 
nato? . . . Is she not a modest young lady?" he 
asks Benedick; and he then exhorts him, "I pray 
thee tell me truly how thou lik'st her" (161-63, 
165, 177-78). Even when told what he wants to 
hear, Claudio has misgivings. When Don Pedro 
assures him that "the lady is very well worthy" 
Claudio responds "You speak this to fetch me in, 
my lord" (221-23). Claudio further reveals his 
anxieties in the first scene of act 2: anticipating 
his later behavior by believing without question 
Don John's assertion that Don Pedro has won 
Hero, Claudio gives vent to his sense of betrayal 
in a brief, telling soliloquy: 

'Tis certain so. The Prince woos for himself. 
Friendship is constant in all other things 
Save in the office and affairs of love; 
Therefore all hearts in love use their own tongues. 
Let every eye negotiate for itself, 
And trust no agent; for beauty is a witch 
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Against whose charms faith melteth into blood. 
This is an accident of hourly proof, 
Which I mistrusted not. Farewell therefore Hero! 

(174-82) 

Abdicating the use of one's own tongue, Clau- 
dio laments bitterly, leaves one vulnerable to 
treachery; to be represented by another is to be 
wounded. What is perhaps more revealing, 
though, is the way in which the speech subtly 
shifts the blame for the supposed betrayal from its 
ostensible object, Don Pedro, to the "witch," fe- 
male beauty.'0 Though not specifically accused, 
Hero is subsumed into an archetype of destructive 
female power-of the sorceress who deprives men 
of their wills and dissolves the solidarity of mas- 
culine bonds into the "blood" of passion and vio- 
lence. Like Benedick, Claudio associates love with 
a loss of blood, not the woman's loss of hymenal 
blood but the loss a man suffers from the castrat- 
ing wound love inflicts. Claudio's references to 
Hero here take on sexual overtones wholly lack- 
ing in his earlier "noting" of her modesty and 
sweetness. He perceives her as a sexual being only 
in her capacity to betray and then perceives her as 
a powerful threat, suggesting that in his imagina- 
tion he has desexualized the Hero he wishes to 
marry. When he learns that Don Pedro has, in 
fact, honored their agreement and that Hero is to 
be his, he reverts to his romantic perception of 
her. The pattern established in this early episode 
is repeated, as we shall see, in the catastrophe of 
acts 4 and 5. 

III 

The first three acts of Much Ado clearly estab- 
lish the capabilities and limitations of Messina's 
aristocratic milieu: its sophisticated, graceful, al- 
most choreographic social forms; its brilliant lan- 
guage and aggressive wit; and the tight rein kept 
on emotions, making them difficult or dangerous 
to express. Whether we are more charmed or put 
off by Messina's genteel artificiality, the violent 
outburst in the catastrophic church scene comes 
as a shock (4.1). We have, of course, seen trouble 
brewing. Don John's malicious intentions are re- 
vealed early (1.3), and we know from his first at- 
tempt at sabotaging Claudio's love that Claudio's 
distrust of the witchlike powers of female beauty 
is close to the surface and easily triggered. In a 
scene paralleling that earlier deception (3.2), Don 

John comes to Claudio with his accusation that 
"the lady is disloyal" (104). He offers ocular 
proof, and Claudio, who had earlier resolved to 
"let every eye negotiate for itself," swallows the 
bait: "If I see anything to-night why I should not 
marry her, to-morrow in the congregation, where 
I should wed, there will I shame her" (123-25). It 
is not so much on Claudio's eye, however, as on 
his mind's eye that Don John practices deceit. Us- 
ing subtly sexual language to describe what Clau- 
dio will see "Go but with me to-night, and you 
shall see her chamber-window entered" (112-13) 
Don John raises the figure of a witchlike, betray- 
ing, sexual Hero in Claudio's imagination, and the 
image of the "sweet" and "modest" Hero gives 
way before it. Claudio believes the ocular proof 
before he sees anything "O mischief strangely 
thwarting!" he cries (132), as he goes off to spy 
on her window. 

Critics dissatisfied with Much Ado have com- 
plained that its near tragic catastrophe violates the 
comic mood of the rest of the play (see, e.g., Pet- 
tet 132-35 and West). The naked emotions that 
erupt in act 4 among the hitherto highly civil 
characters are calculated, I think, to be startling. 
Yet what makes this behavior almost inevitable 
has been implicit from the first scene. The witty 
discourse that gives the play its vitality and the 
Messinans much of their charm consists mainly 
of tendentious jokes-covert expressions of ag- 
gression or sexual hostility. The polished behavior, 
the elegant courtesies, and the verbal sophistica- 
tion of the characters have served through three 
acts of the play to cover or contain these energies. 
In the scene at the church, however, once the sur- 
face of decorous ritual has been stripped away, the 
violence of the emotion and the language, espe- 
cially Claudio's, becomes explicit and shocking. 

Though the manner Claudio displays here 
differs drastically from his reverence for Hero in 
the scenes of his courtship and betrothal, he is not 
inconsistent. The self-protective reserve and the 
conflicted perceptions of Hero underlying his 
earlier sentimental expressions now motivate his 
scathing castigation of her. Kerby Neill, writing an 
"acquittal" for Claudio, emphasizes Shakespeare's 
departure from his sources in "removing all trace 
of carnality from the hero's love" (97). "If any- 
thing," he argues, "the bitterness of Claudio's 
denunciation of Hero shows an abhorrence of 
* . . carnality. . The . . . effect is to ideal- 
ize Claudio even as he denounces the innocent 
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Hero. He remains a good man, although deceived 
. . . " (97). Neill, in effect, takes Claudio at his 
own valuation-claiming that he "sinned not but 
in mistaking," as Claudio says of himself 
(5.1.273-74)-and in so doing accepts implicitly 
the dualism inherent in Claudio's view of Hero: it 
is his "abhorrence of carnality" that allows his 
romantic idealism to coexist with a powerful mi- 
sogyny. In the first scene of act 4 the thought 
that, despite his caution, he was nearly taken ad- 
vantage of kindles in Claudio a hot, self-righteous 
resentment. The "witch" female beauty, he thinks, 
almost made him the victim of her "exterior 
shows." This time he is well guarded with 
elaborate language, wittier in his cruelty than he 
had ever been in jest: 

0 Hero! What a Hero hadst thou been, 
If half thy outward graces had been placed 
About thy thoughts and counsels of thy heart! 
But fare thee well, most foul, most fair! farewell; 
Thou pure impiety and impious purity! (100-04) 

Claudio's radically divided sense of Hero's iden- 
tity is most fully apparent in this scene. When 
Leonato suggests that Claudio himself might, in 
a bridegroom's natural impatience, have "made 
defeat of her virginity," Claudio denies it with 
priggish distaste: 

I know what you would say: If I have known her, 
You will say, she did embrace me as a husband, 
And so extenuate the 'forehand sin. 
No, Leonato, 
I never tempted her with word too large, 
But as a brother to his sister, show'd 
Bashful sincerity and comely love. (48-54) 

Either Hero must be the unthreatening sexless 
recipient of Claudio's "comely" fraternal love, or 
she becomes the treacherous beauty whose witch- 
like powers destroy men.1' But where Claudio 
had previously responded to alternative possibil- 
ities for Hero's identity, he now imagines the di- 
chotomy to be one between her surface and her 
hidden nature. He is most outraged by what he 
takes to be her "seeming": 

She's but the sign and semblance of her honor. 
Behold how like a maid she blushes here! 
0, what authority and show of truth 
Can cunning sin cover itself withal! 
Comes not that blood as modest evidence 

To witness simple virtue? Would you not swear, 
All you that see her, that she were a maid, 
By these exterior shows? But she is none. 
She knows the heat of a luxurious bed; 
Her blush is guiltiness, not modesty. (33-42) 

In a sense Claudio is correct in calling Hero 
"the sign and semblance of her honor." Her place 
in the world of this play is most apparent in this 
scene, where, nearly silent and finally subsiding 
into unconsciousness under the onslaught of 
abuse, she becomes in effect a sign to be read and 
interpreted by others. Claudio sarcastically rejects 
her "authority" to be perceived as she presents 
herself. He has, he thinks, the clue that allows him 
to read her true worth and nature. It is particu- 
larly the "blood" visible in Hero's face that is 
taken to signify the state of her soul. "Comes not 
that blood as modest evidence / To witness sim- 
ple virtue?" he asks with the ironic jubilance of 
a reader onto the meaning of a text, the truth that 
her "blush is guiltiness, not modesty." His 
descriptions of the polarities of Hero's identity be- 
come more and more elaborate and literary, and 
he returns to the significance of her "blood" in 
this depiction of opposing female archetypes: 

You seem to me as Dian in her orb, 
As chaste as is the bud ere it be blown; 
But you are more intemperate in your blood 
Than Venus, or those pamp'red animals 
That rage in savage sensuality. (57-61) 

Having found the key to reading women, Claudio 
suggests as he exits, he will know how to apply it 
in the future: 

For thee I'll lock up all the gates of love, 
And on my eyelids shall conjecture hang, 
To turn all beauty into thoughts of harm, 
And never shall it more be gracious. (105-08) 

Leonato, thrown into an anguish of uncertainty 
by Claudio's outburst, charges his daughter to an- 
swer her accusers, but he hardly hears her simple 
denial. Quickly persuaded when Claudio's claims 
are seconded by Don Pedro, and by Don John, 
who hints darkly at the unutterable nature of 
Hero's crimes ("There is not chastity enough in 
language / Without offense to utter them" 
[97-98]), Leonato grasps Claudio's method of 
reading his child. He believes that her surface has 
been stripped away to expose the secret foulness 



Carol Cook 195 

of her sexuality; her silence is a horrifying naked- 
ness. When the friar ventures to suggest that her 
accusers may be mistaken, Leonato rejects the 
possibility: 

Friar, it cannot be. 
Thou see'st that all the grace that she hath left 
Is that she will not add to her damnation 
A sin of perjury; she not denies it. 
Why seek'st thou then to cover with excuse 
That which appears in proper nakedness? 

(170-75) 

Leonato too rejects Hero's authority to voice her 
own nature, which he believes he can read. 
"[Clould she here deny / The story that is printed 
in her blood?" he demands. In her blood he reads 
the story of "her foul tainted flesh" and insists 
that "Death is the fairest cover for her shame / 
That may be wish'd for" (121-22, 143, 116-17). 
Ironically, thinking that they have exposed the 
"proper nakedness" of Hero's sin, her accusers ex- 
pose only themselves. 

It is in the wake of this scene of exposure that 
Benedick and Beatrice reveal their love for each 
other. Love, and the vulnerability that comes with 
it, has been a kind of exposure each has dodged 
through most of the play. Their resolutions to 
open themselves to love have been followed by 
physical illness (Benedick's toothache, Beatrice's 
cold), which, whether real or feigned, suggests the 
anxiety such exposure produces. Distracted from 
their anxieties about themselves for a moment by 
their preoccupation with Claudio's denunciation 
of Hero, Benedick and Beatrice are able to talk to 
each other without persiflage. The intimacy of the 
situation (255-88) quickly leads to revelation, and 
for a moment we watch what appears to be an 
alternative to the kind of self-protective emotional 
display witnessed in Claudio. Benedick initiates it 
with his sudden, apropos-of-nothing, unpre- 
cedentedly literal confession: "I do love nothing 
in the world so well as you-is not that strange?" 
(268-69). And though Beatrice has to be teased 
out of her evasiveness, she is brought to respond 
in kind: 

Beat. You have stayed me in a happy hour, I was 
about to protest I loved you. 

Bene. And do it with all thy heart. 
Beat. I love you with so much of my heart that none 

is left to protest. (283-87) 

The warmth and simplicity of the language are 
like nothing we have heard before in the play (as 
was Claudio's unmasked brutality), and we are apt 
to watch this exchange with relief. At last the 
masks seem to be dropped; at last two characters 
seem to confront each other "in proper naked- 
ness." But the intimacy of the moment is volatile, 
and it leads to something for which we are unpre- 
pared. "Come, bid me do anything for thee," 
Benedick jubilantly exclaims. And Beatrice quite 
unexpectedly responds, "Kill Claudio" (288-89). 

Benedick's Claudio-like hyperbole perhaps 
recalls to Beatrice the whole preceding scene of 
Hero's rejection and humiliation by the man in 
whose power she had placed herself, and Beatrice 
hastily retreats from her emotional surrender. Her 
demand that Benedick kill Claudio is a double de- 
fense, placing Benedick in an impossible position 
and covering her exposed tenderness with a dis- 
play of ferocity. She is both magnificent and ab- 
surd in her vigorous denunciation of Claudio: 

Is 'a not approv'd in the height a villain, that hath slan- 
der'd, scorned, dishonored my kinswoman? 0 that I 
were a man! What, bear her in hand until they come 
to take hands; and then, with public accusation, uncov- 
ered slander, unmitigated rancor-O God that I were a 
man! I would eat his heart in the marketplace! 

(301-07) 

Beatrice's explosion of moral outrage against 
Claudio is immensely satisfying, partly because it 
gives vent to our own frustrated sense of justice 
(the release of this pent-up emotion is also why we 
laugh at the scene). Her anger takes in not only 
Claudio but men in general-the "princes and 
counties" (315), and the fathers, who have united 
in persecuting Hero and against whom Beatrice is 
powerless to act. 

The critics quoted at the beginning of this es- 
say emphasize particularly this moment in desig- 
nating Beatrice a champion of the "feminine 
principles" needed to correct the evils of Messina's 
"predominantly masculine ethos" (Crick 36). 
John Crick praises her "feminine charity," her 
" generosity and sympathy in a world dominated 
by ultimately inhumane standards" (37), as Bar- 
bara Everett does her "dogged, loyal, irrational 
femininity" (327). Although Beatrice's outburst is 
extremely gratifying-the scene is constructed to 
make it so-it is important to recognize that her 
fury imitates what we might call the dogged, bru- 
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tal, irrational masculinity just displayed by Clau- 
dio and Leonato: her rage is generated by her 
inability to "be a man with wishing" and to do 
what men do. She echoes the masculine revenge 
ethic voiced earlier by Leonato, who, brought fi- 
nally to consider the possibility of Hero's inno- 
cence, had vowed to have his revenge on 
somebody (190-92). Far from proposing an alter- 
native to masculine values, Beatrice regrets their 
decline and upbraids Benedick for his unmanly 
reluctance to exchange verbal aggression, which is 
common coin in Messina, for real violence: 

0 that I were a man for his sake! Or that I had any 
friend who would be a man for my sake! But manhood 
is melted into cursies, valor into compliment, and men 
are only turned into tongue, and trim ones too. He is 
now as valiant as Hercules that only tells a lie, and 
swears it. I cannot be a man with wishing; and there- 
fore I will die a woman with grieving. (317-23) 

The last line of her tirade raises the question of 
what might be an adequate "feminine" alternative 
to the "predominately masculine ethos" of Mes- 
sina. Beatrice longs to take arms against a sea of 
masculine troubles but, by opposing, would only 
perpetuate them. The sole alternative that presents 
itself to her, however, is to follow Hero's model of 
conventional femininity and "die a woman" in si- 
lent grief. 

The friar has proposed a somewhat different 
way of dealing with the crisis. "By noting of the 
lady," he has "marked" signs of her innocence 
and has produced a plan that he hopes will work 
changes in Claudio's poisoned imagination by 
means of a fiction: 

So will it fare with Claudio. 
When he shall hear she died upon his words, 
Th' idea of her life shall sweetly creep 
Into his study of imagination, 
And every lovely organ of her life 
Shall come apparell'd in more precious habit, 
More moving, delicate, and full of life, 
Into the eye and prospect of his soul 
Than when she liv'd indeed. Then shall he mourn, 
If ever love had interest in his liver, 
And wish he had not so accused her. 
No, though he thought his accusation true. 

(222-33) 

Many critics have seen the friar as the point of 
moral reference in the play and also as the instru- 
ment of its resolution.'2 His sensible resistance to 

the false evidence that has fooled Don Pedro and 
Claudio, his opposition to their outbursts of vio- 
lent emotion, his attentions to Hero, and his pro- 
posal to educate Claudio in Christian forgive- 
ness-all these actions seem to place the religious 
father outside Messina's masculine ethos and to 
confer on him a special moral authority. The ten- 
dency to see him in this light, whether we attrib- 
ute it to indicators in the text (the friar's speech 
is rhetorically impressive) or to a powerful desire 
to see moral coherence in Shakespearean comedy, 
has led otherwise careful critics into a simple er- 
ror of fact: the friar's plan fails.'3 The plan is 
specifically a response to Claudio's determination 
to "lock up all the gates of love" by hanging 
"conjecture" on his eyelids "To turn all beauty 
into thoughts of harm." The friar proposes to 
change the way Claudio sees, introducing a "mov- 
ing" image of Hero "Into the eye and prospect of 
his soul" through the fiction of her death. The 
friar looks to do more than correct Claudio's 
"mistake" about Hero's virtue: he hopes that 
Claudio will change in a way that will induce re- 
morse and love "though he thought his accusation 
true." Shakespeare dramatized such a conversion 
much later in Cymbeline, when Posthumus, be- 
lieving himself responsible for Imogen's death, la- 
ments his harsh judgment of her in a long 
soliloquy before he learns of her innocence 
(5.1.1-17). 

The proposed resolution does not occur. Not 
only is Claudio not grief-stricken when we see him 
next (5.1), he is rather giddy. He shows no shame 
when Leonato accuses him of killing Hero 
through his villainy ("My villainy?" he asks indig- 
nantly [72]), and he describes the incident flip- 
pantly when Benedick arrives: "We had lik'd to 
have our two noses snapp'd off with two old men 
without teeth" (115-16). He then goads Benedick 
about Beatrice as though nothing had happened 
since the third scene of act 3. Don Pedro behaves 
with the same careless good humor, both of them 
apparently hoping that Hero's "death" will pass 
off as merely an unfortunate social awkwardness. 
It is not until he learns of her innocence that 
Claudio's feeling changes; the issue is no longer 
a matter of forgiveness now but only of getting 
the facts straight. Claudio does not question his 
behavior or his assumptions, contending that he 
"sinned not but in mistaking," and once in pos- 
session of the "truth" about Hero, he simply 
reverts to his initial image of her: "Sweet Hero, 
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now thy image doth appear / In the rare sem- 
blance that I lov'd it first" (251-52). The image of 
the witch is dispelled-and replaced by its 
opposite-but the sexual dualism that governs 
Hero's "image" is not displaced or questioned. 

It would perhaps be tendentious to refer this 
outcome to some moral or tactical failure on the 
friar's part. The simpler explanation is that the 
plan to reform Claudio fails because his callous- 
ness makes him incapable of responding as 
predicted. Nonetheless, the friar's well-meaning 
intervention on Hero's behalf may in some sense 
undercut its own power to effect changes in the 
world of the play and may unconsciously rein- 
force the assumptions of which Hero is a victim. 
The friar's plea on behalf of the prostrate Hero 
reverses but also imitates the speeches of her ac- 
cusers. Claudio had angrily denied the "author- 
ity" of her "semblance" and had read her blush 
as the sign of her guilt. Leonato too had insisted 
on his reading of "the story that is printed in her 
blood." The friar, in opposing these interpreta- 
tions of what is seen in Hero's face, also empha- 
sizes his authority to speak for the silent Hero: 

Trust not my reading, nor my observations, 
Which with experimental seal doth warrant 
The tenure of my book; trust not my age, 
My reverence, calling, nor divinity, 
If this sweet lady lie not guiltless here 
Under some biting error. (4.1.165-70) 

The friar offers his own reading of Hero's blood: 

I have marked 
A thousand blushing apparitions 
To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames 
In angel whiteness beat away those blushes . . . 

(4.1.158-61) 

The friar's plot to counter the "misprision" of 
Claudio and Don Pedro parallels in certain 
respects the plot by which Don John engineers the 
catastrophe. Don John, though "not of many 
words," is a master of representation in the play. 
Keeping aloof from the action himself, he com- 
missions Borachio to stage the scene in which 
Claudio will read Hero's guilt. "I will so fashion 
the matter that Hero shall be absent," promises 
Borachio (2.2.46-47); and he then enlists Margaret 
to represent Hero by dressing in her clothes. The 
representation succeeds in replacing in Claudio's 
imagination the image of Hero as chaste Dian 

with that of her as intemperate Venus. The friar 
too intends to make Hero's absence the occasion 
for a "moving" representation of her (4.1): "Let 
her awhile be secretly kept in, / And publish it 
that she is dead indeed . . ." (203-04). When the 
fiction of Hero's death reaches Claudio, the friar 
predicts, her image will present itself to him "ap- 
parll'd in more precious habit, / . . . Than when 
she liv'd indeed." Claudio will then see Hero's 
"angel whiteness," which the friar believes to rep- 
resent her true character, "her maiden truth" 
(164). Though the friar intends the image to be 
"More moving, delicate, and full of life" than her 
physical presence ("Than when she liv'd indeed"), 
death is its essential feature: this representation of 
Hero is cleansed of carnality, of the blood that 
has been read as the sign of sexuality and guilt; 
the friar can interpret Hero's blood as the blush 
of innocence because "a thousand innocent 
shames / In angel whiteness beat away those 
blushes"-leaving her bloodless, white, and corpse- 
like in her swoon. He will represent her as "deli- 
cate," like the "soft and delicate desires" that 
Claudio claims to be "comely" and asexual; "ev- 
ery lovely organ of her life" will come to Claudio 
to be anatomized and read as evidence of chastity, 
so that the fluid, vital, ambiguous text of her face 
will be replaced by a petrified monument to her 
virginity. The displacement is achieved when the 
penitent Claudio goes in obedience to Leonato, to 
"Hang an epitaph upon her tomb" that declares 
her innocent and glorified by death. 

IV 

The ghost of Hero's ambiguity continues to 
haunt the play. In the scenes following Claudio's 
denunciation, her "death" has an uncanny force 
that far exceeds its limited status as a strategic fic- 
tion. Like the deformed-thief fashion, the fiction 
of Hero's death takes on a life of its own, in- 
dependent of the circumstances for which it was 
invented. A striking peculiarity of the final act is 
the way in which the practicers seem taken in by 
their own device, becoming Hero's mourners and 
avengers in a plot that exercises a peculiar power 
over their emotions and imaginations: it is as 
though they-and somehow the play itself-need 
Hero to be dead for reasons that have nothing to 
do with Claudio. 

Claudio's outburst against Hero has exposed 
the potential for cruelty and violence in Messina's 



198 Reading Gender Difference in Much Ado about Nothing 

masculine order so unequivocally that resolution 
would seem to depend on some kind of confron- 
tation with the fears and assumptions of which 
Hero has been a victim. In the fiction of her 
death, however, the play finds a ritual resolution 
that reasserts Messina's stability without the need 
for painful questioning. Nonetheless, the play's at- 
tempt to move toward a comic conclusion and to 
evade what its plot has exposed places a strain on 
the fifth act, producing a peculiar shiftiness of 
tone and mode. 

As the characters come under the sway of their 
fiction, they become increasingly enigmatic in a 
way that seems to mark a shift in the play's mode 
of representation. Act 5 begins with Antonio's 
grieving "counsel" and Leonato's formal lament: 

I pray thee cease thy counsel, 
Which falls into mine ears as profitless 
As water in a sieve. Give not me counsel, 
Nor let no comforter delight mine ear 
But such a one whose wrongs do suit with mine. 
Bring me a father that so lov'd his child, 
Whose joy of her is overwhelm'd like mine, 
And bid him speak of patience.... (3-10) 

Leonato's language, with its past-tense refer- 
ences to Hero, has the emotional impact of a 
father's lament for his dead child; it carries a 
weight, a dignity and conviction, which nearly 
overshadows our own knowledge that the death is 
a fiction. Somehow this fiction has become the 
governing reality of the play, a fantasy more real 
than the "truth." 

Benedick too, acting on his pledge to Beatrice, 
challenges Claudio and, like Leonato, becomes 
formalized and enigmatic as he solemnly main- 
tains Hero's death and appears ready to make it 
good with his sword: "You have killed a sweet 
lady, and her death shall fall heavy on you" 
(148-49). The characters no longer seem to be in 
the same play, and the resolution cannot come 
about until Claudio enters the more formalized 
dramatic world in which the governing plot is the 
fiction of Hero's death. 

The scene at Hero's "tomb" (5.3) marks Clau- 
dio's and Don Pedro's entrance into the fictional 
world created by the other characters. This is the 
play's most highly formal scene, governed in both 
its action and its language by the conventions of 
ritual. Even the few lines of dialogue that are not 
read from Claudio's prepared text are noticeably 
conventional in style. Don Pedro's dismissal of the 
mourners is hardly a return to natural speech: 

Good morrow, masters, put your torches out. 
The wolves have preyed, and look, the gentle day, 
Before the wheels of Phoebus, round about 
Dapples the drowsy east with spots of gray. 

(24-27) 

Much of the critical worrying about Much Ado 
and its ending focuses on the question of whether 
this ritual signifies a change in Claudio sufficient 
to warrant his good fortune in the next scene, 
where Hero is restored to him. The question can- 
not be answered. The entire play has shifted its 
grounds in a way that makes such assessments im- 
possible, if not irrelevant. Yet the ritual itself wit- 
nesses to the survival of the fundamental 
structures of Messina's masculine ethos-struc- 
tures that the shift toward ritual has allowed the 
play to preserve. 

As I have argued, the sequence of events in act 
5 points explicitly to the practical gratuitousness 
of the fiction and the funeral. Early in the first 
scene the deception proves ineffectual as a means 
of softening Claudio, who remains unmoved by 
the news of Hero's death. Moments later Borachio 
confesses his crimes and clears Hero's name, leav- 
ing no effective reason why the characters cannot 
produce Hero and reveal her death as a lie. In- 
stead, they complicate the fiction with details 
about a marriageable niece and engage Claudio to 
take part in mourning Hero. Hero's funeral is dra- 
matically necessary as Claudio's ritual of expia- 
tion. Were Claudio not assimilable into the circle 
of Hero's family and friends, Messina would be 
confronted with a fundamental breakdown of its 
cultural assumptions, which Claudio reflects. 
Claudio's submission to the authority of Leonato, 
his agreement to lead Hero's obsequies and to take 
an unknown bride, permits the play to reach a 
kind of comic closure. The question is not 
whether Claudio is sincere-he is certainly that, 
insofar as a ritual mode allows for such a distinc- 
tion. The question is what the ritual and Claudio's 
participation in it signify. 

For the ritual itself is, if anything, a reassertion 
of Messina's old order in new terms. At this cru- 
cial moment Hero's exclusion is the condition on 
which Claudio's reintegration into Messina's social 
structure and the play's comic resolution depends. 
Hero's ambiguous blood has been purged away; 
she is now only "glorious fame" (5.3.8), a name 
placed unequivocally under the sign of chaste 
Dian, whose "virgin knight" (5.3.13) Hero is 
declared to be. The ritual exorcises the threat of 
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Hero's body, whose intactness was so precariously 
in question, and the ambiguity of her face, which 
led to violently contradictory readings in act 4. 
When Hero becomes a monument, her signifying 
power is tamed. She is redefined so as to be 
reappropriated to the patriarchal order as a dis- 
embodied ideal: "the sign and semblance of her 
honor." Claudio's placement of the epitaph on her 
tomb explicitly dramatizes the silencing of the 
woman's voice, the substitution of the man's: 
"Hang thou there upon the tomb, / Praising her 
when I am dumb" (5.3.9-10). Claudio's text will 
always speak for Hero, even after Claudio himself 
is "dumb." 

Besides the shift toward ritual, the play engages 
another strategy in moving toward its comic con- 
clusion. This might be described as a centrifugal 
process that deflects emphasis from the central 
characters onto those who constitute the plot's 
machinery. Claudio's guilt is displaced onto 
Borachio and ultimately onto Don John, making 
it possible for Leonato to declare in the last scene 
that Claudio and Don Pedro are innocent, having 
accused Hero "upon the error" perpetrated by 
others (5.4.3). 

The serviceable Borachio is most immediately 
behind Hero's undoing. It is he who first discovers 
Claudio's interest in Hero and relays the informa- 
tion to Don John (1.3). It is Borachio, again, who 
concocts the scheme to deceive Claudio with the 
amorous tableau at Hero's window. Borachio is 
also, in a sense, responsible for the denouement, 
as his confession reveals Hero's innocence and 
Claudio's "mistake." Autonomous as Borachio is 
in inventing and carrying out his plot, it is Don 
John who is the archvillain and the "author of all, 
who is fled and gone" (5.2.98-99). Don John re- 
mains behind the scenes, a shadow himself who 
causes Claudio to see in shadows the signs of 
Hero's guilt. Don John's motive is ostensibly 
resentment toward his legitimate brother; but just 
as guilt is transferred from Claudio to Borachio 
to Don John, so Don John's malice, aiming at 
Don Pedro, glances on Claudio but strikes Hero 
as its victim. As victim and villain, Hero and Don 
John serve Messina in the capacities of sacrifice 
and scapegoat, the one bringing about Messina's 
atonement through her death, the other carrying 
off its sins. 

The ambiguity of Margaret's role in Borachio's 
plot has caused some consternation among 
critics.'4 Logically speaking, Margaret must have 
known of the accusations against Hero and would 

inevitably recognize the source of error, that she 
herself had been mistaken for Hero as she talked 
with Borachio from Hero's window. Margaret 
does not disclose any of this, nor does she show 
any signs of concern or uneasiness during her 
witty exchange with Benedick in the second scene 
of act 5. In absolving Claudio and Don Pedro of 
their "error" in humiliating Hero, however, Leo- 
nato transfers part of the blame to Margaret- 
"But Margaret was in some fault for this"-while 
paradoxically suggesting that she participated 
"against her will" (5.4.1-5). The sequence of 
Leonato's lines suggests, if somewhat vaguely, that 
Margaret is being made to bear Claudio's and 
Don Pedro's guilt, that she is guilty in their place, 
while at the same time denying her conscious, 
voluntary complicity. Margaret is, in a sense, 
Hero's double, wearing her clothes, speaking from 
her window, answering to her name; and the am- 
biguity of her innocence or guilt points to an am- 
biguity about Hero, an ambiguity not "in" her 
character but, rather, in others' perceptions of 
her.' The play simultaneously represents Hero as 
innocent and punishes her as guilty. Margaret 
both represents and carries off Hero's ambiguous 
taint. 

"If you meet a thief," Dogberry instructs the 
watch, "you may suspect him, by virtue of your 
office, to be no true man; and for such a kind of 
men, the less you meddle or make them, why the 
more is for your honesty" (3.3.50-53). In a pass- 
ing comment, Freud compares Dogberry's coun- 
sel to that of physicians who "implore us for 
heaven's sake not to meddle with the evil things 
that lurk behind a neurosis" (Enlightenment 179). 
Freud finds in Dogberry a convenient figure for 
avoidance or repression of the unconscious and 
does not pursue the comparison with reference to 
Much Ado about Nothing, but perhaps we might 
take up Freud's analogy in considering Dogberry's 
function in the play. Despite the admonition not 
to "meddle or make with" unsavory characters, 
the night watch does "comprehend" (at least in 
Dogberry's sense) the "false knaves" Borachio 
and Conrade (4.2.21). Yet Dogberry and his men 
do serve the plot as a means of avoiding what 
might otherwise be the crux of the play: Claudio's 
intractability in the face of Hero's death. By 
producing the malefactors and getting their "vil- 
lainy . . . upon record" (5.1.239-40), Dogberry 
shifts the play's focus away from this violent and 
unsettling misogyny and into a more legalistic 
vein. By providing villains against whom the law 
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can proceed, Dogberry allows the play to move 
toward its comic resolution without meddling fur- 
ther with the tensions that triggered its catastrophe. 

Besides functioning as an avoidance mecha- 
nism, Dogberry serves in another way to mimic 
larger processes at work in the play: he partici- 
pates in and parodies the masculine concern with 
controlling signification, particularly that which 
relates to himself. We have seen this masculine 
anxiety most conspicuously in Benedick's fantastic 
fear of being marked by, even of becoming, a sign 
of the cuckold, of losing his status as a subject of 
language and becoming instead its object, its vic- 
tim, its fool. Dogberry attempts to impress his 
authority on others by means of his ponderous 
language, the inflated diction that leads him from 
one malapropism to the next. Because he cannot 
master his own meanings, he is continually over- 
mastered by a language that eludes his control and 
undercuts the authority he wishes to exert over 
it-and through it, over others. 

The final scene restores something like the bal- 
ance of formality and gaiety with which the play 
opens. Claudio and Don Pedro are absolved in a 
single line from Leonato, and our attention 
quickly turns to Benedick's mock-rueful request 
that the friar "bind [him], or undo [him]" (5.4.20) 
by marrying him to Beatrice. Benedick and Bea- 
trice have left off the dangerous literalness of their 
mutual self-exposure in act 4; they resume their 
roles, knowing full well now how transparent they 
are, and their playfulness is perfectly winning. The 
critical consensus seems to be that this union of 
Benedick and Beatrice answers whatever dissatis- 
faction we continue to feel over Claudio and 
Hero, and in a sense this is right: we like these 
characters and the sense of euphoria their wit 
produces. But it is another question whether 
Benedick and Beatrice represent a challenge or an 
alternative to Messina's limitations. Different as 
they are in style from Claudio and Hero, Benedick 
and Beatrice are of a piece with their world; there 
is no world elsewhere in this play-even their irony 
cannot create one, for it participates in the as- 
sumptions that shape Messina. 

In many ways the final scene reiterates what has 
been problematic from the play's beginning. The 
four ladies enter masked and remain, in effect, 
ciphers until called for by their betrothed hus- 
bands. (The text indicates no point at which Mar- 
garet or Ursula unmasks. Remaining perhaps a 
little behind Hero and Beatrice on the stage, the 

effaced women reinforce the status of women as 
ciphers until named by men.) In revealing herself 
and giving herself to Claudio, Hero repeats Clau- 
dio's dualistic notion of her identity: "One Hero 
died defiled; but I do live, / And surely as I live, 
I am a maid" (5.4.63-64). Her ritual death has 
purged Hero of intemperate Venus's sexuality, and 
she returns as Dian in her orb. Don Pedro's excla- 
mation is telling: "The former Hero! Hero that is 
dead!" (65). Hero remains dead in her resurrec- 
tion, as she is reappropriated to the mode of per- 
ception that killed her. 

The circularity here is reinforced by the way this 
final scene repeats the play's beginning. Having 
avoided the violent confrontations that threatened 
to break out after Hero's "death," the male 
characters recur to their verbal aggression and 
particularly to their cuckold jokes (5.4.43-51, 
121-22). That the jokes retain their original force 
indicates that Messina's masculine ethos survives 
unchanged. The play began with the defeat of 
Don John, and with his defeat it ends, leaving us 
to wonder, if we care to, when he will next escape. 

The readings of Much Ado quoted at the be- 
ginning of this essay participate in the play's drive 
toward ritual transcendence-a movement invoked 
and sanctioned by the friar. To resist this move- 
ment, as my reading of the play does, is mani- 
festly to read against the grain of the play's 
explicitly offered resolution: it is to recognize what 
the play's drive toward comic closure suppresses 
but simultaneously exposes. In his repeated ex- 
posure of the limits of his own authority, perhaps 
Dogberry suggests a way of reading the play as 
self-exposure: the play is partly the record of its 
own limitations. In presenting Hero as a kind of 
cipher, Much Ado reflects its patriarchal heritage; 
yet it is Hero's very blankness that allows the re- 
vealing explosion to occur. The play's explicit 
representation of masculine fantasy and delusion 
trades on, and partakes of, the process it explores. 
Or should we say it exposes the process it trades 
on? The mode of representation that makes pos- 
sible the play's main plot-a mode in which 
women are ciphers-is implicated in that plot, 
obliquely revealing the underlying sexual values 
and assumptions that motivate the unfolding of 
the drama. 

Vassar College 
Poughkeepsie, New York 
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Notes 
1 Leon. So, by being too curst, God will send you no horns. 
Beat. Just, if he send me no husband.... 

(2.1.25-27) 

The association of cuckoldry with castration and displace- 
ment is suggested by the derivation of the notion of the cuck- 
old's horns, described in the OED: 

Cuckolds were fancifully said to wear horns on the brow. 
[The origin of this, which appears in so many European langs. 
. . . is referred to by Dunger (Germania XXIX, 39) to the 
practice formerly prevalent of planting or engrafting the spurs 
of a castrated cock on the root of the excised comb, where they 
grew and become horns, sometimes several inches long. He 
shows that Ger. hahnreh or hahnrei 'cuckold,' originally meant 
'capon.'] 

2 In his essay "The Uncanny," Freud writes, "A study of 
dreams, phantasies and myths has taught us that a morbid 
anxiety connected with the eyes and with going blind is often 
enough a substitute for the dread of castration" (36). 

3 Benedick later describes undergoing one of Beatrice's ver- 
bal attacks: "I stood like a man at a mark, with a whole army 
shooting at me" (2.1.244-45). 

4 Coppelia Kahn, taking her cue from Freud, offers an- 
other account of the relation between cuckoldry and compen- 
sation: "Regarded endopsychically, from the cuckold's point 
of view, horns are a defense formed through denial, compen- 
sation, and upward displacement. They say, 'It's not that I can't 
keep my wife because I don't have enough of a penis. I have 
two of them, in fact, right up where everyone can see them"' 
(122). For a related discussion of phallic imagery and compen- 
sation fantasies, see Freud's essay "The Medusa's Head." 

5 The fear of women as castrated and as potentially castrat- 
ing is a theme to which Freud frequently recurs. In "The Ta- 
boo of Virginity" (1918) he discusses certain beliefs and 
practices of "primitive races" that extend in some form into 
sophisticated culture. The essay begins by examining "the high 
value set upon . . . virginity" and the extensive taboos related 
to virginity and defloration and culminates in a discussion of 
the male dread of women: 

Wherever primitive man institutes a taboo, there he fears a dan- 
ger; and it cannot be disputed that the general principle under- 
lying all these regulations and avoidances is a dread of women. 
. . . Man fears that his strength will be taken away from him 

by woman, dreads becoming infected with her femininity and 
then proving himself a weakling. (78) 

This essay is characteristic of Freud's writings on gender, both 
in its perspicacity and in its curious reflexiveness. He initially 
describes the premium placed on female virginity as something 
difficult to explain, only noting that it is "but a logical con- 
sequence of the exclusive right of possession over a woman 
which is the essence of monogamy...." He then goes on to 
"justify what at first appeared to be a prejudice by referring 
to our ideas concerning the character of the erotic life in 
women" (70). It is clear that "our" ideas are those of male psy- 
choanalysts, shared in an intuitive, less conscious way by all 
men, both "savage" and sophisticated. Yet it is not really to 

these "ideas" that Freud refers for his explanation but to "the 
character of the erotic life in women"; that is, he ceases to dis- 
tinguish male fantasies and theories about women from female 
sexuality itself. The elaborate taboos concerning women make 
sense, Freud suggests, when we recognize them as a response 
to something real-to women's penis envy and vengeful desire 
to castrate men: "Now, upon this penis-envy follows the hos- 
tile embitterment displayed by women against men, never en- 
tirely absent in the relations between the sexes, the clearest 
indications of which are to be found in the writings and am- 
bitions of 'emancipated women"' (83). Consistently in this es- 
say, Freud refers what is paradoxical in practices and beliefs 
related to women and to sexuality, not to paradoxes of mas- 
culine psychology and patriarchal culture, but to "the para- 
doxical reaction of women to defloration . . ." (83), thus, in 
effect, reproducing the very phenomenon (dread of women) 
he set out to analyze. 

6 See Barbara Everett and John Crick. Marilyn French, 
while noting that Beatrice "does not break decorum," describes 
her as "a Rosalind who has taken a step further into freedom 

a force for anarchy-democracy-in Messina" (131). 
7 It could be argued that Beatrice's aggressive tongue serves 

as a reassuring fetishistic substitute for the phallus: like all fe- 
tishes it signifies a denial of female (i.e., the mother's) castra- 
tion, the denial by which a male child fends off the threat of 
his own castration. Castrated, the woman mirrors for the male 
child his own possible fate; the fetish revises the frightening 
image to figure back a phallicly endowed reflection of the male 
subject. See Freud's "Fetishism" (1927). 

8 For example, Beatrice gives this account of Benedick: "He 
set up his bills here in Messina, and challeng'd Cupid at the 
flight, and my uncle's fool, reading the challenge, subscrib'd 
for Cupid, and challeng'd him at the burbolt" (1.1.37-40). Was 
Beatrice the "fool" who "subscribed for Cupid"? In her 
general slander of Benedick she represents him as faithless- 
"He wears his faith but as the fashion of his hat; it ever 
changes with the next block" (1.1.71-72)-and responds to Don 
Pedro's comment that she has "lost the heart of Signior Bene- 
dick" with "Indeed, my lord, he lent it me awhile, I gave him 
use for it, a double heart for his single one. Marry, once be- 
fore he won it of me with false dice . . . " (2.1.274-78). 

9 Linda Boose has pointed out to me that Hero becomes 
much more apt of speech during the masked-ball scene (2.1) 
and also in the orchard scene, where she and Ursula trick Bea- 
trice with their stories of Benedick's desperate love for her (3.1). 
Given a mask or a role to play, Hero improvises well; but her 
speech serves, as does wit generally in the play, to disguise or 
deceive, and in the latter example Hero is explicitly playing a 
role scripted for her by a man, Don Pedro. 

10 In Hayes's reading, Claudio regards Don Pedro as a kind 
of father figure and fears engaging in oedipal competition with 
him (84-85). 

11 Hayes links these lines with "the incestuous root of Clau- 
dio's anxiety . . . " (86). 

12 T. W. Craik refers to "the reasonableness of Friar Fran- 
cis's plan for Claudio and Hero" (308), measures the other 
characters against the friar's "better judgment" (310), and 
writes, somewhat inaccurately, that "the effect [of the friar's 
plan] on Claudio is exactly as Friar Francis prophesied . . . " 
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(312). W. R. Davis agrees that "the wisdom of the friar's plan 
is immediately attested" (9). Graham Storey praises "the Friar's 
wisdom" and his "calm sanity [which] admirably 'places' 
Leonato's hysteria" (27). While Storey's argument, which does 
not deal specifically with gender in the play, places the friar 
on the side of masculine cool-headedness in the face of "hys- 
teria," Janice Hayes, who does address questions of gender in 
the play, places the friar on the side of the "expressive" qual- 
ities she associates with women: "as the spokesman for Chris- 
tian grace, the priest is an asexual figure associated with 
expressive functioning, for the theology of Grace predicates a 
passive reception of unmerited favor rather than the active pur- 
suit of an earned reward. . The resolution of the Claudio- 
Hero plot is thus contingent upon the intervention of a benign 
Providence that has placed a man who can function with both 
his head and his heart in the right place at the right time" (92, 
93). 

13 Hayes is ambiguous on this point, acknowledging that 
"the play's resolution does not come any more according to 

the priest's than to Don John's scheming . . . " but arguing 
that "ultimately the priest's faith is correct . . . " (93). 

14 Allan Gilbert suggests that the peculiar contradictions in 
Margaret's role result from Shakespeare's having pieced to- 
gether material from Bandello's story of Timbreo and Fenicia 
and cantos 5 and 6 of Ariosto's Orlando furioso. Gilbert's dis- 
cussion is both interesting and persuasive, but it leaves room 
for some account of how Margaret's doubleness affects the 
play. 

15 In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud writes that "The 
form of a dream or the form in which it is dreamt is used with 
quite surprising frequency for representing its concealed sub- 
ject matter" (367). That is, an ambiguity in a dream may have 
"no connection at all with the make-up of the dream itself but 
arises from the material of the dream thoughts and is a con- 
stituent of it" (366). This observation may provide a useful 
analogy for thinking about the ambiguity of Margaret's role- 
an ambiguity that points, I think, to the dualism that charac- 
terizes the play's representation of women. 
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