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1.0. LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to:
• Know about the Greek tragedian, “Sophocles”
• Describe about his works and subjects
• Narrate the story of the play, “Oedipus the Kir^’
• Explain the themes used in the play

1

1.1. INTRODUCTION

Oedipus the King is an Athenian tragedy by Sophocles that was first performed 
c. 429 BC. It was the second of Sophocles’ three Theban plays to be produced, but it
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M.A. English Drama comes first in the internal chronology, followed by Oedipus at Colonus and then 
Antigone. Over the centuries, it has come to be regarded by many as the Greek 
tragedy par excellence.

NOTES
1.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sophocles was the second of the three ancient Greek tragedians whose work has 
survived. His first plays were written later than those of Aeschylus and earlier 
than those of Euripides. According to the Suda, a 10th century encyclopedia, 
Sophocles wrote 123 plays during the course of his life, but only seven have survived 
in a complete form: Ajax, Antigone, Trachinian Women, Oedipus the King, Electra, 
Philoctetes and Oedipus at Colonus. For almost 50 years, Sophocles was the most- 
feted playwright in the dramatic competitions of the city-state of Athens that t,.,..k 
place during the religious festivals of the Lenaea and the Dionysia. Sophocles 
competed in around 30 competitions; he won perhaps 24 and was never judged 
lower than second place; in comparison, Aeschylus won 14 competitions and was 
defeated by Sophocles at times, while Euripides won only 4 competitions. Sophocles’ 
fame and many works earned him a crater on the surface of Mercury named after 
him.

The most famous of Sophocles’ tragedies are those concerning Oedipus and 
Antigone: these are often known as the 'Theban plays, although each play was 
actually a part of different tetralogy, the other members of which are now lost. 
Sophocles influenced the development of the drama, most importantly by adding a 
third actor and thereby reducing the importance of the chorus in the presentation 
of the plot. He also developed his characters to a greater extent than earlier 
playwrights such as Aeschylus.

Life
Sophocles, the son of Sophilos, was a wealthy member of the rural deme, small 
community of Colonus Hippius in Attica, which would later become a setting for 
one of his plays, and he was probably born there. His birth took place a few years 
before the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC: the exact year is imclear, although 497/6 is 
perhaps most likely. Sophocles’ first artistic triumph was in 468 BC, when he took 
first prize in the Dionysia theatre competition over the reigning master of Athenian 
drama, Aeschylus. According to Plutarch the victory came under unusual 
circumstances. Instead of following the custom of choosing judges by lot, the archon 
asked Cimon and the other strategic present to decide the victor of the contest. 
Plutarch further contends that Aeschylus soon left for Sicily following this loss to 
Sophocles. Although Plutarch says that this was Sophocles’ first production, it is 
now thought that this is an embellishment of the truth and that his first production 
was most likely in 470 BC. 'Triptolemus was probably one of the plays that Sophocles 
presented at this festival.

Sophocles became a man of importance in the public halls of Athens as well 
as in the theatres. At the age of 16, he was chosen to lead the paean, a choral chant 
to a god, celebrating the decisive Greek sea victory over the Persians at the Battle 
of Salamis. The rather insufficient information about Sophocles’ civic life implies
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■ he was a well-liked man who participated in activities in society and showed 
remarkable artistic ability. He was also elected as one of ten strategic, high executive 
officials that commanded the armed forces, as a junior colleague of Pericles. 
Sophocles was bom extremely wealthy and was highly educated throughout his 
entire life. Early in his career, the politician Cimon might have been one of his 
patrons, although if he was there was no ill will borne by Pericles, Cimon’s rival, 
when Cimon was ostracized in 461 BC In 443/2 he served as one of the 
Hellenotamiai, or treasurers of Athena, helping to manage the finances of the city 
during the political ascendancy of Pericles. According to the Vita Sophoclis he served 
as a general in the Athenian campaign against Samos, which had revolted in 441 
BC; he was supposed to have been elected to his post as the result of his production 
of Antigone.

Oedipus the King- 
Sophocles

NOTES

In 420 he welcomed and set up an altar for the image of Asclepius at his 
house, when the deity was introduced to Athens. For this he was given the 
posthumous epithet Dexion by the Athenians. He was also elected, in 413 BC, to be 
one of the commissioners crafting a response to the catastrophic destruction of the 
Athenian expeditionary force in Sicily during the Peloponnesian War.

Sophocles died at the age of ninety or ninety-one in the winter of 406/5 BC, 
having seen within his lifetime both the Greek triumph in the Persian Wars and 
the terrible bloodletting of the Peloponnesian War. As with many famous men in 
classical antiquity, Sophocles' death inspired a number of apocryphal stories about 
the cause. Perhaps the most famous is the suggestion that he died from the strain 
of trying to recite a long sentence from his Antigone without pausing to take a 
breath. Another account suggests he choked while eating grapes at the Anthesteria 
festival in Athens. A third account holds that he died of happiness after winning 
his final victory at the City Dionysia. A few months later, the comic poet wrote this 
eulogy in his play titled The Muses: “Blessed is Sophocles, who had a long life, was 
a man both happy and talented, and the writer of many good tragedies; and he 
ended his life well without suffering any misfortune.” This is somewhat ironic, for 
according to some accounts his own sons tried to have him declared incompetent 
near the end of his life; he is said to have refuted their chaige in court by reading 
from his as yet unproduced Oedipus at Colonus. One of his sons, lophon, and a 
grandson, also called Sophocles, both followed in his footsteps to become playwrights.

Works and Legacy
Among Sophocles’ earliest innovations was the addition of a third actor, which 
further reduced the role of the chorus and created greater opportunity for character 
development and conflict between characters. Aeschylus, who dominated Athenian 
playwrighting during Sophocles’ early career, followed suit and adopted the third 
character into his own work towards the end of his life. Aristotle credits Sophocles 
with the introduction of skenographia, or scenery-painting. It was not until after 
the death of the old master Aeschylus in 456 BC that Sophocles became the pre
eminent playwright in Athens.

Thereafter, Sophocles emei^ed victorious in dramatic competitions at 18 
Dionysia and 6 Lenaia festivals. In addition to innovations in dramatic structure, 
Sophocles' work is also known for its deeper development of characters than earlier
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M.A. English Drama Electra Corresponds roughly to the plot of Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers. It 
details how Electra and Orestes’ avenge their father Agamemnon’s murder by 
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.

Philoctetes retells the story of Philoctetes, an archer who had been abandoned 
on Lemnos by the rest of the Greek fleet while on the way to Troy. After learning 
that they cannot win tiie Trojan War without Philoctetes’ bow, the Greeks send 
Odysseus and Neoptolemus to retrieve him; due to the Greeks’ earlier treachery, 
however, Philoctetes refuses to rejoin the army. It is only Heracles’ deus ex machina 
appearance that persuades Philoctetes to go to Troy.

NOTES

1.3. OEDIPUS THE KING

Plot
The myth of Oedipus takes place before the opening scene of the play. In his youth, 
Laius was a guest of King Pelops of Elis, and became the tutor of Chrysippus, 
youngest of the king’s sons, in chariot racing. He then violated the sacred laws of 
hospitality by abducting and raping Chrysippus, who according to some versions 
killed himself in shame. This cast a doom over him and his descendants.

The protagonist of the tragedy is the son of King Laius and Queen Jocasta of 
Thebes. After Laius learns from an oracle that “he is doomed to perish by the hand 
of his own son”, he tightly binds the feet of the infant Oedipus together with a pin 
and orders Jocasta to kill the infant. Hesitant to do so, she ordere a servant to 
commit the act for her. Instead, the servant takes baby Oedipus to a mountain top 
to die from exposure. A shepherd rescues the infant and names him Oedipus. The 
shepherd carries the baby with him to Corinth, where Oedipus is taken in and 
raised in the court of the childless King Polybus of Corinth as if he were his own.

As a young man in Corinth, Oedipus hears a rumour that he is not the 
biological son of Polybus and his wife Merope. When Oedipus questions the King 
and Queen, they deny it, but, still suspicious, he asks the Delphic Oracle who his 
parents really are. The Oracle seems to ignore this question, telling him instead 
that he is destined to “Mate with his own mother, and shed/With his own hands 
the blood of his own sire”. Desperate to avoid his foretold fate, Oedipus leaves 
Corinth in the belief that Polybus and Merope are indeed his true parents and 
that, once away from them, he will never harm them.

On the road to Thebes, he meets Laius, his true father. Unaware of each 
other’s identities, they quarrel over whose chariot has right-of-way. King Laius 
moves to strike the insolent youth with his sceptre, but Oedipus throws him down 
from the chariot and kills him, thus fulfilling part of the oracle’s prophecy^. He kills 
all but one of the other men. Shortly after, he solves the riddle of the Sphinx, which 
has baffled many a diviner: “What is the creature that wa^ks-on four legs in the 
morning, two legs at noon, and three in the evening?”

To this Oedipus replies, “Man”, who crawls on all fours as an infant, walks 
upright later, and needs a walking stick in old age, and the distraught Sphinx 
throws herself off the cliffside. Oedipus’s reward for freeing the kingdom of Thebes
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Oedipus the King- 
Sophodes

from her curse is the kingship and the hand of Queen Dowager Jocasta, his biological 
mother. The prophecy is thus fulfilled, although none of the main characters know
it.

NOTES
1.4. ACTION OF THE PLAY

A priest and the chorus of Thebans arrive at the palace to call upon their King, 
Oedipus, to aid them with the plague. Oedipus had sent his brother-in-law Creon 
to ask help of the oracle at Delphi, and he returns at that moment. Creon says the 
plague is the result of religious pollution, caused because the murderer of their 

^ former King, Laias, had never been caught. Oedipus vows to find the murderer 
and curses him for the plague that he has caused.

Oedipus summons the blind prophet Tiresias for help. When Tiresias arrives 
he claims to know the answers to Oedipus’s questions, but refuses to speak, instead 
telling Oedipus to abandon his search. Oedipus is enraged by Tiresias’s refusal, 
and says the prophet must be complicit in the murder. Outraged, Tiresias tells the 
king that Oedipus himself is the murderer. Oedipus cannot see how this could be, 
and concludes that the prophet must have been paid off by Creon in an attempt to 
undermine him. The two argue vehemently and eventually Tiresias leaves, 
muttering darkly that when the murderer is discovered he shall be a native citizen 
of Thebes; brother and father to his own children; and son and husband to his own 
mother.

Creon arrives to face Oedipus’s accusations. The King demands that Creon 
be executed, however the chorus convince him to let Creon live. Oedipus’s wife 
Jocasta enters, and attempts to comfort Oedipus, telling him he should take no 
notice of prophets. Many years ago she and Laius received an oracle which never 
came true. It was said that Laius would be killed by his own son, but, as all Thebes 
knows, Laius was killed by bandits at a crossroads on the way to Delphi.

The mention of this crossroads causes Oedipus to pause and ask for more 
details. He asks Jocasta what Laius looked like, and suddenly becomes worried 
that Tiresias’s accusations were true. Oedipus then sends for the one surviving 
witness of the attack to be brought to the palace from the fields where he now 
works as a shepherd. Jocasta, confused, asks Oedipus what is the matter, and he 
tells her.

Many years ago, at a banquet in Corinth, a man drunkenly accused Oedipus 
of not being his father’s son. Bothered by the comment Oedipus went to Delphi and 
asked the oracle about his parentage. Instead of answers he was given a prophecy 
that he would one day murder his father and sleep with his mother. Upon hearing 
this he resolved to quit Corinth and never return. While travelling he came to the 
very crossroads where Laius was killed, and encountered a carriage which attempted 
to drive him off the road. An argument ensued and Oedipus killed the travellers, 
including a man who matches Jocasta’s description of Laius.

Oedipus has hope, however, because the story is that Laius was murdered 
by several robbers. If the shepherd confirms that Laius was attacked by many 
men, then Oedipus is in the clear.

Self-lHstniciional Material 7



A man arrives from Corinth with the message that Oedipus’s father has 
died. Oedipus, to the surprise of the messenger, is made ecstatic by this news, for 
it proves one half of the prophecy false, for now he can never kill his father. However 
he still fears that he may somehow commit incest with his mother. The messenger, 
eager to ease Oedipus’s mind, tells him not to worry, because Merope the Queen of 
Corinth was not in fact his real mother.

It emerges that this messenger was formerly a shepherd on Moimt Cithaeron, 
and that he was given a baby, which the childless Polybus then adopted. The baby, 
he says, was given to him by another shepherd from the Laius household, who had 
been told to get rid of the child. Oedipus asks the chorus if anyone knows who this 
man was, or where he might be now. They respond that he is the same shepherd 
who was witness to the murder of Laius, and whom Oedipus had already sent for. 
Jocasta, who has by now realized the truth, desperately begs Oedipus to stop asking 
questions, but he refuses and Jocasta runs into the palace.

When the shepherd arrives Oedipus questions him, but he begs to be allowed 
to leave without answering further. Oedipus presses him however, finally 
threatening him with torture or execution. It emerges that the child he gave away 
was Laius's own son, and that Jocasta had given the baby to the shepherd to secretly 
be exposed upon the mountainside. This was done in fear of the prophecy that 
Jocasta said had never come true: that the child would kill its father.

Everything is at last revealed, and Oedipus curses himself and fate before 
leaving the stage. The chorus laments how even a great man can be felled by fate, 
and following this, a servant exits the palace to speak of what has happened inside. 
When Jocasta enters the house, she runs to the palace bedroom and hangs herself 
there. Shortly afterward, Oedipus enters in a fury, calling on his servants to bring 
him a sword so that he might kill himself. He then rages through the house, until 
he comes upon Jocasta’s body. Giving a cry, Oedipus takes her down and removes 
the long gold pins that held her dress together, before plunging them into his own 
eyes in despair.

Ablind Oedipus now exits the palace and begs to be exiled as soon as possible. 
Creon enters, saying that Oedipus shall be taken into the house imtil oracles can 
be consulted regarding what is best to be done. Oedipus’s two daughters (and half- 
sisters), Antigone and Ismene, are sent out, and Oedipus laments that they should 
be bom to such a cursed family. He asks Creon to watch over them and Creon 
agrees, before sending Oedipus back into the palace.

On an empty stage the chorus repeats the common Greek maxim, that no 
man should be considered fortunate until he is dead.

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

1.5. RELATIONSHIP WITH MYTHIC TRADITION

The two cities of Troy and Thebes were the major focus of Greek epic poetry. The 
events surrounding the Trojan War were chronicled in the Epic Cycle, of which 
much remains, and those about Thebes in the Theban Cycle, which have been lost. 
The Theban Cycle recounted the sequence of tragedies that befell the house of 
Laius, of which the story of Oedipus is a part.
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Homer’s Odyssey contains the earliest account of the Oedipus myth when 
Odysseus encounters Jocasta, named Epicaste in the underworld. Homer briefly 
summarises the story of Oedipus, including the incest, 'patricide, and Jocasta’s 
subsequent suicide. However in the Homeric version Oedipus remains King of 
Thebes after the revelation and neither blinds himself, nor is sent into exile. In 
particular, it is said that the gods made the matter known, whilst in Oedipus the 
King Oedipus very much discovers the truth himself.

In 467 BC, Sophocles’s fellow tragedian Aeschylus won first prize at the City 
Dionysia with a trilogy about the House of Laius, comprising Laius, Oedipus and 
Seven against Thebes (the only play which survives). Since he did not write 
connected trilogies as Aeschylus did, Oedipus the King focuses on the titular 
character while hinting at the latter msdh obliquely, which was already known to 
the audience in Athens at the time.

Oedipus the King- 
Sophodes

NOTES

1.6. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

Oedipus
Oedipus is the protagonist of the play, “Oedipus the King and Oedipus at Colonus”. 
Oedipus becomes the king of Thebes before the action of Oedipus the iQng begins. 
He is renowned for his intelligence and his ability to solve riddles—he saved the 
city of Thebes and was made its king by solving the riddle of the Sphinx, the 
supernatural being that had held the city captive. Yet Oedipus is stubbornly blind 
to the truth about himself His name’s literal meaning (“swollen foot”) is the clue 
to his identity—he was taken from the house of Laius as a baby and left in the 
mountains with his feet bound together. On his way to Thebes, he killed his 
biological father, not knowing who he was, and proceeded to marry Jocasta, his 
biological mother.

Jocasta
Jocasta is Oedipus’s wife and mother, and Creon’s sister. Jocasta appears only in 
th'e.final scenes of Oedipus the King. In her first words, she attempts to make 
peace between Oedipus and Creon, pleading with Oedipus not to banish Creon. 
She is comforting her husband and calmly tries to uige him to reject Tiresias’s 
terrifying prophecies as false. Jocasta solves the riddle of Oedipus’s identity before 
Oedipus does, and she expresses her love for her son and husband in her desire to 
protect him from this knowledge.

i
Antigone / .
Antigone is the child of Oedipus and Jocasta, and therefore she is both Oedipus’s 
daughter and his sister. Antigone appears briefly at the end of Oedipus the King, 
when she says goodbye to her father as Creon prepares to banish Oedipus, She 
appears at greater length in Oedipus at Colonus, leading and caring for her old, 
blind father in his exile. But Antigone comes into her own in Antigone. As that 
play’s protagonist, she demonstrates a courage and clarity of sight unparalleled by 
any other character in the three Theban plays. The other characters—Oedipus,
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M.A, English Drama Creon, Polynices—are reluctant to acknowledge the consequences of their actions, 
Antigone is unabashed in her conviction that she has done right.

Creon
Creon is Oedipus’s brother-in-law, Creon appears more than any other character 
in the three plays combined. In him more than anyone else we see the gi'adual rise 
and fall of one man’s .power. Early in Oedipus the King, Creon claims to have no 
desire for kingship. Yet, when he has the opportunity to grasp power at the end of 
that play, Creon seems quite eager. We learn that Oedipus at Colonus is willing to 
fight with his nephews for this power, and in Antigone Creon rules Thebes with a 
stubborn blindness that is similar to Oedipus’s rule. But Creon never has our 
sympathy in the way Oedipus does, because he is bossy and bureaucratic, intent 
on asserting his own authority.

Polynices
Polynices is son of Oedipus. Polynices appears only very briefly in.Oedipus at 
Colonus. He arrives at Colonus seeking his father’s blessing in his battle with his 
brother, Eteocles, to capture the power of Thebes. Polynices tries to point out the 
similarity between his own situation and that of Oedipus, but his words seem 
opportunistic rather than filial, a fact that Oedipus points out.

Tiresias --
Tiresias is the blind soothsayer of Thebes, appears in both Oedipus the King and 
Antigone. In Oedipus the King, Tiresias tells Oedipus that he is the murderer he 
hunts, and Oedipus does not believe him. In Antigone, Tiresias tells Creon that 
Creon himself is bringing disaster upon Thebes, and Creon does not believe him. 
Yet, both Oedipus and Creon claim to trust Tiresias deeply. The literal blindness 
of the soothsayer points to the metaphorical blindness of those who refuse to believe 
the truth about themselves .when they hear it spoken.

Haemon
Haemon is Creon’s son, who appears only in Antigone. Haemon is engaged to marry 
Antigone. Motivated by his love for her, he argues with Creon about the latter’s 
decision to punish her.

Ismene•>
Ismene is Oedipus’s another daughter. Ismene appears at the end of Oedipus the 
King and to a limited extent in Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone. Ismene’s minor 
part underscores her sister's grandeur and courage. Ismene fears helping Antigone 
bury Polynices but offer to die beside Antigone when Creon sentences her to die. 
Antigone, however, refuses to allow her sister to be raartjTed for something she 
did not have the courage to stand up for.

Theseus
Theseus is the king of Athens in Oedipus at Colonus. He is a renowned and powerful 
warrior, Theseus takes pity on Oedipus and defends him against Creon. Theseus .

NOTES
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is the only one who knows the spot at which Oedipus descended to the underworld— 
a secret he promises Oedipus he will hold forever.

Chorus
Chorus is sometimes comically obtuse or fickle, sometimes perceptive, sometimes 
melodramatic, and the Chorus reacts to the events onstage. The Chorus’s reactions 
can be lessons in how the audience should interpret what it is seeing, or how it 
should not interpret what it is seeing.

Oedipus the Kiug- 
Sophoctes

NOTES

1.7. ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS

Oedipus
Oedipus is a man of swift action and great insight. At the opening of Oedipus the 
King, we see that these qualities make him an excellent ruler who anticipates his 
subjects’ needs. When the citizens of Thebes beg him to do something about the 
plague, for example, Oedipus is one step ahead of them—he has already sent Creon 
to the oracle at Delphi for advice. But later, we see that Oedipus’s habit of acting 
swiftly has a dangerous side. When he tells the story of killing the band of travellers 
who attempted to shove him off the three-way crossroads, Oedipus shows travelers 
that he has the capacity to behave rashly.

At the beginning of Oedipus the King, Oedipus is hugely confident, and with 
good reason. He has saved Thebes from the curse of the Sphinx and become king 
virtually overnight. He proclaims his name proudly as though it were itself a healing 
charm: “Here I am myself— / you all know me, the world knows my fame: / lam 
Oedipus” (7-9). By the end of this tragedy, however, Oedipus’s name will have 
become a curse, so much so that, in Oedipus at Colonus, the Leader of the Chorus 
is terrified even to hear it and cries: “You, you’re that man?” (238).

Oedipus’s swiftness and confidence continue to the very end of Oedipus the 
Kng. We see him interrogate Creon, call for Tiresias, threaten to banish Tiresias 
and Creon, call for the servant who escaped the attack on Laius, call for the shepherd 
who brought him to Corinth, rush into the palace to stab out his own eyes, and 
then demand to be exiled. He is constantly in motion, seemingly trying to keep 
pace with his fate, even as it goes well beyond his reach. In Oedipus at Colonus, 
however, Oedipus seems to have begun to accept that much of his life is out of his 
control. He spends most of his time sitting rather than acting. Most poignant are 
lines '825-960, where Oedipus gropes blindly and helplessly as Creon takes his 
children from hini. In order to get them back, Oedipus must rely wholly on Theseus.

Once he has given his trust to Theseus, Oedipus seems ready to find peace. 
At Colonus, he has at last forgeda bond with someone, found a kind of home after 
many years of exile. The single most significant action in Oedipus at Colonus is 
Oedipus’s deliberate move offstage to die. The final scene of the play has the haste 
and drive of the beginning of Oedipus the King, but this haste, for Oedipus at 
least, is toward peace rather than horror.
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M.A. English Drama Antigone
Antigone is very much her father’s daughter, and she begins her play with the 
same swift decisiveness with which Oedipus began his. Within the first fifty lines, 
she is planning to defy Creon’s order and bury Polynices. Unlike her father, however, 
Antigone possesses a remarkable ability to remember the past. Whereas Oedipus 
defies Tiresias, the prophet who has helped him so many times, and whereas he 
seems almost to have forgotten his encounter with Laius at the three-way 
crossroads, Antigone begins her play by talking about the many griefs that her 
father handed down to his children. Because of her acute awareness of her own 
history, Antigone is much more dangerous than Oedipus, especially to Creon. Aware 
of the kind of fate her family has been allotted, Antigone feels she has nothing to 
lose. The thought of death at Creon’s hands but it terrifies Ismene but it does not 
even faze Antigone, who looks forward to the glory of d3ring for her brother. Yet 
even in her expression of this noble sentiment, we see the way in which Antigone 
continues to be haunted by the perversion that has destroyed her family. Speaking 
about being killed for bu^ng Polynices, she says that she will lie with the one she 
loves, loved by him, and it is difficult not to hear at least the hint of sexual overtones, 
as though the self-destructive impulses of the Oedipus family always tend toward 
the incestuous.

Antigone draws attention to the difference between divine law and human 
law. More than any other character in the three plays, she casts serious doubt on 
Creon’s authority. When she points out that his edicts caimot override the will of 
the gods or the unshakable traditions of men, she places Creon’s edict against 
Polynices’ burial in a perspective that makes it seem shameful and ridiculous. 
Creon sees her words as merely a passionate, wild outburst, but he will ultimately 
be swayed by the words of Tiresias, which echo those of Antigone. It is important 
to note, however, that Antigone’s motivation for burying Polynices is more 
complicated than simply reverence for the dead or for tradition. She says that she 
would never have taken upon herself the responsibility of defying the edict for the 
sake of a husband or children, for husbands and children can be replaced; brothers, 
once the parents are dead, cannot. In Antigone we see a woman so in need of familial 
connection that she is desperate to maintain the connections she has even in death.

Creon
Creon spends more time onstage in these three plays than any other character 
except the Chorus. His presence is so constant and his words are so crucial to 
many parts of the plays that he cannot be dismissed as simply the bureaucratic 
fool he sometimes seems to be. Rather, he represents the very real power of human 
law and of the human need for an orderly, stable society. When we first see Creon 
in Oedipus the King, Creon is shown to be separate from the citizens of Thebes. He 
tells Oedipus that he has brought news from the oracle and suggests that Oedipus 
hear it inside. Creon has the secretive, businesslike air of a politician, which stands 
in sharp contrast to Oedipus, who tells him to speak out in front of everybody. 
While Oedipus insists on hearing Creon’s news in public and builds his power as a 
political leader by espousing a rhetoric of openness, Creon is a master of 
manipulation. While Oedipus is intent on saying what he means and on hearing

NOTES
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the truth—even when Jocasta begs and pleads with him not to—Creon is happy to 
dissemble and equivocate.

At lines 651-690, Creon argues that he has no desire to usurp Oedipus as 
king because he, Jocasta, and Oedipus rule the kingdom with equal power—Oedipus 
is merely the king in name. This argument may seem convincing, partly because 
at this moment in the play we are disposed to be sympathetic toward Creon, since 
Oedipus has just ordered Creon’s banishment. In response to Oedipus’s hotheaded 
foolishness, Creon sounds like the voice of reason. Only in the final scene of Oedipus 
the King, when Creon’s short lines demonstrate his eagerness to exile Oedipus 
and separate him from his children, do we see that the title of king is what Creon 
desires above all.

Creon is at his most dissembling in Oedipus at Colonus, where he once again 
needs something from Oedipus. His honey-tongued speeches to Oedipus and Theseus 
are made all the more ugly by his cowardly attempt to kidnap Antigone and Ismene. 
In Antigone, we at last see Creon comfortable in the place of power. Eteocles and 
Polynices, like their father, are dead, and Creon holds the same unquestioned 
supremacy that Oedipus once held. Of course, once Creon achieves the stability 
and power that he sought and Oedipus possessed, he begins to echo Oedipus’s 
mistakes. Creon denounces Tiresias, for example (1144-1180), obviously echoing 
Oedipus’s denunciation in Oedipus the King (366-507). And,'of course, Creon’s 
penitent wailings in the final lines of Antigone echo those of Oedipus at the end of 
Oedipus the King. What can perhaps most be said most in favour of Creon is that 
in his final lines he also begins to sound like Antigone, waiting for whatever new 
disaster fate will bring him. He cries out that he is “nothing,” “no one,” but it is his 
suffering that makes him seem human in the end.

The Chorus
.The Chorus reacts to events as they happen, generally in a predictable, though not 
consistent, way. It generally expresses a longing for calm and stability. For example, 
in Oedipus the King, it asks Oedipus not to banish Creon (725-733); fearing a 
curse, it attempts to send Oedipus out of Colonus in Oedipus at Colonus (242-251); 
and it questions the wisdom of Antigone’s actions in Antigone (909-962). In moments 
like these, the Chorus seeks to maintain the status quo, which is generally seen to 
be the wrong thing. The Chorus is not cowardly so much as nervous and 
complacent^—above all, it hopes to prevent upheaval.

The Chorus is given the last word in each of the three Theban plays, and 
perhaps the best way of understanding the different ways in which the Chorus can 
work is to look at each of these three speeches briefly. At the end of Oedipus the 
King, the Chorus conflates the people of “Thebes” with the audience in the theater. 
The message of the play, delivered directly to that audience, is one of complete 
despair: “count no man happy till he dies, free of pain at last” (1684). Because the 
Chorus, and not one of the individual characters, delivers this message, that the 
play ends by giving the audience a false sense of closure. That is, the Chorus makes 
it sound like Oedipus is dead, and their final line su^ests there might be some 
relief. But the audience must immediately realize, of course, that Oedipus is not 
dead. He wanders, blind and miserable, somewhere outside of Thebes. The audience.

Oedipus the King- 
Sophocles

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama like Oedipus, does not know what the future holds in store. The play’s ability to 
universalize, to make the audience feel implicated in the emotions of the Chorus 
as well as those of the protagonist, is what makes it a particularly harrowing 
tragedy, an archetypal story in Western culture.

The Chorus at the end of Oedipus at Colonus seems genuinely to express the 
thought that there is nothing left to say, because everything rests in the hands of 
the gods. As with Oedipus’s death, the Chorus expresses no great struggle here, 
only a willing resignation that makes the play seem hopeful—if ambivalently so— 
rather than despairing. Oedipus’s wandering has, it seems, done some good. The 
final chorus of Antigone, on the other hand,seems on the surface much more hopeful 
than either of the other two but is actually much more ominous and ambivalent. 
Antigone ends with a hope for knowledge—specifically the knowledge that comes 
out of suffering. This ending is quite different from the endings of the other two 
plays, from a mere truism about death or the fact that fate lies outside human 
control. The audience can agree with and believe in a statement like “Wisdom is by 
far the greatest part of joy,” and perhaps feel that Creon has learned from his 
suffering, like Antigone seemingly did at the beginning of the play.

While the Chorus may believe that people learn through suffering, Sophocles 
may have felt differently. Antigone represents the last events in a series begun by 
Oedipus the King, but it was written before either of the other two Oedipus plays. 
And in the two subsequent plays, we see very little evidence in Antigone that 
suffering teaches anyone anything except how to perpetuate it.

NOTES

1.8. IMPORTANT THEMES, MOTIFS AND SYMBOLS

Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.

Fate and Free Will
Fate is a theme that often occurs in Greek writing, tragedies in particular. 'The 
idea that attempting to avoid an oracle is the very thing which brings it about is a 
common motif in many Greek mjdihs, and similarities to Oedipus can for example 
be seen in the myth of the birth of Perseus.

'Two oracles in particular dominate the plot of Oedipus the King. In lines 
711 to 714, Jocasta relates the prophecy that was told to Laius before the birth of 
Oedipus. Namely:

(’The oracle) told him that it was his fate that he should die a victim at the 
hands of his own son, a son to be bornof Laius and me. The oracle told to Laius tells 
only of the patricide; the incest is missing. Prompted by Jocasta’s recollection, 
Oedipus reveals the prophecy which caused him to leave Corinth (791-93): that-1 
was fated to lie with my mother, and show to daylight an accursed breed which 
men would not endure, and I was doomed to be murderer of the father that begot 
me.
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The implication of Laius’s oracle is ambiguous. A prominent school of thought 
argues that the presentation of Laius’s oracle in this play differs from that found 
in (e.g.) Aeschylus’s Oedipus trilogy produced in 467 BC. Helaine Smith argues:

Sophocles had the option of making the oracle to Laius conditional (if Laius 
has a son, that son will kill him) or unconditional (Laius will have a son who will 
kill him). Both Aeschylus and Euripides write plays in which the oracle is 
conditional; Sophocles... chooses to make Laius’s oracle unconditional and thus 
removes culpability for his sins from Oedipus, for he could not have done other 
than what he did, no matter what action he took.

This interpretation has a long pedigree and several adherents. It finds support 
in Jocasta’s repetition of the oracle at lines 854-55: “Loxias declared that the king 
should be killed by/ his own son.” In the Greek, Jocasta uses the verb chrenai: “to 
be fated, necessary.” This iteration of the oracle seems to suggest that it was 
unconditional and inevitable. Other scholars have nonetheless argued that 
Sophocles follows tradition in making Laius’s oracle conditional, and thus avoidable. 
'They point to Jocasta’s initial disclosure of the oracle at lines 711-14. In the Greek, 
the oracle cautions: hos auton hexoi moira pros paidos thanein/ hostis genoit emou 
te kakeinou para. The two verbs in boldface indicate what is called a “future more 
vivid” condition: if a child is bom to Laius, his fate to be killed by that child wiU ' 
overtake him.

Whatever may be the meaning of Laius’s oracle, the one delivered to Oedipus 
is clearly imconditional. Given our modem conception of fate and fatalism, readers 
of the play have a tendency to view Oedipus as a mere puppet controlled by greater 
forces, a man crushed by the gods and fate for no good reason. This, however, is not 
an entirely accurate reading. While it is a mythological tmism that oracles exist to 
be fulfilled, oracles do not cause the events that lead up to the outcome. In his 
landmark essay “On Misunderstanding the Oedipus Rex”, E.R. Dodds draws a 
comparison with Jesus’s prophecy at the Last Supper that Peter would deny him 
three times. Jesus knows that Peter will do this, but readers would in no way 
surest that Peter was a puppet of fate being forced to deny Christ. Free will and 
predestination are by no means mutually exclusive, and such is the case with 
Oedipus.

Oedipus the King- 
Sophocles

NOTES

The oracle delivered to Oedipus what is often called a “self-fulfilling prophec}^, 
in that the prophecy itself sets in motion events that conclude with its own 
fulfilment. This, however, is not to say that Oedipus is a victim of fate and has no 
free will. The oracle inspires a series of specific choices, freely made by Oedipus, 
which lead him to kill his father and marry his mother. Oedipus chooses not to 
return to Corinth after hearing the oracle, just as he chooses to head toward Thebes, 
to kill Laius, to marry and to take Jocasta specifically as his bride; in response to 
the plague at Thebes, he chooses to send Creon to the Oracle for advice and then to 
follow that advice, initiating the investigation into Laius’s murder. None of these 
choices is predetermined.

Another characteristic of oracles in myth is that they are almost always 
ihisimderstood by those who hear them; hence Oedipus’s misunderstanding the 
significance of the Delphic Oracle. He visits Delphi to find out who his real parents
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-M.A. English Drama are and assumes that the Oracle refuses to answer that question, offering instead 
an unrelated prophecy which forecasts patricide and incest. Oedipus’s assumption 
is incorrect; the Oracle does answer his question. Stated less elliptically, the answer 
to his question reads thus:

Polybus and Merope are not your parents. You will one day kill a man who 
will turn out to be your real father. The woman you will eventually many is your 
real mother.

NOTES

State Control
The exploration of this theme in Oedipus the King is paralleled by the examination 
of the conflict between the individual and the state in Antigone. The dilemma that 
Oedipus faces here is similar to that of the tyrannical Creon: each man has, as 
king, made a decision that his subjects question or disobey; each king also 
misconstrues both his own role as a sovereign and the role of the rebel. When 
informed by the blind prophet Tiresias that religious forces are against him, each 
king claims that the priest has been corrupted. It is here, however, that their 
similarities come to an end: while Creon, seeing the havoc he has wreaked, tries to 
amend his mistakes, Oedipus refuses to listen to anyone.

The Power of Unwritten Law
After defeating Polynices and taking the throne of Thebes, Creon commands that 
Polynices be left to rot unburied, his flesh eaten by dogs and birds, creating an 
“obscenity” for everyone to see (Antigone, 231). Creon thinks that he is justified in 
his treatment of Polynices because the latter was a traitor, an enemy of the state, 
and the security of the state makes all of human life-including family life and 
religion. Therefore, to Creon’s way of thinking, the good of the state comes before 
all other duties and values. However, the subsequent events of the play demonstrate 
that some duties are more fundamental than the state and its laws. The duty to 
bury the dead is part of what it means to be human, not part of what it means to be 
a citizen. That is why Polynices’ rotting body is an “obscenity” rather than a crime. 
Moral duties—such as the duties owed to the dead-make up the body of unwritten 
law and tradition, the law to which Antigone appeals.

The Willingness to Ignore the Truth
When Oedipus and Jocasta begin to get close to the truth about Laius’s murder, in 
Oedipus the King, Oedipus fastens onto a detail in the hope of exonerating himself. 
Jocasta says that she was told Laius was killed by “strangers,” whereas Oedipus 
knows that he acted alone when he killed a man in similar circumstances. This is 
an extraordinary moment because it calls into question the entire truth-seeking 
process Oedipus believes himself to be undertaking. Both Oedipus and Jocasta act 
as though the servant’s story, once spoken, is irrefutable history. Neither can face 
the possibility of what it would mean if the servant were wrong. This is perhaps 
why Jocasta feels she can tell Oedipus of the prophecy that her son would kill his 
father, and Oedipus can tell her about the similar prophecy given him by an oracle 
(867-875), and neither feels compelled to remark on the coincidence; or why Oedipus 
can hear the story of Jocasta binding her child’s ankles (780-781) and not think of 
his own swollen feet. While the information in these speeches is largely intended
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to make the audience painfully aware of the tragic irony, it also emphasizes just 
how desperately Oedipus and Jocasta do not want to speak the obvious truth: they 
look at the circumstances and details of everyday life and pretend not to see them.

The Limits of Free Will
Prophecy is a central part of Oedipus the King. The play begins with Creon’s return 
from the oracle at Delphi, where he has learned that the plague will be lifted if 
Thebes banishes the man who killed Laius. Tiresias prophesies is the capture of 
one who is both father and brother to his own children. Oedipus tells Jocasta of a 
prophecy he heard as a youth, that he would kill his father and sleep with his 
mother, and Jocasta tells Oedipus of a similar prophecy given to Laius, that her 
son would grow up to kill his father. Oedipus and Jocasta debate the extent to 
which prophecies should be trusted at all, and when all of the prophecies come 
true, it appears that one of Sophocles’ aims is to justify the powers of the gods and 
prophets, which had recently come under attack in fifth-century b.c. Athens.

Sophocles’ audience would, of course, have known the story of Oedipus, which 
only increases the sense of complete inevitability about how the play would end. It 
is difficult to say how justly one can accuse Oedipus of being “blind” or foolish 
when he seems to have no choice about fulfilling the prophecy: he is sent away 
from Thebes as a baby and by a remarkable coincidence saved and raised as a 
prince in Corinth. Hearing that he is fated to kill his father, he flees Corinth and, 
by a still more remarkable coincidence, ends up back in Thebes, now king and 
husband in his actual father’s place. Oedipus seems only to desire to flee his fate, 
but his fate continually catches up with him. Many people have tried to argue that 
Oedipus brings about his catastrophe because of a “tragic flaw,” but nobody has 
manned to create a consensus about what Oedipus’s flaw actually is. Perhaps his 
story is meant to show that error and disaster can happen to anyone, that human 
beings are relatively powerless before fate or the gods, and that a cautious humility 
is the best attitude toward life.

Oedipus the King- 
Sophocles

NOTES

\.

Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to 
develop and inform the text’s major themes.

Suicide
Almost every character who dies in the three Theban plays does so at his or her 
own hand (or own will, as is the case in Oedipus at Colonus). Jocasta hangs herself 
in Oedipus the King and Antigone hangs herself in Antigone. Eurydice and Haemon 
stab themselves at the end of Antigone. Oedipus inflicts horrible violence on himself 

' at the end of his first play, and willingly goes to his own mysterious death at the 
end. Polynices and Eteocles die in battle with one another, and it could be argued 
that Polynices’ death at least is self-inflicted in that he has heard his father’s curse 
and knows that his cause is doomed. Incest motivates or indirectly brings about all 
of the deaths in these plays.
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M.A. English Drama Sight and Blindness
References to eyesight and vision, both literal and metaphorical, are very frequent 
in all three of the Theban plays. Quite often, the image of clear vision is used as a 
metaphor for knowledge and insight. In fact, this metaphor is so much a part of the 
Greek way of thinking that it is almost not a metaphor at all, just as in modem 
English: to say “I see the truth” or “I see the way things are” is a perfectly ordinary 
use of language. However, the references to eyesight and insight in these plays 
form a meaningful pattern in combination with the references to literal and 
metaphorical blindness. Oedipus is famed for his clear-sightedness and quick 
comprehension, but he discovers that he has been blind to the tmth for many 
years, and then he blinds himself so as not to have to look on his own children/ 
siblings. Creon is prone to a similar blindness to the truth in Antigone. Though 
blind, the aging Oedipus finally acquires a limited prophetic vision. Tiresias is 
blind, yet he sees farther than others. Overall, the plays seem to say that human 
beings can demonstrate remarkable powers of intellectual penetration and insight, 
and that they have a great capacity for knowledge, but that even the smartest 
human being is liable to error, that the hmnan capability for knowledge is ultimately 
quite limited and imreliable.

Graves and Tombs
The plots of Antigone and Oedipus at Colonus both revolve around burials, and 
beliefs about burial are important in Oedipus the King as well. Polynices is kept 
above ground after his death, denied a grave, and his rotting body offends the 
gods, his relatives, and ancient traditions. Antigone is entombed alive, to the horror 
of everyone who watches. At the end of Oedipus the King, Oedipus cannot remain 
in Thebes or be buried within its territory, because his very person is polluted and 
offensive to the sight of gods and men. Nevertheless, his choice, in Oedipus at 
Colonus, to be buried at Colonus confers a great and mystical gift on all of Athens, 
promising that nation victory over future attackers. In Ancient Greece, traitors 
and people who murder their own relatives could not be buried within their city’s 
territory, but their relatives still had an obligation to bury them. As one of the 
basic, inescapable duties that people owe their relatives, burials represent the 
obligations that come from kinship, as well as the conflicts that can arise between 
one’s duty to family and to the city-state.

Symbols
S3Tnbols are objects, characters, figures, and colours used to represent abstract 
ideas or concepts.

Oedipus's Swollen Foot
Oedipus gets his name, as the Corinthian messenger tells us in Oedipus the King, 
from the fact that he was left in the mountains with his ankles pinned together. 
Jocasta explains that Laius abandoned him in this state on a barren mountain 
shortly after he was born. The injury leaves Oedipus with a vivid scar for the rest 
of his life. Oedipus’s injury symbolizes the way in which fate has marked him and 
set him apart. It also s5Tnbolizes the way his movements have been confined and 
constrained since birth, by Apollo’s prophecy to Laius.

NOTES
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Oedipus the King- 
Sophocles

The Three-way Crossroads
In Oedipus the King, Jocasta says that Laius was slain at a place where three 
roads meet. This crossroads is referred to a number of times during the play, and it 
symbolizes the crucial moment, long before the events of the play, when Oedipus 
began to fulfil the dreadful prophecy that he would murder his father and marry 
his mother, A crossroads is a place where a choice has to be made, so crossroads 
usually symbolize moments where decisions will have important consequences but 
where different choices are still possible. In Oedipus the King, the crossroads is 
part of the distant past, dimly remembered, and Oedipus was not aware at the 
time that he was making a fateful decision. In this play, the crossroads symbolizes 
fate and the awesome power of prophecy rather than freedom and choice.

Antigone’s Entombment
Creon condemns Antigone to a horrifying fate as he is being walled alive inside a 
tomb. He intends to leave her with just enough food so that neither he nor the 
citizens of Thebes will have her blood on their hands when she finally dies. Her 
imprisonment in a tomb symbolizes the fact that her loyalties and feelings lie with 
the dead-her brothers and her father-rather than with the living, such as Haemon 
or Ismene. But her imprisonment is also a symbol of Creon’s lack of judgment and 
his affronts to the gods. Tiresias points out that Creon commits a horrible sin by 
lodging a living human being inside a grave, as he keeps a rotting body in daylight. 
Creon’s actions against Antigone and against Poljmices’ body show him attempting 
to invert the order of nature, defying the gods by asserting his own control over 
their territories.

NOTES

1.9. SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Oedipus the King, lines 1-337 

Summary
Oedipus steps out of the royal palace of Thebes and is greeted by a procession of 
priests, who are in turn surrounded by the.impoverished and sorrowful citizens of 
Thebes. The citizens carry branches wrapped in wool, which they offer to the gods 
as gifts, Thebes has been struck by a plague, the citizens are dying, and no one 
knows how to put an end to it. Oedipus asks a priest why the citizens have gathered 
around the palace. The priest responds that the city is dying and asks the king to 

Thebes. Oedipus replies-that he sees and understands the terrible fate of 
Thebes, and that no one is more sorrowful than he. He has sent Creon, his brother- 
in-law and fellow ruler, to the Delphic oracle to find out how to stop the plague. 
Just then, Creon arrives, and Oedipus asks what the oracle has said. Creon asks 
Oedipus if he wants to hear the news in private, but Oedipus insists that all the 
citizens hear. Creon then tells what he has learned from the god Apollo, who spoke 
through the oracle: the murderer of Laius, who ruled Thebes before Oedipus, is in 
Thebes. He must be driven out in order for the plague to end.

Creon goes on to tell the story of Laius’s murder. On their way to consult an 
oracle, Laius and all but one of his fellow travellers were killed by thieves. Oedipus

save
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M-A- English Drama asks why the Thebans made no attempt to find the murderers, and Creon reminds 
him that Thebes was then more concerned with the curse of the Sphinx. Hearing 
this, Oedipus resolves to solve the mystery of Laius’s murder.

The Chorus enters, calling on the gods Apollo, Athena, and Artemis to save 
Thebes. Apparently, it has not heard Creon’s news about Laius’s murderer. It 
bemoans the state of Thebes, and finally invokes Dionysus, whose mother was a 
Theban. Oedipus returns and tells the Chorus that he will end the plague himself. 
He asks if anyone knows who killed Laius, promising that the informant will be 
rewarded and the murderer will receive no harsher punishment than exile. No one 
responds, and Oedipus furiously curses Laius’s murderer and anyone who is 
protecting him. Oedipus curses himself, proclaiming that should he discover the 
murderer to be a member of his own family, that person should be struck by the 
same exile and harsh treatment that he has just wished on the murderer. Oedipus 
castigates the citizens of Thebes for letting the murderer go unknown so long. The 
Leader of the Chorus suggests that Oedipus call for Tiresias, a great prophet, and 
Oedipus responds that he has already done so.

Analysis
Oedipus is notable for his compassion, his sense of justice, his swiftness of thought 
and action, and his candor. At this early stage in the play, Oedipus represents all 
that an Atheniem audience-or indeed any audience-could desire in a citizen or a 
leader. In his first speech, which he delivers to an old priest whose suffering he 
seeks to alleviate, he continually voices his concern for the health and well-being 
of his people. He insists upon allowing all his people to hear what the oracle has 
said, despite Crebn’s suggestion that Oedipus hear the news in private. When Creon 
retells the story of Laius’s murder, Oedipus is shocked and dismayed that the 
investigation of the murder of a king was so swiftly dropped (145-147). Oedipus 
quickly hatches plans to deal with both his people’s suffering and Laius’s unsolved 
murder, and he has even anticipated the Chorus’s suggestions that he send someone 
to the oracle and call forth Tiresias. Finally, Oedipus is vehement in his promises 
of dire punishment for Laius’s murderer, even if the murderer turns out to- be 
someone close to Oedipus himself

Sophocles’ audience knew the ancient story of Oedipus well, and would 
therefore interpret the greatness Oedipus exudes in the first scene as a tragic 
harbinger of his fall. Sophocles seizes every opportunity to exploit this dramatic 
irony. Oedipus frequently alludes to sight and blindness, creating many moments 
of dramatic irony, since the audience knows that it is Oedipus’s metaphorical 
blindness to the relationship between his past and his present situation that brings 
about his ruin. For example, when the old priest tells Oedipus that the people of 
Thebes are dying of the plague, Oedipus says that he could not fail to see this (68- 
72). Oedipus eagerly attempts to uncover the truth, acting decisively and 
scrupulously refusing to shield himself from the truth. Although wc are able to see 
him as a mere puppet of fate, at some points, the irony is so magnified that it 
seems almost as if Oedipus brings catastrophe upon himself willingly. One such 
instance of this irony is when Oedipus proclaims proudly-but, for the audience, 
painfuUy-that he possesses the bed of the former king, and that marriage might

NOTES
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have even created “blood-bonds” between him and Laius had Laius not been 
murdered (294-300).

Although the Chorus’s first ode (168-244) piously calls to the gods to save 
Thebes from the plague, the answer they get to their prayer arrives in human 
form. Immediately following the ode, Oedipus enters and says that he will answer 
the Chorus’s prayers. For a moment, Oedipus takes upon himself the role of a god- 
a role the Chorus has been both reluctant and eager to allow him (see 39-43). 
Oedipus is so competent in the affairs of men that he comes close to dismissing the 
gods, although he does not actually blaspheme, as Creon does in Antigone. At this 
early moment, we see Oedipus’s dangerous pride, which explains his willful 
blindness and, to a certain extent, justifies his downfall.

Oedipus the King, Lines 338-706 

Summary
A boy leads in the blind prophet Tiresias. Oedipus begs him to reveal who Laius’s 
murderer is, but Tiresias answers only that he knows the truth but wishes he did 
not. Puzzled at first, then angry, Oedipus insists that Tiresias tell Thebes what he 
knows. Provoked by the anger and insults of Oedipus, Tiresias begins to hint at his 
knowledge. Finally, when Oedipus furiously accuses Tiresias of the murder, Tiresias 
tells Oedipus that Oedipus himself is the curse. Oedipus dares Tiresias to say it 
again, and so Tiresias calls Oedipus the murderer. The king criticizes Tiresias’s 
powers wildly and insults his blindness, but Tiresias only responds that the insxilts 
will eventually be turned on Oedipus by all of Thebes. Driven into a fury by the 
accusation, Oedipus proceeds to concoct a story that Creon and Tiresias are 
conspiring to overthrow him.

The leader of the Chorus asks Oedipus to calm down, but Tiresias only taimts 
Oedipus further, saying that the king does not even know who his parents are. 
This statement both infuriates and intrigues Oedipus, who asks for the truth of 
his parentage. Tiresias answers only in riddles, saying that the murderer of Laius 
will turn out to be both brother and father to his children, both son and husband to 
his mother. The characters exit and the Chorus takes the stage, confused and 
unsure whom to believe. They resolve that they will not believe any of these 
accusations against Oedipus unless they are shown proof

Creon enters, soon followed by Oedipus. Oedipus accuses Creon of tr3dng to 
overthrow him, since it was he who recommended that Tiresias come. Creon asks 
Oedipus to be rational, but Oedipus says that he wants Creon murdered. Both 
Creon and the leader of the Chorus try to get Oedipus to understand that he’s 
concocting fantasies, but Oedipus is resolute in his conclusions and his fury.

Analysis
As in Antigone, the entrance of Tiresias signals a crucial turning point in the plot. 
But in Oedipus the King, Tiresias also serves an additional role-his blindness 
augments the dramatic irony that governs the play. Tiresias is blind but can see 
the truth; Oedipus has his sight but cannot. Oedipus claims that he longs to know. 
the truth; Tiresias says that seeing the truth only brings one pain. In addition to 
this unspoken irony, the conversation between Tiresias and Oedipus is filled with

Oedipus the King- 
Sophocle.s

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama references to sight and eyes. As Oedipus grows angrier, he taunts Tiresias for his 
blindness, confusing physical sight and insight, or knowledge. Tiresias matches 
Oedipus insult for insult, mocking Oedipus for his eyesight and for the brilliance 
that once allowed him to solve the riddle of the Sphinx-neither quality is now 
helping Oedipus to see the truth.

In this section, the characteristic swiftness of Oedipus’s thought, words, and 
action begins to work against him. When Tiresias arrives at line 340, Oedipus 
praises him as an all-powerful seer who has shielded Thebes from many a plague. 
Only forty lines later, he refers to Tiresias as “scum,” and soon after that accuses 
him of treason. Oedipus sizes up a situation, makes a judgment, and acts-all in an 
instant. While this confident expedience was laudable in the first section, it is 
exaggerated to a point of near absurdity. Oedipus asks Tiresias and Creon a great 
many questions-questions are his typical mode of address and frequently a sign of 
his quick and intelligent raind-but they are merely rhetorical, for they accuse and 
presume rather than seek answers. Though Tiresias has laid the truth out plainly 
before Oedipus, the only way Oedipus can interpret the prophet’s words is as an 
attack, and his quest for information only seeks to confirm what he already believes.

The Chorus seems terrified and helpless in this section, and its speech at 
lines 526-572 is fraught with uncertainty and anxiety. Though, like Oedipus, the 
Chorus cannot believe the truth of what Tiresias has said, the Chorus does not 
believe itself to be untouchable as Oedipus does, consisting as it does of the plague- 
stricken, innocent citizens of Thebes. The Chorus’s speech is full of images of caves, 
darkness, lightning, and wings, which suggest darkness, the unknown, and, most 
significantly, terror striking from the skies. The Chorus’s supplications to the 
benevolent gods of lines 16S-244 are long past. The gods are still present in this 
speech, but they are no longer of any help, because they know truths that they will 
not reveal. Thebes is menaced rather than protected by the heavens.

Oedipus the King, lines 707 - 1007 
Summary
Oedipus’s wife, Jocasta, enters and convinces Oedipus that he should neither kill 
nor exile Creon, though the reluctant king remains convinced that Creon is guilty. 
Creon leaves, and the Chorus reassures Oedipus that it will always be loyal to 
him. Oedipus explains to Jocasta how Tiresias condemned him, and Jocasta 
responds that all prophets are false. As proof, she offers the fact that the Delphic 
oracle told Laius that he would be murdered by his son, while actually his son was 
cast out of Thebes as a baby and Laius was murdered by a band of thieves. Her 
narrative of his murder, however, sounds familiar to Oedipus, and he asks to hear 
more.

NOTES

Jocasta tells him that Laius was killed at a three-way crossroads, just before 
Oedipus arrived in Thebes. Oedipus, stunned, tells his wife that he may be the one 
who murdered Laius. He tells Jocasta that, long ago, when he was the prince of 
Corinth, he heard at a banquet that he was not really the son of the king and 
queen, and so went to the oracle of Delphi, which did not answer him but did tell 
him he would murder his father and sleep with his mother, Hearing this, Oedipus 
fled from home, never to return. It was then, on the journey that would take him to
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Thebes, that Oedipus was confronted and harassed by a group of travellers, whom 
he killed in self-defense, at the very crossroads where Laius was killed.

Hoping that he will not be identified as Laius’s murderer, Oedipus sends for 
the shepherd who was the only man to survive the attack. Oedipus and Jocasta 
leave the stage, and the Chorus enters, announcing that the world is ruled by 
destiny and denouncing prideful men who would defy the gods. At the same time, 
the Chorus worries that if all the prophecies and oracles are.wrong-if a proud man 
can, in fact, triumph-then the gods may not rule the world after all. Jocasta enters 
from the palace to offer a branch wrapped in wool to Apollo.

Analysis
Whatever sympathy we might have lost for Oedipus amid his ranting in the second 
section, we regain at least partially in the third. After Jocasta intercedes in the 
fight between Oedipus and Creon, Oedipus calms down and recalls that there is a 
riddle before him that he, as the ruler of Thebes, has a responsibility to solve. 
Consequently, his incessant questions become more purposeful than they were in 
his conversations with Tiresias and Creon. We see that Oedipus logically and 
earnestly pursues the truth when he does not have a preconceived idea of what the 
truth is. When Oedipus seizes upon the detail of the three-way crossroads (805- 
822), he proves that he was not merely grandstanding in the first scene of the play 
when he expressed his desire to be forthright with his citizens and to subject himself 
to the same laws he imposes upon others. In his speech at lines 848-923, Oedipus 
shows that he truly believes he killed Laius and is willing to accept not only the 
responsibility but the punishment for the act. The speech is heartbreaking because 
we know that Oedipus has arrived at only half the truth.

In this section, Jocasta is both careless and maternal. She tells Oedipus that 
prophecies do not come true, and she uses the fact that an oracle incorrectly 
prophesied that Laius would be killed by his own son as evidence. Jocasta’s mistake 
is similar to Oedipus’s in the previous section: she confuses conclusions and evidence. 
As Oedipus assumed that Tiresias’s unpleasant claims could only be treason, so 
Jocasta assumes that because one prophecy has apparently not come to pass, 
prophecies can only be lies. While Oedipus’s hasty and imperfect logic in the second 
section has much to do with his pride, Jocasta’s in this section seem attached to an 
unwitting desire to soothe and mother Oedipus.- When Jocasta is not answering 
Oedipus’s questions, she. is calming him down, asking him to go into the palace, 
telling him that he has nothing to worry about-no need to ask more questions-for 
the rest of his life. Jocasta’s casual attitude upsets the Chorus, which continues to 
be loyal to Oedipus throughout this section (see 761-767). The Chorus’s ode at 
lines 954-997 serves as a reminder that neither Oedipus, Jocasta, nor the 
sympathetic audience should feel calm, because oracles speak to a purpose and are 
inspired by the gods who control the destiny of men. Throughout the play, the 
Chorus has been miserable, desperate for the plague to end and for stability to be 
restored to the city. Nevertheless, the Chorus holds staunchly to the belief that the 

. prophesies of Tiresias will come true. For if they do not, there is no order on earth 
or in the heavens.

Oedipus the King 
Sophocles

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama Oedipus the King, lines 1008 - 1310
And as for this marriage with your mother— 

have no fear. Many a man before you, 
in his dreams, has shared his mother’s bed, 
Take such things for shadows, nothing at all— 
Live, Oedipus, as if there’s no tomorrow!

NOTES

Summary
A messenger enters, looking for Oedipus. He tells Jocasta that he has come from 
Corinth to tell Oedipus that his father, Polybus, is dead, and that Corinth wants 
Oedipus to come and rule there. Jocasta rejoices, convinced that since Polybus is 
dead from natural causes, the prophecy that Oedipus will murder his father is 
false. Oedipus arrives, hears the messenger’s news, and rejoices with Jocasta; king 
and queen concur that prophecies are worthless and the world is ruled by chance. 
However, Oedipus still fears the part of the prophecy that said he would sleep with 
his mother. The messenger says he can rid himself of that worry, because Polybus 
and his wife, Merope, are not really Oedipus’s natural parents.

The messenger explains that he used to be a shepherd years ago. One day, 
he found a baby on Mount Cithaeron, near Thebes. The baby had its ankles pinned 
together, and the former shepherd set them free. That baby was Oedipus, who still 
walks with a limp because of the injury to his ankles so long ago. When Oedipus 
inquires who left him in the woods on the mountain, the messenger replies that 
another shepherd, Laius’s servant, gave him baby Oedipus. At this, Jocasta turns 
sharply, seeming to sense some horrible revelation on the horizon.

Oedipus wants to find this shepherd, so he can find out who his natural 
parents are. Jocasta begs him to abandon his search immediately, but Oedipus is 
insistent. After screaming and pleading some more to no avail, Jocasta finally 
flees back into the palace. Oedipus dismisses her concerns as snobbish fears that 
he may be bom of poor parents, and Oedipus and the Choms rejoice at the possibility 
that they may soon know who his parents truly are.

The other shepherd, who turns out to be the same shepherd who witnessed 
Laius’s murder, comes onto the stage. The messenger identifies him as the man 
who gave him the young Oedipus. Oedipus interrogates the new arrival, asking 
who gave him the baby, but the shepherd refuses to talk. Finally, after Oedipus 
threatens him with torture, the shepherd answers that the baby came from the 
house of Laius. Questioned further, he answers that it was Laius’s child, and that 
Jocasta gave it to him to destroy because of a prophecy that the child would kill his 
parents. But instead, the shepherd gave him to the other shepherd, so that he 
might be raised as a prince in Corinth. Realizing who he is and who his parents 
are, Oedipus screams that he sees the truth, and flees back into,the palace. The 
shepherd and the messenger slowly exit the stage.

Analysis
Sophocles makes the scene in which Oedipus and Jocasta learn that Polybus is 
dead. Oedipus digests the news of Polybus’s death without showing the slightest
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sign of grief. The moment becomes, in fact, an occasion for near triumph, as Oedipus 
believes his doubts about prophecies have been confirmed. He is now convinced 
that prophecies are useless. He even says, “Polybus / packs [all the prophecies] off 
to sleep with him in hell!” (1062-1063). Oedipus’s strange glee reveals the extent 
to which he has withdrawn into himself after obtaining the knowledge that he 
killed his father. He and Jocasta rejoice in the smallest and most bizarre details in 
order to alleviate some of the guilt Oedipus feels (for another example, see Oedipus 
and Jocasta’s discussion at lines 938-951).

Oedipus’s own tenacity, however, means that he will not allow his 
xmderstanding to remain incomplete. When he learns that there is still a piece of 
the puzzle left unsolved—the identity of the man from whom the messenger received 
the baby Oedipus—Oedipus seems irresistibly driven to ask questions until the 
whole truth is out. 'Thus, he gradually deprives himself of ambiguous details that 
could alleviate his guilt. Jocasta, of course, solves the riddle before Oedipus-she 
realizes she is his mother while he is still imagining himself to be the child of 
slaves. Oedipus must realize that something is amiss when Jocasta leaves the 
stage screaming, but his speech at lines 1183-1194 is strangely joyful. Chance, he 
says in this speech, is his mother, and the waxing and waning moon his brothers. 
Overwhelmed by an onslaught of new information, Oedipus re-envisions his earthly 
relationships as celestial ones as he announces his intent to uncover his true 
identity. It seems that he is unable to face directly the reality of his origins- 
reconceiving his identity allows him to feel a sense of control over it, but it also 
keeps that identity ambiguous. He basically identifies himself as someone who 
must search for his identity. Oedipus, who is famous for his skill at solving riddles, 
thus makes his own life into a riddle.

The messenger and shepherd are both similar to and different from the 
messenger characters who enter at the end of Greek tragedies to annoimce the 
terrible events that have occurred offstage (as will happen at the end of Oedipus 
the King [lines 1365-1422]). Like the typical final-scene messenger, these characters 
bear important news that is largely concerned with events that have not happened 
onstage. But unlike the typical final-scene messenger, these characters bear news 
not only to the audience but also to the man whom the news directly affects.

Because Oedipus receives news of his own tragedy, his drastic actions near 
the play’s conclusion become an exaggerated model of how the audience is expected 
to react to the words of the messenger characters, who narrate the catastrophes in 
the final scenes of Greek plays. Throughout the play, Oedipus has been concerned 
with precise words—of the oracle (102), of Jocasta when she mentions the three- 
way crossroads (805), of the messenger who escaped death in Laius’s traveling 
party (932-937). After learning the truth of his origins, however, Oedipus travelling 
gives words physical consequence. He transforms the messenger’s statement into 
a tangible, life-changing, physical horror, in a manner that shows the audience 
what its reaction should be.

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama Oedipus the King, Lines 1311 - 1684 
Summary
The Chorus enters and cries that even Oedipus, greatest of men, was brought low 
by destiny, for he unknowingly murdered his father and married his mother. The 
messenger enters again to tell the Chorus what has happened in the palace. Jocasta 

' is dead, by suicide. She locked herself in her bedroom, crying for Laius and weeping 
for her monstrous fate. Oedipus came to the door in a fury, asking for a sword and 
cursing Jocasta. He finally hurled himself at the bedroom door and burst through 
it, where he saw Jocasta hanging from a noose. Seeing this, Oedipus sobbed and 
embraced Jocasta. He then took the gold pins that held her robes and, with them, 
stabbed out his eyes. He kept raking the pins down his eyes, crying that he could 
not bear to see the world now that he had learned the truth.

Just as the messenger finishes the story, Oedipus emerges from the palace. 
With blood streaming from his blind eyes, he fumes and rants at his fate, and at 
the infinite darkness that embraces him. He claims that though Apollo ordained 
his destiny, it was he alone who pierced his own eyes. He asks that he be banished 
from Thebes. The Chorus shrinks away from Oedipus as he curses his birth, his 
marriage, his life, and in turn all births, marriages, and lives.

Creon enters, and the Chorus expresses hope that he can restore order. Creon 
forgives Oedipus for his past accusations of treason and asks that Oedipus be sent 
inside so that the public display of shame might stop. Creon agrees to exile Oedipus 
from the city, but tells him that he will only do so if every detail is approved by the 
gods. Oedipus embraces the hope of exile, since he believes that, for some reason, 
the gods want to keep him alive. He says that his two sons are men and can take 
care of themselves, but asks that Creon take care of his girls; whom he would like 
to see one final time.

The girls, Antigone and Ismene, come forth, crying. Oedipus embraces them 
and says he weeps for them, since they will.be excluded from society, and-no man 
will want to marry the offspring of an incestuous marriage. He turns to Creon and 
asks him to promise that he will take care of them. He reaches out to Creon, but 
Creon will not touch his hand. Oedipus asks his daughters to pray that they may 
have a better life than his. Creon then puts an end to the farewell, saying that' 
Oedipus has wept shamefully long enough. Creon orders the guards to take Antigone 
and Ismene away from Oedipus, and tells Oedipus that his power has ended. 
Everyone exits, and the Chorus comes onstage once more. Oedipus, the greatest of 
man, has fallen, they say, and so all life is miserable, and only death can bring 
peace.

Analysis
The speech of the Chorus, with which this section begins (1311-1350), turns the 
images of the plowman and ship’s captain, which formerly stood for Oedipus’s 
success and ability to manage the state, into images of his failure. And the way in 
which it does so is quite extreme, focusing particularly on cexual aspect of 
Oedipus’s actions. Oedipus and his father have, like two ships in one port, shared 
the same “wide harbor,” and Oedipus has plowed the same “furrows” his father 
plowed (1334—1339). The harbour image ostensibly refers to Jocasta’s bedchamber,

NOTES
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but both images also quite obviously refer to the other space Oedipus and his father 
have shared: Jocasta’s vagina.

Images of earth and soil continue throughout the scene, most noticeably in 
one of Oedipus’s final speeches, in which he talks to his children about what he has 
done (see 1621-1661). These images of earth, soil, and plowing are used to suggest 
the metaphor of the sturdy plowman tilling the soil of the state, but they also 
suggest the image of the soil drinking the blood of the family members Oedipus 
has killed (see in particular 1531-1537). Oedipus’s crimes are presented as a kind 
of blight on the land, a plague-symbolized by the plague with which the play begins- 

- that infects the earth on which Oedipus, his family, and his citizens stand, and in 
which all are buried as a result of Oedipus’s violence.

After we learn of Oedipus’s self-inflicted blinding, Oedipus enters, led by a 
boy (1432)-a clear visual echo of the Tiresias’s entrance at line 337. Oedipus has 
become like the blind prophet whose words he scorned. Unable to see physically, 
he is now possessed of an insight, or an inner sight, that is all too piercing and 
revealing. Though the Chorus is fascinated with the amount of physical pain 
Oedipus must be in after performing such an act, Oedipus makes no mention of 
physical pain. Like Tiresias, he has left the concerns of the physical world behind 
to focus on the psychological torment that accompanies contemplation of the truth.

Once the mystery of Laius’s murder has been solved, Creon quickly transfers 
the power to himself. Even in his newfound humbleness, Oedipus still clings to 
some trappings of leadership, the most pathetic example is his command to Creon 
to bury Jocasta as he sees fit. Oedipus finds it difficult to leave the role of 
commander, which is why he tries to preempt Creon’s power by asking Creon to 
banish him. Creon, however, knows that Oedipus no longer has any real control. 
Creon is brusque and just as efficient a leader as Oedipus was at the beginning of 
the play. Just as Oedipus anticipated the Chorus’s demand for a consultation with 
the oracle in the first scene, so Creon has anticipated Oedipus’s request for 
banishment now: when Oedipus requests banishment, Creon says that he’s already 
consulted “the god” about it (1574). Creon has also anticipated Oedipus’s desire to 
see his daughters, and has them brought onstage and taken away again.

Mostly because he is contrasted with Creon, Oedipus becomes a tragic figure 
rather than a monster in the play’s final moments. Though throughout the play 
Oedipus has behaved willfully and proudly, he has also been earnest and forthright 
in all of his actions. We trust Oedipus’s judgment because he always seems to 
mean what he says and to try to do what he believes is right. His punishment of 
blindness and exile seems just, therefore, because he inflicted it upon himself. 
Creon, on the other hand, has the outward trappings of Oedipus’s candid, frank 
nature, but none of its substance. “I try to say what I mean; it’s my habit,” Creon 
tells Oedipus in the play’s final lines, but the audience perceives this to be untrue 
(1671). Creon’s earlier protestations that he lacked the desire for power are proved 
completely false by his eagerness to take Oedipus’s place as king, and by the cutting 
ferocity with which he silences Oedipus at the end of the play. At the end of the 
play, one kind of pride has merely replaced another and all men, as the Chorus 
goes on to say, are destined to be miserable.

NOTES
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1.10. SUMMARY

King Oedipus is, aware that a terrible curse has befallen Thebes but he, sends his 
brother-in-law, Creon, to seek the advice of Apollo. Creon informs Oedipus that 
the curse will be lifted if the murderer of Laius, the former king, is found and 
prosecuted. Laius was murdered many years ago at a crossroads.

Oedipus dedicates himself to the discovery and prosecution of Laius’s 
murderer. Oedipus subjects to a series of unwilling citizens to questioning, including 
a blind prophet. Teiresias, the blind prophet, informs Oedipus that Oedipus himself 
killed Laius. This news really bothers Oedipus, but his wife Jocasta tells him not 
to believe in prophets, they’ve been wrong before.

Jocasta’s story doesn’t comfort Oedipus. As a child, an old man told Oedipus 
that he was adopted, and that he would eventually kill his biological father and 
sleep with his biological mother. Not to mention, Oedipus once killed a man at a 
crossroads, which sounds a lot like the way Laius died.

Jocasta urges Oedipus not to look into the past any further, but he stubbornly 
ignores her. Oedipus goes on to question a messenger and a shepherd, both of 
whom have information about how Oedipus was abandoned as an infant and adopted 
by a new family. In a moment of insight, Jocasta realizes that she is Oedipus’s 
mother and that Laius was his father. Horrified at what has happened, she kills 
herself. Shortly thereafter, Oedipus, too, realizes that he was Laius’s murder and 
that he’s been married to (and having children with) his mother. In horror and 
despair, he gouges his eyes out and is exiled' from Thebes.

NOTES

1.11. KEY WORDS

1. Tiresias
Tiresias is the blind soothsayer of Thebes, appears in both Oedipus the King and 
Antigone. In Oedipus the King, Tiresias tells Oedipus that he is the murderer he 
hunts, and Oedipus does not believe him.
2. Haemon

Haemon is Creon’s son, who appears only in Antigone. Haemon is engaged 
to marry Antigone.
3. Ismene

Ismene is Oedipus’s another daughter. Ismene appears at the end of Oedipus 
the King and to a limited'extent in Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone.
4. Theseus

Theseus is the king of Athens in Oedipus at Colonus. As a renowned and 
powerful warrior, Theseus takes pity on Oedipus and defends him against Creon.
5. Chorus

Sometimes comically obtuse or fickle, sometimes perceptive, sometimes 
melodramatic, the Chorus reacts to the events onstage.
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Sophocles1.12. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Which plays are considered as Theban plays?
2. Write about the subject of Sophocles plays.
3. What did happen to the daughters of Oedipus?
4. Write a short note on the relation between the works of Homer and 

Sophocles.
5. Who is Polynices?

NOTES

1.13. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. The Theban plays consist of three plays: Antigone, Oedipus the King (also 
called Oedipus Tyrannus or Oedipus Rex), and Oedipus at Colonus. All 
three plays concern the fate of Thebes during and after the reign of King 
Oedipus. They have often been published under a single cover. Sophocles, 
however, wrote the three plays for separate festival competitions, many 
years apart. Not only are the Theban plays not a true trilogy.

2. Each of the plays relates to the tale of the mjdhological Oedipus, who 
killed his father and married his mother without knowledge that they 
were his parents. His family is fated to be doomed for three generations.

3. Oedipus’s two daughters (and half-sisters), Antigone and Ismene, are sent 
out, and Oedipus laments that they should be bom to such a cursed family. 
He asks Creon to watch over them and Creon agrees, before sending 
Oedipus back into the palace.

4. Homer’s Odyssey contains the earliest account of the Oedipus myth when 
Odysseus encounters Jocasta, named Epicaste in the underworld. Homer 
briefly summarises the story of Oedipus, including the incest, patricide, 
and Jocasta’s subsequent suicide. However in the Homeric version Oedipus 
remains King of Thebes after the revelation and neither blinds himself, 
nor is sent into exile.

5. Polynices is son of Oedipus, and thus also his brother. Polynices appears 
only very briefly in Oedipus at Colonus. He arrives at Colonus seeking his 
father’s blessing in his battle with his brother, Eteocles, for power in 
Thebes. Polynices tries to point out the similarity between his own situation 
and that of Oedipus, but his words seem opportunistic rather than filial, a 
fact that Oedipus points out.

1.14. REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Write down the summary of the play, “Oedipus the King”.
2. Describe the themes and motifs used in the play, “Oedipus the King”.
3. Sketch the character of Oedipus in the play. “Oedipus the king”.
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M.A. English Drama 4. ~ Justify the title of the play, “Oedipus the King”. -
5. Discuss the life and literary career of Sophocles..

1.15. FURTHER READINGSNOTES

1. Sophocles the Playwright
2. 'Greek Tragedy: A Literary Study
3. Oedipus at Thebes: Sophocles’ Tragic Hero and His Time

- S.M. Adams
- H.D.F. Kitto

- Knox Bernard
4. Oedipus Tyrannus: Tragic Heroism and the Limits of Knowledge

- Charles Segal
- Oliver Taplin5. Greek Tragedy in Action
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LESSON Doctor Faustus- 
Christopher Marlowe

2 NOTES

DOCTOR FAUSTUS- 

CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE

STRUCTURE

2.0. Learning objectives
2.1. Introduction
2.2. About the author
2.3. Plot of doctor faustus 

■ 2.4. Important characters
2.5. Analysis of major characters
2.6. Important themes, motifs and symbols
2.7. Summary and analysis
2.8. Important quotations
2.9. Summary

2.10. Keywords
2.11. Check your progress
2.12. Answers to check your progress
2.13. Review questions
2.14. Further readings

2.0. LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to:
• Understand about the English Dramatist, “Christopher Marlowe”
• Describe his works and subjects
• Narrate the story of the play, “Doctor Faustus”
• Discuss the themes used in the play
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2.1. INTRODUCTION

The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, commonly referred 
to simply as Doctor Faustus, which is a play by Christopher Marlowe, based on the 
Faust’s story, in which a man sells his soul to the devil for power and knowledge. 
Doctor Faustus was first published in 1604, eleven years after Marlowe’s death 
and at least twelve years after the first performance of the play.

“No Elizabethan play outside the Shakespeare canon has raised more 
controversy than Doctor Faustus; There is no agreement concerning the nature of 
the text and the date of composition,,, and the centrality of the Faust legend in the 
history of the Western world preclude any definitive agreement on the interpretation 
of the play,,.” • i

NOTES

2.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR /

Christopher Marlowe (baptised 26 February 1564—30 May 1593}'was an English 
dramatist, poet and translator of the Elizabethan era. As the foremost Elizabethan 
tragedian, next to William Shakespeare, he is known for his blank verse, his 
overreaching protagonists, and his mysterious death.

A warrant was issued for Marlowe’s arrest on 18 May 1593. No reason for it 
was given, though it was thought to be connected to allegations of blasphemy—a 
manuscript believed to have been written by Marlowe was said to contain “vile 
heretical conceipts.” He was brought before the Privy Coimcil for questioning on 
20 May, after which he had to report to them daily. Ten days later, he was stabbed 
to death by Ingram Frizer. Whether the stabbing was connected to his arrest has 
never been resolved.

Early Ufe
Marlowe was born to a shoemaker in Canterbury named John Marlowe and his 
wife Catherine. His date of birth is not known, but he was baptised on 26 February 
1564, and likely to have been born a few days before. Thus he was just two months 
older than his contemporary Shakespeare, who was baptised on 26 April 1564 in 
Stratford-upon-Avon.

Marlowe attended The King’s School, Canterbury (where a house is now 
named after him) and Corpus Christi College, Cambridge on a scholarship and 
received his Bachelor of Arts degree in 1584. In 1587 the university hesitated to 
award him his master’s degree because of a rumour that he had converted to Roman 
Catholicism and intended to go to the English college at Rheims to prepare for the 
priesthood. However, his degree was awarded on schedule when the Privy Council 
intervened on his behalf, commending him for his “faithful dealing” and “good 
service” to the Queen. The nature of Marlowe’s service was not specified by the 
Council, but its letter to the Cambridge authorities has provoked much speculation, 
notably the theory that Marlowe was operating as a secret agent working for Sir 
•Francis Walsingham’s intelligence service. No direct evidence supports this theory.
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although the Council’s letter is evidence that Marlowe had served the government 
in some capacity.

Literary Career
Dido, Queen of Carthage was Marlowe’s first drama. Marlowe’s first play performed 
on stage in London was “Tamburlaine” (1587) about the conqueror Timur, who 
rises from shepherd to warrior. It is among the first English plays in blank verse, 
and, with Thomas Kyd’s “The Spanish Tragedy”, generally is considered the 
beginning of the mature phase of the Elizabethan theatre. Tamburlaine was a 
success, and was followed with Tamburlaine Part II. The sequence of his plays is 
unknown; all deal with controversial themes.

“The Jew of Malta”, about a Maltese Jew’s barbarous revenge against the 
city authorities, has a prologue delivered by a character representing Machiavelli. 
“Edward the Second” is an English history play about the deposition of King Edward 
II by his barons and the Queen, who resent the undue influence the king’s favourites 
have in court and state affairs. The Massacre at Paris is a short and luridly written 
work, the only surviving text of which was probably a reconstruction from memory 
of the original performance text, portraying the events of the Saint Bartholomew’s 
Day Massacre in 1572, which English Protestants invoked as the blackest example 
of Catholic treachery. It features the silent “English Agent”, whom subsequent 
tradition has identified with Marlowe himself and his connections to the secret 
service. Along with “The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus”, “The Massacre at 
Paris” is considered his most dangerous play, as agitators in London seized on its 
theme to advocate the murders of refugees from the low countries and, indeed, it 
warns Elizabeth I of this possibility in its last scene.

“The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus”, based on the German Faustbuch, 
was the first dramatised version of the Faust legend of a scholar’s dealing with the 
devil. While versions of “The Devil’s Pact” can be traced back to the 4th century, 
Marlowe deviates significantly by having his hero unable to “burn his books” or 
repent to a merciful God in order to have his contract annulled at the end of the 
play. Marlowe’s protagonist is instead torn apart by demons and dragged off 
screaming to hell. Dr Faustus is a textual problem for scholars as it was highly 
edited (and possibly censored) and rewritten after Marlowe’s death. Two versions 
of the play exist: the 1604 quarto, also known as the A text, and the 1616 quarto or 
B text. Many scholars believe that the A text is more representative of Marlowe’s 
original because it contains irregular character names and idiosyncratic spelling: 
the hallmarks of a text that used the author’s handwritten manuscript, or “foul 
papers”, as a major source.

Marlowe’s plays were enormously successful, no doubt, to the imposing stage 
presence of Edward Alleyn, He was imusually tall for the time, and the haughty 
roles of Tamburlaine, Faustus, and Barabas were probably written especially for 
him. Marlowe’s plays were the foundation of the repertoire of Alleyn’s company, 
the Admiral’s Men, throughout the 1590s.

Marlowe also wrote “Hero and Leander” (published with a continuation by 
George Chapman in 1598), the popular lyric The Passionate Shepherd to His Love, 
and translations of Ovid’s Amores and the first book of Lucan’s Pharsalia.

NOTES
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works were published posthumously. In 1599, his translation of Ovid was banned 
and copies publicly burned as part of Archbishop Whitgift’s crackdown on offensive 
material.

NOTES
Spying
Marlowe is often alleged to have been a government spy. Park Honan’s 2005 
biography even had “Spy” in its title and the author Charles Nicholl speculates 
this is so, suggesting that Marlowe’s recruitment took place when he was at 
Cambridge. Surviving college records from the period indicate Marlowe had a series 
of unusually lengthy absences from the university - much longer than permitted 
by university regulations - that began in the academic year 1584-1585. Surviving 
college buttery (dining room) accounts indicate he began spending lavishly on food 
and drink during the periods he was in attendance - more than he could have 
afforded on his known scholarship income.

As noted above, in 1587 the Privy Council ordered Cambridge University to 
award Marlowe his MA, denying rumours that he intended to go to the English 
Catholic college in Rheims, instead he had been engaged in unspecified “affaires” 
on “matters touching the benefit of his country”. This is from a document dated 29 
June 1587, from the Public Records Office - Acts of Privy Council.

It has sometimes been theorised that Marlowe was the “Morley” who was a 
tutor to Arbella Stuart in 1589. This possibility was first raised in a TLS letter by 
E. St John Brooks in 1937; in a letter to Notes and Queries, John Baker has added 
that only Marlowe could be Arbella’s tutor due to the absence of any other known 
“Morley” from the period with an MA and not otherwise occupied. If Marlowe was 
Arbella’s tutor, and some biographers think that the “Morley” in question may 
have been a brother of the musician Thomas Morley it might indicate that he was 
a spy, since Arbella, niece of Mary, Queen of Scots, and cousin of James VI of 
Scotland, later James I of England, was at the time a strong candidate for the 
succession to Elizabeth’s throne.

In 1592, Marlowe was arrested in the town of Flushing in the Netherlands 
for his alleged involvement in the counterfeiting of coins, presumably related to 
the activities of seditious Catholics. He was sent to be dealt with by the Lord 
Treasurer (Burghley) but no chaise or imprisonment resulted. This arrest may 
have disrupted another of Marlowe’s spying missions; perhaps by giving the 
resulting coinage to the Catholic cause he was to infiltrate the followers of the 
active Catholic plotter William Stanley and report back to Burghley.

Arrest and Death
In early May 1593, several bills were posted about London threatening Protestant 
refugees from France and the Netherlands who had settled in the city, One of 
these, the “Dutch church libel, “written in blank verse, contained allusions to several 
of Marlowe’s plays and was signed, “Tamburlaine”. On 11 May the Privy Council 
ordered the arrest of those responsible for the libels. The next day, Marlowe’s 
colleague Thomas Kyd was arrested. Kyd’s lodgings were searched and a fragment 
of a heretical tract was found. Kyd asserted that it had belonged to Marlowe, with
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whom he had been writing “in one chamber” some two years earlier. At that time 
they had both heen working for an aristocratic patron, probably Ferdinando Stanley, 
Lord Strange. Marlowe’s arrest was ordered on 18 May, when the Privy Council 
apparently knew that he might be found staying with Thomas Walsingham, whose 
father was a first cousin of the late Sir Francis Walsingham, Elizabeth’s principal 
secretary in’the 1580s and a man more deeply involved in state espionage than 
any other member of the Privy Council. Marlowe duly appeared before the Privy 
Council on 20 May and was instructed to “give his daily attendance on their 
Lordships, until he shall be licensed to the contrary”. On Wednesday . 30 May 
Marlowe was killed.

Various accoimts of Marlowe’s death were current over the next few years. 
Francis Meres says Marlowe was “stabbed to death by a bawdy serving-man, a 
rival of his in his lewd love” as punishment for his “epicurism and atheism.” In 
1917, in the Dictionary of National Biography, Sir Sidney Lee wrote that Marlowe 
was killed in a drunken fight, and this is still often stated as fact today.

The official accoimt came to light only in 1925 when the scholar Leslie Hotson 
discovered the coroner’s report of the inquest on Marlowe’s death, held two days 
later on Friday 1 June 1593. Marlowe had spent all day in a house in Deptford, 
owned by the widow Eleanor Bull, and together with three men; Ingram Frizer, 
Nicholas Skeres and Robert Poley. All three had been employed by one or other of 
the Walsinghams. Skeres and Poley had helped snare the conspirators in the 
Babington plot and Frizer was a servant of Thomas Walsingham. These witnesses 
testified that Frizer and Marlowe had argued over the hill now famously known as 
the ‘Reckoning’ exchanging “divers malicious words” while Frizer was sitting at a 
table between the other two and Marlowe was lying behind him on a couch. Marlowe 
snatched Frizer’s dagger and wounded him on the head. In the ensuing struggle, 
according to the coroner’s report, Marlowe was stabbed above the right eye, killing 
him instantly. The jury concluded that Frizer acted in self-defence, and within a 
month he was pardoned. Marlowe was buried in an unmarked grave in the 
churchyard of St. Nicholas, Deptford immediately after the inquest, on 1 June 
1593.
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NOTES

Marlowe’s death is alle^d by some to be an assassination for the following
reasons:

1. The three men who were in the room with him when he died were all 
connected both to the state secret service and to the London underworld. 
Frizer and Skeres also had a long record as loan sharks and con-men, as 
shown by court records. Bull’s house also had “links to the government’s 
spy network”.

2. Their story that they were on a day’s pleasure outing to Deptford is alleged 
to be implausible. In fact, they spent the whole day together, deep in 
discussion. Also, Robert Poley was carrying urgent and confidential 
despatches to the Queen, who was at her residence Nonsuch Palace in 
Surrey, but instead of delivering them, he spent the day with Marlowe 
and the other .two, and didn’t in fact hand them' in until well over a week 
later, on 8 June.
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few days after his arrest, apparently for heresy.

4. The manner of Marlowe’s arrest is alleged to suggest causes more tangled 
than a simple charge of heresy would generally indicate. He was released 
in spite of prima facie evidence, and even though other accusations about 
him received within a few days, as described below, implicitly connected 
Sir Walter Raleigh and the Earl of Northumberland with the heresy. Thus, 
some contend it to be probable that the investigation was meant primarily 
as a warning to the politicians in the “School of Night”, or that it was 
connected with a power struggle within the Privy Coimcil itself

5. The various incidents that hint at a relationship with the Privy Coimcil, 
and by the fact that his patron was Thomas Walsingham, Sir Francis’s 
second cousin once removed, who had been actively involved in intelligence 
work.

For these reasons and others, Charles Nicholl, in his book “The Reckoning 
on Marlowe’s death” argues there was more to Marlowe’s death than emerged at 
the inquest. There are different theories of some degree of probability. Since there 
are only written documents on which to base any conclusions, and since it is probable 
that the most crucial information about his death was never committed to writing 
at all, it is unlikely that the full circumstances of Marlowe’s death will ever be 
known.

NOTES

Works
The dates of composition are approximate.

Plays
• Dido, Queen of Carthage (c.l586) (possibly co-written with Thomas Nashe)
• Tamburlaine, part 1 (c.l587)
• Tamburlaine, part 2 (c.1587-1588)
• The Jew of Malta {c.l589)
• Doctor Faustus (c.l589, or, c.1593)
• Edward II (c.l592)
• The Massacre at Paris {c.1593)
The play, “Lust’s Dominion” was attributed to Marlowe upon its initial 

publication in 1657, though scholars and critics have almost unanimously rejected 
the attribution.

Poetry
• Translation of Book One of Lucan’s Pharsalia (date unknown)
• Translation of Ovid’s Elegies (c. 1580s?)
• The Passionate Shepherd to His Love (pre-1593; because it is constantly 

referred to in his own plays we can presume an early date of mid-1580s)
• Hero and Leander (c. 1593, unfinished; completed by George Chapman, 

1598)
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Fictional Works About Marlowe
• Leo Rost’s Marlowe, stage musical based on Rost’s book. 1981
• Louise Welsh’s Tamburlaine Must Die, about the last two weeks of 

Marlowe’s life. 2004 (Novel)
• Anthony Burgess’ A Dead Man in Deptford fictionalised account of 

Marlow’s death. 1993 (Novel)
• Ged Parsons’ The Christopher Marlowe Mysteries written by for BBC 

Radio 4 (1993) (Radio comedy series)
• Michael Butt’s Unauthorized History: The Killing for BBC Radio 4 

investigation into Marlowe’s murder. Produced by Sasha Yevtushenko. 
2010 (Play)

• Peter Whelan’s The School of Night about Marlowe’s playwriting career 
after his faked death at Deptford. (Play)

NOTES

2.3. PLOT OF DOCTOR FAUSTUS

Doctor Faustus, well respected German Scholar, grows dissatisfied with the limits 
of traditional forms of knowledge-logic, medicine, law, and religion-and decides 
that he wants to learn to practise magic. His friends Valdes and Cornelius instruct 
him in the black arts, and he, begins his new career as a magician by summoning 
up Mephastophilis, a de”il. Despite Mephastophilis’s warnings about the horrors 
of hell, Faustus tells the devil to return to his master, Lucifer, with an offer of 
Faustus’s soul in exchange for twenty-four years of service from Mephastophilis. 
Meanwhile, Wagner, Faustus’s servant, has picked up some magical ability and 
uses it to press a clown named Robin into bis service.

Mephastophilis returns to Faustus"" with word that Lucifer has accepted 
Faustus’s offer. Faustus experiences some misgivings and wonders if he should 
repent and save his soul; in the end, though, he agrees to the deal, signing it with 
his blood. As soon as he does so, the words "Homo fuge,” Latin for “O man, fly,” 
appear branded on his arm. Faustus again has second thoughts, but Mephastophilis 
bestows rich gifts on him and gives him a book of spells^ to learn. Later, 
Mephastophilis answers all of his questions about the nature of the world, refusing 
to answer only when Faustus asks him who made the universe. This refusal prompts 
yet another bout of misgivings in Faustus, but Mephastophilis and Lucifer bring 
in personifications of the Seven Deadly Sins to prance about in front of Faustus, 
and he is impressed enough to quiet his doubts.

Armed with his new powers and attended by Mephastophilis, Faustus begins 
to travel. He goes to the pope’s court in Rome, makes himself invisible, and plays a 
series of tricks. He disrupts the pope’s banquet by stealing food and boxing the 
pope’s ears. Following this incident, he travels through the courts of Europe, with 
his fame spreading as he goes. Eventually, he is invited to the court of the German 
emperor, Charles V, the enemy of the pope, who asks Faustus to allow him to see 
Alexander the Great, the famed fourth-century B.c. Macedonian king and conqueror. 
Faustus conjures up ah image of Alexander, and Charles is suitably impressed. A
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sprout from his head. Furious, the knight vows revenge.

Meanwhile, Robin, Wagner’s clown, has picked up some magic on his own, 
and with his fellow stablehand, Rafe, he undergoes a number of comic 
misadventures. At one point, he manages to summon Mephastophilis, who threatens 
to turn Robin and Rafe into animals to punish them for their foolishness.

Faustus then goes on with his travels, pla3nng a trick on a horse-courser 
along the way. Faustus sells him a horse that turns into a heap of straw when 
ridden into a river. Eventually, Faustus is invited to the court of the Duke of Vanholt, 
where he performs various feats. The horse-courser shows up there, along with 
Robin, a man named Dick and various others who have fallen \dctim to Faustus’s 
trickery. But Faustus casts spells on them and sends them on their way, to the 
amusement of the duke and duchess.

As the twenty-four years of his deal with Lucifer come to a close, Faustus 
begins to dread his impending death. He has called Mephastophilis to call up Helen 
of Troy, the famous beauty from the ancient world, and uses her presence to impress 
a group of scholars. An old man urges Faustus to repent, but Faustus drives him 
away. Faustus summons Helen again and exclaims rapturously about her beauty. 
But time is growing short. Faustus tells the scholars about his pact, and they are 
horror-stricken and resolve to pray for him. On the final night before the expiration 
of the twenty-four years, Faustus is overcome by fear and remorse. He begs for 
mercy, but it is too late. At midnight, a host of devils appears and carries his soul 
off to hell. In the morning, the scholars find Faustus’s limbs and decide to hold a 
funeral for him.

NOTES

2.4. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

Faustus
Faustus is the protagonist of the play. Faustus is a brilliant sixteenth-century 
scholar from Wittenberg, Germany, whose ambition for knowledge, wealth, and 
worldly might makes him willing to pay the ultimate price-his soul-to Lucifer in 
exchange for supernatural powers. Faustus’s initial tragic grandeur is diminished 
by the fact that he never seems completely sure of the decision to forfeit his soul 
and constantly wavers about whether or not to repent. His ambition is admirable 
and initially awesome, yet he ultimately lacks a certain inner strength. He is unable 
to embrace his dark path wholeheartedly but is also unwilling to admit his mistake.

Mephistophilis
Mephistophilis is a devil whom Faustus summons with his initial magical 
experiments. Mephistophilis’s motivations are ambiguous: on the one hand, his 
oft-expressed goal is to catch Faustus’s soul and carry it off to hell; on the other 
hand, he actively attempts to dissuade Faustus from making a deal with Lucifer 
by warning him about the horrors of hell. Mephastophilis is ultimately as tragic a 
figure as Faustus, with his moving, regretful accounts of what the devils have lost
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in their eternal separation from God and his repeated reflections on the pain that 
comes with damnation.
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Chorus
Chorus is a character that stands outside the story, providing narration and 
commentary. The Chorus was customary in Greek tragedy.

NOTES

Old Man
Old man is an enigmatic figure who appears in the final scene. The old man urges 
Faustus to repent and to ask God for mercy. He seems to replace the good and evil 
angels, who, in the first scene, try to influence Faustus’s behaviour.

Good Angel
Good Angel is a spirit that urges Faustus to repent for his pact with Lucifer and 
return to God. Along with the old man and the bad angel, the good angel represent, 
in many ways, Faustus’s conscience and divided will between good and evil.

Evil Angel
Evil Angel is a spirit that serves as the counterpart to the good angel and provides 
Faustus with reasons not to repent for sins against God. The evil angel represents 
the evil half of Faustus’s conscience.

Lucifer
Lucifer is the prince of devils, the ruler of hell, and Mephastophilis’s master.

Wagner
Wagner is Faustus’s servant. Wagner uses his master’s books to learn how to 
summon devils and work magic.

Clown
Clown is the character, who becomes Wagner’s servant, The clown’s antics provide 
comic relief; he is a ridiculous character, and his absurd behavior initially contrasts 
with Faustus’s grandeur. As the play goes on, though, Faustus’s behaviour comes 
to resemble that of the clown.

Robin
Robin is an ostler, or innkeeper, who, like the clown, provides a comic contrast to 
Faustus. Robin and his friend Rafe learn some basic conjuring, demonstrating 
that even the least scholarly can possess skill in magic. Marlowe includes Robin 
and Rafe to illustrate Faustus’s degradation as he submits to' simple trickery such 
as theirs.

Rafe
Rafe is an ostler, and a fidend of Robin. Rafe appears as Dick (Robin’s friend and a 
clown) in B-text editions of Doctor Faustus.
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Valdes and Cornelius
Valdes and Cornelius are two friends of Faustus, both magicians, who teach him 
the art of black magic.

Horse-Courser
A horse-trader who buys a horse from Faustus, which vanishes after the horse- 
courser rides it into the water, leading him to seek revenge.

The Scholars
The Scholars are Faustus’s colleagues at the University of Wittenberg. Loyal to 
Faustus, the scholars appear at the beginning and end of the play to express dismay 
at the turn Faustus’s studies have taken, to marvel at his achievements, and then 
to hear his agonized confession of his pact with Lucifer.

The Pope
The pope is the head of the Roman Catholic Church and a powerful political figure 
in the Europe of Faustus’s day. The pope serves as both a source of amusement fox 
the play’s Protestant audience and a symbol of the religious faith that Faustus has 
rejected.

Emperor Charles V
Emperor Charles V is the most powerful monarch in Europe, whose court Faustus 
visits.

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

Knight
Knight is a German nobleman at the emperor’s court. The knight is skeptical of 
Faustus’s power, and Faustus makes antlers sprout from his head to teach him a 
lesson. The knight is further developed and known as Benvolio in B-text versions 
of Doctor Faustus; Benvolio seeks revenge on Faustus and plans to murder him,

Brun
Brun is a candidate for the papacy, supported by the emperor. Bruno is captured 
by the pope and freed by Faustus. Bruno appears only in B-text versions of Doctor 
Faustus.

Duke of Vanholt
Duke of Vanholt is a German nobleman whom Faustus visits.

Martino and Frederick
Martino and Frederick are friends of Benvolio who reluctantly join his attempt to 
kill Faustus. Martino and Frederick appear only in B-text versions of Doctor 
Faustus.
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Faustus
Faustus is the protagonist and tragic hero of Marlowe’s play. He is a contradictory 
character, capable of tremendous eloquence and possessing awesome ambition, 
yet prone to a strange, almost willful blindness and a willingness to waste powers 
that he has gained at great cost. When we first meet Faustus, he is just preparing 
to embark on his career as a magician, and while we already anticipate that things 
will turn out badly (the Chorus’s introduction, if nothing else, prepares us),' there 
is nonetheless a grandeur to Faustus as he contemplates all the marvels that his 
magical powers will produce. He imagines piling up wealth from the four corners 
of the globe, reshaping the map of Europe (both politically and physically), and 
gaining access to every scrap of knowledge about the universe. He.is an arrogant, 
self-aggrandizing man, but his ambitions are so grand that we cannot help being 
impressed, and we even feel sympathetic toward him. He represents the spirit of 
the Renaissance, with its rejection of the medieval, God-centered universe, and its 
embrace of human possibility. Faustus, at least early on in his acquisition of magic, 
is the personification of possibility.

But Faustus also possesses an obtuseness that becomes apparent during his 
bargaining sessions with Mephastophilis. Having decided that a pact with the devil 
is the only way to fulfil his ambitions, Faustus then blinds himself happily to what 
such a pact actually means. Sometimes he tells himself that hell is not so bad and 
that one needs only “fortitude”; at other times, even while conversing with 
Mephastophilis, he remarks to the disbelieving demon that he does not actually 
believe hell exists. Meanwhile, despite his lack of concern about the prospect of 
eternal damnation, -Faustus is also'beset with doubts from the beginning, setting 
a pattern for the play in which he repeatedly approaches repentance only to pull 
back at the last moment. Why he fails to repent is imclear: -sometimes it seems a 
matter of pride and continuing ambition, sometimes a conviction that God will not 
hear his plea. Other times, it seems that Mephastophilis simply bullies him away 
from repenting.

Bullying Faustus is less difficult than it might seem, because Marlowe, after 
setting his protagonist up as a grandly tragic figure of sweeping visions and immense 
ambitions, spends the middle scenes revealing Faustus’s true, petty nature. Once 
Faustus gains his long-desired powers, he does not know what to do with them. 
Marlowe suggests that this uncertainty stems, in part, from the fact that desire for 
knowledge leads inexorably toward God, whom Faustus has renounced. But, more 
generally, absolute power corrupts Faustus; once he can do everything, he no longer 
wants to do anything. Instead, he traipses around Europe, playing tricks on yokels 
and performing conjuring acts to impress various heads of state. He uses his 
incredible gifts for what is essentially trifling entertainment. The fields of possibility 
narrow gradually, as he visits ever more minor nobles and performs ever more 
unimportant magic tricks, until the Faustus of the first few scenes is entirely 
swallowed up in mediocrity. Only in the final scene is Faustus rescued from 
mediocrity, as the knowledge of his impending doom restores his earlier gift of

NOTES
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vision that he sees is of hell looming up to swallow him. Marlowe uses much of his 
finest poetry to describe Faustus’s final hours, during which Faustus’s desire for 
repentance finally wins out, although too late. Still/ Faustus is restored to his 
earlier grandeur in his closing speech, with its hurried rush from idea to idea and 
its despairing, Renaissance-renouncing last line, “I’ll burn my books!” He becomes 
once again a tragic hero, a great man undone because his ambitions have butted 
up against the law of God.

Mephastophilis
The character of Mephastophilis (spelled Mephistophilis or Mephistopheles by other 
authors) is one of the first in a long tradition of sympathetic literary devils, which 
includes figures like John Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost and Johann von Goethe’s 
Mephistophilis in .the nineteenth-century poem “Faust.” Marlowe’s Mephastophilis 
is particularly interesting because he has mixed motives. On the one hand, from 
his first appearance he clearly intends to act as an agent of Faustus’s damnation. 
Indeed, he openly admits it, telling Faustus that “when we hear one rack the name 
of God, / Abjure the Scriptures and his savior Christ, / We fly in hope to get his 
glorious soul” (3.47—49). It is Mephastophilis who witnesses Faustus’s pact with 
Lucifer, and it is he who, throughout the play, steps in whenever Faustus considers 
repentance to cajole or threaten him into staying loyal to hell.

Yet there is an odd ambivalence in Mephastophilis. He seeks to damn Faustus, 
but he himself is damned and speaks freely of the horrors of hell.' In a famous 
passage, when Faustus remarks that the devil seems to be free of hell at a particular 
moment, Mephastophilis insists,

why this is hell, nor am I out of it.
Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven.
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 
In being deprived of everlasting bliss?
(3.76-80)
Again, when Faustus blithely-and absurdly, given that he is speaking to a 

demon-declares that he does not believe in hell, Mephastophilis groans and insists 
that hell is, indeed, real and terrible, as Faustus comes to know soon enough. 
Before the pact is sealed, Mephastophilis actually warns Faustus against making 
the deal with Lucifer. In an odd way, one can almost sense that part of 
Mephastophilis does not want Faustus to make the same mistakes that he made. 
But, of course, Faustus does so anyway, which makes him and Mephastophilis 
kindred spirits. It is appropriate that these two figures dominate Marlowe’s play, 
for they are two overly proud spirits doomed to hell.

NOTES
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Christopher Marlowe2.6. IMPORTANT THEMES, MOTIFS AND SYMBOLS

Themes
NOTES

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.

Sin, Redemption, and Damnation
Insofar as Doctor Faustus is a Christian play, it deals with the themes at the heart 
of Christianity’s understanding of the world. First, there is the idea of sin, which 
Christianity defines as acts contrary to the will of God. In making a pact with 
Lucifer, Faustus commits what is in a sense the ultimate sin: not only does he 
disobey God, but he consciously and even eagerly renounces obedience to him, 
choosing instead to swear allegiance to the devil. In a Christian framework, however, 
even the worst deed can be forgiven through the redemptive power of Jesus Christ, 
God’s son, who, according to Christian belief, died on the cross for humankind’s 
sins. Thus, however terrible Faustus’s pact with Lucifer may be, the possibility of 
redemption is always open to him. All that he needs to do, theoretically, is ask God 
for forgiveness. The play offers countless moments in which Faustus considers 
doing just that, urged on by the good angel on his shoulder or by the old man in 
scene 12—both of whom can be seen either as emissaries of God, personifications 
of Faustus’s conscience, or both.

Each time, Faustus decides to remain loyal to hell rather than seek heaven. 
In the Christian framework, this turning away from God condemns him to spend 
an eternity in hell. Only at the end of his life does Faustus desire to repent, and, in 
the final scene,.he cries out to Christ to redeem him. But it is too late for him to 
repent. In creating this moment in which Faustus is still alive but incapable of 
being redeemed, Marlowe steps outside the Christian worldview in order to 
maximize the dramatic power of the final scene. Having inhabited a Christian 
world for the entire play, Faustus spends his final moments in a slightly different 
universe, where redemption is no longer possible and where certain sins cannot be 
forgiven.

The Conflict between Medieval and Renaissance Values
Scholar R.M. Dawkins famously remarked that Doctor Faustus tells “the story, of a 
Renaissance man who had to pay the medieval price for being one.” While slightly 
simplistic, this quotation does get at the heart of one of the pla/s central themes: 
the clash between the medieval world and the world of the emerging Renaissance. 
The medieval world placed God at the centre of existence and shunted aside man 
and the natural world. The Renaissance was a movement that began in Italy in 
the fifteenth century and soon spread throughout Europe, carrying with it a new 
emphasis on the individual, on classical learning, and on scientific inquiry into the 
nature of the world. In the medieval academy, theology was the queen of the sciences. 
In the Renaissance, though, secular matters took center stage.

Faustus, despite being a magician rather than a scientist {a blurred 
distinction in the sixteenth century), explicitly rejects the medieval model. In his
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M.A. English Drama opening speech in scene 1, he goes through every field of scholarship, beginning 
with logic and proceeding through medicine, law, and theology, quoting an ancient 
authority for each: Aristotle on logic, Galen on medicine, the Byzantine emperor 
Justinian on law, and the Bible on religion, In the medieval model, tradition and 
authority, not individual inquiry, were key. But in this soliloquy, Faustus considers 
and rejects this medieval way of thinking. He resolves, in full Renaissance spirit, 
to accept no limits, traditions, or authorities in his quest for knowledge, wealth, 
and power.

NOTES

The pla^s attitude toward the clash between medieval and Renaissance 
values is ambiguous. Marlowe seems hostile toward the ambitions of Faustus, and, 
as Dawkins notes, he keeps his tragic hero squarely in the medieval world, where 
eternal damnation is the price of human pride. Yet Marlowe himself was no pious 
traditionalist, and it is tempting to see in Faustus—as many readers have—a hero 
of the new modern world, a world free of God, religion, and the limits that these 
imposed on humanity. Faustus may pay a medieval price, this reading suggests, 
but his successors will go further than he and suffer less, as we have in modem 
times. On the other hand, the disappointment and mediocrity that follow Faustus’s 
pact with the devil, as he descends from grand ambitions to petty conjuring tricks, 
might suggest a contrasting interpretation. Marlowe may be suggesting that the 
new, modem spirit, though ambitious and glittering, will lead only to a Faustian 
dead end.

Power as a Corrupting Influence
Early in the play, before he agrees to the pact with Lucifer, Faustus is full of ideas 
for how to use the power that he seeks. He imagines piling up great wealth, but he 
also aspires to plumb the mysteries of the universe and to remake the map of 
Europe. Though they may not be entirely admirable, these plans are ambitious 
and inspire awe, if not s5Tnpathy. They lend a grandeur to Faustus’s schemes and 
make his quest for personal power seem almost heroic, a sense that is. reinforced 
by the eloquence of his early soliloquies.

Once Faustus actually gains the practically limitless power that he so desires, 
however, his horizons seem to narrow. Everything is possible to him, but his 
ambition is somehow sapped. Instead of the grand designs that he contemplates 
early on, he contents himself with performing conjuring tricks for kings and 
noblemen'and takes a strange delight in using his magic to play practical jokes on 
simple folks. It is not that power has corrupted Faustus by making him evil: indeed, 
Faus.tus’s behaviour after he sells his soul hardly rises to the level of true 
wickedness. Rather, gaining absolute power corrupts Faustus by making him 
mediocre and by transforming his boundless ambition into a meaningless delight 
in petty celebrity.

In the Christian framework of the play, one can argue that true greatness 
can be achieved only with God’s blessing. By cutting himself oif from the creator of 
the universe, Faustus is condemned to mediocrity. He has gained the whole world, 
but he does not know what to do with it.
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The Divided Nature of Man
Faustus is constantly undecided about whether he should repent and return to 
God or continue to follow his pact with Lucifer, His internal struggle goes on 
throughout the play, as part of him of wants to do good and serve God, but part of 
him (the dominant part, it seems) lusts after the power that Mephastophilis 
promises. The good angel and the evil angel, both of whom appear at Faustus’s 
shoulder in order to urge him in different directions, symbolize this struggle. While 
these angels may be intended as an actual pair of supernatural beings, they clearly 
represent Faustus’s divided will, which compels Faustus to commit to 
Mephastophilis but also to question this commitment continually.

Motifc
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop 
and inform the text’s major themes.

Magic and the Supernatural Elements
The supernatural elements pervades ever3nvhere in the story. Angels and devils 
flit about, magic spells are cast, dragons pull chariots (albeit offstage), and even 
fools like the two ostlers, Robin and Rafe, can learn enough magic to summon 
demons. Still, it is worth noting that nothing terribly significant is accomplished 

. through magic. Faustus plays tricks on people, conjures up grapes, and explores 
;5,»th^cosmos on a dragon, but he does not fundamentally reshape the world. The 

ma^c power that Mephastophilis grants him is more like a toy than an awesome, 
earth-shaking ability. Furthermore, the real drama of the play, despite all the 
supernatural frills and pyrotechnics, takes place within Faustus’s vacillating mind 
and soul, as he first sells his soul to Lucifer and then considers repenting. In this 
sense, the magic is almost incidental to the real story of Faustus’s struggle with 
himself, which Marlowe intended not as a fantastical battle but rather as a realistic 
portrait of a human being with a will divided between good and evil.

Practical Jokes
Once he gains his awesome powers, Faustus does not use them to do great deeds. 
Instead, he delights in playing tricks on people: he makes horns sprout from the 
knight’s head and sells the horse-courser an enchanted horse. Such magical practical 
jokes seem to be Faustus’s chief amusement, and Marlowe uses them to illustrate 
Faustus’s decline from a great, prideful scholar into a bored, mediocre magician 
with no higher ambition than to have a laugh at the expense of a collection of 
simpletons.

Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas 
or concepts.

Blood
Blood plays multiple symbolic roles in the play. When Faustus signs away his soul, 
he signs in blood, S3Tnbolizing the permanent and supernatural nature of this pact. 
His blood congeals on the page, however, symbolizing, perhaps, his own body’s
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revolt against what he intends to do. Meanwhile, Christ’s blood, which Faustus 
says he sees running across the sky during his terrible last night, symbolizes the 
sacrifice that Jesus, according to Christian belief, made on the cross; this sacrifice 
opened the way for humankind to repent its sins and be saved. Faustus, of course, 
in his proud folly, fails to take this path to salvation.

Faustus’s Rejection of the Ancient Authorities
In scene 1, Faustus goes through a list of the major fields of human knowledge- 
logic, medicine, law, and theology-and cites for each an ancient authority (Aristotle, 
Galen, Justinian, and Jerome’s Bible, respectively). He then rejects all of these 
figures in favor of magic. This rejection symbolizes Faustus’s break with the 
medieval world, which prized authority above all else, in favor of a more modem 
spirit of fi'ee inquiry, in which experimentation and innovation trump the assertions 
of Greek philosophers and the Bible.

The Good Angel and the Evil Angel
The angels appear at Faustus’s shoulder early on in the play-the good angel urging 
him to repent and serve God, the evil angel urging him to follow his lust for power 
and serve Lucifer. The two symbolize his divided will, part of which wants to do 
good and part of which is sunk in sin.

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

2.7. SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Summary: Prologue
The Chorus, a single actor, enters and introduces the plot of the play. It will involve 
neither love nor war, he tells us, but instead will trace the “form of Faustus’ fortunes” 
(Prologue.8). The Chorus chronicles how Faustus was bom to lowly parents in the 
small town of Rhode, how he came to the town of Wittenberg to live with his kinsmen, 
and how he was educated at Wittenberg, a famous German university. After earning 
the title of doctor of divinity, Faustus became famous for his ability to discuss 
theological matters. The Choms adds that Faustus is “swollen with cunning” and 
has begun to practice necromancy, or black magic (Prologue. 20). The Prologue 
concludes by stating that Faustus is seated in his study.

Analysis: Prologue
The Chorus’s introduction to the play links Doctor Faustus to the tradition of Greek 
tragedy, in which a chorus traditionally comments on the action. Although we 
tend to think of a chorus as a group of people or singers, it can also be composed of 
only one character. Here, the Choms not only gives us background information 
about Faustus’s life and education but also explicitly tells us that his swelling 
pride will lead to his downfall. The story that we are about to see is compared to 
the Greek m3dh of Icams, a boy whose father, Daedalus, gave him wings made out 
of feathers and beeswax. Icams did not heed his father’s warning and flew too 
close the sun, causing his wings to melt and sending him plunging to his death. In 
the same way, the Chorus tells us, Faustus will “mount above his reachj and suffer 
the consequences (Prologue.21).
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The way that the Chorus introduces Faustus, the play’s protagonist, is 
significant, since it reflects a commitment to Renaissance values. The European 
Renaissance of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries witnessed a rebirth of interest 
in classical learning and inaugurated a new emphasis on the individual in painting 
and literature. In the medieval era that preceded the Renaissance, the focus of 
scholarship was on God and theology; in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the 
focus turned toward the study of humankind and the natural world, culminating 
in the birth of modern science in the work of men like Galileo Galilei and Isaac 
Newton.

Doctor Faustus- 
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NOTES

The Prologue locates its drama squarely in the Renaissance world, where 
humanistic values hold sway. Classical and medieval literature typically focuses 
on the lives of the great and famous—saints or kings or ancient heroes. But this 
play, the Chorus insists, will focus not on ancient battles between Rome and 
Carthage, or on the “courts of kings” or the “pomp of proud audacious deeds” 
(Prologue.4-5). Instead, we are to witness the life of an ordinary man, bom to 
humble parents. The message is clear: in the new world of the Renaissance, an 
ordinary man like Faustus, a common-bom scholar, is as important as any king or 
warrior, and his story is just as worthy of being told.

Summary: Scene 1
In a long soliloquy, Faustus reflects on the most rewarding type of scholarship. He 
first considers logic, quoting the Greek philosopher Aristotle, but notes that 
disputing well seems to be the only goal of logic, and, since Faustus’s debating 
skills are already good, logic is not scholarly enough for him. He considers medicine, 
quoting the Greek physician Galen, and decides that medicine, with its possibility 
of achieving miraculous cures, is the most fruitful pursuit—yet he notes that he 
has achieved great renown as a doctor already and that this fame has not brought 
him satisfaction. He considers law, quoting the Byzantine emperor Justinian, but 
dismisses law as too petty, dealing with trivial matters rather than larger ones. 
Divinity, the study of religion and theology, seems to offer wider vistas, but he 
quotes from St. Jerome’s Bible that all men sin and finds the Bible’s assertion that 
"[tjhe reward of sin is death” an unacceptable doctrine. He then dismisses religion 
and fixes his mind on magic, which, when properly pursued, he believes will make 
him “a mighty god” (1.62).

Wagner, Faustus’s servant, enters as his master finishes speaking. Faustus 
asks Wagner to bring Valdes and Cornelius, Faustus’s friends, to help him learn 
the art of magic. While they are on their way, a good angel and an evil angel visit 
Faustus. The good angel urges him to set aside his book of magic and read the 
Scriptures instead; the evil angel encourages him to go forward in his pursuit of 
the black arts. After they vanish, it is clear that Faustus is going to heed the evil 
spirit, since he exults at the great powers that the magical arts will bring him. 
Faustus imagines sending spirits to the end of the world to fetch him jewels and 
delicacies, having them teach him secret knowledge, and using magic to, make 
himself king of all Germany.

Valdes and Cornelius appear, and Faustus greets them, declaring that he 
has set aside all other forms of learning in favour of magic. They agree to teach
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M.A. English Drama Faustus the principles of the dark arts and describe the wondrous powers that will 
be his if he remains committed during his quest to learn magic. Cornelius tells him 
that “[t]he miracles that m^c will perform / Will make thee vow to study nothing 
else” (1.136-137). Valdes lists a number of texts that Faustus should read, and the 
two fnends promise to help him become better at magic than even they are. Faustus 
invites them to dine with him, and they exit.

Analysis: Scene 1
The scene.now shifts to Faustus’s study, and Faustus’s opening speech about the 
various fields of scholarship reflects the academic setting of the scene. In proceeding 
through the various intellectual disciplines and citing authorities for each, he is 
following the dictates of medieval scholarship, which held that learning was based 
on the authority of the wise rather than on experimentation and new ideas. This 
soliloquy, then, marks Faustus’s rejection of this medieval model, as he sets aside 
each of the old authorities and resolves to strike out on his own in his quest to 
become powerful through magic.

As is true throughout the play, however, Marlowe uses Faustus’s own words 
to expose Faustus’s blind spots. In his initial speech, for example, Faustus 
establishes a hierarchy of disciplines by showing which are nobler than others. He 
does not want merely to protect men’s bodies through medicine, nor does he want 
to protect their property through law. He wants higher things, and so he proceeds 
on to religion. There, he quotes selectively from the New Testament, picking out 
only those passages that make Christianity appear in a negative light. He reads 
that “[t]he reward of sin is death,” and that “[i]f we say we that we have no sin, / 
We deceive ourselves, and there is no truth in us” (1.40-43). The second of these 
lines comes from the first book of John, but Faustus neglects to read the .very next 
line, which states, “If we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). Thus, through 
selective quoting, Faustus makes it seem as though religion promises only death 
and not forgiveness, and so he easily rejects religion with a fatalistic “What will be, 
shall be! Divinity, adieu!” (1.48). Meanwhile, he uses religious language—as he 
does throughout the playfto describe the dark world of necromancy that he enters. 
“These metaphysics of magicians / And necromantic books are heavenly” (1.49- 
50), he declares without a trace of irony. Having gone upward from medicine and 
law to theology, he envisions magic and necromancy as the crowning discipline, 
even though by most standards it would be the least noble.

Faustus is not a villain, though; he is a tragic hero, a protagonist whose 
character flaws lead to his downfall. Marlowe imbues him with tragic grandeur in 
these early scenes. The logic he uses to reject religion may be flawed, but there is 
something impressive in the breadth of his ambition, even if he pursues it through 
diabolical means. In Faustus’s long speech after the two migels have whispered in 
his ears, his rhetoric outlines the modern quest for control over nature (albeit 
through magic rather than through science) in glowing, inspiring language. He 
offers a long list of impressive goals,'including the acquisition of knowledge, wealth, 
and political power, that he believes he will achieve once he has mastered the dark 
arts. While the reader or playgoer is not expected to approve of his quest, his

NOTES
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ambitions are impressive, to say the least. Later, the actual uses to which he puts 
his magical powers are disappointing and tawdry. For now, however, Faustus’s 
dreams to inspire wonder.

Summary: Scene 2
Two scholars come to see Faustus. Wagner makes jokes at their expense and then 
tells them that Faustus is meeting with Valdes and Cornelius. Aware that Valdes 
and Cornelius are infamous for their involvement in the black arts, the scholars 
leave with heavy hearts, fearing that Faustus may also be falling into “that damned 
art” as well (2.29).

NOTES

Summary: Scene 3
That night, Faustus stands in a magical circle marked with various signs and 
words, and he chants in Latin. Four devils and Lucifer, the ruler of hell, watch him 
from the shadows. Faustus renounces heaven and God, swears allegiance to hell, 
and demands that Mephastophilis rise to serve him. The devil Mephastophilis then 
appears before Faustus, who commands him to depart and return dressed as a 
Franciscan friar, since “[t]hat holy shape becomes a devil best” (3.26). 
Mephastophilis vanishes, and Faustus remarks on his obedience. Mephastophilis 
then reappears, dressed as a monk, and asks Faustus what he desires. Faustus 
demands his obedience, but Mephastophilis says that he is Lucifer’s servant and 
can obey only Lucifer. He adds that he came because he heard Faustus deny 
obedience to God and hoped to capture his soul.

Faustus quiszes Mephastophilis about Lucifer and hell and learns that Lucifer 
and all his devils were once angels who rebelled against God and have been damned 
to hell forever. Faustus points out that Mephastophilis is not in hell now but on 
earth; Mephastophilis insists, however, that he and his fellow demons are always 
in hell, even when they are on earth, because being deprived of the presence of 
God, which they once enjoyed, is hell enough. Faustus dismisses this sentiment as 
a lack of fortitude on Mephastophilis’s part and then declares that he will offer his 
soul to Lucifer in return for twenty-four years of Mephastophilis’s service. 
Mephastophilis agrees to take this offer to his master and departs. Left alone, 
Faustus remarks that if he had “as many souls as there be stars,” he would offer 
them all to hell in return for the kind of power that Mephastophilis offers him 
(3.102). He eagerly awaits Mephastophilis’s return.

Summary: Scene 4
Wagner converses with a clown and tries to persuade him to become his servant 
for seven years. The clown is poor, and Wagner jokes that he would probably sell 
his soul to the devil for a shoulder of mutton; the clown answers that it would have 
to be well-seasoned mutton. After first agreeing to be Wagner’s servant, however, 
the clown abruptly changes his mind. Wagner threatens to cast a spell on him, and 
he then conjures up two devils, who he says will carry the clown away to hell 
unless he becomes Wagner’s servant. Seeing the devils, the clown becomes terrified 
and agrees to Wagner’s demands. After Wagner dismisses the devils, the clown 
asks his new master if he can learn to conjure as well, and Wagner promises to
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M.A. English Drama teach him how to turn himself into any kind of animal—but he insists on' being 
called “Master Wagner.”

Analysis: Scenes 2-4
Having learned the necessary arts from Cornelius and Valdes, Faustus now takes 
the first step toward selling his soul when he conjures up a devil. One of the central 
questions in the play is whether Faustus damns himself entirely on his own or 
whether the princes of hell somehow entrap him. In scene 3, as Faustus makes the 
magical marks and chants the magical words that summon MephastophiUs, he is 
watched by Lucifer and four lesser devils, suggesting that hell is waiting for him to 
make the first move before pouncing on him. MephastophiUs echoes this idea when 
he insists that he came to Faustus of his own accord when he heard Faustus curse 
God and forswear heaven, hoping that Faustus’s soul was available for the taking. 
But while the demons may be active agents eagerly seeking to seize Faustus’s 
soul, Faustus himself makes the first move. Neither MephastophiUs nor Lucifer 
forces him to do anything against his will.

Indeed, if anything, MephastophiUs seems far less eager to make the bargain 
than Faustus himself. He willingly tells Faustus that his master, Lucifer, is less 
powerful than God, having been thrown-“by aspiring pride and insolence, / from 
the face of heaven” (3.67-68). Furthermore, MephastophiUs offers a powerful 
portrait of hell that seems to warn against any pact with Lucifer. When Faustus 
asks him how it is that he is allowed to leave hell in order to come to earth, 
MephastophiUs famously says:

why this is hell, nor am I out of it.
Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven.
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells 
In being deprived of everlasting bliss?
(3.76-80)
MephastophiUs exposes the horrors of his own experience as if offering sage 

guidance to Faustus. His honesty in mentioning the “ten thousand hells” that 
torment him shines a negative light on the action of committing one’s soul to Lucifer. 
Indeed, MephastophiUs even tells Faustus to abandon his “frivolous demands” 
(3.81).

NOTES

But Faustus refuses to leave his desires. Instead, he exhibits the blindness 
that serves as one of his defining characteristics throughout the play. Faustus sees 
the world as he wants to see it rather than as it is. This shunning of reality is 
symbolized by his insistence that MephastophiUs, who is presumably hideous, 
reappear as a Franciscan friar. In part, this episode is a dig at Catholicism, pitched 
at Marlowe’s fiercely Protestant English audience, but it also shows to what lengths 
Faustus will go in order to mitigate the horrors of hell. He sees the devil’s true 
shape, but rather than flee in terror he tells MephastophiUs to change his 
appearance, which makes looking upon him easier, ^ain, when MephastophiUs 
has finished telling him of the horrors of hell and urging him not to sell his soul, 
Faustus blithely dismisses what MephastophiUs has said, accusing him of lacking
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“manly fortitude” (3.85). There is a desperate naivete to Faustus’s approach to the 
demonic: he cannot seem to accept that hell is really as bad as it seems, which 
propels him forward into darkness.

The antics of Wagner and the clown provide a comic counterpoint to the 
Faustus-Mephastophilis scenes. The clown jokes that he would sell his soul to the 
devil for a well-seasoned shoulder of mutton, and Wagner uses his newly gained 
conjuring skill to frighten the clown into seivinghim. Like Faustus, these clownish 
characters (whose scenes are so different from the rest of the play that some writers 
have suggested that they were written by a collaborator rather than by Marlowe 
himself) use magic to summon demons. But where Faustus is grand and ambitious 
and tragic, they are low and common and absurd, seeking mutton and the ability 
to turn into a mouse or a rat rather than world power or fantastic wealth. As the 
play progresses, though, Faustus’s grandeur diminishes, and he sinks down toward 
the level of the clowns, suggesting that degradation precedes damnation.

Doaor Foustm- 
Christopher Marlowe

NOTES

Summary: Scene S
Faustus begins to waver in his conviction to sell his soul. The good angel tells him 
to abandon his plan and “think of heaven, and heavenly things,” but he dismisses 
the good angel’s words, sa}dng that God does not love him (5.20). The good and evil 
angels make another appearance, with the good one again urging Faustus to think 
of heaven, but the evil angel convinces him that the wealth he can gain through 
his deal with the devil is worth the cost. Faustus then calls back Mephastophilis, 
who tells him that Lucifer has accepted his offer of his soul in exchange for twenty- 
four years of service. Faustus asks Mephastophilis why Lucifer wants his soul, 
and Mephastophilis tells him that Lucifer seeks to enlarge his kingdom and make 
humans suffer even as he suffers.

Faustus decides to make the bargain, and he stabs his arm in order to write 
the deed in blood. However, when he tries to write the deed his blood congeals, 
making writing impossible. Mephastophilis goes to fetch fire in order to loosen the 
blood, and, while he is gone, Faustus endures another bout of indecision, as he 
wonders if his own blood is attempting to warn him not to sell his soul. When 
Mephastophilis returns, Faustus signs the deed and then discovers an inscription 
on his arm that reads “Homo fuge,” Latin for “O man, fly” (5.77). While Faustus 
wonders where he should fly Mephastophilis presents a group of devils, who cover 
Faustus with crowns and rich garments. Faustus puts aside his doubts. He hands 
over the deed, which promises his body and soul to Lucifer in exchange for twenty- 
four years of constant service from Mephastophilis.

After he turns in the deed, Faustus asks his new servant where hell is located, 
and Mephastophilis says that it has no exact location but exists everywhere. He 
continues explaining, saying that hell is everywhere that the damned are cut off 
from God eternally. Faustus remarks that he thinks hell is a myth. At Faustus’s 
request for a wife, Mephastophilis offers Faustus a she-devil, but Faustus refuses. 
Mephastophilis then gives him a book of magic spells and tells him to read it 
carefully.

Faustus once again wavers and leans toward repentance as he contemplates 
the wonders of heaven from which he has cut himself off. The good and evil angels

Self-Instructional Material 51



M.A. English Drama appear again, and Faustus realizes that “[m]y heart’s so hardened I cannot repent!” 
(5.196). He then begins to ask Mephastophilis questions about the planets and the 
heavens. Mephastophilis answers all his queries willingly, until Faustus asks who 
made the world. Mephastophilis refuses to reply because the answer is “against 
our kingdom”; when Faustus presses him, Mephastophilis departs angrily (5.247). 
Faustus then turns his mind to God, and again he wonders if it is too late for him 
to repent. The good and evil angels enter once more, and the good angel says it is 
never too late for Faustus to repent. Faustus begins to appeal to Christ for mercy, 
but then Lucifer, Belzebub (another devil), and Mephastophilis enter. They tell 
Faustus to stop thinking of God and then present a show of the Seven Deadly Sins. 
Each sin-Pride, Covetousness, Envy, Wrath, Gluttony, Sloth, and finally Lechery- 
appears before Faustus and makes a brief speech. The sight of the sins delights 
Faustus’s soul, and he asks to see hell. Lucifer promises to take him there that 
night. For the meantime he gives Faustus a book that teaches him how to change 
his shape.

Summary: Scene 6
Meanwhile, Robin, a stablehand, has foimd one of Faustus’s conjuring books, and 
he is tr3dng to learn the spells. He calls in an innkeeper named Rafe, and the two 
go to a bar together, where Robin promises to conjure up any kind of wine that 
Rafe desires.

NOTES

Analysis: Scenes 5-6
Even as he seals the bargain that promises his soul to hell, Faustus is repeatedly 
filled with misgivings, which are bluntly symbolized in the verbal duels between 
the good and evil angels. His body seems to rebel against the choices that he has 
made—his blood congeals, for example, preventing him from signing the compact, 
and a written warning telling him to fly away appears on his arm. Sometimes 
Faustus seems to understand the gravity of what he is doing: when Lucifer, 
Belzebub, and Mephastophilis appear to him, for example, he becomes suddenly 
afraid and exclaims, “0 Faustus, they are come to fetch thy soul!” (5.264). Despite 
this awareness, however, Faustus is unable to commit to good.

Amid all these signs, Faustus repeatedly considers repenting but each time 
decides against it. Sometimes it is the lure of knowledge and riches that prevents 
him from turning to God, but other times it seems to be his comdction-encouraged 
by the bad angel and Mephastophilis-that it is already too late for him, a conviction 
that persists throughout the play. He believes that God does not love him and that 
if he were to fly away to God, as the inscription on his arm seems to advise him to 
do, God would cast him down to hell. When Faustus appeals to Christ to save his 
soul, Lucifer declares that “Christ cannot save thy soul, for he is just,” and orders 
Faustus to cease thinking about God and think only of the devil (5.260). Faustus’s 
sense that he is already damned can be traced back to his earlier misreading of the 
New Testament to say that anyone who sins will be damned eternally-ignoring the 
verses that offer the hope of repentance.

At the same time, though, Faustus’s earlier blindness persists. We can see it 
in his delighted reaction to the appalling personifications of the Seven Deadly Sins,
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which he treats as sources of entertainment rather than of moral warning. 
Meanwhile, his willingness to dismiss the pains of hell continues, as he tells 
Mephastophilis that “I think hell’s a fable ! ... I Tush, these are trifles and mere 
old wives’ tales” (5.126-135). These are the words of rationalism or even atheism- 
both odd ideologies for Faustus to espouse, given that he is summoning devils. But 
Faustus’s real mistake is to misinterpret what Mephastophilis tells him about 
hell. Faustus takes Mephastophilis’s statement that hell is everywhere for him 
because he is separated eternally from God to mean that hell will be merely a 
continuation of his earthly existence. He thinks that he is already separated from 
God permanently and reasons that hell cannot be any worse.

Once Faustus has signed away his soul, his cosmos seems to become inverted, 
with Lucifer taking the place of God and blasphemy replacing piety. After Faustus 
has signed his deed, he swears by Lucifer rather than God: “Ay, take it; and the 
devil give thee good on’t” (5.112). His rejection of God is also evident when he says, 
“Consummatum est,” meaning “it is finished,” which were Christ’s dying words on 
the cross (5.74). Even Faustus’s arm stabbing alludes to the stigmata, or wounds, 
of the crucified Christ.

Meanwhile, the Umits of the demonic gifts that Faustus has been given begin 
to emerge. He is given the gift of knowledge, and Mephastophilis willingly tells 
him the secrets of astronomy, but when Faustus asks who created the world; 
Mephastophilis refuses to answer. The symbolism is clear: all the worldly knowledge 
that Faustus has so strongly desired points inexorably upward, toward God. The 
central irony, of course, is that the pact he has made completely detaches him from 
God. With access to higher things thus closed off, Faustus has nowhere to go but 
down.

Doctor Faustus- 
Chrisiopher Marlowe

NOTES

Summary: Chorus 2
Wagner takes the stage and describes how Faustus traveled through the heavens 
on a chariot pulled by dragons in order to learn the secrets of astronomy. Wagner 
tells us that Faustus is now traveling to measure the coasts and kingdoms of the 
world and that his travels will take him to Rome.

Summary: Scene 7
Faustus appears, recounting to Mephastophilis his travels throughout Europe— 
first from Germany to France and then on to Italy. He asks Mephastophilis if they 
have arrived in Rome, whose monuments he greatly desires to see, and 
Mephastophilis replies that they are in the pope’s privy chamber. It is a day of 
feasting in Rome, to celebrate the pope’s victories, and Faustus and Mephastophilis 
agree to use their powers to play tricks on the pope.

As Faustus and Mephastophilis watch, the pope comes in with his attendants 
and a prisoner, Bruno, who had attempted to become pope with the backing of the 
German emperor. While the pope declares that he will depose the emperor and 
forces Bruno to swear allegiance to him, Faustus and Mephastophilis disguise 
themselves as cardinals and come before the pope. The pope gives Bruno to them, 
telling them to carry him off to prison; instead, they give him a fast horse and send 
him back to Germany.
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M.A. English Drama Later, the pope confronts the two cardinals whom Faustus and 
Mephastophilis have impersonated. When the cardinals say that they never were 
given custody of Bruno, the pope sends them to the dungeon. Faustus and 
Mephastophilis, both invisible, watch the proceedings and chuckle. The pope and 
his attendants then sit down to dinner. During the meal, Faustus and 
Mephastophilis make themselves invisible and curse noisily and then snatch dishes 
and food as they are passed around the table. The churchmen suspect that there is 
some ghost in the room, and the pope begins to cross himself, much to the dismay 
of Faustus and Mephastophilis. Faustus boxes the pope’s ear, and the pope and all 
his attendants run away. A group of friars enters, and they sing a dirge damning 
the unknown spirit that has disrupted the meal. Mephastophilis and Faustus beat 
the friars, fling fireworks among them, and flee.

Summary: Scene 8
Robin the ostler, or stablehand, and his friend Rafe have stolen a cup from a tavern. 
They are pursued by a vintner (or wine-maker), who demands that they return the 
cup. They claim not to have it, and then Robin conjures up Mephastophilis, which 
makes the vintner flee. Mephastophilis is not pleased to have been summoned for 
a prank, and he threatens to turn the two into an ape and a dog. The two friends 
treat what they have done as a joke, and Mephastophilis leaves in a fury, saying 
that he will go to join Faustus in Turkey.

Analysis: Chorus 2-Scene 8
The scenes in Rome are preceded by Wagner’s account, in the second chorus, of 
how Faustus travelled through the heavens studying astronomy. This feat is easily 
the most impressive that Faustus performs in the entire play, since his magical 
abilities seem more and more like cheap conjured tricks as the play progresses. 
Meanwhile, his interests also diminish in importance from astronomy, the study 
of the heavens, to cosmography, the study of the earth. He even begins to meddle' 
in political matters in the assistance he gives Bruno (in the B text only). By the 
end of the play, his chief interests are playing practical jokes and producing 
impressive illusions for nobles—a far cry from the ambitious pursuits that he 
outlines in scene 1.

Faustus’s interactions with the pope and his courtiers offer another send-up 
of the Catholic Church. The pope’s grasping ambition and desire for worldly power 
would have played into late-sixteenth-century English stereotypes. After having 
the invisible Faustus’ box banquet of pope is disturbed. Marlowe makes a 
laughingstock out of the head of the Catholic Church. Yet the absurdity of the 
scene coexists with a suggestion that, ridiculous as they are, the pope and his 
attendants do possess some kind of divinely sanctioned power, which makes them 
symbols of Christianity and sets their piety in opposition to Faustus’s devil-inspired 
magic. When the pope and his monks begin to rain curses on their invisible 
tormentors, Faustus and Mephastophilis seem to fear the power that their words 
invoke. Mephastophilis says, “[W]e shall be cursed with bell, / book, and candle” 
(7.81-82). The fear-imposing power these religious symbols have over 
Mephastophilis suggests that God remains stronger than the devil and that perhaps

NOTES
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Doctor Faustus- 
Chrisiopher Marlowe

Faustus could still be saved, if he repented in spite of everything, Faustus’s reply— 
“Bell, book and candle; candle, book, and bell / Forward and backward, to curse 
Faustus to hell”—is fraught with foreshadowing (7.83-84). Hell, of course, is exactly 
where Faustus is “curse[d]” to go, but through his own folly and not the curses of 
monks or the pope.

The absurd behaviour of Robin and Rafe, meanwhile, once again contrasts 
with Faustus’s relationship to the diabolical. Robin and Rafe conjure up 
Mephastophilis in order to scare off a vintner, and even when he threatens to turn 
them into animals (or actually does so temporarily—the text is unclear on this 
matter), they treat it as a great joke. Yet the contrast between Faustus on the one 
hand and the ostlers and the clown on the other, the high and the low, is not so 
great as it is originally, since Faustus too has begun using magic in pursuit of 
practical jokes, like boxing the pope’s ear. Such foolishness is quite a step down for 
a man who earlier speaks of using his magic to become ruler of Germany. Although 
Faustus does step into the political realm when he frees Bruno and sends him back 
to Germany, this action seems to be carried out as part of the cruel practical joke 
on the pope, not as part of any real political pursuit. The degradation of Faustus’s 
initially heroic aims continues as the play proceeds, with Faustus coming to 
resemble a clown more and more.

NOTES

Summary: Chorus 3
The Chorus enters to inform us that Faustus has returned home to Germany and 
developed his fame by explaining what he learned during the course of his journey. 
The German emperor, Charles V, has heard of Faustus and invited him to his 
palace, where we next encounter him.

Summary: Scene 9
At the court of the emperor, two gentlemen, Martino and Frederick, discuss the 
imminent arrival of Bruno and Faustus. Martino remarks that Faustus has 
promised to conjure up Alexander the Great, the famous conqueror. The tw'o of 
them wake another gentleman, Benvolio, and tell him to come down and see the 
new arrivals, but Benvolio declares that he would rather watch the action from his 
window, because he has a hangover.

Faustus comes before the emperor, who thanks him for having freed Bruno 
from the clutches of the pope. Faustus acknowledges the gratitude and then says 
that he stands ready to fulfil any wish that the emperor might have. Benvolio, 
watching from above, remarks to himself that Faustus looks nothing like what he 
would expect a conjurer to look like.

The emperor tells Faustus that he would like to see Alexander the Great 
and his lover. Faustus tells him that he cannot produce their actual bodies but can 
create spirits resembling them. A knight present in the court (Benvolio in the B 
text) is skeptical, and asserts that it is as untrue that Faustus can perform this 
feat as that the goddess Diana has transformed the knight into a stag.

Before the eyes of the court, Faustus creates a vision of Alexander embracing 
his lover (in the B text, Alexander’s great rival, the Persian king Darius, also 
appears; Alexander defeats Darius and then, along with his lover, salutes the
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M.A. English Drama emperor). Faustus conjures a pair of antlers onto the head of the knight (again, 
Benvolio in the B text). The knight pleads for mercy, and the emperor entreats 
Faustus to remove the horns. Faustus complies, warning Benvolio to have more 
respect for scholars in the future.

With his friends Martino and Frederick and a group of soldiers, Benvolio 
plots an attack against Faustus. His friends try to dissuade him, but he is so furious 
at the damage done to his reputation that he will not listen to reason. They resolve 
to ambush Faustus as he leaves the court of the emperor and to take the treasures 
that the emperor has given Faustus. Frederick goes out with the soldiers to scout 
and returns with word that Faustus is coming toward them and that he is alone. 
When Faustus enters, Benvolio stabs him and cuts off his head. He and his friends 
rejoice, and they plan the further indignities that they will visit on Faustus’s corpse. 
But then Faustus rises with his head restored. Faustus tells them that they are 
fools, since his life belongs to Mephastophilis and cannot be taken by anyone else. 
He summons Mephastophilis, who arrives with a group of lesser devils, and orders 
the devils to carry his attackers off to hell. Then, reconsidering, he orders them 
instead to punish Benvolio and his friends by dragging them through thorns and 
hurling them off of cliffs, so that the world will see what happens to people who 
attack Faustus. As the men and devils leave, the soldiers come in, and Faustus 
summons up another clutch of demons to drive them off.

Benvolio, Frederick, and Martino reappear. They are bruised and bloody for 
they been chased and harried by the devils, and all three of them now have horns 
sprouting from their heads. They greet one another unhappily, express horror at 
the fate that has befallen them, and agree to conceal themselves in a castle rather 
than face the scorn of the world.

NOTES

Analysis: Chorus 3-Scene 9
Twenty-four years pass between Faustus’s pact with Lucifer and the end of the 
play. Yet, for us, these decades sweep by remarkably quickly, We see only three 
main events from the twenty-four years; Faustus’s visits to Rome, to the emperor’s 
court, and then to the Duke of Vanholt in scene 11. While the Chorus assures us 
that Faustus visits many other places and learns many other things that we are 
not shown, we are still left with the sense that Faustus’s life is being accelerated at 
a speed that strains belief. But Marlowe uses this acceleration to his advantage. 
By making the years pass so swiftly, the play makes us feel what Faustus himself 
must feel—namely, that his too-short lifetime is slipping away from him and his 
ultimate, hellish fate is drawing ever closer. In the world of the play, twenty-four 
years seems long when Faustus makes the pact, but both he and we come to realize 
that it passes rapidly.

Meanwhile, the use to which Faustus puts his powers is unimpressive. In 
Rome, he and Mephastophilis box the pope’s ears and disrupt a dinner party. At 
the court of Emperor Charles V (who ruled a vast stretch of territory in the sixteenth 
century, including Germany, Austria, and Spain), he essentially performs conjuring 
tricks to entertain the monarch. Before he makes the pact with Lucifer, Faustus 
speaks of rearranging the geography of Europe or even making himself emperor of 
Germany. Now, though, his sights are set considerably lower. His involvement in
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the political realm extends only to freeing Bruno, Charles’s candidate to be pope. 
Even this action (which occurs only in the B text) seems largely a lark, without any 
larger political goals behind it. Instead, Faustus occupies his energies summoning 
up Alexander the Great, the heroic Macedonian conqueror. This trick would be 
extremely impressive, except that Faustus tells the emperor that “it is not in my 
ability to present / before your eyes the true substantial bodies of those two deceased 
/princes” (9.39-41). In other words, all of Mephastophilis’s power can, in Faustus’s 
hands, produce only impressive illusions. Nothing of substance emerges from 
Faustus’s magic, in this scene or anywhere in the play, and the man who earlier 
boasts that he will divert the River Rhine and reshape the map of Europe now 
occupies himself with revenging a petty insult by placing horns on the head of the 
foolish knight.

The B-text scene outside the emperor's court, in which Benvolio and his 
friends try to kill Faustus, is utterly devoid of suspense, since we know that Faustus 
is too powerful to be murdered by a gang of incompetent noblemen. Still, Faustus’s 
way of dealing with the threat is telling: he plays a kind of practical joke, making 
the noblemen think that they have cut off his head, only to come back to life and 
send a collection of devils to hound them. With all the power of hell behind him, he 
takes pleasure in sending Mephastophilis out to hunt down a collection of fools 
who pose no threat to him and insists that the devils disgrace the men publicly, so 
that everyone will see what happens to those who threaten him. This command 
shows a hint of Faustus’s old pride, which is so impressive early in the play; now, 
though, Faustus is entirely concerned with his reputation as a fearsome wizard 
and not with any higher goals. Traipsing from court to court, doing tricks for royals, 
Faustus has become a kind of sixteenth-century celebrity, more concerned , with 
his public image than with the dreams of greatness that earlier animate him.

Summary: Scene 10
Faustus, meanwhile, meets a horse-courser and sells him his horse. Faustus gives 
the horse-courser a good price but warns him not to ride the horse into the water. 
Faustus begins to reflect on the pending expiration of his contract with Lucifer 
and falls asleep. The horse-courser reappears, sopping wet, complaining that when 
he rode his horse into a stream it turned into a heap of straw. He decides to get his 
money back and tries to wake Faustus by hollering in his ear. He then pulls on 
Faustus’s leg when Faustus will not wake. The leg breaks off, and Faustus wakes 
up, screaming bloody murder. The horse-courser takes the leg and runs off. 
Meanwhile, Faustus’s leg is immediately restored, and he laughs at the joke that 
he has played. Wagner then enters and tells Faustus that the Duke of Vanholt has 
summoned him. Faustus agrees to go, and they depart together.

Robin and Rafe have stopped for a drink in a tavern. They listen as a carter, 
or wagon-driver, and the horse-courser discuss Faustus. The carter explains that 
Faustus stopped him on the road and asked him to buy some hay to eat. The carter 
agreed to sell him all he could eat for three farthings, and Faustus proceeded to eat 
the entire wagonload of hay. The horse-courser tells his own story, adding that he 
took Faustus’s leg as revenge and that he is keeping it at his home. Robin declares 
that he intends to seek out Faustus, but only after he has a few more drinks.

Doctor Faustus- 
Christopher Marlowe

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama Summary: Scene 11
At the court of the Dxike ofVanholt, Faustus’s skill at conjuring up beautiful illusions 
wins the duke’s favor. Faustus comments that the duchess has not seemed to enjoy 
the show and asks her what she would like. She tells him she would like a dish of 
ripe grapes, and Faustus has Mephastophilis bring her some grapes. (In the B text 
of Doctor Faustus, Robin, Dick, the carter, the horse-courser, and the hostess from 
the tavern burst in at this moment. They confront Faustus, and the horse-courser 
begins making jokes about what he assumes is Faustus’s wooden leg. Faustus 
then shows them his leg, which is whole and healthy, and they are amazed. Each 
then launches into a complaint about Faustus’s treatment of him, but Faustus 
uses magical charms to make them silent, and they depart.) The duke and duchess 
are much pleased with Faustus’s display, and they promise to reward Faustus 
greatly.

Analysis: Scenes 10-11
Faustus’s downward spiral, from tragic greatness to self-indulgent mediocrity, 
continues in these scenes. He continues his journey from court to court, arriving 
this time at Vanholt, a minor German duchy, to visit the duke and duchess. Over 
the course of the play we see Faustus go from the seat of the pope to the court of the 
emperor to the court of a minor nobleman. The power and importance of his hosts 
decreases from scene to scene, just as Faustus’s feats of magic grow ever more 
unimpressive. Just after he seals his pact with Mephastophilis, Faustus soars 
through the heavens on a chariot pulled by dragons to learn the secrets of astronomy; 
now, however, he is reduced to playing pointless tricks on the horse-courser arid 
fetching out-of-season grapes to impress a bored noblewoman. Even his antagonists 
have grown increasingly ridiculous. In Rome, he faces the curses of the pope and 
his monks, which are strong enough to give even Mephastophilis pause; at the 
emperor’s court, Faustus is opposed by a collection of noblemen who are brave, if 
unintelligent. At Vanholt, though, he faces down an absurd collection of comical 
rogues, and the worst of it is that Faustus seems to have become one of them, a 
clown among clowns, taking pleasure in using his unlimited power to perform 
practical jokes and cast simple charms.

Selling one’s soul for power and glory may be foolish or wicked, but at least 
there is grandeur to the idea of it. Marlowe’s Faustus, however, has lost his hold 
on that doomed grandeur and has become pathetic. The meaning of his decline is 
ambiguous: perhaps part of the nature of a pact with Lucifer is that one cannot 
gain all that one hopes to gain from it. Or perhaps Marlowe is criticizing worldly 
ambition and, by extension, the entire modern project of the Renaissance, which 
pushed God to one side and sought mastery over nature and society. Along the 
lines of this interpretation, it seems that in Marlowe’s worldview the desire for 
complete knowledge about the world and power over it can ultimately be reduced 
to fetching grapes for the Duchess ofVanholt—in other words, to nothing.

Earlier in the play, when Faustus queries.Mephastophilis about the nature 
of the world, Faustus sees his desire for knowledge reach a dead end at God, whose 
power he denies in favour of Lucifer. Knowledge of God is against Lucifer's kingdom, 
according to Mephastophilis. But if the pursuit of knowledge leads inexorably to
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God, Marlowe suggests, then a man like Faustus, who tries to live without God, 
can ultimately go nowhere but down, into mediocrity.

There is no sign that Faustus himself is aware of the gulf between his earlier 
ambitions and his current state. He seems to take joy in his petty amusements, 
laughing uproariously when he confounds the horse-courser and leaping at the 
chance to visit the Duke of Vanholt. Still, his impending doom begins to weigh 
upon him. As he sits down to fall asleep, he remarks, “What art thou, Faustus, but 
a man condemned to die?” (10.24). Yet, at this moment at least, he seems convinced 
that he will repent at the last minute and be saved—a significant change from his 
earlier attitude, when he either denies the existence of hell or assumes that 
damnation is inescapable. “Christ did call the thief upon the cross,” he comforts 
himself, referring to the New Testament story of the thief who was crucified 
alongside Jesus Christ, repented for his sins, and was promised a place in paradise 
(10.28). Thus he compares himself to this figure shows that Faustus assumes that 
he can wait until the last moment and still escape hell, In other words, he wants to 
renounce Mephastophilis, but not just yet. We can easily anticipate that his 
willingness to delay will prove fatal.

Summary: Chorus 4
Wagner announces that Faustus must be about to die because he has given Wagner 
all of his wealth. But he remains unsure, since Faustus is not acting like a d5dng 
pian—i-ather, he is out carousing with scholars.

Summary: Scene 12
Faustus enters with some of the scholars. One of them asks Faustus if he can 
produce Helen of Greece (also known as Helen of Troy), who they have decided was 
“the admirablest lady / that ever lived” (12.3-4). Faustus agrees to produce her, 
and gives the order to Mephastophilis: immediately, Helen herself crosses the stage, 
to the delight of the scholars.

The scholars leave, and an old man enters and tries to persuade Faustus to 
repent. Faustus becomes distraught, and Mephastophilis hands him a dagger. 
However, the old man persuades him to appeal to God for mercy, saying, “I see an 
angel hovers o’er thy head / And with a vial full of precious grace / Offers to pour 
the same into thy soul!” (12.44-46). Once the old man leaves, Mephastophilis 
threatens to shred Faustus to pieces if he does not reconfirm his vow to Lucifer, 
Faustus complies, sealing his vow by once again stabbing his arm and inscribing it 
in blood. He asks Mephastophilis to punish the old man for trying to dissuade him 
from continuing in Lucifer’s service; Mephastophilis says that he cannot touch the 
old man’s soul but that he will scourge his body. Faustus then asks Mephastophilis 
to let him see Helen again. Helen enters, and Faustus makes a great speech about 
her beauty and kisses her.

Summary. Scene 13
The final night of Faustus’s life has come, and he tells the scholars of the deal he 
has made with Lucifer. They are horrified and ask what they can do to save him, 
but he tells them that there is nothing to be done. Reluctantly, they leave to pray

Doctor Fausius- 
Christopher Marlowe
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for Faustus. A vision of hell opens before Faustus’s horrified eyes as the clock 
strikes eleven. The last hour passes by quickly, aiid Faustus exhorts the clocks to 
slow and time to stop, so that he might live a little longer and have a chance to 
repent. He then begs God to reduce his time in hell to a thousand years or a hundred 
thousand years, so long as he is eventually saved. He wishes that he were a beast 
and would simply cease to exist when he dies instead of facing damnation. He 
curses his parents and himself, and the clock strikes midnight. Devils enter and 
carry Faustus away as he screams, “Ugly hell gape not! Come not, Lucifer! / I’ll 
bum my books—ah, Mephastophilis!” {13.112-113).

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

Summary: Epilogue
The Chorus enters and warns the wise “lojnly to wonder at unlawful things” and 
not to trade their souls for forbidden knowledge (Epilogue.6).

Analysis: Chorus 4-Epilogue
The final scenes contain some of the most noteworthy speeches in the play, especially 
Faustus’s speech to Helen and his final soliloquy. His address to Helen begins with 
the famous line ‘Was this the face that launched a thousand ships,” referring to 
the Trojan War, which was fought over Helen, and goes on to list all the great 
things that Faustus would do to win her love (12,81). He compares himself to the 
heroes of Greek m}dhology, who went to war for her hand, and he ends with a 
lengthy praise of her beauty. In its flowery language and emotional power, the 
speech marks a return to the eloquence that marks Faustus’s words in earlier 
scenes, before his language and behavior become mediocre and petty. Having 
squandered his powers in pranks behaviour and childish entertainments, Faustus 
regains his eloquence and tragic grandeur in the final scene, as his doom approaches. 
Still, as impressive as this speech is, Faustus maintains the same blind spots that 
lead him down his dark road in the -first place. Earlier, he seeks transcendence 
through magic instead of religion, Now, he seeks it through sex and female beauty, 
as he asks Helen to make him “immortal” by kissing him (12.83). Moreover, it is 
not even clear that Helen is real, since Faustus’s earlier conjuring of historical 
figures evokes only illusions and not physical beings. If Helen too is just an illusion, 
then Faustus is wasting his last hours dall3ang with a fantasy image, an apt symbol 
for his entire life.

Faustus’s final speech is the most'emotionally powerful scene in the play, as 
his despairing mind rushes from idea to idea. One moment he is begging time to 
slow down, the next he is imploring Christ for mercy. One moment he is crying out 
in fear and trying to hide from the wrath of God, the next he is begging to have the 
eternity of hell lessened somehow. He curses his parents for giving birth to him 
but then owns up to his responsibility and curses himself. His mind’s various 
attempts to escape his doom, then, lead inexorably to an understanding of his own 
guilt.

The passion of the final speech points to the central question in Doctor Faustus 
of why Faustus does not repent. Early in the play, he deceives himself into believing 
either that hell is not so bad or that it does not exist. But, by the close, with the 
gates of hell literally opening before him, he still ignores the warnings of his own
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conscience and of the old man, a physical embodiment of the conscience that plagues 
him. Faustus’s loyalty to Lucifer could be explained by the fact that he is afraid of 
having his body tom apart by Mephastophilis. But he seems almost eager, even in 
the next-to-Iast scene, to reseal his vows in blood, and he even goes a step further 
when he demands that Mephastophilis punish the old man who urges him to repent. 
Marlowe suggests that Faustus’s self-delusion persists even at the end. Having 
served Lucifer for so long, he has reached a point at which he cannot imagine 
breaking free.

In his final speech, Faustus is clearly wracked with remorse, yet he no longer 
seems to be able to repent. Christian doctrine holds that one can repent for any 
sin, however grave, up until the moment of death and be saved. Yet this principle 
does not seem to hold for Marlowe’s protagonist. Doctor Faustus is a Christian 
tragedy, but the logic of the final scene is not Christian. Some critics have tried to 
deal with this problem by claiming that Faustus does not actually repent in the 
final speech but that he only speaks wistfully about the possibility of repentance. 
Such an argument, however, is difficult to reconcile with lines such as;

O, I’ll leap up to my God! Who pulls me down?. . ,
One drop of blood would save my soul, half a drop; ah my Christ—
(13.69-71) -
Faustus appears to be calling on Christ, seeking the precious drop of blood 

that will save his soul. Yet some imseen force—whether inside or outside him— 
prevents him from giving himself to God.

Ultimately, the ending of Doctor Faustus represents a clash between 
Christianity, which holds that repentance and salvation are always possible, and 
the dictates of tragedy, in which some character flaw cannot be corrected, even by 
appealing to God. 'The idea of Christian tragedy, then, is paradoxical, as Christianity 
is ultimately uplifting. People may suffer—as Christ himself did—but for those 
who repent, salvation eventually awaits. To make Doctor Faustus a true tragedy, 
then, Marlowe had to set down a moment beyond which Faustus could no longer 
repent, so that in the final scene, while still alive, he can be damned and conscious 
of his damnation.

The unhappy Faustus’s last line returns us to the clash between Renaissance 
values and medieval values that dominates the early scenes and then recedes as 
Faustus pursues his mediocre arhusements in later scenes. His cry, as he pleads 
for salvation, that he will bum his books suggests, for the first time since early 
scenes, that his pact with Lucifer is primarily about a thirst for limitless knowledge- 
a thirst that is presented as incompatible with Christianity. Scholarship can be 
Christian, the play suggests, but only within limits. As the Chorus says in its final 
speech;

Doctor Faustus- 
Chrislopher Marlowe

NOTES

Faustus is gone! Regard his hellish fall.
Whose fiendful fortune may exhort the wise 
Only to wonder at unlawful things;
Whose deepness doth entice such forward wits
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M.A. English Drama To practice more than heavenly power permits.
(EpilogTae.4-8)
In the duel between Christendom and the rising modem spirit, Marlowe’s 

play seems to come down squarely on the side of Christianity. Yet Marlowe, himself 
notoriously accused of atheism and various other sins, may have had other ideas, 
and he made his Faustus s5Tnpathetic, if not necessarily admirable. While his play 
shows how the untrammeled pursuit of knowledge and power can be corrupting, it 
also shows the grandeur of such a quest. Faustus is damned, but the gates that he 
opens remain standing wide, waiting for others to follow.

NOTES

2.8. IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS

1. The reward of sin is death? That’s hard. Si peccasse negamus, 
fallimur, et nulla est in nobis veritas. If we say that we have no 
sin, We deceive ourselves, and there’s no truth in us. Why then 
belive we must sin, and so consequently die. Ay, we must die an 
everlasting death. What doctrine call you this? Che sara, sara: What 
will be, shall be! Divinity, adieu! These metaphysics of magicians. 
And necromantic books are heavenly! (1.40-50)

Faustus speaks these lines near the end of his opening soliloquy. In this 
speech, he considers various fields of study one by one, beginning with logic and 
proceeding through medicine and law. Seeking the highest form of knowledge, he 
arrives at theology and opens the Bible to the New Testament, where he quotes 
from Romans and the first book of John. He reads that “[t]he reward of sin is 
death,” and that “[i]f we say we that we have no sin, / We deceive ourselves, and 
there’s no truth in us.” The logic of these quotations—everyone sins, and sin leads 
to death—makes it seem as though Christianity can promise only-death, which 
leads Faustus to give in to the fatalistic ‘What will be, shall be! Divinity, adieu!” 
However, Faustus neglects to read the very next line in John, which states, “If we 
confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). By ignoring this passage, Faustus ignores 
the possibility of redemption, just as he ignores it throughout the play. Faustus 
has blind spots; he sees what he wants to see rather than what is really there. This 
blindness is apparent in the very next line of his speech: having turned his back on 
heaven, he pretends that “[tjhese metaphysics of magicians, / And necromantic 
books are heavenly.” He thus inverts the cosmos, making black magic “heavenly” 
and religion the source of “everlasting death.”

2. MEPHASTOPHILIS: Why this is hell, nor am I out of it. Think’st 
thou that I, who saw the face of God, And tasted the eternal joys 
of heaven. Am not tormented with ten thousand hells. In being 
deprived of everlasting bliss? O Faustus, leave these frivolous 
demands. Which strike a terror to my fainting soul.
FAUSTUS: What, is great Mephastophilis so passionate For being 
deprived of the joys of heaven? Learn thou of Faustus manly 
fortitude. And scorn those joys thou never shalt possess. (3.76-86)

62 Self-Instructional Material



This exchange shows Faustus at his most willfully blind, as he listens to 
Mephastophilis who describes how awful hell is for him even as a devil, and as he 
then proceeds to dismiss Mephastophilis’s words blithely, urging him to have “manly 
fortitude.” But the dialogue also shows Mephastophilis in a peculiar light. We know 
that he is committed to Faustus’s damnation—he has appeared to Faustus because 
of bis hope that Faustus will renoimce God and swear allegiance to Lucifer. Yet 
here Mephastophilis seems to be urging Faustus against selling his soul, telling 
him to “leave these frivolous demands, / Which'strike a terror to my fainting soul.” 
There is a parallel between the experience of Mephastophilis and that of Faustus. 
Just as Faustus now is, Mephastophilis was once prideful and rebelled against 
God; like Faustus, he is damned forever for his sin, Perhaps because of this 
connection, Mephastophilis cannot accept Faustus’s cheerful dismissal of hell in 
the name of “manly fortitude.” He knows all too well the terrible reality, and this 
knowledge drives him, in spite of himself, to warn Faustus away from his t-errible 
course.

Doctor Faustus- 
Christopher Marlowe

NOTES

3. MEPHASTOPHILIS.: Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed In 
one self-place; for where we are is hell, And where hell is, there 
must we ever be.... All places shall be hell that is not heaven. 
FAUSTUS: Come, I think helTs a fable.
MEPHASTOPHILISs.: Ay, think so still, till experience change thy 
mind.
FAUSTUS: Think’st thou that Faustus is so fond to imagine That 
after this life there is any pain? Tush, these are trifles and mere 
old wives’ tales.
(5.120-135)

This exchange again shows Mephastophilis warning Faustus about the 
horrors of hell. This time, though, their exchange is less significant for what 
Mephastophilis says about hell than for Faustus’s response to him. Why anyone 
would make a pact with the devil is one of the most vexing questions surrounding 
Doctor Faustus, and here we see part of Marlowe’s explanation. We are constantly 
given indications that Faustus doesn’t really imderstand what he is doing. He is a 
secular Renaissance man, so disdainful of traditional religion that he believes hell 
to be a “fable” even when he is conversing with a devil, Of course, such a belief is 
difficult to maintain when one is trafficking in the supernatural^ but Faustus has 
a fallback position. Faustus takes Mephastophilis’s assertion that hell will be “[a]ll 
places ... that is not heaven” to mean that hell will just be a continuation of life on 
earth. He fads to imderstand the difference between him and Mephastophilis: imlike 
Mephastophilis, who has lost heaven permanently, Faustus, despite his pact with 
Liicifer, is not yet damned and still has the possibility of repentance. He cannot yet 
understand the torture against which Mephastophilis warns him, and imagines, 
fatally, that he already knows the worst of what hell will be.

4. Was this the face that launched a thousand ships. And burnt the 
topless towers of Ilium? Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a 
kiss: Her lips sucks forth my soul, see where it flies! Come Helen, 
come, give me my soul again. Here will I dwell, for heaven be in 
these lips. And all is dross that is not Helena! (12.81-87)
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M.A. English Drama These lines come from a speech that Faustus makes as he nears the end of 
his life and begins to realize the terrible nature of the bargain he has made. Despite 
his sense of foreboding. Faustus enjoys his powers, as the delight he takes in 
conjuring up Helen makes clear. While the speech marks a return to the eloquence 
that he shows early in the play, Faustus continues to display the same blind spots 
and wishful thinking that characterize his behavior throughout the drama. At the 
beginning of the play, he dismisses religious transcendence in favor of magic; now, 
after squandering his powers in petty, self-indulgent behaviour, he looks for 
transcendence in a woman, one who may be an illusion and not even real flesh and 
blood. He seeks heavenly grace in Helen’s lips, which can, at best, offer only earthly 
pleasure. “[M]ake me immortal with a kiss,” he cries, even as he continues to keep 
his back turned to his only hope for escaping damnation-namely, repentance.

NOTES

2.9. SUMMARY

The play is in blank verse and prose in thirteen scenes (1604) or twenty scenes 
(1616). Blank verse is largely reserved for the main scenes while prose is used in 
the comic scenes. Modem texts divide the play into five acts; act 5 being the shortest. 
As in many Elizabethan plays, there is a chorus who does not interact with the 
other characters but rather provides an introduction and conclusion to the play 
and gives an introduction to the events that have unfolded at the beginning of 
some acts.

Along with history and language style, scholars have critiqued and analyzed 
the structure of Doctor Faustus and its effects on the play as a whole. Leonard H, 
Frey wrote a document entitled “In the Opening and Close of Doctor Faustus,” 
which mainly focuses on Faustus’s opening and closing soliloquies. He stresses the 
importance of the soliloquies in the play, saying; “the soliloquy, perhaps more than 
any other dramatic device, involved the audience in an imaginative concern with 
the happenings on stage”. By having Doctor Faustus deliver these soliloquies at 
the beginning and end of the play, the focus is drawn to his inner thoughts and 
feelings about succumbing to the devil. The soliloquies have parallel concepts. In 
the introductory soliloquy, Faustus begins by pondering the fate of his life and 
what he wants his career to be. He ends his soliloquy with the solution and decision 
to give his soul to the devil. Similarly in the closing soliloquy, Faustus begins 
pondering, and finally comes to terms with the fate he created for himself. Frey 
also explains; “The whole pattern of this final soliloquy is thus a grim parody of the 
opening one, where decision is reached after, not prior to, the survey”.

2.10. KEY WORDS

1. Tragical] History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus
The Tragicall History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, commonly 

referred to simply as Doctor Faustus, is a play by Christopher Marlowe
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2. Good Angel
Good Angel is a spirit that urges Faustus to repent for his pact with Lucifer 

and return tc God.
3. Evil Angel " ' " ~

Evil Angel is a spirit that serves as the counterpart to the good angel and 
provides Faustus with reasons not to repent for sins against God.

4. Lucifer
Lucifer is the prince of devils, the ruler of hell, and Mephastophilis’s master.

5. Wagner
Wagnefis Faustus’s servant. Wagner uses his master’s books to learn how 

to summon devils and work magic.

Doctor Faustus- 
Christopher Marlowe

NOTES

2.11. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Write a short note on the early life of Marlowe.
2. List out some of the plays of Marlowe.
3. What is the name of the devil, who has summoned by Faustus?
4. Describe the character of Mephastophilis.
5. Define the term themes and motifs.

2.12. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Marlowe was born to a shoemaker in Canterbury named John Marlowe 
and his wife Catherine. His date of birth'is not known, but he was baptised 
on 26 February 1564, and likely to have been born a few days before. Thus 
he was just two months older than his contemporary Shakespeare, who 
was baptised on 26 April 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon.
Dido, Queen of Carthage, Tamburlaine, part 1, Tamburlaine, part 2, The 
Jew of Malta, Doctor Faustus, and Edward 11 are some of the plays of 
Christopher Marlowe.
Faustus begins his new career as a magician by summoning up 
Mephastophilis, a devil.
Mephistophilis is a devil whom Faustus sumrnons with his initial magical 
experiments. Mephastophilis’s motivations are ambiguous: on the one 
hand, his oft-expressed goal is to catch Faustus’s soul and carry it off to 
hell; on the other hand, he actively attempts to dissuade Faustus from 
making a deal with Lucifer by warning him about the horrors of hell. 
Mephastophilis is ultimately as tragic a figure as Faustus, with his moving, 
regretful accounts of what the devils have lost in their eternal separation 
from God and his repeated reflections on the pain that comes with 
damnation.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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M.A. English Drama
3.1. INTRODUCTION

William Shakespeare, baptized 26 April 1564; died 23 April 1616 was an English 
poet and playwright, widely regarded as the greatest writer in the English language 
and the world’s pre-eminent dramatist. He is often called England’s national poet 
and the “Bard of Avon”. His surviving works, including some collaborations, consist 
of about 38 plays, 154 sonnets, two long narrative poems, and several other poems. 
His plays have been translated into every major living language and are performed 
more often than those of any other playwright..

Shakespeare was bom and raised in Stratford-upon-Avon. At the age of 18, 
he married Anne Hathaway, with whom he had three children; Susanna, and twins 
Hamnet and Judith. Between 1585 and 1592, he began a successful career in London 
as an actor, writer, and part owner of a playing company called the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men, later known as the King’s Men. He appears to have retired to 
Stratford around 1613, where he died three years later. Few records of 
Shakespeare’s private life survive, and there has been considerable speculation 
about such matters as his physical appearance, sexuality, religious beliefs, and 
whether the works attributed to him were written by others.

Shakespeare produced most of his known work between 1589 and 1613. His 
early plays were mainly comedies and histories, genres he raised to the peak of 
sophistication and artistry by the end of the 16th century. He then wrote mainly 
tragedies until about 1608, including Hamlet, King Lear, and Macbeth, considered 
some of the finest works in the English language. In his last phase, he wrote 
tragicomedies, also known as romances, and collaborated with other playwrights.

Many of his plays were published in editions of varying quality and accuracy 
during tsis lifetime. In 1623, two of his former theatrical colleagues published the 
First Folio, a collected edition of his dramatic works that included all but two of 
the plays how recognized as Shakespeare’s.

Shakespeare was a respected poet and playwright in his own day, but his 
reputation did not rise to its present heights until the 19th century. The Romantics, 
in particular, acclaimed Shakespeare’s genius, and the Victorians worshipped 
Shakespeare with a reverence that George Bernard Shaw called “bardolatry”. In 
the 20th century, his work was repeatedly adopted and rediscovered by new 
movements in scholarship and performance. His plays remain highly popular today 
and are constantly studied, performed and reinterpreted in diverse cultural and 
political contexts throughout the world.

NOTES

3.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Early Life
William Shakespeare was the son of John Shakespeare, a successful glover and 
alderman originally from Snitterfield, and Mary Arden, the daughter of an affluent 
landowning farmer. He was born in Stratford-upon-Avon and baptised there on 26 
April 1584, His actual birthdate remains imknown, but is traditionally observed
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on 23 April, St George’s Day. This date, which can be traced back to an 18th- 
century scholar’s mistake, has proved appealing to biographers, since Shakespeare 
died 23 April 1616. He was the third child of eight and the eldest surviving son.

Although no attendance records for.the period survive, most biographers 
agree that Shakespeare probably was educated at the King’s New School in 
Stratford, a free school chartered in 1553, about a quarter-mile from his home. 
Grammar schools varied in quality during the Elizabethan era, but the curriculum 
was dictated by law throughout England, and the school would have provided an 
intensive education in Latin grammar and the classics.

At the age of 18, Shakespeare married the 26-year-old Anne Hathaway. The 
consistory court of the Diocese of Worcester issued a marriage licence 27 November 
1582. The next day two of Hathaway’s neighbours posted bonds guaranteeing that 
no lawful claims impeded the marriage. The ceremony may have been arranged in 
some haste, since the Worcester chancellor allowed the marriage banns to be read 
once instead of the usual three times, and six months after the marriage Anne 
gave birth to a daughter, Susanna, baptised 26 May 1583. Twins, son Hamnet and 
daughter Judith, followed almost two years later and were baptised 2 February 
1585. Hamnet died of unknown causes at the age of 11 and was buried 11 August 
1596.

NOTES

After the birth of the twins, Shakespeare left few historical traces until he is 
mentioned as part of the London theatre scene in 1592, and scholars refer to the 
years between 1585 and 1592 as Shakespeare’s “lost years”. Biographers attempting 
to account for this period have reported many apocryphal stories. Nicholas Rowe, 
Shakespeare’s first biographer, recounted a Stratford legend that Shakespeare 
fled the town for London to escape prosecution for deer poaching. Another 18th- 
century story has Shakespeare starting his theatrical career minding the horses of 
theatre patrons in London. John Aubrey reported that Shakespeare had been a 
country schoolmaster. Some 20th-century scholars have suggested that Shakespeare 
may have been employed as a schoolmaster by Alexander Hoghton of Lancashire, 
a Catholic landowner who named a certain “William Shakeshafte” in his will. No 
evidence substantiates such stories other than hearsay collected after his death, 
and Shakeshafte was a common name in the Lancashire area.

London and Theatrical Career
“All the world’s a stage, 
and all the men and women merely players: 
they have their exits and their entrances; 
and one man in his time plays many parts...”
As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7, 139 - 42.
It is not known exactly when Shakespeare began writing, but contemporary 

allusions and records of performances show that several of his plays were on the 
London stage by 1592. He was well known.in London and he was attacked in print 
by the playwright Robert Greene:
...there is an upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger’s heart 
wrapped in a Player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank
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M.A. English Drama verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes factotum, is in his own 
conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.

Scholars differ on the exact meaning of these words, but most agree that 
Greene is accusing Shakespeare of reaching above his rank in trying to match 
university-educated writers, such as Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Nashe and 
Greene himself The italicised phrase parodying the line “Oh, tiger’s heart wrapped 
in a woman’s hide” from Shakespeare’s Henry VI, part 3, along with the pun “Shake- 
scene”, identifies Shakespeare as Greene’s target.

Greene’s attack is the first recorded mention of Shakespeare’s career in the 
theatre. Biographers suggest that his career may have begun any time from the 
mid-1580s to just before Greene’s remarks. From 1594, Shakespeare’s plays were 
performed only by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company owned by a group of 
players, including Shakespeare, that soon became the leading playing company in 
London. After the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, the company was awarded a 
royal patent by the new king, James I, and changed its name to the King’s Men,

In 1599, a partnership of company members built their own theatre on the 
south bank of the Thames, which they called the Globe. In 1608, the partnership 
also took over the Blackfriars indoor theatre. Records of Shakespeare’s property 
purchases and investments indicate that the company made him a wealthy man. 
In 1597, he bought the second-largest house in Stratford, New Place, and in 1605, 
he invested in a share of the parish tithes in Stratford.

Some of Shakespeare’s plays were published in quarto editions from 1594. 
By 1598, his name had.become a selling point and began to appear on the title 
pages. Shakespeare continued to act in his own and other plays after his success as 
a playwright. The 1616 edition of Ben Jonson’s Works names him on the cast lists 
for Every Man in His Humour (1598) and Sejanus, His Fall (1603). The absence of 
his name from the 1605 cast list for Jonson’s Volpone is taken by some scholars as 
a sign that his acting career was nearing its end. The First Polio of 1623, however, 
lists Shakespeare as one of “the Principal Actors in all these Plays”, some of which 
were first staged after Volpone, although we cannot know for certain which roles 
he played. In 1610, John Davies of Hereford wrote that “good Will” played “kingly” 
roles. In 1709, Rowe passed down a tradition that Shakespeare played the ghost of 
Hamlet’s father. Later traditions maintain that he also played Adam in As You 
Like It and the Chorus in Henry V, though scholars doubt the sources of the 
information.

NOTES

Shakespeare divided his time between London and Stratford during his 
career. In 1596, the year before he bought New Place as his family home in Stratford, 
Shakespeare was living in the parish of St. Helen’s, Bishopsgate, north of the River 
Thames. He moved across the river to Southwark by 1599, the year his company 
constructed the Globe Theatre there. By 1604, he had moved north of the river 
again, to an area north of St Paul’s Cathedral with many fine houses, 'There he . 
rented rooms from a French Hu^enot called Christopher Mountjoy, a maker of 
ladies’ wigs and other headgear.
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Later Years and Death
Rowe was the first biographer to pass down the tradition that Shakespeare retired 
to Stratford some years before his death; but retirement from all work was 
uncommon at that time, and Shakespeare continued to visit London. In 1612 he 
was called as a witness in'a court case concerning the marriage settlement of 
Mountjoys daughter, Mary. In March 1613 he bought a gatehouse in the former 
Blackfriars priory; and from November 1614 he was in, London for several weeks 
with his son-in-law, John Hall.

After 1606 -1607, Shakespeare wrote fewer plays, and none are attributed 
to him after 1613. His last three plays were collaborations, probably with John 
Fletcher, who succeeded him as the house pla3Tvright for the King’s Men.

Shakespeare died on 23 April 1616 and was survived by his wife and two 
daughters. Susanna had married a physician, John Hall, in 1607, and Judith had 
married Thomas Quiney, a vintner, two months before Shakespeare’s death.

In his will, Shakespeare left the bulk of his large estate to his elder daughter 
Susanna. The terms instructed that she pass it down intact to “the first son of her 
body”. The Quineys had three children, all of whom died without marrying. The 
Halls had one child, Elizabeth, who married twice but died without children in 
1670, ending Shakespeare’s direct line. Shakespeare’s will scarcely mentions his 
wife, Anne, who was probably entitled to one third of his estate automatically. He 
did make a point, however, of leaving her “my second best bed”, a bequest that has 
led to much speculation. Some scholars see the bequest as an insult to Anne, whereas 
others believe that the second-best bed would have been the matrimonial bed and 
therefore rich in significance.

Shakespeare was buried in the chancel of the Holy Trinity Churgh two days 
after his death. The epitaph carved into the stone slab covering his grave includes 
a curse against moving his bones, which was carefully avoided during restoration 
of the church in 2008:

Sometime before 1623, a funerary monument was erected in his memory on 
the north wall, with a half-effigy of him in the act of writing. Its plaque compares 
him to Nestor, Socrates, and Virgil. In 1623, in conjunction with the publication of 
the First Folio, the Droeshout engraving was published.

Shakespeare has been commemorated in many statues and memorials around 
the world, including funeral monuments in Southwark Cathedral and Poet’s Corner 
in Westminster Abbey.

Plays
Most playwrights of the period typically collaborated with others at some point, 
and critics agree that Shakespeare did the same, mostly early and late in his career. 
Some attributions, such as Titus Andronicus and the early history plays, remain 
controversial, while The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost Cardenio have well- 
attested contemporary documentation. Textual evidence also supports the view 
that several of the plays were revised by other writers after their original 
composition.

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama The first recorded works of Shakespeare are Richard III and the three parts 
of Henry VI, written in the early 1590s during a vogue for historical drama. 
Shakespeare’s plays are difficult to date, however, and studies of the texts suggest 
that Titus Andronicus, “The Comedy of Errors”, “The Taming of the Shrew” and 
“The Two Gentlemen of Verona” may also belong to Shakespeare’s earliest period. 
His first histories, which draw heavily on the 1587 edition of Raphael Holinshed’s 
Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland, dramatise the destructive results of 
weak or corrupt rule and have been interpreted as a justification for the origins of 
the Tudor dynasty. The early plays were influenced by the works of other 
Elizabethan dramatists, especially Thomas Kyd and Christopher Marlowe, by the 
traditions of medieval drama, and by the plays of Seneca. The Comedy of Errors 
was also based on classical models, but no source for “The Taming of the Shrew” 
has been found, though it is related to a separate play of the same name and may 
have derived from a folk story. Like “The Two Gentlemen of Verona”, in which two 
friends appear to approve of rape, the Shrew’s story of the taming of a woman’s 
independent spirit bj' a man sometimes troubles modem critics and directors.

Shakespeare’s early classical and Italianate comedies, containing tight double 
plots and precise comic sequences, give way in the mid-1590s to the romantic 
atmosphere of his greatest comedies. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” is a witty 
mixture of romance, fairy magic, and comic lowlife scenes. Shakespeare’s next 
comedy, the equally romantic Merchant of Venice, contains a portrayal of the 
vengeful Jewish moneylender Shylock, which reflects Elizabethsin views but may 
appear derogatory to modem audience. The wit and wordplay of “Much Ado About 
Nothing”, the charming rural setting of “As You Like It”, and the lively merrymaking 
of “Twelfth Night complete Shakespeare’s sequence of great comedies. After the 
lyrical Richard II, written almost entirely in verse, Shakespeare introduced prose 
comedy into the histories of the late 1590s, “Henry IV, parts 1 and 2”, and “Henry 
V”. His characters become more complex and tender as he switches deftly between 
comic and serious scenes, prose and poetry, and achieves the narrative variety of 
his mature work. This period begins and ends with two tragedies: Romeo and Juliet, 
the famous romantic tragedy of sexually charged adolescence, love, and death; and 
Julius Caesar-based on Sir Thomas North’s 1579 translation of Plutarch’s Parallel 
Lives—which introduced a new kind of drama. According to Shakespearean scholar 
James Shapiro, in “Julius Caesar” “the various strands of politics, character, 
inwardness, contemporary events, even Shakespeare’s own reflections on the act 
of writing, began to infuse each other”.

In the early 17th century, Shakespeare wrote the so-called “problem plays” 
“Measure for Measure”, “Troilus and Cressida”, and “All’s Well That Ends Well” 
and a number of his best known tragedies. Many critics believe that Shakespeare’s 
greatest tragedies represent the peak of his art. The titular hero of one of 
Shakespeare’s most famous tragedies, Hamlet, has probably been discussed more 
than any other Shakespearean character, especially for his famous soliloquy “To 
be or not to be; that is the question”, Unlike the introverted Hamlet, whose fatal 
flaw is hesitation, the heroes of the tragedies that followed, “Othello” and “King 
Lear”, are undone by hasty errors of judgement. The plots of Shakespeare’s tragedies 
often hinge on such fatal errors or flaws, which overturn order and destroy the

NOTES
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hero and those he loves. In “Othello”, the villain lago stokes Othello’s sexual jealousy 
to the point where he murders the innocent wife who loves him. In King Lear, the 
old king commits the tragic error of giving up his powers, initiating the events 
which lead to the murder of his daughter and the torture and blinding of the Earl 
of Gloucester. According to the critic Frank Kermode, “the play offers neither its 
good characters nor its audience any relief from its cruelty”. In “Macbeth”, the 
shortest and most compressed of Shakespeare’s tragedies, uncontrollable ambition 
incites Macbeth and his wife, Lady Macbeth, to murder the rightful king and usurp 
the throne, until their own guilt destroys them in turn. In this play, Shakespeare 
adds a supernatural element to the tragic structure. His last major tragedies, 
“Antony and Cleopatra” and “Coriolanus”, contain some of Shakespeare’s finest 
poetry and were considered his most successful tragedies by the poet and critic 
T. S. Eliot.

NOTES

In his final period, Shakespeare turned to romance or tragicomedy and 
completed three more major plays: Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, 
as well as the collaboration, Pericles, Prince of Tyre. Less bleak than the tragedies, 
these four plays are graver in tone than the comedies of the 1590s, but they end 
with reconciliation and the forgiveness of potentially tragic errors. Some 
commentators have seen this change in mood as evidence of a more serene view of 
life on Shakespeare’s part, but it may merely reflect the theatrical fashion of the 
day. Shakespeare collaborated on two further surviving plays, “Henry VIH” and 
“The Two Noble Kinsmen”, probably with John Fletcher.

Poems
In 1593 and 1594, when the theatres were closed because of plague, Shakespeare 
published two narrative poems on erotic themes, ‘Wenus and Adonis’ and “The 
Rape of Lucrece”. He dedicated them to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton. 
In “Venus and Adonis”, an innocent Adonis rejects the sexual advances of Venus; 
while in “The Rape of Lucrece”, the virtuous wife Lucrece is raped by the lustful 
Tarquin. Influenced by Ovid’s “Metamorphoses”, the poems show the guilt and 
moral confusion that result from uncontrolled lust. Both proved popular and were 
often reprinted during Shakespeare’s lifetime. A third narrative poem, A Lover’s 
Complaint, in which a young woman laments her seduction by a persuasive suitor, 
was printed in the first edition of the Sonnets in 1609. Most scholars now accept 
that Shakespeare wrote A Lover’s Complaint. Critics consider that its fine qualities 
are marred by leaden effects. The Phoenix and the Turtle, printed in Robert 
Chester’s 1601 Love’s Martyr, mourns the deaths of the legendary phoenix and his 
lover, the faithful turtle dove. In 1599, two early drafts of sonnets 138 and 144 
appeared in The Passionate Pilgrim, published under Shakespeare’s name but 
without his permission.

Sonnets
Published in 1609, the Sonnets were the last of Shakespeare’s non-dramatic works 
to be printed. Scholars are not certain when each of the 154 sonnets was composed, 
but evidence suggests that Shakespeare wrote sonnets throughout his career for a 
private readership. Even before the two unauthorised sonnets appeared in “The
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M.A. English Drama Passionate Pilgrim” in 1599, Francis Meres had referred in 1598 to Shakespeare’s 
“sugred Sonnets among his private friends”. Few analysts believe that the published 
collection follows Shakespeare’s intended sequence. He seems to have planned two 
contrasting series: one about uncontrollable lust for a married woman of dark 
complexion (the “dark lady”), and one about conflicted love for a fair young man 
(the “fair youth”). It remains unclear if these figures represent real individuals, or 
if the authorial “I” who addresses them represents Shakespeare himself, though 
Wordsworth believed that with the sonnets “Shakespeare unlocked his heart”. The 
1609 edition was dedicated to a “Mr. W.H.”, credited as “the only begetter” of the 
poems. It is not known whether this was written by Shakespeare himself or by the 
publisher, Thomas Thorpe, whose initials appear at the foot of the dedication page; 
nor is it known who Mr. W.H. was, despite numerous theories, or whether 
Shakespeare even authorised the publication. Critics praise the Sonnets as a 
profound meditation on the nature of love, sexual passion, procreation, death, and 
time.

NOTES

“Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate...”
Lines from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18.
The production of Shakespeare’s Sonnets was in some way influenced by the 

Italian sonnet: it was popularised by Dante and Petrarch and refined in Spain and 
France by DuBellay and Ronsard. Shakespeare probably had access to these last 
two authors, and read English poets as Richard Field and John Davies. The French 
and Italian poets gave preference to the Italian form of sonnet—two groups of four 
lines, or quatrains (always rhymed a-b-b-a-b-b-a) followed by two groups of three 
lines, or tercets (variously rh5Tned c-c-d e-e-d or c-c-d e-d-e)—which created a 
sonorous music in the vowel rich Romance languages, but in Shakespeare it is 
artificial and monotonous for the English language. To overcome this problem 
derived from the difference of language, Shakespeare chose to follow the idiomatic 
rhyme scheme used by Philip Sidney in. his Astrophel and Stella (published 
posthumously in 1591), where the rhymes are interlaced in two pairs of couplets to 
make the quatrain.

Style
Shakespeare’s first plays were written in the conventional style of the day. He 
wrote them in a stylised language that does not always spring naturally from the 
needs of the characters or the drama. The poetry depends on extended, sometimes 
elaborate metaphors and conceits, and the language is often rhetorical—written 
for actors to declaim rather than speak. The grand speeches in Titus Andronicus, 
in the view of some critics, often hold up the action, for example; and the verse in 
Two Gentlemen of Verona has been described as stilted.

Soon, however, Shakespeare began to adapt the traditional styles to his own 
purposes. The opening soliloquy of Richard III has its roots in the self-declaration 
of Vice in medieval drama. At the same time, Richard’s vivid self-awareness looks 
forward to the soliloquies of Shakespeare’s mature plays. No single play marks a 
change from the traditional to the freer style. Shakespeare combined the two 
throughout his career, with “Romeo and Juliet” perhaps the best example of the
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mixing of the styles. By the time of “Romeo and Juliet”, “Richard II”, and “A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream” in the mid-1590s, Shakespeare had begun to write a 
more natural poetry. He increasingly tuned his metaphors and images to the needs 
of the drama itself.

Shakespeare’s standard poetic form was blank verse, composed in iambic 
pentameter. In practice, this meant that his verse was usually unrhymed and 
consisted of ten syllables to a line, spoken with a stress on every second syllable. 
The blank verse of his early plays is quite different from that of his later ones. It is 
often beautiful, but its sentences tend to start, pause, and finish at the end of lines, 
with the risk of monotony. Once Shakespeare mastered traditional blank verse, he 
began to' interrupt and vary its flow. This technique releases the new power and 
flexibility of the poetry in plays such as “Julius Caesar” and “Hamlet”. Shakespeare 
uses it, for example, to convey the turmoil in Hamlet’s mind:

Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting 
That would not let me sleep. Methought I lay 
Worse than the miitines in the bilboes. Rashly—
And prais’d be rashness for it—let us know 
Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well...
Hamlet, Act 5, Scene 2, 4-8
After “Hamlet”, Shakespeare varied his poetic style further, particularly in 

the more emotional passages of the late tragedies. The literary critic A. C. Bradley 
described this style as “more concentrated, rapid, varied, and, in construction, less 
regular, not seldom twisted or elliptical”. In the last phase of his career, Shakespeare 
adopted many techniques to achieve these effects. These included run-on lines, 
irregular pauses and stops, and extreme variations in sentence structure and length.' 
In Macbeth, for example, the language darts from one unrelated metaphor or simile 
to another; “was the hope drunk/ Wherein you dressed yourself?” (1.7.35-38); “. ..pity, 
like a naked new-born babe/ Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubim, hors’d/ Upon 
the sightless couriers of the air...” (1.7.21-25). The listener is challenged to complete 
the sense. The late romances, with their shifts in time and surprising turns of plot, 
inspired a last poetic style in which long and short sentences are set against one 
another, clauses are piled up, subject and object are reversed, and words are omitted, 
creating an effect of spontaneity.

Shakespeare’s poetic genius was allied with a practical sense of the theatre. 
Like all playwrights of the time, Shakespeare dramatised stories from sources 
such as Petrarch and Holinshed. He reshaped each plot to create several centres of 
interest and show as many sides of a narrative to the audience as possible. This 
strength of design ensures that a Shakespeare play can survive translation, cutting 
and wide interpretation without loss to its core drama. As Shakespeare’s mastery 
grew, he gave his characters clearer and more varied motivations and distinctive 
patterns of speech. He preserved aspects of his earlier style in the later plays, 
however. In Shakespeare’s late romances, he deliberately returned to a more 
artificial style, which emphasised the illusion of theatre.

NOTES
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Shakespeare’s work has made a lasting impression on later theatre and literature. 
In particular, he expanded the dramatic potential of characterisation, plot, language, 
and genre. Until “Romeo and Juliet”, for example, romance had not been viewed as 
a worthy topic for tragedy. Soliloquies had been used mainly to convey information 
about characters or events; but Shakespeare used them to explore characters’ minds. 
His work heavily influenced later poetry. The Romantic poets attempted to revive 
Shakespearean verse, drama, though with little success. Critic George Steiner 
described all English verse dramas from Coleridge to Tennyson as “feeble variations 
on Shakespearean themes.”

Shakespeare influenced novelists such as Thomas Hardy, William Faulkner, 
and Charles Dickens. The American novelist Herman Melville’s soliloquies owe 
much to Shakespeare; his Captain Ahab in Moby-Dick is a classic tragic hero, 
inspired by King Lear. Scholars have identified 20,000 pieces of music linked to 
Shakespeare’s works. These include two operas by Giuseppe Verdi, Otello and 
Falstaff, whose critical standing compares with that of the source plays. 
Shakespeare has also inspired many painters, including the Romantics and the 
Pre-Raphaelites. The Swiss Romantic artist Henry Fuseli, a friend of William Blake, 
even translated Macbeth into German. The psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud drew 
on Shakespearean psychology, in particular that of Hamlet, for his theories of 
human nature.

In Shakespeare’s day, English grammar, spelling and pronunciation were 
less standardised than they are now, and his use of language helped shape modern 
English. Samuel Johnson quoted him more often than any other author in his A 
Dictionary of the English Lan^age, the first serious work of its type. Expressions 
such as “with bated breath” (Merchant of Venice) and “a foregone conclusion” 
(Othello) have found their way into everyday English speech.

NOTES

3.3. SPECULATION ABOUT SHAKESPEARE

Authorship
Around 150 years after Shakespeare’s death, doubts began to emerge about the 
authorship of the works attributed to him. Proposed alternative candidates include 
Francis Bacon, Christopher Marlowe, and Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. 
Several “group theories” have also been proposed. Only a small minority of 
academics believe there is reason to question the traditional attribution, but interest 
in the subject, particularly the Oxfordian theory, continues into the 21st century,

Religion
Some scholars claim that members of Shakespeare’s family were Catholics, at a 
time when Catholic practice was against the law. Shakespeare’s mother, Mary 
Arden, certainly came from a pious Catholic family. The strongest evidence might 
be a Catholic statement of faith signed by John Shakespeare, found in 1757 in the 
rafters of his former house in Henley Street. The document is now lost, however, 
and scholars differ on its authenticity. In 1591, the authorities reported that John
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had missed church “for fear of process for debt”, a common Catholic excuse. In 
1606, William’s daughter Susanna was listed among those who failed to attend 
Easter communion in Stratford. Scholars find evidence both for and against 
Shakespeare’s Catholicism in his plays, but the truth may be impossible to prove 
either way.

Portraiture
There is no written description of Shakespeare’s physical appearance and no 
evidence that he ever commissioned a portrait, so the Droeshout engraving, which 
Ben Jonson approved of as a good likeness, and his Stratford monument provide 
the best evidence of his appearance. From the 18th century, the desire for authentic 
Shakespeare portraits fuelled claims that various surviving pictures depicted 
Shakespeare. That demand also led to the production of several fake portraits, as 
well as misattributions, repaintings and relabelling of portraits of other people.

Classification of the Plays -
Shakespeare’s works include the 36 plays printed in the First Folio of 1623, 
according to their folio classification as comedies, histories and tragedies. Two 
plays not included in the First Folio, “The Two Noble Kinsmen” and “Pericles, 
Prince of Tyre”, are now accepted as part of the canon, with scholars agreed that 
Shakespeare made a major contribution to their composition. No Shakespearean 
poems were included in the First Folio.

In the late 19th century, Edward Dowden classified four of the late comedies 
as romances, and though many scholars prefer to call them tragicomedies, his 
term is often used. These plays and the associated 'Two Noble Kinsmen are marked 
with an asterisk (*). In 1896, Frederick S. Boas coined the term “problem plays” to 
describe four plays: All’s Well That Ends Well, Measure for Measure, Troilus and 
Cressida and Hamlet. “Dramas as singular iii theme and temper cannot be strictly 
called comedies or tragedies”, he wrote. “We may therefore borrow a convenient 
phrase from the theatre of today and class them together as Shakespeare’s problem 
plays.” The term, much debated and sometimes applied to other plays, remains in 
use, though Hamlet is definitively classed as a tragedy. The other problem plays 
are marked below with a double da^er (+).

Plays thought to be only partly written by Shakespeare are marked with a 
dagger (t). Other works occasionally attributed to him are listed as apocr3^ha.

Hamlet-
William Shakespeare

NOTES

3.4. HAMLET

Plot
One dark winter night, a ghost walks the ramparts of Elsinore Castle in Denmark. 
Discovered first by a pair of watchmen, then by the scholar Horatio,' the ghost 
resembles the recently deceased King Hamlet, whose brother Claudius has inherited 
the throne and married the king’s widow. Queen Gertrude. When Horatio and the 
watchmen bring Prince Hamlet, the son of Gertrude and the dead king, to see the 
ghost, it speaks to him, declaring ominously that it is indeed his father’s spirit,

X
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M.A. English Drama and that he was murdered by none other than Claudius. Ordering Hamlet to seek 
revenge on the man who usurped his throne and married his wife, the ghost 
disappears with the dawn.

Prince Hamlet devotes himself to avenging his father’s death, but, because 
he is contemplative and thoughtful by nature, he delays, entering into a deep 
melancholy and even apparent madness. Claudius and Gertrude worry about the 
prince’s erratic behaviour and attempt to discover its cause. They employ a pair of 
Hamlet’s Mends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, to watch him. When Polonius, 
the pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that Hamlet may be mad with love for 
his daughter, Ophelia, Claudius agrees to spy on Hamlet in conversation with the 
girl. But though Hamlet certainly seems mad, he does not seem to love Ophelia: he 
orders her to enter a nunnery and declares that he wishes to ban marriages.

A group of travelling actors comes to Elsinore, and Hamlet seizes upon an 
idea to test his uncle’s guilt. He will have the players perform a scene closely 
resembling the sequence by which Hamlet imagines his uncle to have murdered 
his father, so that if Claudius is guilty, he will surely react. When the moment of 
the murder arrives in the threatre, Claudius leaps up and leaves the room. Hamlet 
and Horatio agree that this proves his guilt. Hamlet goes to kill Claudius but finds 
him praying. Since he believes that killing Claudius while in prayer would send 
Claudius’s soul to heaven, Hamlet considers that it would be an inadequate revenge 
and decides to wait. Claudius now frightened of Hamlet’s madness and fearing for 
his own safety, orders that Hamlet be sent to England at once.

Hamlet goes to confront his mother, in whose bedchamber Polonius has 
hidden behind a tapestry. Hearing a noise from behind the tapestry, Hamlet believes 
the king is hiding there. He draws his sword and stabs through the fabric, killing 
Polonius. For this crime, he is immediately dispatched to England with Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstem. However, Claudius’s plan for Hamlet includes more than 
banishment, as he has given Rosencrantz and Guildenstem sealed orders for the 
King of England demanding that Hamlet be put to death.

In the aftermath of her father’s death, Ophelia goes mad with grief and 
drowns in the river. Polonius’s son, Laertes, who has been staying in France, returns 
to Denmark in a rage. Claudius convinces him that Hamlet is to blame for his 
father’s and sister’s deaths. When Horatio and the king receive letters from Hamlet 
indicating that the prince has returned to Denmark after pirates attacked his ship 
en route to England, Claudius concocts a plan to use Laertes’ desire for revenge to 
secure Hamlet’s death. Laertes will fence with Hamlet in innocent sport, but 
Claudius will poison Laertes’ blade so that if he draws blood, Hamlet will die. As a 
backup plan, the king decides to poison a goblet, which he will give Hamlet to 
drink should Hamlet score the first or second hits of the match. Hamlet returns to 
the vicinity of Elsinore just as Ophelia’s funeral is taking place. Stricken with 
grief, he attacks Laertes and declares that he had in fact always loved Ophelia. 
Back at the castle, he tells Horatio that he believes one must be prepared to die, 
since death can come at any moment. A foolish courtier named Osric arrives on 
Claudius’s orders to arrange the fencing match between Hamlet and Laertes.

NOTES
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The sword-fighting begins. Hamlet scores the first hit, but declines to drink 
from the king’s proffered goblet. Instead, Gertrude takes a drink from it and is 
swiftly killed by the poison. Laertes succeeds in wounding Hamlet, though Hamlet 
does not die of the poison immediately. First, Laertes is cut by his own sword’s 
blade, and, after revealing to Hamlet that Claudius is responsible for the queen’s 
.death, he dies from the blade’s poison. Hamlet then stabs Claudius through with 
the poisoned sword and forces him to drink down the rest of the poisoned wine. 
Claudius dies, and Hamlet dies immediately after achieving his revenge..

At this moment, a Norwegian prince named Fortinbras, who has led an army 
to Denmark and attacked Poland earlier in the play, enters with ambassadors 
from England, who report that Rosencrantz and Guildenstem are dead. Fortinbras 
is stimned by the gruesome sight of the entire royal family lying sprawled on the 
floor dead. He moves to take power of the kingdom. Horatio, fulfilling Hamlet’s 

• last request, tells him Hamlet’s tragic story. Fortinbras orders that Hamlet be 
carried away in a manner befitting a fallen soldier.

Hamtei-
William Shakespeare

NOTES

/3.5. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

Hamlet
Hamlet is the Prince of Denmark, the title character, and the protagonist of the 
play About thirty years old at the start of the play, Hamlet is the son of Queen 
Gertrude and the late King Hamlet, and the nephew of the present king, Claudius. 
Hamlet is melancholy, bitter, and c5Tiical, full of hatred for his uncle’s scheming 
and disgust for his mother’s sexuality. A reflective and thoughtful yoimg man who 
has studied at the University of Wittenberg, Hamlet is often indecisive and hesitant, 
but at other times prone to rash and impulsive acts.

Claudius
Claudius is the King of Denmark, Hamlet’s uncle, and the pla5^s antagonist. The 
villain of the play, Claudius is a calculating, ambitious politician, driven by his 
sexual appetites and his lust for power, but he occasionally shows signs of guilt 
and humaii feeling—his love for Gertrude, for instance, seems sincere.

Gertrude
Gertrude is the Queen of Denmark, Hamlet’s mother, recently married to Claudius. 
Gertrude loves Hamlet deeply, but she is a shallow, weak woman who seeks affection 
and status more urgently than moral rectitude or truth.

Polonius
Polonius is the Lord Chamberlain of Claudius’s court, a pompous, conniving old 
man. Polonius is the father of Laertes and Ophelia.

Horatio
Horatio is Hamlet’s close friend, who studied with the prince at the university in 
Wittenberg. Horatio is loyal and helpful to Hamlet throughout the play. After 
Hamlet’s death, Horatio remains alive to tell Hamlet’s story.
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Ophelia is Polonius’s daughter, a beautiful young woman with whom Hamlet has 
been in love. Ophelia is a sweet and innocent young girl, who obeys her father and 
her brother, Laertes. Dependent on men to tell her how to behave, she gives in to 
Polonius’s schemes to spy on Hamlet. Even in her lapse into madness and death, 
she remains maidenly, singing songs about flowers and finally drowning in the. 
river amid the flower garlands she had gathered.

Laertes
Laertes is Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s brother, a young man who spends much of 
the play in France. Passionate and quick to action, Laertes is clearly a foil for the 
reflective Hamlet.

NOTES

Fortinbras
Fortinbras is the young Prince of Norway, whose father the king (also named 
Fortinbras) was killed by Hamlet’s father (also named Hamlet). Now Fortinbras 
wishes to attack Denmark to avenge his father’s honour, making him another foil 
for Prince Hamlet.

The Ghost
Ghost is the specter of Hamlet’s recently deceased father. The ghost, who claims to 
have been murdered by Claudius, calls upon Hamlet to avenge him. However, it is 
not entirely certain whether the ghost is what it appears to be, or whether it is 
something else. Hamlet speculates that the ghost might be a devil sent to deceive 
him and tempt him into murder, and the question of what the ghost is or where it 
comes from is never definitively resolved.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstem
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem are two slightly bumbling courtiers, former friends 
of Hamlet from Wittenberg, who are summoned by Claudius and Gertrude to 
discover the cause of Hamlet’s strange behavior.

Osric
Osric is the foolish courtier who summons Hamlet to his duel with Laertes.

Voldmand and Cornelius
Voltimand and Cornelius are the two Coiutiers whom Claudius sends to Norway 
to persuade the king to prevent Fortinbras from attacking.

Marcellus and Bernardo
Marcellus and Bernardo are the officers who first see the ghost walking the ramparts 
of Elsinore and who summon Horatio to witness it. Marcellus is present when 
Hamlet first encounters the ghost.

Francisco
Francisco is a soldier and guardsman at Elsinore.

t
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Reynaldo
Reynaldo is Polonius’s servant, who is sent to France by Polonius to check up on 
and spy on Laertes.

NOTES
3.6. ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS

Hamlet
Hamlet has fascinated audiences and readers for centuries, and the first thing to 
point out about him is that he is enigmatic. There is always more to him than the 
other characters in tlie play can figure out; even the most careful and clever readers 
come away with the sense that they don’t know everything there is to know about 
this character. Hamlet actually tells other characters that there is more to him 
than meets the eye—notably, his mother, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstem—but 
his fascination involves much more than this. When he speaks, he sounds as if 
there’s something important he’s not saying, maybe something even he is not aware 
of. The ability to write soliloquies and dialogues that create this effect is one of 
Shakespeare’s most impressive achievements.

A university student whose studies are interrupted by his father’s death, 
Hamlet is extremely philosophical and contemplative. He is particularly drawn to 
difficult questions or questions that cannot be answered with any certainty. Faced 
with evidence that his uncle murdered his father, evidence that any other character 
in a play would believe, Hamlet becomes obsessed with proving his uncle’s guilt 
before trying to act. The standard of “beyond a reasonable doubt” is simply 
unacceptable to him. He is equally plagued with questions about the afterlife, about 
the wisdom of suicide, about what happens to bodies after they die—the list is 
extensive.

But even though he is thoughtful to the point of obsession, Hamlet also 
behaves rashly and impulsively. When he does act, it is with surprising swiftness 
and little or no premeditation, as when he stabs Polonius through a curtain without 
even checking to see who he is. He seems to step very easily into the role of a 
madman, behaving erratically and upsetting the other characters with his wild 
speech and pointed innuendos. ^

It is also important to note that Hamlet is extremely melancholy and 
discontented with the state of affairs in Denmark and in his own family—indeed, 
in the world at large. He is extremely disappointed with his mother for marrying 
his uncle so quickly, and he repudiates Ophelia, a woman he once claimed to love, 
in the harshest terms. His words often indicate his disgust with and distrust of 
women in general. At a number of points in the play, he contemplates his own 
death and even the option of suicide.

But, despite all of the things with which Hamlet professes dissatisfaction, it 
is remarkable that the prince and heir apparent of Denmark should think about 
these problems only in personal and philosophical terms. He spends relatively little 
time thinking about the threats to Denmark’s national security from without or 
the threats to its stability from within (some of which he helps to create through 
his own carelessness).
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Hamlet’s major antagonist is a shrewd, lustful, conniving king who contrasts sharply 
with the other male characters in the play. Whereas most of the other important 
men in Hamlet are preoccupied with ideas of justice, revenge, and moral balance, 
Claudius is bent upon maintaining his own power. The old King Hamlet was 
apparently a stem warrior, but Claudius is a corrupt politician whose main weapon 
is his ability to manipulate others through his skilful use of language. Claudius’s 
speech is compared to poison being poured in the ear—the method he used to murder 
Hamlet’s father. Claudius’s love for Gertrude may be sincere, but it also seems 
likely that he married her as a strategic move, to help him win the throne away 
from Hamlet after the death of the king. As the play progresses, Claudius’s mounting 
fear of Hamlet’s insanity leads him to ever greater self-preoccupation; when 
Gertrude tells him that Hamlet has killed Polonius, Claudius does not remark 
that Gertrude might have been in danger, but only that he would have been in 
danger had he been in the room. He tells Laertes the same thing as he attempts to 
soothe the young man’s anger after his father’s death. Claudius is ultimately too 
crafty for his own good. In Act V, scene ii, rather than allowing Laertes only two 
methods of killing Hamlet, the sharpened sword and the poison on the blade, 
Claudius insists on a third, the poisoned goblet. When Gertrude inadvertently 
drinks the poison and dies, Hamlet is at last able to bring himself to kill Claudius, 
and the king is felled by his own cowardly machination.

NOTES

Gertrude
Few Shakespearean characters have caused as much uncertainty as Gertrude, the 
beautiful Queen of Denmark. The play seems to raise more questions about Gertrude 
than it answers, including: Was she involved with Claudius before the death of her 
husband? Did she love her husband? Did she know about Claudius’s plan to commit 
the murder? Did she love Claudius, or did she marry him simply to keep her high 
station in Denmark? Does she believe Hamlet when he insists that he is not mad, 
or does she pretend to believe him simply to protect herself? Does she intentionally 
betray Hamlet to Claudius, or does she believe that she is protecting her son’s 
secret?

These questions can be answered in numerous ways, depending upon one’s 
reading of the play. The Gertrude who does emerge clearly in Hamlet is a woman 
defined by her desire for station and affection, as well as by her tendency to use 
men to fulfill her instinct for self-preservation—which, of course, makes her 
extremely dependent upon the men in her life. Hamlet’s most famous comment 
about Gertrude is his furious condemnation of women in general: “Frailty, thy 
name is womanl” (1.II.146). This comment is as much indicative of Hamlet’s agonized 
state of mind as of anything else, but to a great extent Gertrude does seem morally 
frail. She never exhibits the ability to think critically about her situation, but seems 
merely to move instinctively toward seemingly safe choices, as when she 
immediately runs to Claudius after her confrontation with Hamlet. She is at her 
best in social situations (I.II and V.II), when her natural grace and charm seem to 
indicate a rich, rounded personality. At times it seems that her grace and charm 
are her only characteristics, and her reliance on men appears to be her sole way of 
capitalizing on her abilities.
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Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.

The Impossibility of Certain^
What separates Hamlet from other revenge plays (and maybe from every play 
written before it) is that the action we expect to see, particularly from Hamlet 
himself, is continually postponed while Hamlet tries to obtain more certain 
knowledge about what he is doing. This play poses many questions that other 
plays would simply take for granted. Oan we have certain knowledge about ghosts? 
Is the ghost what it appears to be, or is it really a misleading fiend? Does the ghost 
have reliable knowledge about its own death, or is the ghost itself deluded? Moving 
to more earthly matters: How can we know for certain the facts about a crime that 
has no witnesses? Can Hamlet know the state of Claudius’s soul by watching his 
behavior? If so, can he know the facts of what Claudius did by observing the state 
of his soul? Can Claudius (or the audience) know the state of Hamlet’s mind by 
observing his behavior and listening to his speech? Can we know whether our 
actions will have the consequences we want them to have? Can we know anything 
about the afterlife?

Many people have seen Hamlet as a play about indecisiveness, and thus 
about Hamlet’s failure to act appropriately, It might be more interesting to consider 
that the play shows us how many uncertainties our lives are built upon, how many 
unknown quantities are taken for granted when people act or when they evaluate 
one another’s actions.

NOTES

The Complexity of Action
Directly related to the theme of certainty is the theme of action. How is it possible 
to take reasonable, effective, purposeful action? In Hamlet, the question of how to 
act is affected not only by rational considerations, such as the need for certainty, 
but also by emotional, ethical, and psychological factors. Hamlet himself appears 
to distrust the idea that it’s even possible to act in a controlled, purposeful way. 
When he does act, he prefers to do it blindly, recklessly, and violently. The other 
characters obviously think much less about “action” in the abstract than Hamlet 
does, and are therefore less troubled about the possibility of acting effectively. 
They simply act as they feel is appropriate. But in some sense they prove that 
Hamlet is right, because all of their actions miscarry. Claudius possesses himself 
of queen and crown through bold action, but his conscience torments him, and he is 
beset by threats to his authority (and, of course, he dies). Laertes resolves that 
nothing will distract him from acting out his revenge, but he is easily influenced 
and manipulated into serving Claudius’s ends, and his poisoned rapier is turned 
back upon himself.

The Mystery of Death
In the aftermath of his father’s murder, Hamlet is obsessed with the idea of death, 
and over the course of the play he considers death from a great many perspectives.
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physical remainders of the dead, such as by Yorick’s skull and the decaying corpses 
in the cemetery. Throughout, the idea of death is closely tied to the themes of 
spirituality, truth, and uncertainty in that death may bring the answers to Hamlet’s 
deepest questions, ending once and for all the problem of trying to determine truth 
in an ambiguous world. And, since death is both the cause and the consequence of 
revenge, it is intimately tied to the theme of revenge and justice—Claudius’s murder 
of King Hamlet initiates Hamlet's quest for revenge, and Claudius’s death is the 
end of that quest.

The question of his own death plagues Hamlet as well, as he repeatedly 
contemplates whether or not suicide is a morally legitimate action in an unbearably 
painful world. Hamlet’s grief and misery is such that he frequently longs for death 
to end his suffering, but he fears that if he commits suicide, he will be consigned to 
eternal suffering in hell because of the Christian religion’s prohibition of suicide. 
In his famous “To be or not to be” soliloquy (Ill.i), Hamlet philosophically concludes 
that no one would choose to endure the pain of life if he or she were not afraid of 
what will come after death, and that it is this fear which causes complex moral 
considerations to interfere with the capacity for action.

The Nation as a Diseased Body
Everything is connected in Hamlet, including the welfare of the royal family and 
the health of the state as a whole. The play’s early scenes explore the sense of 
anxiety and dread that surroimds the transfer of power from one ruler to the next. 
Throughout the play, characters draw explicit connections between the moral 
legitimacy of a ruler and the health of the nation. Denmark is frequently described 
as a physical body made ill by the moral corruption of Claudius and Gertrude, and 
many observers interpret the presence of the ghost as a supernatural omen 
indicating that “ls]omething is rotten in the state of Denmark” (I.iv.67). The dead 
King Hamlet is portrayed as a strong, forthright ruler under whose guard the 
state was in good health, while Claudius, a wicked politician, has corrupted and 
compromised Denmark to satisfy his own appetites. At the end of the play, the rise 
to power of the upright Fortinbras suggests that Denmark will be strengthened 
once again.

Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to 
develop and inform the text’s major themes.

Incest and Incestuous Desire
The motif of incest nms throughout the play and is frequently alluded to by Hamlet 
and the ghost, most obviously in conversations about Gertrude and Claudius, the 
former brother-in-law and sister-in-law who are now married. A subtle motif of 
incestuous desire can be fmmd in the relationship of Laertes and Ophelia, as Laertes 
sometimes speaks to his sister in suggestively sexual terms and, at her funeral, 
leaps into her grave to hold her in his arms. However, the strongest overtones of 
incestuous desire arise in the relationship of Hamlet and Gertrude, in Hamlet’s

NOTES
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fixation on Gertrude’s sex life with Claudius and his preoccupation with her in 
general.

Misogyny
Shattered by his mother’s decision to marry Claudius so soon after her husband’s 
death, Hamlet becomes cynical about women in general, showing a particular 
obsession with what he perceives to be a connection between female sexuality and 
moral corruption. This motif of misogyny, or hatred of women, occurs sporadically 
throughout the play, but it is an important inhibiting factor in Hamlet’s 
relationships with Ophelia and Gertrude. He urges Ophelia to go to a nunnery 
rather than experience the corruptions of sexuality and exclaims of Gertrude, 
“Frailty, thy name is woman” (1.11.146).

Ears and Hearing
One facet of Hamlet’s exploration of the difficulty of attaining true knowledge is 
slipperiness of language. Words are used to communicate ideas, but they can also 
be used to distort the truth, manipulate other people, and serve as tools in corrupt 
quests for power. Claudius, the shrewd politician, is the most obvious example of a 
man who manipulates words to enhance his own power. The sinister uses of words 
are represented by images of ears and hearing, from Claudius’s murder of the king 
by pouring poison into his ear to Hamlet’s claim to Horatio that “1 have words to 
speak in thine ear will make thee dumb” (1V.VI.21). The poison poured in the 
king’s ear by Claudius is used by the ghost to symbolize the corrosive effect of 
Claudius’s dishonesty on the health of Denmark. Declaring that the story that he 
was killed by a snake is a lie, he says that “the whole ear of Denmark” is “Rankly 
abused. . . .” (I.V.36-38).

Symbols
S3niibols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract ideas 
or concepts.

Yorick’s Skull
In Hamlet, physical objects are rarely used to represent thematic ideas. One 
important exception is Yorick’s skull, which Hamlet discovers in the graveyard in 
the first scene of Act V. As Hamlet speaks to the skull and about the skull of the 
king’s former jester, he fixates on death’s inevitability and the disintegration of 
the body. He urges the skull to “get you to my lady’s chamber, and tell her, let her 
paint an inch thick, to this favor she must come”—no one can avoid death (V.I.178- 
179). He traces the skull’s mouth and says, “Here hung those lips that I have 

■ kissed I know not how oft,” indicating his fascination with the physical consequences 
of death (V.1.174-175). This latter idea is an important motif throughout the play, 
as Hamlet frequently makes comments referring to every human bod5^s eventual 
decay, noting that Polonius will be eaten by worms, that even kings are eaten by 
worms, and that dust from the decayed body of Alexander the Great might be used 
to stop a hole in a beer barrel.

NOTES
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3.8. SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

' Act I, Scene I 
Summary
On a dark winter night outside Elsinore Castle in Denmark, an officer named 
Bernardo comes to relieve the watchman Francisco. In the heavy darkness, the 
men cannot see each other. Bernardo hears a footstep near him and cries, ‘Who’s 
there?” After both men ensure that the other is also a watchman, they relax. Cold, 
tired, and apprehensive from his many hours of guarding the castle, Francisco 
thanks Bernardo and prepares to go home and go to bed.

Shortly thereafter, Bernardo is joined by Marcellus, another watchman, and 
Horatio, a friend of Prince Hamlet. Bernardo and Marcellus have ui^ed Horatio to 
stand watch with them, because they believe they have something shocking to 
show him. In hushed tones, the they discuss the apparition they have seen for the 
past two nights, and which they now hope to show Horatio: the ghost of the recently 
deceased King Hamlet, which they claim has appeared before them on the castle 
ramparts in the late hours of the night. ••

Horatio is skeptical, but then the ghost suddenly appears before the men 
and just as suddenly vanishes. Terrified, Horatio acknowledges that the specter 
does indeed resemble the dead King of Denmark, that it even wears the armor 
King Hamlet wore when he battled against the armies of Norway, and the same 
frown he wore when he fought against the Poles. Horatio declares that the ghost 
must bring warning of impending misfortune for Denmark, perhaps in the form of 
a military attack. He recounts the story of King Hamlet’s conquest of certain lands 
once belonging to Norway, sajdng that Fortinbras, the young Prince of Norway, 
now seeks to reconquer those forfeited lands.

The ghost materializes for a second time, and Horatio tries to speak to it. 
The ghost remains silent, however, and disappears again just as the cock crows at 
the first hint of dawn. Horatio suggests that they tell Prince Hamlet, the dead 
king’s son, about the apparition. He believes that though the ghost did not speak 
to him, if it is really the ghost of King Hamlet, it will not refuse to speak to his 
beloved son.

NOTES

Analysis
Hamlet was written around the year 1600 in the final years of the reign of Queen 
Elizabeth I, who had been the monarch of England for more than forty years and 
was then in her late sixties. The prospect of Elizabeth’s death and the question of 
who would succeed her was a subject of grave anxiety at the time, since Elizabeth 
had no children, and the only person with a legitimate royal claim, James of 
Scotland, was the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, and therefore represented a political 
faction to which Elizabeth was opposed. (When Elizabeth died in 1603, James did 
inherit the throne, becoming King James I.)

It is no surprise, then, that many of Shakespeare’s plays from this period, 
including Hamlet, concern transfers of power from one monarch to the next. These
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plays focus particularly on the uncertainties, betrayals, and upheavals that 
accompany such shifts in power, and the general sense of anxiety and fear that 
surroimd them. The situation Shakespeare presents at the beginning of Hamlet is 
that a strong and beloved king has died, and the throne has been inherited not by 
his son, as we might expect, but by his brother. Still grieving the old king, no one 
knows yet what to expect from the new one, and the guards outside the castle are 
feaiftil and suspicious.

The supernatural appearance of the ghost on a chilling, misty night outside 
Elsinore Castle indicates immediately that something is wrong in Denmark. The 
ghost serves to enlarge the shadow King Hamlet casts across Denmark, indicating 
that something about his death has upset the balance of nature. The appearance of 
the ghost also gives physical form to the fearful anxiety that surrounds the transfer 
of power after the king’s death, seeming to imply that the future of Denmark is a 
dark and frightening one. Horatio in particular sees the ghost as an ill omen boding 
violence and turmoil'in Denmark’s future, comparing it to the supernatural omens 
that supposedly presaged the assassination of Julius Caesar in ancient Rome (and 
which Shakespeare had recently represented in Julius Caesar). Since Horatio proves 
to be right, and the appearance of the ghost does presage the later tragedies of the 
play, the ghost functions as a kind of internal foreshadowing, implying tragedy not 
only to the audience but to the characters as well.

The scene also introduces the character of Horatio, who, with the exception 
of the ghost, is the only major character in the scene. Without sacrificing the forward 
flow of action or breaking the atmosphere of dread, Shakespeare establishes that 
Horatio is a good-humored man who is also educated, intelligent, and skeptical of 
supernatural events. Before he sees the ghost, he insists, “Tush, tush, ’twill not 
appear” (I.i.29). Even after seeing it, he is reluctant to give full credence to stories 
of magic and mysticism. When Marcellus says that he has heard that the crowing 
of the cock has the power to dispel evil powers, so that “[n]o fairy takes, nor witch 
hath power to charm,” Horatio replies, “So have I heard, and do in part believe it,” 
emphasizing the “in part” (I.i. 144-146).

But Horatio is not a blind rationalist, either, and when he sees the ghost, 
he does not deny its existence—on the contrary, he is overwhelmed with terror. 
His ability to accept the truth at once even when his predictions have been proved 
wrong indicates the fundamental tiustworthiness of his character. His reaction to 
the ghost functions to overcome the audience’s sense of disbelief, since for a man as 
skeptical, intelligent, and trustworthy as Horatio to believe in and fear the ghost 
is far more impressive and convincing than if its only witnesses had been a pair of 
superstitious watchmen. In this subtle way, Shakespeare uses Horatio to represent 
the audience’s perspective throughout this scene. By overcoming Horatio’s skeptical 
resistance, the ghost gains the audience’s suspension of disbelief as well.

Act I, Scene II 
Summary
The morning after Horatio and the guardsmen see the ghost, King Claudius gives 
a speech to his courtiers, explaining his recent marriage to Gertrude, his brother's 
widow and the mother of Prince Hamlet. Claudius says that he mourns his brother

NOTES
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He mentions that young Fortinbras has written to him, rashly demanding the 
surrender of the lands King Hamlet won from Fortinbras’s father, and dispatches 
Cornelius and Voltimand with a message for the King of Norway, Fortinbras’s 
elderly uncle.

His speech concluded, Claudius turns to Laertes, the son of the Lord 
Chamberlain, Polonius. Laertes expresses his desire to return to France, where he 
was staying before his return to Denmark for Claudius’s coronation. Polonius gives 
his son permission, and Claudius jovially grants Laertes his consent as well.

Turning to Prince Hamlet, Claudius asks why “the clouds still hang” upon 
him, as Hamlet is still wearing black mourning clothes (I.ii.66). Gertrude urges 
him to cast off his “nightly colour,” but he replies bitterly that his inner sorrow is 
so great that his dour appearance is merely a poor mirror of it (I.ii.68). Affecting a 
tone of fatherly advice, Claudius declares that all fathers die, and all sons must 
lose their fathers. When a son loses a father, he is duty-bound to mourn, but to 
mourn for too long is unmanly and inappropriate. Claudius urges Hamlet to think 
of him as a father, reminding the prince that he stands in line to succeed to the 
throne upon Claudius’s death.

With this in mind, Claudius says that he does not wish for Hamlet to return 
to school at Wittenberg (where he had been studying before his father’s death), as 
Hamlet has asked to do. Gertrude echoes her husband, professing a desire for 
Hamlet to remain close to her. Hamlet stiffly agrees to obey her. Claudius claims 
to be so pleased by Hamlet’s decision to stay that he will celebrate with festivities 
and cannon fire, an old custom called “the king’s rouse.” Ordering Gertrude to 
follow him, he escorts her from the room, and the court follows.

Alone, Hamlet exclaims that he wishes he could die, that he could evaporate 
and cease to exist. He wishes bitterly that God had not made suicide a sin. 
Anguished, he laments his father’s death and his mother’s hasty marriage to his 
uncle. He remembers how deeply in love his parents seemed, and he curses the 
thought that now, not yet two month after his father’s death, his mother has married 
his father’s far inferior brother.

0 God! a beast that wants discourse of reason. Would have mourn’d longer,— 
married with mine uncle, My father’s brother; but no more like my father Than I to 
Hercules: within a month; Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears Had left the 
flushing in her galled eyes. She married:— O, most wicked speed, to post With 
such dexterity to incestuous sheets!

Hamlet quiets suddenly as Horatio strides into the room, followed by 
Marcellus and Bernardo. Horatio was a close friend of Hamlet at the university in 
Wittenberg, and Hamlet, happy to see him, asks why he has left the school to 
travel to Denmark. Horatio says that he came to see King Hamlet’s funeral, to 
which Hamlet curtly replies that Horatio came to see his mother’s wedding. Horatio 
agrees that the one followed closely on the heels of the other. He then tells Hamlet 
that he, Marcellus, and Bernardo have seen what appears to be his father’s ghost. 
Stunned, Hamlet agrees to keep watch with them that night, in the hope that he 
will be able to speak to the apparition.

NOTES
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Analysis
established a dark, ghostly atmosphere in the first scene, Shakespeare 

devotes the second to the seemingly jovial court of the recently crowned King 
Claudius. If the area outside the castle is murky with the aura of dread .and anxiety, 
the rooms inside the castle are devoted to an energetic attempt to banish that 
aura, as the king, the queen, and the courtiers desperately pretend that nothing is 
out of the ordinary. It is difficult to imagine a more convoluted family d5mamic or 
a more out-of-balance political situation, but Claudius nevertheless preaches an 
ethic of balance to his courtiers, pledging to sustain and combine the sorrow he 
feels for the king’s death and the joy he feels for his wedding in equal parts.

But despite Claudius’s efforts, the merriment of the court seems superficial. 
This is largely due to the fact that the idea of balance Claudius pledges to follow is 
unnatural. How is.it possible to balance sorrow for a brother’s death with happiness 
for having married a dead brother’s wife? Claudius’s speech is full of contradictory 
words, ideas, and phrases, beginning with “Though yet of Hamlet our late brother’s 
death / The memory be green,” which combines the idea of death and decay with 
the idea of greenery, growth, and renewal (I.ii.1-2). He also speaks of “[o]ur 
sometime sister, now our queen,” “defeated joy,” "an auspicious and a dropping 
eye,” “mirth in funeral,” and “dirge in marriage” (I.ii.8-12). These ideas sit uneasily 
with one another, and Shakespeare uses this speech to give his audience an 
uncomfortable first impression of Claudius. The negative impression is furthered 
when Claudius affects a fatherly role toward the bereaved Hamlet, advising him 
to stop grieving for his dead father and adapt to a new life in Denmark. Hamlet 
obviously does not want Claudius’s advice, and Claudius’s motives in giving it are 
thoroughly suspect, since, after all, Hamlet is the rrian who would have inherited 
the throne had Claudius not snatched it from him.

The result of all this blatant dishonesty is that this scene portrays as dire a 
situation in Denmark as the first scene does. Where the first scene illustrated the 
fear and supernatural danger lurking in Denmark, the second hints at the 
corruption and weakness of the king and his court. The scene also furthers the 
idea that Denmark is somehow unsound as a nation, as Claudius declares that 
Fortinbras makes his battle plans “[hjolding a weak supposal of our worth, / Or 
thinking by. our late dear brother’s death/ Our state to be disjoint and out of frame” 
(Lii.18-20).

NOTES

Prince Hamlet, devastated by his father’s death and betrayed by his mother’s 
marriage, is introduced as the only character who is unwilling to play along with 
Claudius’s gaudy attempt to mimic a healthy royal court. On the one hand, this 
may suggest that he is the only honest character in the royal court, the only person 
of high standing whose sensibilities are offended by what has happened in the 
aftermath of his father’s death. On the other hand, it suggests that he is a 
malcontent, someone who refuses to go along with the rest of the court for the sake 
of the greater good of stability. In any case, Hamlet already feels, as Marcellus will 
say later, that “[sjomething is rotten in the state of Denmark” (I.iv.67). We also see 
that his mother’s hasty remarriage has shattered his opinion of womanhood 
(“Frailty, thy name is woman,” he cries out famously in this scene [I.ii.l46]), a
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and his deteriorating relationship with his mother.

His soliloquy about suicide (“0, that this too too solid flesh would melt, / 
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew!” (I.ii.129-130]) ushers in what will be a central 
idea in the play. The world is painful to live in, but, within the Christian framework 
of the play, if one commits suicide to end that pain, one damns oneself to eternal 
suffering in hell. The question of the moral validity of suicide in an unbearably 
painful world will haunt the rest of the play; it reaches the height of its urgency in 
the most famous line in all of English literature: “To be, or not to be: that is the 
question” (III.i.58). In this scene Hamlet mainly focuses on the appalling conditions 
of life, railing against Claudius’s court as “an unweeded garden, / That grows to 
seed; things rank and gross in nature / Possess it merely” (I.ii. 135-137). Throughout 
the play,we watch the gradual crumbling of the beliefs on which Hamlet’s worldview 
has been based. Already, in this first soliloquy, religion has failed him, and his 
warped family situation can offer him no solace.

Act I, Scenes III • IV 

Summary: Act 1, Scene iii
In Polonius’s house, Laertes prepares to leave for France. Bidding his sister, Ophelia, 
farewell, he cautions her against falling in love with Hamlet, who is, according to 
Laertes, too far above her by birth to be able to love her honorably. Since Hamlet is 
responsible not only for his own feelings but for his position in the state, it may be 
impossible for him to marry her. Ophelia agrees to keep Laertes’ advice as a 
“watchman” close to her heart but urges him not to give her advice that he does not 
practice himself. Laertes reassures her that he will take care of himself.

Polonius enters to bid his son farewell. He tells Laertes that he must hurry 
to his ship but then delays him by giving him a great deal of advice about how to 
behave with integrity and practicality. Polonius admonishes Laertes to keep his 
thoughts to himself, restrain himself from acting on rash desires, and treat people 
with familiarity but not with vulgarity. He advises him to hold on to his old friends 
but be slow to embrace new fnends; to be slow to quarrel but to fight boldly if the 
need arises; to listen more than he talks; to dress richly but not gaudily; to refrain 
from borrowing or lending money; and, finally, to be true to himself above all things,

Laertes leaves, bidding farewell to Ophelia ofice more. Alone with his 
daughter, Polonius asks Ophelia what Laertes told her before he left. Ophelia says 
that it was “something touching the Lord Hamlet” (I.ii.89). Polonius asks her about 
her relationship with Hamlet. She tells him that Hamlet claims to love her. Polonius 
sternly echoes Laertes’ advice, and forbids Ophelia to associate with Hamlet 
anymore. He tells her that Hamlet has deceived her in swearing his love, and that 
she should see through his false vows and rebuff his affections. Ophelia pledges to 
obey.

Summary: Act I, Scenes iv
It is now night. Hamlet keeps watch outside the castle with Horatio and Marcellus, 
waiting in the cold for the ghost to appear. Shortly after midnight, trumpets and 
gunfire sound from the castle, and Hamlet explains that the new king is spending

NOTES
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the night carousing, as is the Danish custom. Disgusted, Hamlet declares that this 
sort of custom is better broken than kept, saying that the king’s revelry makes 
Denmark a laughingstock among other nations and lessens the Danes’ otherwise 
impressive achievements. Then the ghost appears, and Hamlet calls out to it. The 
ghost beckons Hamlet to follow it out into the night. His companions urge him not 
to follow, begging him to consider that the ghost might lead him toward harm.

Hamlet himself is unsure whether his father’s apparition is truly the king’s 
spirit or an evil demon, but he declares that he cares nothing for his life and that, 
if his soul is immortal, the ghost can do nothing to harm his soul. He follows after 
the apparition and disappears into the darkness. Horatio and Marcellus, stunned, 
declare that the event bodes ill for the nation. Horatio proclaims that heaven will 
oversee the outcome of Hamlet’s encounter with the ghost, but Marcellus says that 
they should follow and try to protect him themselves. After a moment, Horatio and 
Marcellus follow after Hamlet and the ghost.

NOTES

Analysis: Act I, Scenes iii-iv
“Neither a borrower nor a lender be: For loan oft loses both itself and friend; And 
borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry”.

The active, headstrong, and affectionate Laertes contrasts powerfully with 
the contemplative Hamlet, becoming one of Hamlet’s most important foils in the 
play. (A foil is a character who by contrast emphasizes the distinct characteristics 
of another character.) As the plot progresses, Hamlet’s hesitancy to undertake his 
father’s revenge will markedly contrast with Laertes’ furious willingness to avenge 
his father’s death (Ill.iv). Act I, scene iii serves to introduce this contrast. Since 
the last scene portrayed the bitterly fractured state of Hamlet’s family, by 
comparison, the bustling normalcy of Polonius’s household appears all the more 
striking. Polonius’s long speech advising Laertes on how to behave in France is 

. self-consciously paternal, almost excessively so, as if to hammer home the contrast 
between the fatherly love Laertes enjoys and Hamlet’s state of loss and 
estrangement. Hamlet’s conversation with the ghost of his father in Act I, scene v 
will be a grotesque recapitulation of the father-to-son speech, with vastly darker 
content.

As in the previous scene, when Claudius and Gertrude advised Hamlet to 
stay in Denmark and cast off his mourning, the third scene develops through a 
motif of family members giving one another advice, or orders masked as advice. 
While Polonius and Laertes seem to have a relatively normal father-son relationship, 
their relationships with Ophelia seem somewhat troubling. They each assume a 
position of imquestioned authority over her, Polonius treating his daughter as 
though her feelings are irrelevant (“Affection! pooh! you speak like a green girl”) 
and Laertes treating her as though her judgment is suspect (l.iii.lOl). Further, 
Laertes’ speech to Ophelia is laced with forceful sexual imagery, referring to her 
“chaste treasure open” to Hamlet’s “unmaster’d importunity” (I.iii.31-32). Combined 
with the extremely affectionate interplay between the brother and sister, this sexual 
imagery creates an incestuous undertone, echoing the incest of Claudius’s marriage 
to his brother’s wife and Hamlet’s passionate, conflicting feelings for his mother.
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purposes, as Shakespeare begins to construct a unified world out of the various 
environments of the play. Whereas the play up to this point has been divided into 
a number of separate settings, this scene begins to blend together elements of 
different settings. Hamlet, for instance, has been associated with the world inside 
Elsinore, but he now makes his appearance in the darkness outside it. Likewise, 
the terror outside the castle so far has been quite separate from the revelry inside, 
but now the sound of Claudius’s carousing leaks through the walls and reaches 
Hamlet and his companions in the night.

Act I, scene iv also continues the development of the motif of the ill health of 
Denmark. Hamlet views the king’s carousing as a further sign of the state’s 
corruption, commenting that alcohol makes the bad aspects of a person’s character 
overwhelm all of his or her good qualities. And the appearance of the ghost is again 
seen as a sign of Denmark’s decay, this time by Marcellus, who famously declares, 
“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (I.iv.67).

Finally, the reappearance of the still-silent ghost brings with it a return of 
the theme of spirituality, truth, and uncertainty, or, more specifically, the 
uncertainty of truth in a world of spiritual ambiguity. Since Hamlet does not know 
what lies beyond death, he cannot tell whether the ghost is truly his father’s spirit 
or whether it is an evil demon come from hell to tempt him toward destruction. 
This uncertainty about the spiritual world will lead Hamlet to wrenching 
considerations of moral truth.- These considerations have already been raised by 
Hamlet’s desire to kill himself in Act I, scene ii and will be explored more directly 
in the scenes to come.

NOTES

Act I, Scene V - Act II, Scene I 
Summary: Act I, Scene v
In the darkness, the ghost speaks to Hamlet, claiming to be his father’s spirit, ’ 
come to rouse Hamlet to revenge his death, a “foul and most unnatural murder” 
(I.V.25). Hamlet is appalled at the revelation that his father has been murdered, 
and the ghost tells him that as he slept in his garden, a villain poured poison into 
his ear—the very villain who now wears his crown, Claudius. Hamlet’s worst fears 
about his uncle are confirmed. “0 my prophetic soul!” he cries (I.v.40). The ghost 
exhorts Hamlet to seek revenge, telling him that Claudius has corrupted Denmark 
and corrupted Gertrude, having taken her from the pure love of her first marriage 
and seduced her in the foul lust of their incestuous union. But the ghost,urges 
Hamlet not to act against his mother in any way, telling him to “leave her to heaven” 
and to the pangs of her own conscience (I.v.86).

As dawn breaks, the ghost disappears. Intensely moved, Hamlet swears to 
remember and obey the ghost. Horatio and Marcellus arrive upon the scene and 
frantically ask Hamlet what has happened. Shaken and extremely agitated, he 
refuses to tell them, and insists that they swear upon his sword not to reveal what 
they have seen. He tells them further that he may pretend to be a madman, and he 
makes them swear not to give the slightest hint that they know anjdhing about his 
motives. Three times the ghost’s voice echoes from beneath the ground, proclaiming, 
“Swear.” Horatio and Marcellus take the oath upon Hamlet’s sword, and the three

92 Self-Instructional Material



men exit toward the castle. As they leave, Hamlet bemoans the responsibility he 
now carries: “The time is out of joint: O cursed spite / That ever I was born to set it 
right!” (Lv.189-190).

Summary: Act II, Scene i

Polonius dispatches his servant Re5maldo to France with money and written notes 
for Laertes, also ordering him to inquire about and spy on Laertes’ personal life. 
He gives him explicit directions as to how to pursue his investigations, then sends 
him on his way. As Reynaldo leaves, Ophelia enters, visibly upset. She tells Polonius 
that Hamlet, unkempt and wild-eyed, has accosted her. Hamlet grabbed her, held 
her, and sighed heavily, but did not speak to her. Polonius says that Hamlet must 
be mad with his love for Ophelia, for she has distancedlierself from him ever since 
Polonius ordered her to do so. Polonius speculates that tliis lovesickness might be 
the cause of Hamlet’s moodiness, and he hurries out to tell Claudius of his idea.

Analysts: Act I, Scene v-Act II, Scene i
The ghost’s demand for Hamlet to seek revenge upon Claudius is the pivotal event 
of Act 1. It sets the main plot of the play into motion and leads Hamlet to the idea 
of feigning madness, which becomes his primary mode of interacting with other 
people for most of the next three acts, as well as a major device Shakespeare uses 
to develop his character. Most important, it introduces the idea of retributive justice, 
the notion that sin must be returned with punishment. Claudius has committed a 
sin, and now, to restore balance to the kingdom, the sin must be punished. The 
idea of retribution haimts and goads characters throughout the play, functioning 
as an important motivation for action, spurring Claudius to guilt, Hamlet to the 
avoidance of suicide, and Laertes to murderous rage after the deaths of Ophelia 
and Polonius.

While Hamlet fits a genre called revenge tragedy, loosely following the form 
popularized by 'Thomas Kyd’s earlier Spanish Tragedy, it is unlike any other revenge 
tragedy in that it is more concerned with thought and moral questioning than with 
bloody action. One of the central tensions in the play comes from Hamlet’s inability 
to find any'bertain moral truths as he works his way toward revenge. Even in his 
first encounter with the ghost, Hamlet questions the appearances of things around 
hi_m and worries whether he can trust his perceptions, doubting the authenticity of 
his father’s ghost and its tragic claim. Because he is contemplative to the point of 
obsession, Hamlet’s decision to feign madness, ostensibly in order to keep the other 
characters from guessing the motive for his behavior, will lead him at times 
perilously close to actual madness. In fact, it is impossible to say for certain whether 
or not Hamlet actually does go mad, and, if so, when his act becomes reality. We 
have already seen that Hamlet, though thoughtful by nature, also has an excitable 
streak, which makes him erratic, nervous, and unpredictable. In Act I, scene v, as 
the ghost disappears, Hamlet seems to have too much nervous energy to deal 
competently with the curious Horatio and Marcellus. He is already unsure of what 
to believe and what to do, and the tension of his uncertainty comes out in sprawling 
wordplay that makes him seem already slightly mad, calling the ghost names such 
as “truepenny” and “old mole” as it rumbles, “Swear,” from beneath the ground 
(I.V.152, Lv.164).
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M.A. English Drama The short scene that begins Act II is divided into two parts, the first of which 
involves Polonius’s conversation with Reynaldo about Laertes and the second of 
which involves Polonius’s conversation with Ophelia about Hamlet. The scene serves 
to develop the character of Polonius, v;ho is one of the most intriguing figures in 
Hamlet. Polonius can be interpreted as either a doddering fool or as a cunning 
manipulator, and he has been portrayed onstage as both. In this scene, as he 
carefully instructs Reynaldo in the art of snooping, he seems more the manipulator 
than the fool, though his obvious love of hearing his own voice leads him into some 
comical misphrasings (“And then, sir, does a this — a does — / what was I about to 
say? By the mass, I was about to say some/thing. Where did I leave?” [II.i.49-51]).

In his advice to Reynaldo, Polonius explicitly develops one of the themes of 
Hamlet, the idea that words can be used to bend and alter the truth. He explains to 
Reynaldo how to ask leading questions of Laertes’ acquaintances and how to phrase 
questions in a way that will seem inoffensive. As with Claudius, who manipulated 
the royal court with his speech in Act I, scene ii, words become a tool for influencing 
the minds of others and controlling their perception of the truth. Remember that 
Claudius killed King Hamlet by pouring poison into his ear. Shakespeare continually 
illustrates that words can function as poison in the ear as well. As the ghost says 
in Act I, scene v, Claudius has poisoned “the whole ear of Denmark” with his words 
(I.v.36). The running imagery of ears and hearing serves as an important s5anbol 
of the power of words to manipulate the truth.

Polonius’s conversation with Ophelia is important for severai.reasons. First, 
it illustrates how Hamlet has been behaving since his encounter with the ghost: he 
has made good on his promise to Horatio and is behaving as a madman. Though 
we learn about it only through her description, his emotional scene with Ophelia 
may stem in part from his general plan to feign insanity, and in part from real 
distress at seeing Ophelia, since she has recently spumed him. In addition, his 
mother’s marriage to Claudius seems to have shattered his opinion of women in 
general. The conversation also informs the audience that she has obeyed her father’s 
orders and broken off her relationship with Hamlet, confirming her docile nature 
and dependence on her father to tell her how to behave. And finally, the conversation 
engenders an important moment for the plot of the play: Polonius’s sudden idea 
that Hamlet’s melancholy and strange behavior may be due to his lovesickness for 
Ophelia. Though Polonius’s overly simple theory is obviously insufficient to explain 
Hamlet’s behavior, it does lead to several plot developments in the next few scenes, 
including Hamlet’s disastrous confrontation with Ophelia and Gertrude and 
Claudius’s decision to spy on Hamlet.

NOTES

Act II, Scene II 
Summary
Within the castle, Claudius and Gertrude welcome Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, 
two of Hamlet’s friends from Wittenberg. Increasingly concerned about Hamlet’s 
erratic behavior and his apparent inability to recover from his father’s death, the 
king and queen have summoned his friends to Elsinore in the hope that they might 
be able to cheer Hamlet out of his melancholy, or at least discover the cause of it.
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Rosencrantz and Guildenstem agree to investigate, and the queen orders attendants 
to take them to her “too much changed” son (II.ii.36).

Polonius enters, announcing the return of. the ambassadors whom Claudius 
sent to Norway. Voltimand and Cornelius enter and describe what took place with 
the aged and ailing king of Norway: the king rebuked Fortinbras for attempting to 
make war on Denmark, and Fortinbras swore he would never again attack the 
Danes. The Norwegian king, oveijoyed, bequeathed upon Fortinbras a large annuity, 
and urged him to use the army he had assembled to attack the Poles instead of the 
Danes. He has therefore sent a request back to Claudius that Prince Fortinbras’s 
armies be allowed safe passage through Denmark on their way to attack the Poles. 
Relieved to have averted a war with Fortinbras’s army, Claudius declares that he 
will see to this business later. Voltimand and Cornelius leave.

Turning to the subject of Hamlet, Polonius declares, after a wordy preamble, 
that the prince is mad with love for Ophelia. He shows the king and queen letters 
and love poems Hamlet has given to Ophelia, and proposes a plan to test his theory. 
Hamlet often walks alone through the lobby of the castle, and, at such a time, they 
could hide behind an arras (a curtain or wall hanging) while Ophelia confronts 
Hamlet, allowing them to see for themselves whether Hamlet’s madness really 
emanates from his love for her. The king declares that they will try the plan. 
Gertrude notices that Hamlet is approaching, reading from a book as he walks, 
and Polonius says that he will speak to the prince. Gertrude and Claudius exit, 
leaving Polonius alone with Hamlet.

Polonius attempts to converse with Hamlet, who appears insane; he calls 
the old man a “fishmonger” and answers his questions irrationally. But many of 
Hamlet’s seemingly lunatic statements hide barbed observations about Polonius’s 
pomposity and his old age. Polonius comments that while Hamlet is clearly mad, 
his replies are often “pregnant” with meaning (II.ii.206). He hurries away, 
determined to arrange the meeting between Hamlet and Ophelia.

As Polonius leaves, Rosencrantz and Guildenstem enter, and Hamlet seems 
pleased to see them. They discuss Hamlet’s unhappiness about recent affairs in 
Denmark. Hamlet asks why they have come. Sheepishly, the two men claim they 
have come merely to visit Hamlet, but he sternly declares that he knows that the 
king and queen sent for them. They confess this to be true, and Hamlet says that 
he knows why: because he has lost all of his joy and descended into a state of 
melancholy in which everything (and everyone) appears sterile and worthless.

Rosencrantz smiles and says he wonders how Hamlet will receive a theatrical 
troupe that is currently traveling toward the castle. The trumpets blow, announcing 
the arrival of the actors (or “players”). Hamlet tells his friends they are welcome to 
stay at Elsinore, but that his “uncle-father and aunt-mother” are deceived in his 
madness. He is mad only some of the time and at other times is sane.

Polonius enters to announce the arrival of the players, who follow him into 
the room. Hamlet welcomes them and entreats one of them to give him a speech 
about the fall of Troy and the death of the Ti-ojan king and queen, Priam and 
Hecuba. Impressed with the player’s speech, Hamlet orders Polonius to see them 
escorted to guestrooms. He annoimces that the next night they will hear The Murder
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of Gonzago performed, with an additional short speech that he will write himself. 
Hamlet leaves Rosencrantz and Guildenstem and now stands alone in the room.

He immediately begins cursing himself, bitterly commenting that the player 
who gave the speech was able to summon a depth of feeling and expression for 
long-dead figures who mean nothing to him, while Hamlet is unable to take action 
even with his far more powerful motives. He resolves to devise a trap for Claudius, 
forcing the king to watch a play whose plot closely resembles the murder of Hamlet's 
father; if the king is guilty, he thinks, he will surely show some visible sign of guilt 
when he sees his sin reenacted on stage. Then, Hamlet reasons, he will obtain 
definitive proof of Claudius’s guilt. “The play’s the thing,” he declares, “wherein I’ll 
catch the conscience of the king” (II.ii.581-582).

Analysis
If Hamlet is merely pretending to be mad, as he suggests. He does almost too good 
ajob of it. His portrayal is so convincing that many critics contend that his already 
fragile sanity shatters at the sight of his dead father’s ghost. However, the acute 
and cutting observations he makes while supposedly mad support the view that he 
is only pretending. Importantly, he declares, “I am but mad north-north-west: when 
the wind is southerly I know a hawk from a handsaw” (II.ii.361-362). That is, he is 
only “mad” at certain calculated times, and the rest of the time he knows what is 
what. But he is certainly confused and upset, and his confusion translates into an 
extraordinarily intense state of mind suggestive of madness.

This scene, by far the longest in the play, includes several important 
revelations and furthers the development of some of the play’s main themes. The 
scene contains four main parts: Polonius’s conversation with Claudius and Gertrude, 
which includes the discussion with the ambassadors; Hamlet’s conversation with 

■ Polonius, in which we see Hamlet consciously feigning madness for the first time; 
Hamlet’s reunion with Rosencrantz and Guildenstem; and the scene with the 
players, followed by Hamlet’s concluding soliloquy on the theme of action. These 
separate plot developments take place in the same location and occur in rapid 
succession, allowing the ausdience to compare and contrast their thematic elements.

We have already seen the developing contrast between Hamlet and Laertes. 
The section involving the Norwegian ambassadors develops another important 
contrast, this time between Hamlet and Fortinbras. Like Hamlet, Fortinbras is 
the grieving son of a dead king, a prince whose uncle inherited the throne in his 
place. But where Hamlet has sunk into despair, contemplation, and indecision, 
Fortinbras has devoted himself to the pursuit of revenge. This contrast will be 
explored much more thoroughly later in the play. Here, it is important mainly to 
note that Fortinbras’s uncle has forbidden him to attack Denmark but has given 
him permission to ride through Denmark on his way to attack Poland. This at 
least suggests the possibility that the King of Norway is tr5dng to trick Claudius 
into allowing a hostile army into his country. It is notable that Claudius appears 
indifferent to the fact that a powerful enemy will be riding through his country 
with a large army in tow. Claudius seems much more worried about Hamlet’s 
madness, indicating that where King Hamlet was a powerful warrior who sought
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to expand Denmark’s power abroad, Claudius is a politician who is more concerned 
about threats from within his state.

The arrival of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, two of the most enigmatic 
figures in Hamlet, is another important development. These two characters are 
manipulated by all of the members of the royal family and seem to exist in a state 
of fear that they will offend the wrong person or give away the wrong secret at the 
wrong time. One of the strangest qualities of the two men is their extraordinary 
similarity. In fact, Shakespeare leaves Rosencrantz and Guildenstern almost 
entirely undifferentiated from one another. “Thanks, Rosencrantz and gentle 
Guildenstern,” Claudius says, and Gertrude replies, “Thanks, Guildenstern and 
gentle Rosencrantz,” almost as though it does not matter which is which (II.ii.33- 
34). The two men’s questioning of Hamlet is a parody of a Socratic dialogue. They 
propose possibilities, develop ideas according to rational argument, and find their 
attempts to imderstand Hamlet’s behavior entirely thwarted by his uncooperative 
replies.

NOTES

“What a piece of work is man! How noble in reason! how infinite in faculties! 
in form and moving, how express and admirable! in action bow like an angel! in 
apprehension, how like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals! And 
yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust?”

The other important event in this scene is the arrival of the players. The 
presence of players and play-acting within the play points to an important theme: 
that real life is in certain ways like play-acting. Hamlet professes to be amazed by 
the player king’s ability to engage emotionally with the story he is telling even 
though it is only an imaginative recreation. Hamlet is prevented from responding 
to his own situation because he doesn’t have certain knowledge about it, but the 
player king, and theater audiences in general, can respond feelingly even to things 
they know to be untrue. In fact, most of the time people respond to their real-life 
situations with feelings and actions that are not based on certain knowledge. This 
is what Hamlet refuses to do. His refusal to act like he knows what he’s doing 
when he really doesn’t may be construed as heroic and appropriate, or quixotic and 
impossible. In either case, Hamlet’s plan to trap the king by eliciting an emotional 
response is highly unsound: Claudius’s feelings about a play could never be 
construed as a reliable index of its truth.

Act III, Scene I 
Summary
Claudius and Gertrude discuss Hamlet’s behavior with Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, who say they have been unable to learn the cause of his melancholy. 
They tell the king and queen about Hamlet’s enthusiasm for the players. 
Encouraged, Gertrude and Claudius agree that they will see the play that evening. 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern leave, and Claudius orders Gertrude to leave as 
well, saying that he and Polonius intend to spy on Hamlet’s confrontation with 
Ophelia. Gertrude exits, and Polonius directs Ophelia to walk around the lobby. 
Polonius hears Hamlet coming, and he and the king hide.
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MA. English Drama Hamlet enters, speaking thoughtfully and agonizingly to himself about the 
question of whether to commit suicide to end the pain of experience: “To be, or not 
to be: that is the question” (III,i.58). He says that the miseries of life are such that 
no one would willingly bear them, except that they are afraid of “something after 
death” (III.i.80). Because we do not know what to expect in the afterlife, we would 
rather “bear those ills we have,” Hamlet says, “than fly to others that we know not 
of’ (III.i.83-84). In mid-thought, Hamlet sees Ophelia approaching. Having received 
her orders from Polonius, she tells him that she wishes to return the tokens of love 
he has given her. Angrily, Hamlet denies having given her anything; he laments 
the dishonesty of beauty, and claims both to have loved Ophelia once and never to 
have loved her at all. Bitterly commenting on the wretchedness of humankind, he 
urges Ophelia to enter a nunnery rather than become a “breeder of sinners” 
(Ill.i.122-123). He criticizes women for making men behave like monsters and for 
contributing to the world’s dishonesty by painting their faces to appear more 
beautiful than they are. Working himself into a rage, Hamlet denounces Ophelia, 
women, and humankind in general, saying that he wishes to end all marriages. As 
he storms out, Ophelia mourns the “noble mind” that has now lapsed into apparent 
madness (III.i.l49).

The king and Polonius emerge from behind the tapestry. Claudius says that 
Hamlet’s strange behavior has clearly not been caused by love for Ophelia and 
that his speech does not seem like the speech of insanity. He says that he fears 
that melancholy sits on something dangerous in Hamlet’s soul like a bird sits on 
her egg, and that he fears what will happen when it hatches. He declares that he 
will send Hamlet to England, in the hope that a change of scenery might help him 
get over his troubles. Polonius agrees that this is a good idea, but he still believes 
that Hamlet’s agitation comes from loving Ophelia. He asks Claudius to send Hamlet 
to Gertrude’s chamber after the play, where Polonius can hide again and watch 
unseen; he hopes to learn whether Hamlet is really mad with love. Claudius agrees, 
saying that “[mjadness in great ones” must be carefully watched (111.1,187).

Analysis
“To be, or not to be” is the most famous line in English literature. What does it 
mean? Why are these words and what follows special?

One reason is that they are a stunning example of Shakespeare’s ability to 
make his characters seem three-dimensional. The audience senses that there is 
more to Hamlet’s words than meets the ear—that there is something behind his 
words that is never spoken. Or, to put it another way, the audience witnesses signs 
of something within Hamlet’s mind that even he isn’t aware of. Hamlet is a fictional 
character who seems to possess a subconscious mind. How does Shakespeare 
manage to accomplish this?

In the first place, Hamlet doesn’t talk directly about what he’s really talking 
about. When he questions whether it is better “to be, or not to be,” the obvious 
implication is, “Should I kill myself?” The entire soliloquy strongly suggests that 
he is toying with suicide and perhaps tr5dng to work up his courage to do it. But at 
no point does he. say that he is in pain or discuss why he wants to kill himself. In 
fact, he never says ‘T” or “me” in the entire speech. He’s not trying to “express”
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himself at all; instead, he poses the question as a matter of philosophical debate. 
When he claims that everybody would commit suicide if they weren’t uncertain 
about the afterlife, it sounds as if he’s making an ailment to convince an imaginary 
listener a^ jat an abstract point rather than directly addressing how the question 
applies to him. Now, it’s perfectly ordinary for characters in plays to say something 
other than what they mean to other characters (this suggests that they are 
consciously hiding their true motives), but Hamlet does it when he’s talking to 
himself This creates the general impression that there are things going on in 
Hamlet’s mind that he can’t think about directly.

While we’re on the subject of what’s going on inside Hamlet’s mind, consider 
his encounter with Ophelia. This conversation, closely watched by Claudius and 
Polonius, is, in fact, a test. It’s supposed to establish whether Hamlet’s madness 
stems from his lovesickness over Ophelia. Before we, the audience, see this 
encoimter, we already think we know more than Claudius does: we know that 
Hamlet is only acting crazy, and that he’s doing it to hide the fact that he’s plotting 
against (or at least investigating) his uncle. Therefore, it can’t be true that he’s 
acting mad because of his love for Ophelia. But witnessing Hamlet’s encounter 
with her throws everything we think we know into question.

Does Hamlet mean what he says to Ophelia? He says that he did love her 
once but that he doesn’t love her now. There are several problems with concluding 
that Hamlet says the opposite of what he means in order to appear crazy. For one 
thing, if he really does love her, this is imnecessarily self-destructive behavior. It’s 
unnecessary because it doesn’t accomplish very much; that is, it doesn’t make 
Claudius suspect him less. His professions of former love make him appear fickle, 
or emotionally withdrawn, rather than crazy.

Is Hamlet really crazy or just pretending? He announced ahead of time that 
he was going to act crazy, so it’s hard to conclude that he (coincidentally) really 
went mad right after saying so. But his behavior toward Ophelia is both self
destructive and fraught with emotional intensity. It doesn’t obviously further his 
plans. Moreover, his bitterness against Ophelia, and against women in general, 
resonates with his general discontentedness about the state of the world, the same 
discontentedness that he expresses when he thinks no one is watching. There is a 
passionate intensity to his unstable behavior that keeps us from viewing it as 
fake.

Hamlet-
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NOTES

Perhaps it is worthwhile to ask this question: if a person in a rational state 
of mind decides to act as if be is crazy, to abuse the people around him regardless 
of whether he loves those people or hates them, and to give free expression to all of 
his most antisocial thoughts, when he starts to carry those actions out, will it even 
be possible to say at what point he stops pretending to be crazy and starts actually 
being crazy?

Act III, Scene II 
Summary
That evening, in the castle hall now doubling as a theater, Hamlet anxiously lectures 
the players on how to act the parts he has written for them. Polonius shuffles by 
with Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, and Hamlet dispatches them to hurry the
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M.A. English Drama players in their preparations. Horatio enters, and Hamlet, pleased to see him, 
praises him heartily, expressing his affection for and high opinion of Horatio’s 
mind and manner, especially Horatio’s qualities of self-control and reserve. Having 
told Horatio what he learned from the ghost—that Claudius murdered his father— 
he now asks him to watch Claudius carefully during the play so that they might 
compare their impressions of his behavior afterward. Horatio agrees, saying that 
if Claudius shows any signs of guilt, he will detect them.

The trumpets play a Danish march as the audience of lords and ladies begins 
streaming into the room. Hamlet warns Horatio that he will begin to act strangely. 
Sure enough, when Claudius asks how he is, his response seems quite insane:' 
“Excellent, i’ faith; of the chameleon’s dish: I eat the air, promise-crammed” 
{III.ii.84-86). Hamlet asks Polonius about his history as an actor and torments 
Ophelia with a string of erotic puns.

The players enter and act out a brief, silent version of the play to come called 
a “dumbshow.” In the dumbshow, a king and queen display their love. The queen 
leaves the king to sleep, and while he is sleeping, a man murders him by pouring 
poison into his ear. The murderer tries to seduce the queen, who gradually accepts 
his.advances.

The players begin to enact the play in full, and we learn that the man who 
kills the king is the king’s nephew. Throughout, Hamlet keeps up a running 
commentary on the characters and their actions, and continues to tease Ophelia 
with oblique sexual references. When the murderer pours the poison into the 
sleeping king’s ear, Claudius rises and cries out for light. Chaos ensues as the play 
comes to a sudden halt, the torches are lit, and the king flees the room, followed by 
the audience. When the scene quiets, Hamlet is left alone with Horatio-

Hamlet and Horatio agree that the king’s behavior was telling. Now extremely 
excited, Hamlet continues to act frantic and scatterbrained, speaking glibly and 
inventing little poems. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arrive to tell Hamlet that 
he is wanted in his mother’s chambers. Rosencrantz asks again about the cause of 
Hamlet’s “distemper,” and Hamlet angrily accuses the pair of trying to play him as 
if he were a musical pipe. Polonius enters to escort Hamlet to the queen. Hamlet 
says he will go to her in a moment and asks for a moment alone. He steels himself 
to speak to his mother, resolving to be brutally honest with her but not to lose 
control of himself: “I will speak daggers to her, but use none” (III.ii.366).

Analysis
In the first two scenes of Act III, Hamlet and Claudius both devise traps to catch 
one another’s secrets: Claudius spies on Hamlet to discover the true nature of his 
madness, and Hamlet attempts to “catch the conscience of the king” in the theater 
(III.i.582). The play-within-a-play tells the story of Gonzago, the Duke of Vienna, 
and his wife, Baptista, who marries his murdering nephew, Lucianus. Hamlet 
believes that the play is an opportunity to establish a more reliable basis for 
Claudius’s guilt than the claims of the ghost. Since he has no way of knowing 
whether to believe a member of the spirit world, he tries to determine whether 
Claudius is guilty by reading his behavior for signs of a psychological state of guilt.
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Although Hamlet exults at the success of his stratagem, interpreting 
Claudius’s interruption isn’t as simple as it seems. In the first place, Claudius does 
not react to the dumbshow, which exactly mimics the actions of which the ghost 
accuses Claudius. Claudius reacts to the play itself, which, unlike the dumbshow, 
makes it clear that the king is murdered by his nephew. Does Claudius react.to 
being confronted with his own crimes, or to a play about imcle-killing sponsored by 
his crazy nephew? Or does he simply have indigestion?

. Hamlet appears more in control of his own behavior in this scene than in the 
one before, as shown by his effortless manipulations of Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern and his frank conversation with Horatio. He even expresses 
admiration and affection for Horatio’s calm level-headedness, the lack of which is 
his own weakest point: “Give me that man / 'That is not passion’s slave, and I will 
wear him / In my heart’s core, ay, in my heart of heart, / As I do thee” {III.ii.64-67). 
In this scene he seems to prove that he is not insane after all, given the effortlessness 
with which he alternates between wild, erratic behavior and focused, sane behavior. 
He is excited but coherent during his conversation with Horatio before the play, 
•but as soon as the king and queen enter, he begins to act insane, a sign that he is 
only pretending. His only questionable behavior in this scene arises in his crude 
comments to Ophelia, which show him capable of real cruelty. His misogyny has 
crossed rational bounds, and his every comment is laced with sexual innuendo. 
For instance, she comments, “You are keen, my lord, you are keen,” complimenting 
him on his sharp intellect, and he replies, “It would cost you a groaning to take off 
my edge” (Ill.ii.227-228). His interchange with Ophelia is a mere prelude to the 
passionate rage he will unleash on Gertrude in the next scene.

Act III, Scene III 
Summary
Elsewhere in the castle, King Claudius speaks to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 
Badly shaken by the play and now considering Hamlet’s madness to be dangerous, 
Claudius asks the pair to escort Hamlet on a voyage to England and to depart 
immediately. They agree and leave to make preparations. Polonius enters and 
reminds the king of his plan to hide in Gertrude’s room and observe Hamlet’s 
confrontation with her. He promises to tell Claudius all that he learns. When 
Polonius leaves, the king is alone, and he immediately expresses his guilt and grief 
over his sin. A brother’s murder, he says, is the oldest sin and “hath the primal 
eldest curse upon’t” (in.iii.37). He longs to ask for forgiveness, but says that he is 
imprepared to give up that which he gained by committing the murder, namely, 
the crown and the queen. He falls to his knees and begins to pray.

Hamlet slips quietly into the room and steels himself to kill the unseeing 
Claudius. But suddenly it occurs to him that if he kills Claudius while he is praying, 
he will end the king’s life at the moment when he was seeking forgiveness for his 
sins, sending Claudius’s soul to heaven. This is hardly an adequate revenge, Hamlet 
thinks, especially since Claudius, by killing Hamlet’s father before he had time to 
make his last confession, ensured that his brother would not go to heaven. Hamlet 
decides to wait, resolving to kill Claudius when the king is sinning—when he is 
either drunk, angry, or lustful. He leaves. Claudius rises and declares that he has
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M.A. Eng!hh Drama been unable to pray sincerely: “My words fly up, my thoughts remain below” 
(III.iii.96).

Analysis
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all; And thus the native hue of resolution. 
Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought; And enterprises of great pith and 
moment, With this regard, their currents turn awry, And lose the name of action.

In Act III, scene iii, Hamlet finally seems ready to put his desire for revenge 
into action. He is satisfied that the play has proven his imcle’s guilt. When Claudius 
prays, the audience is given real certainty that Claudius murdered his brother: a 
full, spontaneous confession, even though nobody else hears it. This only heightens 
our sense that the climax of the play is due to arrive. But Hamlet waits.

On the surface, it seems that he waits because he wants a more radical 
revenge. Critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge have been horrified by Hamlet’s 
words here—he completely oversteps the bounds of Christian morality in trying to 
damn his opponent’s soul as well as kill him. But apart from this ultraviolent 
posturing, Hamlet has once again avoided the imperative to act by involving himself 
in a problem of knowledge. Now that he’s satisfied that he knows Claudius’s guilt, 
he wants to know that his punishment will be sufficient. It may have been difficult 
to prove the former, but how can Hamlet ever hope to know the fate of Claudius’s 
immortal soul?

Hamlet poses his desire to damn Claudius as a matter of fairness: his own 
father was killed without having cleansed his soul by praying or confessing, so 
why should his murderer be given that chance? But Hamlet is forced to admit that 
he doesn’t really know what happened to his father, remarking “how his audit 
stands, who knows, save heaven?” (III.iv.82). The most he can say is that “in our 
circumstance and course ofthought/’Tis heavy with him” (III.iv.83-84). The Norton 
Shakespeare paraphrases “in our circumstance and course of thought” as “in our 
indirect and limited way of knowing on earth.” Having proven his uncle’s guilt to 
himself, against all odds, Hamlet suddenly finds something else to be uncertain 
about.

NOTES

At this point, Hamlet has gone beyond his earlier need to know the facts 
about the crime, and he now craves metaphysical knowledge, knowledge of the 
afterlife and of God, before he is willing to act. The audience has had plenty of 
opportunity to see that Hamlet is fascinated with philosophical questions. In the 
case of the “to be, or not to be” soliloquy, we saw that his philosophizing can be a 
way for him to avoid thinking about or acknowledging something more immediately 
important (in that case, his urge to kill himself). Is Hamlet using his speculations 
about Claudius’s soul to avoid thinking about something in this case? Perhaps the 
task he has set for himself—killing another human being in cold blood—is too 
much for him to face. Whatever it is, the audience may once again get the sense 
that there is something more to Hamlet’s behavior than meets the eye. That 
Shakespeare is able to convey this sense is a remarkable achievement in itself, 
quite apart from how we try to explain what Hamlet’s imacknowledged motives 
might be.
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Act III, Scene IV 
Summary
In Gertrude’s chamber, the queen and Polonius wait for Hamlet’s arrival. Polonius 
plans to hide in order to eavesdrop on Gertrude’s confrontation with her son, in the 
hope that doing so will enable him to determine the cause of Hamlet’s bizarre and 
threatening behavior. Polonius urges the queen to be harsh with Hamlet when he 
arrives, saying that she should chastise him for his recent behavior. Gertrude agrees, 
and Polonius hides behind an arras, or tapestry.

Hamlet storms into the room and asks his mother why she has sent for him. 
She says that he has offended his father, meaning his stepfather, Claudius. He 
interrupts her and says that she has offended his father, meaning the dead King 
Hamlet, by marrying Claudius. Hamlet accosts her with an almost violent intensity 
and declares his intention to make her fully aware of the profundity of her sin. 
Fearing for her life, Gertrude cries out. From behind the arras, Polonius calls out 
for help. Hamlet, realizing that someone is behind the arras and suspecting that it 
might be Claudius, cries, “How now! a rat?” (III.iv.22). He draws his sword and 
stabs it through the tapestry, killing the unseen Polonius. Gertrude asks what 
Hamlet has done, and he replies, “Nay, I know not: / Is it the king?” (III.iv.24). The 
queen says his action was a “rash and bloody” deed, and Hamlet replies that it was 
almost as rash and bloody as murdering a king and marrying his brother (III.iv.26- 
28). Disbelieving, the queen exclaims, “As kill a king!” and Hamlet replies that she 
heard him correctly (III.iv.29).

Hamlet lifts the arras and discovers Polonius’s body; he has not kiUed the 
king and achieved his revenge but has murdered the relatively innocent Polonius. 
He bids the old man farewell, calling him an “intruding fool” {III.iv.30). He turns 
to his mother, declaring that he will wring her heart. He shows her a picture of the 

• dead king and a picture of the current king, bitterly comments on the superiority 
of his father to his uncle, and asks her furiously what has driven her to marry a 
rotten man such as Claudius. She pleads with him to stop, saying that he has 
turned her eyes onto her soul and that she does not like what she sees there. Hamlet 
continues to denounce her and rail against Claudius, until, suddenly, the ghost of 
his father again appears before him.

Hamlet speaks to the apparition, but Gertrude is unable to see it and believes 
him to be mad. The ghost intones that it has come to remind Hamlet of his purpose, 
that Hamlet has not yet killed Claudius and must achieve his revenge. Noting that 
Gertrude is amazed and unable to see him, the ghost asks Hamlet to intercede 
with her. Hamlet describes the ghost, but Gertrude sees nothing, and in a moment 
the ghost disappears. Hamlet tries desperately to convince Gertrude that he is not 
mad but has merely feigned madness all along, and he urges her to forsake Claudius 
and regain her good conscience. He urges her as well not to reveal to Claudius that 
his madness has been an act. Gertrude, still shaken from Hamlet’s furious 
condemnation of her, agrees to keep his secret. He bids her goodnight, but, before 
he leaves, he points to Polonius’s corpse and declares that heaven has “punished 
me with this, and this with me” (IILiv.158). Hamlet reminds his mother that he 
must sail to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, whom he says he will
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that their loyalties are with Claudius, not with him. Dragging Polonius’s body 
behind him, Hamlet leaves his mother’s room.

Analysis
What is Hamlet trying to do in his confrontation with his mother? It is possible 
that he wants her to confirm her knowledge of Claudius’s crime, to provide further 
proof of his guilt. Or it may be that Hamlet wants to know whether she was complicit 
in the crime. Or he may feel that he needs her on his side if he is to achieve justice. 
While all of these are possibilities, what Hamlet actually does is urge his mother to 
repent choosing Claudius over his own father. More specifically, he repeatedly 
demands that she avoid Claudius’s bed. Actually, he’s much more specific; he tells 
her not to let Claudius arouse her by fondling her neck, not to stay within his 
semen-infested sheets, and other shockingly graphic details.

This is another point in the play where audiences and readers have felt that 
there is more going on in Hamlet’s brain than we can quite put our fingers on. 
Sigmund Freud wrote that Hamlet harbors an imconscious desire to sexually enjoy 
his mother. Freud maintained that all men unconsciously desire their mothers in 
this way, and he called this the “Oedipus Complex,” after the character in Sophocles’ 
play who unwittingly murders his father and has several children by his own 
mother. Whether or not Freud was right about this is as difficult to prove as any of 
the problems that Hamlet worries about, but his argument in regard to Hamlet is 
quite remarkable. He says that while Oedipus actually enacts this fantasy, Hamlet 
only betrays the imconscious desire to do so. Hamlet is thus a quintessentially 
modern person, because he has repressed desires.

Though Gertrude’s speech in this scene is largely limited to brief reactions 
to Hamlet’s lengthy denunciations of her, it is our most revealing look at her 
character. As the scene progresses, Gertrude goes through several states of feeling: 
she is haughty and accusatory at the beginning, then afraid that Hamlet will hurt 
her, shocked and upset when Hamlet kills Polonius, overwhelmed by fear and panic 
as Hamlet accosts her, and disbelieving when Hamlet sees the ghost. Finally, she 
is contrite toward her son and apparently willing to take his part and help him. 
For Gertrude, then, the scene progresses as a sequence of great shocks, each of 
which weakens her resistance to Hamlet’s condemnation of her behavior. Of course, 
Gertrude is convinced mainly by Hamlet’s insistence and power of feeling, 
illustrating what many readers have felt to be her central characteristic: her 
tendency to be dominated by powerful men and her need for men to show her what 
to think and how to feel.

This quality explains why Gertrude would have turned to Claudius so soon 
after her husband’s death, and it also explains why she so quickly adopts Hamlet’s 
point of view in this scene. Of course, the play does not specifically explain Gertrude’s 
behavior. It is possible that she was complicit with Claudius in the murder of her 
husband, though that seems unlikely given her surprised reaction to Hamlet’s 
accusation in this scene, and it is possible that she merely pretends to take Hamlet’s 
side to placate him, which would explain why she immediately reports his behavior 
to Claudius after promising not to do so. But another interpretation of Gertrude’s
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character seems to be that she has a powerful instinct for self-preservation and 
advancement that leads her to rely too deeply on men. Not only does this 
interpretation explain her behavior throughout much of the play, it also links her 
thematically to Ophelia, the play’s other important female character, who is also 
submissive and utterly dependent on men.

Hamlet’s rash, murderous action in stabbing Polonius is an important 
illustration of his inability to coordinate his thoughts and actions, which might be 
considered his tragic flaw. In his passive, thoughtful mode, Hamlet is too beset by 
moral considerations and uncertainties to avenge his father’s death by killing 
Claudius, even when the opportunity is before him. But when he does choose to 
act, he does so blindly, stabbing his anonymous “enemy” through a curtain. It is as 
if Hamlet is so distrastful of the possibility of acting rationally that he believes his 
revenge is more likely to come about as an accident than as a premeditated act.

When he sees Polonius’s corpse, Hamlet interprets his misdeed within the 
terms of retribution, punishment, and vengeance: “Heaven hath pleased it so / To 
punish me with this, and this with me” (III.iv.157-158). Though Hamlet has not 
achieved his vengeance upon Claudius, he believes that God has used him as a tool' 
of vengeance to punish Polonius’s sins and punish Hamlet’s sins by staining his 
soul with the murder.

NOTES

Act IV, Scenes I - II 
Summary: Act IV, Scene i
Frantic after her confrontation with Hamlet, Gertrude hurries to Claudius, who is 
conferring with Rosencrantz and Guildenstem. She asks to speak to the king alone. 
When Rosencrantz and Guildenstem exit, she tells Claudius about her encounter 
with Hamlet. She says that he is as mad as the sea during a violent storm; she also 
tells Claudius that Hamlet has killed Polonius. Aghast, the king notes that had he 
been concealed behind the arras, Hamlet would have killed him. Claudius wonders 
aloud how he will be able to handle this public crisis without damaging his hold on 
Denmark. He tells Gertmde that they must ship Hamlet to England at once and 
find a way to explain Hamlet’s misdeed to the court and to the people. He calls 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem, tells them about the murder, and sends them to 
find Hamlet.

Summary: Act IV, Scene ii
Elsewhere in Elsinore, Hamlet has just finished disposing of Polonius’s body, 
commenting that the corpse has been “safely stowed” (IV.ii.l). Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstem appear and ask what he has done with the body. Hamlet refuses to 
give them a straight answer, instead saying, “The body is with the king, but the 
king is not with the body” (IV.ii.25-26). Feigning offense at being questioned, he 
accuses them of being spies in the service of Claudius. He calls Rosencrantz a 
“sponge... that soaks up the king’s countenance, his rewards, his authorities,” and 
warns him that “when he needs what you have gleaned, it is but squeezing you, 
and, sponge, you shall be dry again” (IV.ii.11-19). At last he agrees to allow 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem to escort him to Claudius.
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The short first scene of Act IV centers around Gertrude’s betrayal of her son, turning 
him in to the king after having promised to help him. While she does keep her 
promise not to reveal that Hamlet was only pretending to be insane, the immediate 
and frank way in which she tells Claudius about Hamlet’s behavior and his murder 
of Polonius implies that she sees herself as allied to the king rather than to her 
son. Whether Gertrude really believes Hamlet to be mad, or has simply recognized 
that her best interest lies in allying herself with Claudius regardless of what she 
believes, is impossible to determine from this scene and is largely a matter of one’s 
personal interpretation of the events. Whatever the case, it is Gertrude’s speech to 
Claudius that cements the king’s secret plan to have Hamlet executed in England.

As brief as it is, Act IV, scene i is a magnificent example of Shakespeare’s 
skill at developing characters, illustrated by the subtle development of Claudius. 
Where most of the other male characters in the play, including Hamlet, King 
Hamlet, Laertes, and Fortinbras, are obsessed with themes of honor, moral balance, 
and retributive justice, Claudius is a selfish, ambitious king who is more concerned 
with maintaining his own power and averting political danger than achieving justice 
through his rule. His response to Gertrude’s revelation that Hamlet has killed 
Polonius is extremely telling. Rather than considering that Gertrude might have 
been in danger, he immediatel}’^ remarks that had he been in the room, he would 
have been in danger. Hamlet must be sent away from Denmark, he thinks, not as 
punishment for committing murder but because he represents a danger to Claudius. 
And as soon as he hears of the murder, Claudius’s mind begins working to find a 
way to characterize the killing so that it does not seem like a political crisis to his 
court and to the people of Denmark. To do this, he says, will require all his “majesty 
and skill” (IV.i.30). In this scene and the scenes to follow, Shakespeare creates in 
Claudius a convincing depiction of a conniving, ambitious politician. In this way, 
Claudius emerges as a figure of powerful contrast to the more forthright men in 
the play, including Laertes, Fortinbras, and Horatio, and the far more morally 
conscious Prince Hamlet,

Hamlet’s murder of Polonius at the end of Act III is one of the most disturbing 
moments in the play. If it was previously possible to consider Hamlet a “hero” or 
an idealized version of a human being, it is no longer possible after he kills Polonius. 
His sensitive, reflective nature—the trait that constantly interfered with his ability 
to take revenge on Claudius—riow disappears in the wake of its violent opposite; a 
rash, murderous explosion of activity. Hamlet leaps to the conclusion that Claudius 
is behind the arras, or else he simply lashes out thoughtlessly. In any case, Hamlet’s 
moral superiority to Claudius is now thrown into question. He has killed Polonius 
just as Claudius killed Hamlet’s father, the only differences being that Hamlet’s 
murder was not premeditated and was not committed out of jealousy or ambition. 
Hamlet also eases his conscience with the fact that Polonius was dishonestly spying 
on Hamlet at the moment when he was killed. But the result of Hamlet’s deed is 
very similar to that of Claudius’s: Laertes and Ophelia have lost a father, just as 
Hamlet himself did.

Now, Hamlet hides the body. But rather than being overwhelmed with 
contrition, as we might expect of a hero who has committed such a terrible mistake,

NOTES
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he seems manic, desperate, and self-righteous, especially in his condemnation of 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstem. Throughout Act IV, scene ii, as in the play-within- 
a-play scene (Act III, scene ii), Hamlet’s biting, ironic wit is combined with his 
rash, impulsive streak, and his feigned madness seems very close to the real thing. 
Though Hamlet has many admirable qualities, scenes such as this one serve as 
powerful reminders that we are not meant to take the prince as an unqualified 
hero.

NOTES

Act IV, Scenes III - IV 

Summary: Act IV, Scene iii
The king speaks to a group of attendants, telling them of Polonius’s death and his 
intention to send Hamlet to England. Rosencrantz and Guildenstem appear with 
Hamlet, who is under guard. Pressed by Claudius to reveal the location of Polonius’s 
body, Hamlet is by turns inane, coy, and clever, saying that Polonius is being eaten 
by worms, and that the king could send a messenger to find Polonius in heaven or 
seek him in hell himself. Finally, Hamlet reveals that Polonius’s body is under the 
stairs near the castle lobby, and the king dispatches his attendants to look there. 
The king tells Hamlet that he must leave at once for England, and Hamlet 
enthusiastically agrees. He exits, and Claudius sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstem 
to ensure that he boards the ship at once. Alone with his thoughts, Claudius states 
his hope that England will obey the sealed orders he has sent with Rosencrantz 
and Guildenstem. The orders call for Prince Hamlet to be put to death.

Summary; Act IV, Scene iv
On a nearby plain in Denmark, young Prince Fortinbras marches at the head of 
his army, traveling through Denmark on the way to attack Poland. Fortinbras 
orders his captain to go and ask the King of Denmark for permission to travel 
through his lands. On his way, the captain encounters Hamlet, Rosencrantz, and 
Guildenstem on their way to the ship bound for England. The captain informs 
them that the Norwegian army rides to fight the Poles. Hamlet asks about the 
basis of the conflict, and the man tells him that the armies will fight over “a little 
patch of land / That hath in it no profit but the name” (IV.iv.98-99). Astonished by 
the thought that a bloody war could be fought over something so insignificant, 
Hamlet marvels that human beings are able to act so violently and purposefully 
for so little gain. By comparison, Hamlet has a great deal to gain from seeking his 
own bloody revenge on Claudius, and yet he still delays and fails to act toward his 
purpose.. Disgusted with himself for having failed to gain his revenge on Claudius, 
Hamlet declares that from this moment on, his thoughts will be bloody.

Analysis: Act IV, Scenes iii-iv
As we saw in Act IV, scene ii, the murder of Polonius and the subsequent traumatic 
encounter with his mother seem to leave Hamlet in a frantic, unstable frame of 
mind, the mode in which his excitable nature seems very similar to actual madness. 
He taimts Claudius, toward whom Ills hostility is now barely disguised, and makes 
light of Polonius’s murder with word games. He also pretends to be thrilled at the 
idea of sailing for England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstem.
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proved as much, when he told her that he would trust his old schoolfellows as if 
they were “adders fang’d,” that is, poisonous snakes (III.iv.185.2). But although 
Hamlet suspects his friends’ treachery, he may not fully realize the malevolence of 
Claudius’s designs for him. Claudius’s subterfuge in asking the English to execute 
Hamlet reveals the extent to which he now fears Hamlet: whether Hamlet is sane 
or mad, he is a danger to Claudius, and Claudius wishes him to die. It is also 
revealing that one of Claudius’s, considerations in seeking to have Hamlet murdered 
in far-off England, rather than merely executing him in Denmark, is that he is 
beloved by the common people of Denmark—"loved of the distracted multitude,” as 
Claudius says (IV.iii.4). Again, where King Hamlet was a brave warrior. King 
Claudius is a crafty politician, constantly working to strengthen his own power, 
circumvent threats to his throne, and manipulate those around him to his own 
advantage.

NOTES

Act IV, scene iv restores the focus of the play to the theme of human action, 
Hamlet’s encounter with the Norwegian captain serves to remind the reader of 
Fortinbras’s presence in the world of the play and gives Hamlet another example 
of the will to action that he lacks. Earlier, he was amazed by the player’s evocation 
of powerful feeling for Hecuba, a legendary character who meant nothing to him 
(Il.ii). Now, he is awestruck by the willingness of Fortinbras to devote the energy 
of an entire army, probably wasting hundreds of lives and risking his own, to reclaim 
a worthless scrap of land in Poland. Hamlet considers the moral ambiguity of 
Fortinbras’s action, but more than anything else he is impressed by the forcefulness 
of it, and that forcefulness becomes a kind of ideal.toward which Hamlet decides at 
last to strive. “My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!” he declares (IV.iv.9.56). 
Of coxu-se, he fails to put this exclamation into action, as he has failed at every 
previous turn to achieve his revenge on Claudius. “My thoughts be bloody,” Hamlet 
says. Tellingly, he does not say “My deeds be bloody.”

Act IV, Scenes V-VI 
Summary: Act IV, Scene v
Gertrude and Horatio discuss Ophelia. Gertrude does not wish to see the bereaved 
girl, but Horatio says that Ophelia should be pitied, explaining that her grief has 
made her disordered and incoherent. Ophelia enters. Adorned with flowers and 
singing strange songs, she seems to have gone mad. Claudius enters and hears 
Ophelia’s ravings, such as, “They say the owl was a baker’s daughter” (IV.v.42). 
He says that Ophelia’s grief stems from her father’s death, and that the people 
have been suspicious and disturbed by the death as well: “muddied, / Thick and 
unwholesome in their thoughts and whispers / For good Polonius’ death” {IV.v.77- 
79). He also mentions that Laertes has secretly sailed back from France.

A loud noise echoes from somewhere in the castle. Claudius calls for his 
guards, and a gentleman enters to warn the king that Laertes has come with a 
mob of commoners. The mob calls Laertes “lord,” according to the gentlemen, and 
the people whisper that “Laertes shall be king” (IV.v. 102-106). A furious Laertes 
storms into the hall, fuming in his desire to avenge his father’s death. Claudius 
attempts to sooth’e him by frankly acknowledging that Polonius is dead. Gertrude
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nervously adds that Claudius is innocent in it. When Ophelia reenters, obviously 
insane, Laertes plunges again into rage. Claudius claims that he is not responsible 
for Polonius’s death and says that Laertes’ desire for revenge is a credit to him, so 
long as he seeks revenge upon the proper person. Claudius convinces Laertes to 
hear his version of events, which he says will answer all his questions. Laertes 
agrees, and Claudius seconds his desire to achieve justice in the aftermath of 
Polonius’s death: ‘TVhere th’ offence is, let the great axe fall” (IV.v.213).

Summary: Act IV, Scene vi
In another part of the castle, Horatio is introduced to a pair of sailors bearing a 
letter for him from Hamlet. In the letter, Hamlet says that his ship was captured 
by pirates, who have returned him to Denmark. He asks Horatio to escort the 
sailors to the king and queen, for they have messages for them as well. He also 
says that he has much to tell of Rosencrantz and Guildenstem. Horatio takes the 
sailors to the king and then follows them to find Hamlet, who is in the coimtryside 
near the castle.

Hamlel-
WiUiam Shakespeare

NOTES

Analysis: Act IV, Scenes v-vi
As we have seen, one of the important themes of Heunlet is the connection between 
the health of a state and the moral legitimacy of its ruler. Claudius is rotten, and, 
as a result, Denmark is rotten too. Here, at the beginning of Act IV, scene v, things 
have palpably darkened for the nation: Hamlet is gone, Polonius is dead and has 
been buried in secret, Ophelia is raving mad, and, as Claudius tells us, the common 
people are disturbed and murmuring among themselves. This ominous turn of 
events leads to the truncated, miniature rebellion that accompanies Laertes’ return 
to Denmark. Acting as the wronged son operating with open fury, Laertes has all 
the moral legitimacy that Claudius lacks, the legitimacy that Hamlet has forfeited 
through his murder of Polonius and his delay in avenging his father’s death.

Laertes is Hamlet’s best foil throughout the play, and in this scene the 
contrast between the two, each of whom has a dead father to avenge, reaches its 
peak. (Athirdfigure with a dead father to avenge, Fortinbras, lurks on the horizon.) 
Whereas Hamlet is reflective and has difficulty acting, Laertes is active and has 
no use for thought. He has no interest in moral concerns, only in his consuming 
desire to avenge Polonius. When Claudius later asks Laertes how far he would go 
to avenge his father, Laertes replies that he would slit Hamlet’s throat in the 
church {rV.vii.98). This statement, indicating his willingness to murder Hamlet 
even in a sacred place of worship, brings into sharp relief the contrast between the 
two sons: recall that Hamlet declined to kill Claudius as the king knelt in prayer 
(Ill.iii).

As befits a scene full of anger and dark thoughts. Act IV, scene v brings a 
repetition of the motif of insanity, this time through the character of Ophelia, who 
has truly been driven mad by the death of her father. Shakespeare has demonstrated 
Ophelia’s chaste dependence on the men in her life; after Polonius’s sudden death 
and Hamlet’s subsequent exile, she finds herself abruptly without any of them. 
Ophelia’s lunatic ravings reveal a great deal about the nature of her mind at this 
stage in her young life. She is obsessed with death, beauty, and an ambiguous 
sexual desire, expressed in startlingly frank imagery:
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“Young men will do’t, if they come to’t, By Cock, they are to blame. Quoth 
she ‘Before you tumbled me, You promised me to wed,” (IV.v.59-62)

Some readers have interpreted passages such as these, combined with 
Hamlet’s sexually explicit taimting of Ophelia in Act III, scene ii, as evidence that 
Ophelia’s relationship with Hamlet was sexual in nature. Of course, this is 
impossible to conclude with any certainty, but from these lines it is apparent that 
Ophelia is grappling with sexuality and that her sexual feelings, discouraged by 
her father, her brother, and her society, are close to the forefront of her mind as 
she slips into insanity. But, most important, Ophelia’s insanity is designed to 
contrast strongly with Hamlet’s, differing primarily in its legitimacy: Ophelia does 
not feign madness to achieve an end, but is truly driven mad by external pressures. 
Many of the worst elements in Denmark, including madness, fear, and rebellion, 
so far have been kept hidden under various disguises, such as Hamlet’s pretense 
and Claudius’s court revelry, and are now beginning to emerge into the open.

After exiling Hamlet to England in Act IV, scene iv, Shakespeare now returns 
him to Denmark only two scenes later through the bizarre deus ex machina—an 
improbable or unexpected device or character introduced to resolve a situation in a 
work of fiction or drama—of the pirate attack. The short Act IV, scene vi is primarily 
devoted to plot development, as Horatio reads Hamlet’s letter narrating his 
adventure. The story of the pirate attack has little to do with the main themes of 
the play, but it does provide an interesting variation on the idea of retributive 
justice, since instead of punishing someone for doing something wrong, Hamlet 
states his intention to reward the pirates for the right they have done in returning 
him to Denmark. “They have dealt with me like thieves of mercy,” he says, ‘T»ut 
they knew what they did: I am to do a good turn for them” (IV.vi. 17-19). 
Additionally, Hamlet’s letter features a return of the motif of ears and hearing, as 
the prince tells Horatio that “I have words to speak in thine ear will make thee 
dumb,” an open reference to the poison poured into King Hamlet’s ear by the 
murderous Claudius (rV.vi.21).

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

Act IV, Scene VII 
Summary
As Horatio speaks to the sailors, Claudius and a calmer Laertes discuss Polonius’s 
death. Claudius explains that he acted as he did, burying Polonius secretly and 
not punishing Hamlet for the murder, because both the common people and the 
queen love Hamlet very much. As a king and as a husband, he did not wish to 
upset either of them. A messenger enters with the letter from Hamlet to Claudius, 
which informs the king that Hamlet will return tomorrow. Laertes is pleased that 
Hamlet has come back to Denmark, since it means that his revenge will not be 
delayed.

Claudius agrees that Laertes deserves to be revenged upon Hamlet, and he 
is disposed to encourage Laertes to kill Hamlet, since Hamlet’s erratic behavior 
has made him a threat to Claudius’s reign. The devious king begins to think of a 
way for Laertes to ensure his revenge without creating any appearance of foul 
play. He recalls that Hamlet has been jealous in the past of Laertes’ prowess with 
a sword, which was recently praised before all the court by a Frenchman who had
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seen him in combat. The king speculates that if Hamlet could'be tempted into 
duel with Laertes, it might provide Laertes with the chance to kill him. Laertes 
agrees, and they settle on a plan. Laertes will use a sharpened sword rather than 
the customary dull fencing blade. Laertes also proposes to poison his sword, so 
that even a scratch from it will kill Hamlet. The king concocts a backup plan as 
well, proposing that if Hamlet succeeds in the duel, Claudius will offer him a 
poisoned cup of wine to drink from in celebration.

Gertrude enters with tragic news. Ophelia, mad with grief, has drowned in 
the river. Anguished to have lost his sister so soon after his father’s death, Laertes 
flees the room. Claudius summons Gertrude to follow. He tells her it was nearly 
impossible to quiet Laertes’ rage, and worries that the news of Ophelia’s death will 
reawaken it.

Hamlet-
William Shakespeare

a

NOTES

Analysis
The scheming Claudius encounters Laertes at approximately the same moment as 
he learns that Hamlet has survived and returned to Denmark. Claudius’s behavior 
throughout this scene, as in Act IV, scene v, shows him at his most devious and 
calculating. Shakespeare shows Claudius’s mind working overtime to derail Laertes’ 
anger, which is thus far the greatest challenge his kingship has faced. In Act IV, 
scene v, Claudius decided that the way to appease Laertes was by appearing frank 
and honest. When Laertes asked furiously where his father was, Claudius replied, 
“Dead” (IV.v.123). Additionally, in a masterful stroke of characterization, 
Shakespeare has the nervous Gertrude, unable to see Claudius’s plan, follow this 
statement with,a quick insistence on Claudius’s innocence: “But not by him” 
(IV.v.123),

In this scene, Claudius has clearly decided that he can appease Laertes’ 
wrath and dispense with Hamlet in a single stroke: he hits upon the idea of the 
duel in order to use Laertes’ rage to ensure Hamlet’s death. The resulting plan 
brings both the theme of revenge and the repeated use of traps in the plot to a new 
height—Laertes and Claudius concoct not one but three covert mechanisms by 
which Hamlet may be killed.

Ophelia’s tragic death occurs at the worst possible moment for Claudius. As 
Laertes flees the room in agony, Claudius follows, not to console or even to join him 
in mourning but because, as he tells Gertrude, it was so difficult to appease his 
anger in the first place. Claudius does not have time to worry about the victims of 
tragedy—he is too busy dealing with threats to his own power.

The image of Ophelia drowning amid her garlands of flowers has proved to 
be one of the most enduring,images in the play, represented countless times by 
artists and poets throughout the centuries. Ophelia is associated with flower 
imagery from the beginning of the play. In her first scene, Polonius presents her 
with a violet; after she goes mad, she sings songs about flowers; and now she drowns 
amid long streams of them. The fragile beauty of the flowers resembles Ophelia’s 
own fragile beauty, as well as her nascent sexuality and her exquisite, doomed 
innocence.
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Summary
In the churchyard, two gravediggers shovel out a grave for Ophelia. They argue 
whether Ophelia should be buried in the churchyard, since her death looks like a 
suicide. According to religious doctrine, suicides may not receive Christian burial. 
The first gravedigger, who speaks cleverly and mischievously, asks the second 
gravedigger a riddle: “What is he that builds stronger than either the mason, the 
shipwright, or the carpenter?” (V.i.46-47). The second gravedi^er answers that it 
must be the gallows-maker, for his frame outlasts a thousand tenants. The first 
gravedigger corrects him, saying that it is the gravedigger, for his “houses” will 
last until Doomsday.

Hamlet and Horatio enter at a distance and watch the gravediggers work. 
Hamlet looks with wonder at the skulls they excavate to make room for the fresh 
grave and speculates darkly about what occupations the owners of these skulls 
served in life: ‘Why may not that be the skull of a lawyer? Where be his quiddities 
now... ?” {V.i.90-91). Hamlet asks the gravedigger whose grave he digs, and the 
gravedigger spars with him verbally, first claiming that the grave is his own, since 
he is digging it, then that the grave belongs to no man and no woman, because men 
and women are living things and the occupant of the grave will be dead. At last he 
admits that it belongs to one “that was a woman sir; but, rest her soul, she’s dead” 
(V.i.l46). The gravedigger, who does not recognize Hamlet as the prince, tells him 
that he has been a gravedigger since King Hamlet defeated the elder Fortinbras in 
battle, the very day on which young Prince Hamlet was bom. Hamlet picks up a 
skull, and the gravedigger tells him that the skull belonged to Yorick, King Hamlet’s 
jester. Hamlet tells Horatio that as a child he knew Yorick and is appalled at the 
sight of the skull. He realizes forcefully that all men will eventually become dust, 
even great men like Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar. Hamlet imagines 
that Julius Caesar has disintegrated and is now part of the dust used to patch up 
a wall.

NOTES

Suddenly, the funeral procession for Ophelia enters the churchyard, including 
Claudius, Gertrude, Laertes, and many mourning courtiers. Hamlet, wondering 
who has died, notices that the funeral rites seem “maimed,” indicating that the 
dead man or woman took his or her own life {V.i.242). He and Horatio hide as the 
procession approaches the grave. As Ophelia is laid in the earth, Hamlet realizes it 
is she who has died. At the same moment, Laertes becomes infuriated with the 
priest, who says that to give Ophelia a proper Christian burial would profane the 
dead. Laertes leaps into Ophelia’s grave to hold her once again in his arms. Grief- 
stricken and outraged, Hamlet bursts upon the company, declaring in agonized 
fury his own love for Ophelia. He leaps into the grave and fights with Laertes, 
saying that “forty thousand brothers / Could not, with all their quantity of love, / 
make up my sum” (V.i.254-256). Hamlet cries that he would do things for Ophelia 
that Laertes could not dream of—he would eat a crocodile for her, he would be 
buried alive with her. The combatants are pulled apart by the funeral company. 
Gertrude and Claudius declare that Hamlet is mad. Hamlet storms off, and Horatio 
follows. The king urges Laertes to be patient, and to remember their plan for 
revenge.
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Analysis
The gravediggers are designated as “clowns” in the stage directions and prompts, 
and it is important to note that in Shakespeare’s time the word clown referred to a 
rustic or peasant, and did not mean that the person in question was funny or wore 
a costume.

NOTES

The gravediggers represent a humorous type commonly found in 
Shakespeare’s plays: the clever commoner who gets the better of his social superior 
through wit. At the Globe Theater, this type of character may have particularly 
appealed to the “groundlings,” the members of the audience who could not afford 
seats and thus stood on the ground. Though they are usually figures of merriment, 
in this scene the gravediggers assume a rather macabre tone, since their jests and 
jibes are all made in a cemetery, among bones of the dead. Their conversation 
about Ophelia, however, furthers an important theme in the play: the question of 
the moral legitimacy of suicide imder theological law. By giving this serious subject 
a darkly comic interpretation, Shakespeare essentially makes a grotesque parody 
of Hamlet’s earlier “To be, or not to be” soliloquy (Ill.i), indicating the collapse of 
every lasting value in the play into imcertainty and absurdity.

Hamlet’s confrontation with death, manifested primarily in his discovery of 
Yorick’s skull, is, like Ophelia’s drowning, an enduring image from the play. 
However, his solemn theorizing explodes in grief and rage when he sees Ophelia’s 
funeral procession, and his assault on Laertes offers a glimpse of what his true 
feelings for Ophelia might once have been. Laertes’ passionate embrace of the dead 
Ophelia again advances the subtle motif of incest that hangs over their brother- 
sister relationship. Interestingly, Hamlet never expresses a sense of guilt over 
Ophelia’s death, which he indirectly caused through his murder of Polonius. In 
fact, the only time he even comes close to taking responsibility for Polonius’s death 
at all comes in the next and last scene, when he apologizes to Laertes before the 
duel, blaming his “madness” for Polonius’s death. This seems wholly inadequate, 
given that Hamlet has previously claimed repeatedly only to be feigning madness. 
But by the same token, to expect moral completeness from a character as troubled 
as Hamlet might be unrealistic. After all, Hamlet’s defining characteristics are his 
pain, his fear, and his self-conflict. Were he to take full responsibility for the 
consequences of Polonius’s death, he would probably not be able to withstand the 
psychological torment of the resulting guilt.

A notable minor motif that is developed in this scene is Hamlet’s obsession 
with the physicality of death. Though many of his thoughts about death concern 
the spiritual consequences of dying—for instance, torment in the afterlife—he is 
nearly as fascinated by the physical decomposition of the body. This is nowhere 
more evident than in his preoccupation with Yorick’s skull, when he envisions 
physical features such as lips and skin that have decomposed from the bone. Recall 
that Hamlet previously commented to Claudius that Polonius’s body was at supper, 
because it was being eaten by worms (IV.iii). He is also fascinated by the equalizing 
effect of death and decomposition: great men and beggars both end as dust. In this 
scene, he imagines dust from the decomposed corpse of Julius Caesar being used to 
patch a wall; earlier, in Act IV, he noted, “A man may fish with the worm that have 
eat of a king, and eat of the fish that hath fed of that worm,” a metaphor by which
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31).

Act V, Scene II 
Summary
The next day at Elsinore Castle, Hamlet tells Horatio how he plotted to overcome 
Claudius’s scheme to have him murdered in England. He replaced the sealed letter 
carried by the unsuspecting Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, which called for 
Hamlet’s execution, with one calling for the execution of the bearers of the letter— 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern themselves. He tells Horatio that he has no sympathy 
for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, who betrayed him and catered to Claudius, but 
that he feels sorry for having behaved with such hostility toward Laertes. In Laertes’ 
desire to avenge his father’s death, he says, he sees the mirror image of his own 
desire, and he promises to seek Laertes’ good favor.

Their conversation is interrupted by Osric, a foolish courtier. Osric tries to 
flatter Hamlet by agreeing with everything Hamlet says, even when he contradicts 
himself; in the space of seconds, he agrees first that it is cold, then that it is hot. He 
has come to tell them that Claudius wants Hamlet to fence with Laertes and that 
the king has made a wager with Laertes that Hamlet will win. Then Osric begins 
to praise Laertes effusively, though Hamlet and Horatio are unable to determine 
what point he is trying tq make with his overly elaborate proclamations. Finally, a 
lord enters and asks Hamlet if he is ready to come to the match, as the king and 
queen are expecting him. Against Horatio’s advice, Hamlet agrees to fight, saying 
that “all’s ill here about my heart,” but that one must be ready for death, since it 
will come no matter what one does (V.ii.222). The court marches into the hall, and 
Hamlet asks Laertes for forgiveness, claiming that it was his madness, and not his 
own will, that murdered Polonius. Laertes says that he will not forgive Hamlet 
until an elder, an expert in the fine points of honor, has advised him in the matter. 
But, in the meantime, he says, he will accept Hamlet’s offer of love.

They select their foils (blunted swords used in fencing), and the king says 
that if Hamlet wins the first or second hit, he will drink to Hamlet’s health, then 
throw into the cup a valuable gem (actually the poison) and give the wine to Hamlet. 
The duel begins. Hamlet strikes Laertes but declines to drink from the cup, sajdng 
that he will play another hit first. He hits Laertes again, and Gertrude rises to 
drink from the cup. The king tells her not to drink, but she does so an5Tvay. In an 
aside, Claudius murmurs, “It is the poison’d cup: it is too late” (V.ii.235). Laertes 
remarks under his breath that to wound Hamlet with the poisoned sword is almost 
against his conscience. But they fight again, and Laertes scores a hit against Hamlet, 
drawing blood. Scuffling, they manage to exchange swords, and Hamlet wounds 
Laertes with Laertes’ own blade.

The queen falls. Laertes, poisoned by his own sword, declares, “I am justly 
kill’d with my own treachery” (V.ii.318). The queen moans that the cup must have 
been poisoned, calls out to Hamlet, and dies. Laertes tells Hamlet that he, too, has 
been slain, by his own poisoned sword, and that the king is to blame both for the 
poison on the sword and for the poison in the cup. Hamlet, in a fury, runs Claudius 
through with the poisoned sword and forces him to drink down the rest of the

NOTES
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poisoned wine. Claudius dies crying out for help. Hamlet tells Horatio that he is 
dying and exchanges a last forgiveness with Laertes, who dies after absolving 
Hamlet.

The sound of marching echoes through the hall, and a shot rings out nearby. 
Osric declares that Fortinbras has come in conquest from Poland and now fires a 
volley to the English ambassadors. Hamlet tells Horatio again that he is dying, 
and urges his friend not to commit suicide in light of all the tragedies, but instead 
to stay alive and tell his story. He says that he wishes Fortinbras to be made King 
of Denmark; then he dies.

Fortinbras marches into the room accompanied by the English ambassadors, 
who announce that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Horatio says that he 
will tell everyone assembled the story that led to the gruesome scene now on display. 
Fortinbras orders for Hamlet to be carried away like a soldier.

NOTES

Analysis
In the final scene, the violence, so- long delayed, erupts with dizzying speed. 
Characters drop one after the other, poisoned, stabbed, and, in the case of 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, executed, as the theme of revenge and justice 
reaches its conclusion in the moment when Hamlet finally kills Claudius. In the 
moments before the duel, Hamlet seems peaceful, though also quite sad. He says 
that he feels ill in his heart, but he seems reconciled to the idea of death and no 
longer troubled by fear of the supernatural. Exactly what has caused the change in 
•Hamlet is unclear, but his desire to attain Laertes’ forgiveness clearly represents 
an important shift in his mental state. Whereas Hamlet previously was obsessed 
almost wholly with himself and his family, he is now able to think sympathetically 
about others. He does not go quite so far as to take responsibility for Polonius’s 
death, but he does seem to be acting with a broader perspective after the shock of 
Ophelia’s death. Hamlet’s death at the hands of Laertes makes his earlier 
declaration over Polonius’s corpse, that God has chosen “to punish me with this 
and this with me,” prophetic (III.iv.l74). His murder of Polonius does punish him 
in the end, since it is Laertes’ vengeful rage over that murder that leads to Hamlet’s 
death.

That death is neither heroic nor shameful, according to the moral logic of the 
play. Hamlet achieves his father’s vengeance, but only after being spurred to it by 
the most extreme circumstances one might consider possible: watching his mother 
die and knowing that he, too, will die in moments.

The arrival of Fortinbras effectively poses the question of political legitimacy 
once again. In marked contrast to the corrupted and weakened royal family lying 
dead on the floor, Fortinbras clearly represents a strong-willed, capable leader, 
though the play does not address the question of whether his rule will restore the 

, moral authority of the state.
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3.9. IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS

1. O that this too solid flesh would melt, Thaw, and resolve itself into a 
dew! Or that the Everlasting had not fix’d His canon ’gainst self
slaughter! O God! O God! How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable 
Seem to me all the uses of this world! Fie on’t! O He! ’tis an imweeded 
garden. That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature Possess 
it merely. That it should come to this! But two months dead!—nay, 
not so much, not two: So excellent a king; that was, to this, Hyperion 
to a satyr; so loving to my mother, That he might not beteem tbe 
winds of heaven Visit her face too roughly. Heaven and earth! Must 
1 remember? Why, she would hang on him As if increase of appetite 
had grown By what it fed on: and yet, within a month,— Let me not 
think on’t,—Frailty, thy name is woman!—A little month; or ere those 
shoes were old With which she followed my poor father’s body Like 
Niobe, all tears;—why she, even she,— O God! a beast that wants 
discourse of reason, Would have mourn’d longer,—married with mine 
uncle, My father’s brother; but no more like my father Than I to 
Hercules: within a month; Ere yet the salt of most luirighteous tears 
Had left the flushing in her galled eyes. She married:— O, most 
mcked speed, to post With such dexterity to incestuous sheets! It is 
not, nor it cannot come to good; But break my heart,—for I must 
hold my tongue.
This quotation, Hamlet’s first important soliloquy, occurs in Act I, scene ii 

(129-158). Hamlet speaks these lines after enduring the unpleasant scene at 
Claudius and Gertrude’s court, then being asked by his mother and stepfather not 
to return to his studies at Wittenberg but to remain in Denmark, presumably against 
his wishes. Here, Hamlet thinks for the first time about suicide (desiring his flesh 
to “melt,” and wishing that God had not made “self-slaughter” a sin), saying that 
the world is “weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable.” In other words, suicide seems 
like a desirable alternative to life in a painful world, but Hamlet feels that the 
option of suicide is closed to him because it is forbidden by religion. Hamlet then 
goes on to describe the causes of his pain, specifically his intense disgust at his 
mother’s marriage to Claudius. He describes the haste of their marriage, noting 
that the shoes his mother wore to his father’s fimeral were not worn out before her 
marriage to Claudius. He compares Claudius to his father (his father was “so 
excellent a king” while Claudius is a bestial “sat5rr”). As he runs through his 
description of their marriage, he touches upon the important motifs of misogyny, 
crying, “Frailty, thy name is woman”; incest, commenting that his mother moved 
“[wjith such dexterity to incestuous sheets”; and the ominous omen the marriage 
represents for Denmark, that “[i]t is not nor it cannot come to good.” Each of these 
motifs recurs throughout the play.

2. Give thy thoughts no tongue. Nor any unproportion’d thought his 
act. Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar. Those friends thou 
hast, and their adoption tried, Grapple them unto thy soul with hoops

NOTES
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of steel; But do not dull thy palm with entertainment Of each new- 
hatch’d, unfledg’d comrade. Beware Of entrance to a quarrel; but, 
being in, Bear’t that the opposed may beware of thee. Give every 
man thine ear, but few thy voice: Take each man’s censure, but 
reserve thy judgment. Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy. But 
not express’d in fancy; rich, not gaudy: For the apparel oft proclaims 
the man; And they in France of the best rank and station Are most 
select and generous chief in that. Neither a borrower nor a lender 
be: For loan'oft loses both itself and hiend; And botYowing dulls the 
edge of husbandry. This above all,—to thine own self be true; And it 
must follow, as the night the day. Thou canst not then be false to 
any man.
This famous bit of fatherly advice is spoken by Polonius to Laertes shortly 

before Laertes leaves for France, in Act I, scene iii (59-80). Polonius, who is bidding 
Laertes farewell, gives him this list of instructions about how to behave before he 
sends him on his way. His advice amounts to a list of cliches. Keep your thoughts 
to yourself; do not act rashly; treat people with familiarity but not excessively so; 
hold on to old friends and be slow to trust new friends; avoid fighting but fight 
boldly if it is unavoidable; be a good listener; accept criticism but do not be 
judgmental; maintain a proper appearance; do not borrow or lend money; and be 
true to yourself. This Jong list of quite normal fatherly advice emphasizes the 
regularity of Laertes’ family life compared to Hamlet’s, as well as contributing a 
somewhat stereot3q)ical father-son encounter in the play’s exploration of family 
relationships. It seems to indicate that Polonius loves his son, though that idea is 
complicated later in the play when he sends Reynaldo to spy on him.

3. Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.
This line is spoken by Marcellus in Act I, scene iv (67), as he and Horatio 

debate whether or not to follow Hamlet and the ghost into the dark night. 'The line 
refers both to the idea that the ghost is an ominous omen for Denmark and to the 
larger theme of the connection between the moral legitimacy of a ruler and the 
health of the state as a whole. The ghost is a visible s5nnptom of the rottenness of 

■ Denmark created by Claudius’s crime.
4. 1 have of late,—but wherefore I know not,—^lost all my mirth, forgone 

all custom of exercises; and indeed, it goes so heavily with my 
disposition that this goodly frame, the earth, seems to me a sterile 
promontory; this most excellent canopy, the air, look you, this brave 
o’erhanging firmament, this majestical roof fretted with golden 
fire,—why, it appears no other thing to me than a foul and pestilent 
congregation of vapours. What a piece of work is man! How noble in 
reason! how infinite in faculties! in form and moving, how express 
and admirable! in action how like an angel! in apprehension, how 
like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals! And yet, 
to me, what is this quintessence of dust?

NOTES
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scene ii (287-298), explaining the melancholy that has afflicted him since his father’s 
death. Perhaps moved by the presence of his former university companions, Hamlet 
essentially engages in a rhetorical exercise, building up an elaborate and glorified 
picture of the earth and humanity before declaring it all merely a “quintessence of 
dust.” He examines the earth, the air, and the sun, and rejects them as “a sterile 
promontory” and “a foul and pestilent congregation of vapors.” He then describes 
human beings fi-om several perspectives, each one adding to his glorification of 
them. Human beings’ reason is noble, their faculties infinite, their forms and 
movements fast and admirable, their actions angelic, and their understanding 
godlike. But, to Hamlet, humankind is merely dust. 'This motif, an expression of 
his obsession with the physicality of death, recurs throughout the play, reaching 
its height in his speech over Yorick’s skull. Finally, it is also telling that Hamlet 
makes humankind more impressive in “apprehension” (meaning understanding) 
than in “action.” Hamlet himself is more prone to apprehension than to action, 
which is why he delays so long before seeking his revenge on Claudius.

NOTES

3.10. SUMMARY

The play, Hamlet, begins with the news of King Hamlet of Denmark’s recent death 
and Denmark preparing for a possible war with Fortinbras of Norway. A ghost is 
spotted, resembling the late King, near Elsinore Castle by two guards. King 
Claudius has married Queen Gertrude, the late King’s wife, quickly after the King’s 
death. Polonius warns his daughter, Ophelia, against falling in love with Hamlet, 
saying he will only break her heart.

Hamlet, son of the late King of Denmark, meets the Ghost who reveals he 
was poisoned by King Claudius, telling him to avenge his death but to not punish 
the queen. Polonius learns of Ophelia’s meeting with Prince Hamlet, who studied • 
her face and promptly left, leaving Polonius to think his odd behavior was because 
Ophelia rejected him. King Claudius instructs courtiers, Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstem, to spy on Hamlet, Queen Gertrude believes it is because of her recent 
marriage and the death of her husband.

Hamlet suspects Ophelia is spying on him, so he increases his hostility 
towards her. Hamlet then creates a play depicting the death of his father, as the 
Ghost told him, to see if the Ghost’s words were true. A mime preceding the play 
mimics the Ghost’s description of the death, but goes unnoticed. After, the play 
The Murder of Gonzago is performed, causing King Claudius to act in a suspicious 
way as if the Ghost’s words were true. During a monologue. King Claudius reveals 
his guilt. Meanwhile, Queen Gertrude tries to scold her son for the play, but in 
turn is scolded for her quick remarriage. She cries out of fear, leaving a man hiding 
behind the curtains to do the same. Hamlet reacts and stabs him, killing him not 
knowing it was Polonius. Hamlet continues to scold his mother until the Ghost 
reappears and tells him to be kind to the Queen. She agrees to stop living with 
King Claudius.
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King Claudius is shocked by the death of Polonius, thinking it could have 
easily been him. Queen Gertrude lies for her son, saying that he went mad. King 
Claudius in turn gets scared, forcing him to send Hamlet away to England, planning 
to kill him there. Fortinbras marches Denmark as Hamlet wishes he could be more 
like him whUe questioning about how he cannot fight when his father was murdered 
and mother made a whore he returns to Denmark. Ophelia goes mad fi-om grief 
after learning of her father’s death. King Claudius meets with Laertes, Ophelia’s 
brother, telling him that Hamlet killed his father and plans for the two to fight in 
a fencing match, plotting to kill Hamlet.

At the burial of Ophelia, 'Hamlet and Laertes fight over her grave, each 
believing they love her more. Hamlet tells his friend Horatio of his escape in England 
and had Eosencrantz and Guildenstem killed instead, revealing his desire to kill 
the King. Meanwhile, Queen Gertrude drinks a poisoned cup which was meant for 
her son, as she dies, she reveals of her poisoning. Hamlet fences against Laertes 
and is cut by his sword. During the duel, the two switch swords. Having cut Laertes 
with his sword, Laertes tells of the poison tip. As Hamlet is dying, he stabs King 
Claudius with the sword, killing him. He tells Horatio to not commit suicide and 
as his final wish to have Fortinbras as the next King of Denmark. Fortinbras arrives, 
leaving Horatio to tell his dear friend’s story.

NOTES

3.11. KEY WORDS

1. Laertes
Laertes is Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s brother, a yoimg man who spends 

.much of the play in France. Passionate and quick to action, Laertes is clearly a foil 
for the reflective Hamlet.

2. Fortinbras
Fortinbras is the young Prince of Norway, whose father the king (also named 

Fortinbras) was killed by Hamlet’s father (also named Hamlet).
3. Osric

Osric is the foolish courtier who summons Hamlet to his duel with Laertes.
4. Francisco

Francisco is a soldier and guardsman at Elsinore.
5. Reynaldo

Reynaldo is Polonius's servant, who is sent to France by Polonius to check 
up on and spy on Laertes.

3.12. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. What are the first recorded works of Shakespeare?
2. Write about the authorship for the works of Shakespeare.
3. Who were sent to England along with Hamlet?
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M.A. English Drama 4. Write a short note on Ophelia.
5. Define the term symbols.

3.13. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESSNOTES

1. The first recorded works of Shakespeare are Richard III and the three parts 
of Henry VI, written in the early 1590s during a vogue for historical drama.

2. Around 150 years after Shakespeare’s death, doubts began to emerge about 
the authorship of the works attributed to him. Proposed alternative 
candidates include Francis Bacon, Christopher Marlowe, and Edward de 
Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford. Several “group theories” have also been proposed. 
Only a small minority of academics believe there is reason to question the 
traditional attribution, but interest in the subject, particularly the Oxfordian 
theory, continues into the 21st century.

3. When Hamlet goes to confront his mother, in whose bedchamber Polonius 
has hidden behind a tapestry. Hearing a noise from behind the tapestry, 
Hamlet believes the king is hiding there. He draws his sword and stabs 
through the fabric, killing Polonius. For this crime, he is immediately 
dispatched to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstera.

4. Ophelia is Polonius’s daughter, a beautiful young woman with whom Hamlet 
has been in love. Ophelia is a sweet and innocent young girl, who obeys her 
father and her brother, Laertes. Dependent on men to tell her-how to behave, 
she gives in to Polonius’s schemes to spy on Hamlet. Even in her lapse into 
madness and death, she remains maidenly, singing songs about flowers and 
finally drowning in the river amid the flower garlands she had gathered.

5. Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract 
ideas or concepts. \

3.14. REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Consider Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s role in the play. Why might 
Shakespeare have created characters like this? Are they there for comic relief, 
or do they serve a more serious purpose? Why does the news of their deaths 
come only after the deaths of the royal family in Act V, as if this news were 
not anticlimactic? Is it acceptable for Hamlet to treat them as he does? Why 
or why not?

2. Analyze the use of descriptions and images in Hamlet. How does Shakespeare 
use descriptive language to enhance the visual possibilities of a stage 
production? How does he use imagery to create a mood of tension, suspense, 
fear, and despair?

3. Analyze the use of comedy in Hamlet, paying particular attention to the 
gravediggers, Osric, and Polonius. Does comedy serve merely to relieve the 
tension of the tragedy, or do the comic scenes serve a more serious thematic 
purpose as well?
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4. Suicide is an important theme in Hamlet. Discuss how the play treats the 
idea of suicide morally, religiously, and aesthetically, with particular 
attention to Hamlet’s two important statements about suicide: the “0, that 
this too too solid flesh would melt” soliloquy (I.ii. 129-158) and the “To be, or 
not to be” soliloquy (III.i.56-88). Why does Hamlet believe that, although 
capable of suicide, most human beings choose to live, despite the cruelty, 
pain, and injustice of the world?.

NOTES

3.15. FURTHER READINGS

- Harold Bloom 
' A.C.Bradley 

- T.S.Eliot 
• Stephen Greebalt

1. Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human
2. Shakespearean Tragedy
3. “Hamlet and His Problems” In the Sacred Wood
4. Hamlet in Purgatory
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4NOTES

THE WAY OF THE WORLD- 

WH^LIAM CONGREVE

STRUCTURE

4.0. Learning objectives
4.1. Introduction
4.2. About the author
4.3. The way of the world - pint .summary
4.4. Important characters
4.5. Structure and style
4.6. Summary
4.7. Key words
4.8. Check your progress
4.9. Answers to check your progress

4.10. Review questions
4.11. Further readings

4.0. LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to:
•Know about the English PlajTvright, “'William Congreve” 
• Describe his works and subjects 
•Narrate the story of the play, “The Way of the World” 
•Analyse the themes used in the play

4.1. INTRODUCTION

The Way of the World was first performed in 1700. Director Peter Hinton says it is 
one of the four best comedies ever written in English. As with any good art, its 
truths are universal. The comedy makes its points in a way that makes us laugh, 
but they hit home. The society of Restoration England, similar in many ways to
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our own, has, as its main social concerns, men and women’s desire for each other, 
and the pursuit of each other, complicated by money issues, the nature of marriage, 
the preoccupation with fashion and appearances, hypocrisy, greed and morality. 
This play shows gossips and fools, and that both women and men can be silly, evil, 
or strong, decent. It shows that love makes fools of everyone.

The play is a comedy, a satire about life in the Restoration. It is about love 
and the ways of the world - this world; the world of wealthy in London, 1700. The 
play presents a picture of high society in Restoration England. London is the heart 
of this world. Its colourful characters, its extreme fashions, its new chocolate houses, 
and its parks, v^ere all can meet be seen, are part of the play, as much as the 
tireless intrigues around love and marriage, and money. Samuel Pepys, a real 
person, who recorded daily life in his diary from 1660 to 1669, is the best source of 
this play for careful detail of the times.

NOTES

4.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Early Life
William Congreve, 24 January 1670 - 19 January 1729 was an English playwright 
and poet. Congreve was born in Bardsey, West Yorkshire, England. His parents 
were William Congreve and his wife, Mary; a sister was buried in London in 1672. 
He spent his childhood in Ireland, where his father, a Cavalier, had settled during 
the reign of Charles 11. Congreve was educated at Trinity College in Dublin; there 
he met Jonathan Swift, who would be his friend for the remainder of his life. Upon 
graduation, he matriculated in the Middle Temple in London to study law, but felt 
himself pulled toward literature, drama, and the fashionable life. Artistically, he 
became a disciple of John Dryden.

Literary Career
William Congreve wrote some of the most popular English plays of the Restoration 
period of the late 17th century. By the age of thirty, he had written four comedies, 
including Love for Love and The Way of the World, and one tragedy. The Mourning 
Bride (1697).

Unfortunately, his career ended almost as soon as it began, After writing 
five plays from his first in 1693 until 1700, he produced no more as public tastes 
turned against the sort of high-brow sexual comedy of manners in which he 
specialized- He reportedly was particularly stung by a critique written by Jeremy 
Collier, “A Short View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the English Stage”, to 
the point that he wrote a long reply, “Amendments of Mr. Collier’s False and 
Imperfect Citations.” A member of the Whig Kit-Kat Club, Congreve’s career shifted 
to the political sector, where he held various minor political positions despite his 
stance as a Whig among Tories.

Later Life
Congreve withdrew from the theatre and lived the rest of his life on residuals from 
his early work. His output from 1700 was restricted to the occasional poem and
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generations, he was famous for his friendships with prominent actresses and 
noblewomen, including Anne Bracegirdle, for whom he wrote major parts in all his 
plays, and Henrietta Godolphin, 2nd Duchess of Marlborough, daughter of the 
famous general, John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, whom he had probably 
met by 1703 and with whom he had a daughter, Mary (1723-1764).

As'early as 1710, he suffered both from gout and from cataracts on his eyes. 
Congreve suffered a carriage accident in late September 1728, from which he never 
recovered; he died in London in January 1729, and was buried in Poets’ Corner in 
Westminster Abbey.

Dedication
Congreve dedicates his play. The Way of the World, to Ralph, Earl of Montague, 
whose company and conversation have made it possible for Congreve to write this 
comedy. The dedication also constitutes a statement of purpose. Congreve writes 
that he is aware that the world may charge him with vanity for dedicating his play 
to the earl. However, he is certain that the world cannot think “meanly” of a play 
that is meant for the earl’s perusal. Conversely, if the play is attributed “too much 
sufficiency,” it would be an extravagant claim, and merit the test of the earl’s 
judgment. Congreve humbly states that the earl’s favourable reception of the play 
will more than compensate for the pla^s deficiencies, and he praises the earl lavishly 
for his patronage.

. Congreve does not expect the play to succeed on the stage, since he is aware 
that he is not catering to the current tastes of Restoration society. Congreve states 
his dissatisfaction with the kind of comedies being written. He points out that the 
characters meant to be ridiculed in these comedies are largely “gross fools” who 
can only disturb an audience, rather than stimulate their reflective judgment. 
Congreve asserts that instead of moving the audience to laughter, comic characters 
should excite compassion.

Congreve’s dissatisfaction with the contemporary comic mode has led him to 
design comic characters who will do more than merely appear ridiculous. The 
“affected wit” of his characters shall be exposed and held up for the audience’s 
ridicule. Congreve defines this as “a wit, which at the same time that it is affected, 
is also false.” Congreve is aware of the difficulty involved in the creation of such 
complex characters. He is also aware that his play may not succeed on stage because 
many people come to the theater prepared to criticize a play without understanding 
its purpose. Congreve then apologizes for his digression and entrusts his play to 
the earl’s protection, claiming that only his patronage and the approval of like- 
minded people will provide recognition to writers of merit.

Congreve holds Terence, an ancient Roman author of comedies, as his model. 
He states that Terence benefited from the encouragement of Scipio and Lelius. 
Congreve.laments that the majority of Terence’s audience was incapable of 
appreciating the purity of his style, his delicacy of plot construction, and the aptness 
of his characters. Congreve then sketches a brief history of classical comedy in 
which he mentions Terence’s models and traces the source of his inspiration back 
to Aristotle. Congreve emphasizes the importance of patronage and claims that

NOTES
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Congreve proceeds to attribute all that is -best in his style to the society of 
Ralph, Earl of Montague. He further praises the earl by stating that if this play 
suffers from any deficiency, it is his (Congreve’s) fault, since he could not rise to 
the stature of Terence even though the earl was his patron. Congreve then mentions 
that although poetry is “the eldest sister of all arts and parent of most,”'the earl 
has never before given a poet his patronage.

Poetry addresses itself to the good and great. This relationship is reciprocal: 
it is the privilege of poetry to address them, and it is their right alone to grant it 
patronage. Many writers dedicate their works to the good and the great. But 
Congreve pleads that his address may be exempt from all the trappings of a typical 
dedication. He states that he is dedicating his play to the earl because he considers 
him to be the most deserving and is aware of his “extreme worthiness and 
humanity.”

NOTES

4.3. THE WAY OF THE WORLD - PLOT SUMMARY

The Prologue
The Prologue tells the audience that writers are fools, who gamble that their 
audiences will like their offerings, and Congreve throws himself on the mercy of 
this audience. He tells them not to expect a satire, since they are already perfect.

Act I
The first act is set in a chocolate house, a men’s club where men go to talk, read the 
paper, drink, catch up on business, gossip and gamble. It introduces the male 
characters in person, and rouses our suspense about the women, as we are 
introduced to them the men’s discussion.

We learn that Millamant is heir to a fortune, but half of it depends on whether 
her aunt Lady Wishfort approves of her marriage. Mirabell had pretended to love 
Lady Wishfort, in order to get closer to Millamant, and Mrs.Marwood, Millamant’s 
fnend, revealed Mirabell’s deception to her. Lady Wishfort, naturally humiliated, 
now hates Mirabell, and will obviously not approve of his marrying her niece. The 
major conflict of the play is clear.

Soon we hear that a new character, Waitwell, is married “and bedded”. 
Mirabell says he is working on “a matter of some sort of Mirth”, not yet ready to be 
told. Mirabell, who clearly seems to be obsessed with Millamant, now tells Fainall 
that she puts up with fools aroimd her, (Witwoud and Petulant, two coxcombs, 
conceited fools) and then confess that he likes her with all her faults, even because 
of them.

A letter arrives from Sir Wilfull Witwoud, to his half-brother, who is plajdng 
cards at the club. Sir Wilfull has come to prepare to travel abroad for the first time, 
looking for adventure at his advanced age of 40. Witwoud enters and lives up to his 
name, describing his friend. Petulant’s faults as virtues, and understanding as 
jokes the insults that are sent his way by Fainall and Mirabell.
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The plot advances as Mirabell learns that Lady Wishfort has a plan to marry 
her niece, Millamant, to Mirabell’s uncle, who is coming to London hoping to 
disinherit Mirabell. Money is important in this society. The men decide to go for a 
walk in the Mall where they know they will meet the ladies, and Mirabell asks the 
two fops to go on their own, as he is embarrassed by Petulant’s rude catcalls to 
women in the park. The act ends with a rhyming couplet by Mirabell, stating that 
behaviour like Petulant’s is not wit but ignorance.

Act II
This act set in St. James’ Park, a favourite walk of the beau monde. We finally 
meet the women! Mrs.Fainall, Fainall’s wife, and Mrs.Marwood discuss the 
nastiness of men, but show us, however, that each is attracted to Mirabell. Fainall 
and Mirabell meet the ladies, and they all split up. In the next scene we learn that 
Fainall and Marwood are lovers, and that Mirabell and Mrs.Fainall once had an 
affair. Mrs.Marwood and Fainall quarrel, and she covers her tears with a mask as 
Mirabell and Mrs.Fainall.

Mrs.Fainall tells Mirabell that she despises her husband, and once loved 
Mirabell “without Boimds”. She married Fainall only for her reputation. Mirabell 
tells her the details of the intrigue he has under way. Mirabell’s servant, Waitwell, 
has married Foible, maid to Lady Wishfort. Waitwell will pretend to be Mirabell’s 
imcle, Sir Rowland, and woo Lady Wishfort. When she discovers his true identity 
she will be so embarrassed, and she will allow Millamant to rescue her and to 
marry Mirabell, to save her reputation.

Millamant arrives, in full sail, and we finally see the would-be lovers together. 
Witwoud, as always, follows Millamant. Millamant jokes that she and her maid, 
Mincing, use the letters she receives to pin up her hair. Mirabell demands to know 
why Millamant snubbed him. The scene shows us the conventions of the time - 
pretense, cruelty, secrets, and jokes. When they are alone he asks her why she 
spends time with fools, and she says he is tiresome and walks away, sa3ing she 
knows of his plot. Mirabell wonders about the “whirlwind” of love.

At the end of this act we meet the newly-married servants. Foible and 
Waitwell. Foible, a happy participant in Mirabell’s plot tells him that she has 
pretended to show Sir Rowland Lady Wishfort picture to inflame his desire for her, 
and is planning to report his impatience to Lady Wishfort. As Mirabell gives her 
some money. Foible panics as she sees Mrs.Marwood go by, masked, afraid she 
will tell her mistress that she saw Foible with Mirabell. She runs home, and Mirabell 
tells Waitwell to transform into Sir Rowland. The act closes with a rhyming couplet 
by Waitwell.

Act 111
This act takes place in Lady Wishfort’s home. At last we see Lady Wishfort, 
anxiously bidding Peg, a servant, to make up her face. Mrs.Marwood arrives and 
tells Lady Wishfort that she saw Foible with Mirabell. Lady Wishfort asks her to 
hide in the closet while she questions Foible.

■ M.A. English Drama
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Foible does a masterful job of lying. She says that Mirabell insulted Lady 
Wishfort again, by calling her old “superannuated”, and says that Sir Rowland will 
be there soon. Lady Wishfort is flustered, in need of her makeup, anxious that she 
not have to make the advances towards Sir Rowland and “break decorums”. She is 
desperate for a husband, but unwilling to make the first move. Her fears are calmed 
when Foible tells her that the lusty Sir Rowland will take her by storm, and leaves.

Mrs. Fainall enters and tells Foible that she knows of the plot against Lady 
Wishfort. Foible tells Mrs.Fainall that she is worried about Mrs.Marwood who 
watches her and that Mrs.Marwood likes Mirabell, who can’t “abide her”. They are 
unaware that Mrs.Marwood in the closet is overhearing eveiything. When they 
leave, Mrs.Marwood resolves to ruin everything for Mirabell. She suggests to Lady 
Wishfort that she marry Millamant to Wilfull Witwoud. Lady Wishfort likes the 
idea, and Lady Wishfort and Foible leave to change for dinner.

The next to enter is Millamant, with her maid, Mincing. Marwood cruelly 
tells Millamant that her love is known and there is no need for pretense. They 
accuse each other, and then both say they hate Mirabell. Marwood warns Millamant 
that her happiness may be changed sooner than she thinks; Millamant calls for a 
song, that says only ambitious love is worthwhile, and Petulant and Witwoud arrive 
to join in the fun.

When Millamant and Mincing exit, Sir Wilfull enters to meet his half-brother 
Witwoud. In this scene Witwoud affects to not know his country brother and 
Petulant and Witwoud make fun of Sir Wilfull for his country manners. He is no 
weakling though. “You’re a fop, dear brother”, he says, and tells off Witwoud for 
leaving his attorney’s job to be a dandy. He says he will stay in London for a while 
to learn “your lingo”.

After everyone else leaves for dinner, Marwood tells Fainall of Mirabell’s 
plot. Fainall is outraged and upset that his wife was involved with Mirabell before, 
and that she has outwitted him now, Mrs.Marwood wants to prevent any chance of 
Mirabell getting Millamant’s fortune and suggests a plot of her own: if they tell 
Lady Wishfort of her daughter’s behaviour with Mirabell, she will be so enraged 
she will do anything to save Mrs.Fainall’s reputation. Mrs.Marwood worries that 
the idea she proposed to Lady Wishfort of having Millamant marry Sir Wilfull may 
be bad, because Millamant will claim her fortune, but Fainall promises to make 
Sir Wilfull so drunk he will not able to win Millamant- Mrs.Marwood plans to 
write a letter to Lady Wishfort, revealing all, and Fainall says that at least he has 
most of his wife’s money because he “wheadl’d a deed of settlement out of her”. The 
act ends with a couplet by the nefarious Fainall, telling husbands they must endure 
and not be too wise or too foolish or they will suffer.

NOTES

Act IV
It is a very funny scene, Lady Wishfort works out the best pose for the moment Sir 
Rowland .sees her. Foible tells Lady Wishfort that Wilfull is getting drunk, and 
Lady Wishfort sends her to bring Millamant so she won’t be left long alone with Sir 
Rowland.
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■ intoxicated and reluctant Wilfull enters, intercepted by Mrs.Fainall, who urges 
him to pursue Millamant, and locks him in the room. He is unable to match wits 
with Millamant who sends him away as Mirabell enters the scene.

The next scene is the famous Proviso scene, in which Millamant and Mirabell 
set conditions for their marriage in the first pre-nuptial contract ever staged. Each 
is anxious to preserve their independence. Millamant fears that she will “by degrees 
dwindle into a wife”, and Mirabell wants to make sure that Millamant will not be 
a slave to silly fashion or be involved in scandals, before he is “enlarg’d into a 
Husband”. The two eventually agree on their contract. Mrs.Fainall is happy for 
them, but hurries Mirabell out as Lady Wishfort is coming in. Millamant say that 
she loves Mirabell.

Rowdiness comes next, as we learn that Lady Wishfort broke up a fight 
between Petulant and Wilfull, intoxicated Petulant enters the scene, and rudely 
proposes to Millamant, he and Witwoud insult each other, Petulant who has 
defended Millamant’s beauty tells her to “fight for your face the next time yourself” 
and leaves to go home to his maid. Witwoud explains that all the fuss is due to 
Fainall’s plan to get rid of Sir Wilfull by getting him drunk.

Next Lady Wishfort and sir Wilfull enter the scene. He is amenable, loud 
and drunk, agreeing to marry Millamant, singing and discussing travel plans. He 
smells so terrible that Millamant and Fainall leave. Witwoud takes him away, at 
Lady Wishfort’s behest. Then Waitwell enters as Sir Rowland. He pretends to be 
madly in love with Lady Wishfort and she quickly agrees to marry him, after making 
sure that he does not believe any sexual appetite of hers, with a concomitant loss of 
honour, is involved in her desire to marry.

Foible tells her letter has come for her and she goes to get it. When she 
returns, Waitwell reads the letter with her, and the plot is imcovered, to Lady 
Wishfort horror. Waitwell, thinking fast, says it is another trick of Mirabell’s, and 
he promises to prove his veracity by bringing her the black box which contains all 
the dealings of his estate. Lady Wishfort agrees, and the scene ends with a couplet 
by Waitwell, finished by Foible.

ActV
As the act begins, Lady Wishfort is raging at Foible, threatening her with jail, 
where her husband is. She leaves and Mrs.Fainall tells Foible that Mirabell has 
freed Waitwell. Foible tells Mrs.Fainall that Marwood and Fainall have been having 
an affair. She and Mincing were forced to swear to secrecy after catching them. 
Mrs.Fainall is surprised, but sees an opportimity to use the information to her 
advantage. Mincing enters the scene, to tell Foible to hide in the closet until Lady 
Wishfort has calmed down. Fainall has demanded her fortune, threatening divorce. 
Millamant is ready to marry Sir Wilfull to save her fortune.

Lady Wishfort and Marwood enter the scene, and lady Wishfort thanks 
Marwood for uncovering the plots. Then she attacks her daughter for her bad 
behaviour, finding it all the worse since she herself has always been a model of 
virtue. Mrs.Fainall says they were both wronged, and says she will prove Marwood’s 
illicit relationship with Fainall. Over Marwood’s denials she warns her mother

NOTES
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that Marwood is a “leach” who will” drop off when she is full of her (mother’s) 
blood”.
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As Lady Wishfort rails that she brought up her daughter to hate all men, 
she realizes that Fainall must be wrong in his accusations and agrees he must 
prove his assertions against his wife. However, Marwood horrifies her with a 
description of the possible court scene and its social ramifications and she changes 
her mind. Fainall now enters the scene, as the absolute villain that he has shown 
himself to be, and tells Lady Wishfort what she must do: she may not marry without 
his approval; Mrs. Fainall must settle her whole fortune on him; and Millamant 
must give him 6000 pounds which she has “forfeited by her disobedience”. He leaves 
after giving Lady Wishfort time to draw up the necessary papers, and Lady Wishfort 
turns for comfort to Marwood, calling Fainall a “barbarian”, compared to her 
daughter’s first husband Languish.

Millamant and Wilfull enter, saying they will marry. Mirabell waits outside. 
Lady Wishfort is happy to hear the news of Millamant’s marriage, and finally 
agrees to see Mirabell, after Millamant says he is going to travel with Wilfull and 
never bother her again. Wilfull agrees that is true, Marwood leaves, sensing trouble. 
When Mirabell enters the scene. Lady Wishfort agrees to give up her anger if 
Mirabell gives up his contract with Millamant. Mirabell says he has already done 
so. Lady Wishfort in an aside tells us that she is still attracted to him.

The evil duo, Marwood and Fainall enter the scene. Fainall flourishing papers 
for Lady Wishfort to sign, and disbelieving the sham of Millamant marrying Wilfull. 
He warns that he will set Mrs.Fainall adrift “like a leaky hulk, to sink or swim”. 
Distraught, Lady Wishfort accepts Mirabell’s help. He asks for Millamant “in 
compensation”, but says he will help Lady Wishfort anyway, and Lady Wishfort 
agrees that he can have her if he saves them all from Fainall. Mrs.Fainall, Foible 
and Mincing enter and tell of the affair between Marwood and Fainall. In a supreme 
example of double standards, Fainall still threatens to expose his wife’s shame in 
having loved Mirabell, and says he will still “ruin” her.

Waitwell arrives with the promised black box. Inside the box, there is Mrs. 
Fainall’s settlement, signed in trust to Mirabell before she married Fainall, to 
avoid the kind of treachery that is now occurring. Fainall realizes the settlement 
he has made his wife sign is false. Astonishingly, he tries to run at his wife with his 
sword, but is stopped by Sir Wilfull. He leaves, like Malvolio, vowing revenge. 
Mrs.Fainall confronts Marwood, who also promises revenge, and leaves. The lovers 
come together, and Mirabell tells Lady Wishfort not to worry about Fainall, as he 
needs his wife’s marriage in order to survive. He says he will be the mediator of 
peace. He gives back the deed of trust to Mrs.Fainall suggesting she can use it to 
“live easily together”-have some power, finally, in her marriage. The act ends with 
a quatrain against the evils of adultery.

Epilogue ^
The closing lines speak to the drama critics in the audience, making sure that they 
all know no single person is butt of the play, but that it is the times that have been 
satirized.

NOTES
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4.4. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

Mirabell
NOTES

Mirabell, the protagonist, is a clever, handsome, yoimg and fundamentally 
decent gentleman, who is very much in love with Millamant. He is proud, artful, 
and generous man of the world and a desperate lover too. He is arrogant in his 
exploitation of people.

Relationships: He is the former lover of Mrs.Fainall. Mrs.Marwood likes him 
too. Lady Wishfort detests him, for pretending to love her in order to get close to 
her niece, Millamant. He schemes to marry Millamant, and is successful in winning 
both her love and her dowry. No one, except Fainall and Marwood, whom he exposes 
at the end as dishonest traitors, minds being manipulated. Nearly everyone benefits 
from his schemes.

Fainall
Fainall, the antagonist, foil to Mirabell, is a faithless husband who depends 

on his wife’s inheritance for his living. His ‘'Wit and outward fair behaviour” have ' 
allowed ’him to enjoy a good reputation “with the Town”, but his true nature is 
greedy, false, and profligate. He is ruthless about winning, but only likes to win if 
it will hurt others to lose. At the end he is despicably vindictive, selfish, and cruel, 
and violent too, as he attempts to rush at his wife with his sword drawn.

Relationships: While he is carrying on an affair with Mrs.Marwood, his wife’s 
friend, he is plotting to take full control of both his wife’s and his mother-in-law’s 
estates. He heartily dislikes his wife, although no one realizes it.

Mrs. Millamant
Mrs. Millamant, a protagonist, is an intelligent, young, vivacious, fashionable, 

well-educated lady. As Lady Wishfort’s niece, she is heir to a fortune if she marries 
with Lady Wishfort’s approval. She behaves coyly, affecting a fashionable disdain 
for the opposite sex. She is willful, witty and confident; she enjoys Witwoud and 
Petulance who make her laugh, and share the fashions of the moment with her. 
She is happy in her independence, and anxious to preserve it.

Relationships: Millamant is attracted to Mirabell, friends with Mrs.Fainall, 
and niece to Lady Wishfort. She also socializes with Witwoud and Petulant. She 
realizes through the course of the play that she loves Mirabell.

Mrs. Fainall
Mrs: Fainall is the unhappy wife to Mr.Fainall, daughter to Lady Wishfort, and 
heir to her fortime. Her mother raised her to hate men, Mrs.Fainall is clever and 
cautious, and generous.

Relationships: She was married to Languish. After she was widowed, she 
remarried to keep her then love affair with Mirabell safe. She can hardly bear her 
husband, and still loves Mirabell. She is a loyal and generous friend to her cousin, 
Mrs.Millamant. she is an intimate friend of Mrs.Marwood until she learns that 
Mrs.Marwood is her husband’s lover.
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Mrs.Marwood
Mrs.Marwood, an antagonist, is secretly the mistress of Fainall, her best friend’s 
husband. She is greedy and h5T)ocritical. She deliberately sets out to destroy the 
happiness of other, and because she is duplicitous in her friendships, she is finally 
seen as an adulteress and a traitor.

Relationships: She is a false friend of Mrs.Fainall. Although she pretends 
she hates him, Marwood likes Mirabell and is jealous of his attentions to Millam^t. 
Even the trusting Lady Wishfort, who believes Marwood’s loyal friendship, has 
saved her from the disgrace and villainy of other's plots against her comes to see 
her as a “wicked accomplice”.

NOTES

Lady Wishfort
Lady Wishfort is a grande dame of 55, a funny, but endearing figure, quite blind to 
her own inconsistencies. She is desperate to get a husband, and quite unaware of 
the plans afoot to rob her of her fortune and her good name. She holds the key to 
the money and the marriages. She is the source of the greatest humour and liveliness 
in the play. She is the dupe of nearly everyone close to her, including her own 
daughter, and while she is in danger of losing her fortune, she is more worried 
about damaging her reputation. Her makeup is thick, and of great concern to her, 
but she fancies herself attractive to men. While she has raised her daughter to 
hate men, she is not reconciled to life without them. She is at great pains to keep 
up appearances, and she suffers humiliation, but she recovers with good grace and 
forgives all.

Relationships; She is Mrs.Fainall’s mother, and Mrs.Millamant’s aunt, and 
despises Mirabell who insincerely courted her.

Witwoud
Witwoud is a fop, a slave to fashion, both in appearance and behaviour. He prides 
himself on his wit, and charm, and is a favourite of the ladies. His chief usefulness 
is entertaining with his droll wit, and he is taken into the confidence of the ladies’ 
thrice weekly “cabals” as they gossip and pronounce their fashionable opinions on 
marriage, men, and morals. By his goo-natured affectation and unselfconscious 
methods, he allows the other characters to disguise their true emotions; his 
superficial and careless remedy of jokes, similes and puns relieves tension and' 
unwittingly exposes the foolishness of contemporary fashion and manners. Though 
he is foolish, he is also harmless, and he gives us some very funny and insightful 
moments.

Relationships: Friend of Petulant, admirer of Millamant, cousin toSirWilfull
Witwoud.

Petulant
Petulant, an affected dandy and follower of Mrs.Millaman. He is often rude 

and ill humoured, peevish and capricious. He is illiterate and proud, boorish and 
vain. He lacks finesse, and insults ladies in the park. To give the impression that 
he is popular, he pays ladies of questionable virtue to call on him in public places.
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Mrs.Millamant, but his maid will do. Witwoud is alone in finding him brilliantly 
funny.

Relationships: Friend to Witwoud, hanger-on and admirer of Millamant.NOTES
Sir Wtlftjll Witwoud
Sir Wilfull Witwoud is half brother by marriage to Witwoud. He has come to London 
to look around before setting out on his travels and he finds he doesn’t understand 
the ‘lingo” of the fashionable world, and sneers at the fashions he finds there. He 
is a country bumpkin with.a good nature and a will to please. He serves as a foil to 
the “well-bred”. In contrast to their studied rudeness and affectation, he is simple 
and matter of fact. He gladly agrees to marry Millamant, as a last resort to save 
her fortune. He is another actor in Mirabell’s clever plan to catch Fainall and 
Mrs.Marwood in their deception and to lure Lady Wishfort into his trap.

Relationships: Cousin to Witwoud.
Foible
Foible is lady Wishfprt’s quick-witted, dissembling, good-hearted waiting woman. 
She helps to dupe the lady, as a willing participant in Mirabell’s plot. Since her 
betrayal is in the cause of love, and since no one is injured, she if forgiven in the 
end. Lady Wishfort uses her as an emissary to procure a husband for herself, and 
Foible is aware of much that other characters would like to hide. Through Foible’s 
assistance, Fainall and Marwood’s adulterous affair and their designs to steal her 
lady’s fortune are foimd out and justly brought to closure.

Relationships: Servant to Lady Wishfort, friend of Mincing, she helps Mirabell 
by marrying Waitwell.

Mincing
Mincing is a loyal and quick-witted. He is instrumental in Mirabell’s marriage 
plot. Eager to please, he agrees, first, to marry Foible, in order to better secure 
Mirabell’s plan, and secondly, to impersonate Mirabell’s uncle, in order to woo 
Lady Wishfort. As Mirabell’s invented uncle, Sir Rowland, Waitwell gives a 
wonderful performance that convinces the lady of his desire for her. It is his gallant 
love act that places Lady Wishfort in the embarrassing position of being fooled 
once again by a suitor. By helping to place her at the mercy of her enemies, Waitwell 
clears the way for Mirabell to extricate her, gain her gratitude and marry Millamant. 
Relationship: Loyal Servant to Mirabell.

- 1

4.5. STRUCTURE AND STYLE

• The play is written in the traditional five-act structure, with introduction, 
rising action climax, falling action and denouement.

• Each act has many short scenes. A new scene begins each time when a 
character enters or leaves the scene.
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• Congreve more or less follows the “unities” as laid (iown by Aristotle:
• Unity of time requires the play’s action take place in 24 hours or less;
• Unity of place requires the play’s action take place in a single locate;
• Unity of action requires the play to dramatize only one central story or 

action, and have no action not relevant to the plot.

Restoration Comic Traditions
• In keeping with restoration custom, and French and Italian influences, the 

play has musical interludes, with song and dance. The l3Tics of the songs 
reinforce the action of the play.

• The characters are named after their own personalities or roles: Petulant is 
peevish, Witwoud, certainly believes he is a wit, wanting to be one; Millamant 
is loved, if not by thousands, by many; Waitwell a butler, Lady Wishfort 
certainly wishes very hard “for it” (i.e., Attractiveness, a man, social status.)

Irony and Satire
• The play is very funny. It is course a satire, a comedy of manners. Its ironic 

tone is very important', key to its meaning. Although it deals with subterfuge 
and immorality, it is really a very moral play. Satire seeks to improve us by 
having us recognize our faults and laugh at ourselves. So we laugh at the 
artifice .of this world, its extravagances, the blindness of its characters to 
their own hypocrisies.

NOTES

Language
• The language of the play is ornate.
• Speech is particular to each character.
• Petulant and Witwoud in particular use language full of similes, to show 

their “wit”, and au courant phrases.
• Sentences can be long, with one subordinate clause inside another.
• There are'-few metaphors in the play, although gambling is a sustained 

metaphor. The play opens with Mirabell and Fainall gambling; all the main 
characters are hiding their selves and gambling on the outcome of their 
behaviour. The stakes are high - marriages, large inheritances, ruin. And 
Congreve himself uses terms of gambling such as “bubble” and “hazard” in 
his prologue, as he gambles that his audience will appreciate the play it took 
him two years to craft.

• Puns, asides, and monologues are common.

Dramatic Devices
• There are many dramatic devices used - intrigues, foreshadowing, suspense, 

plot twists, disguises, surprises, impersonations, hyperbole, physical humour.
• There are sub-plots with Fainall and Marwood attempting to fall Millamant 

and Lady Wishfort; Mirabell attempting to woo Mirabell through his own
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to disinherit Mirabell through marrying off her niece to his uncle.

4.6. SUMMARYNOTES

The Way of the World represents the pinnacle of Congreve’s achievement even 
though it was not successful on the stage when it was first performed in 1700, 
largely due to the play’s complexity. Although the play has only one main plot and 
covers a single day, it is crowded with numerous events and intrigues. The plot of 
The Way of the World seems to follow a logic of its own. Before the action of the 
play unfolds, certain events are understood to have previously taken place. Mirabell, 
a typical Restoration beau, is devising a secret scheme to win Millamant’s hand in 
marriage, gaining her fortune as well. Lady Wishfort is opposed to this match 
because her vanity has been offended by Mirabell, who earlier pretended to court 
her although he was really in love with Millamant, her ward. Mrs. Marwood, 
Fainall’s mistress, has revealed Mirabell’s deception to Lady Wishfort out of 
jealousy, since she herself loves Mirabell. The problem arises from the fact that 
half of Millamant’s fortune of six thousand pounds is under Lady Wishfort’s control 
and will be given to her only if she marries the suitor chosen by her,

Congreve has created a whole gallery of characters in The Way of the World. 
The world of his play is peopled with fops, fools, coxcombs, mistresses, lovers, 
villains, coimtry bumpkins, wits, and would-be wits. Yet The Way of the World has 
often been criticized for its presentation of a thin and superficial life. It should be 
kept in mind; however, that Congreve’s play is not a naturalistic reflection of the 
society in which he lived. It is a realistic description only of a narrow spectrum of 
Restoration society, with little concern about the everyday world outside his social 
range. Even within the “world” represented, Congreve focuses on the actions of 
Mirabell and how he finally acquires love, and fortime.

4.7. KEY WORDS

1. Unity of time
Unity of time requires the play’s action take place in 24 hours or less

2. Unity of place
Unity of place requires the play’s action take place in a single locate

3. Unity of action
Unity of action requires the play to dramatize only one central story or action

4. Petulant
Petulant, an affected dandy and follower of Mrs.Millamant he is often rude 
and ill humoured, peevish and capricious.
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5. Lady Wishfort
Lady Wishfort is a grande dame of 55, a funny, but endearing figure, quite 
blind to her own inconsistencies. She is desperate to get a husband, and 
quite unaware of the plans afoot to rob her of her fortune and her good name. NOTES

4.8. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Write about the literary career of Congreve.
2. To whom Congreve dedicates his play, “The Way of the World”.
3. Which is the location of the first act of the play, “The Way of the World”?
4. Who is the protagonist of the play, “The Way of the World”?
5. How does the play influence the French and Italian traditions?

4.9. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. William Congreve wrote some of the most popular English plays of the 
Restoration period of the late 17th century. By the age of thirty, he had 
written four comedies, including Love for Love and The Way of the World, 
and one tragedy. The Mourning Bride (1697).

2. Congreve dedicates his play. The Way of the World,' to Ralph, Earl of 
Montague, whose company and conversation have made it possible for 
Congreve to write this comedy. The dedication also constitutes a statement 
of purpose.

3. The first act is set in a chocolate house, a men’s club where men go to talk, 
read the paper, drink, catch up on business, gossip and gamble. It introduces 
the male characters in person, and rouses our suspense about the women, as 
we are introduced to them the men’s discussion.

4. Mirabell, the protagonist, is a clever, handsome, young and fundamentally 
decent gentleman, who is vey much in love with Millamant. He is proud, 
artful, and generous man of the world and a desperate lover too. He is arrogant 
in his exploitation of people.

5. In keeping with restoration custom, and French and Italian influences, the 
play has musical interludes, with song and dance. The l3Tics of the songs 
reinforce the action of the play.

4.10. REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Critically comment on the social world depicted in “The Way of the World”. 
Does it conform to the actual world of Restoration society?

2. Analyze “The Way of the World” as a comedy of manners.
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a short account of the events which have occurred before the beginning of 
the play.

4. Sketch the character of Lady Wishfort.
5. Write down the detailed summary of the play, “The Way of the World”.

NOTES

4.11. FURTHER READINGS

1. The Way of the World
2. The Comic Dramatists of the Restoration

- William Congreve

- Macaulay, Thomas Babington

\
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LESSON

5 NOTES

SAINT JOAN- 

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

STRUCTURE

5.0. Learning objectives
5.1. Introduction
5.2. About the author
5.3. Plot of the play - saint joan
5.4. Context of the play
5.5. Important characters and events
5.6. Summary and analysis
5.7. Theme analysis
5.8. Summary
5.9. Key words

5.10. Check your progress
5.11. Answers to check your progress
5.12. Review questions
5.13. Further readings

5.0. LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to:
• Understand the English poet and playwright, “George Bernard Shaw”
• Describe his works
• Narrate the story of the play, “Saint Joan”
•Analyse the themes used in the play
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5.1. INTRODUCTION

Saint Joan is a play by George Bernard Shaw, based on the life and trial of Joan of 
Arc. Published not long after the canonization of Joan of Arc by the Roman Catholic 
Church, the play dramatises what is known of her life based on the substantial 
records of her trial. Shaw studied the transcripts and decided that the concerned 
people acted in good faith according to their beliefs.

Michael Holroyd has characterised the play as “a .tragedy without villains” 
and also as Shaw’s “.only tragedy”. John Fielden has discussed further the 
appropriateness of characterising Saint Joan as a tragedy.

NOTES

5.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR

George Bernard Shaw (26 July 1856-2 November 1950) was an Irish plajnvright 
and a co-founder of the London School of Economics. Although his first profitable 

.writing was music and literary criticism, in which capacity he wrote many highly 
articulate pieces of journalism, his main talent was for drama, and he wrote more 
than 60 plays. Nearly all his writings deal sternly with prevailing social problems, 
but have a vein of comedy to make their stark themes more palatable. Shaw 
examined education, marriage, religion, government, health care, and class 
privilege.

He was most angered by what he perceived as the exploitation of the working 
class, and most of his writings censure that abuse. As an ardent socialist, Shaw 
wrote many brochures and speeches for the Fabian Society. He became an 
accomplished orator in the furtherance of its causes, which included gaining equal 
rights for men and women, alleviating abuses of the working class, rescinding 
private ownership of productive land, and promoting healthy lifestyles.

In 1898, Shaw married Charlotte Payne-Townshend, a fellow Fabian, whom 
he survived. They settled in Ayot St. Lawrence in a house now called Shaw’s Comer. 
Shaw died there, aged 94, from chronic problems exacerbated by injuries he incurred 
by falling.

He is the only person to have been awarded both a Nobel Prize for Literature 
(1925) and an Oscar (1938), for his contributions to literature and for his work on 
the film Pygmalion, Shaw wanted to refuse his Nobel Prize outright because he 
had no desire for public honours, but accepted it at his wife’s behest: she considered 
it a tribute to Ireland. He did reject the monetary award, requesting it be used to 
finance translation of Swedish books to English.

Life
Early years and family
George Bernard Shaw was bom in Synge Street, Dublin in 1856 to George Carr 
Shaw (1814-85), an unsuccessful grain merchant and sometime civil servant, and 
Lucinda Elizabeth Shaw, nee Guriy (1830-1913), a professional singer. He had 
two sisters, Lucinda Frances (1853-1920), a singer of musical comedy and light 
opera, and Elinor Agnes (1855-76).
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Education
Shaw briefly attended the Wesleyan Connexional School, a grammar school operated 
by the Methodist New Connexion, before moving to a private school near Dalkey 
and then transferring to Dublin’s Central Model School. He ended his formal 
education at the Dublin English Scientific and Commercial Day School. He 
harboured a lifelong animosity toward schools and teachers, saying: “Schools and 
schoolmasters, as we have them today, are not popular as places of education and 
teachers, but rather prisons and turnkeys in which children are kept to prevent 
them disturbing and chaperoning their parents”. In the astringent prologue to 
Cashel Byron’s Profession yoimg Bjron’s educational experience is a fictionalized 
description of Shaw’s own schooldays. Later, he painstakingly detailed the reasons 
for his aversion to formal education in his Treatise on Parents and Children. In 
brief, he considered the standardized curricula useless, deadening to the spirit 
and stifling to the intellect. He particularly deplored the use of corporal punishment, 
which was prevalent in his time.

When his mother left home and followed her voice teacher, George Vandeleur 
Lee, to London, Shaw was almost sixteen years old. His sisters accompanied their 
mother but Shaw remained in Dublin with his father, first as a reluctant pupil, 
then as a clerk in an estate office. He worked efficiently, albeit discontentedly, for 
several years. In 1876, Shaw joined his mother’s London household. She, Vandeleur 
Lee, and his sister Lucy, provided him with a poimd a week while he frequented 
public libraries and the British Museum reading room where he studied earnestly 
and began writing novels. He earned his allowance by ghostwriting Vandeleur 
Lee’s music column, which appeared in the London Hornet. His novels were rejected, 
however, so his literary earnings remained negligible until 1885, when he became 
self-supporting as a critic of the arts.

Personal Life and Political Activism
Influenced by his reading, he became a dedicated Socialist and a charter member 
of the Fabian Society, a middle class organization established in 1884 to promote 
the gradual spread of socialism by peaceful means. In the course of his political 
activities he met Charlotte Payne-Townshend, an Irish heiress, a fellow Fabian; 
they married in 1898. The marriage was never consummated; Peters posits that 
Shaw was a repressed homosexual. In 1906 the Shaws moved into a house, now 
called Shaw’s Corner, in Ayot St. Lawrence, a small village in Hertfordshire, 
England; it was to be their home for the remainder of their lives, although they 
also maintained a residence at 29 Fitzroy Square in London.

Shaw’s plays were first performed in the 1890s. By the end of the decade he 
was an established playwright. He wrote sixty-three plays and his output as novelist, 
critic, pamphleteer, essayist and private correspondent was prodigious. He is known 
to have written more than 2,50,000 letters. Along with Fabian Society members 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb and Graham Wallas, Shaw founded the London School 
of Economics and Political Science in 1895 with funding provided by private 
philanthropy, including a bequest of £20,000 from Henry Hunt Hutchinson to the 
Fabian Society. One of the libraries at the LSE is named in Shaw’s honour; it 
contains collections of his papers and photographs.

NOTES
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During his later years, Shaw enjoyed attending to the grounds at Shaw’s Comer. 
He died at the age of 94, of renal failure precipitated by injuries incurred by falling 
while pruning a tree. His ash, mixed with those of his wife, Charlotte Payne- 
Townshend, was scattered along footpaths and around the statue of Saint Joan in 
their garden.

Career
Criticism
Shaw became a critic of the arts when, sponsored by William Archer, he joined the 
reviewing staff of the Pall Mall Gazette in 1885. There he wrote under the 
pseudon5Tn “Como di Bassetto” (“basset hom”)-chosen because it sounded European 
and nobody knew what a Como di Bassetto was. In a miscellany of other periodicals, 
including Dramatic Review (1885-86), Our Corner (1885-86), and the Pall Mall 
Gazette (1885-88) his byline was “GBS”. From 1895 to 1898, Shaw was the drama 
critic for Frank Harris’ Saturday Review, in which position he campaigned 
brilliantly to displace the artificialities and hypocrisies of the Victorian stage with 
a theatre of actuality and thm^ht. His earnings as a critic made him self-supporting 
as an author and his articles for the Saturday Review made his name well-known.

George Bernard Shaw was highly critical of productions of Shakespeare, 
and specifically denounced the dramatic practice of editing Shakespeare’s plays, 
whose scenes tended to be cut in order to create “acting versions”. He notably held 
famous 19th-century actor Sir Henry Irving in contempt for this practice, as he 
expressed in one of his reviews:

“In a true republic of art. Sir Henry Irving would ere this have expiated his 
acting versions on the scaffold. He does not merely cut plays; he disembowels them. 
In Gymbeline he has quite surpassed himself by extirpating the antiphonal third 
verse of the famous dirge. A man who would do that would do anything - cut the 
coda out of the first movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Sjonphony, or shorten one of 
Velasquez’s Philips into a kitcat to make it fit over his drawing room mantelpiece.”

Shavian scholar John F. Matthews credits him, as a result, with the 
disappearance of the two-hundred-year-old tradition of editing Shakespeare into 
“acting versions”. He had a very high regard for both Irish stage actor Barry 
Sullivan’s and Johnston Forbes-Robertson’s Hamlets, but despised John 
Barrymore’s. Barrymore invited him to see a performance of his celebrated Hamlet, 
and Shaw graciously accepted, but wrote Barrymore a withering letter in which he 
all but tore the performance to shreds. Even worse, Shaw had seen the play in the 
company of Barrymore’s then wife, but did not dare voice his true feelings about 
the performance aloud to her.

Much of Shaw’s music criticism, ranging from short comments to the book- 
length essay, The Perfect Wagnerite, extols the work of the German composer 
Richard Wagner. Wagner worked 25 years composing Der Ring des Nibelungen, a 
massive four-part musical dramatization drawn from the Teutonic mythology of 
gods, giants, dwarves and Rhine maidens; Shaw considered it a work of genius and 
reviewed it in detail. Beyond the music, he saw it as an allegory of social evolution

NOTES
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where workers, driven by “the invisible whip of hunger”, seek freedom from their 
wealthy masters.

Novels
Shaw wrote five unsuccessful novels at the start of his career between 1879 and 
1883. Eventually all were published. The first to be printed was Cashel Byron's 
Profession (1886), which was written in 1882. Its eponymous character, Cashel, a 
rebellious schoolboy with an imsympathetic mother, nms away to Australia where 
he becomes a famed prizefighter. He returns to England for a boxing match, and 
falls in love with erudite and wealthy Lydia Carew. Lydia, drawn by sheer animal 
magnetism, , eventually consents to marry despite the disparity of their social 
positions. This breach of propriety is nullified by the unpresaged discovery that 
Cashel is of noble lineage and heir to a fortune comparable to Lydia’s. With those 
barriers to happiness removed, the couple settles down to prosaic family life with 
Lydia dominant; Cashel attains a seat in Parliament. In this novel Shaw first 
expresses his conviction that productive land and all other natural resources should 
belong to everyone in common, rather than being owned and exploited privately. 
The book was written in the year when Shaw first heard the lectures of Henry 
George who advocated such reforms.

An Unsocial Socialist was written in 1883, and published in 1887. The tale 
begins with a hilarious description of student antics at a girl’s school then changes 
focus to a seemingly uncouth labourer who, it soon develops, is really a wealthy 
gentleman in hiding from his overly affectionate wife. He needs the freedom gained 
by matrimonial truancy to promote the socialistic cause, to which he is an active 
convert. Once the subject of socialism emerges, it dominates the story, allowing 
only space enough in the final chapters to excoriate the idle upper class and allow 
the erstwhile schoolgirls, in their earliest maturity, to marry suitably.

Love among the Artists was published in the United States in 1900 and in 
England in 1914, but it was written in 1881. In the ambiance of chit-chat and 
frivolity among members of Victorian polite society a youthful Shaw describes his 
views on the arts, romantic love and the practicalities of matrimony. Dilettantes, 
he thinks, can love and settle down to marriage, but artists with real genius are 
too consumed by their work to fit that pattern. The dominant figure in the novel is 
Owen Jack, a musical genius, somewhat mad and quite bereft of social graces. 
From an abysmal beginning he rises to great fame and is lionized by socialites 
despite his unremitting crudity.

The Irrational Knot was written in 1880 and published in 1905. Within a 
framework of leisure class preoccupations and frivolities Shaw disdains hereditary 
status and proclaims the nobility of workers. Marriage, as the knot in question, is 
exemplified by the union of Marian Lind, a lady of the upper class, to Edward 
Conolly, always a workman but now a magnate, thanks to his invention of an 
electric motor that makes steam engines obsolete. The marriage soon deteriorates, 
primarily because Marian fails to rise above the preconceptions and limitations of 
her social class and is, therefore, unable to share her husband’s interests. Eventually 
she runs away with a man who is her social peer, but he proves himself a scoundrel 
and abandons her in desperate circumstances. Her husband rescues her and offers

NOTES
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to take her back, but she pridefully refuses, convinced she is unworthy and certain 
that she faces life as a pariah to her family and friends. The preface, written when 
Shaw was 49, expresses gratitude to his parents for their support during the lean 
years while he learned to write and includes details of his early life in London.

Shaw’s first novel. Immaturity, was written in 1879 but was the last one to 
be printed in 1931. It relates tepid romances, minor misfortunes and subdued 
successes in the developing career of Robert Smith, an energetic young Londoner 
and outspoken agnostic. Condemnation of alcoholic behavior is the prime message 
in the book, and derives from Shaw’s familial memories. This is made clear in the 
books’ preface, which was written,by the mature Shaw at the time of its belated 
publication. The preface is a valuable resource because it provides autobiographical 
details not otherwise available.

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

Shoit Stories
A collection of Shaw’s short stories, “The Black Girl”, “In Search of God” and “Some 
Lesser Tales”, was published in 1934. “The Black Girl”, an enthusiastic convert to 
Christianity, goes searching for God. Written as an allegory, somewhat reminiscent 
of Bimyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, Shaw uses her adventures to expose flaws and 
fallacies in the religions of the world. At the story's happy ending. The Black Girl 
quits her searching’s in favour of rearing a family with the aid of a red-haired 
Irishman who has no metaphysical inclination.

One of the Lesser Tales “The Miraculous Revenge” (1885), relates the 
misadventures of an alcoholic investigator while he probes the mystery of a 
graveyard-full of saintly corpses-that migrates across a stream to escape association 
with the body of a newly buried sinner. The story is wildly different from Shaw’s 
usual style.

Plays
The texts of plays by Shaw mentioned in this section, with the dates when they 
were written and first performed can be found in Complete Plays and Prefaces. 
Shaw began working on his first play destined for production. Widowers’ Houses, 
in 1885 in collaboration with critic William Archer, who supplied the structure. 
Archer decided that Shaw could not write a play, so the project was abandoned. 
Years later, Shaw tried again and, in 1892, completed the play without collaboration. 
Widowers’ Houses, a scathing attack on slumlords, was first performed at London’s 
Royalty Theatre on 9 December 1892. Shaw would later call it one of his worst 
works, but he had found his medium. His first significant financial success as a 
plajwmght came from Richard Mansfield’s American production of “The Devil’s 
Disciple” (1897). He went on to write 63 plays, most of them full-length.

Often his plays succeeded in the United States and Germany before they did 
in London. Although major London productions of many of his earlier pieces were 
delayed for years, they are still being performed there. Examples include “Mrs. 
Warren’s Profession” (1893), “Arms and the Man” (1894), “Candida” (1894) and 
‘You Never Can Tell” (1897).
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Shaw’s plays, like those of Oscar Wilde, were fraught with incisive humour, 
which was exceptional among playwrights of the Victorian era; both authors are 
remembered for their comedy. However, Shaw’s wittiness should not obscure his 
important role in revolutionizing British drama. In the Victorian Era, the London 
stage had been regarded as a place for frothy, sentimental entertainment. Shaw 
made it a forum for considering moral, political and economic issues, possibly his 
most lasting and important contribution to dramatic art. In this, he considered 
himself indebted to Henrik Ibsen, who pioneered modern realistic drama, meaning 
drama designed to heighten awareness of some important social issue. Significantly, 
“Widowers’ Houses” - an example of the realistic genre - was completed after William 
Archer, Shaw’s friend, had translated some of Ibsen’s plays to English and Shaw 
had written The Quintessence of Ibsensism.

As Shaw’s experience and popularity increased, his plays and prefaces became 
more voluble about reforms he advocated, without diminishing their success as 
entertainments. Such works, including “Caesar and Cleopatra” (1898), “Man and 
Superman” (1903), “Major Barbara” (1905) and “The Doctor’s Dilemma” (1906), 
display Shaw’s matured views, for he was approaching 50 when he wrote them. 
From 1904 to 1907, several of his plays had their London premieres in notable 
productions at the Court Theatre, managed by Harley Granville-Barker and J. E. 
Vedrenne. The first of his new plays to be performed at the Court Theatre, John 
Bull’s Other Island (1904), while not especially popular today, made his reputation 
in London when King Edward VII laughed so hard during a command performance 
that he broke his chair.

By the 1910s, Shaw was a well-established playwright. New works such as 
“Fanny’s First Play” (1911) and “Pygmalion” (1912)-on which the famous, award
winning musical “My Fair Lady” (1956) is based-had long runs in front of large 
London audiences. A musical adaptation of “Arms and the Man” (1894)-“The 
Chocolate Soldier” by Oscar Straus (1908)-was also very popular, but Shaw detested 
it and, for the rest of his life, forbade musicalization of his work, including a proposed 
Franz Lehar operetta based on “Pygmalion”; the Broadway musical “My Fair Lady” 
could be produced only after Shaw’s death. 'There is, however, a sharp difference 
between ‘"The Chocolate Soldier” and “My Fair Lady” which Shaw never anticipated, 
and perhaps never could have; The Chocolate Soldier’ uses none of Shaw’s own 
dialogue, while “My Fair Lady”, despite having a few speeches entirely written by 
librettist Alan Jay Lemer, uses generous chunks of Shaw’s dialogue unchanged.

Shaw’s outlook was changed .by World War I, which he uncompromisingly 
opposed despite incurring outrage from the public as well as from many friends. 
His first full-length piece, presented after the War, written mostly during it, was 
Heartbreak House (1919). A new Shaw had emerged-the wit remained, but his 

, faith in humanity had dwindled. In the preface to “Heartbreak House” he said:
It is said that every people has the Government it deserves. It is more to 

the point that every Government has the electorate it deserves; for the orators of 
the front bench can edify or debauch an ignorant electorate at will. Thus, our 
democracy moves in a vicious circle of reciprocal worthiness and unworthiness.

Saint Jnan- 
George Bernard Shaw

NOTES
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Shaw had previously supported gradual democratic change toward socialism, 
but now he saw more hope in government by benign strong men. This sometimes 
made him oblivious to the dangers of dictatorships. Near his life’s end that hopes 
failed him too. In the first act of Buoyant Billions (1946-48), his last full-length 
play, his protagonist asks:

Why appeal to the mob when ninety five per cent of them do not understand 
politics, and can do nothing but mischief without leaders? And what sort of leaders 
do they vote for? For Titus Oates and Lord George Gordon with their Popish plots, 
for Hitler’s who call on them to exterminate Jews, for Mussolini’s who rally them 
to nationalist dreams of glory and empire in which all foreigners are enemies to be 
subjugated.

M.A, English Drama

NOTES

In 1921, Shaw completed his “Back to Methuselah”, and “Metabiological 
Pentateuch”. The massive, five-play work starts in the Garden of Eden and ends 
thousands of years in the future; it showcases Shaw’s postulate that a “Life Force” 
directs evolution toward ultimate perfection by trial and error. Shaw proclaimed 
the play a masterpiece, but many critics disagreed. The theme of a benign force 
directing evolution reappears in Cleneva (1938), wherein Shaw maintains humans 
must develop longer life spans in order to acquire the wisdom needed for self- 
government. '

Methuselah was followed by Saint Joan (1923), which is generally considered 
to be one of his better works. Shaw had long considered writing about Joan of Arc, 
and her canonization in 1920 supplied a strong incentive. The play was an 
international success, and is believed to have led to his Nobel Prize in Literature, 
The citation praised his work as “...marked by both idealism and humanity, its 
stimulating satire often being infused with a singular poetic beauty”. At this time 
Prime Minister David Lloyd George was considering recommending to the King 
Shaw’s admission to the Order of Merit, but the place was instead given to J. M, 
Barrie, Shaw rejected a knighthood. It was not until 1946 that the government of 
the day arranged for an informal offer of the Order of Merit to be made: Shaw 
declined, replying that “merit” in authorship could only be determined by the 
posthumous verdict of history.

He wrote plays for the rest of his life, but very few of them are as notable-or 
as often revived-as his earlier work. “The Apple Cart” (1929) was probably his 
most popular work of this era. Later full-length plays like “Too True to Be Good” 
(1931), “On the Rocks” (1933), “The Millionaires (1935), and Geneva (1938) have 
been seen as marking a decline. His last significant is play. In “Good King Charles 
Golden Days”.

Shaw’s published plays come with lengthy prefaces. These tend to be more 
about Shaw’s opinions on the issues addressed by the plays than about the plays - 
themselves. Often his prefaces are longer than the plays they introduce. For 
example, the Penguin Books edition of his one-act “The Shewing-up Of Blanco 
Posnet” (1909) has a 67-page preface for the 29-page play script.

Religion
In his will, Shaw stated that his “religious convictions and scientific views cannot 
at present be more specifically defined than as those of a believer in creative

144 Self-Instructional Material



revolution.” He requested that no one should imply that he accepted the beliefs of 
any specific religious organization, and that no memorial to him should “take the 
form of a cross or any other instrument of torture or symbol of blood sacrifice.”

Suitll Joan- 
George Bemanl Shaw

NOTESSynopsis
Shaw characterised Saint Joan as “A Chronicle Play in 6 Scenes and an Epilogue”. 
Joan, a simple peasant girl, hears voices which she claims to be those of Saint 
Margaret, Saint Catherine, and the archangel Michael, sent by God to guide her 
conduct.

Scene 1 begins with Robert de Baudricourt complaining about the inability 
of the hens on his farm to produce eggs. Joan claims that her voices are telling her 
to raise a siege against Orleans, and to allow her several of his men for this purpose. 
Joan also says that she will eventually crown the Dauphin in Rheims cathedral, de 
Baudricourt ridicules Joan, but his servant feels inspired by her words. De 
Baudricourt eventually begins to feel the same sense of inspiration, and gives his 
consent to Joan. The servant enters at the end of the scene to exclaim that the 
hens have begun to lay eggs again, de Baudricourt interprets this as a sign from 
God of Joan’s divine inspiration.

In Scene 2 (8 March 1429), Joan talks her way into being received at the 
court of the weak and vain Dauphin. There, she tells him that her voices have 
commanded her to help him become a true king by ralljdng his troops to drive out 
the English occupiers and restore France to greatness. Joan succeeds in doing this 
through her excellent powers of flattery, negotiation, leadership, and skill on the 
battlefield.

In Scene 3 (29 April 1429), Dunois and his page are waiting for the wind to 
turn so that he and his forces can lay siege to Orleans. Joan and Dimois commiserate, 
and Dunois attempts to explain to her more pragmatic realities of an attack, without 
the wind at their back. Her replies eventually inspire Dunois to rally the forces, 
and at the scene’s end, the wind turns in their favour.

Ultimately she is betrayed, and captured by the English at the siege of 
Compiegne. Scene 6 (30 May 1431) deals with her trial. John de Stogumber is 
adamant that she be executed at once. The Inquisitor, the Bishop of Beauvais, and 
the Church officials on both sides of the trial have a long discussion on the nature 
of her heresy. Joan is brought to the court, and continues to assert that her voices 
speak to her directly from God and that she has no need of the Church’s officials. 
This outrages de Stogumber. She acquiesces to the pressure of torture at the hands 
of her oppressors, and agrees to sign a confession relinquishing the truth behind 
her voices, so that she can live a life in permanent confinement without hope of 
parole. Upon hearing this, Joan changes her mind:

Joan: ‘Tou think that life is nothing but not being dead? It is not the bread 
and water I fear. I can live on bread. It is no hardship to drink water if the water be 
clean. But to shut me from the light of the sky and the sight of the fields and 
flowers; to chain my feet so that I can never again climb the hills. To make me 
breathe foul damp darkness, without these things I cannot live. And by your wanting 
to take them away from me, or from any human creature, I know that your council 
is of the devil.”'
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M.A. English Drama Joan accepts the ultimate punishment of death at the stake as preferable to 
such an imprisoned existence, De Stogumber vehemently demands that Joan then 
be taken to the stake for immediate execution. The Inquisitor and the Bishop of 
Beauvais excommunicate her and deliver her into the hands of the English, The 
Inquisitor asserts that Joan was fundamentally innocent, in the sense that she 
was sincere and had no understanding of the church and the law. De Stogumber 
re-enters, screaming and severely shaken emotionally after seeing Joan die in the 
flames, the first time that he has witnessed such a death, and realising that he has 
not imderstood what it means to burn a person at the stake until he has actually 
seen it happen. A soldier had given Joan two sticks tied together in a cross before 
the moment of her death. Bishop Martin Ladvenu .also reports that when he 
approached with a cross to let her see the cross before she died, and he approached 
too close to the flames, she had warned him of the danger from the stake, which 
convinced him that she could not have been under the inspiration of the devil.

In the Epilogue, 25 years after Joan’s execution, a new trial has cleared her 
of heresy. Brother Martin brings the news to the now-King Charles. Charles then 
has a dream in which Joan appears to him, She begins conversing cheerfully not 

• only with Charles, but with her old enemies, who also materialize in the King’s 
bedroom. An emissary from the present day (at the time of the play, the 1920s) 
brings news that the Catholic Church is to canonize her, in the year 1920. Joan 
says that saints can work miracles, and asks if she can be resurrected. At this, all 
the characters desert her one by one, asserting that the world is not prepared to 
receive a saint such as her. The last to leave is the English soldier, who is about to 
engage in a conversation with Joan before he is summoned back to hell at the end 
of his 24-hour respite. The play ends with Joan ultimately despairing that mankind 
will never accept its saints:

“0 God that madest this beautiful earth, when will it be ready to accept thy 
saints? How 1 ong, 0 Lord, how long?” •

Cridcism
Shaw was a famous pacifist, and there has been controversy over his approach, 
which was consistent with his anti-war speeches at the time of the First World 
War, a conflict in which he stated that Great Britain and its Allies were equally 
culpable with the Germans, and argued for negotiation and peace (which damned 
him in the eyes of many).

His interpretation of the events in Joan’s life and its times has upset some 
historians, many of whom regard the play as highly inaccurate, especially in its 
depiction of medieval society.

Shaw states that the characterization of Joan by most writers is 
“romanticized” to make her accusers come off as completely unscrupulous and 
villainous. Some writers claim that Shaw attempts to wrongly rehabilitate Cauchon, 
the powerful Bishop of Beauvais, and the Inquisitor, who were most instrumental 
in sending Joan to the stake. It is worth noting that Shaw takes no position on 
whether the sentence was just or otherwise. He does, however, dabble in psychology 
when he claims that Joan wore male clothing as a reflection of personal preference 
rather than out of necessity. Certainly the wearing of armour was never a female

NOTES
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pursuit. The opposing point is made that Joan wore male clothes to protect herself 
from rape, especially towards the end of her life in the dungeon.

The playwright claims in his preface that she was most likely not physically 
attractive. He bases this claim on the fact that, at the time, no evidence had been 
found that Joan was beautiful. However, modem scholars have the advantage of 
recent translations into English of voluminous French transcripts, and have 
concluded that Joan was in fact “beautiful and shapely”.

More general interpretation of Joan’s character is to describe her as a rebel 
against general institutional authority, such as that of the Catholic Church and to 
the feudal system. Contemporary comments have noted her particularly strong 
form of religious belief and how .it borders on religious fanaticism.

Tony Stafford has discussed Shaw’s use of imagery related to birds in the 
play. Frederick Boas has compared the different treatments of Joan in dramas by 
Shakespeare, Schiller, and Shaw.

T.S. Eliot, discussing the play after its premiere in London in 1924, wrote 
that although St. Joan was not the masterpiece that some claimed it to be, the play 
“seems to illustrate Mr. Shaw’s mind more clearly than anything he has written 
before.” And although he credited Shaw with providing an “intellectual stimulant” 
and “dramatic delight,” he took issue with his portrayal of the heroine: “his Joan of 
Arc is perhaps the greatest sacrilege of all Joans: for instead of the saint or the 
strumpet of the legends to which he objects, he has turned her into a great middle-. 
class reformer, and her place is a little higher than Mrs. Pankhurst,” a militant 
leader of the British suffragettes.

NOTES

5.3. PLOT OF THE PLAY - SAINT JOAN

Joan, a teenage country girl, shows up at the castle of Vaucouleurs. She’s determined 
to kick the English out of France and to crown the Dauphin (that’s a title for the 
oldest son of a Ving of France), Charles, as King. Joan has heard voices from God 
telling her that this is her destiny. Through sheer confidence and natural charisma^ 
she manages to sway the skeptical Captain Robert de Baudricourt. He gives her 
soldier’s clothes, armour, and .other supplies to assist in getting to the Dauphin.

Upon arriving at Charles’s court, Joan wins over most everybody. First, she’s 
able to pick Charles out of a crowd, which some view as a miracle. Her humility 
and reverence for the Church get the Archbishop on her side. Then of course, there’s 
the Dauphin himself. It takes a little doing, but after a good old fashioned pep talk 
she convinces him to stop messing around and stand up for France and himself. 
Charles grants her control of the army.

She’s off to Orleans, a town under siege by the English. Joan meets Dunois, 
the leader of the French troops at Orleans. He has been waiting for a while for the 
wind to change. It’s the only way he can sail his soldiers up the river and launch a 
sneak attack on the English. When the wind switches directions upon Joan’s arrival, 
Dunois is convinced that Joan has been sent by God. They march off together, to 
liberate Orleans.
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M.A. English Drama Meanwhile, Joan’s enemies are plotting against her. The Earl of Warwick 
and the Chaplain de Stogumber, both Englishmen, meet with Peter Cauchon, the 
Bishop of Beauvais. Warwick wants Cauchon to try Joan for heresy. The angry 
little Chaplain just wants her to die and die painfully. Cauchon agrees to try Joan, 
but refuses to be a political tool of the English. He says that he will do his best to 
save her soul.

Joan and company have been busy little bees. They’ve liberated Orleans, 
won a bunch of other battles, and have just crowned Charles as IQng in Rheims 
Cathedral. Joan, however, is unsatisfied. A good chunk of the country, including 
Paris, is still not under French control. She urges Charles, the Archbishop, and 
Dunois to press on and liberate the capital city. When they refuse she says she’ll 
just do it without them. They tell her that, if she gets captured, they’ll do nothing 
to help her escape.

Joan gets captured and put on trial for heresy. Sure enough, her “friends” do 
nothing to rescue her. The Bishop Cauchon, true to his word, does everything he 
can to try and save her. He’s helped in this effort by the Inquisitor. It proves to be 
impossible, though, because Joan’s personal beliefs just don’t jive with the Church’s. 
She thinks God’s messengers speak to her directly. They think God’s voice on Earth 
is the Church and the Church alone, meaning the voices she hears must be demons. 
They also just can’t handle with her wearing men’s clothes. She absolutely refuses 
to dress like a woman as long as she’s a soldier. In the end, they’re forced to condemn 
her to death.

Twenty-five years later King Charles has a dream, in which Joan and good 
number of the other characters show up to have a chat in his royal bedroom. We 
learn the fate of everybody and, more importantly, we learn of Joan’s legacy. King 
Charles now rules all of France. He set up a hearing to have her name cleared. We 
also learn from a time-travelling cleric that, many years afterward, Joan was made 
a saint by the Catholic Church. Everybody tells Joan how awesome she is and how 
they’re sorry that they sold her out. Joan says, great, now can I come back to Earth 
as living person again? No way, says everybody and they all make excuses to exit 
the dream. At the end of the play, Joan is left alone in a pool of light. She asks God 
when the world will be ready to accept saints like her.

NOTES

5.4. CONTEXT OF THE PLAY

Joan of Arc lived during the second phase of the Hundred Years’ War, a protracted 
struggle between French and English/Burgundian factions for control of the French 
crown. Joan supported the Valois claimant to the throne, Charles VII. Her 
leadership helped win the Siege of Orleans (1429) for Charles, one of the decisive 
battles in the Hundred Years’ War. If not for Joan of Arc’s decisive leadership, the 
French crown might have fallen under the control of the English king, Henry VI, 
and the course of Western European history would have been quite different. 
Instead, Joan’s victory opened the way to Charles’s coronation at Reims and helped 
consolidate Charles’s power. For centuries after her death, Joan remained a powerful 
s5Tnbol of French nationalism and pride. The legend of Joan of Arc, the heroic 
“Maid of Orleans,” helped give France the sense of identity , that propelled it into .
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the modem era as a proud and unified nation-state. The story of Joan, changed 
and embellished over the centuries, played a vital role in the creation of France’s 
national consciousness.

An inspiration in her own time, Joan of Arc continues to inspire today. Burned 
at the stake on charges of heresy, Joan was acquitted by later investigations and a 
papal decree, and in 1920 was canonized (made a saint) by the Roman Catholic 
Church. A national French holiday created by Parliament that same year celebrates 
her life and sacrifice.

Although Joan only lived to about nineteen years of age, she had a tremendous 
impact on her own time, as well as on later history and literature. She is one of the 
most written-about people of all time, and as a result, there is considerable debate 
about the details of her life. The details are all the more ambiguous because of 
their historical remoteness: after all, Joan lived in the 15th century (although the 
record of her life is surprisingly good thanks to documents from her trial at Rouen). 
Writers have come up with a wide variety of views on this heroic yoimg woman: 
some refuse to believe that she really was a peasant from Domremy, claiming she 
must have been an illegitimately-born royal. Others say that she only pretended to 
hear the ‘Voices” she claimed filled her head, in order to deliberately create a persona 
that would have power over kings, soldiers and peasants alike. Still others say 
that she wasn’t really burned in 1431 but, thanks to a conspiracy and cover-up, 
lived on in hiding. Was she a saint or a lunatic, a martyr or a manipulator,, an 
opportunistic child or a great woman? Whatever the case, Joan’s life has inspired 
various biographies, novels and poems. Her story inspired the French population 
during her life, and it continues to inspire today, as the obsession with Joan of Arc 
continues. Each generation, more books and movies on Joan of Arc are produced in 
various languages, as the people of each era seek to create a version of Joan of Arc 
that suits their views and needs.

NOTES

5.5. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS AND EVENTS

Characters 

Duke of Alencon
Duke of Alencon is the French Duke who almost always supported Joan of Arc’s 
ideas.

Burgundy
Burgundy is the Philip the Good, also known as the Duke of Burgundy, or 
“Burgundy” for short, competed with the Valois king Charles during the Hundred 
Years’ War for control over certain French territories. Those who supported Philip 
against the claims of the pro-Charles party were called “Burgundians.”

Pierre Cauchon
Pierre Cauchon is the bishop of Beauvais, Pierre Cauchon presided over Joan of 
Arc’s trial for heresy and witchcraft, resulting in her burning at the stake.
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Charles VII is the French King from 1422 to 1461, during much of second phase of 
the Hundred Years’ War. Because at the time of his father’s death the traditional 
site of coronations, Reims, was under English control, he assumed control without 
being ceremonially crowned. Thus Joan of Arc called him the “Dauphin,” the name 
for the crown prince of France, until 1429, when the coronation finally could take 
place at Reims. Charles was the Valois claimant to the kingship of the War’s 
disputed lands, and those who supported him were called “Armagnacs.” ,

NOTES

Gilles de Rais
Gilles de Rais is a wealthy nobleman who fought at Joan of Arc’s side at the Siege 
of Orleans. Years later, Gilles de Rais managed to squander his massive fortune 
and was hanged after a trial for Satanism, abduction, and murdering children.

John of Luxembourg
John of Luxembourg is one of the Dxike of Burgundy’s star commanders, John of 
Luxembourg captured Joan at the Battle of Compiegne.

La Hire
La Hire is the French military commander along with Joan of Arc and Gilles de 
Rais at the Siege of Orleans.

Pierre of Arc
Pierre of Arc is the Joan’s brother, who went with her to -the Battle of Compiegne.

Saint Catherine
Saint Catherine of'Alexandria was a martyred saint who v^s the patron of 
philosophers and scholars. Joan of Arc claimed that one of the “voices” she heard 
was Saint Catherine’s.

\

Saint Mat^aret
Saint Margaret is a saint whose voice Joan of Arc claimed to hear.

Saint Michael
Saint Michael is one of the saints Joan of Arc claimed to hear speaking in her head.

Events
Battle of Compiegne
Battle of Compiegne is the Battle in which Joan of Arc was captured by John of 
Luxembourg, in May of 1430.

Hundred Years’ War
Hundred Year’s War is the period of sporadic fighting between England and France 
between 1337 and 1453 (actually more than 100 years), over who should rule certain 
French territories. During Joan of Arc’s time the two candidates were the Valois 
king Charles, supported by the French Armagnacs, and the Duke of Burgundy,

C'.
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who was allied with England. The Siege of Orleans in 1429 was an important 
turning point in this battle.

Siege of Orleans
Siege of Orleans is the crucial battle in the Hundred Years’ War, from October 12, 
1428 to May 8, 1429. The French pro-Charles forces (the Armagnacs) managed to 
break the stalemate after Joan of Arc’s arrival lifted their spirits.

NOTES

Battle of Patay
Battle of Patay is a June 1429 battle in which the French Armagnac forces 
thoroughly routed the Anglo-Burgundiari forces, helping to open the way to Reims 
for the Dauphin’s coronation.

5.6. SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Youth
Summary
Joan of Arc, a remarkable woman, was born into rather unremarkable 
circumstances. Her peasant family lived in the small French village of Domremy, 
between Champagne and Lorraine. Judging from the age she claimed to be at 
various parts of her life, she must have been born sometime around 1412, although 
the exact date is imknown. Her father was Jacques of Arc, and her mother was 
Isabelle Romee. Joan had three brothers: Jacquemin, Pierre, and Jean. She also 
had a sister, Catherine, who died before Joan left on her mission to help the Dauphin 
in 1429. Joan’s family, and most of Domremy, supported the Dauphin. However, 
they lived very near a pro-Burgundy area. Conflict between villagers from the two 
regions often erupted in violence, which Joan witnessed throughout her childhood.

As a peasant in the 15th century, Joan had no formal schooling and probably 
did not know how to read, although near her death she did know how to sign her 
name. Whatever schooling Joan had she received from her mother, Isabelle. An 
extremely pious woman who may have even made a pilgrimage to Rome, Isabelle 
carefully taught Joan her prayers. Joan inherited her religious devotion from her 
mother, and throughout Domremy Joan was always known as an exceptionally 
pious and devout girl.

Tradition says that Joan worked as a shepherdess, tending her family’s flock 
of sheep. Certainly she helped work the family lands, exhibiting a particular gusto 
for men’s heavy labour, such as ploughing. Her diligent work on the family farm 
made her strong, and many in Domremy were impressed with Joan’s exceptional 
strength for a female. But while Joan was fond of the physical exertion of traditional 
men’s work, she also spun thread and sewed just like any other 15th- century 
peasant girl, and was allegedly jiist as skilled in this “women’s work” as in her 
exertions of physical strength.

Joan, although extremely hard working and unusually talented, seemed to 
be an essentially normal peasant girl. The one thing that set her apart was her 
intense religious devotion. Otherwise always very gentle and kind, Joan became
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M.A. English Drama cross if the Churchwarden was ever late ringing the church bells, and would scold 
the man harshly. On weekends she would sometimes journey to a small chapel in 
a neighbouring region. She refused to dance, raising eyebrows among village girls 
of the same age, and she went to confession constantly.

Analysis
Domremy was an extremely complicated place in terms of its loyalties and 
allegiances. Religiously, it fell under the control of a diocese based in the Holy 
Roman Empire. Politically, the majority of it did not fall under the control of any 

• French noble as most regions did; instead, the French King ruled Domremy directly.
Joan’s youth must have been fairly idyllic. She remembered playing under a 

favourite tree, called the “fairy tree” according to legends of the Domremy townsfolk. 
During her later trial, accidental mention of this tree would cause her some trouble, 
as her inquisitors used it to strengthen their accusations about , Joan’s links to 
magic and the occult. It may be delightful to imagine the young Joan as an isolated 
shepherdess tending her flock, but this legend seems to give a false impression. 
The major business in Domremy was cattle, and there were very few sheep, so it 
seems unlikely that Joan’s family actually owned many sheep. There is little direct 
evidence either way; the account of her as a “lone shepherdess” has been widely 
repeated by biographers but may only be legendary. In her exceptionally well- 
documented trial, Joan did not talk about herding sheep, so this suggests that she 
may not have really worked as a shepherdess. Then again, this role would have 
put her out of parental control quite often, something she might not have wanted 
to admit to her inquisitors. Joan didn’t always get along very well with her parents, 
in fact. She did have some conflicts with her parents, especially shown by the fact 
that she left home in 1429 without telling them of her plan to join the Dauphin. 
Joan also refused to enter into a marriage her father arranged for her.

Joan certainly was a very devoted Christian from an extremely early age. 
Her friends of course praised her devotion, although sometimes they found it a bit 
strange. Joan was never late to mass, and she would stop her work in the evening 
to kneel and pray in the field. Apparently, Joan sometimes confessed more than 
once a day. This obsession with confessing her sins disturbed some of Joan’s friends, 
who found this excessive faith unnecessary. The priests in Domremy, however, 
were always impressed with her piety and righteous sense of guilt and sin. Joan 
claimed that a person could never cleanse his or her soul too often. One has to 
wonder why Joan was so obsessed with confession, especially given the extremely 
clean life she was reputed to live. But although her religious devotion marked her 
as somewhat strange, everyone in Domremy accepted her. People might have looked 
at her more critically if they knew that at age 13 (as she would later report) she 
started hearing mysterious “voices.” Joan didn’t tell anyone about the voices, not 
her friends, not her parents, and not even the priests.

“Voices”
Summary
In 1425, English and Burgundian forces drove off all of Domremy’s cattle and burned 
the town. The same year of this trauma, when Joan was 13, she started hearing
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Saint Joan- 
George Bernard Shaw

‘Voices.” The first of these voices spoke to her from her father’s garden, and was 
accompanied by a blinding white light. Joan claimed that the voices were angels 
and saints, through whom God was addressing her. She identified the saints as 
Saint Michael, Saint Catherine and Saint Margaret, all crucial French saints of 
whom Joan had learned through statuary in the church she attended and through 
her mother’s careful religious instruction. Although she was initially afraid to speak 
to other people about them-she never mentioned them to the Domremy priests 
even though she was constantly at confessional-she would claim to talk to these 
saints and hear their voices regularly, Joan said they always spoke in French. 
Although frightened of them at first, eventually she came to terms with the voices, 
even claiming to beckon them at will. Increasingly, these voices must have become 
a large part of the way Joan processed and perceived reality.

Joan complained that noise or company stopped the voices and visions from 
coming. Also, she often heard the voices after the ringing of the Church bell. If the 
bells triggered the voices she heard, it is no wonder she became so irate at the 
Churchwarden whenever he was late ringing the bells. Saint Michael appeared to 
Joan as a good-looking gentleman. Saint Catherine and Saint Margaret appeared 
as nothing but faces, and even regarding Saint Michael she could recall very few 
visual details. Joan believed very strongly that the apparitions were real; she even 
claimed at one point to have clasped Saints Catherine and Margaret in embraces, 
and recalled that they had smelled wonderful.

Most importantly for Joan’s life, however, was what the voices commanded 
her to do. She claimed that they told her to help the Dauphin by going to Orleans 
and breaking England’s siege of the city.

Analysis
Joan’s “voices” have been interpreted in a variety of ways. It seems extremely 
unlikely from all accounts that she simply made up a claim of hearing voices for 
the sake of theatricality and attention. Some choose to believe that she really was 
hearing divine commands from saints and angels. Others have attempted to explain 
the voices as hallucinations that Joan delusionally believed to be saints and angels. 
Under these interpretations, the messages Joan heard would really be ones she 
had come up with herself, subconsciously, which were now communicated to her 
conscious mind via visions and voices. Certainly, hallucinations are not all that 
uncommon, and are often intense and are commonly perceived within a religious 
idiom. Young adults are especially susceptible, although visual hallucinations are 
much more common than hallucinations of sound. If Joan did hallucinate, she 
experienced especially well-developed and recurrent hallucinations that combined 
elements of both sight and sound. During her trial she even said that she had seen 
a large number of angels “in the guise of certain very tiny things.” The voices were 
always more clear to Joan when she was alone, which might explain why she became 
increasingly isolated from friends, preferring to spend time by herself as she became 
older. Initially, Joan heard simple and brief messages, but over time these became 
longer and more detailed. Ultimately, she may even have been able to carry on 
conversations with the voices. AU of this follows models of hallucination development 
that psychologists have witnessed in the present day. Such hallucinations are often
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M.A. English Drama triggered by some trauma, and 1425 was a particularly tumultuous year for 
Domremy and Joan. The burning of Domremy in 1425 may have helped to focus 
Joan’s mind on the war, and to suggest to her the mission of ending the war. The 
typical adolescent tumult Joan was the going through, including her conflicts with 
her father, who was then tr5dng to marry Joan off, might also help explain the 
voices she heard. Whatever their nature, Joan took the voices seriously and they 
had a dramatic impact on her life.

Appropriately, Saint Catherine and Saint Margaret were both martyred 
virgins, as Joan would be. Furthermore, Joan’s sister’s name was Catherine, so if 
the voices were hallucinations, her constant hearing of her sister’s name might 
account for why she saw this particular saint. Saint Margaret was familiar to Joan 
from a statue in the Domremy church.

Joan always became extremely upset whenever anyone asked her for details 
regarding the saints’ appearances, and never provided very complete descriptions. 
Perhaps she didn’t want to admit the vagueness of her own visions, which she took 
so seriously?

The Dauphin 
Summary
In 1428, Joan’s “voices” commanded her to travel to Vaucouleurs, a nearby fortress 

'Still loyal to the Dauphin. Knowing her parents would forbid her to go, Joan lied to 
her parents and told them she was leaving to help a neighbour’s wife give birth. 
Joan found the captain of the fortress and asked him to let her join the Dauphin, 
He did not take the sixteen-year-old peasant girl seriously, however, laughing at 
her and sending her home to Domremy. In 1429, Joan returned to the fort at 
Vaucouleurs. For unknown reasons, the captain was persuaded by her earnestness 
this time. On February 13, 1429, Joan and her small military escort set out from 
Vaucouleurs to travel to the Dauphin’s castle at Chinon. Joan now began wearing 
men’s clothes to make herself less conspicuous as she traveled through English- 
controlled territory.

When she arrived in Chinon, the Dauphin hesitated to see Joan. But two 
days after her arrival at Chinon, the Dauphin finally agreed to grant Joan an 
audience. According to legend, even though the Dauphin had secretly hidden himself 
among his court for security reasons, Joan immediately walked right up to him 
{though she had never seen him before) and pledged to help him defeat the English 
and see his coronation at Reims as France’s true king. Charles sent Joan to be 
interrogated by churchmen, since her claim to hear commands from God smacked 
of possible heresy or witchcraft. For three weeks, ecclesiastical experts questioned 
Joan at Poitiers.

Joan’s greatest support in the Dauphin’s court came from the Duke of Alencon, 
who ultimately persuaded the Dauphin to take Joan up on her offer. In April, at 
Tours, the Dauphin gave Joan command of a small military unit, essentially giving 

- her the military power of a knight. She even had her own squire, Jean of Aulon, 
and her own crest and banner, which were to remain inspirational symbols to the 
Dauphin’s forces over the next two years. Regarding her sword, Joan’s “voices”
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Ceorge Bernard Shaw

told her that a magical and holy sword would be found in the Church of Saint 
Catherine of Fierbois. Indeed, a sword was found there, and was given to Joan. 
Although it is unclear exactly how many men Joan commanded, their numbers 

. likely totaled several hundred.
On April 27,1429, Joan set out from Blois to reinforce the Dauphin’s troops 

at the Siege of Orleans. Orleans had been under siege by the English since 1428. 
Joan and another of the Dauphin’s commanders named La Hire reached Orleans 
on April 29, 1429. La Hire said to wait for all the reinforcements to arrive, and 
Joan initially obeyed, until she heard a new command from her “voices.”

Analysis
By 1427, five years after his father had died and he had taken over the reign, 
Charles still had not been officially crowned. For this reason Joan continued to call 
him the “Dauphin” (the name for the heir apparent to the French throne). The 
traditional coronation place for French kings, where the container of sacred 
anointing oil was stored, was the Cathedral at Reims. Reims, however, was 
controlled by the allied armies of England and Burgundy, who dominated Northern 
France in this period of the Hundred Years’ War. The coronation seems to have 
been a much bigger issue for Joan than for most other people. The majority of the 
nation already called Charles “King Charles VII”. But it was in following her 
obsession that Joan became a national symbol, helping to unify France and ending 
of the Siege of Orleans.

Joan’s white lies to her parents regarding her reasons for departing from 
Reims contrasts with the traditional view of Joan as the perfect and pure heroine. 
Here we see her as a willful daughter resisting her parents’ authority and 
deceptively sneaking away from home to go on an adventure. Moreover, after taking 
up arms, Joan began to make herself out in the most colorful and expensive male 
garb she could find, contrary to the standard view of her as the simple Christian 
warrior.

The Dauphin initially hesitated to receive Joan, whom he initially suspected 
was crazy. Still, the Dauphin was desperate for help and although his advisors 
disagreed over whether or not to hear Joan, he eventually relented. Certainly he 
was a bit frightened of the strange young woman, whose stories seemed to suggest 
witchcraft. Fortunately for his own sake, however, the Dauphin decided to use 
Joan as best he could. For her part, Joan, although several years younger than the 
Dauphin, considered him so helpless as to compare him to a “child” who needed 
her protection.

Relief of Orleans 

Summary
During the march to Orleans, Joan never took her armour off. She was not used to 
it, and wearing the hot and heavy armor greatly tired her out. On the evening May 
4, 1429, Joan was resting outside Orleans as she waited for all the French 
reinforcements to arrive. Suddenly, her voices spoke to her and she saw a vision 
that told her she had to attack the English immediately. She leapt up, and told 
everyone to prepare for an attack. Quickly strapping on her armour and mounting
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M.A. English Drama her horse, she raced to the east. Although she had little way of knowing that there 
would be a battle taking place at this place and time, there was in fact an 
engagement in progress; French forces were attacking one of the English forts 
around Orleans. Once Joan arrived on the scene, the French rallied to her dynamic 
presence and took the fort. It was a decisive victory for Joan, and seemed to justify 
her strange behaviour as divinely guided.

On May 6, Joan led an attack on another English fort. This time, the English 
retreated to a stronger position. Joan and La Hire defeated the English at this 
stronger position as well. La Hire had a lame leg and preferred horseback to riding. 
He was an extravagant soldier of fortune who was not very religious and who 
cursed often. For Joan, however, he was willing to clean up his act. It is somewhat 
humorous to imagine how the blaspheming and cutthroat La Hire got along with 
the ultra-pious Joan of Arc. This odd match was a successful one, however, as they 
achieved victory after victory. And La Hire was not the only soldier Joan “cleaned 
up”; she encouraged all her men to give up prostitutes, gambling, drinking and 
swearing, believing that God would help pious soldiers more than dissolute ones. 
Perhaps this strategy of morality worked, for on May 7, Joan led yet another 
successful French attack on the Les Tourelles, a fort controlled by the English. 
Although Joan was wounded by a crossbow shot to her neck, she continued fighting 
bravely and inspired the French to win yet another remarkable victory over the 
English. The rejoicing Orleans threw a feast in Joan’s honour. The “Maid of Orleans,” 
as she was now called, surprised everyone by taking only some bread and some 
watered-down wine for a modest dinner, and then going to bed early.

Another important commander in Joan’s army was Gilles de Rais. He would 
later garner infamy for killing numerous children, and the legendary “Bluebeard” 
character would be based on him. Traditional accounts depict Joan and de Rais as 
mortal enemies, diametrically opposed opposites. Certainly the two weren’t kindred 
spirits, but despite Gilles de Rais’s later atrocities, there is little evidence that 
there was a particular animosity between the two.

On May 9, Joan quickly rode to Tours to tell the Dauphin of his victories at 
Orleans. She urged him to hurry to Reims for his coronation. There was some 
delay in this, however, due both to Charles’s hesitancy and to the fact that the way 
to Reims was hot entirely freed of obstacles: English forces were camped in the 
towns around the Loire. Joan quickly dispensed of these, however, assisted by the 
Duke of Alencon; afterwards, the Duke would always be one of Joan’s biggest 
supporters.

Analysis
The Siege of Orleans which Joan had come to relieve had been going on for quite 
some time when she arrived. The English had built a series of forts aroimd Orleans 
in an effort to prevent anyone from leaving the city, and to prevent trade and 
communication from entering it, cutting the city off from the parts of France loyal 
to the Dauphin. It was these forts that Joan now attacked. Joan’s victory constituted 
a critical turning point in the Hundred Years’ War. Orleans had seemed doomed; 
7,000 English and Burgundians were arrayed against only 2,500 French defenders 
and thus Joan’s relief effort took victory right out of the hands of the English.
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However, the triumph, however decisive, was in fact quite disorganized and 
haphazard, and its success probably owed more to luck than strategy. Indeed, Joan’s 
strength never lay in her strategic thinking: her power came from her ability to 
inspire the French troops to fight to their full potential.

When Joan suddenly decided to ride east with her army on May 4, she could 
not have known that she would encounter a battle in progress. She may have simply 
had good luck. However, everyone on the Dauphin’s side considered Joan to have 
been guided by the hand of God, while the English and Burgundians quickly 
concluded that hex good fortune was the result of witchcraft. Her reputation among 
France’s enemies was not helped by the fact that she constantly dictated harassing 
letters that she then had sent to the English. Already, the English were spreading 
rumors that Joan was a witch and the French military successes were the result of 
her evil magic. Most likely high-level English commanders did not really believe 
this, but it made good anti-French propaganda.

When the French realized that the English were retreating from the Siege of 
Orleans, most commanders wanted to pursue them, Joan, however, refused to allow 
pursuit because it was Sunday. 'Thus, tactical advantage was sacrificed to her 
extreme piety. While many commanders felt they were losing a great opportunity, 
Joan argued that if they rested on the Sabbath, God would repay them with more 
victories and glories later. Although in a very strict sense this decision did represent 
a missed opportunity to strike at the English, it probably did have a positive effect 
on the French armies morale: they were now very inspired by Joan’s piety and felt 
that it gave them a special power to win. The fact was, as long as the French 
armies felt that Joan’s presence gave them a special power, it did. The increased 
enthusiasm and bravery brought by her presence gave them a deadlier fighting 
force.

Saint Joan- 
George Bernard Shaw

NOTES

Having ended the long stalemate at the Siege of Orleans, Joan now became 
extremely popular with both the army and the French people. Increasingly, 
commanders looked to this teenage girl to give orders, and eagerly followed these. 
Not everyone instantly worshipped Joan, however: Charles’s advisors were quite 
suspicious of her, and envied her growing popularity and power. Many of Charles’s 
advisors sought to undermine Joan’s plans and counseled the Dauphin to wait a 
while before setting out to Reims to be crowned and anointed.

The Battle of Patay 
Summary
After some delay in following Orleans, Joan managed to convince the Dauphin to 
travel to Reims for his coronation ceremony. One major contingent of English troops, 
at Patay, remained to be dealt with before Charles could march unimpeded to 
Reims.

On June 18, 1429, French and English forces met at the Battle of Patay. 
Joan promised that it would be the Dauphin’s greatest victory yet. In fact, unlike 
Orleans, the English had a very poor position to defend at Patay. La Hire’s 
contingent was able to attack the deadly English longbow archers before they were 
in position. As a result, England lost 500 of its best archers and really had no hope 
in the battle. Seeing La Hire’s attack on the valuable archers, a group of English
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soldiers made a quick counterattack, but to no avail: the English were forced to 
flee the field or be destroyed. Without cover from their archers, and with all of the • 
English leaders long gone on their galloping horses, the English footmen were 
systematically mowed down and massacred by the French army. Ultimately, about 
2,000 English troops died at Patay, while only a handful of Frenchmen lost their 
lives.

M.A. English Drama

NOTES

Thus the French completely routed the English for the first time in years. 
And coming so soon after Orleans, the English embarrassment at Patay was another 
impressive victory for Joan. Joan ordered the Duke of Alencon to fide through 
Orleans announcing that she would be taking the king to Reims soon for his 
coronation. The people of Patay now decorated the city in the Dauphin’s honour, as 
they expected the Dauphin to make a triumphal visit to the city. And they celebrated 
even when Charles failed to make his appearance: the Dauphin, indecisive as 
always, was holding another meeting on whether or not to go to Reims. Furthermore, 
he worried as to whether he should endanger his wife by bringing her to the 
coronation ceremony. Ultimately, he left her behind in safety.

Analysis
After the Siege of Orleans, and especially after the Battle of Patay, Joan had 
acquired a tremendous amount of honour, power, and fame. Moreover, the 
previously skeptical Dauphin became increasingly grateful to her, and was more 
and more willing to grant whatever she asked. She was dangerous because she 
was so popular with the masses of soldiers, and the Dauphin’s jealous court realized 
that she was growing so powerful because of her support within the population 
that no one could control her. While the Dauphin knew that going to Reims would 
be difficult, he increasingly tended to do what Joan said and believed that she 
would be able to protect him. The Battle of Patay helped clear the Dauphin’s path 
to his coronation in Reims. When the English fled, they left behind many valuable 
supplies greatly enjoyed by the French army and even the surrounding French 
townspeople who looted the English supplies. Joan and the Duke of Alencon, 
increasingly at her side now, questioned the captured English commander of the 
longbow archers.

The location of the English near Patay was discovered when, a stag ran 
through'their hidden camp, It caused such a noisy commotion that nearby French 
scouts easily pinpointed the English location, giving the French the benefit of a 
surprise attack. One of the things the Hundred Years’War proved was the decisive 
impact of good archers in battle. The English longbowmen were famous for their 
deadly accuracy, and their presence always greatly helped the English. WThen La 
Hire decimated the English archers at Patay, this alone was almost enough to 
ensure French victory. Indeed, at Patay more than at Orleans, it was mostly the 
leadership of commanders like La Hire, and not that of Joan herself, that won the 
day; Joan seemed to serve as a good luck charm, but she was not the one responsible 
for the French army’s clever tactics. Nonetheless, Joan started to unrealistically 
take full credit for the victories in the letters she dictated at this time, and by this 
point the French eagerly believed her claims.
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Joan arrived late to the battle of Patay, and was shocked by the gruesome 
scene there. The French troops were essentially butchering the fleeing English, 
and Joan did her best to console several English soldiers as they died, praying with 
them and receiving their confessions. This shows how compassionate Joan could 
be, how little zest she had for battle in itself.

After the battle, Joan travelled to Charles’s camp and continued to encourage 
him to come to Reims for his coronation ceremony. Charles told Joan to stop worrying 
so much about him. Playing her protective, motherly role, Joan would not listen, 
and assured him that she would soon see him crowned. Charles, initially exuberant 
about Joan’s successes, was starting to realize the difficulty she presented: since 
she was so beloved by the public, in fact more beloved than he, Charles feared that 
the “Maid of Orleans” might increase her power to do whatever she wanted without 
fear of reproach. Furthermore, Joan was creating such a positive image for the 
French army that she was inspiring thousands to enlist. The French army had 
grown to 12,000, and Charles was imable to pay all these soldiers’ salaries. The 
last thing he wanted was thousands of disgruntled soldiers upset at him and fiercely 
loyal to Joan. The jealousy and distrust of Joan shown by Charles’s counselors was 
now beginning to impact him. Joan was clearly becoming too popular for her own 
good. However, giving the large size of the army and its fanatical loyalty to Joan, 
Charles could not sensibly resist going to Reims, for to do so would have greatly 
outraged the army-and to incur an army’s wrath is never good politics.

Joan sees the Dauphin Crowned 
Summary
On June 25,1429, the French army was stationed at Gien. There the Dauphin sent 
out letters summoning the nobles to his coronation ceremony at Reims. Joan also 
dictated some letters, including one to Philip the Good, the Duke of Burgundy, 
asking him to end his alliance with the English and return to the French side. On 
Jime 29, the Dauphin, escorted by the French army, began its march to Reims. 
Along the way, Joan sent letters out to the people of Troyes, promising that if they 
surrendered to the Dauphin’s forces, they would be pardoned. The people of Troyes 
sent out a friar. Brother Richard, to assess Joan and tell the town what he thought. 
Brother Richard greatly liked Joan, but the people of Troyes nevertheless remained 
loyal to England. After a brief attack by the large French army, however, they 
quickly surrendered. Unlike previous battles, Joan actually did help to organize 
this attack strategically, and she proved to be able to grasp some of the finer points 
of military leadership and organization quite quickly. Entering Troyes, Joan and 
Charles rode side-by-side.

After a series of small engagements, the Dauphin’s army finally reached 
Reims on July 16. Charles and his troops entered the city without a struggle. On 
July 17, the Dauphin’s coronation took place in Reims, realizing Joan’s dream. 
Joan, with her banner, stood in triumph in the coronation hall as the king was 
crowned and anointed with holy oil. After the ceremony, Charles was officially the 
Dauphin no longer, but Charles VII, King of France. Joan quickly knelt before her 
new king, moving many witnesses at the coronation to tears. She felt immense 
pride at haying completed her primary mission of seeing the Dauphin crowned.

Saint Jaan- 
, George Bernard Shaw

NOTES
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After the coronation, Joan continued to write the Duke of Burgundy, asking 
him to end his alliance with the British. On July 20, King Charles VII left Reims to 
parade around the area with his army for the next month. An attack on English- 
controlled Paris seemed within French grasp, but ultimately Charles decided to 
retreat to a safer position near the Loire. Joan was horrified by the retreat, as she 
knew that many towns that had only just manifested their French loyalty would 
now be abandoned to the English and the Burgundians.

. On August 14, the French and English armies engaged in a minor skirmish 
hear Senlis. Although Joan charged up waving her banner, no major battle occurred 
and no major victory was achieved. On August 28, Burgundy agreed to a four- 
month treaty with France, giving the appearance that Joan’s successes had forced 
him to rethink his alliance with England. In fact, however, the duke was just 
stalling.

Analysis
Brother Richard, the fnar of Troyes who was sent out to examine Joan, was initially 
suspicious of the girl, throwing holy water on her to see what would happen. Brother 
Richard had something-of a problematic past himself. Having preached that the 
Antichrist was already bom, he had become unpopular in Paris among the religious 
elite, so he had left for the less prominent location of Troyes. Richard was impressed 
with Joan, and told the people of Troyes that she was a saint. Ultimately, although 
Troyes did not immediately surrender to the French and open its gates, partially 
out of fear that the French would use it as a garrison, Joan and Richard would 
become friends. Richard was probably the closest Mend Joan had during this time. 
He accompanied Joan on the journey to Reims, took her frequent confessions, and 
even helped her hold up her banner during the long coronation ceremony. However, 
because of Brother Richard’s problematic past and his reputation for collecting 
female visionaries and religious mystics as friends, Joan’s Mendship with this 
rather unorthodox cleric (some even thought he was a sorcerer) would prove a 
liability to Joan in her later trial.

When Joan and Charles marched through the streets after Troyes, it was 
Joan who drew the most attention. According to legend, some people even claimed 
to see white butterflies fluttering around her banner. As soon as the French forces 
arrived in Reims, they had to move fast to complete the coronation: Reims was in 
a weak position, surrounded by English and Burgundian territory, and it seemed 
susceptible to attack at any time. In fact, getting Charles crowned was strategically 
dangerous. Thus from a practical military perspective, Joan’s obsession with getting 
Charles crowned at Reims was a mistake, as it exposed him to attack. However, 
the symbolic value of the coronation inspired the French for years to fight on for 
their king.

Paris Attacked 

Summary
While Charles VII wanted to hurry south from Reims to safety, Joan felt it was 
crucial that the French take the opportunity to recapture English- controlled Paris. 
Around August 26,1429, Joan and the Duke of Alencon began organizing an attack
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on Paris, and hurried ahead without the indecisive Charles to prepare for the attack. 
On September 7, Charles arrived on the outskirts of Paris. The next day the French 
assault on Paris began. Joan ran right up on the Paris earthworks, demanding 
that the Parisians surrender to their rightful king. Even after being shot in the 
thigh with a crossbow bolt, she continued calling her troops forward. The attack 
came close to succeeding, but in the end a retreat was necessary. The first day of 
the attack went very well, and during the fight it often seemed that the French 
were very close to overrunning the walls. At this rate, it looked as if Paris might be 
taken in a matter of days or weeks.

The day after the attack on Paris, Joan and the Duke of Alencon wanted to 
continue fighting and attack again. Joan even claimed that her “voices” were telling 
her to continue attacking. Charles, ever cautious and lacking money to pay the 
troops, took the near-victory as a defeat and ordered a retreat from Paris. Joan 
and Alencon were slow to obey orders, but the rest of the commanders withdrew 
their disheartened forces rapidly. The attack on Paris, which had seemed so 
promising, had stalled out. The army returned to Gien, and on September 22, 
Charles had the French army disbanded and sent most of the military commanders 
home. Charles, whose coffers were running low, could not afford to pay the troops. 
Of all the military commanders, only Joan remained with the king, always 
encouraging him to be kind and generous to the poor.

In October of 1429, Joan led a small force to take control of the town of 
Saint- Pierre-le-Moutier. She then engineered a siege of Le Charite-sur-Loire that 
went poorly. After a month, her troops ran out of supplies and they had to give up. 
Joan would never again have a military victory.

Saint Joan- 
George Bernard Shaw

NOTES

Analysis
Paris had nearly 1,00,000 inhabitants, and was then the largest city in Europe. 
But the number of men comprising both the English-Burgundian force and the 
French force was dramatically smaller. Thus whoever won the support of the 
Parisians would also win the battle. Charles hoped that Joan’s charisma would 
encourage the people’s revolt against the English; when it became clear that this 
was not to be, Charles quickly gave up. He did not want a long, drawn-out siege of 
Paris.

Many prostitutes followed the French army hoping for work when the army 
stopped marching and made camp. This upset Joan greatly, who often attempted 
to chase the prostitutes away. Before the siege of Paris, she rode after one and 
smacked her with the flat of her sword. The sword, which had been found in the 
Church of Saint Catherine of Fierbois and was considered magical and lucky, 
shattered. The destruction of the sword upset everyone, who considered it to be a 
bad omen, and negative feelings about the Paris campaign in general were beginning 
to increase. Charles, who was especially superstitious, took the sword-breaking 
incident to mean that the attack on Paris was doomed. Regardless of whether the 
sword was magical or not, this expectation became a self-fulfilling prophecy, since 
French soldiers were .now more willing to flee in battle, figuring France had lost its 
luck anyway. Ironically, Joan’s victories had a similar effect; the French troops 
were starting to think they would always win, regardless of how hard they fought.
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though the French made a strong showing during the attack on Paris, the fact that 
it wasn’t an instantaneous rout, as the French soldiers had become accustomed to, 
led them to interpret a near-victory as a defeat.

Even before the attack on Paris, Charles had wanted to turn back. He was 
afraid to be so far away from the regions solidly under his control. However, the 
English position in the area made it difficult to turn back, so he continued the 
march to join the main force Paris, though ordering a retreat very quickly once he 
got there. In the attack on Paris, Joan was still famous for always winning, Charles’s 
forces hoped that her very presence would cause a pro-Charles revolt in Paris. 
Certainly, Joan’s presence was a major morale boost for Charles’s army and a 
cause for concern among the English defending Paris. Joan always encouraged her 
troops masterfully, and even when she was shot in the thigh at Paris she contini'ed 
to call her forces forward.

After the battle of Paris, Charles increasingly hoped a peace could be 
negotiated with Burgundy, removing the need for expensive battles. He even found 
a clairvoyant who prophesied that Burgundy and France would make peace. Joan, 
however, assured Charles that the peace would come only after further warfare. 
Indeed, her previous letters to him, demanding his surrender, had met with no 
success. The Duke of Burgundy, who considered Charles to be responsible for the 
death of his forefathers, would not easily negotiate a peace with France.

Battle of Compiegne 
Summary
After Paris and Joan’s failed siege of La Charite-sur-Loire, Joan’s career went 
rapidly downhill, though in December of 1429 the thankful King Charles VII 
promoted Joan, her parents, and her brothers to noble status. In 1430, the Duke of 
Burgundy threatened Champagne and Brie, and Joan promised Charles she would 
protect the regions. Thus, she left Charles’s'side to fight the Burgundian forces at 
the ill-fated Battle of Compiegne. Joan was accompanied only by her brother Pierre, 
her squire Jean de Aulon, and a few soldiers. Nonetheless, when she reached 
Compiegne on May 14,1430, Joan’s very presence helped greatly to rally the people 
there, giving them new hope against the Burgundian threat. Joan then accompanied 
Renaud, the archbishop of Reims, southward before returning to Compiegne.

Upon her return, Joan was surprised to find the city under siege from a 
leader allied with England, John of Luxembourg. Luxembourg was the Duke of 
Burgundy’s most capable captain, so Joan was up against a formidable opponent. 
Joan managed to sneak into the city secretly, past John’s guards, and led several 
brave attempts to repel the Burgundian forces. Totally outmanned, the city of 
Compiegne fell to John of Luxembourg’s army. Joan led forces to hold off John’s 
soldiers while the citizens escaped. In the process, Luxembourg’s men captured 
Joan, an even more valuable prize than-the city itself: Joan had found her army’s 
escape route cut off by the British army, which had lain in waiting, and as the 
French made a final attempt to flee, an archer pulled Joan off her horse and onto 
the ground. After her capture, Joan immediately swore to her captors that she 
would do nothing that would betray Charles VII.

NOTES
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Archbishop Renaud, a clergyman on Charles’s side, told everyone that Joan’s 
capture w^as her own fault, and that ignoring Charles’s orders had gotten her into 
her present crisis: and indeed, Charles had been thinking of surrendering 
Compiegne to the Duke of Burgundy anyway in hopes of appeasing him. But the 
people ot Compiegne had refused to give up and be ruled by Burgundy; thus Joan 
wasn’t the one who had disobeyed orders; she had merely aided a town that, out of 
loyalty to the king and France, was unwilling to abide by Charles’s wishes. 
Ultimately, Compiegne’s loyalty to France so offended the Duke of Burgundy that 
he became even closer with his English allies.

Analysis
The failure to take Paris had marked the beginning of Joan’s downfall. Her luck 
now continued to go downhill, and she would win no more battles. Still, the common 
people always rallied under her banner, Indeed, in Campiegne she proved her 
devotion to the people of France by standing boldly against the British in order to 
allow the people of the city to make their escape. Charles was increasingly frightened 
by her immense popularity with the people, who were already venerating her as a 
saint. Charles’s advisors had turned against Joan a long time before; now the King 
himself began to think he would be better off without her interference. Joan, now 
given a fully independent command, proved unable to win victory at Compiegne, 
and her strategy was disorganized and wavering. This showed that, although an 
extremely valuable asset to the French military in terms of her ability to boost 
morale, as a lone commander she was not militarily gifted-or even all that militarily 
competent. This was not surprising, given that she had no formal training in the 
art of war, nor any real experience. Joan made several bad decisions at Compiegne, 
including marching hr troops through the night to get there. Exhausted, the troops 
wanted to rest upon arrival, but Joan only gave them a few hours before beginning 
an attack against John of Luxembourg’s forces. Thus, the contest was doomed 
from the start, for the enemy not only had more energy, but they also had more 
men. Some have pointed out that the first attack did take the Burgundians by 
surprise, and thus represented some good strategy. However, the immediate attack 
did not turn the tide^of the battle against the British and it was extremely hard on 
Joan’s troops, who had little fight left in them after the first engagements.

According to legend, before the Battle of Compiegne Joan started making 
predictions that her end was near. Although this may very well be an embellishment 
added to the story for dramatic effect, perhaps Joan did sense that, with her men 
ever less motivated and Charles increasingly against her, she could not maintain 
her privileged position much longer.

At the time, when an army captured anyone as important as Joan, they 
would ransom the person. Joan, however, was a special case, and was not ransomed. 
Joan hoped she would die quickly, because she greatly feared torture and 
imprisonment, especially a long imprisonment. Some stories say that when she 
was captured, she pretended to be a man until she was found out. This story is 
unlikely. Joan’s crest was well known and she dressed in very colourful, fine clothing. 
She was not hard to pick out in a crowd and her description was now famous 
throughout France. Burgundy was extremely excited by Joan’s capture, and he

NOTES
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immediately wrote a letter to commemorate his success. Very soon, the clei^ at 
the University of Paris (remember, Paris was then mostly pro-English) let it be 
known that they wished to interrogate Joan, whom English propaganda had long 
associated with witchcraft.
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NOTES
Imprisonment and Trial 
Summary
The Duke of Burgundy was ecstatic that he had finally captured the woman who 
had caused him and his English allies so much trouble. He put Joan and her squire 
Jean de Aulon in a cell in his castle at Vermandois. After Joan made an escape 
attempt, Burgundy thought it best to move her to a more northern castle, farther 
from French lines. At this castle, Joan made an even more daring escape attempt, 
leaping sixty feet from the top of her prison tower into the moat. Although knocked 
unconscious and much bruised from this escape attempt, Joan was not seriously 
hurt. Burgundy then transferred Joan to a more secure location in Arras.

On May 25, 1430, news reached Paris that Joan had been captured. The 
University of Paris, which was then pro-English, suggested that Joan be turned 
over to clergymen for inquisition. Pierre Cauchon, the Bishop of Beauvais, would 
lead the interrogation, since Joan had been captured in his diocese. On January 3, 
1431, Joan was transferred into Cauchon’s control for a price of 10,000 francs. She 
was brought to trial at Rouen, which was then controlled by England’s Earl of 
Warwick.

On January 13, 1431, Joan’s trial began; she was tried by the Church (not 
the State.) Bishop Cauchon and the vice inquisitor of France served as the judges. 
First, they took statements from various people regarding Joan’s reputation as a 
witch. Joan seemed to meet the standard description: she behaved strangely, she 
heard mysterious “voices” in her head, she liked to go off by herself for long periods 
of time, she had unusually good luck, and she usually wore men’s clothing.'(Indeed, 
not only had she assumed men’s clothing; she had assumed a man’s duties and 
“manly” characteristics, bravely commanding armies and advising male authority 
figures and even the King himself. Thus in being called a “witch,” Joan joined a 
series of women throughout history who suffered this label for their attempts to 
transcend traditional gender roles.) On February 21, 1431, Joan herself was 
summoned before the court. While she did swear to tell the truth, Joan often refused 
to say anything when she was asked questions which might reveal anything about 
Charles VII. The original 70 heresy charges shrunk to only 12, and Joan, who had 
been imprisoned in dank cells for months, now became ill. This worried Burgundy, 
who wanted to make sure she'didn’t die before the court could prove she was a 
witch. Although she feared she was djdng, Joan refused to change her statements. 
Soon, she was allowed to receive communion and to make confessions. On May 23, 
1431, the court prepared to transfer her back to secular authorities.

Analysis
Joan was initially treated well by her captors. John of Luxembourg showed her 
considerable kindness during his period as her warden. And, although her later 
jailers were less friendly, they never threatened her life. Why didn’t they execute
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this dangerous woman immediately? They knew that if they simply executed Joan, 
they would create a mart5T for France, and thus create an even more powerful 
political symbol for the French people to rally behind as they fought against the 
English. By putting her on trial for witchcraft and heresy, the English-Burgundian 
forces had a much craftier plan. Most of the leaders didn’t really care if she really 
was a witch or not. Instead, they wanted to undermine her importance with the 
French people before executing her. Then they would be free to kill her (presumably 
for religious crimes) without supplying the French with a martyr. They figured 
that no one would want to side with a convicted witch, so they were happy to turn 
Joan over to pro-English ecclesiastical forces. Furthermore, by painting Joan as a 
witch, they would also cast doubt on Charles VII’s wisdom as a ruler, su^esting 
that he had been controlled by a witch in recent years. The way the English- 
Burgundian allies used the Church to discredit Joan of Arc before killing her shows 
just how direct and powerful a role religion played in European politics during the 
15th century.

During her trial, Joan suffered quite harsh treatment. She wasn’t even 
allowed to attend mass before her trial, one of the few things the ultra-pious Joan 
begged for. Since Joan had made escape attempts in the past, Bishop Cauchon had 
her chained to a wooden block, and posted guards who always kept an eye on her.

The fact that Joan constantly refused to talk about matters relating to Charles 
greatly upset her judges, who formulated 70 charges of heresy against her in a 
single month. They said her claim to hear divine voices constituted blasphemy. 
They accused her of claiming to follow the direct command of God from these voices 
in order to go against the Church itself. They said she indecently wore men’s clothes, 
and falsely claimed to be assured of salvation. They even accused her of a sinful 
suicide attempt, arguing that she could not have leapt from the sixty-foot tower 
and truly expected to live. Throughout her questioning on these charges, Joan 
gave such skillfully evasive answers. When she refused to change her answers at 
their promptings, her captors became increasingly frustrated, and they threatened 
her-with torture. But Joan stood so adamantly bj' her story that the court decided 
that torture would be useless, and in the end the majority of the charges were 
dropped. Only twelve remained.

Execution
Summary
On May 24,1431, Joan’s sentence was read. After her trial at the ecclesiastic hands 
of the Bishop Pierre Cauchon, Joan was to be turned over to the secular power of 
the Burgundians and English. Joan begged for an appeal to Pope, but her judges 
refused. Afraid of what would happen to her in English and Burgundian hands, 
Joan relented and signed .an abjuration in which she admitted her crimes. This 
infuriated the English. Joan had foiled their plan by admitting her guilt, so now 
she would remain under ecclesiastical authority and not be killed. The English 
desperately wanted her dead and did not know what to do. Joan, however, did not 
stand by her abjuration long: after signing the document, Joan was returned to 
prison to remain there indefinitely; in prison, Joan said she was visited by her 
voices, condemning her capitulation. Joan now said her abjuration was a mistake.

NOTES
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her name [the signature still survives]. Some hypothesize that this was a signal 
that she did not seriously mean what she signed.) The Church-judges called this a 
“relapse,” and on May 29 they handed her over to the secular authorities that she 
so feared. •NOTES

When Joan learned of the method of her execution, she was distraught, telling 
her jailers that she would much rather be beheaded than burned, but no one was 
listening. Before her death, a guard of English soldiers, who laughed at her as she 
made her frantic, last minute prayers, surrounded the weeping Joan. One English 
soldier took pity on the nineteen-year-old girl and handed her a hastily made wooden 
cross moments before she was tied to the stake. She kissed it and put it into her 
bosom. During her burning, a Dominican friar consoled her by holding up a crucifix 
for her to gaze upon as she died. Even as she was burned, Joan did not recant. To 
the end, she continued to claim that the voices she had heard all her life were 
divine in nature. She called on her three favourite saints for help as she burned. 
Right before she lost consciousness, she yelled out; “Jesus!”

Analysis
Although most of the authorities involved in Joan’s case seemed more politically 
than religiously motivated, Bishop Pierre Cauchon did display a concern for Joan’s 
soul. For all his cruelty to Joan, he did allow her to make confession and receive 
communion after the abjuration and even after the relapse, and he spent 
considerable effort tr3nng to get her to admit that she made up the voices that she 
heard. It seems that unlike the conniving English and Burgundian leaders, Cauchon • 
genuinely believed Joan to be guilty of heresy and her soul to be in danger.

In later years, as Joan’s legend grew, the executioner would claim that Joan’s 
heart had resisted the flames, and had been found intact among the ashes. The 
same executioner was said to have confessed to his friends and family that he 
feared he was' eternally damned for burning a holy woman. Even in death, Joan 
continued to maintain a powerful hold over people’s imaginations. In 1450, Charles 
VII came to Rouen and demanded an investigation into Joan’s tragic execution, 
resulting in the immense amount of source material now available on Joan’s life 
and death. Later, Pope Calixtus III annulled Cauchon’s 1431 verdict declaring 
Joan a heretic, and on May 16, 1920, Pope Benedict XV made Joan of Arc a saint. 
In June of that year, the French Parliament declared a national holiday in Joan’s 
honor.

5.7. THEME ANALYSIS

Joan as a Hero of the Imagination
When Shaw invokes the “imagination” in reference to Joan, he does not mean that 
Joan was consciously “making up” the voices and visions she experienced, or that, 
as her accusers state in Scene VI, that she was “pretending” to receive messages 
from the saints. Rather, Shaw means that Joan possessed a faculty for transcending 
the everyday concerns of most people; she was gripped by, shaped by, driven by
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what Shaw calls the “evolutionary appetite” for humanity’s advancement to a degree 
that most people are not. She is a “visualizer.” Shaw’s conviction on this point 
accounts for the several references to imagination in the play (for example, 
Baudricourt’s “They come from your imagination,” Scene I; “Must then a Christ 
perish in torrnent in every age to save those that have no imagination?,” Epilogue). 
For Shaw, the imagination is the source of humanity’s progress, and Joan is one of 
its strongest representatives. In this respect, and notin the traditional ecclesiastical 
sense, Joan is, for Shaw, a “saint.” She is “the unaveraged individual, representing . 
life possibly at its highest actual human evolution and possibly at its lowest, but 
never at its merely mathematical average.” She is “upstart” in the positive sense of 
the word-but also in its negative sense, which, in Shaw's view', ultimately leads 
her to her doom.

NOTES

The Will to Power
In his preface, Shaw points to the major social and cultural forces of the Middle 
Ages-the church and feudalism-as rocks against which Joan, in her innocence and 
naivete, was dashed. Throughout the play, but especially in Scene VI, Shaw depicts 
Joan as someone who does not understand the powers she is up against; a victim of 
a collision between various peoples’ quest for and use and abuse of power. Thus the 
Archbishop can warn Joan, in Scene II, that it is dangerous to be “in love with 
religion”; and thus, for another instance, the Inquisitor can state, after her trial is 
concluded in Scene VI, “It is a terrible thing to see a young and innocent creature 
crushed between these mighty forces, the Church and the Law.” Cauchon tells 
Warwick in Scene IV, “I know well that there is a Will to Power in the world. I 
know that while it lasts there will be a struggle between the Emperor and the 
Pope, between the dukes and the political cardinals, between the barons and the 
kings. The devil divides us and governs.” To a large extent, Shaw’s characters 
serve as ciphers for the powers they represent, and the conflicts between them on 
stage dramatize larger, more abstract conflicts among these powers. Notably, Joan, 
who represents the “super-personal” (that is, concerned with more than the 
individual) power of the evolutionary appetite, is destroyed by these conflicts.

Perspective
Shaw stresses that those who y^ould understand Joan must understand the world 
in which she lived. In the play, Shaw attempts to create this perspective for his 
audience by granting his characters a self-awareness they did not possess in real 
life. For example, in Scene IV, Warwick can identify Joan’s doctrine of God’s 
authority over the feudal system as “a cunning device to supersede the aristocracy”; 
or, in Scene II, the Archbishop can speak of miracles very pragmatically as “very 
simple and innocent contrivances” by which faith is created and bolstered. The 
Epilogue is also a dramatization of historic perspective, as the fifteenth and 
twentieth centuries mingle when The Gentleman appears to announce Joan’s 
canonization. Shaw provides his characters with this perspective on themselves so 
that his audience will maintain a proper perspective of themselves, and will not 
judge the medieval subjects of his play too harshly: as Shaw repeatedly states in 
the preface, the twentieth century was no less superstitious and intolerant, and in 
some ways more so, than the fifteenth.
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5.8. SUMMARY

Sometime around 1412, Joan of Arc was born in Domremy, France. It was a small 
village, and Joan grew up in a peasant family. Although she was known for her 
skill and her hard work, she seemed fairly ordinary except for her extreme piousness. 
In 1425, around age 13, Joan started hearing “voices” which she claimed were the 
voices of Saint Catherine, Saint Margaret, and Saint Michael. She said these voices 
commanded her to aid the Dauphin, Charles, in his fight against England and 
Bui^ndy, and to see him crowned as the King of France at Reims. Reims was the 
traditional location where French kings were crowned. But because Reims was in 
English hands, Charles had not been able to hold a coronation ceremony yet, though 
his father had been dead for years.

When Joan went to Vaucouleurs to offer her aid, she was initially laughed 
away. In February of 1429, however, she was granted an audience with the Dauphin. 
He was superstitious and in dire straits in his battle against the English and 
Burgundians, so he sent her with a contingent of troops to aid in the Siege of 
Orleans, a long stalemate in which the English had surrounded the city of Orleans 
with fortresses. Joan followed sudden commands from her voices and stumbled 
upon a battle between English and French forces. Rallying the French troops, she 
drove the English out of fort after fort, decisively ending the siege and earning 
herself popularity throughout France as the miraculous “Maid of Orleans.”

After subsequently defeating the English again at the Battle of Patay, Joan 
brought Charles to Reims, where he was officially crowned King Charles VII on 
July 17. On the way from Reims, Joan and the Duke of Alencon suggested that the 
French attempt to take English-controlled Paris. But after a promising first day of 
fighting, Charles called off the assault on Paris; he was running low on funds. He 
recalled the army south and disbanded much of it. Charles then named Joan and 
her family to French nobility, in thanks for Joan’s services to France.

Joan continued to fight for Charles’s interests, but her luck had run out. In 
May of 1430, while holding off Burgundian troops at the Battle of Compiegne so 
the French townspeople could flee; Joan was captured by John of Luxembourg. 
Joan was so popular and such a valuable symbol to the pro-Charles side (the 
Armagnacs) that the English and Burgundians knew killing her immediately would 
cause an outrage and create a martyr. Instead, they enlisted the church to discredit 
her first.

NOTES

After two escape attempts, including a leap from sixty-foot tower, Joan came 
to trial under Bishop Pierre Cauchon for suspected heresy and witchcraft. Cauchon, 
who continually tried to make her admit that she had invented the voices, found 
her guilty of heresy. Before being handed over to secular authorities, Joan signed 
an abjuration admitting that her previous statements had been lies. But after a 
few days, she said she hadn’t meant the abjuration, and she was sentenced to bum 
at the stake. Only nineteen, Joan was burned on May 30, 1431.
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1. Abjuration
An oath by which one renounces a previous belief or oath

2. Domremy ■
The French village where Joan of Arc was bom

3. Reims
Reims is a city in northeastern France. This was the traditional place where 
French kings were crowned. Joan of Arc was obsessed with the need for 
Charles, the Dauphin, to have a formal coronation in Reims, which was 
controlled by Anglo-Burgundian forces at the time.

4. Rouen
French city northwest of Paris, where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake

6. Battle of Compiegne
Battle of Compiegne is the Battle in which Joan of Arc was captured by John 
of Luxembourg, in May of 1430.

NOTES

5.10. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Which was the first novel of G.B.Shaw?
2. List out the plays, which are still performed in London.
3. With what war was Joan of Arc most closely associated?
4. Why did the French win the Battle of Patay?
5. Why did Joan start losing battles after Paris?

5.11. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

Shaw’s first novel. Immaturity, was written in 1879 but was the last one to 
be printed in 1931. It relates tepid romances, minor misfortunes and subdued 
successes in the developing career of Robert Smith, an energetic young 
Londoner and outspoken agnostic.
Although major London productions of many of his earlier pieces were delayed 
for years, they are still being performed there. Examples include Mrs. 
Warren's Profession (1893), Arms and the Man (1894), Candida (1894) and 
you Never Can Tell (1897).
Joan of Arc lived during the second phase of the Hundred Years’ War, a 
protracted stmggle between French and English/Burgundian factions for 
control of the French crown.
The location of the English near Patay was discovered when a stag ran 
through their hidden camp. It caused such a noisy commotion that nearby 
French scouts easily pinpointed the English location, giving the French the

1.

2.

3.

4.
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proved was the decisive impact of good archers in battle. The English long 
bowmen were famous for their deadly accuracy, and their presence always 
greatly helped the English. When La Hire decimated the English archers at 
Patay, this alone was almost enough to ensure French victory. Indeed, at 
Patay more than at Orleans, it was mostly the leadership of commanders 
like La Hire, and not that of Joan herself, that won the day; Joan seemed to 
serve as a good luck charm, but she was not the one responsible for the 
French army’s clever tactics. Nonetheless, Joan started to unrealistically 
take full credit for the victories in the letters she dictated at this time, and 
by this point the French eagerly believed her claims.

5. Although the battle at Paris constituted a near-victory, its consideration as 
a defeat caused the quick dissipation of Joan’s mystique. Soldiers no longer 
had the same confidence in their invincibility when Joan was present. Since 
Joan no longer gave the troops the same morale-boost as before, and her 
strategic and tactical abilities had never evidenced brilliance, she was never 
quite the same military commander she had been prior to Paris.

NOTES

5.12. REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Describe Joan’s early years in Domremy.
2. How might Joan’s “voices” be explained scientifically?
3. Why did Joan call Charles the “Dauphin” even though his father’s death 

effectively made him King?
4. Describe the situation at the Siege of Orleans.
5. Why did many of Charles’s advisors dislike Joan? Explain.

5.13. FURTHER READINGS

1. The Life of Joan of Arc
2. Joan of Arc
3. Joan of Arc
4. Joan of Arc: The Story of Female Heroism
5. Joan of Arc in Her Own Words

- Anatole France
- Marie Gordon • 

- Edward Lucie-Smith
- Marina Warner

- Willard Trask
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LESSON

6 NOTES

A DOLL’S HOUSE-HENRIK ffiSEN

STRUCTURE

6.0. Learning objectives
6.1. Introduction
6.2. About the author
6.3. Synopsis of the play
6.4. Doll’s house - plot
6.5. Important characters
6.6. Analysis of major characters
6.7. Important themes, motifs and symbols
6.8. Summary and analysis
6.9. Important quotations

6.10. Summary
6.11. Keywords
6.12. Check your progress
6.13. Answers to check your progress
6.14. Review questions
6.15. Further readings

6.0. LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to:
• Understand about the Norwegian playwright, “Henrik Ibsen”
• Describe his works and subjects
• Narrate the story of the play, “A Doll’s House”
• Describe the themes used in the play
• Discuss the quotations of the play
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6.1. INTRODUCTION

A Doll’s House is an 1879 play by Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen. Written 
one year after The Pillars of Society, the play was the first of Ibsen’s to create a 
sensation and is now perhaps his most famous play, and required reading in many 
secondary schools and universities. The play was controversial when first published, 
as it is sharply critical of 19th century marriage norms. It follows the formula of 
well-made play up imtil the final act, when it breaks convention by ending with a 
discussion, not an unravelling. It is often called the first true feminist play. The 
play is also an important work of the naturalist movement, in which real events 
and situations are depicted on stage in a departure from previous forms such as 
romanticism. The influence of the play was recognized by UNESCO in 2001 when 
Henrik Ibsen’s autographed manuscripts of A Doll’s House were inscribed on the 
Memory of the World Register in recognition of their historical value.

NOTES

6.2. ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Henrik Ibsen; .20 March 1828 - 23 May 1906 was a major 19th-century Norwegian 
playwright, theatre director, and poet. He is often referred to as “the father” of 
modern theater and is one of the founders of Modernism in the theatre. His plays 
were considered scandalous to many of his era, when European theater was required 
to model strict mores of family life and propriety. Ibsen’s work examined the realities 
that lay behind many fa9ades, revealing much that was disquieting to many 
contemporaries. It utilized a critical eye and free inquiry into the conditions of life 
and issues of morality. Ibsen is often ranked as one of the truly great playwrights 
in the European tradition. Many consider him the greatest playwright since 
Shakespeare.

Family and Youth
Ibsen was born to Knud Ibsen and Marichen Altenburg, a relatively well-to-do 
merchant family, in the small port town of Skien, Norway, which was primarily 
noted for shipping timber. He was a descendant of some of the oldest and most 
distinguished families of Norway, including the Paus family, Ibsen later pointed 
out his distinguished ancestors and relatives in a letter to critic and scholar Georg 
Brandes. Shortly after his birth, his family’s fortunes took a significant turn for 
the worse. His mother turned to religion for solace, and his father began to suffer 
from severe depression. The characters in his plays often mirror his parents, and 
his themes often deal with issues of financial difficulty as well as moral conflicts' 
stemming from dark secrets hidden from society.

At fifteen, Ibsen was forced to leave school. He moved to the small town of 
Grimstad to become an apprentice pharmacist and began writing plays. In 1846, 
when Ibsen was age 18, a liaison with a servant produced an illegitimate child, 
whose upbringing Ibsen had to pay for until the boy was in his teens, though Ibsen 
never saw the boy. Ibsen went to Christiania intending to matriculate at the 
university. He soon rejected the idea, preferring to commit himself to writing. His
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first play, the tragedy Catiline (1850), was published under the pseudonym “Brynjolf 
Bjarme”, when he was only 20, but it was not performed. His first play to be staged, 
The Burial Mound (1850), received little attention. Still, Ibsen was determined to 
be a playwright, although the numerous plays he wrote in the following years 
remained unsuccessful, Ibsen’s main inspiration in the early period, right up to 
Peer Gynt, was apparently Norwegian author Henrik Wei^eland and the Norwegian 
folk tales as collected by Peter Christen Asbjomsen and Jorgen Moe. In Ibsen’s 
youth, Wergeland was the most acclaimed, and by far the most read, Norwegian 
poet and pla5Tvright.

Life and Writings
He spent the next several years employed at Det norske Theater (Bergen), where 
he was involved in the production of more than 145 plays as a writer, director, and 
producer. During this period, he did not publish any new plays of his own. Despite 
Ibsen’s failure to achieve success as a playwright, he gained a great deal of practical 
experience at the Norwegian Theater, experience that was to prove valuable when 
he continued writing.

Ibsen returned to Christiania in 1858 to become the creative director of the 
Christiania Theatre. He married Suzannah Thoresen on 18 June 1858 and she 
gave birth to their only child Sigurd on 23 December 1859. The couple lived in very 
poor financial circumstances and Ibsen became very disenchanted with life in 
Norway. In 1864, he left Christiania and went to Sorrento in Italy in self-imposed 
exile. He was not to return to his native land for the next 27 years, and when he 
returned it was as a noted, but controversial, playwright.

His next play, Brand (1865), was to bring him the critical acclaim he sought, 
along with a measure of financial success, as was the following play. Peer Gynt 
(1867), to which Edvard Grieg famously composed incidental music and songs. 
Although Ibsen read excerpts of the Danish philosopher S0ren Kierkegaard and 
traces of the latter’s influence are evident in Brand, it was not until after Brand 
that Ibsen came to take Kierkegaard seriously. Initially annoyed with his friend 
Georg Brandes for comparing Brand to Kierkegaard, Ibsen nevertheless read either/ 
or and Fear and Trembling. Ibsen’s next play Peer Gynt was consciously informed 
by Kierkegaard.

With success, Ibsen became more confident and began to introduce more 
and more of his own beliefs and judgments into the drama, exploring what he 
termed the “drama of ideas”. His next series of plays are often considered his Golden 
Age, when he entered the height of his power and influence, becoming the center of 
dramatic controversy across Europe.

Ibsen moved from Italy to Dresden, Germany in 1868, where he spent years 
writing the play he regarded as his main work. Emperor and Galilean (1873), 
dramatizing the life and times of the Roman emperor Julian the Apostate. Although 
Ibsen himself always looked back'on this play as the cornerstone of his entire 
works, very few shared his opinion, and his next works would be much more 
acclaimed. Ibsen moved to Munich in 1875 and published A Doll’s House in 1879. 
The play is a scathing criticism of the marital roles accepted by men and women 
which characterized Ibsen’s society.

A Doll's House- 
Henrik Ihsen

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama Ghosts followed in 1881, another scathing commentary on the morality of 
Ibsen’s society, in which a widow reveals to her pastor that she had hidden the 
evils of her marriage for its duration. The pastor had advised her to marry her 
fiance despite his philandering, and she did so in the belief that her love would 
reform him. But his philandering continued right up until his death, and his vices 
are passed on to their son in the form of syphilis. The mention of venereal disease 
alone was scandalous, but to show how it could poison a respectable family was 
considered intolerable.

In An Enemy of the People (1882), Ibsen went even further. In earlier plays, 
controversial elements were important and even pivotal components of the action, 
but they were on the small scale of individual households. In An Enemy, controversy 
became the primary focus, and the antagonist was the entire community. One 
primary message of the play is that the individual, who stands alone, is more often 
“right” than the mass of people, who are portrayed as ignorant and sheeplike. 
Contemporary society’s belief was that the community was a noble institution that 
could be trusted, a notion Ibsen challenged. In An Enemy of the People, Ibsen 
chastised not only the conservatism of society, but also the liberalism of the time. 
He illustrated how people on both sides of the social spectrum could be equally 
self-serving. An Enemy of the People was written as a response to the people who 
had rejected his previous work. Ghosts. The plot of the play is a veiled look at the 
way people reacted to the plot of Ghosts. The protagonist is a physician in a vacation 
spot whose primary draw is a public bath. The doctor discovers that the water is 
contaminated by the local tannery. He expects to be acclaimed for saving the town 
from the nightmare of infecting visitors with disease, but instead he is declared an 
‘enemy of the people’ by the locals, who band against him and even throw stones 
through his windows. The play ends with his complete ostracism. It is obvious to 
the reader that disaster is in store for the town as well as for the doctor.

As audiences by now expected of him, his next play again attacked entrenched 
beliefs and assumptions; but this time, his attack was not against societ/s mores, 
but against overeager reformers and their idealism. Always an iconoclast, Ibsen 
was equally willing to tear down the ideologies of any part of the political spectrum, 
including his own.

The Wild Duck (1884) is by many considered Ibsen’s finest work, and it is 
certainly the most complex. It tells the story of Gregers Werle, a young man who 
returns to his hometown after an extended exile and is reunited with his boyhood 
friend Hjalmar Ekdal. Over the course of the play, the many secrets that lie behind 
the Ekdals’ apparently happy home are revealed to Gregers, who insists on pursuing 
the absolute truth, or the “Summons of the Ideal”, Among these truths: Gregers’ 
father impregnated his servant Gina, then married her off to Hjalmar to legitimize 
the child. Another man has been disgraced and imprisoned for a crime the elder 
Werle committed. Furthermore, while Hjalmar spends his days working on a wholly 
imaginary “invention”, his wife is earning the household income.

Ibsen displays masterful use of irony: despite his dogmatic insistence 
truth, Gregers never says what he thinks but only insinuates, and i- ■ 
understood until the play reaches its climax. Gregers hammers away at Hjalmar 
through innuendo and coded phrases until he realizes the truth; Gina’s daughter.

NOTES
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IS never
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A Doll's House- 
•Henrik Ibsen

Hedvig, is not his child. Blinded by Gregers' insistence on absolute truth, he 
disavows the child. Seeing the damage he has wrought, Gregers determines to 
repair things, and suggests to Hedvig that she sacrifice the wild duck, her wounded 
pet, to prove her love for Hjalmar. Hedvig, alone among the characters, recognizes 
that Gregers always speaks in code, and looking for the deeper meaning in the 
first important statement Gregers makes which does not contain one, kills herself 
rather than the duck in order to prove her love for him in the ultimate act of self- 
sacrifice. Only too late do Hjalmar and Gregers realize that the absolute truth of 
the “ideal” is sometimes too much for the human heart to bear.

Late in his career, Ibsen turned to a more introspective drama that had 
much less to do with denunciations of society’s moral values. In such later plays as 
Hedda Gabler (1890) and The Master Builder (1892), Ibsen explored psychological 
conflicts that transcended a simple rejection of current conventions. Many modem 
readers, who might regard anti-Victorian didacticism as dated, simplistic or 
hackneyed, have found these later works to be of absorbing interest for their hard- 
edged, objective consideration of interpersonal confrontation. Hedda Gabler is 
probably Ibsen’s most performed play, with the title role regarded as one of the 
most challenging and rewarding for an actress even in the present day. Hedda 
Gabler and A Doll’s House center on female protagonists whose almost demonic 
energy proves both attractive and destructive for those around them, and while 
Hedda has a few similarities with the character of Nora in A Doll’s House, many of 
today’s audiences and theater critics feel that Hedda’s intensity and drive are much 
more complex and much less comfortably explained than what they view as rather 
routine feminism on the part of Nora,

Ibsen had completely rewritten the rules of drama with a realism which was 
to be adopted by Chekhov and others and which we see in the theater to this day. 
From Ibsen forward, challenging assumptions and directly speaking about issues 
has been considered one of the factors that makes a play art rather than 
entertainment. He had a profound influence on the young James Joyce who 
venerates him in his early autobiographical novel “Stephen Hero”. Ibsen returned 
to Norway in 1891, but it was in many ways not the Norway he had left. Indeed, he 
had played a major role in the changes that had happened across society. The 
Victorian Age was on its last legs, to be replaced by the rise of Modernism not only 
in the theater, but across public life.

Death
On 23 May 1906, Ibsen died in his home at Arbins gade 1 in Christiania after a 
series of strokes in March 1900. When, on 22 May, his nurse assured a visitor that 
he was a little better, Ibsen spluttered his last words “On the contrary”. He died 
the following day at 2:30 P.M. Ibsen was buried in Var Frelsers gravlund (“The 
Graveyard of Our Savior”) in central Oslo.

Works

NOTES

• 1850 Catiline
• 1850 The Burial Mound also known as The Warrior’s Barrow
• 1851 Norma
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M.A. English Drama • 1852 St. John’s Eve
• 1854 Lady Inger of Oestraat
• 1855 The Feast at Solhaug
• 1856 Olaf Liljekrans
• 1857' The Vikings at Helgeland
• 1862 Digte
• 1862 Love’s Comedy
• 1863 The Pretenders
• 1866 Brand
• 1867 Peer Gynt
• 1869 The League of Youth
• 1873 Emperor and Galilean
• 1877 Pillars of Society
• 1879 A Doll’s House
• 1881 Ghosts
• 1882 An Enemy of the People
• 1884 The Wild Duck
• 1886 Rosmersholm
• 1888 The Lady from the Sea
• 1890 Hedda Gabler
• 1892 The Master Builder
• 1894 Little Eyolf
• 1896 John Gabriel Borkman

NOTES

6.3. SYNOPSIS OF THE PLAY

Act I
A Doll’s House opens as Nora Helmer gets back from Christmas shopping. Her 
husband Torvald comes out of his study to banter with her. They discuss how their 
finances will improve now that Torvald has a new job as a bank manager. Torvald 
expresses his horror of debt. With her husband, Torvald, Nora behaves very 
childishly, and he enjoys treating her like a child to be instructed and indulged.

Soon an old friend of Nora’s, Christine Linde, arrives. She is a childless widow 
who is moving back to the city. Her husband left her no money, so she has tried 
different kinds of work, and now hopes to find some work that is not too strenuous. 
Nora confides to Christine that she once secretly borrowed money from a disgraced 
lawyer. Nils ICrogstad, to save Torvald’s life when he was very ill, but she has not 
told him in order to protect his pride. She told everyone that the money came from 
her father, who died, at about the same time, She has been repaying the debt from 
her housekeeping budget, and also from some work she got copying papershy hand, 
which she did secretly in her room, and took pride in her ability to earn money “as
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if she were a man,” Torvald’s new job promises to finally liberate her from this 
debt. Nora asks Torvald to give Christine a position as a secretary in the bank, and 
he agrees, as she has experience in bookkeeping. They leave the house together.

Krogstad arrives and tells Nora that he is worried he will be fired to create 
a position for Christine. He asks her to help him keep his job and says that he will 
fight desperately to keep it. Nora is reluctant to commit to helping him, so Krogstad 
reveals that he knows she committed forgery on the bond she signed for her loan 
from him. As a woman, she needed an adult male co-signer, so she said she would 
have her father do so. However the signature is dated three days after his death, 
which suggests that it is a forgery. Nora admits that she did forge the signature, so 
as to spare her d3ing father further worry about her (she was pregnant, poor, and 
had a seriously ill husband). Krogstad explains that the forgery betrayed his trust 
and is also a serious crime. If he told others about it, her reputation would be 
ruined, as was his after a similar “indiscretion,” even though he was never 
prosecuted. He implies that what he did was in order to provide for his sick wife, 
who later died.

Krogstad leaves, and Nora tries to calm herself by decorating the Christmas 
tree. Torvald comes back home, having seen Krogstad, and guesses that he was 
there to ask Nora to intercede on his behalf Nora asks what Krogstad did in order 
to get a reputation as an immoral man. Torvald says that he committed a forgery, 
but was able to avoid prosecution by using a “cunning trick.” If Krogstad had ever 
admitted his guilt, Torvald would be willing to trust him, but by continuing to 
pretend that he never did anything wrong, Krogstad “has lost all moral character.” 
Torvald further states that a parent who lives a lie “poisons” his or her children 
and causes them to become criminals. Nora is terribly distressed to learn of this 
notion', which she believes imquestioningly, and worries that she may be harming 
her children unknowingly.

A Doll's House- 
Henrik Ibsen

NOTES

Act II
Christine arrives to help Nora repair a dress for a costume party she and Torvald 
are going to tomorrow. Then Torvald comes home from the bank and Nora pleads 
with him to reinstate Krogstad at the bank. She claims she is worried that Krogstad 
will publish libelous articles about Torvald and ruin his career. Torvald dismisses 
her fears and explains that although Krogstad is a good worker and seems to have 
turned his life around, he insists on firing him because Krogstad is not deferential 
enough to him in front of other bank personnel. Torvald goes into his study to do 
some work.

Next Dr. Rank, a family friend, arrives. Nora talks about asking him for a 
favor. Then he reveals that he has entered the terminal stage of tuberculosis of the 
spine (a contemporary euphemism for congenital syphilis), and that he has always 
been secretly in love with her. Nora tries to deny the first revelation and make 
light of it, but she is more .disturbed by the second. She tries clumsily to tell him 
that she is not in love with him, but loves him dearly as a friend.

Desperate after being fired by Torvald, Krogstad arrives at the house. Nora 
gets Dr. Rank to go in to Torvald’s study, so he does not see Krogstad. When Krogstad 
comes in he declares he no longer cares about the remaining balance of Nora’s
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M.A. English Drama loan, but that he will preserve the associated bond in order to blackmail Torvald 
, into not only keeping him employed, but giving him a promotion. Nora explains 
that she has done her best to persuade her husband, but he refuses to change,his 
mind. Krogstad informs Nora that he has written a letter detailing her crime (forging 
her father’s signature of surety on the bond) and puts it in Torvald’s mailbox, 
which is locked.

Nora tells Christine of her predicament. Christine says that she and Krogstad 
were in love before she married, and promises that she will try to convince him to 
relent. Torvald comes in and tries to check his mail, but Nora distracts him by 
begging him to help her with the dance she has been rehearsing for the costume 
party, as she is so anxious about performing. She dances so badly and acts so 
worried that Torvald agrees to spend the whole evening coaching her. When the 
others go in to dinner, Nora stays behind for a few minutes and contemplates 
suicide to save her husband from the shame of the revelation of her crime, and 
more importantly to pre-empt any gallant gesture on his part to save her reputation.

Christine tells Krogstad that she only married her husband because she had 
no other means to support her sick mother and young siblings, and that she has 
returned to offer him her love again. She believes that he would not have stooped 
to unethical behavior if he had not been devastated by her abandonment and in 
dire financial straits. Krogstad is moved and offers to take back his letter to Torvald. 
However, Christine decides that Torvald should know the truth for the sake of his 
and Nora’s marriage.

NOTES

Act III
After literally dragging Nora home from the party, Torvald goes to check his mail, 
but is interrupted by Dr. Rank, who has followed them. Dr. Rank chats for a while 
so as'to convey obliquely to Nora that this is a final goodbye, as he has determined 
that his death is near, but in general terms so that Torvald does not suspect what 
he is referring to. Dr. Rank leaves, and Torvald retrieves his letters. As he reads 
them Nora steels herself to' take her life. Torvald confronts her with Krogstad’s 
letter. Enraged, he declares that he is now completely in Krogstad’s power—he 
must yield to Krogstad’s demands and keep quiet about the whole affair. He berates 
Nora, calling her a dishonest and immoral woman and telling her she is unfit to 
raise their children. He says that from now on their marriage will be only a matter 
of appearances.

A maid enters, delivering a letter to Nora. Krogstad has returned the 
incriminating papers, saying that he regrets his actions. Torvald exults that he is 
saved as he burns the papers. He takes back his harsh words to his wife and tells 
her that he forgives her. Nora realizes that her husband is not the strong and 
gallant man she thought he was, and that far from loving her, Torvald only really 
loves himself. What has appeared to be his love for Nora is merely gratification at 
perceiving himself to be a wonderful husband.

Torvald explains that when a man has forgiven his wife it makes him love 
her all the more since it reminds him that she is totally dependent on him, like a 
child. He dismisses Nora’s agonized choice made against her conscience for the 
sake of his health and her years of secret efforts to free them from the ensuing
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obligations and danger of loss of reputation, while preserving his peace of mind, as 
a mere mistake that she made owing to her foolishness, one of her most endearing 
feminine traits.

Ncid tells Torvald that she is leaving him to live alone so she can find out 
who she is and what she believes and decide what to do with her life. She says she 
has been treated like a doll to play with, first by her father and then by him. 
Concerned for the family reputation, Torvald insists that she fulfill her duty as a 
wife and mother, but Nora says that her first duties are to herself, and she cannot 
be a good mother or wife without learning to be more than a plaything. She reveals 
that she had expected that he would want to sacrifice his reputation for hers, and 
that she had planned to kill herself to prevent him from doing so. She now realizes 
that Torvald is not at all the kind of person she had believed him to be, and that 
their marriage has been based on mutual fantasies and misunderstanding,

Torvald is unable to comprehend Nora’s point of view, since it so contradicts 
his own ideas about her mind. Furthermore, he is so narcissistic that it would be 
impossible for him to bear to understand how he appears to her, as selfish, 
hypocritical and more concerned with public reputation than with actual morality. 
As Nora lets herself out, leaving behind her wedding ring and keys, Torvald remains 
utterly baffled by what has happened.

Alternative Ending
It was felt by Ibsen’s German agent that the original ending would not play well in 
German theatres; therefore, for the play’s German debut, Ibsen was forced to write 
an alternative ending for it to be considered acceptable. In this ending, Nora is led 
to her children after having argued with Torvald. Seeing them, she collapses, and 
the curtain is brought down. Ibsen later called the ending a disgrace to the original 
play and referred to it as a l3arbaric outrage’.

A Doll's Hnuse- 
Henrik Ibsen

NOTES

6.4. DOLL’S HOUSE • PLOT

A Doll’s House opens on Christmas Eve. Nora Helmer enters her well-furnished 
living room—the setting of the entire play—carrjhng several packages. Torvald 
Helmer, Nora’s husband, comes out of his study when he hears her arrive. He 
greets her playfully and affectionately, but then chides her for spending so much 
money on Christmas gifts. Their conversation reveals that the Helmers have had 
to be careful with money for many years, but that Torvald has recently obtained a 
new position at the bank where he works that will afford them a more comfortable 
lifestyle.

Helene, the maid, announces that the Helmers’ dear friend Dr. Rank has 
come to visit. At the same time, another unknown visitor has arrived. To Nora’s 
great surprise, Kristine Linde, a former school friend, comes into the room. The 
two have not seen each other for years, but Nora mentions having read that Mrs. 
Linde’s husband passed away a few years earlier, Mrs. Linde tells Nora that when 
her husband died, she was left with no money and no children. Nora tells Mrs. 
Linde about her first year of maniage to Torvald. She explains that they were very
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poor and both had to work long hows. Torvald became sick, she adds, and the 
couple had to travel to Italy so that Torvald could recover.

Nora inquires further about Mrs. Linde’s life, and Mrs. Linde explains that 
for years she had to care for her sick mother and her two younger brothers. She 
states that her mother has passed away, though, and that the brothers are too old 
to need her. Instead of feeling relief, Mrs. Linde says she feels empty because she 
has no occupation; she hopes that Torvald may be able to help her obtain 
employment. Nora promises to speak to Toiwald and then reveals a great secret to 
Mrs. Linde—without Torvald’s knowledge, Nora illegally borrowed money for the 
trip that she and Torvald took to Italy; she told Torvald that the money had come 
from her father, For years, Nora reveals, she has worked and saved in secret, slowly 
repaying the debt, and soon it will be fully repaid.

Krogstad, a low-level employee at the bank where Torvald works, arrives 
and proceeds into Torvald’s study. Nora reacts uneasily to Krogstad’s presence, 
and Dr. Rank, coming out of the study, says Krogstad is “morally sick.” Once he 
has finished meeting with Krogstad, Torvald comes into the living room and says 
that he can probably hire Mrs. Linde at the bank. Dr. Rank, Torvald, and Mrs. 
Linde then depart, leaving Nora by herself. Nora's children return with their nanny, 
Anne-Marie, and Nora plays with them until she notices Krogstad’s presence in 
the room. The two converses and Krogstad is revealed to be the source of Nora’s 
secret loan.

MA. English Drama

NOTES

Krogstad states that Torvald wants to fire him from his position at the bank 
and alludes to his own poor reputation. He asks Nora to use her influence to ensure 
that his position remains secure. When she refuses, Krogstad points out that he 
has in his possession a contract that contains Nora’s forgery of her father’s signature. 
Krogstad blackmails Nora, threatening to reveal her crime and to bring shame 
and disgrace on both Nora and her husband if she does not prevent Torvald from 
firing him. Krogstad leaves, and when Torvald returns, Nora tries to convince him 
not to fire Krogstad, but Torvald will hear nothing of it. He declares Krogstad an 
immoral man and states that he feels physically ill in the presence of such people.

Act Two opens on the following day, Christmas. Alone, Nora paces her living 
room, filled with anxiety. Mrs. Linde arrives and helps sew Nora’s costume for the 
ball that Nora will be attending at her neighbors’ home the following evening. 
Nora tells Mrs. Linde that Dr. Rank has a mortal illness that he inherited from his 
father. Nora’s suspicious behavior leads Mrs. Linde to guess that Dr. Rank is the 
source of Nora’s loan. Nora denies Mrs. Linde’s charge but refuses to reveal the 
source of her distress. Torvald arrives, and Nora again begs him to keep Krogstad 
employed at the bank, but again Torvald refuses. When Nora presses him, he admits 
that Krogstad’s moral behavior isn’t all that bothers him—he dislikes Krogstad’s 
overly familiar attitude. Torvald and Nora argue until Torvald sends the maid to 
deliver Krogstad’s letter of dismissal.

Torvald leaves. Dr. Rank arrives and tells Nora that he knows he is close to 
death. She attempts to cheer him up and begins to flirt with him. She seems to be 
preparing to ask him to intervene on her behalf in her struggle with Torvald. 
Suddenly, Dr. Rank reveals to Nora that he is in love with her. In light of this 
revelation, Nora-^bises to ask Dr. Rank for anything.

180 Srlf-lnsIruainnal^McjteriA

\ ^ . <
- ,



Once Dr. Rank leaves, Krogstad arrives and demands an explanation for his 
dismissal. He wants respectability and has changed the terms of the blackmail: he 
now insists to Nora that not only that he be rehired at the bank but that he be 
rehired in a higher position. He then puts a letter detailing Nora’s debt and forgery 
in the -Helmers’ letterbox. In a panic, Nora tells Mrs. Linde everything, and Mrs. 
Linde instructs Nora to delay Torvald from opening the letter as long as possible 
while she goes to speak with Krogstad. In order to distract Torvald from the 
letterbox, Nora begins to practice the tarantella she will perform at that evening’s 
costume party. In her agitated emotional state, she dances wildly and violently, 
displeasing Torvald. Nora manages to make Torvald promise not to open his mail 
until after she performs at the party. Mrs. Linde soon returns and says that she 
has left Krogstad a note but that he will be gone until the following evening.

The next night, as the costume party takes place upstairs, Krogstad meets 
Mrs. Linde in the Helmers’ living room. Their conversation reveals that the two 
had once deeply in love, but Mrs. Linde left Krogstad for a wealthier man who 
would enable her to support her family. She tells Krogstad that now that she is 
free of her own familial obligations and wishes to be with Krogstad and care for his 
children. Krogstad is overjoyed and says he will demand his letter back before 
Torvald can read it and learn Nora’s secret. Mrs. Linde, however, insists he leave 
the letter, because she believes both Torvald and Nora will be better off once the 
truth has been revealed.

Soon after Krogstad’s departure, Nora and Torvald enter, back from the 
costume ball. After saying goodnight to Mrs. Linde, Torvald tells Nora how desirable 
sh^og^ed as she danced. Dr. Rank, who was also at the party and has come to say 
goodnight, promptly interrupts Torvald’s advances on Nora. After Dr. Rank leaves, 
Torvald finds in his letterbox two of Dr. Rank’s visiting cards, each with a black 
cross above the name. Nora knows Dr. Rank’s cards constitute his announcement 
that he will soon die, and she informs Torvald of this fact. She then insists that 
Torvald read Krogstad’s letter.

Torvald reads the letter and is outraged. He calls Nora a hypocrite and a liar 
and complains that she has ruined his happiness. He declares that she will not be 
allowed to raise their children. Helene then brings in a letter. Torvald opens it and 
discovers that Krogstad has returned Nora’s contract (which contains the forged 
signature). Oveijoyed, Torvald attempts to dismiss his past insults, but his harsh 
words have triggered something in Nora. She declares that despite their eight 
years of marriage, they do not understand one another. Torvald, Nora asserts, has 
treated her like a “doll” to be played with and admired. She decides to leave Torvald, 
declaring that she must “make sense of herself and everything around her.” She 
walks out, slamming the door behind her.

A Doll's House- 
Heiirik Ibsen

NOTES
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6.5. IMPORTANT CHARACTERS

Nora
Nora is the protagonist of the play and the wife of Torvald Helmer. Nora initially 
seems like a playful,' naive child who lacks knowledge of the world outside her
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rebellion in which she engages indicate that she is not as innocent or happy as she 
appears. She comes to see her position in her marriage, with increasing clarity and 
finds the strength to free herself from her oppressive situation.

Torvald Helmer
Torvald Helmer is the Nora’s husband. Torvald delights in his new position at the 
bank, just as he delights in his position of authority as a husband. He treats Nora 
like a child, in a manner that is both kind and patronizing. He does not view Nora 
as an equal but rather as a pla3T;hing or doll to be teased and admired. In general, 
Torvald is overly concerned with his place and status in society, and he allows his 
emotions to be swayed heavily by the prospect of society’s respect and the fear of 
society’s scorn.

Krogstad
Krogstad is a lawyer who went to school with Torvald and holds a subordinate 
position at Torvald’s bank. Krogstad’s character is contradictory: though his bad 
deeds seem to stem from a desire to protect his children from scorn, he is perfectly 
willing to use unethical tactics to achieve his goals. His willingness to allow Nora 
to suffer is despicable, but his claims to fee) sympathy for her and the hard 
circumstances of his own life compel us to sympathize with him to some degree.

Mrs. Linde
Mrs. Linde is Nora’s childhood friend. Kristine Linde is a practical, down-to-earth 
woman, and her sensible worldview highlights Nora’s somewhat childlike outlook 
on life. Mrs. Linde’s account of her life of poverty underscores the privileged nature 
of the life that Nora leads. Also, we learn that Mrs. Linde took responsibility for 
her sick parent, whereas Nora abandoned her father when he was ill.

NOTES

Dr. Rank
Dr. Eank is Torvald’s best fiiend. Dr. Rank stands out as the one character in the 
play who is by and large unconcerned with what others think of him. He is also 
notable for his stoic acceptance of his fate. Unlike Torvald and Nora, Dr. Rank 
admits to the diseased nature (literally, in his case) of his life. For the most part, 
he avoids talking to Torvald about his imminent death out of respect for Torvald’s 
distaste for ugliness.

Bob, Emmy, and Lvar
Bob, Emmy and Ivar are Nora and Torvald’s three small children. In her brief 
interaction with her children, Nora shows herself to be a loving mother. When she 
later refuses to spend time with her children because she fears she may morally 
corrupt them, Nora acts on her belief that the quality of parenting strongly 
influences a child’s development.

Anne-Marie
Annie-Marie is the Helmers’ nanny. Though Ibsen doesn’t fully develop her 
character, Anne-Marie seems to be a kindly woman who has genuine affection for
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Nora. She had to give up her own daughter in order to take the nursing job offered 
by Nora’s father. Thus, she shares with Nora and Mrs. Linde the act of sacrificing 
her own happiness out of economic necessity.

Nora’s Father
Though Nora’s father is dead before the action of the play begins, the characters 
refer to him throughout the play. Though she clearly loves and admires her father, 
Nora also comes to blame him for contributing to her subservient position in life.

NOTES

6.6. ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS

Nora Helmer
At the beginning of A Doll’s House, Nora seems completely happy. She responds 
affectionately to Torvald’s teasing, speaks with excitement about the extra money 
his new job will provide, and takes pleasure in the company of her children and 
friends. She does not seem to mind her doll-like existence, in which she is coddled, 
pampered, and patronized.

As the play progresses, Nora reveals that she is not just a “silly girl,” as 
Torvald calls her. That she imderstands the business details related to the debt 
she incurred taking out a loan to preserve Torvald’s health indicates that she is 
intelligent and possesses capacities beyond mere wifehood. Her description of her 
years of seci et labor undertaken to pay off her debt shows her fierce determination 
and ambition. Additionally, the fact that she was willing to break the law in order 
to ensure Torvald’s health shows her courage.

Krogstad’s blackmail and the trauma that follows do not change Nora’s 
nature; they open her eyes to her unfulfilled and underappreciated potential. “I 
have been performing tricks for you, Torvald,” she says during her climactic 
confrontation with him. Nora comes to realize that in addition to her literal dancing 
and singing tricks, she has been putting on a show throughout her marriage. She 
has pretended to be someone she is not in order to fulfill the role that Torvald, her 
father, and society at large have expected of her.

Torvald’s severe and selfish reaction after learning of Nora’s deception and 
forgery is the final catalyst for Nora’s awakening, But even in the first act, Nora 
shows that she is not totally unaware that her life is at odds with her true 
personality. She defies Torvald in small yet meaningful ways—by eating macaroons 
and then lying to him about it, for instance. She also swears, apparently just for 
the pleasure she derives from minor rebellion against societal standards. As the 
drama unfolds, and as Nora’s awareness of the truth about her life grows, her need 
for rebellion escalates, culminating in her walking out on her husband and children 
to find independence.

Torvald Helmer
Torvald embraces the belief that a man’s role in marriage is to protect and guide 
his wife. He clearly enjoys the idea that Nora needs his guidance, and he interacts 
with her as a father would.'He instructs her with trite, moralistic sayings, such as:
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is also eager to teach Nora the dance she performs at the costume party, Torvald 
likes to envision himself as Nora’s savior, asking her after the party, “[Dio you 
know that I’ve often wished you were facing some terrible dangers so that I could 
risk life and limb, risk everything, for your sake?”

Although Torvald seizes the power in his relationship with Nora and refers 
to her as a “girli” it seems that Torvald is actually the weaker and more childlike 
character. Dr. Rank’s explanation for not wanting Torvald to enter his sickroom— 
’’Torvald is so fastidious, he cannot face up to anything uglj^—suggests that Dr. 
Rank feels Torvald must be sheltered like a child from the realities of the world. 
Furthermore, Torvald reveals himself to be childishly petty at times. His real 
objection to working with Krogstad stems not from -deficiencies in Krogstad’s moral 
character but, rather, lirogstad’s overly friendly and familiar behavior. Torvald’s 
decision to fire Krogstad stems ultimately from the fact that he feels threatened 
and offended by Krogstad’s failure to pay him the proper respect.

Torvald is very conscious of other people’s perceptions of him and of his 
standing in the community. His explanation for rejecting Nora’s request that 
Krogstad be kept on at the office—that retaining Krogstad would make him “a 
laughing stock before the entire staff’—shows that he prioritizes his reputation 
over his wife’s desires. Torvald further demonstrates his deep need for society's 
respect in his reaction to Nora’s deception. Although he says that Nora has ruined 
his happiness and will not be allowed to raise the children, he insists that she 
remain in the house because his chief concern is saving “the appearance” of their 
household.

NOTES

Krogstad
Krogstad is the antagonist in A Doll’s House, but he is not necessarily a villain. 
Though his willingness to allow Nora’s torment to continue is cruel, Krogstad is 
not without sympathy for her. As he says, “Even money-lenders, hacks, well, a 
man like me, can have a little of what you call feeling, you know.” He visits Nora to 
check on her, and he discourages her from committing suicide. Moreover, Krogstad 
has reasonable motives for behaving as he does: he wants to keep his job at the 
bank in order to spare his children from the hardships that come with a spoiled 
reputation. Unlike Torvald, who seems to desire respect for selfish reasons, Krogstad 
desires it for his family’s sake.

Like Nora, Krogstad is a person who has been wronged by society, and both 
Nora and Krogstad have committed the same crime: forgery of signatures. Though 
he did break the law, Krogstad’s crime was relatively minor, but society has saddled 
him with the stigma of being a criminal and prohibited him from moving beyond 
his past. Additionally, Krogstad’s claim that his immoral behavior began when 
Mrs. Linde abandoned him for a man with money so she could provide for her 
family makes it possible for us to understand Krogstad as a victim of circumstances. 
One could argue that society forced Mrs. Linde away from Ki'ogstad and thus 
prompted his crime. Though society’s unfair treatment of Krogstad does not justify 
his actions, it does align him more closely with Nora and therefore tempers our 
perception of him as a despicable character,
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Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.

The Sacrificial Role of Women
In A Doll’s House, Ibsen paints a bleak picture of the sacrificial role held by women 
of all economic classes in his society. In general, the play’s female characters 
exemplify Nora’s assertion (spoken to Torvald in Act Three) that even though men 
refuse to sacrifice their integrity, “hundreds of thousands of women have.” In order 
to support her mother and two brothers, Mrs. Linde found it necessary to abandon 
Krogstad, her true^but penniless—love, and marry a richer man. 'The nanny had 
to abandon her own child to support herself by working as Nora’s (and then as 
Nora’s children’s) caretaker. As she tells Nora, the nanny considers herself lucky 
to have found the job, since she was “a poor girl who’d been led astray.”

Though Nora is economically advantaged in comparison to the play’s other 
female characters, she nevertheless leads a difficult life because society dictates 
that Torvald be the marriage’s dominant partner. Torvald issues decrees and 
condescends to Nora, and Nora must hide her loan from him because she knows 
Torvald could never accept the idea that his wife (or any other woman) had helped 
save his life. Furthermore, she must work in secret to pay off her loan because it is 
illegal for a woman to obtain a loan without her husband’s permission. By motivating 
Nora’s deception, the attitudes of Torvald—and society—leave Nora vulnerable to 
Krogstad’s blackmail.

Nora’s abandonment of her children can also be interpreted as an act of self- 
sacrifice. Despite Nora’s great love for her children—manifested by her interaction 
with them and her great fear of corrupting them—she chooses to leave them, Nora 
truly believes that the nanny will be a better mother and that leaving her children 
is in their best interest.

NOTES

Parental and Filial Obligations
Nora, Torvald, and Dr. Rank each express the belief that a parent is obligated to 
be honest and upstanding, because a parent’s immorality is passed on to his or her 
children like a disease. In fact. Dr. Rank does have a disease that is the result of 
his father’s depravity. Dr. Rank implies that his father’s immorality—his many 
affairs with women—led him to contract a venereal disease that he passed on to 
his son, causing Dr. Rank to suffer for his father’s misdeeds. Torvald voices the 
idea that one’s parents determine one’s moral character when he tells Nora, “Nearly 
all young criminals had Ijdng -mothers.” He also refuses to allow Nora to interact 
with their children after he learns of her deceit, for fear that she will corrupt them.

Yet, the play suggests that children too are obligated to protect their parents. 
Nora recognized this obligation, but she ignored it, choosing to be with—and sacrifice 
herself for—her sick husband instead of her sick father. Mrs. Linde, on the other 
hand, abandoned her hopes of being with Krogstad and undertook years of labor in 
order to tend to her sick mother. Ibsen does not pass judgment on either woman’s
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complexity and reciprocal nature of familial obligations.

The Unreliability of Appearances
Over the course of A Doll’s House, appearances prove to be misleading veneers 
that mask the reality of the play’s characters and -situations. Our first impressions 
of Nora, Torvald, and Krogstad are all eventually undercut. Nora initially seems a 
silly, childish woman; but as the play progresses, we see that she is intelligent, 
motivated, and, by the play’s conclusion, a strong-willed, independent thinker. 
Torvald, though he plays the part of the strong, benevolent husband, reveals himself 
to be cowardly, petty, and selfish when he fears that Krogstad may expose him to 
scandal. Krogstad too reveals himself to be a much more sympathetic and merciful 
character than he first appears to be. The play’s climax is largely a matter of 
resolving identity confusion—we see Krogstad as an earnest lover, Nora as an 
intelligent, brave woman, and Torvald as a simpering, sad man.

Situations too are misinterpreted both by us and by the characters. The 
seeming hatred between Mrs. Linde and Krogstad turns out to be love. Nora’s 
creditor turns out to be Krogstad and not, as we and Mrs. Linde suppose, Dr. Rank. 
Dr. Rank, to Nora’s and our surprise, confesses that he is in love with her. The 
seemingly villainous Krogstad repents and returns Nora’s contract to her, while 
the seemingly kindhearted Mrs. Linde ceases to help Nora and forces Torvald’s 
discovery of Nora’s secret.

The instability of appearances within the -Helmer household at the play’s 
end results from Torv’ald’s devotion to an image at the expense of the creation of 
Vue happiness. Because Torvald craves respect from his employees, friends, and 
wife, status and image are important to him, Any disrespect—when Nora calls 
him petty and when-ICrogstad calls him by his first name, for example—angers 
Torvald greatly. By the end of the play, we see that Torvald’s obsession with 
controlling his home’s appearance and his repeated suppression and denial of reality 
have harmed his family and his happiness irreparably.

Motifs
Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop 
and inform the text’s major themes.

Nora’s Definition of Freedom
Nora’s understanding of the meaning of freedom evolves over the course of the 
play. In the first act, she believes that she will be totally “free” as soon as she has 
repaid her debt, because she will have the opportunity to devote herself fully to her 
domestic responsibilities. After Krogstad blackmails her, however, she reconsiders 
her conception of freedom and questions whether she is happy in Torvald’s house, 
subjected to his orders and edicts. By the end of the play, Nora seeks a new kind of 
freedom. She wishes to be relieved of her familial obligations in order to pursue 
her own ambitions, beliefs, and identity.

NOTES
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Letters
Many of the plot’s twists and turns depend upon the writing and reading of letters, 
which function within the play as the subtext that reveals the true, unpleasant 
nature of situations obscured by Torvald and Nora’s efforts at beautification. 
Krogstad writes two letters: the first reveals Nora’s crime of forgery to Torvald; 
the second retracts his blackmail threat and returns Nora’s promissory note. The 
first letter, which Krogstad places in Torvald’s letterbox near the end of Act Two, 
represents the truth about Nora’s past and initiates the inevitable dissolution of 
her marriage—as Nora says immediately after Krogstad leaves it, “^e are lost.” 
Nora’s attempts to stall Torvald from reading the letter represent her continued 
denial of the true nature of her marriage. The second letter releases Nora from her 
obligation to Krogstad and represents her release from her obligation to Torvald. 
Upon reading it, Torvald attempts to return to his and Nora’s previous denial of 
reality, but Nora recognizes that the letters have done more than expose her actions 
to Torvald; they have exposed the truth about Torvald’s selfishness, and she can 
no longer .participate in the illusion of a happy marriage.

Dr. Rank’s method of communicating his imminent death is to leave his 
calling card marked with a black cross in Torvald’s letterbox. In an earlier 
conversation with Nora, Dr. Rank reveals his understanding of Torvald’s 
unwillingness to accept reality when he proclaims, “Torvald is so fastidious, he 
cannot face up to -anything ugly.” By leaving his calling card as a death notice. Dr. 
Rank politely attempts to keep Torvald from the “ugly” truth. Other letters include 
Mrs. Linde’s note to Krogstad, which initiates her -life-changing meeting with him, 
and Torvald’s letter.of dismissal to Krogstad.

Symbols
S5Tnbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas 
or concepts.

The Christmas Tree
The Christmas tree, a festive object meant to serve a decorative purpose, sjTnbolizes 
Nora’s position in her household as a plaything who is pleasing to look at and adds 
charm to the home. There are several parallels drawn between Nora and the 
Christmas tree in the play. Just as Nora instructs the maid that the children cannot 
see the tree until it has been decorated, she tells Torvald that no one can see her in 
her dress until the evening'of the dance. Also, at the beginning of the second act, 
after Nora’s psychological condition has begun to erode, the stage directions indicate 
that the Christmas tree is correspondingly “dishevelled.”

New Year’s Day
The action of the play is set at Christmas time, and Nora and Torvald both look 
forward to New Year’s as the start of a new, happier phase in their lives. In the 
new year, Torvald will start his new job, and he anticipates with excitement the 
extra money and admiration the job will bring him. Nora also looks forward to 
Torvald’s new job, because she will finally be able to repay her secret debt to 
Krogstad. By the end of the play, however, the nature of the new start that New

NOTES
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become new people and face radically changed ways of living. Hence, the new year 
comes to mark the beginning of a truly new and different period in both their lives 
and their personalities.

NOTES

6.8. SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Act One 

Summary
From the opening of the play to the announcement of Dr. Rank’s and Mrs. Linde’s 
arrivals. It is Christmas Eve. Nora Helmer enters the house with packages and a 
Christmas tree. She pays the porter double what she owes him and eats some 
macaroons. Her husband, Torvald Helmer, comes out of his study and addresses 
Nora with tenderness and authority, calling her his “skylark” and his “squirrel.” 
Nora tells Torvald that she wants to show him what she has bought, and Torvald 
teases her for being a spendthrift. Nora replies that she and Torvald can afford to 
be extravagant, since Torvald’s new position at the bank means he will earn a 
large salary. Torvald replies that he will not take over that position until after the 
new year begins. When Nora argues that they can spend on credit imtil Torvald is 
paid, Torvald scolds her, reminding her that if something were to happen to make 
them unable to pay off their loan, they would be in trouble. He concludes by saying 
that he hates debts because “[a] home that depends on loans and debts is not 
beautiful because it is not. free.” Nora finally acquiesces and says, “Ever3i;hing as 
you wish, Torvald.”

Witnessing Nora’s pouty disappointment, Torvald tries to cheer up his wife 
by ofSjring her money to spend for Christmas. Nora becomes enthusiastic again 
and thanks him profusely. She then shows him all the gifts she has purchased for 
their children. Torvald asks Nora what she would like for Christmas, and at first, 
Nora replies that she doesn’t need a gift. It becomes apparent that she is hesitant 
to tell Torvald what she wants, and finally she says that she would just like some 
money so that she can pick out the perfect thing and buy it herself.

Torvald again accuses Nora of being wasteful, arguing that wastefulness 
with money runs in her family and that sh'e. inherited the trait from her father. 
But, he says, he loves his “lovely little singing bird” just the way she is, and he 
wouldn’t want her to change.

Torvald then asks Nora if she has given into her sweet tooth that day. Nora 
vehemently denies Torvald’s suggestion and continues her denial even when Torvald 
specifically asks if she has eaten any macaroons. Torvald finally abandons his 
questions, respecting her word.

The two discuss that evening’s Christmas festivities and the invitation of 
Dr. Rank to dinner. Torvald says Dr. Rank knows that he is always welcome and 
therefore doesn’t need to be invited. Nevertheless, Torvald tells Nora, he will invite 
Dr. Rank when he visits that morning. Torvald and Nora then return to their 
discussion of how wonderful it is that Torvald has a secure income and a good job.

—r
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Torvald recalls the events of the previous Christmas, when Nora shut herself 
up in a room until very late every night for three weeks to make Christmas 
ornaments. He remarks that he had never been so bored in his life. He also 
emphasizes that Nora had very little to show for all of her toil when she was finished. 
Nora reminds her husband that she can’t be blamed for the cat getting into the 
room and destroying all her hard work. Torvald again expresses happiness that 
they are financially better off than they were before.

The doorbell rings and the maid, Helene, announces that Dr. Rank has arrived 
to see Torvald and that there is a lady caller as well.

A Doll's Hou.te- 
Henrik Ibsen

NOTES

Analysis
The transaction between Nora and the porter that opens A Doll’s House immediately 
puts the spotlight on money, which emerges as one of the forces driving the play’s 
conflicts as it draws lines between genders, classes, and moral standards. Though 
Nora owes the porter fifty ore (a Norwegian unit of currency), she gives him twice 
that amount, presumably because she is infused with the holiday spirit. While 
Nora likes to spend and allows the idea of buying presents to block out financial 
concerns, Torvald holds a more pragmatic view of money, jokingly calling Nora a 
spendthrift and telling her that she is completely foolish when it comes to financial 
matters.

Torvald’s assertion that Nora’s lack of understanding of money matters is 
the result of her gender (“Nora, my Nora, that is just like a woman”) reveals his 
prejudiced viewpoint on gender roles. Torvald believes a wife’s role is to beautify 
the home, not only through proper management of domestic life but also through 
proper behavior and appearance. He quickly makes it known that appearances are 
very important to him, and that Nora is like an ornament or trophy that serves to 
beautify his home and his reputation.

Torvald’s insistence on calling Nora by affectionately diminutive names 
evokes her helplessness and her dependence on him. The only time that Torvald 
calls Nora by her actual name is when he is scolding her. When he is greeting or 
adoring her, however, he calls her by childish animal nicknames such as “my little 
skylark” and “my squirrel.” By placing her within such a system of names, Torvald 
not only asserts his power over Nora but also dehumanizes her to a degree. When 
he implies that Nora is comparable to the “little birds that like to flatter money,” 
Torvald suggests that Nora lacks some fundamental male ability to deal properly 
with financial matters. Though Torvald accuses Nora of being irresponsible with 
money, he gives her more in order to watch her happy reaction. This act shows 
that Torvald amuses himself by manipulating his wife’s feelings. Nora is like 
Torvald’s doll—she decorates his home and pleases him by being a dependent figure- 
with wKose emotions he can toy.

In addition to being something of a doll to Torvald, Nora is also like a child 
to him. He shows himself to be competing with Nora’s dead father for Nora’s loyalty. 
In a sense, by keeping Nora dependent upon and subservient to him, Torvald plays 
the role of Nora’s second father. He treats her like a child, doling out money to her 
and attempting to instruct her in the ways of the world. Nora’s gift selections—a 
sword and a horse for her male children and a doll for her daughter—show that

Self-litsiruaional Material 189



she reinforces the stereotypical gender roles that hold her in subservience to Torvald. 
Nora sees her daughter the same way she has likely been treated all of her life—as 
a doll.

M.A. English Drama

Act One, Continued 
Summary
From the beginning of Nora’s conversation with Mrs. Linde to Nora’s promise to 
talk to Torvald about finding Mrs. Linde work. Nora greets the female visitor 
hesitantly, and the visitor realizes that Nora does not remember her. Finally, Nora 
recognizes the woman as her childhood friend, Kristine Linde and remarks that 
Mrs. Linde has changed since they last met nine or ten years earlier. Mrs. Linde 
says that she has just arrived by steamer that day. Nora remarks that Mrs. Linde 
looks paler and thinner than she remembered and apologizes profusely for not 
writing three years earlier, when she read in the paper that Mrs. Linde’s husband 
had died.

NOTES

Nora asks if Mrs. Linde’s husband left her very much money, and Mrs. Linde 
admits that he did not. Nora'then asks whether he left her any children. When 
Mrs. Linde says that he didn’t, Nora asks once more if he left her “nothing at all 
then?” Mrs. Linde says that he did not leave her even “an ounce of grief,” but this 
sentiment is lost on Nora. After commenting how awful life must be for Mrs. Linde, 
Nora begins to talk about her three children and 'then apologizes for babbling on 
about her own life instead of listening to Mrs. Linde. First, though, she feels that 
she must tell Mrs. Linde about Torvald’s new position at the bank, and Mrs. Linde 
responds enthusiastically.

When Mrs. Linde comments that it would be nice to have enough money, 
Nora talks about how she and Torvald will have “pots and pots” of money. Nora 
tells Mrs. Linde that life hasn’t always been so happy, however. Nora once had to 
work as well-doing tasks like sewing and crocheting. .Torvald also had to take on 
more than one job, but he became ill, and the entire family had to go south to Italy 
because of Torvald’s condition. Nora explains that the trip to Italy was quite 
expensive and that she obtained the money from her father. The family left for 
Italy at just about the time that Nora’s father died. Nora excitedly says that her 
husband'.has been completely well since returning from Italy and that the children 
are very healthy too. She apologizes again for babbling on about her happiness and 
monopolizing the conversation.

Mrs. Linde describes how she married a husband of whom she was not 
particularly fond. Because her mother was confined to bed, Mrs. Linde had to look 
after her two younger brothers. She says she feels it would not have been justifiable 
to turn down her suitor’s proposal and the money that would come with marriage 
to him. When her husband died, however, his business collapsed, and she was left 
penniless. After three years spent working odd jobs to support her family, Mrs. 
Linde is finally free, because her mother died and her brothers are grown. She 
adds that with no one dependent upon her, her life is even sadder, because she has 
no one for whom to live. She reveals that she came to town to find some office work.

When Nora protests that Mrs. Linde ought not work, Mrs. Linde snaps that - 
Nora could not possibly understand the hard work that she has.had-to do. She

\ •
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quickly apologizes for her anger, saying that her predicament has made her bitter. 
She explains that because she has no one for whom to work, she must look after 
only herself, which has made her selfish, She admits that she is happy at the news 
of Torvald’s new job because of the implications it could have for her personal 
interests. Nora promises to talk to her husband a_bout helping Mrs. Linde.

Analysis
Nora’s first conversation with Mrs. Linde plays a key role in establishing Nora’s 
childlike, self-centered, and insensitive character. Though she purports to be 
interested in Mrs. Linde’s problems, Nora repeatedly turns the conversation back 
to her own life with Torvald. Nora’s self-centeredness is further demonstrated in 
her revelation that she failed to write to Mrs. Linde after her husband passed 
away. It is only now, three years after the fact, that Nora expresses her sympathy; 
up to this point, she has made no effort to think beyond herself, and the fact that 
she does so now seems only a matter of polite reflex. Like an impetuous child, Nora 
does not filter her thoughts, expressing what comes to mind without regard for 
what is and what is not appropriate, as when she tactlessly comments that Mrs. 
Linde’s looks have declined over the years. Though she recognizes that Mrs. Linde 
is poor, she unabashedly delights in the fact that she and Torvald will soon have 
“pots and pots” of money. She does not recognize that such comments might be 
hurtful to her old friend.

From a structural point of view, Nora, as the drama’s protagonist, must 
develop over the course of the play. Because her first conversation with Mrs. Linde 
shows Nora to be childlike in her understanding of the world, it becomes apparent 
that Nora’s development will involve education, maturation, and the shedding of 
her seeming naivete. Whereas Nora clings to romantic notions about love and 
marriage, Mrs, Linde has a more realistic understanding of marriage, gained from 
her experience of being left with “not even an ounce of griefl after her husband’s 
death. Nora’s incredulity at Mrs. Linde’s remark indicates to Mrs. Linde, and to 
us, that Nora is sheltered and somewhat unsophisticated. 'The thread between 
Nora’s initial interactions with Torvald and Mrs. Linde is the tension between 
Nora’s childish nature and her need to grow out of it.

As someone who has experienced an existence that is anything but doll-like, 
Mrs. Linde seems poised to be Nora’s teacher and guide on her journey to maturity. 
Mrs. Linde recounts hardship after hardship and sacrifice after sacrifice—a far 
cry from the pampering that Nora receives from Torvald. At the same time, both 
Mrs. Linde’s and Nora’s marriages involve sacrificing themselves to another in 
exchange for money. Nora becomes her husband’s plaything and delights in the 
comforts he provides her, while Mrs. Linde marries her husband for money so that 
she can support her sick mother and dependent younger brothers. Again and again 
in A Doll’s House, women sacrifice their personal desires, their ambitions, and 
their dignity. While Nora marries for her own welfare, however, Mrs. Linde does 
so for the welfare of her family.

Unlike many of the dramatists who came before him, Ibsen doesn’t portray 
rich, powerful, or socially significant people in his plays. Rather, he populates his 
dramas with ordinary middle-class characters. Ibsen’s language too is commonplace.

A Doll's House- 
Henrik Ihsen
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M.A. English Drama Though his dialogue is uncomplicated and without rhetorical flourish, it subtly 
conveys more than it seems to. For instance, Nora’s insensitivity to Mrs. Linde’s 
plight manifests itself when she speaks of her three lovely children immediately 
after learning that Mrs. Linde has none. That Ibsen’s dialogue is apparently 
simple—yet full of loaded -subtext—sets Ibsen's drama apart from earlier and 
contemporary verse plays.

Act One, Continued
“Of course, a time will come when Torvald is not as devoted to me, not quite so 
happy when I dance for him, and dress for him, and play with him.”

NOTES

Summary
From Mrs. Linde’s accusation that Nora is still a child to the exit of Dr. Rank, 
Torvald, and Mrs. Linde. Mrs. Linde comments that Nora is still a child because 
she has known no hardship in her life. Nora becomes indignant and says that she 
too has “something to be proud and happy about.” She goes on to tell Mrs. Linde 
that she saved her husband’s life when he was sick. The doctors urged them to go 
south for a while but cautioned that the gravity of Torvald’s illness must not be 
revealed to him—he was in danger of dying. Nora tried to convince Torvald that 
they should go south, but he wouldn’t hear of borrowing money for that purpose. 
Nora procured money and told Torvald that her, father gave it to them, though she 
really raised it herself. Nora’s father died before Torvald had a chance to find out 
that the money didn’t come from him. Nora has kept the source of the money a 
secret because she doesn’t want his “man’s pride” to be hurt. Mrs. Linde is doubtful 
that Nora is right to keep her actions a secret, but Nora replies that Torvald “would 
be so ashamed and humiliated if he thought he owed me anything.”

Nora explains that she has been using her allowance ever since the trip to 
Italy to pay her debt. She also reveals that she took on some copying work the 
previous winter. This work (and not -ornament-making) was the real reason that 
she closed herself up in a room during the weeks before the previous Christmas. 
Nora abruptly shifts the subject from the past to the future and happily exclaims 
that after the new year she will have paid off her debt completely and then will be 
“free” to fulfill her responsibilities as a wife and mother without impediment.

A man comes to the door wishing to speak with Torvald. Nora’s displeasure 
at seeing the man is apparent. Mrs. Linde is also startled upon seeing the man and 
turns away. The man, named Krogstad, has come to speak with Torvald about 
bank business. Nora tells Mrs. Linde that Krogstad is a lawyer, and Mrs. Linde 
reveals that she knew him when he was living in her part of the country. Nora says 
that Krogstad is a widower who had an unhappy marriage and many children. 
Mrs. Linde replies, “He has many business interests, they say,” and Nora responds 
that she doesn’t want to think about business because it is a “bore.”

Dr. Rank leaves the study when Krogstad goes in. Dr. Rank and Nora have 
a brief conversation, and Dr. Rank calls Krogstad “morally sick.” He also informs 
the women that Krogstad has a small, subordinate position at the, bank. Nora 
offers a macaroon to Dr. Rank, who says that he thought rnacaroons were banned 
in the Helmer house. Nora lies and says that Mrs. Linde brought them and then
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explains to Mrs. Linde that Torvald has “outlawed” macaroons because he thinks 
they are bad for Nora’s teeth. Torvald exits his study, and Nora introduces Mrs. 
Linde to him. Nora pleads with Torvald to give Mrs. Linde a job, and he says that 
there might possibly be an opening for her. Dr. Rank, Torvald, and Mrs. Linde 
then leave together, all of them planning to come back that evening for the 
Christmas festivities.

“To be free, absolutely free. To spend time pla3dng with the children. To 
have a clean, beautiful house, the way Torvald likes it.”

NOTES

Analysis
Whereas the conversation between Torvald and Nora at the beginning of A Doll’s 
House seems one between a happy, honest couple with nothing to hide, in the 
latter half of Act One we see that the Torvald household is full of secrets and 
deception. The most minor example of this deception is Nora’s l5dng about the 
macaroons. Because eating a macaroon seems like such a trivial matter, one can 
argue that lying about it is highly insignificant. Yet one can also argue that the 
trivial nature of eating the macaroon is the very thing that makes the lie so 
troubling. Indeed, the need to lie about something so insignificant—Nora lies twice 
about the macaroons, once to Torvald and once to Dr. Rank—speaks to the depths 
of both her guilt and the tension in her relationship with Torvald.

A far more serious case of deception concerns the loan Nora illicitly acquired 
in order to save Torvald’s life. Though this deception is of far greater magnitude 
than the lies about the macaroons and involves a breach of law (Nora is guilty of 
forgery), we can understand and forgive Nora for her actions because she is 
motivated .by noble and selfless intent. In both instances of deception, Nora lies 
because of Torvald’s unfair stereotypes about gender roles. If Torvald could accept 
his wife’s help and didn’t feel the need to have control over her every movement, 
Nora would not have to lie to him.

When Nora suggests that Torvald find Mrs. Linde a job, Torvald again shows 
his biases concerning women’s proper roles in society by immediately assuming 
that Mrs. Linde is a widow. Torvald’s assumption shows that he believes a proper 
married woman should not work outside the home. Also, as Torvald departs with 
Mrs. Linde, he says to her, “Only a mother could bear to be here [in the house],” 
suggesting that any woman who wants a job must not have children. These words 
contain a veiled expression of pride, since Torvald is pleased that his home is fit 
only for what he believes to be the proper kind of woman: a mother and wife, like 
Nora.

After Nora reveals her secret to Mrs. Linde, Nora’s and Mrs. Linde’s versions 
of femininity slowly begin to converge. With knowledge of her noble act, we see 
Nora’s character deepen, and we see that she possesses more maturity and 
determination than we previously thought. What prompts Nora to reveal her secret 
about having saved Torvald’s life by raising the money for their trip abroad is Mrs. 
Linde’s contention that Nora has never known hard work. Although Mrs. Linde’s 
accusation of Nora facilitates the pair’s reconciliation, what motivates the two 
women here is unclear. Ibsen does not explicitly reveal whether Mrs. Linde’s 
irritation at Nora stems from envy, annoyance, or even concern. Similarly, Nora’s
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M.A. English Drama defensive response could signify that she is hurt, competitive, or simply itching to 
tell someone her secret. All that is clear is that both Mrs. Linde and Nora are 
proud to have helped those they love by sacrificing for them. Their common 
experience of sacrifice for others unites them even though they come from different 
economic spheres and forms the basis for their rekindled friendship.

Act One, Continued 
Summary
The nanny, Anne-Marie, enters with Nora’s three children, and Nora and the 
children play happily. lirogstad enters and startles Nora, who screams. He 
apologizes and says that the door was open, and Nora replies that Torvald is not at 
home. Krogstad says that he has come to talk with her, not with Torvald. He asks 
whether the woman walking with Torvald is Mrs. Linde, and Nora responds in t’^e 
affirmative. When Krogstad explains that he used to know Mrs. Linde, Nora tells 
him that she already knew, and Krogstad says that he assumed that she did. He 
then asks if the bank will employ Mrs. Linde, and Nora brags that it will because, 
even though she is a woman, Nora has a great deal of influence over her husband.

Krogstad then requests that Nora use her influence on his behalf. Nora is 
bewildered, because she does not know why Krogstad’s position at the bank would 
be in jeopardy. Krogstad seems to think that Nora knows more than she is letting 
on and hints that he thinks the hiring of Mrs. Linde will bring about his dismissal. 
Suddenly, Nora revokes her earlier claims and denies that she has any influence. 
Krogstad says that as a bank manager, Torvald, “like all married men . . . can be 
swayed,” and Nora accuses Krogstad of insulting her husband.

Nora assures Krogstad that she will repay all her loans by the new year and 
asks him to leave her alone. Krogstad implies that he isn’t concerned only, about 
the money; his position at the bank is very important to him. He speaks of a “bad 
mistake” he committed, which ruined his reputation and made it very difficult for 
his career to advance. Thus, he tells Nora, he began doing “the business that you 
know about.” Krogstad annoimces that he wishes to rebuild his reputation and to 
behave properly for the sake of his sons, who are growing up.-His small bank job, 
he explains, was the beginning of this rebuilding of his life and reputation. He 
then threatens Nora, saying that he has “the power to force” her to help him.

Nora replies that though it would be unpleasant for her husband to find out 
that she had borrowed from Krogstad, Torvald would pay off the loan, and dealings 
with ICrogstad would be terminated. In addition, Krogstad would lose his job. 
ICrogstad says that Nora has other things to worry about; he has figured out that 
Nora forged her father’s signature on the promissory note. Krogstad informs Nora 
that her forgery is a serious offense, similar to the one that sullied his reputation 
in the first place. Nora dismisses Krogstad’s suggestion, saying that she should 
not be faulted because her motives were honorable and pure, but Krogstad reminds 
her of the law. He threatens her once more and then leaves. The children return, • 
but Nora sends them away. Though she is clearly disturbed by what has just 
happened, she makes an attempt to decorate the tree.

Torvald returns and mentions that he noticed Krogstad departing. He guesses 
that Krogstad has asked Nora to speak on his behalf After some hesitation, Nora

NOTES
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admits as much. Torvald scolds Nora for speaking to Krogstad and warns her not 
to lie to him (Torvald). Nora changes the subject and asks Torvald if he will help 
her find the perfect costume for the party. Nora asks what Krogstad did to warrant 
his bad reputation. Torvald responds that he forged signatures. Nora asks what 
his motives were in the matter. Torvald says he would never condemn a man for 
one indiscretion, but the real problem with Krogstad was that he refused to admit 
what he had done and take his punishment. Torvald talks about how lying and 
deceit corrupts a household’s children; “nearly all young criminals have had lying 
mothers.” Torvald exits, and the nanny enters and says the children badly want to 
see their mother. Nora vehemently refuses, and the nanny departs. Terrified, Nora 
mutters about the thought of corrupting her children. In the next breath, however, 
she rejects the idea that such corruption could occur.

Analysis
As Act One draws to a close, we see Nora wrestling with new problems of fear, 

'■ guilt, and wrongdoing. Her conversation with Krogstad reveals Krogstad as the 
source of the loan Nora used to pay for her family’s trip to Italy. Although the 
taking of the loan constitutes a crime because she forged a signature to get it, Nora 
takes pride in it because it remains one of the few independent actions she has 
ever taken. Nora is also proud that she is able to influence her husband, as she 
boasts to Krogstad. Nora’s boasts about influencing Torvald reveal her desire to 
feel useful and important. That Nora points out that even though she is a woman 
Krogstad should respect her influence over bank policy suggests that she senses 
and fears rejection of her significance on account of her gender. Perhaps she must 
combat this idea even in her own mind.

Although Nora holds some influence over Torvald, her power is extremely 
limited. Paradoxically, when Krogstad asks Nora to exert this influence on Torvald 
on his behalf, Nora perceives his request to be an insult to her husband. Because 
Krogstad’s statement implies that Torvald fails to conform to the societal belief 
that the husband should be responsible for all financial and business matters by 
letting Nora sway him, Nora recognizes it as an insult to Torvald for not being a 

'proper husband. Torvald, for his part, believes that Nora is completely useless 
when it comes to matters of business, but he agrees to help .find a job for Mrs. 
Linde in order to make his “little squirrel” happy. He also shows that he believes 
parenting is a mother’s responsibility when he asserts that a lying mother corrupts 
children and turns them into criminals, suggesting that the father, while important 
in economic matters, is inconsequential to his children’s moral development.

Krogstad wants to keep his job at the bank so that he can become reputable 
again, but his decision to gain credibility through blackmail shows that he is 
interested only in reforming his appearance and not his inner self Torvald too is 
preoccupied with appearances, something Nora understands and uses to her 
advantage. She knows she can put her husband in a good mood by mentioning the 
costume that she will don at the dance. The thought of Nora dressed up and looking 
beautiful placates Torvald, who takes great pleasure in the beauty of his house 
and his wife.

A Doll's House- 
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M.A. English Drama Torvald’s remark about Krogstad—”I honestly feel sick, sick to my stomach, 
in the presence of such people”—illustrates his deep contempt for moral corruption 
of Krogstad’s sort. While he thinks that such a bad character is in direct contrast 
to his “sweet little Nora,” we are aware that Krogstad and Nora have committed 
exactly the same crime—forgery. Torvald, then, has unwittingly referred to Nora 
when he scorns “such people.” Torvald’s unknowing condemnation of the actions of 
the woman he loves is an excellent example of dramatic irony, a literary device 
that the makes the audience privy to details of which certain characters are 
ignorant.

Act Two
“Something glorious is going to happen.”

NOTES

Summary
It is Christmas day. The messiness of the area around the Christmas tree indicates 
that the Christmas Eve celebration has taken place. Nora paces the room imeasily, 
muttering to herself about her dilemma. The nanny comes in with Nora’s costume, 
and Nora asks her what would happen to the children if she, Nora, disappeared 
altogether. Mrs. Linde enters and agrees to mend Nora’s costume for her. Nora 
tells Mrs. Linde that Dr. Rank is sick with a disease he inherited from his father, 
who was sexually promiscuous. Mrs. Linde guesses that Dr, Rank is the mysterious 
source of Nora’s loan, but Nora denies the charge. Mrs. Linde remarks that Nora 
has changed since the previous day. Torvald returns, and Nora sends Mrs. Linde 
to see the children, explaining that “Torvald hates the sight of sewing.”

Alone with Torvald, Nora again asks him to save Krogstad’s job, Torvald 
tells her that Mrs. Linde will replace Krogstad at the' bank. Torvald says that 
Krogstad is an embarrassment and that he cannot work with him any longer. He 
explains that they are on a first-name basis only because they went to school 
together and that this-familiarity humiliates him. When Nora calls Torvald’s 
reasoning petty, he becomes upset and sends off a letter dismissing Krogstad. He 
then goes into his study.

After Torvald exits, Dr. Rank enters and hints that he expects something 
bad to happen soon. When it becomes apparent that he is referring to his health, 
Nora is visibly relieved that Dr. Rank is speaking about his own problem and not 
hers. Dr. Rank tells her that he will soon die and that he doesn’t want his best 
friend, Torvald, to see him in his sickbed. When the end is near, he tells Nora, he 
will leave a calling card with a black cross across it to indicate that his death is 
imminent.

Nora begins to flirt with Dr. Rank, coquettishly showing him her new 
stockings. She hints that she has a great favor to ask Dr, Rank (presumably she 
would like him to intervene on lirogstad’s behalfi. Before she is able to ask her 
favor, however, Dr. Rank confesses his love for her. This disclosure disturbs Nora, 
and afterward she refuses to request an5dhing from him, even though he begs her 
to let him help. He asks whether he should “leave- for good” now that he has 
proclaimed his love for her, but Nora is adamant that he continue to keep Torvald 
company. She tells Dr. Rank how much fun she has with him, and he explains that
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he has misinterpreted her affection. Nora says that those whose company she prefers 
are often different than those she loves—when she was young, she loved her father, 
but she preferred to hide with the maids in the cellar because they didn’t try to 
dictate her behavior.

The maid, Helene, enters and gives Nora a caller’s card. Nora ushers Dr. 
Rank into the study with her husband and urges the doctor to keep Torvald there.

Krogstad enters and announces that he has been fired. He says that the 
conflicts among Nora, himself, and Torvald could be solved if Torvald would promote 
him to a better job in the bank. Nora objects, saying that her husband must never 
know an5^hing about her contract with Krogstad. She implies that she has the 
courage to kill herself if it means she will absolve Torvald of the need to cover up 
her crime. lirogstad tells her that even if she were to commit suicide, her reputation 
would still be in his hands. Krogstad leaves, dropping a letter detailing Nora’s 
secret in the letterbox on the way out.

When Mrs. Linde returns, Nora cries that Krogstad has left a letter in the 
letterbox. Mrs. Linde realizes that it was Krogstad who lent Nora the money. Nora 
confesses that she forged a signature and makes Mrs. Linde promise to say that 
the responsibility for the forgery is Nora’s, so that Torvald won’t be held accoimtable 
for anything if Nora disappears. Nora hints that “something glorious is going to 
happen,” but she doesn’t elaborate. Mrs. Linde says that she will go to speak with 
Krogstad and she confesses she once had a relationship with him. She leaves, and 
Nora tries to stall her husband to prevent him from reading the mail.

When Torvald enters the living room, Nora makes him promise not to do 
any work for the remainder of the night so that he can help her prepare the 
tarantella that she will dance at the costume party. Torvald begins to coach Nora 
in the dance, but she doesn’t listen to him and dances wildly and violently.

Mrs. Linde returns, and dinner is served. Mrs. Linde tells Nora that Krogstad 
has left town but will return the' following night. She adds that she has left him a 
note. Once alone, Nora remarks to herself that she has thirty-one hours until the 
tarantella is over, which means thirty-one hours before Torvald reads the letter— 
“thirty-one hours to live.”

Analysis
Nora’s comment to Mrs. Linde that Torvald doesn’t like to see sewing in his home 
indicates that Torvald likes the idea and the appearance of a beautiful, carefree 
wife who does not have to work but rather serves as a showpiece. As Nora explains 
to Mrs. Linde, Torvald likes his home to seem “happy and welcoming.” Mrs. Linde’s 
response that Nora too is skilled at making a home look happy because she is “her 
father’s daughter” suggests that Nora’s father regarded her in a way similar to 
Torvald—as a means to giving a home its proper appearance.

Torvald’s opinion on his wife’s role in their home is his defining character 
trait. His unrelenting treatment of Nora as a doll indicates that he is unable to 
develop or grow. As Nora’s understanding of the people and events aroimd her 
develops, Torvald’s remains static. He is the only character who continues to believe 
in the charade, probably because he is the only main character in the play who

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama does not keep secrets or harbor any hidden complexity. Each of the other 
characters—Nora, Mrs. Linde, I^rogstad, Dr. Rank—has at some point kept secrets, 
hidden a true love, or plotted for one reason or another.

Nora’s use of Torvald’s pet names for her to win his cooperation' is an act of 
manipulation on her part. She knows that calling herself his “little bird,” his 
“squirrel,” and his “skylark,” and thus conforming to his desired standards will 
make him more willingly to give in to her wishes. At first, Nora’s interaction with 
Dr. Rank is similarly manipulative. When she flirts with him by showing her 
stockings, it seems that she hopes to entice Dr. Rank and then persuade him to 
speak to Torvald about keeping Krogstad on at the bank. Yet after Dr. Rank 
confesses that he loves her, Nora suddenly shuts down and refuses to ask her 
favor. She has developed some moral integrity. Despite her desperate need, she 
realizes that she would be taking advantage of Dr. Rank by capitalizing on his 
earnest love for her.

When Nora explains that Dr. Rank’s poor health owes to his father’s 
promiscuity, for the second time we come across the idea that moral corruption 
transfers from parent to child. (In Act One, Torvald argues that young criminals 
result from a household full of lies.) These statements clarify Nora’s torment and 
her refusal to interact with her children when she feels like a criminal. They also 
reveal that both Torvald and Nora seriously believe in the influence that parents 
have on their children. Although the children are seldom onstage, they gain 
importance through Nora and Torvald’s discussions of them and of parental 
responsibility.

In this act, Nora shows signs that she is becoming aware of the true nature 
of her marriage. When she compares living with Torvald to living with her father, 
doubt is cast on the depth of her love for Torvald. Nora is beginning to realize that 
though her life with Torvald conforms to societal expectations about how husbands 
and wives should live, it is far from ideal.

NOTES

Act Three
Summary
Mrs. Linde sits in the Helmers’ house, waiting. Krogstad soon appears in the 
doorway, having received a note from Mrs. Linde asking her to meet him. She tells 
him that they have “a great deal to talk about,” and it becomes apparent that Mrs. 
Linde once had romantic relations with Krogstad but broke them off in order to 
marry Mr. Linde, who had more money. Mrs. Linde says that she felt the marriage 
was necessary for the sake of her brothers and mother but regrets having ignored 
her heart, which told her to stay with Krogstad. She tells Krogstad that she wants 
to get back together with him, to take care of him and his children. Krogstad is 
oveijoyed.

.
\

Mrs. Linde hears the music stop upstairs and realizes that Torvald and Nora 
will soon return. She tells Krogstad that his letter is still in Torvald’s letterbox, 
and Krogstad momentarily questions Mrs. Linde’s true motives—perhaps she has 
promised herself to him only to save Nora. Mrs. Linde calms Krogstad, saying 
“when you’ve sold yourself once for someone else, you never do it again.” She even
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tells him that although she originally hoped to persuade him to ask for his letter 
back, after observing the Helmer household, she feels that Torvald must discover 
the truth about Nora, The dance ends, and Mrs. Linde urges Krogstad to leave. He 
says that he will wait for her downstairs, and she suggests that he walk her home, 
Krogstad then exits.

Excited by the prospect of a new life, Mrs. Linde puts on her coat and prepares 
to leave. Nora and Torvald enter, Nora begging to return to the party. Torvald 
compliments and teases Nora for Mrs. Linde’s benefit, then leaves the room in 
search of a candle. While he is gone, Mrs. Linde tells Nora that she has spoken to 
Krogstad and that Nora must tell her husband everything. Nora says, “I knew,” 
but then says that she will not tell Torvald. Mrs. Linde reminds her of the letter. 
Torvald returns, notices Mrs. Linde’s knitting, and tells her that she should take 
up embroidery instead, saying that embroidery is a'more graceful pastime than 
knitting. Mrs. Linde says goodnight and then departs.

Torvald expresses his relief that Nora’s boring friend has gone, and he begins 
to move toward his wife. She tells him to stop watching her, but he protests that he 
is always entitled to watch his “prize possession.’’ He continues his sexual advances, 
telling Nora that when they are in public, he imagines her as his “secret fiancee” 
and “young bride.” Nora continues to protest, saying she wishes to be alone.

Dr. Rank knocks on the door, annoying Torvald by calling so late. In front of 
Torvald, Nora and Dr. Rank speak in coded terms about the experiment that Dr. 
Rank was to do on himself; Dr. Rank says that the result is clear, then exits. Torvald 
thinks that Dr. Rank is simply drunk, but Nora understands that Dr. Rank has 
come to tell her-that he is certain of his impending death.

Torvald goes to retrieve his mail and notices that someone has been tampering 
with the mailbox lock using one of Nora’s hairpins. Nora blames the children. In 
the mail, Torvald finds that Dr. Rank has left two calling cards with black crosses 
on them. Nora explains to Torvald that this means that Dr. Rank has gone away to 
die. Torvald expresses sadness, but decides that Dr. Rank’s death might be best for 
everyone, since it will make Torvald and Nora “quite dependent on each other.” He 
tells Nora that he loves her so much that he has wished in the past that Nora’s life 
were threatened so that he could risk everything to save her.

Nora encourages Torvald to open his letters, but he argues that he would 
. rather spend time with her. She reminds him that he must think of his dying 

friend, and he finally agrees that perhaps reading his letters will clear from his 
head the thoughts of “death and decay.”

Torvald goes into the other room, and Nora paces for a while. She throws 
Torvald’s cloak around her shoulders and her shawl on her head. She is 
contemplating suicide and is about to rush out of the house never to return when 
Torvald storms out of his study in a rage after reading Krogstad’s letter. Nora 
confesses that everything Krogstad has written is true and tells Torvald she has 
loved him more than anything. Torvald tells her to stop talking, bemoans,^the 
ugliness of the forgery, and calls Nora a hypocrite and a liar. He then says that he 
should have seen such a thing coming—Nora’s father was a morally reckless, 
individual. Torvald blames Nora for ruining his life and his happiness by putting 
him at Krogstad’s mercy.

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama Torvald refuses to allow Nora to leave and says that the family must pretend 
that all is as it was before, but he states that Nora should no longer be able to see 
the children. He says that he will tiy to silence Krogstad by paying him off and 
hopes that he and Nora can at least keep up the appearance of happiness.

By this point, Nora has become strangely calm, frozen with comprehension 
as she begins to recognize the truth about her marriage. The doorbell rings, and 
soon after, the maid Helene enters with a letter for Nora. Torvald snatches the 
letter from her hands, sees that it is from Krogstad, and reads it himself. Nora 
does not protest. To Torvald’s relief, Krogstad writes that he has decided to stop 
blackmailing Nora. In his letter, Krogstad includes Nora’s promissory note (the 
one on which she forged her father’s signature). Torvald relaxes, rips up the contract,' 
throws it into the stove, and tells Nora that life can go back to normal now that 
this ‘T)ad dream” has ended.

“From now on, forget happiness. Now it’s just about saving the remains, the 
wreckage, the appearance.”

Analysis
For most of the play, we see Torvald delighting in Nora’s dependence upon him but 
not in his control over her. Nora does refer to Torvald’s restrictions of her actions— 
she mentions that he forbids macaroons, for instance—but the side of Torvald we 
see is more pushover than dictator. He seems to love his wife so much that he 
allows her to do whatever she pleases, as when he gives her more money to spend 
after she returns from buying gifts. In the scene following the party, however, 
Torvald’s enjoyment of his control over Nora takes on a darker tone with his 
somewhat perverse sexual advances toward Nora. He treats her like his possession, 
like the young girl he first acquired years ago'. Contributing to the feeling of control 
that Torvald is exercising over Nora is that the evening has been of Torvald’s 
design—he dresses Nora in a costume of his choosing and coaches her to dance the 
tarantella in the manner that he finds “desirable.”

Torvald’s inability to understand Nora’s dissent when he attempts to seduce 
her stems from his belief that Nora, as his wife, is his property. Because he considers 
her simply an element of the life that he idealizes, her coldness and rebuff of his 
sexual advances leave him not baffled but incredulous. He has so long believed in 
the illusory relationship that Nora has helped him create over the years that he 
cannot comprehend the reality of the situation—that Nora is discontent with her 
life and willing to express it.

The hollowness of Torvald’s promises to save Nora shows how little he 
appreciates her sacrifice. Nora expects compassion from Tor/ald after he finds out 
about her predicament, especially since, after learning of Dr. Rank’s imminent 
death, Torvald confesses that he fantasizes about risking his life to save Nora’s. 
Once given the opportunity, however, Torvald shows no intention of sacrificing 
anything for Nora, thinking only of himself and of appearances.

Ultimately, Torvald’s selfishness becomes apparent in his lack of concern 
about his wife’s fate, despite the fact that she committed a crime to save his life. 
He panics upon learning of Nora’s crime not because he cares about what will 
happen to her but because he worries that his reputation will be damaged if

NOTES
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knowledge of Nora’s crime becomes public. Instead of treating Nora with 
understanding and gratitude for her noble intent, he threatens, and blames her 
and then immediately begins to think of ways to cover up the shame that she has 
cast on his family. His proclamation of “I’m saved” after Krogstad’s letter of 
retraction arrives reflects that he has been thinking only of himself in his panic. 
He says nothing about Nora until she asks, “And me?” His casual response—"You 
too, naturally”—reveals how much her well-being is an afterthought to him.

Torvald’s selfish reaction to Krogstad’s letter opens Nora’s eyes to the truth 
about her relationship with Torvald and leads her to rearrange her priorities and 
her course of action. Her shift from thinking about suicide to deciding to walk out 
on Torvald reflects an increased independence and sense of self. Whereas she earlier 
-succumbs to pressure from Torvald to preserve the appearance of idealized family 
life (she lies about eating macaroons and considers suicide—the ultimate sacrifice 
of herself—in order to conceal her misdeeds), she now realizes that she can exist 
outside Torvald’s confined realm.

NOTES

Act Three, Continued
“You and Papa have done me a great wrong. It’s because of you I’ve made nothing 
of my life.”

Summary
Torvald tells Nora that they must forget what has happened. Seeing her face 

. expressionless, Torvald attempts to assure Nora that although she may not believe 
him, he has completely forgiven her. He says that he understands that her actions 
stemmed from love and that he doesn’t blame her for not understanding that “the 
ends didn’t justify the means.” He tells her to rely on him as her guardian and 
teacher, because he loves her and finds her all the more attractive for her dependence 
upon him.

Nora changes out of her costume and into everyday clothes. Torvald continues 
to assure her that everything will be okay. In fact, he argues that, by forgiving her, 
“it’s as if [a man has] twice made [his wife] his own.” He says that he feels he has 
given Nora a new life so that she is now both his wife and his child.

Nora replies that Torvald has never understood her and that, until that 
evening, she has never understood Torvald. She points out that—for the first time 
in their eight years of marriage—they are now having a “serious conversation.” 
She has realized that she has spent her entire life being loved not for who she is 
but for the role she plays. To both her father and to Torvald, she has been a 
pla5rthing—a doll. She realizes she has never been happy in Torvald’s dollhouse 
but has just been performing for her keep. She has deluded herself into thinking 
herself happy, when in truth she has been miserable.

Torvald admits that there is some truth to Nora’s comments and asserts 
that he will begin to treat Nora and the children as pupils rather than playthings. 
Nora rejects his offer, saying that Torvald is not equipped to teach her, nor she the 
children. Instead, she says, she must teach herself, and therefore she insists upon 
leaving Torvald. He forbids her to leave, but she tells him that she has decided to 
cut off all dependence upon him, so he cannot dictate her actions. Torvald points
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M.A. English Draina out how she will appear to others, but Nora insists that she does not care. He then 
tries to take persuade Nora to stay in order to fulfill her “sacred duties” to her 
husband and her children, but Nora responds that she has an equally important 
duty to herself. She no longer believes Torvald’s assertion that she is “a wife and 
mother above everything else.”

Nora says that she realizes that she is childlike and knows nothing about 
the world. She feels alienated from both religion and the law, and wishes to discover 
on her own, by going out into the world and learning how to live life for herself, 
whether or not her feelings of alienation are justified. When Torvald accuses Nora 
of not loving him anymore, Nora says his claim is true. She then explains that she 
realized that she didn’t love Torvald that evening, when her expectation that he 
would take the blame for her—showing his willingness to sacrifice himself for love— 
wasn’t met. She adds that she was so sure that Torvald would try to cover for her 
that she had been planning to take her own life in order to prevent Torvald from 
ruining his. Torvald replies that no man can sacrifice his honor for love, but Nora 
retorts that many women have done so.

Once Nora makes it clear to Torvald that she cannot live with him as his 
wife, he suggests that the two of them live together as brother and sister, but she 
rejects this plan. She says that she does not want to see her children and that she 
is leaving them in better hands than her own. Nora returns Torvald’s wedding 
ring and the keys to the house and takes the ring he wears back from him. She 
says that they can have no contact anymore, and she frees him of all responsibility 
for her. She adds that she will have Mrs. Linde come the following morning to pick 
up her belongings.

Torvald asks whether Nora will ever think of him and the children, and she 
replies that she will, But she refuses to allow Torvald to write to her. Finally, Nora 
says that “something glorious” would have to happen for she and Torvald to have a 
true marriage, but then admits that she no longer believes in glorious things. She 
cannot imagine them changing enough to ever have an equal, workable relationship. 
She leaves, and as Torvald is trying to comprehend what has happened, a heavy 
door downstairs slams shut.

NOTES

Analysis
Torvald’s explanation for refusing to take the blame—that a man can never sacrifice 
his integrity for love—again reveals the depth of his gender bias. Nora’s response 
that “[hjundreds of thousands of women” have done just that underscores that the 
actions of Mrs. Linde and Nora, both of whom sacrifice themselves for their loved 
ones, have borne out. Nora’s belief that Torvald should take responsibility for her 
seems justified, since what she expects fi'om Torvald is no more than what she has 
already given him.

As Nora’s childish innocence and faith in Torvald shatter, so do all of her 
illusions. She realizes that her husband does not see her as a person but rather as 
a beautiful possession, nothing more than a toy. She voices her belief that neither 
Torvald nor her father ever loved her, but rather “thought it was enjoyable to be in 
love with [her].” She realizes these two men cared more about amusing themselves 
and feeling loved and needed than they did about her as an individual.
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Moreover, Nora realizes that since she has been treated as a child for her 
entire life, she still is very childlike and needs to grow up before she can raise any 
children or take on any other responsibilities. Her defiance of Torvald when he 
forbids her to leave reflects her epiphany that she isn’t obligated to let Torvald 
dictate her actions—she is independent of him and has control over her own life. 
The height of Nora’s awakening comes when she tells Torvald that her duty to 
herself is just as sacred as her duties to her husband and children. She now sees 
that she is a human being before she is a wife and a mother, and that she owes it to 
herself to explore her personality, ambitions, and beliefs.

Mrs. Linde’s manner of fulfilling her personal desires balances Nora’s. 
Whereas Nora decides that she must be totally independent to be true to herself 
and thus rejects her family, Mrs. Linde decides that she needs to care for the man 

. she truly loves to be true to herself and thereby become content. Ibsen positions 
Mrs. Linde as a foil (a character whose attitudes and emotions contrast with, and 
thereby accentuate, those of another character) to Nora in order to demonstrate 
that Nora’s actions do not constitute the only solution available to women who feel 
trapped by society. Mrs. Linde’s offer to care for Krogstad and his children will be 
a positive move for both of them, because they love each other, and Mrs. Linde, 
having sacrificed her whole life to live with a husband she didn’t love in order to 
help her brothers and mother, will finally be able to live with her chosen partner. 
Nora, on the other hand, has sacrificed her own will all her life by allowing her 
father and Torvald to indulge theirs. Ibsen suggests that one finds himself or herself 
not in an independent life but rather in an independent will. Nora exits her doll’s 
house with a door slam, emphatically resolving the play with an act of bold self- 
assertion.

A Doll's House- 
Henrik Ibsen

NOTES

6.9. IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS

1. One day I might, yes. Many years from now, when I’ve lost my looks 
a little. Don’t laugh. I mean, of course, a time wiU come when Torvald 
is not as devoted to me, not quite so happy when 1 dance for him, 
and dress for him, and play with him.
In this quotation from Act One, Nora describes to Mrs. Linde the 

circumstances under which she would consider telling Torvald about the secret 
loan she took in order to save his life. Her claim that she might consider telling 
him when she gets older and loses her attractiveness is important because it shows 
that Nora has a sense of the true nature of her marriage, even as early as Act One. 
She recognizes that Torvald’s affection is based largely on her appearance, and she 
knows that when her looks fade, it is likely that Torvald’s interest in her will fade 
as well. Her suggestion that in the future she may need something to hold over 
Torvald in order to retain his faithfulness and devotion to her reveals that Nora is 
not as naive as she pretends to be. She has an insightful, intelligent, and 
manipulative side that acknowledges, if only in a small way, the troubling reality 
of her existence.
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M.A. English Drama 2. Free. To be free, absolutely free. To spend time playing with the 
children. To have a clean, beautiful house, the way Torvald likes it.
In this quotation from her conversation with Mrs. Linde in Act One, Nora 

claims that she will be “free” after the New Year—after she has paid off her debt to 
Krogstad. While describing her anticipated freedom, Nora highlights the very factors 
that constrain her. She claims that freedom will give her time to be a mother and 
a traditional wife who maintains a beautiful home, as her husband likes it. But the 
message of the play is that Nora cannot find true freedom in this traditional domestic 
realm. As the play continues, Nora becomes increasingly aware that she must 
change her life to find true freedom, and her understanding of the word “free” 
evolves accordingly. By the end of the play, she sees that freedom entails 
independence froni societal constraints and the ability to explore her own 
personality, goals, and beliefs.

3. Something glorious is going to happen
Nora speaks these prophetic-sounding words to Mrs. Linde toward the end 

of Act Two as she tells her about what will happen when Torvald reads Krogstad’s 
letter detailing Nora s secret loan and forgery, The meaning of Nora’s statement 
remains obscure until Act Three, when Nora reveals the nature of the “glorious” 
happening that she anticipates. She believes that when Torvald learns of the forgery 
and Krogstad’s blackmail, Torvald will take all the blame on himself and gloriously 
sacrifice his reputation in order to protect her. When Torvald eventually indicates 
that he will not shoulder the blame for Nora, Nora’s faith in him is shattered. Once 
the illusion of Torvald’s nobility is crushed, Nora’s other illusions about her married 
life are crushed as well, and her disappointment with Torvald triggers her 
awakening.

4. From now on, forget happiness. Now it’s just about saving the 
remains, the wreckage, the appearance.
Torvald speaks these words in Act Three after learning of Nora’s forgery 

and Krogstad’s ability to expose her. Torvald’s conversations with Nora have already 
made it clear that he is primarily attracted to Nora for her beauty and that he 
takes personal pride in the good looks of his wife. He has also shown himself to be 
obsessed with appearing dignified and respectable to his colleagues. Torvald’s 
reaction to Krogstad’s letter solidifies his characterization as a shallow man 
concerned first and foremost with appearances. Here, he states explicitly that the 
appearance of happiness is far more important to him than happiness itself.

These words are important also because they constitute Torvald’s actual 
reaction to Nora’s crime, in contrast to the gallant reaction that she expects. Rather 
than sacrifice his own reputation for Nora’s, Torvald seeks to ensure that his 
reputation remains unsullied. His desire to hide—rather than to take 
responsibility—for Nora’s forgery proves Torvald to be the opposite of the strong, 
noble man that he purports himself to be before Nora and society.

5. I have been performing tricks for you, Torvald. That’s how I’ve 
survived. You wanted it like that. You and Papa have done me a ' 
great wrong. It’s because of you I’ve made nothing of my Ufe.

NOTES
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Nora speaks these words, which express the truth that she has gleaned about 
her marriage, Torvald’s character, and'her life in general, to Torvald at the end of 
Act Three. She recognizes that her life has been largely a performance. She has 
acted the part of the happy, child-like wife for Torvald and, before that, she acted 
the part of the happy, child-like daughter for her father. She now sees that her 
father and Torvald compelled her to behave in a certain way and understands it to 
be “great wrong” that stunted her development as an adult and as a human being. 
She has made “nothing” of her life because she has existed only to please men. 
Following this -realization, Nora leaves Torvald in order to make something of her 
life and—for the first time—to exist as a person independent of other people.

A Doll’s House traces the awakening of Nora Helmer from her previously 
unexamined life of domestic, wifely comfort. Having been ruled her whole life by 
either her father or her husband Torvald, Nora finally comes to question the 
foimdation of everything she has believed in once her marriage is put to the test. 
Having borrowed money from a man of ill-repute named Krogstad by forging her 
father’s signature, she was able to pay for a trip to Italy to save her sick husband’s 
life (he was unaware of the loan, believing that the money came from Nora’s father). 
Since then, she has had to contrive ways to pay back her loan, growing particularly 
concerned with money and the ways of a complex world.

When the play opens, it is Christmas Eve, and we find that Torvald has just 
been promoted to manager of the bank, where he will receive a huge wage and be 
extremely powerful. Nora is thrilled because she thinks that she will finally be 
able to pay off the loan and be rid of it. Her happiness, however, is marred when an 
angry Krogstad approaches her. He has just learned that his position at the bank 
has been promised to Mrs. Linde, an old school friend of Nora’s who has recently 
arrived in town in search of work, and he tells Nora that he will reveal her secret 
if she does not persuade her husband to let him keep his position. Nora tries to 
convince Torvald to preserve Krogstad’s job, using all of her feminine tricks (which 
he encourages), but she is unsuccessful. Torvald tells her that Krogstad’s morally 
corrupt nature is physically repulsive to him and impossible to work with. Nora 
becomes very worried.

The next day, Nora is nervously moving about the house, afraid that Krogstad 
will appear at any minute. Her anxiety is reduced by being preoccupied with the 
prepara{ioiis..for a big fancy-dress party that will take place the next night in a 
neighbor’s apartment. When Torvald returns from the bank, she again takes up 
her pleas on behalf of Krogstad. This time, Torvald not only refuses but also sends 
off the notice of termination that he has already prepared for Krogstad, reassuring 
a scared Nora that he will take upon himself any bad things that befall them as a 
result. Nora is extremely moved by this comment. She .begins to consider the 
possibility of this episode transforming their marriage for the better—as well as 
the possibility of suicide.

Meanwhile, she converses and flirts with a willing Dr. Rank. Learning that 
he is rapidly dying, she has an intimate conversation with him that culminates in 
him professing his love for her just before she is able to ask him for financial help. 
His words stop her, and she steers the conversation back to safer ground. Their

NOTES
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M.A. English Drama talk is interrupted by the announcement of Krogstad’s presence. Nora asks Dr. 
Rank to leave and has Krogstad brought in.

Krogstad tells her that he has had a change of heart and that, though he will 
keep the bond, he will not reveal her to the public. Instead, he wants to give Torvald 
a note explaining the matter so that Torvald will be pressed to help Krogstad 
rehabilitate himself and keep his position at the bank. Nora protests against 
Torvald’s involvement, but Krogstad drops the letter in Torvald’s letterbox anyway., 
much to Nora’s horror. Nora exclaims aloud that she and Torvald are lost. Still, 
she tries to use her charms to prevent Torvald from reading the' letter, luring him 
away from business by begging him to help her with the tarantella for the next 
night’s party. He agrees to put off business imtil the next day. The letter remains 
in the letterbox.

The next night, before Torvald and Nora return from the ball, Mrs. Linde 
and Krogstad, who are old lovers, reunite in the Helmers’ living room. Mrs. Linde 
asks to take care of Krogstad and his children and to help him become the better 
man that he knows he is capable of becoming. The Helmers return from the ball as 
Mrs. Linde is leaving (Krogstad has already left), with Torvald nearly dragging 
Nora into the room. Alone, 'Torvald tells Nora how much he desires her but is 
interrupted by Dr. Rank. 'The doctor, unknown to Torvald, has come by to say his 
final farewells, as he covertly explains to Nora. After ,he leaves, Nora is able to 
deter Torvald from pursuing her any more by reminding him of the ugliness of 
death that has just come between them, Nora having revealed Dr. Rank’s secret. 
Seeing that Torvald finally has collected his letters, she resigns herself to committing 
suicide.'

NOTES

As she is leaving, though, Torvald stops her. He has just read Krogstad’s 
letter and is enraged by its contents. He accuses Nora of ruining his life. He 
essentially tells her that he plans on forsaking her, contrary to his earlier claim 
that he would take on ever3dhing himself. During his tirade, he is interrupted by 
the maid bearing another note from Krogstad and addressed to Nora. Torvald reads 
it and becomes oveijoyed. Krogstad has had a change of heart and has sent back 
the bond. Torvald quickly tells Nora that it is all over after alb. he has forgiven her, 
and her pathetic attempt to help him has only made her more endearing than ever.

Nora, seeing Torvald’s true character for the first time^its her husband 
down to tell him,that she is leaving him. After he protesfsTshe explains that he 
does not love her—and, after tonight, she does not love him. She tells him that, 
given the suffocating life she has led until now, she owes it to herself to become 
fully independent and to explore her own character and the world for herself. As 
she leaves, she reveals to Torvald that she hopes that a “miracle” might occur: that 
one day, they might be able to unite in real v'edlock. The play ends with the door 
slamming on her way out.

6.10. SUMMARY

A Doll’s House traces the awakening of Nora Helraer from her previously 
unexamined life of domestic, wifely comfort. Having been ruled her whole life by
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either her father or her husband Torvald, Nora finally comes to question the 
foundation of everything she has believed in once her marriage is put to the test. 
Having borrowed money from a man of ill-repute named Krogstad by forging her 
father’s signature, she was able to pay for a trip to Italy to save her sick husband’s 
life, he was unaware of the loan, believing that the money came from Nora’s father. 
Since then, she has had to contrive ways to pay back her loan, growing particularly 
concerned with money and the ways of a complex world.

A Doll’s House- 
Henrik Ibsen

NOTES

6.11. KEY WORDS

1. Torvald Helmer
Torvald Helmer is the Nora’s husband. Torvald delights in his new position 
at the bank, just as he delights in his position of authority as a husband.

2. Krogstad
Krogstad is a lawyer who went to school with Torvald and holds a subordinate 
position at Torvald’s bank.

3. Dr. Rank
Dr. Rank is Torvald’s best friend.

4. Bob
Bob is Nora and Torvald's child.

5. Anne-Marie
Annie-Marie is the Helmers’ nanny.

6.12. CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. Which is considered to be the finest play of Ibsen?
2. How does Ibsen rewrite the rules of drama?
3. Who was the unknown visitor of Nora?
4. Describe the character of Mrs. Linde.
5. Compare and contrast Mrs. Linde and Nora at the end of the play.

6.13. ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

i:. 1. The Wild Duck (1884) is by many considered Ibsen’s finest work, and it is 
certainly the most complex. It tells the story of Gregers Werle, a young man 
who returns to his hometown after an extended exile and is reunited with 
his boyhood friend Hjalmar Ekdal. Over the course of the play, the many 
secrets that lie behind the Ekdals’ apparently happy home are revealed to 
Gregers, who insists on pursuing the absolute truth, or the “Summons, of the 
Ideal”.

2. Ibsen had completely rewritten the rules of drama with a realism which was 
to be adopted by Chekhov and others and which we see in the theater to this
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, M.A. English Drama day. From Ibsen forward, challenging assumptions and directly speaking 
about issues has been considered one of the factors that makes a play art 
rather than entertainment.

3. Helene, the maid, announces that the Helmers’ dear friend Dr. Rank has 
come to visit. At the same time, another unknown visitor has arrived. To 
Nora’s great surprise, Kristine Linde, a former school friend, comes into the 
room.

4. Mrs. Linde is Nora’s childhood friend. Kristine Linde is a practical, down-to- 
earth woman, and her sensible worldview highlights Nora’s somewhat 
childlike outlook on life. Mrs. Linde’s account of her life of poverty underscores 
the privileged nature of the life that Nora leads.

6. By the end of Act Three, both Nora and Mrs. Linde have entered new phases 
in their lives. Nora has chosen to abandon her children and her husband 
because she wants independence from her roles as mother and wife. In 
contrast, Mrs. Linde has chosen to abandon her independence to marry 
Krogstad and take care of his family. She likes having people depend on her, 
and indeptndence does not seem to fulfill her. Despite their apparent 
opposition, both Nora’s and Mrs. Linde’s decisions allow them to fulfill their 
respective personal desires. They have both chosen their own fates, freely 
and without male influence. Ibsen seems to feel that the nature of their 
choices is not as. important as the fact that both women make the choices 
themselves.

NOTES
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6.14. REVIEW QUESTIONS ;

1. What is the relationship between Mrs. Linde’s arrival and Nora’s awakening 
and transformation?

2. Sketch the character of the protagonist of the play, “Nora Helmer”.
3. What does Torvald’s fascination with beauty and appearances imply about 

his personality? Do his attitudes change at all over the course of the play?
4. Write down the detailed summary of the play, “A Doll’s House”.
5. How do the characters in A Doll’s House use the words “free” and “freedom”? 

Do different speakers use the terms differently? Do they take on different 
connotations over'the course of the play?

> i
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6.15. FURTHER READINGS

1. A Commentary on the Works of Henrik Ibsen
2. Ibsen: The Critical Heritage
3. Ibsen, A Dissenting View
4. Ibsen’s Lively Art .

- Hjalmar Boyesen
- Michael Egan 

- Ronald Gray
- Frederick Marker
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