MELANCHOLY IN AS YOU LIKE IT, TWELFTH NIGHT AND MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING

INTRODUCTION


“An epidemic of melancholy was sweeping through England during the late 16th and early 17th Centuries.” (Elizabethan Melancholy).

Melancholy in Elizabethan times was an “illness” closely related to the present-day illness known as depression, but it was much more common then than nowadays (Forés: 2007). This could be one of the main reasons why it is usual to find different characters in Shakespeare’s plays who suffer from this illness; something which is not strange, since, according to Babb, “Elizabethan and early Stuart literature, […] abounds in references to melancholy and in melancholy characters.” (Elizabethan Melancholy).

Some critics, such as L.C. Knights, associate the presence of melancholy to two events which took place at that time: “the prevalence of death through plague and warfare and the failure of the society to provide occupations for its educated class” (Elizabethan Melancholy).

But we can mention other more direct factors which could cause melancholy, some of them being the diet, the lost of love or an unrequited love, a frustrated ambition, or an overheated intellect (Elizabethan Melancholy), some of them being present in the plays here analysed.

Melancholy is closely related to sadness, another feeling very typical also in Shakespeare’s plays. There is no play by Shakespeare in which we do not find this kind of feeling or illness. Sometimes, this melancholy is made explicit through the words of some characters, and sometimes, it is implicit in the characters’ behaviour.

What I want to show in this paper is an analysis of the characters that suffer from melancholy, or just present any kind of sadness, these being showed implicitly or explicitly, in three of Shakespeare’s plays: As You Like It, Twelfth Night, and Much Ado About Nothing.

I would also like to show which the reasons for the presence of melancholy and sadness are, how these influence each of the characters in whom they are shown, and how they act taking into account their situation within the development of the play.

To do this, I would first try to analyse these three plays separately, and then, try to show the conclusions that I have found out and which join (in a certain way, at least), the characters analysed.
AS YOU LIKE IT


Melancholy is mainly present in the character of Jaques, one of the lords attending the Duke in the Forest of Arden. Jaques is even called “good Monsieur Melancholy” (III, II: 298-299) by Orlando in a specific moment in the play.

It is not clear what the reason for this deep melancholy Jaques suffers is; what it is clear is that he suffers it. It is frequent to find different characters in the play, not just Orlando, who refers to him as a melancholic man. A clear example of this is the First Lord’s speech: “the melancholy Jaques grieves at that;” (II, I: 26) and “much marked of the melancholy Jaques” (II, I: 41).

But there are other conversations between Jaques and other different characters which also show this situation. A clear example is one of the conversations with Amiens:

AMIENS: It will make you melancholy, Monsieur Jaques.


JAQUES: I thank it. More, I prithee, more. I can suck


melancholy out of a song, as a 
weasel sucks eggs.


More, I prithee, more.




(II, V: 59-62).

Another example o f this melancholy is the conversation with Rosalind, already disguised as Ganymede:


ROSALIND: They say you are a melancholy fellow.”

JAQUES: I am so; I do love it better than laughing.


ROSALIND: Those that are in extremity of either are abomi-


nable fellows, and betray themselves to every

modern censure worse than drunkards.


JAQUES: Why, ‘tis good to be sad and say nothing.


ROSALIND: Why, then ‘tis good to be a post.

JAQUES: I have neither the scholar’s melancholy, which is


emulation; nor the musician’s, which is proud; nor the


soldier’s, which is ambitious; nor the lawyer’s,


which is politic; nor the lady’s, which is nice; nor


the lover’s, which is all these; -but it is a melan-


choly of mine own, compounded of many simples,

extracted from many objects, and, indeed, the

sundry contemplation of my travels, which, by


often rumination, wraps me in a most humorous


sadness.





(IV, I: 1-20)

Then, as we have seen, the reason of Jaques’s melancholy is not totally clear. As he mentions, it is his own melancholy made out of different elements which are not explicitly shown through the play. Maybe the fact of having travelled has influenced his personality and made him feel sad.

Anyway, Jaques is not one of the most important characters in the play, from my point of view; thus, his melancholy is not an important element for the development of the main plot in the play.


But he is not the only character in As You Like It who feels sad. The Duke is also sad; maybe not melancholic, but of course he is not actually happy, something logical if we have into account that he has been banished by his own brother, Frederick, and he has to live in the forest with some of his loyal followers (II, I).

A fact that proves he is sad is one of his speeches: “Thou seest we are not all alone unhappy: This wide and universal theatre presents more woeful pageants than the scene wherein we play in.” (II, VII: 136-139), speech which also shows Orlando’s sadness.

Orlando is sad for a similar reason: he has had to run away from the city because his brother has planned to kill him, as Adam warned him: “this night he means to burn the lodging where you use to lie, and you within it: if he fail of that, he will have other means to cut you off: I overheard him and his practices.” (II, III: 23-27).

It is not directly shown in the play that Orlando is melancholic; moreover, it is not clear evidence that he is sad in many moments through the development of the plot. 
We do know at the beginning of the play the reason why Orlando is not happy: Oliver’s treatment towards him: “My brother Jaques he keeps at school, and report speaks goldenly of his profit: for my part, he keeps me rustically at home, or, to speak more properly, stays me here at home unkept.” (I, I: 5-9).

However, what we see through the whole play is how he reacts to his brother wickedness, having a confrontation with him at the beginning of the play, but then running away, as I mentioned before. Thus, from my point of view, Orlando’s sadness is transformed into a feeling of fury and rage. He acts to protect himself, but does not show a real sadness because of Oliver’s rudeness. Thus, Orlando is not a real melancholic character, in my opinion, but just a sad one just in certain moments, not always, of course.
TWELFTH NIGHT


There are two characters in this play who clearly suffer from melancholy, and they have much in common. Both of them have lost their brother recently, and both of them love a man who does not love them in return. Of course they are the two main female characters in Twelfth Night: Olivia and Viola. However, their personal situations are something different.

Let’s start with Olivia. She has recently lost her brother, as I mentioned before, and she feels obviously melancholic because of that. Her lady companion, Maria, directly tells us about Olivia’s disposition, “being addicted to a melancholy as she is” (II, V: 184-185).


Olivia is so melancholic that she has promised “till seven years hence, shall not behold her face at ample view; but, like a cloistress, she will veiled walk, and water once a day her chamber round with eye-offending brine: all this to season a brother’s dead love, which she would keep fresh and lasting in her sad remembrance.” (I, I: 27-33).

This is also the reason why she does not accept Duke Orsino’s love. But this position against being in love soon changes when Olivia meets Cesario, who is actually Viola disguised as a young man. Thus, this melancholy grows down in a certain way; at least, she is ready to be in love.


Of course, this love towards Cesario is not returned at first. But then, with Sebastian’s reappearance, Olivia is happy again, since they get married, Olivia believing Sebastian is her beloved Cesario, thus causing her some sadness again, or rather some disappointment, since she feels she has been betrayed in a certain way.

But finally everything is resolved to Olivia through her new husband’s speech: “You have been mistook: but nature to her bias drew in that. You would have been contracted to a maid;” (V, I: 256-258).

Regarding Viola, melancholy is also present. The same as Olivia, her melancholy comes firstly from her brother’s lost in a shipwreck, in this case. However, Sebastian’s death is just a possibility, because no one knows for sure he is actually dead, as the sea Captain shows: “To comfort you with chance, assure yourself, after our ship did split, when you, and those poor number saved with you, hung on our driving boat, I saw your brother, most provident in peril, bind himself –courage and hope both teaching him the practice- to a strong mast that lived upon the sea; where, […] I saw him hold acquaintance with the waves so long as I could see.” (I, II: 9-20).

But this is not the only reason why she feels melancholic. As she herself, disguised as Cesario, recognises to Duke Orsino, when indirectly showing him her love: “She never told her love, but let concealment, like a worm i’th’bud, feed on her damask cheek: she pined in thought; and, with a green and yellow melancholy, she sat like Patience on a monument, smiling at grief.” (II, IV: 72-77).

In my opinion, this melancholy Viola feels is maybe the fruit of the repression of her own feelings, since she is not only in love with a man who loves another woman, Olivia, but she also has to woo her in the name of Duke Orsino, all of this pretending to be Cesario, and not being allowed to express directly whatever she feels as a woman, as a human being.

Again, the same as with Olivia, this melancholy disappears when this change of personality or identity is discovered. However, Viola’s melancholy is doubly satisfied: she finally finds her brother (II, IV), and then, she can confess she is a woman, finally getting Duke Orsino’s love.

But not all the melancholy in the play disappears here. We have to mention Feste, who is not the typical clown, but a bitter one, who could be seen, in a certain way, as the main representation of melancholy, in my opinion.

Maybe this character is the instrument Shakespeare uses to show his own feelings and thoughts. Through his songs, Feste reflects the melancholy that invades him, being one of the most evident proofs of this the last song (V, I: 388-407).

Here, we do not find the typical happy ending, since after the happy ending of Viola and Duke Orsino, and Olivia and Sebastian being in love, Feste ends up reminding the audience that time passes and things never change, something showed through the most repeated verses in this song: “with hey, ho, the wind and the rain […] for the rain it raineth every day.” (V, I). “The ironic undertones of his presence, more than anything else, inject a note of fragility into the proceedings, not enough to destroy the joy, of course, but sufficiently strong to cast some shadows around the young lovers.” (Johnston: 2001).

In conclusion, Twelfth Night could be seen, from my point of view, as leaving the audience in a melancholic mood, at least partially.
MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING


In this play, the presence of melancholy is explicitly shown in the character of Don John, as it is clearly exposed in Hero’s speech: “He is of a very melancholy disposition.” (II, I: 5). But, what is the reason for this melancholy?

I personally think he feels envious of his brother, Don Pedro, since he is just a bastard and it is Don Pedro who receives all the mention in dispatches because of arriving from a battle having lost “few [men] of any sort, and none of name” (I, I: 6).

Don Pedro is the “famous” brother, the one who has the power, the loyal one, the one loved by everyone. Everybody is happy to receive him and his men in Messina, specially his dear friend Leonato (I, I). But we can see this affection towards Don Pedro is not so explicit when receiving Don John. Leonato is kind to him when they met the first time in the play, but it seems to be just an act of courtesy, in my opinion: “Let me bid you welcome, my lord: being reconciled to the prince your brother, I owe you all duty.” (I, I: 144-146).


It seems to me that Leonato just welcomes Don John because he has reconciled to Don Pedro, but not because he is really happy to have him in Messina. The same happens with Don John’s answer to this reception, which seems to be just an act of courtesy, too: “I thank you: I am not of many words, but I thank you.” (I, I: 147-148).

From my point of view, Don John feels he is in the background, and this is supported by Don Pedro’s behaviour just before, when he says: “Signior Claudio and Signior Benedick, my dear friend Leonato hath invited you all.” (I, I: 137-139). Being his brother, it is strange that Don Pedro does not mention Don John in his speech.

Thus, this could be one of the reasons for Don John’s behaviour later on, when he invents a stratagem to avoid Claudio’s and Hero’s wedding, as a revenge for being treated as an inferior man. Don John’s revenge also shows he feels envious of Claudio, who, as he says, “hath all the glory of my overthrow: if I can cross him any way, I bless myself every way.” (I, III: 65-67).

Don John’s “sadness is without limit” (I, III: 4), he has “a mortifying mischief” (I, III: 11). Conrado gives him the advice not to “make the full show of this till you may do it without controlment. You have of late stood out against your brother, and he hath ta’ en you newly into his grace; where it is impossible you should take true root but by the fair weather that you make yourself: it is needful that you frame the season for your own harvest.” (I, III: 18-25). Then, it is clear Don John is sad or even melancholic because he is not happy just being the bastard his brother has recently accepted.

And Don John’s melancholy will also cause melancholy in other character in the play: Hero, who is pushed away by Claudio because she is supposed not to be a maid, of knowing “the heat of a luxurious bed” (I, III: 40). Of course, Hero does not understand a word because she has not actually been with any man; as we know this mess is just the product of Don John’s revenge.

Even her father, Leonato feels sad, or even melancholic, I would say, because of this treatment towards his daughter. Although at the beginning he does not really rely on Hero’s innocence, later on he realises all is a mistake composed by Don John.

After have even pretended Hero is dead to defend her innocence and virginity, they all know the truth of this confusion and finally she and Claudio get reconciled, Don John having secretly stole away (IV, II: 59), but finally “ta’en in flight, and brought with armed men back to Messina” (V, IV: 125-126).

Thus, all the melancholy in the play disappears when this happy ending comes, as it is usual in Shakespeare’s plays.

But we cannot stop talking about Much Ado About Nothing without mentioning the “anti-melancholic” character: Beatrice. She is always happy; at no moment in the play can we see she is sad. She is always joking. As her uncle Leonato indicates, “There’s little of the melancholy element in her, […] she is never sad but when she sleeps; and not ever sad then; for I have heard my daughter say, she hath often dreamt of unhappiness, and waked herself with laughing.” (II, I: 329-333).

Beatrice is the character who gives freshness to the play, from my point of view, and she makes this through her behaviour towards Benedick. She gives the play the funniness, in contrast to Don John, who gives it the wickedness, the revenge, the unhappiness, thus having a dynamic and attractive play which shows very different elements, and in which the lack or the presence of melancholy marks the characters, in my opinion.
CONCLUSIONS


I started this paper talking about melancholy in Shakespeare’s plays. Personally I have to recognise I have not found clear reasons why Shakespeare used this melancholy in most of his plays. Maybe it would be a little risky for me to venture to say some possibilities to explain that, since their plays were written in another period of time, around four centuries ago, and from my point of view, although we can know about the situation then, it is not possible to know everything.


Anyway, I would maybe say Shakespeare showed melancholy in most of their plays, if not all, because it was usual to find people in real life who suffered from melancholy at that time, as I said in the introduction. Even Shakespeare may have suffered from melancholy at any time during his lifetime, since melancholy was an illness which affected specially to intellectuals (Elizabethan Melancholy). By showing melancholy in his plays, Shakespeare showed real life, and maybe this is a way to make the audience feel attracted by his work.

Thus, another reason why Shakespeare may have included melancholy as a present element in his plays, in my opinion, is that this is a way to show his own feelings, as other writers have always done along history.

However, as we can infer through reading his theatre plays, melancholy is not always shown in the same way. Shakespeare uses different kinds of characters to illustrate melancholy. Let’s take into account the three plays here analysed.

In As You Like It, as I said before, Jaques is the most melancholic character, at least regarding the actual written text, since he is the only one who is directly referred to as such. There is clear evidence of this through the whole play. In this case, he is not one of the main characters in the play, but without being that, he reflects the deepest state of melancholy in the play. 

In Twelfth Night, we find three different characters who suffer from melancholy: Olivia, Viola, and Feste. Their melancholies are somehow different too. Olivia and Viola show a melancholy as women who suffer because of some disagreeable events which have happened to them: the recent lost of their brothers, and an unrequited love. Both of them being two of the main protagonists in the play, their process of melancholy and the changes they suffer are essential for the development of the plot, from my point of view. The improvement of these melancholies is the key element for having a happy ending in both cases, a happy ending in love.

For his part, Feste is not one of the main characters in the play, at least he is not one of the main characters regarding the development of the main plot; although he is most of the play present and taking part in different situations with different characters, which does make him be an essential character in the play. He is the clown, an essential character in most or all of Shakespeare’s plays, although a special one in this case, since he is not a clown who represents fun and amusement, but a clown who also represents life’s cruelty and harshness. Thus, his melancholy influences the whole play, and maybe even the audience, I would say, but always being a character who is always there, but who does not have an active role in the development of events of the main plot, as I said before.

Finally, in Much Ado About Nothing, the melancholic character is Don John, the villain, the wicked, the one who feels excluded from high society. I hold the opinion that he is a frustrated man with a frustrated ambition: to have the same power as his brother Don Pedro. Anyway, he is not the typical villain, he is better than that, since he does not kill anyone, for instance. I personally thing his villainy is just a way to express his own feelings, which are repressed, in a way, due to the melancholy he suffers. 
Besides, I would also say his melancholy is the cause of others’ melancholy, of Hero’s melancholy specially, since he is the one who invents the misunderstanding of Hero not being chaste.

In conclusion, melancholy is used by Shakespeare through these three plays in very different ways and in very different characters. I hold the opinion that this could be maybe seen as a message of Shakespeare, or at least, as the reflection of his thoughts, that no one is safe from feeling melancholic any time along their lifetimes, belonging to any social class, being good or bad, being intelligent or a fool, either in Elizabethan times or nowadays. No matter whatever you do or whatever you are. You are not safe from real life’s obstacles.
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