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A definition of “Comedy” 

comedy (n.) 

Late 14c., "narrative with a happy ending; any composition 
intended for amusement," from Old French comedie (14c.), 
"a poem" (not in the theatrical sense) and directly from 
Latin comoedia, from Greek komoidia "a comedy, amusing 
spectacle," probably from komodios "actor or singer in the 
revels," from komos "revel, carousal, merry-making, festival" 
+ aoidos "singer, poet," from aeidein "to sing," related 
to oide



Features of Comedy (In both senses) 

1. Misunderstanding 


2. Wordplay (often between languages)


3. Stereotypes and subversion of stereotypes (stock characters e.g. Melancholics)


4. Slapstick (e.g. pain)


5. A lack of realism


6. Setting in a locus amoenus (Arden; Illyria etc)


7. Critique/subversion of the dominant order often through mimicry; heteroglossia––
Multiple social classes 


8. Denigration of particular privileged forms (e.g. the Sonnet in As You Like It)


9. Mirroring of characters/scenes


10. Mistaken identity 



Shakespeare’s Comedies 

Listed as in the First Folio  

All's Well That Ends Well** 

As You Like It 

The Comedy of Errors 

Love's Labour's Lost 

Measure for Measure 

The Merchant of Venice 

The Merry Wives of Windsor 

A Midsummer Night's Dream 

Much Ado About Nothing 

Pericles, Prince of Tyre* 

The Taming of the Shrew 

The Tempest 

Twelfth Night 

The Two Gentlemen of Verona 

The Two Noble Kinsmen 

The Winter's Tale* 

Cymbeline
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As You Like It (1599)
• Based on Thomas Lodge’s Rosalynd (1590), downplays violence, 

increases disguise and twinning. 


• Opens with a brotherly conflict and exile 


• Rosalind (Ganymede), Celia (Alina), Orlando, Adam and Touchstone 
escape into the “green world” (2.4) (e.g. the Forest of Arden)––“Hence, 
to liberty not to banishment” (1.4)


• Here, they meet the Duke, Jaques, various courtiers and the rustics: 
Corin, Silvus, William and Phoebe,


• A series of misinterpretations and mistaken identities 


• Ends happily for most with marriages (Hymen: “If love holds true 
contents” (5.2))



The Paradoxical Wisdom of Folly 

CORIN 
And how like you this shepherd's life, 
Master Touchstone? 
TOUCHSTONE 
Truly, shepherd, in respect of itself, it is a 
good life, but in respect that it is a 
shepherd's life, it is naught. In respect that 
it is solitary, I 
like it very well; but in respect that it is 
private, it is a very vile life. Now, in respect 
it is in the fields, it pleaseth me well; but in 
respect it is not in the court, it is tedious. As 
is it a spare life, look you, it fits my humour 
well; but as there is no more plenty in it, it 
goes much against my stomach. Hast any 
philosophy in thee, shepherd? 
CORIN 
No more but that I know the more one 
sickens the 

worse at ease he is; and that he that wants 
money, 
means and content is without three good 
friends; 
that the property of rain is to wet and fire to 
burn; that good pasture makes fat sheep, 
and that a 
great cause of the night is lack of the sun; 
that 
he that hath learned no wit by nature nor 
art may 
complain of good breeding or comes of a 
very dull kindred. 
TOUCHSTONE 
Such a one is a natural philosopher.  

(2.3) 



Praise of Folly, Trans. T. Chaloner (1532) 

And first, who is he but will confesse Childhode, the first age of 
man, to be most gracious and acceptable unto all folk? for else, 
what is it in younge babes thatwe dooe kiss so, we do colle so, we 
dooe cherisshe so, that a verie enemie is moued to spare and 
succour this age, unles it be the allurement of Folie? whiche, 
natures circumspection, even purposedly, hath adioigned to 
children, to the ende that with some reputacion of pleasure, thei 
might supple the trauaile of there bringers 
up, and prouoke the beneuolence of suche as tende vnto theim. 
The next age than that succedeth hereto, I meane Youthe, how 
acceptable (I praie you) is it to all folk? how is eche inclined to it? 
how willingly dooeth euery wight set it forwarde? how diligently 
dooe all men put to theyr healpyng hand: And wherof (trow ye) 
procedeth this grace of Youthe, but of me onely? through whose 
benefite, a younge man knoweth 
least, and therfore taketh least thought. Take me for a lier, unless 
as soone as be waxeth elder, beginnyng throughe experience and 
disciplines to sauour of Manhode, than in continent the floure of his 
beautie decaieth, his myrth fadethe, his grace waxeth colde, his 
strength diminissheth, so that the farther, and farther he is retired 
from me, the lesse, and lesse he liueth, vntillat last, tedious olde 
age dooe crepe vpon hym, not onelyvrkesome to others, but 
hatefull also to him selfe: whiche 
Olde age (on my conscience) no mortall man wold endure to bide 
out, if I again taking compassion at their so great labours and 
encombrances, did not som∣what releue the same. That like as 
these good of the poetes, are wont with some transformacion or 
likenessetournyng, to succour men readie to perisshe, so I also 
(that in me lyeth) dooe revoke such aged men as are at death’s 
door, and next the pitte, backe againe vnto childhode? Wherupon, it 
is not causeles, that folk call theim twyse children. Now and if some 
woulde aske me how 

I dooe transforme theim so, I will not hyde so mucheas that from 
you. For I bringe them to the fountaine of my mayden Obliuion.  

As You Like It, Shakespeare (1599) 
All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players: 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 
Mewling and puking in the nurse's arms. 
And then the whining school-boy, with his satchel 
And shining morning face, creeping like snail 
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 
Made to his mistress' eyebrow. Then a soldier, 
Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard, 
Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel, 
Seeking the bubble reputation 
Even in the cannon's mouth. And then the justice, 
In fair round belly with good capon lined, 
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws and modern instances; 
And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts 
Into the lean and slipper'd pantaloon, 
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side, 
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide 
For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 

(II.4)



And this our life exempt from public haunt 
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, 
Sermons in stones and good in every thing. 
I would not change it. (2.1)

CORIN 
Here comes young Master Ganymede, my new 
mistress's brother. 
Enter ROSALIND, with a paper, reading 

ROSALIND 
From the east to western Ind, 
No jewel is like Rosalind. 
Her worth, being mounted on the wind, 
Through all the world bears Rosalind. 
All the pictures fairest lined 
Are but black to Rosalind. 
Let no fair be kept in mind 
But the fair of Rosalind. 
TOUCHSTONE 
I'll rhyme you so eight years together, dinners 
and 
suppers and sleeping-hours excepted: it is the 
right butter-women's rank to market. 
ROSALIND 
Out, fool! 
TOUCHSTONE 

For a taste: 
If a hart do lack a hind, 
Let him seek out Rosalind. 
If the cat will after kind, 
So be sure will Rosalind. 
Winter garments must be lined, 
So must slender Rosalind. 
They that reap must sheaf and bind; 
Then to cart with Rosalind. 
Sweetest nut hath sourest rind, 
Such a nut is Rosalind. 
He that sweetest rose will find 
Must find love's prick and Rosalind. 
This is the very false gallop of verses: why do 
you 
infect yourself with them? 
ROSALIND 
Peace, you dull fool! I found them on a tree. 
TOUCHSTONE 
Truly, the tree yields bad fruit. 

(4.3) 



Sonnets: Utopian function of 
Comedy?  

When in the chronicle of wasted time  
I see descriptions of the fairest wights,  
And beauty making beautiful old rhyme  
In praise of ladies dead and lovely knights,  
Then, in the blazon of sweet beauty's best,  
Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow,  
I see their antique pen would have express'd  
Even such a beauty as you master now.  
So all their praises are but prophecies  
Of this our time, all you prefiguring;  
And, for they look'd but with divining eyes,  
They had not skill enough your worth to sing:  
For we, which now behold these present days,  
Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to praise.  

(Sonnet 106)



Ich fühle luft von anderem planeten 
  

––––Stefan George, ‘Entrückung’ [Capitalisation original].  


