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To Love Nothing is Not to Live

“If love is the answer, could you rephrase the question?” - Lily Tomlin

If Shakespeare was a lover, he was surely a lover scorned! Such would seem the case by examination of his treatment of love in many of his plays, but especially in “Much Ado About Nothing.” Even in the title he jests with the very essence of love, referring to it as “nothing,” and the play itself  presents sharply contrasting notions of love.

 Shakespeare’s characters also do very poorly trusting one another and  are easily swayed by superficial, trivial gossip, using it as a means to distrust one another. Shakespeare teases the audience with concepts of love and trust throughout the play and brings them together in the marriage of Act IV. It is here that Claudio, the one who had “borne himself beyond the promise of his age, doing in the figure of a lamb the feats of a lion” (I, i, 13), obliterates the lamb and becomes the raging lion. His puerileness, capriciousness, and pettiness overtake his ability of reason and because of this, he nearly loses forever the woman he would marry.

Archibald Henderson, Ph.D.,  gives a very clear interpretation of the play in his book “Much Ado About Nothing: A Scene-by-Scene Analysis with Critical Commentary.” Many of his ideas represent the views I took in this interpretation. In the world of this play, Claudio and Hero are the models of proper young aristocrats. The dignified formalities of their time and social status demanded that their love be both elaborate and extraordinary. At first, Claudio is careful to admire Hero from afar; even to the extreme point of having Don Pedro woo Hero in his stead. This passion, so easily ignited, is just as easily swayed when the bastard Don John convinces Claudio that Hero is a whore. Don John fools Claudio so easily because of Claudio’s immaturity and inability to use common sense. Claudio is too easily convinced that his fianceé is unfaithful.

 To Claudio, marriage is as much a business deal as it is a uniting of souls. In this context they trade off Hero as if she were a commodity. When Claudio accuses Hero of unfaithfulness he no longer wants “damaged goods,” telling Leonato, “ . . . take her back again./ Give not this rotten orange to your friend” (IV, I, 32). “Claudio ascribes Hero’s resultant blush to guiltiness and declares that he will not marry a ‘wanton’” (Henderson, 40). Leonato quickly assumes that Claudio has, himself, seduced Hero, thinking that this would mean they must be wed. Claudio counters:

I know what you would say. If I have known her,

You will say she did embrace me as a husband,

And so to extenuate the forehand sin.

No, Leonato,

I never tempted her with word too large,

But, as a brother to his sister, show’d

Bashful sincerity and comely love. (IV, I, 49)

This is  an attempt to prove her wantonness and his innocence and worth, never considering he is wrong. He affirms at the same time his immaturity. When Don John asserts that Hero is less than pure, Claudio says, “If I see anything to-night why I should not marry her to-morrow, in the congregation where I should wed, there will I shame her”(III, ii, 126). His vow to Don Pedro overtook Claudio’s ability to rationalize the situation and he carries out his vow to the letter.

Throughout the wedding scene, Hero attempts to insist her own purity. She asks Claudio, after he says he has loved Hero as a brother, “And seem’d I ever otherwise to you” (IV, I, 56)? “Claudio agrees she ‘seemed’ chaste, but adds that she is ‘more intemperate in [her] blood/ Than Venus . . . ’ (IV, I, 61). Don Pedro agrees and adds that he has been dishonored to ‘link my dear friend to a common stale’” (Henderson, 40). At this point Claudio demands to know whom Hero spoke with the previous night. “I talk’d with no man . . . ” (IV, I, 87), she replies. Don Pedro confesses that he, as well as Claudio and Don John, saw ‘Hero’ with another man the night before and that they did confess “the vile encounters they have had/ A thousand times in secret” (IV, I, 93). The scene continues and Claudio denounces Hero as an unvirtuous whore and she faints. Her father, Leonato, wants to kill her, but the Friar is certain they have been deceived. He suggests Hero play dead while they investigate the horrid allegations. If, in the end, she is innocent, Claudio will mourn and, finally realizing his love, will  wish he had never accused her. However, if she is found guilty, Leonato can hide her away in a convent. The scene ends.

This part of “Much Ado . . . ” provides a deep insight into Claudio’s character. Why was he so quick to accuse Hero and why did he denounce her so in the public eye? Claudio’s public disgrace of Hero shows his impulsiveness and pettiness. He proves that his loyalty to the Prince is greater than his loyalty to Hero. One should remember that Claudio met Hero before the play starts and he have been cursed by love at first sight. 

Claudio pursues Hero through the intermediary, Den Pedro. This is when he feels his first tinge of jealousy. Later, in the marriage scene, he questions Hero’s chastity and becomes jealous yet again. Claudio is very unaware of reality during his stay in Messina and is deceived by false appearances. Henderson says that, in the wedding scene, the reader is 

aware of the fact that Don John has vilified Hero . . .  Don John knows that Hero 
is to be falsely accused. Don Pedro and Claudio know that [Claudio] intends to denounce 
Hero, but not that Hero has been slandered or that she will be exculpated. Hero and 
Leonato know the least . . . in this wedding scene.

 Don John’s plan goes unnoticed by anyone and few are aware of the ferociousness of Claudio’s betrayal at the ceremony. Many degrees of awareness are possible in this scene. The reader may find pleasure in greater awareness and a feeling of a higher perspective while the characters are imprisoned in the immediate situation. 

Upon my first reading of the play, I was under the impression that Claudio was weary of love but was lusting after Hero. After reading different interpretations and seeing the Branaugh film, I am convinced that  in each, especially the film, Claudio is self-centered and clings to Don Pedro. His friendship to Don Pedro is like the dependency of a son to a father and Claudio is lead by  Don Pedro along the path of love.

At first, Claudio’s love for Hero  is highly sensual,  the fact that he became jealous so easily shows this. In seeing the false image in Hero’s window the night before the weeding, Claudio is faced with his own subconscious. He is jealous that another man may be enjoying his own guilty pleasure, his secret desire of having a sexual affair with Hero. In accusing Hero, Claudio is acting on pure rumor which proves that his love is no more than carnal. Claudio’s later acceptance of Leonato’s “niece” (actually Hero) finally shows Claudio moving from carnal love to some higher level, more spiritual and possibly chaste.

The Friar’s plan of Hero’s faked death is successful. Claudio finally realizes his love for Hero and delivers a moving eulogy at her “funeral.” In Act V, scene iv, the exchange between Claudio, Antonio, Leonato, and Hero shows Claudio’s final ascent to true love:

Claudio: ...Which is the lady I must seize upon?

Antonio: This same is she, and I do give you her.

Claudio: Why then, she’s mine. Sweet, let me see your face. (His unconscious attempt to 


return to carnal lust)

Leonato: (sensing this and correcting) No, that you shall not till you take her hand/ Before 


this friar and swear to marry her.

Claudio: Give me your hand before this holy friar./ I am your husband if you like of me.

Finally Claudio becomes less self-important and humbles himself to the woman he is to marry, not knowing it is Hero. After Hero removes her veil and shows her face to Claudio, he realizes that she  is truly a virginal and  he fulfills the last part of the atonement for his earlier behavior is forgiven by  Leonato and Hero. It took the death of his one true love for Claudio to realize his own feelings and to give love to Hero truly. 

The marriage scene in “Much Ado About Nothing” is truly a delightful insight into the minds, and the pants, of young men the world over. The task of rising above one’s carnal thoughts and into a spiritual love, a special bonding with another person is truly a difficult task yet one that is well received when the benefits are known. Claudio has experienced, as Dante described it, “The love that moves the sun and the other stars” and in doing so has taught us a lesson in love which we should not soon forget.

