
Shakespearean Tragedy and Comedy: A Study Guide 

I. Character Analysis 

A. Major Characters 

​​ Hamlet (Hamlet): Prince of Denmark, protagonist of Hamlet. Characterized by his contemplative 
nature, indecisiveness, and intense grief following his father's death and mother's hasty remarriage. 
His internal struggles drive much of the play's action. 

​​ Coriolanus (Coriolanus): Roman general, protagonist of Coriolanus. Known for his immense military 
prowess, fierce pride, disdain for the common people, and inability to compromise, which ultimately 
leads to his banishment and tragic downfall. 

​​ Antony (Antony and Cleopatra): Roman Triumvir, protagonist of Antony and Cleopatra. A once-great 
military leader whose judgment and duty become compromised by his passionate love for Cleopatra, 
leading to his political and military decline. 

​​ Cleopatra (Antony and Cleopatra): Queen of Egypt, co-protagonist of Antony and Cleopatra. A 
charismatic and powerful ruler whose love for Antony is as intense as it is volatile, leading her to 
make choices that affect the fate of Egypt and Rome. 

​​ Helena (All's Well That Ends Well): A virtuous and intelligent orphaned physician's daughter, 
protagonist of All's Well That Ends Well. Determined to win Bertram's love, she uses her wit and skill 
to overcome social barriers and his disdain. 

​​ Bertram (All's Well That Ends Well): A young Count of Rousillon, Helena's reluctant husband. 
Characterized by his youthful pride, arrogance, and desire for military glory, which leads him to scorn 
Helena and seek to avoid his marital duties. 

​​ Rosalind (As You Like It): Daughter of Duke Senior, protagonist of As You Like It. Witty, intelligent, 
and resourceful, she disguises herself as Ganymede in the Forest of Arden, navigating love and family 
estrangement with charm and insight. 

​​ Orlando (As You Like It): Youngest son of Sir Rowland de Boys, Rosalind's love interest. Noble and 
virtuous, but initially mistreated by his older brother, Oliver. He seeks fortune and love in the Forest of 
Arden. 

​​ Imogen (Cymbeline): Daughter of Cymbeline, protagonist of Cymbeline. A virtuous and resilient 
princess, devoted to her husband Posthumus, who faces accusations of infidelity and banishment. 

​​ Posthumus Leonatus (Cymbeline): Imogen's husband. A virtuous gentleman who is banished from 
Britain and is tricked into believing Imogen is unfaithful, leading to his remorse and ultimate reunion 
with her. 

​​ Duke Senior (As You Like It): Rosalind's father, exiled to the Forest of Arden. He finds philosophical 
contentment and a simpler, more virtuous life in his banishment. 

​​ Duke Frederick (As You Like It): Celia's father and Duke Senior's usurping brother. Characterized by 
his volatile temper and eventual conversion to a religious life. 

​​ King Henry IV (Henry IV, Part 1 & 2): The King of England, burdened by his conscience and the 
rebellion against his rule. He struggles with his son Hal's apparent waywardness. 



​​ Prince Hal/Henry V (Henry IV, Part 1 & 2): Son of King Henry IV, initially appearing as a dissolute 
youth who spends time with Falstaff and other low-lifes. He undergoes a significant transformation to 
become a responsible and heroic king. 

​​ Falstaff (Henry IV, Part 1 & 2): A corpulent, witty, and roguish knight, companion to Prince Hal. A 
master of self-preservation and verbal dexterity, he represents a life of pleasure and irresponsibility, 
contrasting with Hal's royal duties. 

​​ Hotspur (Henry IV, Part 1): Henry Percy, a valiant and fiery rebel leader. Known for his military honor 
and impatience, he is a foil to Prince Hal. 

​​ Polonius (Hamlet): Lord Chamberlain to Claudius, father of Ophelia and Laertes. A verbose and often 
misguided advisor, known for his long-winded speeches and meddling nature. 

​​ Ophelia (Hamlet): Daughter of Polonius, Hamlet's love interest. Her sanity deteriorates following 
Hamlet's rejection and her father's death, leading to her tragic demise. 

​​ Laertes (Hamlet): Son of Polonius, brother to Ophelia. A passionate and vengeful young man who 
seeks to avenge his father's death and sister's madness. 

​​ Claudius (Hamlet): King of Denmark, Hamlet's uncle and stepfather. The play's antagonist, a cunning 
and ambitious murderer who usurped the throne and married his brother's widow. 

​​ Horatio (Hamlet): Hamlet's loyal and trusted friend. A scholar who serves as a confidante and witness 
to the play's events. 

​​ The Ghost (Hamlet): The spirit of Hamlet's deceased father, who reveals the truth of his murder to 
Hamlet and demands revenge. 

​​ Antipholus of Syracuse (The Comedy of Errors): One of the twin brothers, arriving in Ephesus in 
search of his long-lost family. Often bewildered by the mistaken identity. 

​​ Dromio of Syracuse (The Comedy of Errors): The slave of Antipholus of Syracuse, likewise a twin. 
Frequently beaten and confused due to the identical appearance of his brother and his master's brother. 

​​ Antipholus of Ephesus (The Comedy of Errors): The other twin brother, a respected citizen of 
Ephesus. Experiences increasing frustration and confusion as his identity is challenged. 

​​ Dromio of Ephesus (The Comedy of Errors): The slave of Antipholus of Ephesus. Subject to his 
master's misplaced anger due to his twin's interactions. 

​​ Adriana (The Comedy of Errors): Wife of Antipholus of Ephesus, prone to jealousy and quick to 
anger due to her husband's perceived infidelity. 

B. Minor Characters with Significant Impact 

​​ Countess of Rousillon (All's Well That Ends Well): Bertram's mother, a kind and wise noblewoman 
who deeply loves and supports Helena. 

​​ Lafeu (All's Well That Ends Well): An old and honest French lord, loyal to the King and a keen 
observer of character, particularly Parolles. 

​​ Parolles (All's Well That Ends Well): Bertram's companion, a boastful and cowardly soldier who is 
exposed as a fraud. 

​​ Diana (All's Well That Ends Well): A Florentine virgin who aids Helena in her bed trick against 
Bertram, upholding her own honor. 

​​ Oliver (As You Like It): Orlando's older brother, initially antagonistic but later undergoes a change of 
heart. 

​​ Celia (As You Like It): Daughter of Duke Frederick, Rosalind's cousin and closest friend. She 
accompanies Rosalind into exile, disguised as Aliena. 

​​ Touchstone (As You Like It): The court jester, who accompanies Rosalind and Celia into the forest, 
providing comic relief and philosophical observations. 



​​ Iachimo (Cymbeline): An Italian gentleman who wagers Posthumus that he can seduce Imogen, 
leading to a complex plot of deception. 

​​ Belarius (Cymbeline): A banished lord, living in a cave and raising Cymbeline's kidnapped sons as his 
own. 

​​ Guiderius & Arviragus (Cymbeline): Cymbeline's sons, raised in the wilderness by Belarius, 
embodying natural nobility and courage. 

​​ Queen (Cymbeline): Cymbeline's second wife and Cloten's mother, a manipulative and ambitious 
character. 

​​ Cloten (Cymbeline): The Queen's son, a boorish, arrogant, and foolish character who attempts to win 
Imogen's hand. 

​​ Pisanio (Cymbeline): Posthumus's loyal servant, who protects Imogen despite difficult commands. 
​​ Enobarbus (Antony and Cleopatra): Antony's loyal general, a shrewd observer of events and a 

commentator on Antony's choices. His famous description of Cleopatra is a highlight. 
​​ Octavia (Antony and Cleopatra): Caesar's sister, married to Antony for political alliance. She is 

virtuous but cannot compete with Cleopatra's allure. 
​​ Octavius Caesar (Antony and Cleopatra): Antony's fellow Triumvir and eventual rival. He is 

ambitious, disciplined, and politically astute, representing Roman order. 
​​ Volumnia (Coriolanus): Coriolanus's mother, a fierce and patriotic Roman woman who profoundly 

influences her son's actions and character. 
​​ Menenius Agrippa (Coriolanus): An elderly, jovial, and eloquent Roman patrician, who attempts to 

mediate between Coriolanus and the plebeians. 
​​ Tullus Aufidius (Coriolanus): General of the Volscian army and Coriolanus's archenemy. Their rivalry 

is a central dynamic of the play. 
​​ The Tribunes (Sicinius and Brutus) (Coriolanus): Representatives of the plebeians, who manipulate 

the populace against Coriolanus. 
​​ Adriana (The Comedy of Errors): Wife of Antipholus of Ephesus, prone to jealousy and anger due to 

her husband's perceived infidelity and the mistaken identity. 
​​ Luciana (The Comedy of Errors): Adriana's sister, a more modest and gentle character who is briefly 

wooed by Antipholus of Syracuse. 

II. Setting and Context 

A. Geographical Locations 

​​ Denmark (Hamlet): Specifically Elsinore Castle, the seat of the Danish court. A setting fraught with 
political intrigue, moral corruption, and supernatural occurrences. 

​​ Rome & Egypt (Antony and Cleopatra): The two contrasting centers of power and culture in the play. 
Rome represents order, duty, and political ambition, while Egypt symbolizes passion, sensuality, and 
hedonism. 

​​ Rousillon, Paris, Florence, Marseilles (All's Well That Ends Well): Various locations in France and 
Italy, reflecting Helena's journey and Bertram's escape from his responsibilities. 

​​ Forest of Arden & Duke Frederick's Court (As You Like It): The Duke's court is a place of injustice 
and exile, while the Forest of Arden is a pastoral refuge where characters find freedom, self-discovery, 
and love. 



​​ Britain (Cymbeline): Specifically Cymbeline's court and the Welsh wilderness. Represents a kingdom 
grappling with Roman influence and internal family disputes. 

​​ Ephesus & Syracuse (The Comedy of Errors): Ephesus is a bustling port city known for sorcerers and 
deceptions, where the mistaken identities unfold. Syracuse is the home city of Aegeon and one pair of 
twins. 

​​ England & Wales (Henry IV, Part 1 & 2): The primary settings for the political and military conflicts. 
London (Eastcheap) provides a contrasting backdrop for Hal and Falstaff's revelry. 

​​ Rome & Antium (Coriolanus): Rome is the tumultuous political center, marked by class struggle and 
Coriolanus's banishment. Antium is the city of the Volsces, where Coriolanus seeks refuge with his 
enemy. 

B. Historical and Cultural Context 

​​ Reformation Era (Hamlet): The play reflects anxieties about religious change and moral decay 
prevalent during the Protestant Reformation. 

​​ Roman Empire & Republican Virtues (Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus): The plays draw on 
classical history, exploring themes of Roman honor, duty, and the decline of republican ideals in the 
face of imperial ambition and personal passions. 

​​ Pastoral Tradition (As You Like It): The Forest of Arden embodies the pastoral ideal, where nature 
offers solace and characters can escape societal constraints to find truth and love. 

​​ Divine Right of Kings & Succession (Hamlet, Henry IV): Explores the legitimate transfer of power, 
the responsibilities of kingship, and the challenges to established authority. 

​​ Mistaken Identity in Roman Comedy (The Comedy of Errors): Rooted in ancient Roman comedic 
traditions, where plot complications arise from identical twins and mistaken identities. 

III. Major Themes 

A. Honor and Duty vs. Love and Passion 

​​ Antony and Cleopatra: Antony's struggle between his Roman duty as a Triumvir and his passionate 
love for Cleopatra. This conflict ultimately leads to his downfall. 

​​ Coriolanus: Coriolanus's unwavering commitment to martial honor and his disdain for the common 
people conflict with political expediency and the demands of Roman society. 

​​ Hamlet: Hamlet's sense of duty to avenge his father clashes with his contemplative nature and moral 
reservations. 

​​ Cymbeline: Posthumus’s honor is questioned through Iachimo’s deception, while Imogen’s 
unwavering virtue is tested by accusations. Pisanio's loyalty to Posthumus and Imogen highlights the 
complexities of duty. 

​​ Henry IV, Part 1: Hotspur's singular focus on military honor and glory contrasts with Hal's more 
nuanced understanding of kingship and political duty. 

B. Appearance vs. Reality/Deception 

​​ Hamlet: The pervasive theme of deception, from Claudius's murder of King Hamlet to Hamlet's 
feigned madness and the general air of political maneuvering. "One may smile, and smile, and be a 
villain." 



​​ The Comedy of Errors: The entire plot hinges on the appearance of identical twins leading to 
widespread confusion and mistaken identities, blurring the lines of reality for the characters. 

​​ All's Well That Ends Well: Helena uses "bed trick" and disguise to achieve her goals, highlighting how 
appearances can be manipulated to bring about a desired reality. Parolles's false bravery is also a key 
example. 

​​ Cymbeline: Iachimo's elaborate deception regarding Imogen's fidelity forms the central conflict, 
demonstrating how easily appearances can mislead and betray trust. Rosalind's disguise as Ganymede 
allows her to navigate the world and explore love with greater freedom. 

​​ Henry IV, Part 1 & 2: Prince Hal's apparent dissoluteness is a deliberate facade to subvert 
expectations, revealing his true "reformation" later. Falstaff constantly manipulates appearances and 
boasts of bravery he doesn't possess. 

C. Justice and Revenge 

​​ Hamlet: The central driving force of the play is Hamlet's quest for revenge for his father's murder, 
raising questions about the morality and consequences of vengeance. 

​​ Coriolanus: Coriolanus's banishment is seen as an injustice by him, leading him to seek revenge 
against Rome. However, his ultimate act of turning against his own country is also a form of perceived 
betrayal. 

​​ The Comedy of Errors: Aegeon's initial plight is a matter of strict legal justice (death for Syracusians 
in Ephesus), but the resolution offers a more merciful outcome. 

​​ Henry IV, Part 1 & 2: The rebellions against King Henry IV are framed as a search for justice against 
his usurpation of the throne, even as they are deemed treasonous. Hal's eventual kingship brings a new 
form of justice. 

D. Transformation and Redemption 

​​ Prince Hal (Henry IV, Part 1 & 2): His journey from wayward youth to responsible king is a prime 
example of personal transformation and redemption. 

​​ Oliver (As You Like It): His change from cruel brother to repentant lover, influenced by the pastoral 
setting and the kindness of others. 

​​ Bertram (All's Well That Ends Well): His eventual acceptance of Helena and his duties, albeit forced, 
suggests a possibility of redemption. 

​​ Duke Frederick (As You Like It): His sudden conversion to a religious life, abandoning his usurped 
power. 

​​ Posthumus (Cymbeline): His deep remorse after believing Imogen dead and his subsequent pursuit of 
reconciliation. 

E. Fate vs. Free Will 

​​ Hamlet: Explores the tension between predetermined destiny and individual choice, particularly in 
Hamlet's struggle with his task. 

​​ Antony and Cleopatra: The characters often invoke destiny and the will of the gods, yet their choices 
and passions clearly shape their outcomes. The Soothsayer's prophecies add to this theme. 

​​ Cymbeline: The oracle at the end provides a divine resolution, suggesting a guiding hand in human 
affairs, even as characters make seemingly independent choices. 

F. Love and its Complexities (Romantic, Familial, Platonic) 



​​ Shakespeare's Sonnets: Primarily explore romantic love, beauty, the passage of time, mortality, and the 
power of verse to immortalize. They often grapple with unrequited love, jealousy, and the speaker's 
devotion to a fair youth and a dark lady. 

​​ As You Like It: Explores various forms of love in the pastoral setting, from the idealized romantic 
love of Rosalind and Orlando to the more pragmatic or foolish loves of other characters. Familial love 
(Rosalind and Celia, Duke Senior and Rosalind) is also central. 

​​ Antony and Cleopatra: Focuses on an all-consuming, destructive romantic love that transcends 
political boundaries and societal expectations. 

​​ All's Well That Ends Well: Helena's persistent, almost obsessive love for Bertram, which challenges 
social hierarchy and traditional gender roles. 

​​ Cymbeline: The enduring love between Imogen and Posthumus, tested by separation, deception, and 
the perils of the world. 

​​ Hamlet: Explores Hamlet's grief-stricken love for his father, his complicated love for Ophelia, and the 
corrupted familial love within the royal court. 

​​ The Comedy of Errors: The enduring familial love of Aegeon and Emilia for their lost children, and 
the search for family reunification. 

IV. Literary Devices and Style 

A. Verse and Prose 

​​ Blank Verse (Unrhymed Iambic Pentameter): Predominant in tragedies and for noble characters. Used 
to convey seriousness, emotion, and philosophical depth. (e.g., Hamlet's soliloquies, Coriolanus's 
speeches). 

​​ Rhymed Verse (Couplets, Quatrains, Sonnet form): Used for emphasis, aphorisms, songs, and 
sometimes for declarations of love or fate. Sonnets are explicitly featured in Shakespeare's collection. 

​​ Prose: Often used for lower-status characters (clowns, servants), informal dialogue, comic relief, 
madness, or when characters are attempting to speak plainly or deceive. (e.g., Clown in All's Well, 
Touchstone in As You Like It, Falstaff in Henry IV, Hamlet when feigning madness). 

B. Imagery and Symbolism 

​​ Nature Imagery: (e.g., seasons, flowers, animals): Used to reflect emotional states, the passage of 
time, or the state of the world. (Sonnets 18, 5, 99; As You Like It). 

​​ Darkness and Light: Often associated with good and evil, knowledge and ignorance, hope and despair. 
(e.g., Hamlet's "foul deeds will rise... to men's eyes"). 

​​ Poison/Disease: Symbolizes moral corruption, decay, and hidden evils. (e.g., Claudius's poisoning of 
King Hamlet; "rank smell of weeds" in Sonnet 69). 

​​ Gold/Treasure: Can represent intrinsic worth, wealth, or something highly valued, but also can be a 
source of temptation or corruption. (Sonnets about beauty's "treasure," Falstaff's desire for money). 

​​ Mirror/Glass: Symbolizes self-reflection, truth, or a means of seeing oneself or another clearly. 
(Sonnet 3: "Look in thy glass and tell the face thou viewest, Now is the time that face should form 
another"). 

C. Figurative Language (Metaphor, Simile, Personification, Hyperbole) 



​​ Metaphor: Direct comparison (e.g., "Beauty's field" in Sonnet 2, "glutton" for the self-consumed 
youth). 

​​ Simile: Comparison using "like" or "as" (e.g., "Like a marigold at the sun's eye" in Sonnet 25; "Like to 
the lark at break of day arising from sullen earth" in Sonnet 29). 

​​ Personification: Giving human qualities to inanimate objects or abstract ideas (e.g., "never-resting 
time leads summer on to hideous winter" in Sonnet 5; "Fortune's hand" in As You Like It). 

​​ Hyperbole: Exaggeration for emphasis (e.g., descriptions of Cleopatra's allure). 
D. Soliloquies and Asides 

​​ Soliloquy: A speech delivered by a character alone on stage, revealing their inner thoughts, 
motivations, and conflicts directly to the audience. (e.g., Hamlet's "To be or not to be" speech). 

​​ Aside: A brief remark made by a character directly to the audience or another character, which is not 
supposed to be heard by others on stage. Used for dramatic irony, revealing true feelings, or providing 
commentary. (e.g., Polonius's asides, Celia's asides about Rosalind's feelings). 

E. Dramatic Irony and Foreshadowing 

​​ Dramatic Irony: When the audience knows something that one or more characters on stage do not, 
creating tension or humor. (e.g., In Hamlet, the audience knows Claudius is guilty, but many 
characters do not). 

​​ Foreshadowing: Hints or clues about future events, building suspense and preparing the audience for 
what is to come. (e.g., The Ghost's appearance in Hamlet foreshadows revelation of the murder). 

V. Key Concepts 

A. Tragic Hero 

​​ A character of noble birth or high status who possesses a tragic flaw (hamartia) that leads to their 
downfall. They often experience a reversal of fortune (peripeteia) and a moment of recognition 
(anagnorisis), evoking pity and fear in the audience. (e.g., Hamlet, Coriolanus, Antony). 

B. Fool/Clown 

​​ Often a character of lower social status who provides comic relief but also often speaks profound 
truths or offers astute observations that more important characters miss. (e.g., Touchstone in As You 
Like It, the Clown in All's Well That Ends Well and Antony and Cleopatra, the Gravediggers in 
Hamlet). 

C. Pastoralism 

​​ A literary tradition that idealizes rural life and nature, contrasting it with the corruption or artificiality 
of courtly or urban environments. Characters in pastoral settings often find freedom, simplicity, and 
self-discovery. (e.g., Forest of Arden in As You Like It). 

D. Honor 



​​ A complex concept often tied to reputation, lineage, bravery, and adherence to a code of conduct. It 
can be a driving force for characters (Hotspur, Coriolanus) or a source of internal conflict. 

E. Morality 

​​ The principles concerning the distinction between right and wrong or good and bad behavior. 
Explored through the choices and actions of characters, their internal struggles, and the consequences 
of their deeds. 

VI. Important Quotes and Their Significance 

​​ Sonnet 1: "Within thine own bud buriest thy content, / And tender churl mak'st waste in niggarding: / 
Pity the world, or else this glutton be, / To eat the world's due, by the grave and thee." 

​​ Significance: Urges the youth to procreate, criticizing his self-consumption and "niggarding" his 
beauty from the world, thereby wasting his potential. 

​​ Sonnet 18: "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? / Thou art more lovely and more temperate..." 
​​ Significance: A famous comparison asserting the beloved's eternal beauty, which will be preserved 

and immortalized by the poet's verse, surpassing the fleeting nature of summer. 
​​ Sonnet 29: "When to the sessions of sweet silent thought, / I summon up remembrance of things past, / 

I sigh the lack of many a thing I sought, / And with old woes new wail my dear time's waste:" 
​​ Significance: Describes the speaker's despair and sense of loss, but quickly shifts to solace and 

enrichment when he thinks of his "dear friend," restoring all losses. 
​​ Sonnet 35: "No more be grieved at that which thou hast done, / Roses have thorns, and silver fountains 

mud, / Clouds and eclipses stain both moon and sun, / And loathsome canker lives in sweetest bud." 
​​ Significance: The speaker excuses the beloved's fault by comparing it to natural imperfections, 

revealing a complex mix of love and self-corruption in his attempt to justify the beloved's actions. 
​​ Sonnet 73: "That time of year thou mayst in me behold / When yellow leaves, or none, or few do hang 

/ Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, / Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds 
sang." 

​​ Significance: Uses autumnal and twilight imagery to describe the speaker's own aging, prompting the 
beloved to cherish his love more fiercely, knowing its end is near. 

​​ Sonnet 116: "Let me not to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments. Love is not love / Which 
alters when it alteration finds," 

​​ Significance: A definition of true, unwavering love as constant and enduring, unchangeable by 
circumstances or the passage of time. 

​​ Hamlet, Act I, Scene 2: "Frailty, thy name is woman!" 
​​ Significance: Hamlet's bitter exclamation regarding his mother's hasty marriage to Claudius, 

expressing his profound disillusionment with female constancy. 
​​ Hamlet, Act III, Scene 1: "To be or not to be, that is the question:" 
​​ Significance: Hamlet's most famous soliloquy, contemplating suicide and the nature of existence, fear 

of the unknown after death, and the paralyzing effect of thought. 
​​ Hamlet, Act III, Scene 4: "I must be cruel, only to be kind;" 
​​ Significance: Hamlet's justification for his harsh treatment of his mother, believing his severity is 

necessary for her moral well-being. 
​​ Coriolanus, Act III, Scene 1: "His nature is too noble for the world: / He would not flatter Neptune for 

his trident, / Or Jove for's power to thunder." (Menenius speaking of Coriolanus) 



​​ Significance: Highlights Coriolanus's unyielding pride and inability to compromise, even for political 
gain, which is both his virtue and his tragic flaw. 

​​ Antony and Cleopatra, Act II, Scene 2: "Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale / Her infinite 
variety." (Enobarbus speaking of Cleopatra) 

​​ Significance: A vivid description of Cleopatra's captivating and enduring allure, explaining her hold 
over Antony despite his duties and age. 

​​ All's Well That Ends Well, Epilogue: "All is well ended if this suit be won, / That you express content; 
which we will pay / With strife to please you, day exceeding day." 

​​ Significance: A meta-theatrical appeal to the audience for their approval, reiterating the play's title and 
themes of resolution, even if achieved through unconventional means. 

​​ As You Like It, Act II, Scene 1: "Sweet are the uses of adversity, / Which, like the toad, ugly and 
venomous, / Wears yet a precious jewel in his head;" (Duke Senior) 

​​ Significance: Expresses the philosophical embrace of exile, finding good and wisdom in hardship, 
contrasting with the corruption of court. 

​​ As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7: "All the world's a stage, / And all the men and women merely 
players;" (Jaques) 

​​ Significance: A famous meditation on the stages of human life and the theatricality of existence, 
emphasizing the ephemeral nature of human roles. 

​​ The Comedy of Errors, Act V, Scene 1: "I see my son Antipholus, and Dromio." (Aegeon) 
​​ Significance: The climactic moment of recognition and reunification for Aegeon, resolving the 

complex web of mistaken identities and restoring familial bonds. 
​​ Henry IV, Part 1, Act I, Scene 2: "I know you all, and will awhile uphold / The unyok'd humour of 

your idleness; / Yet herein will I imitate the sun," (Prince Hal) 
​​ Significance: Hal's crucial soliloquy revealing his true intentions: his wild behavior is a temporary 

disguise, which will make his eventual reformation and assumption of kingly duties more striking and 
appreciated. 

​​ Henry IV, Part 1, Act II, Scene 4: "The better part of valour is discretion," (Falstaff) 
​​ Significance: Falstaff's cynical yet self-serving justification for his cowardice, humorously redefining 

valor to suit his own actions. 
​​ Cymbeline, Act IV, Scene 2: "Fear no more the heat o' th' sun / Nor the furious winter's rages; / Thou 

thy worldly task hast done, / Home art gone, and ta'en thy wages." (Guiderius & Arviragus) 
​​ Significance: A poignant funeral dirge reflecting on death as a release from worldly troubles, 

emphasizing the equality of all in the face of mortality. 

Quiz: Short Answer Questions 

Answer each question in 2-3 sentences. 
​​ In Shakespeare's Sonnet 1, what is the speaker urging the fair youth to do, and why? 
​​ What is the main argument for the beloved's eternal beauty in Sonnet 18? 
​​ How does thinking of his "dear friend" affect the speaker's mood in Sonnet 29? 
​​ Explain the dramatic irony present in the opening scenes of Hamlet regarding Claudius. 
​​ What is the significance of the phrase "Frailty, thy name is woman!" in Hamlet? 
​​ Describe the core conflict Antony faces in Antony and Cleopatra. 
​​ How does the character of Parolles in All's Well That Ends Well contribute to the play's theme of 

appearance vs. reality? 
​​ In As You Like It, what does Duke Senior mean by "Sweet are the uses of adversity"? 



​​ What literary device is central to the entire plot of The Comedy of Errors? Provide a brief example 
from the text. 

​​ What is the significance of Prince Hal's soliloquy in Henry IV, Part 1, where he declares, "I know you 
all, and will awhile uphold / The unyok'd humour of your idleness;"? 

Answer Key 

​​ The speaker urges the fair youth to procreate, to have a child. He believes the youth is wasting his 
beauty by keeping it to himself, likening him to a "glutton" who consumes his own "content" and 
deprives the world of his "due." 

​​ The main argument is that the beloved's beauty will be immortalized through the poet's verse. Unlike a 
summer's day which is fleeting and subject to decline, the poem will ensure that the beloved's "eternal 
summer shall not fade" and will live on in "eternal lines to time." 

​​ In Sonnet 29, when the speaker thinks of his "dear friend," all his prior feelings of despair, loss, and 
"dear time's waste" are suddenly resolved. His state, "Like to the lark at break of day arising from 
sullen earth," sings with joy, and he "scorns to change my state with kings." 

​​ The dramatic irony in Hamlet's opening scenes stems from the audience knowing, through the Ghost's 
revelation, that Claudius murdered King Hamlet. The court, however, is unaware of this truth, 
accepting Claudius's claims to the throne and his marriage to Gertrude, creating tension and suspense. 

​​ "Frailty, thy name is woman!" is Hamlet's anguished cry, reflecting his profound disillusionment and 
anger over his mother Gertrude's hasty marriage to Claudius so soon after his father's death. He 
generalizes his mother's perceived weakness and inconstancy to all women. 

​​ Antony faces a profound conflict between his Roman duty and political ambition as a Triumvir, and 
his passionate, all-consuming love for Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt. This struggle leads him to 
neglect his responsibilities and ultimately contributes to his political and military downfall. 

​​ Parolles embodies the theme of appearance vs. reality by presenting himself as a valiant and worldly 
soldier, through his elaborate clothing and boasts. However, his true nature as a coward and liar is 
exposed when he is put to the test, revealing the hollowness behind his outward show. 

​​ By "Sweet are the uses of adversity," Duke Senior means that hardship and misfortune, such as his 
exile, can bring valuable lessons and a deeper appreciation for life's simple pleasures. He suggests that 
challenges, like an "ugly and venomous toad," can contain "precious jewel[s]" of wisdom and 
contentment. 

​​ The central literary device is mistaken identity, driven by the presence of two sets of identical twins 
(Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse, and Antipholus and Dromio of Ephesus). For example, Dromio 
of Ephesus is beaten by Antipholus of Syracuse, who mistakenly believes him to be his own Dromio, 
leading to confusion and physical abuse. 

​​ In this soliloquy, Prince Hal reveals that his "unyok'd humour of your idleness" is a deliberate facade. 
He plans to "imitate the sun" and, by contrasting his wild youth with his future virtuous reign, make 
his reformation more striking and his true kingly qualities more appreciated by his subjects. 

Essay Format Questions 

​​ Compare and contrast the portrayal of "honor" in Coriolanus and Henry IV, Part 1. How do different 
characters embody or challenge the concept of honor, and what are the consequences of their 
interpretations? 



​​ Discuss the role of female characters in challenging or upholding societal expectations in at least two 
of the provided plays (e.g., Helena, Rosalind, Cleopatra, Imogen, Volumnia, Ophelia, Adriana). How 
do their actions shape the narrative and thematic concerns of their respective plays? 

​​ Analyze the pervasive theme of appearance versus reality in Shakespeare's works, drawing examples 
from at least three different plays. How do characters use deception or disguise, and what are the 
dramatic effects and philosophical implications of this motif? 

​​ Examine the motivations and consequences of revenge as depicted in Hamlet and Coriolanus. How do 
the protagonists' approaches to vengeance differ, and what do these differences reveal about their 
characters and the broader moral landscape of each play? 

​​ Explore how the passage of time and the specter of mortality influence the themes and characters in 
Shakespeare's Sonnets (specifically Sonnets 1, 18, 29, 73) and at least one play (Hamlet or Antony and 
Cleopatra). How do characters and the speaker of the sonnets grapple with the ephemeral nature of 
beauty, youth, and life? 

Glossary of Key Terms 

​​ Anagnorisis: A moment in a play or other work when a character makes a critical discovery or 
recognition, often concerning their true identity or the true nature of their situation. 

​​ Aside: A dramatic device where a character speaks to the audience or another character without other 
characters on stage being able to hear. 

​​ Blank Verse: Unrhymed iambic pentameter, widely used by Shakespeare in his plays for dramatic 
speeches and serious dialogue. 

​​ Canker: A destructive influence; in Sonnet 35, it refers to an internal flaw or corruption. 
​​ Choler: A medieval humor (yellow bile) associated with anger, irritability, and passion. 
​​ Coranto: A lively 16th-century dance. 
​​ Cuckold: The husband of an unfaithful wife, often seen as a figure of ridicule in Elizabethan comedy. 
​​ Ducats: Gold coins formerly used in various European countries. 
​​ Dramatic Irony: A literary device where the audience knows more about the situations, conflicts, and 

resolutions in a story than the characters do. 
​​ Empirics: Quacks or charlatans who claim medical knowledge without proper training or evidence. 
​​ Exchequer: The royal or national treasury. 
​​ Fie: An exclamation of disapproval or mild anger. 
​​ Foison: Abundance, plenty, especially of harvest or produce. 
​​ Foreshadowing: A literary device in which a writer gives an advance hint of what is to come later in 

the story. 
​​ Hamartia: A tragic flaw or error in judgment that leads to the downfall of a tragic hero. 
​​ Hyperbole: Exaggerated statements or claims not meant to be taken literally, used for emphasis. 
​​ Iambic Pentameter: A line of verse with five metrical feet, each consisting of one unstressed syllable 

followed by one stressed syllable. 
​​ Imagery: Visually descriptive or figurative language, especially in a literary work. 
​​ Leaguer: A military camp, especially one laying siege to a town. 
​​ Leese: To lose. 
​​ Lustig: Lively, cheerful (German). 
​​ Makeless: Without a mate or companion. 
​​ Mated: Confounded, bewildered, or overwhelmed. 



​​ Metaphor: A figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or action to which it is 
not literally applicable. 

​​ Motley: The multi-colored costume of a professional fool or jester; hence, foolish or diverse. 
​​ Niggarding: Stinginess, hoarding, begrudging; in Sonnet 1, withholding one's beauty. 
​​ Pastoralism: A literary tradition that idealizes country life and the natural world, often contrasting it 

with the complexities of urban or courtly existence. 
​​ Peripeteia: A sudden reversal of fortune or change in circumstances, especially in a tragedy. 
​​ Personification: The attribution of a personal nature or human characteristics to something 

non-human, or the representation of an abstract quality in human form. 
​​ Petar: A small bomb or mine used to blow breaches in walls. 
​​ Prick: To mark or designate; in military context, to enlist. 
​​ Primrose Path: A path of ease and pleasure, often leading to destruction. 
​​ Quietus: A final settlement or discharge, often referring to death. 
​​ Riff-raff: Disreputable or undesirable people; rabble. 
​​ Rigol: A circular band, such as a crown. 
​​ Sack: A type of dry white wine, usually sherry. 
​​ Sarcenet: A fine, soft silk fabric. 
​​ Scarre: A rock face or cliff; can also mean a difficulty or challenge. 
​​ Sennet: A signal call on a trumpet or cornet, indicating the entrance or departure of a procession. 
​​ Sherris: Sherry wine. 
​​ Simile: A figure of speech involving the comparison of one thing with another thing of a different 

kind, used to make a description more emphatic or vivid (using "like" or "as"). 
​​ Soliloquy: An act of speaking one's thoughts aloud when by oneself or regardless of any hearers, 

especially in a play. 
​​ Sonnet: A fourteen-line poem, typically written in iambic pentameter, with various rhyme schemes. 
​​ Springes: Snares or traps, often used for birds. 
​​ Stelled: Fixed, set in place. 
​​ Stigmatical: Marked with a stigma; disfigured. 
​​ Sullied: Stained, tarnished. 
​​ Swashbuckler: A boastful, swaggering swordsman. 
​​ Thews: Muscles, sinews, physical strength. 
​​ Thriftless: Wasteful, unprofitable. 
​​ Tir'd: Exhausted, weary. 
​​ Truculent: Fierce, cruel, savage. 
​​ Tucket: A fanfare on a trumpet. 
​​ Untrimmed: Undecorated, disheveled, or deprived of beauty. 
​​ Usurer: A person who lends money at unreasonably high rates of interest. 
​​ Varletry: The rabble, the common people (a derogatory term). 
​​ Vaward: The forefront or vanguard. 
​​ Videlicet: Namely; that is to say (abbreviated as viz.). 
​​ Wanton: Sexually unrestrained; playful or undisciplined. 
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