Extract

This extract is from the play Much Ado About Nothing in Act 1 Scene 1. The extract begins with Leonarto inviting Don Pedro and his friends (Claudio and Benedick) and his brother Don John to stay with him in Messina in Italy. We are also introduced to Hero, Leonarto’s daughter. The focus of the extract is the repartee between Beatrice and Benedick. The lines are in unrhymed iambic pentameter or blank verse.

Both of them in this dialogue display their verbal prowess as they try to out do each other.  Benedick personifies Beatrice and mocks her by calling her Lady Disdain. Beatrice cleverly uses Benedicks own words and retorts by saying that disdain will flourish as it will feed on Benedick’s remarks.

Beatrice in this extract seems to have an upper hand as she skillfully twists Bendick’s words to her advantage. She goes on by using another personification as she adds that courtesy will become disdainful in Benedicks’s presence. Benedick not to be left behind says that in such circumstances courtesy will be proved disloyal and a turncoat as he is loved by all women except Beatrice.

In the next line Beatrice uses antithesis when she says “I had rather hear my dog bark ...he loves me’ when she expresses her aversion to marriage. She says she is thankful for her cold blooded nature which protects her from advances from pernicious suitors. After further accusation and counter accusation Benedick calls her a “parrot-teacher” and compares her to a chattering talking bird. To which again Beatrice puns on the bird image and comes up with the idea that birds are at least talkative but beasts are dumb. 

This verbal war ends when Benedick tries to dismiss her saying that his horse will be the fastest if it could be as quick as her tongue (ability to talk). Beatrice never to be left behind and used to having the last word says that as usual he was quickly walking away from their argument using the same horse comparison.

This repartee gives us the impression that Beatrice is wittier than Benedick – as while insulting him she turns  his words back upon him. It also implies something about the position of women in this society – they can be witty, stylish and clever, but they are always on the back foot. It is paralleled in the love plots, where women must wait for men to propose before they can speak on the subject of marriage. 

This extract serves as an effective exposition to the play as it introduces all the main characters. We know through the extract of the rivalry that exists between Benedick and Beatrice. They seem to revel in their verbal war of words and Beatrice seems to have not just the ability to twist Benedicks words but to also come up with effective rejoinders. The playful interchange between them and the tension in their relationship contributes greatly to the plot. We hear their vehemence and wonder at what actually lies beneath the surface. Earlier in the Act Beatrice had only enquired about Benedict albeit mockingly but her questions point to an underlying interest. 

The humour in the extract comes from the interaction between Beatrice and benedict and their word play. Their use of sarcastic metaphors, antithesis and exaggerated comparisons contribute to  the comic effect in the play. By immediately plunging us into this dialogue laced with sarcasm and humour, Shakespear has besides introducing his main characters has piqued the interest of his audience as to what is to happen next. 

Tennyson

Loneliness and exile in Mariana

Mariana displays Tennyson’s obsession with the themes of loneliness and exile. Mariana lives in an isolated grange where everything is decrepit and worn out. Using pathetic fallacy Tennyson has created a picture of a woman who lives in self imposed exile waiting for a lover who doesn’t come. Everything in the house she lives in points to her neglected and disused state. The reference to the broken sheds, unlifted latch and worn thatch all point to her sexual dissatisfaction. She is depicted as a woman who has been used and is now languishing. By describing the shed as ‘broken’ Tennyson symbolises ‘Mariana’ as a broken woman. She repeats her death refrain as she waits for him. 

The other important symbol in the poem that depicts Mariana’s loneliness is the poplar tree. Mariana can see from her chamber window: “Hard by a poplar shook alway”. Its erect position in an empty, level landscape (“For leagues no other tree did mark / the level waste, the rounding gray.”11) gives the tree a phallic character. At night the “shadow of the poplar [falling] upon her bed, across her brow”12 becomes a teasing reminder of her absent lover and his broken promise. It represents her suppressed desire as she awaits a mystery lover.

The loneliness experienced by Mariana is also symbolic of the role of women in Victorian society. They live in defined and confined spaces. Their role in society is restricted to the domestic sphere. Everything outside this space is out of their reach. The world outside is the Victorian woman’s poplar tree a mere shadow that looms over them but is unreachable and hence an object of phallic desire. 

Mariana seems to be in self exile but her isolation and loneliness seems to represent the psychic isolation of the Victorian woman as her self is fractured in the morass of everyday living. Victorian women had very little liberty and were forced to live in defined roles. The world of thought and action was denied to her. Mariana embodies this physical, psychological and mental alienation of the Victorian women seen in Tennyson’s oft repeated theme of loneliness and exile.

