Much Ado About Nothing: Plot Synopsis

Leonato lives in the idyllic Italian town of Messina with with his lovely young daughter, Hero, and his playful, clever niece, Beatrice. As the play begins, Leonato prepares to welcome some friends home from a war. The friends include Don Pedro, a prince who is a close friend of Leonato, Claudio, a well-respected young nobleman, and Benedick, a clever man who constantly makes witty jokes, often at the expense of his friends. Don John, Don Pedro’s illegitimate brother, is part of the crowd as well. Don John is suland bitte 

When the soldiers arrive at Leonato’s home, Claudio quickly falls in love with Hero. Meanwhile, Benedick and Beatrice resume the war of witty insults that they have carried on with each other in the past. Claudio and Hero pledge their love to one another and decide to be married. To pass the time in the week before the wedding, the lovers and their friends decide to play a game. They want to get Beatrice and Benedick, who are clearly meant for each other, to stop arguing and fall in love. 

Don John has decided to disrupt everyone’s happiness by making Claudio believe that Hero has been unfaithful to him. The enraged Claudio humiliates Hero by suddenly accusing her of lechery on the day of their wedding and abandoning her at the altar. Hero’s stricken family members decide to pretend that she died suddenly of shock and grief and to hide her away while they wait for the truth about her innocence to come to light. In the aftermath of the rejection, Benedick and Beatrice finally confess their love to one another. More confusion, discoveries, and confessions follow in this romantic comedy. 

Who’s Who

Messina, Italy

Leonato is the governor of Messina, father to Hero, and uncle to Beatrice. He is a respected, elderly noble who comes in second in social power only to Don Pedro. 

Beatrice is Leonato’s niece and Hero’s cousin. She is rather free-spirited, and is not afraid to put a man in his place. Though she is kind and caring, she finds great pleasure in exchanging sharp, witty remarks with Benedick. 

Hero is the beautiful, young daughter of Leonato, and cousin of Beatrice. She is innocent and sweet, and falls in love with Claudio nearly instantly. Her pristine reputation, however, suffers when Don John slanders her name. 

Ursula is one of Hero’s waiting women. 

Margaret is Hero’s lower-class servant. She means well, but has a rather abrasive personality. She is Borachio’s lover. Unbeknownst to her, she helps Borachio and Don John deceive Claudio into thinking that Hero has been unfaithful to him. 

Dogberry is the constable in charge of the Watch (chief of policemen) of Messina. He takes his job quite seriously, but has the unfortunate habit of using exactly the wrong word to convey his meaning. 

Verges is the deputy to Dogberry. 

Balthasar is a waiting man in Leonato’s household, as well as the resident musician. While at the masked party, he aids Claudio, Don Pedro, and Leonato in tricking Benedick into falling in love with Beatrice. 

The Soldiers

Benedick is an aristocratic soldier who has recently been fighting under Don Pedro. Like Beatrice, he has a sharp wit, and engages in several tiffs with her. He is also good friend to Don Pedro and Claudio. 

Claudio is a young soldier who has won great acclaim fighting under Don Pedro. He falls in love with Hero, but is quick to believe the rumors spread by Don John. 

Don Pedro is often referred to as “Prince” of Aragon. He is a longtime friend of Leonato, and is also friendly with his soldiers who have been fighting under him. Don Pedro is the epitome of class and kindness, but, like Claudio, is quick to believe rumors. 

The Schemers

Don John is the illegitimate “bastard” brother of Don Pedro. He is naturally sullen and melancholy, and decides to inflict those feelings upon Hero and Claudio’s newfound love. He is the villain of the play, with his actions driven by his envy of his brother’s high social status. 

Borachio is an associate of Don John. He is also Margaret’s lover. He schemes with Don John to trick Claudio and Don Pedro into thinking that Hero is unfaithful to Claudio. 

“What’s in a name?”

Ever wonder why Shakespeare’s characters are named what they are? They weren’t chosen randomly. Take a look at these name meanings- do they suit the characters’ personalities? 

Character Meaning/Origin

	Beatrice
	“Blessed” (British) 

	Benedick
	“Blessed” (Latin)

	Borachio
	“Drunkard” (Spanish)

	Balthazar
	“Protector of the King” (Greek) 

	Claudio
	“Lame” (Italian)

	Dogberry
	“Fruit of the Wild Dogwood” (English)

	Don John
	In reference to King John of England -- known for treachery.

	Don Pedro
	“Stone” (Spanish)

	Hero
	In reference to the poem Hero and Leander, a tragic love story by Marlowe.

	Leonato
	“Lion” (Greek)

	Margaret
	“A Pearl” (Latin) 

	Verges
	“A Wand or Staff or Office” (English)

	Ursula
	“Little she-Bear” (English)


THEMES

Noting/ Deceit

During Shakespeare’s time, the “Nothing” portion of the play’s title would have been pronounced “Noting.” So, the title would instead read: “Much Ado About Noting.” Most of the characters participate in the actions of observing, listening, and writing, or noting. In order for such a plot dependant on deceit to work, the characters must note one another throughout the play. For example, when Hero and Margaret manipulate Beatrice into believing that Benedick admires her, they hide themselves in an orchard so that Beatrice can better overhear, or “note”, their conversation. Because the two women know that Beatrice is inclined to eavesdrop, they have no doubts that their scheme will succeed: “look where Beatrice like a lapwing runs / Close by the ground to hear our conference,” notes Hero (III.i.24–25). Each line the women speak is a carefully placed note for Beatrice to overhear; the same is true of the scheme to convince Benedick of Beatrice’s admiration towards him.

Don John’s plot to take down Claudio also depends heavily on noting, though in a much more mischievous manner: in order for Claudio to believe that Hero has been unchaste and unfaithful, Don John knows he must bring Claudio to Hero’s window to witness, or note, Margaret (whom he mistakes for Hero) bidding goodnight to Borachio. Dogberry and Verges discover and arrest Don John because they overhear talk of his plan. The two manage to capture Don John and deliver him to Leonato. In the end, noting, in the sense of writing, unites Beatrice and Benedick, Hero and Claudio reveal love sonnets written by Beatrice and Benedick, textual evidence that notes and proves their love for one another.

Sibling Rivalry

You might think from reading Shakespeare’s plays that he had major trouble with his brother or sister. Sibling relationships are key sources of conflict and subjects of investigation across the genres of comedy, tragedy, and history – Edgar and Edmund in King Lear, Hal and Hotspur in Henry IV, and Kate and Bianca in The Taming of the Shrew, to name a few. In As You Like It, two sets of brothers have problematic relationships: Oliver and Orlando and Duke Senior and Duke Frederick. The dilemma of birth order is often the root of these examples of brotherly conflict. In Elizabethan society, the oldest son inherited everything when his father died, no matter the merits or abilities of the younger sons (not to mention any of the daughters). Consequently, the younger sons were left with nothing. This could create a great deal of hostile competition, jealousy, and mistrust.

In Much Ado About Nothing, the two siblings in question are Don John and Don Pedro. At first glance, one brother appears to be noble, while the other appears to be mischievous. But the audience quickly learns that, as with any multi-faceted play, the characters are never solely good or evil. It would seem that Don John is envious of his brother’s attention and admiration. In comedies such as this one, brothers can learn that they are not so different after all and resolve their differences. In the tragedies, though, they are often not so lucky.

While younger brothers feared older brothers’ tyranny, older brothers were always afraid of being usurped by their younger brothers. The final verdict for Don John’s actions is for him to be banished from Messina, and, unlike most Shakespeare comedies, not all of the characters reconcile. Restoring the correct order of things solves problems and the Elizabethan social structure, however flawed, is necessarily upheld.

Public Shaming

Even though Hero is eventually vindicated, her public shaming at the wedding ceremony is too terrible to be ignored. This kind of humiliation results in more damage to her honor and family name than would an act of unchaste behavior. The language that Claudio and Leonato use to shame Hero is quite strong. To Claudio she is a “rotten orange” and to Leonato “a rotting carcass that cannot be preserved.”

Shame is also what Don John hopes will cause Claudio to lose his place as Don Pedro’s favorite. Once Claudio is discovered to be engaged to an unchaste woman, Don John believes that his brother will reject Claudio just as he rejected Don John long ago. Shame is a form of social punishment closely connected to loss of honor. A product of an illegitimate sexual coupling himself, Don John has grown up constantly reminded of his own social shame, and he will do anything to right the balance. Ironically, in the end Don John is shamed and threatened with torture to punish him for deceiving the company. Clearly, he will never gain a good place in society.
POINTS to PONDER (for your essay)

SETTING:  Some parts take place during a masquerade party.  Why is this significant?  How does changing the setting change what events can take place?

COMEDY:  Why was this funny?  Consider plot devices, characters, relationships, situations, and language.  Why do we, as viewers, enjoy watching people get themselves into and out of sticky situations?  “Sit-Coms” (situational comedies) are staples of television programming as “comedies” are of movie types:  What do we find in this play as ancestor to such shows and films?  Yes, Shakespeare did it all first.
LOVE:  This is a romantic comedy, so why do you think these characters fall in love?    Consider personality, situation, and outward appearance as motives.  What thematic statement could Shakespeare be making regarding the nature of love?  Consider those who must suffer for love and the consequent nature of their love versus those who pretend to suffer and the nature of their love.

The FOOL:  As with most Shakespearean fools, Dogberry is a central character, one of the most memorable characters, and, often, viewers’ favorite character.  Why is this so?  Consider the following:  Is he a wise fool foolish fool, or a bit of both?  How does his role help develop the other characters in the play, especially Beatrice, Benedick, and Leonato?  What is his role or purpose in the play?

CONTRAST:  Characterize the 2 love relationships in the play:  Beatrice/Benedick and Hero/Claudio.  What do they tell us about love relationships and how they should or should not work?  What thematic statements could arise from each relationship?
COMPARE:  Compare this romantic comedy from 1599 to a modern-day romantic comedy. Consider the characters, relationships, the comedy, and the themes.
