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Much Ado About Nothing   

(c. 1598)  

Contextual information  Quotes from Much Ado About Nothing 

 

Ludovico Ariosto’s epic poem, 
Orlando Furioso (1591) was a key 

source for the Hero-Claudio plot in 
Much Ado About Nothing.  
 
In the poem, the Duke Polynesso has 
tried to woo the Princess Genevra for 
himself but has been rejected. As 
revenge, Polynesso tries to sabotage 
Genevra's relationship with her lover 
Ariodante by making her seem 
unfaithful. He persuades her maid 
Dalinda to impersonate her in a loving 
rendezvous at her mistress’s window. 
The Benedick-Beatrice plot seems to 
have been Shakespeare’s own 
invention.  
 

 

 
Explore Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso in 

English, 1591 
 

 

 
Much Ado About Nothing was first 
printed in 1600 in a small quarto 
edition. It uses actors’ names alongside 
normal speech pre-fixes, showing that 
Shakespeare intended Dogberry to be 
played by Will Kemp, the famous 
Elizabethan stage clown. The quarto 
also includes a silent mother-figure for 
Hero – a woman named Innogen – 
who was removed from most later 
editions.  

 

 
Explore Will Kemp's Nine Days 

Wonder, 1600 

 

 

 
Masks were a common feature of 
popular entertainment and everyday 
life in early modern Italy and other 
parts of Europe. Travelling troupes of 
masked commedia dell’ arte players 
performed stylised bawdy scenes at 
carnival time in Venice. These are 
perhaps a little like the masquers and 
torchbearers in Act 2, Scene 1 of Much 
Ado About Nothing. 
 

 

 
Explore the friendship album of 

Moyses Walens 
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The word ‘nothing’ in Shakespeare’s 
England had contradictory meanings. 
It could mean the absence of anything, 
the nothingness of death, but was also 
a bawdy euphemism for female 
genitalia. At the time, it was 
pronounced the same as ‘noting’, 
meaning observing or taking note. This 
broadside ballad in ‘praise of nothing’ 
plays with some of these different 
connotations, as Shakespeare does in 
his play.  
 

 
Explore the broadside ballad in 

'Praise of Nothing' 

 

 

 
Messina is a large port city at the 
north-eastern tip of the island of Sicily 
near Italy. From the end of the 13th 
century, Sicily had been ruled by the 
House of Aragon (a kingdom which is 
now part of Spain), and it was still 
under Spanish rule in Shakespeare’s 
time. The sea-side town could be a 
place of play and restoration. Yet, the 
society was strictly bound by custom 
and convention. 
 

 

 
Explore a view of Messina in 

Civitates Orbis Terrarum 

 

 

 
Before the formation of a professional 
police force, each area of a city was 
policed by ordinary citizens. These 
were often humble uneducated men 
who patrolled the neighbourhood in a 
group called the ‘Watch’ and arrested 
wrongdoers. The chief civil officer of 
the parish was the Master Constable, 
usually an unpaid volunteer. The 
constable and watchmen were often 
mocked in Shakespeare’s day for their 
pompous self-importance. 

  

 
Explore The Bellman of London by 

Thomas Dekker, 1608 

 

 

 

Bastards – children conceived outside 

marriage – were common figures in 
early modern Europe where male 
infidelity was often tacitly accepted. 
But bastards had a precarious role 
outside the family since they were 
denied the inheritance rights of 
legitimate children. The idea of 
bastards as scheming villainous figures 
is repeated widely in early modern 
plays like King Lear and Much Ado 
About Nothing. Shakespeare’s first 
audiences might also have made a link 
between the fictional Don John and 

the real Don John of Austria, bastard 
son of the Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V.  
 

 

 
Read about Don John of Austria, 

bastard son of Charles V 
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Cuckolds are men depicted with 
animal horns as a shameful sign that 
their wives had been unfaithful. They 
became a running joke in many early 
modern ballads, pamphlets and plays 
like Much Ado About Nothing.   

 

 
Explore a broadside ballad on 

cuckolds 
 

 

 
In Shakespeare’s England, marriage 
was widely viewed as a social and 
spiritual necessity, offering men and 
women support and companionship. 
But there was also a growing genre of 
self-help guides offering man-to-man 
advice on how to cope with the 
failings of women and the burden of 
marriage. Women were often depicted 
as manipulative and immoral, 
deceptive and superficial, hiding their 
sins beneath a show of virtue.  

 

 
Explore woodcuts showing the four 
humours and marriage in Peacham's 

Minerva Britanna 

 

 

 
In 16th-century Italy, there were 
complex rules restricting the clothing 
of women before and after marriage. 
Before they took their wedding vows, 
Venetian brides were permitted to 
leave their father’s houses, but they 
had to be carefully chaperoned and 
wear a black silk veil.  
 

 

 
Examine a 16th-century costume 

guide 

 

 

 
In his huge Anatomy of Melancholy 
(1628), Robert Burton explores a 
dizzying assortment of mental 
afflictions and psychological types. He 
uses Benedick and Beatrice as the 
definitive examples of lovers who at 
first ‘cannot fancie … each other, but 
are harsh and ready to disagree’. For 
Burton, the solution is to push the 
couple into marriage, so that through 
closeness they will ‘begin at last to 
dote insensibly one upon another’.  
 

 

 
Explore Burton’s Anatomy of 

Melancholy, 1628 
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A harpy is a mythical monster of Greek 
and Roman origin, with the head of a 
human and the wings and claws of a 
bird. The term ‘harpy’ was also used 
metaphorically to refer to an annoying, 
unscrupulous woman, as in Much Ado 
About Nothing (2.1.264–71).  
 

 

 
View a woodcut of a harpy 

 

 

 
The gardens of the gentry and middle 
classes were increasingly seen, in 
Shakespeare’s day, as places of 
pleasure and artful display as well as 
spaces for growing food. Thomas Hill’s 
gardening manual (1577) includes 
designs for mazes, knotted gardens 
and shady arbours of entwined trees. 
These spaces are consciously ‘framed’ 
to produce shade and privacy and 
encourage visitors to get lost.  

 

 
Discover Thomas Hill’s Elizabethan 

gardening manual  
 

 

 
Like several other Shakespearean 
comedies, Much Ado About Nothing 
ends with a dance to signal harmony 
and restored order. Dancing enabled 
close but highly controlled encounters 
between the sexes.  

 

 
View an Italian treatise on dance, 

1602 
 

 

 
In early modern Europe, ornate rapiers 
or thin sharp swords were worn, not 
only as weapons but also as a sign of 
male honour, social rank and 
contemporary fashion. In Much Ado 
About Nothing, swords become 
metaphors for the sharp words 
between Benedick and Beatrice 
(2.1.247–48). But Benedick later 
challenges Claudio to a duel to defend 
Hero’s honour.  
 

 

 
View a Rapier, c. 1600 

 

 

 
Benedick and Beatrice were popular, 
even with Shakespeare’s earliest 
audiences. Writing in 1640, Leonard 
Digges says: ‘let but Beatrice / And 
Benedicke be seene, loe in a trice / The 
Cockpit Galleries, Boxes, all are full’.  
In his personal copy of Shakespeare (c. 
1647–48), Charles I wrote ‘Bennedike 
and Betrice’ beside the title of Much 
Ado About Nothing.  

 

Explore King Charles I's copy of 
Shakespeare 
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