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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing 

Theme: Comedy and Tragedy 

Rationale 

In Much Ado About Nothing, directors often focus on the comedy of the piece, yet Hero’s fate 

is in many ways tragic, not least because her voice is largely silenced.  

By engaging with early modern texts and images, these activities encourage students to 

consider how the play treads the fine line between comedy and tragedy. They are not fully 

formed lesson plans but instead present a range of creative activities that can be cherry-picked 

and used in a flexible way.  

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Quarto of Much Ado About Nothing (1600) 

 Engraving of the epitaph scene in Much Ado About Nothing in a 1740 edition of 

Shakespeare (1740) 

 Broadside Ballad on the Master Constable (17th century) 

 Satire on watchmen and playhouses in Dekker’s The Gull’s Horn-book (1609) 

 Italian Treatise on Dance (1602) 

 
Recommended reading (short articles): 

 Comedy, tragedy and gender politics in Much Ado About Nothing: Emma Smith 
 Deception and dramatic irony in Much Ado About Nothing: Andrea Varney 

Key questions 

 How does Much Ado About Nothing reflect the social and historical context in 

Shakespeare’s representation of men and women? 

 How does Don John exploit the conflict between male relationships and marriage, to 

create the potential tragedy of Hero’s ‘death’? 

 How important is it for the audience to see that Don John’s plots are foiled by the 

comic Watch? 

 Beatrice, Benedick, Dogberry, Verges and the constables provide different types of 

humour. How important is comedy in this play?  
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Activities 
 

1) Which of the men in Much Ado About Nothing do you think are strong characters and 

which are weak? Make a table with four columns to record your thoughts. Are any of 

them difficult to place? Why is this?   

Strong male character Both? Weak male character Thoughts and evidence 

    

 

Which of these characters does Shakespeare portray as good or evil? Why do you think 

he does this? In your opinion, which characters might his audience enjoy most? You 

could repeat this with female characters. 

2) In the first scene of Much Ado About Nothing, we meet a group of noblemen returning 

from war. They have formed strong bonds of friendship, are loyal to their leader Don 

Pedro and each other, with the exception of Don Pedro’s jealous brother, Don John. 

Their father had an affair with Don John’s mother, making him a bastard son, unlawful 

and illegitimate.  

Read the section on ‘Male Bonding’ in Emma Smith’s article, Comedy, tragedy and 

gender politics in Much Ado About Nothing.     

a) In the article, highlight any words or phrases that suggest potential confusion or 

chaos. 

b) Notice how Don John – ‘a self-proclaimed’ “plain-dealing villain”’ – uses 

Claudio as a pawn, in his vengeful attempts to get at his brother and Don 

Pedro’s friends. None of this would be possible but for the strength of the 

friendship and bond between these men which Don John exploits. Make a note 

of your thoughts at this point about confusion, chaos, loyalty and friendship. 

3) Now look at Act 4, Scene 1 (lines 118–141). After Don Pedro, Don John and Claudio 

depart, Leonato makes a long speech condemning his daughter. Why might he feel so 

strongly and accept so readily the guilt of his daughter without questioning her first?  

What reaction from the audience is Shakespeare aiming for?   

4) Look at the engraving of the epitaph scene in Much Ado About Nothing in the 1740 

edition of Shakespeare, and study the accompanying notes. Hero has been accused of 

losing her virginity the night before her wedding, leading Claudio to publicly humiliate 

her and the friar to advise her to play dead.   

 

a) Highlight anything in the image or notes which sparks a thought or response as 

to how Hero has been treated. How does the grieving image emphasise the 

potential tragedy of Hero’s ‘death’?   

b) This is an extreme measure taken by the family at the suggestion of the friar. 

What does this tell us about the seriousness of the ‘crime’ that Hero is accused 
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of? Compare this with your own society and culture and think about how 

similar or different the reaction would be.   

c) Now think more broadly about how Hero is represented in Much Ado About 

Nothing, particularly in Act 3, Scenes 2 and 3, and Act 4, Scene 1. How is Hero 

portrayed as a tragic figure in these scenes?   

5) In the quarto edition of Much Ado About Nothing published in 1600, we can see that 

Shakespeare originally included a mother figure for Hero called Innogen. This woman is 

a ‘ghost character’ who had no lines to speak and was removed in later editions.  

a) Imagine you are Innogen. Write your thoughts on the accusations made of 

your daughter and plan ways you could support her while she is presumed to 

be dead. 

b) Why do you think the mother figure was removed from later editions of the 

play? In which scenes would you recreate her presence and what impact 

would you be aiming to achieve? 

6) Re-read Act 3, Scene 3 where Dogberry and his constables make their first entrance 

and Act 4, Scene 2 where they overhear the confession of Borachio and make their 

arrests. 

a)  Shakespeare turns the audience’s attention towards comedy at this point, 

having introduced the chaos and confusion of Hero being unfaithful. Why 

does Shakespeare want to lighten the mood here? How is it important for the 

form and structure of the play at this moment to convince the audience of 

what to expect?   

Use the section on ‘Comedy and Tragedy’ in Emma Smith’s article to help you with 

your analysis. 

b) Alongside the Watch scenes from the play, examine the broadside ballad on the Master 

Constable, the satire on watchmen in Dekker's Gull's Horn-Book (pp. 36–39) and the 

accompanying notes for both sources.   

 

Compare the different ways of making fun of the Watch and the points of view put 

forward. Examine the language used in all three texts and identify words or expressions 

which signal a higher or lower status. How do the three writers make fun of the 

Constable’s self-importance? From your reading so far, why do you think constables 

have become such figures of fun?   

Extension activities 

 In Act 1 we are introduced to all the characters. To create comic tension, Shakespeare 

establishes that both Benedick and Beatrice are adamant that they will never marry, in 

contrast to Claudio and Hero who fall in love at first sight.  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Quarto-of-Much-Ado-About-Nothing-1600
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- Choose examples from the text that show Beatrice and Benedick are against 

marriage. Why do you think they are set up in this way? What predictions can 

the audience make at this point?   

- Are you aware of any other techniques that could be applied to this structure?   

 Investigate the definitions of ‘shrew’ and ‘shrewd’. Aim to scrutinise modern definitions 

as well as older ones. An etymological dictionary will give you origins of words and 

reveal whether definitions have evolved or not.   

 Armed with your learning about the definitions of shrew and shrewd, consider the 

characters of Beatrice and Benedick. In what ways do these characters conform to one 

or the other of these definitions? How does Shakespeare establish the comedic tension 

between these two? 

 There were limited opportunities for wealthy ladies to interact with the opposite sex. A 

significant proportion of literature has been devoted to the perils of being seduced 

before marriage and therefore losing one’s reputation, or succumbing to a fortune 

hunter. Examine the Italian Treatise on Dance (1602) and look carefully at the costume 

and the type of dancing that is taking place.   

- How do you think the fashions people are wearing in the images support the 

idea of keeping men and women at a distance? 

- The movements also reveal information about the style of dancing and the 

proximity of the dancers. In Much Ado About Nothing, Shakespeare uses a 

masked ball to provide an opportunity for dancing and disguise. Find at least 

two examples in Act 2, Scene 1 where the masks are used to cause confusion, 

thereby moving the narrative forward.   

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Italian-treatise-on-dance-1602

