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Some Very General Points: 

1. Just what the term "comedy" means is notoriously
 difficult to define. It can be 

· a certain formal literary pattern that can be observed in plays by authors as different as Aristophanes, Plautus, Terrence, Shakespeare, Jonson, Moliere, Congreve, Sheridan, or Shaw; in novels by such authors as Fielding, Austen, Dickens; or in poems by such authors as Dante, Chaucer, Pope 

· a certain literary tone which may arise from a bitter critical expose of vicious human behaviour, from satire, from an attempt to delight through gentle ridicule 

· a certain literary action that elicits
 smiles, laughter, or ridicule 

· a certain type of character that elicits smiles, laughter, or ridicule (not necessarily in a specifically comic work). Shakespeare often includes comedy of this kind in his tragedies and histories (e.g. the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the Porter in Macbeth, the Gravediggers in Hamlet, the murderers of Clarence in Richard III) 

 2. M.H. Abrams gives the following initial general statement in his discussion of what a comedy is: 

In the most common literary application, a comedy is a work in which the materials are selected and managed primarily in order to interest, involve, and amuse us: the characters and their discomfitures
 engage our pleasurable attention rather than our profound concern, we are made to feel confident that no great disaster will occur, and usually the action turns out happily for the chief characters. 
(A glossary of Literary Terms, Sixth Edition (Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1993) 
 

3. Among the various manifestations of comedy is so-called romantic comedy, a type particularly associated with Shakespeare. This developed from various sources, among which was the prose romance as developed by a number of Shakespeare's contemporaries, the traditions of medieval courtly love, the sonnet tradition of Petrarch, and certain aspects of Renaissance neo-Platonic theory. The emphasis in romantic comedy is upon youth, and upon courtship and love. The following general characteristics are often apparent: 

· love is an idealized experience, sometimes seeming almost religious in nature (certainly the language used is often religious in its characteristics) 

· as the previous point suggests, the emphasis tends to be upon the spiritual aspects of love. For the most part, the physical aspects of love tend to be downplayed or ignored. What is stressed is the beauty and virtues of the beloved. 

· lovers tend to fall in love at first sight. Shakespeare's contemporaries, for literary purposes at least, seem to have believed that the eyes offered a physical channel for love to pass from one human to another. 

· in the courtship process, the male tends to be the initiator. The female is an object of worship. She is beautiful and is admired for her chastity and purity. The woman tends to respond initially with scorn or disdain
. She cannot be easily won, whatever her true feelings. The male may well be forced to woo from a distance. 

· much of the plot is concerned with courtship and the overcoming of obstacles to love, conflicting loyalties, the hostility of parents, etc. Young lovers may be separated, either because the female won't respond or because she is not permitted to respond. Separation, of course, causes misery and sadness. 

· the melancholy lover weeps, sighs, groans, and hides away in solitary places. This brings forth finer feelings in the male who will often write poetry. 

· the settings are usually remote (Illyria in Twelfth Night, the forest outside Athens in Midsummer Night's Dream, the forest of Arden in As You Like It). Furthermore, the setting is often pastoral, the action being transported away from court and the urban world to the natural world of the country or the forest. 

· the main characters tend to be of upper-class status. They are sophisticated
 and often possess considerable literary or verbal skills. 

· the coincidental, the miraculous, the improbable, the magical become the norm. This is a non-realistic world where surprising things can happen. Readers or audiences of comedies are thus expected to engage in more than the usual willing suspension of disbelief. Romance can be like a dream world. 

· the whole movement of romantic comedy is from an initial state of chaos, unhappiness, and unfulfilled desire towards the overcoming of all obstacles and the final union of the lovers in the promise of marriage. 

As one contemplates these seemingly contradictory notes, one is perhaps better able to perceive that romance, and romantic comedy in particular, is a means whereby human desires, hopes, and dreams, often unconscious in their nature, can be projected in symbolic form. It is this aspect of Shakespeare's romantic comedies that certain critics have perceived as analogous to certain mythic patterns and deeply-entrenched social rituals. The writings of Northrop Frye, C.L. Barbour, Francois Laroque, and Michael Bristol have been particularly illuminating in this respect. 

Northrop Frye: 
In his Anatomy of Criticism (1957) and elsewhere, Frye discussed Shakespeare's romantic comedies in terms of the analogy he saw with the cycle of the seasons and all the attendant mythic parallels and social rituals that accompany that cycle. In particular, he saw romantic comedy as depicting a movement from winter to spring, and thus from a state of suffering, sterility, age, despair, and death towards new life, youth, love, and hope. He suggested that this broad pattern breaks down into three parts: 

i) the first part depicts a world in which young love, dreams, and hopes are blocked by some force within the social order: harsh laws , tyrannical parents; love triangles (lovers fall for the "wrong" person or there is some conflict between friendship or love, etc); circumstances are not conducive
 to love (in Twelfth Night, Viola must protect herself in a strange society by disguising herself as a male, as must Rosalind in As You Like It) 

ii) the second part (often the bulk
 of the play) presents saturnalian confusion, mad situations, a world turned upside down. There may be mistaken identities due to such things as identical twins, characters (invariably women) engaging in cross-dressing as a means of self-protection and disguise, unfamiliar environments (the forests in Midsummer Night's Dream and As You Like It), the intervention in human affairs of supernatural forces (the fairies in Midsummer Night's Dream), moonlight and darkness, etc. 

iii) the third part shows the emergence from chaos into a new order where the wrongs and troubles of the first part are set right. There is a renewal of the self and a renewal of society and a revelation of "truths". Harmony replaces conflict and disorder. Youth, love, and hope for the future all triumph. Usually, parents and children are reconciled and parents accept the love relationships of their children. Frequently, the new order is celebrated by some appropriate social ritual such as a feast, a wedding, or dance. 

C.L. Barbour: 
In his Shakespeare's Festive Comedy (1959), C.L. Barbour explored the analogy between the social form of Elizabethan holidays and the dramatic form of romantic comedy. Barbour studied Elizabethan community observances of periodic sports and feast days and the ways in which these very varied pastimes punctuated the passing of the year:  Shrove Tuesday
, May Day, Midsummer Eve, Harvest-home, Halloween, and the twelve days of Christmas. Where normal life was hard and strictly regulated, many holidays had built in to their rituals certain kinds of allowed disorder and misrule. Holidays were indirectly a way of defining what order and law and normality were, but at the same time they offered, for a strictly limited period of time, a needed outlet for the irrational, the saturnalian, and the uninhibited, which might include overindulgence in eating and drinking, disruptive behaviour, idleness, sexual licence (in May games, unmarried young men and women were permitted to spend the night together in the woods), role reversals (boy bishops, lords of misrule), cross-dressing, and mockery of the holy and the serious. For Barbour and others, Shakespeare's romantic comedies offer vicariously a similar pattern, the saturnalian, carnivalesque, upside down world of the central parts of the plays being akin to holiday. Just as the experience of holiday and carnival serves as a healthy means to release inhibitions prior to a return to restriction and order, so too does the experience of comedy which ends with a restoration of order and the end of carnival. 

Michael Bristol and Francois Laroque: 

Two important books, Michael Bristol's Carnival and theater: Plebeian Culture and the Structure of Authority in Renaissance England (1985) and Francois Laroque's Shakespeare's Festive World: Elizabethan Seasonal Entertainment and the Professional Stage (1988), have taken Barbour's ideas much further, both seeing the institution of theatre itself as in part festive in function. 

� well-known for some bad quality or deed


� to draw facts, a response, etc from sb, sometimes with difficulty


� dis·com·fit·ure : He persisted with his questions despite her obvious discomfiture.





� the feeling that sb/sth is not good enough to deserve one’s respect


� having or showing a lot of experience of the world and social situations; knowing about fashion, culture, new ideas, etc


� helping sth to happen or making it likely


� size, quantity or volume, esp when great


� the day before the beginning of Lent. See also ASH WEDNESDAY
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