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The Play is the Thing :
A Study in Shakespeare's Emplovment of the Play-
within-the-play Technique

Salslh M?Ms Famery

The play-within-the-play 1s
generally a brief scens acled by
players other than ths principal
ones a8 an integral episode within
the original play . It ic one of the
technmical  devices playwrights
employ to help the audience
understand the theme of the play,
and to “bridge a chasm betwesn
stage and audience which would
have been quite foreign 1o the

players and playgoers " U as
such , the play scene usually serves
both thematic and structural ends.

Most likely, thiz techruque
was first employed late in the
sixteenth century by several
playwrights E Although
Shakespeare amply employed i, it
does not mean, however , ihat
Shakespeare wag the firsi to handle
this dramatic device |, because
Thomas kyd used 1t quite earlier
in The Spanish Tragedy . No

matter how effectively ulilized,
Thoroes kyd maust have reaiized

the significance of the techmique
for both story and

characterization. Thomas kyd was,
indeed, the  first  English
playwright who employed the play
scene  quite  functionaily and
dramaticatly 2

Shakespeare, 100, manipulated
the saime technique in some of his
plays to serve specific dramatic
purpeses . He used this device in
comedies ahd iragedies alike: A
Midsummer MNights Dream , The
Taming of the Shrew | and Harlet.
Within the original play, be
knowingly aspired at specific
dramatic functions for the play
scene to achieve through the
players presentation of & dramatic
piece on the siage . It is, therefore,

evident that Shakespeare’s play
secnes do  funclion  quile
dramatically and vwvariably in
accordance with the nature of each
play and theme . This explains why
the function of the play scene in A
Midsurnmer Niglhts Dream is quite
different from ihat of Hamlet as
the messages of both plays are
essentially dissimilar .
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& Midommmer Nights Dream s
a comady concerned with dreaming
. The playwright employs a blend of
reality and illusion, sleeping and
waking, arl and nature to {real the
ceniral theme of dream that effecis
the reactions of the characters more

than reality does >. There is very
little doubtd that the play is more
than a mere dream, because it has no
real experience at all the players |, as
Theseus is, are only shadows . This
is why the play is most likely related

to a weak theme of no significance .

When Bottom, for instance, aswrakes
from his sleep under the influence
of his dream , which is not a dream,
but rather an exact reality within the
play, he remartks : " [ have had a
most rare vision . I have had a
dream, past the wit of man to say

what dream 1t was "

Thus wision indeed harmonizes
with the world Shakespeare light -
heartedly presents : it 15 a festive
delightful world of marriage
celebration where groups of lovers
{Theseus , and Hippelyta on the ong
hand and the four lovers on the
- other hand ), and the Mexhanicals
arrange for a wedding festival . The
framework of the play, the
celebration of the marriage of
Thesews and Hippolyta , plausibly
leads the mechanicals to act a play
scene for the wedding fastivities .

Mot a word of e . All that |
will el you ig, thai the duke hath
dined . Gat your apparel together,
g@o’i strings to vowr heards, new
ribbens to  your puamps, meat
presently at the palace ; every man
look o'ar his part; for the short
and the long 15, owr play 1s
preferred . (I¥, 1, 35- 40}

Besides its Propitions
structural function, the play sceng,
the story of Pyramus and Thisbe,
has & more sigificant satiric end :
it 15 alsc a means intended to
ridicule some  conventional
presentations of Elizabathan plays.
The presentation of Pyramus and
This be indeed shows the
weakmness and defects of some of
the Elizabethan plays wder the
influence of classical models . One
of the features of the play scene is
that Pyramus and Thiske rarely
notice each other: they even hardly
comminucate with other characters
on the stage . For this reason ,
they seem irivial and flat as they
have no real role at all . Their
preseqiuon of the love story does
not have the same influence and

eulogy of Romeo and Juiitet 3,

in the play sceng, however,
Shakespeare tries ' give his
audience an idea abouwl earlier
Elizabethan drama, and at least his
contemporarias understanding of -
those presantaticns . Therefore, he
rnakes the newly married lovers,
Lysardar and Hermiz, Dematyi

BAANE l\».s


http:ysard.er

14 ) Saadl/ 1 aldl / Acleol oadedi) ol daels Ao

and Helena, join  Theseus and
Hippolyia to waich the
play-within-the-play in order to
satirize some dramalic mianes akin W
it, and apply that criticism o similar

current conventiens . Hippolyta, for

instance, comments on the dialogue
between Pyramus and This be as the
"silliest stuff" she has ever heard ,
but Theseus sees that “the best in this
kind are but shadows : and the worst
- no worse , if imagination armend
them ." (V,i, 216-7)

Shakespeare makes Theseus
remind us of the need for reason to
order society, to make love control
our life and to criticize the
weaknesses of the play scene . John
Russel Brown's conclusion in this
respect is, indeed, of value for he
thinks that the characters view the
“antics of the cast in the play-
within- the- play critically” and
~detach  themselves from  the
"buffonnery which turns tragedy to

farce before their eyes “. Reason ;
however, is the power that controls
our lifs, as imagination is in art .
Though the play is concerned with
dreaming , this does not msan that
there is no need for logic and reason
. Theseus, as the playwright alludes,
represents the mature side - he is
aware of everything around him .

Unlike Theseus, the
Mechanicals present different kinds
of joke that reflect their low cultural

backgrounds . They produce their
roles inaffectively and
unsatisfactorily , too Their

language is not suitable te‘desf:ribe
what is happening to them . They

90

show their fathwe to the task of
represemting Pyramus aod Thisbe
in 2 munber of ways . In brief |
s de ugh lers of

T T
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meledrama ‘.

Bottom, for instance, offers
himself for any rols . hwman or
animal |, mals or fernale |, lover or
tyrant .This renders Bottom akin
to the fool who has the licence o
criticize everyone in the play
scene. In this sense , he is a
Feste-like character , but he fails

{0 show his wit . 3

For some critics, the play
scene is an interlude written and
performed for the rich people : it
15 not an achivity . Ths
Renatssance interlude is a Morality
meant to ridicule another aspect of
the conventions that were
prevelant in the sixteenth century

stage : the absence of women 10.
Characteristically , in Elizabethan
olays, a man camet troduce
himself as a man only , but he can
play the role of a woman , oo .
For the audience , this is a joke ,
because a man has many features
that prevent him from teing a
woman . Demetrius refelects on
this point when he ironically
commsnis on the play scens

A mote will turn the balance |

which

which  Pyramus,
Thisble, 15 the better . he for
aman

God warrant us ; she for a
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worman , God bless us .
(Y, 1, 26-8)

It 15 highiy wome, and,
therefore, comic, that Fluie is made
to play the role of a woman though
he has = beard roming and 2 voice

o

changing . 1 He does not want to
play a woman's role for women's
_parts were played by boys and yong
men at Shakespeare's e .

The failure of the play scene is
well indicated at the end of the play
. When Bitom suggests to read the
spilogus , Theseus reflects :

No gpilogue | 1 pray you ; for
your play

needs no excuse . Newver excuse
, for when

the players are dead , there
need none to

be blamed. Mary, if he that

writ it had

played Pyrarmus, and hanged

himself in Thisbe's garter, it

would have been a fine tragedy :
and so it 15, truly, and very
notably discharged
(V,1,363-89)

This commentry epitomizes
chakespeare's ridicule of such
presentations as well as his criticism
of the understandabillity of the court
people . No matter how far-fetched
it is , Jan Kott's idea is of intsrest .
He thinks that Shakespeare employs

g

play-within-the-piay lechnique
ertde Elizabethan morality and
reveal his atlitude towards certan
social traits under the guse of the

: e 12
cheapness of melodrama *~.
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Harnlet is a tragedy that treats
a revenge theme: Hamle! seeks
revenges upon the murderer of his
father . Hamlet's quest for revenge

lles in  his  waiting for
circurasiances  suitabls for  his

deterraination :

Yea , from the table of my

memory I'll wipe away all

trivial found records

All saws of books, all
forms,all pressures past

That youth and observation

copied there ;

Arnd thy commandroent all

along shall five

Within the book and valume
< my brain,

Unminxed
mattsrw

with baser

(1,V,98-104)

The player's wisit to the castle
provides  Hamiet with  the
opportunity o achieve
purpose, making the best use of
the presentation of a play scene in
the presence of both the King and

ﬁi&: Ql‘&ﬁ’éﬁ} .

his -
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Tra play's the thing Wherin
I'll calch the conscience of the
king

(11,1, 579-80)

Hamlet's primary aim hehind
the play scene 1s to make sure that
the ghost’s message is not a foul act
to send him mad |, or kill himself in
desperalion .

Hamilet's plan rests on watching
his uncle’s and  his  mother's
reactions to the dramatized story of
his father's death , for

guilty creatures sitting at a play

Have by the wery cunning of the
scene
Been struck so to the soul that
presently
They have  proclaimed
malefactions ;
(11,11, 564-7 )

their

This explaine why Hamlet
approaches his friend Horatio to
help him watch the king and the
queen , only to make sure of their
responses

Thars is 2 play tonight before
the king ;

One scene of it comss near the
circumstance | ‘
Which | have told thee , of my
father's death .

I prithee , when thou seest that

92

1

vk et

act a-foot |
Ewven with the
very commeon of ihy soul
observe my wrcie
(I, 1, 71-63

Hamlet's play scens the
"Mouse-trap " | is a practice within
a practice that shows the struggle
tetween Claudius and Hamlet . 14
Here , Hamiet plans to play with his
wnele as a cal does with a mouse .
He considers himself a cat that
follows a mouse in order to entrap
it - 1o achieve victory . This is also
noticed in Hamlet's answers of the
King's questions about the titie of
the play scene ;

King : What do you call the play ?
Hamlet : The mouse-irap . Marry,
how ? Tropically .
This play is the image of a
rnurder done
in Vienna : Gonzago is the
dike's name ; his wife |
Baptista .  You shall see anon; tis
a kuavish
piece of work : tut what ¢’
that ? Your majesty , and we
that have free sculs , it touches
us not ;
(1, i1, 223-8)

The play scene can, indeed, be ~
considered the central point in
Hamlet . It is the key that leads the
audisrce to understand Hamiet's
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motives and designs . Prior to the
play scene, bowr danletl and his
uncle are covering their raison
d'etre by wvarious masks: Hamiet
pretem., madness, and the king
pretends lova and kindness . 15
But the play reaches it climax after
Luf:ianug hias poured the poison
into the player - king's ears . Now
toth Hamlet and the king know
gach other as they are in truth ;
therefore , there is on nead to we

masks any more 15

It seems that the play scene
has been prepared with great care.
Shakespeare finds that to preface
the " murder of Gonzago " wilh a
dumb - show is a tactically -
empioyed device to ensure that the
king and the queen should not miss
the minute detatls and accounts of
the king's erime . It 1s the story of
the play performed in action
without utlering a single word . In
othier words | 11 1s a device {o draw
the aitention of the audience to the
play and to stop them speaking to
rach other. Technically,
Shakespeare purposes to furnish
the audience with what they need
about the play scens in order to
get its intentions and understand iis
theme .

2

Presenting a dumb - show
when Claudius sits waiching the
device tisglf 1s, iherfore, quie
intentional to secure the king's

attention when the play scens is

arted . Besides its bitter derision |
Hamlet's commentry is highly
functional :

O
L

“murderer

ey saadly 1 adsl / iales¥] o aladl/ Jobs daels s

He poisons him i° th' praden
for's esiste .

His nama's Gonzage The
story 15 extant and writ in choice
Italian ; you shall ses anon how the
gets  the love of
Gonzago's wife .

(114,11, 2496-9)

In his commentry, Hamlet has |

maost Ykaly,  emphasiu ths

el
signficance of "for’s estate” 1t is as
if Hamlet "has setzed on Lucianus,
word wsurp (I1I, i, 243) in the
previous line, where it is used
figuratively, and adapted the idea
behind it fo swt his own ends ; the

w17
murderer USUTps the astate ¥
And when the king rises , Hamlet
ironycally crietes

What
fire .

, frightened with falss
(ill, i1, 250}

Hamlet subtly pretends in this
metaphor that the play about
Gonzago 1s not aimd at Claudius;
"and, as this 12 o, he wonders why
Clauding should be frightened " 18
When "all" the audisnce of tha
play seene crvy  lights, ligh
ights, " (IIT, 11, 254) it is clear
that they try to understand the
king's reaction to wards the
dramatic piece as they are amazed
at the unnaturalness of the
responses .
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This part of the play scene
shows the realily of the king's quilt
he leawes the court in a wvery
distempered  mood This  gives
Harnlet the proct that his uncle 15 the
murderer : the play scene has |
therfore , achieved its meaning and
function . Hamnlet's roie hereafier
becomes clear © 1t 15 o kil the
murderer to keep his promise 1o the
ghost . The king , on the other hand
, pians to revenge himsslf upon
Hamlet as he has realized that
Harlet will desiroy all his future .

thou mayst not coldly

set

Cur soversign process, which
importsal full,

By letters conjuring to that
effect |

The present death of Hamlet .
Po i, England |

For like the hectic 1n my bleed
he rages |

And thou must cureme . Tiil [
know " s done |

Howe'er my haps , my joys
were ne'er begun .

(I¥, iv, 61-7 )

It 15 , therefore , evident to
conclude that the main purposa
beldnd  the emr, woyinent  of o
plav-witlnn the-play  technigue  in
Hamlet 15 o assure the major
character of the ghost's story |, and
to bring his struggle with the
murderer onto the foreground
hough Hamlet's justice 15 not
properly sought { because man
cannot achieve justice by maurder |

bul by mund and wisdom Y, et it
achigvee e aim through wicience
W renger ihe play 2 tragedy .
Besides | the play srcere s a
well-laid  plan whose end £ to
reveal whether or not ihis adds
sometling to the character of
Hamlet .

n A Midsuommer HNight's
Dream , Shaksspears smnlove the
playwmnn-ﬂ'xa- play tachmque o
sereve a technical dewice thal is
related to the plot of the original
play as a whole . He uses the play
scene as an  interlud ' that
satirizes the dramatic presentations
of certain characters on the
Elizabethan stage . Besides , the
play also shows the weaknesses of
using a tragic love story under the
cover of comedy as an example of
plays prevelant by Shakespeare's
time  or  even  earlier .
Shakespeare’s aim has , indeed
been a satiric one - this 15 why he
treats the subject qmm ironically
i order %o arcuse the audience's
laughter at certain conventions
which he has found monotonous |
boring and lifeless .

In Hamlet , Shakespeare
successfully manages to make the
play scene integral to the originel
thame © without the play scene
Hamiet's wusi of the message of
his father's ghost is questionable
or even disputable . Besides |, the
"Murder of Gonzago" 15 of a
sigmificant drarnatic value as it has
brought the conflict
Hamlet and his uncle onto the
forgground . If Hamlet and his
uncls were playing hide-and-seek

between -
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vefore the * mouse-trap * | itis e
for both |, now |, to plainly act one
against the other . The play scene
has made the king quite certain ihat
Hamlet knows the whole story |, and
, simijarly | it has cnabled Hamilet to
deal w71th his uncle as an enemy .

Notes

i 8ee : J. L Stvan , Drama ,
Stage and Audience . Cambridge !
Carnbridge Undversity Prass. 1975

2. See : for instance, Sir 4. W,
Ward and A. R. Waller {eds.), The
Cambridge  Historv  of Engish
Literature. VYolZ Cambridge
Cembridgs University Press | 1970
Cp 158

in_Shakespeare . New Haven : Yale
University Press , 1974, p.59 .

4, See . Shakespears
Complets Works edited by W, 1
Craing , Qxford . Q. U F., 18965
{Rep. 1988 ) A __ Midsunimer
Night's Dream , IV , 1, 211-3 .
Hancaforth | all refernces o the
play are from this editien and will
becited paranthetically .

3. Garber illuminatingly sheds
light on Bottom's dreamn and the
meaning of " wision " in this
comedy in his scholarly study above
. See |, Garber | 80ff .

§. Ses : John Russs! Brown ,
shakespearian Comedy . Londen !
Edward Arnold LTD ., 1872 .
p. 162 .

7. Jan Kot | Shakaspears . ur
Contemporary . Londen : Metheun
and Co. LTD. | 1981 . p. 180 .

& Far more deptsile ces
Staphen Fender's " Introduciion ”
to A Midsurmer Night's Dream |
Lomdon © Edward Arnold | 19868 .
p.34 . See also , Graber | po.00-1.

Q. Originally , e " mieriude "
is a short " entertairmment put on
betwesn the courses of a feast or
the acts of a play ... Inlerludes
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werg partucularly popular 1n
Fogland in the 15th and 16th ¢
am espacially beiween 1551}8[}
It iz very liksly that they form a fink

between the Mystery Play | the

Miracle Play and the Morality |, and

the psychological drama of the
Elizabethans . Diwiding lines are not
clear . Many of them are very
similar o Moralities and in some
cases are indistinguishable from
them . "

For more information | ses © .
A Cuddon , A _Dictionary of
Literacy Terms . London : Penguin
Books | 1979 . S. V., " Interlude” .

10. See : J Dennis Huston ,
Shakespeare’'s Comedies of Play .
Lendon
LTD, 1939  p.58.

11. 5 Fender , p.34 .

12. Jan Kott | p.&7 .
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