
 

Much Ado About Nothing 
by William Shakespeare 

Assignment: 

Before the first day of class, read  Much Ado About Nothing  by William Shakespeare 
(Dover Thrift Edition / ISBN 978-0-486-28272-5) in its entirety.  Read this handout, as 
well as the “Note” found on the back side of the title page (above the Copyright 
information), before starting the play.  Read carefully, making sure you understand the 
distinctions between characters, settings, and the plot progression, and take notes as 
you go (I’ve provided minimal space for this below).  We will briefly discuss the work in 
class, and you will be assessed on your understanding of the play, in the form of a test, 
once the school year begins. 

One last note: this play is a comedy (in the modern sense of the word), therefore be sure 
you enjoy it!  Take the time to grasp the jokes, the jabs, the sarcasm, and the wit.  If 
you’re not finding it at least a touch humorous, you’re probably not reading it right. 

Should you have any questions or concerns, you may email me directly at 
astanley@greenvilleclassical.com .  I look forward to seeing each of you in the classroom 
soon!  Praying you enjoy the remainder of your summer break until then. 

Introduction : 

This year in British Literature, we’ll be kicking off the year with one of Shakespeare’s 
most popular plays:  Much Ado About Nothing .  It was written in 1598 or 1599, one of a 
cluster of three comedies written by Shakespeare within a year or so.  It is considered to 
be one of Shakespeare’s best comedies because it combines robust hilarity with more 
serious meditations on honor, shame, and court politics.  The style of the play is blank 
verse, meaning it is written in iambic pentameter (which dictates its rhythm or meter) 
but without rhyme.  For now, make sure you know what “blank verse” means; we’ll 
break down iambic pentameter more once the school year begins.   Much Ado About 
Nothing  is one of the few Shakespearean plays where the majority of the text is written 
in prose (as opposed to verse). 

Title 

The title of the play sets the foundation for much of the humor.  In Shakespeare’s day 
“nothing” and “noting” were homophones (words that sounded the same, but had 
different meanings).  Therefore, the title can be taken two ways: 

1. Literal  = a great fuss (much ado) is made of something which is insignificant 
(nothing). 

2. Pun  = “noting” was another word for gossip, rumor, or overhearing.  A great fuss 
(much ado) is made over “noting” (gossip, rumors, & hearsay). 

Keep this double entendre in mind as you read.  What supportive evidence do you find to 
back up the legitimacy of the title, in both of its meanings? 
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Plot, Climax, Ending 

The setting of the play is Messina, Italy during the 16th Century.  All major events take 
place at the home of Governor Leonato’s estate.  You should be able to concisely explain 
the play, including the plot, climax, ending, and all important key twists/turns along the 
way. 

Themes 

As you read, look for the following themes to emerge.  Make note of specific examples 
and textual evidence to support each one; you should be able to identify and list/defend 
examples of each from the play. 

Gender Roles: 

 

 
 

Honor: 

 

 
 

Deception/Mistaken Identities: 

 

 
 

Language: 

 

 
 

Noting (rumor, gossip, overhearing): 
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Characters 

Make sure you know the names and characteristics of all of the major characters in the 
play (listed below).  You should be able to identify the speaker of various quotes from the 
play based on their personality, circumstances, and unique speech qualities. 

Claudio: 

 

Benedick: 

 

Borachio: 

 

Dogberry: 

 

Leonato: 

 

Hero: 

 

Beatrice: 

 

Don Pedro: 

 

Don John: 

 

★ Happy reading ★ 
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