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ÖZ 
 

Müzik ve tiyatro antik Yunan tragedyasının ortaya çıkışından itibaren yakın ilişki 
içindedir. Antik Yunan tragedyasındaki “koro” şarkı söyleyerek oyunun içeriği hakkında 
yorum yapan karakterler bütünü olarak dil ve müzik arasında bir köprü görevi 
üstlenmektedir. Batı dünyasında ataerkil toplum yapısının bir uzantısı olarak dil, egemen 
eril gücü elinde tutan beyaz, üst sınıf, Hıristiyan batılı erkeğe hizmet etmektedir. Bu 
tanımın dışında kalan karakterler toplumu oluşturan tüm kurum ve katmanlardan 
dışlanmakta, kenara itilmektedirler. Bu çalışma müzik ve şarkının iletişimsel işlevlerini 
irdeledikten sonra, Öteki ve Ötekileştirme kavramları ışığında William Shakespeare’in 
Hamlet, Othello ve King Lear yapıtlarında şarkı söyleyen karakterlerin ataerkil toplum 
yapısı içindeki konumlarını ve bu karakterlerin söyledikleri balad ve şarkıların oyun 
içindeki iletişimsel işlevlerini incelemektedir. Bu çalışma, ataerkin egemen olduğu 
toplum düzeninde dışlanan karakterlerin ataerkil gelenek ve normlara yönelik 
eleştirilerini ve oyun boyunca deneyimlediklerini yorumlayışlarını şarkılar aracılığıyla 
dile getirdikleri öne sürmektedir. Bu amaçla tartışma, hem şarkı söyleyen karakterlerin 
toplumdaki yerleri ile şarkıların içerikleri hem de şarkıların içerikleri ile söylendikleri 
ortam arasındaki ilişki üzerine kurulmaktadır. 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Since the birth of ancient Greek tragedy, music and drama are known to have a close 
relationship. The Chorus, as the commentator in Greek tragedy, connects verbal 
language and singing on the stage. As an extention of the patriarchal structure verbal 
language is constructed by and for the patriarch, who is defined as the white, Christian, 
adult, upper class male. Those who are not defined through these terms are marginalized 
within the patriarchal structure. This study, after examining the communicative 
functions of music and songs, discusses the position of the singing characters in William 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Othello and King Lear as well as the communicative function 
of the ballads and songs that are sung in these plays through the notion of the Other. 
This study suggests that the marginalized characters in these tragedies criticize the 
patriarchal social order and comment upon their experiences through singing more freely 
than they do in verbal language. Hence, the discussion that is presented in this study is 
based upon the relationship between the song lyrics and the position of the singing 
characters within society as well as the relationship between the lyrics and the contexts 
in which they are sung.     
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PREFACE 

 

Music and drama have had a close relationship since the birth of tragedy in 

ancient Greece. Through the chorus, which functions as a sort of commentator without 

being involved into the action, singing is introduced into tragedy. The singing characters 

in William Shakespeare’s tragedies, however, are involved into the action to the extent 

that varies from one play to the other. Nevertheless, it is clearly observed that these 

characters, like the chorus in ancient Greek tragedy, comment upon their personal 

experiences and criticize the patriarchal structure that introduces chaos, while trying to 

impose order and a certain hierarchy upon society. Moreover, it is significant to note that 

the uneasiness the singing characters feel about patriarchal structure is reflected in their 

relation to verbal language as well. In order to criticize the system that is understood be 

spread out in all institutions and levels of society, these characters, who are marginalized 

in various ways, use songs and singing as an alternative way of expression.     

Although the main focus of this study, the songs that are sung in Hamlet, 

Othello and King Lear, are a combination of lyrics and melodies, the main framework 

examines the lyrics in relation to the context the songs are sung as well as the singing 

characters’ relation to patriarchal power. The major problem about the analysis of songs 

is related to their melodies. Since there are no musical records surviving from the first 

production of these plays, there are various versions of most of the songs and ballads 

that are discussed in this study. It is also significant to note that the analysis of these 

melodies related to the psychology of the characters singing them would be based on 

assumptions because there is no objective methodology on the relationship between 

music and the psychology of the musician or the singer. That is the reason why I have 

decided not to analyse the melodies I have found during my research on the subject. 

Instead, samples of musical sheets are presented in the Appendix to give the reader clues 

about the possible melodies of the songs in question. 

I feel obliged to state that, although this dissertation combines my two passions, 

music and Shakespeare, the writing process has been a great challenge. Hence, I am 
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greatly indebted to certain people whose academic help and presence in my life 

encouraged me to complete this study. First of all, I would like to express my gratitude 
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guidance, teaching and moral support, which have been enlightening my academic and 
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her contribution and support during the writing process.  
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mind and spirit, and showed patience with my never-ending questions and complaints.  

Another source of inspiration and motivation is Istanbul European Choir, which 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

     DUKE: If music be the food of love, play on, 

     Give me excess of it, that surfeiting, 

     The appetite may sicken, and so die. 

                  Twelfth Night, Act I Scene 1  

 

 

This study depicts the role of songs that are sung in Hamlet, Othello and King 

Lear by William Shakespeare, and questions the communicative function of these 

songs. While discussing this, the position of the characters that are singing these specific 

songs, and the contexts they are sung in are taken into consideration as well. It is 

significant to note that these songs are not regarded merely as musical intervals but as 

fundamental parts of the tragedies. The main focus of this study, hence, is the 

communicative function of these particular songs and the use of songs and singing as an 

alternative medium for expressing ones personal thoughts and emotions.     

Communication and language are the basis of society as well as the relationship 

between human beings. Although there are numerous ways of communication and 

various types of languages, verbal language is regarded as the default system of 

communication. However, verbal language is the domain of the one who has power 

within a certain social order for it gives one the power to express ones self and name 

things and people around one. As far as patriarchal society is concerned, the person who 

possesses the power of the phallus is the one that is able to take control over verbal 

language. In this respect, it is observed that people who lack the phallic power have 

problems in voicing their thoughts and emotions freely through verbal language. This 

study aims at proving the communicative function of singing since it is observed that 

certain marginalized characters do prefer singing when they realize that there is a strong 

barrier between their urge to communicate their personal thoughts and emotions and 

verbal language that is constructed by and for the white, Christian, adult, western man in 

western patriarchal societies.  
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The barrier between the marginalized characters and verbal language can be 

interpreted in two ways, which, on the surface, may seem to be contradictory. Firstly, it 

is possible to argue that the singing characters, because they lack a certain social place 

which gives them access to the power of the phallus, cannot get to be listened to in 

patriarchal structure. This argument, obviously, is indicative of the phallus-oriented 

order’s attitude towards marginalized people, which regards them as non-beings or 

invisible entities. Secondly, it may be suggested that verbal language is not adequate for 

these marginalized people in expressing what is regarded as the inexpressible. 

Throughout the plays, it is observed that the marginalized characters, who use singing as 

an alternative mode of communication, try to voice their emotions and thoughts on the 

problems related to the patriarchal structure, which seem to be the core of the tragedies 

in question. Verbal language as a medium for communication, constructed by and for the 

patriarchal system, inevitably, reflects the point of view of that particular system. For 

those, who have the urge to speak against that system, using verbal language as a mode 

of expression would be totally inadequate and, even, meaningless.            

It is known that there are more than a hundred and fifty references to songs in 

Shakespeare’s plays. Although not all of them are sung on the stage, songs and music, in 

general, play an important role in Shakespearean drama. Moreover, it is observed that 

the characters that sing or refer to songs in these plays are quite different from one 

another as far as their backgrounds and positions within society are concerned. Focusing 

on tragedies, instead of comedies or other plays written by Shakespeare is a result of the 

dramatic function of the songs in those plays. Music and songs are traditionally 

considered to have a psychological function in reducing tension. The songs that are 

discussed in the following chapters, however, emphasize the tragic atmosphere that is 

portrayed in these plays through their lyrics as well as the characters’ timing for singing. 

Hence, in order to point out their crucial dramatic function within the genre tragedy, 

these songs need to be analysed in detail both in musical and literary terms.   

Although a certain part of the era in which the tragedies that are discussed in this 

study are created is marked with a woman, Queen Elizabeth, still the order of the state is 
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based on quite patriarchal norms and conventions. A social order, which is primarily 

based on the philosophy of the chain of being, sets clean-cut rules about social 

hierarchy. As Gary Day argues, “this order was reflected in a finely tuned social 

structure stretching from the monarch to the beggar.”1 In this respect, even a character 

like Iago, who seems to be an integral part of the patriarchal order, can be regarded as a 

marginal in terms of social mobility. This is because of the fact that sixteenth-century 

social structure is not in favour of social mobility because it seems to contradict the great 

chain of being. 

The reason why this study mainly focuses on Shakespeare’s tragedies is, on the 

one hand, linked to the strict social hierarchy and strict patriarchal rules that are spread 

about the totality of the plays. The characters who sing songs throughout the plays, have 

certain problems related to that social order, although the songs they sing are not 

necessarily directly related to those social problems. The second reason, on the other 

hand, is related to the grave atmosphere in accordance with the loss of order that is 

present in the core of tragedy. In this respect, it would be appropriate to point out the 

paradoxical ways in which music is perceived by human beings in relation to order and 

decorum:  

 

The belief in music’s capacity to bring order to disordered passions coexists in the 
period with fear of its potential to stimulate lascivious desire. The obverse of its 
association with order and hierarchy was its characterization as either effeminate or 
subversive.2 

            

The contradictory views on music’s relation to order and human beings can easily be 

observed in the cults of Apollo and Dionysus that are closely analysed in the first 

chapter. These mythological figures are connected to music in opposing ways. Apollo’s 

relation to music is linked with music’s assumed capacity to bring order which can be 

connected to the concepts such as musica mundana and musica humana. These 

concepts can be defined as the harmony and music of the spheres and human beings 

                                                 
1 Gary Day, Class, London, Routledge, 2001, p. 38. 
2 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music, London, Arden Shakespeare, 2006, pp. 8-9. 
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respectively, emphasizing the sense of order and decorum to a certain extent. However, 

Dionysus’ relation to music is more related to what David Lindley calls “lascivious 

desire” than order. The discussion on The Bacchae in Chapter I sets examples to how 

the Dionysian cult is contradictory to the Apollonian with respect to order. This 

contradiction is reflected in the perception of music as well. Moreover, Lindley’s above 

stated argument on the opposing ways music is perceived is related to the “Post-

Reformation religious opposition to music in church services.”3 Although music plays a 

significant role in church services from the birth of Christianity, Post-Reformation 

regards music as a danger connecting human beings with worldly pleasures and desires.  

The first chapter, which focuses on the theoretical background on the function of 

music as an alternative language as well as the relationship between music and the 

marginalized characters, displays the contradictional function of music in human life. 

This duality is reflected in the way music and songs are interpreted throughout the 

centuries. On the one hand, music is discussed in relation to sciences, particularly 

mathematics, by philosophers such as Plato and Pythagoras. On the other hand, it is 

regarded as an abstract form of art, which can only be related to emotions rather than 

reason and science.  

The reason why Hamlet, Othello and King Lear are the major tragedies that are 

analysed in relation to the potential communicative function of the songs that are sung 

throughout the plays is that these tragedies display similar problems related to the 

patriarchal society. All three plays are named after the protagonists, who have 

difficulties in coping with the contrast that is present between their inner selves and their 

patriarchal duties. In this respect, it would be appropriate to argue that all three plays 

focus on the fight between the personal and the public. Although the protagonists of 

these tragedies are quite different from one another, what they share in common is the 

chaos that is present in their inner selves. Moreover, it is possible to suggest that, these 

protagonists function as the microcosm in dramatic worlds which are, themselves, are 

quite chaotic. The reason for the chaos that is spread over throughout the plays is 

                                                 
3 Ibid., p.8. 
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understood to be the fight for the power of the phallus, which is the essence of 

patriarchal power.  

What is quite confusing about these tragedies and their relation to singing is that 

none of the protagonists sing ballads. Although the main problem which is related to the 

chaos present in the whole society is presented through the character after whom these 

three tragedies are named, they do not choose singing as a medium for communication. 

This seems to be a result of the social position of the protagonists. It is certain that 

Hamlet, Othello and King Lear differ from one another as far as their status within the 

patriarchal societies that are presented in the plays are concerned. A prince, a general 

and an old king, obviously, represent different social positions. Nevertheless, they are all 

indicative of a certain power in patriarchal structure.4 It would not be inappropriate to 

suggest that these characters’ power and place within patriarchal society is the reason 

why none of them sings throughout the plays. Despite the argument that these 

protagonists have certain problems related to the patriarchal structure, they seem to be 

clinging to verbal language. Since they represent patriarchal power to a certain extent, it 

is quite understandable that they are dependent on the medium for communication that is 

created by and for the male-oriented system.  

The singing characters in Hamlet, Othello and King Lear, however, lack the 

power of the phallus. Although they differ in sex, age, class and occupation, they are 

marginalized in one way or another. The fact that they are marginalized is the reason 

why their personal emotions and thoughts are unheard or unnoticed within the 

patriarchal structure. This study, hence, argues that the singing characters in these three 

Shakespearean tragedies present their personal emotions and thoughts through another 

medium: singing, which is a combination of verbal language, representing reason, and 

music, representing both reason and emotions, as far as patriarchal conventions are 

concerned. 

                                                 
4 Amongst the three protagonists Othello seems to be more problematic in his relation to patriarchal power 
because of his racial origin. The power he has obtained for being a general in the Venetian navy and his 
Otherness for being the Moor of Venice add another dimension to the tension between the public and the 
personal that is dominant in the totality of the play. This multi-faceted tension with regard to Othello’s 
relation to western patriarchal society is the main focus of Chapter III.  
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One should, obviously, pay attention to the fact that songs are not merely 

melodies. A song is a combination of words / lyrics and melody. In this respect, it can be 

defined as a joint entity which is closely linked to verbal language. Its relation to verbal 

language, however, is a limited one since the presence of music and melody adds 

another dimension to the perception of the receiver. As it is discussed in detail in the 

following chapter, a song is neither only music nor only lyrics. It is observed that, 

although melody may present a barrier between the receiver and the lyrics, the presence 

of lyrics, itself, is indicative of a communicative function.   

Before studying the songs and ballads in Shakespeare’s three tragedies, Hamlet, 

Othello and King Lear, in detail, this study focuses on the definition of the 

marginalized character as well as the relationship between music and drama. Pointing 

out the communicative function of music and songs through a historical perspective, 

Chapter I aims at constructing the theoretical background of this dissertation. Hence, 

beginning with the Dionysian cult, which both represents the marginalization process of 

a character and the birth of tragedy, the first chapter aims at proving that songs do have a 

communicative function. While proving this argument, certain theories on music and 

music’s place in human life are taken into consideration. Moreover, focusing on the 

function of the Greek chorus as the common point of music and drama, this chapter 

draws upon Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, which distinguishes the 

Apollonian and the Dionysian cults in relation to the birth of Greek tragedy and the 

function of the chorus. The Greek chorus is quite significant in terms of the main focus 

of this study because it is the point which combines singing and tragedy. The Greek 

chorus, in this respect, can be regarded as the main predecessor of the singing characters 

that are discussed in the following pages. It is observed that the Dionysian cult is not 

only indicative of the birth of Greek tragedy, but also presents the major characteristics 

of the marginalized character within the patriarchal structure. The difference between 

the perceptions of the Dionysian and the Apollonian can also be discussed in terms of 

the binary oppositions which categorize the Other with the female, emotions, liquid, 

nature as opposed to the male, reason, solid and civilization. These oppositions are 
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present in the depiction of the marginalized characters within patriarchal western 

societies as well. Moreover, it would not be farfetched to suggest that the Dionysian cult 

can be associated with the marginalized characters that are presented in this study, 

whereas the Apollonian cult is representative of the whole patriarchal order, which tries 

to prevent these marginal characters from voicing their personal thoughts and emotions 

related to the tragic situations presented within the plays.  

The next section of the first chapter discusses the place of music in the sixteenth 

century and Shakespearean drama in particular. Referring to the musical conventions of 

that era, the link between music, songs and Shakespeare’s tragedies is highlighted. 

Because a certain number of songs that are discussed in this study are parts of various 

ballads (or, at least, are reminiscent of them to a certain extent) known by the 

Elizabethan and Jacobean audience, conventions of music as well as the instruments 

used in those particular periods are worth discussing as well. Moreover, given the fact 

that the ballads that are discussed in the following chapters are originally created within 

the realm outside the limits of Shakespeare’s dramatic works, it would be appropriate to 

suggest that these ballads are indicative of intertextuality. The intertextual aspect of the 

use of ballad in Shakespeare’s plays is the reason why the origins of the ballads (if they 

can be traced back) are taken into consideration, while discussing the songs.  

The first chapter ends with a general portrayal of the singing characters in 

Hamlet, Othello and King Lear through a feminist perspective and the theory of the 

Other. It would be appropriate to suggest that marginalization of a character implies 

feminizing that particular character because, as far as patriarchal society is concerned, 

the female is the default marginal for her lack of penis, in Lacanian terms. Regarding the 

marginalized person as the Other, the white, adult, Christian western man tries to 

celebrate his Self and hence reaffirm his superiority, which is defined through the binary 

oppositions. These binary oppositions mark the Other as the inferior one as opposed to 

the Self, which, in patriarchal societies refer to the possessor of the phallus. 

Because these three plays are studied in chronological order, Chapter II is an 

analysis of Hamlet, in which Ophelia and the Gravedigger sing songs on the themes of 
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love and death. While analysing the communicative function of songs in detail, this 

chapter defines the marginalization of female within the patriarchal order through the 

character of Ophelia. In light of the feminist theorists such as Luce Irigaray and Julia 

Kristeva female subjectivity and the relationship between female and language are 

analysed. Lack of an intimate relationship between the two female characters, Ophelia 

and Gertrude, as well as mother-daughter relationship in general, indicates that 

patriarchal structure isolates the female to the extent that leaves her all alone. In this 

respect, through the character of Ophelia, it is understood that the female is considered 

to be marginal, particularly if she is not married. The difference between Ophelia and 

Gertrude lies primarily in their marital status because being married to the king (first 

King Hamlet, then his brother Claudius), Gertrude gains a certain status within 

patriarchal order. Nevertheless, the reader / audience observes that being the Queen does 

not suggest that the repressive attitude of the male-oriented order towards the female is 

dissolved.  The Gravedigger, however, shows the reader / audience that it is not only 

women who are marginalized within patriarchal society. The Gravedigger, who is 

closely linked with Ophelia, for digging the grave for her burial, is associated with 

death. Because death is something towards which human beings try to turn a blind eye 

to, the Gravedigger is tried to be ignored by the patriarchal order to a certain extent. 

Although he is a part of the system because of his job, he is considered to be at the 

bottom of the social scale. This is the reason why he lacks a proper name and hence, 

individuality. As far as the phallus-oriented order in Hamlet is concerned, he is only the 

“Gravedigger”. This, most certainly, is indicative of the utilitarian attitude, which is an 

important aspect of the phallus-oriented social structure. Nevertheless, the Gravedigger, 

manages to express his experiences on life and death through singing and hence creates 

a bond between himself and Ophelia, the marginalized female figure, during her funeral 

scene. 

After discussing the function of the songs that are sung by an unmarried woman 

who dies through the middle of the play in Chapter II, Chapter III focuses on a married 

woman who is murdered by her husband at the end of the play. Othello, is a multi-



 9 

dimensional play displaying both the conflict on racism and gender. Desdemona, in 

Othello, displays the situation of a married woman who, to a certain extent, rebels 

against the patriarchal norms of the society she is living in. Marrying the Moor of 

Venice, without taking her father’s consent, Desdemona is presented as a marginal 

female, who seems to act according to her free will in a patriarchal society trying to have 

the ultimate control over the female in general. Experiencing a sudden and crucial 

change in Othello’s attitude towards her, Desdemona expresses her emotions towards 

the situation she finds herself in through singing. What is worth mentioning is the fact 

that the scene in which she is murdered by her husband Othello is generally referred to 

as the Willow Song scene, which makes a direct correlation between that particular song 

and Desdemona’s death.  

Similar to Hamlet, there are two singing characters in Othello. The relationship 

between the two characters, however, is quite different from the one the reader / 

audience observes in Hamlet. Within the framework of this study, Iago is the most 

problematic of all singing characters. Like, the Gravedigger, Iago is an integral part of 

the patriarchal system. Being a member of the hierarchical order presented in the play, 

his marginality is limited to his immobility on social and military terms. Realizing that 

he will not be promoted, Iago reflects his hatred towards the system as well his superiors 

in a way that is visible only to the reader / audience until the last scene of the play. Iago 

seems to be a master of verbal language because he uses verbal language as well as other 

patriarchal conventions, such as the concept of adultery in deceiving people around him. 

His ability to use verbal language seems to be contradictory with the main argument that 

is presented within this study. When Iago’s true emotions and thoughts, however, are 

taken into consideration, it is realized that he does not voice them while talking to the 

other characters on the stage. As discussed in Chapter III, one of the most significant 

ways the reader / audience can clearly see what lies behind the masks Iago puts on, is his 

use of asides. Moreover, the two fragments of songs he sings throughout the play are 

somehow indicative of his thoughts towards Cassio and Othello.  
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The singing characters in King Lear, however, are understood to have a 

significant function in relation to the protagonist. The Fool and Edgar as Poor Tom can 

be regarded as King Lear’s alter egos particularly after he sees the truth about his 

daughters Cordelia, Regan and Goneril. Chapter IV discusses the Fool in King Lear 

using theories on folly and madness. Among the singing characters that are discussed in 

this study the Fool is the second and last character who lacks a name, and hence a Self in 

Lacanian terms. Like the Gravedigger in Hamlet, the Fool lacks individuality for being 

referred to through his occupation. In this respect he is the embodiment of total 

marginality and his songs are quite significant in showing the extent of the freedom he 

experiences through singing. Referring to the historical and theatrical fool in general, 

Chapter IV discusses the fool’s relation to truth in general. It is observed that throughout 

the history, both in real and literary examples the fool figure is associated with truth and 

the undeniable urge to tell the truth without being restrained by social norms and 

conventions. However, the fool’s relation to patriarchal structure is the reason why what 

he says is unheard or not paid attention to. The court fool, for instance, is physically 

present within the court, and has a very close one-to-one relationship with the king or 

the queen. However, it is clearly observed that he/she lacks a social position within 

society. He/she, in a way, is considered to be invisible. Hence, although the fool figure 

in general, as well as the Fool in King Lear uses verbal language in criticizing what is 

going around himself, he is mostly not listened to. Throughout the play, the reader / 

audience observes that the Fool criticizes Lear and patriarchal structure, which is based 

on a hierarchy that is open to hypocrites, through the fragments of songs he sings. 

Moreover, when the Fool leaves the stage as well as the play without any notice at all, he 

is replaced by Edgar as Poor Tom who is, again, presented as a marginalized character. 

Lacking a name and individuality, the role Edgar in disguise playacts refers to mad men 

in general. Since madness is believed to have no relation to reason and rationality, Poor 

Tom’s relation to verbal language, which is a construct of patriarchal reason, is quite 

problematic. He, in many instances, is reminiscent of the Fool. Both characters can be 

considered to be the alter egos Lear because they voice Lear’s changing attitude towards 
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the patriarchal structure he represents at the beginning of the play. Moreover, since the 

Fool and Poor Tom do not have a certain social position in the phallus-oriented 

structure, they use an alternative mode of communication in expressing what they really 

feel and think about that structure openly. When their words are accompanied by a 

melody in the shape of a ballad that is probably known by the Jacobean audience, their 

criticism of social and political injustices as well as human folly is no more unheard.        

As stated above, this study’s main aim is displaying the communicative function 

of songs that are sung in Hamlet, Othello and King Lear. The common feature of these 

songs, as it is analysed in detail in the rest of the study, is that they are all sung by 

marginalized characters. The reasons for their marginality and hence their relation to the 

patriarchal structure are understood to be quite different from one another. Nevertheless, 

what these characters criticize is clearly emphasized through the songs they sing.  
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CHAPTER I 

Singing as an Alternative Language 

       
MOTH: (to Costard) They have been at a 

great feast of languages, and stolen the 

scraps. 

COSTARD: (to Moth) O, they have liv’d 

long on the alms-basket of words. 

Love’s Labour Lost (Act V, Scene1)

   

 

This study mainly argues the potential of songs as an alternative language for 

those who are marginalized and hence cannot have a direct access to verbal language 

that is constructed according to the norms of patriarchal structure in voicing their 

personal thoughts and emotions. Since the characters who are discussed in this study are 

chosen from the dramatis personae appearing in William Shakespeare’s dramatic works, 

it would be appropriate to start discussing the relationship between the marginalized 

characters and patriarchal order on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the relationship 

between music and drama from the very beginning. The best way to do this would be to 

start with the western origin of these relationships: the study of ancient cultures.  

 

A. The Birth of Tragedy and the Marginalized Character 

 

Apollo and Dionysus both exemplify the relationship between the marginalized 

character and the patriarchal order as well as the role of music in drama. Before 

analysing the marginalized character, in other words, the one that is out of the norms, it 

would be significant to have a look at Apollo, the representative of law and reason. 

Apollo is seen as, 

 

a beautiful figure in Greek poetry, the master musician who delights Olympus as he plays on his 
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golden lyre; the lord too of the silver bow, the Archer-god, farshooting; the Healer, as well, who 
first taught men the healing art.1 

 

Being a god, who combines contradictory characteristics in his image, the only features 

that are attributed to Apollo are not limited to the ones that are referred to in the above 

stated quotation. His Latin name Phoebus, which means “shining”, is related to his being 

the God of Light, and the God of Truth. Because he is the God of Truth, Edith Hamilton 

states that “no false word ever falls from his lips.”2 Being a master musician whose 

attributes are the lyre and the bow, Apollo is on the one hand a cruel and pitiless God 

and on the other hand, a beautiful and talented poetic God. When Apollo is compared to 

Dionysus (whom the following pages of this chapter focus on due to his Otherness and 

his crucial function in the birth of tragedy), what is foregrounded is not his musical 

talent but his role in preserving order, particularly the order that is established by the 

patriarchal power. Apollo’s above stated characteristics are consequences of the process 

his image goes through. The change in Apollo’s image is a result of the various 

assumptions about his origin. Although there is some evidence associating Apollo with 

the gods of the “Frisian North Sea coast”3, “the Apollo of Homer is more likely to have 

come from the East alone.”4 No matter where he really comes from, the god of lyre and 

music becomes the representative of reason and the guardian of the patriarchal order. 

Moreover, it is significant that his now emphasized image is associated with law and 

order. In this respect, Guthrie argues that 

 

[Apollo’s] advice was “Know thyself” and “Nothing too much”. Others of the precepts which 
were inscribed on the fabric of Apollo’s temple at Delphi convey, especially in their original 
wording with its associations (impossible to capture in translation), better than anything else the 
spirit that he stood for: 
 

Curb thy spirit.    Fear authority. 
Observe the limit.    Bow before the divine. 
Hate hybris.    Glory not in strength. 

                                                 
1 Edith Hamilton, Mythology, Boston, Little, Brown and Company, 1998, p. 29. 
2 Ibid. 
3  William K. C. Guthrie, The Greeks and Their Gods, Boston, Beacon Press, 1962, p. 82. 
4  Ibid. 
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Keep a reverent tongue.   Keep woman under rule.5     

 

 

Particularly the last remark on keeping woman under rule is quite significant in 

displaying the opposition between the cults of Apollo and Dionysus since, as discussed 

in the following pages of this chapter, Dionysus and the marginalized figure in general 

are closely connected to the female on many levels. Although Apollo is referred to as the 

God of Truth, his presentation in various literary works, such as Aeschylus’ Eumenides, 

the last part of The Oresteia, emphasizes that Apollo functions as the mouth of the 

patriarchal structure, which regards the male as the main authority. This is particularly 

emphasized in his portrayal as the advocate of Orestes, who kills his mother 

Clytemnestra for she has killed her husband Agamemnon. Orestes, tortured by the 

Erinyes who are against both patricide and matricide, is protected by Apollo, who says, 

“My word commanded vengeance for his father.”6 Reflecting the voice of the male in a 

court which emphasizes the fight between the male and the female, the function of 

Athena as the head of the court in Athens and what Apollo says about the fathers and the 

mothers seem to be quite significant. While addressing Athena, who “full-grown and in 

full armor […] sprang from [Zeus’s] head”7, Apollo states:  

 

  The mother is not the parent of the child, 
  Only the nurse of what she has conceived. 
  The parent is the father, who commits 
  His seed to her, a stranger, to be held 
  With God’s help in safe keeping.8  
     

Apollo’s remark on the parent of the child totally distorts what Luce Irigaray defines as 

the maternal genealogy as well as the positioning of the mother and the father within the 

social structure. Moreover, this remark makes it clear that Apollo, as the voice of the 

                                                 
5  Ibid., pp. 183-184. 
6 Aeschylus, The Oresteia: Agamemnon, Choephoroe, Eumenides (circa 458 BC), Trans. by George 
Thomson, New York, London, Alfred A. Knopf, 2004 [1938], p. 101. 
7 Edith Hamilton, loc. cit. 
8 Aeschylus, op. cit., p. 116. 
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phallus-oriented structure in general, regards the female as merely a container in which 

the seed of the father finds an environment to develop.  

As far as the subject-matter of this study, namely, the relationship between order 

that is established by the patriarchal structure and Shakespearean characters who have 

problems with that particular order is concerned, one should pay attention to the cult of 

Dionysus, whose worship “was centered in these two ideas so far apart – of freedom and 

ecstatic joy and of savage brutality.”9 As Camille Paglia points out, “Dionysus is energy, 

ecstasy, hysteria, promiscuity, emotionalism – heedless indiscriminateness of idea or 

practice.”10 Whereas, as the opposite of Dionysus, Apollo, “is obsessiveness, voyeurism, 

idolatry, fascism – frigidity and aggression of the eye, petrification of objects.”11 

Moreover, the reason why Dionysus is generally positioned as the opposite of Apollo is 

the fact that the former one is associated with everything against rationality and order. 

Dionysus, 

 

is hailed as the giver of all good gifts and feared as the eater of raw flesh and the man-tearer; he 
has animal incarnations, aniconic froms closely connected with tree-worship; a definite 
connexion with ships and the sea; he offers ecstasy and spiritual union and wild intoxication in 
which he himself is the leader, so that he can be called the mad, the raving god; at the same time 
what disconcerts his adversaries and singles him out from them is an uncanny stillness and calm, 
and stillness and calm too are among the gifts he bestows on his infatuated worshippers; sexual 
license as a feature of his orgia is now admitted, now denied; his frenzied women votaries, in the 
passionate abandonment of his service, take young beasts in their arms and with maternal 
tenderness give them the breast – the same women who with scarcely conceivable savagery tear 
the limbs from the young creatures and fasten their teeth on them.12 

 

Words such as ‘man-tearer’, ‘animal incarnation’, ‘ecstasy’, ‘wild intoxication’, ‘mad 

and frenzied women’ are used through verbal language, while defining the cult of 

Dionysus, which, of course, show the general attitude of the patriarchal structure 

towards this cult. As far as the patriarchal structure is concerned, Dionysus represents 

the Other on many levels. For ancient Greeks, “sanity, self-consciousness and limit were 

                                                 
9  Edith Hamilton, op. cit., p. 68. 
10  Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae, London, Penguin Books, 1991, p. 96. 
11  Ibid. 
12  William K. C. Guthrie, op. cit., p. 146. 
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the very qualities that distinguished the Greek mind from its surroundings.”13 Moreover, 

Dionysus’ “supposed arrival from outside Greece and the introduction of his rites in the 

face of opposition from god-fighters like Pentheus and Lycurgus,”14 emphasize his 

Otherness.  The significance of Dionysus can be summarized as follows: 

 

Dionysus was identified by Athenians as (i) god of wine and wine miracles, who gave them vine 
and taught them how to make wine; (ii) god of wild nature, particularly associated with luxuriant 
plant growth and with some wild animals (lion, snake, bull), and in cult honoured by phallophoric 
processions displaying the god’s power over sexuality; (iii) god of ecstatic possession, 
characterised by the behaviour of women worshippers taking on the role of maenads; (iv) god of 
the dance, in company with satyrs and nymphs and/or maenads; (v) god of masking and disguise, 
often represented on vases by a mask as the object of worship; (vi) god of mystic initiation, who 
offers his worshippers the possibility of blessing in an afterlife.15 

  

It is worth mentioning other mythological characters such as Pan and Satyrus who are 

associated with nature, wilderness and carnal instincts like Dionysus. Moreover, due to 

these associations they are all regarded as the dangerous Other, who should be kept 

under control by the state that is established according to the norms of patriarchal 

structure. Both Pan and Satyrus are depicted as half-human half-goat creatures, who are 

understood to be connected to the unconscious for they cannot be controlled. 

Furthermore, they are both related to music and dancing16 in the way they are presented 

                                                 
13 Ibid., p. 173.  
14 P. E. Easterling, “A Show for Dionysus”, The Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy, Ed. by P. 
E. Easterling, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 45. 
15 Ibid. 
16 It would be appropriate to mention Morris Dancing, an English folk dance, in relation to the 
mythological characters who are known for their connection to wilderness and carnal desires because 
Morris Dancing presents such characters as well. Consisting of characters reminiscent of fools as well as 
men dressed up as women, Morris Dancing emphasizes what cannot be kept under control, while 
celebrating festivities such as the May Day. Apart from the similarities between the dancing figures and 
the mythological characters that are referred to with respect to the concept of marginalization, the 
etymological history of the Morris Dancing seems to be quite significant. As Maurice Esses indicates, 
“etymologically the term Morris (Mores, Morice, Morrice) was derived from the Spanish word morisco,” 
which means “Moor-like” in English (Maurice Esses, Dance and Instrumental Diferencias in Spain 
During the 17th and Early 18th Centuries Vol. 1: History and Background, Music and Dance, New 
York, Pendragon Books, 1992, p. 467). Nevertheless, it is also suggested that “many important features of 
the Morris dance – such as the mock battle, the blackened faces, the exotic robes, and the bells worn by 
the performers – were used in early European pagan dancing before they were associated with Moorish 
characters.” (Ibid., p. 468) 
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in mythological stories and plays. Pan, for instance, is known to have “made the pipe of 

reeds which can sing as sweetly as the nightingale in spring.”17  

Amongst these mythological characters madness and particularly mad women 

are closely connected to Dionysius since the immediate followers of Dionysus, his 

nurses, are the Maenads, in other words, the madwomen. This, obviously, strengthens 

the connection between the female and Dionysus in terms of Otherness and 

marginalization. It is also worth mentioning that the Maenads do not worship their god 

like the other handmaids or vestal virgins, namely passified women within patriarchal 

structures: 

 

The madwomen, the Maenads, had no temples. They went to the wilderness to worship, to the 
wildest mountains, the deepest forests, as if they kept to the customs of an ancient time before 
men had thought of building houses for their gods.18 

 

The point Edith Hamilton discusses in the above stated quotation explains how and why 

Dionysian cult is positioned against the Apollonian. The Maenads, the worshippers of 

Dionysus, are defined as madwomen, who cannot be kept still by the limitations of the 

city. These women refer to a period prior to or beyond the male constructed civilization. 

By going beyond the boundaries of this civilization, the Maenads go against the rules of 

the state and hence, are regarded as a threat by the champions of Apollonian cult.  

Euripides’ tragedy The Bacchae constitutes a significant example in displaying 

to what extent the Maenads can go against these boundaries. Being the son of the 

immortal Zeus and the mortal Semele, it is not easy for Dionysus to make human beings 

accept his divine power:  

 

Dionysos was “twice-born.” Semele was consumed by the thunder-bolt of Zeus and the embryo, 
taken at six months from his mother’s womb, was placed in the thigh of Zeus and born three 
months later – compare the birth of Athene (associated with wisdom) from the head of Zeus and 
the birth of Dionysos (a god of growth) from his genital region. Fathered by and born from Zeus, 
Dionysos thus becomes a god himself, but his myths tell a repeated story of the need for 

                                                 
17 Edith Hamilton, op. cit., p. 138. 
18 Ibid., p. 68. 
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acceptance.19  

 

The Bacchae takes place in Thebes, the home of Semele, whose family sees Dionysus 

as the reason of her death and do not want to accept that he is a god. This is the point in 

which Dionysus decides to seek for vengeance. The Theban women, who are under the 

spell of Dionysus, start acting according to the Bacchic ritual. As a result of this change 

in the city and the women, Pentheus, the young king of Thebes tries to put an end to this 

ritual. Without knowing his real identity, Pentheus imprisons Dionysus, who is in 

disguise. What is worth noticing about the conversation between Pentheus and Dionysus 

is that Pentheus, as the king of Thebes, functions as the representative of Apollo, for the 

king is considered to be the guardian of law and order, like Apollo. Dionysus, in need of 

acceptance, drives the royal females of Thebes mad and because of the trick he plays on 

the royal females as well as Pentheus20, the women kill their king and relative Pentheus.  

The Bacchae displays binary oppositions on various levels. The source of these 

oppositions is the dichotomy between order and chaos, which is embodied by Pentheus 

and Dionysus. The intrusion of Dionysus in Thebes exemplifies the binary oppositions 

such as reason versus emotion, sane versus insane, west versus east and male versus 

female. The opposition between the east and the west finds its root in the fact that 

Dionysus has always been regarded as the Other in the pantheon since he represents the 

east in many ways. The following dialogue on the connection between Dionysus and the 

east takes place between Pentheus and Dionysus who is in disguise: 

 

PENTHEUS: Is this the first place where you have introduced Dionysus? 
DIONYSUS: No; every Eastern land dances these mysteries. 
PENTHEUS: I believe it. Oriental standards are altogether inferior to ours. 
DIONYSUS: In this point they are superior. But their customs are different.21 

                                                 
19  Ian C. Storey and Arlene Allan, A Guide to Ancient Greek Drama, Oxford, Blackwell Publishing, 
2005, pp. 25-26.  
20 Pentheus’ relation to the power of phallus is interrupted by Dionysus through this trick because 
Pentheus, who wants to see the Maenads himself, follows Dionysus’ advice and goes after the Maenads 
into the woods dressed as a woman. In this respect, it is observed that the presence of Dionysus in Thebes 
feminizes the king, the representative of patriarchal structure and order, to a certain extent as well.   
21  Euripides, The Bacchae and Other Plays (circa 407 B. C.), Middlesex, Penguin Books, 1961, p. 196. 
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This quotation clearly presents Pentheus’ attitude towards the east as well as the fact that 

east and west are regarded as two competitive rivals. Moreover, Pentheus and Dionysus 

as the representatives of these rivals trying to overcome one another through this 

dialogue, in other words, via verbal language. Pentheus’ suggestion that “oriental 

standards are altogether inferior” indicates the fact that what is different and unknown is 

always considered to be inferior. However, what Dionysus tries to achieve through this 

dialogue shows that the east is different and can be superior if there is such a 

competition between east and west.  

As stated before, the opposition between the east and the west is not the only 

opposition presented throughout the play. Women are presented as the focal point of the 

conflict between Pentheus and Dionysus. Pentheus as the embodiment of law and order 

in Thebes is quite uncomfortable with Dionysus’ effect on the women of Thebes because 

he has to follow Apollo’s above mentioned advice: “Keep woman under rule.” A 

Herdsman, while informing Pentheus about what is going on in the city, says: 

 

The villagers, of course, were furious at being plundered by the Bacchae, and they resisted with 
weapons; and then, my lord, was an astonishing sight to behold. The spears cast by the villagers 
drew no blood; but the women, hurling the thyrsus like a spear, dealt wounds; those women 
turned the men to flight. There was the power of a god in that.22 

     

The relationship between man and woman is portrayed as a fight or a battle in the above 

stated extract. However, what is strange in this fight is that women, who are regarded as 

the weak sex both physically and morally by the patriarchal structure, are proved to be 

more powerful than men. Since, as far as the patriarchal order is concerned, this is 

something abnormal and undesirable, it is much more possible for these men to believe 

that “there was the power of a god in that.” Once again, the male-oriented verbal 

language, by defining the gender of the divine power suggests that the power belongs to 

the male god, not to some mad women holding thyrsus in their hands. This instance 

                                                 
22  Ibid., pp. 204-205. 
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indicates that the so-called superiority of the west over the east is re-enacted in the so-

called superiority of man on woman. Moreover, while trying to convince Pentheus to see 

the Maenads with his own eyes Dionysus tells the reader / audience his real plan for 

revenge: 

 

Let us be revenged on him! And – first assail him with fantastic madness and drive him out of his 
mind; for while he is sane he will never consent to put on a woman’s clothes; but once he has 
broken from the rein of reason he will put them on. I long to set Thebes laughing at him, as I lead 
him dressed like a woman through the streets; to humble him from the arrogance with which he 
threatened me at first.23 

      

With these words Dionysus reflects how the patriarchal order associates woman with 

madness and inferiority. As far as the patriarchal structure is concerned, being a part of 

the Maenads is itself a sign of madness and hence being a man and a king in the shape of 

a Maenad is totally abnormal and a figure to be laughed at. Moreover, the link between 

madness and the Maenads can be summarized as follows: 

 

Madness (mania) is of course the word for the ecstasy which actually did take possession of 
women in their worship, and gave them the name of mainades, and the tearing to pieces of a 
victim was the regular culmination of their rites.24 

 

When ecstasy takes “possession of women in their worship”, even the slightest 

possibility of a relationship between women and reason is destroyed. At that point the 

Maenads become a threat for society not necessarily for tearing their victims into pieces 

but for not being strictly controlled by the patriarchal order. Women, who cannot be 

controlled by the phallus-oriented regulations, are regarded as a serious threat in ancient 

Greece because  

 

Athenian women, in the sense of the mothers, sisters, wives, and daughters of Athenian citizen 
men, were ‘citizens’ only by courtesy, in all respects but one – religion. The feminine form of 
‘citizen’ was rarely used, and Athenian women were usually referred to as ‘female inhabitants of 

                                                 
23  Ibid., p. 208. 
24  William K. C. Guthrie, op. cit., p. 166. 
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Attica’ or, more puzzlingly, as ‘townswomen’.25 

 

When the binary opposition associating the female with fluid and the male with solid is 

taken into consideration, the close link between Dionysus and women is best explained 

by Camille Paglia: 

 

Dionysus’ transvestism ... symbolizes his radical identification with mothers. I connect this to his 
association with water, milk, blood, sap, honey, and wine. The Roman and Renaissance Bacchus 
is no more than a wine god. But Greek Dionysus rules what Plutarch calls the hygra physis, wet 
or liquid nature ...... Dionysian liquidity is the invisible sea of organic life, flooding our cells and 
uniting us to plants and animals ..... Female experience is submerged in the world of fluids, 
dramatically demonstrated in menstruation, childbirth, and lactation.26 

  

In this respect, it is possible to make an analogy between the position of the female in 

the male world and the function of fluids in a world of solids. In Luce Irigaray’s words,  

 

Fluids always overflow reason, the ratio, exceed the measure, plunge back into undifferentiation: 
they are the universe of myths and magic, of darkness resistant to the light of the philosophers 
who approach it only to enclose it within the confines of their thought. Forgetting that, without 
fluid, there would be no unity, since fluid always remains between solid substances in order to 
join them together, to reunite them. Without fluid intervention, no discourse could hold 
together.27 

 

Without disregarding the difference between the male and the female, Irigaray defines 

the female as some sort of a fluid which unites the separate solid particles of the male 

system rather than “lack”. This analogy makes the link between Dionysus and the 

female more and more understandable because, he, as Paglia emphasizes, is associated 

with liquids such as wine, blood and water. However, at various points of The Bacchae, 

the reader / audience observes that women are not the only followers of Dionysus. Even 

Cadmus, the founder and previous king of Thebes, says: 

 

                                                 
25  Paul Cartledge, “‘Deep Plays’: theatre as process in Greek civic life”, The Cambridge Companion to 
Greek Tragedy, Ed. by P. E. Easterling, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 27. 
26  Camille Paglia, op. cit., p. 91. 
27 Luce Irigaray, To Speak is Never Neutral, London and New York, Continuum, 2002, p. 233.   
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Dionysus is my own daughter’s son; and now he has shown himself to the world as a god, it is 
right that I should do all I can to exalt him. Where should we go to dance, and take our stand with 
the rest, tossing our old grey beards?28 

 

When the difference between the attitudes of Pentheus and Cadmus towards Dionysus is 

taken into consideration, it is possible to suggest that man has the potential to lose his 

bond with order and so-called sanity, particularly when he is no longer the representative 

of Apollo and law. In other words, when Cadmus starts losing his patriarchal power 

against Pentheus, he is open to the ‘dangers’ coming from the cult of Dionysus. The 

former old king’s attitude towards Dionysus shares common characteristics with King 

Lear’s madness after dividing his kingdom among his two daughters and sons-in-law. It 

is clearly observed that the former king, Lear, moves away from patriarchal order after 

losing the power of the phallus for leaving his duties and responsibilities to the next 

generation. Moreover, particularly during the storm scene, it is observed that the portrait 

of Lear is reminiscent of the portrayal of the Maenads.  

In light of the analysis on Dionysus, it can be suggested that the marginalized 

person is someone who deviates from the norms of a particular group or society. As far 

as this study is concerned, the marginalized character is the one who does not integrate 

with the society that is governed by the white, sane, adult, upper class (not necessarily a 

member of the court) man. In this respect, women, children, the old, the sick, the poor, 

the insane and the non-Christians are marginalized in one way or another. What each 

one of these characters lack, leads to a more crucial lack: the phallus.  

 

The ‘phallus’ stands for the binary opposition towards all those lacks, first biological, then 
somatic and then linguistically constituted, which motivate the child into processes of identity 
formation and subject development. It becomes the all-pervasive marker of difference signifying 
presence and substance in the face of absence.29 

 

Regarding the marginalized character as someone who lacks the phallus is nothing but 

feminizing that character simply because “the phallus is both the signifier of the 
                                                 
28  Euripides, op. cit., p. 187. 
29  John Shepherd, Peter Wicke, op. cit., p. 69. 
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differences between the sexes and the signifier which effaces lack and thus difference.”30 

Accordingly, 

 
 
‘having’ a penis, i.e. being a man, is no guarantee of warding off lack. On the contrary, rendering 
them equivalent has problems of its own, manifested in anxieties about sexual performance 
(impotence fears) as well as a sometimes desperate search for the other through whom the man 
can have his position as the possessor of the valued/desired organ confirmed [.....] As a signifier, 
no one has a privileged or unique relation to it, for it exists only by virtue of the entire signifying 
chain and an intersubjective, multi-subjective, symbolically regulated social order.31 

 
 

That is to say, one’s relation to the phallus depends on one’s place within the social 

order. Hence, characters who do not have a sound and secure place in society can, in no 

way, have the possibility of possessing the power of the phallus. As mentioned above, 

the white, Christian, sane, adult, upper class man, as the originator of this particular 

social order, does not share the advantages of the phallus with the characters who do not 

possess these attributes. Since marginalization is closely linked to feminizing, it would 

be appropriate to have a look at the positioning of the female within patriarchal society, 

before discussing the marginalization of the male characters, in other words, the 

characters with penis. Understanding where the female stand in relation to society is 

important in pointing out the outcomes of the marginalization process.  

Power within society belongs to the possessor of the phallus. Since the word 

phallus is derived from the male organ penis, it is associated with the male generative 

power on a symbolic level. Hence, for psychoanalysts such as Jacques Lacan, woman, 

because she does not have a penis, is the lack itself. This dissertation is mainly 

concerned with language, without which it would be very difficult (or impossible for 

many psychoanalysts) to establish the Self. Elizabeth Grosz argues that “for Lacan, the 

phallus is the ‘signifier of signifiers’, the term which defines each subject’s access to the 

symbolic order.”32  

                                                 
30  Elizabeth Grosz, Jacques Lacan: A feminist introduction, London and New York, Routledge, 1998, 
p. 117. 
31  Ibid., p. 118. 
32  Ibid., p. 121.  
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Before defining the Symbolic, one should consider what is meant by the Real 

and the Imaginary because it is the realm in which the baby finds himself before entering 

the Symbolic. “The child,” as Grosz specifies, “is born into the order of the Real. The 

Real is the order preceding the ego and the organization of the drives.”33 During the 

process of establishing his identity, the child leaves the Real which “has no boundaries, 

borders, divisions, or oppositions”34 and enters into the Imaginary. As far as Lacan’s 

theory of the Self and the Other is concerned, what the baby experiences before 

acquiring the ability to use verbal language properly is called the Imaginary. This non-

linguistic or pre-linguistic sphere is a part of the Mirror-Stage in which the baby for the 

first time identifies himself when he looks in the mirror. The Mirror-Stage is the period 

when the baby manages to distinguish himself from the Other(s), which is the first step 

of establishing the Self. The second and most important step for establishing the Self is 

entering the Symbolic, which is the realm of language. At that point the child is more 

adequate in realizing and expressing the difference between him and the Others around 

himself. In other words, “the child’s ‘development’ from need to demand and desire is 

congruous with its movement out of the Real and into the imaginary and symbolic”.35 

When the child enters the Symbolic, which means that he has a direct access to 

language, the terms sign, signifier and signified, which are discussed in the following 

pages of this chapter in relation to their function in verbal language, play a crucial role.        

Going back to the position of women within patriarchal order, feminist scholars 

such as Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva come to the foreground with their opposition to 

Jacques Lacan. Feminist theoreticians draw attention to the western male assumption 

that “the status of women is that of ‘lesser men’, inferior or defective men”36, which 

makes the western culture a “monosubjective, monosexual, patriarchal and 

phallocratic”37 one, as Irigaray calls it. When the problem of women’s access to verbal 

                                                 
33  Ibid., p. 34. 
34  Ibid. 
35  Ibid., p. 59. 
36 Margaret Whitford, Philosophy in the Feminine, London and New York: Routledge, 1995, p. 22.   
37 Luce Irigaray, Democracy Begins Between Two (1994), Trans. by. Kirsteen Anderson, New York, 
Routledge, 2001, [2000] p. 130. 
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language is concerned, Western culture can be defined as a “monologic, monosexual 

culture in which men speak to men (the universe of the ‘I’ or the same) and women 

remain merely the mediators of this exchange, as goods or as objects, never partners in 

dialogue.”38 When women can never be partners in dialogue, the relationship between 

women and women remains unsymbolized. That is the reason why the patriarchal 

structure lacks what Irigaray defines as “maternal genealogy”39. As far as Irigaray is 

concerned, the mother-daughter relationship being unsymbolized makes it difficult for 

women to have an identity other than being a mother in the symbolic, which is a male 

dominated order. In an interview Irigaray talks about the way she thinks a proper 

mother-daughter relationship should be: 

 

If mothers could be women, there would be a whole mode of a relationship of desiring 
speech between daughter and mother, son and mother, and it would, I think completely 
rework the language [langue] that is now spoken.40                            

 

For Irigaray the problems women are faced with are all related to their position in the 

symbolic order and langue. According to her, in order to create a healthy bond between 

mother and daughter there should not be any maternal omnipotence. When this 

omnipotence is no longer there, then there would be a woman to woman relationship 

rather than a mother-daughter relationship. As far as the three Shakespearean tragedies 

that are examined in this study are concerned, lack of mothers and, hence, maternal 

genealogy prevents the reader / audience from observing any sense of relationship 

between mothers and daughters, healthy or unhealthy.  

 Kristeva, on the other hand, defines language as a “chain of articulated sounds 

but also a network of written marks (a writing), or a play of gestures (a gesturality)”.41 

                                                 
38 Margaret Whitford, op. cit., p. 35. 
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International Publishing Group, 2004, p. 203. 
40  Luce Irigaray, The Irigaray Reader, Ed. by Margaret Whitford, Oxford, Blackwell Publishers Inc, 
1995, p. 52. 
41  Julia Kristeva, Language the Unknown: An Initiation into Linguistics, Trans. by Anne M. Menke, 
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The aim of using these sounds, marks and gestures is producing and communicating a 

thought. As Kristeva points out, “while language is the material of thought, it is also the 

basis of social communication. There is no society without language, any more than 

there is society without communication”.42 That is to say, man, while creating language, 

creates his own social environment as well. As Dale Spender argues, 

 

language is not neutral. It is not merely a vehicle which carries ideas. It is itself a shaper of ideas, 
it is the programme for mental activity (Whorf 1976). In this context it is nothing short of 
ludicrous to conceive of human beings as capable of grasping things as they really are, of being 
impartial recorders of their world. For they themselves, or some of them, at least, have created or 
constructed that world and they have reflected themselves within it.43 

 

Because both language and society are artificial entities, there are various problems in 

their relation to the nature of human beings. Perhaps the most intricate paradox within 

this relationship is that language is 

  

both a creative and an inhibiting vehicle. On the one hand, it offers immense freedom for it 
allows us to ‘create’ the world we live in; that so many different cultures have created so many 
‘worlds’ is testimony to this enormous and varied capacity (Berger and Luckmann 1972, have 
categorized this aspect of language as ‘world openness’, p.69). But, on the other hand, we are 
restricted by that creation, limited to its confines, and, it appears, we resist, fear and dread any 
modifications to the structures we have initially created, even though they are ‘arbitrary’, 
approximate ones. It is this which constitutes a language trap.44  

 

With respect to Dale Spender’s argument, it is possible to suggest that all human beings 

– man or woman – have the potential to fall into this trap. However, it would not be 

farfetched to argue that it is mostly women who find themselves trapped within the 

barriers of verbal language, and consequently they find themselves “‘in exile’, or 

‘unhoused’ in male sexuality, male discourse, and male society.”45 This is because men, 

“those who have the power to make the symbols and their meanings are in a privileged 
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43 Dale Spender, Man Made Language, London, Routledge, 1980, p. 139.  
44 Ibid., 141. 
45 Margaret Whitford, op. cit., p. 150. 
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and highly advantageous position.”46 In the patriarchal order men have 

 

the potential to order the world to suit their own ends, the potential to construct a language, a 
reality, a body of knowledge in which they are the central figures, the potential to legitimate their 
own primacy, and to  create a system of beliefs which is beyond challenge (so that their 
superiority is ‘natural’ and ‘objectively’ tested). The group which has the power to ordain the 
structure of language, thought, and reality has the potential to create a world in which they are the 
central figures, while those who are not of their group are peripheral and therefore may be 
exploited.47       

 

It is significant that verbal language is the realm of the powerful group, namely men in 

the phallus-oriented social structure. In that sense, women, who are in exile as far as 

their relation to verbal language and patriarchal power is concerned, “find themselves 

‘homeless’ in the symbolic order.”48 However, as discussed in the previous pages, 

having a penis does not necessarily give man the power of the phallus, and, hence, the 

power to ordain the structure of the above mentioned items. In this respect, power and 

the ability to construct a language and hence having a central place within the social 

order are closely connected to one another, and in the patriarchal order, man, who has 

the power of the phallus, is the subject, the ‘I’ of this relationship. 

Since this study analyses the link between the marginalized characters and 

singing, it would not be wrong to argue that both of them are regarded as different as far 

as the norms of the patriarchal order is concerned. Likewise, 

 

the existence of music, like the existence of women, is potentially threatening to men to the 
extent that it (sonically) insists on the social relatedness of human worlds and as a consequence 
implicitly demands that individuals respond. When this happens music reminds men of the fragile 
and atrophied nature of their control over the world.49 

 

Furthermore, the association between music and the female in terms of how they are 

                                                 
46 Dale Spender, op. cit., p. 142. 
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48 Margaret Whitford, op. cit., p. 69. 
49 John Shepherd, “Music and male hegemony”, Music and Society: The Politics of Composition, 
Performance and Reception, Ed. by Richard Lepperd, Susan McClary, Cambridge, Cambridge 
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perceived by the phallus-oriented structure is reflected in the portrayal of the Sirens, 

who are believed to inhabit an island and through their enchanting voices “lured sailors 

to their death.”50 The Sirens are mostly pictured as women and hence, reflect the 

patriarchal view of women, which regards them as a threat. In this mythological story, 

woman, whose anatomic characteristics connect her to life and birth, is associated with 

the unknown and death. As Elena Laura Calogero suggests, there are two attitudes 

towards the female in sixteenth and seventeenth century in terms of the female’s relation 

to music. While discussing sixteenth and seventeenth century poetry, Calogero states: 

“the effects of music are either ennobling, elevating the (male) listener to spiritual 

contemplation and love; or they achieve the result of further inflaming love and passion, 

bringing death or perdition.”51 The image of the Sirens clearly makes a correlation 

between the female, witchcraft and death. The way the Sirens bewitch and indirectly kill 

the sailors is through their beautiful voices because their voices “would make a man 

forget all else, and at last their song would steal his life away.”52 Nevertheless, the 

Sirens are not the only female amongst the Olympian world who are related to music 

and singing. Like the Sirens, the Muses are marked with the beauty of their voices as 

well as singing. However, their relation to the patriarchal order is quite different from 

that of the Sirens because they are directly related to Apollo due to his relation to music 

that is discussed in the previous pages of this chapter. According to Hesiod’s Theogony, 

the Muses are the daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne (Memory in English). When Zeus 

becomes the supreme power amongst the Olympians, the Muses sing and dance before 

Zeus. The song they sing is considered to be “coextensive with the mind of Zeus; it 

comprehends the social and political power.”53 The difference between the portrayal of 

the Sirens and the Muses in terms of their relation to the male power can be explained in 

the duality of how music is perceived by human beings as well as its contradictory 
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relation to reason and emotions as it is discussed in this chapter.      

Nevertheless, women are not the only threats for the patriarchal order. As stated 

in the preceding pages, not all men are able to possess the power of the phallus. What is 

significant about these marginalized characters is that they function as the Other for the 

ones who can have a direct access to verbal language. As far as the sane, white, adult, 

upper class, Christian male, who is able to refer to himself as ‘I’, is concerned,  

 

without the other’s presence, the relationship of my image to the other’s body which is 
established as I turn back toward the other, the spectacle of my image remains foreign to me. It is 
an other that I there encounter, but not really an other, because the other is merged with the 
world, and not any more established in his own singularity than I am in mine.54 

 

It is obvious that the Other only functions as a tool for the subject (the ‘I’) to claim and 

highlight his own existence. In this monologic and monosexual patriarchal western 

culture, man uses language to create the Other whom he dominates. This power relation 

is necessary for the subject, the man, to emphasize his existence. As Irigaray suggests, 

 

man needs an instrument to touch himself with: a hand, a woman, or some substitute. This 
mechanism is sublated in and by language. Man produces language for self-arousal.55  

 

The marginalized characters, who are discussed in this study, include both male and 

female characters. A significant group of the marginalized men this study focuses on are 

the fools and jesters. The fools and jesters are quite paradoxical as far as their position 

within the social structure is concerned. Although their existence seems to be limited to 

their extraordinary costumes and overblown outer appearance, which is constructed for 

the purpose of entertaining human beings, they are an indispensable part of court life. 

These characters, both in the real and the fictive world, are considered to be free to voice 

what they feel and think about certain situations. However, it is also observed that what 
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they say is not taken seriously since a fool is considered to be insufficient in terms of 

rational capacity and sanity.  

The figure of the fool and jester is occasionally associated with insanity and 

madness, and while discussing the relationship between language and madness, Michel 

Foucault focuses on the two aspects of this relationship. The first one is the language of 

the sane man to which the insane cannot easily have a direct access. Because of the 

expulsion of the madman, the only person he can at least “try” to communicate with is 

the psychiatrist, and at that point the madman finds himself functioning as silence within 

the “language of psychiatry, which is a monologue of reason about madness”.56 As far as 

this language is concerned, the one who fails in using the verbal language of reason and 

of sanity becomes silence, or in musical terms the pause, which does not send a clearly 

understandable message. Even if the madman utters words, they do not mean anything 

according to the codes that are determined within the Symbolic order. This also 

resembles the notion of lack Lacan and his followers attribute to the female. Hence, it is 

possible to argue that both the female and the madman function as lack in the phallus-

oriented order. This of course explains why these characters communicate through songs 

rather than verbal language which is an important part of the Symbolic order.     

As stated before, the opposition between Dionysus and Apollo is significant in 

terms of the function of music in tragedy as well as the position of the marginalized 

character with respect to the patriarchal structure. While talking about the opposition 

between Apollo and Dionysus within the larger picture of an analysis of drama, it would 

be appropriate to refer to Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. In his work, 

Nietzsche discusses the birth of tragedy and music’s function in the birth of tragedy 

through the opposition and relationship between Apollo and Dionysus. Music is a very 

significant concept in picturing the difference between Apollo and Dionysus since these 

two mythological characters have a close relationship with music in totally opposite 

ways. As Nietzsche states,   
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the song and pandomime of such dually-minded revelers [followers of the Dionysian cult] was 
something new and unheard-of for the Homeric-Grecian world: and the Dionysian music in 
particular excited awe and terror. If music, as it would seem, had been known previously as an 
Apollonian art, it was so, strictly speaking, only as the wave-beat of rhythm, whose formative 
power was developed for the representation of Apollonian states. The music of Apollo was Doric 
architectonics in tones, but in tones that were merely suggestive, such as those of the cithara. The 
very element which forms the essence of Dionysian music (and hence of music in general) is 
carefully excluded as un-Apollonian: namely, the emotional power of the tone, the uniform flow 
of the melos, and the utterly incomparable world of harmony.57 

 

Here, Nietzsche points out the crucial difference in Apollonian and Dionysian music: On 

the one hand, there is Apollonian music which is rather formative when compared to 

Dionysian. This is quite understandable when one recalls the fact that Apollo is 

associated with order. At that point Apollo’s relation to the lyre can only be explained 

through the formative aspect of music, whereas the music’s emotional aspect is left to 

the cult of Dionysus which is associated with chaos. In this respect, it is possible to 

suggest that the concept of flourish, in other words, the instrumental ceremonial music, 

referring to the presence or arrival of a powerful figure within the patriarchal hierarchy 

that is discussed in the following pages, is an extension of Apollonian music. 

Furthermore, drama, the major concept of this study, is closely linked to the cult 

of Dionysus rather than the cult of Apollo. Dionysus, particularly in his portrayal in The 

Bacchae, “calls into question the clear separation of illusion and reality.”58 This, of 

course, destroys the patriarchal structure’s tendency to disregard the presence of illusion 

as opposed to reality, which itself is quite a relative concept. In this respect, it would be 

wise to point out that Dionysus’ function in the birth of tragedy is not limited to his 

relation to music and dance. He is the embodiment of illusion as opposed to reality, 

which is represented through masks and drama on the stage. Moreover, Dionysus’  

 

association with illusion, transgression and metamorphosis was obviously germane to his 
theatrical status. The quintessential outsider, he was entirely appropriately worshipped in the 
form of a mask, which could both figure his absent presence and provide actors and chorus with 
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the alibi and means of alienation required for the dramatic representation of others (and 
otherness).59 

  

Nevertheless, as Goldhill argues, Dionysus, because of his courageous positioning 

opposite to Apollo, the representative of law and order, symbolizes, to a certain extent, 

an alternative and a sort of defiance. Moreover, theatre, in Athens is “a mass social 

phenomenon,”60 which has a certain political aspect, “featuring in the everyday 

consciousness and even the nocturnal dreams of the Athenian citizen.”61 (Still it would 

be wise to notice that the characters of tragedy are not easy to associate or identify with 

for the ordinary Athenian citizen. These stage characters are socially higher than the 

spectators, and it is well known that “only occasionally and generically were Athenian 

citizens themselves represented on the tragic stage, as for instance in Sophocles’ 

Oedipus at Colonus, where the chorus consisted of citizens from the deme of 

Colonus.”62) It would also be a mistake to ignore the paradoxical fact that although 

Dionysus as a mythological character symbolizes what is opposed to the norms, order 

and routine,   

 

the use of rituals – standardised, repeated events of symbolic character, symbolic statements 
about the social order – and especially the ritual of collective animal- sacrifice helped to sustain 
and reinforce that internalised Athenian civic identity.63   

 

It is obvious that both Dionysus and the followers of his cult are regarded as a threat to 

the order of the state that is protected by the cult of Apollo. This threat is most visible in 

the festivals that are attributed to Dionysus. According to Nietzsche, 

 

in nearly every case these festivals centered in extravagant sexual licentiousness, whose waves 
overwhelmed all family life and its venerable traditions; the most savage natural instincts were 
unleashed, including even that horrible mixture of sensuality and cruelty which has always 
seemed to me to be the genuine “witches’ brew.” For some time, however, it would appear that 

                                                 
59  Paul Cartledge, op. cit., p. 8. 
60  Ibid., p. 3.  
61  Ibid. 
62  Ibid., p. 19. 
63  Ibid., p. 6. 



 33 

the Greeks were perfectly insulated and guarded against the feverish excitements of these 
festivals by the figure of Apollo himself rising here in full pride, who could not have held out the 
Gorgon’s head to any power more dangerous than this grotesquely uncouth Dionysian.64 

 

The fact that “the most savage natural instincts were unleashed” is what makes the 

Dionysian cult a serious threat for law and order of the state. As Nietzsche once more 

emphasizes in the above stated quotation, the opposition between the Apollonian and 

Dionysian cults is highly concerned among the ancient Greeks.  

It is understood that music and dance have a significant role in Dionysian 

festivals and the birth of tragedy.65 Song and dance, what the believers of Dionysus are 

associated with, belong to a different area in which civilization does not exist: 

 

In song and dance man expresses himself as a member of a higher community; he has forgotten 
how to walk and speak; he is about to take a dancing flight into the air. His very gestures bespeak 
enchantment. Just as the animals now talk, just as the earth yields milk and honey, so from him 
emanate supernatural sounds. He feels himself a god, he himself now walks about enchanted, in 
extasy, like to the gods whom he saw salking about in his dreams. He is no longer an artist, he 
has become a work of art: in these paroxyms of intoxication the artistic power of all nature 
reveals itself to the highest gratification of the Primordial Unity.66 

 

Here Nietzsche refers to a “higher community” which is not limited with the boundaries 

that are manifested by the phallus-oriented society. In this respect, the place of women 

in the cult of Dionysus, which is beyond these boundaries, is more and more significant. 

As stated earlier, Nietzsche, in The Birth of Tragedy, underlines the function of music 

in the birth of tragedy and Greek drama, by discussing the figure of the chorus. Before 
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discussing the function of the chorus in drama, it would be wise to have a look at its 

meaning in the two disciplines that are foregrounded in this study. The Oxford 

Dictionary of Musical Terms defines the terms chorus and choir together as follows:  

 
 
choir, chorus (Fr.: choeur; Ger.: Chor; It.: coro). Both terms denote a body of singers 
performing as a group, normally, though not necessarily, in parts. The English language appears 
to be alone in perpetuating a useful distinction between ‘choir’ and ‘chorus’. The latter is 
commonly used to denote larger groups of singers – especially amateur enthusiasts, but also 
professionals in the theatre and opera house. ‘Choir’ is applied mostly to smaller bodies of 
singers: to ecclesiastical groups, and to small, expert groups such as are often composed of 
professionals and called ‘chamber choirs’.67  

 
 

However, although this study is both interested in the terminology of music and drama, 

what is meant by the chorus as far as Greek drama is concerned is quite different. 

Nevertheless, this shift in the meaning of the word shows the change drama goes 

through as a sign system and a performing art as well. The entry of the term ‘chorus’ in 

The Penguin Dictionary of the Theatre is as follows: 

 
 

Chorus A group of actors in Greek drama. They were at first the main performers, tragedy 
consisting initially of a series of choric odes with interludes in which a single actor conversed 
with the chorus. Gradually, they came to occupy the role of commentators on dramatic action, 
standing for the most part aside from it but representing townspeople and sometimes engaging as 
such in exchanges with the principal actors. In Elizabethan drama a ‘chorus’ sometimes occurs in 
the person of an individual actor, speaking a prologue and occasional explanatory linking 
passages (in Henry V and Pericles, for example).....The term ‘chorus’ in the modern theatre more 
usually refers, though, to the singers and dancers in musicals and operettas, who play a more or 
less background role varying as the occasion demands.68 

 
  

Although there is an obvious change in the definition of the term ‘chorus’, it is important 

to note that Nietzsche, while underlying the relationship between music and drama 

emphasizes the function of the chorus as well. According to Nietzsche, 

 

...we may call the chorus in its primitive stage in early tragedy a self-mirroring of the Dionysian 
man: a phenomenon which is most clearly exemplified by the process of the actor, who, if he be 
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truly gifted, sees hovering almost tangibly before his eyes the character he is to represent. The 
satyr chorus is above all a vision of the Dionysian throng, just as the world of the stage is, in turn, 
a vision of the satyr chorus. The power of this vision is great enough to render the eye dull and 
insensible to the impression of “reality,” to the presence of the cultured men occupying the tiers 
of seats on every side.69 

 

Recalling the positioning of Dionysus in the relationship between reality and illusion, 

one realizes that what the chorus does in fact is becoming some sort of a mirror and 

show the Dionysian man his own image in a world of fiction and illusions.70 In this 

respect, it is quite understandable to suggest that Greek tragedy functions  

 

as the Dionysian chorus, disburdening itself again and again in an Apollonian image-world. The 
choric parts, therefore, with which tragedy is interlaced, are in a sense the maternal womb of the 
entire so-called dialogue, that is, of the whole stage-world, of the drama proper.71 

 

At this point, the above mentioned quotation about the Dionysian chorus can be linked 

to what Martin Esslin says about the relationship between drama and reality: “Drama is 

unique among the representational arts in that it represents ‘reality’ by using real human 

beings and often also real objects, to create its fictional universe.”72  

The sign systems that make up dramatic presentation are: words, facial 

expression, gesture, movement of the actors on stage, music, sound effects, sets, props, 

costume, make-up and hair-do. Erika Fischer-Lichte, while categorizing the theatrical 

codes, defines sounds and music as “nonverbal acoustic signs”.73 These signs, in Fischer-

Lichte’s terms, “can generally function as a system that creates meaning on the basis of 
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units of tone, pitch, melody, rhythm, and meter.”74 Nevertheless, the two parts of this 

category, sounds and music, are different by their nature. That is to say, “music always 

has to be produced intentionally, whereas sounds may also occur as the product of 

natural processes or as the unintentional ‘byproducts’ of other human activities.”75 The 

main focus of this study is music that is produced intentionally. Hence, the second 

section of this chapter discusses music and songs in terms of communication. 

 

B. The Communicative Aspect of Music and Songs 

 

Since this study’s main argument is based upon the relationship between the 

marginalized Shakespearean characters and singing, then it is time to discuss music, 

song and their place within the realm of communication.  

 

Both music and language are known to exist in all extant human societies and all those that have 
been historically documented; archaeologists are confident that both music and language were 
present in all prehistoric societies of Homo sapiens. While the concept of music may vary, all 
cultures have song and dance, and make some form of internal repetition and variation in their 
musical utterances; they use rhythmic structures based on distinctions between note lengths and 
dynamic stresses.76  

 
 

This clearly indicates that the relationship between music and human beings go back to 

the time of Neanderthals. This relationship is understood to have attracted many 

philosophers’ and scientists’ attention throughout centuries. Nevertheless, this study is 

not a historical survey on musicology or the aesthetics of music as an art, and the reason 

why there is certain amount of pages on music is music’s undeniable role in songs. 

However, before discussing the function of songs and singing as a medium for 

communication, one should first of all have a look at the parts of song separately: music 

and lyrics (i.e. verbal language). 

One may define language as “a communication system consisting of a lexicon – 
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a collection of words with agreed meanings – and a grammar – a set of rules for how 

words are combined to form utterances.”77 While studying the historical progress in 

language from the time of the Neanderthals, Otto Jespersen in Progress in Language 

states, “language...began with half-musical unanalysed expressions for individual beings 

and events.”78 If it is believed that language, at the beginning, was closely linked to 

music, then there should be some common features between music and language. As 

Mithen mentions, “language and music share three modes of expression: they can be 

vocal, as in speech and song; they can be gestural, as in sign language and dance; and 

they can be written down.”79 Some of the scientists and scholars focusing on the roots of 

music and language, and their relation to one another argue that there is one common 

precursor for these two. Although they have the same root, music and language, in time, 

start to have different modes and ways of expression, which results in a total separation. 

This common precursor is what musicologist Steven Brown calls “musilanguage”.80 It is 

possible to regard the following quotation as a result of “musilanguage”s effect: 

 

Both language and music have a hierarchical structure, being constituted by acoustic elements 
(words or tones) that are combined into phrases (utterances or melodies), which can be further 
combined to make language or musical events. They can both be described as ‘combinatorial 
systems’.81 

 

However, since music and language are separate disciplines, there are various 

differences between these two. The major difference between them is related to the 

concepts of the signifier and the signified, which seems to be the backbone of verbal 

language. 

 

Although both music and language are hierarchical systems constructed from discrete units 
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(words and tones), the nature of these units is fundamentally different: those of language are 
symbols; those of music are not.....the large majority of words have an arbitrary association with 
the entity to which they refer...82 

  

Language is used to send a certain message to a receiver, and the message is sent 

through signs. In Charles Sanders Peirce’s words, a sign “is a third mediating between 

the mind addressed and the object represented.”83 Another linguist, Ferdinand de 

Saussure, suggests that a sign is composed of two inseparable units: the signified and the 

signifier. The signified refers to the concept that is represented, whereas the signifier is 

the sound-image that is attached to that particular signified. However, due to the 

differences between the sound-images that are attributed to certain signifieds (the 

phonetical differences between “book” and “kitap” for instance), it is understood that the 

signified and the signifier are not necessarily related to one another. That is the reason 

why the sign is regarded as an arbitrary unit. Music, however, is, generally, regarded as 

“a non-referential system of communication,”84 which is, hence, considered to be an 

inferior sign-system when compared to the verbal language. As opposed to this view, 

Nietzsche suggests that 

 

language can never adequately render the cosmic symbolism of music, because music stands in 
symbolic relation to the primordial contradiction and primordial pain in the heart of the Primal 
Unity, and therefore symbolizes a sphere which is beyond and before all phenomena.85 

 

This argument can be considered to be emphasizing the arbitrary and artificial aspect of 

verbal language as opposed to the infinite nature of music. Nietzsche’s remark on music 

can, to a certain extent, be connected to the main argument of this study. As far as this 

study is concerned, those who try to find or establish a sphere which is not limited by the 

patriarchal structure, use music and songs as a means of communication and an 
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alternative to verbal language, which, obviously, functions as a significant convention of 

the phallus-oriented order. Music, in this respect, is a sign-system, which is related to the 

Primal Unity, which, according to Nietzsche, is associated with the cult of Dionysus.    

For centuries, music’s communicative function has been a question much 

discussed by musicians and scholars. This is simply because of music’s lack of reference 

to the outside world through signs:  

 

A central problem in understanding significance in music has been that, in their ‘abstract’ (by 
which we mean ‘non-denotative’) manifestations, the sounds of music do not obviously refer 
outside themselves to the world of objects, events and linguistically encodable ideas. In terms of 
the way in which symbols are commonly understood to have meaning, this ‘abstract’ aspect of 
music emerges either of having ‘no meaning’, or as having a meaning that is quite distinct and 
apart from all other forms of meaning.86 

   

Although sounds are the common devices in both music and language, their effects and 

end-products differ from one another. Since sounds in music and sounds in language are 

combined in different ways, their relation to the world of objects is totally different. This 

can easily be understood through the following extract taken from Music and Cultural 

Theory: 

 

Sounds in music are understood to work differently from sounds in language in the sense that 
they do not invoke or call forth signifieds coterminous with the world of objects, events and 
linguistically encodable ideas. There is little disagreement, in other words, on the question of 
music’s ‘non-denotative’ effects. According to this traditional semiological model there is 
therefore little alternative but to understand sounds in music as occasioning a ground of 
physiological and effective stimulation which is subsequently interpellated into the symbolic 
order of language.87 

 

Similarly, Julia Kristeva draws attention to both the similarities and differences between 

music and verbal language. The similarities she mentions are as follows: “Verbal 

language and music are both realized by utilizing the same material (sound) and by 

acting on the same receptive organs. The systems both have writing systems that 
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indicate their entities and their relations.”88 However, despite these common features 

between music and language, Kristeva belongs to the group arguing that music does not 

produce or communicate a particular meaning.  

 

...while the fundamental function of language is the communicative function, and while it 
transmits a meaning, music is a departure from this principle of communication. It does transmit 
a “message” between a subject and an addressee, but it is hard to say that it communicates a 
precise meaning. It is a combinatory of differential elements, and evokes an algebraic system 
more than a discourse. If the addressee hears this combinatory as a sentimental, emotive, 
patriotic, etc., message, this is the result of a subjective interpretation given within the framework 
of a cultural system rather than the result of a “meaning” implicit in the 
“message.”......Referent/signified/signifier here seem to melt into a single mark that combines 
with others in a language that doesn’t mean anything.89 

  

Igor Stravinsky is one of the musicians who strictly argued that music does not and 

cannot express anything related to the outside world. He, in this respect, goes one step 

further than Kristeva and says, 

 

I consider that music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express anything at all, 
whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, a psychological mood, a phenomenon of nature, 
etc....Expression has never been an inherent property of music. This is by no means the purpose 
of its existence. If, as is nearly always the case, music appears to express something, this in only 
an illusion, and not a reality.90 

 

However, Felix Mendelssohn, another distinguished composer, disagrees with the above 

stated view on music, and argues that music can express things and does this as 

successful as verbal language can. As he writes in one of his letters in 1842, 

 

people usually complain that music is so ambiguous; that it is so doubtful what they ought to 
think when they hear it; whereas everyone understands words. With me it is entirely the 
converse.....The thoughts which are expressed to me by a piece of music which I love are not too 
indefinite to be put into words, but on the contrary too definite.91  
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Another composer, Leonard Bernstein adds another dimension to the argument by 

focusing on the difference between “meaning” and “expressing”: 

 

When a piece of music ‘means’ something to me, it is a meaning conveyed by the sounding notes 
themselves – what Eduard Hanslick called ‘sonorous forms in motion’ (a wonderful phrase), and 
I can report those meanings back to you precisely in terms of those forms. But when music 
‘expresses’ something to me, it is something I am feeling, and the same is true for you and of 
every listener.92 

  

As far as the main argument of this study is concerned, Bernstein’s remark on music 

seems to be quite agreeable. It is obvious that music expresses a feeling, evokes 

emotions and even triggers certain thoughts without referring to any relationship 

between the signifier and the signified as the verbal language does. Quoting the above 

stated composers, the creators of music, is quite significant because the meaning or 

message that is expressed or tried to be transferred, has its roots in the mind of the 

composer. Although what this study is interested in is the characters who sing certain 

songs in certain contexts, it would be wise not to leave the composing process out of the 

limits of this study. Composer Paul Hindemith emphasizes the importance of the listener 

in defining the message or expression that can be found in music, and says, “one given 

piece of music may cause remarkably diverse reactions in different listeners.”93 The 

reaction given to a certain piece of music can change from one listener to another, but 

this change may occur as a result of a change in performance or simply a rhythmic 

change that is done by the composer in the same melody as well.   

 

Always remember that a theme is, after all, a succession of notes. Merely by changing the 
dynamics, that is, by playing it loudly or bravely or softly and timidly, one can transform the 
emotional feeling of the very same succession of notes. By a change of harmony a new 
poignancy may be given the theme; or by a different rhythmic treatment the same notes may 
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result in a war dance instead of a lullaby.94  

 

This possibility gives the composer a duty to concentrate on the message he wants to 

send to his audience / receiver and the emotion he wants to arouse. That is why, 

 

every composer keeps in mind the possible metamorphoses of his succession of notes. First he 
tries to find its essential nature, and then he tries to find what might be done with it – how that 
essential nature may momentarily be changed.95 
  

  

Despite the fact that the source of the message of the music is the composer himself, it is 

possible to talk about a situation which reminds one of the Reader Response Theory, 

which focuses on “the role actual readers play in the determination of literary meaning, 

the relation of reading conventions to textual interpretation.”96 David Lindley argues that 

 

as with any other cultural product, music’s meaning is generated in significant measure by the 
assumptions that its audience brings to its listening, and it is located within historically specific 
contexts and practices that condition the ways in which it is received and understood.97 
 

Going back to music’s psychological function one should mention the assumption that 

music is closely linked to emotions rather than reason and mind. However, this shows 

the paradoxical character of music itself. On the one hand, it is argued that music 

addresses emotions rather than reason. Whereas, on the other hand, it is a fact that music 

in ancient Greece is regarded as one of the major sciences. Philosophers such as Plato 

and Pythagoras pay attention to music’s mathematical aspect and argue that music is one 

of the most important representatives of mathemata because, “numbers are succeeded 

by plane figures, plane figures by solids, solids by the motion of solids, and this motion 
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by the motion of sounds.”98 Nevertheless, musicologists and scholars, while discussing 

various theories on the relationship between music and psychology, come to the 

conclusion that “all the theories, in one way or another, stress a role for music in 

mediating between the conscious and the unconscious.”99 As far as this study is 

concerned, music and songs not only mediate between the conscious and the 

unconscious but also the truth and masks.   

A song, as the main concept this study focuses on, can straightforwardly be 

defined as “the integration of both melody and speech – music and language.”100 Hence, 

it is possible to argue that it carries the characteristics of the two within its body and 

unites them in a certain way to produce a different entity. As Edward A. Lippman argues 

 

when melody and words are combined in song, the melody tends to occupy the foreground 
attention and to obscure or suppress the meaning of the text. Unless the melody is devoid of 
interest or is little more than the intonation of speech, a conscious effort is required to retain our 
awareness of the words and their meaning. This effort decreases in succeeding stanzas of a 
strophic song, since the melody becomes increasingly familiar and makes way to some extent for 
attention to the text. At the same time, the repetition of the melody not only represents a normal 
musical practice but also provides a foil that facilitates our grasp of the changing ideas and 
images of the text. In refrains, the periodic recurrence of words and ideas becomes enjoyable 
rather than tedious, for melody – easily stepping into the foreground of attention – conveys its 
own pleasure as well as the pleasure of the tonal-verbal composite, and for both of these, 
repetition is a natural ally.101 

  

Lippman’s argument is not only significant in displaying the power relation between 

melody and lyrics in general but also points out one of the most popular forms of lute 

songs of Shakespeare’s day: the strophic song. The strophic song can be defined as “the 

repetition of the same music for all the stanzas of a poem.”102 In relation to this view, it is 

possible to suggest that the strophic song makes the audience pay attention to the text of 

the song by repeating the same melody in the background. Similarly, paying more 
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attention to the lyrics rather than their melodies is the aim of this study. This does not 

mean that this study considers the text and hence verbal language to be more important 

than music. This is simply because it is almost impossible to be sure about the original 

melodies of the ballads that are analysed in the following chapters. There are of course 

sheet music of some ballads which are suggested to be the ones that are sung in 

Shakespeare’s era but no one can really be sure about those melodies.  

Since this study’s aim is to analyse the positioning of the singing characters in 

certain plays by discussing the songs they are singing, then it is important to note that 

songs, in general, draw a picture about the societies they are created in. Songs are used 

in defining the societies they are created in to such an extent that not only their themes 

but also the amount of vowels and consonants within the lyrics are regarded as evidence 

showing how cultivated and sophisticated a society is. Not only the vowels, consonants 

and themes but also melody and the singing tradition give evidence about society as 

well. For example; 

 

in early hoe agriculture women overweigh or equal men in productive importance, probably 
because it was they who domesticated the plants and even animals. In such societies women are 
not so likely to be shut away from the public center of life; not so often are they passive witness 
of social events, but active participants at or close to the center of the stage. It is in such societies 
that we find the highest occurrence of polyphonic singing.103 

            

Polyphonic singing, which introduces melodies and patterns composed for more than 

one voice, indicates that those societies have the potential not to tend to be monological 

and monosexual. Alan Lomax, who developed the field cantometrics104, suggests that 

there is a close link between a culture’s social organization and the folk songs sung in 

that culture. Hence, an analysis of the folk songs, according to Lomax, draws a picture 

of the social hierarchy and gender relations as well as the daily interests within a 

particular society:  
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A song style is an agreement by members of a culture to conform their vocal behavior to a certain 
model. The function of song style seems to be to produce social consensus at a minimal 
level....Thus the content of song must touch upon those concerns and those modes of behavior 
which the members of a culture feel both satisfied and valuable.105 

 

In this respect, one should keep in mind that songs not only help one realize the social 

position of the singer in society but also help one draw a picture of the society as a 

whole. Since the songs that are questioned in the following chapters are – or believed to 

be – folk songs and ballads that were present in the time of Shakespeare, it is possible to 

suggest that the analysis of the singers of the fragments of these songs result in a general 

analysis of both the fictive world presented in those plays as well as the real world of the 

plays’ original audience. Because, 

 

given the highly redundant nature of folk song and the fact that song is usually a group 
communication device serving to focus the attention of groups, to organize them for joint 
response, and to produce consensus, it seems obvious that the texts of songs will be limited to 
those matters, attitudes, concerns, and feelings on which the community in its maximal 
accord.....Thus, in theory, song texts ought to be heavily loaded with normative cultural 
indicators.106 

  

It would be possible to suggest that ballads are one of the most significant examples of 

the song type that is loaded with normative cultural indicators. Lomax pays much 

attention to the the ballad tradition and the power of the bard and the ballad maker on 

society since, 

 

as society grew more complex and leadership more exclusive, the solo bard began to hold the 
center of the stage. He preempted the communication space as the priests and kings seized and 
held the wealth and power of the human community. The bard, exercising exclusive dominance 
and enforcing passive attention through long songs, represented the dominant leaders and helped 
to train the audience to listen for long periods without replying. More than that, the bard whether 
sacred or secular, addressed himself to the powerful leaders who more and more directed the life 
of ever larger social units.107 
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Starting from the medieval era the bard has a significant role in western culture. As far 

as Lomax is concerned, this role has a quite political aspect as well. The bard is not an 

ordinary entertainer. He, on the contrary, is someone who has a certain power on his 

audience. This power is most probably generated from his ability to attract the 

audience’s attention through his songs for a very long time. Furthermore, the bard is “an 

early information specialist, storing the traditional knowledge of his group with the help 

of the redundant devices of poetry.”108 This characteristic, obviously, is indicative of the 

argument that folk songs and ballads can be regarded as codes of social structure on 

many levels in a particular culture. 

Before discussing the singing characters in Shakespeare’s plays in detail, one 

should have a look at the ballad tradition and the troubadours in western culture. A 

troubadour is both a singer and a composer of a unique musical tradition which 

flourished in the eleventh century. This tradition is quite popular in the Medieval Era to 

such an extent that even Dante Alighieri in his unfinished treatise “De vulgari eloquenta, 

composed in Latin between 1303 and 1305 .... used troubadour and trouvère songs as 

models.”109 Because the tradition flourished as a product of the courtly love tradition, the 

most popular themes used in the troubadour lyrics are love and eroticism.110 However, 

irony and satire are quite often used since the troubadours do not simply entertain their 

audience; they are people who are interested in the social hierarchy and politics as well. 

Moreover, “the main performing space was surely the court; the main critical task is to 

examine possible interactions between performers and a court public.”111  

The ballad tradition, however, is the song style this dissertation is mostly 

interested in. This is because the songs that are analysed in the following chapters are all 

ballads or fragments of the ballads of Elizabethan and Jacobean eras. “The use of 
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popular music to liven up the drama,” as Tessa Watt discusses, “came from a long 

tradition stretching back to the medieval miracle and morality plays.”112 Shakespeare 

uses the well-known products of the ballad tradition which are quite popular in sixteenth 

century England.  

 

A ballad might arrive in a town or village in a pedlar’s pack, or in the repertory of travelling 
performers. From here, it could spread around the community in varying degrees of 
fragmentation or permutation, according to local memories and talents. The popular musical 
memory was retentive: the singers in town and country had a large stock of tunes which could be 
brought to mind with the instruction ‘to the tune of - ’ on each new broadside. Claude Simpson 
argues that about 1,000 different broadside ballad tunes were current in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, of which over 400 have survived.113 

 

Tessa Watt’s study Cheap Print and Popular Piety provides the reader statistical 

information about the ballad tradition in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is 

understood that the music sheet of ballads has a market of its own in those days. This is 

quite significant because “at the lower social level, among the artisans, labourers, 

husbandmen, and lesser yeomen, musical literacy was probably rare, except for those 

apprenticed to waits or minstrels”.114 If one keeps these social groups apart, then it is 

possible to suggest that the higher classes are the customers of the music sheets of 

ballads in the Elizabethan Era. Louis C. Elson mentions that in the sixteenth century, 

“every gentleman dabbled in music to some degree.”115 Moreover, music, both 

instrumental and vocal, is an important part of the everyday life in England. For 

instance, “it was customary to hear instrumental music in a barber’s shop, generally of a 

cittern, which had four strings and frets, like a guitar, and was thought a vulgar 

instrument.”116   

Although the cittern is not an instrument openly played in the tragedies that are 
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examined in this study, there are certain musical instruments that are referred to or 

played in Shakespeare’s plays. Because the physical limits of this study would not be 

enough to mention and discuss the significance of all musical instruments of the era, it 

would be appropriate to point out the most common ones. Perhaps one of the most 

frequently used stage directions in Shakespeare’s plays is “flourish” indicating the sound 

of trumpets. This study draws a correlation between the sound of the trumpets and the 

patriarchal power because the flourish refers to the presence or entrance of an important 

political body, who is the representative of the phallus-oriented structure. Louis C. 

Elson’s remarks on the instrument seem to prove this argument as well: 

 

We may state that the only trumpet known in the Shakespearian days was the natural instrument, 
without keys, the keyed instrument being an invention of the nineteenth century; there were, 
however, excellent trumpeters in the Elizabethan epoch, for the instrument was found in all the 
royal bands, and was the appurtenance of every herald, the ambassador to sovereigns. The art of 
playing trumpet, therefore, was held to be a “heroic” one, and in Continental Europe, and in some 
degree in England, it was prized as a “gentlemanly” accomplishment.117 

   

Not only the attitude associating heroism and the flourish but also the fact that the 

trumpet used in Shakespeare’s time emphasizes the concept of uniformity and 

polyphony, which is quite significant in the opposition between the patriarchal structure 

and the marginalized character. This makes the relationship between the courtly 

hierarchy and the sound of the trumpets clearer in terms of its emphasis on order. 

Apart from the trumpets, the most significant musical instrument of the era is the 

lute. It is important in terms of this study too because it is known that the fragments of 

songs that are examined in this study are accompanied by the lute. As discussed in 

Chapter II, some editions of Hamlet state that Ophelia enters the stage in the scene in 

which she sings fragments of songs, playing the lute. The emergence of the lute in 

western civilization is important in showing the relationship between the East and the 

West, and their effect on one another as far as culture is concerned. The lute is the name 

of the instrument that was introduced into Europe by the Moors during their conquest of 

Spain, which is around the 700’s. The lute is the western version of the instrument of el 
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ud as it is known in the East. Inevitably, there are some differences between el ud and 

the lute, reflecting the differences in the eastern and the western musical traditions. The 

most important difference is the existence of the frets in the lute, which can be defined 

as “the metal ridges across its neck that show you where to put your fingers on the 

strings to make different notes”.118 In that sense it is possible to argue that the frets 

introduce order and restriction into the eastern instrument el ud. This is obviously a 

reflection of the phallus-oriented binary opposition which associates the West with order 

and the East with chaos; and it is important to note that this binary opposition is 

constructed according to the Western eye which regards the East as the Other. However, 

one may also suggest that the introduction of frets into el ud is indicative of the western 

mind’s tendency towards demarcations. Nevertheless, no matter where the lute comes 

from, it is known to be the most popular instrument of its time, not only played solo, but 

also one of the best instruments fit for accompanying the human voice.  

Shakespeare, in his plays, uses the lute not only as a sign of the musical effect 

that remains out of the dramatic text, but also as a part of the haupttext where it has 

other functions rather than the one addressing the sense of hearing. In The Taming of 

the Shrew, for instance, Bianca’s suitor Hortensio tries to use the lute in wooing her in 

disguise. Moreover, Hortensio’s misuse of the lute shows the audience what Katherine is 

capable of. In Act II Scene i, when Hortensio enters the stage “with his head broke” as 

the stage directions indicate, he says:  

  

I did but tell her she mistook her frets, 
And bow’d her hand to teach her fingering, 
When, with a most impatient devilish spirit, 
‘Frets, call you these?’ quoth she, ‘I’ll fume with them.’ 
And with that word she struck me on the head, 
And through the instrument my pate made way, 
And there I stood amazed for a while, 
As on a pillory, looking through the lute, 
While she did call me rascal fiddler 
And twangling Jack, with twenty such vile terms, 
As had she studied to misuse me so. (lines 149-159) 
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Through these lines the reader / audience is told that the lute, which is in fact a musical 

instrument, can be turned into a weapon in the hands of a woman who, as far as 

Hortensio is concerned, “will sooner provide a soldier” (Act II, Scene i, l.145). But what 

the reader / audience has to keep in mind is that he does not witness that incident 

personally. This is what Hortensio, who, puts on a fake identity in order to get what he 

desires, tells the reader / audience. Nevertheless, if what he tells is considered to be true, 

it is possible to suggest that Katherine uses the lute in showing what she thinks about 

Hortensio’s action; in other words, it would not be farfetched to assume that the lute is 

turned into some sort of a medium for communication by Katherine.   

Another feature of the lute is the fact that it is an instrument that can go out of 

tune quite easily. This can be observed in Act III Scene i, where Lucentio tells Hortensio 

to tune his instrument (l.25), while he himself is wooing Bianca. An instrument which is 

out of tune is reminiscent of Katherine the “shrew” who needs to be tamed or “tuned” 

since the play itself is about the tuning process of a woman, who seems to be out of tune 

according to the norms of the patriarchal structure. Furthermore, it would not be 

farfetched to suggest that the shape of the lute is reminiscent of the womb, which is also 

an enclosed entity. The circular hole on the lute that is made to produce sounds can be 

likened to the mouth of the vagina, which itself is productive like the hole of the lute. 

It is known that music is an important part of the Elizabethan social life. 

Moreover, Queen Elizabeth’s “refusal to banish anthems and choral singing as a sign of 

the imperfection of the Anglican reformation”119 is indicative of the importance attached 

to music in Elizabethan social life as well. Music held a prominent role in the court of 

Elizabeth as well. This may be linked to the argument that, “european court 

entertainments were directly engaged in yoking traditional understanding of musical 

harmony to the defence and promulgation of increasingly absolutist monarchy.”120 This, 

of course, seems to be related to the sixteenth century philosophy linking music, order 
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and the movements of the spheres to one another in search for a large scale of harmony. 

At this very point one recalls Boethius and what he calls musica mundana, musica 

humana and musica instrumentalis. The movement and music of the spheres which 

results in harmony is what Boethius calls musica mundana, and it is the most 

respectable one among the three musicas. This is simply because it requires the perfect 

unity of the four elements: fire, water, earth and air. The Elizabethan period, in search 

for the perfect unity of the four elements, seems to be in need of music and harmony 

while trying to establish a perfect monarchy as well. 

In such an environment it is not surprising to observe that 

 
out of thirty-seven plays of Shakespeare, there are no less than thirty-two which contain 
interesting references to music and musical matters in the text itself. There are also over three 
hundred stage directions which are musical in their nature, and these occur in thirty-six out of 
thirty-seven plays.121 

 

As mentioned several times in the preceding pages this study, focuses on songs rather 

than instrumental music. This is simply because singing is quite a personal activity when 

compared to instrumental music. It is directly related to the fact that, 

 

instrumental music differs from song in being produced outside the body; melody is usually 
produced by the fingers (literally manipulated). The sung communication is instrumentalized and 
thus becomes less personal than that which rises within the body and pours out through the 
throat, shaped by the lips and tongue.122  

 

Furthermore, among the singing characters, the following chapters discuss are 

the marginalized characters, or in Lindley’s words the characters who are marginalized 

and ‘sing for themselves’:  

 

in Shakespearean drama almost all performed songs are rendered by professionals or servants 
who do not articulate their own feelings so much as sing to, or on behalf of, others. Those who 
sing directly ‘for themselves’ are generally drunk, mad, in their dotage, or socially subversive.123 

 

                                                 
121 Edward W. Naylor, op. cit., p 3. 
122  Alan Lomax, op. cit., p. 154. 
123  David Lindley, op. cit., p. 8. 
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In light of the above stated arguments on the communicative function of music and 

singing and the relationship between music and drama, each of the following chapters 

focuses on one Shakespearean tragedy, and after examining the instrumental music, 

which is generally related to court ceremonies as a symbol of the patriarchal power, 

discusses the position of the singing characters within that structure through an analysis 

of songs they sing. The argument on the marginalized character through the analysis of 

Dionysian cult presents the basis for the examination of the marginalized characters that 

are singing in these three Shakespearean tragedies in the following chapters.   
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CHAPTER II 

“In youth when I did love, did love”: Songs of Love and Death in 

Hamlet 

 

       POLONIUS: What do you read my Lord? 

       HAMLET: Words, words, words. 

         Hamlet (Act II, Scene 2) 

 

 Within the dramatic world that is presented in Hamlet there are two characters 

who use songs as a medium for communication. These characters are Ophelia and the 

Gravedigger who, due to their marginalized and oppressed social positions, cannot have 

access to verbal language particularly when they are pointing out or criticizing the 

situation they are in. This chapter tries to display what these characters have been going 

through as well as the solution they have been searching for in relation to the problem of 

communication.  

Hamlet is a play mainly about patriarchy, in which the presence of this theme is 

not only limited to the concept of revenge in relation to the Hamlet – the Ghost and 

Laertes - Polonius pairs but is spread over the whole text from the very beginning to the 

very end. Moreover, even the title of the play emphasizes that it is a male oriented text: 

This is The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, which focuses on the fight 

between Hamlet the person and Hamlet the political body. As it is stated in Introduction, 

the plays that are examined in this study seem to display the tragedy of the male 

protagonists, who have a certain place within the patriarchal order as opposed to the 

marginalized characters who sing. Hamlet, like Othello and King Lear presents a 

phallus-oriented social structure in which both the male and the female suffer greatly.  

The very beginning of the play gives the reader / audience a clue about Elsinore 

and the general atmosphere in that society. What is most obvious at the beginning of the 

text is that fear and insecurity have spread over Elsinore. This paranoia and need for 
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security is emphasized through the existence of armed guards and passwords in the 

opening scene. It is quite significant that even before the introduction of the major 

characters of the play, the concept of insecurity and the fear of the unknown are 

presented as if foreshadowing the overall atmosphere of the play. From the beginning to 

the end of the play it is observed that the male characters desperately try to protect 

themselves from the dangers which are sometimes defined and sometimes undefined. 

These dangers include both the threats coming from the outside world (namely 

Fortinbras as the embodiment of the foreign enemy), and the threats that are rooted in 

Elsinore itself (Hamlet is a great threat as far as Claudius is concerned, whereas he 

himself is considered to be an enemy and threat as far as the Ghost and Hamlet are 

concerned).  

These male characters try to protect themselves by staying within the four walls 

of Elsinore which, in a way, becomes their prison as well. Moreover, in order to 

establish this so-called sense of security what they need is armed guards and passwords 

that are believed to keep the enemies away. However, what they fail in realizing is the 

fact that Elsinore itself is the source of the troubles that lead to the feeling of insecurity. 

The first lines of the play, associating Elsinore with the concepts of fear and insecurity, 

are uttered on the watching platform of the castle, and the password Barnardo and 

Francisco use is “Long live the King!” (Act I Scene i, l.3) which immediately links both 

their identity and the kingdom to the King and his longevity. However, this password is 

quite ironic since the King has recently died and a new King is on the throne now, and 

the reader / audience, as well as Hamlet, will soon hear the Ghost’s claim on Claudius. 

In this respect, what is meant by “the tragedy of Hamlet” is a result of the fight over the 

patriarchal power, and it is an inevitable consequence of this fact that the fight which 

affects the lives of the male characters in one way or another destroys the female 

characters that are presented in the play.         

In this male-oriented world, what is most striking is the fact that there are only 

two female characters, who, due to the above mentioned reason, cannot manage to 

survive. Although they are quite different from one another, these female characters 
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cannot cope with the conventions of the male oriented world, in which the main motive 

is the fight for the phallus and the power this abstract phallus is supposed to possess. 

Among a group of male characters who are after the power of the phallus, the two 

female characters are forced to accept the role of the oppressed that is attributed to them 

within the male-generated order. Although they both die before the end of the play, 

Ophelia and Gertrude are portrayed in quite different ways. This is certainly a 

consequence of their social position within the hierarchical order, which affects the way 

they die as well. Moreover, although she seems to be a part of this male-oriented order, 

Gertrude cannot survive, simply because trying to adapt herself to this social order does 

not change the fact that she is still a woman. The reason why Gertrude marries her 

brother-in-law immediately after the death of her first husband, King Hamlet can either 

be the similarity between her late husband and Claudius (no matter how violently her 

son Hamlet humiliates Claudius while comparing the two kings in Act III Scene iv) 

simply because they are brothers, or her need and urge to be a part of the hierarchical 

order where she can only be an esteemed member once again by becoming the Queen. 

Her desperate attempts to be a member of that society fail because she can only be 

defined through her relation to the King. Similarly, Gertrude can only be the Queen by 

marrying the new King, which suggests that her position depends on the male characters 

she is in touch with. This is indicative of Luce Irigaray’s argument that the female is 

unsymbolized in the monologic and monosexual phallus-oriented structure as it is 

discussed in the previous chapter. Being an esteemed member of the male-generated 

social structure seems to depend on the presence of a respected male member of that 

society to whom the female is attached. That is the reason why the female characters 

within this study are understood to be referred to through their relation to the male 

characters. The female characters are the wives, daughters or sisters of certain male 

characters. 

On the one hand, there is Ophelia, who vanishes with quite a lyrical death (as 

discussed in the following pages of this chapter), whereas on the other hand, there is the 

Queen, Gertrude, who seems to have accidentally become the victim of a murder. The 
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standing point of these two female characters reveals the situation of the female in a 

male dominated social order in general. The first thing that attracts the reader / 

audience’s attention is the difference between the names “Ophelia” and “Gertrude” as 

far as etymology is concerned. Gertrude is of Teutonic origin, and is a combination of 

the words “Gerte” and “rüde”, the former of which means “penis” and the latter means 

“male dog”. In this respect, Gertrude, when her name is taken into consideration, is 

linked to the penis and the male power, in other words, the phallus. On the other hand, 

“filia” in Ophelia’s name means “daughter” in Latin, which of course displays her role 

within society. It would not be farfetched to suggest that the vowel “o” with its circular 

shape is suggestive of perfection and unity for the “circle leads back to itself”1. 

Moreover its opposition to the square, whose edges and corners make it associated with 

masculinity in terms of the binary opposition, can be regarded as a symbol of femininity 

as well. In this respect the difference between Gertrude and Ophelia with respect to their 

relation to patriarchy is emphasized through their names as well. Gertrude tries to be a 

part of the male order as her name indicates whereas the only possibility for Ophelia is 

being the daughter of someone. But obviously having a name meaning penis does not 

enable that particular woman to have a place within the male dominated order.  

There are no female characters other than Ophelia and Gertrude in the play. One 

possible explanation for this is that they represent the two stages of womanhood. They, 

in a way, exemplify women before and after marriage. As far as the patriarchal structure, 

which labels the female according to her relation to the male-oriented order, is 

concerned, Ophelia represents the pure and silent maiden, whereas Gertrude is the 

experienced, married woman who is no longer innocent (which is also a term used by 

the patriarchal language in categorizing the female) in terms of her relation to the male, 

which includes sexuality as well. What is worth mentioning here is the fact that no 

matter whether the female is married or not, she is swallowed by the male order. Neither 

Ophelia nor Gertude manages to survive as individuals.    

                                                 
1 The Continuum Encyclopedia of Symbols, Ed. by Udo Becker, Trans. by Lance W. Garmer, London 
and New York, Continuum International Publishing Group, 2000, p. 61. 
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Moreover, the fact that there are only two female characters in this play shows 

that there is actually “something rotten in the state of Denmark”2 (Act I Scene iv, line 

90). Only the elder woman, Gertrude, becomes a mother, whereas the younger one, 

Ophelia is referred to as the sister and the daughter throughout the play. This suggests 

that in the world that is presented within the frame of this dramatic world, there is no 

possibility of reproduction. This can of course be analysed with regard to the time 

Hamlet is written. By the end of the sixteenth century, in other words towards the end of 

Queen Elizabeth’s reign, one of the most important concerns of England is the lack of a 

royal heir. In a way, Shakespeare reflects this problem in his dramatic framework by 

presenting a court which does not have a descendant succeeding Prince Hamlet, and 

hence which is left to Fortinbras, a male coming from another country, as the play comes 

to an end. Fortinbras’ victory can be defined as the victory of physical male power 

suggesting that lack of productivity will be a significant aspect of the new era for there is 

no reference to any women around Fortinbras, who is totally associated with military 

power and the concept of revenge. It is quite understandable since revenge, as a concept, 

related to destruction and death rather than productivity and reproduction. Thus, what is 

rotten in Denmark is not only related to the death of King Hamlet but also to the 

relationship between man and woman in general which seems to have lost the ability to 

produce. In other words, it is possible to suggest that Hamlet and Ophelia cannot have a 

healthy relationship which, in the end produces an heir, simply because they are born 

into a society in which no one can have a sincere and productive relationship with one 

another. The only relationship visible in this society is the power struggle which 

emphasizes the main theme of the play: the problem of inheritance.  

The social structure that is established in relation to the power of the phallus is 

interrupted by Claudius, when he murders his brother and the late King, Hamlet. This, of 

course, is reminiscent of Cain’s murder of Abel, the first murder of the brother that is 

                                                 
2 Marcellus utters this sentence while Hamlet is following the Ghost because the Ghost seems to have an 
urge to speak to him. In this respect, Marcellus’ remark on Denmark can be interpreted in two ways: 
Firstly, the word “rotten” refers to the human relation amongst the royal family as well as the members of 
the court on a symbolic level. Secondly, it refers to the theme of death which is embodied by the Ghost, 
which is assumed to belong to the late King Hamlet, whose dead body must have been rotten in his grave. 
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known in the Western culture as it is related in Genesis 4. It is significant to note that 

although the circumstances are quite different from one another, the main motive of 

Cain and Claudius’ actions are jealousy. Furthermore, as far as the Western culture is 

concerned, killing a king means killing God for the king is the representative of God on 

earth. Moreover, the way King Hamlet is murdered gives the reader / audience clues 

about his power as a patriarch as well. It is a sign of King Hamlet’s inadequacy as a 

patriarch and monarch to sleep in the garden and let his brother pour liquid through his 

ear. The act itself is reminiscent of sexual intercourse, which, to a certain extent 

feminizes King Hamlet, because in both actions a masculine liquid is poured through a 

hole in the body.          

As mentioned above, the relationship between male and female is cut off as well 

as the bond between mothers and daughters. Although they are the members of two 

succeeding generations, Ophelia and Gertrude are not relatives. Ophelia lacks a mother, 

whereas Gertrude lacks a daughter. The fact that these two women are not related to 

either one another or any other female characters in familial terms suggests that the link 

between women in general is destroyed in this male dominated society3. Irigaray’s 

argument on the absence of maternal genealogy that is discussed in Chapter I links the 

relationship between Gertrude and Ophelia to the thesis that is to be proved in this 

dissertation; that is to say, the marginalized characters’ relation to verbal language 

(which is constructed by the male), and thus their potential both to create and express 

their subjectivity is obstructed in the male dominated order. The reason why Gertrude 

does not sing at all throughout the play is rooted in the argument that she, in terms of her 

name’s etymological characteristics and her relation to the patriarch(s) in Elsinore, is 

closer to the conventions and norms of patriarchal structure of which verbal language is 

a significant part. As discussed in the following pages of this chapter Gertrude stands 

somewhere between Ophelia and the male-oriented structure with respect to the concept 

                                                 
3 It is worth mentioning that mothers use an alternative mode of communication in their one-to-one 
relation to their children: lullabies. This is indicative of the fact that both the mother and the child create a 
personal bond through music and singing since they are considered to be the Other in terms of their 
relation to the patriarchal structure. 
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of marginalization, and hence, functions as a sort of translator between them to a certain 

extent. 

Moreover, because of her need of female guidance, namely a mother, Ophelia’s 

failure in coping with the problems she is faced with is quite understandable. Both 

Gertrude and Ophelia are presented as characters who are left on their own, where they 

are considered to be possessions or territories that are to be conquered by men.       

 “Ophelia”, as the Arden Edition of Hamlet mentions, derives from Greek and 

means “succour”, and there is possibly a link between Ophelia and Aphelia meaning 

“innocence”, which is quite a proper adjective for Ophelia’s portrayal within the play4. It 

is significant that one of the two female characters, and one of the characters who are 

related to Hamlet as a the private rather than Hamlet the political body. She manages to 

attract both the other characters’ and the reader/audience’s attention through her songs 

and her death which is not presented on the stage, but is told by the Queen in Act V 

Scene vii.5 

Since this study focuses on the language used by the characters who do not have 

a real access to the verbal language in expressing themselves, all the words and 

sentences that are uttered by Ophelia are worth analyzing. Her first conversation with 

another character throughout the play takes place in Act I Scene iii, where first her 

brother Laertes and later her father Polonius warn her about a possible affair between 

her and Prince Hamlet. These dialogues are not significant only in presenting Ophelia’s 

use of verbal language, but also in presenting the way both she and Prince Hamlet are 

perceived by the male members of her own family.  

Through the stage directions, when Ophelia is first presented to the audience she 

is defined as “Laertes’ sister” without any name. She, in that sense, is defined through 

her relation to Laertes, who is introduced to the reader/audience in the previous scene. 

This attitude is repeated by the other characters throughout the play: she is a sister who 

                                                 
4 Harold Jenkins, “Footnotes on the Dramatis Personae”, William Shakespeare, The Arden Edition of the 
Works of William Shakespeare: Hamlet, Ed. by Harold Jenkins, Surrey, Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd, 
1997, p. 163.  
5 Her death is discussed in the following pages as a sort of compulsary partnership between Ophelia and 
Gertrude. 



 60 

needs to be warned against young men, particularly “Prince” Hamlet; she is a daughter 

who should obey her father; she is a once loved female who should go to a nunnery to 

protect herself; she is a bait which will help the King understand the real reason of 

Hamlet’s disturbance; she is a fair young woman whom the Queen thinks that her son is 

in love with. In other words, Ophelia is in most cases defined through her relation to 

certain male characters, who dominate over her, and hence she generally functions as the 

Other. Since she is the Other, and the marginalized, she cannot express how she defines 

herself or what she thinks about these roles that are attributed to her through verbal 

language. While Laertes and Polonius warn her against young men, and particularly 

Hamlet, she seems to keep her silence in an obedient manner by only uttering sentences 

and questions that will be found appropriate by both her brother and her father.  

In this particular scene two concepts are emphasized: Ophelia’s vulnerability 

before Hamlet’s passion, and fear. While addressing Ophelia, Laertes uses the word 

“fear” and its synonyms again and again: 

 

For nature crescent does not grow alone 
In thews and bulk but as this temple waxes, 
The inward service of the mind and soul 
Grows wide withal. Perhaps he [Hamlet] loves you now, 
And now no soil nor cautel doth besmirch 
The virtue of his will; but you must fear, 
His greatness weigh’d, his will is not his own. 
… 
Fear it, Ophelia, fear it, my dear sister, 
And keep you in the rear of your affection 
Out of the shot and danger of desire. 
… 
Be wary then: best safety lies in fear. 
Youth to itself rebels, though none else near.6 (Act I Scene iii, lines 11-44)            

 

Laertes’ emphasis on fear is a sign of what lies in the subconscious of these male 

characters who do not feel themselves secure. Moreover, Laertes, obviously, tries to 

dominate his sister and put an end to the possibility of a relationship between her and 

Hamlet by using the concept of fear as a weapon. This attitude can be regarded as an 
                                                 
6 My emphasis. 
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attempt to suppress Ophelia in the process of silencing the female. However, Ophelia’s 

response to her brother’s relatively long advice is significant in the sense that she does 

not seem to be totally silent and obedient while she is alone with her brother, who does 

not possess the power of the phallus yet since their father is still alive: 

 

I shall th’effect of this good lesson keep 
As watchman to my heart. But good my brother, 
Do not as some ungracious pastors do, 
Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven, 
Whiles like a puff’d and reckless libertine 
Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads, 
And recks not his own rede.7 (Act I Scene iii, lines 45-51) 

 

Although, on the surface, Ophelia is presented as a fully obedient, silent sister and 

daughter, she warns her brother after listening to his “lesson”. The main reason for her 

finding the courage and possibility to voice her thoughts on the subject is that Laertes 

has not proved himself as a patriarch yet. Hence, although he is above Ophelia within 

the male-dominated social order by simply being her brother, she can take the liberty of 

responding to him. The way she responds to her brother tells the reader/audience that she 

is aware of the corruption in this phallus-oriented structure as well. She draws attention 

to the fact that the pastors, in other words, the representatives of God on earth, may 

sometimes act against their own teachings, which are supposed to be God’s own words. 

This should not simply be regarded as a double standard but as a symptom of the 

corruption which results in a difference, or rather an opposition, between the teachings 

of the pastors and their own practices. In other words, Ophelia making a correlation 

between the pastors and her brother Laertes, draws attention to the possibility that 

Laertes, like these pastors, may act against the advice he himself gives to his sister.  

However, Ophelia’s attitude towards her father is quite different from her 

attitude towards her brother. This change is obviously the result of the fact that Polonius, 

as the patriarch of the family, possesses the power of the phallus, and thus has absolute 

authority over the members of his family. It is also worth mentioning that although there 

                                                 
7 My emphasis. 
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are many instances throughout the play proving that Polonius is not an adequate 

patriarch, and hence that there is something wrong with his masculinity, this fact does 

not affect his power within his own family. Being the one possessing the power of the 

phallus within the family, Polonius is capable of giving lessons and advices to not only 

Ophelia but Laertes as well. Nevertheless, Polonius’ attitude as the authority figure 

towards his daughter Ophelia is quite severe. He, unlike Laertes, seems to be 

questioning Ophelia instead of giving her advice. The dialogue between the father and 

the daughter reflects a relationship that is based on strict rules and obedience which can 

be observed through the last words they utter within this dialogue: 

 

Pol. Look to’t, I charge you. Come your ways. 
Oph. I shall obey, my lord. (Act I Scene iv, lines 135-6) 

 

These three sentences reflect the way the patriarchal social structure proclaims the 

relationship between the male and the female. This relationship, as far as the patriarchal 

system is concerned, should be based on obedience and it is, obviously, the female who 

should obey the male as he is the establisher of the system. 

 Ophelia is attached to three male characters on a personal level. Her verbal 

relationship with Hamlet is worth discussing not only because of Ophelia’s relation to 

verbal language with respect to her marginalized social position but also Hamlet’s 

assumed insanity which seems to be principally verbal. Polonius, while talking to 

Hamlet in Act II Scene ii, gets suspicious about the way Hamlet talks to him and says in 

one of his asides: “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t” (Act II Scene ii, 

lines 205-206). It is, however, possible to suggest that Hamlet, with his irrelevant replies 

to Polonius’ remarks and questions, emphasizes the arbitrariness of verbal language. At 

the end of this dialogue Hamlet not only puts forward the arbitrary nature of human 

relations that are established according to the patriarchal norms but also relates his 

opinion about Polonius to the reader / audience:  

 

  Pol. My lord, I will take my leave of you. 
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Ham. You cannot, sir, take from me anything that I will note more willingly part withal 
– except my life, except my life, except my life. 

  Pol. Fare you well, my lord. 
  Ham. These tedious old fools. (Act II Scene ii, lines 213-219) 

  

It is significant to note that through the end of this dialogue, in which Hamlet, through 

his seemingly irrelevant replies to Polonius, shows the reader / audience that Polonius is 

a flatterer, Hamlet is, once again, faced with the concept of death, which is the major 

theme related to his need for revenge as well as his passivity.    

Although both Hamlet and Ophelia are aware of the corruption in society, the 

scenes in which they talk to one another, ironically enough, are not indicative of any 

sense of intimacy between the two. There are two scenes in which Hamlet and Ophelia 

talk to one another throughout the play. It is quite significant to note that both Act III 

Scene i and Act III Scene ii are somehow related to playacting. In Act III scene i, 

according to the plan Claudius, Gertrude and Polonius make, Ophelia is used as bait in 

observing Hamlet’s attitude towards her. What Polonius says to Ophelia before Hamlet’s 

entrance is quite significant of stage directions:  

 

 Pol. Ophelia, walk you here. – Gracious, so please you, 
 We will bestow ourselves. – Read on this book, 
 That show of such an exercise may colour 
 Your loneliness. (Act III Scene i, lines 43-46) 

 

It is obvious that Polonius acts as if he is the director of a play, in which Ophelia is 

merely an actress. In this respect, Ophelia’s relation to Hamlet and verbal language is 

shaped by her father and the King, in other words, patriarchy. Throughout the dialogue, 

Ophelia’s replies to Hamlet’s remarks advising her to go to a nunnery point out her 

confusion. Hamlet once again emphasizes lack of communication and the arbitrariness 

of verbal language. However, Ophelia likens Hamlet’s attitude towards her to sweet 

bells that are “out of tune” (Act III Scene I, line 160), which is, of course, related to the 

harmony with respect to musica humana. 

 The second serious of dialogue between Hamlet and Ophelia take place in Act III 

Scene ii, when the members of the court in Elsinore are watching, what Hamlet calls the 
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“mouse-trap”; in other words the play Hamlet rearranges in a way to enact Claudius’ 

murder of King Hamlet.8 Throughout the scene, Hamlet does not seem to really address 

Ophelia while talking to her. It seems as if he is actually addressing his mother while 

saying:  

 

  Ham. Is this a prologue, or the posy of a ring? 
  Oph. ’Tis brief, my lord. 
  Ham. As woman’s love. (Act III, Scene ii, lines 147-149) 

   

Ophelia, as a young girl who is trapped within the four walls of Elsinore as well as the 

invisible walls of the phallus-oriented social order, has, absolutely, difficulties in 

expressing herself. Since the main argument of this dissertation is that the characters 

who cannot have access to verbal language use music and songs as a medium for 

communication, it would be appropriate to discuss language from a feminist perspective 

while focusing on Ophelia.     

When communication through verbal language is taken into consideration, the 

role that is generally attributed to Ophelia, or the role the male characters around her try 

to attribute to her, is that of the addressee rather than the addresser. Hence, it is possible 

to argue that the basic function of language, that is producing a thought and presenting it 

through social communication, is obstructed as far as Ophelia’s relation to verbal 

language is concerned. In light of this view, it can easily be accepted that Ophelia has to 

use a medium for communication other than verbal language in order to express her 

emotions and thoughts more openly. What Ophelia does can be explained through the 

following quote from Julia Kristeva’s Language the Unknown: “The speaking subject 

uses la langue to construct there the syntax or logic of his discourse: a (subjective, 

personal) language in la langue (a neutral social structure).”9  

Here the argument is that Ophelia, as well as the other singing characters, uses 

the combination of words and music, that is to say, songs, as a medium for quite a 

                                                 
8 It is possible to suggest that Hamlet uses this play as an alternative means of communication. In other 
words, he makes the actors speak the unspeakable about his father’s murder. 
9 Julia Kristeva, Language the Unknown: An Initiation into Linguistics, Trans. by Anne M. Menke, 
New York, Columbia University Press, 1989, p. 268. 
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subjective and personal language. This personal language enables the singing character 

to, at least try to construct his / her own subjectivity by simply being the addresser. 

Although, on the surface, the type of communication in the scene in which Ophelia 

addresses the Queen, the King and Laertes through her songs, does not resemble a real 

dialogue, when the songs are studied in detail within their context, it is understood that 

they do send a certain message to the addressee in a way which stands somewhere 

between dialogue and monologue. In this respect, Ophelia’s songs, following one 

another, have the potential to be classified as “discourse” when Kristeva’s definition is 

taken into consideration: 

 

Discourse implies first the participation of the subject in his language through his speech, as an 

individual. 
… 
The term “discourse”…designates any enunciation that integrates in its structure the locator and 

the listener, with the desire of the former to influence the latter.
10

 

 

Although Ophelia, while singing fragments of songs, does not simply “desire to 

influence” her audience, she arouses feelings such as pity, fear, curiosity and even anger 

in her listeners. However, while making a correlation between Ophelia’s songs and 

discourse, one should note the fact that although arousing the above stated feelings, 

Ophelia cannot manage to make her listeners understand what she really “means” by 

singing these particular songs. This is a result of the fact that she is portrayed as a 

marginalized character whose words are doomed to be unheard and not listened to 

within the patriarchal structure. This is true even before she enters the stage. Before her 

entrance, a Gentleman, as the stage directions indicates, warns Gertrude about Ophelia: 

 

Her speech is nothing, 
Yet the unshaped use of it doth move 
The hearers to collection. They aim at it, 
And botch the words up fit to their own thoughts, 
Which, as her winks and nods and gestures yield them, 

                                                 
10   Ibid.,  p. 11. 
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Indeed would make one think there might be thought, 
Though nothing sure, yet much unhappily. (Act IV, Scene v, lines 7-13) 

 

The anonymous Gentleman becomes the mouth of patriarchal structure and defines 

Ophelia’s speech as “nothing”11. In other words, the message Ophelia is trying to send is 

not received entirely by her audience because of her portrayal as insane. In that sense, it 

is understood that Ophelia’s reason for not being able to express herself through verbal 

language is not only the fact that she is female but also the fact that she is marked as the 

insane.  

While discussing the relationship between language and madness, Foucault 

focuses on two aspects of this relationship. The first one is the language of the sane man 

which the insane cannot use directly. Because of the expulsion of the madman (for the 

members of society, who consider themselves to be “normal”, have the urge to keep 

madmen away), the only person he can at least try to communicate with is the 

psychiatrist, and at that point the madman finds himself functioning as silence in 

dialogues, as discussed in the previous chapter.  

While discussing the dialogue between the sane man and the madman Foucault 

mentions the “wind of madness”: 

 

In madness equilibrium is established, but it masks that equilibrium beneath the cloud of illusion, 
beneath feigned disorder; the rigor of the architecture is concealed beneath the cunning 
arrangement of these disordered violences. The sudden bursts of life, the random gestures and 
words, the wind of madness that suddenly breaks lines, shatters attitudes, rumples draperies – 

while the strings are merely being pulled tighter – this is the very type of baroque trompe-l’oeil.
12

 

 

Madness in the above stated quotation is likened to trompe-l’oeil, which is an art 

technique that tricks the eye by creating an optical illusion. Throughout the play it is 

easy for the major characters to associate Hamlet with madness because his dialogues 

                                                 
11 The Gentleman’s remark, immediately, reminds one of Cordelia’s association with the word “nothing” 
in King Lear. As it is seen in Chapter IV, there are certain similarities between these two daughters in 
terms of their situation and the sufferings in relation to the phallus-oriented order.  
12   Michael Foucault, Madness and Civilization, Trans. by Richard Howard, London and New York, 
Routledge Classics, 2005, p. 30. 
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with the guardians of the phallus-oriented structure can be regarded as an example of 

what Foucault calls the “wind of madness”. The link between this sort of madness and 

Ophelia is of course the random and impromptu songs that can be likened to the random 

words which follow one another without any reasonable order. However, these 

seemingly random songs send a message to Ophelia’s listener, and through these songs 

the reader / audience as well as Ophelia’s fictitious audience on the stage, see Ophelia 

detached from the boundaries of the male dominated order that have been imposed on 

her.  

What Ophelia does in Hamlet is to construct a subjective medium of 

communication by combining verbal language and music. By singing songs she not only 

manages to transmit a message but also communicates a meaning which is obviously 

difficult to understand. Moreover, by placing these songs within a context in which 

various characters are trying to understand what she really means, she uses songs as a 

part of dialogue. On the one hand, the musical aspect of her personal communicative 

medium creates a distance between what she says and what she means. On the other 

hand, the verbal language that is inserted into music suggests some sort of a meaning 

that could easily remain in the background, as discussed in the previous chapter in 

relation to the argument that the listeners of a song generally have the tendency to pay 

more attention to the melody rather than lyrics.  

While examining the fragments of songs Ophelia sings in Hamlet, one should 

not overlook the image of the singing woman in Shakespeare’s day. Referring to 

Castiglione’s Cortegiano, Sternfeld argues that Ophelia’s behaviour is “strange, indeed, 

and contrary to all sense of propriety”13 for a member of the Elizabethan gentility. At 

that point, it would be appropriate to compare Ophelia with another female character, 

Desdemona, who is not very much different as far as her social position within the 

patriarchal structure is concerned. Desdemona is a member of the gentry, but she, unlike 

Ophelia, sings the Willow Song “in the privacy of her bed-chamber with only her maid 

                                                 
13 F. W. Sternfeld, Music in Shakespearean Tragedy, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963, p. 54. 
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as an involuntary audience”14 as Sternfeld indicates. Ophelia, however, sings one song 

after another before the Danish court, which is, by the members of the court, considered 

to be a sign of her insanity because of the improper nature of this behaviour. The nature 

of her audience is important in analyzing the songs as well because quite a number of 

these songs seem to be directed to particular member(s) of her audience. This is simply 

because these fragments of songs, as Sternfeld suggests, are “integral parts of the plot in 

a dramatic sense and of the surrounding dialogue in a verbal sense”.15 What Sternfeld 

points out here emphasizes what has been argued in the previous pages on the 

communicative function of the songs. 

John H. Long, in his study, points out the fact that there is a relationship between 

certain characters and certain types of music in Hamlet. He puts forward his argument 

by giving examples which suggest that “the instrumental music is placed in scenes in 

which Claudius plays a prominent part”.16 As Claudius enters and leaves the stage he is 

accompanied with flourish sounds which are traditionally associated with kingship and 

authority. Claudius is associated with the sound of the trumpets to such an extent that 

even in a scene such as the one in which Hamlet and his company are awaiting the 

Ghost, the reader/audience is reminded of Claudius’ presence in Elsinore, as soon as the 

stage directions point out “a flourish of trumpets, and two pieces [of ordnance] go off” 

(Act I, Scene iv, p.208).  

It is, however, worth mentioning that the only character whose entrance and exits 

are pointed at with a flourish is not Claudius. In Act II Scene ii, the trumpet call 

announces the entrance of the players, which seems quite unusual. Keeping in mind the 

fact that there is a close relationship between Claudius and the sound of the trumpets, it 

can be suggested that there is a correlation between Claudius and the players as well. 

What makes this correlation possible is the Greek word “hypocrites” which means 

“answerer”, and is used for “actor” in English. The word “hypocrites” immediately 

reminds one of the word “hypocrite”, which can be regarded as a suitable word for 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., p. 53. 
16 John H. Long, Shakespeare’s Use of Music, Gainesville, University of Florida Press, 1971, p. 105. 
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Claudius when his personality and the way he becomes the King of Denmark are taken 

into consideration. Hence, Long’s argument is quite appropriate: “it seems that this 

flourish is closely linked both with the hypocrisy of the king – hence the royal flourish – 

and with the professional hypocrites, the players – hence the advertisement”.17 

Throughout the play it is observed that Claudius is closely linked with instrumental 

music. This can even be seen in his speech before the swordplay between Hamlet and 

Laertes in Act IV Scene ii: 

 

The King shall drink to Hamlet’s better breath, 
And in the cup an union shall he throw 
Richer than that which four successive kings 
In Denmark’s crown have worn – give me the cups –  
And let the kettle to the trumpet speak, 
The trumpet to the cannoneer without, 
The cannons to the heavens, the heaven to earth, 
‘Now the King drinks to Hamlet.’ Come, begin. 

(Act V, Scene ii, lines 268-275) 

 

The instrumental music which is both theatrical and ceremonial is different from the 

vocal music, which, particularly in Hamlet, gives the reader/audience clues about the 

inner world of particular characters. This difference can easily be explained in Long’s 

words: 

 

As the nonvocal music was related to the surface world, so the songs, or fragments of songs, 
partially reflect the inner world of the spirit. The instrumental music, which in Renaissance 
thought was a mechanical reproduction of the human voice, is “artificial” and, in one sense of the 
word, false; the vocal music is a natural expression of human thought and emotion and therefore 

more true to nature.
18

    

 

Before discussing the songs or the fragments of the songs that are sung by Ophelia and 

the Gravedigger, it would be appropriate to focus on Hamlet’s relation to music and 

singing. Hamlet is different from Lear and Othello, the male protagonists of the two 

                                                 
17 Ibid., p. 107-108. 
18 John H. Long, Shakespeare’s Use of Music, Gainesville, University of Florida Press, 1971, p. 109. 
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other tragedies, in terms of his relation to singing. The stage directions in Act V Scene ii, 

while referring to the conversation between Osric and Hamlet states that Hamlet is 

“[singing to him to put on his hat]” (line 104). It is obvious that the words he utters 

while addressing Osric is not a part of a ballad: “I beseech you remember -” (line 104). 

Nevertheless, Hamlet’s psychological fight against Claudius and his philosophical 

nature that is emphasized throughout the play are signs of his problems concerning the 

patriarchal structure. Hence, it is not confusing to observe that Hamlet is trying to find 

an alternative mode of communication like Ophelia and the Gravedigger. Furthermore, 

the fact that he is addressing Osric, a comic character who seems to function as the fool 

of Elsinore although he is not officially a fool, makes it possible to suggest that Hamlet’s 

introducing music into verbal language adds another dimension to the relieving aspect of 

the conversation between the two.  

It is significant that Hamlet refers to various songs, although he does not sing a 

fragment of ballad throughout the play. For example, when Polonius tells him about the 

arrival of the players, he says “O Jephthah, judge of Israel” which is a line taken from an 

old ballad retelling the story of Jephthah from the Book of the Judges in the Old 

Testament. The fact that Hamlet calls Polonius “the old Jephthah” is quite significant 

because Jephthah, as it is told in the Bible, sacrifices his virgin daughter for he has 

promised God, who helped him to win a victory, that he will sacrifice the first person 

that comes out of his house to welcome him when he goes back home. Hamlet’s 

association of Polonius with Jephthah is indicative of Polonius’ attitude towards his 

daughter Ophelia. Polonius, as discussed previously, uses Ophelia as bait in order to 

help Claudius realize the real reason for Hamlet’s disturbance and assumed insanity. 

Hamlet’s next reference to a popular ballad is in Act III Scene ii right before the 

beginning of the dumb-show. While talking with Ophelia on the amount of time that 

passes since the death of King Hamlet, Hamlet refers to an old ballad starting with: “For 

O, for O, the hobby-horse is forgot,” emphasizing the “brevity of human grief.”19 

 Although Long in his work points out that there are some actors singing these 

                                                 
19 Ibid., p. 113. 
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references to old ballads in some stage or screen productions, neither the Qs nor the First 

Folio has any stage directions indicating that Hamlet actually sings in the play. 

Moreover, as Lindley points out, 

 

it is, however, equally possible to read the fact that Hamlet is assumed by editors to speak, not 
sing, as further supporting the way in which singing itself is a gendered activity, and has not lost 

that quality even in recent years.
20

   

 

It is important to note the fact that many of the songs that are sung by Ophelia in Act IV 

Scene v, namely the ones that are related to death, can also be sung by Hamlet, who is 

disturbed by the death of his father as well. However, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark does 

not sing, he only refers to particular ballads as the reader / audience observes in 

Hamlet’s reference to songs such as “Jephthah, judge of Israel.” Sternfeld, who focuses 

on the relationship between social hierarchy and musical performance, refers to 

Cortegiano by Castiglione which was originally published in Venice in 1528, and 

whose “translation by Sir Thomas Hoby appeared in London in four editions between 

1561 and 1603”.21 According to Cortegiano, as well as the other etiquette books of the 

era, 

 

the frequent and unsolicited performance of music by members of the aristocracy is vigorously 
condemned, with a reminder that, were such activity to be pursued, class distinctions between a 

nobleman and his music-performing servants would be broken down.
22

 

 

In light of what is suggested in this sort of etiquette books, it is quite understandable not 

to expect the Prince to sing. Although Hamlet, as a member of the royal family, is very 

different from his uncle Claudius with respect to his relation to the power of the phallus 

for being the Prince instead of the King, he does not sing in the play. Ophelia, however, 

is understood to have been using music and songs as a means of communication. Her 

                                                 
20 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music, London, Thomson Learning, 2006, p. 159. 
21 F. W. Sternfeld, op. cit., p. 54. 
22 Ibid. 
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relation to music, and her role as a singing character is significant as far as the fact that 

she is a member of the Danish court, although a minor one, is taken into consideration. 

Although it does not occur in many editions, the stage direction in the scene in 

which Ophelia sings is as follows in the First Quarto: “Enter Ofelia playing on her lute 

and her haire downe singing”.23 Her appearance is itself a sign of her psychological state 

because “hair let down was a conventional sign of a woman in a high emotional state, if 

not necessarily one of madness”.24 Moreover, Lindley suggests that 

 

the dishevelled hair is symptomatic of her indifferent confusion of public and private worlds; the 
fact that she sings in public at all is an impropriety; that she performs popular songs is indecorus, 
and, of course, ‘Tomorrow is St. Valentine’s day’ in particular speaks of desire with an immodest 
directness...Her disordered hair might link her to the prophetess Cassandra, who appears in 
Troilus and Cressida ‘with her hair about her ears’ (2.2.97), and thereby underscore the anxiety 

with which Gertrude and Claudius greet her.
25

 

 

Here the association between Ophelia and Cassandra is worth mentioning since 

Cassandra is a prophetess whose warnings about the fall of Troy are not listened to, 

which is similar to Ophelia’s situation to a certain extent. Neither of them can 

communicate through verbal language truly. It is significant that Ophelia, who is 

understood to have constructed a different medium for communication, is treated like 

Cassandra, who is regarded as a harbinger of disaster and misfortune. Cassandra, 

daughter of King Priam and Queen Hecuba of Troy is given the “power to foretell the 

future”26 by Apollo. However, when she rejects his love, Apollo curses her so that no 

one will ever believe what she says. Right before the Greek attack on Troy, she sees a 

vision of the fall of Troy and her own death. The way she is physically portrayed and her 

remarks on death are, to a certain extent, reminiscent of the way Ophelia is depicted in 

the scene in which she sings fragments of songs. In a sense, these women are totally 

misunderstood and mistreated by the patriarchal structure which has the tendency to 

                                                 
23 Peter J. Seng, The Vocal Songs in the Plays of Shakespeare, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 
1967, pp. 131-132. 
24  David Lindley, op. cit., p. 154. 
25  Ibid. 
26 Edith Hamilton, Mythology, Boston, Little, Brown and Company, 1998, p. 292. 
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label the female as mad and dangerous.   

The fact that Ophelia is playing a lute adds another dimension to her portrayal on 

the stage since it suggests that she knows about music and more importantly knows how 

to play the lute. Then, it would be appropriate to focus on this musical instrument, which 

Ophelia uses while displaying her psychological situation through songs. Recalling the 

argument on the link between taming the female and the lute in the previous chapter, 

when one first sees Ophelia with a lute in her hand, one immediately thinks that this 

young woman who sings and plays the lute has the potential to be “out of tune”.27 As the 

play progresses it is made clear that she is depicted as a distracted figure who is really 

“out of tune” because of what she has gone through up to that point.  

The first song Ophelia sings opens up with the line “How should I your true love 

know”, and not only talks about love but also about death, and the loss of the loved one. 

What makes this song quite significant is that Ophelia starts singing it right after the 

Queen’s question, “How now, Ophelia?”, which turns the song into a direct answer to 

the Queen. Hence, it is possible to argue that this song, on a certain level, is directed to 

the Queen: 

 

 How should I true love know 
  From another one? 
 By his cockle hat and staff 
  And his sandal shoon. (Act IV Scene v, lines 23-26) 
 

In that sense the love that is questioned in this particular song becomes that of the 

Queen, who marries her brother-in-law right after her husband’s sudden death. Although 

this song is directed to the Queen, its significance is not limited to the relationship 

between the Queen, the late King and the present King. As it is the first fragment of song 

that Ophelia sings, it tells the reader / audience as well as her fictitious audience – the 

Court of Denmark - much about the reason for her present situation. Ophelia is labelled 

as insane after learning that her father has been murdered by Hamlet. Thus, the “true 

                                                 
27 This reminds the reader / audience of Ophelia’s reference to Hamlet’s “madness” in musical terms, 
which is discused in the previous pages. 
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love” that is mentioned in the song may also refer to Hamlet. At this point it would be 

necessary to mention the original song from which this song is believed to be derived. 

Many critics argue that Ophelia’s first song is “a ‘badly damaged version’ of the ancient 

tune called ‘Walsingham,’ an extremely popular tune in Shakespeare’s day”.28 The fact 

that there are more than one “Walsingham” tunes that have survived makes it difficult to 

find out the original tune that was first used by Shakespeare. However, it is possible to 

draw a parallelism between the story that is told in that song and Ophelia’s song. As 

Seng summarizes in his study, what the original ballad tells is as follows: 

 

A deserted lover meets on the roadway a pilgrim returning from the shrine of Our Lady of 
Walsingham. The lover’s mistress has also gone on a pilgrimage to Walsingham, but has failed to 
return. The lover inquires of the stranger he has met whether she has been seen on the way. 

Asked how she can be recognized, he attempts to describe her.
29

 

 

Lindley mentions that “Ophelia, like Desdemona, seems to adopt what, in analogous 

lyrics, is a male position – the first of a man deserted by his lover, the second the song 

sung at a beloved’s window”.30 Hence, the first song Ophelia sings is a combination of 

male expression and her own medium for communication. As soon as she attracts the 

audience’s (both on and off the stage) attention, she leaves the male position and starts 

mourning for an unknown “he”. At that point one may accept Leslie Dunn’s argument 

on Ophelia’s songs to a certain extent: 

 

When Ophelia sings, she takes on a mask of performance: her personal voice is estranged, 
filtered through the anonymous voices of the ballads, multiplying, and thereby rendering 

indeterminate the relationships between singer, personae, and audience.
31

 

 

However, one must note that Ophelia has to take on a mask of performance in order to 
                                                 
28 Peter J. Seng, The Vocal Songs in the Plays of Shakespeare, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 
1967, p. 136. 
29 Ibid., p. 140. 
30 David Lindley, op. cit., p. 158. 
31 Leslie C. Dunn, “Ophelia’s Songs in Hamlet: Music, Madness, and the Feminine”, Embodied Voices: 
Representing Female Vocality in Western Culture, Ed. by Leslie C. Dunn and Nancy A. Jones, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 58.  
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be heard in the male constructed Symbolic. As soon as she manages, at least, to be 

heard, if not totally understood, she leaves all those masks behind and hence presents an 

identity beyond both her social roles and the personae in the songs she is singing. In 

other words, she frees both herself and the personae from the boundaries that exist in the 

Symbolic by establishing a new self through combining her own identity with the 

persona in the songs. In this respect, the contexts of the songs are mingled with 

Ophelia’s own story. 

The common point in the Walsingham songs is the search for the missing lover, 

which immediately reminds the reader/audience of Hamlet, who has left Elsinore after 

murdering Polonius. However, as soon as Ophelia sings the line “He is dead and gone, 

Lady” and the reader/audience is reminded of the other half of the reason for her misery: 

the death of her father.  

 

 Larded with sweet flowers 
 Which bewept to the grave did not go 
 With true love showers. (Act IV Scene v, lines 38-40) 

 

Although the statement about the burial of a man without the presence of loved ones 

accompanying the dead body with “true love showers” may be an allusion to Hamlet, 

who is sent to England by Claudius for his execution, it clearly refers to Polonius’s 

burial, which takes place “in hugger-mugger” as the King refers to in the following lines 

(Act IV, Scene v, l. 84). Moreover, the song’s theme of burial may also be regarded as a 

foreshadowing of Ophelia’s own barren burial a few scenes later, which immediately 

reminds one of Cassandra, as it is discussed in the previous pages of this chapter.  

Nevertheless, there is an evident change in Ophelia’s tone after Claudius’s 

entrance. The distracted Ophelia who has been singing about love for the missing lover 

and the search for that absent lover, shifts to a Valentine song which has sexual 

connotations when compared to the rest of the fragments of the songs she sings 

throughout the play, as soon as Claudius starts talking to her. This song is significant in 

not only being one of the longest fragments Ophelia sings in this scene, but also in being 

different from the rest of the fragments in its subject matter and the way it depicts that 
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particular subject. The context of the song is obviously a reflection of Claudius’s 

personality, although Ophelia does not necessarily mean this consciously. It is an 

unquestionable fact that Claudius is associated with lust and passion throughout the play 

precisely because of his relation to his “sometimes sister, now…queen” (Act I, Scene ii, 

l.8). The sexual references in this song are also an allusion to the disaster both Laertes 

and Polonius warn Ophelia against in Act I Scene iii. Hence, although it is possible to 

draw a link between the way Claudius is portrayed within the play and this song, it is 

impossible not to denote that it is a direct reference to the relationship between Hamlet 

and Ophelia. The song is about a girl who is abandoned by her lover who has taken her 

“honour”.  

 

Tomorrow is Saint Valentine’s day, 
All in the morning betime, 

And I a maid at your window, 
To be your Valentine. 

Then up he rose, and donn’d his clo’es, 
And dupp’d that chamber door, 

Let in the maid that out a maid 
Never departed more. (Act IV, Scene v, lines 48-55) 

  

Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that the reader/audience does not witness or is told 

that Hamlet and Ophelia having sexual intercourse. In other words, this song reflects 

“the distorted vision of the world that Polonius and Laertes impress on Ophelia” as Seng 

suggests.32 Since this ballad does not fit Ophelia’s character as well as her stressed 

innocence throughout the play, various critics suggest that she may have learned it in her 

childhood. When this particular song is taken into consideration, it would be necessary 

to remember Castiglione’s argument in his Cortegiano: it is not appropriate for a 

member of the court to sing in front of an audience. Moreover, the subject matter of this 

song makes it even more improper as far as the etiquette books that are published in 

order to preserve the norms and conventions of the patriarchal structure are concerned. 

Ophelia’s audience on the stage, however, changes during this scene. After 

                                                 
32 Peter J. Seng, op. cit., p. 148. 
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singing the Valentine Song, Ophelia leaves the stage and re-enters when Laertes appears 

on the stage with his followers. At that point it is not strange to see that her next song is 

again related to death. Hence, it is possible to suggest that the themes of her songs are 

strongly related to her stage audience. Although she is portrayed as if she were not 

aware of the people listening to her, she seems to be addressing them directly.  

The next fragment she sings, in other words, the one she sings after her brother’s 

entrance, is composed of two lines only: “They bore him bare-fac’d on the bier, / And in 

his grave rain’d many a tear -” (Act IV, Scene v, lines 164-165). Due to the lack of 

evidence related to its origin, it is only possible to focus on this fragment’s dramatic 

function in terms of its subject matter. These two lines are significant in that they bring 

the tension down in two different aspects. Firstly, Ophelia seems to be calmed down 

after her Valentine song, which seems to be quite energetic and rhythmic in terms of its 

meter. Secondly, Laertes, who enters the stage with his company quite angrily after 

receiving the news of his father’s death, is very much moved by the appearance of his 

sister singing this song. Although it would be impossible to argue that his anger is totally 

replaced by sadness or pity, it is obvious that he is not as active and furious as he has 

been before Ophelia’s appearance. Moreover, the sight of the distracted Ophelia changes 

the atmosphere of the scene in which a group of angry man is shouting “Laertes shall be 

king, Laertes king” (Act IV, Scene v, line 108). When Ophelia re-enters the stage, the 

realm of the male, which is considered to be based on physical action, is replaced by the 

realm of the female, which is considered to be based on emotions, as far as patriarchal 

structure is concerned. Nevertheless, it is obvious that Ophelia’s appearance gives 

Laertes stronger motivation for revenge.   

The next song Ophelia refers to rather than sings in front of her brother, is a song 

about Robin. She only sings one line, which is believed to be part of a well-known 

ballad in Shakespeare’s time: “For bonny sweet Robin is all my joy” (Act IV, Scene v, 

line 184). Various critics suggest different layers of meaning for the function of this 

song. One of the views focuses on the assumption that “Robin” is a word that is used for 

“penis”, and hence adds another dimension to the fact that this line is a reference to 
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Ophelia’s relationship with Hamlet. The second view on this line concerns Elizabethan 

England rather than Denmark. The Arden Edition tells us that the Earl of Leicester, in 

Shakespeare’s time, is “referred to as Queen Elizabeth’s “sweet Robin”.33 This line, 

then, immediately reminds the audience of the Earl of Leicester, who is presumably the 

Queen’s lover. What is remarkable about this relationship is that, although there was 

much rumour about a love affair between Queen Elizabeth and the Earl of Leicester, 

they were not officially united. In that sense, the line in which the phrase “sweet Robin” 

appears, connects the relationship between Ophelia and Hamlet with the one between 

Queen Elizabeth and the Earl of Leicester. Hence, ironically, Ophelia is associated with 

the “Virgin Queen” of England. Nevertheless, as mentioned above, this association once 

more emphasizes the problem of reproduction and inheritance. Nevertheless, the most 

common view on the name “Robin” refers to Robin Hood, which suggests that the song 

is sung by Maid Marian. In light of this view, the moment in which Ophelia sings this 

line becomes more meaningful since her relation to the flowers she is talking about a 

few lines earlier links her immediately to Maid Marian who distributes flowers during 

the May games. It is significant to note that Ophelia is closely linked with flowers with 

respect to the scene in which she sings fragments of song and the way she dies. She, like 

Maid Marian, is a distributor of flowers.  

Ophelia as a marginalized character tries to communicate her thoughts and 

emotions not only through songs. She also uses flowers as a medium for communication. 

In Act IV Scene v, where she sings one fragment of song following another, she 

distributes flowers to her audience on the stage. It is possible to suggest that she feels 

obliged to add something to the songs she is singing because she realizes that her 

desperate attempt to communicate with her addressee fails. Hence, when she enters the 

stage for the second time, she is carrying certain flowers in her hands. These flowers are 

rosemary, pansies, a fennel, columbines, rue and a daisy respectively. Although the stage 

directions do not tell which flower she gives to whom, it is possible to associate certain 

flowers with certain characters with respect to the symbolic meaning of those flowers. 

                                                 
33   Harold Jenkins, op. cit., pp. 542-543. 
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Firstly, rosemary is associated with memory and remembrance as Ophelia herself 

mentions. Traditionally there is a link between the dead and rosemary because it is 

thought to strengthen memory and thus help one to remember the dead. The reason why 

it is associated with memory is explained as follows: “In the Middle Ages, students were 

encouraged to twine sprigs of rosemary through their hair to stimulate their brains; 

consequently, the herb has come to be associated with remembrance.”34 This flower can 

have two references as far as Ophelia is concerned. It can either refer to the death of 

Polonius, or can be a sign foreshadowing her own death. Hence, it is possible to suggest 

that the most apt receiver of this flower is Laertes, the one who should never forget his 

dead father and sister. On the other hand, by saying “There’s rosemary, that’s for 

remembrance- pray you, love, remember” (Act IV, Scene v, lines 173-174), Ophelia 

reminds the reader/audience of the Ghost who tells Hamlet to remember him again and 

again. On another level, rosemary “has also had a role at wedding ceremonies 

throughout the ages. Greek and Roman couples wore wreaths of rosemary on their 

wedding days,”35 because it was considered to be “a charm for a happy marriage.”36 Last 

but not least, rosemary is closely linked with death and funerals: “Branches of rosemary 

were placed in the hands of the dead.”37 Once again, Ophelia’s messages that are 

addressed to her audience combine two concepts: love and death. 

The next flower she distributes is pansies, and “because of their name (Fr. 

Pensées), they can strengthen in Laertes the thoughts prompted by his father’s death38 

because “Pensées” means “thoughts” in French. Most probably fennel, columbines and 

rue are presented to the King and the Queen because fennel “was used as an emblem of 

flatter”39 in the Elizabethan age; columbine, because of its horned shape, is a “symbol of 

                                                 
34 Ann Field and Gretchen Scoble, The Meaning of Herbs: Myth, Language & Lore, San Francisco, 
Chronicle Books, 2001, p. 45. 
35 Ibid., p. 46. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., p. 45. 
38   Harold Jenkins, “Longer Notes”, William Shakespeare, The Arden Edition of the Works of William 
Shakespeare: Hamlet, Ed. by. Harold Jenkins, Surrey, Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd., 1997, p. 538. 
39 Leo Hartley Grindon, The Shakespeare Flora: A Guide to All the Principal Passages in Which 
Mention is Made of Trees, Plants, Flowers, and Vegetable Productions; with Comments and 
Botanical Particulars, Manchester, Adamant Media Corporation, 2005, p. 200. 
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cuckoldry”40; and the rue is most probably given to the King because the King is the one 

who needs repentance amongst Ophelia’s audience on the stage. The daisy, on the other 

hand, is believed to be kept by Ophelia herself because it is a flower of innocence and 

“as an emblem of love’s victims the daisy has a latent ambivalence; the folly of being 

deceived”.41  

While distributing these flowers Ophelia refers to violets although she does not 

have any: “I would give you some violets, but they withered all when my father died” 

(Act IV, Scene v, lines 181-183). According to Jenkins,  

 

the memories of forsaken love, symbolized in the rue, in the daisy, and in violets that have 
withered, her mind drifts back to her father’s death to afford yet another instance of that 

confusion of grief in which the loss of father and love merge.
42

 

 

Going back to the song, which associates Ophelia with Maid Marian with respect 

to their relation to flowers, it is worth mentioning that although Ophelia sings only one 

line of this song, musicologists mention that there may be more than thirty sources for 

the music of this particular song. Sternfeld, in his study, argues that all these sources, 

some of which are composed by John Dowland – one of the most popular composers of 

the sixteenth-century England - are instrumental. When the absence of the rest of the 

song is added to the fact that there may be more than thirty sources for this song, the 

original melody Ophelia sings on the stage becomes a question that is almost impossible 

to answer. Still, no matter what the original tune was like, Seng suggests that “’Bonny 

Robin’ songs deal with lovers, unfaithfulness and extra-marital affairs”.43 This argument 

makes a correlation between Hamlet and Ophelia’s relation, as well as the way Hamlet 

perceives his mother’s marriage to his uncle. 

Ophelia’s next fragment of song, starting with the words “And will a not come 

again?” (Act IV, Scene v, line 187) proves that she is totally divided between the 

                                                 
40 Harold Jenkins, op. cit., p. 539. 
41  Ibid., p. 540. 
42  Ibid., p. 541. 
43 Peter J. Seng, op. cit., p. 153. 
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thoughts about her father’s death and Hamlet’s attitude and departure. The subject 

matter of her songs shifts from death to love and then back to death again. The two 

concepts which seem to be difficult for her to differentiate between are the main focus of 

the songs –or rather the fragments of songs- she sings in the play: 

 

 And will a not come again? 
 And will a not come again? 
  No, no, he is dead, 
  Go to thy death-bed, 
 He never will come again. (Act IV Scene v, lines 187-191) 

 

The “he” in this song, most probably refers to Polonius, when Ophelia’s story is taken 

into consideration. But given the fact that Hamlet is sent to England to be secretly 

executed, the reader / audience may easily associate the one who will not come again 

with Hamlet as well. As it is observed in all of the fragments of songs Ophelia sings in 

this scene, she has the tendency to mingle Polonius with Hamlet with respect to the 

concept of loss. Although the second part of the song, which starts with, “his beard was 

as white as snow,” seems to be focusing on Polonius, the last line of the song can be 

regarded as a sort of requiem, Ophelia dedicates to Polonius, Hamlet and herself. It is 

significant to note that the last line of the song is the last sentence Ophelia utters on the 

stage: “God a mercy on his soul” (Act IV Scene v, line 196). No matter which personal 

pronoun she uses at the end of this song, it is a fact that the next reference to Ophelia is 

made by Gertrude while telling Claudius and Laertes the way Ophelia dies. It is also 

quite significant that the last song Ophelia sings about death links her fragments of 

songs immediately to the one that is sung by the Gravedigger in Act V scene i. 

It is impossible to ignore the close relationship between Ophelia’s songs and the 

Gravedigger’s song since the Gravedigger sings his while he is digging Ophelia’s grave. 

Moreover, Ophelia’s last song, which is about death, is followed by the Gravedigger’s 

song, which focuses on old age and death. What is ironic about this succession is that the 

singer of the previous songs, in other words, the owner of the grave, does not die of old 

age or natural causes. Still, it is clear that the Gravedigger’s song “tells of love and 
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death, youth and old age, and so echoes those earlier songs of Ophelia”.44 The circle of 

songs in Hamlet is completed with this song, starting with “In youth when I did love, 

did love, / Methought it was very sweet:” (Act V Scene I, lines 61-62). The song is 

based upon the “first, third, and eighth stanzas”45 of a poem that was written by Thomas, 

Lord Vaux. The major concept that is spread over the whole scene is death, and the 

Gravedigger, through both his job and the theme of the song he sings, becomes the 

embodiment of death in the play to a certain extent.  

Nevertheless, what is striking about the song the Gravedigger sings is the fact 

that, similar to the fragments of songs Ophelia sings in Act IV Scene v, it functions as a 

medium for communication as far as the Gravedigger is concerned. Like Ophelia’s 

songs, the song he sings becomes a part of a dialogue. The song is divided into three 

major parts (the fourth time the Gravedigger sings is only a repetition of a line that he 

has already sung) within a dialogue between him and Hamlet: 

 

 Grave. (sings) But age with his stealing steps 
   Hath claw’d me in his clutch, 
   And hath shipp’d me intil the land, 
   As if I had never been such.  
      He throws up a skull. 
 Ham. That skull had a tongue in it, and could sing once. 
      (Act V Scene i, lines 70-74)  

 

It is significant to note that the Gravedigger functions as the mouth of the dead bodies 

lying underground. He, similar to Ophelia, is a marginalized character, and, unlike her, 

he is portrayed in the image of the Fool. Moreover, in various additions the two 

Gravediggers are referred to as the Clowns. The Arden Edition that is used in this study, 

for instance, tells in the stage direction that is seen before the Gravedigger sings: [Exit 

the Other Clown. The Grave-digger continues digging.] The Gravedigger, in this respect 

has a blurred character, which is a combination of his job related to death and the way he 

is perceived by others, which associates him with a clown. It is significant to note that 

the clown is not only related to concepts such as folly but also the concept of rustic, 
                                                 
44 Ibid., p. 162. 
45 Ross W. Duffin, Shakespeare’s Songbook, New York, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2004, p. 212. 
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which immediately links him to soil and digging.  

 A clown, similar to the fool and jester has a contradictory relationship with the 

phallus-oriented structure as discussed in detail in Chapter IV. The Gravedigger, like the 

Fool in King Lear, is a significant part of the social structure although he does not have 

any place within the hierarchical order. This is most clearly emphasized in his lack of 

personal name, which is indicative of an identity that is valid  in the phallus-oriented 

social structure. Moreover, the skull of Yorick, King Hamlet’s jester emphasizes the 

association between folly and the Gravedigger for the presence of Yorick’s skull the 

Gravedigger and Hamlet talk about indicates that they belong to the same realm. At this 

point it would be necessary to state that “like the buffoon, the clown is a mythic figure, 

and the inversion of supreme powers; hence the clown is the victim chosen as a 

substitute for the king, in accord with the familiar astrobiological and primitive ideas of 

the ritual assassination of the king.”46 In this respect, it is observed that the clown, the 

buffoon or the fool within the court is closely connected to the king, and in a way 

functions as the stand-in or even the parody of the king.  

The Gravedigger’s association with folly can be regarded as the licence to speak 

the truth as well. However, his marginalized position within the social structure is a 

barrier as far as his relation to verbal language is concerned. The Gravedigger, as a 

symbol of death, expresses what he knows about death through singing most probably 

because verbal language would not be enough for him. Nevertheless, his very existence 

shows how absurd the whole hierarchical system is through his occupation. And this is 

most clearly seen in Hamlet’s words, while talking about the great heroes, who are dead 

now: “Alexander died, Alexander was buried, Alexander returneth to dust, the dust is 

earth, of earth we make loam, and why of that loam whereto he was converted might 

they not stop a beer-barrel?” (Act V Scene i, lines 201-205).   

What is interesting about the Gravedigger is that he can have access to the verbal 

language to a certain extent while he is talking to the other Gravedigger. This is possible 

                                                 
46 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, Trans. by Jack Sage, New York, Courier Dover 
Publications, 2002,  p. 51. 
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because they are peers. However, when the Gravedigger finds himself talking to Hamlet, 

he becomes the fool, even though Hamlet does not reveal his name and social position. 

When the Gravedigger is discussing the grave they are digging with his partner, it is 

possible for him to say, 

 

the more pity that great folk should have countenance in this world to drown or hang 
themselves more than their even-Christen. Come, my spade. There is no ancient 
gentleman but gardeners, ditchers, and grave-makers – they hold up Adam’s profession. 
(Act V, Scene i, lines 26-31)   

 

It is clearly observed that he comments on the injustice and inequality that is apparent in 

this hierarchical order. But when he encounters Hamlet, he only answers Hamlet’s 

questions proving his own wits in a rather “fool”ish way. Nevertheless, he tells what he 

knows and thinks about getting old and about death through the song he sings. Instead of 

singing the song from the beginning to the end like a performance, he spreads the song 

over the totality of his dialogue with Hamlet. In that way, the Gravedigger, who 

symbolically digs and finds out what is hidden under the surface, and who knows that 

the human being is mortal and alone in this world, shares his thoughts with Hamlet and 

the reader / audience through what is kept between the lines. 

Furthermore, the Gravedigger and Ophelia remind the reader / audience of a 

mythological pair that is closely linked to death: Hades and Persephone. Hades is both 

the name of the Greek Underworld and the God of the Dead. What makes it possible to 

associate Hades with the Gravedigger is not only their relation to death and the 

underworld, but also the fact that the word Hades means “unseen” in Greek. This means 

that there is a similarity between Hades and the Gravedigger, who is both unheard and 

unseen in the Symbolic order. The Gravedigger is unheard and unseen because he is not 

free to construct his own identity in a system where the only role that is attributed to him 

is the Other. Hence, despite the fact that he is male, he cannot get the privilege the 

phallus gives to the males of the dominant class. His profession and his relation to the 

soil and death makes him a marginalized character, and thus his territory becomes the 
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graveyard. It is known that although he is a powerful God, Hades keeps himself aloof 

from the other gods and Olympus. This is a part of his invisibility as well.  

Similarly, it is possible to associate Ophelia with Persephone on various levels. 

First of all, if the Gravedigger is an allegory of Hades, then the young woman whom he 

takes to the Underworld functions as Persephone. According to the abduction myth 

Hades abducts Persephone and takes her to the Underworld while she was picking up 

flowers with her friends. Then, the journey to death and the Underworld is not the only 

connection between Persephone and Ophelia: they are both related to flowers, and they 

both collect flowers before their encounters with Hades and death - the Gravedigger. 

However, the major difference between the two female characters is that, Persephone 

has a mother and is periodically released from the Underworld to be with her mother, 

whereas Ophelia has neither a mother nor the opportunity to get out of the other world, 

which, in the Christian culture is defined as Heaven or Hell.   

Furthermore, both Ophelia and the Gravedigger can be regarded as outcasts since 

the former is not only a young female but also a young woman who is no longer 

considered to be sane, and the latter is a member of the lower classes who can only find 

himself a place with relation to the grave he is digging. These two figures, whose voices 

cannot be heard within the Symbolic order, find an alternative medium to communicate. 

This new medium is a combination of verbal language and melody, which helps them to 

utter their thoughts and emotions about either their personal experiences or life in 

general. While doing that, however, they still stand apart from the Symbolic order which 

is governed by the male dominated society.       

However, the fact that Ophelia is desperately trying to express herself result in 

another attempt of communication: death. Because she is another woman – actually the 

only female character other than Ophelia – Gertrude is the one who relates how Ophelia 

dies, and hence Gertrude acts like a mediator or a translator between Ophelia’s action 

and the Symbolic order. 

 

There is a willow grows askant the brook 
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That shows his hoary leaves in the glassy stream. 
Therewith fantastic garlands did she make 
Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples, 
That liberal shepherds give a grosser name, 
But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers call them. 
There on the pendent boughs her crownet weeds, 
Clamb’ring to hang, an envious silver broke, 
When down her weedy trophies and herself 
Fell in the weeping brook. Her clothes spread wide, 
And mermaid-like awhile they bore her up, 
Which time she chanted snatches of old lauds, 
As one incapable of her own distress, 
Or like a creature native and indued 
Unto that element. But long it could not be  
Till that her garments, heavy with their drink, 
Pull’d the poor wretch from her melodious lay 
To muddy death. (Act IV, Scene vii, lines 165-182) 

 

The first thing that attracts the reader / audience’s attention is that Ophelia’s death is 

very much romanticized. Gertrude’s tone combined with Ophelia’s relation to the 

flowers and water produces a fairy-like image for Ophelia. At one point she is even 

likened to a mermaid, indicating that Ophelia is not regarded as a human being made of 

flesh and blood. The point at which she sends a direct message to people around her is 

the point she sings songs while floating in the water. Throughout the play, Ophelia uses 

three alternative modes of communication other than verbal language. It is understood 

through what Gertrude relates that she combines the two modes of communication, 

songs and flowers, while establishing a third mode: death. Ophelia, who does not accept 

the roles that are attributed to her, chooses to turn to nature. This, of course reminds the 

reader / audience of the binary oppositions that associates man with culture and woman 

with nature. In that sense, Ophelia seeks for peace in the territory in which the rules and 

regulations of the male order cannot reach her.  

While discussing Ophelia’s death one should pay attention to the role of water as 

well. Woman, as opposed to man, is associated with water because it is not something 

concrete like stone, which symbolize reason that is attributed to man. Hence, Ophelia’s 

end in water means a journey to where she really belongs. As discussed in the previous 

chapter in relation to Dionysus, fluids like water and blood are associated with the 
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female because they are connected to the female through concepts such as tears, 

childbirth and menstruation. Moreover, Ophelia’s floating in the brook can be regarded 

as a journey which will end up in the sea adding another dimension to her death since 

the sea is where Aphrodite is born.  

Furthermore, water is not only the territory that is linked to the female. Water 

functions as a sort of prison in the fifteenth century Europe for those who are considered 

to be insane: 

 

Of all these romantic or satiric vessels, the Narrenschiff is the only on that had a real existence – 
for they did exist, these boats that conveyed their insane cargo from town to town. Madmen then 
led an easy wandering existence. The towns drove them outside their limits; they were allowed to 

wander in the open countryside, when not entrusted to a group of merchants and pilgrims.
47

  

       

This indicates that madmen become nomadic because they are regarded as a threat for 

those living in a certain order in the cities. Hence, civilization sends those threats to 

nature but still wants to control them in order to make sure that these nomadic insane 

creatures cannot destroy the harmony that is supposedly created by the male dominated 

society.48 In that sense, Ophelia’s journey in water is reminiscent of these ships. 

Nevertheless, 

 

navigation delivers man to the uncertainty of fate; on water, each of us in the hands of his own 
destiny; every embarkation is, potentially, the last. It is for the other world that the madman sets 
sail in his fools’ boat; it is from the other world that he comes when he disembarks. The 

madman’s voyage is at once a rigorous division and an absolute Passage.
49

 

 

In light of what Foucault tells about the relationship between man and water, it is 

possible to suggest that Ophelia is only in the hands of her own destiny when she is 

standing near the brook. Moreover, it is understood that she is welcomed by the 

                                                 
47 Michel Foucault, op. cit., p. 6. 
48 This also reminds the reader / audience of Hamlet’s voyage. 
49 Ibid., p. 8. 
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willow50, the flowers that she uses in making a garland and the brook, when she chooses 

to be no more a bait in the phallus-oriented structure. Freeing herself from the 

boundaries of Elsinore and the court that is associated with corruption and death, she 

seeks for peace and absolute freedom through death. However, the reader / audience 

who is aware of what the Ghost tells Hamlet about death and eternal punishment 

destroys the sense of freedom and peace to a certain extent.       

 

 

 

 

                                                 
50 A tree which is closely connected to death as it is discussed in detail in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER III 

"From this time forth I never will speak word": Songs from the Tavern 

and the Death-bed in Othello 

 
       
      ALL WITCHES: Double, double, toil and trouble: 

      Fire, burn; and cauldron, bubble. 

      2 WITCH: Cool it with a baboon’s blood: 

      Then the charm is firm and good. 

        Macbeth (Act IV Scene 1) 
    

Othello, the Moor of Venice is the next Shakespearean tragedy that is to be 

discussed in this study in terms of the function of the songs that are sung throughout the 

play. Similar to Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, the title of the play makes it possible 

for the reader / audience to realize that the whole play presents the world of the principal 

male character in which he is defined through his role within society. However, unlike 

Hamlet, Othello’s place in society seems to be quite problematic due to his Otherness 

because the subtitle of the play indicates that he is the Moor of Venice. Elizabethan 

tragedy, like the Ancient Greek tragedy, reflect the view that “tragedy should concern 

people of high estate,”1 because in Aristotle’s words, tragedy “is an imitation of an 

action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude”2, which is associated with 

people of higher rank, as well as Gods rather than ordinary human beings (whose stories 

are considered to be more appropriate for the plot of comedy). In this respect, it is 

necessary to note that Othello is not only the Moor, but also a general serving the 

Republic of Venice. Throughout the play it is realized that these two features are at war 

as far as Othello’s inner self and the way he is perceived by the other members of 

society are concerned. Similar to Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark (as well as King 

Lear, that is discussed in the following chapter), this play focuses on the fight between 

the public and the private. Hence, it is possible to define the play as a combination of “a 
                                                 
1 The Penguin Dictionary of the Theatre, Ed. by John Russell Taylor, London and New York, Penguin 
Books, 1993, p. 320. 
2 Aristotle, Poetics (circa 350 B.C.), Trans. by. S. H. Butcher, Toronto and Mineola, Dover Publications, 
Inc, 1997, p. 10. 
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fantasy of interracial love and social tolerance, and a nightmare of racial hatred and male 

violence.”3 

When the main argument of this study on the communicative function of the 

songs and the marginalized aspect of the characters singing those songs are taken into 

consideration, it is significant that Othello, the Moor of Venice, in other words, Othello 

the Other, does not sing at all. He, on the contrary, seems to have almost no interest in 

music as it is discussed in the following pages of this chapter. Whilst he is marginalized 

through his origins and physical appearance, Othello’s high rank in military, which gives 

him a certain place in the patriarchal order, prevents him from communicating his 

emotions and thoughts through a medium apart from verbal language. Although his 

position within hierarchical order prevents Othello from singing, his situation is not 

similar to that of King Lear, who is discussed in the following chapter in detail. Unlike 

King Lear, the characters singing in Othello do not function as the alter egos of the 

main male character after whom the play is named. On the contrary, the singing 

characters of the play, Iago and Desdemona are presented as individuals who do not 

seem to share much in common apart from their fatal relation to the protagonist. Before 

discussing the function of songs and the use of music in general in the play, it would be 

necessary to focus on the protagonist and his function in Othello in terms of his relation 

to the other characters as well as verbal language.  

Othello’s relation to verbal language is quite intricate because of his position 

within society. A person who is both regarded as the Other and a powerful commander 

in the navy would obviously have difficulties in using verbal language, which, as it has 

been discussed in the previous chapters, is constructed by and for the owner of the 

phallus: the white, Christian, adult, sane, Western man. Throughout the play, as a result 

of Iago’s hypocrisy, it is clearly observed that Othello the public figure is transformed 

into Othello the person, who seems to be governed by his emotions rather than reason. It 

is significant that this change is not only reflected in his actions that are motivated by 

                                                 
3 Ania Loomba, Shakespeare, Race, and Colonialism, Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press, 
2002, p. 91. 
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passion and jealousy but in his use of verbal language as well. It is almost impossible to 

draw a correlation between the man who seduces Desdemona by telling her his 

adventures with the man, who cannot build up complete sentences while asking his wife 

the whereabouts of the handkerchief (Act III Scene iv). As the gap between Othello the 

individual and Othello the public figure expands, the reader / audience as well as the 

other characters on the stage can easily “witness his increasing inarticulateness, the 

agonized burst of phrases that express the throes of passion and loss of rational 

control.”4 Drawing a parallelism between the chaos present in Othello’s inner self and 

the way he communicates makes it possible to suggest that there is a huge contradiction 

between the “real” Othello and the “masked” Othello who plays the role of a successful 

commander in the Venetian navy. In other words, after being imbued by Iago with 

jealousy, Othello finds himself in the realm of emotions and passion rather than reason. 

That is the reason why “he begins to speak the language of the unconscious, which has 

no syntactical rules.”5 Moreover, towards the end of the play, the reader / audience, as 

well as the rest of the dramatis personae, realizes that Othello is no more guided by his 

reason that is mainly shaped by the norms of society. He, on the contrary, is motivated 

by his passion particularly while murdering Desdemona. Being motivated by his 

emotions, it is not strange that Othello’s connection to western verbal language is totally 

destroyed. Instead of using songs (which are still related to verbal language through their 

lyrics to a certain extent), Othello chooses to communicate through his actions. This, 

however, in western point of view, is a sign of lack of communication.                 

As stated before, the play displays the fight between the personal and the public 

through a character, who has quite an intricate relationship with the society he is living 

in, when his origins and hierarchical position within that society are taken into 

consideration. It is observed that, when Othello the person fails in living in harmony 

with Othello the public, everything around him falls apart. This failure reflects the 

                                                 
4 Gail Kern Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearean Stage, Chicago and London, 
The University of Chicago Press, 2004, p. 68. 
5 Barbara Rogers-Gardner, Jung and Shakespeare: Hamlet, Othello and The Tempest, Wilmette and 
Illinois, Chiron Publications, 1992 p. 52. 
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inadequacy of Othello as a patriarch. From the point of view of the patriarchal norms 

present in Venice, being the Other, Othello tries to possess a woman whom he is not 

actually allowed to by the society that is governed by the white, Christian male. 

Moreover, Othello’s inadequacy as a patriarch is emphasized through his failure in 

realizing Iago’s plan. 

While Othello the public figure is transformed into Othello the passionate 

individual, there is an evident change in the use of music in the play as well. Although 

Othello does not sing throughout the play, it is observed that instrumental music is 

replaced by songs belonging to the personal realm as the play progresses. Reminiscent 

of their function in Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, trumpets in this play belong to the 

official and martial arena as opposed to the songs which seem to belong to the private 

and unofficial sphere. The first trumpet call refers to Othello’s arrival in Cyprus since 

Iago says, “The Moor! I know his trumpet!” (Act II, Scene I line 178). Being the 

representative of the Republic of Venice in Cyprus, Othello’s entrance in Cyprus is 

designated through the trumpet. This usage is similar to the use of trumpets in Hamlet, 

in which the trumpet call is associated with Claudius because he is presented as the 

supreme power of the Danish court. The second trumpet call in Othello (Act IV Scene i) 

announces another official arrival in Cyprus. This trumpet call, by distracting Othello, 

who becomes outrageously jealous while watching Desdemona and Cassio speak, 

transforms Othello the private man into Othello the public figure. The third trumpet call, 

however, announces not the arrival of an official person but an official dinner that is 

held in Cyprus. What is common in these three trumpet calls is that the person who 

identifies all three calls is the same: Iago. This, on the one hand, indicates that he is alert 

about what is going around himself. Iago, throughout the play, uses certain situations in 

deceiving people around himself. This, obviously, is indicative of his Machiavellian 

nature. It is possible to define the Machiavellian character as someone, who “radically 

questions the world of order and degree in which each knows his or her place.”6 Iago is 

                                                 
6 Tracy B. Strong, “Shakespeare: Elizabethan Statecraft and Machiavellianism”, The Artist and Political 
Vision, Ed. by Benjamin R. Barber, Michael J. Gargas McGrath, New Brunswick and London, 
Transaction Publishers, 1982, p. 194. 



 93 

one of the major Machiavellian figures in Shakespearean drama, alongside with 

characters such as Richard III, Edmund (King Lear) and Falconbridge the Bastard 

(King John). Although their familial backgrounds differ from one another, what these 

characters share in common is the fact that they regard themselves as rejected and 

pretermitted within the social and hierarchical order. Edmund (as it is examined in the 

following chapter in detail) and Falconbridge are illegitimate sons, who, by their birth, 

are marginalized and left outside the social order that is established through the 

relationship between the patriarch and his legitimate son(s). Iago, however, is 

marginalized and hence builds up a Machiavellian attitude towards life, because of his 

low position within hierarchical order. These Machiavellian characters have the urge to  

“climb to positions of dominance and authority”7; and they use their intellect and 

cunning plans in deceiving people around themselves so that they can achieve their 

goals. Deception is a significant aspect of those characters’ understanding of human 

relations because “their world is a world they build, an artifact of their own creation; 

almost always they stand in opposition to a more regular and happy existence.”8  

Apart from the fact that he is a Machiavellian figure, Iago’s alertness, on the 

other hand, is related to his feeling of insecurity. As the play progresses, both his 

dialogues with other characters and asides suggest that he does not feel himself secure 

either in his personal life, i.e. marriage, or professional life. It would not be 

inappropriate to argue that the feeling of insecurity is what lies beneath Iago’s 

Machiavellianism. Nevertheless, his alertness also suggests that people around him are 

dependent on Iago to such an extent that Iago functions as a kind of translator between 

certain sounds or images and other characters. What is, of course, worth mentioning here 

is that the reader / audience, learning how unreliable Iago is as the play progresses, is 

aware of the fact that how he translates these images and sounds to other characters who 

have the potential to be totally wrong.9 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Still, the reader / audience needs time to realize that he / she should not trust Iago at all because at the 
beginning of the play he / she is a potential Roderigo, who hears what has happened before the curtain 
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Another instance in which instrumental music is heard on the stage is the aubade 

in Act III Scene I. An aubade is a morning serenade10, and the one Cassio wants the 

musicians to play, “Good morrow” is, a reflection of the “Venetian custom of greeting 

newlyweds with a pleasing aubade in honour of their union.”11 In this respect, the 

aubade is quite unofficial and private, as opposed to the trumpet calls. Although Cassio 

offers this music to Othello for he wants to restore his reputation and regain his former 

official position, he cannot achieve this goal.12 Moreover, the dramatic function of this 

scene, in which a clown also appears on the stage and claims that Othello does not care 

about music, is preparing the reader / audience psychologically to the climax in the 

following acts. The Clown starts talking to the musicians with a reference to Naples: 

“Why masters, have your instruments been in Naples, that they speak i’th’ nose thus?” 

(Act III Scene i, lines 3-4). The Clown’s question, which seems to be quite naive on the 

surface, actually connotes a view on marriage which is quite contradictory with the 

romantic aspect of the aubade. As Viviana Comensoli suggests, “the allusion to Naples 

and “speak[ing] i’ the nose” are usually glossed as double entendres referring both to a 

nasal sound and to the sound of one whose nose has been attacked by venereal disease 

(Naples was said to have a high occurrence of syphilis).”13 Referring to a region which 

“was said to have a high occurrence of syphilis” is quite significant because the Clown, 

being the embodiment of fool and folly on the stage, is supposed to emphasize the truth. 

In this respect, the connotations of venereal disease distort the image of a happy 

marriage, which is associated with love and production. On the contrary, the ideas of 

                                                                                                                                                
rises through the mouth of Iago. In other words, the play is introduced to the reader / audience by Iago, 
who is, as time goes by, understood to be a hypocrite. 
10 Aubade was most popular during the Middle Ages, when it was a part of the troubadours’ repertoire. 
The most famous Shakespearean aubade can be found in Romeo and Juliet.  
11 Viviana Comensoli, “Music, The Book of the Courtier, and Othello’s Soldiership”, The Italian World 
of English Renaissance Drama: Cultural Exchange and Intertextuality, Ed. by Michele Marrapodi 
and A. J. Hoenselaars, Newark, University of Delaware Press, 1998, p. 89.  
12 Cassio, Othello’s lieutenant, functions as a puppet in Iago’s puppet show and is used by Iago as a sort of 
bait in Othello’s downfall. Iago, who is envious of Cassio for being promoted as Othello’s lieutenant, uses 
Cassio’s courteous attitude towards Desdemona in imbuing Othello with jealousy. Moreover, after being 
motivated by Iago to drink and hence, getting drunk in a tavern in Cyprus, Cassio is tempted and 
manipulated by Iago to fight with Roderigo. This show of distemper is the reason why Cassio loses his 
military position as Othello’s lieutenant.     
13 Ibid.,  p. 91. 
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disease, death, infertility and even adultery are foregrounded in the Clown’s question to 

the musicians. Since the downfall of Othello is closely connected to his marital life, and 

Iago’s calumnies related to Desdemona’s fidelity, the Clown’s reference to Naples with 

the connotation of venereal disease is quite significant.  

Furthermore, the Clown’s remark on Othello’s apathy for music emphasizes the 

fact that Cassio’s present, the aubade, is a self-delusive act: “If you have any music that 

may not be heard, to’t again. But, as they say, to hear music the general does not greatly 

care” (Act III Scene i, lines 15-17). On the one hand, it may be argued that Othello’s 

dislike of or lack of interest in music is emphasizing his Otherness. Paying no attention 

to a Venetian tradition of celebrating the newlyweds through music evidently indicates 

that Othello is not a part of of that tradition. On the other hand, since the reader / 

audience does not hear Othello’s thoughts on music directly from himself, it can be 

suggested that the Clown’s remarks reflect the way Othello is perceived by people 

around him. Hence, it would not be farfetched to argue that what the Clown says about 

Othello’s dislike of music emphasizes Othello’s difference from the Venetians.       

It is also possible to suggest that the Clown’s comments on the aubade is a 

humiliation as far as Cassio is concerned because the Clown, by preventing the 

musicians from playing the aubade, destroys Cassio’s attempt to “recover his position by 

providing an aubade at Othello’s door.”14 The Clown’s comment on Othello and his 

relation to music also need to be traced because although there is no evidence of a link 

between Othello and music other than his trumpet call, he refers to the lack of harmony 

and peace between himself and Desdemona through musical terms: 

 

OTHELLO 
Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump, 
The spirit-stirring drum, th’ear-piercing fife, 
The royal banner, and all quality, 
Pride, pomp and circumstance of glorious war! (Act III Scene III, lines 354-360)  

                

                                                 
14 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music, London, Thomson Learning, 2006, p. 153. 
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Although what Othello describes in these lines is his personal relationship with 

Desdemona and, hence, his personal problems, he refers to martial instruments of battle 

such as drums and royal banner. On the surface, this contradicts the Clown’s remarks on 

Othello’s lack of interest in music since Othello himself chooses musical terms in 

defining the chaos he experiences. However, Othello reconstructs the usage of musical 

instruments in a way that they can only refer to war and fighting. This passage is 

significant in supporting the argument that Othello’s relation to music is limited to the 

public use of music, which is quite different from the aubade or the “Willow Song” that 

are a part of the personal realm. This is the moment in which Othello the private and 

Othello the official have problems in coping with his life. Hence, these lines refer to the 

fact that the only way Othello can try to overcome his problems is through fighting, 

which can be defined in military terms. The function of musical terms and instruments 

signify the loss of harmony and peace both in his marriage and also in his mind. The 

music that is referred to in this extract is closer to musica humana (which can be 

defined as the internal music of the human body) rather than musica instrumentalis 

(which refers to sounds and melodies made by singers or musical instruments). In this 

respect, the Clown’s remarks on Othello’s dislike of music and Othello’s own 

description of chaos through musical terms do not totally contradict one another. Hence, 

they refer to different types of musica.  

Like Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, Othello, the Moor of Venice displays a 

world in which the focal points are patriarchy and one of the most significant institutions 

of patriarchy: marriage. Although marriage is an institution which involves two parties, 

it is clear that these two parties, husband and wife, are not represented equally within 

this institution. Hence, it is quite understandable why the title of the play focuses on only 

one of the parties. This play portrays The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor of Venice, in 

which Desdemona, the wife, only functions as a part of the reason of Othello’s downfall. 

Comparing the two singing female characters in Hamlet, the Prince of 

Denmark and Othello, the Moor of Venice provides an extensive picture of the 

situation of the female in patriarchal societies. Despite the fact that Desdemona, unlike 
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Ophelia, is married, what they are faced with before the end of both plays is the same: 

death. Nevertheless, the way they die and the reasons that drive them to death are 

different to a certain extent from one another.  

The starting point of Othello’s downfall and Desdemona’s death is their 

marriage. According to patriarchal norms this is regarded as an “institution of 

ownership.”15 Moreover, “the Greek word for marriage, ekdosis, meant ‘loan’ – women 

were loaned to their husbands by their fathers, and in the case of divorce, were returned 

to their fathers.”16 Before Desdemona is introduced in person, the reader / audience 

realizes that she is regarded as a property by patriarchal norms and conventions. This is 

emphasized by Iago again and again in Act I Scene I, while warning Brabantio about his 

daughter’s elopment: 

 

IAGO 
Awake, what ho, Brabantio! thieves, thieves, thieves! 
Look to your house, your daughter and your bags! 
Thieves, thieves! (Act I Scene I l. 78-80) 

 
... 

 
Zounds, sir. You’re robbed, for shame put on your gown! (Act I Scene I l. 85)  

 

Referring to Desdemona alongside the house and the bags is nothing but seeing her like 

property. She, as far as Iago’s remarks are concerned, is no different from a bag. This 

humiliating attitude reflects the patriarchal system’s approach to the female in general. 

As a part of the man’s property, a daughter is someone who is loaned to the husband, 

which means that the only thing that changes about her situation is the identity of her 

owner. The major problem about Othello and Desdemona’s marriage, from the 

patriarchal point of view is that, one of the parties of this loaning process, Othello, is the 

Other. As far as the Renaissance Venice is concerned, “marriage was one of the clearest 

and most public measures of status that Renaissance society could provide: The social 

                                                 
15 Sue-Ellen Case, Feminism and Theatre, London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1988, p. 8. 
16 Ibid. 
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status of each family reflected upon the other.”17 Therefore, it is also clear that 

Brabantio’s reaction to Desdemona and Othello’s marriage is a reflection of the fear of 

the Moor’s total “integration into Venice,”18 as well as the “danger [that] is mirrored by 

the possibility that Christian maidens will become part of alien households.”19 Since 

marriage is considered to be a crucial instrument for posterity in patriarchal societies, the 

identity of those who are getting married and their familial background are quite 

significant for preserving the nature of the two parties united by the act of marriage. In 

this respect, it is Othello’s physical appearance and cultural background that disturb 

Brabantio, whose consent is not asked for before the marriage. 

Furthermore, as a social institution, monogamous marriage is primarily designed 

for the preservation of the patriarchal power. As Friedrich Engels argues, monogamous 

marriage “is based on the supremacy of the man, the express purpose being to produce 

children of undisputed paternity; such paternity is demanded because these children are 

later to come into their father’s property as his natural heirs.”20 In this respect, it is not 

surprising to note that the female functions only as an object during the marriage 

process, which focuses on the future of the male’s inheritance. The Taming of the 

Shrew and The Merchant of Venice set examples in displaying how the female is tried 

to be constrained by the male, while establishing the smallest of social units: the 

monogamous family. Since money, property and inheritance play a crucial role in 

commercial patriarchal societies, these plays emphasize the importance attached to these 

materialistic issues. In The Taming of the Shrew, money, which is argued by the male 

characters with great attention, is understood to be more important than love: 

 

Pet. Signor Baptista, my business asketh haste, 
 And every day I cannot come to woo. 
 You knew my father well, and in him me, 

                                                 
17 Guido Ruggiero, The Boundaries of Eros: Sex Crime and Sexuality in Renaissance Venice, New 
York and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1989, p. 12. 
18 Ania Loomba, op. cit.,  p. 106. 
19 Ibid., p. 105. 
20 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), Trans. by 
Michèle Barrett, London, Penguin Group, 1986, p. 92. 
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 Left solely heir to all his lands and goods, 
 Which I have better’d rather than decreas’d. 
 Then tell me, if I get your daughter’s love, 
 What dowry shall I have with her to wife? 
Bap. After my death the one half of my lands, 
 And in possession twenty thousand crowns. 
Pet. And for that dowry I’ll assure her of 
 Her widowhood, be it that she survive me, 
 In all my lands and leases whatsoever. (Act II Scene I, lines 114-125) 
 

It is significant to note that Katherina is not present during this conversation. Hence, it is 

possible to argue that she is only the starting point of this dialogue, which is reminiscent 

of a bargain between two tradesmen. The focal point in this dialogue is money rather 

than love and Katherina’s needs. Katherina is not only absent in this bargain but also in 

the whole wooing process. As far as these two men are concerned, the fact that the 

patriarchs of the two families know one another is enough for them to decide on a 

marriage between Katherina and Petruchio. In this respect, it is obvious that Katherina is 

not a part of the marriage plan as an individual. Although both Baptista and Petruchio 

talk as if they pay attention to what Katherina feels, her absence as well as their 

emphasis on money rather than love proves just the opposite. This, however, is not 

surprising since the title of the play refers to Katherine as the shrew, and the whole play 

focuses on how the husband “tames” the wife.  

The bargain between the father and the husband-to-be is an important aspect of 

the marriage tradition in patriarchal societies. What is observed in The Taming of the 

Shrew between two living men is replaced by an unconventional dialogue between a 

dead father and potential husbands in The Merchant of Venice21. The Merchant of 

Venice is significant in displaying the extent of the power the patriarch possesses. When 

Portia is introduced, the reader / audience is informed that, according to her father’s will, 

she is supposed to marry the man who chooses the casket which contains the father’s 

consent among the three caskets that are made of gold, silver and lead. What Portia tells 

                                                 
21 It would be necessary to pay attention to the fact that both Othello and The Merchant of Venice 
display the fight between Christianity that is represented by Venice and the Other, who has a certain 
power related to either money or military accomplishments.  
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her maid Nerissa shows her own absence in the process of choosing the man she is going 

to marry: 

 

O me, the word choose, I may neither choose whom I would, nor refuse whom I dislike, so is the 
will of a living daughter curb’d by the will of a dead father: is it not Nerissa, that I cannot choose 
one, nor refuse one? (Act I, Scene II) 

  

The patriarchal norms and conventions let the father have possession of his daughter no 

matter whether he is alive or dead, until the time he finds a suitable candidate to loan his 

daughter to. In other words, even a dead father does not necessarily provide the daughter 

freedom to choose her husband. Hence, emphasizing the daughters’ problematic 

relationship with the term “choosing,” Portia, in this quotation, pays attention to the fact 

that patriarchal regulations, in general, destroy the sense of free will of the female. It is 

not only the consent but also Portia who is tried to be locked up in the casket in the form 

of a picture.22 In this respect she is no different from a present that is given to the next 

patriarch in a chest.23 Strangely, Portia is not the only daughter that is presented in The 

Merchant of Venice in relation to marriage and her relationship with the father. 

Shylock’s daughter Jessica elopes with Lorenzo, a Christian, and takes much of her 

father’s money and belongings while eloping. Hence, it is clear that Portia and Jessica 

display two opposing attitudes in coping with the restrictions they are faced with, while 

living under the patriarchal rules. Jessica’s elopment is totally unacceptable from the 

patriarchal point of view because Jessica acts against the will of her father, who should 

be regarded as the supreme power in the household according to patriarchal conventions. 

                                                 
22 The casket is a motive present in various mythical and literary texts. One of the most well-known stories 
about a chest and a woman is Pandora’s story. Unlike Pandora, Portia does not open the chest in order to 
cheat in “choosing” her future husband. Still, both Pandora and Portia show that men (be it Olympian gods 
or a dead father) have the urge to control women. (Moreover, one important aspect of the link between the 
female and the casket is that the casket is reminiscent of the womb.)   
23 What is also worth mentioning about Portia and her acceptance of her father’s will is that she, in the rest 
of the play, takes the liberty to act like a man through cross-dressing and use her intelligence in a totally 
male domain: the law courts. This liberty is quite contradictory to her total acceptance of her father’s will 
about the caskets and her future marriage. 
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From the feminist point of view, however, Jessica’s elopment is a way to “flee from the 

restrictions of a patriarchal reality that constraints [her] sexuality.”24  

Shylock, who has a certain place within the economic system in Venice, is 

regarded as the Other simply because he is a Jew in a Christian society. The play itself 

presents the way a Jew, as the Other, is perceived in a Christian society. Although 

Shylock is the patriarch in his own family, Christian patriarchal norms mark him as the 

Other and hence try to justify Jessica’s rebellion against her father. In order to achieve 

this Shylock is considered to be a totally materialistic man who only cares about his 

ducats. Reminiscent of Iago’s association between Desdemona’s elopment and theft, 

Shylock makes a direct correlation between his money and daughter as Solanio, a 

Venetian, illustrates: 

 

My daughter, O my ducats, O my daughter, 
Fled with a Christian, O my Christian ducats! 
Justice, the law, my ducats, and my daughter; 
A sealed bag, two sealed bags of ducats, 
Of double ducats, stolen from me by my daughter 
And jewels, two stones, two rich and precious stones, 
Stolen by my daughter: justice, find the girl, 
She hath the stones upon her, and the ducats. (Act II Scene VIII)        
 

In Shylock’s reaction what attracts the reader / audience’s attention most is the fact that 

his daughter and his ducats seem to be interchangeable. The association between Jessica 

and his ducats is so strong that Shylock at one point refers to his daughter’s virginity and 

chastity as a “sealed bag”, similar to the sealed bag that consists of his ducats. The 

possessive attitude of a father towards his daughter has the potential to ignore the 

daughter as an individual and see her as property. This, according to Solanio’s story, is 

what Shylock does. What is significant in Shylock’s reaction is that he gradually forgets 

about his daughter’s elopment with a Christian and focuses only on the loss of his 

                                                 
24 Michele Marrapodi, “Shakespeare’s Romantic Italy: Novelistic, Theatrical, and Cultural Transactions in 
the Comedies”, Italian Culture in the Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries: Rewriting, 
Remaking, Refashioning, Ed. by Michele Marrapodi, Hampshire and Burlington, Ashgate Publishing 
Company, 2007, p. 59. 
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ducats. It would not be inappropriate to suggest that this attitude reflects the argument 

that almost all human relations, particularly marriage, are based on money and 

commercialism as far as patriarchal norms are concerned. The power men are after can 

be defined as a combination of the power of the phallus and the power of money in 

commercial societies. Hence, it is not strange to note that Shylock, who is closely linked 

with money, seems to attach more importance to Jessica’s theft than her elopment with a 

Christian. 

The reader / audience is told that Shylock is not at home, when Jessica elopes (in 

other words, she takes advantage of the physical absence of the patriarch). However, 

Desdemona elopes with Othello, when her father Brabantio is at home. Brabantio learns 

about his daughter’s whereabouts from Iago and Roderigo, who are strangers to his 

household. His ignorance, of course, tells the reader / audience that he is not an adequate 

patriarch. As far as the power he possesses in his relationship with his daughter is 

concerned, Brabantio is quite different from Portia’s father, who controls his daughter’s 

life even after his death. Brabantio is portrayed as an inadequate patriarch who is not 

able to have control over his own daughter. In this respect, Desdemona, before she 

appears on the stage, is introduced to the reader / audience as a disobedient daughter, 

who does not hesitate to deceive her own father. In other words, “Desdemona is a 

woman of wealth and respected family who betrays the customs of society and her 

father’s wishes in order to marry Othello the Moor.”25 Brabantio focuses on 

Desdemona’s betrayal and by making a correlation between himself and Othello as 

patriarchs warns Othello against the disloyal nature of his daughter, when he says, “She 

has deceived her father, and may thee” (Act I Scene III, line 194). The reader / audience 

observes the destructive effect of this warning on Othello and Desdemona’s relationship 

together with Iago’s cunning plan and temptation throughout the play.  

However, Brabantio’s warning and Iago’s lies are not the only things that make 

Othello morbidly jealous of his wife. Othello’s background knowledge on Venice and 

                                                 
25 Courtni Crump Wright, The Women of Shakespeare’s Plays, Maryland and London, University Press 
of America, 1993, p. 112. 
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Venetian women in general makes it easier for him to believe that Desdemona may not 

be faithful to him and ther marriage. The assumption that the female, in general, are apt 

to break their vows and promises is rooted in the Biblical story about Eve’s temptation 

by Satan and her act of eating the fruit of the Forbidden Tree. When this ancient story is 

combined with Venetian women’s reputation, Othello, who is aware of the fact that he is 

regarded as the Other in Venice, is ready to be imbued with jealousy by what he is told 

about his wife’s potential signs of unfaithfulness. Venice, particularly during the 

Renaissance, is regarded as the “center of la dolce vita”26 to such an extent that the 

Venetian government published regulations trying to “isolate and control”27 prostitution. 

The main problem related to courtesans in Renaissance Venice is that they can easily be 

confused with Venetian gentlewomen because the way they are dressed up is more or 

less the same. Moreover, this confusion is the reason why “Italian, and especially 

Venetian, women were reputed to be particularly licentious,”28 particularly through the 

eyes of foreigners. Hence a Senate decree of 21 February 1542 states as follows: 

 

There are now excessive numbers of whores in this our city; they have put aside all modesty and 
shame, and go about openly in the streets ans churches, and furthermore are so well dressed and 
adorned that on many occasions our noble and citizen women have been confused with them, the 
good and the bad, and not only by foreigners but also by those who live here, because there is no 
difference of dress.29 

 

Despite Iago’s lies and Venice’s reputation for infidelity and sensuality, the reader / 

audience, unlike Othello, is very much aware of the fact that Desdemona is totally 

faithful to her husband throughout the play. It is understood that Othello’s being the 

Other, is the reason why he lacks self-confidence in his marriage to Desdemona. 

Moreover, Iago, quite cunningly, uses that lack of self-confidence and makes Othello 

suspect Desdemona’s faith and fidelity. The reason why Desdemona has committed the 

                                                 
26 H. A. Mason, Shakespeare’s Tragedies of Love, London, Chatto & Windus, 1970, p. 74. 
27 Venice: A Documentary History, 1450 – 1630, Ed. by David Chambers and Brian Pullan, Toronto, 
Buffalo and London, University of Toronto Press, 2001, p. 120. 
28 Ania Loomba, op. cit.,  p. 99. 
29 Venice: A Documentary History, 1450 – 1630, p. 127. 
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“sin of disobedience to parents”30, particularly to her father, can be defined as her 

“independence of spirit”31; and the association between independence and unfaithfulness 

is what makes Othello fall into Iago’s trap easily. While eloping with Othello and 

making an interracial marriage, Desdemona combines her independence of spirit with 

her self-confidence.  

Act I Scene III, in other words, the scene in which Desdemona’s marriage with 

Othello is discussed by the Duke and the senators including Brabantio is significant 

because it draws a certain parallelism between Desdemona’s elopment and the Turkish 

siege in Cyprus. The reason why the senate and the Duke are gathered in the middle of 

the night is the news that the Turks are about to attack Cyprus which is under Venetian 

rule. However, the reason why Brabantio goes to the Duke is not related to the affairs of 

state. He, as an inadequate senator and patriarch, is neither aware of his daughter’s 

whereabouts nor aware of the fact that Cyprus, in this respect Venice, is under attack. 

Recalling the link between the female body and land, which is rooted in the “association 

of earth and motherhood with receptivity, warmth, damp fertility, protection and 

enclosure,”32 the parallelism between Desdemona and Cyprus is quite significant. In 

patriarchal societies, however, this association is combined with commercialism, and 

hence the female body is associated with land, which is to be conquered by the male. 

This, obviously, is an attitude which regards the female as property, for which men fight 

one another. In this respect, Desdemona functions as property which Brabantio does not 

want to hand over to Othello. This is simply because, although he is a part of the system 

in Venice, Othello is nothing but the Other as far as Brabantio is concerned. 

Accordingly, Othello is reminiscent of the Turks trying to capture what belongs to 

Venice.  

Act I Scene III is also significant in displaying the difference between the 

personal and the official. Although all the senators (including Brabantio) as well as the 

                                                 
30 H. A. Mason, op. cit., p. 84. 
31 Ibid., p. 102. 
32 Linda Edmonson, “Putting Mother Russia in a European Context”, Art, Nation and Gender: Ethnic 
Landscapes, Myths and Mother-Figures. Ed. by Tricia Cusack and Síghle Bhreathnach-Lynch, 
Hampshire and Burlington, Ashgate Publishing Company, 2003, p. 59. 
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Duke discuss the Turkish invasion of Cyprus, Brabantio focuses on the personal rather 

than the official, still drawing a correlation between the two. When the Duke gives him 

advice and tells him to stay calm, Brabantio makes the link between the siege of Cyprus 

and Desdemona’s elopment more and more visible: 

 

 
DUKE 
 The robbed that smiles steals something from the thief, 
 He robs himself that spends a bootless grief. 
BRABANTIO 
 So let the Turk of Cyprus us beguile, 
 We lose it not so long as we can smile; (Act I Scene III, lines 209-212) 

          

Once again, the elopment of a girl is associated with the act of robbery, disregarding her 

free will and independence of spirit. In that sense, Brabantio wants to believe and prove 

that Othello uses some sort of magic in tempting Desdemona because as far as Brabantio 

is concerned this interracial marriage is “against the rules of nature” (Act I Scene III, 

line 102): 

 

BRABANTIO: 
Is there not charms 
By which the property of youth and maidhood 
May be abused? (Act I Scene I, lines 169-171)  
 

It is easy to associate this relationship with witchcraft for western men such as Brabantio 

because the Moor, as the Other, is the exotic and the unknown.33 Othello seems to be a 

                                                 
33 The usage of animal imagery throughout the play can be regarded as a direct consequence of this 
approach. Othello, because of both his physical difference and the adventures he has lived through, is 
different from the western, so-called “civilized” men. The reader / audience observes that Iago likens 
Othello to animals again and again, while talking about him to other characters. Keeping this association 
and the general attitude against the Moor as the Other in mind, it is quite significant that the inn 
Desdemona stays with Othello right after leaving her father’s house secretly is called Sagittary (Act I 
Scene I, line 156). The inn most possibly takes its name after the mythical figure Sagittarius, which can be 
defined as a creature whose head, arms and top half belongs to a male body, and lower body and legs 
belong to a horse. The image of Sagittarius alludes to how Othello is perceived by the patriarchal society: 
He is both a successful and powerful soldier, and the Other, who is both physically and emotionally 
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combination of opposites on various level. He, as Ania Loomba defines, is, “a black 

Moor who has both a slave past and a noble lineage, a black skin and thick lips as well 

as great military skill and rhetorical abilities, a capacity for tenderness as well as a 

propensity to violence.”34 Moreover, his otherness and his adventures are the things that 

attract Desdemona’s attention. As Mason suggests, “it is Othello’s adventures, so unlike 

the civilian life she knows, which captivate her rather than Othello as a person.”35 In this 

respect, it can be argued that Desdemona wants to go to Cyprus with Othello not simply 

out of love but because she wants to be an actual part of the adventures he has been 

telling her so far36. This is also what Othello emphasizes while answering Brabantio’s 

accusation on witchcraft: 

 

 OTHELLO: 
She loved me for the dangers I had passed 

 And I loved her that she did pity them. 
 This only is the witchcraft I have used: (Act I Scene III, lines 168-170)   

 

According to Othello, Desdemona loves him because of the dangers and adventures he 

experienced throughout his life. In this respect it is not surprising to see that Desdemona 

does not want to leave Othello alone on his next adventure: the journey to Cyprus. 

Moreover, her interest in Othello’s adventures is indicative of her urge to escape from 

the restrictions that are attributed to her gender. In this respect, it would be wise to 

discuss the geographical characteristics of the two places the play takes place: Venice 

and Cyprus. Venice refers to a region that is composed of one-hundred-and-one small 

islands in the Venetian Lagoon, which is a marshy land in northern Italy. Moreover, “the 

city of Venice was itself, as a man-made island, an ecological improbability – a frail 

construction in the center of a coastal enclave protected from the sea by a string of thin 

                                                                                                                                                
different from what the patriarchal society defines as “normal”. Moreover, the centaur, like Othello, is 
associated with wilderness, savagery, power (particularly sexual) and energy to a certain extent.      
34 Ania Loomba, op. cit., p. 92. 
35 H. A. Mason, op. cit., p. 83. 
36 It should be noted that what Othello does by telling stories is nothing but constructing (his)tory. 
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barrier islands (the lidi).”37 Recalling the binary oppositions associating fluids with the 

female and the solid with the male, it is possible to suggest that Venice is an effeminate 

city. Moreover, from the point of view of the Elizabethan audience Venice stands in the 

east when compared to England. The play starts in Venice and introduces the main 

characters Othello and Desdemona, as people who have to fight against the norms and 

rules that are stressed by the western patriarchal society. In a way, this marshy land 

composed of several islands represents the individuals who are torn between their own 

personalities and the outside world. It is significant that the Republic of Venice is 

composed of over a hundred islands, in other words, over a hundred entities. The 

Republic itself can be regarded as the microcosm which refers to the whole civilization 

that is actually founded on “marshy” norms. Nevertheless, the journey from Venice to 

Cyprus can be regarded as a soul journey for both Othello and Desdemona. The island, 

as Akşit Göktürk argues, is the “opposite of the outside world”38 because of its 

limitations and the sense of isolation. Hence, it is not surprising to note that the rest of 

the play, whose setting is Cyprus, deals with the personal and the unconscious.  

Cyprus, according to some Greek and most of the Roman legends is closely 

linked to the birth of Aphrodite or Venus. Edith Hamilton describes Aphrodite’s birth 

and her relation to Cyprus as follows: 

 

[Aphrodite] is said to have sprung from the foam of the sea, and her name was explained as 
meaning “the foam-risen.” Aphros is foam in Greek. This sea-birth took place near Cythera, from 
where she was wafted to Cyprus. Both islands were ever after sacred to her, and she was called 
Cythera or the Cyprian as often as her proper name.39 

  

The relationship between Aphrodite and being born out of the foam needs further 

explanation because the foam from which Aphrodite rises is not an ordinary one. 

According to Hesiod’s Thegony Aphrodite is born out of her father’s sperm, which is 

                                                 
37 John Martin and Dennis Romano, “Reconsidering Venice”, Venice Reconsidered: The History and 
Civilization of an Italian City-State, 1297 – 1797, Ed. by John Martin and Dennis Romano, Baltimore 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000, pp. 1-2. 
38 Akşit Göktürk, Ada: İngiliz Yazınında Ada Kavramı, İstanbul, Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 1997, p. 171. 
39 Edith Hamilton, Mythology, Boston, Little, Brown and Company, 1998, p. 29. 
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turned into foam in the sea (the association between the sea and the womb emphasizes 

the image of the birth of Aphrodite). Hesiod tells that Cronos castrates his father Uranus 

and 

 

as soon as he had cut off the members with flint and cast them from the land into the 
surging sea, they were swept away over the main a long time: and a white foam spread 
around them from the immortal flesh, and in it there grew a maiden. First she drew near 
holy Cythera, and from there, afterwards, she came to sea-girt Cyprus[...] Her gods and 
men call Aphrodite.40  

 

Going to Cyprus and starting a new life in which she is a married woman could have 

been interpreted as a kind of rebirth for Desdemona. However, this journey brings death. 

The name of the island, Cyprus, supports the idea that death is the dominant notion on 

the island. Cyprus is reminiscent of Cypress phonetically, which is a tree that is closely 

linked with death. Moreover, Fred Hageneder argues that Cypress’ “extensive use in 

funeral customs and as a graveyard tree came about because of its associations with 

divine light and the heavens, not because it is an ‘underworld’ tree.”41 In other words, it 

is a tree that is believed to refer to the positive aspect of death, which suggests unity and 

harmony with God in heaven according to the Christian doctrine. However, Cyprus, the 

island whose name phonetically is reminiscent of Cypress, refers to another aspect of 

death: death as a punishment and ultimate end.  

The first sign of the death motive related to Cyprus is the storm during 

Desdemona and Othello’s journeys to the island. Desdemona finds herself in the midst 

of a storm which, obviously, foreshadows the upcoming events in the play, and she 

manages to arrive in quite a masculine space that is shaped mostly by the military forces. 

As it is discussed in the following chapter focusing on King Lear as well, the storm is 

used as a literary motive in emphasizing the chaos that is present in the mind of the 

protagonist as well as the social order in a broader sense. Hence, the fact that the journey 

                                                 
40 Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica, Trans. by Hugh G. Evelyn-White, London, William 
Heinemann, 1926, p. 93. 
41 Fred Hageneder, The Meaning of Trees: Botany, History, Healing, Lore, San Francisco, Chronicle 
Books, 2005, p. 75. 
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from Venice to Cyprus is marked with a storm, which is considered to be a sign of the 

destructive and malevolent aspect of nature, is indicative of the soul journey the main 

characters are about to experience. This way of rebirth Desdemona chooses by marrying 

Othello, is, actually, a crucial step which brings her closer to death. It is significant to 

note that the society she is reborn into is not different from Venice in terms of its 

perception of the female. The reader / audience observes that Desdemona is regarded as 

a property when Cassio refers to Desdemona’s arrival in Cyprus as “the riches of the 

ship is come on shore” (Act II Scene I, line 83). This seems to be a result of the male 

approach which sees the female as prize. 

Observing how Desdemona is kept within the limitations of patriarchal rules it is 

understood that, similar to the fictitious world that is presented in Hamlet, the Prince of 

Denmark, Othello, the Moor of Venice lacks maternal genealogy. In other words, the 

fact that neither Ophelia’s nor Desdemona’s mothers are physically present within the 

limits of the text emphasizes this lack. It is also significant that there are very few 

references to their mothers. While talking about his previous visits to Brabantio’s house, 

Othello says, 

 

[...] This to hear 
Would Desdemona serionusly incline, 
But still the house affairs would draw her thence, 
Which ever as she could with haste dispatch 
She’d come again [...] (Act I Scene III, lines 146-150) 
 

Othello’s reference to house affairs and the lack of reference to Desdemona’s mother 

throughout the play exemplify the absence of the mother-daughter relationship which 

Irigaray, as discussed in the first chapter, calls maternal genealogy. It is understood that 

Desdemona is the one who is responsible for the house affairs because she is the only 

female member of Brabantio’s family who is referred to throughout the play.42 During 

the time they spend in Cyprus, Emilia functions as a kind of foster-mother for 

                                                 
42 Desdemona’s mother is once mentioned by Desdemona in the Willow Song Scene (Act IV Scene III), 
which is discussed in detail in the following pages. 
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Desdemona, and hence their relationship is reminiscent of the relationship between 

Juliet and her Nurse in Romeo and Juliet to a certain extent. Observing Emilia’s 

function in Iago’s plan, it is not possible to argue that Emilia is a protective and proper 

mother figure for Desdemona. On the contrary, her weakness for her husband Iago is a 

crucial reason for Desdemona’s death and Othello’s downfall. In other words, she acts as 

“a passive accomplice in Iago’s plot”43, and when she realizes her function it is too late 

for her to set things right especially as far as Desdemona is concerned.  

 Emilia represents an alternative for Desdemona, in other words, she is what 

Desdemona may become in the future. When two of the major themes of the play, love 

and marriage are taken into consideration, it is observed that Emilia is not a satisfied, 

happy wife. This is quite visible in Act II Scene III, when the reader / audience 

witnesses Emilia and her husband Iago’s dialogue on the handkerchief: 

 

 IAGO  How now! What do you here alone? 
 EMILIA  Do not you chide, I have a thing for you – 
 IAGO  You have a thing for me? it is a common thing –  
 EMILIA  Ha? 
 IAGO  To have a foolish wife. 

EMILIA  O, is that all? What will you give me now 
  For that same handkerchief. (Act III Scene III, lines 304-309) 
 

It is impossible to suggest that the husband and wife talking to one another in this very 

dialogue love each other and are happy to spend time together. It is obvious that all is 

not well in their marriage, and they act as if they were strangers rather than husband and 

wife. While Iago belittles his wife by calling her foolish, Emilia seems to regard their 

marriage as an alliance through which she can have a certain place in society by simply 

being married. However, it may also be suggested that Emilia tries to gain Iago’s love by 

betraying Desdemona and Othello. Since there are two married couples within the play, 

it is possible to suggets that Emilia, as the alternative that is presented to Desdemona, 

does not lead a happy married life either. Despite the fact that Iago is not a reliable 

                                                 
43 E. A. Honigmann, “Introduction”, Othello, the Moor of Venice, William Shakespeare, Ed. by E. A. J. 
Honigmann, London, Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 2006, p. 44. 
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character, the assumption that Othello has an affair with Emilia makes Iago talk boldly 

about his own marriage and refer to having sexual intercourse with his wife as an 

“office”: “it is thought abroad that ‘twixt my sheets / He’s done my office” (Act I Scene 

III, lines 386-387). It is realized that love, understanding and passion are not a part of 

their marriage, which seems to be nothing but a combination of mutual offices. Using 

the term “offices”, while referring to marriage, particularly sexual intercourse with his 

wife, reflects the way Iago perceives marriage. As far as he is concerned, having sex 

with Emilia can only be defined as an office, a duty, which has nothing to do with 

notions such as love, passion and spontaneity. Moreover, his choice of the word 

“offices” for sexual intercourse is indicative of the fight between the personal and the 

official realms in the play.    

 Although it is possible to argue that Emilia functions as a foster-mother and an 

alternative female figure as far as Desdemona is concerned, their places within the social 

hierarchy are quite different. One of the most visible indicators of this difference is 

Cassio’s attitude to both women when they first arrive in Cyprus in Act II Scene i. The 

stage directions following Cassio’s greeting Iago and Emilia says that Cassio kisses 

Emilia (Act II Scene i following line 98). However, when Cassio is talking to 

Desdemona in the following pages Iago pays attention to the fact that Cassio kisses his 

own three fingers as a courteous gesture. Cassio, in his different attitude towards 

Desdemona and Emilia emphasizes the class distinction between the two female 

characters. According to the patriarchal tradition, it is absolutely inappropriate for a 

gentleman to kiss a lady, while there is nothing wrong to kiss a married woman who 

does not belong to the upper class. 

 Nevertheless, these two female characters particularly unite in the “Willow 

Song” Scene, when they are left alone in their privacy. They are different in their social 

positions, yet, they share mostly the same disadvantages of being a woman in a society 

that is constructed according to patriarchal conventions. The “Willow Song” Scene 

presents a moment of unity and mutual understanding between Desdemona and Emilia. 
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In this respect, it displays a certain moment of female sensitivity which will be followed 

by a strong and destructive storm directed by Othello, who is totally influenced by Iago.  

In Act IV Scene III Othello wants Desdemona to go to her bed and wait for him 

there after dismissing Emilia. Desdemona, realizing the negative change in Othello’s 

attitude towards her, appears quite aggrieved and melancholic, when she is left alone 

with Emilia. The reason for Othello’s fury is presented as the loss of a handkerchief 

which becomes a symbol of unchastity and female sexuality. After making a correlation 

between the function of the bloody napkin as a sign of loss of virginity in various 

African tribes, Ania Loomba argues that, “in Othello, the same handkerchief shows up, 

this time not bloody with virginal blood but a napkin whose loss stands in for the ‘ocular 

proof’ of Desdemona’s lack of chastity.”44  

In the Willow Song Scene Desdemona’s lament and despair about her marriage 

is so strong that while talking about the sheets Emilia lay on her bed, she says: “prithee 

shroud me / In one of these same sheets” (Act IV Scene III, line 23). The association she 

makes between her bridal bed and shroud is obviously foreshadowing her own death. 

What is worth mentioning is that, similar to Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark, there is 

no hope of regeneration and fertility in this play. This is not surprising when the reader / 

audience observes that the bridal bed, the symbol of love, sex and, hence, fertility is 

reminiscent of a tomb since it is the place where the bride is murdered by her husband 

Othello. The association between bridal sheet and shroud as well as marriage with death 

make it possible to draw a parallelism between Othello-Desdemona and Hades-

Persephone. As discussed in the previous chapter, which focuses on Hamlet, the myth 

on Hades and Persephone makes a correlation between marriage and death. Paying 

attention to the murder scene as well as the fact that Othello is the symbol of the 

unknown and the dangerous for the Venetians, Barbara Rogers-Gardner suggests that, 

“as we’ve seen with Desdemona/Persephone, the woman is carried into the underworld 

by the sex act. A common Elizabethan metaphor equates sex with death.”45 The 

                                                 
44 Ania Loomba, op. cit., p. 101. 
45 Barbara Rogers-Gardner, op. cit., p. 56. 
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association between Othello-Desdemona and Hades-Persephone can also be proved 

through a closer look in the names of the main of the main characters. Hell (Othello) and 

Demon (Desdemona) are other worldly and destructive images which do not have a 

positive connotation in Christian culture. Hence, the names of these characters suggest 

that their marriage does not lead to a happy ending. Nevertheless, as it is suggested in 

Chapter II, it is significant to note that unlike Persephone, neither Ophelia nor 

Desdemona can unite with their mothers periodically because the maternal genealogy is 

totally destroyed in these plays. 

Displaying her stream of consciousness, right after referring to the sheets as 

shroud Desdemona recalls her mother’s maid Barbary: 

 

DESDEMONA: 
My mother had a maid called Barbary, 
She was in love, and he she loved proved mad 
And did forsake her. She had a song of ‘willow’, 
An old thing ’twas, but it expressed her fortune 
And she died singing it. That song tonight 
Will not go from my mind. I have much to do 
But to go hang my head all at one side 
And sing it like poor Barbary. Prithee dispatch. (Act IV Scene III, lines 24-31)            
 

The woman who sings the old tune about the willow is not Desdemona’s mother but her 

maid suggesting again that “the ballad is placed in terms of social class.”46 As discussed 

in Chapter I, ballad singing is regarded as an activity belonging to the common folk, not 

to the upper classes. Hence, by singing the song her mother’s maid sang Desdemona not 

only disregards a restriction using her free spirit but also shows that the theme of this 

specific song can be valid in any woman’s life. The name of the maid as well as the 

subject-matter of the song is reminiscent of Desdemona and Othello’s relationship. The 

name of the maid refers to a region in north Africa, and is derived from the region’s 

“Berber inhabitants, who were Moors.”47 It would not be farfetched to suggest that the 

maid is enslaved by the western men and named after the place she originally belongs to 

                                                 
46 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music, London, Thomson Learning, 2006, p. 149. 
47 Christopher Lloyd, English Corsairs on the Barbary Coast, London, Collins, 1981, p. 21. 
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as an attempt to possess the whole region. The master-servant relationship between the 

maid and the Venetian aristocrat is representative of the power relations between the east 

and the west. Moreover, the name Barbary with its connotation of barbarism reflects the 

way the Moors are perceived in western world. When the relation between Venice and 

the Ottoman Empire is taken into consideration, one should note that the Barbary pirates, 

particularly the Barbarossa brothers were considered to be quite dangerous in 

Mediterranean Sea. In other words, the name Barbary refers to the unknown, the 

dangerous and the Other as far as the western people are concerned. Peter Stallybrass 

emphasizes the duality of the maid’s name as follows:  

 

Barbary: the name for bestial male sexuality; the name of a maid betrayed in love – 
‘poor Barbary’. A single signifier slides between male and female, animal and human, 
betrayer and betrayed, and at the same time between opposed notions of the ‘barbarian’ 
as oppressor and as victim.48 

 

Furthermore, it is possible to suggest that there is a connection between the name 

Barbary and Saint Barbara, who is connected with lightning and explosions. It is told 

that after realizing that she has secretly become Christian, Saint Barbara’s father 

denounces her as a Christian, and he is “struck down by thunder and lightning at the 

moment of her execution.”49 This is the reason why she is connected with lightning and 

explosions. Moreover, her association with sudden death makes a correlation between 

her image and gunfire. For that reason her image is “found both on guns and on armor”50 

particularly in Venetian navy. When the link between the maid Barbary’s function 

related to Desdemona’s “Willow Song” and Saint Barbara is taken into consideration, it 

is significant to note the setting in which Desdemona finds herself is defined through 

military power that is shaped by guns and cannons. Furthermore, both Desdemona and 

                                                 
48 Peter Stallybrass, “Transvestism and the ‘body beneath’: Speculating on the boy actor”, Erotic Politics: 
Desire on the Renaissance stage, Ed. by Susan Zimmerman, New York and London, Routledge, 1992, p. 
73. 
49 John Rigby Hale, Renaissance War Studies, London and New York, Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 1983, p. 402. 
50 Ibid. 
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Saint Barbara are understood to act against the will of their fathers. Moreover, both of 

these women, in one way or another, are punished by the system that gives the patriarch 

the power to put on the mask of the judge and the executioner.  

As stated before, the maid’s name is not the only link between Desdemona’s 

situation and the song she is about to sing. Observing the sudden change in her 

husband’s behaviour, Desdemona subconsciously realizes that Othello, similar to 

Barbary’s lover “proved mad.” What is more striking is that Barbary, as Desdemona 

tells Emilia, dies while singing this song. Remembering Barbary and the song she sings 

while dying suggest that Desdemona, consciously or unconsciously, associates herself 

with Barbary. In the following act both the characters and the reader / audience realize 

that she is justified. In this respect, it is possible to regard the “I” of the “Willow Song” 

as both Barbary and Desdemona. This is emphasized by the fact that while singing the 

song, Desdemona goes on talking to Emilia, which leads to a combination of singing and 

speaking as the stage directions indicate as well. This combination makes the association 

between the “I” of the spoken parts and the “I” of the sung parts more and more 

apparent. 

 John H. Long, in Shakespeare’s Music: The Histories and Tragedies very 

effectively argues the function of this particular song in Desdemona’s relationship with 

Othello as follows: 

 

The song serves as, or aids, a psychological revelation of Desdemona’s character and emotions; 
that it reveals three dominant ideas and emotions – her steadfast love of Othello and her inability 
to account for his belief that she is not chaste; her foreboding of imminent death; and her 
expectation of the return of Othello, which inspires mixed emotions of fear and love.51 

 

When the actions and dialogues during the “Willow Song” Scene are taken into 

consideration, it is impossible to disagree with Long’s remarks on the function of the 

“Willow Song”. The song and the dialogue in which the song is placed display 

Desdemona’a uneasiness and despair. The song, regarding the link between its subject 
                                                 
51 John H. Long, Shakespeare’s Use of Music: The Histories and Tragedies, Gainesville, University of 
Florida Press, 1971, p. 158.  
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matter and Desdemona’s death, can be defined as Desdemona’s swansong52. Similar to 

Desdemona’s story about her mother’s maid Barbary, the swan, the traditional symbol of 

purity, is believed to sing while dying. Desdemona, in spite of her innocence and 

chastity, remains quite passive as opposed to Othello’s aggressiveness, and sings her 

swansong with a “foreboding of her death.”53    

 Desdemona’s impromptu song, as she herself mentions, is an old song, which, 

probably, was well-known to the sixteenth-century audience. The usage of a popular 

ballad would make it easier for the audience to associate with the singer of the song and 

would add a dimension of reality into the fictitious world within the dramatic text. What 

Desdemona sings in this play suggests that Shakespeare uses a popular ballad entitled 

“A Lover’s Complaint”, which was probably composed in the 1585s. When the original 

ballad is taken into consideration, it is observed that “Shakespeare in several stanzas 

altered the sex of the lover to make his excerpts applicable to Desdemona; other stanzas 

fit without alteration.”54 In Desdemona’s version, it is a female lover who sighs and cries 

because her lover believes that she is not chaste. The woman seems to be trying to find 

peace in nature since there are references to “sycamore tree” (line 39), “willow” and 

“streams” (line 43), particularly in the beginning of the song: 

 

  The poor soul sat sighing by a sycamore tree, 
   Sing all a green willow: 
  Her hand on her bosom, her head on her knee, 
   Sing willow, willow, willow. (Act IV Scene 3, lines 39-42) 

 

The reference to sycamore tree and willow is worth discussing since those trees reflect 

Desdemona’s despair related to Othello’s accusation of unchastity. Moreover, death, as 

the dominant atmosphere in the “Willow Song” Scene, is emphasized through those 

                                                 
52 “Swansong” is the last achievement of a person, or the last piece of music a composer composes before 
he/she dies.   
53 Ibid., p. 160. 
54 Ibid., p. 154. 



 117 

trees. The sycamore tree, because of its soft wood, is “used in construction of Egyptian 

tombs and coffins”.55 Simlarly, the willow is closely linked with death and graveyards:  

 

The weeping willow, by reason of its form trailing and bowed in grief, as its name 
suggests, caused it to be frequently planted in such a position where it might overhang a 
favoured tomb, like some perpetual mourner. 
[...] 
But the willow has yet another claim to a place in the burial ground, for it properly 
derives its source of life from the stream, and is generally to be found on the banks of 
the river, or in damp and marshy places. For this reason it is accepted symbol of 
resurrection, and its branches are borne by mourners at a masonic funeral.56 

 

It is obvious that Desdemona’s reference to the sycamore and the willow foreshadow her 

death. Nevertheless, the willow is not only related to death and graveyard. As stated in 

The Symposium: A Treatise on Chastity, “sacred Scripture everywhere uses [the 

willow] as a symbol of chastity, because if you drink its flower steeped in water it 

extinguishes whatever arouses carnal desires and passions within us.”57 The song, in a 

way, functions as a declaration of Desdemona’s chastity. However, Othello’s fury and 

jealousy, which is based on lies, disregard the connotation of the willow as a symbol of 

chastity. Othello’s relation to the willow would only be restricted with the masks of the 

judge and executioner he puts on. It is known that in medieval Japan, “whips, made from 

bamboo or willow”58 are used. In other words, the willow in Desdemona’s song, has 

various connotations reflecting the truth about Desdemona’s chastity as well as Othello’s 

urge to punish her.   

Desdemona’s escape in nature through the “Willow Song” can be interpreted in 

accordance with the binary opposition that associates the female with nature and the 

male with civilisation. Another significance of the reference to trees and streams is the 

                                                 
55 Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, Ed. by David Noel Freedman, Michigan and Cambridge Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2000, p. 1260. 
56 Bertram S. Puckle, Funeral Customs: Their Origin and Development, Detroit, Omnigraphics, 1990, 
p. 118.  
57 Methodius, The Symposium: A Treatise on Chastity, Ed. by Herbert Musurillo, New York, Paulist 
Press, 1958, p. 77. 
58 Karl F. Friday, Samurai, Warfare & the State in Early Medieval Japan, New York and Oxon, 
Routledge, 2004, p. 99. 
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link between Desdemona and Ophelia. It is worth mentioning that in Hamlet, the 

Prince of Denmark, Gertrude mentions the willow first, while informing Claudius and 

Laertes about Ophelia’s death (Act IV Scene VII, line 165). Hence, it is possible to 

suggest that what Ophelia and Desdemona share in common is their communicative use 

of singing as well as the problems they face in patriarchal order, although there is a 

crucial difference between them as far as their marital status are concerned. Moreover, 

as discussed in the previous chapter, Ophelia can only communicate her real thoughts 

through songs, when she can no longer cope with the sufferings that are caused by 

Hamlet’s actions. She, unlike Desdemona, is portrayed as a female character who is 

gradually becoming insane as far as patriarchal conventions are concerned.         

Although the reader / audience does not witness how Ophelia dies personally, 

Desdemona’s murder on the stage is the climax of Othello, the Moor of Venice. When 

Emilia leaves and Othello enters the room, Desdemona is in her bed, which should have 

been defined as her bridal bed but is referred to as “death-bed” by Othello (Act V, Scene 

II, line 51). Without telling Desdemona what she is accused of59, Othello acts like the 

Christian priest, the judge and the executioner at the same time, all of which are 

obviously roles that are attributed to the male in patriarchal society. He is the Christian 

priest because he starts his dialogue with Desdemona with the notions of praying and 

confession. His role as the Christian priest is not contradictory with his being called “my 

Lord” by Desdemona again and again throughout the play because priests are considered 

to be the representatives of God the Lord on earth. Nevertheless, his reference to prayer, 

heaven and God when he is about to kill his wife seem to be indicative of the punishing 

                                                 
59 It would be wise to define the reason why Desdemona is murdered by her husband, in other words 
jealousy, which is called the Othello syndrome by psychiatrists. The Othello syndrome is also called 
pathological jealousy, which is problematic not for the amount of jealousy one suffers but because of the 
“delusion that a loved one has committed an infidelity when none has occured” (David M. Buss, The 
Dangerous Passion: Why Jealousy Is as Necessary as Love and Sex, New York and London, The Free 
Press, 2000, p. 8.) The reader / audience knows that Iago, taking advantage of various incidents, triggers 
Othello’s imagination, and hence prepares the surrounding necessary for the Othello syndrome. In this 
respect, it is possible to suggets that Desdemona is murdered because she is regarded as the intruder figure 
in a homosocial relationship, as it is discussed in detail in the following pages focusing on Iago as a 
singing character. Moreover, Othello murders Desdemona and commits suicide because he fails in seeing 
the reality behind the fiction Iago creates. 
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aspect of the divine power. Furthermore, acting both as a judge and an executioner 

makes it possible for him to be the killing priest as well. In other words, considering 

Desdemona to be guilty of infidelity, he seems to believe that it is his job to show 

Desdemona how sinful she is and then punish her. Realizing the fact that her husband is 

about to kill her, Desdemona begs her “Lord” not to kill her that particular night: “Kill 

me tomorrow, let me live tonight!” (Act V, Scene II, line 79). Desdemona, because of 

this request, is reminiscent of Scheherazade of The Thousand and One Nights, who 

manages to stay alive by telling a story which does not end. The difference between 

Scheherazade and Desdemona is that the western Christian tradition does not let woman 

use verbal language and play a trick on Othello that would make her life longer. It is, on 

the contrary, quite significant that it is Othello who uses stories while seducing 

Desdemona. Desdemona’s request is also indicative of her general attitude towards 

Othello. On the one hand, she is the obedient wife, who even goes to her death quite 

passively and silently. But on the other hand, she is the free spirit who, without taking 

her father’s consent, marries a Moor and does not hesitate to ask Othello to reinstate 

Cassio to his position. Her intervention into her husband’s official business may be 

regarded as a threat to Othello’s masculine powers as far as patriarchal conventions are 

concerned.  

Nevertheless, during the murder scene Othello’s masculinity is under question. 

There is a significant correlation between Desdemona’s murder and sexual intercourse 

because the struggles and the cries are indicative of orgasm. The fact that Othello 

murders Desdemona in bed makes the association between Desdemona’s death and the 

notion of the little death60 more and more possible. At this point one should recall what 

Othello says to himself while entering Desdemona’s room: “I will kill thee / And love 

thee after” (Act V, Scene II, lines 18-19). What he says, obviously, proves that there a 

serious problem with Othello’s masculinity because what he suggests can be regarded as 

an example of necrophilia.61 Nevertheless, it is also possible to argue that what Othello 

                                                 
60 “Little death” is the English translation of the French term “la petite mort”, which means sexual orgasm. 
61 Love after death supports the idea that Othello-Desdemona can be associated with Hades-Persephone, 
whose relation to one another continues in the underworld that is governed by death. 
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refers to is not sex but love in its pure sense. In this respect one realizes that by acting 

the priest, the judge and the executioner Othello tries to restore the ideal image of 

Desdemona, and hence possess her totally.                

It is significant that Desdemona is not the only woman who is murdered by her 

husband and who is related to singing in Othello, the Moor of Venice. It is quite 

significant that Emilia becomes the second swan figure in the play after being stabbed 

by her husband Iago: 

 

 EMILIA. What did thy song bode, lady? 
 Hark, canst thou hear me? I will play the swan 
 And die in music. [Sings.] Willow, willow, willow. 

- Moor, she was chaste, she loved thee, cruel Moor, 
So come my soul to bliss as I speak true! 
So speaking as I think, alas I die.    She dies. 
     (Act V, Scene II, lines 244 - 249) 

 
 

The question, “Hark, canst thou hear me?” is significant in two aspects. Firstly, 

Honigmann, in his footnote to the Arden Edition, refers to the “belief that the souls of 

the dead linger near the body for a while.”62 In this respect it is possible to suggest that 

Emilia is addressing Desdemona, who has just died. By referring to Desdemona’s 

“Willow Song,”63 Emilia suggests that the problems these female characters are faced 

with in patriarchal society are more or less the same, and these problems are destructive 

to such an extent that these female characters cannot manage to survive in this world. 

Secondly, it would not be farfetched to argue that she is addressing everybody around 

her because she realizes that being a woman is a burden for her to be heard in patriarchal 

society. After Desdemona’s death Emilia is able to understand the evil plan she has been 

a part of. It is quite important that when she decides to tell the truth about Desdemona to 

Othello and the others in Desdemona’s room, she is almost stabbed by Iago: 
                                                 
62 E. A. J. Honigmann, “footnote 245”, William Shakespeare, Othello, the Moor of Venice, Ed. by E. A. 
J. Honigmann, London, Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 2006, p. 323. 
63 The Willow Song is the only piece of song that is sung more than once in a Shakespearean play. In this 
respect, it is obvious that it connects the singers totally as far as the subject-matter of the song and the 
singers’ relation to society are concerned.   



 121 

 

EMILIA  I will speak as liberal as the north. 
Let heaven and men and devils, let them all, 
All, all cry shame against me, yet I’ll speak. 
IAGO  Be wise, and get you home. 
EMILIA  I will not.    [Iago tries to stab Emilia.] 
        (Act V, Scene II, lines 218 – 222) 

 

Iago does not want to let his wife speak as freely as the north wind, and that is why he 

reminds her of the place she belongs to: home. Emilia, however, refers to the notion of 

shame because a wife, according to patriarchal norms, should always be supportive of 

her husband no matter what he does since he is her Lord as Desdemona seems to 

acknowledge throughout the play. Nonetheless, there may be another explanation for 

Emilia’s usage of the word “shame”: the reader / audience is aware that Emilia realizes 

her husband’s plan about Desdemona and Othello, and being a part of Desdemona’s 

murder is most probably something for her to be ashamed of. Hence, admitting that she 

has stolen the handkerchief herself in the following lines causes the feeling of shame in 

Emilia. However, shame and the urge to be as free as the north wind do not help Emilia 

stay alive. Talking, especially talking against her husband is not something possible for a 

woman whose access to language is quite limited within patriarchal society. 

Nevertheless, the reader / audience witnesses that Emilia manages to tell her story and 

the truth about Iago’s plan about Desdemona and Othello.64 What makes this possible 

seems to be Iago’s inadequacy. Despite the fact that he is a soldier, it is observed that he 

cannot manage to stab and kill his wife in his first try. Considering the sword as a phallic 

                                                 
64 When compared to Desdemona, Emilia seems to be more liberated as far as her access to verbal 
language is concerned. This can be regarded as a result of the difference between their social classes. 
Being an upper class woman, in other words being the lady of the house, brings more limitations on 
Desdemona and her speech. For instance, when Desdemona finishes singing the Willow Song, the two 
women start discussing how men do women and particularly their wives wrong. During this conversation 
it is observed that “Desdemona is thinking her own thoughts but she uses words which allow Emilia to 
become the waking consciousness.” (H. A. Mason, op. cit., p. 154.]   
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symbol it would not be wrong to argue that there is something wrong with his 

masculinity.65  

 Since the focus of this study is the link between singing and the characters who 

have certain speech-related problems that are caused by the conventions of the 

patriarchal society, Iago, who sings two songs during the play is one of the characters 

who need to be discussed in relation to their positions within patriarchal order. Iago is 

presented as the evil, the villain in Othello, the Moor of Venice, whose motive in 

ruining Desdemona and Othello’s lives can not be easily understood. Before analysing 

his position within the hierarchical order, it would be wise to analyse his name because 

his very name gives the reader / audience a very significant clue in understanding his 

hatred of Othello. As Ania Loomba discusses in Shakespeare, Race, and Colonialism, 

 

Spanish conflicts are crucial for understanding the racial consciousness of early modern 
Europe, and Iago’s hatred of Othello definetely invokes the hostility of the Old 
Christians in Spain towards the newly converted Moors there. Iago’s name recalls the 
patron saint of Spain, Sant Iago, or Saint James, who was known as Santiago 
Matamoros, St James the Moor-killer.66 

 

As his name indicates, Iago’s hatred towards Othello is rooted in a deeper and more 

general sense of intolerance than personal jealousy. On a broader level, Iago and 

Othello’s problems are a result of the racial intolerance. When this broader problem is 

combined with more personal problems, Iago as the villain becomes the master of 

puppets, who is ready to destroy every sense of unity and accomplishment around him.  

 Iago, being chosen by Othello for his third-in-command seems to have high self-

esteem and regard for himself, which makes him believe that he is being undervalued. 

That is why he is trying to take revenge upon the social system he is a part of through 

the characters around himself. Moreover, as Honigmann argues,  

                                                 
65 Man’s association of the sword with the penis indicates that there is something wrong with his 
definition of masculinity because it is totally contradictory to associate the penis, which brings fertility, 
with sword, which brings death. Hence, it would not be inappropriate to suggest that, while defining the 
phallus, as well as the notion of masculine power, man acts against the nature and the power that is 
attributed to the penis by the patriarchal structure.  
66 Ania Loomba, op. cit., p. 104.  
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He wants to be accepted as an equal, therefore addresses Cassio as ‘brother’ [Act V, Scene I line 
71] and, guessing that Roderigo’s ‘class’ will be known, claims him as ‘my friend and my dear 
countryman’ [Act V, Scene I, lines 89, 102].67 

 

In this respect, when his overconfidence and anxiety for being undervalued is combined 

with his immense ability to manipulate people, Iago becomes the embodiment of total 

evil and villainy in the play. Throughout the play it is clearly observed that Iago 

functions as a Satan-like figure. He, putting various masks while talking to different 

characters can be regarded as Satan in disguise68. Moreover, his weapon in tricking 

people around himself is language, which Satan uses for this very aim as well. Yet, what 

he says when he is first introduced to the reader / audience is quite significant in 

displaying his Satanic approach in his relation to his superior Othello: “We cannot all be 

masters, nor all masters / Cannot be truly followed” (Act I, Scene I, lines 42 - 43). 

Although here Iago points out the fact that not every man is capable of being a true 

master, his words can also be interpreted in reference to the well-known rebellious 

phrase, non serviam, which is attributed to Lucifer69. In this respect, Iago’s hatred 

towards Othello is based on his envy for power, which is related to their hierarchical 

positions: “Iago’s racial jealousy of the Moor is also a class envy of the servant who 

does not believe that his master has a right to be his master.”70 Last but not least, Iago is 

totally reminiscent of Satan in the temptation scene, where he plays a trick on Othello’s 

                                                 
67 E. A. Honigmann, “Introduction”, William Shakespeare, Othello, the Moor of Venice, Ed. by E. A. J. 
Honigmann, London, Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 2006, pp. 36-37. 
68 It would be necessary to point out the fact that in the Bible verbs such as to “disguise” and to 
“transform” are used referring to Satan. 2 Corinthians 11:14 (King James version), for instance, depicts 
Satan as follows: “And no marvel; for Satan himself is into an angel of light.” What is meant by 
“transormation” in this sentence is, actually, being in disguise for trying not to be seen in his real shape.     
69 The phrase non serviam, which means “I will not serve” is quite problematic because, although it is 
actually uttered by Israel in Jeremiah 2:20 in the Old Testament, the nature of the phrase seems to fit the 
character of Lucifer, who rebels against God in Heaven. Moreover, it is necessary to point out the fact that 
in many English translations of the Bible (including King James version that is used as a source in this 
study), non serviam is translated as “I will not transgress”, which, obviously, means the opposite of the 
original Latin phrase. Nevertheless, Israel’s words in the Old Testement are attributed to Lucifer / Satan, 
and this attribution is depicted in various literary texts such as John Milton’s Paradise Lost throughout 
the centuries.  
70 Ania Loomba, op. cit., p. 109. 
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imagination while the two are watching Desdemona and Cassio talking to one another. 

Ania Loomba pays attention to the homosocial71 aspect of Othello and Iago’s 

relationship, while suggesting that, 

 

the ‘temptation scene’ (Act 3, scene 3) inverts the master – servant relationship as Iago 
assumes control of his master even as he states his own loyalty and subservience: ‘I am 
your own for ever.’ Iago’s vow echoes the marriage ceremony, and affirms a homosocial 
alliance which will wreak vengeance on the erring woman.72 

         

On the one hand, those who are aware of the fact that Iago is a master of deceiving 

people by using verbal language, may come to the conclusion that, “I am your own for 

ever” (Act III Scene 3, line 482) does not refer to Iago’s real feelings for Othello. On the 

other hand, this vow, as Ania Loomba suggests is indicative of the homosocial bond 

between Othello and Iago. This bond, in case of Othello and Iago’s relationship, affects 

the power relations between Othello and Desdemona, as well as Othello and Iago 

because Desdemona functions as the intruder figure; and the intricate relationship 

between these three characters becomes a “male-male-female erotic triangle”.73 

Desdemona, from Iago’s point of view, destroys Iago and Othello’s bond because 

“Othello is trying to join [Desdemona’s] world and leave the warrior one where Iago and 

Othello had been brothers, married on the battlefield.”74 In other words, this hatred is a 

result of the transformation of the public into the personal.    

Because of his power to deceive people and take advantage of each and every 

event, Iago becomes the “master of the show [who] is holding nearly all the strings of 

the action in the hand”75, and causing almost all major characters’ (including himself) 

destruction as the play ends. With the tricks he plays on Othello’s and, to a certain 

                                                 
71 Homosocial is a sociological term referring to “social bonds between persons of the same sex”. (Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, New York 
Columbia University Press, 1985, p. 1.)  
72 Ania Loomba, op. cit., pp. 109-110. 
73 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, op. cit.,  p. 25. 
74 Barbara Rogers-Gardner, op. cit., p. 50. 
75 Elmer Edgar Stoll, “Othello: Tragedy of Effect”, A Casebook on Othello, Ed. by Leonard F. Dean, 
New York, Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1961, p. 147. 
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extent, Roderigo’s imagination, Iago not only functions as an actor but also the director 

of the play he himself has constructed. Nevertheless, Iago’s play is mostly composed of 

spontaneous incidents and dialogues which are shaped mainly by the other characters’ 

actions which can easily be misunderstood. In other words, “everything is being made 

surprisingly easy for Iago.”76 The handkerchief, Desdemona and Cassio’s conversation, 

Cassio and Iago’s conversation on Bianca, all set examples to the incidents that make it 

extremely easy for Iago to deceive Othello and make him believe that Desdemona is 

unfaithful. These spontaneous incidents which seem to be governed by chance, also 

suggest that Iago “excels in short-term tactics, not in long term strategy.”77 In this 

respect, although he takes advantage of various incidents and becomes the master of the 

show, it is possible to suggest that his lack of a detailed master plan is indicative of his 

inadequacy. If luck is on Iago’s side, then it would be possible to question the 

benevolent aspect of God. In this respect, Othello portrays a world in which death 

instead of truth and forgiveness rules. This is, of course, supported by the “hell” and 

“demon” in the names of the main characters.    

 What makes it possible to regard Iago as the puppet master and Othello as the 

puppet, is the problems that are related to Othello’s self-confidence and masculinity. If 

Othello were an adequate patriarch, then Iago would not have the chance to deceive him 

and ruin most of the characters’ lives. As mentioned before, Iago, at various instances 

defines sounds and tells people around him what those particular sounds (i.e. trumpet 

calls) refer to. Similar to that, various scholars, such as Honigmann, refer to examples in 

which Othello voices his need for Iago to see things clearly: “Was not that Cassio parted 

from my wife?” (Act III Scene III, line 37); “Be sure of it, give me the ocular proof” 

(Act III Scene III, line 363). This, of course, is quite ironical since it is well-known that 

Iago prefers to distort events. Othello’s dependence on Iago’s senses proves Othello’s 

weakness as far as his physical condition is concerned. Yet, what is more important is 

                                                 
76 H. A. Mason, op. cit., p. 88. 
77 E. A. Honigmann, “Introduction”, William Shakespeare, Othello, the Moor of Venice. Ed. E. A. J. 
Honigmann, London, Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 2006, p. 40. 
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his psychological dependence on Iago, which brings not only his but also Desdemona’s 

ruin.      

 As mentioned above, Iago’s ability to manipulate people highly depends on his 

use of language. This, on the surface, seems to be contradictory with this study’s thesis 

that singing characters in these particular tragedies are the characters who have problems 

with patriarchal order, and hence, who cannot have a direct access to verbal language 

while talking about their personal emotions and thoughts. Nevertheless, it is impossible 

for him to voice his personal feelings and thoughts because he is an underling who is a 

part of a strictly established hierarchical order. Hence, he uses verbal language and other 

patriarchal conventions to survive in that order. He, in that respect, is a marginalized 

character who, because of his social position and lack of social mobility, uses deceptions 

in order to exist. The only instance when Iago freely talks about his plan to the reader / 

audience is his monologues when he is alone on the stage and his asides. Asides, as far 

as Iago’s situation is concerned, “function as a means to signify the divorce between 

public mask and private face”78 because they are also interior monologues. Moreover, 

these asides put the audience in “a more informed position than the characters.”79 The 

fact that Iago lets the reader / audience see what lies beneath his mask does not 

necessarily mean that he is honest with the characters in the play. On the contrary, he 

totally hides the real Iago beneath the different masks he puts on within the fictitious 

world that is presented within the dramatic framework. His ability to hide his real self 

and the weakness of the other characters are the reason why Iago is referred to as “the 

honest Iago” many times in the play, particularly by Othello, who fails to see, both 

literally and metaphorically, the real Iago.    

 Regarding Iago’s relation to verbal language and truth, the ballads he sings in 

Act II Scene III seem quite significant80. The first thing that attracts the reader / 

audience’s attention is that Iago sings these ballads in order to make Cassio drunk before 

                                                 
78 Elaine Aston and George Savona, Theatre as Sign-System, London, Routledge, 1991, p. 22. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Although there is not much evidence about the source and music of the first song, it is thought that the 
music of the second song is an alteration of the popular English ballad “Greensleeves”, which is believed 
to have been composed by Henry VIII himself. 
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his secretly planned fight with Roderigo. Iago’s relation to singing is reminiscent of 

Mephistopheles who “perform music on many occasions, either in person, such as when 

he entertains the drinkers in Auerbach’s Cellar.”81 Singing, in this respect, is a part of 

deceiving people. As Sternfeld draws attention, 

 

while the primary function of th[ese] song[s] is to bring about Cassio’s disgrace, in the process it 
reveals aspects of Iago’s and Cassio’s personalities. In order to achieve his purpose Iago assumes 
a bonhomie that mingles banter, drinking and singing. Like Goethe’s Mephistopheles in 
Auerbach’s cellar the evil agent must wear a clown’s disguise to ensnare his victim.82 

 

It is worth mentioning that Iago’s plan works and Cassio gets drunk after Iago finishes 

both his ballads. Before analysing Iago’s songs in detail it would be wise to point out a 

more practical function of those songs. It is significant to note how easily and quickly 

Cassio gets drunk. Long argues that Iago’s ballads, “create an illusion of the passage of 

time. Hence, Cassio’s drunkenness – which overcomes him actually in the course of 

forty-five lines – will not seem too sudden.”83 

Nevertheless, Iago has his own motives for singing these ballads during the 

drinking party among the soldiers other than their practical function. The ballads Iago 

sings in Act II Scene iii exemplify the drinking song tradition, which is a significant part 

of gatherings in taverns: 

 

The music in the tavern was most frequently made by the convivial friends who met 
together there, for every gentlemen was expected to be able to bear his part in vocal 
music if he had anything like “a voice;” but there were also strolling musicians, held in 
low esteem, who would enter these houses and seek for temporary employment in 
playing for some company unable to furnish their own recreation.84  

 

Iago, as the master of puppets, prepares a scene in which Cassio can feel himself 

amongst friends, and emphasizes this situation with his singing. This drinking party is 

                                                 
81 Osman Durrani, Faust: Icon of Modern Culture, Sussex, Helm Information Ltd., 2004, p. 242. 
82 F. W. Sternfeld, Music in Shakespearean Tragedy, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963, p. 147. 
83 John H. Long, op. cit., p. 151. 
84 Louis C. Elson, Shakespeare in Music: A Collation of the Chief Musical Allusions in the Plays of 
Shakespeare, Honolulu, University Press of the Pacific, 2004, p. 173. 
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among soldiers, which, quite naturally presents a very different subject matter of songs 

when compared to Desdemona’s “Willow Song”. Iago’s first song functions as a kind of 

invitation to drinking with the first two lines: “And let me the cannikin clink, clink / And 

let me the cannikin clink” (Act II Scene iii, lines 65-66). On the surface, it seems as if 

the song is composed of nonsensical words reminiscent of the sound of clinking. 

Nevertheless, it would not be farfetched to suggest that the emphasis on clicking the first 

two lines of the song has a hypnotising aspect with the alliteration effect. Apart from its 

function that is closely related to making Cassio drunk, through this song Iago makes a 

statement about soldiers as well. With the words, “A soldier’s a man” (Act II Scene iii, 

line 67) Iago points out the fact that soldiers are made of flesh and blood like other 

people. In this respect, it is possible to argue that there is a reference to the weaknesses 

one may possess. Since Iago is a soldier as well, there is a possibility that he is not 

denying what he has been doing, yet, regarding it as a part of man’s nature.   

 His second ballad alongside with the dialogues between the two songs, contains a 

direct reference to Shakespeare’s original audience since Iago says that he has learned 

the first song in England. Mentioning the drinking habits of Englishmen Iago starts 

singing another ballad which is about England. Despite the fact the second ballad is 

about King Stephen, who has a “historical disrepute as an imposer of heavy taxes and 

oppressor of the poor,”85 it is possible to trace a hidden reference to Cassio. It is possible 

to consider the following lines of the song to be an attack on Cassio in order to provoke 

him: 

 

  And thou art but of low degree, 
     ’This pride that pulls the country down, 
  Then take thine auld cloak about thee. (Act II Scene III, lines 90-92) 
 

Regarding these lines as a direct reference to Cassio, it is possible to suggest that Iago’s 

real thoughts about Cassio rise to the surface. Seeing Cassio as a rival who has stolen the 

                                                 
85 Peter J. Seng, The Vocal Songs in the Plays of Shakespeare, Cambridge and Massachusetts, Harvard 
University Press, 1967, p. 188. 
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position that should have belonged to him, Iago chooses to humiliate him. Moreover, 

Iago humiliates Cassio not only through the lyrics of this ballad but also by the cunning 

plan in which he uses Roderigo and Othello as well. Furthermore, it is also possible to 

suggest that Iago refers to Othello through this fragment of ballad for he thinks Othello 

is not a proper master he would like to serve. 

 It is observed that although they are quite contradictory to one another as fas as 

their personalities are concerned, Desdemona and Iago use ballads as a way of 

communication. Of course, it is realised that what they communicate and the atmosphere 

they communicate in are totally different. No matter how evil Iago is presented 

throughout the play, it is understood that the masks he puts on do not provide him with 

the place he wishes to possess within the patriarchal order. Realising that he does not 

have a chance to be a respected and important member of that society, he acts in the way 

the system lets him. On the contrary, being the victim of both the patriarchal society and 

Iago, who has certain problems with his place within that patriarchal society, 

Desdemona, on the surface, goes passively to her death-bed. Nevertheless, her rebellion 

finds its voice through the Willow Song, which is shared by Emilia as well. 
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CHAPTER IV 

"This cold night will turn us all to fools and madmen": Songs of 

Folly in King Lear 

 
          

       PUCK: Captain of our fairy band, 

      Helena is here at hand; 

      And the youth, mistook by me, 

      Pleading for a lover’s fee. 

      Shall we their fond pageant see? 

      Lord, what fools these mortals be! 

     A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Act III, Scene 2) 

 

King Lear is the last Shakespearean tragedy which will be analysed within this 

study in terms of the communicative function of songs and singing. King Lear, like 

Hamlet and Othello displays a patriarchal society in which each and every character is 

defined through his or her relation to the phallus. As it is argued in the previous chapters 

of this study, in these tragedies, which define human relations through a certain 

hierarchy that is based on patriarchal norms, the characters who are not privileged 

enough to possess the power of the phallus, and hence, who are marginalized are forced 

to find an alternative mode of communication. It is worth mentioning that fools and folly 

become the embodiment of those who are marginalized and positioned as the Other 

within the patriarchal system that is portrayed in this play. When King Lear is taken 

into consideration, the relationship between the marginalized character and the act of 

singing seems to be foregrounded because it is observed that the only two characters that 

sing throughout the play are the Fool and Edgar as Poor Tom; in other words the two 

characters that are closely linked to the notion of folly. 

Reminiscent of Hamlet and Othello, which, as discussed in the previous 

chapters of this study, King Lear focuses on the fight between Lear the father and Lear 

the king, and the inevitable consequences of this fight. The main focus of the play is 

understood to be the concept of order. Order, in King Lear, is the core of an intricate net 

made up of concepts such as love, hypocrisy, wisdom, folly and power. It is clearly 
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observed that the sense of order that is sabotaged by the king himself at the beginning of 

the play can only be restored after Lear and all the inheritors within his own family die 

in the last scene.  

While handing over his political duties to the next generation, Lear himself 

mixes up the personal with the political. The first indicator is that Lear divides the state 

into three1, but wants to keep the title “King”. This division is quite problematic since, 

traditionally, the country is personified through the body of the king. In other words, 

dividing the country would mean dividing and destroying the body of the king. King 

Lear, by dividing the map (the representative of his kingdom as well as his own body)2, 

fails in realizing the fact that after destroying his own body, he can no longer preserve 

the royal “we” referring to his position as king. Moreover, by both preserving the title of 

king and dividing the country among his inheritors, Lear, “cannot wholly shed his 

position as king and be just a father.”3 In this respect, the first scene displays lack of an 

adequate patriarchy as the reason and trigger of the upcoming events such as Lear’s own 

madness, the civil war, and the deaths of almost all the major characters in the last scene. 

Lear disregards the fact that he cannot totally get rid of his political responsibilities 

unless he is dead. Moreover, his trying to keep the title of king makes it more and more 

difficult for him to experience a real sense of retirement as he expects. Last but not the 

least, “Lear’s plan for mapping his private familial love onto his kingdom fails first with 

respect to the position he created for himself.”4 Introducing the personal into the 

                                                 
1 When Cordelia fails in fulfilling Lear’s expectations in the love trial, Lear changes his original plan and 
divides the country into two between Goneril and Regan. 
2 As Paul W. Kahn argues it is significant to note that a map is only a man-made representative of nature. 
Hence, the emphasis on the map in the trial scene, to a certain extent, is reminiscent of the dichotomy 
between the real thing and the way it is represented (i.e. what is said). Throughout the play, both the 
reader / audience and Lear himself, realize that what Goneril and Regan tell during the trial scene do not 
represent reality at all. What they utter, in other words, are meaningless signifiers referring to no real love 
and respect. In this sense, it is possible to draw a correlation between the map and these meaningless 
signifiers through their relation to the real thing. In other words, “when it is no longer read, [a map] is 
nothing at all: stray marks on an insignificant bit of paper” (Paul W. Kahn, Law and Love: The Trials of 
King Lear, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2000, p. 70.). Similarly, when they are no 
longer heard, what Regan and Goneril tell Lear about their love for him is nothing at all. Their words do 
not signify a real thing.         
3 Ibid., p. 5. 
4 Ibid.,  p. 43. 
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political is the fatal mistake Lear does. Making a political decision based upon the verbal 

expression of familial love shows Lear’s inadequacy in terms of patriarchy, particularly 

when the fact that he is incapable of distinguishing the difference between what is said 

and what is actually meant is taken into consideration. It would not be inappropriate to 

argue that the first trial scene5 displays the difference between the characters’ honesty 

and hypocrisy as well as the relationship between language and thought, in other words, 

the relationship between what is said and the subtext behind that.   

The importance Lear attaches to the love trial is rooted in his belief that his 

daughters will act and speak in the way they are expected. Preparing a map that is 

divided into three before the trial, Lear is understood to be sure that all his daughters will 

follow a certain path in making their father satisfied through what they say. In this 

respect, it is possible to suggest that, “Lear stage-manages a formal pageant, ‘The 

Loving Daughters and the Generous King,’ knowing full well beforehand what course 

he intends the plot to follow.”6 Regarding the love trial as a play indicates that, while 

Lear functions as the playwright, director and a player, Regan, Goneril and Cordelia 

function as merely the players, who are totally controlled and directed by Lear. The love 

trial, in this respect, is nothing but a play directed by - and for the good of – the political 

body. As Paul W. Kahn argues, “a trial is never a spontaneous act of speech. It is always 

                                                 
5 Act III Scene vi presents a parody of the first trial. This is when Lear, who seems to lose his sanity, has 
realized his own inadequacy in relation to the love trial at the beginning of the play. Trying to introduce a 
sense of order both into his own mind and country (which is being threatened by a destructive storm 
embodying chaos in general), Lear conducts another trial. This trial, however, seems to be reflecting the 
truth that is hidden in the first one both by Lear and the two hypocrite sisters. Now, knowing that Regan 
and Goneril would never tell the truth about their thoughts and feelings, Lear speaks their roles in the 
imaginary trial: “He speaks all of the roles, except his own: that of judge [….] Although making [the Fool 
and Poor Tom] judges, Lear denies them the power of judgment. They are allowed no independent voice, 
no moment for their own authority” (Paul W. Kahn, op. cit., p. 91). Although Lear himself makes a 
correlation between the Fool, Poor Tom and notions such as reason and judgment, he, still, acts as the 
prime director of the trial. This imaginary trial displays Lear’s need for authority and truth. Having the 
urge to hear the truth, Lear had to speak the roles of his daughters in this fictitious trial. However, this 
does not necessarily mean that the truth about Regan and Goneril is totally revealed because they are not 
present in the trial. This trial, in this respect, reflects the way these two sisters are perceived by their 
father.      
6 John Reibetanz, The Lear World: A study of King Lear in its dramatic context, Toronto and Buffalo, 
University of Toronto Press, 1979, p. 65. 
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speech directed by, and infused with, political power.”7  Due to its very nature, the 

reader / audience realizes that what is uttered throughout this play-within-a-play does 

not necessarily refer to the true feelings and thoughts of the characters / actors since a 

play is nothing but fiction.  

When the relationship between this trial and truth is taken into consideration, it is 

possible to argue that Lear, as the director of this play-within-a-play, “knows it is a bribe 

he offers, and – part of him anyway – wants exactly what a bribe can buy: (1) false love 

and (2) a public expression of love.”8 It is significant to note that Lear’s bribe can only 

buy Regan and Goneril’s false love, whereas Cordelia loses everything Lear is prepared 

to offer her within patriarchal norms. During the trial Cordelia’s difference from her 

elder sisters is emphasized through their relation to verbal language and honesty. Regan 

and Goneril9, reminiscent of Gertrude in Hamlet, are understood to have a certain social 

place within patriarchal hierarchy simply because they are married. However, marriage 

does not enable them to survive in this patriarchal society because, like Gertrude, the 

simple fact that they are female prevents them from totally adapting themselves to this 

social order. The reader / audience can find examples showing how impossible it is for 

Regan and Goneril to be fully accepted by the male dominated society in Lear’s words 

as well. It is Regan’s own father, Lear, referring to her as: “What says our second 

daughter, / Our dearest Regan, wife of Cornwall? Speak” (Act I Scene i, lines 67-68). It 

is obvious that Regan is either defined through her relation to her father or her husband; 

in other words, she is either the “second daughter” of Lear or the “wife of Cornwall”. 

This is a direct indicator of patriarchy’s attitude towards the female, which regards her 

as a lack and non-entity. A woman can only have a place in patriarchal society through 

her relation to a man. Although, on the surface, the love trial seems to be focusing on 

Lear’s daughters and the notion of love, it is understood that the main issue is an 

                                                 
7 Paul W. Kahn, op. cit., p. 8. 
8 Stanley Cavell, “The Avoidence of Love: a Reading of King Lear”, Shakespeare: King Lear A 
Casebook, Ed. by Frank Kermode, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London, Macmillan, 1992, 
p. 235. 
9 The fact that both of these names are of Celtic and ancient Irish origins underline the ancient and pagan 
nature of the play.  
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arrangement of power relations between the male characters. Within this trial Regan, 

Goneril and Cordelia are used by Lear and his son-in-laws as instruments used in 

dividing the kingdom. Throughout the scene material issues go hand in hand with 

familial love. After being disappointed by Cordelia’s answer, what Lear tells Cornwall 

and Albany is indicative of this as well: “Cornwall and Albany, / With my two 

daughter’s dowers, digest the third” (Act I Scene i, lines 128 – 129).  This remark proves 

the argument that the essence of the trial is not simply familial love but financial issues 

and power. In this respect, it is possible to suggest that, “what Lear is doing in that first 

scene is trading power for love (pure power for mixed love),”10 which functions as the 

prime cause of the following events.    

  Cordelia11, however, who stands on her own without a husband during the trial, 

is, reminiscent of Ophelia, particularly when her “nothing”ness in the first trial scene 

according to the patriarchal conventions are taken into consideration. Throughout the 

play the relationship between power and speech is emphasized through Regan, Goneril 

and Edmund; in other words through the characters who manipulate people using verbal 

language. When the major focus of this study - songs or singing as an alternative to 

verbal language - is taken into consideration, it is realized that those who try to have a 

certain power within patriarchal hierarchy are the ones who try to take control over 

verbal language. In other words, 

 

those who would exercise power – Edmund and Goneril, in scenes two and three 
respectively – must gain control over speech. Edmund has forged a letter and is 
determined to stage a false trial of Edgar. Goneril is determined to control the occasions 
on which she will speak to her father.12 

 

                                                 
10 Stanley Cavell, op. cit., p. 241. 
11 Cordelia’s name itself tells the reader / audience much about her function and meaning in Lear’s life. 
One of the two major theories on the etymology of this Celtic name suggests that it is the feminine form of 
coeur de lion, which means lion hearted. The second theory indicates that the name is a combination of the 
Greek “cor”, which means “heart” and the anagram of “ideal” in “delia”. Both of these theories emphasize 
the fact that Cordelia is a stubborn woman who does not act against the will of her heart and mind.  
12 Paul W. Kahn, op. cit., p. 31. 
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The ability to have control over speech and verbal language is rooted in the power to be 

the one who addresses rather than receives. Being the active side of communication and 

having the ability to name things give the speaker a certain power when human relations 

are taken into consideration. Edmund, Goneril and Regan are presented as the 

hypocritical characters, who use verbal language while manipulating people in order to 

have power in the system. Given the relationship between verbal language and hypocrisy 

within patriarchal order, it is not strange to note that Cordelia refuses to be a part of the 

play Lear eagerly directs. Her insufficient declaration of love, makes Lear argue that she 

is proud. Recalling the link between pride and Satan, her argument during the trial scene 

makes it possible to suggest that she, in her rebellion against King Lear’s authority, is 

reminiscent of Satan rebelling against God’s authority.13 Although Cordelia uses her free 

will to a certain extent and, unlike her elder sisters, does not make her familial love 

public, she cannot remain totally silent.  

 

Cordelia’s voiced silence announces that she will not take the first step from love into 
law’s ordering. When Cordelia does finally speak, she offers only an empty image of 
what law seeks to discover. She says “I cannot heave / My heart into my mouth: I love 
your Majesty / According to my bond; no more nor less” (90-92). But exactly how much 
is this? Her speech reveals nothing; it provides no prepolitical nature for law to judge.14 

 

Cordelia, in the trial scene, displays her difference from her elder sisters through her 

approach to verbal language and her attitude towards the public expression of familial 

love. With respect to the thesis presented in this study, Cordelia’s relation to verbal 

language is worth discussing. When she is first introduced, it is obvious that she has 

certain problems with verbal expression of her thoughts and feelings as well as Lear’s 

absolute authority (both as her father and her king) in the public trial. So why does not 

Cordelia use singing as an alternative medium for communication in any point 

throughout the play? The answer lies in her position within patriarchal order. It is clear 

                                                 
13 It would be necessary to note that this argument is valid from a patriarchal point of view (rather than a 
feminist one), which is quite dominant throughout the play.  
14 Ibid., p. 11. 
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that, unlike the Fool and Poor Tom, Cordelia is a part of that social system, and 

moreover, she seems to be accepting her part to a certain extent. This is most obvious in 

the following lines: 

 

  CORDELIA 
   Good my lord, 
   You have begot me, bred me, loved me. I  
   Return those duties back as are right fit, 
   Obey you, love you and most honour you. 
   Why have my sisters husbands, if they say 
   They love you all? Haply when I shall wed, 
   That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry 
   Half my love with him, half my care and duty. 
   Sure I shall never marry like my sisters 
   To love my father all. (Act I Scene i, lines 95 – 104) 

 

  

Although Cordelia seems to be a disobedient daughter in this extract, her argument is 

definitely based on the norms of patriarchal society. In the picture Cordelia presents a 

woman is defined through her relation to the man. The problem she underlines is 

actually an extension of the fight between fathers and sons over the phallus and the 

power it represents. This fight is reflected in the relationship between fathers and sons, 

fathers and daughters and fathers and son-in-laws throughout the play in the form of 

gerontocracy, when the point of view of the younger generation is taken into 

consideration. Moreover, the emphasis on the notion of duty is representative of the 

subordinate position of the female in patriarchal society: an unmarried woman has to 

obey her father, but when she is married she has to acknowledge her husband as the new 

patriarch, and hence obey these two men simultaneously. The marriage system in 

patriarchal order can be defined as the “transfer of women from fathers to husbands.”15 

Disregarding the individuality and free will of the female in general, patriarchal system 

destroys the bond between women as well. Similar to the texts that are discussed in the 

                                                 
15 Kathleen McLuskie, “The patriarchal bard: feminist criticism and Shakespeare: King Lear and Measure 

for Measure”, Political Shakespeare: Essays in cultural materialism, Ed. by Jonathan Dallimore and 
AlanSinfield, Manchester and New York, Manchester University Press, 2003, p. 99. 
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previous chapters, maternal genealogy is totally destroyed in King Lear. Lack of 

reference to any mother figure (except for the mother of the bastard Edmund) shows the 

extent of male hegemony within the text. Cordelia’s words that are addressed to Lear, 

“You have begot me, bred me, loved me”, underlines lack of maternal genealogy since 

she does not refer to her own mother at all, which is reminiscent of Apollo’s argument 

referring to Athena in the first chapter.  

 When Cordelia’s words on marriage and duties are taken into consideration, it is 

understood that she has absorbed the norms that are attributed to her by patriarchal 

society. Despite the fact that she rebels against her father’s authority and hence is 

refused by Lear, “by the end of the scene, Cordelia is reabsorbed into the patriarchal 

family by marriage to which her resistance to Lear presents no barrier.”16 The act of 

reabsorbation is the reason why Cordelia does not express herself through songs and 

singing. She, by becoming the wife of the King of France, has an undeniable position 

within the hierarchical order, unlike the Fool and Poor Tom. 

 It is significant that the love trial and Lear’s attitude towards love and power 

plays a crucial role in the general use of music in the play. The love trial and its 

consequences are, as stated above, the signs of Lear’s inadequacy as a patriarch. He, 

who should function as the protector of order in society introduces chaos and disorder 

himself. The step from order to disorder can be observed in the use of music as well. 

John H. Long, in Shakespeare’s Use of Music categorizes music in the play as follows:  

 

The music falls into four general sections – the ceremonious instrumental music in act 1, the 
songs of the Fool and Edgar in acts 3 and 4, the therapeutic consort music at the close of act 4, 
and the ritualistic music of act 5.17 

 

The ceremonious instrumental music Long refers to is, significantly enough, associated 

with order and hierarchy within the court. That particular type of music refers to the 

state as it is defined by the norms of patriarchal society, in which the king is the supreme 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 John H. Long, Shakespeare’s Use of Music, Gainesville, University of Florida Press, 1971, p. 181. 
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power in the court as well as the country in general. That is the reason why in the 

opening scene the stage directions indicate a “sennet”18 during Lear’s entrance and a 

“flourish” during the King of France’s entrance. As it is discussed in the previous 

chapter on Hamlet, the sound of the trumpets is closely linked with the entrance of a 

high member of the court (kings in the opening scene, for instance); hence, it is possible 

to claim that the ceremonial music that is played in the court is a sign of the courtly 

order and hierarchy. As Long argues,  

 

the royal court with Lear as king has its music, the music of ceremony and ritual, music in its 
public function, which in this case is to elevate human actions and to mark the orderly process of 
the state.19 

 

When order is destroyed by Lear himself, while trying to hand over his powers and 

responsibilities, the public music that is associated with order and hierarchy is replaced 

with the fragments of ballads and nursery rhymes that are believed to be sung20 by the 

Fool and Edgar. Moreover, these fragments are accompanied with the sounds of the 

storm emphasizing the loss of order and harmony both in the country and Lear’s mind. 

In other words, “in contrast to the public music in the first locale, the song scraps which 

are scattered throughout the unredeemed Nature that is the second locale reflect the 

anguished mind of Lear.”21 The storm is presented as the most significant step on Lear’s 

way to redemption. Similarly, the awakening process of Lear is represented as madness. 

In order to realize how he has introduced chaos and disorder into his own family as well 

as country, Lear is forced to face chaos on a broader plane. Hence, the storm is reflecting 

the chaos present in the microcosm (i.e. Lear’s own mind) as well as the macrocosm (i.e. 

the state and the world in general), and is “described in a way that makes it not simply a 

                                                 
18 A sennet is “a stage direction in Elizabethan plays indicating a type of fanfare, played by cornetts or 
trumpets.” (Oxford Dictionary of Musical Terms, Ed. by Alison Latham, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2004, p. 164.)  
19 John H. Long,  op. cit., p. 163. 
20 It is ‘believed’ that these fragments of songs are sung because, as it is discussed in detail in the 
following pages, there are no stage directions in either the Quartos or the Folio indicating that these 
particular lines are sung by the Fool and Edgar in disguise. 
21 Ibid. 
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storm but chaos come again, the cracking of nature’s moulds.”22 It would not be 

farfetched to suggest that thunder does not only refer to Lear’s madness through its 

relation to order and chaos, but also refers to Regan, Goneril and Edmund’s hypocrisy 

since their fathers fail in predicting their following actions. Although storm is a part of 

nature (hence, the order in nature), and these three characters are hypocrites, human 

beings tend to look for a certain pattern in their actions23. As Northrop Frye argues, 

“rebellion,” in nature, “is symbolized by comets, thunder and lighting, ‘exhalations,’ and 

similar aspects of meteorology unusual enough to be called unnatural, because they 

interrupt the sense of nature as predictable.”24 Man’s urge for living in a benevolent 

nature makes him disregard the fact that thunder and storm is a part of the order in 

nature.   

       It is significant that Lear’s madness is accompanied not only with the storm but also 

with the fragments of songs that are sung by the Fool and Edgar. What is worth 

mentioning is the fact that in King Lear the one who sings is not Lear himself, although 

he is associated with madness as much as the Fool and Poor Tom. The only sign of 

Lear’s singing is found in the beginning of Act IV Scene iv, when Cordelia says: “Why, 

he was met even now / As mad as the vexed sea, singing aloud”25 (lines 1-2). It is also 

quite significant that Cordelia’s remarks on her father associates singing with madness, 

while the following lines are totally reminiscent of Gertrude’s description of Ophelia’s 

journey to her own death:  

 

CORDELIA Crowned with rank fumiter and furruw-weeds,  
With burdocks, hemlock, nettles, cuckoo-flowers, 
Darnel and all the idle weeds that grow 
In our sustaining corn. (Act IV Scene iv, lines 3-5) 

                                                 
22 Northrop Frye, Fools of Time: Studies in Shakespearean Tragedy, Toronto, Buffalo and London, 
University of Toronto Press, 1991,  p. 106. 
23 As it is discussed in the previous pages, the reason why Cordelia’s answer in the trial scene is not 
satisfactory for Lear is that he, as the director of the trial, is prepared to predict the answers his daughters 
are “supposed to” give.   
24 Northrop Frye, op. cit., p. 24. 
25 The association between madness and nature through their relation to man’s understanding of order 
(order, in this respect, is patriarchal order which is based on man’s rational capacity) is emphasized in the 
phrase “as mad as the vexed sea.”   
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This extract, when Ophelia’s garland made of flowers is taken into consideration, 

suggests that Lear is feminized to a certain extent. Recalling the discussion made in the 

previous chapters on the binary oppositions associating the female with nature and the 

male with civilization, it would not be inappropriate to argue that Lear, with a garland 

made up of various flowers on his head, is feminized. This suggestion emphasizes the 

patriarchal society’s inclination to link women and madmen in terms of their relation to 

civilization, reason and authority. The fact that the plants and flowers that Cordelia 

refers to in this extract are weeds is indicative of the uncontrolled aspect of nature. The 

weeds, by their nature, can grow at any place they find suitable. This is obviously a 

characteristic against the sense of order and control the patriarchal structure is after. 

Furthermore, weeds such as fumiter and darnel are known to be poisonous suggesting 

both the malevolent aspect of nature the symbolical “poison” destroying the sense of 

harmony and order in Lear’s mind and the country in general. Moreover, Lear’s new 

crown made up of flowers is a sign of his current relation to courtly authority as well as 

nature. The crown that is made up of flowers is a sign connecting Lear to nature. After 

getting rid of his pride as well as his clothes, in other words, everything that is 

associated with a civilization that is apart from nature, Lear has the potential to become 

one with nature. Lear is understood to wear a crown of flowers when he is deprived of 

his majestic powers, and becomes ready to construct a new self which can emphasize 

with people suffering. The change in Lear’s character and his attitude towards people is 

emphasized with his new crown as well. His new attitude towards human beings which 

is based on empathy, affection and understanding is obviously reminiscent of a 

significant figure who wears a crown of thorns while being sacrificed for the whole 

mankind: Jesus Christ.26 Lear himself, however, is responsible for the sufferings that 

prepare him for redemption at the end of the play. Although his crown of flowers makes 

it possible to make a correlation between Lear and Christ, the last image of Lear in the 

play associates his with Virgin Mary because Lear carrying the dead body of Cordelia is 

                                                 
26 Reminiscent of the thorn, the nettle in Lear’s garland pricks as well. 
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reminiscent of the pietà, which is a portrait, obviously, feminizing Lear and associating 

Cordelia with Christ. There are, however, certain problems, associating Lear and / or 

Cordelia with Christ: 

 

  Cordelia dies without saving anyone. There is no resurrection, no return. 
  [...] 

Lear, like Christ, brings a message of universal love back to the state’s political order. 
Like Christ, he dies under the order of the state. But, unlike Christ, he dies without a 
promise of return. Lear’s life appears only as a story of personal and political tragedy.27 

 

In this respect, although there are images making it possible to associate Lear and 

Cordelia with Christ, the story that is presented in King Lear is redemption on a 

personal level, effecting only a small group of people, unlike the Christian doctrine 

arguing that Christ becomes the embodiment of redemption of the whole mankind. 

Although Lear is never seen on the stage singing, Cordelia’s remark on Lear with 

a crown of flowers emphasizes the bond between Lear, the Fool and Edgar as Poor Tom. 

Recalling the previous discussions of this study on the relationship between madness 

and singing, it is, on the surface, strange to note that Lear, who is presented as a mad 

man, does not sing on the stage. At that point, his hierarchical position within society is 

foregrounded. Although he is old, acts as if losing his sanity, and deprived of his 

authority to a certain extent, Lear is the “King” within the play, as the title of the play 

itself indicates. Hence, as far as the binary oppositions that have been previously 

discussed are concerned, it is impossible to put Lear, the Fool and Edgar as Poor Tom in 

the same category. Lear being one of the most visible and significant signs of patriarchal 

order can never be associated with the Fool and Poor Tom who do not have a social 

position within that order due to their Otherness and marginality. In this respect it is 

possible to suggest that the Fool and Poor Tom sing for Lear the king. In other words, 

they function as the voice of Lear, who is associated with madness. It is worth 

emphasizing that neither the Fool nor Poor Tom are irrational and mad in essence; the 

Fool is practicing his job, whereas Edgar as Poor Tom is simply playacting in their 

                                                 
27 Paul W. Kahn, op. cit., p. 168. 
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relation to Lear. Moreover, it would not be farfetched to argue that the relationship 

between the fool and the king in general, “may be so close as to allow an identification, 

even a voluntary exchange of roles, in which the fool becomes an alter ego of the 

king.”28 In this sense, the Fool as Lear’s alter ego should be the one singing because 

being the king, Lear is not allowed to show his opinions and feelings through singing 

instead of verbal language, which is associated with rationality in patriarchal system.29 

Recalling the argument in the first chapter of this study, Lear, as the king is reminiscent 

of the law-maker Apollo, whereas the Fool is closer to Dionysus when the relationship 

between how he is perceived by patriarchal society and order, rationality and madness is 

taken into consideration. 

At this point it would be wise to focus on the fool both as a historical and a 

literary figure. Although he has a certain place both in court and private corporations 

throughout the world for many centuries, the fool lacks a certain position within the 

social hierarchy. He functions as the marginalized Other through his relationship with 

the members of the patriarchal society. His very name seems to be emphasizing his 

function and position related to the system as well: “The medieval Latin word for fool, 

follis, had the original, classical meaning of a leathern sack or air-filled bag.”30 This 

meaning has the connotation of an unimportant, not respected member of a social system 

since the air-filled bag is reminiscent of womb or unproductive testicles, which, of 

course, feminize the fool figure. The air-filled bag could also have the connotation of 

talking ‘nonsense’, when the general attitude towards the fool’s talking is taken into 

consideration. Ernest Weekley, in his etymological dictionary, emphasizes this 

connotation as well: 

 

                                                 
28 John Southworth, Fools and Jesters at the English Court, Thrupp, Stroud and Gloucestershire, Sutton 
Publishing, 2003, p. 5. 
29 Recalling the argument in Chapter II with respect to the function of the clown as a scapegoat in 
replacing the king in his ritual assassination, it is quite understandable that the Fool in this play replaces 
King Lear in voicing his criticism related to the patriarchal structure. 
30 Ibid., p. 6. 
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fool. Foolish person. F. fol (fou), L. follis, bellows, wind-bag, but prob. here in the spec. 
sense of scrotum; cf. It. coglione, “a noddie, a foole, a patch, a dolt, a meacock” (Flor.), 
lit. testicle; also L. gerro, fool, from a Sicilian name for pudendum.31 

  

As John Southworth points, out the court fool finds himself in a “social limbo”32. Being 

one of the figures of the court who are close to the king, it is interesting to realize that he 

is outside the hierarchical order. His existence within the social scale is totally 

dependent on the king (or the queen in many cases). In other words, “it was only in 

relation to his master that he was able to gain identity.”33 It is, however, significant to 

note that, “the fool begins, socially, as an outcast, the parasite, the tramp, though he may 

in the course of his show prove himself more powerful than the king.” 34His existence 

within the court is quite interesting in terms of the other members of the court’s attitude 

towards him as well. Despite the fact that he can have a much closer and more direct 

relationship with the king, he is not envied by the members of the court simply because 

he is the fool. As Southworth suggests, “by definition, he was someone on whom the 

king could bestow his favour without giving rise to any of the jealousies or counter-

claims on the part of competing court factions that normally accompanied the exercise of 

royal patronage.”35 The fool, in this respect, is both an essential part of the court life 

which finds its roots in a hierarchical order that the fool is not a part of. Hence, the fool 

is expected to be invisible as an individual. This feature is reflected in the Fool in King 

Lear since he is only referred to as the Fool, in other words, through his occupation. He 

can only show his presence through his occupation and his relation to the king as if he is 

not a human being with his own individuality. Moreover, the fool, standing outside the 

order in the court, emphasizes that order as well: 

 

                                                 
31 “Fool”, An Etymological Dictionary of Modern Dictionary Vol. I, Ed. by Ernest Weekley, New 
York, Dover Publications, 1967, p. 586. 
32 John Southworth, op. cit., p. 1. 
33 Ibid., p. 2. 
34 William Willeford, The Fool and His Scepter: A Study in Clowns and Jesters and Their Audience, 
Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1969, p. 147. 
35 John Southworth, loc. cit. 



 144 

The curius double-act of king and fool, master and servant, substance and shadow, may 
thus be seen as a universal, symbolic expression of the antithesis lying at the heart of the 
autocratic state between the forces of order and disorder, of structured authority and 
incipient anarchy, in which the conditional nature of the fool’s licence (‘so far but no 
further’) gives reassurance that ultimately order will always prevail.36  

        

The fool as a sign of both structured authority and incipient anarchy through his relation 

to structured authority has been present as a historical figure across the world for many 

centuries. The ancient buffoon is the root of the fool figure in the Elizabethan era. He, 

according to Enid Welsford,  

 

is a spiritual as well as a material parasite, he can only be himself in congenial society, 
he is nothing at all apart from the companions who enjoy and encourage his antics, and 
when he is really successful he breaks down the barriers between himself and his 
patrons so that they too inhabit for the moment a no-man’s-land between the world of 
fact and the world of imagination.37 

  

When the presentation of the Fool in King Lear is taken into consideration, it is obvious 

that the above stated description is quite valid in his case. The Fool, particularly before 

the appearance of Edgar as Poor Tom, seems to have created a mutual relationship with 

Lear in a world, which stands somewhere in between reality and imagination. 

Functioning as the alter ego of Lear, the Fool voices reason and wisdom for his master 

who is gradually becoming mad (particularly during the storm scene). In this respect, the 

Fool is not simply a court jester or clown whose function is limited to entertaining his 

master. While pointing out the major characteristics of the fool, particularly the court 

fool, who has a direct and intriquate relationship with the king, it is observed that, those 

characteristics contain mental deficiencies or physical deformities as well.  

  

The court-fool, however, causes amusement not merely by absurd gluttony, merry 
gossip, or knavish tricks, but by mental deficiencies or physical deformities which 
deprive him both of his rights and responsibilities and put him in the paradoxical 

                                                 
36 Ibid., p. 3. 
37 Enid Welsford, The Fool: His Social and Literary History, London, Faber and Faber, 1968, pp. 27-
28. 
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position of virtual outlawry combined with utter dependence on the support of the social 
group to which he belongs. I have included physical deformity in my definition because 
it is not possible to draw a hard and fast distinction between the court-fool and the court-
dwarf, since they both had much the same function in society and since both types of 
infirmity were frequently found in the same person.38 

 

Mental deficiency and physical deformity are possible characteristics of the court fool, 

which are closely linked to his being the marginalized Other. When compared to the 

both mentally and physically adequate man, the nonfool, which stands for the norm of 

patriarchal order, the fool with these characteristics signifies total dependence, 

inadequacy and marginality. Hence, with the existence of the marginalized fool, it is 

easier for the members of the patriarchal order to highlight their so-called normality and 

power.      

Although the court fools were quite popular on the continent, there are not many 

records related to their presence in the English court before the reign of the Tudors. “The 

royal account-books,” however, “show that the Tudor monarchs were as plentifully 

provided with fools as were the French Kings in the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries.”39 Since King Lear was first published and staged during the reign of James 

I, it would be necessary to have a look at the fools in the English court during the 

Jacobean period. It is observed that during the reign of Elizabeth I the fools gradually 

“moved their centre of operations from court to stage,”40 suggesting that it is now 

regarded as a profession more associated with playacting. It is possible to argue that the 

innocent folly that is seen on stage in mystery plays is replaced by the performer who 

presents a combination of fool, clown and professional actor on stage. Even one of 

Elizabeth’s most famous court fools becomes a professional comedian: 

 

Though Tarlton was a talented author of ballads and plays, a Master of Fence, and, by 
his development of the jig and in other ways, was to have a profound effect on 
Elizabethan popular theatre, as a performer he was what we would now describe as a 

                                                 
38 Ibid., p. 55. 
39 Ibid., p. 158. 
40 John Southworth, op. cit.,  p. 153. 
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low comedian, more reliant on facial expression and gesture for his effects than on 
literary artifice or satirical comments.41 

     

The move from the court to the stage, obviously, is indicative of a change in social life 

in general. Despite the fact that the court fools are gradually replaced by stage fools and 

clowns, there are still certain court fools within the court of England who are 

remembered by name and certain anecdotes. Archibald Armstrong, one of the most 

remembered fools in King James’ court, for instance, sets an example to the mutual 

relationship between the fool and the king as well as the openness and courage of the 

fool to speak his opinion directly: 

 

King James was complaining one time of the leannesse of his Hunting Horse, and swore 
by his sole he could see no reason but his should be as fat as any of his subjects; for he 
bestow’d upon him as good feeding, keeping, and as easy riding as any one did, and yet 
the jade was leane. Archee, his foole, standing by, told him, “If that be all, take no care: 
I’ll teach your Majestie a way to raise his fleshe presently; and if he be not as fat as ever 
he wallow, you shall ride me.” “I pr’y thee, foole, how?” sayd the King. “Why, doe but 
make him a Bishoppe, and I’le warrant you,” sayes Archee. 

        L’Estrange, No. 497. Thacker.
42 

 

This story about King James and his fool Archibald Armstrong is significant in 

displaying how directly a fool can criticize the social order he is an outcast of. The 

figure of the fool as a critic is also valid in various pieces of literature. The Fool in King 

Lear is one of those critics and commentators who can communicate his opinion quite 

directly while talking to the king. In this respect these fools are reminiscent of Erasmus’ 

Folly, who says, 

 

I use no makeup, I don’t wear one expression on my face and hide another in my heart. 
I’m always exactly like myself, so that even those who most aspire to the name and 

                                                 
41 Ibid.,  p. 149. 
42 Quoted in Anecdotes and Traditions, Illustrative of Early English History and Literature, Derived 
from MS. Sources, Ed. by William J. Thoms, London, Printed for the Camden Society, By John Bowyer 
Nichols and Son, 1839, p. 67. 
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reputation of wisdom cannot hide my presence even though they strut about ‘like apes in 
scarlet robes or asses in lion’s skins.’43 

 

The fool is generally believed to be telling the truth freely and directly. He seems to 

have that freedom because he is not taken seriously by those surrounding him. However, 

in a play such as King Lear, when the fool is able to create a bond between himself and 

the reader / audience, he, at least, manages to communicate his thoughts to those beyond 

the limits of the fictitious world that is presented within the play. The Fool in King Lear 

uses prose, poetry and fragments of songs, while establishing a direct relationship 

between himself and the other characters on the stage as well the reader / audience.   

Singing in King Lear is a problematic theme to discuss since there are no stage 

directions for singing in either the Quartos or the Folio, although the Arden Edition that 

is used in this study, like many other contemporary editions, includes such stage 

directions. In the Quartos and the Folio the only indication that certain lines may have 

been sung by the Fool is Lear’s comment on one of his rhymes in Act I Scene iv: “When 

were you wont to be so full of songs, sirrah?” (line 162). David Lindley argues that “[the 

Fool’s] stanzas seem to demand, if not the absolute differentiation of song, some kind of 

delivery that emphasizes their distinct quality.”44 Certain studies suggest that some of 

the rhyming lines uttered by the Fool and Edgar as Poor Tom have common points with 

particular ballads of fifteenth and sixteenth century England.  That is the reason why 

contemporary editions of King Lear do generally include stage directions related to 

singing. Focusing on the possible sources of the fragments of songs in the Fool’s and 

Edgar’s rhyming stanzas, this study aims at underlying the common points related to the 

lyrics of these songs.  

Before discussing the fragments of songs in detail, it would be wise to point out 

the general function of the Fool’s and Edgar’s songs. As it has been suggested at various 

instances throughout this study, Shakespeare seems to create a connection between 

                                                 
43  Desiderius Erasmus, The Praise of Folly and Other Writings (1509), Trans. and Ed. by Robert M. 
Adams, New York,and London, W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1989, p. 9 
44 David Lindley, Shakespeare and Music, London, Thomson Learning, 2006, pp. 161-162. 
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madness and singing in his tragedies. This connection becomes more and more 

significant when it is realized that certain characters whose words remain unheard 

because they are marginalized, try to find an alternative way to communicate their 

thoughts and emotions. In the previous chapters on Hamlet, as well as Othello, the 

songs that are discussed reveal certain truths about the characters singing them, 

particularly with respect to their inner selves. King Lear is not very much different from 

these plays in terms of its relation to songs and singing. What is significant, however, is 

the fact that the characters that are singing in this play are people who put on masks in 

order to sing and express what they really think about certain issues concerning King 

Lear and life in general.45  

When the story of the fool worldwide is taken into consideration, it is observed 

that he is closely linked to music, singing and dancing, as well as jesting, juggling and 

buffoonery.46 But perhaps one of the most interesting relationships between music and 

fool is suggested by the ethnomusicologist Theodore Levin: 

 

Just in case you were wondering, the “fools of god” in the title refers to the Arabic word 
“abdal”, which, when applied in a Levinesque manner to musicians, indicates the desire 
to achieve something higher than simple entertainment. The fool of god, in his (or her) 
musical incarnation, seeks to guide humankind toward the just and the good through 
song and instrumental performance.47 

 

According to this argument, the true believers in God are referred to as the fools of God, 

and through their music manage to find a way to guide human beings around 

themselves. This is significant when the function of the Fool in Lear’s life as a guide to 

the path to redemption and awakening is taken into consideration. In other words, the 

Fool, through his scraps of songs and riddles is the guiding figure for Lear. In this sense, 

                                                 
45 The major difference between most of the singing characters that are discussed in the previous chapters 
and those in this chapter is that, except for Iago, all singing characters in Hamlet and Othello focus on 
their personal experiences. Iago, however, puts on the mask of a drinking man, in order to trick Cassio and 
make him drink until he gets totally drunk. Nevertheless, one who reads between the lines of the 
fragments of songs Iago sings, realizes his true feelings for Cassio. 
46 Beatrice K. Otto, Fools are Everywhere: The Court Jester Around the World, Chicago and London, 
The University of Chicago Press, 2001, p. 10. 
47 Quoted in Beatrice K. Otto. op. cit.,  pp. 252-253.  
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it is possible to suggest that the fools are given the licence to guide human beings and 

communicate the just, the good and the true. Without the reference to music, a similar 

argument on the fools of God can be found in the Bible. While referring to the true 

believers of God in 1 Corinthians, St. Paul declares: “We are fools for Christ’s sake, but 

ye are wise in Christ.”48 Conventionally folly and the fool are, on the one hand, related 

to goodness, wisdom and belief in God (a belief that finds its roots in St. Paul’s 

teaching), while, on the other hand, they have connotations of evil due to their 

problematic relation to reason and decorum as a part of the patriarchal system. Society’s 

understanding of the fool is quite intricate because the Bible as the book according to 

which western civilization is shaped regards the fool and folly to be both good and evil. 

As opposed to St. Paul’s view of the notion of fools in the New Testament, the Psalms in 

the Old Testament draws a parallelism between fools and evil. The fifty-third Psalm 

starts with the following lines:  

 

  The fool hath said in his heart, 
  There is no God. 
  Corrupt are they, and have done 
   Abominable iniquity: 
  there is none that doeth good.49    

 

The fool’s intricate relation to order and decorum seems to be the main reason of the 

association between him and Satan. Acting against the will of God who orders total 

obedience and decorum, the fool finds himself categorized with Satan because he is 

mostly portrayed as someone who disregards such orders appointed either by God or 

patriarchal society. However, it may be suggested that “the common medieval idea that 

the fools were evil because they knew no God”50 does not seem to be present in 

Shakespearean plays. Particularly the Fool in King Lear, as discussed in the previous 

                                                 
48 The Holy Bible: King James Version. 1 Corinthians 4, verse 10. (New York: American Bible Society, 
w. date, p. 933. 
49 Ibid., p. 489. 
50 Peter Happé, “Staging Folly in the Early Sixteenth Century: Heywood, Lindsay, and Others”, Fools and 
Folly, Ed. by Clifford Davidson, Kalamazoo and Michigan, Medieval Institute Publications Western 
Michigan University, 1996, p. 74. 
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pages, is totally associated with truth, reason and commonsense while functioning as the 

guide and alter ego of Lear in his journey through redemption.   

The Fool and Edgar communicate their thoughts through singing because the 

masks they put on construct a barrier between them and verbal language. The Fool is the 

second and last singing character, within the limits of this study, who is referred to 

through his occupation. Similar to the reader/audience’s experience with the 

Gravedigger in Hamlet, who is expected to sing about life and death because of his 

occupation, the Fool in King Lear is expected to voice jingles and rhymes which, on the 

surface, do not seem to be coming out of the mouth of a rational man. When these lines 

are studied in detail, however, it is observed that they actually are fragments of severe 

criticism that are both directed to Lear and human folly in general. In other words, the 

Fool in King Lear is presented as an embodiment of Erasmus’s Folly that is referred to 

in the previous pages of this study. Because “there is no sense that the Fool’s songs are 

to be interpreted as signs of madness,”51 it is obvious that the Fool’s singing, “suggests 

simultaneously the urgency of the Fool’s feelings and a subversive critique which is both 

expressed and mitigated by being a cast in such a form.”52 Like his quite witty remarks 

and answers while talking to the other characters on stage, the Fool’s fragments of songs 

display his thoughts and criticism on the court life, and the folly surrounding him. The 

Fool, through his speeches as well as his fragments of songs, is presented as a witty and 

wise character. According to Long, 

 

the Fool expresses himself using bits of ancient folklore – wise saws, riddles, and 
fragments of ballads and old songs. He is the only intimate of Lear who can tell the old 
king the truth with impunity; even so, the Fool frequently uses indirection. The song 
scraps he offers are part of his gnomic-choric function. They suggest a moral or a 
comment on an action by reminding Lear and the audience of anologous situations in the 
folk-histories – the ballads.53  

 

                                                 
51 David Lindley, op. cit., p. 162. 
52 Ibid., p. 163. 
53 John H. Long, op. cit.,  p. 164. 
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At this point, it would be necessary to emphasize one of the Fool’s major functions 

within the play: the Fool, in almost all the scenes in which he is present on the stage, is 

reminiscent of the Greek chorus. It can be argued that this resemblance is present on two 

levels. The first level is related to the Fool’s function as the commentator: “Like the 

classical chorus, the Fool voices a commonplace wisdom that the hero rises above; and 

the Fool also stands outside the action, like the chorus, and comments on it without full 

involvement.”54 Although Shakespeare presents the Fool as one of the characters of this 

tragedy, his relation to the characters other than Lear seems to be quite restricted. In 

various instances it is observed that he seems to be attached to Lear only to such an 

extent that he does not directly speak much to the other characters. In Act I Scene iv, the 

Fool, himself, gives a reason to why he does not directly talk to Goneril, when they are 

together on the stage: “I will hold my tongue; so your face bids me, though you say 

nothing” (lines 185-186). Being the major truth-teller within the play, it is not surprising 

to see that the Fool cannot communicate with Goneril, who is presented as one of the 

most destructive hypocrites around Lear. In this respect, it is not possible to agree with 

Kathleen McLuskie, who claims that, 

 

in an important sense the Fool is less an alter ego for Lear than for his daughters: like 
them he reminds Lear and the audience of the material basis for the change in the 
balance of power. However, where they exploit Lear’s powerlessness with cruelty and 
oppression he denies that necessity by his continued allegiance.55 

  

McLuskie’s argument seems to disregard the fact that it is impossible to create a bond 

between the way Regan, Goneril and the Fool treat Lear. Although the Fool, as 

McLuskie suggests, makes it clear for Lear as well as the reader / audience to realize 

why and how the balance of power changes in that particular society, he is, as discussed 

in the previous pages, the guiding figure for Lear on his way to redemption. Unlike the 

two sisters, the Fool displays a clear picture of what is actually going on in order to 

make Lear realize his wrong deeds that prepare the material basis for that particular 
                                                 
54 John Reibetanz, op. cit., p. 94.  
55 Kathleen McLuskie, op. cit., p. 105. 
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change in power relations. The Fool, without a real sense of individuality that is pointed 

with a name and personal life, fulfils a particular duty, which can be defined as the role 

of alter ego. That is why he can easily be succeeded by Poor Tom (another anonymous 

character) who becomes the alter ego for Lear. By alter ego, what is actually meant to is 

a bridge which binds Lear, who has problems in seeing the truth, with reality, which can 

easily be hidden behind the actions and sayings of the hypocritical characters. In this 

respect, it would not be wrong to argue that the Fool functions as the alter ego for Lear 

rather than Regan and Goneril since he is closer to truth and reality, and tries to abolish 

the mist covering the truth.       

The Fool, by speaking the truth through fragments of ballads, seems to function 

as Lear’s conscience at various instances. Their relationship, in this respect, is quite 

significant. As Lear’s mind is gradually driven to confusion, as well as insanity, the Fool 

is presented as more and more sane and wise. Nevertheless, as F. W. Sternfeld 

emphasizes, “in spite of his keen discernment of the king’s situation, the fool still 

depends on Lear.”56 This dependence is understood to have been mutual, when the 

Fool’s function as Lear’s conscience is taken into consideration. Similarly, according to 

Southworth, 

 

[Lear] becomes a target for the fool’s truth-bearing shafts. Far from distracting Lear 
from his grief (as is sometimes supposed), their effect is to confront him with the 
unbearable reality of the situation in which he finds himself, a painfull but necessary 
stage in his progress to self-knowledge and ultimate redemption.57 

 

What associates the Fool with the Greek Chorus, however, is not only his function as a 

commentator of events. As discussed in the first chapter, the Chorus is one of the major 

concepts linking music and drama. It is important to note the fact that the Fool uses 

certain ballads while acting like Lear’s conscience as well as a commentator who does 

not become very involved in the action. With respect to his function, which has its roots 

in ancient Greek drama, and the way he uses ballads and riddles that are a part of the 
                                                 
56 F. W. Sternfeld, Music in Shakespearean Tragedy, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963, p. 162.  
57 John Southworth, op. cit.,  pp. 9-10. 
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folklore, as Long suggests, the Fool becomes a timeless and significant character both 

guiding and following Lear on his journey. In other words, the Fool is presented as a 

character beyond the limits of time, in a play which is almost impossible to assert a 

definite time related to the events portrayed on the stage. At one point in the play, the 

Fool emphasizes his own ancient character: “This prophecy Merlin shall make, for I live 

before his time” (Act III Scene ii, line 95). The first thing that attracts the reader / 

audience’s mind about this scene is the fact that the Fool makes a prophecy after all the 

characters exit, and, hence, directly addresses the audience. Like the use of asides, which 

again creates a bond between the character and the audience, this direct speech that is 

addressed to the reader / audience, can be interpreted as a device taking the Fool out of 

the play and placing him with the reader / audience to a certain extent. Moreover, his 

reference to Merlin, a wizard who first appears in Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia 

Regum Britanniae, in relation to Arthurian legend, emphasizes the Fool’s extra 

temporality because it creates a bond between two fictitious characters belonging to 

different periods of British history. The Fool’s reference to Merlin, as various critics 

suggest, is indicative of “the fool’s relative independence of time”.58  

 The second significant aspect of the Fool’s prophecy is the fact that he points out 

a link between himself and Merlin, while commenting on his own prophecy. Creating a 

bond between himself and the prophet / wizard of Arthurian legend, the Fool seems to 

emphasize his own role in Lear’s life as well as in this fictitious part of English history 

focusing on King Lear. When the legend concerning Merlin is taken into consideration, 

it is realized that the story of Merlin and that of the Fool share a significant feature that 

is discussed in this study. The relationship between folly and wisdom is, undeniably, an 

important issue discussed and referred to throughout the play. Although, he is believed 

to be a true guide for Arthur and his knights, Merlin, after being seduced by Vivienne59 

                                                 
58 William Willeford, op. cit.,  p. 69. 
59 Vivienne shares certain features with Regan and Goneril in terms of the power the female is allowed to 
possess in patriarchal society. Being a female in the Arthurian legend which is primarily based on the fight 
over the phallus, it is significant to note that she is described as the woman, who “enclosed [Merlin] in a 
tower where she could visit him but from which he could not escape” (Ronan Coghlan, The 
Encyclopaedia of Arthurian Legends, Shaftesbury nad Dorset, Element, 1991. p. 169). In this respect, 
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(also known as Viviane and Nimue), fails in guiding the knights. As Peter H. Goodrich 

states, “lacking his guidance, the questing knights die in a desert, and the discovery of 

his guilt drives Merlin mad.”60 In this respect, by associating himself with Merlin, the 

Fool points out the relationship between wisdom, folly and madness.          

 The Fool, within the play, becomes the embodiment of the question concerning 

wisdom and folly. The definition of wisdom and folly is one of the major questions that 

is emphasized throughout the play. Through the depiction of the Fool, particularly, it is 

observed that the defining a person a wise man or a fool is based on quite arbitrary 

reason within the society that is presented within the play. Moreover, it may be argued 

that, in western patriarchal societies, in general, those who are considered to be eligible 

to possess the power of the phallus are defined as wise. Those, who are marginalized, 

like the Fool in King Lear, are labelled as fool immediately. In this respect, folly and 

wisdom are closely connected to ones relation to the patriarchal structure. Being the 

representative of Erasmus’ Folly to a certain extent on the stage, he becomes both the 

object and the subject of the question related to wisdom and folly. That is why, it is not 

strange to notice that the first song he sings is related to the theme of wise men and 

fools. The fragment of the song he sings mainly argues that there never was a time when 

fools were less in favour because wise men took their places. The song is definitely 

related to Lear’s mistakes for handing over his responsibilities and power through a love 

trial which, he will sooner or later understand his being fooled by Regan and Goneril. 

The Fool sings this fragment of ballad in Act I Scene iv, when Lear is still not very 

much aware of his own folly as well as Regan and Goneril’s disloyalty. It would be 

necessary to note that, although the Fool communicates his criticism and opinions on  

                                                                                                                                                
Merlin can be associated with Lear (to whom the Fool is attached through his function as his alter ego), 
who is symbolically tried to be imprisoned by his daughters. 
60 Peter Goodrich, “Introduction”. Ed. by Peter H. Goodrich and Raymond H. Thompson, Merlin: A 
Casebook, New York and London, Routledge, 2003, p. 36. 
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certain issues through verbal language, he uses riddles61 and fragments of songs in 

sharing his thoughts more openly. In this respect, the first fragment of ballad he sings is 

an important example of his direct criticism of Lear’s folly.  

 In Act I Scene iv, Lear and the Fool starts talking about the notion of folly 

having realized that Goneril’s attitude towards her father has quite changed after Lear 

divided his land between Goneril and Regan. The Fool emphasizes how wrong Lear was 

for giving away his responsibilities and power. He, while criticizing Lear, first associates 

himself and Lear through coxcomb, which is a visual sign of the fools: “If I gave them 

all my living, I’d keep my coxcombs myself. There’s mine; beg another of thy 

daughters” (lines 106-107). The image of the coxcomb62 is significant since it is the 

professional fool’s “crown” on a symbolic level. In other words, the Fool suggests that 

he would never give up his crown for anyone else. The coxcomb is, moreover, a symbol 

of masculinity and a sign of weapon, which is quite significant in a play mainly focusing 

on patriarchal society and the power of the phallus. After pointing out the fact that “in 

nearly all medieval illustrations of the court fool that have survived, he is represented as 

armed with weapon”63, John Southworth names the weapons that are present in these 

illustrations such as club, bladder, sword and dagger: “The coxcomb, familiar in 

Renaissance art and literature as an emblematic badge of fools and of folly, gives 

warning of similar assertiveness.”64 The coxcomb as a symbol of assertiveness, 

immediately, reminds the reader / audience of the problems about hierarchical order and 

                                                 
61 It can be argued that the Fool uses the riddles to make his addressee try to find out the Fool’s remark 
and criticism himself / herself. Nevertheless, in the following riddle he uses the riddle as an introduction to 
what he actually wants to say about Lear and his daughters: 
 
  FOOL  Canst tell how an oyster makes his shell? 
  LEAR No. 
  FOOL Nor I either; but I can tell why a snail has a house. 
  LEAR Why? 
 FOOL Why, to put’s head in, not to give it away to his daughters and leave his horns 

without a case. (Act I Scene v, lines 25-30) 
62 The coxcomb as an emblem and badge of the fool and folly is a visual instrument pointing out the 
Otherness of person who puts it on. In other words, it functions as a determinant of folly through outer 
appearance. 
63 John Southworth, op. cit.,  p. 5. 
64 Ibid. 
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the competition over the power of the phallus that is embodied by the crown. In other 

words, the reference to the coxcomb directly emphasizes the main theme of the play: 

patriarchal power. The cap of a fool is called the “coxcomb” because it is reminiscent of 

the comb of a cock. Through that word, the facts that cock is a symbol of masculinity as 

an animal, the word “cock” means “penis” in slang, and the relationship between 

coxcomb and phallus are more and more emphasized. When the relationship between 

Lear and the coxcomb is taken into consideration, it would be possible to suggest that 

the Fool’s remark highlights Lear’s inadequacy and failure as a patriarch. Last but not 

the least, coxcomb as a symbol of assertiveness is both foreshadowing and parodying the 

upcoming civil war as well as the war with France. Regarding the coxcomb as a weapon 

directly reminds the reader / audience of war. However, the fact that a coxcomb belongs 

to a fool, who does not have a position within the patriarchal order, makes this 

association quite problematic. The coxcomb, as a visual accessory used to make the fool 

look unusual, funny and inhuman to a certain extent, seems to be a useless weapon as far 

as patriarchal norms are concerned. A system which considers the fool to be a nobody, 

would never take his weapon, coxcomb, seriously. In this respect, the coxcomb as a 

weapon would only be seen as a joke by the system that is spread over the whole play.   

 After having associated Lear with folly, it is not surprising to see that the Fool’s 

first song is on folly and wisdom: 

 

  FOOL 
  [Sings.] Fools had ne’er less grace in a year, 
    For wise men are grown foppish, 
   And know how their wits to wear, 
    Their manners are so appish. (Act I Scene iv, lines 158-161) 

 

One can paraphrase the first two lines as follows: “There never was a time when fools 

were less in favour, and the reason is, that they were never so little wanted, for wise men 

now supply their place.”65 “Wise men” in the Fool’s song is obviously a reference to 

                                                 
65 Quoted in Peter J. Seng, The Vocal Songs in the Plays of Shakespeare, Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 1967, p. 200.  
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Lear, when his previous remarks on Lear and folly are taken into consideration. The fact 

that a king, as the symbol of ultimate authority within a kingdom, should also be the 

embodiment of wisdom is what the Fool pays attention to in this fragment of song. The 

song, to a certain extent, reflects the world that is presented within the play, in which 

nothing is as it seems. In other words, the Fool, through this song, suggests that wisdom 

and folly are interchangeable like truth and hypocrisy in Lear’s world. It is observed 

that, throughout the play the Fool makes references to the interchangeable nature of 

wisdom and folly in this dramatic context. One significant example can be found in Act 

III Scene ii, when the Fool introduces Lear and himself as “that’s a wise man and a fool” 

(line 40). Witnessing how Lear’s relation to sanity and reason is lost, it is not easy to 

decide either for the reader / audience, or Kent, to whom the Fool is addressing this line, 

who is wise and who is fool. In this respect, “the Fool suggests that there is ambiguity in 

the words wisdom and folly.”66 On a broader sense this reflects the ambiguity in verbal 

language as well. It is a fact that the bond between the signifier and the signified can 

easily be destroyed and turned upside down. As far as King Lear is concerned, this is 

most valid in Edmund, Regan and Goneril’s use of language. 

 Presented as “the self-deposed king’s better reason,”67 the Fool’s function is to 

“keep Lear aware of his own folly”68. Moreover, “proof that the Fool’s remedy is 

working is shown when Lear begins to awaken to his situation.”69 In the second 

fragment of song he sings, the Fool makes a direct reference to the king. It is worth 

mentioning that the Fool, while adapting a ballad of John Careless70, who was a 

Protestant martyr, indicates how sorry he is to witness Lear’s current situation. The first 

                                                 
66 Enid Welsford, op. cit.,  p. 256. 
67 Peter J. Seng, op. cit.,  p. 201. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Sandra J. Pyle, Mirth and Morality of Shakespeare’s Holy Fools, Lewiston, Queenston and 
Lampeter, The Edwin Mellen Press, 1998, p. 83. 
70 John Careless is a Protestant, who is “martyred for his religious beliefs in the reign of Bloody Mary” 
(John H. Long, op. cit., p. 165). In this respect, it would not be farfetched to make a correlation between 
Queen Mary and the two sister in their attitude towards those who act against their will. John Careless, 
like Gloucester and Lear, is punished by a woman who is in power. In this sense Shakespeare’s choice of 
ballad seems quite significant in terms of its source as well. Shakespeare’s audience, who would most 
probably recall the source of the ballad, would be able to associate Lear with John Careless to a certain 
extent.  
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two lines of his second song is indicative of his sorrow: “Then they for sudden joy did 

weep / And I for sorrow sung” (Act I Scene iv, lines 166 - 167). It would not be 

farfetched to argue that, “his tactless jokes and snatches of song spring so evidently from 

genuine grief.”71 The move from grief to singing and from joy to weeping can be 

regarded as a sign of the unpredictable nature of human beings. In a play which focuses 

on the relationship between wisdom and folly, reason and madness, these signs of 

human nature are indicative of the arbitrariness of such categories as well. As John F. 

Danby argues, “excessive joy can make one weep, and hysterical sorrow will sometimes 

sing. But this in itself shows how the mind rocks perpetually between extremes, with no 

fixed centre of measure or control.”72 Singing to and about a man who is rocking 

between extremes, the Fool is stressing the unpredictable and uncontrolled side of 

human nature. 

 The Fool’s next fragment of song is quite significant in terms of intertexuality as 

well as the choric function of the fools in King Lear and Twelfth Night. Although there 

are no stage directions in the Arden Edition as well as the Quartos and the Folio related 

to singing, the fact that the Fool adapts Feste’s epilogue song in Twelfth Night makes 

both sections worth analysing. Before comparing Feste’s song and the Fool’s lines in 

detail, it would be appropriate to discuss Feste’s function as a clown in Twelfth Night. 

When the major theme of this study is concerned, it would be wise to mention that Feste 

sings at various instances on the stage. What is more important is that his songs are not 

impromptu songs but “called-for-songs”73 in Lindley’s terms, which makes Feste a 

musical performer on the stage. In other words, singing can be regarded as a part of 

Feste’s duties. As a clown Feste is understood to have been not very much different 

from the Fool in seeing the truth more clearly than the other characters. In other words, 

“Feste is no mere mischief-making Vice, but a fool who sees the truth and is wiser than 

                                                 
71 Enid Welsford, op. cit.,  p. 254. 
72 John F. Danby, Shakespeare’s Doctrine of Nature: A Study of King Lear, London, Faber and Faber, 
1961, p. 104. 
73 David Lindley, op. cit., p. 141. 



 159 

his betters.”74 Feste is present in many scenes throughout the play, and hence he knows 

what is really going on between the characters. He, due to his hierarchical inexistence, 

witnesses almost all on the stage because the higher members of patriarchal order do not 

pay serious attention to his presence. This makes it easier for Feste to see and hear what 

one characters keeps secret from other characters. 

 Feste’s epilogue song is significant in two major aspects. On the one hand, as 

Lindley suggests, 

 

this musical ending is a far cry from the dances that conclude A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, As You Like It or Much Ado about Nothing. It is no invocation of social, let 
alone cosmic, harmony; but appears a weary even disconsolate characterization of the 
course of a man’s life.75  

 

Ending the play with a fool’s song, when he is totally alone on the stage is far from 

emphasizing unity and harmony through dance or order through the sounds of trumpets. 

On the other hand, Feste’s being alone on the stage while singing his epilogue song, 

draws him nearer to the Fool in King Lear because they are both “left in possession of 

the stage”76 at certain times. Being alone on the stage, as stated before, connects the 

character and the audience directly. Moreover, being alone on the stage as the play ends 

and uttering or singing the last words of the play gives a certain power to the character 

when compared to the rest of the dramatis personae. It is also worth mentioning that 

after referring to Feste’s epilogue song, the Fool, in King Lear, remains alone on the 

stage and makes his prophecy referring to Merlin.  

 The Fool adapts the first stanza of Feste’s epilogue song, which actually consists 

of five stanzas and is mainly about the four stages of life: infancy, youth, manhood and 

old age. In order to highlight the changes the Fool makes while adapting the first stanza 

of Feste’s song, it would be necessary to present both stanzas: 

 

                                                 
74 Enid Welsford, op. cit., pp. 251-252. 
75 David Lindley, op. cit., p. 215. 
76 Enid Welsford, op. cit., p. 251. 
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  CLOWN When that I was and a little tiny boy, 
     With hey ho, the wind and the rain, 
    A foolish thing was but a toy, 
     For the rain it raineth every day. 
      (Twelfth Night, Act V Scene i, lines 388-391)
  
   
 

FOOL He that has and a very tiny wit, 
    With heigh-ho, the wind and the rain, 
   Must make content with his fortunes fit, 
    Though the rain it raineth every day. 
      (King Lear, Act III Scene ii, lines 74-77)  
 

   

The first striking difference between Feste’s and the Fool’s songs is that the former one 

is in first person whereas the latter one is in third person. There are opposing views on 

the discussion whether Feste’s song is autobiographical or simply a song about life that 

is performed by Feste as the professional singer and entertainer. The Fool, however, 

obviously makes a reference to Lear and folly as well as the need for Lear’s awakening. 

In other words, “he that has wit, however small, and finds wind and the rain in his way, 

must content himself by thinking, that somewhere or other it raineth every day, and 

others are therefore suffering like himself.”77 The Fool, in this fragment of song, 

emphasizes the fact that it is now time for Lear to think about other people and their 

tragedies rather than focusing on his own needs and problems only. It is also significant 

that the Fool sings or utters these lines right after Lear’s first sign of care and affection 

towards him (“Come on, my boy. How dost my boy? Art cold?” – line 68).78  

 The adaptation of Feste’s epilogue song is significant on another level as well. 

The song which contains the final lines of the play, as well as the final words of Feste, is 

turned into the last reference to songs the Fool makes before he disappears within the 

play. It seems as if the process of Lear’s awakening and redemption is started by the 

Fool and is handed over to Edgar to complete the mission. The Fool, even before he 

                                                 
77 Quoted in Peter J. Seng, op. cit., p. 206. 
78 It is also worth mentioning that nature that is referred to in this song is an uncontrolled one (similar to 
the one accompanying Lear’s madness in the heath scene). Still, it is indicated that one should try to come 
to terms with this sort of nature and learn to be a part of that without fighting agianst it. Hence, nature is 
beyond the power of human beings. 
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totally disappears, is replaced by Edgar who is in disguise. Edgar – or rather Poor Tom – 

is the new fool figure, communicating with Lear through a language which is more 

linked to the imagination rather than to reason. Poor Tom, to a certain extent, manages 

to replace the Fool successfully because “the madman upon the stage was regarded as a 

sort of clown, of a particularly spicy character.”79 The Fool’s successor, Poor Tom, is 

quite different from Edgar, as far as their positions within patriarchal order are taken into 

consideration. Edgar, who inherits the state at the end of King Lear, becomes the 

embodiment of patience throughout the play. Hence, Poor Tom and the other masks he 

puts on are instruments he uses in order to regain what is taken away from him because 

of his hypocrite and illegitimate half-brother, Edmund. In this respect, it is possible to 

agree with John F. Danby to a certain extent, who states, “Edgar’s disguises are 

therefore protective colouring.”80  

 After Lear’s introduction of chaos into his own family, court and country in the 

love trial scene, his family and court fall apart to such an extent that Edgar as Poor Tom 

functions as the uniting power through Lear’s relationship with most of the characters. 

This function, obviously, foreshadows the fact that Edgar becomes the king as the play 

ends because the king is the uniting figure within a country. Edgar’s journey from the 

legitimate inheritor of Gloucester to Poor Tom and then to the king of the country is a 

result of various instances. First of all, as stated in the previous pages, Lear’s inadequacy 

as a patriarch is the main reason for what the characters go through within the play. He, 

as both a father and a king, fails in seeing the truth and functioning as the uniting power. 

Secondly, the corruption within the state is embodied by Edgar’s illegitimate half-

brother Edmund, who, by using verbal language (both written and spoken), manages to 

trick almost everyone around him, including their father Gloucester. In this respect, 

Edmund’s hypocrisy and use of verbal language is reminiscent of that of Iago. Iago, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, cannot cope with the fact that he will not be able to 

have a higher position within the patriarchal order, creates a fictitious world that is based 

                                                 
79 Louis C. Elson, Shakespeare in Music: A Collation of the Chief Musical Allusions in the Plays of 
Shakespeare, Honolulu, University Press of the Pasific, 2004, p. 245. 
80 John F. Danby, op. cit., p. 152. 
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on lies and manages to turn people who are higher than him into puppets in that 

fictitious world. Similar to Iago, Edmund desperately tries to gain power within 

patriarchal hierarchy disregarding the fact that being a bastard immediately announces 

him as the Other: “‘bastard’ is the Elizabethan equivalent of ‘outsider’. Edmund is a 

complete Outsider. He is outside Society, he is outside Nature, he is outside Reason.”81 

In a system, which focuses on the phallus, and which defines human relations in 

accordance with ones relation to the father, it is impossible for an illegitimate son to 

have a claim to the power of the phallus. So how come Edmund use verbal language in 

deceiving others? Or how come he does not sing throughout the play like the other 

marginalized characters such as the Fool and Poor Tom?  

 From the very beginning of the play, it is observed that Edmund has a certain 

power over verbal language. However, his relation to verbal language is only limited to 

lies, hypocrisy and forgery. He, in a way, tries to rearrange the patriarchal order using an 

instrument created by and for its own existence. Unlike the Fool and Poor Tom, Edmund 

has the urge to become an important part of that system. The Fool and Poor Tom, 

however, seem to have come to terms with their Otherness, and hence feel themselves 

free to use singing as an alternative mode of communication. Edmund, who wants to be 

a powerful member of patriarchal order, has to use that order’s own mode of 

communication: verbal language. For he is the Other due to his illegitimate nature, 

Edmund’s relation to verbal language is not based on expressing his thoughts and 

feelings openly. In this respect verbal language functions as a tool in Edmund’s hands, 

which he uses to gain his evil deeds. Still, when the main focus of this study, singing and 

its function as an alternative medium for communication is taken into consideration, one 

should mention Edmund’s one and only reference to music in Act I Scene ii:  

 

   EDMUND 
Pat [Edgar] comes, like the catastrophe of the old comedy. My cue is 
villanious melancholy, with a sigh like Tom o’Bedlam – O, these 
eclipses do pertend these divisions. Fa, sol, la, mi.” (lines 134 – 137) 

                                                 
81 Ibid., p. 44. 
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Of course, the first thing that attracts the reader / audience’s attention is Edmund’s 

reference to Tom o’Bedlam – in other words to Poor Tom. Subconsciously associating 

himself with Tom o’Bedlam, one of the most significant representatives of the Other in 

Elizabethan England, Edmund acknowledges his own Otherness. However, Tom 

o’Bedlam is not the only worth mentioning element in this quotation. Unlike the other 

marginalized characters of the play, Edmund’s reference to music lacks lyrics. In other 

words, he does not sing a song but voices a melody composed of four notes only. On the 

surface, the first theory one can find in discussing Edmund’s reference to music is that 

he wants to make Edgar believe that he is at ease. Edmund, by singing these notes, tries 

to seem as if he is not busy with anything – particularly anything evil – at all. This, 

obviously, reflects the idea that singing on ones own is related to the fact that one is at 

ease, and perhaps happy. However, the notes Shakespeare has chosen for Edmund are 

quite significant. The tone that is established in this order is called “Mi contra Fa, 

Diabolus est in Musica”82. This musical interval is defined as a tritone83, or the 

augmented fourth and the diminished fifth. It is referred to as “diabolus est in musica” 

because it is an important feature of dissonance in western music, which indicates 

instability of harmony. And since harmony is closely linked with order, tritone was 

abolished in medieval ecclesiastical choral singing. In this respect, it is significant to 

point out that Edmund’s one and only reference to singing closely links him to evil and 

disorder.   

 Despite the fact that he deceives everyone around himself, Edmund’s access to 

patriarchal power is very short-lived as if indicating that he, who does not have a natural 

bond to patriarchal power, cannot achieve that through hypocrisy. As the play ends, it is 

observed that his control over language as well as his own body is quite destroyed. 

                                                 
82 Louis C. Elson, op. cit., p. 114. 
83A tritone is “an interval of three whole tones, i.e. the augmented 4th (C-F#) or diminished 5th (C-G¼), 
exactly half an octave....It has continued to be associated with evil, particularly in Romantic opera.” 
(Alison Latham, Oxford Dictionary of Musical Terms, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004, pp. 194-
195.)   
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Through his relation to Regan and Goneril his body is eroticized and becomes a land that 

is to be conquered by one of these female characters. In a scene, in which Britain is 

under attack of a foreign force, Edmund’s body is under attack of the two sisters. In this 

respect, it would not be farfetched to suggest that, no matter how hard he tried to gain 

the power of the phallus he naturally lacks, Edmund is marginalized and feminized in his 

intricate relationship with Regan and Goneril.  

 Reminiscent of the fact that it is Lear who introduces chaos into his own family 

and court, Gloucester’s inadequacy as a father and his adulterous past are the main 

reasons why Edmund becomes a hypocrite and Edgar has to search for justice in 

disguise. The plot and sub-plot structure of King Lear helps the playwright to draw a 

complete picture of the fight over the phallus, corruption within the family and the state, 

as well as the fight between generations. As Robert B. Heilman suggests,  

 

Lear, without questioning his own rightness, imposes his will upon others; Gloucester 
accepts the will of others without effectually questioning their rightness. Thus Lear and 
Gloucester are, in terms of structure, not duplicates, but complements: this is one key to 
the unity of King Lear.84  

 

Both of the fathers prove themselves to be blind metaphorically; it is, however, only 

Gloucester who has to be literally blinded in order to see clearly. It is obvious that Lear’s 

madness and Gloucester’s physical blindness are necessary steps for their awakening on 

a spiritual manner. Gloucester, who fails in distinguishing his honest son from the 

dishonest one and Edmund’s handwriting from Edgar’s handwriting, loses his eyesight 

in order to see things more clearly. Similarly, Lear, as discussed in the previous pages, 

loses his sanity in the process of redemption. When the totality of the play is taken into 

consideration, it is observed that, “Gloucester’s struggles are largely physical, in contrast 

to Lear’s spiritual trials.”85 The reason for this difference may be related to the 

difference in their position within hierarchical order. Lear, who would not use songs and 

                                                 
84 Robert B. Heilman, “The Unity of King Lear”, Shakespeare: King Lear A Casebook, Ed. by Frank 
Kermode, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London, Macmillan, 1992, p. 154. 
85 John Reibetanz, op. cit., p. 77. 
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singing as a medium for communication, would not be suffering physically simply 

because he is carries the title “king”. Whereas Gloucester, whose faults are similar to 

those of Lear in terms of their function as the patriarch, suffer both physically and 

spiritually because his social position makes physical suffering possible.  

 The plot / sub-plot relation is not limited to the link between Lear and 

Gloucester. Throughout the play it is observed that most of the characters around Lear 

and Gloucester can be discussed in pairs. The resemblance between the father figures 

Lear and Gloucester affects these fathers’ relation to their children. It would not be 

inappropriate to draw a parallelism between Edgar and Cordelia, as well as Regan, 

Goneril and Edmund. John Reibetanz, in discussing the first two scenes of the play 

suggests that the sub-plot functions as the mirror image of the plot to an important 

extent:  

 

The second scene of King Lear is in some respects a mirror image of the first, with the 
roles of Regan and Goneril played by Edmund, Lear by Gloucester, and Cordelia by 
Edgar; the foolish old man is again taken in by a ‘play’ of deception, and the worthy 
child again falls into disfavour.86    

 

Edgar can also be associated with the Fool (in his roleplaying as Poor Tom) and 

Cordelia through his relation to the inadequate father figure. The net of associations 

between these characters is so intricate that it would not be farfetched to suggest that all 

three fulfill the same sort of function within the play. As stated above, there is a certain 

similarity between the way Edgar and Cordelia are treated by their fathers, as well as the 

dishonesty of their brother and sisters. It is also an undeniable fact that Edgar as Poor 

Tom shares a certain function with the Fool in Lear’s redemption and awakening 

process. The net of relationships between these three characters is not limited to what 

has been discussed in this study so far. The disfavoured Cordelia can both be associated 

with Edgar and the Fool with respect to her candour in her relationship with Lear. Lear, 

who can now feel empathy towards others, and who seems to have realized his own 

                                                 
86 John Reibetanz, op. cit., p. 75. 
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mistakes as a father, a king and, most important of all, as a human being, makes a 

correlation between the Fool and Cordelia by saying: “And my poor fool is hanged” 

(Act V Scene iii, line 304). The fool Lear is talking about can refer to both the Fool, who 

has disappeared at the end of Act III Scene vi, and Cordelia, who is understood to have 

been hanged a few moments before this remark. In this respect, it is possible to argue 

that Lear himself realizes that Cordelia and the Fool function as the truehearted and 

candour child figure. However, when Lear realizes his own faults, “the Fool and 

Cordelia seem to combine in his imagination, as though he has become aware, at least 

unconsciously, that together they are the one thing that has mattered (or should have 

mattered) to him.”87 Both Cordelia and the Fool tell what they honestly think and feel 

without any hesitation at all. The difference in their social status, however, affects the 

way they are treated by both Lear and the other members of the court. Cordelia is 

rejected by her father for what she does not say, whereas the Fool feels himself free to 

tell what he thinks till he is replaced by a character who is a combination of the Other 

and the pretermitted son: Edgar as Poor Tom.  

 Edgar’s roleplaying needs to be discussed in general due to what he represents 

throughout the play and what the masks he puts on indicate. Edgar is the true and 

trapped son of Gloucester. Of course, his being tricked by his half-brother is a sign of his 

own inadequacy as well as his father’s. Being not able to realize that Edmund is working 

against him, Edgar is responsible for his own sufferings as well. Nevertheless, after 

being totally alone Edgar, ironically, starts playacting in order to reachieve his real 

identity. When playacting is taken into consideration, Edgar’s relation to truth and 

honesty becomes quite problematic because playacting is a way of hiding ones own 

personality. Edgar is presented as an actor like figure throughout the play: “Poor Tom is 

followed by the peasant, the peasant by the gentleman, the gentleman by the shining 

champion, until finally Edgar is himself again, and, with Kent, is made King of 

England.”88 All these roles seem to prepare Edgar, who has lost everything he had by 

                                                 
87 William Willeford, op. cit.,  p. 191. 
88 John F. Danby, op. cit., p. 190. 
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nature, for the role of the king, which is awaiting him at the end of the play. On the one 

hand, these roles, on the surface, seem to be referring to different social positions within 

the country indicating that the future king has to be familiar with all these positions. On 

the other hand, Edgar puts on these masks in order to guide both his father and Lear on a 

literal and symbolic level. Particularly in the scenes in which he guides his own father 

who is blinded by the Duke of Cornwall, Edgar seems to have a similar function and 

power to that of Lear in the love trial scene because he is both the writer, the director 

and the player of a play trying to save Gloucester’s life. Nevertheless, the link between 

Satan and playacting makes Edgar’s position within the play problematic in terms of his 

relation to truth and honesty. Gloucester’s suicide attempt is reminiscent of the 

temptation of Christ to a certain extent because both Satan and Edgar try to trick the 

other. In this respect, Gloucester’s suicide attempt can be regarded as a parody of the 

temptation of Christ's it is told in Matthew: 4, in which Satan asks Jesus to jump down to 

see whether God will send his angels to save him or not.  

   Edgar’s longest role within the play is as Poor Tom, which is quite significant as 

far as the main focus of this study is concerned. The reason why he is considered to be 

the successor of the Fool in Lear’s journey is related to the sense of freedom these two 

characters possess: “The disguise [Edgar] chooses for himself is that of Bedlam beggar, 

that is to say, he presents himself not only as self-deprived of all human possessions, but 

also as a natural, a man not in thorough control of his wits but innocent enough, like the 

Fool, to be allowed his freedom.”89 Tom of Bedlam takes his name from the Bedlam 

Hospital, which was essentially established to serve “the ill, the poor, and travellers, 

came to specialize in the care of the mentally disordered”90 by the mid-sixteenth century. 

Bedlam (also known as Bethlem, when first founded) is named after the city of 

Bethlehem most probably emphasizing Christ’s healing powers. When Bedlam became a 

mental hospital, the word ‘bedlam’ is started to be used “as a synonym for a lunatic 

                                                 
89 F. D. Hoeniger, “The Artist Exploring the Primitive: King Lear”, Critical Essays on Shakespeare’s 
King Lear, Ed. by Jay L. Halio, New York, G. K. Hall & Co. 1996, p. 80. 
90 Carol Thomas Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in Shakespeare and Early Modern 
Culture, Ithaca and London Cornell University Press, 2004, p. 169. 
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(literal or figurative).”91 The attitude towards the hospital and its inhabitants is 

significant in understanding the place of Edgar as Poor Tom within the social order that 

is presented in King Lear. It is obvious that madness is closely linked with chaos and 

being the Other in terms of patriarchal order, which presume the white, sane, adult male 

as the norm. Madness, as defined by patriarchal norms, refers to the Other, which is 

feared, laughed at and pitied at the same time because it is a sign of a move away from 

reason: “The hospital and its mad folks were considered one of the chief amusements of 

Tudor and Stuart London.”92 This behaviour suggests that madmen are regarded as 

creatures not very much different from wild animals kept in cages.93 The hospital itself 

becomes a sort of barrier between madmen and the so-called normal and healthy human 

beings visiting them. Moreover, visiting madmen and laughing at them are signs of the 

fear on behalf of the people outside who consider themselves as “normal”. In this 

respect, the mental hospital becomes an instrument in announcing the madmen as the 

Other. Regarding madmen as the Other, obviously, is the reason why Edgar as Poor Tom 

can easily replace the Fool, who is also the Other when his occupation and function 

within society are taken into consideration. Edgar playacts the role of a Bedlam Beggar, 

imitating the “stereotypical marks of possession: strange voices, numbness, and 

curses,”94 as well as song fragments.  

The songs that are about distracted people are referred to as ‘bedlam songs’ as 

Long suggests. Long also emphasizes the fact that, 

 

Edgar’s bits of songs are sung by a character acting the part of a madman. In this sense, 
Edgar’s vocal snatches do not fall into the category of the bedlam songs, but, rather, into 
the traditional practice of the stage fool.95  

 
                                                 
91 Ibid., p. 204. 
92 Ibid., p. 167. 
93 This attitude is present in the dramatic representations of madmen and women during the sixteenth-
century as well. While referring to the stage representations of these people, Carol Thomas Neely states 
that, “mad-women (who represent only two of the twenty-one madpersons in the plays) are reduced to 
eroticized female bodies.” This argument very clearly indicates that neither madmen nor madwomen are 
treated as human beings. (Ibid., p. 168.)  
94 Ibid., p. 60. 
95 John H. Long, op. cit., p. 170. 
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Although there are no stage directions indicating that these lines are sung by the Fool 

and Edgar, at one point in the play, with reference to an old ballad, the two characters 

seem to have a duet. The duet is a special form both uniting two singers and voices, and 

displaying two different perspectives within the limits of the same song at the same time. 

This particular scene, in which the Fool and Edgar’s dialogue is reminiscent of a duet, is 

important in showing how the two characters’ functions in their relation to Lear are 

coherent with one another. In order to be more precise, it would be appropriate to 

present Edgar’s reference to the old ballad and the Fool’s improvised answer to that: 

 

  EDGAR  Come o’er the bourn, Bessy, to me. 
  FOOL  Her boat hath a leak, 
    And she must not speak. 
    Why she dares not come over to thee. 
       (Act III Scene vi, lines 25-28) 

 

This duet like dialogue takes place during the imaginary trial scene, in which the 

imaginary Regan and Goneril are questioned by Lear, the Fool and Edgar. After 

addressing one of the imaginary sisters Edgar refers to the old ballad about a certain 

Bessy. It is generally believed that the original song is a popular love song written 

before the time of Shakespeare96. If so, the ballad refers to a woman named Bessy and 

her lover who are “separated by a bourn running between them.”97 According to Seng, 

 

there is reason to believe that the words of the parody or improvisation sung by the Fool 
have an obscene sense: they suggest that Bessy declines the rendezvous because of 
either her menses or disease. If so, the song may have been intended to echo the 
“adultery theme” of the play.98  

    

The timing of the song, of course, makes it possible to agree with Seng’s argument on 

the theme of adultery. Some musicologists, on the other hand, refer to another old ballad 

which is called “a Dyaloge sett furthe by twene the quenes maistie and Englonde Come 
                                                 
96 Ibid., p. 174. 
97 Peter J. Seng, op. cit., p. 210. 
98 Peter J. Seng, loc. cit., p. 210. 
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ouer the born Bessy”. When the fragment of song is believed to be referring to the 

relationship between Elizabeth and England, then it is possible to suggest that Elizabeth 

(Bessy) refers to Lear within the framework of the play. The country’s call for the 

supreme authority figure can be regarded as a reference to Lear’s abandonment of his 

responsibilities while dividing the country between his daughters. In this respect, what is 

most significant is that Lear, through this song, is feminized by being associated with a 

woman. When the Fool’s, above stated, improvised answer to Poor Tom’s reference to 

the ballad is analysed in detail, it is realized that “her boat” is a reference to Cordelia, 

who comes from France, the other side of the Channel. In this respect, she, “who must 

not speak”, also refers to Cordelia, whose presentation in the love trial is quite related to 

this remark, when her relation to verbal language is taken into consideration.    

 The fragments of songs studied in this chapter are used to make indirect 

statements about Lear to whom the singers of these songs, the Fool and Edgar, are 

attached in order to awaken him from his own folly. As stated before, although fools and 

madmen are generally thought to have freed themselves from the social restraints that 

are a part of patriarchal society, their intimate opinions and emotions are reflected in the 

fragments of songs they sing or refer to.  

 Nevertheless, as discussed previously in this chapter, the use of music in King 

Lear is not limited to the Fool and Edgar’s fragments of ballads. The songs that are 

closely linked with Lear’s anguished mind are replaced with “the therapeutic music of 

an instrumental consort that Lear escapes from his untuned mind to the harmony of 

Cordelia’s love which redeems Nature itself.”99 The belief that music has a therapeutic 

function on human beings is rooted in the ancient world. Although this study focuses on 

the question whether certain characters who have problems with the patriarchal order 

use music and singing as a way of communication, music, itself, is closely linked with 

notions such as harmony, mathematics and order. It is, on the other hand, closely linked 

to emotions with its abstract nature. Its relation to harmony and emotions is the reason 

why music is believed to have a healing and therapeutic effect on human beings. Hence, 

                                                 
99 John H. Long, op. cit., p. 163. 



 171 

it is not surprising to note that when Lear is found by Cordelia’s men, they try to heal 

him with the help of music: “Please you draw near; louder the music there” (Act IV 

Scene vii, line 25). When the relationship between Cordelia and the redeemed Lear is 

taken into consideration, it is realized that their relation to music is closely linked to 

harmony and peace. That is why, even though they are going to be imprisoned, Lear tells 

Cordelia: Come, let’s away to prison; / We two alone will singlike birds i’the cage” (Act 

V Scene ii, lines 8-9). This remark is indicative of the peace and harmony Lear believes 

they will experience when the two are together.  

 The next important reference to instrumental music in the play is seen in the last 

two scenes. In both scenes the sounds of trumpets and drums that are associated with 

order and war are heard. Particularly the three trumpet calls through which Edgar calls 

Edmund to a combat refer to the ritualistic aspect of order; a feature of order that is now 

lost. Moreover, it is possible to argue that the trumpet calls themselves function as a 

dialogue between the parties of the combat.  

 Although the hierarchical and courtly order is tried to be re-established through 

the ceremonious music before the combat, as the play comes to an end, the reader / 

audience realizes that order, to a certain extent, is restored with Edgar’s victory and the 

deaths of most of the characters that were once associated with order. At the end of the 

play, what follows Edgar’s last words is a dead march emphasizing the sad and gloomy 

atmosphere since the dead march is a tribute to the dead and a farewell to a lost era.           
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CONCLUSION 

 

    OTHELLO: O monstrous! monstrous! 

    IAGO: Nay, this was but his dream. 

    OTHELLO: But this denoted a foregone conclusion. 

    IAGO: ’Tis a shrewd doubt, though it be but a dream, 

     And this may help to thicken other proofs 

     That do demonstrate thinly. 

       Othello (Act III Scene 3) 

 

This study on the communicative function of songs and singing in Hamlet, 

Othello and King Lear suggests that all the ballads that are sung (or believed to be sung 

as in the case of certain songs in King Lear) in these plays are used by their 

marginalized singers as a medium for communication in expressing their personal 

emotions and thoughts. Throughout the study the position of the singing characters 

within the fictitious worlds that are presented in the tragedies is tried to be displayed. 

The first step of examining the communicative function of the songs is defining the 

predominant terms related to the main argument of this study, such as patriarchy, the 

Other, and marginalization. Moreover, theories on verbal language as well as music 

present a relatively clear picture of the structure of songs as a combination of music and 

verbal language. The next and actual examination of the songs is achieved through an 

analysis of the singing characters’ relation to patriarchal structure. After displaying the 

way the singing characters are marginalized, Chapters II, III and IV present a close 

analysis of each song with respect to their lyrics as well as their contextual relation to 

the totality of each play.        

The analysis of the songs and singing characters present in Shakespeare’s three 

tragedies has shown that the intertextual relationship between drama and ballads is 

indicative of the singing characters’ urge to voice what is tried to be unheard by the 

social order that is understood to be totally phallus-oriented. It is significant to note that 

the singing characters in Hamlet, Othello and King Lear are not professional singers. 

The impromptu performance of the singing characters adds another dimension to the 

particular scenes these songs are sung. As it has been suggested in the last three 
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chapters, these fragments of songs and ballads become parts of the dialogues in which 

the singing marginalized character is referring to his or her own experience. In this 

respect, the listeners of certain songs that are discussed in the previous chapters 

(Gertrude in Hamlet, for instance) are not simply receivers, but become part of an 

interactive performance through the dialogue that becomes a combination of singing and 

talking.   

Verbal language, which constitutes one of the primary basis of human relations, 

is constructed accordingly with the norms and conventions of patriarchal structure in 

western societies. Patriarchal structure, by its nature, is phallic oriented, and hence 

establishes order on the basis of binary oppositions, which are understood to play a 

significant but delusional role in constructing the Self in Lacanian terms. As far as  

Lacan’s theory on psychoanalysis is concerned, man is in need of the Other, who is 

considered to be inferior when compared to himself, in order to create a Self. The main 

object of the phallus-oriented order is to ensure that all the norms and conventions of the 

system is designed in a way to draw a correlation between the white, Christian, adult, 

upper-class male and the power of the phallus. For this reason, those who cannot be 

defined through these terms are marginalized in one way or another. Throughout the 

previous chapters it is suggested that all the singing characters in Hamlet, Othello and 

King Lear are understood to be marginalized. These characters are either portrayed as 

female characters trapped within the limitations of the patriarchal order trying to have 

complete control over them, or fools and madmen who are totally kept outside the social 

order regarding them as nonentities. Even Iago, who is understood to be the most 

problematic among the singing characters that are discussed in this dissertation, is a 

marginal in terms of his hierarchical immobility.      

Verbal language, as discussed throughout this dissertation, is constructed and 

developed by and for patriarchy in western patriarchal societies. In this respect, those 

who are marginalized and those who are regarded as the Other have certain problems in 

accessing to verbal language, while voicing their personal emotions and thoughts. This 

is more and more apparent in situations in which those particular characters are 



 174 

criticizing the situations they find themselves in and the social order that regards them as 

marginal. As discussed in the “Introduction” in detail, the reason why there is a sense of 

barrier or disunity between the marginalized character and verbal language may be 

interpreted in various ways. It is possible to suggest that either the verbal language is not 

adequate enough for the marginalized character’s criticism of the social order he/she is a 

part of (or related to in certain ways as in the case of the Fool and Poor Tom, who are 

understood to have no actual place within the hierarchical order that is apparent in the 

patriarchal system), or the marginalized character, by nature, is doomed to remain 

unheard and not listened to by the members of the phallus-oriented society. 

In this respect, it would be appropriate to argue that the marginalized characters 

that are present in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Othello and King Lear are in need of an 

alternative mode of communication while referring to their personal emotions and 

thoughts. Singing fragments of ballads and folksongs while talking to other characters 

on the stage provides the singing characters with that liberty. As a combination of music 

and verbal language, singing is a blend of two distinct systems which have grammars 

and writing systems of their own. With the introduction of songs and singing into the 

dramatic text the dialogues that are mainly constructed through verbal language achieve 

a multi-dimensional character.  

Because a song is a combination of two different systems, music (melody) and 

verbal language (lyrics), the communicative function of both systems need to be 

examined. As stated before, verbal language is considered to be the default medium of 

communication. The system is based on the relationship between the signified and the 

signifier through which a certain message is sent to the receiver. Although the signs that 

are used in sending messages in this particular system are considered to be arbitrary, the 

signs that are used in music seem to be non-referential. It would be impossible to 

disregard the fact that musical signs do not refer to the outside world as verbal language 

does. Although the sounds are the basis of both music and verbal language, the way they 

are used differ in such a way that the former one becomes a more abstract system when 

compared to the latter. As discussed in Chapter I, for centuries it is argued that music is 
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addressed to emotions rather than reason. This assumption is, obviously, related to 

music’s lack of reference to the outside world. It is worth mentioning that, although it is 

not easy to define the meaning of a piece of music, it is still quite connected to reason 

through the way it is created. Composing a piece of music, as Plato and Pythagoras 

suggest, is a mathematical action, which is closely linked to reason and intellect as well 

as emotions. 

It is obvious that contradictory arguments on the meaning of music and its 

function in human life are reflected in music’s connection to verbal language as well. 

When the relationship between the phallus-oriented structure and the singing characters 

that are discussed in this study are taken into consideration, it may be suggested that it is 

quite understandable for those who are considered to be the Other to use music and 

singing as a way of communication. Being not limited to verbal language, and hence 

what the relationship between the signifier and the signified stipulates, singing seems to 

be a freer mode of communication when compared to verbal language. Nevertheless, as 

far as the receiver of the message is concerned, communication through singing seems to 

need more effort than verbal language. As discussed in the first chapter, the melody of a 

song has the potential to occupy the receiver’s attention more than the lyrics. In other 

words, by nature, human beings tend to pay more attention to the melody than the text of 

the song. Nevertheless, one of the ways to prevent the melody from suppressing the 

meaning of the text is a particular form of songs, which is understood to be a popular 

form in Elizabethan England: the strophic song. Given the assumption that the songs that 

are sung throughout Hamlet, Othello and King Lear are popular ballads that are known 

by the Elizabethan audience, it may be suggested that the original audience could pay 

attention to the lyrics and their contextual references rather than the melodies. Moreover, 

as far as the written text is concerned, lack of musical sheets  and written notes that are 

presented as a part of the original dramatic text, these songs are mainly constructed 

through verbal language. The only sign indicating that those particular lines are sung is 

the nebentext saying “[sings]”.     
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The first chapter introduces the major concepts that are referred to within the 

argument of this dissertation. Focusing on the relationship between music and drama, 

the Self and the Other, patriarchal structure and marginalization, Chapter I can be 

defined as a presentation of the theoretical framework of this study. While examining 

these notions and their relation to one another, it is suggested that music plays a 

significant role in the birth of tragedy through the chorus in Greek drama. Making a 

correlation between the chorus in Greek drama and the plays that are discussed in 

Chapters II, III and IV, it is possible to argue that the intertextual relationship between 

music and dramatic text is rooted the nature of the singing characters. As it is discussed 

in Chapter I, the chorus does not participate in the action personally and, most probably, 

because of its lack of involvement in the action, functions as the commentator in the 

tragedies. As far as the tragedies that are discussed in this study are concerned, it would 

not be possible to suggest that the singing characters do not involve in the action at all. 

Nevertheless, due to their problematic relationship with the patriarchal structure, these 

characters are marginalized or even portrayed as outcasts to a certain extent (as in the 

case of Poor Tom). Their intricate relation to patriarchal order, which is the dominant 

force in all the plays that are referred to in this study, ironically, gives them the liberty to 

comment upon what they experience or observe within the dramatic universe they are a 

part of by combining verbal language and music. Of course, the singing characters in 

Hamlet, Othello and King Lear are not simply commentators. What they share in 

common is the fact that they are portrayed as marginalized characters in their connection 

to the patriarchal structure according to which social and hierarchical relations in 

western societies are shaped.  

Each of the three following chapters are devoted to the analysis of one of the 

three plays in chronological order: Hamlet, Othello and King Lear. As it is pointed out 

at various instances throughout this study, all three plays display a quite male-oriented 

society in which the fight between the personal and the public is the main trigger of the 

downfall of the protagonists. This study, with close references to the texts, argues that 

although the fight between the public and the private is expressed through the 
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protagonists, they do not sing in the plays. This is understood to be a result of their 

indispensable relation to the patriarchal order, which demands that those who have the 

potential to possess the power of the phallus (in other words, those who have a high 

status within the hierarchical order) should use and act according to the patriarchal 

norms and conventions. Because verbal language is one of those conventions, the 

protagonists in these plays do not have the liberty to use alternative modes of 

communication.  

Chapter II, which focuses on Hamlet and the songs that are sung by Ophelia and 

the Gravedigger, examines the fictitious world that is presented within the framework of 

this particular play. Through this examination it is clearly observed that the social order 

in Hamlet is quite a phallus-oriented one. Patriarchy as a theme is spread over the 

totality of the text both in the title of the play1 and relationship between the fathers and 

sons. The characters that are introduced to the reader / audience are trapped within a 

system that seems to be mainly composed of the notions of revenge and insecurity. 

Amongst these characters Ophelia is portrayed as a vulnerable character, who chooses 

not to be a part of that phallus and fear-oriented structure by committing suicide. 

Ophelia and her (lack of ) relation to Gertrude, who is the only female character that is 

presented on the stage other than herself, present the reader / audience very significant 

clues about the way the female is perceived in that social structure. These two female 

characters represent two stages of womanhood within the play. This study suggest that 

their position within the hierarchical order, which is understood to be defined through 

their marital status (in other words, their connection to the patriarchal power), is closely 

linked with their relation to verbal language. Gertrude, as the wife of two successive 

kings, is presented as a female character, who tries to be a part of the male order through 

her marriages. With respect to her position within the court, it is observed that her 

relation to verbal language is quite different from that of Ophelia. Although, she has the 

potential to be unheard and unlistened to for being a woman, she functions as a 

                                                 
1 A prince, by nature, is a person, who has the potential to become the patriarch. However, the king (or the 
queen) poses an obstacle for the prince to possess the power of the phallus. In other words, even the 
presence of a prince refers to a fight for the patriarchal power. 
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translator, while informing Claudius and Laertes about Ophelia’s death. The scene in 

which Ophelia sing various fragments of song is quite significant in displaying the lack 

communication between Gertrude and Ophelia as well as between the female on a 

broader sense. Throughout the scene, it is observed that Gertrude fails in understanding 

what Ophelia expresses about how she fells for the loss of Hamlet and her father. The 

whole scene can be interpreted as a field in which both Ophelia and Gertrude try to build 

up a sense of communication and understanding. However, the fact that they use 

different modes of communication is the reason why they fail in establishing  a sense of 

harmony and understanding. When Ophelia realizes that she is unheard either using 

verbal language or singing as a means of communication, her last attempt of expressing 

her emotions and thoughts about her own experiences is through death, which can be 

regarded as a silent rebellion against the phallus-oriented social structure. As discussed 

in Chapter II, Ophelia is succeeded by the Gravedigger in terms of the relationship 

between the marginalized characters and singing. The primary matter that connects these 

two characters is the fact that before Ophelia is buried it is the Gravedigger that is 

standing in her grave. In other words, the Gravedigger is closely linked with death. That 

is the reason why it is not surprising to see that the song he sings while digging Ophelia’ 

grave is about aging and death. The marginalized aspect of the Gravedigger is mainly 

emphasized through his lack of name and, hence, individuality, and his occupation, 

which restricts him to graves and death.  

After the analysis of the songs that are sung by Ophelia and the Gravedigger, 

who can be associated with Persephone and Hades with regard to their relation to death 

and underworld, the following chapter focuses on another couple, which is also 

reminiscent of Persephone and Hades to a certain extent. Desdemona, who is murdered 

by her husband Othello in their marital bed, shares much in common with both 

Persephone and Ophelia in terms of the patriarchal structure’s restrictive attitude 

towards the female in general. Othello, as discussed in Chapter III, is a tragedy focusing 

both on gender bias and racial discrimination. Although Desdemona is portrayed as a 

married woman, it would be inappropriate to associate her with Gertrude with respect to 
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their relation to the patriarchal power. This is due to the difference between the 

characters to who Desdemona and Gertrude are married. Gertrude is the wife of the King 

of Denmark, who can be defined as a white, Christian, adult, upper-class male (both 

King Hamlet and Claudius suit this description). Desdemona, however, chooses Othello, 

the Moor of Venice as her husband, and hence distorts all western conventions on 

marriage. Marrying the Other, without taking her father’s consent, Desdemona is 

presented – through the patriarchal perspective - as the rebel child, who is unfaithful to 

the patriarch whom she should obey without question. Desdemona is a woman with self-

confidence and a significant amount of courage, which makes her act according to her 

free will in choosing her husband and in her relationship with Othello in their marital 

life. However, her self-confidence and courage are used against her by Othello’s 

imagination, which is influenced by Iago and his villainous plan. Throughout the play, 

Desdemona is portrayed as a female character, who can stand up for her own rights (as 

well as for those whom she thinks are suffering wrong, such as Cassio). Nevertheless, 

when she notices the change in Othello’s attitude towards her, she acts as if verbal 

language is not enough for her to express her personal emotions. She communicates her 

emotions and thoughts on her position within her marriage to Othello, and how she 

suffers for Othello’s fury and insensitivity against her through the “Willow Song”, 

which emphasizes the notions such as chastity and death. The “Willow Song” Scene is 

significant in displaying the harmony and unity between the two female characters in 

Othello, unlike the scene in which Ophelia sings in Hamlet. The lack of communication 

between Gertrude and Ophelia is now replaced with a duet-like dialogue, which, very 

clearly, emphasizes the understanding between Desdemona and Emilia. The fact that 

Emilia sings a fragment of the song after Desdemona’s death is indicative of the unity 

between these two female characters. In a sense, the “Willow Song” becomes the 

symbol of how women suffer in patriarchal structures, which kills them both 

metaphorically and literally. Nevertheless, like Hamlet, there is one female and one 

male singing character in Othello. Iago is the most problematic character that is 

analysed in this study with regard to his relation to patriarchal structure and verbal 
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language. It is clear that Ophelia, and Desdemona are marginalized in the patriarchal 

order simply because they are female. Moreover, Desdemona’s rebellion against the 

western patriarchal structure for marrying Othello the Moor adds another dimension to 

her marginalization. Likewise, the Gravedigger is marginalized because of his 

occupation and his relation to death through his occupation. However, throughout the 

play, Iago is portrayed as a master of verbal language and patriarchal conventions, 

which, on the surface, seems to be quite contradictory with the main argument of this 

study. Nevertheless, as the play progresses, it is realized that Iago consciously uses the 

patriarchal conventions in order to take revenge upon the system itself. Being aware of 

the fact that he will not be promoted, he distorts all sense of unity and harmony in the 

institution of marriage, which is one of the primary institutions that patriarchal society is 

established through. It is quite significant that Iago, the master of verbal language, is the 

only male singing character in Othello. It is possible to suggest that Iago is honest with 

himself and the reader / audience only in his asides and songs. Although the songs do 

not directly tell what he thinks about the hierarchical order he is a part of, when one 

reads between the lines, his hatred towards Cassio and Othello as well as his criticism of 

the system itself is clearly observed. 

The last play that is analysed in detail within the limits of this study is King 

Lear, which, itself, is a criticism of the patriarchal structure. The singing characters in 

this play are different from those of Hamlet and Othello because neither the Fool nor 

Edgar as Poor Tom is depicted as individuals. In this respect there is a certain similarity 

between the Gravedigger and the singing characters in King Lear. Moreover, both the 

Gravedigger and the Fool are referred to through their occupations. As discussed in 

Chapter IV, both the Fool and Poor Tom are presented as marginalized characters. 

Although the Fool has a certain place in the court, and a one-to-one relationship with the 

king, he does not have a position within the hierarchical order. In other words, he is both 

visible and invisible to the members of the court. Likewise, Poor Tom, who represents 

madmen in Elizabethan England, symbolizes what is tried to be left out of social order. 

Those who depart from the norms of social order are kept in hospitals such as Bedlam in 
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Elizabethan London. In other words, Poor Tom (or Tom o’Bedlam) is the embodiment 

of everything that is outside the social norms and conventions. While displaying a social 

criticism through the tragedy of Lear, the play presents the Fool and Poor Tom as the 

alter egos of Lear. That is the reason why Lear, like Hamlet and Othello, does not sing 

throughout the play. His connection to the power of the phallus, which is the basis of 

patriarchal structure, prevents him from using an alternative mode of communication 

other than verbal language. Nevertheless, the Fool and Poor Tom, severely criticizes 

patriarchal norms and conventions such as labelling human beings as fool and wise, and 

the fight over the power of the phallus through riddles and fragments of songs. They, in 

a way, function as the mouth of Lear, who, through his madness, ironically comes to his 

senses. Similar to Emilia and Desdemona, these two characters present the reader / 

audience a duet like dialogue composed of fragments of songs and verbal language 

because similar to the two women in Othello, the Fool and Poor Tom share common 

characteristics through which the patriarchal structure labels them as marginal.  

As it is discussed throughout this dissertation, the singing characters in Hamlet, 

Othello and King Lear share certain problems related to the patriarchal structure which 

is based on the fight over the power of the phallus. Those who are not at ease with the 

norms and conventions of patriarchal order, are in need of using an alternative medium 

in communicating their emotions and criticism on patriarchy. Though their experiences 

may differ with regard to their positions within society, these characters choose 

fragments of songs and ballads as a means of expression. In this respect, they are the 

characters establishing Shakespearean chorus, which attempts to be listened to through 

singing.                
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APPENDIX 
 
 

As it is stated in the Preface, lack of the original sheet music that has survived 
from Shakespeare’s time, makes it impossible to discuss the original melodies of the 
songs that are discussed in this study. In order to present the differences in the 
variations, here are two different versions of the Willow Song. 

The musical sheets and the portrait of Queen Elizabeth playing the lute are taken 
from F. W. Sternfeld’s Music in Shakespearean Tragedy, London, Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1963. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Willow Song, Drexel Fragments. 
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The Willow Song, London Book. 
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