problem plays of shakespeare double vision
in character and action

problem plays of shakespeare double vision in character and action represent a unique and
complex category within Shakespeare’s oeuvre, blurring the lines between tragedy and comedy to
explore moral ambiguity and conflicting human motivations. These plays are characterized by their
intricate plotting, ambiguous resolutions, and characters who embody contradictory traits, often
leading to a sense of double vision in both their personalities and actions. This duality challenges
audiences to grapple with ethical dilemmas without clear answers, reflecting the complexity of real
human behavior. Shakespeare’s problem plays such as "Measure for Measure," "All’'s Well That Ends
Well," and "Troilus and Cressida" showcase this thematic tension, presenting characters and
narratives that resist straightforward interpretation. This article delves into the concept of double
vision in character and action within these problem plays, analyzing how Shakespeare uses this
technique to deepen dramatic impact and provoke critical reflection. The discussion will cover the
defining features of problem plays, the nature of double vision in characterization, the ambiguous
actions that shape these dramas, and the implications for understanding Shakespeare’s artistic
intentions.
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Defining Problem Plays in Shakespeare’s Work

The term "problem plays" refers to a subset of Shakespeare’s dramas that defy conventional genre
classification, typically blending elements of tragedy and comedy. These plays are marked by their
exploration of complex moral and social issues, often presenting unresolved conflicts and ambiguous
outcomes. Unlike Shakespeare’s clear-cut tragedies or comedies, problem plays introduce characters
and scenarios that resist simple judgments, fostering a sense of tension and uncertainty. The concept
was popularized by critics who sought to categorize plays that posed ethical conundrums or
questioned societal norms without offering definitive resolutions. This genre challenges the
audience’s expectations through nuanced storytelling and multifaceted characters, making it a fertile
ground for analyzing double vision in character and action.

Characteristics of Problem Plays
Problem plays typically exhibit the following traits:



e Ambiguous moral situations with no clear right or wrong choices.
e Characters possessing conflicting virtues and flaws, making them difficult to categorize.
 Plotlines that involve social or political dilemmas, often reflecting contemporary issues.

e Endings that are neither fully tragic nor wholly comic, leaving audiences with unresolved
questions.

e Use of irony and complex dialogue to emphasize uncertainty and contradiction.

Examples of Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

Among Shakespeare’s works, the most commonly cited problem plays are "Measure for Measure,"
"All's Well That Ends Well," and "Troilus and Cressida." Each illustrates the genre’s hallmark ambiguity
and moral complexity, as well as the presence of double vision in character and action.

Double Vision in Characterization

Double vision in Shakespeare’s problem plays refers to the simultaneous presence of contrasting or
contradictory traits within a single character, causing ambiguity in their motivations and ethical
standing. This technique allows Shakespeare to portray human nature in its full complexity, avoiding
simplistic or one-dimensional portrayals. Characters often embody both virtue and vice, justice and
hypocrisy, or strength and vulnerability, which invites multiple interpretations and deeper
engagement.

Complexity of Major Characters

In problem plays, central characters frequently display dual aspects that complicate their roles. For
example, Angelo in "Measure for Measure" is at once a strict enforcer of law and a hypocritical figure
who abuses his power. This duality creates tension between his public persona and private actions,
illustrating the theme of appearance versus reality. Similarly, Helena in "All’s Well That Ends Well"
combines resolve and social awkwardness, challenging typical gender roles and audience sympathies.
This complexity encourages viewers to consider the multifaceted nature of identity and morality.

Psychological Depth Through Contradiction

The double vision effect enhances psychological realism by reflecting the internal conflicts characters
experience. Instead of clear-cut heroes or villains, Shakespeare presents individuals struggling with
competing desires, fears, and principles. This nuanced portrayal mirrors the contradictions inherent in
human behavior, making the characters more relatable and compelling.



Ambiguity in Action and Plot

Double vision extends beyond character traits to encompass the actions and decisions that drive the
narrative in problem plays. The ambiguity in these actions often leads to morally charged dilemmas
without straightforward solutions, reinforcing the plays’ thematic complexity. Shakespeare uses plot
developments that can be interpreted in multiple ways, leaving audiences uncertain about the true
nature of events or the appropriateness of characters’ responses.

Ethical Dilemmas and Uncertain Motives

Actions in problem plays frequently involve ethical quandaries where characters must navigate
competing obligations or conflicting values. For instance, in "Measure for Measure," the dilemma of
justice versus mercy is embodied in the decision whether to enforce harsh laws or grant clemency.
The motives behind characters’ actions can be ambiguous, blending self-interest with genuine
concern, which complicates moral evaluation.

Unresolved or Ambiguous Endings

Unlike traditional plays with clear resolutions, problem plays often conclude with ambiguous or open-
ended outcomes. These endings reflect the unresolved tensions within the narrative and the complex
nature of the characters’ choices. The lack of closure invites ongoing reflection and debate,
emphasizing the persistent relevance of the issues raised.

Representative Problem Plays and Their Double Visions

This section examines key Shakespearean problem plays to illustrate how double vision manifests in
character and action, highlighting their thematic and dramatic significance.

Measure for Measure

"Measure for Measure" epitomizes the problem play genre through its exploration of justice, morality,
and hypocrisy. Angelo’s double vision as a strict moralist who succumbs to corruption exemplifies the
tension between appearance and reality. Isabella’s steadfast virtue contrasts with the pragmatic
compromises demanded by the plot, creating conflicting perspectives on righteousness.

All’'s Well That Ends Well

This play’s protagonist, Helena, embodies double vision through her determination and social
inferiority. The narrative’s ambiguous resolution concerning consent and marriage challenges
conventional romantic ideals, prompting questions about agency and desire. The characters’
conflicting motivations and the play’s uncertain tone underscore the problem play’s complexity.



Troilus and Cressida

"Troilus and Cressida" disrupts traditional heroic narratives by presenting characters who are cynical,
self-interested, or disillusioned. The double vision here lies in the juxtaposition of lofty ideals of love
and honor with the harsh realities of human weakness and political intrigue. The play’s ambiguous
moral landscape and unresolved conflicts reinforce its classification as a problem play.

Impact of Double Vision on Audience Interpretation

The use of double vision in character and action profoundly affects how audiences perceive and
interpret Shakespeare’s problem plays. This technique challenges viewers to engage critically with
the text, considering multiple viewpoints and the complexity of human nature. The plays resist
passive consumption, instead encouraging active reflection on ethical ambiguity and social issues.

Encouraging Critical Engagement

By presenting characters and situations that embody contradictions, Shakespeare invites the
audience to question simplistic moral judgments and explore the nuanced interplay of factors
influencing behavior. This engagement fosters a deeper understanding of the plays’ themes and the
human condition.

Reflection of Real-World Complexity

Double vision mirrors the complexity of real life, where individuals and actions cannot be easily
categorized as purely good or evil. This realism enhances the plays’ relevance and emotional
resonance, making them enduring works for study and performance.

List of Effects on Audience

* Provokes moral and philosophical contemplation
» Challenges traditional genre expectations

e Enhances empathy for multifaceted characters
e Stimulates debate and diverse interpretations

¢ Highlights the ambiguity inherent in human decisions



Frequently Asked Questions

What are Shakespeare's problem plays?

Shakespeare's problem plays are a group of plays that contain elements of both comedy and tragedy,
making them difficult to categorize. They often explore complex moral and social issues, creating
ambiguity in tone and resolution. Examples include 'Measure for Measure,' 'All's Well That Ends Well,'
and 'Troilus and Cressida.'

What does 'double vision in character and action' mean in the
context of Shakespeare's problem plays?

'‘Double vision in character and action' refers to the dual or ambiguous nature of characters and their
motivations, as well as the contradictory or complex actions they undertake. This creates a layered
narrative where characters can be seen in multiple ways, contributing to the problem plays' thematic
complexity.

How does 'Measure for Measure' exemplify double vision in
character and action?

‘Measure for Measure' showcases double vision through characters like Angelo, who appears strict
and moralistic but is hypocritically lustful. The play's actions oscillate between justice and mercy, law
and corruption, reflecting the ambiguous moral landscape characteristic of problem plays.

Why are Shakespeare's problem plays considered challenging
to interpret?

They are challenging because of their ambiguous tones, morally complex characters, and unresolved
or paradoxical endings. The double vision in character and action blurs clear distinctions between
good and evil, comedy and tragedy, making straightforward interpretation difficult.

In what ways do problem plays differ from Shakespeare's
traditional comedies and tragedies?

Unlike traditional comedies with clear happy endings or tragedies with inevitable downfall, problem
plays blend elements of both, presenting morally complex situations without clear resolutions. Their
characters exhibit conflicting traits, and the narrative often questions societal norms rather than
reinforcing them.

How does the concept of double vision enhance the thematic
depth of problem plays?

Double vision allows audiences to see characters and situations from multiple perspectives,
highlighting moral ambiguity and the complexity of human nature. This complexity encourages
deeper reflection on themes such as justice, mercy, power, and hypocrisy.



Can the double vision in Shakespeare’s problem plays be seen
as a reflection of Elizabethan society?

Yes, the double vision mirrors the conflicting values and social tensions of Elizabethan society, such
as the struggle between strict moral codes and human desires, or the disparity between public virtue
and private vice. This reflection adds realism and relevance to the plays' themes.

Additional Resources

1. Shakespeare's Problem Plays: A Study in Ambiguity and Conflict

This book explores the unique characteristics of Shakespeare’s problem plays, focusing on their
complex themes, ambiguous characters, and unresolved conflicts. It delves into how Shakespeare
blends comedy and tragedy, creating plays that challenge traditional genre boundaries. The analysis
highlights the social and psychological tensions that drive the narratives, offering readers a deeper
understanding of these enigmatic works.

2. Double Vision in Shakespeare: Character and Action in the Problem Plays

This volume examines the concept of “double vision” in Shakespeare’s problem plays, where
characters and actions often embody contradictory traits and motives. It investigates how this duality
creates dramatic tension and reflects the complexities of human nature. The book also discusses the
interplay between appearance and reality, and how Shakespeare uses this to engage audiences in
moral and philosophical debates.

3. Ambiguity and Moral Complexity in Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

Focusing on the moral dilemmas and ambiguous resolutions in Shakespeare’s problem plays, this
book analyzes how the playwright challenges audiences to question traditional ethical frameworks. It
considers characters who defy easy categorization and plots that resist definitive conclusions.
Through close readings, the author reveals the enduring relevance of these plays in exploring human
frailty and societal conflict.

4. Shakespeare’s Problem Plays: Between Comedy and Tragedy

This work investigates the hybrid nature of Shakespeare’s problem plays, which blur the lines
between comedic and tragic elements. It discusses how the tonal shifts and unresolved tensions
create a unique theatrical experience. The book also explores the cultural and historical contexts that
influenced Shakespeare’s experimentation with genre conventions.

5. The Dynamics of Conflict and Resolution in Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

This book explores the mechanisms of conflict and the often ambiguous resolutions in Shakespeare’s
problem plays. It highlights how characters embody conflicting motivations and how these tensions
drive the narrative forward. The analysis provides insight into the social and psychological dimensions
of the plays, emphasizing their complexity and depth.

6. Identity and Duality in Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

Examining themes of identity and duality, this book focuses on how Shakespeare’s problem plays
portray characters grappling with conflicting desires and social roles. It discusses the psychological
depth of the characters and the implications for understanding human nature. The study reveals how
the plays use duality to question notions of self and other.

7. Shakespeare’s Problem Plays: The Intersection of Politics and Personal Conflict



This volume analyzes the political undercurrents in Shakespeare’s problem plays, showing how
personal conflicts often mirror larger societal issues. It explores the tension between individual
desires and communal expectations, highlighting the plays’ relevance to political discourse. The book
provides a nuanced reading of how Shakespeare intertwines the personal and the political.

8. Performing Ambiguity: Staging Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

Focusing on the theatrical aspects, this book examines how directors and actors approach the
ambiguity and complexity of Shakespeare’s problem plays. It discusses staging, interpretation, and
audience reception, emphasizing the challenges and opportunities these plays present. The study
offers valuable insights into bringing Shakespeare’s nuanced characters and themes to life on stage.

9. The Role of Gender and Power in Shakespeare’s Problem Plays

This book investigates the interplay of gender and power dynamics within Shakespeare’s problem
plays. It analyzes how characters negotiate authority, identity, and social expectations, often leading
to tension and conflict. The author highlights the ways in which Shakespeare critiques and
complicates traditional gender roles through his complex characterizations and plot structures.
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