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The concept of love as a cause of suffering; promoted or mocked?
In Twelfth Night, As You Like It and A Midsummer Night’s Dream
The ‘courtly love’ tradition influenced European literature for hundreds of years before Shakespeare’s time and is a concept of which Shakespeare would have been aware. The ‘courtly love’ relationship between a knight and his lady was modelled on the feudal relationship between a knight and his liege; the knight would serve his lady with the due respect and obedience with which he would serve his lord. The lady, therefore, was in complete control of the relationship as the dominant of the pair, whereas the knight was required to be submissive. ‘Courtly love’ could exist regardless of whether the lady knew of the knight’s love for her or indeed whether or not she loved him in return. As the knight was essentially a slave to the woman he desired, this tradition inspired notions of love as a disease which caused torment and suffering for the lover. Did Shakespeare stage this concept of love as a cause of suffering in a sympathetic light, or did he mock the idea?   
A fitting example of an allusion to the ‘courtly love’ tradition is provided by Viola in Twelfth Night, after she has been prompted by Olivia to give an account of the way in which Orsino loves her. Viola replies;
“With adorations, fertile tears,

 



With groans that thunder love, with sighs of fire.”

Twelfth Night I.V 210-11
The word “with” precedes all the mentioned expression of love with the exception of his “fertile tears”, which renders this phrase somewhat softer and less conspicuous; a trough in the melodramatic tone with which one can imagine this statement to be delivered. Although tone naturally varies in casual speech, this variation is of such a dramatic and obvious nature that it implies the speech to be rather too carefully crafted, suggesting that it has been tailored to evoke a certain response rather than depict the exact truth.

The description of “groans that thunder love” and “sighs of fire” appears too great in power to be assigned to the love-inspired sorrow of a mere mortal but rather lends itself more appropriately to be attributed to the emotional musings of one such as a mythical Greek God. It is far easier to conceive of Zeus emitting thunderous groans and sighs that invoke the elements than to imagine Orsino’s supposed suffering being so tremendously influential. Although it is clear that Viola’s account is composed of metaphorical descriptions and that she does not hope to convince the audience or Olivia that Orsino is suffering so acutely with unrequited love that he actually breathes fire as he sighs, her metaphors seem a little over-ambitious and too noticeably rehearsed to be taken as representing truth. Her phrase is indeed very poetical and beautiful in a literary sense, but does it accurately and truthfully reflect a case of suffering due to love on Orsino’s part? Do we believe that he is suffering as severely as her speech implies? The possibility that she is in fact portraying Orsino’s emotional state with utmost accuracy becomes even more remote when this quotation is considered in the context of the plot; if Orsino is suffering so intensely as his love for Olivia is so strong and immovable, why is it that as soon as he discovers her marriage to Sebastian and is made aware of Viola’s affections for him, he can quite easily and happily transfer his affections from Olivia to Viola and accept Viola for his wife instead? Even if Orsino was fickle with his affections, this still would not account for such ease in his transference of love if he in fact loved Olivia with the painful passion that Viola implies. We cannot, therefore, accept Viola’s words as serious and honest as her portrayal of Orsino’s suffering is so dramatic that it can only be assumed to be false. 
Viola provides yet another poetic account of the pains of love in a speech directed to Orsino, in which she could arguably be considering her own silent unrequited love and the consequences to which it could lead should it remain silent;
 “She never told her love,

But let concealment like a worm i’th’bud

Feed on her damask cheek, She pined in thought,

And sat like Patience on a monument,

Smiling at grief. Was this not love indeed?”

Twelfth Night II.IV 106-10

The utter absurdity of “let[ting]” the “worm” of unspoken, unrequited love “feed on” oneself is almost unbearable. This sense of ludicrousness is heightened by the suggestion that the girl would patiently continue to allow this love to eat away at her, whilst “smiling at grief”. Who, in their right mind would seem so warmly welcoming to an emotional pain that they themselves could remove? The answer is, of course, no-one, which is why Viola acknowledges the ridiculous nature of her tale with the sarcastic conclusion “Was this not love indeed?” 
Yet again has Shakespeare portrayed the notion of suffering from love in a rather absurd and slightly unbelievable light. Did he not stage this notion with a sense of sincerity and perhaps, sympathy?

Lysander certainly offers an interpretation of love that he appears to genuinely believe, “The course of true love never did run smooth;” A Midsummer Night’s Dream I.I.134. This does indeed seem as though it would be said with conviction an understanding, not portrayed in the cynical tone that we have seen with the previous accounts of the difficulties of love. It does not, however, necessarily imply suffering due to love, it merely suggests that there are obstacles in a relationship of love. His approach then, as serious and genuine as it may seem to be, cannot be considered as an instance in which Shakespeare stages a promotion of the concept of love as a cause of suffering.
In Twelfth Night, As You Like It and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, love is considered as a specific form of psychological trauma; madness. Olivia likens herself to Malvolio as he is considered to be ‘mad’ due to his constant smiling;








“I am as mad as he

If sad and merry madness equal be.”

Twelfth Night III.IV 14-5
She deems herself as suffering from “sad” “madness” as a result of her unrequited love though we cannot take her statement at face value as it assumes, if she is indeed as mad as Malvolio, that “sad” is synonymous with “merry”, though by definition they are opposites. Rosalind forms a similar link between love and madness, though hers is far more absurd and notably more comical:
“Love is merely a madness and, I tell you, deserves as well a

 dark-house and a whip as madmen do; and the reason why they are

 

 not so punished and cured is that lunacy is so ordinary that the

 whippers are in love too.”

As You Like It III.III.331-4
Rosalind constructs this ridiculous interpretation of the love as a wide-spread epidemic of lunacy in an attempt to get Orlando to woo her under the pretense of curing him of his own ‘lunacy’. Her explanation for the lack of a supposedly much needed institution to cure lovers is that “lunacy is so ordinary that the whippers are in love too.” The cyclical nature of this apparently inescapable madness is reflected in her speech, in which she begins with “Love” and closes with “love too” so that even her discourse itself is trapped within the lunacy of love. Not only does the audience not believe her fantastical account of love but we can assume that she does not either as if she did, she would not tell this to Orlando, in whom she wishes to encourage love for herself. This is the second instance in which love as a form of madness is depicted as a hugely bizarre exaggeration of the actual experience of love itself.

Puck also speaks of a “sad” madness but specifies that it is generated by Cupid’s “knavish” play;
“Here she comes, curst and sad.

 Cupid is a knavish lad

 Thus to make poor females mad.”

A Midsummer Night’s Dream III.II 439-41

As in the case of Olivia and Rosalind, we cannot take Puck’s words seriously as he appears to blame Cupid for Hermia’s depressed and exhausted state though the audience knows that it was in fact Oberon and Puck himself who manipulated the passions of the four characters (Demetrius, Helena, Hermia and Lysander) and that it was not Cupid at all. It is conceivable, therefore, that Puck is being far from sympathetic and serious but rather that he is humorously muttering to himself, mocking mortals’ love and the trivial pains that they complain it causes them – females in particular, who claim to have become “curst”, “sad” and “mad”.
Puck is not the only character who considers the role of Cupid, who is portrayed in a similarly unflattering light by Helena;
 “Love looks with no eyes, but with the mind,

 



 And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.

 Nor hath love’s mind of any judgement taste;

 Wings, and no eyes, figure unheedy haste;

 And therefore is love said to be a child

 Because in choice he is so oft beguiled.

 As waggish boy in game forswear,

 So the boy Love is perjured everywhere…”

A Midsummer Night’s Dream I.I 234-41

Shakespeare is alluding to the common depiction of a blind Cupid in renaissance and medieval art and literature. This notion, as it was considered then and by Helena, stems partly from the myth which implies that his arrows hit or miss at random and partly from the idea that it is the sensual nature of love that they provoke. The aspect of love to which Helena intends to refer is the idea of its unpredictability in that one person could fall for another at any given moment, without reason and despite circumstances. She curses Cupid for being so unreasonable as he causes suffering to many lovers due to this “unheedy haste” and “waggish” nature. 
Such a blind, hasty, whimsical and irrational Cupid is a most unfortunate notion indeed as should the governor of love act without reason, care or thought, many a mishap would happen and many a lover would suffer – as appears to be the case for Helena. As tragic as this seems, there is undoubtedly something comical about the image of a young, blind Cupid, absentmindedly flying around, carelessly bumping into things and happily shooting his arrows every which way, which land themselves in unsuspecting humans who consequently desire the first person they see. Once again, Shakespeare has given us a sense of wryness in his staging of love as a cause of suffering.
Oberon also calls upon the myth of Cupid as the cause for suffering in love, though his portrayal implies that Cupid’s arrows themselves leave a wound. This suggests that the suffering is rather more immediate than what we can grasp to be the case in Helena’s account, in which it seems that it is the lack of reason and the circumstances of the love that eventually lead to suffering, not the immediate contact with love itself;
 “Yet marked I where the bolt of Cupid fell: 





   It fell upon a little western flower,

 


  Before, milk-white; now purple with love’s wound…”

 


 A Midsummer Night’s Dream II.I 164-6

Oberon’s language begins in the abstract realms of the metaphorical “a little western flower”, rendering his allusion to “love’s wound” to be accepted as rather obscure and exaggerative. The audience does not truly believe that love has caused an emotional sufferance that can be likened realistically to a physical arrow-wound. It seems so melodramatic that it cannot be accepted as accurate and serious, much like Orlando’s similar reference to the wounds inflicted by love;
“ROSALIND

I thought thy heart had been wounded with the claws of a lion.
 ORLANDO 

Wounded it is, but with the eyes of a lady.”
 As You Like It V.II.18-20

This is particularly typical of the ‘courtly love’ tradition; the male has been wounded by a mere glance from the object of his desires, who from that moment holds great power over him. It seems, however, that rather than staging this tradition genuinely, as a serious representation of the literary convention, it is in fact a parody of the works of literature that promote the concept of ‘courtly love’. Rosalind speaks of “wounded” in relation to a near-fatal encounter with a lion, a very serious and dangerous event that almost resulted in Orlando’s death. Having recently been mauled by a lion, we can hardly expect Orlando to be honestly rating suffering in love above his traumatic and presumably very painful physical experience. What is more likely, however, is that Orlando is attempting to raise both Rosalind’s and his own spirits with a humourous comment, alluding to his love for Rosalind, the subject over which they have bonded. The melodramatic nature of his play of the word “wounded” can therefore be assumed to have been employed for a comical purpose, even though it is founded upon the truth of his love. His comment then, consists of two components; the truth concerning his love for Rosalind and the fictional idea of this love having caused him suffering more significant than his physical wounds. 
Not only do the characters subtly mock the concept of suffering due to love in relation to themselves, but they take pleasure in observing each others apparently trivial misfortunes. Puck lightly and jokingly comments on the chaos of which he was the instigator, through his manipulation of Lysander’s affections;
“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 III.II 110-15

He labels the entire situation a “pageant”, a spectacle to be watched for entertainment. This is the antithesis of the approach to love taken by literature of the ‘courtly love’ tradition, in which authors would be sympathetic towards the suffering lovers. Puck considers such suffering as mortals behaving as “fools”, though we cannot sure the exact reason that he calls them this. Perhaps humans are foolish in his opinion because their apparent pain is easily avoidable- it is possible to love without suffering; perhaps he believes that mortals do suffer inescapably from love, but believe that it is far less painful than they believe it to be; or perhaps he believes that they delude themselves into believing they are suffering when they are not. Whatever the reason for his derogatory terming of mortals as “fools”, it all points to the same conclusion; he does not consider the concept of love as a cause of suffering as a serious issue, on the contrary, he mocks it as insignificant, finding it to be a trivial amusement there for his entertainment. 
Puck is not the only character who speaks of an instance of professed unrequited love as a pageant – Corin makes a similar reference; 
 “If you will see a pageant truly played

  Between the pale complexion of true love

  And the red glow of scorn and proud disdain…”

 As You Like It III.V. 43-5

His description of Silvius as having a “pale complexion” heightens the sense of a painful love as it invokes the myth that lovers’ sighs took blood from the heart. But any potentially sympathetic tone to the sufferance of lovers has been previously undercut by categorizing the situation as a “pageant”. Shakespeare, then, appears to mock and undermine the conventions of the courtly love tradition; more specifically, the concept of love as a cause of suffering. There are countless instances in which this light ridicule occurs;
 “It is easy to count atomies as to resolve the propositions of a lover…”

 As You Like It III.III. 194

Celia jokingly mocks Rosalind’s abundant questioning, claiming that resolving the problems of a lover suffering from incessant need for questioning the situation of their loved one is about as easy as counting atoms. Nevertheless, (as she of course does not truly believe this comparison), she resolves to quite easily and therefore ironically, satisfy Rosalind’s need for knowledge. Similarly, Silvius renders a lover comically absurd in his or her actions;
 “If thou remembrest not the slightest folly

 That ever love did make thee run into,

 Thou hast not loved.”

 As You Like It II.IV.28-30
He claims that one has not loved until love has caused you to act in a seemingly irrational and ridiculous manner, pressing “folly” neatly into the definition of love itself.
Rosalind aptly summarises the attitude towards the concept of love as a cause of suffering within one speech;

“The poor world is almost six

thousand years old and in all this time there was not any man died

in his own person, videlicet, in a love-cause…








men have died from time to time-

and worms have eaten them – but not for love.”

As You Like It IV.I.75-7, 84-5
Her common –sense view teaches that although many people claim to suffer greatly from love and attribute all manner of suffering to the concept of love, no one has ever died from it. Not only does this mock the notion that love causes suffering, but it could be viewed as a speech directed at those who complain of love – induced suffering, telling them that they should stop complaining because in the history of human existence, nobody has ever died from love, so what are they complaining about? 
Although there are many more instances within these plays and across Shakespeare’s dramas in which the notion of love as a cause of suffering is considered, there is already abundant evidence from which a solid conclusion may be drawn. Shakespeare stages characters who lament apparent suffering that they believe to be caused by their love, but all of these laments are ridiculous and unconvincing, especially as the characters themselves find them to be so. It is evident, therefore, that the concept of love as a cause of suffering is not promoted but mocked in Twelfth Night, As You Like It and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
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