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SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

The Merry Wives of Windsor – Words, Words, Words 
 

The Merry Wives of Windsor enjoys a schizophrenic reputation. There are 

those, and they tend to be on the theatrical side of the two Shakespearean cultures, 

who think it is wonderful. Can’t get enough of it. And then there are those, and they 

tend to be on the academic side, who are profoundly embarrassed by it. This second 

attitude leads to the relentless pedalling of the idea that Elizabeth I commissioned 

Shakespeare to make Falstaff, whom she had adored in the Henry IV plays, the star of 

a new play. “It’s ok everyone, Shakespeare had no choice but to write this play.” 

Well, maybe, maybe not. 

Where do I stand? The Merry Wives of Windsor is not a very good play. There, 

I’ve said it. Ideas are scarce, the plot is not the sort of thing to make mad the guilty 

and appal the free, the stylistic innovations don’t lean out of the page and grab you by 

the neck-tie. But this is not a play that I wish to spend fifteen minutes denouncing, 

because I cannot help adoring the comedy of the language. And it is for that reason 

that I’m going to suggest a slight change of emphasis for this particular podcast. 

I’m going to spend a lot of this series trying to convince you that a given 

aspect of Shakespeare is for something else. That Henry VIII is a training exercise for 

John Fletcher, that Romeo and Juliet is a protest against poetic fashions, that Titus 

Andronicus is a brand-launch. I will repeatedly couple the meaning of the play with 

something outside it. On this occasion, I am going to resist that formula. To beef up 

the intellectual muscle of this play, people have talked about it being a comic 

exploration of tragic themes, for example. They have compared Master Ford to 

Othello and have talked about jealousy and revenge, but these seem to me to be such 

tangential associations as to be a frankly spurious discussion of the play as a whole. 

The Merry Wives of Windsor is a play unto itself, and I intend to take it on its own 

terms. 

So, I’m going to let the language and the comedy speak for themselves as 

much as possible. If this podcast starts to sound like a radio play with one man 

playing all the parts, so be it. When you’re confronted with The Merry Wives of 
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Windsor, all you can really do is take pleasure, and I think, for what it’s worth, that 

Shakespeare probably had quite a lot of fun writing it as well. 

We could probably do with a sprinkling of structure, so I think it’s best that we 

focus on three especially enjoyable kinds of language in this play, and I’m going to 

explain them here so that I can leave the explanations behind and we can focus our 

attentions on enjoying the sound of Shakespeare. 

The first of these areas is the ironic pleasure of hearing words come from a 

mouth to which they do not belong. Specifically, classical references. Shakespeare is 

saturated with the classics, but by and large the classical references are appropriate to 

the characters who use them. That is to say that when Macbeth talks about Ancient 

Rome, the comparison is credible. In this deeply provincial play, such references are, 

quite literally, out of character. The chief examples in this play are Nym and Ford. 

The second area is the language of foreigners. There are three accents in this 

play. English, French and Welsh. Shakespeare regularly plays off regional and 

national stereotypes for comic effect, and The Merry Wives of Windsor is no 

exception. The French doctor and Welsh parson are funny in all the usual ways that 

comic foreign characters usually are, but in making them ridiculous Shakespeare also 

gives them some of the best gags in the play. 

The final and finest area, is Falstaff. Falstaff is a giant of a character, as well 

as being a giant of a man. And in this play, his linguistic playfulness is given free 

reign. We are given a portrait of a man whose default action is to make a witticism. 

Whether in crisis or in triumph, a pun is always appropriate to Falstaff. 

So, I’ll refer back to these points occasionally, but if you were expecting to 

make a few notes on the rest of this podcast that will help you limp through a seminar 

next week, stop writing. Pens down, and let us just take immense pleasure in the 

sound of one word on another, the wit of Shakespeare and the myriad joys of 

language. 

 

Falstaff intends to seduce the Merry Wives of the title, and he recruits his 

followers Nym and Pistol into the task. But they have other plans, and intend to reveal 

his seduction to the husbands of the relevant wives. Pistol describes his intention thus: 

 

And I to Ford shall eke unfold 

How Falstaff, varlet vile, 
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His dove will prove, his gold will hold, 

And his soft couch defile. 

 

There’s such an irresistible bounce in the rhythm there, but such heightened style is 

also ridiculous in his mouth. His exit line, speaking to Nym, is ‘Thou art the Mars of 

Malcontents. I second thee. Troop on.’ They are mocking the self-aggrandising 

speech style of their master Sir John Falstaff, of course, but also seem to have caught 

something of his pleasure in language. 

The same sort of thing happens when Ford, flushed with a breakthrough 

regarding his wife’s supposed infidelity, vows to ‘pluck the borrowed veil of modesty 

from the so-seeming Mistress Page, divulge Page himself for a secure and wilful 

Actaeon; and to these violent proceedings all my neighbours shall cry aim.’ Actaeon, 

as you may know, accidentally walked in on Diana, the goddess of the hunt, bathing. 

She turned him into a stag, and he was chased and torn apart by his own hounds. The 

image of the antlered stag chimes with the horns of the cuckold. Nasty way to go. 

Anyway, just as Ford is saying the wrong thing literally because his wife is perfectly 

faithful, he is also saying the wrong thing metaphorically. Flying off the handle 

referring to Actaeon is an absurd way for this middle-class character to behave, but it 

is the language which alerts us to that and which is the fun bit here. 

 

Let us turn our attention to the rich comic pickings of the foreigners in this 

play. Doctor Caius, the Frenchman, has some inspired one-liners. His ‘oath’, the thing 

he says when he wants really to drive a point home, which seems to be once about 

every thirty seconds, is ‘By God’. Shakespeare writes this ‘By-gar’, G-A-R, which if 

you say it quickly enough is By-gar, which I think must surely be meant to sound like 

the English word Bugger. Surely? So, regardless of circumstance, Doctor Caius is 

buggering things left, right and centre: 

 

Bygar, I 

vill kill de Jack priest; and I have appointed mine 

host of de Jarteer to measure our weapon. Bygar, I 

will myself have Anne Page. 

 



 4 

He continues in this emphatic vein for much of the play, reinforcing the idea of 

Frenchmen as over-excitable, randy fellows prone to hot-blooded decisions. The 

summit of his comic language, however, comes when he does nothing less banal than 

add himself to a list of people. Master Page invites his friends to go hunting. Two 

people accept his invitation and then, in a moment of blissfully unwitting scatological 

humour, Caius utters the immortal line: 

 

If dere be one or two, I shall make-a the turd. 

 

Remember that line next time somebody tells you Shakespeare is a very serious 

dramatist. He’s put a poo pun in there; how much less serious do you want? The other 

silly foreigner is Sir Hugh Evans. Allow me to give you a taster; 

 

I will knog 

his urinals about his knave's costard when I have 

good opportunities for the ‘ork. 

 

And I’m toning it down. The rough translation of that is ‘I will hit him around the 

head as soon as I have a chance to do so’. Shakespeare, revelling in the musicality of 

a regional accent, turns a threat of violence into a comic party-piece. 

I said that there are three accents in this play. There are also three languages; 

English, French and Latin. In the first scene of Act IV, Sir Hugh Evans teaches Latin 

to a boy called William. The combination of a Welsh accent and linguistic 

terminology produces one especially glorious moment. Sir Hugh asks William about 

the cases that a Latin noun can be in, and when it comes to the vocative case, Sir 

Hugh, silencing Mistress Quickly at the start, says 

 

Leave your prabbles, ‘oman. What is the focative case, William? 

 

What a difference a vowel makes. That’s a great line, but Sir Hugh’s finest piece of 

linguistic acrobatics comes towards the end of the play, when he describes Sir John 

Falstaff in theses terms: 
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given to fornications, and to taverns and sack, 

and wine and metheglins, and to drinkings, and 

swearings and starings, pribbles and prabbles! 

 

It is a list not only about Falstaff, but worthy of his verbal creativity. 

When Falstaff dreams up his plan to seduce Mistress Page and Mistress Ford, 

he explains it to his associates, Nym and Pistol. I’ll read you the opening exchange. 

Falstaff begins with ‘My honest lads, I will tell you what I am about.’ 

‘Two yards and more.’ 

‘No quips now, Pistol. Indeed, I am in the waist two yards about. But I am 

now about no waste – I am about thrift.’ 

What a wonderful density of punning. In the course of a handful of words, we 

have had a domino-effect of jokes, and I am sitting here in simple wonder at the 

beauty of the way ‘about’ topples into ‘about’ topples into ‘waist’ topples into ‘waste’ 

topples into ‘thrift’. 

But not all of the pleasure of this play’s language is in identifiable jokes. As a 

parting gift, I want to read at length from one of Falstaff’s speeches in this play. When 

Falstaff is trapped in Ford’s house, Mistress Ford tells him to hide in a huge basket of 

filthy laundry. He is then carried out by her servants, right under the nose of her 

jealous husband. Both men are outwitted by the merry wives, but Falstaff is given the 

honour of describing his escape. This is made all the funnier by the fact that Falstaff is 

describing these events to Master Ford, who has disguised himself as one Master 

Brook to get into the philanderer’s company. Falstaff begins alone: 

 

Have I lived to be carried in a basket, like a 

barrow of butcher's offal, and to be thrown in the 

Thames? Well, if I be served such another trick, 

I'll have my brains ta'en out and buttered, and give 

them to a dog for a new-year's gift. The rogues 

slighted me into the river with as little remorse as 

they would have drowned a blind bitch's puppies, 

fifteen i' the litter: and you may know by my size 

that I have a kind of alacrity in sinking; if the 

bottom were as deep as hell, I should down. I had 
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been drowned, but that the shore was shelvy and 

shallow,--a death that I abhor; for the water swells 

a man; and what a thing should I have been when I 

had been swelled! I should have been a mountain of mummy. 

 

Once Ford/Brook has entered, Falstaff carries on. 

 

Being thus crammed in the basket, a couple of Ford's 

knaves were called forth by their 

mistress to carry me in the name of foul clothes to 

Datchet-lane: they took me on their shoulders; met 

the jealous knave their master in the door, who 

asked them once or twice what they had in their 

basket: I quaked for fear, lest the lunatic knave 

would have searched it; but fate, ordaining he 

should be a cuckold, held his hand. Well: on went he 

for a search, and away went I for foul clothes. But 

mark the sequel, Master Brook: I suffered the pangs 

of three several deaths; first, an intolerable 

fright, to be detected with a jealous rotten 

bell-wether; next, to be compassed, like a good 

bilbo, in the circumference of a peck, hilt to 

point, heel to head; and then, to be stopped in, 

like a strong distillation, with stinking clothes 

that fretted in their own grease: think of that,--a 

man of my kidney,--think of that,--that am as subject 

to heat as butter; a man of continual dissolution 

and thaw: it was a miracle to scape suffocation. 

And in the height of this bath, when I was more than 

half stewed in grease, like a Dutch dish, to be 

thrown into the Thames, and cooled, glowing hot, 

in that surge, like a horse-shoe; think of 

that,--hissing hot,--think of that, Master Brook. 
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I scribbled in the margin next to that speech that Falstaff is the comic equivalent of 

Hamlet. Every phrase there is packed to the gunwales with sound. The verbs alone are 

a symphony; buttered, slighted, drowned, crammed, quaked, searched, fretted. Yes of 

course in the grip of existential crisis Hamlet is a comfort, but there are also times 

when all I really want to do is bathe in the warm glow, the magisterially frothy verbal 

landscape of The Merry Wives of Windsor. 

 

Thank you for listening to this fifteen-minute frolic. Next time, I’ll be ticking off 

Timon of Athens, notwithstanding an intermediary Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare. 

Until then, farewell. 


