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The Four Stages of Comedy: A Structural Tool for Analyzing Shakespeare’s Comedies

Conflict → Complication → Clarification → Celebration
Generally, all comedies will have these four components to some degree. Keep in mind that these questions are merely tools to help you identify the structural aspects of the play that require our critical attention. What usually happens – in my experience – is that the process of answering the following questions takes us very quickly into more interesting questions of theme, characterization, and cultural work.

The first scene or scenes of a play establish the conflicts that the action of the play will have to resolve somehow. Complication – often the result of someone’s misguided attempt to ameliorate the conflict – is usually the main business of the play. Clarification – successful resolution to the conflict – may happen very rapidly near the end of the play, or may require more time to effect. Sometimes multiple clarifications are required to resolve multiple conflicts; some apparent clarifications turn out to be false ones. Most comedies end with a celebration of some sort. In many comedies, the celebration takes the form of a marriage or multiple marriages, which archetypal criticism has read as symbolic of social renewal with the promise of birth. Other ways of marking celebration include dancing, feasting, and christenings. Note that the celebration might be deferred or implied.

Questions to ask about Conflict.
1. What are the conflicts in the play?
2. Are they pre-existing conflicts, or are they created at the outset of the play?

3. If there is more than one conflict, is it possible to solve all of them compatibly?

4. What would have to change in order for everybody to be happy?

Questions to ask about Complication
1. What precipitates the complication?

2. What kinds of social inversions do we see in the complication stage? [Note that Renaissance society was complexly hierarchical. The hierarchies of man/woman, king/people, master/servant, parent/child, teacher/student often came into conflict in individual relationships.]
3. How threatening are these inversions to the social order?

4. Are the characters themselves disturbed by the inversions? [In their responses, we can see if the limits of the culture are being tested.]
Questions to ask about Clarification
1. When does the clarification happen and how long does it take?

2. How is the resolution effected?

3. Who, if anyone, has the power to unravel the trouble and restore order?

4. Does the clarification involve the expulsion of a troublesome person? 
Questions to ask about Celebration 

1. Is anybody left out of the celebration?

2. Is the celebration equally happy for everybody?

3. Does everybody get what he/she wants? Do some people have to compromise for the good of the community?

4. Are all the problems solved? What is overlooked?
With thanks to Dr. Marta Straznicky, Queen’s University, for the 4C concept
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