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Handouts on The Comedy of Errors by William Shakespeare 

 

Defining Characteristics of Shakespearean Comedy in the play: The Comedy of 

Errors fits neatly into the broader genre of Shakespearean comedy through its use of 

mistaken identity, its thematic focus on reconciliation and social harmony, and its 

comic structure. While its reliance on farce and slapstick sets it apart from 

Shakespeare’s later, more nuanced comedies, it shares the same underlying comic 

devices that would define his work in the genre. As such, the play serves as an early 

blueprint for many of the themes and motifs that Shakespeare would revisit and refine 

throughout his career. 

1. Mistaken Identity and Chaos: One of the hallmark features of Shakespearean 

comedy is the use of mistaken identity to drive the plot and create humor. In The 

Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare pushes this to the extreme by having two sets of 

identical twins (Antipholus and Dromio) whose mistaken identities cause chaotic 

misunderstandings. This element of confusion is central to Shakespearean comedy, 

seen also in plays like Twelfth Night and As You Like It, where disguise and mistaken 

identity often lead to farcical situations and comedic tension. 

 

2. The motif of Reconciliation and restoration after chaos and disorder: Despite the 

farcical plot, The Comedy of Errors shares with Shakespeare’s other comedies a 

movement toward reconciliation and restoration of order. After the chaotic series of 

misunderstandings, the truth is revealed, and families are reunited, Antipholus of 

Syracuse, as a case in point, finds his long-lost twin brother, and Egeon is spared from 

execution. This motif of resolving chaos into harmony is a common conclusion in 

Shakespeare's comedies. In plays like Much Ado About Nothing and A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, misunderstandings, conflicts, and deceptions are eventually cleared 

up, leading to reunions, weddings, or social harmony. 

 

3. Love and Marriage: Although not as central as in other comedies, the themes of 

love and marriage are still present in The Comedy of Errors. The strained relationship 

between Antipholus of Ephesus and Adriana reflects typical Shakespearean 

explorations of marital conflict. By the end of the play, their relationship is on the 

mend, echoing the idea that true love will ultimately prevail. Shakespeare’s comedies 

often end with marriages or the reaffirmation of romantic relationships, symbolizing 

the renewal of social order. This resolution is less prominent in The Comedy of Errors 

than in plays like Twelfth Night or As You Like It, but it is still a key feature. 

 

 

 

4. Physical Comedy and Farce: The Comedy of Errors is one of Shakespeare’s most 



farcical plays, relying heavily on physical humor, slapstick, and fast-paced dialogue. 

The repeated beatings of Dromio, the chases, and the frantic misunderstandings 

contribute to the comedic effect. This reliance on farce distinguishes it from later 

comedies where wit and wordplay take precedence over physical humor (as seen in 

Much Ado About Nothing). Yet, this slapstick approach aligns the play with the 

traditions of Roman comedy, especially Plautus’s Menaechmi, which is the source for 

the plot. 

 

5. Exploration of Social Roles and Transforming Identity: Like many Shakespearean 

comedies, The Comedy of Errors explores social roles and identity, particularly the 

ways in which these are transformed by external circumstances (such as mistaken 

identity). The confusion between the two Antipholuses and the two Dromios raises 

questions about individuality and self-perception. In Shakespeare’s comedies, identity 

is often dynamic and subject to change, whether through disguise, Twelfth Night’s 

Viola or As You Like It’s Rosalind) or confusion. The Comedy of Errors deals with 

this theme in a more exaggerated, farcical way, using the twins to explore how identity 

can be manipulated by appearance alone. 

 

6. The Comic Structure: Structurally, The Comedy of Errors follows the classic comic 

structure of disorder followed by resolution. The characters are thrown into a state of 

chaos through the twin-related misunderstandings, but by the end, all is revealed, and 

social harmony is restored. This structure is typical of Shakespeare’s comedies, where 

conflicts often of romantic love or familial, are introduced, escalated, and then 

resolved in a satisfying and often humorous conclusion. 

 

7. Clowns in Shakespearean comedy plays: They often provide comic relief in 

Shakespeare's plays, diffusing tension in the plot through their humor, physicality, 

and foolishness. Their antics provide a break from more serious or love storylines and 

serve as a way to engage the audience through laughter. Their use of slapstick, 

wordplay, and absurd situations keeps the comic tone of the play light and lively. 

In The Comedy of Errors, the twin servants, Dromio of Syracuse and Dromio of 

Ephesus, take on the role of the clowns, contributing both to the physical slapstick 

humor and the verbal wordplay that drives much of the comedy in the play. The 

Dromios' interactions, particularly their confusion over mistaken identities, form the 

backbone of the play’s slapstick humor. They are constantly beaten, mocked, and 

misled by their masters and others, yet they continue to make light of their situations 

through jokes, puns, and exaggerated reactions. For example, in Act 2, Scene 2, when 

Dromio of Ephesus is beaten for not delivering the money (due to the mistaken identity 

with his twin), his bewilderment is used to create physical comedy and emphasize the 

absurdity of the situation. 



 

Dromio of Ephesus: 

"I am transformed, master, am I not?" 

Their exaggerated misunderstandings contribute to the play’s farcical 

nature, where the audience is aware of the twin confusion, but the characters 

are not. 

 

- Gender Roles and Marriage: A feminist interpretation of The Comedy of Errors 

focuses on the portrayal of women and the gender dynamics within the play, 

particularly how women are positioned in relation to men and how they navigate 

the patriarchal structures of society. Shakespeare explores the tension between 

traditional and progressive views of gender roles and marriage through the characters 

of Adriana and Luciana. Adriana’s assertiveness and desire for equality within 

marriage challenge patriarchal norms, while Luciana’s submission reflects the 

idealized feminine virtue of the time. This contrast allows Shakespeare to present a 

nuanced discussion on the roles of women in marriage, offering both a critique and 

reinforcement of contemporary gender dynamics within the comedic framework of 

the play. Through Adriana’s complaints and her eventual reconciliation with 

Antipholus, Shakespeare presents a subtle critique of marriage as a patriarchal 

institution. Adriana’s frustrations stem from her lack of control and her inability to 

change her husband’s behavior. Her complaints reveal how disempowering the 

conventional marital structure can be for women, particularly when their social status 

and security are tied to their husbands: 

 
“How comes it now, my husband, O, how comes it, 

That thou art then estranged from thyself?” (Act 2, Scene 2) 

 

Adriana’s assertiveness can be seen as a form of female resistance to patriarchal 

authority, especially in the way she openly expresses her dissatisfaction with her 

husband’s treatment of her. 

In contrast, Luciana represents the traditional view of femininity, advocating for 

female submission and patience in marriage. A feminist reading might critique 

Luciana’s passive acceptance of male authority, which reinforces the patriarchal 

expectation that women should endure mistreatment and remain loyal to their 

husbands: 

 
“A man is master of his liberty 

Time is their master, and, when they see time, 

They’ll go or come: if so, be patient, sister.” (Act 2, Scene 1) 

 

 



 

Luciana suggests that men are free to act as they please, and women must simply 

endure this without complaint. This advice reflects her deeply ingrained belief in the 

traditional gender hierarchy, where the wife must accept the husband’s authority and 

not challenge his actions. 

 

However, Adriana’s reconciliation with Antipholus at the end of the play reflects a 

return to the status quo. The resolution suggests that while the play allows for 

moments of resistance, it ultimately reinforces traditional gender roles, as Adriana 

accepts her place within the hierarchical structure of marriage. 

 

Despite the patriarchal framework, Adriana’s strong-willed character provides a 

subtle form of female empowerment. She does not passively accept her husband’s 

neglect but takes action to reclaim control over her marriage. In a sense, she 

demonstrates agency within the limitations of her role. By portraying Adriana as a 

woman who speaks out and asserts herself, Shakespeare complicates the idea of a 

passive, submissive wife. Adriana may ultimately reconcile with Antipholus, but her 

strong presence throughout the play challenges the audience to think about the 

limitations and expectations imposed on women within marriage. 

 

Critical interpretation related to the character of Nell, the kitchen wench: The 

grotesque, exaggerated description of Nell’s body raises issues of body shaming, 

Sexualization and objectification of Lower-Class Women. Her physical labor in the 

kitchen and her lower-class status make her a target of both gendered and class-based 

mockery, reflecting the intersectional nature of her oppression. Nell could be seen as 

alienated from her labor. Her work in the kitchen is vital for the running of the 

household, yet she is not respected for it. Instead, she is ridiculed and her physicality 

becomes a source of mockery. This aligns with the Marxist concept of the worker 

being alienated from the product of their labor and from their humanity. Her portrayal 

reflects both the female marginalization in a patriarchal society and the specific 

burdens placed on lower-class women. 

Dromio’s fear and repulsion at her advances are exaggerated for comic 

effect, but it also underscores the way working-class women are viewed as 

objects of desire or ridicule rather than individuals with autonomy. Nell’s 

role as a kitchen wench places her in a subordinate position not only 

economically but also socially, where she is seen as a lesser woman 

compared to characters like Adriana or Luciana. 


