‘CLAUDIO IS THE TRUE VILLAIN OF THE PLAY - MUCH MORE SO THAN
DON JOHN.’

Via a plethora of misconceptions and rash decisions, the seemingly noble soldier can be
considered nigh tantamount in wrongdoing to the archetypal “plain dealing villain”. Through
his comedy Much Ado About Nothing, Shakespeare’s creates complex ambivalence around
the concept of villainy, prompting the viewer to note many facets of the human condition with
a series of inter-character parallels. The meaning of “true” itself, influences conclusions:
whether denoting truthfulness, honour or supremacy. The apparently antithetical, Florentine
pair of Count Claudio and Don John each cause undeniable harm, their vengeful actions
intending for, and leading to, grievous results. Nuance emerges however, when balancing
the callow impetuousness of Claudio with the spiteful vindictiveness of Don John, and the
ostracised, bastard state in which the malign half-brother lives. Indeed, genuine remorse,
and an apparent lack thereof at the play’s denouement further contribute to any and all
character evaluation undertaken, and subsequent moral differentiation.

Initially one must compare the deeds and consequences of the ostensibly criminal pair: each
perform similarly damning acts, plausibly earning the title of “villain”. Hero the object of the
play, in both infatuated “noting” and unscrupulous defamation, has her life potentially ruined
in equal part by the pair. Don John’s cunning plot being the catalyst for Hero’s unjust public
shaming, there is no question to his partial responsibility: with the assistance of his
companions, he propagates falsehoods, engenders mistrust and stages a multitude of
deceptions. Whether in characteristic incompetence or not, Dogberry, captain of the Watch,
argues that “Prince John is a villain.” If one were to follow that sentiment, echoed
unanimously once the “author of all” troubles is revealed to be the “canker” Duke, it would be
difficult to view him as anything less. Ironically however, John’s frequent lies, while
malevolent, are not dissimilar in practise to the benevolent deceptions undertaken by nearly
all in the play. In a similarly damaging manner, Claudio decides that he “will shame” Hero if
offered evidence of promiscuity, without so much as questioning her personally, and
continuing by publicly “slander[ing]” his chaste bride-to-be in front of all. While this is
somewhat a product of an intense 16™-century value placed upon virginity, such volatile
disposition renders Claudio responsible also, and lends credence to claims of his villainy.
The vengeful contributions of both the malicious instigator and the enraged accuser, without
which the plot could not have run its sour course, are substance to either being classed “the
true villain”.

Further insight can be gleaned by analysing the motivations of the two: while Claudio acts
from rash naivety, Don Pedro is driven by pure spite. Unlike other renowned villains in
Shakespeare’s cannon, such as lago in Othello, Don John does indeed possess
motivations.

Spurred by sardonic contempt for the “exquisite Claudio...who hath all the glory”, the
usurper of his half-brother Don Pedro’s affections, the self-proclaimed “plain- dealing villain”
seeks only to “vex”, laying waste to Hero as a mere tool in doing so. This impetus is
indubitably twisted, yet in the Duke’s pained tirade to his malcontent cabal, the audience is
invited to understand the reasoning behind such a mentality. Living in the “cage” of
illegitimacy that was so despised in Elizabethan times, the bastard “cannot hide” his blood,
tainted through no fault of his own. Perhaps a comment on his contemporary status quo,
Shakespeare thus provides avenue for sympathy for he who is “trusted with a muzzle”. By
Contrast, the youthful, homosocial Claudio is incited to act in such a way by his own
hotheadedness, and the patriarchal influence of those he respects. As voiced by Antonio,
albeit deceptively, Hero is “slander’d to death by villains”; the villains to which he refers are
the uncompromising, Claudio and Don Pedro, ruthless in their condemnation of her infidelity.
Although Claudio is the one to throw Hero to the ground in symbolic dismissal of the
compromised “rotten orange”, the Prince of Aragon must bear an element of onus for the
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manner in which he leverages his impressionable protégé. Evidenced in his prior eagerness
to bolster his own self-image as “the only love god”, Pedro’s self-righteous mentality, when
combined with his “much honour”, proves a powerful tool, or in this case sharp weapon, of
persuasion. Claudio’s lacking years are used in positive reference even before he appears,
“born himself beyond the promise of his age”, foreshadowing the limitations of such a man.
As such, for his less dishonest motives, and a naive, susceptibility of his inexperience,
Claudio is more true, and John more villain.

Claudio’s response to the ramifications of his actions is to make amends, whereas Don
John’s is one of malign cowardice, revealing layers of their characters. A bereft Claudio,
condemned, “you are a villain” by the converted Paduan, Benedick, and having witnessed,
although once again deception, the “death” of Hero, accepts responsibility. Remorseful, he
gifts Leonato his servitude, “do with me what you will, aware of the gravity of his actions.
Indicative of a truer, in terms of honour, propensity, this comportment elevates him morally,
out of the depths of villainy. Analogous repentance appears in Borachio, who admits himself
a “poor villain” in the face he whom he wronged, Leonato. “Desir[ing] nothing but the reward
of a villain”, an audience is inclined to respect such behaviour. Subsequently, a parallel
respect can be found for Claudio’s penitence. In damning contrast, one which solidifies the
guestion, Don John is unequivocally impenitent. Opting to “fle[e]” his judgement in
cowardice, he separates himself from the likes of Claudio and thus earns a moniker of villain
supreme. Amendment of wrongdoings somewhat absolves he who errs, the glaring lack
thereof in the bastard Duke’s case solidify his self-professed villainy.

While committing similarly cruel deeds, Claudio and Don John differ drastically in motivation,
values and character. For being a victim of deception himself, and the object of influence,
the younger man’s accountability is lessened. The malcontent, although tasked with filling an
shunned role in society, defines himself as evil, both vocally and through abject lack of
remorse. As such, Claudio is misdirected, yet true, while John holds the title of the true
villain.
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