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    William Shakespeare was an English playwright and poet, and is generally considered the most influential writer in the English language. He worked in several modes including comedy, history, tragedy, the narrative poem and the sonnet, and was active during an extraordinary flowering of creativity during the Elizabethan Renaissance – not just as a playwright, but also as an actor and as the eventual co-owner of the Globe theatre in London. Shakespeare spent 20 years in London, where he wrote all of his famous works and staged them with his own acting company, The King’s Men, and others. Shakespeare’s plays are universal in their scope, as they explore all the complexities of the human experience, from politics to love and death. Played constantly all around the world and revered for their complex characters and deft use of language, Shakespeare’s plays are now considered one of the crowning jewels of English and international literary heritage.

  


  
    LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST


    COMIC DRAMA


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (1998) Love’s Labour’s Lost. London: The Arden Shakespeare.


      	1st edition: 1598 (Quarto)


      	Themes: masculinity and femininity, sex, love, education and learning, literature and language, fantasy and reality, humanity and nature

    


    The young King of Navarre (a medieval kingdom located on the border between present-day Spain and France) and his three companions decide to swear off the company of women and instead study and fast for three years. Their plans are soon complicated by the arrival of the Princess of France and her own retinue of young female companions. One of Shakespeare’s early comedies, first performed in 1597 and published the following year, it is one of the works in which we see Shakespeare beginning to experiment with the form and language of comedy. Given that Shakespeare took the vast majority of his plots from existing stories or sources, Love’s Labour’s Lost is unusual in that it has no obvious sources, although there are parallels to recent historical figures in the King and his nobles. The play is known for being one of Shakespeare’s less popular comedies, most likely due to its heavy reliance on wordplay and references which no longer mean much to a contemporary audience. However, it has been staged, filmed and adapted with fascinating results, and has its own unique qualities to uncover.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE KING OF NAVARRE’S VOW


    King Ferdinand of Navarre and his friends, the lords Berowne, Dumaine and Longaville, take a collective, solemn vow to study and fast for three whole years and renounce hedonistic pleasures, including the pursuit of women. Berowne is the only one who is not overly keen to pursue philosophy at the expense of all else, but his friends successfully persuade him to try. Women are to stay at least a mile away from the court, and the rule applies to all men of the court, not merely the four would-be philosophers.


    THE RULE IS BROKEN


    The King’s rule is broken straight away: a Spanish visitor, Don Armado, tells him that Costard, the court jester, has been seen flirting in the parks with Jacquenetta, a local girl. Costard is punished and Don Armado is entrusted to lord and watch over him. However, Armado has fallen in love with Jacquenetta himself, confessing to his page-boy Moth that he was in fact the one flirting with her in the park. He writes the girl a letter and makes Costard deliver it for him.


    THE PRINCESS OF FRANCE AND HER LADIES ARRIVE


    The Princess of France and her three attending ladies have arrived at Navarre to discuss politics in place of her father, the King. However, since women are forbidden to come within a mile of the palace, they have to make camp a distance away. The Princess is of course deeply annoyed. Upon visiting the French ladies at their camp, the King and his friends each fall deeply in love. Ferdinand falls for the Princess, of course; Berowne for Rosaline; Dumaine for Katharine; and Longaville for Maria.


    Berowne now writes a letter to Rosaline, and Costard is again used as an intermediary to deliver it. However, the illiterate Costard substitutes Don Armado’s letter to Jacquenetta by accident and gives the letter intended for Rosaline to Jacquenetta instead. Jacquenetta is also illiterate and so visits the pedantic scholars Holofernes and Sir Nathaniel to decipher it for her. They tell Jacquenetta that she must tell the King, as it is a love-letter from Lord Berowne, meaning he has broken his vow.


    VOWS FALL APART


    Back at court, the men quickly reveal to one another that in their hearts they have each betrayed the vow. Berowne overhears the King speaking of his love for the Princess. However, Longaville then enters, and both Berowne and the King conceal themselves to overhear him recite words of love he has written to Maria. Dumaine then enters and Longaville also hides, so that all three overhear Dumaine read his own sonnet to Katharine. Longaville emerges from his hiding-place and tells Dumaine that he is not alone in his forbidden, conflicted love. The King then reappears and roundly scolds the two for breaking their oath, but Berowne finally reappears and reveals that the King is also in love – with the Princess.


    Jacquenetta and Costard appear with Berowne’s letter and accuse him of treason and betrayal. Berowne admits that he wrote the letter and that he is indeed in love with Rosaline. The circle of betrayal is therefore complete, and with deep feeling and poetry, Berowne declares that all of philosophy and study is as nothing compared to the pursuit of love. Stirred by his words, his friends agree to abandon their studies and pursue romance.


    DISGUISES AND MORE DISGUISES


    The four men, however, decide to try and conduct their courtship without being recognised. They ask Holofernes to prepare an entertainment for the ladies in their camp, then dress, visit and court the ladies disguised as Russians (Muscovites, out of Moscow). Boyet, a mischievous French lord, has overheard their scheme and informs the women, who decide to trick the men in turn by disguising themselves as each other. When the men return again dressed as themselves, they are ridiculed and humbled by the ladies. The men apologise and couple up.


    A PLAY-WITHIN-A-PLAY, AND A DOWNBEAT ENDING


    The couples watch a Masque-like performance by Holofernes, Sir Nathaniel, Costard, Moth and Don Armado dealing with the Nine Worthies, mythical figures of chivalry from the Middle Ages. The performance is poor and is heckled by the four lords and Boyet. Don Armado and Costard break from their roles and begin to abuse one another, with Costard revealing that Armado has gotten Jacquenetta pregnant. Before a likely fist-fight can break out between the two, news arrives that the Princess’s father, the King of France, has died. The Princess must leave immediately and take her ladies with her, since she must assume the role of Queen. The ladies inform the men that, if their love is true, they must wait for them a year and a day. The men enthusiastically agree, and Don Armado announces a similar oath to Jacquenetta, and hopes to win the lords over to his side by serenading them. Thus ends the play.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    FERDINAND, KING OF NAVARRE


    Proud and intellectually ambitious for himself and his three companions, Ferdinand never displays very kingly qualities. His power in the seemingly isolated and bucolic Kingdom of Navarre grants him the privilege to give himself over to intellectual pursuits while neglecting his political duties (such as welcoming the Princess of France instead of banishing her to a camp outside the court) and overlooking the exploits of foolish figures such as Don Armado. It also becomes clear that the King has neither the determination nor the intelligence to become a great philosopher, since he falls helplessly in love with the Princess as soon as he sees her; his verses are also terrible, though he is unaware of it. Ferdinand does change, arguably for the better: his immature and impracticable early dreams of achieving immortality through his scholarly accomplishments give way to a more mature acceptance of humbly waiting for a year and a day for the return of his apparent ‘true love’, the Princess. However, as with most of the characters in Love’s Labour’s Lost, the King’s character is rather thinly drawn, and we are left with quite a few questions as to whether he or his friends have the necessary character to uphold their vows.


    BEROWNE


    One of the King’s three lords who agree to join him in his attempt to become a renowned scholar by renouncing the company of women. Berowne is the least willing to agree to this restriction, the only one who seems to see its impracticality, and the first to become undone by love for Rosaline. Berowne is recognised as the most intelligent of Navarre’s nobles, a fact which he himself recognises and turns to a penchant for mockery, the targets of which include the King and his other noble friends. Berowne takes a more realistic and cynical view of the King’s lofty pursuits, and yet is associated with the more natural, earthy and pleasurable side of life. In a play with a great focus on the games and plays of language, Berowne is most verbose and eloquent speaker, with the most lines and speeches in the play. It thus makes sense for him to fall for the fast-talking and quick-witted Rosaline, although he is initially mocked by the others for falling for a woman with a dark complexion.


    LONGAVILLE


    Longaville, a tall nobleman, is another of the three lords who swears the King’s oath. While he admires Berowne and aspires to his wit and charm, he is more willing to follow and believe in the King’s plan. He eventually falls in love with Maria and, like the other lords and the King, both writes terrible poems to his love and mocks his friends for doing so. Maria agrees to marry him before she departs with the Princess, and Longaville is left bereft at the length of their separation.


    DUMAINE


    Dumaine is the best-looking (according to his chosen lover, Katharine) and the youngest of the lords. He is also the most immature and the worst writer of the lot.


    BOYET


    Full of gossip, Boyet is a French lord whose main role in the plot is to inform the men of the arrival of the ladies and the ladies of the Muscovite disguises the men have adopted to court them. He loves to laugh and mock, rather like the King and his friends, although they tend not to warm to him. He mostly matches wits good-naturedly with the ladies, and shows himself to be sympathetic, older and wiser than the younger men in the play.


    DON ADRIANO DE ARMADO


    Don Armado is, like the King and the lords, very full of himself and has pretensions to greatness. This is reflected in his puffed-up (but error-laden) rhetoric and attempts at high-flown speech. However, he repeats himself a great deal, spends a long time getting to the point, mistakes some words for others and makes a whole lot up. He believes himself to be a close friend of the King’s while in fact being a figure of fun for the other men at court. He is also a vain dandy, typically a figure Shakespeare loved to poke fun at. He is in love with the illiterate Jacquenetta and greatly relies on his page-boy Moth for conversation and errands, although Moth is clearly the wittier of the two. However, while Armado is a foolish figure, he is written with a more light-hearted affection than some of Shakespeare’s other satirical or comic foils and adds to the general atmosphere of bumbling absurdity around the court of Navarre. When he is exposed for having impregnated Jacquenetta, he repents and vows to renounce his status, do the honourable thing and marry her. It is left unclear, as with the King and his lords, as to whether he will keep his promise.


    THE PRINCESS OF FRANCE


    The Princess of France, along with her companions, is the smart female foil to the self-delusion exhibited by the men in the play. In contrast to the capriciousness and mutual mockery embodied by the King and his lords, the Princess is shrewder but wiser, just as witty but less prone to direct insults. Unlike Ferdinand she also shows true regal maturity, first pursuing her assigned political business despite the King’s absurd decree, and also deciding to fulfil her duty and return to France to become Queen following her father’s death. The year of waiting she demands from the King could be interpreted as an attempt to make him grow up and eventually meet her on her level. Her kind encouragement of the amateur performance at the end of the play also contrasts with the boyish mockery which the King and his friends inflict on the players. Her gentler nature and practical insistence on making the King and his friends prove their love demonstrates a kindness and practicality sorely lacking in the play’s male figures.
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